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Dear Friends,

One of the many advantages of a long publishing career and advances in technology is that my early books have been given a new life. The Trouble with Caasi is a great example of this. And no, I didn’t misspell her name. Caasi was named after her father, Isaac, and her name is his name spelled backward! Sometimes I am so clever I can barely stand myself!

It’s been such fun reading through this early book and tweaking it here and there to update it to current times. What’s most gratifying to me is the fact that even after all these years the story is still compelling. It is romantic, tender, and hopeful. So sit back, brew yourself a cup of tea, and immerse yourself into the world of Caasi and Blake.

One of my greatest joys as an author is hearing from my readers. You can connect with me in a number of ways. You’d be surprised by how friendly I am! You can log onto my website at DebbieMacomber.com and leave me a message or get in touch with me on Facebook. Or if you feel so inclined, you can write me at P.O. Box 1458, Port Orchard, WA 98366.

Enjoy!

Warmest regards, 
Debbie Macomber


One

The majestic beauty of white-capped Mount Hood was unobstructed from the twentieth floor of the Empress Hotel in downtown Portland. Caasi Crane stood in front of the huge floor-to-ceiling window, her arms hugging her slim waist. Blake Sherrill’s letter of resignation was clenched tightly in one hand.

Blake was the best general manager she’d ever hope to find. His resignation had caught her off guard. As far as Caasi knew, he had been perfectly content. His employee file was open on her computer, and Caasi moved across the plush office to study the information.

His salary was generous, she noted, but Caasi believed in paying her employees what they were worth. And Blake earned every cent. Maybe he’d reconsider if she offered him a raise. But according to the file, he’d received a healthy increase only three months earlier.

Scrolling down through the information, Caasi paused to read over the original employment application that included his photograph. He was six-three and at her guess around a hundred and eighty pounds. Dark hair and brown eyes. None of that had changed. At the time he was hired he was single and thirty. Certainly she would know if he’d married since then. He hadn’t; she was sure of it. Had Blake been with Crane Enterprises that long? Six years?

Caasi pushed her wide-rimmed glasses up from the tip of her nose and sat in her cushioned white leather chair.

Her assistant buzzed, interrupting her thoughts. “Mr. Sherrill’s here to see you.”

Caasi pushed the intercom lever. “Please send him in.” Mentally she prepared herself. Her father had groomed her well for this position. If Blake was displeased about something, she’d soon discover what it was. Employee performance and customer satisfaction were the name of the game. But an employee, even one as good as Blake, couldn’t perform if he was unhappy. If so, Caasi wanted to know the reason. She pretended an interest in his computer file when the door opened. Looking up, she smiled brightly. “Sit down, Blake.” Her hand indicated a chair on the other side of her desk.

He wasn’t a handsome man. His features were rough and rugged, too craggy to be considered attractive. His chin projected stubbornly and the shadow of his beard was heavy. Caasi didn’t doubt that he had to shave twice a day. He wore a dark business suit and silk tie, and his hair was coal dark. Could he be Italian with a name like Sherrill? Funny how she’d never really noticed Blake. At least, not the toughness in the lean, hard figure that stood in front of her.

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather stand.” With feet braced slightly apart, he joined his hands.

“Honestly,” Caasi admonished with a soft smile, “you look like a recruit standing at attention.”

“Sometimes I feel that way.” The words were hardly above a whisper.

“Pardon?” Caasi looked up again.

“Nothing.” The small lines about his eyes and mouth creased in a mirthless smile. “You’re right. I’ll sit down.”

“How long have you been with us now, Blake?”

“Six years, six months, and five days,” he replied drily.

“You counted the days?”

He shrugged. “Maybe I was hoping to gain your attention.”

Caasi gave him a troubled look. Clearly something was wrong. Not in the five years since she’d taken over the company had Blake behaved like this.

“You have my attention now.” She held up the resignation letter. “What’s the problem?”

He looked away. “There’s no problem. The time has come to move on, that’s all.”

“Is it the money?”

“No.”

“Have you got another job offer?” That was the scenario that made the most sense.

“Not yet.”

This wasn’t going well, and she was fast losing her grip on the situation.

“All right, Blake, tell me what’s up.”

“Do you want a full report submitted? There’s one due at the end of the month, as usual.”

“I don’t mean that and you know it.” Angrily she glared at him.

“I thought you read every report,” he muttered with an edge of sarcasm.

“I’ve never known you to be cynical,” Caasi cut in.

“But then, you’ve never known me, have you?”

Caasi didn’t know how to answer him. Maybe if she’d dated more often she’d be able to deal with men more effectively. That was one area in which her father had failed to instruct her. Sometimes she felt like a bungling teenager, and just as naïve.

“Take the rest of the week off, Blake. I would like you to reconsider this letter.”

“I’m not going to change my mind.” There was a determined look about him, unyielding and confident.

She didn’t want to lose Blake. “Take it anyway, and let’s talk again the first of the week.”

He gave her a mocking salute. “As you wish.”

Blake’s resignation weighed heavily on Caasi the rest of the day. By the time her assistant left, she was in a rotten mood. It was due to far more than Blake, she realized. That night was the monthly get-together with Edie and June, her two BFFs.

The months passed so quickly that sometimes it seemed that they were meeting much too often—and at other times it wasn’t nearly enough. Yet the two were her best friends … her only friends, Caasi admitted grudgingly, as she slid the key into the lock of her apartment door.

The penthouse suite on the twenty-first floor had been Caasi’s home for as long as she could remember. She must have been eight before she realized that milk came from a cow and not the busboy who delivered all of the family’s meals.

Daddy’s little girl from the beginning, Caasi had known from the time she could walk that someday she would be president of Crane Enterprises and the string of hotels that ran down Oregon’s coast and into California. Isaac Crane had tutored her for the position until his death five years earlier.

Daddy’s little girl … The thought ran through her mind as Caasi opened her closet and took out a striped dress of teal, plum, and black. Everything about her reflected her father. A thousand times in her twenty-eight years Caasi had explained that her name hadn’t been misspelled but was Isaac spelled backward.

Soaking in a bubble bath a few minutes later, Caasi lifted the sponge and drained the soothing water over her full breasts and flat stomach. Her big toe idly played with the faucet spout. Her medium-length chestnut hair was piled on top of her head as she lay back and let the hot water refresh her.

Steam swirled around the huge bathroom as Caasi got out of the tub, wrapped a thick cotton towel around herself, and moved into her bedroom. She didn’t feel like going out tonight. A quiet dinner and television would be more to her liking, but she knew Edie and June well enough to realize they wouldn’t easily let her forgo their monthly dinner.

An hour later, Caasi entered Brasserie Montmartre, a French restaurant Edie had raved about the previous month. Caasi didn’t mind checking out the competition. The Empress’s own small French restaurant served—in her opinion—some of the best food in town.

Edie waved when she saw Caasi. June apparently hadn’t arrived yet, and Caasi wondered if she would, since June’s baby was due any time.

“Greetings, fair one,” the pert brunette said, as Caasi pulled out a chair and sat down. It was a standard joke among them that, of the three, Caasi was the most attractive. She accepted their good-natured teasing as part of the give-and-take in any friendship. They were her friends, and heaven knew she had few enough of those.

“You look pleased about something,” Caasi said. Edie was grinning from ear to ear.

“I am.” Edie took a sip of champagne and giggled like a sixteen-year-old. “I should probably wait until June’s here, but if I don’t tell someone soon, I think I’ll bust.”

“Come on, give,” Caasi urged, and nodded at the waiter, who promptly delivered another glass and poured for her. Good service, she mused.

“I’m pregnant!”

Caasi nearly choked on the bubbly liquid. “Pregnant!” she spat back. Not both friends at the same time. It was too much!

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen Freddy more excited.”

“But you’re the one who said—”

“I know, but I changed my mind. It’s crazy, but I’m really happy about this. The doctor said there’s no reason for me to lose my figure, and he’s already put me on a high-protein diet. Freddy’s agreed to the natural-childbirth classes. From what we’ve read, it’s the best way for the baby. June’s taking them now, and I’m hoping she can let me sit in on one of her sessions. And then there’s the nursery to do. I think Freddy may make the cradle.”

“Slow down,” Caasi said with a light laugh. “My head’s spinning already.”

“What do you think?” Edie scooted her chair back and arched her shoulders.

“Think about what?” Caasi shook her head.

“Do I show?”

“Show? Good grief, Edie, you can’t be more than a couple of months along!”

“You’re right.” She giggled, her dark eyes dancing. “And no more than a sip of champagne for me. I’m completely off alcohol and caffeine. I was just hoping …”

“Hoping what?” A tall blonde waddled up behind them. June’s protruding stomach left little conjecture as to her condition. One hand rested against her rib cage as she lowered herself into the third chair. “Champagne?” Round blue eyes sought those of the others. “What are we celebrating?”

“Babies, in the plural,” Edie supplied with a wide grin that lit up her whole face.

June looked blank for a minute.

“It seems our Edie has found herself with child,” Caasi informed her.

“Edie?” June whispered disbelievingly. “Not the same Edie who marched in a rally for zero population growth when we were in high school?”

“One and the same.” Edie laughed and motioned for the waiter, who produced a third glass.

“We’re talking about the girl who was afraid to eat lettuce because it could ruin her perfect figure.”

“Not the one who said, ‘Lips that touch chocolate shall never touch mine’?” June’s eyes rounded with shock.

“ ’Fraid so,” Caasi said.

“Would you two quit talking about me as if I wasn’t here?” Edie demanded.

“A baby.” Caasi looked from one to the other and shook her head. “Both of you. Wasn’t it yesterday that I was your maid of honor, June? And Edie, remember how we argued over who got which bed our freshman year?”

“I always thought you’d be the first one to marry,” June said to her in a somber tone. “Caasi the beauty. Blue-gray eyes to die for and a figure that was the envy of every girl in school.”

“The fair one,” Edie added.

“The aunt-to-be,” Caasi murmured, in a poor attempt at humor. “Always the bridesmaid, never the bride.”

“I find it more than just ironic,” Edie said with conviction. “It’s high time you came down from the lofty twentieth floor and joined us mortals.”

“Edie!” June snapped. “What a terrible thing to say!”

“It’s the champagne,” Caasi said, excusing her friend.

“In this instance it’s a case of loose lips sinking ships.”

“Ships?” Edie inquired.

“Friendships!”

“To friendship.” Edie raised her glass and their former good mood was restored.

“To friendship.” June and Caasi gently clicked their delicate crystal glasses against Edie’s.

“By the way, who’s paying for this?” June questioned.

“I don’t know,” Caasi joked, “but I’m only paying one-fifth, since both of you are drinking for two.”

They all laughed and picked up their menus.

As Edie had promised, the food was superb. With observant eyes, Caasi noted the texture and quality of the food and the service. Such scrutiny had been ingrained in her since childhood. Caasi doubted that she could dine anywhere and not do a comparison to the food at her hotels.

“What about next month?” Caasi eyed June’s stomach.

“No problem. Doc says I’ve got a good five weeks.”

“Five weeks?” Edie looked shocked. “If I get that big, I’ll die.”

“You know, Edie, if your shoes are a little too tight, don’t worry,” Caasi teased.

“My shoes?” Edie looked up with a blank stare.

“After being in your mouth all night, they should fit fine.”

Edie giggled and stared pointedly across the table. “I swear, the girl’s a real wit tonight.”

They divided up the check three ways. Although Caasi wanted to treat her friends, June and Edie wouldn’t hear of it.

Sitting back, she watched as the waiter took their money. No matter what her mood at the beginning of these gatherings, Caasi always felt better afterward. Even Edie’s remark had flowed off her like water from an oily surface. These two were like her sisters. She accepted their faults and loved them nonetheless.

Large drops of rain pounded against the street as the three emerged from the restaurant.

“How about an after-dinner dessert?” Edie suggested. “I’m in the mood for something sweet.”

June and Caasi eyed each other and attempted to disguise a smile.

“Not me.” June bowed out. “Burt’s at home, anxiously awaiting my return. He worries if I’m out of his sight more than five minutes.”

Edie raised both brows, seeking Caasi’s response.

Caasi shrugged. “My feet hurt.”

“I thought I was the one with tight shoes,” Edie teased, looping her arm through Caasi’s. “Come on, be a sport. If you’re extra-nice I’ll even let you take me up to your penthouse suite.”

Caasi smiled. “I suppose something light and sweet would do wonders toward making me forget my problems.”

“What about you, June? Come on, change your mind.”

June shook her head and patted her rounded stomach. “Not tonight.”

The hotel lobby at the Empress was peacefully quiet when Edie and Caasi came through the wide glass doors. The doorman tipped his hat politely, and Caasi gave him a bright smile. Old Aldo had been a grandfather when the hotel hired him twenty years before. Other employers would have retired him by now, but Caasi hadn’t. The white-haired man had a way of greeting people that made them feel welcome. That quality wouldn’t easily be replaced.

The sweet, soulful sounds of a ballad drifted from the lounge, and Edie paused to hum the tune as they waited for the elevator.

“Nice,” she commented.

“The piano player’s new this week. Would you rather we have our dessert down here?”

Edie’s nod was eager. “I think I would. I’m in the mood for romance and music.”

Caasi’s laugh was sweet and light. “From the look of things, I’d say it’s been a regular occurrence lately.” Her eyes rested on her friend’s still smooth abdomen. They chose to sit in the lounge in order to listen to the music.

The hostess seated them and saw to their order personally. The crowd was a good one. Caasi looked around and noted a few regulars, mostly salesmen who stayed at the hotel on a biweekly basis. The after-work crowd had thinned, but there were a few die-hards.

The middle-aged man at the piano was good. A portion of the bar was built around the piano, and Caasi watched as he interacted with the customers, took requests, and cracked a few jokes. She’d make sure he was invited back again.

Edie dipped her spoon into the glass of lemon sorbet while Caasi sampled her own. They didn’t talk. They didn’t need to. The piano music filled the room. A young couple at the bar started to sing and were joined by several others.

Edie’s hand squeezed Caasi’s forearm. “I’m sorry about what I said earlier.”

“No need to apologize.” Edie’s gaze faltered slightly under Caasi’s direct look. “I understand.”

“I worry about you sometimes, Caasi.”

“Worry about me? Whatever for?”

“I love you. You’re more like a sister to me than my own. I don’t know how you can be happy living the way you do. It’s not natural.”

“What’s not natural?” Caasi realized she was beginning to sound like a worn echo.

“Your life.”

Mildly disconcerted, Caasi looked away. “It’s the only way I’ve ever known.”

“That doesn’t make it right. Haven’t you ever yearned for someone to share your life? A man to cuddle up against on a cold night?”

Caasi’s laugh was forced. “I’ve got my electric blanket.”

“What about children?”

Although content with her lifestyle, Caasi had to admit that seeing both June and Edie pregnant was having a peculiar effect on her. She’d never thought much about being a mother, but she found the idea appealing. “I … I think I’d like that, but I’m not so keen on a husband.”

“If it’s a baby you want, then find yourself a man. You don’t need a wedding ring and a march down the aisle in order to have a baby. Not these days.”

Caasi tugged a strand of hair behind her ear, a nervous habit she rarely indulged. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”

“I mean it,” Edie said with a serious look.

“What am I supposed to do? Find a good-looking man, saunter up, and suggest children?”

Edie’s full laugh attracted the attention of others. “No, silly, don’t say a word. Just let things happen naturally.”

How could Caasi explain that she wasn’t into casual affairs? Had never had a fling, and at twenty-eight remained a virgin? Edie would be sick laughing. Lack of experience wasn’t the only thing holding her back; when would Caasi find the time for relationships and/or motherhood? Every waking minute was centered on Crane Enterprises. Even if she did find herself attracted to a man, she’d have to squeeze him in between meetings and conferences. Few men would be willing to accept that kind of relationship. And what man wouldn’t be intimidated by her wealth? No, the die had been cast and she …

“Caasi.” Edie’s hushed whisper broke into Caasi’s thoughts. “What you need is a man like the one who just walked in.”

Caasi’s gray eyes searched the crowd for the newcomer. “Where?” she murmured.

“There, by the piano. He just sat down.”

The blood exploded in Caasi’s cheeks, rushing up from her neck until she felt her face shining like a lighthouse on a foggy night. Blake Sherrill was the man Edie had pointed out. Pressing a tentative hand to her face, Caasi wondered at her reaction.

“Now, that’s blatant masculinity if ever I’ve seen it.”

“He’s not that good-looking,” Caasi felt obliged to say, grateful that Edie hadn’t noticed the way the color had invaded her face.

“Of course not. His type never is. There’s a lean hardness to him, an inborn arrogance that attracts women like flies to honey.”

“Oh, honestly.”

“Notice his mouth,” Edie continued.

Caasi already had. Blake looked troubled about something, a surprising occurrence, since he’d always presented a controlled aura when he met with her. She watched as he ordered a drink, then emptied the shot glass in one gulp. That wasn’t like Blake, either. As far as she knew, he stayed away from liquor.

“See how his lips are pressed together? The tight, chiseled effect. Women go for that.”

There was a slight tremor in Caasi’s hands as her friend spoke. “Maybe some women. But not me.”

“Caasi.” Edie groaned. “You can’t be that oblivious. You’re staring at an unqualified hunk. My blood’s hot just looking at him.”

“He’s not my type,” Caasi muttered under her breath, at the same time thinking she’d never really seen Blake. For years they’d worked together, and not once had she ever thought of him except as an exceptionally good general manager.

“That man is every woman’s type. I’ve seen women threaten to kill for less.”

Caasi knew her friend was teasing and offered a halfhearted smile. “Maybe he is my type, I don’t know.”

“Maybe?” Edie shot back disbelievingly. “Go over and introduce yourself. It can’t hurt, and it may do you a lot of good.”

“Do you think I should?”

“I wouldn’t have said so if I didn’t.”

“This is crazy.” Caasi shoved back her chair. Really, what did she hope to accomplish? Blake was more man than she’d ever recognized before, but the idea of a casual affair with him was crazy. More than crazy, it was ludicrous.

“Hurry up before he leaves,” Edie whispered encouragingly.

Caasi didn’t understand why she didn’t want her friend to know she was already acquainted with Blake.

Edie stood with her.

“Are you coming, too?” Caasi cast her a challenging glare.

“Not this time, although I’m tempted. I just noticed the time. Freddy will be worried. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Fine.” Caasi’s spirits lifted. She could leave without saying a word to Blake and Edie need never know.

“I’ll just wait by the door to see how you do. Once you’ve made the contact, I’ll just slip away.”

Caasi’s spirits plummeted.

The stool beside Blake was vacant. Caasi strolled across the room, her heart pounding so loudly it drowned out the piano man. As casually as possible she perched herself atop the tall stool.

Blake looked over at her, surprise widening his eyes momentarily. He turned back without a greeting.

“Evening,” she muttered, shocked at how strange her voice sounded. “I thought you were taking the rest of the week off.”

“Something came up.”

Caasi straightened. “What?”

“It’s taken care of—don’t worry about it.”

“Blake.” Her tone was crisp and businesslike.

Pointedly he turned his wrist and looked at his watch. “I was off duty hours ago. If you don’t mind, I’d like to leave the office behind and enjoy some good scotch.” He raised his shot glass in a mocking toast.

Caasi’s throat constricted. “I’ve had one of those days myself.” She didn’t mention that his letter had brought it on, but that understanding hung oppressively in the air between them.

The bartender strolled past and braced both hands against the bar. “Can I get you anything?” He directed the question at Caasi.

Obviously he didn’t know who she was, which was just as well; she could observe him at work. “I’ll have the same as the gentleman.”

Blake arched both brows. “It must have been a harder day than I thought.”

“It was.”

His lips came together in a severe line. “Drink it slowly,” he cautioned.

“I can hold my liquor as well as any man,” she said, surprised by how defensive she sounded. She didn’t want to be. What she wanted was an honest, frank discussion of the reason or reasons he’d decided to leave Crane Enterprises.

“As you say.” The corners of his mouth curved upward in challenge.

When Caasi’s drink arrived she raised it tentatively to her lips and took an experimental sip. To her horror, she started coughing and choking.

“You all right?” he questioned with a rare smile.

As if she wasn’t embarrassed enough, his hand pounded vigorously against her back.

“Stop it,” she insisted, her eyes watering.

“I thought you said you could handle your scotch.”

“I can!” she choked out between gasps of air. “It just went down wrong, that’s all.”

Blake rotated the stool so that she was given a profile of his compelling features. She turned back around, aware that half the lounge was watching her. “I’m fine, I’m fine,” she felt obliged to say.

“So you are,” Blake murmured.

“Aren’t you worried about leaving your job?” she asked, even though he’d basically said he didn’t want to discuss business. He turned to her then, his eyes dark and glittering as his taut gaze ran over her. “No, as a matter of fact, I’m not.”

“Why not?” she queried, her hand curling around the small glass. “At least you owe me the courtesy of telling me why after all these years you want out.”

“It’s not a marriage, Cupcake.”

Caasi bristled. “Don’t call me that. Don’t ever call me that.” Cupcake had been her father’s pet name for her. Only Isaac Crane had ever called her that. “I’m not a little girl anymore.”

His laugh was short and derisive. “That you’re not.”

She took another sip of her drink. It burned all the way down her throat and seared a path through her stomach. But she didn’t cough and felt pleased with herself.

“What do you want from me?” he asked, as he shoved the empty scotch glass aside.

Feeling slightly tipsy and more than a little reckless, she placed her hand gently over the crook in his elbow. “I want to dance.”

His head jerked up, and the color seemed to flow from his face. “Not with me.”

“Yes, with you,” she said softly, surprised at how angry he sounded. Who else did he think she meant? The piano player?

“No.”

The word was issued with such force that Caasi felt as if he’d physically struck her. How embarrassing and humiliating. All at once Caasi knew she had to get out of there before disgracing herself further. “Thanks anyway.”

Her hands trembled as she slid off the stool. Wordlessly she turned and walked out of the lounge. She made it as far as the elevator before she felt her entire body start to shake.

The penthouse was dark. Very dark. Even the million lights of the city couldn’t illuminate the room. Leaning against the door, Caasi heaved her shoulders in a long, shuddering sigh. She’d had too much to drink that night, far more than normal. That was what was wrong. Not Edie. Not Blake. Not even her. Only the alcohol.

Undressing, she pulled the long satin gown over her head. Accidentally, her hand hit against her abdomen and she paused, inhaling deeply. Lightly her fingers traced her breasts, then fell lifelessly to her sides as she hung her head in defeat.

“I am a woman,” she whispered. “I am a woman,” she repeated, and fell across the bed.


Two

Caasi’s head throbbed the next morning when the alarm rang. She rolled over and moaned. She’d made a complete idiot of herself the night before. She couldn’t believe that she’d actually suggested that Blake dance with her. Heavens, she hadn’t been on a dance floor since her college days. The temptation was to bury her head under a pillow and go back to sleep, but the meeting with Pacific Contractors was scheduled for that morning, plus a labor-relations conference for that afternoon.

Laurie, the paragon of virtue who served as Caasi’s assistant, was already at her desk when Caasi arrived.

“Morning,” Caasi greeted her crisply.

“Schuster’s been on the phone twice. He said it’s important.” Laurie held out several pink message slips.

Caasi groaned inwardly. Every time Schuster phoned it was important. She didn’t want to deal with him. Not today. Not ever, if she could help it.

“Is Mr. Sherrill in yet?” Caasi would give the pesky troublemaker to Blake to handle. He’d deal with Schuster quickly and efficiently. Then she remembered that she’d given Blake the rest of the week off.

“He’s been in and out,” Laurie announced, following Caasi into the inner office. “He left something on your desk.”

A silver tray with a large pot and cup rested on the clean surface of her desk. Beside the cup was a large bottle of aspirin. Caasi managed just a hint of a smile.

“Thanks, Laurie,” she murmured, and waited until the short, plump woman left the office.

A folded piece of paper lay on the tray beside the aspirin. Slowly, Caasi picked it up, her heart hammering. A single note and her heart was reacting more to that than any profit-and-loss statement.

The large, bold handwriting matched the man. How often had she read his messages and not noticed that his penmanship personified him? The note read: Thought you could use these this morning. B.

Caasi realized that she could. After snapping the cap off the bottle, she shook two tablets into the palm of her hand and poured the steaming coffee into the cup. She lifted her hand to touch the chestnut hair gathered primly at the base of her neck as she lazily walked across the carpet.

Everything last night hadn’t been a fluke. Edie had raised questions that Caasi had long refused to voice. She was a woman, with a woman’s desires and a woman’s needs. Home, husband, children—these were things she had conveniently shelved. Seeing June and Edie happily married, in love and expecting children, was bringing all these feelings to an eruptive head. Her father hadn’t counted on that. Caasi was the only child, the last of the Cranes, who were now an endangered species. With Isaac gone, and her mother dead before she had any memories of her, now there was only Caasi. Alone. Against the world.

Caasi wanted to be protected and loved, cherished and worried about. Like Edie and June. But at the same time, she wanted to be proud, independent, strong … everything her father had worked so hard to ingrain in her. Sometimes she felt as though a tug-of-war were going on inside her, with her heart at stake. Some days she looked in the mirror only to discover that a stranger was staring back at her.

The phone buzzed, interrupting her musings. Another day was about to begin, and her doubts would be pushed aside and shelved again.

Saturday morning Caasi woke, sat up in bed, and sighed heavily. The past two days, she’d crawled out of bed more tired than she’d been the night before, as if she hadn’t slept at all. Now her eyes burned and she felt as if the problems of the world were pressing against her shoulders.

The company copter was flying in that day, and Caasi was scheduled to officiate at a ground-breaking ceremony at Seaside. Another Empress Hotel, the tenth, was about to be launched. She should be feeling a sense of pride and accomplishment, yet all she felt was tired and miserable. The day would be filled with false smiles and promotional hype.

She dressed in a navy-blue linen suit, double-breasted. Her father would approve.

Her breakfast tray was waiting for her, but she pushed it aside. The silver pot of coffee reminded her of Blake. Absent two days and she missed him like crazy. He was scheduled to have gone with her on this little jaunt. Somehow, having Blake along would have made the outing far more endurable.

Caasi was back at her suite by four. Exhausted, she kicked off her shoes and pulled the pins from her hair. The weather was fantastic, a glorious, sunny April afternoon. How could she have felt anything but exhilarated by the crisp ocean breeze? Everything had run smoothly—thanks to Blake, who had been responsible for setting up the ceremony.

The instant his name floated through her mind, the heaviness she’d experienced that morning returned. For years she’d taken him for granted. In rethinking the situation, Caasi realized that he had cause to resign. He was invaluable to her. He couldn’t leave; she wouldn’t let him. She’d find a way to convince him to stay.

Slouching against the deep, cushioned couch, Caasi propped her feet on the shining surface of the glass coffee table. She’d talk to him. Explain Crane Enterprises’ position. And the sooner, the better. Now. Why not?

After changing into a three-piece pantsuit, Caasi sailed into her office to look through his personnel file. They’d worked together for years and she didn’t even know where he lived. There were so many things she didn’t know about Blake.

She scanned the computer file until she located the Gresham address, a few miles outside of Portland.

Her silver Mercedes had been a gift from her father. Caasi had little need to drive it. Usually she made a point of taking it for a spin once a month. It had been longer than that since she’d last driven it, but the maintenance men kept it tuned and the battery charged for her.

It took almost thirty minutes to find the address. She drove down a long, winding road that seemed to lead nowhere. Although there were several houses around, they were separated by wide spaces. Blake … in the country. The mental image of him tilling the fields flitted into her mind. The picture fit.

She stopped at the side of the road and, before pulling into Blake’s driveway, checked the nearest house number against the one she’d scribbled down in her office. The house was an older two-story with a wide front porch, the kind Caasi would picture having an old-fashioned swing. A large weeping willow tree dominated one side of the front yard. Caasi had always loved weeping willows.

By the time she opened the car door and climbed out, Blake had come out of the garage, wiping his hands on an oily rag.

“Caasi.” His voice was deep and irritated.

“Afternoon,” she replied, sounding falsely cheerful. “This is beautiful country out here.”

“I like it.” He came to a halt, keeping several feet of distance from her.

“Everything went fine today.”

“I knew it would.”

Caasi untied the lemon-colored chiffon scarf from her throat and stuffed it into her purse. “Can we talk?”

His gaze traveled over her before he lifted one shoulder. “Okay.”

Caasi felt some of the tension ease out of her. At least he was willing to discuss things.

“Go in the house; I’ll wash up and be there in a minute.”

“All right,” she agreed.

“The back door’s unlocked,” he called to her, as he returned to the garage.

Caasi let herself into the rear of the house. An enclosed porch and pantry contained a thick braided rug, on which she wiped her feet. The door off the porch led into a huge kitchen decorated with checkered red-and-white curtains on its large windows.

The glass coffeepot was half full, and Caasi poured herself a mug, hugging it to keep her hands occupied.

With her purse clutched under her arm, she wandered out of the kitchen. A large formal dining room contained built-in china cabinets. An array of photographs filled the open wall space. Caasi stopped to examine each one. They left her wondering if Blake had once been married. Nervous apprehension creased her brow. Several pictures of children who vaguely resembled Blake dominated the grouping. Another of an older couple, dark and earthy, captured her attention. Caasi lifted the wooden frame to examine the two faces more closely. These must be his parents. They both had round, dark eyes—wonderful eyes that said so much. Warm, good people. If Caasi ever had the opportunity to meet them, she knew she would enjoy knowing them. They looked to be salt-of-the-earth kind of people.

Another picture rested behind the others; this one was of a large family gathering outside what appeared to be the very house she was in. The willow tree was there, only smaller. The two adults were shown with six children. Blake’s family. He stood out prominently, obviously the eldest.

“My parents,” he explained from behind her.

Caasi hadn’t heard him come in and gave a startled gasp, feeling much like a child caught looking at something she shouldn’t. Her hand shook slightly as she replaced the photograph.

“The children?” she asked hesitatingly.

“My nieces and nephews.”

“You’ve never married?”

Blake’s mouth thinned slightly. “No.” He ran a hand through his dark hair. “You said you wanted to talk?”

“Yes.” Her head bobbed.

“Sit down.” His open palm gestured toward the living room.

Caasi moved into the long, narrow living room. A huge fireplace took up an entire wall, and she paused momentarily to admire the oil painting above the mantel. Mount Hood was richly displayed in gray, white, and a forest of green against a backdrop of blue, blue skies.

“Wonderful painting,” she commented casually, looking for the artist’s name and finding none.

“Thanks.”

Caasi sat in a chair where she could continue to study the mountain scene. On closer inspection she found minute details that weren’t readily visible on casual notice. “I really like it. Who’s the artist?”

The small lines about Blake’s mouth hardened. “Me.”

“You!” Caasi gasped. “I didn’t know you did anything like this. Blake, it’s lovely.”

He dismissed the compliment with a short shake of his head. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

“I’m beginning to find that out,” she said on a sober note.

His eyes pinned her to the chair.

Uncomfortable, she cleared her throat before continuing. “As I mentioned, the trip to Seaside went without a hitch. But it didn’t seem right, not having you there.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t want to have to do that.”

Blake propelled himself out of the overstuffed chair he had sunk into and stalked to the far side of the room. “My decision’s been made.”

“Change it.”

“No.”

“Blake, listen.” She set her coffee aside and stood. “Today I realized how inconsiderate I’ve been the last few years. Putting it simply, I’ve taken you for granted. You were Dad’s right-hand man. Now you’re mine. I don’t know that I can do the job without you.”

His laugh was sarcastic, cruel. “I have no doubts regarding your ability. More than once I’ve been amazed at your insight and discernment. You’re a magnificent businesswoman, and don’t let anyone tell you different.”

“If I’m so wonderful, why am I losing you?”

He didn’t answer her.

“I’m prepared to double your salary.”

“You overpay me as it is.”

She clenched her fist at her side and stared at the oil painting, searching for some clue to the man she once thought she knew. “Then it isn’t the money.”

“I told you it wasn’t.”

“Then clearly someone else has made you a better offer. Holiday Inn? Hilton?”

“No.” His voice was loud and insistent.

Don’t yell at me, she wanted to shout back, but held her tongue. They’d never argued. For months on end they’d worked together without saying more than a few necessary words to each other. And suddenly everything had changed.

“Caasi.” Her name was issued softly. “I wouldn’t do that to you. I don’t know what I’m planning yet, but I won’t go to work for the competition.”

“What is it you want?” Angrily she hugged her stomach with both arms and whirled around. “I’ve never known you to be unreasonable.”

He was silent for so long, she didn’t know whether he intended to answer.

“You can’t give me what I want.”

“Try me.” She turned back to him, almost desperate. Blake was right; she could manage without him. A replacement could come in, be trained, and suffice, but she wanted him. Trusted him.

His dark gaze fell to her mouth. They stood so close that Caasi could see the flecks of gold in his dark irises. A strange hurt she didn’t understand seemed to show in them. A desire welled in her to ease that pain, but she didn’t know how. Wasn’t that a woman’s job, to comfort? But then, she was a complete failure as a woman.

He reached out and gently touched the side of her face. A warmth radiated from his light caress. “I was planning to take the summer off. Do some hiking. I’ve always wanted to climb mountains, especially Rainier.”

Sadly, Caasi nodded, her eyes captured by his. “I’ve never hiked.” She laughed nervously. “Or climbed.”

“There are lots of things you haven’t done, aren’t there?” His soft voice contained a note of tenderness. He dropped his hand.

Caasi forced her eyes away. Blake didn’t know the half of it. Her gaze fell on the rows of family pictures. “Do … do you like children?” What a ridiculous question, and yet it was one she’d asked of him.

“Very much.”

“Why haven’t you married and raised a houseful? You’ve got the room for it here.”

“The same reason you haven’t, Cupcake.”

Caasi bit her tongue to keep from reminding him not to call her that. The name itself didn’t bother her. Nor did she care if he reminded her of her father. What she didn’t like was Blake thinking of her as a child.

“For the last several years,” he elaborated, “the two of us have been married to Crane Enterprises.”

“But you could have a family and still work for me.” She was grasping at straws and knew it.

“I’m a little too old to start now.”

“Old,” she scoffed. “At thirty-six?”

Blake looked surprised that she knew his age.

“I don’t want to lose you.”

His expression hardened as if her words had displeased him. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

Perplexed, she watched him move across the room and pull open the front door.

“You’re angry.”

He forced a long breath. “Yes.”

“But why? What did I say?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

Her hand sliced through the air. “You keep saying that. I’m well above the age of reason. I have even been known to exhibit some intelligence—”

“And in other ways you’re incredibly stupid,” he interrupted. “Now go before I say something I’ll regret.”

Caasi sucked in her breath. Her shoes made a clicking rattle against the wooden steps as she hurried to her car. She couldn’t get away from Blake fast enough.

Thirty minutes later, still angry and upset, Caasi let herself into the penthouse suite and threw her purse on the bed. Her shoes went next, first the right and then the left. She felt like shouting with frustration.

Dinner arrived and she stared at it with no appetite. No breakfast, a meager lunch, and now dinner held no appeal. She should be starved. Steak, potato, baby white asparagus, and a roll, eaten alone, might as well be overbaked, dried-out macaroni and cheese. Eating alone hadn’t bothered her until that night. Why it should now remained a mystery.

The portrait of Blake’s parents came into her mind. How easy it was to picture his mother standing in the kitchen with fresh bread dough rising on the counter. Kids eating breakfast and laughing. How could something she’d never known bother her so much? Children. Family. Home. Each word was as foreign to her as the moon. Yet she felt a terrible, gnawing loss.

Determinedly she took the crusty French roll and bit into it. Hard on the outside, tender inside, exactly right. It was the only thing in her life that was exactly right.

The phone buzzed, which usually meant trouble. Caasi lifted the receiver.

“Mr. Sherrill’s on his way up,” the hotel receptionist informed her cheerfully.

“Thank you,” Caasi answered in a shaky voice. Blake coming here? He’d never been to her private quarters. Maybe when her father was alive, but not since she’d taken over.

Hurriedly she rushed into the bathroom and ran a brush through her hair. Halfway out the door, she whirled around and added a fresh layer of light pink gloss to her lips. Her hands shook, she was rushing so much. She unscrewed the cap from a perfume bottle and added a touch of the expensive French fragrance behind each ear and to the pulse points at her wrists.

Caasi started at the sound of his knock. Pausing to take in a deep, calming breath, she sauntered to the door.

“Why, Blake, what a pleasant surprise,” she said sweetly.

He didn’t look pleased. In fact, he looked much the same as he had when she’d left him earlier.

The feeling of happy surprise drained out of her.

“Go on, change.”

“Change?” She stared at him blankly as he walked inside.

“Clothes,” he supplied.

“You’re not making any sense.”

“Yes, I am,” he refuted. “What you had on last night will do.”

“Do for what?” His attitude was beginning to spark her anger.

“Dancing. That’s what you said you wanted.”

Hot color extended all the way down her neck. “That was after several drinks.”

“You don’t want to dance? Fine.” He lowered himself onto the long couch. “We can sit and drink.”

The dark scowl intimidated her. She’d stood up to angry union leaders, pesky reporters, and a thousand unpleasant situations. Yet one dark glower from Blake and she felt as though she could cry. Her gaze was centered on the carpet, and she noted that in her rush she’d forgotten to put on shoes.

“Caasi?” His voice pounded around the room like thunder.

“I don’t know how to dance,” she shouted. “And don’t yell at me. Understand? The last time I went to a dance I was a college sophomore. Things … have … changed.”

She moved to the window and pretended an interest in the city lights.

Blake moved behind her and gently laid a hand on her shoulder. “What you need is a few lessons.”

“Lessons?” she repeated softly. The image that came to her mind was of the times the hotel had booked the ballroom for the students of several local dance studios.

“I’ll be your teacher.” The words were husky and low-pitched. The gentle pressure of his hand turned her toward him.

Submissively, Caasi’s arms dangled at her sides. “What about music?”

“We’ll make our own.” He began to hum softly, a gentle ballad that the piano man had played the night before. “First, place your arms around my neck.” His hands rested lightly on the curve of her hip just below her waist.

Caasi linked her fingers behind his neck. “Like this?”

Their eyes met and he nodded slowly—very slowly, as if the simple action had cost him a great deal. The grooves at the sides of his mouth deepened and he drew her close. His hands slid around to the small of her back, his touch feather-light.

Caasi had to stand on the tips of her toes to fit her body to his. When she eased her weight against him, he went rigid.

“Did I do something wrong?” she asked in a whisper.

“No.” His breath stirred her hair. “You’re doing fine.”

“Why aren’t we moving?”

“Because it feels good just to hold you,” he said in a strange, husky voice.

A flood of warmth filled every pore, and when she raised her eyes she saw that his angry look had been replaced by a gaze so warm and sensuous that she went completely still. She didn’t breathe. She didn’t move. She didn’t blink.

He moved his hand up her back in a slow, rotating action that brought her even closer, more intimately, against him.

“Blake?” Her voice was treacherously low.

His other hand slid behind her neck, and he wove his fingers into her hair. “Yes?” Slowly, Blake lowered his mouth, claiming the trembling softness of hers.

His lips were undemanding, the pressure light and deliciously seductive. But soon the pressure deepened, as if the gentle caress wasn’t enough to satisfy him.

Caasi’s body surged with a warm, glowing excitement. She’d been kissed before, but never had she experienced such a deep, overwhelming response. Her arms locked around his neck.

“Caasi …” He ground out her name on a husky breath. He kissed her again, and she parted her lips in eager welcome. Their mouths strained against each other, seeking a deeper contact.

Blake tore his mouth away and buried his face in her soft throat.

“My goodness,” she whispered breathlessly, “that’s some dance step.”

Blake shuddered lightly and broke the contact. “Go change, or we’ll be late.”

“Be late?” she asked, and blinked.

His fingers traced the questioning creases in her brow, then slid lightly down the side of her cheek and under her chin. “My cousin’s wedding is tonight. If we hurry, we’ll make it to the reception.”

“Will I meet your family?” Somehow that seemed important.

“Everyone. Even a few I’d rather you didn’t know.”

“Oh Blake, I’d like that,” she cried excitedly. “I’d like that very much.”

Blake smiled, one of those rare smiles that came from the eyes. He had beautiful eyes, like his parents, and Caasi couldn’t move. His look held her softly against him.

“Hurry,” he urged.

Reluctantly she let him go and took a step in retreat. “Are you sure what I wore last night will be all right? I have plenty of more formal outfits.”

“It’s fine. But whatever you wear, make sure it has a high neckline.”

“Why?” she asked with a light laugh.

“Because I don’t want any of my relatives ogling you.” He sounded half angry.

Hands on her hips, her mood gay and excited, Caasi laughed. “Honestly, there isn’t that much to ogle at.”

Boldly, his gaze dropped to her rounded fullness as he studied her with silent amusement. “You have ten minutes. If you haven’t appeared by that time, I’ll come in and personally see to your dress.”

The threat was tempting, and with a happy sigh, Caasi hurried out of the room.

Sorting through her wardrobe, she took out a pink-and-green skirt and top. The blouse had a button front, so the option of how much cleavage to reveal was strictly up to her. Purposely she left the top three buttons unfastened, blatantly revealing the hollow between her breasts. Caasi realized she was openly flirting with Blake, but she hadn’t flirted with anyone in so long.

Blake was standing at the window, looking out, when she appeared. He turned and froze, his gaze meeting hers.

“Will I do?” Suddenly she felt uncertain. Idly her fingers played with the buttons of her blouse, fastening the most provocative one.

“You’re beautiful.”

Caasi felt a throb of excitement pulsate through her. “So are you.”

His look deepened, and he glanced at his watch. Caasi had the impression he couldn’t have told her the time if she’d asked.

“We’d better go.”

“I’ll get a jacket.” Caasi returned to her bedroom and took a sweater from the hanger.

Blake took it out of her hand and held it open, gliding the soft material up her arms. His hands cupped her shoulders and brought her back against him. His breath stirred the hair at the crown of her head.

The sensations Blake was causing were new. So new that Caasi hadn’t time to properly examine them. Not then. Not when his hand held her close to his side as they took her private elevator to the parking garage. Not when he opened the passenger door of the ’57 T-Bird with the convertible top down. Not when he leaned over and lightly brushed his mouth across hers.

The recepion was held in a VFW hall off Sandy Boulevard. The lot was full of cars, the doors to the huge building open while loud music poured into the night.

“Once you meet my relatives you might consider yourself fortunate to be getting rid of me.”

Caasi wished he hadn’t mentioned his resignation, but forced herself to smile in response. “Do you think I could find your replacement here?”

Either he didn’t hear the question or chose to ignore it.

“Hey, Blake, who’s the pretty lady?” A couple of young people strolled toward them. Caasi could remember trying to walk in the same “cool” manner.

The boy who had spoken was chewing a mouthful of gum.

“You toucha my lady and I breaka your head.” Blake’s teasing voice carried a thread of warning.

Caasi doubted that either boy took him seriously.

“These two are my baby cousins.”

“Baby cousins.” The boys groaned. “Hey, man, give us a break.”

“You taking your lady to Rocky Butte?” The second youth was walking backward in front of Blake and Caasi, his arms swinging at his sides.

“Rocky Butte?” Caasi glanced up at Blake.

“The local necking place.” His hand found hers, and Caasi enjoyed the sensation of being linked to this powerful man. “You game?”

“No,” she said, teasing. “I want more dancing lessons first.”

His chuckle brought an exchange of curious glances between the youths.

“You’re not going to dance, are you, Blake? That’s for sissies.”

“Wait a few years,” he advised. “It has its advantages.”

They paused in the open doorway. The polished wooden floor was crowded with dancing couples. A five-piece band was playing from a stage at the far right-hand side of the hall. Long tables containing food were against another wall, and several younger children were helping themselves to the trays of sweets. Older couples sat talking in rows of folding chairs.

A sense of wonder filled Caasi. This was a part of Blake. A part of life she had never experienced. “Are you related to all these people?”

“Most of them.”

“But you know everyone here?”

“Everyone.” He looked down at her and smiled. “Come on, I want you to meet my parents.”

As soon as people were aware that Blake had arrived, there were shouts of welcome and raised hands. He responded with his own shouts, then gave Caasi a whispered explanation as to various identities.

“How many uncles do you have?” she asked, astonished.

“Ten uncles and twice as many aunts. I gave up counting cousins.”

“Wow. I love it.” Her face beamed with excitement and the laughter flowed from her, warm and easy.

Blake stopped once and turned her around, placing a hand on each shoulder. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh. Really laugh.”

She smiled up at him. “I don’t know that I have. Not in a long time.”

The bride, in a long, white, flowing gown, the train wrapped around her forearm, giggled and hurried to Blake. “I didn’t think you’d ever get here,” she admonished, and stood on tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “Now you have to dance with me.”

Blake laughed and cast a questioning glance at Caasi. “Do you mind?”

“No, of course not.” She stepped aside as Blake took the young woman in his arms. A wide path was cleared as the couple approached the dance floor. People began to clap their hands in time to the music.

Someone bumped against Caasi, and she turned to apologize. “Sorry,” she murmured.

The dark eyes that met hers were cold and unfriendly. The lack of welcome surprised Caasi.

“So you’re the one who’s ruined my brother’s life!”


Three

“Ruined your brother’s life?” Caasi repeated incredulously. “I’m Caasi Crane.” The girl obviously had her confused with someone else. A curious sensation attacked the pit of Caasi’s stomach at the thought of Blake with another woman.

“I know who you are,” the woman continued in angry, hissing tones. “And I know what you’ve done.”

What I’ve done? Caasi’s mind repeated. Those same wonderful eyes that had mesmerized her when she had studied the photo of Blake’s parents were narrowed and hard in the tall woman beside her. Blake’s own eyes darkened with the same deep intensity when he was angry.

“Are you sure you’re talking to the right woman?”

“Oh yes, there’s no doubt. I’d know you …”

Loud applause prevented Caasi from hearing the rest of what the woman was saying.

Caasi watched as the young bride, laughing and breathless, hugged Blake. He was flushed and laughing, but when his gaze found Caasi and saw who was with her, the humor quickly vanished. He kissed the bride, handed her off to the waiting groom, and hurried across the crowded dance floor to Caasi’s side.

“I see Gina has introduced herself,” Blake said, as he folded an arm around Caasi’s shoulders. He smiled down at her, but there was a guarded quality in his gaze.

The eyes of the two women clashed. Something unreadable flickered in Gina’s. Surprise? Warning? Caasi didn’t know.

“We didn’t get around to exchanging names,” Caasi said, as she held out her hand to Blake’s sister. It was important to clear away the misconception Gina had about her.

The hesitation was only minimal before Gina took her hand and shook it lightly.

“If you’ll excuse us,” Blake said, directing his comment to his sister, “I want to introduce Caasi to Mom and Dad.”

“Sure,” Gina said, her voice husky. She cleared her throat and shook her head as if to dispel the picture before her. Her look was confused as she glanced from her brother to Caasi. “I’m sure they’d like that.”

“I know I would.” Caasi didn’t need to be a psychic to feel the finely honed tension between brother and sister. That Gina adored him was obvious just by the way she looked at him. That same reverence had been in the eyes of the young bride. Blake was an integral part of this family, loved and respected. Caasi, on the other hand, belonged to no one; her life had never appeared so empty—just a shell. She’d give everything she owned—the hotels, her money, anything—to be a part of something like this, to experience that overwhelming feeling of belonging and being loved.

Blake was watching her. “You look a hundred miles away.”

“Sorry,” she answered with a feeble smile.

He escorted her to a row of folding chairs. Several older women were gathered in a circle and were leaning forward, chatting busily.

“Mom.” Blake tapped one of the women gently on the shoulder and kissed her cheek affectionately.

“Blake!” his mother cried in a burst of enthusiasm as she stood and embraced her son. “You did come! I knew you wouldn’t disappoint Kathleen.”

The gray-haired woman had changed little from the photo Caasi had seen. Although several years older and plumper, Blake’s mother was almost exactly the same. Warmth, love, and acceptance radiated from every part of her. Caasi had recognized those wonderful qualities in the photo; in person, they became even more evident.

Blake broke the embrace. “I’d like you to meet Caasi Crane.” He turned to Caasi. “My mother, Anne Sherrill.”

“Miss Crane.” Two large hands eagerly enveloped Caasi’s. “We’ve heard so much about you. Meeting you is a long-overdue pleasure.”

“Thank you,” Caasi replied with a wide smile. “I feel the same way.” She couldn’t take her eyes from the older woman. “You’re very like your photo.”

Anne Sherrill looked blank.

“I should explain,” Caasi inserted quickly. “I was at Blake’s house this afternoon.”

“Where’s Dad?” Blake’s arm continued to hold Caasi to his side. She enjoyed the feeling of being coupled with him, the sense of belonging.

Anne Sherrill clucked with mock displeasure. “In the parking lot with two of your uncles.”

Fleetingly Caasi wondered what they were doing in the parking lot but didn’t ask.

Blake’s rich laughter followed. “Do you want me to check on him for you?”

“And have you abandon Miss Crane?” Mrs. Sherrill sounded outraged.

“Please, call me Caasi” was Caasi’s gentle request. “I don’t mind.” The latter comment was directed at Blake. “I’ll stay here and visit with your mother. I wouldn’t mind in the least.”

“I’ll only be a few minutes,” Blake promised. “Mom, keep Caasi company, and don’t let anyone walk away with her.” He kissed his mother on the cheek and whispered something about lambs and wolves. With a knowing smile, his mother nodded.

Caasi had to bite her tongue to keep from asking what the comment had been about.

“Have you eaten?” Anne wanted to know. “With that son of mine, you probably haven’t had a chance to breathe since you walked in the door. Let’s fix you a plate. Not fancy food, mind you.”

Caasi started to protest but realized she was hungry. No, starved. “I’d like that,” she said as she followed Blake’s mother to the row of tables against the wall. The variety of food was amazing, and all home-cooked, from the look of the dishes. It was probably a pot-luck supper, with each family contributing. Thick slices of ham, sausage, and turkey and a dozen huge salads were set out, along with several dishes Caasi didn’t recognize.

Anne handed Caasi a plate and poured herself a cup of punch.

“This looks fantastic,” Caasi murmured, as she surveyed the long tables. She helped herself to a slice of ham and a couple small sausage links. The German-style potato salad was thick with bacon and onions, and Caasi spooned a small serving of it alongside the ham. “This should be plenty.”

“Take as much as you like. There’s always food left over, and I hate having to take anything home with me.”

“No, no, this is fine. Thank you.”

They sat down again. Caasi balanced her plate on her knees and took a bite of the potato salad. “This is really delicious.” The delicate blend of flavors wasn’t like anything she’d ever tasted.

“Anne’s German potato salad is the best this side of heaven,” the middle-aged woman on the other side of Caasi commented.

“You made this?” Caasi looked at Anne.

Anne nodded with a pleased grin. “It’s an old family recipe. My mother taught me, and now I’ve handed it down to my daughters.”

Anne Sherrill’s heritage to her daughters included warmth, love, and recipes. Caasi’s was a famous father and a string of hotels, but given the chance she’d gladly have traded.

“No one makes German-style potato salad like Anne,” the other woman continued. When she paused, Anne introduced the woman as Blake’s cousin’s wife.

“What’s in it?” Caasi questioned, before she lifted the fork to her mouth. Her interest was genuine.

Anne ran down a list of ingredients with specific instructions. Nothing was listed in teaspoons; it was all in dashes and sprinkles. Caasi doubted that the family recipe had ever been written down. Caasi had never known her own mother, and at times when growing up had felt a deep sense of loss—but never more than right then. Her father had tutored her so thoroughly in the ways of business and finance. It was only at times like this that Caasi realized how much she missed a mother’s loving influence.

“It’s best to let the flavors blend overnight.”

Caasi picked up on the last bit of information and nodded absently, her thoughts a million miles away.

“You must come to dinner some Sunday.”

“I’d like that,” Caasi said. “I’d like it very much.”

“This is the first time Blake’s brought a woman to a family get-together, isn’t it?” The cousin’s comment came in the form of a question. “Handsome devil, Blake Sherrill. I’ve seen the way women chase after him. Yet he’s never married.”

“No, Blake’s my independent one.”

Caasi paid an inordinate amount of attention to cutting her ham slice. “Why hasn’t he married?”

The hesitation was slight. “I’m not really sure,” Anne supplied thoughtfully. “He loves children. I think he’d like a wife and family, but he just hasn’t found the right woman, that’s all.”

Caasi nodded and lifted a bite of meat to her mouth.

“Is tomorrow too soon?” Anne questioned, and at Caasi’s blank look continued, “For dinner, I mean.”

Mentally Caasi went over Sunday’s schedule. It didn’t matter; she could change whatever had been planned. “I’d enjoy nothing more. What time would you like me?”

Anne wrote the address and time on the back of one of Caasi’s business cards. She wasn’t sure why Blake’s mother had invited her, but it didn’t matter—she was going. Being with his family, Caasi couldn’t help but learn more about the enigmatic man who was leaving her just when she was beginning to know him.

“I think I see Blake coming now,” Anne murmured with a tender smile. “With his father in tow.”

Caasi studied the gentle look on the older woman’s face before scanning the room for Blake. She could barely make out his figure through the crowd of dancers. The faint stirrings of awareness he awakened within her surprised Caasi. She was proud to be with Blake, to meet his family, to be included in this celebration.

Their eyes sought each other’s when he stepped into full view. Hers were soft and welcoming; his, slightly guarded.

“Dad, this is Caasi.”

Blake’s father reached down and took Caasi’s hand, his dark eyes twinkling. “Pretty thing.” The comment was made to no one directly.

“Thank you,” Caasi murmured and blushed.

“Fine bone structure, but a little on the thin side. Always did like high foreheads. It’s a sign of intelligence.”

“Dad.” Blake’s low voice contained a thin note of warning.

“George.” Anne slipped an arm around her husband’s waist. “His tongue gets loose after a beer or two,” Blake’s mother explained to Caasi.

“Would you like to dance?” A corner of Blake’s mouth tilted upward. He looked as if dancing was the last thing he wanted.

“Okay.” Caasi would have preferred to stay and talk more with his parents, but she recognized the wisdom of following Blake onto the polished floor.

The band was playing a polka, and with a quick turn, Blake pulled her into his arms.

Caasi let out a small cry of surprise. She didn’t know how to dance, especially the polka.

“Just follow me,” he instructed. “And pity’s sake, don’t step on my toes with those high heels.”

“Blake,” she pleaded breathlessly. “I can’t dance. I don’t know how to do this.”

“You’re doing fine.” He whirled her around again and again until she was dizzy, her head spinning with the man and the music.

They stopped after the first dance, and Blake brought her a glass of punch. Caasi took one sip and widened her eyes at the potency of the drink.

“Rum?” she quizzed.

“And probably a dab of this and that.”

“Old family recipe,” she said with a teasing smile. “I’m getting in on several of those tonight. Oh Blake, I like your family.”

“They’re an unusual breed, I’ll say that.” His voice was lazy and deep.

“Is Sherrill a German name?”

“No. Dad’s English, or once was. Mom’s the one with the German heritage.”

The band started playing a slow waltz, and Caasi’s eyes were drawn to the dance floor again.

Blake took the cup from her and set it aside. “Shall we?” His eyes met hers, the laughter gone, as he skillfully turned her into his arms.

A confused mixture of emotions whirled in her mind as he slid his arms around her waist, the gentle pressure at the small of her back guiding her movements.

A warmth flowed through her, beginning at his touch and fanning out until she could no longer resist and closed her eyes to its potency.

Caasi placed her head on his shoulder, her face against his neck. The scent of his aftershave attacked her senses. She was filled with the feel and the smell of Blake. It seemed the most natural thing in the world for her tongue to make a lazy foray against his neck, to taste him.

“Caasi.” He groaned. “You don’t know what you’re doing to me.”

“I do,” she murmured. “And I like it. Don’t make me stop.”

He brought her closer, the intimate feel of his body sensuously moving with hers enough to steal her breath.

“Enough,” Blake ground out hoarsely, as if her touch was causing him pain.

Gently his mouth nibbled at her earlobe, and sensations shot through her like a bolt of lightning. “Blake,” she pleaded. “Oh Blake, this feels so good.”

Right away he broke the contact and led her off the dance floor. “Just how much have you had to drink?” he demanded.

Caasi was too stunned to answer. She opened her mouth but found herself speechless.

“Apparently not nearly enough.” She didn’t know why Blake was acting like this. She didn’t know how he could turn from a gentle lover to a tormenting inquisitor in a matter of seconds, either.

They stood only a few feet apart, glaring at each other. Neither spoke.

“Hey, Blake, when are you going to introduce me to your lady?” A low masculine voice broke into the palpable silence that stretched between them.

A tall man with a thick mustache over a wide smile came into view. He was about Blake’s age and good-looking in a stylish sport coat. His tie had been loosened, revealing curling black hairs at the base of his throat.

“Johnnie—Caasi. Caasi—Johnnie. My cousin.”

Johnnie chuckled, his eyes roaming over Caasi with obvious interest. “You don’t sound so thrilled that we’re cousins.” The comment was directed at Blake, but his eyes openly assessed Caasi.

“I’m not,” Blake stated bluntly. “Now, if you don’t mind, Caasi and I are having a serious discussion.”

“We are?” she interrupted sweetly. “I thought we were through. I was just saying how thirsty I am and how delicious the punch is.”

Johnnie cocked his head in gentlemanly fashion. “In which case, allow me to escort you to the punch bowl.”

“I’d like that.”

“Caasi.” Blake’s low voice was filled with challenge. “I wouldn’t.”

“Excuse me a minute, Blake,” she returned, ignoring his dark, narrowed look. She placed her arm through Johnnie’s offered elbow and strolled away. She didn’t need to turn around to see that Blake’s eyes were boring holes into her back.

“Like to live dangerously, don’t you?” Johnnie quizzed with a good-natured grin.

Caasi’s lower lip was quivering, and she drew in a shaky breath. “Not really.”

“Then I’d say you enjoy placing others in terminal danger. My life wouldn’t be worth a plugged nickel if Blake could find a way of getting hold of me without causing a scene.”

The thought was so outrageous that Caasi felt her mouth curve with amusement. “Then why are you smiling?” she asked. Johnnie was obviously a charmer, and she found that she liked him.

“I have to admit,” he said with a low chuckle, “it feels good to do one up on Blake. He’s the family hero. Everyone looks up to him. Frankly, I’m jealous.” Johnnie said it with such devilish charm that Caasi couldn’t prevent a small laugh.

“Are you thirsty, or was that an excuse to put Blake in his place?” he queried.

“An excuse,” she murmured wickedly.

“Then let’s dance.”

Caasi hesitated; dancing with Johnnie was another matter altogether. “I’m not sure.”

“Come on,” he said encouragingly. “Let’s give Blake a real taste of the green-eyed monster.”

By this time Caasi was beginning to regret her behavior. She was acting like a child, which undoubtedly confirmed what Blake thought of her.

“I don’t think so. Another time.”

“Don’t look now,” Johnnie whispered, “but Blake’s making his way over here, and he doesn’t look pleased. No,” he amended, “he looks downright violent.”

Caasi shifted. The sound of Blake’s footsteps seemed to be magnified a hundred times until it was all she could do not to cover her ears.

“Excuse us,” Blake said to Johnnie, and gripped Caasi’s upper arm in a punishing hold, “but this dance is ours.”

Caasi glanced at him nervously, resisting the temptation to bite her lip as he half dragged her onto the dance floor.

When he placed his arms around her, the delicious sensations didn’t warm her, nor did she feel that special communication that had existed between them only a few minutes earlier.

Caasi slid her arms around his neck, her body moving instinctively with his to the rhythm of the slow beat. She studied him through a screen of thick lashes. His mouth was pinched. His dark eyes were as intense as she’d ever seen them, and his clenched jaw seemed to be carved in stone.

Swallowing her pride, Caasi murmured, “I’ve only had the one glass of punch. I apologize for going off with your cousin. That was a childish thing to do.”

Blake said nothing, but she felt some of the anger flow out of him. His arm tightened around her back. “One drink?” he retorted, his mouth moving disturbingly close to her ear.

“Honest.”

“You were playing with fire, touching me like that. The way your body was moving against mine …” He paused. “If you aren’t drunk, then explain the seduction scene.” The harshness in his voice brought her head up and their eyes met, his gaze trapping hers.

“ ‘Seduction scene’?”

“Come on, Caasi, you can’t be that naïve,” he muttered drily. “The looks you were giving me were meant for the bedroom, not the dance floor.”

Her eyes fell and she lost her rhythm, faltering slightly. “Let me assure you,” she whispered, hating the telltale color that suffused her face, “that was not my intention.”

“Exactly,” Blake retorted. “You don’t need to explain, because I know you.”

“You know me?” she repeated in a disbelieving whisper.

“That’s right. You’re a cool, suave, sophisticated businesswoman. Primed from an early age to take over Crane Enterprises. It’s all you know. That isn’t red blood that flows in your veins—it’s ink from profit-and-loss statements.”

They stopped the pretense of dancing. Caasi had never felt so cold. Myriad emotions came at her from every direction.

Wordlessly she dropped her hands and took a few steps in retreat. Her knees were trembling so badly she was afraid to move. The silence between them was charged like the still air before a storm. It was all she could do to turn away and disguise her reaction to his cruel words. Blindly she walked off the dance floor.

Somehow she made her way into the ladies’ room. Her reflection in the mirror was deathly pale, her blue-gray eyes haunted.

Her hands trembled as she turned on the cold water. A wet paper towel pressed to her cheeks seemed to help.

Blake was right. She should have recognized as much herself. She wasn’t a woman, she was a machine, an effectively programmed, well-oiled machine. Her father had repeatedly warned her against mixing business with pleasure. He’d said it often enough for her to know better than to become involved with Blake. Even now she wasn’t sure why she had agreed to accompany him. She had to ask herself where the common sense her father had instilled in her was. Furthermore, she wanted to know why Blake’s accusations hurt so much. The sound of someone coming into the room caused Caasi to straighten and make a pretense of washing her hands. She didn’t turn around, not wanting to talk to anyone.

“I’m glad I found you.” The soft, apologetic voice spoke from behind.

Caasi raised her head and her eyes met Gina’s in the mirror. The dark-haired girl looked embarrassed and disturbed. Caasi looked away; she wasn’t up to another confrontation.

“I’d like to apologize for what I said earlier,” Blake’s sister said softly. “It was rude of me.”

Caasi nodded, having difficulty finding her voice. “I understand. It’s fine.” She forced a wan smile.

“Mom said you’re coming to dinner tomorrow.”

Caasi’s eyes widened; she’d forgotten the invitation. “Yes, I’m looking forward to it.”

“I hope we can be friends. Maybe we’ll get a chance to visit more tomorrow.” Gina offered her a genuine smile as Caasi dried her hands.

With most of her poise restored, Caasi returned to the crowded hall. She saw Blake almost immediately. He stood by the exit. Caasi made her way across the room to Blake’s mother. Anne looked up and a frown marred her brow.

“I enjoyed meeting you, Mrs. Sherrill.”

“Anne,” the woman corrected softly. “Call me Anne.”

“Okay.”

“Is something wrong, Caasi?”

Caasi had always prided herself on her ability to disguise her emotions. Yet this woman had intuitively known there was something troubling her.

“It’s nothing. I’ll be at your home tomorrow if the invitation’s still open.”

“Of course it is.”

“Say good night to your husband for me, won’t you?”

Anne’s eyes were bright with concern. “You do look pale, dear. I hope you’re not coming down with something.”

Caasi dismissed the older woman’s concern with a weak shake of her head. “I’m fine.”

Blake had straightened by the time she came to the front door.

“You’re ready to go?” he asked, his tone curt.

“I’m more than ready.”

He led the way to his car, opened her door, and promptly walked around the front and climbed into the driver’s side. The engine roared to life even before Caasi could strap her seat belt into place.

The night had grown cold, and Caasi wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the chill. Maybe it wasn’t the night, Caasi mused, but the result of sitting next to Blake. If this cold war continued, she’d soon have frostbite.

They hadn’t said a word since they’d left the reception. Caasi couldn’t bear to look at him and closed her eyes, resting her head against the seat back.

The wind whipped through her hair and buffeted her face, but she didn’t mind—and wouldn’t have complained if she had.

The car slowed and Caasi straightened, looking around her. They were traveling in the opposite direction from the Empress. The road was narrow and curving.

“Where are we going?” she asked stiffly.

“To Rocky Butte.”

“Rocky Butte?” she shot back incredulously. “Are you crazy?”

“Yes,” he ground out angrily. “I’ve been crazy for six years, and just as stupid.”

Caasi watched as his eyes narrowed on the road. “You’re taking me to the local necking place? Are you out of your mind?”

Blake ignored her.

“Why are you bringing me here?” she demanded in frustration. “Do you want to make fun of me again? Is that how you get your thrills? Belittling me?”

Blake pulled off to the side of the road and shoved the gears into park. The challenge in his chiseled jaw couldn’t be ignored.

“Remember me?” she said bravely. “I’m the girl without emotions. The company robot. I don’t have blood, that’s ink flowing through me,” she informed him, as unemotionally as possible. To her horror, her voice cracked. She jerked around and folded her arms across her chest, refusing to look at him.

Blake got out of the car and walked around to the front, apparently admiring the view of the flickering lights of Portland. Caasi stayed exactly where she was, her arms the only defense against the chill of the night.

Blake opened her car door. “Come on.”

Caasi ignored him, staring straight ahead.

“Have it your way,” he said tightly, slamming the door and walking away.

Stunned, Caasi didn’t move. Not for a full ten seconds. He wouldn’t just leave her, would he?

“Blake?” She threw open the door and hurried after him. Running in her heels was nearly impossible.

He paused and waited for her.

“Where are you going?” she asked, once she reached him.

“To the park. Come with me, Caasi.” The invitation was strangely entreating. Would she ever understand this man? She should be screaming in outrage at the things he’d said to her and the way he’d acted.

A hand at her elbow guided her up two flights of hewn-rock steps to a castle-like fortress. The area was small and enclosed by a parapet. There were no picnic tables, and Caasi wondered how anyone could refer to this as a park. Even the ground had only a few patchy areas of grass.

The light of the full moon illuminated the Columbia River Gorge far below.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Caasi whispered, not really sure why she felt the need to keep her voice low.

“I love this place,” Blake murmured. “It was too dark for you to notice the rock embankment on the way up here. Each piece fits into the hillside perfectly without a hair’s space between the rocks. That old-world craftsmanship is a lost art. There are only a few masons who know how to do that kind of stonework today.”

“When was it built?” Caasi questioned.

“Sometime during the Depression, when President Roosevelt implemented the public-works projects.”

Despite her best efforts, her voice trembled slightly. “Why did you bring me here … especially tonight?”

He shot her a disturbing look, as if unaware he’d said as much. “I don’t know.” He spoke softly, his gaze resting on her slightly parted lips. He turned toward her, his eyes holding her captive. “I should take you home.”

Caasi heard the reluctance in his voice. She didn’t want to go back to the empty apartment, the empty shell of her life. Blake was here and now, and she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.

“Blake …” His name came as a tormented whisper.

A breathless, timeless silence followed as he slipped his arms around her. Ever so tenderly, with a gentleness she hadn’t expected from him, Blake fit his mouth over hers. Again and again, his mouth sought hers until Caasi was heady with the taste of him.

He moaned when her tongue outlined the curve of his mouth, and his grip tightened. Caasi melted against him as his hands slid down her hips, holding her intimately to his hard body.

Her hands were pressed against the firm wall of his chest and his heartbeat drummed against her open palm, telling her that he was just as affected as she was. He felt warm and strong, and Caasi wanted to cry with the wonder of it.

Reluctantly, he tilted his head back, and his warm gaze caressed her almost as effectively as his lips had.

“We should go.”

Caasi fought the catch in her voice by shaking her head. If it was up to her they’d stay right there, exactly as they were, for the rest of their lives.

His hand at her waist, he led her back to the parked car. He lingered for a moment longer than necessary after opening her door and helping her inside.

Blake dropped her off in front of the Empress. “I won’t see you inside,” he stated flatly.

“Why?” She tried to disguise the disappointment in her voice.

His fingers bit into the steering wheel. “Because the way I feel right now, I wouldn’t be leaving until the morning. Does that shock you, Caasi?”


Four

Caasi checked the house number written on the back of her business card with the one on the red brick above the front door. Several cars were in the driveway as well as along the tree-lined street. Caasi pulled her silver Mercedes to the curb, uneasily aware that her vehicle looked incongruous beside the Fords and Volkswagens.

This was a family neighborhood, with the wide sidewalks for bicycle riding and gnarled trees meant for climbing. Caasi looked around her with a sense of unfamiliarity. Her childhood sidewalks had been the elevators at the Empress.

Children were playing a game of tag in the front yard; they stopped to watch as she rang the doorbell, her arms loaded with a huge floral bouquet.

“Hi,” a small boy called out. His two front teeth were missing and he had a thick thatch of dark hair and round brown eyes.

“Hi,” Caasi said with a wide smile.

“I’m Todd.”

“I’m Caasi.”

“Are you coming to visit my grandma?”

“I sure am.”

The door opened and Gina called into the kitchen, “Mom, it’s Caasi.” Gina held open the screen door for her. “Come on in, we’ve been waiting for you.”

“I’m not late, am I?” Caasi glanced at her watch.

“No, no.”

Anne Sherrill came into the living room from the large kitchen in the back of the house. She was wiping her hands on a flowered terry-cloth apron. “Caasi, we’re so pleased you came.”

“Here.” Caasi handed her the flowers. “I wanted you to have these.”

Anne looked impressed at the huge variety of flowers. “They’re beautiful. Thank you.” For all the cars parked in front of the house, the living room was empty. Caasi glanced around as Anne took down a vase from the fireplace mantel. The décor was surprisingly modern, with a sofa and matching love seat. The polished oak coffee table was littered with several magazines.

“Come back and meet everyone,” Anne said encouragingly. “The men are involved in their card game and the women are visiting.”

“Which is a polite way of saying we’re gossiping,” Gina inserted with a small laugh.

Caasi followed both women into the kitchen, immediately adjacent to a family room which was filled to capacity. Children were playing a game of Monopoly on the floor while the men were seated at a table absorbed in a game of cards.

A flurry of introductions followed. Caasi didn’t have trouble remembering names or faces; she dealt with so many people in a hundred capacities that she’d acquired skill for such things.

Five of the six Sherrill children were present. Only Blake was missing. Caasi talked briefly with each one and after a few questions learned who was married to whom and which child belonged to which set of parents. Blake and Gina were the two unmarried Sherrill children. But Gina proudly displayed an engagement ring. Caasi’s eyes met Gina’s. Whatever animosity had existed between them in the beginning was gone. Several grandchildren crowded around Anne and Caasi, following them as Anne led the way outside so that she could show off her prize garden.

“Roses,” Gina supplied. “My mother and her roses. Sometimes I swear she cares as much about them as she does about us kids.”

“Portland is the City of Roses,” Anne said, as she strolled through the grounds, pointing out each bush and variety of rose as if these, too, were her children.

The older grandchildren followed them, while Gina carried a two-year-old on her hip. Young Tommy had just gotten up from his nap and was hiding his sleepy face against his aunt’s shoulder.

Todd, the eight-year-old who had introduced himself at the front of the house, linked his hand with Caasi’s.

“You’re pretty,” he commented, watching her closely. “Are you my aunt?”

“Does this mean only pretty girls are your aunts?” Caasi teased him, enjoying the feeling of being a part of this gathering.

Todd looked flustered. “Aunt Gina’s pretty, and Aunt Barbara’s pretty.”

“Then you can call me Aunt if you want to,” Caasi told him tenderly. “But I’ll have to be a special aunt.”

“Okay,” he agreed readily. They heard another boy calling him, wanting Todd to play. Todd looked uncertain.

“You can go,” Caasi assured him. “I’ll stay with your grandma, and you can come see me later.”

The brown eyes brightened. “You’ll be here for dinner?”

“Yup.”

“Will you play a game of Yahtzee with me afterward?”

“Sure.”

“Bye, Aunt Caasi.”

Todd’s words sent a warm feeling through her. She watched him run off and her heart swelled. This was the first time anyone had ever called her Aunt.

The baby in Gina’s arms peeked at Caasi, eyeing her curiously.

“Do you think he’ll let me hold him?” she asked Gina, putting her hands out to the baby. Immediately, Tommy buried his face in Gina’s shoulder.

“Give him a few minutes to become used to you. He’s not normally shy, but he just woke up and needs to be held a few minutes.”

“Is Donald coming?” Anne asked Gina.

“He’ll be here, Mom—you know Donald. He’ll probably be late for his own wedding, but I love him anyway.”

“Have you set a date?” Caasi questioned, as they strolled back to the house.

“In two months.”

“The wedding shower’s here in a couple of weeks, Caasi. We’d be honored if you came.” Anne extended the invitation with an easy grace that came from including everyone, as she probably had all her life, Caasi realized.

“I’d love to. In fact, if you’d like, I could arrange to have the shower at the hotel. I mean, I wouldn’t want to take over everything, but that way …” She hesitated; maybe she was offending Anne by making the offer.

“You’d do that?” Gina asked disbelievingly.

“We wouldn’t want you to go through all that trouble.” Anne looked more concerned than dismayed that Caasi would take on the project.

“It’s something I’d enjoy doing, and it would be my way of thanking you for today.”

“But we can’t let you—”

“Nonsense,” Caasi interrupted brightly, enthusiasm lighting up her expression. “This will give Gina and me a better chance to get acquainted.”

“Oh Mom,” Gina said happily. “A wedding shower at the Empress.”

“We’ll get together soon and make the arrangements,” Caasi promised.

Tommy was studying her more intently now. “Can you come and see me, Tommy?” Caasi asked encouragingly. The little boy glanced from Caasi to Gina, then back to Caasi, before holding out both arms to her.

“You are such a good boy.” Caasi lifted him into her arms. She was sure that at one time or another in her life she’d held a small child, but she couldn’t remember when, and she thrilled to the way his tiny hands came around her neck.

“I think you’ve got yourself a friend for life.” Anne laughed and held open the back door for Caasi to come inside. Donald had arrived, and Gina hurried into the living room to greet her fiancé.

Tommy’s mother was busy making the salad at the sink, and she smiled shyly when Caasi entered the house carrying Tommy.

“Here.” Anne pushed out a tall stool for Caasi to sit on while she put the finishing touches on the meal.

Although Caasi joined in the conversation around her, she was enjoying playing peekaboo and patty-cake with Tommy. The little boy’s giggles rang through the house.

With her face flushed and happy, Caasi glanced up and saw Blake standing in the doorway of the kitchen. He was watching her, and her breath caught at the intensity of his gaze. At first she thought he was angry. His eyes had narrowed, but the glint that was shining from them couldn’t be anger. A muscle worked in his jaw and his eyes seemed to take in every detail of her sitting in his mother’s kitchen, bouncing a baby on her lap.

One of his brothers slapped Blake across the back and started chatting, but still Blake didn’t take his eyes off her.

She broke the contact first as Tommy reached for her hair, not liking the fact that her attention had drifted elsewhere. Suddenly a dampness spread through her linen skirt and onto her thighs. She gave a small cry when she realized what had just happened. Laughing, she handed Tommy to his embarrassed mother, who was apologizing profusely.

Anne led Caasi into the bathroom and gave her a dampened cloth to wipe off her teal-blue skirt. Someone called Anne and she left Caasi standing just inside the open bathroom door. Caasi couldn’t keep from smiling.

“What are you doing here?” Blake was leaning against the doorjamb. That warm, sensuous look was gone, replaced with something less welcoming.

“Your mom invited me last night,” she told him, her eyes avoiding his as she continued to rub at her skirt. “Do you mind? I’ll leave if you do. I wouldn’t want to interfere with your family. I’m the outsider here.”

He was silent for a long moment.

“No,” he murmured. “I don’t mind.”

Some of the tension eased out of her. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see if I can help in the kitchen.” She laid the cloth on top of the clothes hamper and started out the door. But Blake’s arm stopped her.

“How’d you sleep last night?” A strange smile touched the curve of his mouth.

Caasi didn’t know what he wanted her to say. “Fine. Why?” she asked tightly.

He shrugged, giving the impression of nonchalance. “No reason.” But he didn’t look pleased.

Anne gave her the job of dishing up the home-canned applesauce, dill pickles, and spicy beets. All the women were in the kitchen, helping in one capacity or another. Laughing and joking with everyone, Caasi didn’t feel the least like a stranger. She was accepted, she was one of them. It was the most beautiful feeling in the world.

After the meal, everyone pitched in and helped with the dishes. As promised, Caasi played Yahtzee with Todd and a couple of the other children. Blake was playing cards with his father and brothers and future brother-in-law.

While the children watched TV, Caasi joined the women, who were discussing knitting patterns and recipes. Caasi listened with interest, but her gaze was on Blake. He looked up once, caught her eye, and winked. Her heart did a somersault and she hurriedly glanced away.

“What game are the men playing?” Caasi asked Gina, who was sitting beside her.

“Pinochle. Have you ever played?”

Card playing was unheard of in the Crane family; even as a child Caasi had never indulged in something her father considered a waste of time.

“No.” Caasi shook her head with a sad smile.

“You’ve never played pinochle?” Gina repeated incredulously. “I thought everyone did. It’s a family institution. Come on, let Dad and Blake teach you.”

“No … no, I couldn’t.”

“Sure you could,” Gina insisted. “Donald, would you mind letting Caasi sit in? She’s never played.”

Blond-headed Donald immediately vacated his chair, holding it out for Caasi.

Standing, Caasi looked uncertain. Her eyes met Blake’s: he didn’t want her to play, and his eyes said as much. He scooted out of his seat, offering to let another of his brothers take his place.

Caasi felt terrible. The other women hadn’t played.

“Come on. I’ll coach you,” Gina persisted, and straddled a chair beside Caasi’s at the table.

The other men didn’t look half as obliging as Donald had, but one look told her he had been losing. Slowly she lowered herself into the vacant seat opposite Blake’s father, who was to be her partner.

The cards were dealt after a thorough review of the rules. Gina wrote down the necessary card combinations on a piece of paper as a ready reminder for Caasi. The bid, the meld, and the passing of cards were all gone over in careful detail until Caasi’s head was swimming.

They played a practice hand to let Caasi get the feel of the game. Her eyes met Gina’s before every move. Once she threw down the wrong card and witnessed her partner’s scowl. Caasi’s stomach instantly tightened, but George glanced up and offered her an encouraging smile. They made the bid without the point she had carelessly tossed the opponent, and all was well again.

Soon Caasi found herself relaxing enough to enjoy the game. Although playing cards was new to her, the basic principle behind the game was something she’d been working with for years. She studied her opponent’s faces when they bid and instinctively recognized what cards were out and which ones she needed to draw. By the time they finished playing, almost everyone else had left—including Blake—and it was almost midnight.

Anne and George walked Caasi to her car, extending an open invitation for her to come again the next week.

“You do this every Sunday?”

“Not everyone makes it every week,” Anne was quick to inform her. “This week was more the exception. Everyone was home because of Kathleen’s wedding.”

Caasi was glad Anne had reminded her. She snapped open her purse and took out an envelope. “Would you give this to Kathleen and her husband for me?” She had written out a check and a letter of congratulations.

“You didn’t need to do this,” Anne said, fingering the envelope.

“I know,” Caasi admitted freely, “but I wanted to.”

“I’ll see that she gets it.”

Caasi could see the elderly couple in her rearview mirror as she drove away. Their arms were around each other as they stood in the light of the golden moon as if they had always been together and always would be. A love that spanned the years.

Caasi was humming as she walked into her office the following morning. Laurie, her secretary, gave her a funny look and handed her the mail.

Caasi sorted through several pieces as she sauntered into her portion of the office. Pivoting, she came back to Laurie’s desk.

“I’d like you to make arrangements for a wedding shower in the Blue Room a week from Thursday. Also, would you send the chef up? I’d like to talk to him personally about the cake and hors d’oeuvres.”

Laurie looked even more perplexed. “I’ll see to it right away.”

“Thanks, Laurie,” Caasi said, as she strolled back into her office.

The morning passed quickly, and Caasi ate a sandwich for lunch while at her desk. She hadn’t seen Blake all morning, which wasn’t unusual, but she discovered that her thoughts drifted to him. She wondered what he’d say when she did see him. Would he be all business, or would he make a comment about her visit with his family?

She stared down at the half-eaten sandwich and nibbled briefly on her bottom lip. His mother and sister had been discussing a quiche recipe that had been in Wednesday’s paper. Caasi hadn’t thought much about it at the time, but the urge to bake something was suddenly overwhelming. She’d taken a cooking class with Edie once simply because her friend didn’t want to attend the session alone, but that seemed a hundred years ago. There was a kitchenette in her suite, although she’d never used the stove for much of anything. The oven had never been used, at least not by her. There hadn’t been any reason to. And even if she did make the quiche, she’d be eating it all week.

Still …

Impulsively she buzzed her secretary. “Laurie, go online and get me the living section from last Wednesday’s paper. I’m looking for a quiche recipe.”

Laurie returned a few minutes later and handed Caasi the printout.

Reading over the list of ingredients, she realized that not only would it be necessary to shop for the groceries, but she would need to buy all the equipment, including pots, pans, and dishes. Quickly she made out a list and handed it to Laurie, who stared at it, dumbfounded.

“What you can’t find and have delivered to my suite, get from Chef,” Caasi instructed on her way out the door to a meeting.

Laurie opened and just as quickly closed her mouth, then nodded.

“Thanks,” Caasi said.

Caasi was late getting back to her office. Laurie had left for the day, but Caasi wanted to check over the list of phone messages before heading upstairs. She was shuffling through the pink slips when she walked into her office and found Blake pacing the floor.

He took one look at her and frowned.

“Blake.” She smiled nervously, avoiding his glare. “Is something the matter?” The atmosphere in the room was cool. He turned away, his back rigid. “Blake?”

He spun around, obviously upset. “I got a call from my mother this afternoon. She dropped off the card you gave her for Kathleen.” His words were harsh. “What is the idea of giving them a check for two thousand dollars?” The challenge in his eyes was as hard as flint.

Caasi swallowed tightly. “What do you mean?”

“They’re strangers to you.”

“They’re not strangers,” she contradicted him sharply. “I met them when I was with you Saturday night. Don’t you remember?”

“Kathleen and Bob don’t need your charity.” His eyes were as somber as they were dark.

“It wasn’t charity,” she returned. Her hands shook, and she clenched them into hard fists at her sides. “I have the money—in fact, I have lots of money. What does it matter to you what I do with it?”

“It matters,” he shouted in return. “Do you think you can buy yourself a family? Is that it? Are you so naïve as to believe that people are going to love and respect you because of your money?”

Caasi blanched, her hand shooting out behind her to grip the edge of her desk. She suddenly needed its support to stand upright. From somewhere she found the courage to speak. “I don’t need anyone, least of all you. Now I suggest you get out. I’ll send a letter of apology to your cousin. It wasn’t my intent to offend her or you or anyone. Now kindly leave.”

He hesitated as if he wanted to say something more, but then he pivoted sharply and stalked out of the room.

Caasi lowered herself into her desk chair and covered her face with her hands. She took several deep breaths and managed to keep the tears stinging the back of her eyes at bay. It mortified her that Blake thought she was looking to buy herself a family. His family. The thought was too humiliating to consider. She wouldn’t go to the next Sunday family dinner. Maybe keeping her away had been Blake’s intent all along.

She stayed a few minutes longer in her office, but any thoughts of returning her phone messages had been sabotaged by Blake’s anger. She leaned against the elevator wall on the ride to the penthouse suite, weary and defeated. Blake was right in some ways. That was what hurt so much. No matter how much she tried, she wasn’t going to fit into the homey family scene with love and acceptance. She didn’t belong. A lump had formed in her throat by the time she let herself into the empty suite. What she needed was a hot bath, an early dinner, and bed.

Dinner … Her mind stumbled over the word. She’d canceled her meal for the evening because she’d planned to bake the quiche. The laugh that followed was brittle. Well, why not? She could cook if she wanted to. Who was to care?

Laurie had done her job well, and the kitchen was filled with the necessary equipment. After a quick survey, Caasi slipped off her high heels and tucked her feet into slippers. Fearing she’d spill something on her suit, she used an old shirt as an apron, tying the sleeves around her waist. Rolling her sleeves up to her elbows, she braced both hands on the counter and read over the recipe list a second time. Last, she lined the ingredients up on the short countertop in the order in which she was to use them.

The piecrust was going to be the most difficult; everything else looked fairly simple.

Blending the flour and shortening together with a fork wasn’t working, so Caasi decided to mix it with her fingers, kneading the shortening and flour together in the palms of her hands.

The phone rang; she stared at the gooey mixture on her hands and decided to let it ring. Ten minutes later, just as she’d spread a light dusting of flour across the counter and was ready to roll out the dough, there was a loud knock on her door.

“Come on, Caasi, I know you’re in there.”

Blake.

Panic filled her. He was the last person she wanted to see, especially now.

“Aldo says you haven’t left. Your car’s in the garage and there’s no one in the office, so either let me in or I’ll break down the door.”

He didn’t sound as though he was in a better mood than he had when she’d last seen him.

“Go away,” she shouted.

“Caasi.” His low voice held a note of warning.

“I’m …” She faltered slightly with the lie. “I’m not decent.”

“Well, I suggest you cover yourself, because I’m coming through this door in exactly fifteen seconds.”

She caught her lower lip in her teeth and breathed in deeply. Why was it that everything in her life had to end up like this?

“It’s unlocked,” she muttered in defeat.

Blake let himself in, then stopped when he saw her framed in the small kitchen.

“What are you doing?” he asked, hands on his hips.

“What are you thinking, coming up to my suite like this? I should have Security toss you out.”

“Why didn’t you?” he challenged.

“Because … because I had dough on my hands and would have gotten it all over the phone.”

“That’s a flimsy excuse.”

Caasi released a low, frustrated groan. “Listen, Blake, go ahead and laugh. I seem to be an excellent source of amusement where you’re concerned.”

“I’m not laughing at you.” The humor drained out of his eyes, and he dropped his hands.

“Then say what you came for and be done with it. I’m not up to another confrontation with you.” Her voice trembled. Blake had the ability to hurt her, and that was frightening.

“To be honest,” he murmured gently, as he took several deliberate steps toward her, “I can’t recall a time I’ve seen you look more beautiful.”

For every step he advanced, she took one in retreat, until she bumped against the oven door. The handle cut into the backs of her thighs.

“There’s flour on your nose,” Blake told her softly.

Caasi attempted to brush it aside and in the process spread more over her cheek.

His gaze swept over her and he shook his head in dismay. “Here, let me.”

“No.” She refused adamantly. “Don’t touch me, Blake. Don’t touch me again.”

He looked as though she’d struck him. “I’ve hurt you, haven’t I, Cupcake?” he asked gently.

“You can’t hurt me,” she lied. “Only people who mean something to me have that power.”

He frowned, his dark eyes clouding with some unreadable emotion. Surely not pain, Caasi mused.

“For what it’s worth,” he said quietly, “I came to apologize.”

She shrugged, hoping to give the impression of indifference.

“I got halfway home and couldn’t get that stricken look in your eyes out of my mind.”

“You’re mistaken, Blake,” she said pointedly, struggling to keep her voice steady. “That wasn’t shock, or hurt, or anything else. It was …” She stopped abruptly when he placed the tips of his fingers over her lips. Helplessly, she stared at him, hating her own weakness. By all rights she should have him thrown out after the terrible things he’d said.

His hands slid around her waist and she tried to push him away, getting dough on his suit jacket.

“I told you not to touch me,” she cried. “I knew something like this would happen. Here, I’ll get something to clean that.”

“There’s only one thing I want,” Blake murmured softly, pulling her back into his arms. His mouth settled hungrily over hers.

Caasi’s soft body yielded to the firm hardness of his without a struggle. His arms tightened around her waist until every part of her came into contact with him. For pride’s sake, Caasi wanted to struggle, but she was lost in a swirling vortex of emotion. She could feel the hunger in him and knew her own was as strong.

His teeth gently nibbled on her bottom lip, working his way from one corner of her mouth to the other. Caasi wanted to cry at the pure sensuous attack. No one had ever kissed her like that. What had she missed? All these years, what had she missed? Her breath came in quick, short gasps as she broke out of his arms. Tears filled her eyes until he became a watery blur.

“Don’t,” she whispered achingly, and jerked around, her back to him as she placed her hands on the counter to steady herself.

His ragged breathing sounded in her ear as he placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “That’s the problem,” he said quietly. “Every time I touch you it nearly kills me to let you go. Someday you won’t send me away, Cupcake.”

“Don’t call me that. I told you that before.”

The phone rang and she glanced at it guiltily, not able to answer it with her dough-covered hands.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” Blake demanded.

She waved a floury hand in his direction.

“Wash your hands. I’ll get it for you.”

Because the water was running in the sink, Caasi didn’t hear what Blake said or who was on the line.

“It’s someone by the name of June. She sounded shocked that a man would answer your phone.”

Caasi threw him an angry glare and picked up the receiver. “Yes, June.”

“Who was that?” June demanded in low tones.

“My general manager. No one important.” Caasi smiled at Blake sweetly, hoping the dig had hit its mark.

“I just got out of the doctor’s office and he said that everything is looking great. He also said that I could have someone in the delivery room with me when my time came, and I was wondering if you’d like to be there.”

Caasi didn’t even have to think twice. “I’d love to, but what about Burt?”

“Oh, he doesn’t mind. I can have two people with me, and I wanted you to be one of them.”

“I’m honored.”

“I’m going to be touring the hospital facilities on Friday. Could you come?”

“Yes; that shouldn’t be any problem. I’ll phone you in the morning once I’ve had a chance to check my schedule.”

“I’ll let you get back to that unimportant, sexy-sounding manager.”

Caasi laughed lightly, knowing she hadn’t fooled her intuitive friend. “Talk to you tomorrow,” Caasi promised, and hung up.

When she returned to the kitchen, she discovered that Blake had taken off his jacket, rolled up his sleeves, and was placing the piecrust into the pan with the ease of an expert.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded righteously.

“I figured you couldn’t possibly eat all this yourself and you’d probably want to invite me to dinner.”

“You have a high opinion of yourself, Blake Sherrill.”

His boyish smile would have disarmed a battalion. “And if you plan to invite me to dinner, the very least I can do is offer a hand in its making.”


Five

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Blake insisted. “Beat the eggs.”

Caasi hesitated, her feelings ambivalent. She wanted to tell Blake to leave, to get out of her life. He had hurt her in a way she had never expected. But at the same time he had awakened her to what it meant to be a woman, and she wanted him with her. He made her laugh, and when he touched her she felt more alive than she had in all her twenty-eight years.

Not fully understanding the reasons why, Caasi decided to swallow her pride and let him stay. She took the eggs and cracked them against the side of the bowl one by one. Silently they worked together. Caasi whipped the eggs until they were light and frothy while Blake chopped onion and green pepper and sliced zucchini.

“I’m going to the hospital Friday,” Caasi mentioned casually.

Blake paused and turned toward her. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” she assured him. “It’s one of the most natural things in the world. Babies usually are.”

A stunned silence crackled in the tension-filled room. “Did you say ‘baby’?”

Caasi was enjoying this. “Yes,” she murmured without looking up, pouring the milk into the measuring cup.

“Are you trying to tell me you’re pregnant?” Blake demanded.

Caasi had trouble keeping a smile from forming. “I’m not trying to tell you anything. All I did was make a casual comment about going to the hospital Friday.”

“Because of a baby?”

Caasi nodded. She could see the exasperation in his expression.

Blake’s eyes raked over her, and she noticed the way the paring knife was savagely attacking the green pepper. “Who’s the father?”

“Burt.”

“Who’s Burt?”

“June’s husband.”

“But that was June on the phone and …” Blake stopped in mid-sentence, as understanding leapt into his eyes. “You little tease,” he said deeply. “I should make you pay for that.”

“Tease? Me?” Caasi feigned shock. “How could you accuse me of something like that? You have to remember, I’m not a real woman, with real blood.”

Blake linked his arms around her waist and nuzzled her neck. “I don’t know, you’re becoming more womanlike by the minute.”

“You think so, do you?” A throb of excitement ran through her at his touch. Fleetingly Caasi wondered why she hadn’t experienced these sensations with other men.

“Yes, I do.” He turned her into his arms, linking his hands at the small of her back. Hungrily, his gaze studied her.

Caasi gave a nervous laugh and broke free. These feelings Blake was creating within her were all too new, too strong. They frightened her.

“I want you to know,” Caasi began, taking a shaky breath, “I thought about what you said at the dance—about having ink in my veins.”

A silence seemed to fill the small kitchen. “And?” Blake asked her softly.

“And I think you’re probably right. Ever since Dad died, I’ve been so busy with Crane Enterprises that I’ve allowed that role to dominate my life.” She slipped the onion and other vegetables he had chopped into the egg mixture and poured it over the thinly sliced zucchini already in the piecrust. “June and Edie tried to tell me the same thing,” she said, and gave a weak laugh. “Edie said what I needed was an affair.”

“An affair,” Blake repeated slowly, his dark eyes unreadable. “So that’s what this is all about.”

“What?”

“You heard me. What happened then? Did you suddenly look at me and see the most likely candidate?” His words went cold.

“Of course not. I thought Edie was nuts. I’m not the type of woman who would have an affair. Do you honestly think I’d do something like that?”

“Why not? I won’t be around much longer. You can have your fling and be done with me.”

Words momentarily failed her as she struggled to control her outrage. “Why do you do this to me? I started out by telling you that you were right in what you’d said about me and suddenly I’m on the defensive again.” One hand gripped the oven door, and she knotted the other until the long nails bit into her palm. “June and Edie had noticed that I have no life except the business. All I’m saying is that I’m trying to change that.” Irritated with her inability to explain herself in simpler terms, Caasi walked across the suite to stand in front of the large picture window. Her arms hugged her stomach. These changes made her vulnerable to Blake. If these changes only brought pain, then she wanted no part of it.

He came to stand beside her but made no attempt to touch her. “Have you noticed how we can’t seem to be together anymore without disagreeing about one thing or another?”

“Oh yes, I’ve noticed.” Her hands dropped to fists at her side.

“By all rights you should throw me out.”

Caasi knew that, but she didn’t want him to leave. He might have the power to wound, but just as strong was his ability to comfort and heal.

“That wouldn’t be fair.” A wry smile twisted her mouth. “You made half the dinner.” It didn’t make sense, Caasi realized, but she wanted him with her, liked having him around.

“Truce, Caasi?” His voice was soft and gruff at the same time.

“For how long?” They hadn’t gone without fighting for more than a few minutes lately.

“Just tonight. We can get through one night without arguing.”

Caasi resisted the temptation to slip her arms around him. “Working together, we can manage it.” They’d been a team for years—but soon that, too, would change. The thought was a forceful reminder that Blake had turned in his resignation and would be leaving soon. She wondered if she’d ever see him again after he left the Empress. The realization produced a painful sensation in the area of her heart. Blake had always been there. She relied on him. Nothing would be the same after he left. But she couldn’t mention that now. Not when they’d agreed on a truce. Every time she said something about him leaving, they argued.

“The quiche has to bake for an hour. Let’s listen to some music,” he suggested.

“And have a glass of wine.”

Caasi kept a supply of her favorite Chablis available and brought down two crystal glasses. While she poured, Blake reached for his phone and music started to play.

Music filled the suite as Caasi brought their drinks into the living room.

Blake sat on the couch, holding out his arm to indicate he wanted her at his side. Caasi handed him the wine and sat next to him on the plush leather sofa, leaning her head against his shoulder. A hand cupping her upper arm kept her close. Not that Caasi wanted to be anyplace else.

The music was mellow and soft, the ballad a love song. Oftentimes, after a long day, Caasi would sit with her feet propped up on the coffee table, close her eyes, and let the music work its magic on her tired body. But the only magic she needed that night was Blake.

“June asked me to go into the delivery room with her when her baby is born,” Caasi said, elaborating on the earlier conversation. “That’s why I’m going to the hospital this Friday. They want to familiarize the three of us with the procedures.”

“Three of you?”

“Four, actually,” Caasi said, correcting herself. “Burt, June, baby, and me.”

“You’re sure you want to do this?” Caasi felt his gaze wandering over her as if in assessment. “From what I understand, labor is no picnic, and for someone who’s never had a baby, it may be more than you can handle.”

Caasi stiffened. “I want to be there and nothing’s going to stop me.”

Blake glanced at his wristwatch. “Twenty minutes.”

“What’s twenty minutes?”

“How long we lasted without arguing.”

“We didn’t fight. I was tempted, but being the mature woman I am, I managed to avoid telling you that I found that remark unnecessarily condescending.”

Blake chuckled and took a sip of his wine. “I’m glad. Because then I can admit that sometimes I say things purposely just to see the anger spark in your eyes. You’re beautiful when you let that invisible guard down, and sometimes anger is the only thing that lowers it.”

Every part of her was conscious of Blake. Pressed close to his side, she ached for the feel of his arms around her and the taste of his mouth. But their truce wasn’t limited to arguments, although they hadn’t stated as much. They needed to find a level plane, a happy medium between the fighting and the loving.

“I’m working to change that about myself,” Caasi admitted softly. “When Dad was in charge he was firm in his belief about mixing business with pleasure. When he was in the office he was one man, and outside the office, another. In some ways I’m a lot like my father. We’ve worked together five years, Blake, but I never saw you as anything more than my general manager.”

“And you do now?”

Her voice was becoming huskier as she strove to keep the emotion out of it. “Yes.”

“Because I’m leaving?”

“Say …” She laughed shakily. “Why am I doing all the talking? Shouldn’t you make some deep revelation about yourself?”

Blake’s answering grin was dry. “I like fine wine”—he raised the glass to his lips and took a sip—“and the challenge of climbing mountains. I love the Pacific and enjoy walks along the beach in the early hours of the morning before the sun rises. Sometimes when the mood comes over me, I paint.” He paused. “Does that satisfy your curiosity?”

“In some ways.” But he didn’t offer to reveal more, and the point was well noted.

The timer on the stove rang and Caasi reluctantly broke from his arms. “I’ll check our dinner.”

She set the quiche on top of the stove to cool and returned to the living room. Blake was looking out the window at the view.

“Some nights, especially when things are troubling me,” Caasi admitted softly, as she joined him, “I’ll stand here and think.”

“So that’s why there’s a worn spot in the carpet,” Blake teased.

“I’ve been here a lot lately.”

“Why?” Blake turned and took a step toward her. Only a few inches separated them.

Caasi lowered her gaze to the floor and shrugged. “Lots of things.”

“Anything in particular?”

She ignored the question. “The quiche is ready if you are.”

Blake brushed a strand of hair from her face. When his hand grazed her cheek, Caasi swallowed her gasp of pleasure.

“No,” Blake said slowly, his words barely audible. “I’m not ready.” His hand worked its way around the back of her neck, his fingers twining into her hair as he brought her mouth up to meet his.

With a small whisper of welcome, Caasi swayed into him, melting against him, her arms reaching instinctively for him. Her response was so automatic she didn’t have time to question it.

As his mouth plundered hers, Caasi felt as though she were on fire, the burning heat spreading down her legs until she was weak and clinging.

This wasn’t supposed to happen, they’d promised each other it wouldn’t, but they were like two climbers waiting to explore a mountain and would no longer be denied the thrill of the challenge.

Her hands reveled in the feel of the hard muscles and smooth skin of his back. A languor spread through her, and her breath came in short, soft gasps.

Blake buried his face in the hollow of her throat and shuddered. “Let’s eat,” he whispered, and Caasi smiled at the husky timbre of his voice as she realized he was experiencing the same sensations she was.

Neither showed much interest in the meal. Blake commented that she’d done a good job and Caasi was pleased with her efforts, but her mind wasn’t on the food.

They hardly spoke, but each intuitively seemed to know what the other was thinking. Caasi wished she had her wine, and without a word Blake stood and brought it to her.

Simultaneously they set their forks across half-full plates, their interest in food entirely gone. Blake stood and held out his hand to her.

Heedless of where he was taking her, Caasi realized she would have followed him to Mars. She placed her hand in his. Blake reached for his phone and once more the music played as he led her back to the sofa.

Caasi slid an arm around him and rested the side of her face close to his heart. Blake rubbed his jaw against the top of her head in a slow, rotating action that was faintly hypnotic. His fingers were in her hair.

Caasi didn’t need to look to know that his eyes were closed. This was like a dream, a trance from which she never wanted to wake. The barriers were down.

Caasi didn’t know how long he had held her. The music had faded long ago, but they made their own. She didn’t even need to close her eyes to hear the violins.

Blake shifted and Caasi was shocked to look at her watch and see that it was almost midnight.

“Walk me to the door,” he whispered, and kissed the crown of her head, his breath stirring her dark hair.

She nodded, not finding the words to release him readily.

“Our truce lasted,” she said softly, and added, with a warm smile, “sort of.”

“If we’re going to fight, let’s do it like this. Agreed?” He took her in his arms, gazing down at her upturned face with a warmth that reached all the way to the soles of her feet.

“Yes, I agree.” Her hand lovingly stroked his thick, unruly hair. “Are you really going to leave me, Blake?”

He went completely still. “How do you mean?”

Did he think she was asking him to spend the night? If she was honest, she’d admit the thought wasn’t an alien one. But she had been sincere when she explained that she wasn’t one to indulge in casual affairs. She wanted Blake; Caasi couldn’t deny it. But she wanted him forever.

“The Empress,” she explained. “You’re not going to leave, are you?” The minute the words were out, she knew she’d said the wrong thing.

Blake looked as if she’d physically struck him. He pulled her arms away, severing the contact. “So that was what this was all about.” Impatience shadowed his face.

“Blake, no!” But he wasn’t listening as he sharply turned, opened the door, and left.

“There’s a Gina Sherrill to see you,” Laurie announced the following Monday.

“Send her in,” Caasi replied. “And, Laurie, could you see to it that we’re not disturbed?”

“Of course.”

Gina stepped into the office a moment later.

“Hi, Caasi.” She looked uncertain, her eyes taking in the expensive décor of the room. “Wow, you’ve got a great view from up here, haven’t you? How do you ever get anything done?”

“It’s hard, especially on a sunny day like today when it seems that the whole world is outside this window and ready to be explored.”

“We missed you Sunday.”

Caasi rolled a pen between her palms. “I had a previous engagement.” The lie was a small one.

“Everyone likes you, and we were hoping you’d come again.”

“I will,” Caasi assured her, but secretly doubted that she could. Not with Blake in his present state of mind. Another confrontation with him was to be avoided at all costs. Since the night they’d cooked together they treated each other like polite strangers. Blake had hired his replacement and was training the middle-aged man now. Caasi liked Brian Harris and had recognized almost instantly that she wouldn’t have any trouble working with him.

Blake’s last day was scheduled for the end of the month, less than ten days away.

“Let’s go down to the Blue Room and you can tell me what kind of decorations you want. Are the other women coming?” Caasi asked. Gina had asked to include her maid of honor and bridesmaids in the shower planning.

“They’re in the lobby. We didn’t feel like we should all descend on you.”

“Why not?” Caasi asked, setting the pen aside. “I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

“Blake’s leaving, isn’t he?” Gina’s question came as a surprise.

Caasi nodded with forced calm. “Yes; he handed in his resignation not long ago.”

“I’m surprised.” Gina wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t think Blake would ever leave you.”

That was the crux of the problem—Caasi hadn’t thought so, either.

“Shall we go now?” Caasi wanted to divert the conversation from Blake.

“Sure,” Gina answered eagerly.

Riding the elevator down to the lobby, Gina announced, “All the invitations have been mailed. Everyone is impressed that the shower’s at the Empress. I’m still having problems believing it myself.”

“I’m glad to do it.” Caasi meant that.

“You’ll be there, won’t you? I know it’s in the middle of the day and everything, but you wouldn’t have to stay long and I’d really like everyone to meet you.”

Caasi hesitated. There was an important meeting scheduled with architects the afternoon of the shower, and if past experience was anything to go by, she could be held up for hours.

“I won’t make any promises, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“Great,” Gina enthused.

They met the others in the lobby, and the small party took the broad, winding stairs built against a mirrored wall to the second floor, where the Blue Room was situated.

“Oh.” Gina exclaimed with excitement. “It’s perfect, just perfect.”

Caasi stayed only a few minutes longer. She wanted to have some time to herself before she had to leave for a luncheon engagement that was scheduled with the Portland Chamber of Commerce; they would be discussing plans for a basketball players’ convention that winter.

Briefly Caasi explained that she’d ordered the flowers delivered Thursday morning and had asked the chef to provide a sketch of the cake.

“The cake,” Gina said happily, “is larger than the one for the wedding.”

Glancing at her wristwatch, Caasi groaned. “I’ve got to run, but I’ll see you Thursday afternoon.”

“Oh thanks, Caasi. I can’t tell you how excited I am about this.”

“To be honest, I’m having as much fun as you, doing it.”

Caasi took the elevator back to her office. As the huge doors glided open, Caasi stepped into the wide hallway—and nearly bumped into Blake.

His hands shot out to help her maintain her balance and their eyes clashed. “Are you all right?”

Caasi couldn’t take her eyes off him. For the first time in days there was a faint flicker of something more than polite disregard. Every angle of his jaw was lovingly familiar, and she longed to ease the lines of strain from his eyes and mouth.

“Caasi,” he said sharply.

Her eyes studied the floor, and she struggled to maintain the thin thread of her composure. “I’m fine.”

He released her slowly. “Will you have time this afternoon to go over the Wilson figures?”

“Yes, that shouldn’t be any problem. I’ll be back around two.”

“Fine,” he said in clipped tones. “I’ll send Harris into your office then.”

“Harris.” She repeated the name. She knew the man was replacing Blake, but she had yet to deal with him directly. “Yes.” Her voice faltered a bit. “That’ll be fine.”

Caasi stepped into her office and retrieved her purse. “I’m leaving now.”

Laurie looked up at her blankly. The luncheon wasn’t scheduled for another hour. “But Mr. Gains is due to see you in twenty minutes.”

“Send him in to Blake,” Caasi said curtly. “You know where to reach him.”

Caasi took the Mercedes, heading east down Sandy Boulevard until she located Broadway. She drove around for several fruitless minutes. It had to be around here somewhere. Finally she recalled seeing that small mom-and-pop grocery and knew she was headed in the right direction. For all her years in Portland, she’d been to Rocky Butte only once. With Blake, the night of his cousin’s wedding.

She parked her car in the same area Blake had. The scene was all the more magnificent during the day. The snow-capped mountain peaks of the Cascade Range and the flowing Columbia and Willamette Rivers could all be seen from there. Washington state was just on the other side of the Columbia River Gorge, and once powerful Mount Saint Helens was in full view. No wonder Blake loved it up here so much.

The park itself was a different matter. Someone had broken beer bottles against the steps, and Caasi avoided the sharp pieces of glass as she climbed the flights of hewn-rock stairs for the second time. Walking to the parapet, she studied the view again. Faint stirrings of love and appreciation for what lay before her brought an involuntary smile. Caasi, born and raised in Portland, Oregon, was unaware of her city’s charm and beauty. A shame, she mused dejectedly.

Caasi sauntered into the office a little after two, having decided to send Harris to the luncheon. Laurie glanced up at her nervously.

“Mr. Sherrill’s in your office.”

“Thanks, Laurie.” Her assistant’s tone told her Blake wasn’t in a mood to exchange pleasantries.

“Problems, Blake?” she quizzed, as she entered.

He swiveled and jammed his hands into his pockets. His gaze hardened. “Gains had the appointment with you. Where were you?”

“Out,” she snapped.

“You don’t give important people like Gains the brush-off like that. The banker was furious, and with good reason.”

Perfectly calm, Caasi sat at her desk and glared at him. “Do you presume to tell me how to run Crane Enterprises now? Criticizing my personal life isn’t enough?”

Blake clamped his mouth closed. “You’re in no mood to discuss this rationally.”

Caasi’s laugh was sarcastic and brittle. “This is getting better every minute,” she said, refusing to let him talk down to her. “Send Harry in with the Wilson figures, please.”

“The man’s name is Harris.” The contempt in Blake’s eyes was enough to make her cry. Maybe tears would dissolve the lump of loneliness within her. Maybe tears would take away the pain of what Blake was doing. But somehow Caasi doubted it.

Thursday afternoon, fifteen minutes before her scheduled meeting with the architects, Caasi took the elevator to the Blue Room, where Gina’s wedding shower was in progress.

She stood in the entry, watching the young woman open her gifts. The turnout was a good one, and Caasi recognized several people from Kathleen’s wedding.

The bouquets of blue and white flowers harmonized beautifully with the room’s décor. The chef had outdone himself with the huge sheet cake.

Gina saw Caasi just inside the doorway and gave a squeal of delight. The young bride-to-be hurried to proudly introduce Caasi to her friends.

Caasi’s appearance was only a token one, and she made her farewells, sorry to learn that she’d missed Anne. She would have enjoyed seeing Blake’s mother again.

Laurie smiled when Caasi returned to the office. “There was a Mrs. Sherrill here to see you. I told her you’d gone down to the Blue Room.”

Caasi smiled sadly. She’d just missed Anne again. But that was the way her life was headed. Always close, but never close enough.

She’d barely sat down at her desk when Blake slammed into her office, nearly taking her door off the hinges when he closed it.

“What was my mother doing here?” he demanded.

“Your mother was here because of Gina’s shower,” Caasi replied calmly.

“Gina’s wedding shower?” He was pacing the floor like a caged lion eager for the opportunity to escape and hunt the closest victim.

“Yes. It’s in the Blue Room.”

“My family can’t afford the Blue Room.”

“But I can. I’m doing this for Gina.”

Blake froze, and his anger burned from every pore. “You did what?”

“I would have said something earlier if we’d been on better terms. Everything I do lately angers you. There are only a few days left until you’re free of me. Must you fight me at every turn?”

Blake marched to the far side of the office and raked his hand through his hair. “I want you to add up every cent that this fiasco has cost and take it out of my next paycheck.”

“What?” Caasi exploded, bolting out of her chair.

“You heard me. Every cent.”

Tears sprang from her eyes, blinding her. She lowered her gaze so Blake wouldn’t notice.

“Why?” she asked, amazed that her voice could remain so steady when she felt as though the world was crumbling apart beneath her.

“I told you before that you couldn’t buy yourself a family. Least of all mine.”

“Yes, of course.” She swallowed at the painful hoarseness in her throat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

She left the office and nearly walked into Laurie. “Conference Room A is ready for—” Laurie stopped sharply. “Miss Crane, are you all right? Do you need a doctor?” The woman looked flabbergasted to see Caasi in tears. Hurriedly she supplied Caasi with a tissue.

“Cancel the meeting, Laurie.” Her voice trembling, Caasi fought down a sob. “Please extend my sincere apologies.” With as much self-possession as she could muster, Caasi walked out of the office.

Blake came up behind her. “Caasi.” Her name was issued grimly.

She ignored him and stepped into the elevator. When she turned around, their eyes met. The tall, lean figure swam in and out of her vision.

“You have so much, Blake. Is it that difficult to share just this little bit with me?” The huge metal doors swished shut and Caasi broke into sobs that heaved her shoulders and shook her whole body.


Six

Caasi leaned against the penthouse door, her shoulders shaking. If this horrible ache was part of being a woman, she wanted none of it. Ink in her veins was preferable to the pain in her heart. But it was too late, and Caasi recognized that.

With her arms hugging her stomach, she tilted her face to the ceiling to keep the tears from spilling. She was tired. The weariness came from deep within.

Blake was leaving; why shouldn’t she? She hadn’t been on a real vacation in years, not since she took over Crane Enterprises.

Wiping the moisture from her cheeks, she took a quivering breath and stood at her favorite place by the window. She’d be fine. All she needed was a few days away to gain perspective.

Her leather luggage was stored in the spare bedroom. Caasi wasn’t exactly sure where she’d go. It would be fun just to drive down the coast. Oregon had some of the most beautiful coastline in the world.

The soft knock on the door surprised her. Probably Laurie. The secretary had been shocked to see Caasi cry … and little wonder. Caasi wasn’t the weeping-female type.

“Yes,” Caasi called softly, striving to sound composed and confident. “Come in.”

When Blake strolled into the living room, Caasi felt ice form in the pit of her stomach. “These are my private quarters,” she told him in a voice that was dipped in acid. “I don’t know who or what has given you the impression that you may come up here, but that has got to change. Now get out before I call Security.” She marched out of the room and into her bedroom, carelessly tossing her clothes into the suitcase.

“Caasi, listen.” There was an unfamiliar pleading quality to his voice as he followed her. “Let me apologize.”

“Okay,” she said, without looking up. “You’re sorry. Now leave.”

“What are you doing?” His eyes followed her as she moved from the closet to the suitcase, then back to the closet.

“That’s none of your business.”

“If you’re going someplace, I need to know.”

“I’ll leave the details of my trip with Laurie.” She didn’t look at him; she was having enough trouble just keeping her composure intact.

“Isn’t this trip a bit sudden?”

“Since when do you have the authority to question me?” She whirled around, placing her hands challengingly on her hips.

“Since you started acting like an irrational female,” he returned sarcastically.

“Me?” Caasi exploded. “Of all the nerve!” She stormed across the room and picked up the phone. “Security, please.”

“I’m not leaving,” Blake threatened. “Call out the National Guard, but I’m not leaving until we understand each other.”

“Understand?” Caasi cried. “What’s there to understand? I’m the boss, you’re the employee. Now get out.”

“No.”

“Yes.” Caasi spoke into the receiver. “This is Miss Crane. I’m having a problem here. Could you send up Security?” She hung up the phone and tossed Blake a hard look. “Oh, before I forget,” she said, and gave him a saccharine smile, “be sure and have Accounting give you an employee discount on the Blue Room.” She slammed the lid of her suitcase closed and dragged it off the top of the bed.

Taking a smaller case, she entered the master bathroom and impatiently stuffed a brush, a comb, shampoo, a hair dryer, and an entire cupboard of cosmetics into it. When she whirled around, Blake was blocking the doorway.

“Will you kindly step out of the way?”

“Not until we talk.”

Giving the impression of boredom, Caasi crossed her arms and glared at him. “All right, you win. Say what you want to say and be done with it.”

Blake looked surprised but determined. He paused and ran his hand over his jaw.

“What’s the matter, has the cat got your tongue?” she taunted unfairly.

Confusion flickered across his brow. “There’s something about you, Caasi, that makes me say and do things I know are going to hurt you. Yet I do them.”

“This is supposed to be an apology?” She faked a yawn.

Blake’s thick brows drew together in a pained, confused expression. Caasi doubted that her feigned indifference could create a fissure in the hard wall of his defenses.

The phone rang, diverting her attention to the other room.

“If you’ll excuse me.”

“No, not now.” His arm across the door prevented her from leaving.

“Blake.” She groaned in frustration. “This is ridiculous. Look at you. Will you kindly move so I can answer the phone?”

He didn’t budge.

“Please,” she added.

Blake dropped his hand and turned his back to her. As she hurried past him, Caasi noted fleetingly that he looked as weary and defeated as she felt.

“Hello,” she answered on the fourth ring, her voice slightly breathless.

“Caasi?” The male voice on the other end was only faintly recognizable.

“Burt?” Caasi felt all the blood drain from her face.

“It’s June. She’s in labor. She said I should phone you now.”

“Now?” Caasi repeated with a sense of unreality. “Isn’t this early?”

“Only ten days. The doctor assured us it wasn’t anything to worry about. I’m at the hospital; the nurse is checking June and said she’d prefer I stepped out for a few minutes.” Burt sounded worried and unsure.

“I’ll be there in five minutes.” Caasi’s heart was singing with excitement as she replaced the telephone receiver.

“Who was it?”

Caasi had forgotten Blake was there. “Burt. June’s in labor.” She grabbed her purse from the end of the bed and hurried out of the suite. A security man met her just outside the door.

“You wanted me, Miss Crane?”

“Yes,” she shouted, and shot past him to the elevator. “I mean no, everything’s been taken care of. I’m sorry to have troubled you.”

“No trouble, miss.” He touched the brim of his hat with his index finger.

“Caasi,” Blake called, as he followed her out of the suite. “I’ll meet with the architects and we can talk about it in the morning.”

“Fine.” She’d have agreed to anything as long as it didn’t delay her.

The car engine roared to life when she turned the key. Caasi wondered if June was experiencing this same kind of exhilarated excitement. Burt and June wanted this baby so much and had planned carefully for it. For her, Caasi corrected her thoughts. June’s deepest desire was for a little girl.

The visitors’ parking lot was full, and Caasi spent several frustrating minutes until she found a space on the street. On her visit the previous Friday, she had learned that once Burt phoned she was to go directly to the labor room on the third floor. Stepping off the elevator, her shoes clapped against the polished, squeaky-clean floor.

“I’m Caasi Crane,” she announced at the nurses’ station. “Can you tell me which labor room Mrs. Kauffman is in?”

The uniformed nurse with white hair and a wide smile glanced at the chart. “Number 304. I believe her husband is with her.”

“Thanks,” Caasi said with a smile.

The room was the second one on the left side of the hall. The door was closed, so Caasi knocked lightly.

Burt opened it for her, looking pale and worried.

“Is anything wrong?” Caasi asked anxiously.

“No, everything’s fine, or so I’ve been assured.” He ran his hand through his hair. “June’s doing great.”

Caasi smiled. “How come you look like you’re the one in labor?”

“I don’t know, Caasi, I can hardly stand to see June in pain like this.”

“Caasi?” June looked flushed against the white sheets. “Is that you?”

“I’m here.”

“I suppose I got you out of some important meeting.”

“Nothing I wasn’t glad to escape from,” Caasi assured her, and pulled up a chair so she could sit beside the bed. “I’ve read that babies aren’t particularly known for their sense of timing.”

June laughed weakly. “At least not this one. The pains woke me up this morning, but I wasn’t really sure this was the real thing. I didn’t want to trouble you if it wasn’t.”

Burt came around to the other side of the bed and took his wife’s hand in both of his. “How do you feel?” His eyes were filled with such tenderness that it hurt Caasi to look at him. Would any man ever look at her like? The only thing she’d seen in Blake’s eyes lately was disdain.

“I’m fine, so quit worrying about me. Women have been having babies since the beginning of time.”

Burt looked up at Caasi. “I’ll say one thing: Having a baby is a lot different than I thought.”

Caasi smiled reassuringly. “I don’t imagine it’s much what June thought, either.” She glanced down to note that June’s face was twisted with pain. Instinctively, Caasi gave June her hand. Her friend gripped it the way a drowning man would a life preserver. After a few moments her face relaxed.

“The pains last about thirty seconds, but it’s the longest thirty seconds of my life,” June whispered.

“The last time the nurse checked, she’d dilated to five centimeters. She has to get to ten centimeters in the first stage of labor.”

Caasi had been reading the book the doctor had given her in preparation for the big event. Once June was fully dilated, the second stage of labor, when the baby entered the birth canal, would begin.

“The nurse said that won’t be for hours yet,” June told her.

“Not to worry, I’ve got all day. What about you?”

“Well, if the truth be known, I’m missing a big sale at Lloyd Center,” June joked.

The hours passed quickly. Caasi was shocked to look up from timing a contraction to note that it was after seven, and she hadn’t eaten lunch. But she was too busy to care about food.

When the hard contractions came, Burt coached his wife, while Caasi, her hand on June’s abdomen, counted out the seconds. Time and again Caasi was astonished at her friend’s fortitude. June and Burt had decided in the beginning that they wanted a natural childbirth, and although the pains were excruciating, June’s resolve didn’t waver. Burt didn’t look as confident.

When the time came to move into the delivery room, Caasi and Burt were asked to don surgical gowns.

“I didn’t realize I would have to dress for the occasion,” Caasi joked, as June reached for her hand.

A small cry slipped from June as the pain crescendoed. As it ebbed, June lay back on the pillow, panting.

Burt carried June’s fingers to his lips. Then, tenderly, he wiped the moisture from her brow.

“I love you,” June whispered, the soft light of love shining in her eyes.

Strangely, Caasi didn’t feel like an intruder on the touching scene; she felt she was a part of it—a wonderful, important part.

“I’ve never loved you more than I do right this minute,” Burt whispered in return.

Another pain came and June bit into her lip with the grinding agony, panting and breathless when it waned.

“One more pain and you should be able to see the head,” the doctor told them. A round mirror was positioned near the ceiling, and all eyes focused on the reflection as another pain came and passed. June gave Caasi a happy but weak smile.

The baby started crying once the head was free of the birth canal, the doctor supporting the tiny skull.

“Good pair of lungs,” Burt said excitedly. “It must be a girl.”

One final contraction and the baby slipped into the doctor’s waiting hands.

“It’s a girl,” he announced.

June gave an exhilarated cry. “Oh, I wanted a girl so badly. Burt … a girl.” Laughing and crying at the same time, she threw her arms around her husband’s neck, hugging him fiercely.

“Seven pounds, twelve ounces,” the nurse said, as she lifted the squalling baby from the scale.

Unabashed tears of happiness flowed down Caasi’s cheeks. She had never felt such wondrous joy in her life. To have had even a small part in the baby’s birth produced warm emotions that touched the softest core of her heart.

“Caasi.” June gripped her hand. “You’re crying. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cry.”

“It’s all so beautiful. And your daughter’s beautiful.”

“Should I tell her?” Burt looked down with love at his wife. At June’s confirming nod, he glanced up. “June and I decided if we had a daughter we would name her Cassi—two s’s, one a.”

“After a lifelong friend we both love and respect,” June added.

Caasi couldn’t push the words of love and appreciation past the lump of happiness in her throat.

“And, of course, we want you to be her godmother,” Burt continued.

“Of course,” Caasi confirmed, tears winding a crooked path down her face.

An hour later, Caasi walked to her car parked on the deserted street. A look at her watch confirmed that it was almost ten. She felt like skipping and singing. Tiny, sweet baby Cassi was adorable, and Caasi couldn’t love her any more if she were her own.

Caasi pulled onto the avenue and merged with the flow of traffic. She felt wonderful and rolled down the window, singing as she cheerfully missed the turn that would lead her back to the downtown area and the Empress.

Before she could reconsider, she took the turnoff for Gresham and Blake’s house. He’d said something about wanting to talk to her after the meeting that afternoon, but that wasn’t the reason she had to see him. If she didn’t tell someone about the baby, she’d burst.

There wasn’t a streetlight to guide her as she drove down the winding road. She had to pull over to the side of the road a couple times, having difficulty finding her way in the night. Finally she pulled into the driveway, the old weeping willow the only reminder she required.

The kitchen lights were on, and Caasi paused before climbing out of the car and slowly closing the door. Maybe coming to Blake’s wasn’t such a good idea after all. They’d been fighting when she left.

The back door opened and Blake came down the steps. “Caasi.” He sounded shocked. “Is anything wrong?”

She shook her head. “June had a baby girl.”

“That’s wonderful. Come inside and I’ll make you a cup of coffee.”

“I’d like that.”

A hand at her elbow guided her up the stairs. The coffeepot was on the kitchen counter. Caasi glanced into the living room and saw an open book lying across the arm of an overstuffed chair. Blake had been spending a quiet evening at home reading.

He handed her a mug and Caasi took it, leaning against the kitchen counter as she hugged the coffee cup with both hands.

“June and Burt are naming her Cassi—two s’s, one a. She’s so beautiful, all pink and with the tiniest hands. She’s perfect, just perfect. Before they moved her out of the delivery room, the nurse let me hold her for a few minutes. It was the most incredible feeling I’ve ever experienced, holding this new life. I still can’t believe it,” she finished breathlessly.

A warm smile appeared on his face and was reflected in his eyes as he watched her. “Come and sit down in the living room. You can tell me all about it.”

“I don’t even know where to start.” She sat in the chair opposite his and lifted the lid from a candy jar nearby, popping a couple pieces of hard candy into her mouth. “I’m starved. I hope you don’t mind if I help myself.”

“Didn’t you eat dinner?”

Caasi shook her head. “Not lunch, either. No time,” she explained, while sucking the lemon drops. The sugary sweetness filled her mouth, making her hunger more pronounced.

“Let me fix you something.”

“No, I’ll be fine, really,” she asserted.

Blake ignored her, returning to the kitchen and opening the refrigerator as Caasi trailed after him. “There are leftover pork chops, eggs, bacon. What’s your pleasure?”

Caasi bit into the side of her mouth to keep from saying: You. The thought nearly squeezed the oxygen from her lungs. Never had she wanted a home and husband more than she did at that moment. They even looked like an old married couple, standing in the kitchen, roaming through the fridge and looking for leftovers.

“Caasi?” Blake glanced up, his look questioning.

She shook her head. “Anything’s fine. Don’t worry about a meal, a sandwich would do as well.”

“Bacon and eggs,” he decided for her, taking both from the refrigerator and setting them on top of the counter.

Caasi pulled out a chair and sat at the table while Blake peeled off thick slices of bacon and laid them across a skillet.

“June was incredible,” Caasi continued. “She was a real trooper. Burt and June had decided they wanted natural childbirth, and she did it. She refused to give up. Burt tried to talk her into using the anesthesiologist a couple of times. but June refused.” She paused and smiled. “Instead of watching, he closed his eyes along with her. Don’t get me wrong—he was wonderful, too. I don’t know how any woman can have a baby without her husband’s help. I know I couldn’t.” Caasi swallowed tightly. But then, she probably wouldn’t have a child. Some of the enthusiasm left her and she stared into the coffee mug.

Silence filled the kitchen.

“The meeting with Schultz and Schultz went fine. But they’d like you to make a trip to Seaside next Tuesday, if you can.”

“I don’t see why not.” Eagerly Caasi picked up the conversation. “I don’t remember that anything’s scheduled. I’ll check with Laurie in the morning.” Her index finger made a lazy circle on the tabletop. “Will you be coming?” Blake sometimes traveled with her, depending on the circumstances.

“It looks as if I’ll have to. We’ll leave Harris in the office, which will be good experience for him.”

“Sure,” she agreed, feeling somewhat guilty. Not once in the past week had she made an effort to meet or talk to Brian Harris. The man served only to remind her that Blake was leaving, and she hadn’t accepted that. Couldn’t accept it. Not yet.

The bacon grease was sizzling in the frying pan when Blake cracked two eggs against the side and let them slide into the hot fat. With the dexterity of an accomplished chef he flipped down the toaster switch.

“Hey, I didn’t realize you were that skilled in the kitchen,” Caasi murmured, uneasy with the fact that he could cook and she couldn’t.

“Practice makes perfect, and I’ve cooked plenty of solitary meals in my time,” he said, as he slid the fried eggs onto a plate. He set the meal in front of her and straddled a chair, drinking his coffee while she ate.

Everything was delicious, and she said as much. “I don’t remember a time I’ve enjoyed a meal more.” At his skeptical look, Caasi laughed and crossed her heart with her finger. “Honest.”

“Then I suggest you have a talk with that expensive chef you imported.”

Blake had never approved of her hiring the Frenchman who ran the Empress kitchen.

“I’d be willing to do away with the whole kitchen staff if you’d agree to stay.”

Forcefully Blake expelled his breath, and Caasi realized that she’d done it again.

Lowering her gaze to the empty plate, she tore a piece of crust from her toast. “That was a dumb joke. I didn’t mean it.” For once, just tonight, when she was so happy, she didn’t want to say or do anything that would start a disagreement.

“Didn’t you?” he asked in a low, troubled voice.

Caasi peered at him through thick lashes. “Well, it’s true I don’t want you to go, but my reasons are entirely selfish.”

“You don’t need me anymore.”

If only he knew. “I guess not,” she agreed reluctantly, “but you’ve always been there, and it won’t be the same when you’re gone.”

“Sure it will.”

How could he sound so casual about leaving the place that had been his second home for six years? Apparently she didn’t mean much to him. Instead of seeking answers to the nagging doubts, Caasi scooted out of her chair and stood.

“I’ll do the dishes. Anyone who does the cooking shouldn’t have to do the dishes.”

“Caasi Crane doing dishes,” Blake said mockingly. “This I’ve got to see.”

“Well, just who do you think did them the night we baked the quiche?” she declared righteously. “I am a capable person, Blake, whether you care to admit it or not.”

She washed while he dried and put away. Wordlessly they worked together, but it wasn’t a strained silence.

When they finished, Caasi noted that it was late … they both had to be at work in the morning. There wasn’t any reason to stay, but she didn’t want to go.

“I suppose I should think about heading back,” she murmured, as she dried her hands on a kitchen towel.

Blake agreed with a curt nod, but he didn’t look as though he wanted her to leave, either.

Caasi glanced at the oil painting over the fireplace. “Have you done any artwork lately?” Maybe some small talk would delay her departure.

“Not much to speak of.” He shrugged. “I’m thinking about concentrating more on my painting after the first of the month.”

After the first—when he would no longer be at the Empress and wouldn’t be troubled with her anymore.

“Let me know; I’d like to buy something from you.”

Blake laughed outright. “I only dabble in art. The Empress displays paintings from some of the best in the country. Those artists would be insulted to have my work hanging beside theirs.”

Caasi hadn’t been thinking of hanging it in the hotel, but in her suite. It would give her something tangible to remember him by. But rather than admit it, she said nothing.

“We did it,” Caasi murmured, as they strolled toward her car.

“Did what?”

“Went the whole night, or at least a portion of it, without fighting. That’s a record, I think.”

“You mentioned my resignation only once.”

“I won’t admit how many times I’ve had to bite my tongue,” Caasi teased.

“Is my leaving that difficult for you to accept?” Blake leaned against the front of her car and folded his arms across his chest.

Caasi shrugged both delicate shoulders. “Yes,” she admitted starkly. “But I’m beginning to understand how selfish I’m being toward you. There’s something about having you with me.… I trust you, Blake—sometimes more than I do myself. Looking back, I can see the mistakes I’ve made in my enthusiasm to live up to Dad’s expectations. I allowed Crane Enterprises to become everything to me.”

For a long second he looked at her. “But not anymore?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted honestly. “But I’d do anything if you’d change your mind.”

Indecision flickered in his narrowed gaze. “You’re handing me a powerful weapon; you know that, don’t you, Caasi?”

“You’re worth it.”

“To Crane Enterprises?”

She nodded. “And me,” she told him softly.

He was silent for so long that Caasi wasn’t sure if he’d heard her.

“Let me think about it,” Blake said. Looking away, he took a deep breath, as if struggling within himself.

“How soon before you can give me an answer?” Her heart was beating double time. If Blake stayed she would have the opportunity to explore the relationship that was developing between them. The thought of losing him now—just when she was discovering Blake, the man—was intolerable.

“I’ll let you know by the first of the week.”

“Great,” Caasi agreed. At least there was a chance.


Seven

Monday morning Caasi strolled into the outer office and greeted her secretary with a cheerful “Good morning.”

Laurie glanced up. A frown drove deep grooves into her wide brow. “Good morning, Miss Crane.”

Caasi was sure Laurie didn’t know what to think of her anymore. Her secretary probably attributed the wide swings in her moods to Blake’s resignation. Not immune to office gossip, Caasi was aware that there was heavy speculation as to his reasons.

Today she would know his decision. How could he refuse her after all that they’d shared recently? How could he walk away from her on a day as gorgeous and sunny as this one? He wouldn’t, Caasi was sure of it.

In her office, she buzzed the intercom. “Laurie, would you ask Mr. Sherrill to come to my office when he arrives?”

“I think he’s in now.”

“Good.”

Caasi released the switch and sauntered to the far side of the room. So much had changed between her and Blake in such a short time. Mostly there was Blake to thank for that. And he’d see that she was changing and that would be all the incentive he’d need to stay.

Friday she’d watched him, studied his body language as well as his speech. He didn’t want to leave, she was sure of it. Her father had warned her of the hazards of being overconfident, but she didn’t feel the necessity to heed his counsel this morning. Not this glorious morning.

Caasi had spent Sunday with June, Burt, and baby Cassi. June had come home from the hospital, and while Burt had fussed over his wife, Caasi had sat and held the baby. Cradling the tiny being in her arms had filled her heart with love. This was what it meant to be a woman, whole and complete. The overwhelming tenderness she’d experienced holding the baby lingered even now, a day later.

Sunday night Caasi had lain awake, staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep. So much depended on Blake’s decision. Her father had taught her to hope for the best but plan for the worst. She’d asked herself over and over again what would change if Blake decided to leave. Ultimately nothing. Brian Harris seemed capable enough of assuming Blake’s duties.

But losing Blake the man would be more than Caasi could bear. Not now, not when she was just coming into her own. Surely he’d see the changes in her and withdraw his resignation.

“Good morning,” Blake said, as he entered the room. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes.” Caasi nodded, standing at her desk. One look at Blake and a nauseated feeling attacked her stomach. He looked terrible. “Blake, are you ill?”

“No,” he denied. “I suspect you want to hear my decision.”

“Of course I do,” she said, somewhat sharply. What she wanted to do was scream at him to tell her what she needed to hear: the promise that he’d never leave her, that he’d stay with her all her life.

Blake rubbed a hand over his eyes. “This decision hasn’t been easy,” he said softly.

“I know,” she whispered in return. Dear God, her mind screamed, don’t let him leave me.

“I can’t stay, Cupcake.”

Caasi slumped into her chair, fighting to disguise the effect of his decision by squaring her shoulders and clamping her hands together in her lap. “Why?”

Blake lowered himself into the chair on the other side of her desk. “Not for the same reasons I originally resigned,” he explained.

“I see,” Caasi replied stiffly. “In other words—”

“In other words,” Blake interrupted, “things have changed between us.”

“For the better,” she inserted, not easily dissuaded. “I’ve tried so hard.”

“Too hard, Cupcake.”

Caasi couldn’t respond as the continued waves of disappointment rippled over her.

“In light of my decision, maybe it would be best if Brian Harris accompanied you tomorrow.”

Somehow, with a determined effort, Caasi managed to nod.

“My last day is Wednesday, but if you think you’d like me to stay a few more days …”

“No,” she whispered. “No,” she repeated softly, a bit more in control of her voice now. “If you’ve made your decision, then don’t prolong the inevitable.”

“You’re beginning to sound like your father again.”

“Again?” Caasi asked with a dry smile. “I’ve always sounded like Dad. Why shouldn’t I? After all, I am his daughter.”

“Caasi …” Blake sounded unsure.

“If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a meeting to attend.” She spoke crisply and centered her gaze just past him on the seascape hanging on the wall.

The door clicked and Caasi realized that Blake had left. Taking deep breaths helped to calm her pounding heart. She was stunned, completely and totally shocked.

“Laurie.” Her hand was surprisingly steady as she held down the intercom switch. “Do I have anything pressing this morning?”

Her secretary ran down a list of appointments.

“Would you reschedule them at a more convenient time, please? I’m going out for a while.”

“Going out?” Laurie repeated disbelievingly. “But there’s the meeting with Jefferson at nine.”

“I’ll be here for that, but cancel everything else.”

“The whole day?”

“No.” Caasi pressed a hand to her forehead. She was overreacting. She had to come to grips with herself. “Just this morning.”

An hour later Caasi couldn’t have repeated one word of the meeting with Jefferson. The accountant seemed to be aware of her lack of attention and called their time short. Caasi didn’t return to her office, but went directly to the parking garage and took out her Mercedes.

The drive to the Lloyd Center was accomplished in only a matter of minutes. Leaving her car in the underground parking garage, she took the escalator to the second-floor shopping level. Standing at the rail, she looked down at the ice-skating rink situated in the middle of the huge complex.

A sad smile touched her eyes as she watched the figures circle the silvery ice. Most of the skaters were senior citizens, loving couples with their arms around each other as they skillfully glided around the rink. Thirty years from now she could picture June and Burt skating like that. Thirty years from now and she would remain an observer, standing on the outside of life—exactly as she was now.

In the mood to spend money, Caasi went from store to store, buying whatever took her fancy. She bought baby Cassi enough clothes to see her into grade school. She also bought toys, blankets, shoes—whatever attracted her attention. Caasi held up one frilly outfit after another and understood why June had wanted a baby girl.

Returning to the hotel garage, she left instructions for the packages to be taken to her quarters. The last thing she needed was for Blake to see what she’d bought and accuse her of buying herself another family.

Laurie glanced up and smiled when Caasi stepped into the outer office.

“Happy Monday,” Caasi said, and handed her secretary a small box.

“What’s this for?” Laurie pulled the gold elastic ribbon off the box.

“Just a thank-you for rearranging the day.”

Her announcement was followed by a short gasp of pleasure from Laurie. “Chocolates from How Sweet It Is. But they’re fifty dollars a pound.”

“You deserve only the best.”

For the first time in years, Laurie looked completely flustered. “Thank you, Miss Crane.”

“Thank you, Laurie,” Caasi stated sincerely.

The stack of phone messages was thick. Caasi shuffled through them and paused at the one from Dirk Evans from the International Hotel chain. He’d phoned several times in the past few years, eager to talk to her about acquiring the Empress. International was interested not only in the Portland Empress, but also in several others in California and along the Oregon coast.

She stared at the pink slip for several moments while pacing the floor. Pausing at the window, she examined her options. Her father would turn over in his grave if she were to sell. But why did she need the hotels? Why did she need any of this? Even without the hotels, she was a wealthy woman. No, the thought of unburdening herself was tempting at the moment, but the Empress was her family, the only family she’d ever known, the only family she would ever know. She couldn’t throw that away, not on a whim.

Laurie buzzed and broke into her thoughts. “Call from Edie Albright on line one.”

“Thanks, Laurie.” Caasi released one button and pushed down another. “Edie, how are you?”

“Fine.”

“You don’t sound fine. What’s wrong?”

“Freddy’s in New York and I’m bored. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in dinner with me tonight? Nothing fancy. I could come to the Empress if you’d like.”

“I would. I’m feeling down myself.” That was a gross understatement, but if she admitted as much, they’d both be crying in their salads.

“Great.” Edie cheered up immediately. “What time?”

“Any time you like.”

Edie paused. “My goodness, you’re accommodating today. I expected an argument at the very least. You don’t go out that often.”

Caasi smiled drily. “And how would you know that?”

“Honestly, Caasi, June and I are your best friends. We know you.”

“Apparently not well enough,” Caasi couldn’t resist adding. “I’ll meet you at seven in the main dining room.”

“Wonderful. You don’t know how much I appreciate this,” Edie said. “I’ve got lots to tell you. This pregnancy stuff isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

Caasi replaced the receiver and stared into space a while longer. Seeing Edie that night was just what she needed. Her friend, scheming and crazy, had a refreshing way of helping her see the bright side of things. And she’d need a lot of talking to see the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow as far as Blake’s leaving was concerned.

The afternoon passed in a whirl of appointments and phone calls. By six Laurie had left, and although there were several items on Caasi’s desk that needed her attention, she decided to deal with them Wednesday. The next day she’d be flying to Seaside with Brian Harris to meet with the architects. The time spent with Harris would help her become acquainted with the man. They’d be working together closely in the future, and there was no reason to delay. No reason, her mind repeated, and a curious pain attacked her heart.

Wednesday would be Blake’s last day. As she pushed the elevator button, Caasi wondered how or where she would get the courage to relinquish him as unemotionally as possible.

Her living room was filled with packages from that morning’s shopping spree. Caasi decided to ignore them until after her bath. She didn’t want to keep Edie waiting.

The bathwater was running when there was a knock on her door.

Caasi wasn’t sure it was someone at her door until the sound was repeated. “Just a minute,” she called, and hurried to turn off the water. She was grateful that she hadn’t completely undressed. Putting on a robe, she tied the sash as she walked across the living room carpet.

“I thought I said seven in the dining room,” Caasi murmured good-naturedly as she opened the door. Her jaw must have sagged.

“Can I come in?” Blake looked at her, his eyes sparkling with amusement as he looked her over.

“I … I’m not dressed for visitors,” Caasi stammered, her heart pounding wildly.

“Get dressed, then, if it’ll make you feel more comfortable.”

Numbly, she stepped aside, swinging open the door.

“I’ll only take a minute of your time,” Blake promised with a half-smile.

“I prefer to be dressed,” she said. Naturally she was curious as to why he’d come, but she wasn’t ready to deal with him. Not tonight, not after he’d announced his decision. “If you’ll excuse me.” She turned around and nearly choked. The packages from her shopping spree covered the sofa and chair. She closed her eyes and groaned inwardly. The only thing she could do was ignore them now. If she called Blake’s attention to the parcels and boxes it would only invite comment.

She went into the bedroom and her fingers shook as she hurriedly grabbed a blouse, fumbling with the tiny buttons. Stuffing the silk tails into her skirt, she returned to the living room.

“Yes,” she said crisply. “What is it?”

Blake turned around with a slightly guilty look. “I’d say this is a little small, wouldn’t you?” He held up one of the dresses she’d purchased for June’s baby.

“It’s not for me,” she said stiffly, refusing to meet his laughing eyes.

“I’d guessed as much,” he returned seriously. “Is all this for little Cassi?”

Caasi jerked the dress out of his hands and stuffed it back into its paper sack. “That’s none of your business,” she told him. “And don’t you dare …” She paused to inhale a quivering breath. “Don’t you dare say I’m buying myself a family.”

“You are their family, Cupcake,” Blake said gently.

Caasi jerked her face up and their eyes met. His were warm and oddly indulgent. She wanted to yell at him not to look at her like that. How could he do this when only hours before he’d told her he wanted nothing more to do with her or the Empress. He was the one who wanted out, not her. Heaven knew she didn’t want him to go.

Caasi turned away. “Was there something you wanted to tell me?” she asked.

“Yes.” Blake walked to the other side of the room and ran his hand through his hair. “Harris won’t be able to go with you tomorrow. His wife is having a medical procedure. So it looks like you’re stuck with me for one last trip.”

Terrific, her mind threw out sarcastically.

Some of her thoughts must have shown in her expression. “Don’t look so pleased,” Blake chided. “We’ll be back by afternoon. I assume after all these years that we can manage to get along for a few hours.”

“Sure.” The word nearly stuck in her throat, then came out sounding scratchy and weak. “Why not?”

“You tell me,” Blake said in a low voice.

Caasi pivoted sharply and walked to her favorite place by the window. “No reason,” she said, and shrugged.

“I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

Without turning around, she answered, “It looks that way.” She stood poised, waiting for the click of the door. When it didn’t come, she turned to find Blake watching her.

“Caasi?”

“Was there something else?” she asked politely.

His searching eyes narrowed on her, and Caasi had the impression he wanted to say something more. “No.” He shook his head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Fine.”

Edie was already seated in the dining room when Caasi arrived. Caasi returned her small wave as she entered the room.

“You look positively …” Edie paused and sighed longingly. “Skinny.”

Caasi laughed. “You always did have a silver tongue.”

“The only reason I’m so candid is that for every ounce you’ve lost, I’ve gained three.” Elbows on the table, Edie leaned forward. “I’m telling you, Caasi, I’m going crazy.”

“What’s wrong?” Edie had always been the dramatic one, so Caasi wasn’t overly concerned.

“Well, for one thing, I can’t stop eating peanut butter. I woke up at two this morning and ate it straight out of the jar. Freddy couldn’t believe it, and for that matter, neither could I.”

“At least peanut butter is a high source of protein.”

Edie groaned and closed her eyes. “That’s what Freddy keeps telling me.”

“Why the worry?”

“My dear Caasi, have you any idea how fattening peanut butter is?”

“I haven’t checked out any calorie counters lately,” Caasi responded, and fought to hide the smile that teased the corners of her mouth.

“Well, it’s fattening, believe me. The shocking thing is I’ve hated the stuff since I was a kid.”

“There are worse things.” Caasi attempted to soothe a few of Edie’s doubts.

“Okay,” Edie agreed, and took a sip from her virgin cocktail. “Listen to this. I was watching the Blazers play basketball the other night. The center missed two free throws at the foul line and all of a sudden tears welled in my eyes and I started crying. Not just a few silent tears, but gigantic sobs. Freddy didn’t know what to think. He was finishing up a report in his den and came rushing in. I’m sure he thought the telecast had been interrupted and someone had just announced that my mother had died or something.”

The small laugh could no longer be contained. “Listen, Edie, I’m no expert on the subject, but isn’t this all part of being pregnant?”

“I certainly hope so,” Edie said fervently.

“Have you talked to June? She’d probably be more help than me.”

“June,” Edie repeated, and shook her head dramatically. “You know June; she’s the salt of the earth. The entire time she was pregnant she acted as if she was in heaven. June’s the kind of woman who would deliver her baby and go back to work in the fields an hour later. I’m going to need six months’ rest on the Riviera to recover.”

The maître d’ handed them the menu and gave Caasi a polite nod of recognition.

Edie opened the menu, took one look, moaned, and folded it closed.

“What’s the matter?” Caasi asked.

“I was afraid this would happen. Everything looks divine. I want the first four entrées and chocolate mousse for dessert.”

“Edie!” Caasi couldn’t prevent her small gasp of shock. Of the three, Edie had always been the most weight-conscious.

“I can’t help it,” Edie hissed.

“If you eat that much, I’ll get sick.”

“All right, all right,” Edie said, “you choose for me. I don’t trust myself.”

The waiter took their order and filled their water glasses.

“Enough about me.” Edie took a sip of the water. “I want to hear what’s been going on in your life. I don’t suppose you’ve picked up any tall, dark, handsome men lately, have you?”

Caasi shrugged and looked away uncomfortably. “Not recently. You know I went into the delivery room with June and Burt, don’t you?”

“Don’t tell me a thing about it. I don’t want to hear.” Edie shook her head and squinted her eyes closed.

“It was one of the most beautiful experiences of my life,” Caasi reminisced softly.

“Sure—it wasn’t you going through all that pain.”

Caasi didn’t bother to try to explain. Edie wouldn’t understand. At least, not until her own baby was delivered.

“Have you had any thoughts about what I was saying the last time we were together?” At Caasi’s blank look, Edie continued, “You know, about having an affair and maybe getting pregnant yourself?”

Caasi nearly choked on her wine. “Edie, I wish you wouldn’t talk like that.”

“Maybe not, but it’s what you need. I bet you’ve lost five pounds since the last time I saw you. Believe me when I tell you a man can do wonders.”

“Maybe,” Caasi conceded, feeling the color seep up her neck.

“I take it that it didn’t work out with the hunk you met here the last time?”

Caasi’s hands surrounded her glass of wine. She felt the cold move up her arm and stop directly at her heart. “No. It didn’t work out.”

“It was only your first try, so don’t let it discourage you. Would you like me to pick out someone else?”

“No,” Caasi returned forcefully. “I’m perfectly capable of finding a man myself. If I want one.”

“ ‘If’?”

Their dinner arrived, and thankfully Caasi was able to steer the conversation from Edie’s questions to the light banter they normally enjoyed.

After their dinner they decided to visit the lounge. The same piano player was at the keyboard and a fresh crowd was gathered around the bar.

The cocktail waitress brought Caasi a drink and Edie cranberry juice. They sat listening to the mellow sounds of a love song.

“Hey,” Edie whispered excitedly. “Don’t turn around now, but guess who just came in!”

“Who? The Easter Bunny?”

“No,” Edie remarked seriously. Her eyes didn’t waver. “Mr. Incredible.”

“Who?” Caasi whispered.

“The same guy who was here the other night. You remember—you’ve got to,” Edie admonished, her voice dipping incredulously.

Caasi moved her chair so that she could look at the newcomer. She didn’t need a second guess to know it was Blake.

Edie’s eyes widened appreciatively. “He really is something, isn’t he?”

“If you go for that type,” Caasi replied with a flippancy she wasn’t feeling.

“Did you notice how every woman here perked up the minute he walked in?”

Caasi certainly had. Her stomach felt as if a hole was being seared through it. The burning sensation intensified when a tall, attractive blonde slid onto the empty stool beside Blake. Caasi’s eyes narrowed as the woman leaned close and whispered something to Blake.

“Watch,” Edie advised. “This blonde knows what she’s doing. You might be able to pick up a few pointers.”

Caasi smiled weakly, her hand a hard fist in her lap. For one crazy moment she felt like screaming in outrage. Blake was hers! But he wasn’t, not really—he had made that clear this morning. Rather than watch the exchange between the two, she lowered her gaze to her fruity drink.

“Well, I’ll be,” Edie murmured unbelievingly.

“What?” Caasi demanded.

“Weren’t you watching?”

“No,” Caasi whispered, her voice shaking.

“As slick as a whistle, Mr. Incredible gave the blonde the brush-off. I wouldn’t have believed it. This fellow is one tough character. Little wonder you didn’t have any luck.”

“Little wonder,” Caasi repeated.

Edie continued to study Blake. “You know, just watching Mr. Incredible, I’m getting the distinct impression he’s hurting.”

“Hurting?” Caasi asked, and swallowed tightly.

“Yes. Look at the way he’s leaning against the counter. See the way his elbows are positioned? He doesn’t want to be disturbed and his body is saying as much, discouraging anyone from joining him.”

“Why doesn’t he just sit at a table?” Caasi whispered, revealing her curiosity.

“Because that would be an open invitation for company. No, this man wants to be left alone.”

“Just because he wants his own company doesn’t mean he’s eating his heart out.”

Thoughtfully, Edie shook her head. “That’s true. But he’s troubled. Look at the way he’s hunched over his drink. He looks as if he’s lost his best friend.”

Caasi felt Edie’s slow appraisal turn to her. “So do you, for that matter.”

“So do I—what?” Caasi feigned ignorance on a falsely cheerful note.

“Never mind,” Edie murmured thoughtfully.

“I was looking through some travel brochures the other day.…” Caasi quickly changed the subject before Edie managed to stumble onto something she could only escape by blatantly lying. “Do you realize I haven’t had a vacation, a real vacation,” she amended, “in over five years? I was thinking of a cruise.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.” Edie tilted her chin mockingly. “You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself with empty time on your hands.”

“Sure I would,” Caasi argued. “I’d take a few classes. I’ve always wanted to learn how to do calligraphy. And get back to reading. I bet there are a hundred books I haven’t had time to read in the last five years. They’re stacked to the ceiling in my bedroom just waiting for me. I’d bake, and learn how to sew, and volunteer some time at the local—” She stopped at the peculiar look Edie gave her.

“I can’t believe this is Caasi Crane speaking!” Edie looked shocked.

Caasi laughed, hoping to make light of her own enthusiasm and squelch Edie’s growing curiosity. “It’s been on my mind a lot, that’s all.”

“What’s been on your mind?” Edie asked. “Those weren’t things you’d do on vacation. They’re things an everyday housewife does.”

“A housewife?” She gave Edie a surprised look. “And what’s wrong with a housewife and mother?”

“Nothing.” Edie was quick to amend her attitude. “Heavens, June’s one, and I’ll be one shortly. Think about it, Caasi. You, a housewife? A baby on each hip, diapers that need to be changed with dinner boiling on top of the stove. Can you picture yourself in that scene?”

Caasi pressed her mouth tightly closed. She longed to cry out that she’d never wanted anything more. If she could run ten hotels effectively, she could manage a single home. The only condition her mind demanded was that Blake share that loving picture with her.

Her eyes drifted across the room to the dejected figure sitting at the bar. It took everything within her not to go to him. But she couldn’t see that it would do any good. She’d bared her heart and he’d rejected her. Just remembering the shock she’d felt at hearing his decision caused her to bite into her bottom lip.

“Caasi?” Edie’s soft voice broke into her musings.

Gently Caasi shook her head. “Sorry.” She turned her attention back to Edie. “What were you saying?”

Edie’s attention was focused in the direction of the bar. “Look who’s coming our way,” she whispered in shocked disbelief.

Blake strolled to their table and nodded politely at Edie. “We didn’t set a time for tomorrow morning. Is eight too early?”

“Fine,” Caasi managed to answer with some difficulty.

“I’ll see you then.”

Edie looked stunned as Blake turned and walked away. “All right, Caasi Crane,” she whispered in a shocked voice, “you’ve got some explaining to do.”


Eight

The whirling blades of the helicopter stirred the early-morning air. With her purse clutched under her arm and her head bowed, Caasi rushed across the landing pad. Blake supported her elbow as she climbed aboard.

The volume of swirling sound made conversation impossible, which was just as well. There was little Caasi had to say to Blake. Not anymore. A week before, even less, she would have been excited about this trip with him. It would have been a chance to talk, another opportunity to learn more about this man who had been invaluable to her. Now it would be torture to sit beside him and know that the next day he would be walking out of her life.

“Caasi.”

Blake’s hand against her forearm recalled her from her musings.

“It’s not too late. We can make the drive in less than—”

“No,” she interrupted him and, closing her eyes, leaned her head back against the seat cushion. When they’d met at eight that morning, the first thing Blake had done was propose that they drive instead of taking the helicopter. Caasi couldn’t understand why he would make such a suggestion. He wasn’t any more eager to spend time alone with her than she was to endure the stilted silence that would have existed in the comparative quiet of a car.

When they didn’t take off immediately, Caasi opened her eyes and noted that Blake was talking to the pilot. A frown creased his brow before he nodded and climbed back aboard.

“Is everything all right?” she asked.

“Nothing to worry about,” Blake assured her.

A wobbly sensation attacked her stomach as the helicopter rose. To hide her anxiety, Caasi clenched her hands, closed her eyes, and turned her head as if she were gazing out the window.

Blake placed his hand over hers; Caasi sat up and shook her hand free. She didn’t want his comfort or assurance or anything else. The day was torture. If he was going to get out of her life, then he should go. Why prolong the agony?

They didn’t say a word as Portland disappeared. A small smile flickered across Caasi’s face at the memory of Edie’s reaction when Blake had stopped at their table the night before. Her friend had been stunned speechless. Caasi couldn’t remember a time in all the years they’d known each other that Edie didn’t have an immediate comeback.

“You sly fox,” Edie had gasped a full minute after Blake had sauntered away from the table.

“Don’t get excited,” Caasi returned with a nervous smile. “Blake works for me. He’s been around for six years.”

Edie shook her head in disbelief. “You have worked with that hunk all these years?”

“His last day is Wednesday.” Something in Caasi’s voice must have revealed the pain she felt at the thought.

Edie’s look was thoughtful. “I noticed something was different almost from the moment you came into the dining room tonight. At first I was sure I was imagining things. Somehow, you’re … softer. It’s in your eyes, even in the way you walk, if that’s possible. You have, my dear, dear Caasi, the look of a woman in love.”

Caasi tried to laugh off Edie’s announcement. “Who, me?”

“Yes, you!” Edie declared adamantly. “Now, tell me, why is Blake leaving?”

Sadly Caasi shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ve tried everything I know to convince him to stay.”

“Everything?”

Hot color suffused Caasi’s face and she lowered her gaze, unable to meet Edie’s probing eyes. “It wouldn’t do any good. Blake’s mind is set.”

“Is there any chance of you two getting together?”

Caasi shook her head, unable to answer with words. A terrible sadness settled over her. The pain was potent. Blake would be lost to her.

“What about your baby hunger?” Edie asked.

“My what?” Caasi jerked her head up.

“The last time we were together we talked about you and a baby, don’t you remember?”

“Yes, but a baby usually requires a father.”

Edie gave a sophisticated shrug. “Not always. You’re a successful career woman. You’re strong, independent, and financially capable. Any child would be lucky to have you as a mother.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” Caasi gripped her hands in her lap so that Edie wouldn’t see how her fingers were trembling. “You’re not really suggesting I get pregnant with Blake’s child?”

“Of course I am. He’s leaving, isn’t he? You want a baby, not a husband. As far as I can see, the setup is perfect.”

Even now, with Blake sitting beside her, Caasi couldn’t help shaking her head in disbelief at her friend’s suggestion. Sometimes it was astonishing that two women so completely different could be such good friends.

An hour later, with a cup of coffee in front of her, Caasi reviewed the architects’ plans. The piece of beach was prime property, and Caasi realized how fortunate she was to have obtained it. No, she had Blake to thank for that. He was the one who had handled the negotiations.

Seaside was a tourist town. The economy depended on the business of travelers. With only a few weeks left until summer and a flux of vacationers, the community was preparing for the seasonal traffic.

The morning passed quickly. Leaving the architects’ office, Caasi donned a hard hat and visited the building site. Everything was ahead of schedule; where she had pitched a shovelful of dirt only a few weeks before now stood the empty shell of the latest Empress Hotel.

Caasi walked around, examining each area. Once she would have experienced an intense satisfaction at the venture; now she was surprised to feel nothing. The lack of emotion shocked her. What did she care if there were ten or a hundred Empress Hotels? Would breaking ground for another hotel bring her happiness? Perhaps at one time it would have. But no longer. Blake was responsible for that. He was responsible for a lot of things.

Her smile felt frozen as she entered the restaurant where the Seaside Chamber of Commerce was holding its luncheon.

After they ate, Caasi stood before the group and spoke a few introductory words before turning the presentation over to Blake. As he was talking, Caasi observed the way the men in the room responded to him. In some ways their reactions were like those of the women in the cocktail lounge the night before. Blake was a man’s man.

Caasi’s fingers were tender from all the handshaking she’d done by the time they returned to the copter. The pilot, a middle-aged man with a receding hairline, removed his hat as they approached. He shook his head, seeking Blake’s eyes.

“Is something wrong?” Caasi asked Blake.

“I don’t know, but I’ll find out.”

Blake and the pilot talked for several minutes, and when Blake returned, his jaw was tight, his look disturbed.

“Well?”

“There’s something wrong with the chopper. Dick noticed that one of the gauges was malfunctioning when he revved it up this morning. That was why I suggested we drive.”

Caasi closed her mouth tightly to bite back bitter words. Blake hadn’t been eager for her company that morning. Had she been fooling herself with the belief that he would have enjoyed an intimate drive from Portland?

“How long will it take to check it out?”

“An hour, two at the most.”

Unwilling to spend an extra minute in Blake’s company, Caasi announced, “I’ll wait for you on the beach, then.”

Blake didn’t acknowledge her as she turned and walked the block or so to the ocean.

Wind whipped her hair about her face as she stood, looking out over the pounding surf.

A flight of concrete stairs led to the beach. Caasi walked down to the sand, removed her heels, and strolled toward the water.

Once, when she was a little girl, her father had taken her to the ocean. A business trip, Caasi was sure. Very little in Isaac Crane’s life had been done for pleasure. Caasi remembered how the thundering surf had frightened her and how she’d clung to her father’s leg.

Funny, Caasi mused, she hadn’t thought about that in years. She couldn’t have been more than two, maybe three, at the time. The incident was her earliest memory.

Swinging her high heels in her hands, Caasi walked for what seemed like miles, enjoying the solitude; the fresh, salt-scented air; and the peace that came over her. Blake would go and she’d hurt for a time, suffer through the regrets for the love they could have shared. But the time would come when that, too, would pass. And she’d be better for having loved him.

When she turned around to return to the street, she noticed Blake standing at the top of the concrete steps, watching her. He was a solitary figure silhouetted against the bright sun, hands in his pockets and at ease with the world. That disturbed her somehow. He was leaving her without a second thought, without regrets, without looking back.

As she neared the steps, Blake came down to meet her. “I just talked to Dick.”

“And?” she prompted.

“The problem is more extensive than he thought. It looks as if we’ll have to spend the night.”

“Spend the night?” she cried in frustration. “I won’t do that.”

“There isn’t much choice,” Blake returned with limited patience.

“Rent a car. And if you can’t do that, then buy one! I’m not spending the night here.”

“Caasi.” Blake drew in a slow, angry breath.

“You’re still my employee,” she said bitterly, and glanced at her watch. “For another twenty-three and a half hours I expect you to do what I ask. After that, I don’t care what you do.”

Caasi regretted the words the minute they slipped out. She watched Blake’s struggle to hide his anger.

“I didn’t mean that,” she said in a low voice, and released her breath slowly. “Make what arrangements you can. I’ll phone Laurie and answer any necessary calls from here.”

Fifteen minutes later Caasi walked across her hotel room, carrying her cell with her as she spoke. A knock on her door interrupted the conversation.

“Could you hold a minute, Laurie?” she asked, before unlocking the door and letting Blake into the rented quarters.

“It’s Blake,” she said into the receiver. “I’ll give you a call in the morning before we leave.” She hung up and turned to him. “Yes?”

“I thought you might need a few things.” He handed her a small sack that contained a toothbrush and toothpaste.

“Thanks.” She smiled her appreciation. “But what I could really use is a good martini.”

“Dry, of course.”

“Very dry,” Caasi agreed.

The cocktail lounge was deserted; it was too early for the pre-dinner crowd and too late for the business-luncheon group.

It amazed Caasi that they could sit companionably at a minuscule table and not say a word. It was almost as if they were an old married couple who no longer needed words to communicate. Caasi focused her attention on the ocean scene outside the window. The view was lovely, but she had seen so much breathtaking scenery in her life. That day it failed to stir the familiar chord of appreciation.

Without asking, Blake ordered another round. Slowly, Caasi sipped her drink. The bitter liquid seared its way down her throat. The lounge was quickly filling now; after two martinis, Caasi could feel the coiled tension ease out of her.

“Are you ready for dinner?” Blake asked.

“Sure,” she agreed readily. “Why not?”

His hand cupped her elbow as he escorted her into the dining room. The food was good, though not excellent.

“Chef would be appalled,” Caasi remarked, as she set her fork aside.

“You and that chef. I don’t know when I was more upset with you than when you imported him.”

Caasi’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Oh, I can tell you. Several times you’ve looked as if you wanted to wring my neck, all within the last couple of weeks, too.”

Blake’s expression was weary and he conceded with a short shake of his head.

The soulful sounds of a singer drifted into the dining room from the lounge.

“Shall we?” Blake asked softly.

Caasi couldn’t find an excuse to refuse. All there was to do in her room was watch television. “All right,” she agreed, somewhat reluctantly. When they reentered the lounge, she saw that a few couples occupied the tiny dance floor, which was little bigger than a tabletop.

They sat for a long time, so close their thighs touched, listening to the music and not speaking. For the first time, Caasi admitted to herself how glad she was that the helicopter needed work. The repairs afforded her this last chance to be with Blake. She didn’t speak for a long time, fearing words would destroy the moment.

“Caasi.”

Their eyes met and she drew a shaky breath at the intensity of his look.

“Dance with me, Blake,” she whispered urgently. “Hold me one last time.”

He answered her by standing and giving her his hand. They didn’t take their eyes from each other as Caasi slid her arms around his neck, her body’s movement joining his in a rhythm that was uniquely theirs.

His fingers were pressed against the small of her back as he molded her body to him. His mouth was mere inches from hers as his warm breath fanned her cheek.

The music stopped—but they didn’t. If Blake released her now, she’d die, Caasi mused.

The singer began a love song. Caasi bit into the corner of her bottom lip. Tomorrow Blake would go—but for tonight, he was hers.

Caasi lost track of how long Blake held her, how many songs they danced to, barely moving, oblivious to the world surrounding them.

When the music stopped, Caasi led the way off the dance floor, but instead of stopping at their table she continued out of the lounge and down the wide hall to their rooms, which were opposite each other.

Her hands shook as she inserted the key and opened the door to her room. It was dark and silent.

Blake’s eyes bore into hers as she stepped inside the room and extended her hand to him. A look of indecision passed across his face. Caasi’s eyes pleaded with him, and gradually the expression on his face softened as his look became potent enough for her to drown in.

He took one step inside and Caasi smiled softly. He couldn’t turn away from her. Not now. Not tonight.

She slid her arms around his neck and stood on the tips of her toes as she melted against him.

He groaned her name, reaching out to close the door as she fit her body to his.

She wouldn’t let him talk, her open mouth seeking his. He hadn’t kissed her in so long, so very long.

“Caasi.” He groaned, repeatedly rubbing his mouth over hers. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” His voice was husky and hungry.

“I do,” she insisted in a low murmur. “Oh Blake, I do.”

Again and again his mouth cherished hers, eager, hungry, seeking, demanding, giving, taking. The soft, gentle sounds of their lovemaking filled the silence. They whispered phrases of awe as passion took control of their bodies.

Caasi paused long enough to tug the shirt free at Blake’s waist. Her eager fingers fumbled with the buttons until she could slip her palms over his chest. The sensations were so exquisite she wanted to cry.

“Caasi, no,” Blake whispered gruffly. “Not now, not like this.” The shirt fell to the floor. “Yes, like this,” she pleaded. “Only tonight, it’s all I want.” She felt the tears well in her eyes. Her body trembled against his, and Blake released an anguished groan as he swung her off her feet and carried her across the room.

Caasi wanted him so desperately, she could no longer think. Pressing her face to his neck, she gave him tiny, biting kisses and felt his shudder as he laid her on the bed.

Her arms around his neck, Caasi refused to release him, half lifting herself as she kissed him long and hard, her mouth slanting under his.

His eyes looked tortured in the golden glow of the moon as he pulled her arms from his neck. “Caasi,” he whispered, in a voice she hardly recognized. “Are you drunk? Is this the liquor?”

“Yes, I’m drunk,” she whispered, “but not from the martinis. You do this to me, Blake. Only you.”

“This isn’t the way I wanted it, but heaven knows I haven’t got the strength to let you go,” he murmured, his lips above hers. His hands ran down her smooth body, exploring, touching, until Caasi was sure she would die if he didn’t take her. She arched against him and sighed with a longing so intense that it sounded like a mournful cry.

Impatiently he worked at her clothing, freeing her from the constricting material. The feel of his hands against her bare skin was an exquisite torture.

“Tonight,” she whispered in a quivering breath. “For tonight, I’m yours.”

“Yes,” he agreed, his mouth seeking hers again.

“I’m freeing you from any … consequences,” she stammered slightly.

He froze. For a moment he didn’t even breathe. “You’re what?” He sat up, holding her away from him, a rough hand against each bare shoulder.

“I’m freeing you from any responsibility,” she murmured, confused. What had she said that upset him so much? Wasn’t that something a man wanted to hear?

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Blake leaned forward and buried his face in his hands as if he needed time to compose himself.

“Blake,” she pleaded in a soft whisper, “what did I say?”

He didn’t answer as he reached for his shirt and rammed his arms into the sleeves. Not bothering to fasten the buttons, he started across the room.

“Blake,” she begged, “don’t do this to me. Please don’t do this to me.”

He turned to her in the moonlight. She had never seen a man look more upset. His face was contorted with anger, his mouth twisted, his eyes as hard as flint.

Caasi sagged against the bed, closing her eyes against the pain that went through her heart, a pain so deep that it was beyond tears.

For hours Caasi lay exactly as she was, staring dry-eyed at the ceiling. She had offered Blake everything she had to give and he had rejected it all.

Even her makeup couldn’t camouflage the dark circles under her eyes the next morning. The mirror revealed pale, colorless cheeks, as if she were recovering from a long illness. Caasi doubted that she would ever recover. Not really. She’d go on with her life, would probably even laugh again, but something deep inside her had died last night. In some respects she would never be the same.

It gave her little satisfaction to note that Blake looked as if he hadn’t slept, either.

Dick was at the helicopter when they arrived, assuring them that everything was fixed and ready to go.

Blake didn’t offer her his hand when she climbed inside, which was just as well, since she would have refused it. They sat as far apart from each other as possible.

The atmosphere was so thick that even Dick was affected, glancing anxiously from one to the other, then concentrating on the flight.

As Caasi ran the bathwater in her quarters back at the Empress, she realized there was nothing about the short flight home that she could remember. The pain of being so close to Blake was almost more than she could bear. Her mind had blotted it from her memory.

Blake had stepped out of the helicopter and announced stiffly that he was going home to change and would be back later to clear out his desk and pack up what remained of his personal items. It was Wednesday. His last day with Crane Enterprises.

Caasi hadn’t bothered to answer him but had turned and gone directly to her suite.

Some of the staff had planned a small farewell party for Blake, but she hadn’t contributed anything. Not when seeing him go was so painful. There would be an obligatory statement of good wishes she would make. Somehow she’d manage that. Somehow.

A hot bath relieved some of the tiredness in her bones, but it had little effect on her heart.

Dressed in a prim business suit, Caasi walked briskly into the office and offered Laurie a short nod before entering her own.

Her desk was stacked with mail, telephone messages, and a variety of items that needed her immediate attention.

“Laurie,” she called to her secretary, “send in Brian Harris.”

“Right away.”

If the man was there to take Blake’s place, she had best start working with him now.

By noon Caasi’s head was pounding. She wasn’t one to suffer from headaches, but the pain was quickly becoming unbearable.

“Are you all right?” Laurie asked, as she came into Caasi’s office for dictation.

“I’m fine,” Caasi murmured. She stood at the window, her fingertips massaging her temples as she shot off one letter after another, scarcely pausing between items of correspondence.

Laurie sat on the edge of her chair, her glasses delicately balanced on the bridge of her nose as her pencil flew across the steno pad.

“That’ll be all.” Caasi paused. “No; get me Dirk Evans of International on the phone.”

Laurie returned to her office and buzzed Caasi a minute later. “Mr. Evans is on line two.”

“Thanks, Laurie,” Caasi said. “Would it be possible for you to find me some aspirin?”

“Of course.”

“Thanks.” Five years since she took over for her father, and this was the second time she’d needed something to help her through the day. And both times it could be directly related to Blake.

The aspirin had little effect on the pounding sensation that persisted at her temples well into the afternoon.

Laurie came into her office around four to tell her that the farewell party for Blake was in progress.

“I’ll be there in a minute,” Caasi said without looking up, her fingers tightening around her pen.

Hands braced against the side of her desk, Caasi inhaled deeply, closing her eyes and forcing herself to absorb the silence for a couple moments before rising and going to join the party.

Someone had opened a bottle of champagne. Caasi stood on the outskirts of the small crowd and watched as everyone toasted Blake and wished him success. One of the women had made a farewell cake and was serving thin slices. Caasi recognized her as Blake’s personal assistant but couldn’t recall her being so attractive.

Caasi felt far removed from the joking banter that existed between Blake and his staff. There wasn’t one who didn’t regret his leaving. Yet he had chosen to do exactly that.

Someone slapped him across the back and he laughed but stopped short as his eyes met hers.

Quickly Caasi looked away. A hush fell over the room as she walked to the center, Blake at her side.

“I think we can all agree that you’ll be missed,” she said in a voice that was surprisingly steady. “If my father were here, I’m sure he would say how much he appreciated the excellent job you have done for Crane Enterprises for the past six years. I’m sure he’d extend to you his personal best wishes.”

“But not yours?” Blake whispered, for her ears alone.

Stiffening, Caasi continued somewhat defiantly, “My own are extended to you in whatever you pursue. If there’s ever a time you feel you’d like to return, you know that there will always be a place for you here. Good-bye, Blake.”

“What? No gold watch?” he mumbled under his breath, as he stepped forward and shook her hand. “Thank you, Miss Crane.” Those dark, unreadable eyes stared into hers, and Caasi could barely breathe.

Grateful for the opportunity to escape, she nodded and stepped aside as Blake’s assistant approached with a small wrapped package. Hoping to give the impression she was needed elsewhere, Caasi glanced at her watch. “If you’ll excuse me, please.”

“Of course,” Blake answered for the group.

Without another word, she turned and walked away, not stopping until she reached her desk.

Caasi forced herself to eat dinner. For two days she hadn’t been able to force down more than a few bites of any meal.

The headache was now forty-eight hours old. Nothing seemed to relieve the throbbing pain. She hadn’t slept well, either. After several hours of tossing fitfully, she would fall into an uneasy slumber, only to wake an hour or two later more tired than when she’d gone to bed.

The phone rang Saturday when she returned from a spot-check at the Sacramento Empress.

“Hello,” she said, with little enthusiasm.

“Is this Caasi?”

Faintly, Caasi recognized the voice over the phone. Her home phone had a private listing and she seldom gave out the number.

“Yes, it is.”

“Caasi.” The young voice sounded relieved. “This is Gina. Gina Sherrill.”

“Hello, Gina. What can I do for you?” Caasi’s hand tightened around the receiver. The woman had phoned three times in the last few days, and Caasi hadn’t returned the calls. She had completely severed herself from Blake and wanted every painful reminder of him removed from her life.

“I’m sorry to bother you like this, but I haven’t been able to get hold of you at your office.”

“I’ve been busy.” She hoped the tone of her voice would effectively convey the message. She didn’t want to be purposely rude.

“I knew that, and I hope you’ll forgive me for being so forward, but I did want to tell you that everyone would like it if you could come to dinner on Sunday.”

Everyone but Blake, Caasi added silently. “I’m sure I’d like that very much, but I’m sorry, it’s impossible this week. Perhaps another time.”

Caasi heard a sigh of disappointment come over the line. “I understand.”

Maybe she did, Caasi mused.

“I’d like to talk to you someday when you’ve got the time.”

“I’d enjoy that, Gina, but I really am busy. Thank you for calling. Give my love to your family.”

“I will. Good-bye, Caasi.”

Caasi heard the drone of the disconnected line sound in her ear. Replacing the receiver, she walked to the window and studied the view of miniature people and miniature cars far below.

Someone knocked on her door, and she wanted to cry out in irritation. Why couldn’t people just leave her alone? Everything would be fine if she could have some peace and quiet in her life.

“Just a minute,” she answered shortly, as she strode across the floor. She opened the door to discover … Blake. Her heart leapt into her throat, and she was too stunned to move.

“I hope you haven’t eaten yet. By the way, where were you all afternoon?” he asked, as he walked past her into the living room.
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“Where was I?” Caasi repeated, nonplussed. What was Blake doing here? Hadn’t he left her, decided to sever his relationship with her and Crane Enterprises?

“Yes—I’ve been trying to get you all day.”

Her hand on the doorknob, Caasi watched his relaxed movements as he sauntered to the sofa, sat back, and positioned his ankle on his knee.

“I do have a business to run.” She hated the telltale way her voice shook, revealing her shock.

“Yes, but it wasn’t business that kept you out. I know, because I checked.”

“You checked?” Caasi demanded. “Then I suggest you question your sources, because it most certainly was business.”

“Instead of standing all the way over there and arguing, why don’t you come and sit with me?” He held out his hand invitingly. “I certainly hope you’re hungry, because I’m starved.”

Caasi closed the door but didn’t sit with him as he requested. Instead she walked to the window, her arms cradling her waist.

“What you’re wearing is fine,” he assured her. “Don’t bother to change.”

Her gaze shot to him. The friendly, almost gentle light in his eyes was enough to steal her breath. His ready smile was warm and encouraging.

“I thought you wanted out of Crane Enterprises.”

“I did.”

“Then why are you here? Why come back? Don’t you know how hard it was for me to let you walk away? Are you really that insensitive, Blake? I don’t want you flitting in and out of my life when the mood strikes you. I haven’t seen you in—”

“Three days,” he supplied. “I know. I wanted you to have time to think things through, but I can see you haven’t figured anything out yet.”

Caasi’s hands became knotted fists and fell to her sides. “I hate it when people play these kinds of games with me. If you have something to say, just say it.”

Blake groaned in frustration. “Are you really so dense you can’t see?”

“I don’t need to stand in my own home and be insulted by you, Blake Sherrill.” She stalked across the room and opened the door. “Perhaps it would be best if you left.”

“Caasi, I didn’t come here to argue.”

“Well, you seem to be doing a bang-up job of it.”

He stood and rammed his hands into his pockets. He strode to the window, his back to her as he gazed at the panorama.

Caasi could see and feel the frustration in the rigid set of his shoulders. She didn’t want to fight. The desire to walk to him and slip her arms around his waist and press her face to his back was almost overwhelming. The headache that had persisted since Blake left was her body’s method of telling her how miserable she had been without him.

A hundred times since Wednesday she’d had to stop herself from consulting him, remembering that Blake was no longer available to ask. Softly she exhaled and closed the door.

At the sound of the click, Blake turned around. “Can we start again, Cupcake? Pretend I’m an old friend who’s come to town for the weekend.”

Caasi lowered her gaze. “Don’t call me Cupcake,” she murmured stiffly. “I’m not a little girl. That’s the last way I want you to think of me.”

The sound of his robust laugh filled the room. “There’s no worry of that.”

Indecision gripped Caasi. All her life she’d been in control of every situation. She had always known what to expect and how to react. But not with Blake and this new ground he seemed to want to travel with her. Of one thing Caasi was sure: She couldn’t tolerate much more of the pain she’d felt when he walked away.

“Dinner, Caasi?” His arched brow contained a challenging lift.

Her compliant nod was as weak as her resolve. She would accept what little Blake was willing to offer and be grateful.

His smile crinkled the lines at his eyes. “Come on. I’ve got fat steaks ready for the grill.”

Caasi took a light jacket out of the closet. “Where are we going?”

“To my place.”

“Your place?”

“Then after dinner I thought we’d try our luck at the horse races.”

“Horse races?” she repeated.

Blake looked around, stared at the ceiling, and shook his head. “This room seems to have developed an echo all of a sudden.”

Caasi smiled. It was the first time she could remember smiling since Monday, when Blake had announced he would be leaving her and Crane Enterprises.

They rode in his T-Bird convertible with the top down. The wind ruffled her sleekly styled curls, and Caasi closed her eyes to savor the delicious sensations that flowed through her. She was with Blake, and it felt right.

The grill could be seen in the backyard, a bag of briquettes leaning against its base, when Blake pulled into the driveway. He came around and opened her car door for her. Leaning over the rolled-down window, he lightly brushed his mouth across hers. He straightened and his eyes looked deeply into hers. With a groan his, arms surrounded her, half lifting her from the car as she arched against his chest. Caasi slipped her arms around his neck and surrendered to his kiss. Gradually his grip relaxed and he tenderly brushed the tangled hair from her temple. “I’ve missed you.”

Still caught in the rush of emotion he could evoke, Caasi didn’t speak. A happy smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “I’ve missed you, too.”

“I’ll cook the steaks if you fix the salad. Agreed?”

Eagerly, Caasi nodded. He helped her out of the car, his arm cupping her shoulder as he led her up the back stairs and into the kitchen.

“I’ll get the grill going and leave you to your task,” he instructed.

Almost immediately he was out the back door. Taking off her jacket, Caasi draped it over a chair and looked around. She really loved this house. A gentle feeling warmed her. Any woman would be proud to be a part of this.

The ingredients for the salad were in the refrigerator, and she laid them on the counter. Next she searched through the cupboards for a large bowl. A salad shouldn’t be difficult, she mused happily. Her culinary skills were limited, but a salad would be easy enough.

She was at the cutting board chopping lettuce when Blake came back for the steaks and a variety of spices.

He paused, watching her as she slid the knife across the fresh lettuce.

“Is something the matter?” She tensed and looped a strand of hair behind her ear. What could she possibly be doing wrong in making a salad? It was the simplest job he could have given her.

“No. It’s just that it’s better to tear apart the lettuce leaves instead of cutting them.”

“Okay.” Feeling incredibly naïve in the kitchen, Caasi set the knife aside.

“Did you wash it?” Blake asked her next.

Caasi swallowed at the painful lump that filled her throat. With tight-lipped grimness she answered him with a negative shake of her head. Dumping the cut lettuce into the bowl, she carried it to the sink and filled the bowl with water. Pure pique caused her to pour dishwashing liquid over the green leaves. “Like this?” She batted her long lashes at him innocently.

Not waiting for his reaction, she moved into the living room and stared sightlessly out the front window. A hand over her mouth, she took in several deep breaths. What was she doing here with Blake? This wonderful homey scene wasn’t meant for someone like her. She was about as undomesticated as they came.

The sound of footsteps told her Blake had moved behind her. His hand on her shoulder sent a silky warmth sliding down her arm.

“I apologize,” she whispered. “That was a stupid thing to do.”

“No—I should be the one to apologize.” The pressure of his hands turned her around. Gently he pulled her into his arms, his chin resting against the top of her head.

“It’s just that I’m so incredibly dumb.” Her voice was thick with self-derision.

“You, stupid?” Soft laughter tumbled from his throat, stirring the hair at the crown of her head. “Maybe you won’t be competing in the same class as Chef, but not because you lack intelligence. You’ve just never learned, that’s all.”

“But will I ever?”

“That’s up to you, Cupcake.”

Caasi winced. “You’re using that name again when I’ve asked you repeatedly not to.”

He didn’t comment for several tense moments. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget the first time I saw you. I’d been working with your father for several months. Isaac didn’t talk much about his private life. I think I was at the Empress six months before I even knew he had a daughter. We were in his office one day and you came floating in as fresh as spring and so breathtakingly beautiful I nearly fell out of my chair.” He stopped and gently eased her away so that he could look at her as he spoke. “I watched this hard-nosed businessman light up like a sparkler on the Fourth of July. His eyes softened as he held out his arms to you and called you Cupcake. I’ve never thought of you as anything else since.”

“I was barely twenty-two.”

A finger under her chin lifted her face to his. “The amazing part is that you’re even more beautiful now.” Ever so gently, he placed his mouth over hers.

No kiss had ever been so incredibly sweet. Caasi swayed toward him when he released her. “I hope you’ve got another head of lettuce. I’m afraid I’ve ruined the first one.”

“I’ll start cooking the steaks now.” He kissed her on the tip of her nose and released her. “How do you want your steak cooked? Rare?”

“No, medium.”

Blake looked dissatisfied. “You honestly should try it cooked a little less sometime.”

“Blake.” She placed her hands on her hips and shook her head. “We seem doomed for one confrontation after another. I happen to prefer my meat medium. If you’d rather, I can cook my own.”

“I’d like to see that.”

“Steak,” she asserted, “I can do. There’s nothing to it but flopping it over the grill a couple of times.”

“It’s an art.”

“You overrate yourself,” Caasi insisted. “How about I cook the steaks and you make the salad?”

Blake chuckled, shaking his head. “I hate to see good meat wasted, but it’ll be worth it just to prove my point.”

Caasi was in the backyard, readjusting the grill so that it was closer to the fire, when Blake walked out.

“I thought you were making the salad.”

“I did,” he said teasingly, his eyes twinkling. “I slapped a hunk of lettuce on a plate, added a slice of tomato, and poured dressing over the top. What’s happening to my steak is of much more interest to me.”

“On second thought …” Caasi moistened her dry lips. “I’d hate to ruin your meal. Why don’t we each cook our own?”

“That sounds fair,” Blake agreed with a smile.

The thick steaks sizzled when placed across the grill, flames curling around the edges of fat.

“Who lowered this? It’s too close to the fire,” he said irritably.

Guiltily, Caasi handed him the potholders. “Sorry,” she muttered.

Blake didn’t look pleased. He obviously took his grilling seriously. He’d flipped his steak over before Caasi had a chance to add salt and pepper to hers.

When he lifted the barely warmed meat from the grill, Caasi dropped her jaw in disbelief. “That couldn’t possibly be done.”

“This is a rare steak.”

“That’s not rare,” she declared. “It’s raw. A good vet would have it back on its feet in fifteen minutes.”

What had been a light, teasing air was suddenly cold and sober.

“You cook your meat the way you like it and I’ll have mine my way. As far as I can see, you’re not in any position to tell me what’s right or wrong in the kitchen.”

Caasi felt the color drain out of her face.

“Caasi,” Blake said, forcefully expelling his breath. “I didn’t mean that.”

“Why not?” she said. “It’s true. You go and eat. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”

Caasi ate little of her dinner and noted that Blake didn’t, either. Her steak was burned crisp around the edges and was far more well done than she normally enjoyed. The whole time they were eating she waited for Blake to make some sarcastic comment about her cooking. She was grateful that he didn’t.

Blake didn’t say anything when she left the table and took her plate to the sink. The bowlful of sudsy lettuce leaves was there to remind her of her childish prank. This new relationship Blake apparently wanted to build wasn’t going to work; she couldn’t be with him more than ten minutes without the two of them fighting. She didn’t know how to respond to him on unfamiliar ground. Crane Enterprises had been a common denominator, but now that was gone.

Gathering the wilted greens in her hands, she dumped them into the garbage.

“You could use the disposal instead of—”

“I think I’ve had enough of your ‘instead ofs’ to last me a lifetime.” She made a show of glancing at her watch. “On second thought, maybe we should forgo the races for another time.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” he snapped. He stood so fast he almost knocked over his chair in the process. Pointedly he took the car keys from his pocket.

They didn’t say a word during the drive back to the Empress. Caasi sat upright, her arms crossed determinedly in front of her. From start to finish, the evening had been a fiasco.

Blake pulled up to the curb in front of the hotel. His hands clenched the steering wheel as he stared straight ahead. “We need to talk, but now isn’t the time. Neither one of us is in the mood for a serious discussion.”

Caasi couldn’t agree more. “What do you want from me, Blake? When you worked for the hotel I knew exactly where we stood, but now all I feel is an uncertainty I can’t explain.” She watched as Blake’s hand tightened on the wheel until his knuckles were white.

“You haven’t figured it out yet? After all these years you still don’t know, do you?” He was so angry that Caasi knew any kind of response would only fuel his irritation. “Maybe it is too late, maybe you’re so impossibly wrapped up in Crane Enterprises that you’ll never know.”

She’d barely closed the car door before he drove away. As the car sped down the street, she stood alone on the sidewalk. Blake was always leaving her.

Later that night, as she lay in bed staring at the dark ceiling, Caasi thought about his parting comment. Obviously she had been horribly wrong not to recognize his motives.

Rather than suffer through another day of self-recrimination over her relationship with Blake, Caasi drove to June and Burt’s on Sunday afternoon.

“Welcome,” June said, greeting Caasi with a hug. “I’m glad you came. The first pictures of Cassi have arrived. You wouldn’t believe how much she’s changed already.”

“Sure I would.” Caasi walked into the house and handed June a small gift she’d picked up for the baby while in Sacramento.

“Caasi,” June protested, “you’ve got to stop buying Cassi all these gifts. Otherwise, she’ll grow up and not appreciate anything.”

“Let me spoil her,” Caasi pleaded, and lifted the sleeping baby from the bassinet. “She’s probably the closest thing I’ll ever have to a daughter. And I love her so much, it’s hard not to.”

“I know.” June shook her head in defeat. “But try to hold it down. There isn’t any more room in her bedroom to hold all your gifts.”

“I hope that’s not true.”

“Almost,” June said. “She’s due to wake up any minute and will probably want to eat. I’ll get you a cup of coffee now. Burt’s working in the back, building one of those aluminum storage sheds.”

Cradling the sleeping baby in her arms, Caasi sat in the rocking chair. Her eyes misted as she watched the angelic face. It never failed to materialize, the powerful, overwhelming surge of love she experienced every time she held this child. If this was what she felt with June’s baby, how much more would she feel for her own? The question had been on her mind ever since her dinner with Edie. What had Edie called it? Baby hunger. But it was more than that, far more than a passing fancy because her two best friends were having children. When June and Edie had married she hadn’t had the urge to go out and find herself a husband. These feelings were different.

A home and family would be worth more than all the accumulated riches of Crane Enterprises. Her father had worked himself into an early grave, and for what reason? All those years he had slaved to build a fortune for her. But she didn’t want wealth. The greatest desires of her heart were for a simple life. A home and family, maybe a dog or two. Certainly, money alone couldn’t provide all that.

The baby stirred and, opening her tiny mouth, arched her back and yawned.

“Diaper-changing time,” Caasi announced, as she carried little Cassi into the bedroom and laid her across the changing table. Within a matter of minutes Caasi handed the baby to her mother.

June sat in a rocking chair and unbuttoned her blouse to nurse. “Every time I see you with the baby I’m amazed at how natural you are with her,” June said, as she smoothed the soft hairs away from her daughter’s face. “To be honest, I was afraid you wouldn’t do well around children, but I was wrong. You’re a natural. I wish you’d marry and have children of your own.”

The coffee cup sat on the end table, and Caasi’s hand tightened around it. “I’ve been giving some serious thought to exactly that.”

“Caasi, that’s wonderful!” June exclaimed. “You don’t know how glad I’ll be to see you get away from that hotel. It’s dominated your life. I swear, it’s been like a monster that’s eaten away at you more and more until you were hardly yourself. Who’s the lucky man?”

Caasi shifted uncomfortably, crossed and uncrossed her legs, then set her cup aside. “I wasn’t thinking of getting married.”

June’s eyes widened incredulously. “You mean …” She stopped and looked flustered. “You’re just going to have a baby?”

“Something like that,” Caasi explained cheerfully. “A husband is a nice extra, but not necessary.”

“I don’t get it. Why not marry? You’re an attractive woman, and you have so much to offer.”

“Maybe,” Caasi returned, “but in this case a husband would be an encumbrance I can live without.”

“What about the baby? Doesn’t he—or she—have a right to a father?”

“That’s something I’m thinking about now.”

“This whole idea doesn’t even sound like you. Where did you come up with—” June stopped, a knowing look lighting her eyes. “Edie. This sounds exactly like one of her crazy schemes.”

“Maybe.” A smile tugged at Caasi’s mouth. “And when you think about it, the idea isn’t all that crazy. Single women are raising children all the time.”

“Yes, but …” Slowly June shook her head. “Have you chosen the father? I mean, have you said anything to him?”

“Not yet.”

“Then you have chosen someone?”

“Oh yes. You’ve never met him, but he …” Caasi paused and swallowed. “He used to work for me. Actually, I think my method is a better idea than Edie’s. She suggested I pick up someone in a bar. I swear, that woman is loony sometimes.”

“I’m going to have a talk with her,” June muttered between tight lips.

“Don’t. To be honest, I think she was only kidding. She didn’t expect me to take it seriously, but I have and I am.”

“You know, Caasi, I’ve never advised you about anything. You’ve never needed my advice. There’s confidence in everything about you—the way you talk, the way you stand, the way you look. Think about this, think very seriously before you do something you might regret.”

“I will,” Caasi assured her with a warm smile. “I’ve never done anything haphazardly in my well-ordered existence, and I’m not about to start now.”

Monday’s mail included an invitation to Gina and Donald’s wedding. She felt bad at having snubbed Blake’s sister the past Saturday. Gina was a warm and loving young woman. Caasi took her checkbook and wrote out a generous check. Staring at the amount, she pictured her confrontation with Blake after she’d sent his cousin a wedding gift. She could imagine what he’d accuse her of if he saw this. Defeated, Caasi tore the check in two and wrote another for half of what she had before.

“What the heck,” she muttered with frustration. What gave Blake Sherrill the right to dictate the kind of gift she gave anyone? Angrily she tore out another check and wrote it for the amount of the original one. After scribbling an apologetic letter declining the invitation, she added her congratulations and hoped the couple could put the money to good use.

The letter and money went out in the afternoon mail.

Tuesday Caasi met with her lawyer. If he thought her request was unusual, he said nothing, at least not to her. He did admit, however, that he hadn’t handled anything like that in the past and would have to get back to her. Caasi told him there wasn’t any rush. She hadn’t heard from Blake since their Saturday-night clash.

Wednesday morning Caasi was in her office giving dictation to Laurie when Blake burst in.

“There’d better be a good explanation for this.” He slapped a newspaper on top of her desk.

Completely calm, Caasi turned to Laurie. “Maybe it would be best if you excused us for a few moments, Laurie. It seems Mr. Sherrill has something he’d like to say.”

The secretary stood up, left the office, and closed the door behind her. Blake waited until they were alone.

“Well,” he demanded, and stalked to the far side of the room.

“I knew this would happen.” Her hand gestured impatiently. “I knew the minute I put the money in the mail that you’d come storming in here as if I’d done some terrible deed. Quite frankly, Blake Sherrill, I’m growing weary of your attempts to dictate my life.”

“Dictate your life!” he repeated, and rammed both hands into his pants pockets, then just as quickly pulled them out again and smoothed back his hair. Even when angry, Blake was a fine male figure. His body was rock hard as he continued to pace the carpet. “I couldn’t believe it. I still am having trouble.” He stared at her as if he’d never seen her before. “Caasi, what would your father say?” He was deadly serious.

“My father?” She shook her head in bewilderment. “My father has been dead for years. I don’t think he’d care one way or another if I sent your sister a generous wedding present.”

“My sister?” he said, confused. “What has Gina got to do with this?” He spread the newspaper across her desk and pointed to the headlines in the business section: “International Rumored to Buy Empress Hotels.”

“Oh, that.” Caasi said with relief. “I thought you were talking about—”

“I know what you thought,” he shouted. “I want to ask you about this article. Is it true?”

She gestured toward the chair on the other side of her desk. “Will you sit down?” she requested calmly, belying her pounding heart. “We need to talk, and there’s no better time than the present.”

Blake lowered himself into the soft leather chair, but he sat on the edge of the seat as if ready to spring up at the slightest provocation.

“Well?” he demanded again. “Is it true?”

“Yes,” she said, confirming his suspicions. “But I’m only selling eight hotels. I’m keeping the Portland Empress and the Seaside Empress.”

“Caasi.” He groaned in frustration. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. I don’t have the time to manage the hotels and everything else.”

“Everything else? What?” he demanded. “What could possibly be more important to you than Crane Enterprises?”

Sitting opposite him, Caasi watched his face intently as she spoke. “A baby,” she murmured softly.

“A baby,” he exploded, and shot to his feet.

“Blake, I wanted to have a nice logical discussion with you. But if you insist on overreacting like this, then I’m simply going to have to ask you to leave.”

“You don’t say things like that and expect me to react as if you’ve asked for the sugar bowl.”

“Okay, okay,” she agreed. “When you’ve cooled down I’d like to have a calm, rational discussion.”

He sat back down and said nothing for several moments as though trying to calm himself. After a while he asked, “Are you pregnant?”

“Not yet.”

“Not yet?” Impatience showed in the set of his mouth.

Caasi lowered her gaze and struggled to keep a firm grip on her composure. “I’ve met with a real estate agent and have started looking at houses. I don’t want my baby growing up in a hotel the way I did.”

Blake straightened in the chair, his back ramrod stiff.

“I’ve also talked with an attorney, and he’s drawing up the necessary papers. I think … the father … should have some rights, but I’d be foolish not to protect myself and the baby legally.”

Blake’s face was hard, his eyes blazing. Yet he was pale, as if his grip on his temper was fragile. “And the father?” he asked curtly.

“Yes, well …” Caasi felt the muscles of her throat tighten as the words slipped out. “I’d like you to be my baby’s father.”


Ten

Blake’s razor-sharp gaze ripped into her. “What did you say?”

Caasi had trouble meeting his eyes. “You heard me right.”

Blake propelled himself out of the chair and stalked to the far side of the room. “Have you seen a doctor?” He ground out the question, his back to her.

“No, not yet. I didn’t feel that would be necessary until I was fairly certain I was pregnant,” she explained tightly.

Blake swiveled around, his brow knit with questioning concern. “I’m not talking about that kind of doctor.”

“Honestly, Blake. Do you think I need a psychiatrist?” Her smile was tense and nervous.

“Yes,” he insisted. “Quite frankly, that’s exactly what I think. You’ve been working too hard.”

Caasi’s spirits sank and she lowered her head. Her fingers toyed with a stack of papers on her desk. “I’m not working any harder now than I have for the past five years.”

“Exactly.” His hand sliced through the air.

“Blake, the Empress has nothing to do with this. I woke up, that’s all. I’ve decided I want something more out of life than money and an empty suite.” She didn’t elaborate that he was the one responsible for awakening her. “I’m a woman. Is it so wrong to want to be a mother? I can assure you I’ll be a good one.” She inhaled deeply. “June says I’m a natural with the baby and I’d make—”

“Why pick me?” he interrupted, a grim set to his jaw.

“Why not?” she said, and shrugged. The heat seeped into her face, reddening her cheeks. “You’re tall, good-looking, and possess certain characteristics I admire.” Nervously she stood up and walked around to the front of the desk. Leaning her thighs against the flat top, she crossed her arms.

“Just how do you propose to get pregnant? By osmosis?” Blake taunted.

“No … of course not,” she stammered. “Listen, Blake, I’m not doing a very good job of explaining this. I really wish I hadn’t said anything. At least, not until I’d heard from the lawyer. But aside from anything else, I’d like you to know I’m willing to make this venture worth your while.”

His mouth twisted into a cynical smile. “You don’t have enough money to pay me for what you’re asking. I’d like to tell you what to do with your proposition, Cupcake, but your face would burn for a week.” Slowly he turned and walked to the door.

“Don’t go, Blake. Please.”

With his hand on the doorknob, he turned; his gaze was concentrated on her, disturbing her even more. “There’s nothing you can say. Good-bye, Cupcake.”

Just the way he said it made her blood run cold. His voice expressed so many things in those few words. Frustration. Disappointment. Contempt. Disbelief.

Caasi sagged against the desk as the door closed. Blake couldn’t be feeling any more confused than she was. He had been angry. Blazingly angry. She’d seen him express myriad emotions over the years. And plenty of anger. But never like this. This kind of anger went beyond raised voices and lost tempers. This time it came from Blake’s heart.

The thought of working was almost impossible. Caasi tried for the remainder of the morning, but her concentration drifted, and every page seemed to mirror Blake’s look as he walked out the door. At lunchtime she announced to Laurie that she didn’t know when she’d be back. Laurie’s eyes rounded with frustration but said nothing.

Caasi let herself into the penthouse suite and slowly sauntered around the empty quarters. She shouldn’t have approached Blake that day. Even the most naïve business graduate would have recognized that this wasn’t the time to propose anything to him. He’d been upset even before she’d opened her mouth. Her sense of timing couldn’t have been more off-kilter. That wasn’t like her. She knew better.

Staring out the window, Caasi blinked uncertainly. She needed to get away. Think. Reconsider.

After changing out of her smart linen business suit into capris and a pink sweater, she took her car out of the garage and drove around for a while. It was true that she wanted a baby. But what she hadn’t realized until that morning was that she wanted Blake’s child. If he wouldn’t agree, then she would have to abandon the idea completely.

She had to talk to Blake and make him understand. All the way to Gresham, she practiced what she wanted to say, the assurances she would give him. Nothing in her life had ever been so important.

His driveway was empty when she turned into it. She had counted on his being there. Just as she climbed out of her car, it started to rain. Staring at the skies in defeat, Caasi raised the collar of her jacket and hurried up the back steps, pounding on the door on the off chance he was inside. Nothing.

Rushing back to her car, she climbed inside and listened to the pelting rain dance on the roof. An arc of lightning flashed across the dark sky. Wonderful, she reflected disconsolately. Even nature responded to Blake’s moods.

Ten minutes passed and it seemed like ten years. But Caasi was determined to stay until she’d had the chance to explain things to Blake.

Half an hour later, when the storm was beginning to abate, she got out of the car a second time. Maybe Blake had left his back door unlocked and she could go inside.

The door was tightly locked, but Caasi found a key under a ceramic flowerpot. It looked old and slightly rusted. Briefly Caasi wondered if Blake even knew it was there. After several minutes spent trying to work the key into the lock, she managed to open the door.

Wiping her feet on the mat, she let herself into the kitchen. Blake’s dirty breakfast dishes were on the table and she carried them to the sink. It looked as if he’d been reading the morning paper, found the article about the rumored sale of the Empress, and rushed out the door, newspaper in hand.

To fill the time, she leafed through several magazines. But nothing held her interest, so she straightened up the living room and ran warm, sudsy water into the kitchen sink to wash the breakfast dishes. She had just finished scrubbing the frying pan when she heard a car in the driveway.

Her heart thumped as though she’d just run a marathon when Blake walked in the door. Turning, her hands braced on the edge of the sink behind her, Caasi smiled weakly.

“Who let you in?”

Involuntarily, Caasi flinched at the hard edge in his voice.

“There was a key under the flowerpot.” Her voice nearly failed her. Turning back to the sink, she jerked the kitchen towel from the drawer and started drying the few dishes she’d washed. At least she could hide how badly her hands were shaking.

“Okay, we’ll abort that how and go directly to why. Why are you here?” His dry sarcasm knotted her stomach.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?” she asked brightly. “I know I would.”

“No!” he nearly shouted. “I don’t want any coffee. What I’d like is a simple explanation.” His hard gaze followed her as she took a mug from the cupboard and helped herself to a cup.

“Caasi?” The tone of his voice as he spoke her name revealed the depth of his frustration.

After pulling out a chair, she sat down, her eyes issuing a silent invitation for him to do the same.

He ignored her and leaned against the kitchen counter.

She didn’t look at him as she spoke. “You once accused me of having ink in my veins. At the time you were right. But the ink is gone and there’s blood flowing there now.” Briefly her gaze slid to him. His stance didn’t encourage her to continue.

“So?” His arms were crossed as if to block her out. He drew his head back, pride dictating the indifference he so vividly portrayed.

“So?” she repeated with bitter mockery. “You did this to me. You’re the one responsible.…”

Blake straightened slightly. “Does that make it my duty to fall in with these loony plans of yours? Do you have any idea of how crazy you sound? You want to pay me to father your child, so you can be a mother. What do you have against marriage?”

“Nothing. I … I think marriage is wonderful.”

“Then if you’re so hot for a family, why don’t we get married?”

She stiffened with angry pride as she met his glare. “Is this a proposal?”

“Yes,” he snapped.

Caasi felt as if someone had punched her in the stomach. Tears brimmed in her eyes.

“Well?” His voice softened perceptibly.

One tear slid down her cheek and she wiped it aside. “Every girl dreams about having a man ask her to marry him. I never thought my proposal would be shouted at me from across a kitchen.”

“I’m not exactly in a romantic mood. Do you want to get married or don’t you?” he barked. “And while we’re on the subject, let’s get something else straight. We’ll live right here in this house and on my income. Whatever money is yours will be put into a trust fund for the children.”

Her hair fell forward to cover her face as she stared into the steaming coffee. “My mother died before I knew her,” she began weakly. “Maybe if she’d lived I would know a better way to say these things. To me, marriage means more than producing children. There’s love and commitment and a hundred different things I don’t even know how to explain. The quiet communication I witnessed between your mother and father. That look in Burt’s eyes as June was delivering their child. Do you see what I’m trying to say?”

Blake was quiet for so long, she wondered if he’d heard her. “Maybe as time goes by you could learn to love me,” Blake said with slow deliberation. “I think we should give it a try.”

“Learn to love you?” Caasi repeated incredulously. “I love you already.” She raised her eyes to his, her gaze level and clear. “I don’t want any baby unless it’s yours. I don’t want any other man but you … ever.”

In the next instant, she was hauled out of the chair and into his arms. “You love me?” Roughly he pushed the hair from her eyes, as if he had to see it himself, couldn’t believe what she was saying and had to read it in her face.

Her hands were braced against his chest. “Of course I do. Could I have made it any more obvious in Seaside?” Her lashes fluttered closed as she struggled to disguise the pain that his rejection still had the power to inflict. “But you … you …”

“I know what I did,” he interrupted. “I walked out. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done in my life, but I turned away and left you.” He released her and twined his fingers through his hair. “I was half a breath from telling you how much I loved you. Then I heard you say that you were absolving me from any responsibility. Here I was, ready to give you my heart, and you were talking to me like a one-night stand.”

“Oh Blake.” She moaned, lifting the hair from her forehead with one hand. “I wanted you to understand that I didn’t expect anything of you. You didn’t have to love me, not when I loved you so much.”

Tenderly, his eyes caressed her. “How can any two people misunderstand each other the way we have?”

Sadly, Caasi shook her head. “Why did you resign? Why did you leave when I wanted you so desperately to stay?”

He took her back into his arms, and his lips softly brushed her cheek. “Because loving you and working with you were becoming impossible. I’ve loved you almost from the moment you floated into your father’s office that day. I kept waiting for you to wake up to that fact. Then one day I realized you never would.”

“Why didn’t you say something? Why didn’t you let me know?”

“Caasi, I couldn’t have been any more obvious. All the times I made excuses to touch you, be with you. Anything. But you were so caught up in Crane Enterprises you didn’t notice. And to be truthful, your money intimidated me. One day I decided: Why torture myself anymore? You were already married to the company, and I was never going to be rich enough for you to believe I wasn’t attracted to you for your money.”

“But, Blake, I didn’t think that. Not once.”

“Then you didn’t realize I loved you, either.”

Smiling, Caasi slid her arms over his shoulders and looked at him with all the love in her heart. “But now that I know, Blake Sherrill, I’m not letting you go. Not for a minute.”

Tenderly he kissed her as if she were a fragile flower and held her close as if he’d never release her.

“I love you so much.” She curled tighter into his embrace. “And, Blake, we’re going to have the most beautiful children.”

“Yes,” he murmured, his lips seeking hers. “But not for a year. I want you to myself for that long. Understood?”

“Oh yes,” she agreed eagerly, her eyes glowing with the soft light of happiness. “Anything you say.”

Five months later, Caasi stood on the back porch as Blake drove into the driveway. Even after three months of marriage, just seeing her husband climb out of the car at the end of the day produced a wealth of emotions.

“Hi—how was your afternoon?” she greeted him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissing him. She worked mornings at the Empress but gradually was turning her responsibilities over to Blake so that the time would come when she could pursue some of the things she wanted.

Lifting her off the floor, Blake swung her around, his mouth locating the sensitive area at the hollow of her throat, knowing the tingling reaction he’d evoke.

“You’re being mighty brave for five-thirty in the afternoon,” she teased.

“It doesn’t seem to matter what time of the day it is. I don’t think I’ll ever stop wanting you,” he whispered in her ear. “Fifty years from now, I’ll probably be chasing you around the bedroom.” His voice was deep and emotion-filled.

“I don’t think you’ll have to chase too hard.”

“Good thing,” he said, as he set his briefcase aside so he could hold her tightly against him. “Your cooking is improving, because whatever it is smells delicious.”

“Yes—that reminds me.” Caasi groaned and broke from his embrace. “I have good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”

Blake’s eyes narrowed fractionally. “Knowing you, I think I’d better hear the bad news first.”

“Promise you won’t get angry?”

“I’m not making any promises.” He pulled her back into his arms and nuzzled her throat playfully.

Giggling and happy, Caasi blurted out, “The bad news is I burnt the roast. The good news is I went out and got Kentucky Fried Chicken.”

“Caasi, that’s twice this month.” Blake groaned, but there was no anger in the way his eyes caressed her.

“That’s not all,” she added, lowering her eyes. “Honey, I tried, but I can’t make Ekalb into a decent name for a boy or a girl.”

Blake laughed. “What are you talking about now?”

“Your name spelled backward, silly. I wanted to name the baby after you, and Ekalb just isn’t going to do it.”

Silence fell over the room. “Baby?” Blake repeated. “What baby?”

“The one right here.” She took his hand and pressed it against her flat stomach. “I know you said a year, but eight months from now it will be almost that long.”

“Caasi,” Blake murmured, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

“I couldn’t. Not until I was sure. Are you upset?”

“Upset?” He chuckled. “No, never that. Just surprised, that’s all.” His smile was filled with satisfaction as he pulled her into his arms.

Closing her eyes, Caasi slid her arms around her husband’s neck and released a contented sigh as she drew his mouth to hers.


BALLANTINE BOOKS BY DEBBIE MACOMBER

Rose Harbor Inn

Love Letters

Rose Harbor in Bloom

The Inn at Rose Harbor

Lost and Found in Cedar Cove (Short Story)

When First They Met (Short Story)

Blossom Street

Blossom Street Brides

Starting Now

Christmas Books

Mr. Miracle

Starry Night

Angels at the Table

For a complete list of books by Debbie Macomber, visit her website,

www.debbiemacomber.com.


About the Author

DEBBIE MACOMBER, the author of Mr. Miracle, Love Letters, Blossom Street Brides, Starry Night, Rose Harbor in Bloom, The Inn at Rose Harbor, Starting Now, and Angels at the Table, is a leading voice in women’s fiction. Nine of her novels have hit #1 on the New York Times bestseller list, with three debuting at #1 on the New York Times, USA Today, and Publishers Weekly lists. In 2009 and 2010, Mrs. Miracle and Call Me Mrs. Miracle were Hallmark Channel’s top-watched movies for the year. In 2013, Hallmark Channel produced the original series Debbie Macomber’s Cedar Cove. She has more than 170 million copies of her books in print worldwide.


 


Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for reading my book! I love giving my readers something special, so if you turn the page, you’ll find a sneak peak of my upcoming novel Last One Home. It’s a new novel about loss, forgiveness, and the unbreakable bond between sisters. I hope you enjoy it! I love hearing from readers, so stop by my Facebook page or send me a tweet @debbiemacomber.

Happy reading!

Love,
Debbie

To find out more information about Last One Home,
please go to www.atrandom.com/LastOneHome

For more information about Debbie and her other books,
visit her website www.debbiemacomber.com.

Find Debbie on Facebook:
www.facebook.com/DebbieMacomberWorld

Follow Debbie on Twitter: www.twitter.com/debbiemacomber

Check out Debbie’s Pinterest:
www.pinterest.com/MacomberBooks

Ballantine Books




 

Chapter 4

Cassie had a fifteen-minute break between clients and was sitting in the break room, checking her cell for messages. Earlier Rosie had connected her with her cousin Russell, who said he might be able to get Cassie a weekend job working for the catering company that serviced the suites for the Sounders’ soccer games. She already had a health card from the time she worked in a fast-food restaurant while going to cosmetology school. If she got hired as a server for even two or three of their games, she’d be able to earn enough to rent a truck and drive to Spokane to collect the furniture Karen had mentioned. Her sister had made it plain she didn’t want to be paying storage fees for more than two months.

Cassie had her feet braced against the chair. When she saw she had a voice message and who it was from, both feet dropped to the floor like a bag of concrete.

Habitat for Humanity.

This was it. Cassie was about to learn if she’d been accepted as a candidate for the program. She’d had to supply every bit of identification she’d accumulated in her entire life, including her birth certificate, her Social Security card, an income tax return, and bank statements. Plus she had to have worked six months with proof of income.

Megan Victory, who’d helped Cassie through the application process, mentioned that in addition to everything else, Cassie had to show proof of a savings account. Cassie opened an account with the minimum deposit. She learned that before she would be eligible to move into her new home, she’d need to have enough saved to pay the first year’s home insurance premium.

Anyone applying through Habitat had to be serious about wanting a home to go through this process. Once all the paperwork was compiled and Cassie had filled out the application, she met with the family selection committee. Following the interview, she then had to be approved by the board of directors. It’d been a month she’d been waiting for their final decision.

For a long time Cassie simply stared at her phone, unable to find the courage to play the message. Her biggest fear was that she hadn’t been considered a good candidate.

Teresa, the shop owner, came into the break room and grabbed a soda out of the communal refrigerator. She took one look at Cassie and paused. “You feeling okay?”

Cassie looked up from her phone and knew she must have gone pale. “I don’t know yet.”

“Yet? What’s the problem?”

Thrusting out her arm, Cassie handed her cell to her friend. “Here, listen to the message and let me know what they say.”

“Who called?”

Cassie didn’t have time for explanations. “Just listen, and don’t ask questions.”

Teresa reached for the phone, pushed the appropriate buttons, and pressed it to her ear. Intent on watching Teresa’s face, Cassie didn’t notice that Rosie had come into the room.

“Mr. Greenstein is here for his haircut.”

Cassie’s gaze didn’t waver from the shop owner. “He’s early. Tell him I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

Rosie left the room and Teresa handed the cell back to Cassie.

“What did they say?” Cassie asked, doing her best to keep the quiver out of her voice.

“Well, my dear, it looks like you’ve been approved.”

Cassie closed her eyes in order to absorb the sheer magnitude of the news. “They approved me?”

“They sure did!”

“They approved me,” she repeated, louder this time, so excited that it was impossible to hold still. She leaped to her feet and pumped her fists into the air. “I’m going to have a home. A real home for Amiee and me.” No more stove with no oven and nonworking burners. No more leaky bathroom faucets and a hot–water heater possessed with an evil spirit.

“They want you to stop by their office tonight after work, if possible.”

“I’ll be there.” Cassie danced around the table, so overcome with joy that she could barely breathe. For the first time in her young life, Amiee would have stability. She would live in a neighborhood, have a sense of place and of belonging. At last Cassie would be able to give her daughter the roots Amiee had never known.

Cassie understood that this house wasn’t a gift. She’d be expected to volunteer a number of hours, making her own contribution in return for this amazing opportunity. How many hours depended on what kind of house was available to her.

A foreclosure would require one hundred and eighty hours of volunteer work and not necessarily on the house that would be hers, but on whatever house needed work. Three hundred to five hundred hours was what was expected if her home was being built from the ground up.

“I told you about the conversation I had with my sister, didn’t I?” Cassie cried, covering her mouth with both hands, unable to hold back her glee. This good news was almost too much for her to absorb, especially following on the heels of hearing from Karen.

“Cassie,” Teresa said, laughing, “I believe you’ve told everyone.”

“Have I?” She must have done something very right to have received two tremendous gifts in a row. First the offer from her sister and now this. Cassie longed to toss out her arms and twirl around and around as if to say her life and her heart were open and receptive to all the good things that awaited her. She’d paid her dues in misery. She’d made mistakes and learned her lesson. From this point forward, Duke and all the anguish he’d brought into her life was done. Finished. Caput.

Cassie’s last appointment of the day was Mrs. Wilma Scott, who came in weekly for a wash and blow–dry. The elderly woman was close to eighty and continued to live in her own home. Raising her arms above her head had become difficult, so she had a standard appointment once a week to have her hair washed and styled. Cassie had grown fond of the older woman and enjoyed their weekly meetings.

When she’d finished, Wilma gave her a generous tip and Cassie walked the eighty-year-old to her vehicle. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to drive,” she muttered, as Cassie held open the driver’s-side door. “I suppose there will be the time when I’ll need to consider moving into one of those assisted-living complexes. At my age it’s difficult to make significant changes, but then that’s life.”

“It is,” Cassie agreed, as she handed Wilma the seat belt, stretching it out to make it easier for the older woman to snap it into place. “I’ll see you next week.”

“You do good work, Cassie. I wanted to look especially nice tonight. I’m taking my nephew and his wife out to dinner. They have two girls in college and can’t afford an evening out, so it’s my treat.”

“You’re so thoughtful,” Cassie told her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been treated to dinner by anyone. If she could manage a dinner out, Amiee would insist on KFC.

“John and I never had children of our own, so I’ve adopted my brother’s three. I enjoy spending time with them. Thank you, Cassie. No one does my hair better than you.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Scott.” Cassie closed the car door and stepped back as Wilma pulled out of the parking space and headed down Fourth Avenue.

As soon as she’d finished cleaning up her station, Cassie collected her purse and headed for the Habitat for Humanity offices. Her heart hummed with joy the entire way. She couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. She sent a text to her daughter and promised to be home as soon as she could. But she didn’t tell Amiee why she’d be late; she’d save that surprise for later.

Megan Victory glanced up when Cassie entered the office. A man stood next to Megan’s desk, dressed in work jeans, with a tool belt strapped to his waist. He glanced toward Cassie and frowned. It seemed he didn’t like what he saw, which might possibly be her hair. Teresa had recently cut and styled it as part of a stylist competition held at the Tacoma Dome. One side of Cassie’s head was shaved close and the other side was left long and cut at an angle so that it fell forward over the side of her face. Teresa had added purple highlights to the tips of her brown hair.

“Cassie,” Megan said, “meet Steve Brody.”

“Hi,” Cassie said, doing her best to ignore his less-than-welcoming stare.

He acknowledged her with a sharp nod and no smile.

“You’ll be working your sweat equity with Steve supervising your hours,” Megan explained. “Steve’s a volunteer working under Stan Pearson, who’s employed by Habitat.”

“Five hundred hours if it’s new construction,” Steve reminded her. He looked down at her hands and her carefully manicured French nails. “You better trim those back if you expect to be of any use at the building site.”

Cassie bristled and glared back at him. “Let me worry about my fingernails.”

“It’s called sweat equity for a reason,” he returned, “with emphasis on the sweat. When you’re working with me I expect you to work, and to work hard.”

Cassie looked at Megan. “Don’t worry, I’ll carry my share.”

Megan frowned and glanced toward the project foreman. “Steve, is there a problem?” she asked.

Steve met her look and then reverted his attention back to Cassie. “Not on my side. I apologize if I was rude. I simply want to make it clear exactly what I expect.”

“I got the message,” Cassie said pointedly.

“Good.” He held her look an extra-long moment without flinching.

“Okay, I’m glad we’ve got that settled,” Megan said, rising to her feet. She leaned forward and rested her palms on her desktop. “Steve, I’ve gotten to know Cassie over the interview process and I believe you won’t have any worries. She’s an excellent candidate. I don’t have any doubts that she’ll prove herself.”

He crossed his arms. “I’ll look forward to that.”

Cassie was grateful for Megan’s support and thanked her with a smile. She wasn’t about to let Steve Brody intimidate her. Nor would she let him walk over her. It was unfortunate that they’d started off on the wrong foot, but as far as she was concerned, the problem was his and his alone.

“I expect you at the work site tomorrow at six p.m.,” Steve said, directing the comment at her. “We’re working on a project for the Young family.” He handed her a sheet of paper with the address.

Cassie mentally reviewed her schedule for Friday. Her last appointment was set for five for a wash and set, which meant she’d be cutting it close. Also there was Amiee to consider.

“Problems already?” Steve asked.

Cassie squared her shoulders and refused to give him the upper hand. “I’ll be there at six.” And she would do everything within her power to make it happen.

Steve left first, and the instant he was out the door, Cassie faced Megan. “What’s his problem?”

Megan’s look was full of apology. “I can’t say. He’s probably had a bad day. Try not to take it personally.”

“Don’t take it personally?” Cassie repeated. “Why would he take such an instant dislike to me?”

“My guess is that it’s because you’re pretty and petite. I think you might remind him of his wife.”

“Someone actually married that Neanderthal?” Not a great question, seeing as she’d married Duke.

“Alicia died three years ago.”

That brought Cassie up short, and she was immediately apologetic. “Oh … sorry.”

“Alicia had cancer and did a lot of volunteer work at the store when she was going through her treatments. After she died, Steve started doing volunteer work with Habitat. He’s an electrical contractor with something like fifty employees, so he’s always working, either at his own business or here. Personally, I think he uses Habitat as a means of dealing with his grief. He’s a great guy once you get to know him.”

“Children?”

“None. From what others told me, Alicia miscarried three pregnancies. It was later that the doctors learned she had cancer, which might have been the reason she was unable to carry a baby to full term.”

His wife’s death might explain some of his bad attitude, but not all. “Did you ever meet his wife?” Cassie asked.

“Once at a fund-raising event. It was clear Steve was crazy about her. He’s been angry with the world ever since, so when I say don’t take it personally, don’t.”

Cassie would do her best to avoid clashing with Steve Brody, although she didn’t know if that was possible.

“Kill him with kindness,” Megan suggested.

“Can’t I just kill him?” she joked, and they both laughed.

Megan’s idea wasn’t far off base, though. She would do her utmost to play nice with the bad-tempered Mr. Brody.
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Last night I dreamed of Paul.

He’s never far from my thoughts—not a day passes when he isn’t with me—but he hasn’t been in my dreams until now. It’s ironic, I suppose, that he should leave me, because before I close my eyes I fantasize about what it would feel like to have his arms wrapped around me. As I drift off to sleep I pretend that my head is resting on his shoulder. Unfortunately, I will never have the chance to be with my husband again, at least not in this lifetime.

Until last night, if I did happen to dream of Paul, those dreams were long forgotten by the time I woke. This dream, however, stayed with me, lingering in my mind, filling me with equal parts sadness and joy.

When I first learned that Paul had been killed, the grief had been all-consuming, and I didn’t think I would be able to go on. Yet life continues to move forward, and so have I, dragging from one day into the next until I found I could breathe normally.

I’m in my new home now, the bed-and-breakfast I bought less than a month ago on the Kitsap Peninsula in a cozy town on the water called Cedar Cove. I decided to name it Rose Harbor Inn. “Rose” for Paul Rose, my husband of less than a year; the man I will always love and for whom I will grieve for whatever remains of my own life. “Harbor” for the place I have set my anchor as the storms of loss batter me.

How melodramatic that sounds, and yet there’s no other way to say it. Although I am alive, functioning normally, at times I feel half dead. How Paul would hate hearing me say that, but it’s true. I died with Paul last April on some mountainside in a country half a world away as he fought for our nation’s security.

Life as I knew it was over in the space of a single heartbeat. My future as I dreamed it would be was stolen from me.

All the advice given to those who grieve said I should wait a year before making any major decisions. My friends told me I would regret quitting my job, leaving my Seattle home, and moving to a strange town.

What they didn’t understand was that I found no comfort in familiarity, no joy in routine. Because I valued their opinion, I gave it six months. In that time nothing helped, nothing changed. More and more I felt the urge to get away, to start life anew, certain that then and only then would I find peace, and this horrendous ache inside me ease.

I started my search for a new life on the Internet, looking in a number of areas, all across the United States. The surprise was finding exactly what I wanted in my own backyard.

The town of Cedar Cove sits on the other side of Puget Sound from Seattle. It’s a navy town, situated directly across from the Bremerton shipyard. The minute I found a property listing for this charming bed-and-breakfast that was up for sale, my heart started to beat at an accelerated rate. Me own a bed-and-breakfast? I hadn’t thought to take over a business, but instinctively I realized I would need something to fill my time. As a bonus, a confirmation, I’d always enjoyed having guests.

With its wraparound porch and incredible view of the cove, the house was breathtaking. In another life I could imagine Paul and me sitting on the porch after dinner, sipping hot coffee and discussing our day, our dreams. Surely the photograph posted on the Internet had been taken by a professional who’d cleverly masked its flaws. Nothing, it seemed, could be this perfect.

Not so. The moment I pulled into the driveway with the real estate agent, I was embraced by the inn’s appeal. Oh yes, with its bright natural light and large windows that overlooked the cove, this B&B felt like home already. It was the perfect place for starting my new life.

Although I dutifully let Jody McNeal, the agent, show me around, not a single question remained in my mind. I was meant to own this bed-and-breakfast; it was as if it’d sat on the market all these months waiting for me. It had eight guest rooms spread across the two upper floors, and on the bottom floor a large, modern kitchen was situated next to a spacious dining room. Originally built in the early 1900s, the house looked out on a stunning panorama of the water and marina. Cedar Cove was laid out below along Harbor Street, which wound through the town with small shops on both sides of the street. I felt the town’s appeal even before I had the opportunity to explore its neighborhoods.

What attracted me most about the inn was the sense of peace I experienced the moment I walked inside. The heartache that had been my constant companion seemed to lift. The grief that I’d carried with me all these months eased. In its place came serenity, a peace that’s difficult to describe.

Unfortunately, this contentment didn’t last long, my eyes suddenly flooding with tears and embarrassing me as we finished the tour. Paul would have loved this inn, too. But I would be managing the inn alone. Thankfully the real estate agent pretended not to notice the emotions I was struggling to disguise.

“Well, what do you think?” Jody asked expectantly as we walked out the front door.

I hadn’t said a word during the entire tour, nor had I asked a single question. “I’ll take it.”

Jody leaned closer as if she hadn’t heard me correctly. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’d like to make an offer.” I didn’t hesitate—by that time I had no doubts. The asking price was more than fair and I was ready to move forward.

Jody almost dropped a folder full of detailed information regarding the property. “You might want to think about it,” she suggested. “This is a major decision, Jo Marie. Don’t get me wrong, I’m eager to make the sale; it’s just that I’ve never had anyone make such an important decision so … quickly.”

“I’ll think about it overnight, if you want, but there’s no need. I knew right away that this is it.”

The instant my family heard that I intended to quit my job at Columbia Bank and buy the B&B, they all tried to talk me out of it, especially my brother, Todd, the engineer. I’d worked my way up to assistant manager of the Denny Way branch, and he feared I was throwing away a promising career. Todd knew that I would eventually be named manager. I had given almost fifteen years to the bank, had been a good employee, and my future in banking was bright.

What the people around me failed to understand was that my life as I’d known it, as I’d wanted it, as I’d dreamed it, was over. The only way I could achieve fulfillment was to find myself a new one.

I signed the offer for the inn the next day and not for an instant did my resolve waver. The Frelingers, who owned the B&B, gratefully accepted my offer, and within a matter of weeks—just before the holidays—we gathered together at the title company and signed all the tedious, necessary paperwork. I handed them the cashier’s check, and accepted the keys to the inn. The Frelingers had taken no reservations for the last couple of weeks in December as they intended to spend time with their children.

Leaving the title company, I took a short detour to the courthouse and applied for a name change for the inn, christening it with its new name, the Rose Harbor Inn.

I returned to Seattle and the next day I gave Columbia Bank my notice. I spent the Christmas holiday packing up my Seattle condo and preparing for the move across Puget Sound. While I was only moving a few miles away, I might as well have been going halfway across the country. Cedar Cove was a whole other world—a quaint town on the Kitsap Peninsula away from the hectic world of the big city.

I knew my parents were disappointed that I didn’t spend much of the holidays with them in Hawaii, a family tradition. But I had so much to do to get ready for the move, including sorting through my things and Paul’s, packing, and selling my furniture. I needed to keep occupied—busywork helped keep my mind off this first Christmas without Paul.

I officially moved into the house on the Monday following New Year’s Day. Thankfully the Frelingers had sold the inn as a turnkey business. So all I needed to bring with me were a couple of chairs, a lamp that had belonged to my grandmother, and my personal items. Unpacking took only a few hours. I chose as my room the main floor bedroom suite the Frelingers had set aside as their own area; it had a fireplace and a small alcove that included a window seat overlooking the cove. The room was large enough for a bedroom set, as well as a small sofa that sat close to the fireplace. I particularly enjoyed the wallpaper, which was covered in white and lavender hydrangeas.

By the time night descended on the inn, I was exhausted. At eight, as rain pelted against the windows and the wind whistled through the tall evergreens that covered one side of the property, I made my way into the master bedroom on the main floor. The wild weather made it feel even cozier with a fire flickering in the fireplace. I experienced none of the strangeness of settling into a new place. I’d felt welcomed by this home from the moment I’d set foot in the front door.

The sheets were crisp and clean as I climbed into bed. I don’t remember falling asleep, but what so readily comes to mind is that dream of Paul, so vivid and real.

In grief counseling, I’d learned that dreams are important to the healing process. The counselor described two distinct types of dreams. The first and probably the most common are dreams about our loved ones—memories that come alive again.

The second type are called visitation dreams, when the loved one actually crosses the chasm between life and death to visit those he or she has left behind. We were told these are generally dreams of reassurance: the one who has passed reassures the living that he or she is happy and at peace.

It’d been eight months since I’d received word that Paul had been killed in a helicopter crash in the Hindu Kush, the mountain range that stretches between the center of Afghanistan and northern Pakistan. The army helicopter had been brought down by al-Qaeda or one of their Taliban allies; Paul and five of his fellow Airborne Rangers had been killed instantly. Because of the location of the crash it was impossible to recover their bodies. The news of his death was difficult enough, but to be deprived of burying his remains was even more cruel.

For days after I got the news, hope crowded my heart that Paul might have actually survived. I was convinced that somehow my husband would find a way back to me. That was not to be. Aerial photographs of the crash site soon confirmed that no one could have possibly survived. In the end, all that really mattered was that the man I loved and married was gone. He would never return to me, and as the weeks and months progressed I came to accept the news.

It’d taken me a long time to fall in love. Most of my friends had married in their twenties, and by the time they were in their mid-thirties, the majority had already started their families. I was a godmother six times over.

On the other hand, I had remained single well into my thirties. I had a busy, happy life and was involved in both my career and family. I’d never felt the need to rush into marriage or listen to my mother, who insisted I find a good man and quit being so picky. I dated plenty but there was never anyone I felt I could love for the rest of my life until I met Paul Rose.

Seeing that it’d taken me thirty-seven years to meet my match, I didn’t expect love to come to me twice. Frankly, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to fall in love again. Paul Rose was everything I’d ever hoped to find in a husband … and so much more.

We’d met at a Seahawks football game. The bank had given me tickets and I had brought along one of our more prominent clients and his wife. As we took our seats, I’d noticed two men with military haircuts sitting next to me. As the game progressed, Paul introduced himself and his army buddy and struck up a conversation. Paul told me he was stationed at Fort Lewis. Like me, he enjoyed football. My parents were keen Seahawks fans, and I’d grown up in Spokane watching the games on television after church on Sundays with them and my younger brother, Todd.

Paul asked me to have a beer with him as we left the game that afternoon, and we saw each other nearly every day after. We learned we shared much more than a love of football: we shared the same political inclinations, read many of the same authors, and loved Italian food. We even had a Sudoku addiction in common. We could talk for hours and often did. Two months after we met, he shipped out to Germany, but being separated did little to slow our budding relationship. Not a day passed that we weren’t in contact in one way or another—we emailed, texted, Skyped, tweeted, and used every other available means we could to stay in touch. Yes, we even wrote actual letters with pen and paper. I’d heard about people claiming to have experienced “love at first sight” and I had scoffed. I can’t say it was like that for Paul and me, but it was darn close. I knew a week after we met that he was the man I would marry. Paul said he felt the same way about me, although he claimed all it took was one date.

I will admit this: love changed me. I was happier than I could ever remember being. And everyone noticed.

At Thanksgiving a year ago, Paul flew back to Seattle on leave and asked me to be his wife. He even talked to my parents first. We were crazy in love. I’d waited a long time and when I gave him my heart, it was for forever.

Right after our wedding in January, Paul got orders for Afghanistan. The helicopter went down on April 27, and my world imploded.

I’d never experienced this kind of grief and I fear I handled it poorly. My parents and brother worried for me. It was my mother who suggested grief counseling. Because I was desperate to find a means to ease my pain, I agreed. In the end I was glad I attended the sessions. Doing so helped me understand my dreams, especially the one I had that first night at the inn.

Contrary to what I’d been told about visitation dreams, Paul did nothing to reassure me he was at peace. Instead, he stood before me in full military gear. He was surrounded by a light that was so bright it was hard to look at him. Even so, I found it impossible to turn away.

I wanted to run to him but was afraid that if I moved, he would disappear. I couldn’t bear to lose him again even if this was only an apparition.

At first he didn’t speak. I didn’t either, unsure of what I could or should say. I remember that emotion filled my eyes with tears and I covered my mouth for fear I would cry out.

He joined me then and took me in his arms, holding me close and running his hand down the back of my head, comforting me. I clung to him, unwilling to let him go. Over and over he whispered gentle words of love.

When the lump in my throat eased, I looked up at him and our eyes met. It felt as though he was alive and we needed to catch up after a long absence. There was so much I wanted to tell him, so much I wanted him to explain. The fact that he’d had such a large life insurance policy had come as a shock. At first I’d felt guilty about accepting such a large amount of cash. Shouldn’t that money go to his family? But his mother was dead, and his father had remarried and lived in Australia. They had never been especially close. The lawyer told me Paul had been clear in his instructions.

In my dream I wanted to tell Paul that I’d used the money to buy this bed-and-breakfast and that I’d named it after him. One of the first improvements I wanted to make was to plant a rose garden with a bench and an arbor. But in the dream, I said none of that because it seemed like he already knew.

He brushed the hair from my forehead and kissed me there ever so gently.

“You’ve chosen well,” he whispered, his eyes warm with love. “In time you’ll know joy again.”

Joy? I wanted to argue with him. It didn’t seem likely or even possible. One doesn’t heal from this kind of pain. I remembered how my family and friends had struggled to find the right words to comfort me. But there are no words … there simply are no words.

And yet I didn’t argue with him. I wanted the dream to last and I feared that if I questioned him he would leave, and I wanted him to stay with me. A peaceful feeling had come to me, and my heart, which had carried this heavy burden, felt just a little lighter.

“I don’t know that I can live without you,” I told him, and it was true.

“You can and you will. In fact, you’ll have a long, full life,” Paul insisted. He sounded like the officer he’d been, giving out orders that were not to be questioned.

“You will feel joy again,” he repeated, “and much of it will come from owning Rose Harbor Inn.”

I frowned. I knew I was dreaming, but the dream was so vivid I wanted to believe it was real.

“But …” My mind filled with questions.

“This inn is my gift to you,” Paul continued. “Don’t doubt, my love. God will show you.” In the next instant he was gone.

I cried out, begging him to come back, and my own sharp cry woke me. My tears were real, and I could feel moisture on my cheeks and pillowcase.

For a long time afterward I sat upright in the dark wanting to hold on to the feeling of my husband’s presence. Eventually it faded and almost against my will I fell back asleep.

The next morning, I climbed out of bed and traipsed barefoot down the polished hardwood floor of the hallway to the small office off the kitchen. Turning on the desk lamp, I flipped through the pages of the reservation book the Frelingers had given me. I reviewed the names of the two guests due to arrive that week.

Joshua Weaver had made his reservation just the week before I took ownership. The former owners had mentioned it at the time we signed the final papers.

The second name on the list belonged to Abby Kincaid.

Two guests.

Paul had said this inn was his gift to me. I would do my best to make both guests comfortable; perhaps, in giving of myself, I would find the joy Paul had promised. And maybe, given time, it would be possible for me to find my way back to life.
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