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Author’s Note

Dear Friends,

I’m so very pleased to see One Night reissued. This is one of my all-time favorite romantic comedies featuring two radio personalities. In the years since I wrote this story, I’ve become good friends and neighbors with Delilah (yes, that Delilah!) and also with Rhett Palmer, the Mayor of the Airway in Vero Beach, Florida, where Wayne and I once wintered. Both are well known and loved radio personalities. As for me, I love being on the radio. I’ve never looked or sounded thinner!

When I learned this book was going to be reissued I asked to review the manuscript to update it as much as possible. The original story was penned before the common use of debit cards, cell phones, and other devices we all take for granted these days. If while reading you pause and wonder, “Why in heaven’s name didn’t they just use their cells?” I have the answer. They were either out of coverage or both phones needed to be recharged. So keep that in mind!

Generally, an author is critical of her own work. I’d forgotten the story and picked up the manuscript, convinced I was in for a long, tiresome afternoon. To my delight, I found an enjoyable read. I actually laughed out loud. My hope is that you will, too.

So sit back, put up your feet, and enjoy. A good story is timeless. Cell phones in use or not.

Debbie Macomber





Dedication

To the two radio personalities

who rock my world

Delilah

and

Rhett Palmer
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You’re fired,” Clyde Tarkington announced.

Carrie Jamison looked up at the station manager for KUTE radio and blinked back her shock. She opened her mouth, but words refused to come. “I don’t understand,” she managed finally.

“Which word?” Clyde asked, shuffling his fat cigar to the other side of his mouth. “You are canned, out of a job, unemployed, terminated.”

“But . . .” It took her a few more moments to collect herself. “Who’ll take over the morning program?”

Clyde chewed on the end of the fat cigar. “I haven’t decided that yet.”

Carrie noticed he didn’t seem overly concerned about finding a replacement. She focused her attention on the scarred wood desk and resisted the urge to argue, to list her accomplishments, the success of her ideas.

“May I ask why?” She already knew the answer: Kyle Harris. The newscaster had been a thorn in her side from the first. But it wasn’t all her fault. Kyle didn’t like her either.

“You can’t seem to get along with Kyle.”

Naturally the good-ol’-boy network would fire her instead of the man. Carrie was surprised at Clyde. She’d always thought of him as fair. Now she knew otherwise; men stick together.

“We rub each other the wrong way,” was all Carrie was willing to say.

“It’s gotten much worse lately,” Clyde said.

Carrie agreed. The tension between her and Kyle Harris had grown so thick in the last few weeks it could have been sliced, toasted, and served with coffee. It had come to a head when she tricked him into shaving off his beard. He’d never forgiven her, and to be fair, her tactics had been slightly underhanded. But she never would have believed she’d lose her job over it.

Clyde sat down, crossed his stubby legs, and seemed to wait for her response.

Carrie was fond of Clyde. He was the fatherly type, with a receding hairline, deep blue eyes, and a head and a heart for radio that she’d long respected. He was her boss and her friend—or so she’d once believed.

“How long do I have?” she asked, in a weak, almost unintelligible voice. “Two weeks?”

“That sounds fair,” Clyde said.

He took the cigar out of his mouth and stared at the end of it. As long as Carrie could remember, she’d never seen him light one.

“Unless . . .” He paused, and his gaze met hers with the force of something physical.

“Unless what?” Carrie asked, eager now. She scooted to the edge of her seat, hoping, praying he would offer her a reprieve.

“Never mind,” he said, shaking his head. “It’d never work.”

“What?”

“I was thinking you two might come to some sort of agreement. But”—he released an exaggerated sigh—“you’ve worked together for nearly a year and haven’t been able to get along in all that time. Nothing’s likely to change now.”

“We started off on the wrong foot,” Carrie said, remembering when they’d met. One glance had told her they were headed for trouble. Her morning show consisted of bells and whistles, jokes and pranks. The newscaster was a stuffed shirt; to him the news was a somber business. Carrie had suspected Kyle Harris wouldn’t be amused by her brand of comedy. And she was right.

From the first day, Carrie felt Kyle’s mild contempt. It might have been her imagination, but she doubted it. He thought of her as silly and artificial, and she viewed him as a curmudgeon. The fact that he shared the same political views as her father hadn’t endeared him to her either.

“Is this all because of Kyle’s beard?”

A shadow of a smile quivered at the edges of Clyde’s mouth, but he suppressed it. “In part,” he said. No amusement leaked into his voice.

“It was all in fun.”

Carrie wanted to shake herself for the things she’d said. She hadn’t meant to insult Kyle by suggesting he had a face made for radio. It was a joke. She should have known better.

“The ratings for my show doubled that week,” she reminded him.

“Are you suggesting we give you an award?” Clyde’s voice rose half an octave in irritation.

“He hasn’t grown it back,” Carrie said, wanting to make light of the event. She found Kyle’s clean-shaven face to be surprisingly appealing. Her perception of him had changed. Without the beard, his jaw was lean and strongly defined, giving him a distinctly rugged appeal she would never have guessed was there. She hated to admit how curious she’d been to discover the man behind the mask.

Clyde couldn’t seem to decide if he wanted to stand or sit. He got out of his chair as if he were suddenly uncomfortable, walked over to the window that overlooked downtown Kansas City, and gripped his hands behind his back.

“Have my ratings gone down?” she asked nervously.

“No,” Clyde admitted. “Don’t misunderstand me, Carrie, you’ve done a good job. That’s not the problem. The reason I’m terminating you is because of what’s going on between you and Kyle. The rest of us aren’t blind. We all work together, and we can’t be one big happy family with the two of you constantly at each other’s throat.”

“I’m not the only one to blame,” she said, to defend herself. It wasn’t as if she’d started a one-woman war against Kyle Harris. He’d tossed out his own fair share of innuendoes and insults.

“It’s become an issue with the staff,” Clyde said. “In the beginning it was like a game; everyone got a kick out of the way you taunted each other. It isn’t amusing anymore. What started out as fun has become destructive to the entire station.”

She had no defense. “But—”

“I don’t have any choice,” Clyde said, cutting her off. He shifted his feet as if struggling to find a comfortable stance. “I did what was necessary. I canned you both.”

“You fired both of us?” Carrie bolted out of the chair before she could stop herself.

“Don’t misunderstand me,” Clyde said, fixing his steady gaze on her. “This isn’t something I wanted to do, but it’d be impossible to keep one of you and let the other go. Not unless I wanted a mutiny.”

Carrie appreciated his predicament; she just didn’t happen to like it. “But you’re willing to reconsider if Kyle and I can reach some sort of agreement?” she asked, sinking back into the hard wooden chair. It would be easier to negotiate peace talks in the Middle East, but she’d try anything in order to keep her position at the station. This job meant the world to her.

“I don’t expect you to be bosom buddies,” Clyde said. “Getting along shouldn’t be that difficult. If you didn’t work so hard at disliking each other, you might discover you have several things in common.”

“I doubt that.” Frankly, Carrie couldn’t see how it would be possible for them to agree about anything. She was twenty-seven, with limited radio experience. Finding another plum morning position, especially in the Kansas City metropolitan area, would be difficult. All right, it would be next to impossible.

“May I go now?” Carrie asked weakly. She stood, her shoulders slumped forward with the weight of her troubles.

“I’ve already spoken to Kyle,” Clyde said as she moved toward the door.

“What did he say?”

Clyde rubbed his hand along the back of his neck. “His reaction was about the same as yours. He was shocked.”

“I see.”

“He wants to talk to you, okay?”

She blinked at him from the doorway. “What choice do I have?”

Clyde set his cigar in a crystal ashtray. “None. Really, it’s a shame you can’t get along,” he muttered. “You’re both hard-working, decent people.”

Carrie hadn’t gone more than ten feet down the long, narrow hallway that led to her tiny office when she came face to face with Kyle Harris. Neither spoke for several long moments.

Carrie tried to think of something witty, but her brain had deserted her. For someone known for her quick repartee, this was serious.

She looked up at Kyle, who towered a full eight inches above her, and tried to view him from a fresh perspective. His shoulders were broad and tapered down to lean hips and a flat stomach. From the office scuttlebutt she understood he kept trim with regular exercise. He often participated in 10K fun runs, sometimes to benefit charity.

Carrie hated exercise. If ever she was tempted to join an aerobics class, she would lie down and take a nap until the notion passed.

Kyle’s dark, intense eyes were studying her as thoroughly as she was him.

Carrie couldn’t help wondering what he saw. She was small, a paltry five feet four inches tall, and slender, although she never understood why since her appetite was monstrous and she was often hungry as a bear. She wore her long dark hair piled on top of her head, because she felt she needed the height. Unfortunately, more often than not, her tottering hairdo resembled Bart Simpson’s mother’s.

No one was likely to suggest she model swimsuits for Sports Illustrated. When it came right down to it, her best features were her breasts, not that she’d been really generously endowed. They were normal size when everything else about her came in miniature.

“I take it Clyde’s talked to you?” Kyle asked.

“Yes.”

“Do you have any plans for the rest of the day?” he asked.

“Not really. What about you?”

“I have some free time.”

She was about to say they would soon have nothing but free time unless they could come up with a plan to convince Clyde they were about to change their ways.

“Could we meet for lunch?”

“That sounds like a good idea.” Were they capable of spending time together without trading insults?

“You think we can manage to get along that long?” he asked. Apparently, he had the same doubts.

“I don’t know,” she said with a half smile, “but I’m willing to try if you are.”

They set a time and place, which took another five minutes. He suggested a restaurant with linen tablecloths and waiters in starched uniforms. Carrie preferred a well-known and beloved barbecue place with blue-painted picnic tables that sat outside around an open pit, but she decided against pushing it. Someone as fastidious as Kyle Harris wouldn’t enjoy getting barbecue sauce under his fingernails.

Instead, they compromised on a generic place not far from the radio station.

Carrie arrived first, fifteen minutes early, choosing to sit out on the sun-dappled patio under the shade of an umbrella. A breeze cooled the summer afternoon. She drank iced tea and waited. It went without saying that Kyle would be on time.

The afternoon was lovely, filled with bright sunshine. Thin wisps of clouds scooted across an expanse of bold blue sky. Carrie had moved to Kansas from Texas a year earlier and had come to love her adopted state. Kansas was like a rainbow with its wide spectrum of colors. Much of the state was filled with woods, rolling green hills, and amber meadows. The land was crisscrossed by clear streams and rushing rivers. Although she wasn’t much for sports fishing, she’d heard that Kansas yielded some of the best in the United States. Kyle fished. At least she’d overheard him bragging about a recent trip. She might have misunderstood, but it seemed he had the use of a cabin on some lake that he liked to escape to on weekends. She pushed that information to the back of her mind, because it didn’t fit her image of him. She couldn’t imagine Kyle relaxing. She couldn’t ever imagine Kyle without his three-button vest and silk tie.

Carrie’s family hadn’t been keen on her leaving Texas, but the farther away she was from her headstrong father the better. Carrie was certain she was a disappointment to Michael Jamison. He’d wanted her to major in education rather than communications. The two hadn’t seen eye to eye since Carrie turned thirteen. If the truth be known, she saw a good deal of her father in Kyle. Michael Jamison was a pillar of the community, a deacon of the church, and as opinionated as they came.

Kyle arrived and squinted into the sun as he pulled out a padded chair and sat across the table from her.

“I don’t suppose I could talk you into dining inside?” he asked, shading his eyes with his hand.

“Didn’t you bring sunglasses?” she asked impatiently.

“Obviously not.”

Already they had started, and he’d barely sat down. This didn’t bode well. “Let’s trade places,” she said, willing to swallow her pride.

“Never mind,” he muttered, squinting at her while he removed the napkin from the white enamel tabletop. “Forget I said anything.”

Carrie stood. “Please,” she said. “I’d be happy to swap seats with you.”

They did this graciously, and once she was settled again she looked over at him and smiled. He returned the smile. Maybe they could work matters out with a little effort.

“There, now,” he said, smoothing the napkin across his lap. “That wasn’t so difficult, was it?”

“Not in the least,” she admitted, looking at the top of the menu. It was going to be difficult to choose what she wanted for lunch. She was in the mood for a Cobb salad, but the French dip sandwich sounded good too.

It took Kyle all of three seconds to decide on roast beef with mustard and tomato. The waitress came for their order and Kyle asked that it be put on one check. “I’ll buy,” he said.

If he was treating, Carrie decided to order lobster, but she didn’t find any on the menu.

“Carrie?” Kyle said, looking toward the waitress, who was waiting, pen and pad in hand, for her to decide.

“I’ll have the Cobb salad.” She wasn’t keen on the way he’d rushed her. Under normal circumstances she wouldn’t have let him intimidate her into making a snap decision, but in the interests of goodwill she let it pass.

“All right,” Carrie said, relaxing against the back of the chair. “Clyde has fired us both.”

“But I believe he’ll hire us back if we’re willing to put our differences aside and start over.”

“That was the message I got too,” Carrie said. “It shouldn’t be that difficult, should it?” She was optimistic they could find a common ground, if for no other reason than in order to remain employed.

“I agree. This may be a first for us.”

They both punctuated his statement with a smile.

“I’m willing to call a cease-fire if you are,” Kyle said next.

Carrie nodded. So far so good.

“Maybe we should start by getting to know each other a little better. I don’t know what I did that set you—”

“You didn’t do anything,” Carrie interrupted. She reached for her iced tea. “It was—oh, I don’t know, the way you first met everyone in that three-piece suit like you were some dignitary.”

“At least I choose to dress as a professional,” he snapped.

They both paused as if simultaneously recognizing they’d stumbled upon dangerously thin ice.

“I believe we’ve established that our first impressions of each other were negative,” she offered after a stilted moment.

The tops of Kyle’s ears had turned bright pink. She’d seen it happen before, so she knew he was struggling not to show how much she irritated him.

“Perhaps you could tell me what it is about me that troubles you so much.” Even as she spoke, Carrie was aware that she was placing her neck on the chopping block. It was a generous gesture aimed at proving her sincerity in working through their animosity.

“You’re a good deejay.” Kyle sounded a bit hesitant. “Your wit is quick, and you have a way of making even the most mundane things interesting. The segment ‘The News That Shouldn’t Have Made the News’ is very clever.”

“Thank you.”

He grinned. “You’re welcome.”

“You’re an excellent newscaster,” she commented, returning the favor. “Even when the news is bleak and it seems that nothing is right in our world, I come away feeling optimistic and hopeful.”

“Thank you.” He seemed surprised to learn this. “It seems to me we can respect each other professionally.”

“It’s just that . . .”

“Yes?” he coaxed when she didn’t immediately continue.

“I might be putting my foot in my mouth by saying this, but it seems to me it’d help if you could learn to relax.”

“Relax?” He repeated the word as if he needed Merriam Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary to decipher the meaning.

“You know,” she murmured, sorry now that she’d brought up the subject. “Let your hair down once in a while and stop being so serious.”

A whole lot more than the tips of his ears went red this time, and Carrie realized she’d made a major mistake. The color circled both ears and spread like a flash flood down his neck.

“Perhaps you should look at yourself before throwing stones,” he suggested.

“I shouldn’t have said anything,” she admitted and then, because she was curious, added, “What about me? Feel free to speak your mind.”

“Then I will.” Kyle appeared downright eager. “You don’t think before you speak. You say whatever comes to your mind, without censoring the thought. And while we’re on the subject—” He stopped abruptly.

“Go on,” she urged, with a saccharine smile.

What he’d said about her talking before thinking was true, but she’d hang before she admitted it.

The waitress delivered their order, and Carrie dove into her salad as if she needed to kill it before she ate the first bite. She stabbed the lettuce with her fork with so much force that a black olive leaped off the plate and rolled across the tabletop.

“Don’t eat that,” she snapped, as if there were some threat that he would, without sterilizing it first.

“You’re as immature and stubborn as a two-year-old,” he continued, “and you haven’t got a sensible thought in your head.” He attacked his sandwich as if he expected to bite into shoe leather.

“You’re so caught up in your own importance you don’t even realize how arrogant you look to everyone else.” She took another vicious bite of her salad.

“You wouldn’t want to know how others see you,” he returned between gritted teeth.

“This will never work,” Carrie announced. Calmly she set her fork aside and reached for her purse. She pulled out several bills, set them on the table, and stood. “I prefer to buy my own lunch, thank you,” she said, and without a backward glance walked away.

IT TOOK A full ten minutes for the churning anger to leave Kyle. He wished he knew what in particular annoyed him so much about Carrie Jamison. He’d seen her with other people and admired and envied their easy camaraderie.

No matter what she said, it was a lot more than his choice in suits that had set her off that first day. Some of what she’d suggested about him contained a grain of truth. A tiny grain of truth. Mustard-seed-sized truth. All her talk about his being a stuffed shirt rankled. It simply wasn’t true.

As for him, Kyle had decided weeks earlier what he found so objectionable about her. Carrie reminded him of his own dear sweet mother. Lillian Harris had never left the sixties. He’d read once that anyone who remembered the sixties wasn’t there. His mother was one of the original flower children, protesting the war in Vietnam, preaching the gospel of love and peace. She’d made her living selling love beads and daisies on the sidewalks of Haight-Ashbury until she’d gotten pregnant with him.

In Carrie he saw the “don’t worry, be happy” philosophy his mother followed. Kyle loved his mother, although he didn’t exactly view her as a parent. He had mostly raised himself, although Lillian would be shocked to hear him say it. Even now that he was thirty, she called him at least twice a week and faithfully read him his astrology chart while Kyle listened politely and gritted his teeth.

Lillian meant well, but he’d lived the majority of his life escaping her clutches. He certainly wasn’t keen on working with someone who reminded him so much of dear ol’ Mom.

THE DAYS THAT followed proved to be more strained than the whole previous year, despite their best efforts to prove otherwise. Although Kyle never actually saw Clyde watching him and Carrie, the station manager was there, big as life. He remained hidden in the background, probing into the fractured relationship like a schoolboy prying at road kill with a long stick.

It didn’t come as any surprise when Clyde asked to see them both in the office at the end of the second week. Kyle would have liked to work something out with Carrie, but their lunch and subsequent encounters had proved how impossible that was.

Carrie’s eyes met his, filled with accusation and dread. He made sure his own gaze echoed the sentiment. The way he saw it, they were both decent people who simply brought out the worst in each other. Kyle had never said to any other woman the things he’d said to Carrie. He was convinced the same was true for her.

Clyde motioned toward the two wooden chairs in his office.

“Have you two anything to say before I give you your last paychecks?” he asked, eyeing them as if he expected to read the small print of their warring personalities across their foreheads.

“Of course,” Kyle lied. “This job means a good deal to us both.”

“Kyle and I deeply respect each other,” Carrie added quickly, with a smile so dazzling it might have blinded anyone else.

Clyde’s hands went behind his back. “That’s not the way I hear and see it.”

Kyle opened his mouth to protest, and he noticed that Carrie did too, but Clyde stopped them both with an outstretched hand.

“I’d hoped you two would work toward becoming friends.”

“We’re friends, aren’t we, Kyle?” Carrie asked him hurriedly.

The bright, phony smile was back, and if he could see through it, Clyde would as well.

“Of course we’re friends,” Kyle answered, making an effort to be convincing. “Good friends. Why, we had lunch just the other day and talked everything out. We made a few basic decisions.”

Clyde frowned and started pacing the narrow space between them and his desk. He didn’t say anything, and Kyle grew more uncomfortable with every sweep he made past the chairs.

“You know we’re both signed up for the broadcasters’ convention in Dallas next weekend, don’t you?” Kyle directed to Clyde.

“Yes. From what I understand it’s a great place to pass out your résumés.”

“As Kyle was saying, we had lunch together and came up with a few ideas of how to overcome our differences,” Carrie said.

“What ideas?” Clyde asked pointedly.

Kyle looked to Carrie at a complete loss as to what to say. He hated to lose this job. It was exactly the experience he needed before moving into television as a news director. He was willing to start at the bottom and gain the necessary experience. He certainly hadn’t anticipated being fired.

“We decided to drive to the convention together,” Carrie said.

Drive to the convention together? Where did she get that idea? Kyle bit back a reply. She’d actually suggest they travel together after their disastrous lunch? The woman was nuts. Or desperate. Probably both.

“Really?” Clyde paused mid-step and stared at them for a moment.

“It’s a sort of sink-or-swim project,” Carrie said, warming to the subject. “Kyle suggested it, and I agreed. We want to do whatever we can to convince you to give us another chance. If you still want to fire us after the convention, then by all means go ahead. All we’re asking is that you give us this one last opportunity.”

Kyle noticed that the deejay was perched dangerously close to the edge of her seat. Another inch and she’d land on her fanny.

“Working at KUTE means that much to you?” Clyde asked.

“Oh, yes,” Carrie said.

Kyle thought she might find work in the theater. Surely the woman had a flare for the dramatic.

Clyde said nothing for several moments. Then he grinned.

Kyle could read the handwriting on the wall. He was going to be trapped for a thousand-mile round trip in a car with a woman he intensely disliked.

“I want you both to take a couple of extra days off before the conference,” Clyde said. “Get to know each other. I’ll give you the time off with pay,” he added.

“You’d be willing to do that?” Carrie said in a low, stunned voice. She flashed Kyle a triumphant smile.

He was pleased she was so happy. Personally, he thought the entire idea was crazy.

“The way I see it, you’re either going to cure what ails the two of you,” Clyde said, “or end up hating each other.”

Kyle didn’t need the station manager to tell him which it would be. They’d end up murdering each other before the end of the convention.
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Kyle had mapped out the route he planned to take—I-35 all the way—and had it on the seat next to him when he pulled up in front of Carrie’s house. The way he figured, they could drive the whole 550 miles in one day and get this farce over with as quickly as possible.

The conference wasn’t officially open until Friday evening, with a cocktail party, but he hoped to arrive late Wednesday night or early Thursday morning. He didn’t think Carrie would disagree; he thought she wanted to visit her sister, who lived somewhere near Dallas. The less time they spent in each other’s company, the better off they’d be. Frankly, he didn’t know how they were going to manage this trip together and keep their sanity.

Kyle couldn’t be sure of Carrie’s feelings, but he strongly suspected they matched his own. He was planning on using the conference to scout out another job. There was no way they were going to settle their differences. It was a lost cause, and had been from the moment they’d met.

When he pulled up and parked in front of the small rambler that Carrie rented in the Kansas City suburb of Olathe, he was pleased to see her suitcase sitting on the porch. At least she was punctual.

No sooner had he climbed out of his black BMW than she opened the front door and stepped outside. She wore her hair in cascading curls that reached halfway down the middle of her back. This was a switch. Kyle couldn’t remember seeing Carrie without that wacky piled-up hairdo of hers. It surprised him to discover how little she actually was.

He glanced away quickly, not wanting to look at her. He thought of Carrie as an Amazon, if not in stature then in attitude, and didn’t want to see her as anything else than the nuisance she was. He’d already made up his mind about this situation, and although he was willing to make an effort, there were limits to what he would do.

Without a word, he took the suitcase out of her hand. She released it grudgingly. He loaded it into the trunk and opened the passenger door for her. She smiled her thanks, but he had the impression she would have preferred to open her own door.

So that was the way it was to be. Fine. Just fine. It was what Kyle had been expecting. What he’d planned on. She intended to make this trip as miserable as possible, sort of a “going down in flames” approach, he guessed.

Carrie was studying the road map when he climbed in next to her. Bracing his hands against the steering wheel, he opened his mouth to announce the route he’d planned and the stops he’d scheduled.

“Before we get started,” she said, cutting him off in mid-breath, “there’s something we should discuss. I was hoping we could make the best of this.” She spoke stiffly, without looking at him. “There’s no need to make each other miserable.”

“I was beginning to think that was unavoidable.”

She sat so straight it was as if her spine had been dipped in starch. “It is if you take that attitude.”

“All right,” he said reluctantly. “What do you have in mind?”

“Well, I tend to get carsick if we don’t make regular stops, and I’d enjoy seeing the sights along the way, if that’s possible.”

Kyle tightened his fingers around the steering wheel and held his tongue. So much for clocking the whole 550 miles their first day out. From the sound of it, Carrie was going to demand a pit stop every thirty miles.

“Car trips with my father were nightmares,” she went on. “He hated to stop for anything other than the bare necessities. We’d pull into a rest stop, and he’d sit there and fume at all the cars that were getting ahead of him.”

Kyle could identify with that, but he was wise enough not to say so. There was something about getting behind the wheel of a well-tuned precision automobile that brought out the competitor in him. He enjoyed long-distance driving and considered trips of more than a few hundred miles to be something of a test course. He didn’t need Carrie to tell him it was a male thing; Kyle was well aware this obsession was some primal part of himself.

“We can make stops as needed,” he said, still determined to keep them to a minimum.

“Thank you.” She released a slow sigh, as if greatly relieved.

Kyle headed toward the highway ramp and Carrie read the map.

“Are you planning on staying on the interstate?”

“Of course.” This wasn’t exactly a pleasure trip. He couldn’t think of a single reason for an excursion off the main road. There certainly weren’t any sights he was interested in seeing. As far as he was concerned, the sooner they arrived in Dallas the better.

“It’s awfully boring,” Carrie murmured. She sounded like a disappointed five-year-old. Great. From the sound of it, she was looking for him to entertain her as well.

They’d only gone a few miles when Kyle asked her if she needed a potty break. It was a weak attempt at a joke, but when she assured him she did, he ground his teeth and pulled off the next exit.

He’d known this trip was going to be a disaster the minute she came up with the suggestion.

CARRIE WAS REALLY trying to get along with Kyle, but he was making it impossible. He sat next to her, sullen and uncommunicative. Having suggested a rest stop, he stewed because she took him up on it.

Carrie had decided to make one last-ditch effort to get along with Kyle, but she wasn’t putting all her eggs in one basket. Her co-worker had made it as clear as rainwater that he didn’t believe their taking this trip together was going to work. If the first few miles were any indication, they were doomed.

She was meeting Tom Atkins in Dallas. Tom was an old friend from college. They’d done their internships together, and he’d phoned the night before to ask if she was attending the Dallas conference. Before she knew it, Carrie was pouring out her tale of woe. Tom suggested several solutions, all of which involved her moving. It rankled to admit defeat, but given no other choice, she’d promised to connect with Tom and scout out other job possibilities while she was at the convention. She’d already made plans to visit her sister as well.

Carrie’s stomach growled, and Kyle cast her an accusing glance. She hadn’t eaten much breakfast. Surely he intended for them to eat sometime.

“I suppose you’re hungry.”

“I can wait,” she answered, willing to endure a few twinges of hunger in order to keep the peace. But only to a point. He’d learn soon enough it was better to feed her than press on until she became overly hungry.

“If I remember correctly, there’s a gas station at the next exit,” Kyle said. “If we’re lucky they’ll sell sandwiches and we can grab those and eat in the car as we go.”

“I’m not eating in the car,” Carrie said. Peace, it seemed, wouldn’t come cheap. “We’ve been on the road forever. I need a break.”

“You just had one,” he cried.

“That was miles ago.”

“Fine,” he said, but it sounded like the one word had severely strained his patience.

“Listen, Kyle,” she said. “We’re going to have a lot of problems if you insist on complaining every time I suggest we stop. I need a rest room, and it wouldn’t hurt either of us to stretch our legs.” His attitude had been rotten from the moment he’d picked her up, and she wasn’t going to take much more of this.

“Okay, since it’s so important to you we’ll take a break. Is fifteen minutes satisfactory?” Kyle glared at her.

“Thirty minutes.”

“Thirty?” He made it sound as if it were a life-and-death matter for them to get back on the highway in record time.

“Thirty,” she repeated firmly.

“All right, all right.”

The exit he remembered appeared five minutes later, and he took it without comment. Pulling over to the pumps, he started to put gas in the car while she went inside. As luck would have it, the station sold sandwiches encased in hard plastic containers, sliced in such a way to reveal their contents.

Carrie opened the refrigerator case and sorted through the limited selections. She opted for beef for Kyle and turkey breast for her, along with two cans of cold soda and a large package of potato chips.

By the time she finished paying for the items, Kyle had topped off the tank and parked the BMW alongside the station near the rest rooms. Apparently, he intended for them to stand next to the car and eat.

Actually, it felt good to stand, so she didn’t make a fuss, not that she believed it would do any good. Kyle was being stubborn. He finished first and fidgeted impatiently while she took her time, refusing to be intimidated into rushing.

When she found him staring at the interstate, it was all she could do not to point her finger at him. Her assessment had been right from the first. Kyle Harris was exactly like her father.

“What?” he said.

“You’re looking at the traffic,” she said, as if this alone were enough to prove her point, “and you’re thinking about all those cars that have gotten ahead of us.”

He was honest enough not to argue with her. Encouraged by his silence, Carrie took the map he’d brought along and spread it open across the trunk of his car. “I’d like you to consider taking a different route,” she said, without looking at him. She held an anticipatory breath.

“Carrie, we’ve already been over this.”

“This will save us at least fifty miles. Look.” She pointed to the map and ran her finger along its surface, outlining the two-lane highway, wanting to convince him this was actually a much better plan. She hoped he’d believe this was an overlooked shortcut. If she had her way, they’d soon be off the interstate, which bored her to tears. The scenery was sure to be more thought-provoking than the same bleak stretch of highway looming ahead, mile after tedious mile. Carrie loved driving through small farming communities. At least the back roads had character.

Kyle studied the map as if he strongly suspected she’d distorted the facts, but he couldn’t very well argue with what was directly in front of his nose.

“I suppose we could go the way you suggest,” he admitted without much enthusiasm. He made it sound as if he was conceding something important and she should appreciate the sacrifice he was making for her benefit.

“Come on, Kyle,” she said cheerfully, feeling generous. “Let’s make the best of this, shall we? You don’t need to give me the silent treatment. I know you’d rather not be taking this trip with me. That was understood from the beginning. But we’re stuck together, so let’s do what we can to get along, all right?”

“I know this isn’t exactly your idea of a vacation either,” he conceded, with a hint of graciousness.

Sucking in her breath and her pride, Carrie held out her hand to him, prepared to make the first move toward a peace accord. “Friends?”

He stared at her outstretched arm as if he expected her to be hiding an electric buzzer in her palm. When he did shake hands, it was briefly and without much enthusiasm. Carrie didn’t need a crystal ball to know he trusted her about as much as he would a snake charmer.

“Friends,” he agreed, but the word seemed to have a difficult time making it past his lips.

She beamed at him, to show she was proud of him. It wouldn’t be so bad. These next days would be their swan song. With effort they could get along. Holding her tongue for more than a few days would be impossible.

The first hour after they left the freeway was peaceful, although Kyle gave her a fright when he turned on his radar detector and all at once beeping sounds came from the dashboard.

Kyle explained what it was. “I don’t want to take the chance of running into a radar trap.”

She asked several questions about the fuzz buster, and once she involved him in conversation they got along fairly well, which wasn’t all that surprising. Men were pretty much alike, as far as she could determine. They could talk up a streak as long as the subject revolved around either their cars or themselves.

They sailed along at an even pace. Rolling waves of wheat fields bordered the road and stretched out on each side as far as the eye could see. Against a backdrop of bright blue sky, the sight was worth every bit of effort it had taken her to convince Kyle to drive this route.

“We’re making good time,” she said, noting that he was traveling well above the speed limit.

“Yes,” he said, tossing her an almost-friendly grin. “The best part is that there aren’t as many places to stop. If you need a rest room, you’re going to have to take your chances out in the fields.”

She stretched her legs out in front of her, folded her hands behind her head, and was silently complimenting herself on how well everything was going.

She should have known it was too good to be true. And far too good to last for long. When she least expected it, the car lurched unexpectedly. Except for the restraint of the seat belt, Carrie might have been hurled forward. Immediately the BMW started to make a loud, incredibly discordant sound.

“What was that?” she cried.

“I hit something,” Kyle explained as he eased the vehicle over to the side of the road and came to a stop.

Carrie leaped out. Kyle followed, frowning as he walked around his car. As if he were soothing an injured child, he gently patted the hood.

“Is that your muffler?” she asked, pointing down the road. Actually, she wasn’t all that knowledgeable about car parts, but she’d replaced her own recently and had a general idea of what they looked like.

He turned to see. “Along with my exhaust pipe,” he agreed.

“What happened?”

“There was something in the road,” he said without emotion. “Obviously I hit it.” “Something” turned out to be a rock the size of a small watermelon, small enough to slip under the car and large enough to do considerable damage. Kyle had lost both the muffler and exhaust pipe, and he must have put a hole in the gas tank as well. Gasoline squirted onto the road.

This wasn’t a happy turn of events. It went without saying this small accident wouldn’t have happened if they’d remained on the interstate.

“Are you angry?” she asked, granting him plenty of space in case he chose to vent his frustration with a small temper tantrum. Then she remembered this was Kyle Harris she was dealing with. Kyle was far too dignified to release his irritation the way most people did.

“Why should I be angry?” he asked, confirming her suspicions.

“I’m sorry, Kyle.”

“It isn’t your fault,” he reassured her smoothly.

After pulling the car parts and the rock off to the side of the road, he stood in the middle of the highway, arms akimbo, staring off into the distance. Carrie couldn’t remember the last time they’d seen another car, let alone a farmhouse. Wheat fields stretched as far as the naked eye could see.

The sun was beating down, and Kyle wiped his hand across his brow. “This doesn’t look promising.”

“Someone will come along.” She forced herself to sound optimistic. She glanced at her watch, silently praying that they were at least on a school-bus route. Looking down the road, she would have given her eyeteeth to find a bright yellow bus.

“Someone could come along,” Kyle agreed, “but it might take a while. Next week, if we’re lucky.” He leaned his back against the side of the car and slowly sank into a sitting position. He stared vacantly into open space and went still and quiet as if he were meditating. He was probably wishing he’d never laid eyes on her, Carrie guessed.

She couldn’t help but admire his restraint.

Lowering herself onto the grass beside him, she gathered her knees under her chin and pressed her forehead there.

“I feel terrible about all this,” she confessed, willing to accept full responsibility for the mishap. If she hadn’t suggested they take this shortcut, this might never have happened.

“It’s not your fault,” he told her for the second time.

“But I was the one who—”

“I said it wasn’t your fault!”

“You don’t need to yell at me,” she snapped back. Then she realized what he’d done. Kyle was losing his cool. Unemotional Kyle Harris. The same Kyle Harris who rarely raised his voice. Carrie was ecstatic.

“Do it!” she said excitedly, leaping back to her feet. She knotted one fist to encourage him and punched the still afternoon air. “Let loose, Kyle. You have every right in the world to be
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