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Elementary school principal Katherine Tipton is used to dealing with naughty children. But the problems she’s having with one unruly pupil are nothing compared to the chaos the little girl’s father causes. Bad enough that single dad Steven Walker sees nothing wrong with his daughter’s classroom hijinks, but he’s so drop-dead-gorgeous Katherine can’t think straight when she’s around him.

 

Steven’s convinced that beneath Katherine’s strait-laced exterior, there’s a playful woman eager to explore her zany side. He’s determined to show her that some rules beg to be broken. Katherine resists, but Steven and his wacky family charm their way into her life. Can these two opposites find a forever love?
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PROLOGUE

 

 

Nineteen years ago

 

Katherine Tipton held out the brown paper lunch bag and shook it at her three friends. “Put your fortunes in the bag. I’ll shake them up, then we’ll draw. Youngest first.” That meant Casey Madison, three years younger than Katherine’s thirteen.

Casey tossed her scruffy blonde hair. “Why do you get to hold the bag while we pick? This is my house and I should make the rules.”

Katherine huffed with impatience. Casey had been much more likeable in her letters. That was how the four of them had made friends in the first place. Their moms had all seen an article in a kids’ magazine about pen pals and thought it was a great way to, ugh, get their kids to practice their penmanship by writing something in actual pen or pencil on actual paper.

So the moms had sent in a form to get their kids matched up to another kid who wanted a pen pal. Although since Casey’s mom was a complete flake, it had actually been Casey’s oldest sister Shar who sent in the form.

Casey probably got away with a lot because she was little and really cute—much more so than Katherine with her plain black hair and blah colored brown eyes. Rachael Reeves was sweet and the quietest of the four of them, her long hair a little darker than Casey’s. Kat Roth was a beanpole with short brown hair, taller than Katherine, but she didn’t have boobs yet. Or at least you couldn’t see them through that sweatshirt she wore.

Katherine gave the bag another shake. “I get to hold it because I’m the oldest. Kat won’t be thirteen for three more weeks, on July 31st. I had my birthday almost two whole months ago. Rachael is only eleven. And you’re the youngest. Which means you get to draw first. That should be good enough.”

Casey stuck out her lower lip, her brown eyes narrowing. Katherine hoped there wasn’t another tantrum brewing. Casey had already run complaining to her older sisters, Shar and Elizabeth, a couple of times.

Katherine wished they hadn’t had to have this important meeting of the Pen Pal Sisterhood at Casey’s house in Southern California. Even though Katherine could tell that Shar and Elizabeth did their best to keep up the rundown two story, it was always a little bit messy. The basement where they were having their meeting was just a big bare room with a mattress on the floor in the middle and a lot of junk pushed up against the walls. Their meals so far had been of the boxed mac and cheese and scrambled eggs variety.

It would have been so much better if they could have met at Katherine’s house. But except for Kat, whose family up in Seattle was rich, the rest of them were pretty poor, Casey most of all. Katherine’s mom and Rachael’s step-mom had managed to scrape together airfare, Katherine from Sacramento and Rachael from all the way out in Indiana. But there was no way Casey’s sisters could have managed to fly her anywhere, and Casey’s stupid mom just wouldn’t. Meeting at Casey’s house was the only way she could become a full member of the Pen Pal Sisterhood.

Katherine did like Casey most of the time—she was funny and goofy and always had a silly story to tell. And Rachael was so nice, it was impossible not to want to be friends with her. Kat was super-smart, and even though it was clear that the skinny girl was really good at being in charge—it was probably all that money—Kat had pretty much let Katherine run things since they’d all arrived two days ago. And being the boss was just the way Katherine liked it.

The other three girls dropped their folded squares of paper into the bag. Casey’s were all crumpled, Rachael’s neatly folded, Kat’s a little haphazard. Katherine’s, already in the bag, had been written ahead of time, printed out on the school computer. They were all sensible, achievable fortunes. She had a feeling that Casey’s crumpled squares would be neither sensible nor based in reality.

Katherine gave the bag a little jiggle. “I now declare that the Pen Pal Sisterhood will begin claiming their future.”

Casey squinted at her. “Huh?”

Katherine sighed. “Just draw a slip of paper.”

Casey pounced eagerly, shoving her hand so hard into the bag, she tore the top edge a little. She chose quickly, snatching out her prize. It clearly wasn’t one of Casey’s own—too neatly folded. Rachael’s?

Katherine offered the bag to Rachael, who shut her eyes and took several seconds to carefully select a fortune. She concealed it in her hand so Katherine wasn’t sure whose it was.

When Katherine tipped the fortune bag toward Kat, the girl slipped her slender hand inside, flicking her fingers around a bit as if to stir them, then pinching one out. It was rumpled like one of Casey’s.

Katherine’s turn. Tilting her head away so she couldn’t see inside, she followed Kat’s lead and stirred the contents with a finger. She scooped out one from the edge.

It was one of her own. Her heart fell.

This is perfect, she told herself. Who wouldn’t want to set their own future?

She forced a smile. “Should we open them all at once or—”

But Casey had already unfolded hers, and she guffawed as she read it. “‘Someday you will fall in love.’ Eew.”

Rachael, smiling, held out her fortune for Katherine and the others to see. Someone special will find you. Katherine guessed that Rachael had written both of those.

Kat opened hers and laughed. “‘You will eat lots of chocolate.’” She poked Casey. “I already do.” That was why Kat’s family had so much money. They owned a big candy company in Seattle.

Now they all looked at Katherine. She didn’t even want to open hers. But she did, then mumbled out, “You will be a success at your job.”

“That’s kind of boring,” Casey said.

“Is not,” Katherine snapped back. “It’s a good fortune. The best kind.”

“Sure it is,” Rachael said, patting her on the shoulder.

Then Shar yelled down to the basement that she’d just popped some popcorn. Casey was half-way up the stairs before the rest of them could even get to their feet.

“I’ll be up in a minute,” Katherine told Rachael and Kat.

She listened as their footsteps reached the top of the wooden stairs. Then Katherine opened the paper bag again, shut her eyes like Rachael had, and grabbed another fortune.

Not one of hers, nor Casey’s. She set down the bag. With shaking fingers she opened the square of paper and read.

Love is waiting for you.

Katherine smiled, holding the message close to her heart.
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CHAPTER 1

 

 

Present Day

 

Steve Walker plunged his hand into the murky depths of his daughter’s backpack. As Corazón regarded him with her coffee-colored eyes, Steve probed past fruit snack wrappers and pencil stubs, fingers encountering a soft, sticky lump.

He dislodged the gooey mess and held it out to his almost seven-year-old daughter. “What might this be?”

“Might be peanut butter an’ jelly.” She leaned closer and sniffed delicately. “Starbaby jelly.”

How many days ago had that particular sandwich taken up residence in the bottom of her backpack? With trepidation, he reached again into the black hole. His imagination displayed Technicolor fantasies of first his arm, then his entire body being sucked into the bottomless pit.

His mouth widened into a slow grin. Real potential here for his next smart phone app. Backpack Abyss. Hapless parents battling globs of bread and peanut butter, skewered by pencil stubs.

Finally, he struck pay dirt. He pinched the edge of the crumpled piece of paper and pulled it free. He held it out to Corazón’s earnest face.

“When did Mr. Harper give you this note?” He tried to be stern, but he wanted to hug her, and feel her thin caramel-colored arms wrap trustingly around his shoulders.

She shrugged, the gesture an imitation of his own. He brimmed with parental pride, marveling at how quickly she’d adapted in the eighteen months she’d been his.

With an effort, he returned to the matter at hand. “The message is from the principal and your teacher wanted you to give me this right away.”

She nodded solemnly. “Yes, Daddy.”

He lay the jelly-smeared sheet on the kitchen counter and picked up a damp rag. “I bet Principal Tipton thinks I ignored this note. She’s probably angry at Daddy. ”

“Ms. Tipton is always mad anyway.”

As Steve wiped the note clean, he had to agree. He’d never met the woman, only spoken with her on the phone after each of Corazón’s spirited antics. The Jell-O in the water fountain, the corn snake in the teacher’s desk drawer... Okay, the haircut she’d given her friend Jenny would take a while to grow out, especially the spot Cora had colored with permanent marker....

But where he saw high spirits and harmless experimentation Ms. Tipton saw signs of budding juvenile delinquency. The woman had no sense of humor. Her tone was judgmental, her attitude unforgiving. Talking to her, he felt the urge to pull on a sweater to keep warm. After a half-dozen rancorous phone calls with her, he was convinced she had snakes instead of hair.

Now there was an idea—Gorgon Schoolmistress. He could program each writhing snake on the Gorgon’s head with different venoms, and the hero would have to find the right shields to protect himself. Maybe Ms. Gor—Ms. Tipton would agree to model for the graphic artist.

When he’d swiped enough strawberry jelly off the paper, he read the appointment time penned neatly on the note. She’d expected him at the school at three o’clock. An hour-and-a-half ago. Principal Tipton would be furious.

“Daddy!” Corazón gasped. He looked up and saw her staring in fascinated horror out the front window. “She’s here!”

Steve moved behind his daughter, settling his hands on her shoulders. “Who’s here?” He squinted through the cut glass of the window, glimpsing the lines of a severe navy suit. The face above the suit shifted and fractured Picasso-like through the ornate glass.

Corazón craned her neck up at him, excitement bursting in her dark eyes. “Ms. Tipton!”

He heard the sharp tip-tap of steps on the porch. Then the doorbell rang.

“Daddy, what’re we gonna do?”

Even the doorbell sounded angry as it trilled a second time. “We let her in, mija,” he answered, using the Spanish endearment like a talisman. As he sidled to the door, Cora wrapped her arms around his legs.

“Tell her our dog ate the note, Daddy.”

“But we don’t have a dog, mija. Cousin Denny is allergic.”

She gripped him tighter. “Then a time-morpher took it. Came out of the ‘puter and gobbled it up.”

“I don’t think Ms. Tipton believes in time-morphers.”

“What’re we gonna do?” Corazón said again as her tight grip cut off the circulation in his legs.

“I’ll think of something, mija,” he soothed as he gripped the doorknob.

By the time he opened the door, he’d come up with several creative excuses, each sillier than the last. But it turned out not to have mattered. Because when he saw her on his doorstep, her slim ankles in navy spiked heels, the dangerous curves at hip and waist, the milk chocolate brown hair framing a delicate heart-shaped face—all coherent thought fled.

As a tantalizing scrap of red—red!—lace peeked from the edge of her skirt, he realized he was wrong about one thing. Ms. Tipton was no Gorgon. But he was absolutely right about another. She was blazing, spitting mad.
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Katherine Elizabeth Tipton considered herself a reasonable, levelheaded woman. As principal of Gardenview Elementary in California’s Sierra foothills, she administered a staff of thirty. She monitored the progress of four hundred fifty-one K through sixth grade students. She eked out sufficient funds from a shrinking budget for educating her students and for maintaining aging school buildings. She possessed not only her administrative credential and Masters in Education, but an MBA as well. She was always, always cool and calm. Yet with every phone call to Mr. Steven Walker, her cool, calm demeanor dissolved.

He didn’t seem to intend to make her angry. In fact, she couldn’t quite put a finger on what he did that set her off. It wasn’t the fact that he was a flake, although she’d never understood how the state of California could have approved such a goofball as an adoptive parent. A single parent at that.

And it wasn’t that he was neglectful of his daughter’s academic performance. Cora’s teacher from last year said that Mr. Walker had attended every parent event. Conferences, PTA meetings, back-to-school night. He’d even volunteered in the classroom every other week.

But every time she spoke to the man, she became more and more convinced that he simply had no clue about the gravity of his daughter’s misbehavior. Nothing Cora did seemed to faze him. She’s only expressing herself, Mr. Walker said in response to Cora’s pranks, a sentiment far too like that of Katherine’s own father.

Which explained at least part of Katherine’s instant dislike of Steve Walker. He was too much in the same mold as Daddy. Harold Tipton had always urged Katherine to “express herself.”

Life’s too short not to do what you want to do, he liked to say. Of course, in his own search for what he wanted in life, Harold Tipton usually left Katherine and her mother in the lurch.

Her father doubtless would have preferred a daughter like Casey Madison, Katherine’s scatterbrained childhood friend. With that neglectful mother of hers, Casey had been allowed to “express herself,” and look where she ended up—dealing blackjack in Reno, Nevada.

Katherine shook off her troubling thoughts as she headed up the walk of Mr. Walker’s narrow, three-story Victorian. The late-afternoon October sunlight glanced off the peach and pale coral adorning the neat clapboards and gingerbread trim. The wraparound front porch wore a darker shade of coral, each post in the balustrade painted impeccably.

She felt a stab of envy at the sight of the well-kept structure. She couldn’t help comparing the perfection of Mr. Walker’s Victorian with the tumbledown state of her own. Not that her house wouldn’t outshine this one someday, when she completed its refurbishment. She grimaced. If she ever completed it. If her mother didn’t drive away every competent contractor in Northern California first.

With an effort, she refocused her ire on Mr. Walker. Mounting the porch steps, she straightened her navy blue suit, tugging at her skirt to conceal the red-lace slip she’d pulled on this morning with guilty pleasure. Jaw set, she stabbed at the doorbell with her finger.

She heard movement inside the house, shuffling feet and furiously whispered voices, one of them clearly Mr. Walker’s. She caught a quick impression of someone peering out the cut-glass front window. Expecting the imminent opening of the door, she squared her shoulders.

The door did not open. She heard the whispering again, the heavy scraping of feet as if something weighted down the legs. She jabbed the doorbell again. Still no response.

Worked into a self-righteous fury, she organized in her mind all the cutting things she would say to Steve Walker. Determined, she raised her finger for a third skewering of the doorbell.

The door opening stopped her hand in mid-air. The sight of Steve Walker’s chest, broad and flat and six inches from her nose, stopped her brain in mid-thought.

Katherine tipped up her head to meet Walker’s eyes. She blinked at their unusual copper color, narrowed her own suspiciously at his slow smile. She clenched her jaw to keep her own face from softening in response.

His grin broadened, as if he’d detected her reaction. She diverted her eyes from his smile, her restless gaze taking in the soft brown waves of his hair, the strong column of his neck, the wide shoulders flexing in forest green plaid flannel. She thought about cupping her hands on those shoulders and sliding them along the musculature, to lock behind his neck and...

“Ms. Tipton?”

A flush rose in her cheeks as she batted down her fantasy. Stop panting after this man. You are nearly engaged. But somehow she couldn’t bring Alan’s face to mind.

Instead that silly fortune from the first and last meeting of the Pen pal Sisterhood floated up in her imagination. Love is waiting for you. She felt a pang in her heart before she brushed aside the adolescent notion.

“Mr. Walker,” she said breathlessly, then added starch to her voice. “You seem to have forgotten our appointment.”

“Please, call me Steve.” He stepped aside, gesturing her into the house. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid Cora’s backpack ate the note.”

She eyed him sharply as she squeezed past him, not liking the close proximity of the doorway. Once she was on a level with him she saw he was only a few inches taller than her five-foot-seven. Holding him in her arms, she reflected, would be an easy, comfortable gesture. She put distance between them as soon as she was inside.

He shut the door, then moved penguin-like toward the living room. For the first time, she noticed Corazón clinging like a limpet to the backs of his legs. Katherine resisted the urge to smile at Mr. Walker’s mincing steps. She needed to keep her expression serious.

“Come sit,” he said, grabbing up an armload of magazines from the plum-colored leather sofa.

Just as Katherine began to lower herself to the plump cushions, an explosion of sound shook the house. With a little shriek, Katherine flung herself onto the sofa in an awkward sprawl.

She tugged down on her navy skirt frantically, covering a wisp of crimson lace. “What was that?”

“Cousin Denny,” Mr. Walker answered placidly as he peeled his daughter from his legs.

He settled in a matching plum armchair set at a right angle to the sofa and pulled his daughter into his lap. As he shifted to accommodate Corazón, his denim-clad knees brushed against Katherine’s.

She pulled away and scanned the warm, comfortable room. She admired the spill of lace curtains at the windows, the riotous cabbage rose wallpaper and satiny cherry wood molding.

Her gaze rested on the magazines on the sturdy oak side table. Each cover sported lurid screen shots from various electronic games. She recognized the magazine titles. She’d confiscated enough of them from her fifth and sixth grade students.

Katherine wrinkled her nose in distaste. “Cora likes video games?”

Corazón kept her wary eyes on Katherine. “Those are Daddy’s.” Her father grinned apologetically. “I forgot to take them back upstairs. I was looking for the ice world defense against the fooma bugs.”

Another bang rattled through the house. This time, Katherine pinpointed its source as somewhere upstairs. “What is that?”

“Cousin Denny,” Cora said solemnly. “He’s ‘sperimenting.”

“Experimenting,” Mr. Walker corrected as he dug through the stack of magazines. He plucked one from the pile. “This is a great issue.”

A crash and a clatter shuddered through the house and Katherine peered apprehensively heavenward. When she turned to Mr. Walker, she came face-to-face with a ten-legged purple bug with a face like a crazed bunny.

She nudged the magazine he held out for her away from her nose. “Very nice.”

He turned the magazine back to peruse the cover fondly. “I love computer games, phone apps. The colors, the sounds. The way a programmer can make a graphic come alive.”

A childlike delight suffused his face and the warmth in his eyes started a glow in the vicinity of Katherine’s heart. She had a sudden urge to sit with him at a computer, a mouse in her hand, blasting fooma bugs out of the ice world.

She slammed a lid on that notion. “I’m here to discuss Corazón.” An attenuated boom issued from above. This time Katherine barely flinched. “I have some definite concerns about her behavior.”

The child in question scrunched even farther into her father’s lap, her hands in a near death grip around his neck. The loud noises from upstairs might not have frightened her, but Katherine’s words certainly did.

Mr. Walker untwined Cora’s fingers. “In the classroom?”

“Partly, Mr. Walker.”

“Steve, please.”

“Steve,” she acquiesced. Then his warm smile must have shaken something loose in her brain, because she added, “I’m Katherine.” She snapped her mouth shut. She never invited parents to use her first name.

“Katherine.” He rolled her name across his tongue as if were a particularly luscious chocolate.

A shiver traveled down Katherine’s spine as he gazed at her expectantly. What had she been about to say?

She forced her brain back into gear. “Are you aware that Cora has been holding screaming contests at school?”

“Corazón Estrella Walker!” he chastised, mild censure in his tone. “Have you been screaming in the classroom?”

Cora gazed up at him sweetly. “No, Daddy. Only out on the playground.”

Steve turned his focus to Katherine. “She can’t scream on the playground?”

“It’s against school rules,” Katherine informed him.

His brows arched in surprise. “Children aren’t allowed to scream at school?”

“Of course not,” she said, feeling defensive. “If all the children screamed out on the yard—”

He fixed his eyes on hers. “Do all the children scream?”

“No.” A series of firecracker pops seemed to dance on the ceiling. Katherine waited until the room had quieted again. “Only the small group led by Cora.”

“Then I don’t see the problem.”

“But, Mr. Walker—Steve,” she amended, jumping as one last pop hurried to join its brothers. “When teachers hear a child scream, they’re immediately concerned that a student has been hurt.”

“You’re right,” he said, turning a dazzling smile on Katherine. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

His capitulation, not to mention his smile, confused Katherine. “You can see how it might frighten the teachers.”

“Of course. I agree.” He looked down at his daughter. “Okay, mija. All future scream contests should be held at home.”

“Okay, Daddy. Can I go watch Cousin Denny?”

“Sure.”

Cora squirmed down from his lap and disappeared upstairs. Steve leaned back, draping his arms across the back of the leather armchair. “Problem solved.”

Katherine could only stare, openmouthed. “But nothing’s solved!”

“Cora will keep her word.”

“Perhaps on that issue. But this isn’t just about the screaming.” Katherine scooted to the edge of the sofa, intent on making her point. “There’s the Jell-O in the water fountain.”

He waved a negligent hand. “She just wanted to see if it would turn the water red.”

“But it clogged the drain!”

“And I paid the plumbing bill. Which Cora’s repaying me from her allowance.”

Katherine leaned forward, only half-aware that her knees bobbed perilously near his again. “The snake in Mr. Harper’s desk.”

“She only meant to show it to him.” He propped his elbows on his knees, his face millimeters from hers. “Cora didn’t know he was so frightened of snakes.”

She felt the warmth of his breath as he spoke, the heat in his coppery eyes palpable. Her gaze snagged on his mouth and traced the line of lips with fascination. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a little voice screeched that she had no business being so close to him.

“So you see,” he said, and she followed the intriguing movement, “there’s no problem.”

Somehow, she couldn’t find fault with his logic. “But what about the pictures?”

His gaze dipped down to her knees. “Pictures?”

She looked down to see what drew his attention. A two-inch swath of red lace and satin jutted from the edge of her skirt. In a mortified rush, her good sense returned, and she scrambled back from him. She slid half-way down the sofa’s length to put an extra measure of distance between them.

“Cora draws pictures,” Katherine stated, concealing her slip again with sharp tugs. “Of monsters, alien creatures, strange worlds. The school psychologist is quite concerned.”

Steve broke into unexpected laughter. “Those are just video game characters.”

Katherine crossed her arms across her chest to ward off his good humor. “It still doesn’t seem healthy for a little girl like Cora.”

“But she’s got some great ideas.” He rose from his chair, holding out a hand to her. “Come on upstairs, I’ll show you.”

No way would she take that hand. No possible way would she go upstairs with him, where the mysterious Cousin Denny obviously concocted pipe bombs. She would remain planted on the sofa until the overwhelming temptation to feel his fingers locked with hers receded.

With a shock, she felt her traitorous arm snake from safety. She reached toward him, her fingers brushing his. Then sudden, thunderous footsteps on the front porch put the entire scene into pause mode.

The front door banged open with an energy that seemed capable of blasting it from its hinges. Just as Katherine snatched her hand back, twin teenage girls, in a clamor of enthusiasm and high-pitched voices, made their flamboyant entrance.

“Uncle Steve!” one of them squealed, although which of the red-headed girls had spoken Katherine couldn’t tell. They hugged him in turn, as if they hadn’t seen him in years, with all the drama of fourteen-year-olds.

The girls slammed the door shut again, then slung backpacks in quick succession under a table. “We won!” said one twin.

“First place!” her sister said, tossing back her long fall of red hair.

“We’re going to finals!” the first said, feet prancing in an exuberant jig.

Steve gave them each another hug. “Fantastic!” He backed away and turned to Katherine. “Melinda, Theresa, this is Ms. Tipton.”

Katherine rose and the girls gravely shook her hand in turn. Spying their white cotton gloves, Katherine asked, “You’re cheerleaders?”

“Ewww,” they squealed in unison, their pretty freckled faces screwed up in disgust. “Yuk.”

Steve laughed. “Melinda and Theresa perform synchronous traffic direction.”

“Synchronous...” Katherine’s voice trailed off as she took in the khaki-trimmed-with-red camp shirt and shorts the girls wore. Neatly lettered plastic nametags were pinned to their pocket flaps and whistles dangled around their necks.

“They’re top of their division,” Steve continued proudly. “If they win the state finals, they go on to National.”

The girls cheered at the top of their lungs, rivaling Cousin Denny’s noise production, while Steve pumped his arm triumphantly.

“Do you want to see?” Melinda asked Katherine.

As Katherine scrambled for a response, Theresa asked Steve, “Which one should we show her?”

He squeezed Theresa’s shoulder. “I’m partial to the flooded intersection routine, myself.”

“Four Lanes Become One,” the girls chimed, jumping up and down.

“You’ll love this,” Steve said to Katherine, steering her to the sofa. “You have the music?” he asked Theresa.

She looked up from her backpack and handed him an MP3 player. “Right here.”

Steve popped the player into a nearby dock while the girls positioned themselves side-by-side, one slightly behind the other. When he saw they were ready, he pushed the play button and hurried to sit beside Katherine. John Philip Sousa rocketed from the dock speakers. Katherine was sure she saw the windows bow from the noise.

Steve shouted in her ear, “They practice every day.” Katherine nodded wanly.

The girls began to march in place, their white-sneakered feet stepping in tandem. Then as the music blared on, they leaped and swung their arms in perfect unison, pointing and gesturing to imaginary irate drivers. They frequently punctuated the routine with the shrilling whistles, the high-pitched sound nearly finishing the damage to Katherine’s eardrums begun by the loud music.

Through it all, Steve grinned, bouncing gently in time to the music. He kept his arm on the back of the sofa and whenever the girls executed a particularly difficult maneuver or twirl, he brought it down to give Katherine a squeeze. Katherine knew it was just an expression of his enthusiasm, but each time the flexing of his muscles across her shoulders unsettled her. His touch set the world a-tilt until even synchronous traffic cops seemed an everyday occurrence.

The music faded in a last blare of horns and tumble of drums. Her ears still ringing, Katherine managed to smile politely at the girls, and congratulate them on their win. But Steve’s arm had somehow ended up draped across her shoulders. When the girls raced each other upstairs, Katherine barely noticed their departure.

Steve’s fingers stroked her upper arm. “Aren’t they great?”

If he meant his fingers, she wholeheartedly agreed. She felt the imprint of each one through the navy linen of her suit. If Alan’s touch felt that vivid, she probably would have married him by now.

Alan! Her almost betrothed. Good Lord, what was she doing playing snugglies with another man? With the father of one of her students?

She bolted upright, jerking away from Steve. “We have to do something about Cora.”

He leaned into the corner of the sofa. If he felt anything from their recent contact, he didn’t show it. “I think we’ve handled the situation well.”

Katherine locked her hands together, placing them primly in her lap. “But she can’t keep breaking the rules.”

He gazed at her sidelong. “Maybe you’re too hard-nosed about rules.”

Katherine stiffened. “You think children shouldn’t have guidelines?”

“Of course they should.” He waved his hand as if that were a trivial issue. “But some of your rules seem to be more for the benefit of adults than children.”

A belief Katherine herself secretly held, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “The teachers need the rules. With thirty students to a classroom—”

“Stop,” he said, fingertips pressed to her lips. Katherine’s eyes widened at the shock of that contact. He pulled his hand away before he continued. “Let’s not talk about thirty kids. Let’s talk about one. Cora.”

“But all the others—”

He touched her lips again, cutting off her words. It would be so easy to press a kiss against his fingers.

“Let’s talk about one,” he said softly, roughness edging his voice.

Katherine nodded, mute, and his hand dropped away again. “That little girl went through hell in Mexico. She saw things that no child should at her age.”

“But the other children...” Katherine began, then halted when it looked as if he would touch her again. She fixed her eyes on his, warning him off. “Some of the others have had it rough right here. That doesn’t mean we should let them do whatever they please.”

Impatience narrowed his eyes. “Of course not. But children need more flexibility. A rule that works for one child may not work for another.”

“We can’t have different rules for different children!”

“Why not?” he asked, pinning her with his coppery gaze.

“Because...” She blinked, waiting for the words to come to her. “Because...”

The question seemed so obvious, why couldn’t she think of an answer? To her dismay, she fell back on one of her mother’s platitudes. “We must have a strict set of rules. Otherwise we’d have anarchy.”

“I say love should take precedence over order,” he said, wiping away her reasoned logic with one preposterous, tantalizing statement.

And darned if that old fortune didn’t jump up again. Love is waiting for you.

She squashed the notion like a bug. She was about to respond to Steve when the sudden, excited cry of “Daddy!” erupted from upstairs. Steve turned and took a breath as if to call out a reply.

Then with a shudder that rattled the windows, another explosion blasted through the house. On the heels of that noise came Corazón’s terrified scream.

Steve vaulted over the sofa and scaled the stairs three at a time. Katherine kicked off her spike heels, rounded the sofa and raced after him.


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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CHAPTER 2

 

 

Katherine was only halfway up the stairs when Steve propelled himself around the top newel post and down the hall. Katherine pelted after him, the gallery of family photos and ornate mirrors a blur in the long hallway.

Steve skidded to a stop at the end of the hall. Katherine rammed into him. His arms wrapped around her and he staggered backwards. Not bothering to disentangle her, he dragged her through the open door. She gave the small bathroom a cursory look, glimpsed a gaunt, bespectacled figure. Cousin Denny? Corazón sat in the bathtub, awash with red.

Oh, God, she’s bleeding. Katherine squeezed her eyes shut as her stomach lurched at the mere thought of blood. She knew if she looked again, she’d disgrace herself, so she peered up at Steve’s face instead. She’d gauge the extent of Corazón’s injury based on Steve’s reaction. If he didn’t appear too horrified, she’d screw up her courage to look again.

Still clinging to his shoulders, she steeled herself for his fear, his grief. She prepared herself to extend sympathy.

When his expression froze for another long moment, she squeaked out, “Should I call 911?”

He glanced at her. She realized that he was not only unconcerned, he was holding back a smile. Delight danced in his gaze.

“No need,” he managed with a grin. Then a chuckle worked its way up from his chest that shook his body. He leaned against the doorjamb, laughing, his hands on Katherine’s waist, holding her to him. Confused, then angry, Katherine tugged away from him to see what was so funny.

Corazón sat in the bathtub, a startled look on her face, red trickling down her cheeks and dripping from her dark hair. More red stained her white T-shirt and pooled in a pair of plastic safety goggles around her neck. Katherine felt a familiar dizziness at the sight of all that red.

“She’s bleeding!” Katherine shouted at Steve, her voice echoing in the small bathroom.

He kept laughing, shaking his head, wiping away tears. She heard another guffaw, like a moose call, and whirled to see Cousin Denny folded over with mirth, his thin, salt-and-pepper hair falling across his forehead. Even Cora, red still tracing her cheeks, burst into childish giggles.

“Ms. Tipton,” she scolded, “this isn’t blood. It’s starbaby soda.”

Katherine swallowed her queasiness with an effort. “Starbaby soda?”

Steve managed to squelch his laughter. “Strawberry soda. That’s what all that red stuff is.”

Katherine took a cautious step closer and touched a finger to the red liquid smearing the white tile shower stall. “Cora’s not hurt?”

Cousin Denny pushed aside Cora’s bangs. “Got in the way of the bottle cap trajectory is all. Banged her on the forehead.”

“Let’s take a look,” Steve said, brushing past Katherine. A frisson of awareness shuddered down Katherine’s spine, adding to her confusion.

Steve sat on the bathtub edge, turning Cora’s head. His thumb passed lightly across the angry pink knot just below the girl’s hairline. “You were wearing your goggles, weren’t you, mija?”

Cora looked offended. “Of course, Daddy.”

“She sure was,” Cousin Denny confirmed. “I just pushed ‘em out of the way to check the damage.”

Cora nodded solemnly, then looked at Katherine. “I always wear my goggles when Cousin Denny blows up bottles.”

Katherine could only stare. Safety goggles? Blowing up bottles? She had to clear her throat twice before she could speak. “You’re making explosives?”

Cousin Denny guffawed again, then reached into the bathroom sink. It was filled with ice, Katherine realized, and a half-dozen glass soda bottles filled with red liquid.

“Soda,” he said, pulling a bottle free. He held it out to Katherine. “Make all kinds. Orange, strawberry, grape, root beer.”

“I see,” Katherine said, although she didn’t. She took the bottle from him, holding it gingerly as if it would detonate in her hand.

“No danger from that one,” Cousin Denny reassured her. “That’s a low-carb sample. Part of the control group. Here, I’ll show you.” He reclaimed the bottle and shook it vigorously.

Katherine couldn’t help her whimper as she backed away. Somehow her feet tangled with Steve’s and she ended up plopping into his lap. He threw one arm around her, the other bracing himself so they didn’t fall into the tub. Even as her mind told her to get up, Katherine’s body leaned blissfully into his hard chest, nestled on the firm cushion of his lap.

It was his hand curving around her waist that woke her up. She sprang to her feet, her cheeks warming as she looked down at Steve. He smiled, his eyes bright with humor and a sweet invitation that reached inside Katherine and caught her breath.

Steve rose and kept his gaze matched to hers. He stood so near, he nearly touched her, had to touch her. Katherine knew she couldn’t let him and she tried to step back. But her feet, traitors that they were, moved forward, moved closer.

Then Cousin Denny released the cap on the soda bottle and a shower of strawberry soda burst from the bottle. The sound of the soda slapping and puddling on the white tile floor jolted Katherine’s attention away from Steve.

Corazón squealed with delight. She reached out to her father for a hand up and climbed out of the bathtub. Grabbing up a stack of paper cups from the toilet tank, she held out cups for Cousin Denny as he poured. She passed soda first to Katherine, then her father, before she took one for herself.

Katherine breathed deeply to gather her control back around her. Then she made the mistake of watching Steve drink, riveted by the strong motions of his throat. She distracted herself with the soda, taking a cautious sip.

The delicious tart taste surprised her. It was nothing like the stuff she usually drank from a can.

“You made this?” she asked after she’d finished the sample.

Cousin Denny nodded, pushing gold-rimmed glasses up on his nose. “Easy as pie. Trick is in the yeast. Too little and you got no fizz. Too much and watch out. Carbonation rockets.”

The noises Katherine had heard downstairs began to make sense. “So those bangs and pops...”

“My high-carb samples,” Cousin Denny confirmed. “Looking for just the right balance of yeast and sugar. Make the perfect soda.”

Steve took the bottle from Cousin Denny. He leaned over to fill Katherine’s cup, steadying her hand with his as he poured. Katherine jerked at the contact, spilling soda on her hand. She chanced a look at Steve. He gazed at her hand as if he wanted nothing more than to sip the drink from her skin.

Katherine guzzled her second cup of soda as Steve served himself another helping. “I keep telling him that what he’s got now is darn good, but Cousin Denny’s a perfectionist.”

“What do you plan to do when you get it right?” Katherine asked, proud at how nearly she’d controlled the trembling in her voice. “Market it?”

“Market it?” Cousin Denny looked puzzled. “Sell it, you mean? Oh I don’t want to sell it.”

“Then why...” Katherine flung a hand out, gesturing around the bathroom. “Why all this testing?”

Cousin Denny shrugged. “Research, I guess.”

Cora loudly sipped the last of her soda. “Cousin Denny’s always ‘sperimenting.”

Steve tipped the bottle toward her. “Can I give you more?” Katherine took one look at the irresistible curve of his mouth and shook her head.

She turned resolutely to Cousin Denny. “Are you a scientist then?”

“Nope.” Cousin Denny swirled the inch of soda left in the bottle, eyeing the sludge his motions kicked up. “Don’t like the looks of that yeast.”

“Cousin Denny just likes to experiment,” Steve said. “He spent the summer raising dandelions.”

“Raising?” Katherine managed. “Dandelions?”

“Taraxacum officinale.” Cousin Denny gave the bottle another shake, then dumped its contents down the bathtub drain.

Steve laughed, the sound warm and rich. “Drove my father half-mad. Dad spent all of July and August pulling ‘em, but Cousin Denny just kept planting more.”

Katherine put a hand to her temple to rub some sense into her brain. “Why, er...why...” She couldn’t quite figure out a tactful way to phrase the question. Obviously Cousin Denny was unhinged.

“Studying seed dispersal,” Cousin Denny answered. “Propagation rate.”

“I see.” Katherine murmured.

Steve grinned. “That’s Cousin Denny. Just loves to experiment.”

“All done?” Cora asked. When Katherine nodded, the little girl plucked the paper cup from her and slam-dunked it in the tiny bathroom wastebasket.

Steve tipped the last bit of soda from his cup, swiping a drop from his chin with his finger. Then his eyes locked on hers as he sucked his finger clean. Mesmerized, Katherine watched his movements, the breath leaving her lungs in a rush.

“Here, mija,” he murmured, handing his daughter the crushed cup, his gaze never leaving Katherine’s.

Suddenly spontaneous combustion didn’t seem that preposterous a notion. She wondered fancifully if the flames would start licking her skin first, or if they’d originate from the searing heat between her legs.

“Ms. Tipton.” Cora’s voice tapped dimly on Katherine’s consciousness. “You’re steppin’ in the soda, Ms. Tipton.”

She stared stupidly at her feet as something cold and wet finally registered between her stockinged toes. Somehow she’d planted herself right in the middle of a puddle of red.

“Oh!” she said, stepping hastily back.

“Sit down on the tub,” Steve said, reaching for a towel. He grinned wolfishly. “I’ll help you clean them off.”

“No thank you,” Katherine replied primly, seizing the towel from his hands. “I can do it myself.”

She stepped inside the tub and sat on the edge with her back to him. As she rinsed each foot under the spigot, soaking her stockings in the process, she was aware of his amused grin without even looking. She dried herself with the towel, her hands slowing as she imagined Steve performing that service with sensual attention.

She bit back the image, giving herself a mental scold. Knees pressed tight together, she turned and lifted her feet over the edge, taking care to keep the red lace under control. Skirting the soda pond and Steve’s delectable presence, she left the bathroom, no doubt leaving damp footprints in her wake.

It was only once she stood in the hallway, staring down at the profusion of cabbage roses on the carpet runner, that she realized nothing had been settled about Corazón. Agitated, she shifted from foot to foot, the prospect of yet another go-round with Steve Walker both appalling and all too appealing.

She rounded on her heel and took one step into the bathroom. Unfortunately, Steve stepped out and she found her arms full of him. Her hands flexed involuntarily on the warm flannel of his shirt before she snatched them away.

She backpedaled, increasing the distance between them. “Must you sneak up on a person, Mr. Walker?”

“Steve,” he reminded her. “I thought you’d gone downstairs.”

Corazón nudged under his arm, safety goggles still around her neck, face sticky with soda. “Can I help Cousin Denny clean up?”

“Drink the rest of the soda, you mean.” Steve eased the goggles over her head. “Go take a shower, mija, and get into clean clothes.” Cora scowled, mouth open as if to protest. “Cora,” Steve warned.

The little girl wriggled in rebellion but when Steve pointed down the hallway, Cora stomped away without a word. She ran the last few feet and disappeared into a room at the other end of the hall. “Showers,” he mused. “A fate worse than death to a second-grader.”

“Worse than fooma bugs?” Katherine asked, surprising herself with the question.

Steve laughed. “Fooma bugs are a piece of cake to a second-grader. They have it all over us old folks when it comes to game apps.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Katherine said. She clamped down on the little flutter inside that Steve’s laughter incited. “I’ve never played a game app.”

His eyes widened in mock horror. “Never?”

She shook her head in response.

“What about computer games?” he asked.

She shook her head again. “No apps, no computer games.”

“Arcade games?”

She gave him a scathing look. He smiled at her and said in a musing tone, “No, I guess you wouldn’t.”

“I’ve never even been inside a video game arcade.”

“You must not have kids, then.”

“No,” she confirmed. “And if I did, I wouldn’t permit electronic games in the house.”

“No nieces or nephews either?”

“An eight-year-old nephew,” she said, sweeping a strand of hair behind her ear. “I always give him books or educational toys for his birthday.”

He leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. Katherine’s traitorous gaze strayed to the vee where his shirt parted. She could just make out the sandy curls nestling there.

“Some apps are educational,” he commented and Katherine’s attention snapped to his face. His mouth folded into a smile as if he knew exactly what she’d been contemplating.

“Those kind of games are junk food for the brain.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “They’re fun. And most of them, at least mine, are challenging enough to give your mind a good workout.”

She sniffed. “I’m sure you enjoy playing the games you have. Even I enjoy McDonald’s once in a while. But I wouldn’t want a steady diet of it.”

“But you’ve never even tried them,” he protested.

“There are plenty of things bad for me that I don’t need to try.” He pushed off from the wall. “You’re saying computer games and apps are bad for you?”

“I’m saying they’re not good for you. They’re nothing more than a waste of time.”

He opened his mouth, then clamped it shut again. He turned from her, shoving his hands into his pockets, and glared down the hallway. Anger blared in every line of his body.

Katherine hugged herself around her middle. Why in the world was he so mad? Because he felt he had to defend to her the time he frittered away playing computer games? Why would a grown man be caught up in a such a useless hobby anyway?

Then he whirled and grabbed her arm. “Katherine Tipton, you come with me.” His grip was gentle but implacable as he tugged her down the hall.

She trotted beside him. “Where are we going?”

“To my room.”

Her mind raced in a thousand crazy directions before she reined it in. “Why?”

“Because it’s time you lost your innocence,” he snapped, and Katherine tripped and would have fallen if he hadn’t had a hold of her.

“It’s a little late for that,” she managed, then wished she hadn’t when he arched his brow at her.

“Not for what I have in mind,” he said. Katherine shivered, wondering what kinky acts he might be considering.

He pushed open the door set in the other end of the hallway and pulled her inside. Katherine sighed with delight at her first glimpse of the room. The expansive space extended nearly the width of the house. Ribbon windows filled the far wall from ceiling to cushioned window-seat. She saw a black oak in the back yard spreading its branches toward the house.

Katherine turned, taking in the room’s matte-finish oak dresser and night tables, the green-striped wallpaper. Then her gaze snagged on the massive king-sized four-poster, fixing on the bed and its plush, hunter-green velvet spread.

Surely he didn’t expect her to hop between the covers with him? As she gazed down at the immense mattress, temptation crooked its beckoning finger at Katherine, and she indulged in a brief fantasy of herself in Steve Walker’s arms.

“I’m ready,” he said, his hand cupping her elbow.

She swallowed a gasp as her heart raced at the contact. I’m not, she wanted to shout, although her contrary body certainly was. “R-ready?”

He tipped his head to the opposite side of the room, away from the bed. “I’ve got the game up on the computer.”

Feeling like an idiot, Katherine saw for the first time the elaborate computer set-up arranged on an ornate oak desk, two giant screens almost filling one wall. Mortification flooded her at the X-rated images that had danced in her brain. Thank God the man didn’t read minds.

Then he cocked his brow at her again and Katherine wanted to crawl under the bed. One look at the private amusement in his face and she was sure he’d guessed the direction of her thoughts.

“Let’s take a look,” she said briskly as she crossed the room to the computer.

She sat in one of two office chairs by the desk, smoothing her skirt with care. When he took the other chair for himself, she slanted him a sideways look. His expression was neutral as he reached for the mouse, but one corner of his devilish mouth still tipped up.

Darn the man, Katherine thought as she turned her attention to his hand manipulating the mouse. Even the flexing tendons on the back of his hand fascinated her. With an effort, she transferred her focus to the colorful pattern on the mouse pad. Printed on a purple background was a four-inch yellow star inscribed with a hot pink heart: HeartStar Productions was written above and below the star.

Katherine recognized the HeartStar logo. The company was one of the state’s top ten manufacturers of computer games and apps as well as one of the region’s biggest employers.

Steve rapidly clicked items on the massive screen with the mouse. “I’ll start you off easy, in low-speed mode.”

The screen filled with an image of the yellow star and pink heart. Then the logo disappeared, replaced by Bobo’s Marble Maze and a dizzying animation of multi-colored marbles dashing across the screen.

Steve whisked through the menu selections. Then he pushed aside the mouse and gestured to her. “Just click with the mouse pointer where you want the marble to go in the maze.”

When she didn’t move, he leaned close, challenging her, “You do know how to use a mouse, don’t you?”

She scooted away from him on the wheeled chair. “Of course I do. I just need some room.” She flicked her hand at him in a shooing motion.

With a sardonic grin, he pushed back, giving her a foot of breathing space. She would have preferred more. A couple miles would do nicely. But she nudged into the space he’d left her and put her hand on the mouse.

She was quite skilled with computers, well used to spreadsheets and databases, word processors and scheduling software. She’d never tell Steve, but she’d secretly yearned to try out the solitaire game when she’d first installed her computer. It took her sternest willpower to uninstall it from her hard drive.

She scanned the colorful screen before her, taking in the lines of the simple maze. Next to the word Start, a bold red arrow blinked above a purple marble. The correct direction seemed clear. It was a straight shot all the way to the right of the screen.

Confidently, she moved the mouse pointer to the right hand corner of the maze. She clicked, and the marble moved slowly in that direction. But half-way down, where a part of the maze blinked bright blue, the marble dropped out of sight and a grinning monkey filled the screen.

“Hey!” Katherine winced at the snide, computer-generated laughter. “That’s not fair!”

“Games might be fun, but they don’t have to be fair,” Steve said, reaching across her to return the screen to the original maze. “Try reading the instructions first.” He handed her back the mouse. “Click on Help.”

She did as he suggested and skimmed the text. “So the blinking blue sections are traps. But how do I get past them?”

Steve pointed to the screen. “You go around them. You have to figure out detours that avoid the traps but get you to the end. I’m afraid you’ll have to think.”

She scowled at him and laid her hand on the mouse again. This time, she scrutinized the maze layout until she saw a detour that would take her back to the correct path. She followed her carefully thought-out trail until she’d clicked the marble to the corner that had been her original destination.

A blinking green section lay just beyond her marble’s position. She turned to Steve. “How can I go around that? There’s no alternate path.”

He pointed to the Help menu. Katherine clicked it and scrolled through the instructions. “Oh,” she said, reading. “The green places are escape routes.”

“Jump points.” He laid his hand over hers on the mouse to scroll further down the text. His warmth tingled up her arm, jolting to her middle. “They take you to another dimension. Maybe safer. Maybe more hazardous.”

His hand on hers out-matched any hazard the game might offer. Katherine pulled her hand free, rubbing it surreptitiously in her lap. But his touch remained.

He released the mouse, and Katherine sighed in relief. Short-lived, because he leaned closer and draped his arm across the back of her chair.

“You have a choice, you know,” he told her, his mouth close to her ear.

She held herself rigid against the shivers running up her spine.

“I do?” She blinked in surprise at the throaty sensuality in her voice.

He tapped the green blinking light with his free hand. “You don’t have to jump,” he said. “You can play it safe. Just close the jump point.”

She couldn’t shake the feeling they were talking about something other than computer games here. “How do I do that?”

He gestured to the lower right corner of the screen. “Click on that little lock there. Then you don’t have to take the risk.”

He looked down at her, challenge clear on his face. Katherine scrutinized the blinking green light a moment more, then swung the mouse pointer down to the lock.

“I’ll play it safe,” she said, clicking the button. “Since it’s my first time.”

She expected him to tease her, but he nodded approval. “Good choice. Learn the basics first, then go on to the more advanced stuff.”

She directed her marble past the jump point, now solid green. “You’re still talking as if this were somehow related to real life. As if this game had any importance.”

“Watch out,” he said when she started to turn her marble around a corner. “There’s a hidden trap there. Click here on Show All Traps.”

She did as he suggested, then picked another route. He shifted, his arm pressing against her shoulders. She allowed herself to lean back, just a fraction, into the weight of his arm.

Then he shifted again, and the pressure was gone. “I agree, the game isn’t real.” He pulled his arm from her shoulders and swiveled to prop his feet on the desk. “But games like this can help a child work through real problems.”

Katherine’s mix of disappointment and relief at the lost contact were short-lived. Now his muscular upper arm rested along the length of hers, the movements each time he gestured tugging her attention away from the game. “Oh!” she cried as the marble disappeared and Bobo the monkey taunted her from the screen.

“Click Restart,” he instructed, his arm rubbing along hers as he pointed. “That’s a tough corner. You don’t see the trap until you’re right on it.”

She moved through the maze rapidly on her third try, skirting the site of her latest downfall. She kept her focus on the screen, ignoring Steve’s proximity. “Tell me how you think a game can help with real problems.”

“Depends on the game, of course,” he responded. “Careful!” he warned.

She stopped short, turning to him. Sandy-colored lashes framed his coppery eyes, their sweep tempting her to brush her finger along their tips.

He pointed to the screen. “Double click on that little book icon. That’ll give you a hint on how to proceed.”

She looked away and clicked on the hint book, then skipped around on the suggested detour. She was astonished to realize she only had one straight shot to the end. Unwilling to jeopardize her imminent success, she turned back to Steve. “Any hazards here?” she asked.

He didn’t answer, his attention fixed on something in her lap. With a shock, she recognized his hunger, a male interest she rarely saw in Alan.

She looked down at her lap and saw an inch of red lace frothing from the hem of her staid navy skirt. Her cheeks flaming, she tugged her skirt down with sharp jerks.

“What did you ask?” Steve asked, dropping his feet back to the floor.

“Hazards?” she repeated pointedly.

“No, you’re fine,” he answered, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. “Clear shot.”

Katherine clicked on the blinking End arrow and the marble rolled to the maze exit. As it disappeared, a starburst exploded on the screen and SUCCESS flashed in multi-colored letters.

Katherine couldn’t help but grin. Steve nudged her. “How do you feel?”

“Gratified,” she answered. “Pleased with myself. But it’s not as if this were really any kind of accomplishment.”

“No, but that’s not really the point.” He ran his fingers through his thick, sandy hair. “Imagine a kid with real problems, terrible problems, ones that he or she has absolutely no control over.”

Katherine sighed, nodding. “I know a few dozen like them at the school.”

Steve swiveled his chair toward her, his knees gently knocking against hers. “A game like this, simple, uncomplicated, gives that kid a chance to have control over something. To be able to solve problems all on their own, problems that aren’t overwhelming.”

“I suppose so,” Katherine said slowly. “But some of the games the kids play are terrible. Violent, full of fighting.”

Steve shook his head emphatically. “I don’t allow games like that. I won’t have anything to do with them.” He tapped the monitor. “My games are all like Bobo’s Marble Maze, or Fooma-Fooma, where the creatures are obvious fantasies.”

His games, he’d said. Another reminder of how much time he spent playing on the computer. Problem-solving might be all well and good for a troubled child, but for a grown man? What kind of problems could he have?

Steve leaned across her to reset the screen. “Another game?”

“No thank you.” Katherine backed away out of range of his broad back. “But I’m curious. What is it you do?”

He turned back to her with a grin. “Computer games.”

“That’s your hobby, I understand,” she said. “But what is it you do for a living?”

“Computer games,” he said again as he exited from the maze game and turned off the computer. “Video games sometimes and I’m getting more into apps, but mostly computer games.”

“You play computer games for a living.”

He laughed. “In a manner of speaking. Actually—”

“People really get paid for playing computer games?”

He laughed again, as if she’d told him a particularly clever joke. “Well, sometimes they do, but in my case—”

“Oh, my God.” Katherine stared, unbelieving, at the clock next to the computer. She held up the slim gold watch on her wrist and squinted at the minuscule face. “Good Lord,” she murmured when her own watch confirmed the time. It was six-forty-five! Alan was expecting her for dinner at seven-thirty.

“I’ve got to go,” she said, scrambling to her feet. “Thank you for, ah, an interesting afternoon.” She hurried from the room and down the hall, descending the stairs two at a time.

Steve reached the living room as she was shoving on her heels.

“Call me,” she told him. “We’ll set up another time to discuss Corazón.”

“But—” he began as she headed for the door.

“Sorry, no time now.” She opened the door. “Tomorrow. Give me a call.”

She closed the door behind her and hurried down the porch steps. Just as she reached the end of the walk, she took another quick look at the grounds. Well-shaped photinia shrubs, liquidambar trees losing the last of their golden leaves. Good Lord, the flawless emerald lawn looked as if it had been trimmed with nail scissors.

Just as that thought sprang to mind, she caught sight of someone on hands and knees at the corner of the house. The slight, middle-age man seemed to be searching for something between the blades of grass. Then a glint of silver shimmered and Katherine realized what the man was doing.

Trimming the lawn. With nail scissors.

Katherine must have made a noise because the man looked up at her and waved. Katherine entertained a fleeting image of the grass-trimmer lunging after her with his nail scissors, then squelched the fanciful thought.

She waved at the kneeling man, as if he were performing a perfectly normal act. Then she hurried to her car, running through a list of excuses she could use to cancel her dinner date with Alan.


LOVES ME, LOVES ME NOT
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CHAPTER 3

 

 

“No, Mother.” Katherine cradled her cell phone against her ear and glanced at her desk clock. Forty-five minutes before the first of the school buses pulled up. “No date yet.”

Her mother released one of her patented long-suffering sighs. “We’re already halfway into October. If you’re going to shoot for a June wedding, Katherine Elizabeth, we have to start planning soon.”

Rule number four of Grace Tipton’s Twenty Rules of Good Conduct. All weddings shall take place in June. Never mind that school activities consumed her free time from September to June.

Katherine tried to massage away the headache gathering in her temples. “I wouldn’t plan on June, Mother.” She eyed the aspirin bottle and wondered if she ought to down a third pill. “Alan’s too caught up with tax season in March and April and with so many of his clients filing extensions—”

“I’d almost think the man didn’t want to marry you.” Her mother sniffed.

More like the other way around. She was the one who kept postponing the date. “It’s just that we’re two very busy people. Believe me, you’ll be the first to know when we decide.”

“I should hope so,” her mother shot back. “It takes time to plan an appropriate wedding.”

Rule number six. All weddings shall be appropriate. Katherine listened with only half an ear as her mother launched into the list of tasks crucial to a suitable wedding.

“Got to go, Mother,” Katherine cut her off. “I want to call Alan before the kids start showing up.”

She pressed the end call button on the cell before her mother could say another word. She wiggled her shoulders in her red fitted jacket, but she couldn’t seem to release the tension.

She wouldn’t feel so rotten today if she’d slept better. But after she’d dodged an evening with Alan using a patently false excuse and choked down a rubbery Healthy Meal from the freezer, even two hours of public television couldn’t lull her into restful sleep.

All because of him. Steve Walker. The luscious and delectable computer game nut. When she should have been mooning over her respectable tax accountant almost-fiancé, Alan, she instead dreamed restlessly of a man who spent his days playing computer games.

All night long, she dreamed of him. Or rather, when she wasn’t lost in Bobo’s maze or eluding fooma bugs, she was tumbling, limbs tangled with Steve Walker’s in his massive bed. She could still feel his muscular back under her hands, feel the passion that she knew couldn’t be matched in real life.

In spite of herself, she retrieved her purse from where she’d hung it on the back of her chair and plucked her wallet from amongst the orderly contents. Unzipping the section where she kept an extra hundred in cash and a cherished photo of her father and her together, she pulled out
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