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Dreams of Ecstacy





Playa Martianez was a beautiful beach
and many people sunned themselves, but it was not as crowded as the
other beaches had been.

"Black sand just fascinates me,"
Caitlin said softly. They had left their clothes in the car and
lolled on the beach, with Marty in black swim trunks, his virile,
tanned body on display.

Caitlin had selected several swimsuits,
but the one she wore was a favorite. She took off her white eyelet
smock to reveal a cream-colored top and skirt, both fashioned of
alternating petals of watermelon pink and cream. The skimpy top and
short skirt made Marty whistle lustily, and a number of male heads
turned.

Sitting on the warm, black sand, she
took a big bottle of oil from the beach bag and spread it on
Marty's body, going to the flesh between his ribs where he was
especially sensitive. Washboard abs. Biceps that wouldn't wait.
Pectoral muscles that were to die for, she reflected. As the wild
juices flowed through her body, she thought: There ought to be a
law.

"Watch it, woman," he growled. "I don't
believe in public ravishing. Or can a man ravish his own
wife?"

Caitlin laughed. "You know damn well he
can and you better not."

"I'd tell any judge you were asking for
it. Okay, love, turn the bottle over to me and I'll do my
thing."






 




To my editor, Demetria Lucas, who is
right on the button with everything that adds to readers
'enjoyment.



To Dorothy W., a wonderfully savvy lady
whose love of life and people shines through everything she
does.








 




Acknowledgments





I always thank June M. Bennett, Charles
K. Kanno, and Vivian Fitz Roy for their superb and heartfelt help.
You're the best!








Chapter 1





That mid-afternoon in late September,
Caitlin Costner stood at her floor-to-ceiling office windows in the
art gallery she owned and operated. The September sun filtering
through warmed her and she hugged herself, smiling as she thought
of her friend, Marty Steele, coming into D.C. the next day to stay
a while.

She hadn't let herself realize how
lonely she was until she reflected on him. Old friends were like
wine, she thought now, better as the relationship aged. She and
Marty had so much in common. Her life lay in remembering her
beloved dead husband and little boy, and Marty's pain was a
feckless and beautiful wife who had betrayed him, broken his heart,
then left. They had always been able to help each other.

She smiled again. Tomorrow morning
she'd meet Marty at the airport. It felt so good to anticipate his
arrival.

Her art gallery was thriving. The
Tuskegee Black Eagles exhibit was a big hit, and the gallery
clocked more visitors than ever. Rena, her associate and best
friend, came in.

"You look…"Rena hesitated for a moment,
"well, happier than usual, as if you know something good is going
to happen. “You're still meeting Marty Steele tomorrow
morning?"

"Oh yes. He always gives my spirits a
lift."

Rena chuckled. "Hmmm. He's really
making a name for himself in the art world. Photos of his paintings
make me drool. He's unattached now, and God knows you are. I like
the possibilities."

Caitlin shook her head, looking at her
best friend with deep affection. She couldn't help noticing the
slightly swollen belly that said Rena was two-and-a-half months
pregnant. The sharp ache in her heart made her wince.

"The two of you would make a great
couple," Rena said gently. "When he was here last year, I thought
you were growing closer; then you got cold feet and sent him
away."

Caitlin looked at her levelly. "My life
is set in comfortable emotional concrete now and I'm happier than I
show. Marty and I will always be the best of friends, but anything
more…"

Rena touched her face. "Somehow I don't
think he feels the same. I watched him looking at you when he was
here last year, and his were a wannabe lover's eyes."

Caitlin 's breath caught. "You've got a
vivid imagination. You're so in love with your hubby that you see
love everywhere."

Rena stuck to her guns. "I trust my
instincts, girlfriend, implicitly."

In D.C., at Eighteenth and K Streets
Northwest, Marty Steele leaned forward and stared out the taxi
window. The area was an architectural mix of the new and the old.
His whole body thrummed with anticipation as he thought of Caitlin.
Last summer when he'd been here, she had been the very good friend
she'd always been, gently fending off his advances. Lord, she was
sweet, but she was closed to any world that didn't hold Sylvan
Costner, her late husband, and her son. They were gone, but she
couldn't seem to accept that.

Marty sighed and shook his head. He
wished he were a magician and could pull her love out of some
magical hat. He half closed his eyes. This time he was going to lay
loving siege to her rigid defenses. He knew well the depths of her
love, knew how giving she could be. He smiled wryly. Yeah, he knew
by having watched her with Sylvan and her son. And he, Marty, had
been the beggar on the outside, having to make himself content with
the beautiful Bianca. He swore now that this time was going to be
different. He was enlisting his belief in God and all his angels to
make it so.

In front of the gallery, he tipped the
driver generously and got out, carrying an overnight bag. His
luggage would be sent to

Caitlin's house tonight. He thought it
would be nice if she put him up for a few days. She'd said on the
phone yesterday that she had a surprise for him, and he wondered
about it.

Starting up the short flight of steps
to the gallery, he found he couldn't stop the grin that tugged at
his mouth. His heart drummed as he went inside, past the
receptionist who greeted him warmly. Caitlin's secretary, Nelda,
was coming out of her cubbyhole of an office. An attractive woman
in her early twenties, she smiled brightly, dimpling her cocoa-tan
cheeks.

"Mr. Steele, what a pleasant surprise.
I'll tell Mrs. Costner you're here."

Marty smiled. "Let me surprise
her."

Nelda laughed. "Of course." She loved
romance, and heaven knows Mrs. Costner needed some romance in her
life. And this fine dude would fulfill any woman's
fantasy.

Caitlin had remained standing at the
windows after Rena went out. She felt pensive, quieter than when
Rena left her, but tomorrow would be different. Maybe she didn't
love him, but Marty was always fun. He made her laugh and she was
grateful. Then she was deep in thought as she heard the door open
softly. She didn't turn around because she was expecting Rena to
come back. Gasping a bit, she felt strong, masculine fingers cover
her eyes. For a moment, she stood still, inhaling a delightful
musky and expensive men's cologne.

She laughed and patted the fingers over
her eyes. "Who is this?"

"Well, I plan to be your Excedrin
number-one headache for a while," the rich baritone voice drawled
as he removed his hands from her face.

Caitlin turned and flung her arms
around Marty Steele. "You rascal! You weren't supposed to get in
until tomorrow, and I was to meet your plane."

Her old friend's arms went around her
in a tender, gentle embrace.

"Cait, Cait," he murmured. "It's so
good to see you again. We've got a whole lot to talk
about."

It felt wonderful to have him hold her
like this. His big hands gently squeezed her shoulders. "I came
early because it's your wedding anniversary and I didn't want you
to be alone again."

She touched his face. "You were always
so thoughtful, sending flowers, calling me every year, even when
Bianca didn't want you to."

"I knew you first. Bianca got used to
it, and it wasn't as if she didn't have her own way to go
..."

Caitlin glanced at him, at the
bitterness that filmed his handsome features. His marriage had been
as filled with hell as hers had been filled with heaven. Now both
those liaisons were in the sorrowful past.

"I'm sorry," she said softly, "for both
of us. You're going to be here a while, you said, and I've got the
townhouse ready for you."

"Thank you. I arranged to have my
luggage sent to your house because I wasn't sure where you'd put
me." Wryly, he mocked his disappointment that he wouldn't be at her
house, closer to her.

"That's fine. You'll love your house.
The upper floors are so sunny and I had a loft built. I want to
always rent to artists only. They appreciate things like
that."

"You'd better believe it. I want to
take you to dinner tonight. Somewhere quiet, homey."

She shook her head. "I need to stay in.
I had a solitary dinner planned, and I'd love to have you to share
it, but thanks for the invitation. Marty, I'm so glad you're here.
Let's sit down."

"I can't just now. I'm too keyed up
from the trip, from looking forward to seeing you
again."

"Me too." He looked at her in a certain
new way she couldn't decipher. Had he always been this magnetic,
this handsome? she wondered. At six foot two, the smoothly rippling
muscles under his black silk Armani suit did him full justice and
the black silk turtleneck sweater flattered his rough, coal-black
hair.

Marty's face was red tinged and
leathery, and his heavy, silken, black eyebrows helped to define
the black-olive eyes that missed nothing. People of other races
often mistook him for another race, but his slightly flared nose
and a sense of close kinship immediately let African Americans know
he was "one of ours." She had seen him so seldom in the past few
years.

He paced restlessly. "Lord, you're
thirty-three and I'm thirty-five. Where have the years
gone?"

"I wish I knew."

"Your gallery seems to be
flourishing."

"We're doing well, but there's been
trouble."

He looked at her sharply.
"Oh?"

"One of Sylvan's paintings was stolen
recently. It was kept in the vault and was outside to be
photographed for a Post article. We've never had anything stolen
before, never needed guards, but I've recently hired a young female
ex-cop."

Marry stood frowning. "Was it a special
painting?"

"Yes. Wild Storm at Sea."

He whistled. "The thief's got taste.
That was one of Sylvan's best."

"It was one of my favorites, too," she
said quietly, "if not my favorite."

"The cops are running it
down?"

"They've been really good with this. I
understand a couple of other galleries have been hit." She paused.
"You're staring at me."

"I always did. Does it bother
you?"

"No. It's just that when a man grows
used to a woman as beautiful as Bianca, doesn't it spoil him for
other women?"

Marty drew her to a navy leather sofa
and they sat close to each other. "You never really believed in
your own beauty, Cait. No, you're certainly not perfect, but with
my artist's eye I see everything in you I value." His long fingers
caressed her cheek as she sat very still. "Silken skin the color of
darkest honey, healthy earth-brown hair, golden-brown eyes under
sooty eyelashes that're sinfully long in an oval face.

"Your body, Cait, is one I would never
tire of painting. Lush lines, too many curves for some, but not for
me. Breasts that could pillow my head forever, swell with my hands
cupped around them. And your hips and legs were fashioned by a
master. I've never done it before, but I'm going to paint you, and
soon."

Caitlin drew in a sharp breath. He
shouldn 't be talking like this, she fretted. This was her old
friend, her very old friend. And yet this man before her was almost
a stranger—an exciting stranger.

She changed the subject. "Did you eat
on the plane? There's a Starbucks near here. Do you still drink
lots of coffee?"

He nodded. "Yeah, and the health
writers are beginning to say it could be good for me. A recent
study found a lower incidence of diabetes in heavy coffee
drinkers."

"Interesting. I haven't heard or read
that, but then I've been very busy."

"Too busy, I suspect. As for food, I
did eat a decent meal on the plane. Spanish airlines serve good
food, so I don't need anything else right now. You shouldn't be
working today, so be good to yourself. Rena can take
over."

Caitlin smiled impishly and rolled her
eyes. "She can and you're taking me over."

His face was grave, intense. "I don't
mean to take you over, as much as I'd like to. You're a sleeping
beauty, my dear, and I'd like to be the one who wakes you up to
life again."

His words and his hypnotic voice were
getting to her. It had been so long since she'd felt desire swell
in her like this and she swallowed hard. She wasn't ready for deep
feelings for any man who wasn't Sylvan. She had dedicated her life
to Sylvan and her tiny son, now dead, and it had been
enough.

"You're right," she said suddenly.
"I'll turn things over to Rena and take you to your place. I'm sure
you're tired. I think you'll like it."

They walked out into the large gallery,
with its stark white walls and patches of coral, black, and
aquamarine. Rena came to

them and hugged Marty. Rena laughed.
"Hey, you're looking a little worse for wear, but gorgeous as
usual. If you ever decide to play around ..."

Marty laughed uproariously. The very
dark chocolate, exquisitely beautiful Rena and he always flirted.
Now she was two-and-a-half months pregnant and beginning to
show.

He grinned, pointedly looking at her
abdomen. "But what on earth are we gonna do about hubby? As I
remember, he's pretty big and plenty possessive. And
congratulations, Rena. You'll make a great mother."

Caitlin's breath shallowed. Already it
had begun to be rough being with Rena as she expanded with her
child. Caitlin bit her lip. She had had a son once and a man who
filled her life. Now her life was comprised of her work, a few good
friends, and memories. But she felt her memories of Sylvan and
Sylvan Junior were more satisfying than a life with someone
else.

Costner Art Gallery was in the
Adams-Morgan area of D.C. One of the most multicultural areas in
the city, its charm was legendary. The houses were mostly old,
mostly brick, and well built. The cream-colored stucco townhouse
Marty would occupy was only ten blocks from the art gallery and
four blocks from Caitlin's own red brick house.

As they walked along, Marty looked
around him. "I always liked Adams-Morgan when I visited here. This
is where I hung out, you remember? It's quite a place, a bit like
Paris."

"I like it, but it's changing. Gangs
are getting a toehold here."

They were on the sidewalk of an avenue
and the median strip was planted with small shrubbery that
flourished in late September. Marty took her hand as they prepared
to cross the street.

"It's such a magnificent day," Caitlin
said. "I could pass the afternoon just ambling along in this warm
sunlight."

"I'll do just that with you if you ask
me nicely."

Caitlin laughed. "I want to show you
your digs, then we'll think about it."

They prepared to cross the street.
Then, like a surreal action, a big, black car with tinted windows
headed straight for Caitlin. Marty's big hands swiftly pulled her
back.

"What the hell?" he raged as he held
her close. "What's going on here?"

For a long moment Caitlin couldn't
speak. Her heart raced painfully, with drumbeats resounding through
her body. "Oh my God," she whimpered.

He held her fast as her knees
threatened to give way under her. Her throat was dust dry and her
body shook with chills.

"I'll tell you about it," she managed
to say.

He still held her close. "You told me
when I last called that you had witnessed a gang shooting and might
have to testify. Could this have something to do with
that?"

Her voice was taut with resolution.
"Probably. They're not going to frighten me."

"Maybe they should," he said
grimly.

"No. I live in this neighborhood and I
love it. The gangs aren't going to drive me out. I'm so glad you're
here."

"So am I, and I'm gonna take care of
you."

Pressed against him, she wanted to stay
in his arms and feel the way she hadn't felt for so long a
time.

Without wanting to, she gloried in
every inch of his splendid body, hard and virile against her own
softness. Then she came to herself, thinking someone had almost run
her down, and here she could think of nothing save Marty's arms
around her, holding her so tightly she couldn't breathe. She was
grateful for the safety he offered, but terrified of the new danger
she felt with the gangs and now with him.

Marry felt hot tears fill his eyes as
he continued to hold her close. "Are you sure you're all right?"
His voice was sharp with anxiety.

Her voice trembled with emotion. "Yes,
thanks to you. I'm glad you were with me."

"That was deliberate, Cait. We're going
to the nearest police station."

"Yes, they need to know about this.
Don't be too concerned, Marty. There's been talk about a growing
drug problem in this neighborhood, complete with turf wars. I know
there's drag racing. It's probably some stupid kids on drugs and
having a joyride."

"It's mid-afternoon," Marty scoffed.
"Doesn't that kind of activity begin later?"

"I've heard them racing as early as
this." She expelled a harsh breath. "You can't hold me forever,
Marty. Don't worry so much. I'll first try calling the police. In
this neighborhood we work with them and they'll take a telephone
report and send someone out if we're lucky."

"This needs to be handled as quickly as
possible, Cait."

"And it will," she said, wriggling out
of his arms.

Strong sunlight beat down on them as
they crossed the street and went into the white stucco townhouse
with the dark blue tiled roof.


Chapter 2





Marty turned to Caitlin in the cool,
white living room. "You seem so calm, so collected," he said
gently, "but I know you, my girl. You've got to be really shaken up
by what just happened."

Caitlin's heart beat faster at the
tender concern in his voice. "Don't worry so. Gangs have just made
plans to move into the neighborhood and we're going to hand them
the surprise of their low-life lives."

"Be careful. Those guys can play rough.
A lot of them feel they don't have much to live for."

Caitlin laughed shortly. "Have you ever
known me to back down from a worthwhile fight?"

He placed a hand on the side of her
shoulder. "I don't want you hurt. You're my best friend, precious
to me, and I intend to keep you close, protect you. I want to talk
with the police about what's going on."

"And I'll introduce you to a detective
who's very involved." She stopped suddenly, all too aware of his
black-olive eyes narrowed on her. "Well, what do you think of your
new digs? Of course if we keep standing here, you can't give me a
good answer."

He shrugged. "I think you know my
tastes. If the rest of the place is like what I see from here, I'm
captivated. Can't wait to get to work. How's your painting coming
along?"

"My painting," she echoed him. "I'm
afraid it's getting short shrift."

"Why?"

She found it hard talking with him when
his eyes tenderly watched her like this. A small chill of fear went
through her. His

big, muscular body radiated heat like a
still summer day. She was a reserved, cool woman with deep fires.
"I'm afraid I'm busy with the gallery," she said slowly.

His big hands took her shoulders.
"You're too good an artist to neglect your painting, and I don't
think you've ever realized how good you are. Your flower paintings
rival Georgia O'Keeffe's in her younger days."

"Thank you," she said formally,
pleased. "My best efforts always went to supporting Sylvan. He was
the genius of our family."

"I know," he said slowly, "but you've
got your own genius to nurture. I want to help you do
that."

She smiled then. "You're generous. I've
read all the comments in the art publications. The critics have
worshipped you since you've been in Europe, and even before you
left the U.S., critics sang your praises loud and long. What was it
they dubbed you? Ah yes, the "Soul Master." And you deserve it
all."

Marty drank in his friend's warmth, the
face that held a deep humanity that went past surface beauty. He
found himself getting lost in the depths of those golden-brown eyes
and the thickly fringed black lashes. He ran his tongue over dry
lips. "You're leaning away. This isn't about me; it's about you. I
don't want to crowd you, but I want to get to know you even
better."

They stood near the door and she felt
he had backed her against a wall and held her his willing prisoner.
She told herself: Be straight with him from the beginning. So she
told him, "Sylvan will always be my life, Marty, even though he's
dead. I've dedicated my life to him and to my dead
child."

He pressed her shoulders hard. "You're
wrong, you know. Life is for the living. You could have another
love, another child, other children."

Heresy, her heart cried; she wanted no
other life. She drew a deep breath. "You know," she said slowly,
"he died five years ago. He wanted his paintings held for five
years before I begin to release his genius to the world. I've
worked hard, Marty, to make

his dreams come true. Will you help me?
I feel selfish asking it. I know you've got your own work, but I'll
appreciate any help you can give me."

He smiled a bit. "Of course I will. We
once called ourselves The Four Musketeers. 'You and Sylvan, your
twin, Caleb, and me. We prided ourselves on being among Pratt's
finest, and we were going to have it all." His smile deepened. "I
had a crush on you, wanted you for my girl, but Adonis Sylvan put
an end to all that. You two married just after you graduated and
you never looked at another man ..."

For a moment she couldn't get her
breath and she felt the sting of acid tears behind her eyelids as
she continued in a shaky voice. "Then our son was born and no two
people were ever happier." She was silent a long moment. "But it
ended on an upstate New York road when a tractor trailer plowed
into the back of Sylvan's car and he and Caleb were killed
instantly."

He took her in his arms, held her
against the remembered pain. "I'm so sorry," he said, taking a
fresh handkerchief from his pants pocket and blotting her
tears.

"I know you are. You helped me so much.
You were always there for me. I had Sylvan's son, Sylvan Junior,
and my love for him was truly fierce, but I grieved Sylvan so hard
I couldn't properly care for my baby. He had a strep throat, caught
pneumonia and died so quickly I couldn't believe it." Her voice
went still. "My baby needed me and I failed him. How can I ever
forgive myself?" Talking about it hurt, but it soothed her
too.

He shook her lightly. "Don't do this to
yourself, Cait," he said gently. "Great love like the love you had
for Sylvan sometimes carries its own price. You were shattered and
you did the best you could."

"No, I should have done much more for
my son. I was his mother. He was so little, so
helpless..."

"You can have other children. Stop
punishing yourself."

"And can I have another Sylvan? Marty,
let me tell you, some people are damned to love only once in their
lives. You

read about them, hear about them every
day. Some die when a mate dies. I intended to keep living for my
child. Did you ever truly know how much I wanted to die when Sylvan
Junior died?"

"Yes, I knew."

"And you did everything to help me, but
I couldn't feel you, couldn't feel anything. Finally, you gave me
the courage to go on with my memories. Did you also know
that?"

"I'm glad. Now I want you to go further
and come out of your shell. Today is your wedding anniversary. I
want you to get dressed or not get dressed, as you will. There's a
Spanish restaurant I visited several times the last time I was
here. It's dark, quiet, has wonderful food and a great wine list. I
know you said you wanted to stay in, but let me dominate you a bit
here. You need to be waited on."

"Oh Marty, I..." she began, but
suddenly the idea appealed to her. "Okay, let's do it." She knew
the place, he mentioned well and liked the strolling violinists who
performed in the evening, liked the ambience of; the
place.

They walked over the rest of the first
and second floors and he complimented her taste in
decor.

"I stocked the kitchen with items I
thought you wanted and I'll go shopping with you for other things,"
she told him.

"Hey," he said, grinning, "one day I'll
fix you my Puerto rabbit stew with its special sauce."

"Good. I'll look forward to that. A
Puerto de la Cruz delicacy."

"You'd better believe it. One day
you've got to go to Puerto. Sylvan always loved it when we lived
there summers when we were students. You were always too busy to
go."

She thought a moment. "Speaking of
Puerto, Bianca's leaving really tore you up. I wanted you to come
here so I could help you the way you helped me. Has time done any
good at all? It doesn't always."

He rubbed his nose with his forefinger.
"It's been two years and yes, I'm better. Betrayal is a dirty
business, Cait. It's a knife

in your heart that never seems to stop
twisting. But I find the knife has slowed since I've seen
you."

"You haven't been here a
day."

"I was dreaming on the way over and in
the limousine coming from the airport. Then I saw you, and I've
been with you for two hours now and it helps more than I would have
believed. Count yourself a miracle worker."

She touched his ruddy face, laughed.
"You always look like you've got a sunburn. Such healthy skin.
You're - a throwback."

"Yeah, to an Indian
grandfather—Cherokee— and a renegade white grandfather who wanted
to marry his Black love on the other side. It all came out in
me."

"You're a handsome, sexy man who's
getting the world at his feet, and you deserve it. Do you know how
valuable you are? I'm so glad you're my friend."

He raised his eyebrows. "If I don't
know my own worth, we go well together. You certainly never have
known yours. Sylvan covered you, kept you for himself. You were so
completely wrapped up in him, you never came to know who you really
are. I want to help you develop into the woman you were meant to
be."

Fear began in Caitlin's tense body and
she heard his words, fought them. "My life is pretty much set," she
said as her voice went hoarse with stress. "Don't try to change it,
Marty. I'm as happy as I have any right to be the way I
am."

His eyes held hers. "You have every
right to be completely happy, Cait. You've got to give yourself a
chance. Give me a chance."

On impulse he hugged her tightly and
thrills went through him like small rockets. His loins were fierce
with wanting her, but he didn't crave conquering just her body, but
knowing her heart and her soul. She was so soft, so tender. Her
five-eight-and-a-half-inch body fit well against him and he felt
sick with needing to stroke her, comfort her. A mocking voice in
his head said he wanted to possess her warmth, know her in every
possible way. But he could, he would, wait.

"You're still on the rebound, friend,"
she told him. "We've always been close since college. We had an
incredibly good time, all wild and carefree. You offered me
compassion then and you offer it now, and I'm grateful. I'm sorrier
than you know at how much Bianca hurt you. You loved her so much
and she's so beautiful."

Caitlin reflected that Bianca's
grandmother had been a brown baby, the offspring of Black American
G.I.'s and European women. Those bloodlines had come together to
make a woman whose beauty was breathtaking.

After a moment, he said, "Thank you.
Bianca has beautiful physical features. I've painted her many times
and never been satisfied with my work. Finally, I understood why.
Bianca has no soul. She has sensations, but she doesn't truly feel.
You thrum, Cait, with deep, deep feelings. You're a hot-blooded,
passionate, sexual, sensual woman."

He stopped then before he could tell
her how much he wanted her and frighten her away.

Beginning to relax more than she wanted
to, caught by the hypnotic cadence of Marty's voice, Cait patted
his arm lightly.

"You're in great shape," she teased
him, seeking to •change his somber mood. "Let's go and see your
loft."

Once upstairs, they passed a bedroom
with the door open. The colors were dark and light blue with tomato
red and yellow touches. "Right away, I'm more attracted to this
room," he said. "I'll sleep well here."

"But you haven't seen the
others."

"I get stuck on some things I see and
don't need to see others." His look said he was talking about more
than bedrooms. He closed his eyes against an onslaught of fantasies
of her naked beneath him. His voice got hoarse as he told her,
"Let's move on, Cookie." That had always been his pet name for her.
Sylvan had had no pet names for her.

On the third floor, Marty reflected
that the loft was perfect for painting. Several easels had been set
up and painting

paraphernalia lined the stark, white
room. Brilliant prisms of light were everywhere. "You seem to know
just what I need," he said.

"For painting, yes," she murmured.
"Remember how well I know you."

"I can arrange it so you know me even
better."

She sighed. "Marty, you've coming from
bone-deep hurt just as I'm coming from a hurt that will never end.
Listen to what I tell you. We can both save ourselves so much
heartache this way."

"You're asking me not to crowd
you."

"Yes. I know myself and my life isn't
too bad the way I'm living it. In a short while I begin to really
work on SyIvan's exhibit, and I'll be far happier, feel even closer
to him."

"You want another child, Cait," he said
bluntly, "the same way I want a child. I watched you looking at
Rena's belly, totally dreaming. You don't have to be in love to
bear the child you want."

Waves of anguish rose in Caitlin's
breast. "Please don't talk like this. You've always comforted me.
You were a rock when Sylvan and my son died, so please keep being
that way."

Trembling, she thought, dear God, he
had stripped her senses bare, revealing all the terrible hunger for
a baby she had known for so long. And she wondered what was going
to be the end of this.


Chapter 3

 


 


Later, Caitlin moved about thoughtfully
through her home. She had hidden it well from Marty, but she was
still shaken thinking about the near-accident that afternoon. She
was convinced it was no accident. Some sixth sense had had her on
guard before the black car had gunned for her. The Latino El Marico
group and the African American A-M Crewe had banded in a devil's
pact to take over that section of the city. And Caitlin was one of
the ones most highly profiled in newspapers and on TV. This
community meant to fight back. Articles and photos of her had
appeared in the daily papers.

In the middle of her living room, she
stood thinking. She and Sgt. Jim Draper of the Third District
police station were working on a plan to involve the disenchanted
and violent young men, take them into the life of their community.
Would it work? She wasn't sure, but they had to do something. She
liked her neighborhood and wanted to stay there.

Then her mouth turned upward into a
wide smile as she reflected on her coming date with Marty. She half
giggled. It wasn't a date, just a dinner with an old, old friend.
She would try her new jasmine bath oil and she was glad she had
recently bought a new black silk crepe slip of a dress that showed
off her magnificent shoulders. She sighed. At least her shoulders
and neck were beautiful. "I'm competing with Bianca," she said
softly, "and there's no way I can." Besides, as fond as she was' of
Marty, he would always be a friend, nothing more. No man would ever
be more than a friend to her again.

A large, lighted self-portrait of
Sylvan was mounted in a living room alcove. His dark skin in the
painting glowed with life

and desire. Oh yes, Sylvan had been
full of desire, she thought now. That quality in him had informed
their life. He had done himself full justice in that painting and
it was one of her dearest possessions. His splendid body was made
for life, not to lie mangled on a highway. Nearby sat a smaller
painting of their son, so like his father. She stood back with her
heart filling, hurting. She had become used to this mixture of
pleasure and pain inextricably interwoven in her breast.

Pulling herself sharply out of her
reverie, she realized she felt guilty about Marty and the delicious
feelings of pure life he aroused in her. Well, he needed her help
in getting over Bianca's betrayal, even after being divorced for
two years. When he had visited the year before, he hadn't wanted to
talk about it. She had watched him down too much liquor, start
smoking again, drive his rental car aggressively, and swear at the
slightest incident.

That had not been a happy time. Now he
looked much better, was calmer, more at peace. Still...

In her bedroom, she took off her
clothes, did a series of calisthenics, turned back the covers, and
lay naked on the bed. The fifty-gallon aquarium in the living room
alcove filled that section of her house with pleasant white noise
and she was soon napping with a smile on her face.



***



Marty picked her up at her house
promptly at eight.

"Wow!" Marty exclaimed. "You are one
sharp cookie—the chocolate chip-laced kind you make that I'm so
crazy about."

"Flatterer. You ought to set up a charm
course, my friend."

Marty took her hand, kissed it, then
kissed the other one. Her heart beat too fast at his closeness and
she shuttered her eyes.

"It's always easy to find words to
compliment you, Cait. There are so many things about you, and you
neglect them all."

Caitlin chuckled. "You're going to make
me fall in love with myself, and I'm not that great."

"You are, you know. Will you call a
taxi before I change my mind and insist on staying in with you? I
love that dress that shows off your shoulders and throat, and the
side slits in your skirt showing off legs that set my blood
racing."

Caitlin looked at him obliquely.
"You're one fresh hombre," she said, "but thank you, I think. We're
not taking a taxi. It's just four brightly lit blocks and the
orange-hat patrol is out in full force on Wednesday nights. I
understand we've got a full moon and I want to look at it. Indulge
me."

"For you, anything at any time," he
said huskily. "No mention of anywhere."

Caitlin laughed. "My friend, the
honey-tongued Martin Edward Steele, artist extraordinaire and
ladies' man, par excellence. Let me get my wrap and we'll
go."

"Umm, I was going to suggest that you
cover up. No point in flashing a jewel like you before hungry
thugs, or for that matter, upright citizens."

She got a black, close-fitting taffeta
coat from the hall closet and he helped her put it on.

Once outside, they stood on her front
steps and studied the full moon and the gorgeous galaxy of stars
that Caitlin found so beautiful she hurt. Sylvan had been a
stargazer.

"You know," Marty said as they walked
along, "it's when I see things like this that I thank God I'm an
artist." He pointed at a shooting star. "And when I see a woman
like you, I'm even happier to be an artist."

"Remember when we were students we
often sat up all night to watch stars out on Long Island, with the
river rushing by?"

"Yeah. You don't forget things like
that. The Atlantic Ocean around Puerto de la Cruz is fabulous. I've
got to take you there."

"I'd like to go sometime."

"Soon."

"Maybe. I'll think about it. Lord, I
hate to go in, as much as I'm looking forward to a good
dinner."

He took her hand, laced his ringers
through hers. "We don't have to go in. There's a park right over
there and a big, burly cop

nearby. We could ask him to stay and we
could star- and moon-gaze."

"I'd like that, but my stomach is
demanding its due and it gets growly and rowdy when I don't feed
it."

A quicksilver moment went through Marty
as he listened to laughter come into her voice. He intended to see
that she laughed more, began to live again, damn it. She surely
deserved that—and more.

In the cozy restaurant, the lights were
low and the decor soothing. The maitre d' came to them swiftly.
"Ah, Senora Costner. It's always wonderful to see you."

Caitlin acknowledged his greeting and
introduced him to Marty. "He'll be eating here from time to time.
Please take good care of him."

"It will be my special pleasure and he
will get the best we have to offer." The smile of the maitre d' was
wide and warm. "You always like the strolling violins," he told
Caitlin, "and they come on shortly. This weekend we have the best
of the flamenco dancers. They are visiting this city and agreed to
perform here."

"I'll be sure to come by," Caitlin said
quickly.

Seated at the table covered with snowy
damask, Caitlin drew a deep breath. Fat, dark aquamarine candles
enclosed in glass lent a romantic air. A waiter came and took their
orders, then in a few moments brought them bread sticks and
sparkling water.

"Your eyes are star bright," Marty told
her. "That's always a good sign."

"Yours are star bright too. We're
always so happy to see each other."

"Men's eyes don't get star
bright."

Caitlin threw back her head, laughing.
"You see life your way; I'll see it mine."

His leg brushed hers and a renegade
shiver ran the length of her body.

"Sorry," he said.

"Sorry for—?"

"Okay, I'm not sorry. Maybe I was
acting out a fantasy."

"You're full of fantasies. We both are.
It's part of being an artist."

"Yeah. Caitlin, about that car nearly
hitting you this afternoon…"

"Shhh. We're not going to talk about
unpleasant things. I meant to call Sergeant Draper, but I overslept
taking my nap, and he was off duty when I woke up. I'll be sure to
talk with him first thing tomorrow morning."

He frowned and his expression got
serious. "Please don't play heroine. Assume the worst scenario.
These days anything can happen and usually does. Call me when the
sergeant comes to talk. I want to be in on this."

"I surely will. What are your plans for
the next few days?"

He pondered her question for a few
moments. "Well, maybe tomorrow, but no later than Friday, I'm going
up to New York to see Jayson. There are new galleries opening and
he wants to introduce me to the owners. I plan to work my butt off
in the next few years." His mouth had set in a fairly grim
line.

At the mention of Jay son's name,
Caitlin grew thoughtful. He was a wealthy art dealer she and Marry
had known since their college days. Jayson Giles was forty-five
years old, distinguished looking, and a sharp dresser.

Marty knew very well that Jayson wanted
Caitlin and he was jealous.

Caitlin smiled. "I'll check on your
house while you're in New York and I'll bring you an orchid plant I
saw at my florist's. Do you still like orchids?"

"More and more. The orchid mania is
exploding. People are going to prison for stealing rare varieties
in other countries and sneaking them into the U.S."

"Uh-huh, in this country too. I like
orchids, so I keep up with the news about them."

His tongue flicked lightly over his
bottom lip. "Speaking of Jayson, is he still hitting on
you?"

Caitlin sputtered, "I wouldn't say he
hits on me. Jayson's a gentleman. He's like you, fond of
women."

"And like me, some women far more than
others. I noticed him with you last year when I was here and I've
noticed him long before. I'm always reminded of a lion on the prowl
when I see him around you. Does he come down often?"

Caitlin raised her eyebrows. "Often
enough, and by the way, male lions don't prowl. The female does the
kill and brings home the bacon, and Papa Lion just lazes about and
takes care of Mama Lion desirewise."

Marty laughed. "Sweet life. Humans
could take a page from that book."

Caitlin pursed her lips. "Oh, you like
the idea of that, do you?"

His leg brushed hers again as their
eyes caught and held.

He shook his head. "Sorry, babe. I've
got restless legs tonight. My body's talking to me—and you. Hell,
my restless leg touching yours once is understandable, but twice in
the span of just a little while—I am sorry, Cait. I never want to
drive you away. I respect you too much for fun and games. And I was
never more serious."

"It's all right, Marty. We're both
nervous. We need each other and we want our friendship to last, so
we'll make it work. How long will you be in New York?"

"You're damn right, we'll make it work.
You're my last straw. After you, I'm drowning." He hadn't answered
her question.

"We can't let that happen. How long
will you be gone?"

"I'm not certain. Maybe only a day, but
Jayson and I have a lot to talk about. Probably a couple of
days."

"I know you're sorry your folks are
away," she said.

"I sure am, but I'm happy to know
they're busy loving the Canary Islands."

"I'm sure it was hard for you to
leave."

He thought a moment, expelled a harsh
sigh. "Not anymore. I think I can find everything I want here. Does
my sister call?"

"You bet. Dosha, Caleb, and I should
have been triplets instead of Dosha and Damien being
twins."

"You're almost as close to my family as
I am. They love you, you know."

"And I love them. I'll never forget how
they took me and Caleb in when our parents were killed in that
plane

crash. We were eighteen; Caleb and I
felt like helpless children. Your parents were, are
wonderful."

"Well, they'll all be back in two
weeks. Let's go to Minden and tell them how great we think they
are."

"Deal. I'll look forward to that. While
you're in New York, I'll check on everything at your house. Do you
want me to get you an animal? Fish? Birds?"

He shook his head. "I'm going to be too
busy to do them justice right now. Fleeing Europe, a lot of
ideas’ve flooded my brain, and I've got to begin painting. We have
a few minutes before the food comes. Would you like to
dance?"

The dance floor held a few couples and
the slow and sensuous Latin American music surrounded them as she
slipped into his arms. The steady pressure of his body jolted her,
set small fires along her nerve endings. He held her too close, she
thought, but she didn't hold herself away from him. Did he guess
what he did to her? She hurriedly glanced at him and found him
studying her.

The scent of his expressive men's
cologne filled her nostrils. He was one of the most compelling,
appealing men she had ever known. If her life hadn't been hotwired
to Sylvan, she might have chosen him. Now it was out of the
question. They were forever locked in friendship—with nothing more
to come.

"You move like a professional dancer,"
he told her because he had to talk to her. Her jasmine scent
aroused him. Her warm, soft body was filling his arms, his body,
his heart and soul with liquid fire that licked his loins and
threatened to ignite.

She suddenly became acutely aware of
the hard bulge near her center and it nearly undid her. Whoa girl!
she cautioned herself. It's only natural that being without a man
so long, you'd feel this way. You and Marty can handle this. Will
handle this.

"I could dance with you all night," he
said softly against her ear.

"So could I, but our dinner is being
served. Shall we eat?"

Dinner was superb. They began with
gazpacho, then roast rack of lamb, couscous, asparagus tips, and
baby corn. A salad of several greens and ripe, fresh garden
vegetables tantalized the tongue, and the sharp vinaigrette
awakened their taste buds.

"We have excellent strawberry flan,"
the waiter told them. "Also blackberry and blueberry."

Caitlin and Marty looked at each other,
remembering their favorite Spanish restaurant on Long Island and
the blackberry flan they often ate there in late summer and early
fall.

They both asked each other at once,
"Blackberry?" and nodded "Yes."

"You have made an ideal choice," the
waiter said and went away.

"I can see this restaurant is going to
be a favorite of mine," Marty said.

"It does bring back
memories."

Marty sighed. "Memories are fine; they
sometimes sustain us, but we cannot live in them. Those days are
gone..."

A few angry tears stood in her eyes.
"For me, they'll never be gone. I remember my husband as clearly as
if he were here with us, and my little boy."

Looking at her steadily, Marty said, "I
don't mean to be cruel, but Sylvan isn't here with you or me. He
and Sylvan Junior never will be with us again. I think you need to
accept that, bury your dead, and move on."

Caitlin was shocked to find herself
shaking with anger so fierce she wanted to strike him, but she
forced herself to calmness, soothed the prickling of her
skin.

"Let it rest," she said softly. "Don't
keep trying to stop me from feeling the way I feel. I told you,
some loves last a lifetime. I'm sorry you haven't known that kind."
And looking at her, Marty thought it wasn't the time to say, "But I
am knowing that kind of love. It's too soon to tell concretely, but
I feel that kind of love for you—and it's been going on nearly as
long as I've known you."


Chapter 4





In her gallery office two mornings
later, Caitlin reflected that she felt better than she had in many
moons. She swiveled around in her tan leather executive chair to
face the windows and clasped her arms behind her head. It was so
good to have Marty in town, to think he'd be here for a while. A
light tap sounded on her door and Rena came in.

"Someone's still happy." Rena dimpled
as she looked at Caitlin carefully. "Yesterday, I thought you'd
touch the sky; that hasn't changed. Marty's good for
you."

"He's like a part of me," Caitlin said.
"We go so far back."

"Umm, I've talked about that with you
and him. Are you aware how much he cares for you?"

Caitlin drew a shallow breath. "We care
for each other; we always have. Nobody was tighter than we were,
The Four Musketeers, Rena. Nobody."

"I, ah, don't think we're talking about
the same thing really. I'll be blunt. I noticed when he was here
last year and I'm seeing it now, Marty's in love with you, Cait.
Are you in love with him?"

Caitlin shook her head slowly. "You
know I'm not. As I told Marty, I live with and love my memories.
You weren't lucky enough to know Sylvan, but if you had, you'd
understand. Some people really are irreplaceable."

Rena bit her lip and began to say
something, but Caitlin cut her off. "How's our baby coming
along?"

Rena smiled widely. "Calm, peaceful
journey so far. This baby has to be a girl. My little boy was
surely a hellion when I

was carrying him. I'll be getting
another sonogram soon, and later, I guess, I'll let the doctor tell
us whether it's a boy or a girl."

Caitlin felt it coming and tried to
ward it off—the sick feeling of longing for a baby in her womb.
This time it came too swiftly to fight down. Sylvan Junior had
moved lustily inside her, as if he couldn't wait to be
born.

Rena's eyes were warm, compassionate.
"It could be so different, Cait. Sometimes we have to settle for
less than we want. Listen, Sergeant Draper said he needed to talk
with us. He went out for a cup of Starbucks. I've had my share for
the morning. He asked if you'd like a cup and I said I thought you
would."

"Thanks, I can use it."

Caitlin's buzzer sounded and her
secretary announced Sergeant Draper. The stocky, dark brown man
came in, handed Caitlin the coffee. "Rena said you could probably
use this," he said.

"Thank you. Please have a seat, and
have a Krispy Kreme, or one of your choice."

Sergeant Draper rolled his eyes. "Now
this is like turning the henhouse over to a fox. You don't know my
appetite for doughnuts, lady."

He came back and they sat in a nest of
chairs. Caitlin laughed. "Indulge yourself. You lead a dangerous
life."

Drinking the coffee, munching on his
chocolate doughnut, Sergeant Draper reflected, "It's coming to be
true now. This gang stuff is wearing me down, but at least we're
trying to do something constructive about these young men. Mrs.
Costner, I came by to say I've been transferred off the gang
detail."

"Oh?" Caitlin said,
frowning.

"Yeah, but you'll be seeing more of me.
I'm heading the investigation of your break-in and the theft of
your husband's painting. A rookie and I will be snooping around.
Your husband was building a name for himself when he died. You told
the cops

who came around that the stolen
painting was very valuable. I imagine it has great sentimental
value too."

Caitlin nodded. "It was one of his
best. I have to get it back." She slid her shallow center desk
drawer open and showed him a photograph of the painting.

He studied it and whistled low.
"Gorgeous! We'll sure do what we can to recover it. As soon as
possible, I'll need to talk with you and all your employees
further."

"There aren't many," Caitlin said. "You
know Rena, and there's Luther, our general caretaker, who's been
with me from the beginning. We have commercial cleaning people who
come in at six P.M. I have a friend," she began and her throat
almost closed with nervousness.

After a minute Sergeant Draper queried,
"Yes, a friend?"

"A very good artist friend is here for
a while. And, oh yes, a few months back I hired an ex-policewoman,
Rita Glass, as night security."

Sergeant Draper nodded. "That's part of
our investigation. Have you ever been hit before?"

"No. Never." She knocked lightly on the
small wood table by her desk.

"I, ah, know Ms. Glass." His eyes
narrowed. "She's a friend of mine, and she's crazy about working
here."

"She's on the ball," Rena said,
laughing. "I wouldn't want to be a thief on her beat."

Caitlin wondered why Sergeant Draper's
face flushed. He was recently divorced, she knew from talking to
him. He'd said he was lonely. Had he found a friend to help him
make it through his nights? She certainly hoped so, because he was
a good man, a good cop.

"How long has your gallery been open?"
Sergeant Draper asked.

"A little over four years. I had
dreamed of this all through college, grad school, and further
training." She ran her tongue over her dry bottom lip. "Then my
husband and my baby died. This is home, so I came back to do
something to keep myself

from going mad. You could say we were a
nearly instant success. I was lucky enough to get Rena, and the
rest has been a piece of cake."

Sergeant Draper looked somber. "I'm
sorry about your loss and I've said it before. You work so hard,
but you've always looked to me like you've got a dream in your
mind. I've envied you that. Maybe soon I'll have the
same."

Caitlin leaned over, patted his hand.
"I'm sure you will. You've got so much going for you."

Rena nodded in agreement, and Caitlin
wondered if his hope for a better future had anything to do with
Rita Glass.

They talked a while longer as Sergeant
Draper ate two more doughnuts. "I'm a hungry man," he said. Wryly,
Caitlin thought he was hungrier for more than doughnuts.

The rest of the morning passed swiftly.
This was the beginning of the Twentieth and Twenty-first Century
Landed Black Eagles exhibit, depicting the life of the famous
Tuskegee Institute World War II pilots. An entire room was devoted
to these men; so few were left. And it saddened her that they'd had
to fight a common enemy as well as their own country. At least it
was far different now.

Luther, the caretaker, came to her,
pushing his wide-angled broom on the polished floor, his smile
beatific.

"Ms. Costner. How you be?"

"I'm okay, I guess. And
you?"

"As well as can be expected. Not
complaining. That don't help."

"Good information. You seem
happy."

"Now, I was gonna say the same about
you, ma'am."

She studied the short, beefy,
beige-skinned man of nearly fifty, with his glistening bald head
and curly brown locks in back. Luther had been a handsome man, and
he still carried himself like one. He continued, "I reckon I am. I
reckon I might as well be."

"Well, you're doing a good job and I
appreciate your help."

"Thank you, ma'am. I appreciate you
telling me. Gonna move on now."

As he walked away, pushing his broom,
Caitlin thought about her employee. He never missed a day's work
and he was more intelligent than his speech indicated. He had an
ex-wife and six grown kids scattered over the country. She knew a
lot about her employees.

Standing in an alcove, Caitlin rolled
her head in circles, feeling more relaxed. She would stop by her
florist's a few blocks away and pick up a gorgeous white cattleya
orchid plant for Marty.

She could imagine him in New York,
unmindful of the stares he drew from women as he strode along. Yes,
she was glad Marty was here in D.C., but it was plain there were
going to be problems. They'd just have to work them
through.

* * *

At Marty's back door an hour later, a
big lavender orchid plant in her arms, Caitlin glanced around the
backyard, deciding on just where to have the commercial gardener
put in another evergreen. She loved this town house almost as much
as she loved her own house. And it was perfect for Marty, which
gladdened her heart.

Letting herself in, she closed the door
softly, set the orchid plant down on the kitchen table, and went
into the living room and up the carpeted stairs. Lost in thought,
she frowned and her heart thumped as she thought she heard water
running. Then there was silence. Recently, in Montgomery County, a
woman who lived alone had come home to find a strange man in her
shower.

She stood in the hallway near the
bathroom door. Well, had she heard it? Or hadn't she? She wasn't a
fearful woman, but the newly forming drug gangs had everybody on
edge.

Then she was in sweet shock as Marty
came out the bathroom, naked and powerful. For a long moment they
stared at each other as turbulent feelings rose in her breast, and
heat swept

her body like no energy she had ever
felt before. She couldn't speak, and she swallowed the lump in her
throat that seemed as big as a small egg. Hot honey dripped through
her veins, and she was going under, spinning wildly.

Marty looked at his friend, said,
"Cait? What's wrong?"

She couldn't answer. He wanted to save
her embarrassment, but he couldn't leave her looking as if she
would faint. He needed to get a towel from the bathroom to cover
his loins, but she needed him here before she fell.

"I thought you were gone," she said
thickly, stinging tears of frustration coming into her eyes. God,
he was so beautiful! Michelangelo's David had nothing on him. Even
half blinded with warm tears, she knew that.

"You're upset and embarrassed," he
said, "and I don't blame you. Here, let me help you to a
chair."

She flung out her arms, then drew
herself close. "No, please. I'll be all right." But she stood
there, unable to move.

"We're artists, Cait, both of us," he
said gently. "We're well-used to the naked human body. I want you
to let me help you to a chair and I'll get something on. But I've
got to help you first."

She let him lead her into his bedroom
and to a chair. His touch was easy and respectful, but it was
driving her crazy.

Once she was seated on a padded chair
in his bedroom, he stepped back into the hallway, then to the
bathroom, and quickly came back out in his pajama bottoms and a
robe. He raised his eyebrows and shook his head as he came back to
his bedroom. We 're in the same boat, Cait, he thought. Even
imagining your body is torture for me.

As he came back in, she told him, "I
came by to bring you the orchid plant I promised. I thought you
were in New York . .."

"First, are you all right? I'm going to
get you an aspirin and a cup of black coffee to settle your
nerves."

"No. I'll sit here a few minutes and
I'll leave. I thought you—

"Were in New York," he finished for
her. "I got a call from the buddy who was piloting the plane. The
weather's going to turn bad and they're not certain just when.
We're delaying until

Monday. I tried to call you, but you
didn't answer your cell phone. I left a message on your answering
service. I would have called just after my shower."

She would explain later that she had
cut her cell phone off during her talk with Sergeant Draper and
forgotten to turn it back on.

Marty drew a quick breath, all too
aware of his betraying bulge. Desire was a wild horse in his loins,
but he had to be strong, as she had to be strong.

"I'm sorry," she said.

"For what? Being human? Being blessed
with passion, with sensuality? I'm going to quickly put on some
clothes, then I'll get you some coffee."

She felt better then, more in control.
"Okay," she murmured. "And thank you."

He wanted to touch her so badly he
hurt, but he knew he shouldn't just then.

"Thank you" he said gravely, "for
bringing deep desire and magic back into my life."

He turned and went into the walk-in
closet and came out in a few minutes in a white T-shirt and black
trousers. "Feel better now?" he asked.

"I do." But the better she felt, the
more her renegade eyes insisted on going over Marty's body,
uncovering him, glorying in the splendor of him.

In the kitchen, Marty found a bottle of
aspirin he had left out the night before, heated and poured a mug
full of fresh black coffee, got a cloth napkin, and took everything
back to Caitlin. Feelings were crowding him that he couldn't
remember having felt before. He wanted to take care of this woman,
go deep into her body, make children with her, and love her and
those children forever.

Cait breathed more easily, but she
still didn't trust herself to stand. "Thank you," she said quietly
as he handed her the mug.

"It's hot now. Be careful. Take very
light sips." She did just that, cooling the hot liquid on her
tongue. This was her third cup

of coffee. Relaxing a bit, she thought
ruefully that she'd need about six more this day, where she usually
drank no more than two.

"You're a very nice man," she said
softly. "You deserve someone you can have."

He got up and dragged another chair
over to her, sat down facing her. "Maybe I'm the way you say you
are, more content with living a wondrous dream than a so-so
reality."

She didn't respond to that, said only,
"I've got to go back to the gallery. There's a lot going on this
Sunday, and I've got to help prepare for it."

"After a while you can go back. I want
you to lie down and rest for a few minutes. A big, burly clown
frightened you half to death."

She had to say it. "You're beautiful,
Marty, all the way through. I wish I were free for someone like
you, but I'm not. I wasn't frightened. I was quivering inside and
out, uncertain whether I could hold fast. Now I know I can. I feel
so good about that."

After a little time passed, she lay on
his bed while he sat on a chair watching over her. When she got up,
he stood and came to her.

"How do you feel?"

"Much better. I'm okay now. I'm a big
girl and I can take care of myself, but thank you."

He smiled then. "Thank you again for
the gorgeous orchid plant and for corning over. I apologize for
surprising you."

"You couldn't know." She patted his
shoulder and looked at his concerned face. Wistfully she thought
she'd like to spend the rest of the day there, with him.


Chapter 5

 


 


The following Sunday night, Marty
walked around his loft, appreciating the fact that Caitlin had
taken such pains with decor he liked. At Pratt The Four Musketeers
had had great lofts they decorated themselves. This was going to be
a perfect place to paint, he thought. Caitlin's reaction to his
nude body was still on his mind, and he narrowed his eyes, clasped
his hands behind his back. She was attracted to him, or maybe it
was just her attraction to a healthy male body. That would be
natural.

Damn it, she was wasting her life, and
she was too vital, too beautiful to do that. As that thought arced
across his mind, he felt less frustrated. Reaching into his pocket
for his cell phone, he dialed Caitlin's number. No answer. Had she
turned off her phone again? His phone call had been the beginning
of the scenario that had seemed to shake her so. Should he crowd
her? He wasn't sure. No, let her get her bearings, but he would
keep subtly surrounding her with his love.

He looked around the room at the easels
she had set up, the array of paint cans and brushes. Picking up a
sable-tipped brush, he ran the soft bristles over his fingers.
Cait's hair was soft, alive. He'd call again later.

He picked up his phone on the first
ring to Jayson Giles's deep voice.

" 'Lo, Marty. How's the world treating
you?"

Marty laughed shortly. "Contrary to the
usual remark, I am complaining."

"Caitlin giving you a hard
time?"

"Not really." He'd be damned if he was
going to tell Jayson his problems, especially regarding
Caitlin.

"I'm sorry you didn't get up here this
weekend. We had everything going on. There's this new, small
gallery in the Village. I tell you, the woman who runs it is a live
wire and she drooled when I mentioned you. She lived a short while
in Puerto a few years back. Loved it. Name's Amelia
Waring."

Marty reflected a moment. "I don't
remember meeting her. I was traveling a lot."

Jayson laughed. "You were well tied up
with the gorgeous Bianca then, trying to make a kid. What happened
to that dream?"

"It's not a subject I can talk about,"
Marty told him evenly.

"I can understand that. Ah, Marty, I'm
going to be upfront about this. I'm caring more and more about
Cait, and I think she's warming to me. I've been in D.C. pretty
often lately. Cait's a prize package."

"She's a woman, Jayson, not a package,
and she's the best there is."

"Touchy, touchy. Listen, lad. I'm older
than the two of you. At forty-five, I'm feeling my age. I decided
long ago that Cait's the one I want to go all the way into my
sunset years with. Wish me luck."

"I'm afraid I can't do
that."

"Why?"

"Because I'm in love with Cait." He
hadn't intended to say it.

"Whoa! I know from the grapevine that
Bianca hurt you big time. Her cousin, Cedric, is a friend. You know
him—"

"All too well."

"So you're coming in from heartbreak
and you've got to still be bleeding. I can give Cait the world,
Marty, everything she needs."

"Funny. That's the way I
feel."

Jayson was silent a long moment. "Well
then, the die is cast. We're both gentlemen, and we'll just have to
emotionally slug it out for the fair lady's hand. You're coming up
tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"To stay a few days?"

"I'll need to be back by Thursday
night."

"Have you seen much of
Caitlin?"

"Quite a bit." Why was he lying? He'd
seen her several times, but then he'd only been here five days. He
wanted to be with her constantly.

"I see. I've got a lot of people lined
up for you to talk with. You've done great work, Marty, and your
name is hot. Let's take advantage of it."

"We'll see. I've gotta go
now."

"Sure. See you tomorrow."

After he hung up, Marty found he no
longer felt like painting. Jayson's mention of Caitlin had knocked
that into a cocked hat. Hell, he hadn't just mentioned Caitlin,
he'd slavered over her like a teenager. Marty laughed aloud as his
anger rose. Jayson Giles was a formidable rival, Marty thought, but
he wouldn't make a good father. Too involved with himself.
Sometimes men changed when they had kids, but somehow he didn't
think Jayson would. That thought warmed him.

The Four Musketeers had known Jayson
since their college days, but he and Marty only had a cordial
acquaintance. Jayson was one of the best art dealers in the country
and the two men admired each other's talent. Jayson had driven many
sweet deals for him, but any move was expendable where Caitlin was
concerned, he thought.

Marty went to a chest of drawers and
took a carved brown pipe from the top drawer. It had never been
filled with tobacco since he'd had it, but his father had once
owned that pipe when Marty was a child. That had been before
smoking had been proved dangerous. Now, the empty pipe gave him the
solace of memory as he put it between his teeth.

After a few desultory attempts to draw,
he went to bed early without even trying to paint. He usually
mapped out his paintings in his mind before doing his sketches. Now
he tossed on the dark blue sheets, palpably feeling Caitlin's soft,
curved body beside

him. No, he didn't want to torture
himself. In a few minutes, he'd get up and open the windows. Just
then, his body felt drugged. The phone on his night table rang and
he answered it.

"Marty?" Her voice was so hushed, so
sweet.

"Yes, Cait. I'm here."

"You sound like I woke you up. If I
did, I'm sorry.

"You didn't wake me up. I was thinking
about you."

"Oh. Don't do too much of that. I'm a
lost cause. Listen, I'm just calling to wish you a safe and
profitable trip. The New York art scene has so many glamorous
women. They'll eat you alive."

"I like your teeth better."

Caitlin laughed in spite of herself.
"You're a wonderful nut. Have a good trip, Marty. I've got to get
to bed early. Hard day ahead."

She hung up, and for a few seconds he
held the humming line open until the operator's cheerful voice told
him to hang up.

He turned off the night-light and
tossed, but he soon drifted to sleep. Caitlin's fantasy presence
enveloped him immediately. She was a goddess and she came to him
without hesitation, without coyness. They sat beside a crystal
stream in a densely wooded forest. It was summer and magnolias in
full bloom lent their perfume, which blended with the incredible
fragrance of a yellow-flowered catalpa tree. He lay back on a sandy
patch while she tickled his face with blossoms from the
catalpa.

"I love you," she said softly, kissing
his face.

"And I love you."

How did they come to be naked so
swiftly? He wondered, but they were and each delighted in the flesh
of the other. In the spirit of the other.

He felt immobilized with rapture at her
presence, but his loins were girding for action when she whispered,
"I want your baby. Please put your baby inside me."

Her words were heated, riveting, and he
responded with a surge of joy so profound he was astonished. Her
breasts were swollen, the brown nipples pebbled. Cool moonlight
lighted

them, lured them on, but the night was
hot the way their bodies were hot.

He laughed merrily as he told her. "I'm
going to give you the baby we both want. Sweetheart…"

Groggily he realized the phone was
ringing again. Cait? he questioned as he picked up.

It was Jayson reminding him to bring a
certain sketch he had done of a couple under a Drago tree in Puerto
de la Cruz.

"So much for dreams," he muttered as he
none too gently put the phone back into its cradle.

Cait went to open her windows for the
night and looked at the waning moon. She couldn't stop wondering
what Marty was doing and she didn't want him to be on her mind so
much. She glanced down at her soft, light blue cotton shift. She
had far prettier nightgowns, but they were part and parcel of a
sensual, sexual life she would never know again. Then she reminded
herself that she did know that life, still knew that life through
fantasy. She dreamed often of Sylvan and it soothed her, satisfied
her. She could feel a dream of him in her mind now.

Getting into bed, she switched on the
remote for the CD player and the strains of "Evergreen" softly
filled the room. That song represented her and Sylvan's love
forever. Ever, evergreen.

She sat up, took a glass of warm
chocolate milk from the nightstand, and sipped it slowly, licking
her lips afterward. Her cream-colored Egyptian cotton sheets seemed
unusually silky that night, inviting. Sylvan used to tease her
about her sensuality, her sense of touch. She cut the bed lamp off,
snuggled down, and was asleep immediately.

Masculine hands roved her body with
wanton tenderness as she gasped with delight. Baby's breath flowers
lay in bunches nearby and she was laughing because she was making
another baby with Sylvan. Her flesh and her spirit knew fulfillment
then. This was her destiny. There were those in this world who
would never know rapture the way she felt it now and sorrow lay in
her heart for them because this was life's core. We sprang from
this act of procreation, she thought.

She smiled then because what was it a
wag had said? If God made anything better, he kept it for himself.
Oh, this was life and this was loving, deep and profound, going
back to the very beginning of the world.

Her partner's big hands cupped her
hips, then her buttocks, feverishly went to her female center and
stroked the soft hairs, felt the buttery flesh. He rained kisses
over her half-fainting body and she became acutely aware of his
beautiful shaft that sent wildfire racing in her veins.

That instrument was familiar. It filled
her with hot honey, with passion and love like nothing else on
earth. And as the feelings grew, she saw him with her heart and
soul as well as her eyes.

She stiffened then because the man with
her was not Sylvan, but Marty. Confusion began in her brain for a
moment and she tried to stop the powerful feelings, but it was
useless. Marty was placing a baby in her womb and the joy in her
heart and soul was like nothing she had known before.

She sat up abruptly, rubbing sleep from
her eyes. Such an ecstatic dream—and with the wrong man. Marty was
her friend. She didn't want him as a lover. Oh, her memory mocked
her, could heavenly thrills fill you when you were with the wrong
man? Of course, she scoffed, and decided firmly that no one was in
control of thoughts and dreams. But she was firmly in control of
what she would let happen between Marty Steele and her.




Chapter 6





"Dosha!"

"The last time I looked, I still was.
How are you, sweetie?"

Caitlin was on the phone with her
friend Dosha Steele, Marty's sister. Dosha was one of a pair of
fraternal twins.

"Better when I can see you. When do you
folks get back?"

"Next Thursday, and we want you and
Marty to come over pronto."

"I don't know about Marty, but I'll be
there."

The conversation took place the day
after Caitlin had dreamed of Marty, and she blushed, remembering
it.

"How is the family and where are you
calling from?" Caitlin asked.

"Everybody's fine and I'm calling from
the front of the Tlide Valero outside Puerto. Yesterday we all went
shopping and you'll get your share of the booty. Cait, we've had a
wonderful time."

"I'm glad, but I want you
back."

"And I'll be there soon. Next year, why
don't you and I make the trek? You've been to Italy, loved it
because of the art treasures. Wouldn't you like to go
back?"

"You know I would. I'll consider that
suggestion strongly."

"Great. Listen, I met a nice man,
Christian Montero. His father's Spanish, his grandmother is a brown
baby. He hit it off with the family—and me."

"Oh?" Caitlin laughed. "You mean he
even passed muster with brother Adam?"

"Even. Sometimes Adam gets on my last
nerve with his I'm-a-cop-and-I-know-the-whole-score attitude. One
of these days I'm going to fall in love with someone he detests and
marry him."

"Ah, Adam. What's Damien up
to?"

"My twin is busy ogling every shapely
senorita he sees. Damien, the musician. Damien, the
lover."

"Ummm. And I'm sure your parents are
enjoying themselves."

"Don't they always? Those two long ago
took out a patent on enjoying life. Everybody sent love when I said
I was calling you. When you see Marty…" Her voice went somber.
"I've talked with Marty several times as I have with you. He seems
cheerful enough, but how is he really, Cait? My brother's life has
been shattered and yes, I know he's been divorced nearly two years,
but he takes things hard. I could strangle Bianca for what she did
to him."

Cait thought a long moment. "From what
I know about Marty—and that's a lot—I'd say he's still suffering
and covering it well."

"Marty wants children. He was striding
mountaintops when he and Bianca first married. Fathering a child
was all he talked about."

"You're right about that."

"Which brings me to ask how you 're
doing. Cait, is there anyone new in your life—other than Jayson
Giles?"

Caitlin chuckled. "Why do you put it
that way? Jayson could prove to be enough."

"I guess I just don't see him as your
type."

"Why not? He's handsome, suave, rich .
.."

"And you're being flippant. Are you
aware that Marty cares so much for you?"

Cait hesitated before she spoke. "Yes,
I'm aware, and I care a lot for him. You know we go back
forever."

"You might want to hook up with him to
see how it works. We get pleasant surprises in this life
sometimes."

Caitlin felt her body warm as she
thought about coming upon Marty in his hallway and getting so
turned on at his magnificent naked body. She thought about the
long, wonderful dream she'd had of him and felt a small fire in her
nether regions. Her body

wasn't cooperating with her mind very
well since he'd come to visit, she thought with mild
irritation.

"Are you there, Cait?"

"I'm here. I was just
thinking."

"Drive up together when we come back,
and come after the gallery closes on a Sunday. Let Rena take over
Tuesday and Wednesday, and spend three lazy weekdays. Look, love,
Mom's beckoning to me, so I've got to go. I'll be talking with you
again soon." She made a kissing noise and hung up.

Caitlin leaned forward, somber now.
Marty would be back that night. She wouldn't see him again just
yet. She glanced at the wall clock. Noon. She felt hungry, craving
a chicken teriyaki sub sandwich with thin sliced tomatoes, lettuce,
and drizzled with feta cheese and tomato sauce on a big wheat roll.
She felt so alive, a bit skittish, and yet happier than she'd been
in some time.

Caitlin's twin, Caleb, and she were the
only children her parents had and they had been closer than close.
At Pratt he studied theater art and became a set designer. He and
Sylvan were friends. Lord, life was so perfect then.

In college, Marty had begun taking her
home occasionally with him when Sylvan traveled in his
wanderlust.

Then in her first year of college her
loving parents died in an air crash, and Marty and his family had
comforted her and Caleb in ways Sylvan had been too impatient to
do—he'd been too busy building his life.

She sat thinking she had to check on
Marty's house on the way home. He admitted that he was a klutz with
flowers, so she had said she'd look after his plants and the orchid
collection she had begun for him. Ella, the middle-aged woman who
took care of her house and his, handled the really basic care.
Caitlin's face got hot; she'd be on guard against having him come
out of his bathroom.

She frowned. Seeing Marty naked went
far deeper than just the one incident. She knew this man, had known
him for so long. He had watched over her, taken care of her when
Sylvan and

Junior died. She had cried night after
agonizing night in his arms and he had comforted her, had made her
eat when she'd wanted to starve. Had furiously stopped her from
drinking too much.

She had begun to go on blind walks
about the Village after Sylvan Junior died, wanting some stroke of
fate to take her from this world. One night he had followed her,
found her and raged, "Sylvan would hate your acting this way,
Cait."

On the rain-misted April street, she
had cried brokenly, "I have nothing to live for. Let me
die!"

He had taken her into a small, nearly
empty restaurant and ordered a pot of hot black coffee. "I can't
let you do this to yourself. I'm going to take you home with us to
stay at least a short while." He and Bianca had been married a year
then—beautiful Bianca.

She had cried harder. "You and Bianca
are happy, planning a baby. She won't like having me there. Just
let me—"

"No. Damn it, no!" he'd
thundered.

So she'd gone home with him and Bianca
had tolerated her, been as kind as she knew how to be. And after
several weeks she'd stabilized and gone to live in a small house
her church maintained for at-risk children. And miraculously,
helping them, she'd been able to begin to heal.

"You're the best there is, Cait," he'd
told her one night. "You've got talent you don't seem to realize
you have and God intends that you use it. There can be another love
for you, another child." Hot tears stung her eyes now. Bless Marty.
He was still saying that. But she knew there would be no other
love, no other child. Yet, her body tore up when she thought it,
tore up with fiercely wanting, with a need to swell and bear. It
was natural, normal—and it hurt like hell.

"Cait?"

Caitlin looked up quickly, batting back
the last remnant of tears.

"What's wrong?" Rita Glass, her lone
security officer, was standing there. "Your door was open. I
knocked, but you didn't hear me. Can I help?"

Caitlin smiled sadly. "It's all right,
Rita. I get morbid

sometimes."

"Now that I can understand. If there's
anything I can

do..."

"Thank you. I'll be all right. Do you
need to talk? Sit down."

Rita lowered her thin form into a chair
by Caitlin's desk. "As a matter of fact I do." She nervously
smoothed her light brown hair back from her silken yellow-rose
face. "You hired me because your husband's prize painting was
stolen, and I've enjoyed being here. I needed the job and I've been
doing a few extra things." She stopped, frowning.

"I just came by on a whim to check this
morning. As you know, I'm usually here from ten P.M. to six A.M.
Police are guarding the stores nearby more heavily most of the
other hours, but I'm getting ahead of myself. I just found a lock
that someone tried to jimmy."

"Oh?"

"Yes. I've never seen anything
suspicious in the three months I've been here. A gallery this size
can't afford the most effective security. I talked with a gallery
owner over in Alexandria who suggested a new kind of vault that's
said to be very good, and not prohibitively expensive. He's
promised me all the data and he'll talk with you if you're
interested."

Caitlin sat up straight. "I'm very
interested. I'll call him and set up an appointment if you'll give
me his number."

Reaching into the desk, Caitlin found a
Post-it slip and wrote the number down.

"You look happy," Caitlin
said.

Rita's forefinger traced her chin. "I
guess I am, but I'm bothered too."

"Would you like to talk about
it?"

Rita paused a long moment and closed
her eyes. "You've been so helpful since I've been here. You know I
knew Jim Draper from when I worked at Third District Police. We
were seeing each other after he and his wife split up.

Look, I don't want you to think I was
the cause of that breakup because I wasn't. He told me they'd been
growing apart a long time. She was neglecting his children, driving
him to get ahead, railing that he had no ambition. Jim's a
laid-back guy. He has some ambition, but not the kind she wanted
him to have. His aim was to be the best father he knew how to be,
not chief of police. He wants to marry me, Cait."

"And you're sick with
guilt."

"Yes. I love him so, and I think he
loves me and I think we can be happy."

"How's his ex-wife taking
this?"

Rita shrugged, sighed. "That's the
major reason I left the station house. She threatened to drag my
name through the mud, do all kinds of crazy things like passing out
flyers saying what a—well, I don't have to tell you the names she
called me." Rita laughed harshly. "It's not like her own life is so
squeaky clean. Jim felt she was having an affair, at least
once."

Caitlin smiled. "Nothing makes us as
holy as having slipped along the way."

"Yeah. I guess I slipped too with Jim,
so I can't talk."

Caitlin reached over and patted her
hand. "You can talk, you know. You're not trying to destroy
someone."

"Thank you. Jim's coming by to speak
with you today."

"I always enjoy talking with him.
You've got yourself a nice man, Rita. Build your relationship house
and live in it happily."

"Thank you. I love his three kids, but
she does everything to turn them against me."

"In time that'll change."

Rita nodded. "Jim's said we'll move
away if we have to."

"That may be wise, but don't run if you
don't have to."

Caitlin looked up abruptly as Marty's
tall form loomed in the doorway. "Look," he said, grinning as he
held up a shiny small red bag. "I'll go visit with Rena and come
back when you're through talking."

Caitlin felt a rush of pure adrenaline
fill her body, and sunlike heat wash over her. For a brief moment,
she shuttered her eyes.

Rita got up. "We're finished." She
glanced from Marty to Caitlin. "Thank you so much."

"Any time. I'll call and ask about that
vault." She introduced Rita to Marty.

Rita left, closing the door behind
her.

Caitlin looked at Marty with a smile
tugging at her mouth. "You weren't due back until
tonight."

"I got lonesome for D.C. and sick of
Jayson. We got some business handled, but there wasn't nearly as
much going on as he seemed to think."

"Oh? I thought you two were such good
friends."

"Hardly." It was on the tip of his
tongue to make a remark about Jayson's many compliments about her,
but he wasn't going to further Jayson's cause. He pulled a
medium-sized dark blue shiny box from the red bag, saying, "Open
it."

As he handed her the box, her fingers
touched his and a shiver of delight raced along his spine. Her face
was a study in wanting, as was his own and neither could hide
it.

Marty looked at her, smiling. "You and
I are deeply drawn to each other," he told her.

"It happens," she answered softly.
"We've known each other so long, and we're good
friends."

"I'd like to take it further. Open your
package." He wasn't going to take it further because he thought he
knew what her answer would be.

"I love presents, getting them and even
more, giving them. Did you meet any interesting women in New York?
I'll bet they sang you some siren songs."

"No groupies. My mind was back here. I
wouldn't have noticed."

She glanced at him sharply and didn't
comment.

Package opened, Caitlin gasped at the
beauty of a pendant. A ball the size of half a robin's egg of
exquisitely blended colors in

crystal on a gold herringbone chain.
Holding it up caused sunlight to dance from the bauble. She glanced
at the small gold and black tag, but she would have recognized the
craftsmanship.

"Lladro," she said softly. "How did you
know I love his work?"

"Don't you know by now I can read your
mind?" He laughed then. "I asked Dosha and we settled on something
like this."

"Thank you so much. I love
it."

"I like being kissed when I please
someone."

She wasn't going to run from him
emotionally. Besides, she needed their friendship back on the even
keel where they'd always held it. She got up and went around the
desk and began to kiss him lightly on his cheek. He pulled her
trembling body to him and held her loosely, kissing her gently on
her soft, warm lips. "You can break my bank with Lladro trinkets
any time for a kiss like that."

She looked at him steadily. "Thank you
for not pushing it, Marty. We need each other. Let's not mess it
up."

"I can't promise what I can't deliver,"
he said tersely.

She had drawn away, but his heart still
beat hard from the closeness.

"Have you eaten?" she asked. "That
sound you hear isn't low thunder, it's my stomach demanding its
lunch."

"I deliberately didn't eat on the plane
because I want to take you to lunch. Can you check out for a little
while and let me take you someplace nice?"

She hesitated. "I haven't got a lot of
time, but we could go to a nearby Subway shop if you're willing.
Give me a few minutes to sign some letters for my secretary to mail
and freshen up."

"Sure."

"Why don't you sit down? I'm certain
you didn't get much sleep in New York."

"I got enough."

He walked over to a wall near Caitlin
and stood looking at a watercolor of lush, exquisitely rendered
brown-edged magnolia blossoms. She called it Faded Magnolias. It
was glorious, he

thought. O'Keeffe had nothing on
Caitlin. He had always told her this, but she had chosen to
concentrate on her plans for an art gallery, subsuming her own work
to Sylvan's. Her eyes had always been starry when she'd told him
again and again, "I've fallen in love with a genius and I've made
it my mission to nurture him and his incredible talent."

"But what about you?" he'd always
protested hotly. "Your work certainly shows plenty of genius. You
love nature as much as Sylvan does. You've got even more heart and
soul. You owe it to yourself to develop your own God-given
talent.

She had kissed him hard on the cheek
then. "I have a genius lover I'll marry soon and a genius friend,
you. That's enough for one circle of friends."

Now Caitlin smiled. "You've always
liked that painting. I did it so quickly and Sylvan was critical.
He said my lines were imperfect, the lights and shadows weren't all
they should be. It lifted me when you liked it so much. Marty,
you've lifted my spirits so many times."

"I'm glad I did because this is one of
the best small paintings I've seen. I paint people because that's
where my best talents lie, but I love nature."

She raised her shoulders, then let them
slump. Marty was such a dear man and she hoped he'd find a love to
replace Bianca. In his dark brown summer trousers with a
natural-colored linen jacket and a cream-colored shirt, he was eye
candy and he didn't seem to have a clue that he was.

Marty did his own study of her. Dressed
in pale blue landkerchief linen with a lined, fitted skirt that
showed off her small waistline and wide hips and caressed the
fairly heavy, well-rounded buttocks, she was his Venus. The
pin-tucked bodice of the dress was cut low and displayed cleavage
that made his mouth water. Her tan strap sandals flattered her very
good long legs with their flared calves.

"You say you're not beautiful," he said
huskily, "but I'm an artist and I know beauty when I see
it."

'I'm an artist too," she said pertly,
pleased at the compliment, and she complimented him back. "My own
personal friend—not Michelangelo's but My David."

Marty threw back his head, laughing.
"I'm ready when you are. David indeed. You're out of your
mind."

A feeling swept over her, a reckless
feeling almost foreign to her and she spoke before she'd realized
what she'd say. "Don't forget I've seen you and the statue. I'd say
it compares favorably."

Marty stiffened a bit against the heat
that took his loins. Teasing her, he said, "Why, you're shocking
me, Cait. I didn't think you'd let yourself remember."

A bit shaken at her own brio, she told
herself that he had been savaged by a woman and she, Caitlin,
wanted to help him heal, as he had long ago helped her to
heal.

"Let's go, woman," he said. "That
sunlight is fierce out there and I want my share of it."

As they walked along, they passed a
small park. Marty turned to her.

"Let's sit down a bit. I want to tell
you something."

He took her hand and began. "In Puerto
I became a part of a well-respected organization that tries to make
the world a better place to live in."

"Oh? Is it for the U.S.
government?"

He shook his head slowly. "It's bigger
than that. One day I'll be able to let you know the whole
story."

He sighed then and she asked him, "Is
it dangerous?"

He hesitated before he nodded. "It can
be dangerous, but I haven't been exposed to much danger. That could
change at any time."

They were silent for a long moment,
then he squeezed her hand. "We're getting closer and I always want
to be honest with you. My part is to furnish information about the
art world."

"Sounds exciting."

"Sometimes it is." His voice got
fierce. "You know I'd never involve you in anything that would hurt
you."

She pressed his hand. "You've always
protected me and I'm grateful."

"I want to do so much more for
you."

His eyes on her made her vulnerable;
her defenses began to give way.

So Marty had a secret life. She found
she wanted to know all about that life. She looked away for a
moment at an ebullient group of small boys shooting marbles on the
sidewalk.

When her gaze returned to him, she was
shocked at the passion that lay between them. She said nothing, but
she plainly heard him say he loved her.


 


 


Chaper 7

 


 


The first late Sunday afternoon that
the Steeles were back, Caitlin and Marty drove to their place out
in Minden, Maryland, to visit. As they rounded the bend in Marty's
leased burgundy Mercedes-Benz, she felt the lift she always felt
when she saw the large white stone house that predated the Civil
War. Painted a sparkling white, there were blue shutters and
massive evergreens. The Steeles owned five hundred acres of prime
land that had been in their family for generations. It was six P.M.
and the sun hung low in the late September sky. A black
wrought-iron fence surrounded the property and extensive woodlands
lay behind and on both sides of the house.

"It's so beautiful," Caitlin
murmured.

"And always here. Look at that old
bay."

The Chesapeake Bay was less than a mile
away and long ago trees had been cut to afford a clear
view.

Marty looked at her closely. "Tonight
we'll come back outside and watch the moon. It's waning now, but it
still gives a good show. Later, let me bring you back when it's
full." He chuckled. "Hell, bring you back. You belong here as much
as I do."

She reached over as they pulled past
the cattle-guard entrance and under the carport. "You're such a
doll."

He cut the engine. "Men aren't
dolls."

"You are."

Inside, Dosha had hovered near the
windows and she came flying out when she saw the car stop. She
stood at Caitlin's side of the car, thrumming with excitement as
she opened the door. "Hurry and get out. I need a hug bad. I've
missed you."

Caitlin got out and the two women
caught each other in a close embrace.

"You look wonderful," Caitlin said. "If
a European trip is going to make you this happy, I'm going
soon."

Marty had gotten out and walked around
to the two women. "See here, you aren't the only one who needs
hugs," he said to Dosha. "Where's mine from you?"

He took the shapely Dosha into his arms
and hugged her tightly, feeling love for his sibling flood him. He
looked approvingly at his pretty, thirty-two-year-old sister with
her long, earth-brown, kinky-curly hair and smooth allspice-colored
skin.

Dosha patted his face. "You're both
looking prosperous and well. I'd say you're good for each
other."

"I'd second that," Marty
said.

Caitlin blushed, remembering all the
times Marty had bailed her out emotionally.

Mel and Rispa Steele came out and
hugged Caitlin and Marty fervently.

"Oh," Rispa kept saying to Caitlin,
"we're so glad to see you again. I'm going to insist you come
often." She turned to Marty. "We never saw enough of her, son. We
were driven to going into D.C. to see her"

"You needed to get into town, and I
didn't want to wear out my welcome," Caitlin protested.

Rispa's heart-shaped face glowed. "As
if you ever could." The black- and silver-haired, tall, slender
Rispa, at sixty, looked fifty, and moved with the grace of a
dancer. Her very dark chocolate-colored skin was little lined and
fresh with love and tender care.

"Well now, Marty," Mel spoke up. "Now
that you're back, we plan to see a lot of you both." He hugged
Caitlin again. "I still say you'd make us a great
daughter-in-law."

Marty laughed easily. "Don't push her,
Dad. She scares easily."

Rispa looked at Caitlin. "Don't be
scared at all, honey-bunch. I raised all three of my boys to be
good husbands. Luck

sometimes just isn't on their sides."
She was sad for a moment; then looking at her tall, red-skinned,
white-haired husband, she felt no sadness ever lasted in her heart
very long. She and Mel were still fit and still thrilled each
other's very souls.

"Hey, where's twin and Adam?" Marty
asked.

"Well," Dosha said, "Adam hasn't come
back from town yet with Rick, and Damien doesn't know you're here.
He's out back being a pigeon fancier. He played his violin all
afternoon. Now he needs something different."

Marty grinned. "Hell, he's thirty-two.
Time he was out chasing women, settling down."

"Ummm, he chases women too," Dosha
said, laughing, "but he doesn't seem to be settling down. He chases
women maybe too much, but I can't criticize. People marry much
later now, so don't start on me, bro. I've got time."

"Just remember your biological clock."
Dosha glanced at Caitlin, feeling Marty's remark would have hurt
her. He was a very sensitive man and she realized he had made the
remark deliberately. He loved Caitlin and her heart hurt for him.
Bianca had proved a devil in his life, had nearly destroyed
him.

Mel stood rubbing his hands together,
looking over his wife, his brood, and their beloved guest. Then he
amended that; Caitlin was a daughter, not a guest.

"It's about time," a mellifluous
baritone voice said as Damien came around the house and greeted
them. He hugged Marty fiercely, then caught Caitlin in a fond
embrace, kissing her soft cheek. "I thought I heard happy voices.
Caitlin, you're a peach and you smell like no other perfume I've
ever known." He breathed deeply, grinning mischievously.

Marty gave him a mock glare. "Twin,
you're a player. It's jasmine you smell, and watch your step. I
wouldn't want to challenge my own brother to a duel."

Caitlin looked at him and drew a sharp,
swift breath. He spoke as if they were lovers, and she tried to be
annoyed, but her feelings went far deeper.

"Properly warned and threatened,"
Damien said. Damien strongly resembled his twin Dosha, but his
earth-brown hair was curlier. He and Dosha were so close. He lived
in Nashville, wrote country music, and owned a record-publishing
company there. They were a highly attractive family, and he was no
different.

"When are Adam and Ricky due back?"
Marry asked.

"Jim said they'd be back about now,"
Mel said. "Ricky wants to see you two. He's talked of little else
for days. But he's been hungering for a new video game, and Adam's
buying it for him."

Caitlin and Marty went with the others
to the huge country kitchen where food in all stages of preparation
lay on countertops and butcher blocks. Done in varying shades of
yellow, it was a cheerful, homey place where most of the family
meals were cooked and eaten.

Rispa bustled about, in her element.
Mel came up to her, kissed her brow. "My woman wears well, don't
you think?"

Caitlin smiled. "I only hope I can do
the same."

"You will," Marty assured her. "You're
both made of good stuff."

"You're no slouch yourself, Mel,"
Caitlin said. The seventy-four-year-old beamed at the
compliment.

"I find I'm holding up," he said,
glancing at his wife, "with a lot of support."

The front door slammed and a
rich-timbred male voice called, "Hey gang, don't eat all the food
before we get there!" No sooner said than a tall, chocolate-colored
man and a wiry tan boy of thirteen burst through the swinging
door.

"Adam!" Caitlin cried and went to him
to be caught in a bear hug.

"Ah Cait," he said heartily. "You're
just who I needed to see. I told my sib if he didn't bring you, he
needn't come either."

The boy, Ricky, squeezed between them.
"Hey Cait, I picked you some flowers before I left. They're in my
room, but I want a big hug first."

"Thank you, sweetie." Caitlin smoothed
the boy's coarse, black hair and hugged him tightly. The supple
bones felt good

and the old, familiar heartache that
came with any child she encountered began. She couldn't stop
herself from hugging him again.

Marty came to them. "Hey guy," he told
Ricky, "you're beginning to court a little early, aren't you? But
then you came by it honestly. Your pop was married at nineteen.
We're lucky he kept on for his degree."

Adam looked wistful then. "Don't knock
it," he said evenly. "You took your time…" He stopped short,
shrugging.

Marty looked down for a minute.
"Touche," he said quietly.

"I'm sorry, Marty," Adam told his
brother. "I didn't mean to be unkind. Losing Kitty hurts even after
all this time." He looked at his son. And my kid's a constant,
welcome reminder."

"It's okay," Marty said, glancing at
Caitlin with all the love he felt as his family smiled.

"Hey, I'm gonna wash up and bring down
your flowers," Ricky said as he fairly flew from the
room.

Caitlin finished shredding iceberg and
romaine lettuce, and cut up chunks of fresh tomatoes, green and red
peppers, and Vidalia onions, while the others each finished making
a dish.

In a very short time, they sat at a big
round oak table covered by cream linen on the large, screened-in
back porch. Southern catfish dinners were a specialty with this
family.

"This is a po'-man's dinner," Rispa
said. "Now tomorrow, we're pulling out all the stops. We've only
got one special thing tonight."

"And that is?" Marty
inquired.

Rispa looked at Caitlin, smiling. "All
the chocolate chip lace cookies you dare eat, and Cait always says
you'd better make one enough."

Caitlin's chocolate chip lace cookies
originated in a mistake she made when she and Dosha were making
regular chocolate chip cookies. She had poured extra melted butter
into the final mix and had begun to throw the whole batch
out.

"No," Dosha had protested. "Let's bake
them and see how they taste."

And the cookies had proved a sensation.
Thinner than the regular cookies, and far richer, they were
delicate morsels indeed.

Seated beside Caitlin, Marty patted her
hand. "I'm going to risk a second one. I can only die once. Now you
all know why I call Cait 'Cookie'."

"Likely comparison," Mel said. "It
figures. You two make a fine couple."

Marty raised his eyebrows. "Except
we're not a couple—yet."

Caitlin's heart lurched as her eyes met
his and held. None of the others at the table missed the
electricity between the two.

Ricky's big vase of white and yellow
and bronze mums sat near Caitlin and she touched them from time to
time. "You've got taste, young man," she told the boy.

Marty laughed. "Sure he has. He's got a
crush on you. He couldn't have better taste."

Mel Steele looked at his oldest son.
"Marty, all the Steele men have the best taste in women." He
narrowed his eyes. "And we go after what we want. We don't often
fail."

"I don't wonder," Caitlin said quietly.
"You're a magnificent bunch."

"And you, honeybunch," Rispa chimed in
to Caitlin, "no daughter could be more precious to us than you
are."

"Thank you." Caitlin's voice
caught.

The simple meal was superb and Caitlin
thought she had never tasted more delicious food. The succulent
catfish from their large pond in back was coated with coarse yellow
cornmeal and bread crumbs, then deep-fried in olive oil. Low-fat
macaroni covered with extra-sharp cheddar cheese and thick skim
milk, corn on the cob and corn pudding, and tender green peas with
carrots and small pearl onions were seasoned to perfection. The
baked cinnamon yams were scrumptious. Cornbread-cake muffins
dripped with butter mixed with olive oil. There was delicious iced
tea or hot tea, lemonade made with Splenda, the new sugar
substitute, and milk for Ricky.

It was a happy gathering, with gospel
music playing on the CD player in the background. "The Singing
Steeles," Caitlin murmured. "I've always loved your and their
music, Mel."

The strains of "Go Down, Moses" filled
the air with both Ashley and Whit Steele's gorgeous voices. They
were two of the children from Mel's first marriage to Lillian.
Annice, a noted psychologist, was another.

"I feel soothed all the way through
when I listen to your music," Caitlin told Mel. "Soothed and
lifted. No wonder you're a favorite."

Mel was silent a long moment,
remembering. "I was happy then," he said. "I'm happy now. My oldest
son, Frank, followed in my footsteps. He's better than I ever
was."

"No," Rispa told him. "No one sang
better than you," she said as Mel flashed her a big
smile.

Rispa pressed her husband's hand,
saying to Caitlin, "His first wife, Lillian, sang with him and
Frank. I worshipped them from afar. I fell in love with him from
the beginning. No, we didn't become lovers then, but I was there
when Lillian left him. I kept praying that God would make him mine
and draw me closer to him. Finally, God answered my
prayers."

Mel looked at his wife, grinning. "It
wasn't like that, baby. I had to work to get you to marry
me."

Rispa threw back her head, laughing.
"You know the song, sweetheart. A boy chases a girl until she
catches him.''

Mel tapped his foot. "Now don't make me
kiss you with one of my savage kisses before all these
people."

Caitlin nodded. "Watching you two
always makes me know the wonderful place Marty comes
from."

"Our firstborn," Rispa said tenderly,
favoring her son with a deeply maternal look that he vividly
responded to.

"On to the cookies!" Ricky
yelled.

Adam put his hands over his ears. "Boy,
you've surely got the Steele lungs."

"Told ya. I'm gonna be a singer like
the Singing Steeles, like Grampa and Uncle Whit." Then he looked
sheepish. "Sorry, Dad, I know I get loud sometimes."

"Ha," Mel said. "You should have heard
your dad as a boy. He was loud city." He glanced at his daughter.
"Why're you so quiet, love? You haven't said a word all
evening."
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