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 Chapter 1

 


Jed cringed and gritted his teeth when he
heard the familiar, persistent tinkle coming from the engraved
sterling bell in the bedroom. Katherine Marsdon Hunt had been
catered to unsparingly from the moment she was born, and since she
sprained her ankle dismounting from her horse a week ago, she had
followed that path to its logical end. She was now a demanding
bitch, and Jed was her enabler.

The day had started out pleasantly enough. A
warm Saturday in late May, the sky above the Altimar Hunt Club was
that color the locals call Carolina blue. Kate was resplendent in a
custom-made gold silk riding habit from Escada that Jed knew had to
cost over ten thousand dollars. Of course, Kate easily justified
that cost because she was riding a horse worth over a million. Jed
slowly made his way toward the private box while Kate had a last
word with the trainer and the groomer. To his dismay, he saw that
Courtney Heathrow and his latest young wife were already there.
"Damn," he thought, "I was hoping to have a couple of drinks before
they arrived so I could survive the day in old Court's
company."

Jed Hunt thought Courtney James Heathrow III
was a pompous ass, and he was. Courtney was Kate's cousin, a
seventy-something old fool with enough money to pay someone to wipe
his ass. He taste ran to twenty-something women, which he traded in
almost as often as he traded cars, always leaving them enough money
to keep them from complaining when he dumped them. Love had never
figured into any of Courtney's marriages. The only love in his life
was the love he had for himself. That the women were adorning him
because of his money never bothered him. Just as long as he could
afford them, he was happy. His pleasure was seeing the envy of
younger, lesser men at his good fortune. He loved the way they
looked at whatever beautiful young woman was on his arm. Jed
couldn't remember if this one was number six or seven and thought
she looked vaguely like the last one.

This one, though, really had a rack. Sitting
just inside the box, her mammaries nearly obstructed old Court's
face from view. Where does he find these women? Jed
wondered. They surely didn't grow up at the Hunt Club, and they
would never have been invited here by anyone with less money and
power than Court.

"Jed, my boy, how are you? You remember
Monica, don't you?"

Who could forget a pair like that, Jed
thought, as he bent to kiss her proffered hand. "Of course. Monica,
my dear, you look lovely, as usual." She did look lovely, although
beyond the bounds of good taste. Old Court had a habit of picking
women that would never be listed in the Social Register, but who
would make heads turn in a crowd. A liveried waiter appeared and
presented a tray of champagne as Jed took his seat. At the first
sip, the master of ceremonies announced that the seventy-fifth
annual horse show of the Altimar Hunt Club was about to begin. Kate
rode into the ring astride "Kate's Pride," her champion Arabian.
The crowd sounded like a paid gallery, "ooing" and "aahing" as she
put him through his paces.

"You must be pretty proud of Kate," cooed
Monica.

Jed had to admit, she looked terrific for a
woman past sixty. But then again, no one knew how old Kate was
except Court. He wasn't going to tell, because that might give his
own age away. Kate took her final turn around the arena, and the
crowd roared its approval. She was the only owner at this gathering
that insisted on showing her own horse. No one else was good enough
to show her baby. As she dismounted, a child in one of the box
seats in front of her threw his head back and let out a
blood-curdling scream. The startled Arabian gave a little jump and
landed on Kate's right foot. She scowled as she looked at her foot.
Damn that brat, why Lettie Crichton has to bring that little
shit to social events is beyond me. And now he's probably going to
cost me the blue ribbon. Jed, breathless, reached her side.
"Oh, my dear, what happened? Do you need an ambulance?"

"For God's sake, I'm not dying. I just
sprained my ankle!" Kate snapped. "Just get me up to the box."

A first aid volunteer drove up in a golf
cart. Jed lifted Kate into the passenger seat. "My dear, don't you
think I ought to take you home?"

"Bullshit," said Kate. "I am not leaving
until this show is over. Just get me a bourbon, and I'll be
fine."

Jed knew there was no use arguing. He'd
figured out years ago that life was a lot more pleasant if he let
Kate have her way. As they reached the box, old Court began his
gushing. "Good heavens, Kate, what happened? Don't you need a
doctor? Is there anything we can do?"

"Somebody can damn well get me a bloody
drink! Where the hell is that waiter, for God's sake? I need a
pillow to prop my foot on."

A reporter from the Altimar Daily News
approached. "Mrs. Hunt, everything was going fine for you until the
dismount. Can you tell me what happened?"

Kate was livid. "I'll tell you what happened.
Leticia Crichton's snot-nosed little grandson screamed and scared
the hell out of my horse. That's what happened! I'm really not in
the mood for an interview right now. Where in hell is my
drink?"

Relieved that she'd waved off the reporter
and wouldn't have to deal with that, Jed gave Kate the bourbon
highball and a pillow for her foot. She took a big swallow and
watched the approach of Samuel Albert, the physician who had cared
for the family for years. He stopped beside the box. "You'd better
let me have a look at that foot, Kate. It might be broken."

"Hogwash, Sam. Don't you think I have enough
sense to know when my own damned foot is broken?"

"Now, Kate, I insist. Let me have a
look."

Kate had removed her riding boot as soon as
she came in after the spill, and her ankle was swelling and turning
noticeably darker than it was at first. "Kate, you have to get home
and elevate this properly, and it also needs ice. I insist. Let Jed
take you, or I'll send for an ambulance."

"Don't be ridiculous. It's just a
sprain."

"It looks like a bad sprain, and if
you don't do what I tell you, you'll be sorry. These things don't
heal as fast as they did when you were twenty. Now get along home
like a good girl."

"Oh, all right. Damn it, Jed, send for the
car."

"I already have, my dear."

The chauffeured Lincoln could get no closer
than the gate on the other side of the arena, so Jed and Dr. Albert
helped Kate back onto the golf cart for the short ride. The doctor
told Jed to pack the ankle in ice and said he would call the
pharmacy for some pain medication. "And lay off the booze, Kate,"
he added. "You can't take these pain pills with alcohol."

"It's a conspiracy," said Kate, "that's what
it is. Go home, Kate. Put your foot up, Kate. Don't drink, Kate.
You'll have me dead and buried, or wishing I was, before the day is
over!"

Jed thanked the doctor and finally they were
under way, stopping at the drugstore for Kate's prescription. When
they pulled up to the big house, the driver parked close to the
door, and Jed and the driver managed to get Kate, shouting
directions the whole time, into the house. Jed said she ought to
settle in one of the downstairs rooms, but she wouldn't hear of it.
"I want to be in my own bed," she insisted.

Jed didn't argue. "I should have installed an
elevator in this freaking museum years ago," he thought, as he
carried her up the grand staircase to the second floor, grateful
she wasn't too heavy.

Kate prided herself on weighing exactly the
same as when they had married twenty years ago, and she had worked
at it. She was a woman of great discipline. Every morning, she ate
a bowl of oatmeal with fresh fruit. Lunch was usually a salad. At
night, unless they were going out or having guests, dinner was
light, usually broiled chicken or fish and fresh vegetables, or
another salad. She allowed herself the occasional indulgence, but
she could afford to. On most days, she walked five miles or so
around the property. In one of the guest rooms she had a treadmill
she used when the weather was bad. She was determined not to let
herself go the way some of her friends had. After all, she had a
handsome husband ten years her junior to think about.

Kate deserved to be proud. She was a striking
woman, and most would have guessed her age ten years younger than
she was. Her shoulder-length red hair framed and flattered her
face. She lacked the pale complexion that usually accompanied hair
of that color; rather, her skin had a luminescent bronze glow that
came from being outdoors but using sunscreen kept her skin from
aging. Most of her contemporaries had skin like leather, but not
Kate. And she hadn't had a face-lift yet, either, although she had
begun wondering if it was time to. She snapped out of the reverie
as Jed helped her out of the riding habit and into an emerald silk
kimono that had been offered by Maria, the maid, who was hovering
about.

"Please see to it that Mrs. Hunt has anything
she needs," he said. "I'm going downstairs to look for something to
eat."

"Jed, darling, why don't you go back to the
club and enjoy yourself? I don't mind," Kate said.

"I don't care about it, now. My favorite
contestant is out of the running." Jed leaned over to kiss her
cheek, then headed downstairs.

"Maria, get me another pillow, and bring me
some more ice. This damned foot is killing me."

"Yes, ma'am." Maria hurried down the stairs
and into the kitchen for the ice. She wasn't surprised to see Jed
sitting at the table with Essie, the cook that had been with the
family almost fifty years. They were both eating enormous ham and
cheese sandwiches and drinking iced tea.

"Is Mrs. Hunt settled now?"

"No, sir. She asked for more ice to put on
her foot. She say it keeling her," Maria relied with
exasperation.

"That's my Kate," said Jed. "I'm afraid we're
all in for a bit of a bad time until she's back on her feet."

"Now don't you fret, Mr. Jed," said Essie.
"Miss Katherine just ain't used to lying around. She always gets a
little fretful if she has to stay in bed."

"That's a tactful way of putting it, Essie.
I'd have said she's like a grizzly bear who's got his head stuck in
a tree."

Essie let a giggle escape. She thought the
sun rose and set on "Mr. Jed". In her opinion, and she had many,
Jed Hunt was the best thing that had ever happened to Kate, and she
had told her mistress so many times.

Essie Belter had been a young widow with two
sons when she was hired. When her husband was killed in an
automobile accident, she suddenly found herself with a family to
raise alone. Now she was over seventy and showed no signs of
wanting to retire. It was a good thing, because Kate couldn't
imagine getting along without her. Essie was a talented and
creative cook. Her mama had worked in the kitchen of the governor's
mansion in Raleigh, and Essie had gone to work with her when she
was little. Many of the guests at Marsdon Hills over the years had
tried to steal her away, but Essie was loyal. Kate's father had
always paid her well, provided for her retirement, and furnished
her with a very nice apartment in the basement of the big house, a
tradition that Kate and Jed continued. The family had paid for her
health insurance and that of her two sons, until they came of age.
The Marsdons had also paid the boys' college tuition with no
strings attached other than they make their mother proud, and they
had both earned degrees. Kate was pleased when both wanted to come
to work for the Marsdon Conglomerate. Tyson Belter was in charge of
security at Marsdon, and Jacob Belter had worked his way up to
administrator of the Marsdon Foundation, which controlled the
funding to the charities the family supported. Katherine thought
well of both men and was proud that the family had helped with
their success. In their own ways, they were now contributing to
hers. Essie's sons had tried to make her retire and offered to
support her, but she wouldn't think of it.

"Shoo," she would say. "People who sit back
in the rocking chair soon find they ain't able to do nothin' else.
Not me." She could quit anytime without worry; but she just
wouldn't, and Kate was relieved. She dreaded the day when Essie was
too old to work.

As Maria started upstairs with the ice, Essie
stopped her. "Lemme take it up. I better see how she's gettin'
along."

"Gracias," said Maria, "but I better come
along to see if she needs anything else."

"You jus' stay put and eat your lunch, Maria.
I made you a sandwich. It's in the refrigerator. I know how to
handle Miss Kate," the old woman replied, already heading upstairs
with the ice bucket.
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 Chapter 2

 


Jed Hunt had come from a hard-working,
middle-class family. His mother and father were both
schoolteachers, who were determined their only child would make
something of himself. He studied hard, always did well in school,
and had won a scholarship to Duke. After an M.B.A. at Wharton, he
had come home and was recruited by Jamison Marsdon, Kate's
father.

Jamison Marsdon was larger than life. A tall,
solid man with a thick head of white hair, he reminded Jed of Lorne
Greene from the old "Bonanza" series, distinguished, even in his
ranch attire of jeans and cowboy boots. He had made his fortune in
the textile industry, making fabric used in parachutes. Starting
with a little mill that had six looms and two employees, it had
grown by the time Jed came to work for him to three mills employing
almost six thousand people, still making parachutes and having
added a broad line of luxurious fabrics. Jamison had expanded his
conglomerate to include a furniture plant, two luxury hotels, and
vast real estate holdings. At Jed's suggestion, Jamison had
recently sold a lot of property adjoining the area that became the
Tri-County Research Park, and the sale of this acreage had greatly
enhanced his already-vast fortune.

Jamison had always been protective of his
only child, and when his wife died when Kate was only fifteen, he
had guarded her even more closely. After Caitlin Marsdon's death,
Jamison had never considered another relationship for himself and
devoted his energies to his growing empire.

Jamison had decided after meeting Jed Hunt
that not only was he the man he wanted to bring into his business,
he was also the man he wanted his daughter to marry.

Kate was nearing forty, and had been alone
for many years. At twenty-three, she had impulsively married Stuart
Rankin, a suave-talking, good looker she had met on vacation in
Bermuda. It took Jamison Marsdon all of five minutes to see that
Stuart was only after the Marsdon money. When Jamison offered him a
million in cash to get out of his daughter's life, Rankin didn't
even go home to pack a suitcase. Jamison had helped a heart-broken
Kate get a quick annulment, and Stuart Rankin had disappeared,
probably to go fishing for riches at another resort. In the ensuing
years, Kate had been seen at one society function after another
with a string of eligible bachelors, but she never had another
serious relationship--until Jed.

Jamison had invited his young protégé out to
the farm for the annual summer barbecue the year Jed joined the
firm. Jamison had kept a seat free for him at the family table, and
stood as he saw the young man approaching. "Jed! I was beginning to
think you weren't going to make it."

"I apologize, sir. I had to stop to change a
flat tire." It might have sounded like a lame excuse had Jed's
dirty hands not borne evidence of his ordeal.

"Go right through that door to the kitchen,
and Essie'll show you where to wash up," said Jamison.

Jed opened the door and nearly collided with
a tiny black woman carrying a large bowl of potato salad. "Oh, I'm
sorry! May I help you with that?"

"No, sir, I can manage," Essie said. Eyeing
the dirty hands that Jed held out in front of himself, she added,
"The bathroom's right there on your left."

Jed cleaned the grime from his hands and was
heading back out to join the party as Essie returned. "You must be
that Mr. Hunt Mr. Marsdon's tol' me so much about. I'm Essie." Jed
almost blushed, and that impressed her.

"Well, I don't know what he's told you, and I
am "Mr." Hunt, but please call me Jed. I fell like I already know
you. Mr. Marsdon is always bragging about your good cooking."

"You'd better get out there with the rest of
them and try some of that cookin' before it's all gone. It's nice
to meet you."

As Jed returned to the table, Jamison started
to rise.

"Don't get up, sir. Sorry for the delay. I
just met the famous Essie in the kitchen."

"Good, son. Everyone, I'd like you to meet my
right-hand man, Jed Hunt. This is my nephew, Courtney Heathrow, our
dear neighbor, Lettie Crichton, and my daughter, Katherine. Have a
seat right there."

Jed knew he had just been introduced to
several other people, but their names swam right out of his head as
his eyes fixed on those of Katherine Marsdon. She was dressed in a
picnic outfit of denim skirt, a red-checked Western shirt, and a
pair of red cowboy boots. Her copper-colored hair hung loose about
her shoulders, and her smile as she greeted him was dazzling.

"You didn't tell me your daughter was so
beautiful, Mr. Marsdon," Jed declared.

"Mr. Hunt, we've all heard so much about
you," said Kate.

"Please, I'm just Jed. I'm glad we could
finally meet."

The ribs and the rest of the barbecue spread
were delicious, but they could have been cardboard for all Jed and
Katherine noticed. They were obsessed with each other from the
start. When dinner was over, the band started a slow song, and
without a word, they stood to dance. Before the song had ended,
Jamison and Lettie both observed that Jed looked like he was going
to propose, and Katherine, that she was going to accept. They moved
together like they had been dancing together all their lives and
wouldn't even have known the song was over, if the band hadn't
begun a rousing version of "Rocky Top." Some of the guests were
forming a square dance, but Kate said, "Come on and let me show you
the house."

They walked around the garden to the front of
the great, white Colonial house up the steps to a wide veranda.
There were several rockers, some comfortably overstuffed twig
chairs scattered about, and a porch swing at one end—an impressive
house that was meant to be lived in, not just looked at. They
entered the foyer where an amazing cantilevered staircase swept up
to the second floor. "Let's start down here. This is the living
room," said Kate. She pointed out the portrait of her mother, and
another of herself astride a pony when she was twelve. One wall was
filled with blue ribbons and silver cups.

"Are all these yours?" Jed asked. "I'm
impressed."

"I've been riding since before I could walk,"
replied Kate. "Daddy always wanted a horse when he was young, and
his family couldn't afford it. I think he's lived his childhood
dreams by indulging me. We have stables out back. I still show
horses."

They walked through one room after another,
and neither was aware when they started holding hands. They walked
up the big stairs and Kate opened several doors to tastefully
appointed guest rooms. She stopped outside a beautifully carved
cherry door. "This is my favorite room in the house," Kate
commented, as they stepped in.

The room was as large as any three in the
house. The wall facing the front lawn seemed to be all windows,
hung with magnificent draperies in emerald watered silk. The
exterior wall at one end of the room held a massive stone
fireplace, with a finely detailed tapestry hanging above the
mantle. When he got closer to it, Jed realized that the tapestry
was a rendering of the estate. A beautiful woman was serving from a
wicker picnic basket. It was Kate's mother. A much younger Jamison
was pouring wine, and a pretty little girl was nearby, picking
flowers. It was a lovely scene. "My mother made this," Kate
explained.

"Then she was talented, as well as
beautiful," Jed replied, "and her daughter seems to have taken
after her."

Kate looked pleased as they looked around the
rest of the spacious room. In the center was an antique partner's
desk with comfortable leather chairs on either side. A worn, but
still rich, Aubusson covered the floor under the desk. The rest of
the floor glowed with the patina of fine, old hardwood. A Victorian
love seat, a Queen Anne sofa, and several occasional tables in the
same dark cherry created a sitting area near the fireplace. The
entire room was done in shades of rose with emerald and gold
accents. One table held a large crystal bowl with fresh roses of
many shades, from palest blush to deepest red. "From my mother's
rose garden," Kate said. "I'll have to show you that, too."

"Perhaps we'd better rejoin the party, or
your father'll think we've eloped. Although now that I think about
it, that sounds like a good idea."

Kate smiled. She would have gone off with him
right then if she'd thought he was serious. Jed Hunt, although
extremely good-looking and personable, had never been a ladies'
man. He had dated in high school, of course, and had one or two
girlfriends in college, but nothing serious. By the time he had his
M.B.A., he was heading for thirty with no thoughts of marriage. He
had intended to get established in his career before seeking a wife
and had never really given much thought to having children. Jed
genuinely liked Jamison Marsdon and felt that he would have a
challenging and lucrative career if he stayed with the firm. Now,
after just an hour with his employer's daughter, he had one more
compelling reason to stay. As they walked hand-in-hand down the
stairs, Jamison entered the foyer. "There you are! I was beginning
to think you two had eloped."

Jed and Kate burst out laughing. "Actually,
sir, I was coming to ask your blessing first," Jed stated.

"You have it, son. But don't say I didn't
warn you. I've spoiled her rotten, and she's mighty
headstrong."

"My God," thought Kate, "I'm thirty-nine and
actually blushing." "Daddy! I can't believe you're talking about me
as if I weren't here. And I am not spoiled! Well, okay, maybe a
little bit," Kate laughed. "Now let's get back to the party."

Jed and Kate rejoined the gathering and
circulated among the guests. Kate introduced Jed to so many people
he wondered if he would remember half of them tomorrow, but she
made it easier with little anecdotes about each one. Before they
went back to their table, she filled him in on Courtney Heathrow,
currently in between wives, and Lettie Crichton, currently looking
for a husband. Lettie had been divorced for years, and while her
fortune probably exceeded Courtney's, he never considered asking
her for a date, because she was too old. Never mind that she was
five years younger than he. He liked them much younger and rather
naive, so they could be more easily manipulated, and Lettie was a
shrewd woman.

Lettie had been carrying a torch for Jamison
Marsdon for years, and while he knew it, he never let on that he
did. He never intended to marry again, but he had always been a
good friend and neighbor to Lettie, and she knew she could call on
him. She settled for that, but that hadn't stopped her from hoping
someday he might see her as a desirable woman. As Jed and Kate
approached the table to rejoin them, Lettie leaned over and
whispered to Jamison, "They make a dashing couple, don't they?"

"That they do," Jamison replied.

Others at the barbecue were thinking the same
thing. Kate's bronze coloring was complemented by Jed's coal black
hair and blue eyes. Anyone looking at them would have assumed they
were about the same age, and so far, Jed didn't know any different.
They just hadn't gotten that far, yet.

Finally, the party began to break up, and the
extra servants that had been hired for the occasion began clearing
away the mess. The band was packing up. Jamison was still saying
goodbyes out at the driveway. "Care to join me in a nightcap?" Kate
asked Jed.

"Sure," he replied.

"Let's go in through the kitchen," said Kate,
leading the way. As they stepped in, Essie was just drying her
hands.

"Y'all need anything else, Miss Kate?"

"No, thanks, Es. Jed and I were just going to
the den to have some brandy. I'll see you in the morning."

"Good night, then. I'll be turning in."

Marsdon Hills encompassed about five hundred
acres, Kate had explained to Jed, as they settled in the
comfortable den. It was the homiest room Jed had seen in the house.
The big old sofa was even a little ragged, but Kate said Jamison
absolutely refused to get a new one or even have it covered. He
liked to stretch out in here and watch the evening news and didn't
even take his boots off. Kate poured two small brandies and sat
down beside Jed. "So, mystery man, tell me a little about
yourself."

Jed obliged and told Katherine about growing
up in the small town of Churchville and about his parents. When he
mentioned how long he had been out of school, Kate felt compelled
to ask, "How old are you, anyway, Jed?"

"Twenty-nine."

"Oops," said Kate with a grimace. "I don't
usually divulge my age, but I'd better come clean. I'll be forty
next week."

"Great! I love birthdays. Let me take you out
to dinner to celebrate."

Kate didn't know what kind of reaction she
expected to the news that she was ten years older than Jed, but she
was pleased with the one she got. "I'd really like that. Where
shall we go?"

"It's your birthday. We'll go anywhere
you like."

"Well, there's a lovely old place over in
Altimar that was converted to an inn and opened last year. I've
been wanting to go there."

"Sounds great to me. Shall I make our
reservation?"

"I'm coming into town for a meeting Monday
morning," said Kate. I'll just go by and do it in person. Would
Friday at eight be good for you? We'd have to leave here at
seven."

"Sounds wonderful," Jed answered. "I've been
enjoying the company so much, I hadn't noticed how late it's
getting. I don't want to wear out my welcome. I'd better get
home."

As they walked to the front door, he asked,
"May I call you before Friday?"

"I was hoping you would," Kate replied. She
impulsively reached up and kissed him on the cheek.

"Thanks for a lovely evening, Kate. I'll be
looking forward to seeing you again."

She watched him as he walked to his car and
stood in the doorway until he was out of sight on the long drive.
Finally, she closed the door and walked to the kitchen to put the
brandy glasses in the sink. As she flipped on the kitchen light,
the sight of Essie sitting at the kitchen table in her fuzzy old
bathrobe startled her. "Essie! What in the world are you doing,
sitting here in the dark?"

"Waiting up for you, Missy. That sure is a
nice young man. Tell old Essie all about him."

Kate sat down at the table. "He's smart. He's
handsome. He works hard. He comes from a nice family. He's funny.
I'm going to marry him!"

Essie laughed. She was glad to see Kate
looking so happy. "You sound like I did the night I met my Delbert.
The first night I saw him, I came home and tol' my mama I was going
to marry him, and I did. We were married when we hadn't known each
other but two weeks, but we knew. We knew. I ain't never thought
about having another man after he was took away. He was the best.
We had some good times; bad times, too, but they don't seem all
that bad when I look back on 'em. And we had two good boys. I know
I'll see him again someday when God calls me home."

"Essie, God isn't going to call you home
anytime soon, I hope. I wouldn't want anyone else to cook my
wedding feast."

"Tell me, Missy, does this Mr. Jed know you
are going to marry him?"

"Not yet," Kate said, "but we're going out
Friday, for my birthday. We'll see what happens then."

"You'd better come down off that cloud, young
lady, and get yo'self to bed. It's after two o'clock."

"I know. Good night, Es." Kate bent down,
hugged the old woman, and floated up the stairs. As she undressed
for bed, she took a long look at her body. "Not bad for forty," she
thought. She wouldn't be embarrassed for Jed to see her naked. "All
in time," she thought, as she crawled into bed and snapped off the
light. While she drifted off to sleep, her last thoughts were of
Jed and the anticipation of seeing him next weekend.

On the other side of town, Jed was just
getting into bed himself, humming to himself, and thinking back to
the kiss Kate had given him as he was leaving. "That's a promising
sign," he thought. "I think she's as attracted to me as I am to
her." It hadn't taken more than a few hours for him to start
thinking of a future with her.

 


 



 Chapter 3

 


Monday morning Kate was up early to dress for
her trip into Altimar. She was meeting with Jacob Belter at the
Marsdon Building to go over some Foundation business. Kate had been
involved in the management of the Foundation since graduating from
college. Of course, she didn't have to work, but she had a hard
time picturing herself as a lady who just shops and does lunch.

Although it was no more than a typical
business day, Kate put on one of her favorite dresses, a
tangerine-colored silk in the style of an Oriental cheong-sam. She
paid extra attention to her makeup and put a silver clip into her
upswept hair--in case she ran into Jed.

Several times a week, she made the drive into
Altimar where the Marsdon offices were located and spent hours
poring over requests for money from the Foundation. She chose where
the money went, and Jacob Belter took care of the dispersal of
funds. A board of directors had final approval, but it was really
just a formality.

Jamison Marsdon had always believed in
returning some of his good fortune to help others. He made a large
annual gift to national cancer research in memory of Kate's mother,
but much of the money stayed in the mountains of the Old North
State. Kate had also had a hand, at one time or another, in the
management of the family hotels, but she found she preferred to
remain behind the scenes.

When Jamison purchased an old luxury hotel in
Altimar, the Balmoral, his objective had been to convert the
building into modern offices. After one visit to the property,
though, Kate had fallen in love with it, and convinced her father
that it should be restored to its former glory and operated once
again as a fine hotel. Although she had no experience in
construction, Kate had supervised the renovation. Her business
degree had paid off, and she had surprised even her father with the
professional job she had done in hiring contractors, dealing with
the city for the necessary permits and licenses, and handling
everything down to the smallest detail. The finished hotel had
emerged as a monument to the luxury of a bygone era and was booked
for months in advance from the day it opened.

Kate had also supervised every detail of the
decorating. The walls and furniture were covered in top-of-the-line
fabrics woven in Marsdon mills; the furniture that wasn't antique
had been made in the Marsdon factory. The draperies, bed linens,
and tablecloths were all Marsdon fabrics.

Each elegant guest suite was sumptuously
appointed to create the feel of a luxurious private residence. The
lobby, mezzanine, and other common areas were a testament to
historical refinement, furnished with beautiful Scottish antiques
like those at the namesake Balmoral owned by the British royal
family. The hotel restaurant attracted a sophisticated clientele
and tourists passing through as well as hotel guests. Kate chose
the carpeting, the lighting, the china, crystal and flatware in the
restaurant, right down to the Vahlrona Grand Cru chocolates
presented with the check, the same chocolate all guests found on
their pillows at night. Jamison's input, other than money, had been
to hire an eclectic mixture of staff, including a Cordon Bleu chef,
from some of the finest hotels in the world. Hans Gruber, the
general manager, had been lured away from a resort in Gstaad. The
property had been awarded an unprecedented five-diamond rating the
year it opened. Kate had gladly handed over the keys and the
responsibility to Hans, but she still checked in regularly. The
second hotel Jamison bought was in Boca Raton; it was an existing
luxury property whose owner was forced to sell at a discount during
a nasty divorce. Hans had recruited his brother, Horscht, to run
this one. Kate and Jamison usually flew down for a couple of weeks
in the winter, but basically the property was in excellent
condition when they took it over. Horscht Gruber ran things
perfectly, so Jamison didn't have to worry about much except
watching the profits roll in.

Kate had been a familiar sight in the Marsdon
factories since she was old enough to walk. Although she had no
official duties concerning the mills, she did make an appearance in
each one several times a year, as her father's ambassador. Between
business activities, charity work, and her horses, Kate really led
a full life. She had never lacked for a suitable escort to the
various functions she attended, but she hadn't considered a serious
relationship in years, until now. Several times throughout the
morning, as she and Jacob pored over their papers, she found
herself thinking of Jed.

Two floors up, in the offices of the Marsdon
Conglomerate, Jed was sitting in the chair across from Jamison
Marsdon as they discussed some upcoming projects. "Jed, are you
listening?"

"I'm sorry, sir. Were you talking to me?"

"May I ask if my daughter is responsible for
your lack of attention?" asked Jamison, eyes twinkling.

"Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. What were you
saying?"

"This can wait until this afternoon, Jed. Why
don't you go downstairs and see if you can take Kate to lunch?
She's probably in the Foundation office with Jacob."

"Really? Sir, you know I intend to court
Katherine."

"Nothing would please me more, Jed. In the
past few months, I've come to think of you as the son I never had.
I think you and Kate have a lot in common, and Lord knows she
deserves some happiness. She had a bad marriage, you know."

"No, sir. I didn't know that."

"Well, she married this good-for-nothing that
was only out for her money. He didn't last long enough for the ink
to dry on the license.

"You know I'm not after Kate's money."

"I know that, son, or I'd stop you in your
tracks right now before you hurt my little girl. She's still my
little girl, you know; it doesn't matter how old she is.
Incidentally, she's told you that she's older than you?"

"Yes, sir, she did. I think age is just a
frame of mind. Besides, she looks younger than I do. She's
beautiful."

"That she is, boy. Her mama was, too."

"Don't worry, sir. I'll take good care of
her. Now, if you really mean it when you suggest I take her to
lunch, I'll just go on down stairs and ask her."



Jed took the stairs down two floors, instead
of waiting for the elevator. He hadn't visited this floor since the
first day he had come to work at Marsdon when he had accompanied
Jamison on a tour of the offices and met every employee.

Jamison knew not only his administrative and
management staff, he also knew the janitor's name and the names of
his wife and children as well, further convincing Jed that he had
come to work in the right place. Jed came to the door with Kate's
name on it and knocked. The secretary was not at her desk.

"Come in," Kate said and broke into a grin as
Jed entered. "Jed, what a nice surprise. You've met Jacob
Belter?"

"Yes," Jed said, extending his hand. "I met
your famous mother last night, too. If you'll excuse the
interruption, Jacob, I was hoping to steal Kate away long enough
for us to have lunch. Would you care to join us, assuming she's
free, that is?"

"You two go ahead. I'm leaving early to go to
my little boy's ball game, and I'm holding out for a ball park hot
dog."

"Okay," said Kate, "I'll be back in on
Wednesday to finish the work we started. Thanks for all your help,
Jacob."

"Sure thing, ma'am. I'm coming out to the
house one evening this week to see my mother. I'll be seeing you.
Have a good lunch." Jacob gathered up his papers and left.

"How about it, Ms. Marsdon? Shall we walk to
lunch?"

"I'd love to, Mr. Hunt. I'm ready as soon as
I get my purse."

Getting off the elevator, they stepped out
into the bright sunlight. "Is there any place special you'd like to
go?" Jed asked. "I usually just go across the street to
Sally's."

"Sally's is fine with me. I haven't been
there in awhile."

They crossed the street and entered the busy
diner. Jed spotted an empty table and ushered Kate over to it.
After they ordered, Kate said, "I'm so glad you asked me to
lunch."

"I couldn't wait until Friday to see you,"
Jed replied, causing her to smile. Their food arrived before they
could say anything more, and they continued the conversation. Kate
told Jed the condensed version of her marriage to Stuart Rankin,
leaving out the part about her father paying him to get out of her
life. Jed acted as if this was the first he had heard of it; he saw
no purpose in telling her that Jamison had already told him. Kate
talked a little about her horses and life at Marsdon Hills. "Do you
ride?"

"A little bit," Jed answered. "I'm certainly
not in your class."

"Oh, for Pete's sake," Kate laughed. "I've
got an old mare out in the stables that might be about your speed.
We'll have to get you up on her."

They talked about nothing else special over
their lunch. Before they knew it, over an hour had passed and the
restaurant was nearly empty. "Good Lord, your father will think
I've quit work. We'd better go back," Jed said.

When they reached the entrance to the
building, Kate said. "I'm going to part company with you right
here. I need to do a little shopping before I go back to Marsdon
Hills."

This time, Jed leaned down and gave her a
little kiss on the cheek. "I'll call you soon. Did you make our
reservation?"

"I'm going to do it on the way home."

"Great. I'd better get back to the
office."

Kate headed for the parking deck and drove
straight over to the Blue Ridge Inn. The building was a grand old
mansion with beautiful grounds and had been in the same family for
years. The latest generation to inherit the place had realized the
only way they could afford to live in it was to turn it into an
inn. The young couple had done a beautiful job with the place and
had already established a reputation for fine dining in a charming
setting. As Kate walked in, an attractive young woman approached
and said, "Welcome to the Blue Ridge Inn. I'm Marcy Lander. How may
I help you?"

"Hi. I'm Kate Marsdon. I wanted to make a
dinner reservation for this Friday, if possible. It's my birthday,
and I've wanted to come here since you opened."

"Oh, dear, Ms. Marsdon. I'm afraid we're
having a wedding rehearsal dinner here this Friday, and our dining
room is completely booked. The only thing we could do would be to
put you in one of our guest suites and serve you there--if that
would be acceptable. How many are in your party?"

"Just two. Is a suite available for the
entire evening?"

"Yes, I'm sure of it because we just had a
cancellation. I'm sorry to impose room service on you on your first
visit. Our dining room is quite nice."

"Don't worry; it's not a problem," Kate said.
"We'll arrive at eight, if that's okay."

"Wonderful."

Kate produced her American Express card, paid
for the suite, and headed back to the car. She felt quite brazen in
assuming that Jed would want to spend the night, and the thought
made her smile. An out-and-out seduction, that's what she was
planning. "If you're going to do this, do it right," she thought,
as she sailed into Victoria's Secret, determined to find the
sexiest, most beautiful negligee in the place. She decided not to
go for basic black, but instead, picked out an emerald green number
that set off her hair and her eyes. The nightgown fit like a second
skin, with a sheer insert between the breasts that plunged all the
way to the navel. The back was open, with teeny criss-cross straps
and a deep vee down to the derriere. A pair of tiny lace panties
and a diaphanous floor-length peignoir completed the shameless
ensemble. She also bought a pair of matching green velvet mules and
left the store, heading for home, feeling a little light-headed. If
this outfit didn't turn his head, she couldn't imagine what
would.

As Kate slid into the car, she was already
dialing the number of the Total Woman on her cell phone to make an
appointment for a total indulgence on Thursday. This meant the
works: manicure; pedicure; eyebrow, leg and bikini wax; hair; sauna
and facial. What the hell, why not go for the seaweed wrap and full
body massage, too? Kate was so lost in her reverie; she was turning
into the drive of Marsdon Hills before she knew it. As the house
came into view, she was startled at the sight of a sheriff's
department cruiser in the drive and two deputies standing on the
porch with Jamison. She stopped the car and bounded up the steps.
"What's wrong, Dad? Why are the police here?"

"No one's hurt, Kate, but we've had a little
trouble. One of the stable hands is missing, and so are several
items from the house, including $10,000 I had in the safe."

"Good heavens! When did this happen? How did
someone get into the safe? What else is missing?" Kate asked in one
breath.

"They must have known what they were doing,
Miss Marsdon. There were no signs of forced entry. Besides the
money, your father's .44 magnum and a Remington bronze were
taken."

"What about my jewelry? It was in the
safe."

"Still there. Evidently, he just wanted the
cash and the gun. Seems like the Remington was probably an
afterthought. We found it in the field next to the house. It must
have been a little bulky for him to carry. How long has the boy
worked for you, Mr. Marsdon?"

"About two months. Dugan found him at a horse
auction after the last stable hand moved to Colorado. He seemed to
know his way around horses, and we needed someone. I guess this
should be a lesson to me to check out the help more thoroughly next
time."

"We'll be on the lookout, but there's no
telling how far he may have gotten with that money. He could be on
a slow boat to China by now."

"I appreciate anything you can do. Well, if
that's all you need me for, I'd better call the safe company about
upgrading the security around here."

"Yes, sir. We'll keep you informed."

"I'm sorry, Daddy. I know that was your
favorite gun. At least he dropped the Remington."

"Come on, baby. Let's go in and have a drink
before supper. You can tell me about your day."

They headed for the den, and Jamison poured
each of them a highball. "How was your day?" he asked, as they
settled onto the couch. "Did you and Jed have a good lunch?"

"Yes, we did, Daddy, I really like Jed. In
fact, it could be more than "like!"

"Good. He's a sensible young man. He'll make
you a good husband."

"For heaven's sake! We haven't even had three
dates!"

"So what? I bet I'll be giving you away in a
month or two. You listen to your old dad. That boy's crazy about
you, and you're crazy about him; I can tell. I didn't just fall off
the turnip truck, you know. I've been around for a while. I'd be
pleased about it," Jamison continued. "Do you think you'd live
here?"

"Daddy, don't get carried away, and stop
worrying about where we'll live."

"Honey, this will be yours when I'm gone.
Hell, it's yours now. I could always move to one of those
condominiums in town."

"Don't be ridiculous, Daddy. There's plenty
of room out here. We've never been in each other's way."

"I know, but once you're married, you might
want more privacy."

"Then we'll close the door. Anyway, you're
putting the cart before the horse. Maybe you should wait until Jed
asks me to marry him before you start worrying about where we'll
live."

"I've waited a long time to see my little
girl happy."

"I know, Daddy. Now quit worrying. Want to go
see what's for supper?"

"Why don't we just get a tray and eat in
here? Want to?"

"Sure." Kate picked up the house phone and
rang the kitchen. "Es, would it be a bother for Daddy and me to
have supper in the den? We're not having anything fancy, are
we?"

"No bother, Missy. I'll have it there in a
few minutes."

Jamison had already picked up the remote
control and flipped on the news. Essie came in shortly, pushing a
cart loaded with a salad, cold roasted chicken, and some of her hot
yeast rolls. A pitcher of tea and two pieces of pound cake with
fresh peaches completed the spread.

"Good Lord, Essie. What a feast. Get another
plate and eat with us."

"I can't tonight, Missy. I've got some
special baking going on in the kitchen, and I need to be where I
can keep an eye on it."

"Sounds mysterious, Es. What are you
baking?"

"I can't tell you, Missy. It's a surprise,"
the older woman replied, as she retreated from the room.

"She's giggling like a school girl," Kate
said. "I wonder what that's all about."

"I wouldn't be surprised if she wasn't down
there right now, cooking up the food for your wedding and putting a
few things in the freezer."

"Daddy, if I didn't know better, I'd say you
were trying to get rid of me."

"Not at all, sweetheart. I just know a sure
thing when I see one, and I'd say you and Jed are a sure thing."
The conversation was interrupted by the telephone. When Jamison
hung up, he said, "They found the one that robbed us. I'm going
down to the sheriff's office as soon as we finish supper. He said
it was the stable boy. They got him after he tried to jump a train
and fell and broke his leg. They got the money and the gun,
too."

Jamison found the boy in one of the three
cells at the tiny jail. Sheriff Norton had already taken him over
to the hospital and had his leg examined, and for now, it was in
one of those bulky metal-and-foam splints instead of a cast. The
skinny, blond-haired prisoner was sitting up on the cot with his
leg propped up on the pillow that had been provided for his head.
Jamison asked to be let into the cell. "I don't think he's in much
shape to do you any harm," the sheriff said as he closed the
door.

Jamison loomed over the young man. "Don't you
work for me, boy? What's your name?"

"Yes sir. Matthew Bowen, sir."

"Just what were you doing stealing from me?
And how in hell did you get into my safe?"

"Well, I was shoveling manure out from the
stables, and Mr. Dugan sent me out with the wheelbarrow to dump a
load by the edge of the rose garden. When I walked by, those big
doors were open, and I just had to take a peek inside that room. I
didn't set out to steal anything, honest I didn't. I was just
looking around, and then I saw that picture on the wall, because on
TV, that's always where the safe is, and there it was. I just
turned the dial and heard a click, so I turned it again the other
way, and then it was just open! I don't know why I took the stuff.
I started to run out when I saw that statue of that man on the
horse, and it reminded me of my daddy in the rodeo, so I took it
too, but it was so heavy I dropped it," he seemed to say it all in
one breath.

"How old are you, boy?"

"I reckon I'm around fifteen, but I'm not
sure. I don't remember my ma, and my daddy left me at the county
home and went off when I was ten or eleven. I ran away from that
place after a month or two. That's been a while back, and I sort of
lost track of time while I was traveling around."

"Dan, would you come back here?" Jamison
hollered down the short hall to the office.

"Dan, I want you to release Matthew to me.
I'll sign the papers or whatever."

"Now, just a minute, Jamison. What are you
planning to do with that boy? He'll have to stay here until his
trial unless someone goes his bail."

"Dammit, Dan, I'm the one he stole from. I
can put up his bail if you don't trust me for it. He's not going
anywhere except back to the ranch."

"Well, it's sort of irregular, but I reckon
it's all right. Just come in here and sign the release."

Sheriff Norton opened the cell door again,
and Matthew hobbled out clumsily on his crutches behind Jamison.
Jamison signed the form, and they headed out to the pickup, got in,
and began the trip back to the ranch. After a few minutes, Matthew
asked "Mr. Marsdon, why'd you do that? Get me out of jail, I mean?
You could have let me rot back there after the way I stole from you
and everything."

"When I was a kid, I made a few mistakes. A
good friend of my father gave me a hand up after my daddy died, and
I figure I can do that for somebody I think could use it. This is
your chance to either be a good man or a bad man. You can make a
choice here. Are you going to let that incident be a stupid mistake
of youth, or are you going to keep walking down the wrong road?
It's up to you." They were soon pulling up to the kitchen door at
Marsdon Hills. "Come on. I imagine you missed supper. I'm sure
Essie will have some leftovers in here, somewhere."

Essie was still puttering around the kitchen
as they stepped in. "Es, this is Matthew Bowen. You remember—he
worked for us. How about giving him something to eat?"

She arched her eyebrows in mild surprise as
Jamison hung his hat on the peg inside the door and strolled on
through the kitchen. "Well, don't just stand there; sit down at the
table," she said. The little woman scurried back and forth across
the kitchen a couple of times, and shortly put a huge plate in
front of the boy, along with a glass of milk. He stared at the big
plate, until she said, "Go on, now." Matthew picked up the fork and
fell into the meal as if he hadn't had a bite in days.

"I guess running from the law will work up a
big appetite." Matt was just taking the last swallow of milk from
his glass, and almost choked at the old woman's comment. "Thank you
for the supper, ma'am," was all he was able to spit out. As he was
finishing, Jamison stepped back into the kitchen with Dugan, the
big Scottish foreman, trailing behind.

"Matt, Dugan is going to take you down to the
bunkhouse to collect your things. You're going to stay here in the
house while your leg is healing up."

If the foreman was surprised, he showed no
sign of it. They rode in silence down to the bunkhouse, and Dugan
waited in the truck while Matt collected his meager store of
clothes and personal things. Back at the big house, Dugan pulled up
to the kitchen door where Essie was waiting. "Come with me," she
said to the boy. She led the way down a short hallway in back of
the stairs and opened a door. "You can stay in here."

It was a small but pleasant room, furnished
with an old iron bed against one wall, a dresser, nightstand with a
lamp and a water pitcher, and a small bookcase. "This used to be
the cook's room, but I got a place in the basement now. The
bathroom's behind that door, towels in the cabinet. Good night."
Essie closed the door behind her, and Matthew sat down on the
bed.

He couldn't believe his luck. He'd robbed his
employer, been caught, and now was actually a guest in the house
he'd tried to rob. It didn't make any sense, but he was grateful
for the bed. His leg was really throbbing, so he got a glass of
water and took one of the pain pills the doctor had given him. He
took off his clothes, fell back into the soft, old sheets, and
quickly drifted off to sleep.

 


 



 Chapter 4

 


The Marsdon household was usually in full
swing by daylight, and it was this Tuesday morning.

The smell of frying bacon permeated the air,
and Matthew was stirred to consciousness. The next thing he noticed
was that he was in a strange room. As he rolled over to get out of
bed, pain shot through his leg, bringing the memories of the day
before flooding back to him in a rush. Remorse was quickly replaced
with the urge to relieve himself. As he hobbled painfully to the
bathroom, he saw that the clothes he had taken off the night before
and dropped beside the bed were now clean and stacked neatly on the
dresser. After washing up, he dressed and headed for the kitchen.
"Good morning, ma'am. Something sure smells good."

"That's your plate on the table. I figured
the smell of food would roust you out of bed." Essie poured herself
a cup of coffee and sat down across from him. "Now, you listen to
me. Mr. Marsdon has took you in out of the kindness of his heart.
You can't lay around all day and take advantage of him. I've
already asked him, and he said that you can help me with some
things that need to be done. Soon as you finish that breakfast, we
got work to do!" Essie tried to sound stern.

Matt couldn't suppress his grin at the bossy
tone of the little woman. "Yes'm. What do you want me to do?"

Essie got up and returned with a pillow,
which she arranged in the extra chair, and then helped Matt put his
leg up. After removing the breakfast dishes she stepped into the
big pantry and came back carrying a basket of soft rags and a can
of silver polish. She set it down wordlessly and went back to the
pantry. In a moment she reappeared pushing a large, wooden box on
rollers and placed it beside the table. It was an elaborate box
with an inlaid script "M" on top. Opening it, Essie began to give
Matthew detailed instructions on how to polish silver.

Matthew had no idea silverware could be so
complicated. There were all kinds of spoons: strangely shaped
spoons with serrated edges on them, large spoons with holes in
them, things he had never seen. "What's this?" he asked, holding up
a tiny, elongated spoon.

"That's a marrow spoon," Essie answered. One
by one, she held up the special utensils, telling Matt what each
was for. "When Mrs. Marsdon was alive, these got used regular. She
loved to entertain folks, she did. Why, we used to have a dinner
party nearly every week. She loved to set a pretty table. Wouldn't
let nobody set it, 'ceptin' herself. She always made it look real
special."

"Are we having a dinner party?"

Essie cocked her head at him when she heard
"we," but she let it pass.

"Not right yet, but I have a feeling we'll be
having one soon. Might as well be ready, just in case. Now, start
polishin'."

 


 



 Chapter 5

 


Jamison Marsdon had been at his desk for
several hours when Jed arrived a half-hour early for a scheduled
meeting. Jamison had always been in the habit of rising early and
found that he did his best thinking early in the morning before the
office was busy and teeming with people. Jed wasn't due to arrive
until nine, but he usually came in well ahead of schedule. He
greeted his employer, and after getting them both a cup of coffee
from the pot on the sideboard, set down to business.

Marsdon was grooming Jed to take over the
day-to-day running of the office so he could retire. Of course,
that didn't mean he was going to give up control or even completely
quit working, but it was his intention to spend more time at the
ranch. He wanted to work with the horses; he thought he might even
start spending the whole winter at the property in Florida. He'd
mentioned this to Kate several times, even before Jed entered the
picture.

Jamison didn't want to saddle his only child
with the formidable responsibility of running the conglomerate, but
it wasn't because he doubted her ability to do so. She had a place
in the company, and filled it well, but he did not want her every
waking hour filled with business, the way his had been for the last
thirty years. Oh, he was proud of his accomplishments, but they
remained bittersweet because his wife wasn't there to share them
with him. The last picture of her taken before her illness still
sat on his desk.

Jed and Jamison worked for several hours, and
then Jed suggested they break for lunch. Margaret, Jamison's
secretary, ordered from the Dragon Palace. When the food arrived,
they sat at the round conference table in the corner. As he worked
on his egg roll, Jamison asked, "Well, have you proposed to my
daughter yet?"

Another man might have choked on his reply,
but not Jed. Without missing a beat, he said, "No, sir, but we're
going out Friday night. I hope you won't think this is too sudden,
but I knew when we met, she was the one for me."

Jamison paused for a moment. "Son, in the few
days that have passed since you two met, Katherine has been the
happiest I have ever seen her. You don't know how much that means
to me. It was hard when her mother died. I didn't know a thing
about fifteen-year-old girls, but somehow I raised her, and she's
done her mother and me proud and turned into a fine lady. After
that farce of a marriage to that worthless piece of well, you know,
it seemed like the wind was out of her sails for a long time. She
finally got over it and got on with her life, but something has
always been missing, just like me without Caitlin. I hope you'll be
very happy together."

"Sir, I guess I can count that as your
blessing, so I'll be asking her soon," Jed replied.

 


 



 Chapter 6

 


Kate awoke on her fortieth birthday felling
like a schoolgirl going to her first prom. She was so excited over
the prospect of her evening with Jed she didn't know what she would
do with herself until he arrived. When she walked into the kitchen
for her usual coffee, Essie said, "Good morning, Missy. Now, you
sit down and let me fix your birthday breakfast. No oatmeal this
morning!"

"Es, I'm so happy today, I'll eat whatever
you fix, but you really don't need to go to any trouble. Oatmeal is
fine."

"I've already started something special, and
I fixed you a place on the porch. You can have it out there. The
sun is out, but it's still cool enough to be nice."

Kate strolled out to the screened side porch.
It had a glass-topped table and comfortable chairs, and she and
Jamison ate supper there often when the weather was pleasant. Essie
had put a fresh cloth on the table and in a vase, a bouquet of
roses from her mother's garden. It would always be her "mother's
garden."

Standing next to the flower arrangement was a
card, propped against a bottle of champagne from his cellar. The
card was signed, "Happy Birthday, Sweetheart. Here's a little
something for you to enjoy tonight. Love, Daddy."

Kate was touched. Essie came onto the porch
carrying eggs benedict, sliced tomatoes, cantaloupe, and fresh
orange juice. "Good Lord, Es, I won't fit into my birthday duds if
I eat all that."

"Now, Miss Kate, you have a fine figure, and
one little splurge for your birthday ain't fixin' to make you fat.
Here's the newspaper." A lighted birthday candle was stuck at the
edge of one English muffin. "Make y'self a wish!"

It only took Kate a moment to make the wish
and blow out the candle. She thanked Essie for the special meal and
began eating as the old woman ambled back to the kitchen. She began
making a mental list of the things she wanted to do that day,
starting with the cemetery. Every year on her own birthday, Kate
took flowers out to the cemetery where her mother was buried. She
had planned to go into town for the flowers, but decided to cut
roses from her mother's garden instead. She thought that would be
nice. Then she was going to pick up some clothes from the cleaners,
take an afternoon ride, then a short nap so she'd feel rested and
look fresh when Jed arrived. When she finished breakfast, she went
through the kitchen to say goodbye to Essie and was out the
door.

~~~

Kate was descending the grand staircase just
as Jamison was letting Jed in. The men smiled at her in as she
glided down the stairs in a slinky halter dress that stopped
several inches above her knee.

She greeted Jed, kissed her father goodnight,
said, "Don't wait up," and grabbed a small bag she had left by the
door. Jed helped her into the car, and they headed for Altimar,
chattering like old friends.

When they arrived at the inn, Kate told Jed
about the dining room being booked. "I hope you don't mind, but I
got a suite, and we're going to be having room service."

"Mind? That's the best news I've had all day.
I sure won't mind being away from that crowd for awhile."

Alone in the suite, they both started to talk
at the same time. "You go first," Jed laughed.

"Thank you for asking me out for my birthday.
Now you."

"Thank you for accepting. Do you think I
could kiss the birthday girl?" Kate didn't have time to answer as
Jed pulled her to him and kissed her, tentatively at first, and
then his tongue began to dart hungrily in and out of her mouth. Her
breath left her and her lips parted fully as the kisses went deeper
and deeper. The knock on the door was an unwelcome intrusion.
"Waiter," the voice said.

Jed admitted the young man, who delivered a
wine bucket and presented the dinner selections. Kate put the
champagne into the ice as Jed ordered dinner for both of them and
fresh strawberries dipped in chocolate for dessert. As the waiter
backed out, they fell into each other again.

"Some appetizer," said Kate, and Jed
signified his agreement by kissing her on the neck. They stepped
out onto the balcony. The sun had just done down, the last vestiges
of pink and blue still hanging over the mountains, and the
twinkling lights of Altimar stretched out below. They stood close
to each other for a few moments, quietly holding hands. When the
waiter returned with dinner, Jed asked him to wheel the cart out to
the terrace. He had ordered the lobster stuffed with quail breast,
fresh vegetables and rice pilaf and a bottle of Chardonnay. If the
meal had been a cardboard pizza, they wouldn't have noticed. They
talked, drank the wine, fed each other the strawberries. After
dinner, Jed suggested they go inside for the champagne. "I have a
surprise for you."

"I have a surprise for you, too."

Jed set the cart out in the hallway. Kate
picked up the small bag she had brought along and ducked into the
bathroom. She emerged minutes later, glowing in the emerald
confection from her shopping trip. Jed would have whistled, but he
was too stunned. Instead, he approached her and dropped to his
knees. He removed the green slippers one at a time and kissed her
feet, gently sucking each toe and making Kate shudder. His lips and
tongue traveled slowly up the inside of her legs, first one, and
then the other. By the time he had the floor-length gown pushed up
to the tiny panties, they were drenched. "Oh, Jed," was all Kate
could say, as he picked her up and carried her to the antique bed.
She pulled him to her and began unbuttoning his shirt, kissing his
nipples and unzipping his pants. The lace between her breasts was
holding him back, and he lifted the nightgown over her head. He
worshipped her breasts with his tongue, slowly encircling each of
the swollen orbs that became instantly erect under his mouth. As he
moved his tongue slowly down her belly to the thicket of red hair,
his hands remained on her breasts, rubbing the nipples until Kate
felt she was going to scream with pleasure. As he plunged his
tongue in to drink from her, she arched her back in ecstasy. He ran
his tongue slowly around her swollen clit, then faster and faster
until it felt so full, so sensitive, she couldn't bear it for
another second. His throbbing penis entered her, and their mating
was like a wildly choreographed ballet. He tuned himself quickly to
her responses, faster, then slowing, until finally they could wait
no more and Jed pounded into her like a jackhammer. Their screaming
release came at the same instant, and Jed collapsed on her and lay
there a moment, tasting their intermingled sweat.

When at last he could speak, Jed said,
"Katherine Marsdon, that's not what I meant when I said I had
something for you."

"Maybe not, but you don't hear any complaints
from this quarter, do you?"

"No, but I do have a birthday present for
you. The only thing is, it comes with one string attached." Jed got
up, picked up the pants that had been flung onto the floor and
removed a box from the pocket. He got on his knees for the second
time that evening, opened the box to display an emerald-cut diamond
of several carats, and said, "Kate, would you do me the honor of
marrying me?"

Katherine looked at the man who had entered
her life such a short time ago, and who had just given her the most
ecstatic orgasm she could remember, and said, "I would love
to."

 


 



 Chapter 7

 


The next few weeks went by in a blur. Kate
would just as soon have run off and been married by a justice of
the peace, but Jamison objected so strongly that she relented. Kate
had eloped with Stuart Rankin at the time of her disastrous first
marriage, and Jamison wanted the pleasure and the privilege of
giving his daughter away in style. Her father had never asked for
much, so Kate agreed. Jed was willing to go along with
anything.

The wedding was held at the Marsdon home,
Kate and Jamison making their entrance down the grand staircase.
They were able to coax elderly Judge Hicks, who had married Jamison
and Caitlin, out of retirement to perform the ceremony. Kate was
glorious in a simple, floor-length white silk sheath. She carried a
single rose from Caitlin's garden.

Essie was giddy that her prediction had come
true, and she was just as proud as if she were the mother of the
bride, which was partly true. She had prepared all of the wedding
delicacies over the past few weeks, and some of the ladies from her
church had been hired to serve so she could enjoy the festivities
as a guest. Friends and relatives exclaimed over the beautiful
bride, the lovely ceremony, and the wonderful party. There was a
lavish buffet of imported delicacies and hors d'œuvres on silver trays. Waiters passed champagne,
and a chef grilled steaks to order for the guests. No detail had
been overlooked.

Jed's parents came from Churchville for the
wedding. Although taken by surprise at their son's marriage
announcement when they didn't know he was dating anyone in
particular, they were thrilled at his happiness and delighted with
Kate. They arrived two days before the wedding, and Kate and
Jamison insisted they stay at their house.

The marriage plans were elaborate. As a
wedding present, Jamison had hired a limousine to drive them to the
airport, where they would take a chartered jet to New York. After
two days in the city, they would be embarking on a world cruise
aboard a luxury-class ship.

Jamison had insisted they take the trip,
insisted they take the time off, even though Jed protested that he
couldn't be away from the office for the three months the trip was
to take. Jamison wouldn't hear any of it. He had paid for the trip
and given them a generous cash wedding present. "I want you two to
start off right," he said. "Caitlin and I would have loved to do
something like this, and before I knew it, she was gone. I'm still
capable of running the store for three months, Jed. You and my
little girl go on and have a good time. Send me an occasional post
card. When you two come back, I'm likely to go on a little trip
myself."

So they had gone. Three months later they
returned with gifts for everyone and a joyous secret. They couldn't
be sure, but Kate thought it happened around the time they were
cruising the Greek Isles. She was pregnant.

They had just let nature take its course.
Kate, a veteran of several cruises, had never been seasick before,
so when she was ill several times, she visited the ship's doctor.
After an examination and a few questions, he told her that it
wasn't seasickness, but morning sickness she was
experiencing.

The day after they arrived home, Kate paid a
visit to Dr. Albert. "Kate, you are indeed pregnant, and I know
you're a healthy woman, but you are somewhat past your prime
childbearing years. I'm not going to mince any words. At your age,
I think you should have amniocentesis. And I think you should see
an OB-GYN, someone besides this old country doctor. I'll be glad to
recommend someone."

"Sam, is something wrong? Something you're
not telling me?"

"Not at all. I didn't mean to scare you. It's
just that forty is a little late in life to have a first child.
There is a much higher incidence of birth defects in the children
born to women over forty and a higher incidence of problems for the
mother. It's better to err on the side of safety, you see. I'd just
prefer that a specialist handle this pregnancy for you, instead of
an old G.P. like me."

"All right, Sam. An old roommate of mine is
practicing at the Mountain Women's Clinic. I'll give her a
call."

"You do that, Kate."

She gave an involuntary shiver as she stepped
out into the autumn afternoon. When she had entered Sam's office,
the sun had been shining. Now the wind was blowing, the sky had
turned gray, and menacing black clouds gathered overhead. She
hurried to the car.

When she got to her car, she phoned Melanie
Siebert at the clinic. "Good to hear from you, Kate. I saw your
wedding announcement in the paper. Congratulations."

"Thanks, Melanie. Listen, I'm at Dr. Albert's
in Altimar. I'm pregnant. He thinks I should see you."

"Is something wrong?" Dr. Siebert asked,
catching what she thought was a note of anxiety in her old friend's
voice.

"I hope not. He just thinks, in light of my
age, I should have amniocentesis, and that a specialist should
handle my pregnancy."

"I agree—just to be on the safe side. Why
don't you come in the morning? I'll tell the receptionist to let
you in first if you can be here at eight."

"Thanks, Melanie. I'll see you then." As Kate
hung up and pulled into traffic, she had the fleeting thought that
she was glad she and Jed had decided to wait until Kate's own
doctor had examined her before telling Jamison and exciting
everyone. The rain had started, and lightning flashed every few
seconds as Kate eased onto the interstate for the ride home.
Traffic seemed to be moving slowly as motorists compensated for the
rain and the fog that was quickly moving into the little valley
near Smokey Ridge.

The weather only added to the sense of gloom
that Kate was feeling. She hadn't given a lot of thought to getting
pregnant and hadn't felt cause for worry until her conversation
with Sam Albert. She was in good shape for any woman, not just one
that was forty, and since her marriage to Jed, she didn't
feel forty. Now she was allowing herself to get caught up in
a feeling of impending doom. As she headed off the exit ramp, the
rain was so heavy she could not see the brake lights on the car
that had stalled ahead of her in the road until just before impact.
The transport truck behind Kate's sports car hit her, and the last
thing Kate heard was the crunching of metal and shattering
glass.

Jed was leaving Jamison's office when the
secretary stuck her head in the door and told Jamison he had an
urgent phone call. He turned ashen. "I'll be right there." To Jed,
who lingered in the doorway, he said, "It's Kate. We've got to get
to Memorial Hospital. There's been an accident."

They took Jed's car, but the usual
twenty-minute drive to the hospital seemed not only interminable
because of the emergency, but also was made more difficult because
of the weather. As they ran into the emergency room, Sam Albert was
waiting for them. "Jamison. Jed. I was on my way home when I heard
about the accident on my scanner. They've got her in emergency
surgery. Dr. McIntyre said he would come out and talk to you as
soon as it's over. She has some internal injuries, I'm afraid, but
she's going to be all right."

"Thank God," the men said in unison, sagging
against each other. "What about the baby?" asked Jed.

"Baby?"

"Kate was pregnant, sir. We didn't want to
say anything until it was confirmed, and she was at Dr. Albert's
office just before she had the wreck."

"Good Lord. Well, the important thing is that
Katherine's going to make it. We'll just have to put it in the
doctor's hands, and God's."

The evening dragged on as the men paced the
floor in the waiting room and drank the instant coffee from the
waiting room machine. Finally, over three hours after they had
arrived at the emergency room, Dr. McIntyre came through the heavy
door that led to the surgical suite. "Good evening, gentlemen. I'm
Alan McIntyre, and I'm glad to tell you that Katherine is going to
fully recuperate. You're the husband?" he asked, shaking Jed's
hand.

"Yes. What happened?"

"According to the paramedics, the steering
column was pressing into your wife's abdomen, damaging her uterus
beyond repair. We had to do an emergency hysterectomy to save her
life."

"When can I see her?"

"She's still out from the anesthesia. You can
both go in for just a moment, and then I think you should go home
and get some rest and come back in the morning. She's not going to
know you're here tonight." The doctor led the way to the ICU.
Through a glass window, they could see Kate, looking incredibly
small and vulnerable against the backdrop of tubes and wires that
ran between her and what seemed like a roomful of equipment and
monitors. Two nurses were in the room taking notes and adjusting
the dials on the IV. "See," the doctor said, "she's being cared
for, and she'll be out until morning. It would be better if you'd
just go home."

Reluctantly, Jed and Jamison agreed to leave.
During the drive to Marsdon Hills, Jamison said, "Son, I'm awfully
sorry about the baby."

"So am I. But Kate's going to be all right,
and that's the important thing. We hadn't really planned the baby;
it just happened. I know she'll be disappointed. She was excited
about telling you."

"Well, I'm just glad my little girl's going
to be fine. I don't think I could stand to lose her--after losing
her mother. You just never get over it." When they got to the
house, Jamison said, "Pull up to the kitchen door. I'd better tell
Es before she hears it on the news."

They entered the kitchen and found Essie
peeling some apples for apple butter."Es, I'm afraid we have some
bad news. Kate's been in an accident, but she's going to be all
right."

"Oh, no!" Essie cried.

"She had to have emergency surgery," Jamison
continued, "but she's going to make it. She'll be in the hospital
for a few days, though."

"Thank you, sweet Jesus. Oh, Mr. Jed, are you
all right?"

"Yes, Essie, I'm fine, now that I know Kate's
going to be all right."

"Es, we haven't had any supper. Do you think
you could scratch us up a sandwich and bring it to the den?"

"Of course I will. I'll get something
together and bring it in there in just a minute."

Jamison led the way to the den. He walked
straight to the bar and poured two shots of bourbon. "Here, Jed, I
believe we could both use one." They drained their shots, and
Jamison poured two more. Finally, they felt numb enough to sit
down. Jamison flipped the news on as Channel 13 was talking about
the accident. The driver of the car Kate had rear-ended was
uninjured except for minor abrasions, and the truck driver escaped
with a broken leg. The picture of Kate's mangled car on the screen
almost caused Jed to lose the bourbon he had just swallowed. "We're
lucky she's still here," Jed said. "There's not much left of that
car." Jamison was shaken by it, too.

Essie walked in with the food they had asked
for plus a few cold bottles of beer. "I thought you might want this
with your sandwich. I can bring some tea if you'd rather have
it."

"Beer is fine. Jed?"

"It's fine. Thanks Essie. You go on
downstairs. I'll take the tray to the kitchen when we're
finished."

"Jed, I think when Kate gets out of the
hospital and is feeling better, I'm going to go down to Florida for
a few weeks. I might even spend a lot more time there when I
retire. You two need your own home. As long as I'm underfoot. .
."

Jed cut in. "You're not underfoot, and you do
not need to move out of any misplaced sense of being in our way."
Jed was genuinely fond of Jamison Marsdon.

"Well, maybe I'll just go down and stay at
the hotel in Florida for a couple of weeks. I like to check in once
in awhile, anyway, and I can do a little deep-sea fishing."

"Now please don't talk about moving any more.
Geez, the beer has really kicked in on top of the bourbon. I feel
like I'd better go to bed."

"Me, too. Let's turn in so we can get to the
hospital early in the morning."

Jed carried the supper tray in to the kitchen
before turning in. He went up the stairs and forced himself to
stand under the shower for a few minutes before crawling into the
bed he and Katherine usually shared. Hugging the pillow that
smelled of her perfume, he soon fell into an exhausted sleep.
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Jed was sitting by the bed when Kate awoke
the next morning. "Honey, it's Jed," he said softly. "Are you
waking up?"

Kate's eyes opened slowly as she adjusted to
the bright lights of the ICU. "What happened? I remember I was
driving home from the doctor's in the rain. There was a car stopped
on the road." Her voice sounded weak in her own ears, as if she was
far away, and Jed sensed her confusion.

"Don't try to talk, darling. You were in an
accident, but you're going to be fine. You're in the ICU now, but
the doctor said you could probably move to a regular room later
today if you feel like it." He rubbed her arm, touched her hair,
trying to soothe her.

"Was anyone killed? What happened?"

"No, sweetheart. Don't be upset. Everyone is
fine. The woman you hit has a few bruises, and the trucker who hit
you has a broken leg. Everyone is going to be fine."

Kate seemed to suddenly become aware of the
pain she was in and put her hand to her bandaged stomach. "The
baby!" Kate looked at Jed with pleading eyes. "What about the
baby?"

"I'm sorry, honey. You had internal injuries.
They had to do a hysterectomy," Jed told her gently.

Tears began making their way slowly down
Kate's cheeks. "I'm sorry," she cried softly to Jed.

"Honey, you're alive, and that's all that
matters. I couldn't bear it last night when I thought I might lose
you."

Kate smiled feebly through her tears. "Are
you sure you don't mind terribly? I know we didn't plan the baby,
but now..." her voice drifted off and her eyes closed again.

"I don't think you should worry about that. I
think you need to worry about nothing more than getting yourself
well, my darling." The nurse stepped in.

"Time to let her rest, please. You can come
back in a couple of hours. He bent and kissed Kate and said, "I
love you. I'll be back in awhile."

Instead of driving all the way out to the
house, Jed drove over to the office to rest on the couch there. As
soon as visiting hours began they were at the hospital. Kate had
been moved to a private room and some of the wires and gadgets had
been removed. Jed hung back to give Jamison some time alone with
his daughter. When he returned, he found Kate had fallen asleep,
and Jamison sitting there holding her hand.

Kate's stay in the hospital lasted a little
over a week. When she was allowed to go home, it was with
instructions from Dr. McIntyre that she was not to drive, get on a
horse, or do anything strenuous for six weeks. Jamison thought it
would be a good time to bring up his plan for a trip to
Florida.

"What do you say, Kate? Think you can get
along without the old man for a few weeks?"

"Of course, Daddy. Are you going to go
fishing?"

"Yes. I thought I'd check in at the Boca,
stay a few days, and maybe do some deep-sea fishing up the Gulf.
You know, the ocean breeze, a little Florida sunshine."

"Good for you, Daddy. You deserve to have a
rest."

That night, as Kate and Jed lay in bed, Kate
mentioned Jamison's impending trip. "I think Daddy's trying to
leave us alone for awhile."

"It'll do him good to get away. You really
gave him a big scare, too."

Kate let out a little sigh. She tried to
avoid thinking about the accident and about losing the baby, but
whenever anyone mentioned it, she couldn't help it. At the
hospital, a grief counselor had come to her room, but she had
brushed the woman off. She was fine, she had said, and she didn't
want to talk about it. The lady, a Mrs. Alewine, had lost several
babies to miscarriage and knew that denial was a stage in the
healing process. She had left her phone number, and told her to
call if she felt like talking, no matter when it was. So far, Kate
hadn't changed her mind, although she did appreciate the offer.
Right now, she didn't want to discuss it, even with Jed. She
whispered, "Good night" and snuggled closer to him, but she was
still awake long after Jed's even breathing told her he was
asleep.
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