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PROLOGUE

 


 


He was sitting in the large den
feigning patience while waiting for his new assignment to show up.
The room was expensively and garishly decorated and Ben wondered
about the owner who lived here. As far as he was concerned, the
room was merely a boastful display of riches that screamed, “I
think I’m better than you” to all who entered. Ben knew by the
address his employer had given him that he was going to be spending
some time in the wealthier section of town, but he still had to
curb his cynicism when a butler answered the door. People with
money had always bugged him ever since he was just a little kid
looking, and looking, at all the rich kids’ toys.

He thumbed his way through the file he
was carrying again. Even though Ben had already read about the case
multiple times, it gave him something to do while he waited for the
widow of the late Julian Chaunce to make an appearance. He was
growing more disgusted by the minute and he silently fumed that she
was so inconsiderate of another person’s time. But then, as far as
Ben was concerned, people with money always thought they were the
only thing that mattered anyway.

Chaunce had been a very successful
tycoon and was renowned in the publishing world. The trade magazine
that had started his company, Chaunce Publications, was still out
there and very much alive in the roofing industry. He had sold it
years ago and used the tremendous profits to establish new
magazines that were all equally successful. Even the security
agency Ben worked for had a Chaunce publication delivered to their
main office every month. The magazines had called him a self-made
man but Ben was convinced that he must have help from
somewhere.

Only in his fifties, Chaunce had died
suddenly while using a treadmill at a private gym. He left a wife
and son and loads of business rivals behind. Now someone was
sending threatening notes to the company and the house. Flipping
through the folder, Ben frowned and shook his head. The family had
tried to keep themselves isolated from the public, probably in an
attempt to protect themselves from the same kind of journalists
their own publications paid on staff. While there was an occasional
headshot of Julian Chaunce, Ben had seen no pictures of the family.
He was expecting to see a bland middle-age woman when the door
finally opened.

“I am so sorry to keep you
waiting. My son was having a bit of a crisis...”

She stopped short as Ben stood up from
his chair and turned to face her.

After seeing him her face drained of
color. Other than that, he could only think how young she still
looked in her light blue slacks and the tailored striped man’s
shirt she was wearing. Her hips were a little wider, a little
womanlier, but she was still as lithe as she ever was. His gaze
traveled up to her face. It had been years since he had seen those
eyes staring back at him.

“Sam?” His lips felt
parched as he managed to say her name.

 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


 


Samantha Chaunce took a few moments to
regain her composure while she settled herself behind the large
mahogany desk in the room. She told herself that there was no way
that Julian’s assistant could have known about the relationship she
once shared with Ben. This was just a cruel coincidence. She felt
as if her knees were about to give way just as she sat in the large
black leather chair.

She stole a glance at him. He hadn’t
changed much. His hair was cut a little shorter; his shoulders were
a little bit broader. He still wore jeans that clung to his hips
and hugged his groin in the most tantalizing of ways. Samantha
Chaunce knew there was no good reason to be looking at him the way
she was. Certainly she had no right to be enjoying looking at him
the way she was.

When she was sure her voice could
sound nearly normal, she smiled sweetly. “It’s good to see you
again Ben.” It was difficult to look at him and not remember things
she had no right to remember. She didn’t want to remember how it
felt to run her fingers through his hair or the feel of his breath
against her skin. She absentmindedly played with one of the short
tousled brown curls that framed her face. He couldn’t ignore the
diamond encrusted wedding band she wore on her left
hand.

He chuckled softly and cynically.
“Well, now I know why you left.” He wasn’t smiling.

“What do you mean?” Her
hand froze in mid air.

“I never realized how much
money meant to you.” He couldn’t help it. He would always be
bitter. “When I heard that you got married and left for Europe, I
thought it was because you thought I could never be a whole man
again. But I thought you would have at least waited to see. Now I
understand, he probably flashed some bills in your face. That was
all that it took, wasn’t it?” Ben was failing dismally at ignoring
the stinging pain he felt around his heart.

It sure didn’t sound like he was
asking.

Sam’s eyes clouded with tears and she
bit her lower lip to keep from replying too soon. She knew that he
had been deeply hurt by her abandonment and she truly regretted
causing him that pain. She hadn’t been able to give him any
explanations. But he was right, it was the money. He could never
understand exactly how much the money had meant to her. Ben would
never understand how much it hurt her to leave. The last time she
had seen him he was lying battered and unconscious in a hospital
bed. They had told her he probably wouldn’t walk again. Then Julian
was there... and he had money.

She managed to draw in a deep breath
and as she let it out slowly, she felt in control of her emotions
again. “Well, now that you’ve voiced your opinion of me,” she
stopped to swallow as she heard her voice catch. Even though she
expected it, it was too painful to hear how much he still despised
her. “I’d like to get back to the purpose of our meeting...” There
was no way she could let him know that the coldness that crept into
her voice was all an act.

Ben snorted and shook his head. “Sam,
you know this isn’t going to work.” He knew he should have called
her Mrs. Chaunce, but this was Sam. “I can’t stay by your side
twenty-four hours a day protecting you.” He had read some of the
threats she had received. He had also seen police reports of
vandalism and intrusions both here and at her office.

“I don’t want you to
protect me. You’re here to protect... my son.” She had been
concerned about leaving the care of her son to a stranger. She
wasn’t concerned any more. No matter how he felt about her, Sam
knew Ben would do whatever he had to in order to make sure that
Philip would be safe. She knew he would take good care of him
especially once he met the boy. “I know you Ben. I know that Philip
will be safe with you.” Any doubts she had about hiring someone to
keep an eye on her son were gone. It was good that, no mater how
the fates had contrived it, it was Ben who had come.

Even though all the reports had said
there was a child, Ben still couldn’t accept that Sam had a child
with another man. “I’m not a baby sitter Sam.” It was a relief to
know he wouldn’t have to be in her constant company. Almost. She
was just supposed to be some rich widow with a kid. He couldn’t get
it out of his mind that this was Sam and this was some other guy’s
kid.

“I know. You’re a
bodyguard. Obviously you’re a good one because Julian’s assistant,”
she sighed, “my assistant said your agency came highly recommended.
And I know he demanded the best man for the job.”

Ben looked towards the ceiling as he
rolled his eyes. He told himself that it would be unprofessional to
walk away. But could he really work for her? Maybe he could pull it
off if he thought of her as just some rich bitch with a kid that
needed watching. It was a kid... and he couldn’t walk away knowing
that some kid was in danger. He realized he couldn’t walk away from
her if she was in danger either.

“What about you? Who’s
protecting you?” The file had indicated that both the widow and the
kid were being targeted.

She could still read him and she
smiled. She knew he was going to stay. “I can take care of myself.
So long as I know Philip is safe, I’ll be okay.” She could see the
debate in his eyes as he finally acquiesced. “I’ll let you get
settled in your quarters and then I’ll introduce you to Philip.”
She pushed an intercom button on her desk phone.

“Where am I going to be
staying?” There was still a fair amount of disdain in his voice. It
annoyed him when he heard her start to give instructions into the
intercom mike to show him to his room. She wasn’t rude to the
disembodied voice that answered, but he couldn’t help thinking that
she sounded... superior. He was going to have to swallow a lot of
pride being Samantha Chaunce’s employee.

“We have a guest house out
back...”

“No good. Where is the
boy’s room?” He decided he was going to be in charge.

“Upstairs, down the hall
from mine.”

“You have an extra room up
there?” She slowly nodded. “That’s where I’m staying. I have to
stay close to him.”

 


He was waiting outside of Philip’s
room when she came upstairs.

“I’m sorry. I hope you
weren’t waiting long.” She ignored the cynical shrug. “Let me
introduce my son.” Sam tapped on the door gently before opening
it.

The first thing Ben saw was the sullen
looking eight year old on his bed. He was wearing earplugs from an
IPOD and playing a furious hand-held computer game. It took a
moment before the boy even looked up at the two adults entering his
room. Then he went back to playing his game. The kid was skinny and
gangly. Ben thought he looked a little pale. He was dressed in a
white button down shirt and tan trousers.

Ben remembered his growing up years in
the foster home, He knew that he was too old to be adopted and he
never paid much attention whenever adults came to meet him either.
Only he didn’t have expensive IPODs and computer games to occupy
his time. He doodled angry stick figures, violent car crash scenes
and burning houses into a composition notebook.

“Philip...” The boy
pretended not to hear his mother and continued playing his game.
Sam sat next to him on the bed and carefully popped an earplug out
of place. “Sweetie, I want you to meet someone. This is Ben
Johnson, he’s going to be staying with us a while. He can drive you
to school and to the park.”

“I don’t need a
babysitter.” The boy looked resentfully at Ben. He had his mother’s
eyes.

“That sounds great because
I’m not a babysitter.” Ben approached the bed and reached out for
the computer game. “What are you playing?” He couldn’t help
thinking that the kid should be dressed in clothes he could play
outside in. He shouldn’t be dressed like he was headed off to some
kind of a parochial school.

Philip looked back at his game before
showing it to Ben. “Delta Raid.”

Ben nodded. He wasn’t surprised to see
that the game dealt with its own brand of violence. “What level
have you gotten to?”

“Three.” His face was
animated. “Do you know the game?” It was the first time Ben noticed
any real interest in the boy’s voice.

“I’ve played it once or
twice. In my line of work, sometimes, I need to pass the time
playing a game.” He still had his hand out. “May I?”

Philip slowly handed him the game. Ben
pushed a few buttons and the little machine beeped. “What kind of
work do you do?”

“I’m a bodyguard.” Ben
kept his eyes glued to the game. There were a few more beeps and
the sound of a blast. “Level four.” He handed the game back to
Philip.

The boy looked at the computer screen
with amazement. “Wow. You’re good.” He went back to
playing.

“Thanks.” Ben quickly
surveyed the room. He noticed the desktop computer with its
blinking cursor. “This hooked up to the internet?”

Sam answered. “Yes.”

Ben frowned and shook his head gently.
Then he went to look out the window. Just one window over, he
noticed a balcony. “Where does that balcony lead?”

“My room.” Sam remained
seated next to her son.

Ben mentally calculated the distance
between the balcony and a ledge next to Philip’s bedroom window. He
did the same with the closest tree. They could be vulnerable points
but at least they weren’t too easy.

Philip kept playing the game until
there was another blast sound and a deep computer voice said “Game
over.” He put the game down next to him. “We need a
bodyguard?”

“I thought it would be a
good idea sweetie. You know there have been some strange things
going on since your father died.”

The little boy squared his shoulders
at the mention of his deceased father. “Everything would be okay if
daddy were still here.” His eyes welled with tears and he tried to
hide his face from his mother.

It hurt her to see her son so sad. “I
know.” Her voice was quiet.

She looked up to see Ben watching them
from across the room. He had a strange expression on his face. He
turned away as soon as their eyes met.

 


That night Ben went upstairs before
Philip to check his room. The little boy kissed his mother
downstairs and told her he didn’t need to be tucked in. Sam smiled
at him and thought of how much he was trying to be a grown-up. She
remembered how he had taken her hand at the cemetery and told her
he would help to take care of her. The world had gotten so scary
for her little boy with Julian’s sudden death and police being
called to the house after strange noises and late night phone
calls. She only wanted to make the world safe for him
again.

Sam forced herself to remain seated in
the family room as her child skipped out. She would manage a peek
in on him before she went to bed and assuage her need to kiss her
little boy good night and tuck him in. Picking up a hard cover book
from the end table, she curled her feet under her and threw a
fleecy throw over her lap. She planned to just read for a while and
relax before heading up to bed herself. Absorbed in the book, she
never expected Ben to return to the room.

“I checked to make sure
your room was secure as well.” At her look of surprise, he quickly
added, “I checked all the upstairs rooms. It doesn’t make sense not
to be sure the entire floor is safe and sound.”

She swallowed her discomfort of his
being in her room. “Thank you.”

Ben sat quietly and watched her. Sam
tried to go back to reading.

“So what happened to you
Sam? I really thought we had the same values and the same dreams.
When did money become so important to you?”

She didn’t want to have to defend
herself to him. It would be too easy to be swept up in a lie.
Looking away from him, afraid that he could read her pain, she
barely whispered. “What makes you think it wasn’t important all
along?”

“I thought I knew you
better than anybody else. Just like I thought you knew me better.
You were the only person I ever let get close to me.”

Sam had already been in the foster
home when Ben came to live there. Her parents had died in a car
accident. She had been rescued, orphaned, from the wreckage. There
was no family to replace the loving parents she remembered. She had
been the only child of two only children. There was an ailing
grandmother halfway across the country but no one else. Her
grandmother sent what money she could for the few years she lived
but she couldn’t take care of a child. Samantha had just started
kindergarten when her world was destroyed.

It was a little more than a year later
when Ben, already eight, the same age as Philip, was taken away
from his drug addict mother. She had tried to sell him for drug
money when she came up short but he had kicked the pedophile she
was bargaining with and ran away. It angered her and she sent him
into the streets to fend for himself. He was scared, homeless and
hungry for almost two days when Baltimore cops picked him up and
child services got involved. Ben was brought to the foster home;
there were six other kids including Sam and two more birth kids
belonging to the couple. It was a relief not to have to hide in the
closet while his mother turned tricks to get drug money. But the
child in him still felt resentment that his mother had tossed him
away like garbage. And the child in him was terrified that he would
lose the newfound comfort his foster family provided him with. He
couldn’t relax, he couldn’t trust. Sam was the only one who could
get through to him. She was the only one who made him feel
safe.

He had come to the foster home early
in the fall, just in time to start the school year. He was lacking
in education because his mother never made sure he got to school
each day and he was embarrassed. Even though Sam was younger than
him, she helped him study and eventually catch up to his grade
level. Then, when the excitement of Halloween drew near, he was
terrified when the other kids talked of donning costumes and going
door-to-door for candy. He refused to go, he was afraid he would
have to do more than just ring doorbells. But when the other kids
came home happy and laughing and with sacks filled with candy, he
felt left out. Sam dumped her bag of candy in front of him and said
it was too much for just her, he had to help her and eat some of
it.

They were inseparable as they grew up
together. He realized in his teen years that he was falling in love
with her but that kind of a relationship would have been just too
weird. So it wasn’t until after his eighteenth birthday when he was
living on his own that he even let her know how he felt. And it
wasn’t until she was eighteen and living out of the foster home
that he finally asked her out on a date. It was always just the two
of them. At least that’s what Ben had thought.

She still couldn’t look at him. “I had
just gotten out in the world and I made choices.”

“But why? You told me you
loved me. You said you needed me. We were working towards a
future...”

A tear rolled down her cheek. She
remembered the things they had promised each other and it was sheer
torture to hear him reminding her. “What kind of future did we have
Ben? I was working selling donuts in a bakery and you were hoping
for something better than a sales job at the hardware store. We
didn’t have two nickels to rub together.” She never would have had
the money she needed to make things right again.

“So it was the money?” Ben
sat at the edge of his chair. “And you couldn’t even wait to tell
me yourself? You just left.”

It was another car accident that had
changed her world... again. Sam had little more than a broken arm
and a minor concussion. Ben was in a coma and had a severe spinal
injury. He almost died. There were so many complications. She
couldn’t look at him. “I did what I had to do.”

“Are you that much of a
coward?” She couldn’t answer him “And he was almost thirty years
older than you. Was his money so attractive that you didn’t mind
being with a man who was old enough to be your father?”

She looked up at him then. “Julian
was... good to me.”

“He bought you.” Just like
all those johns who had bought his mother. His voice was edged with
disappointment and pain. “Sam, you sold yourself. Did you enjoy
letting him put his hands all over you? Was it worth it? I really
thought you were different from my mother.”

Sam opened her mouth to speak but
decided to remain quiet. She refused to debate this with him any
more. Putting the closed book back on the end table, she stood and
threw the blanket onto the chair behind her. She couldn’t let him
do this to her. She couldn’t let him past all those barricades she
had built around her heart so long ago.

“I have contracted with
your agency for your services. I think that is the only
relationship you and I need to have...” She started to walk towards
the door. She turned back to him. “Breakfast is at seven, Philip
needs to be at school by eight-thirty. Please manage to find it in
your talents to be civil with me in front of my son. He seems to
like you and I want him to feel safe. But Ben, I won’t hesitate to
have you replaced. Remember that.” She left the room without
looking back.

Ben remained seated for a few minutes.
His lips were tight and his nostrils flared. Finally he couldn’t
hold his tongue any longer but he was still quiet when he called
her a bitch. He desperately wanted to walk away from this
assignment, but he couldn’t. There was something about the boy that
made him want to be close, to keep him safe. He kept telling
himself he didn’t care about the mother at all.

 


Ben entered the dining room just
before seven to see three places set at the table. Two of the place
settings had delicate china cups and saucers beside them. He sat
quietly at the table and heard Sam hurrying Philip in.

Sam coolly bade him good morning.
Philip seemed much more excited to see him. As soon as the three
were seated, the cook appeared to take their egg orders.

“I don’t want an egg
today.” Philip protested. “I want chocolate milk and cookies.” His
lower lip jutted out. “Daddy always gave me a cookie.”

“You don’t eat cookies for
breakfast Philip.” It was obvious that Sam had this argument with
her son before.

“I have rice cakes
Missus.” The cook whispered loudly to Sam. Sam smiled slightly and
nodded her head. “Master Philip, if you eat a bowl of oatmeal with
strawberries, I’ll add a nice cookie to your plate.”

The little boy nodded happily. The
cook asked Ben how he liked his eggs and then offered him a choice
of wheat toast or muffins. A plate with a variety of breakfast
meats was placed on the table. He couldn’t help but compare the
grandiose setting with the local diner he usually
frequented.

When the cook asked Ben if he would
like coffee, Sam stood. “I’ll take care of the coffee
Sadie.”

Sadie smiled and left the room to tend
to the eggs.

Sam walked to the serving cart and
picked up a pot of coffee. “Black and sweet, right?” Ben nodded. He
was amazed that she still remembered how he drank his
coffee.

Philip monopolized the conversation at
the table throughout breakfast. He told Ben all about his teachers
at school and the games he liked to play in the schoolyard. Ben
couldn’t help but notice the love in Sam’s eyes as she watched her
son talk so animatedly. He remembered when she used to look at him
like that and mentally scolded himself for feeling
jealous.

As soon as the meal was over, Sam told
Philip to make sure that he brushed his teeth before he left for
school. “Ben will be driving you to school today. And he will pick
you up later. No one else, remember.”

“I know mommy.” He looked
at Ben and rolled his eyes. Ben almost laughed at the young child’s
feigned exasperation at his mother’s rules.

Except for the servant clearing the
dishes from the table, the room fell silent as soon as Philip left
it. Sam fidgeted with her napkin while the servant was in the room.
As soon as she left, Sam rose to leave.

“Sam?” Ben’s voice was
gentle and just a bit uncertain. “Sam, I want to apologize. I had
no right to say what I did last night.”

She looked at him and smiled kindly.
“I never intended to fire you. Thank you for the
apology.”

He made an impatient snort. “It’s not
about the damn job. I’m sorry if my words hurt you.”

She sat back down and looked at him
across the table. “But that was what you meant to do...” Her voice
was very quiet as she continued. “Ben I can understand your anger.
I know how much I hurt you. Last night was just a way to get
even.”

“Yes it was. I wanted to
hurt you.” He stared at her unable to believe what he had just
admitted. “And I was wrong. I was still in shock about seeing you
again after all these years. It didn’t give me any right to say the
things I did. And I am sorry.”

Sam blinked several times as she felt
tears forming behind her eyes. Finally she looked back at him.
“Thank you.” She got up and left the room.










 





CHAPTER 2

 


 


Between the letter of introduction
that Samantha Chaunce sent to the school and a few personal phone
calls she made, Ben had no trouble being allowed on school grounds.
He was close by whenever Philip needed him. The teacher even seemed
amused when Philip stated that he wanted to bring his bodyguard to
class one day for show and tell.

The teaching staff was friendly and so
were a few moms of other students. In less than a week, Ben had
politely turned down two dinner invitations, a theatre ticket to
accompany another mother, and had received assorted phone numbers.
He was charming, polite and friendly to all. Each day he kicked
himself. Ever since he saw Sam again he wasn’t interested in
anything any other woman had to offer. Ben told himself he was
pitiful. Not only had Sam dumped him once already because he was
broke, but now that she was wealthy on her own, he knew there was
no way he could ever be of interest for her again. Then he got
annoyed with himself for even entertaining the
possibility.

The atmosphere back at the house was
surprisingly pleasant. Sam seemed to go out of her way to make him
feel comfortable. Cook prepared a few of Ben’s favorite dishes for
dinners and he couldn’t help but suspect that it had been more than
simple coincidence. He marveled that Sam might actually have
remembered such things about him. Ben wondered if his services were
really needed though. There had been only one incident since Ben
had been there. Sam received a letter at her office mentioning some
of the security measures she had arranged. It even mentioned the
security agency where Ben was employed. She seemed not to be
worried by the unfriendly surveillance. Ben didn’t like it at all.
He wasn’t comfortable with the level of knowledge her tormentor
seemed to possess about her home and her dealings.

The next afternoon while Ben was
waiting for Philip to appear after school, he noticed a strange man
wielding a camera on the corner of the school block. The man was
watching the front of the little school building intently. As soon
as Philip appeared, the camera was lifted and pictures were taken.
Ben made sure the teacher would keep a close eye on Philip and he
took off after the unknown man with the camera. The guy ran fast,
but Ben was faster. He caught him in an alleyway just a block from
the school.

Grabbing him by his jacket front, Ben
pressed his face close to the culprit. “Who the hell are you and
who are you working for?” He moved one large hand to the guy’s
throat. Ben was ready to strangle the man if he didn’t answer
quickly enough.

“Hey, it’s just a
picture.” The frightened man tried to escape Ben’s clutches. “The
Chances’ are news especially since the old man kicked the bucket.
And who the hell are you?”

Still holding him by the throat, Ben
relaxed his stance a little bit. “You’re press?”

The uninvited photographer nodded
against Ben’s hand at his throat.

“Let me see your ID. And
your camera.”

As soon as Ben read the media
identification, he let go of the guy. He flipped open the back of
the camera and pulled out the film.

“Hey! What are you
doing?”

“My job.” Ben handed the
empty camera back and unrolled the film in the daylight.

“Well that’s my job you’re
wrecking there buddy!”

“If I ever see you taking
pictures again I will break the damn camera. And it will definitely
be in the company of some of your body parts. Am I
understood?”

After calling Ben several foul names,
none of which even made him flinch, the dejected photographer
finally left. Ben threw the exposed and ruined film out in a trash
can on his way back to the school.

Philip was gently swinging on a swing
set on the school’s lawn; he was under the concerned eye of the
young teacher. He had no idea that anything untoward had happened
and Ben decided to keep it that way.

Sam was late coming home from the
office that night. She called and explained that she had a late
meeting with the Board of Directors. Ben and Philip had dinner
together and he helped the little boy finish his homework before
bed.

When Sam finally came home, Ben was
waiting in the den. He was amused at her surprise that Ben had seen
to Philip’s schoolwork and tooth brushing before bed. Cook offered
to prepare her a dinner, she asked for just a simple sandwich. Ben
fixed her a cherry rum mixed drink from the simple bar. When he
handed it to her, she looked surprised that he remembered her
favorite drink. His fingers brushed against hers as she took the
glass.

His eyes bore into her at the slight
contact. Then he chuckled. “Do you remember the fake ID’s we used
because we were too young to drink?”

Thankful that he had broken the
tension, she chuckled back. “Yes. I think your name was... Joe...
Roberts?”

“Yeah. That was the name
on the phony license. You were Linda Cristos and you were
twenty-two. At least that’s how old our Miss Cristos
was.”

At the real age of twenty-two, Sam had
been a mom, living in France and married to Julian. “That was so
long ago. Wow.” She sipped the drink slowly, aware that her stomach
was empty. They had both shared dreams so long ago. Sitting
together sipping drinks and talking made her think of things that
could have been, But then, she forced herself to remember, it was
Julian’s money that had made any of this possible. Glancing up, her
eyes met Ben’s and she got the eerie feeling that he was reading
her mind.

He seemed to sober. “Yeah.”

Sam knew from the fire in his eyes
that he also remembered the passion they had shared so long ago. So
much had happened since. She had given up so much and she never
wanted him to know why. In the long run, it had been for the money
so it was just as well that Ben thought that.

The cook entered with a sandwich on a
plate and Sam sat to eat. While she ate, Ben filled her in on the
incident with the photographer. She seemed a bit
unnerved.

“And you’re sure that’s
all he was there for?”

“His ID seemed valid. I
called the paper when I got home and he is on staff.”

“Thank you. Julian never
wanted the press to see us too much. He was always afraid of
letting our faces become too familiar to the public.”

“He was protective?” Ben
didn’t really want to find out anything good about the man that had
stolen the love of his life. But he was curious. He found himself
being drawn in. He wanted to know everything about her and it
wasn’t just on a professional level.

“He did his best to keep
us sheltered.”

Ben simply nodded and forced down
another pang of jealousy. He sat down on an overstuffed padded
leather chair and watched her quietly.

Sam ate some more of her sandwich and
sipped her drink. She knew that he was watching her and she knew
she should feel uncomfortable. Instead she was comforted just
having him near. It was easy to pretend, just for a moment, that
this was where they were supposed to be, together after a long and
tiring day.

Trying not to let him catch her
staring at him, she noticed the breadth of his shoulders and the
confidence of his stance. It wasn’t hard to remember the image of
him as he grew into manhood so many years before; those memories
occupied her dreams every night. Even after so many years, she
could still remember the feel of his muscular shoulders, the touch
of his naked skin under her fingertips. The silence had become too
uncomfortable and just a little too intimate. “What made you go
into the security field Ben?”

He sat back and sighed. “After I
recovered from the accident I began working out in a gym to rebuild
some of my strength. I was... determined. I met this guy there who
suggested I might try being a bouncer or something.” His anger at
being abandoned once again made him angry and he was always getting
into some kind of trouble. He shrugged. “I thought the idea of
being able to knock a few heads around sounded appealing. So I got
a job in a bar. I met my boss Tony there and he offered me a
position.” Under Tony’s tutelage, he learned to control his temper
and use his anger to his advantage.

Sam certainly could see and appreciate
the effects of Ben’s workouts. She also knew very well that there
was a lot more to his physical recovery than he seemed to want to
talk about. It was a relief to see that he didn’t even appear to
have a limp or any other disfigurement leftover from the accident.
She had betrayed his trust by leaving and left deep emotional scars
that couldn’t be seen, only felt in the heart. Julian had let her
know that there were residual effects to treatments he received in
the hospital but she was sure that Ben wasn’t going to discuss his
health with her, especially not details he would be embarrassed
about. He wouldn’t be happy to find out how much she did know about
his condition.

She was remembering that terrible
night that had changed both of their lives. They had been busy
laughing. Hanging out with friends had been terrific. They had gone
to the movies and then to a friend’s cousin’s house party two hours
away near Pennsylvania. Even though neither one had been drinking,
they still felt kind of giddy on the ride home. Earlier in the
evening, they had both said they had something important to tell
the other. The discussion never came. They never had the chance.
How different things would have been if she had only gotten the
chance to talk with him.

Instead the headlights of the other
car came right at them and Ben had swerved to avoid a collision. He
lost control. The car rolled down an embankment stopping only when
it came to rest on its side against a tree. They had both been
wearing seatbelts; that was one of Ben’s adamant demands each time
they got in the car. Sam was conscious for the whole terrifying
tumble down the hill. When they finally stopped, her right arm had
been horribly twisted. Her arm was bleeding and she could see bone.
The pain was nearly unbearable.

Ben didn’t answer when she cried his
name out loud. It was dark and she couldn’t see much, but she could
see he wasn’t moving. She unbuckled her seatbelt and tried to pull
him from the car, but with only one good arm she didn’t have the
strength. Sam had climbed out and then tried to tear the remaining
pieces of broken windshield away from in front of him. She gave
that up when her palms were shredded from the broken glass. If she
looked hard enough, she could still make out some of the tiny scars
that were left. The car was propped on the driver’s side and that
section of roof was crushed where it leaned against the tree. She
couldn’t get him out and she couldn’t wake him.

Sam had no idea how long it took for
her to climb back up to the road. She barely felt her arm anymore
and had lost so much blood that she was fighting just to stay
awake. When she got to the road, she could see that the car that
had swerved into their path had never stopped. She leaned against a
still standing piece of guardrail and managed to flag down a car
almost half an hour later.

Forcing herself back into the present
and trying desperately not to remember a past she could never have
back, Sam gulped the balance of her drink down. She sputtered as
the sweet concoction went down the wrong pipe.

Ben was at her side immediately. “Hey,
are you okay?”

She managed to croak a response and
nodded.

He waited until she caught her breath
and then he laughed. “This isn’t the first time you’ve gulped your
drink and then choked. I always had to tell you to take it
easy.”

She looked up at him and saw how close
his face was to hers. Sam swore he was going to kiss her. She could
remember how she clung to his kisses in the past. But then he
suddenly got up and went back to the other chair.

He took a deep breath in. “I heard
that you went to Europe after you got married.” Ben had to remind
himself how she had betrayed him. He had to remember or he was
liable to lose himself in her. He promised himself that he would
never again allow himself to be that vulnerable, not for
anyone.

“Yes. We lived in the
French country side for two years.” Julian had wanted to make sure
there was enough distance. “Philip was born in France.”

“Do you speak French?” His
grin was infectious.

“Un petite. I had to learn
quickly just to ask for directions if I went anywhere.”

“I was going to say I
don’t remember you knowing the language. You didn’t do too well in
school as I remember.”

Sam laughed. “I also speak a little
Italian now. We moved there for a year before we came back to the
States. You have to learn the language a bit when you can’t even
ask where the public restrooms are without it.” Julian had told her
that Ben was recovered and out of the hospital. He never told her
where he was living or what he was doing. So many years had passed
and she stopped asking. “Julian felt he had to be closer to the
company’s main office... so we settled here. It’s an easy enough
commute.”

Deep in thought, Ben cocked his head
to the side. “Wait a minute. Didn’t you work for Chaunce way back
when?”

“It was just a temp job.”
It was during that time that Julian had first expressed an interest
in her, but she told him she was with Ben. It was just a fluke that
a temporary in the typing pool even got a glimpse of the big boss.
It was only one day that he had stopped in to visit with his
underlings and it was a day that she was there. He watched her
almost the whole time and then he approached her before he left.
She had nearly forgotten about even meeting him until that night he
showed up in the hospital.

The doctors had just told her that Ben
was in a coma. He had severe spinal injuries and he had lost a lot
of blood by the time she managed to flag down help. They weren’t
optimistic about his survival. They were even more pessimistic
after the ex-rays came back from the lab. Sam was inundated with
dire statistics and a dismal prognosis. She was desperate. And then
Julian showed up.

She couldn’t understand what Ben was
thinking but he was looking at her oddly. As soon as he saw her
looking at him, he looked away.

Ben stood. “I think I am going to go
up to my room now. Your son volunteered me to go on a class trip
tomorrow. It’s going to be a long day.”

She had barely nodded when he was
already gone from the room.

 


Ben and Philip were having dinner
together again when Sam called home. The maid called Master Philip
to the phone at the request of his mother. She wanted to apologize
that it would be a while before she arrived back home and she would
miss kissing him goodnight. Then she asked to speak to
Ben.

He smiled as the little boy handed him
the phone. “Working late again?” Ben watched as Philip left the
room to head back to finish his dinner. “Is everything
okay?”

“My car has two flat
tires. I called the service and I’m waiting for them to come take
care of it.”

He was still surprised that she
avoided the luxury of being chauffeured to and from her
appointments and instead liked to drive the silver BMW sedan by
herself. “Where are you waiting? Are you alone?”

“I’m downstairs on the
parking level and I’m not alone, I’ve got my cell
phone.”

Her answer alarmed him. “Can you go
back up to your office? Or at least to the lobby? I assume there is
a security guard there all night.”

“I don’t need
to...”

Ben cut her off. “Don’t argue with me!
I am going to call you back on my cell phone so I can speak with
you while you go back into the building. I’m on my
way...”

“You don’t need
to...”

“Listen, multiple tires is
not a coincidence. Now get moving to the elevator. And answer me as
soon as the phone rings.”

Ben grabbed his jacket and cell phone.
He quickly explained to Philip that his mom had car trouble and
they would both be back soon. He was running out to the car when he
dialed her cell phone number. It was so good to hear her
voice.

 


She was waiting in her office when he
got there.

“I had some work I could
do anyway. I let the guard know I was headed back
upstairs.”

She completely infuriated him. “Why
are you so unconcerned about your welfare? You are smart enough to
realize there’s a threat or you never would have hired me to watch
Philip.”

“Who, by the way, you
should be with right now. He’s just a little boy...”

“And you’re his mom and he
needs you. The kid has already lost one parent.” If he sounded
angry, he was. Whenever Ben thought of Sam having that old coot’s
child he got angry. She should have had his child. “He’s safe. I
told the housekeeper not to let him out of her sight and she has my
cell number.”

Sam sighed heavily and looked at her
watch. She shook her head and the curls bounced. “I can’t believe
they didn’t come yet to fix my tires.”

“Call and cancel them.
I’ll take care of it. You have a spare and I grabbed one of your
winter tires from your garage. It will be good enough to drive on
for the short hop back home. I want to get you out of
here.”

Reluctantly she did as he instructed
and they went back to the parking floor together. His dark blue
Buick was parked in front of her car.

Ben surveyed the two flat tires on the
driver’s side of the car. He knelt and ran his hand over the
lifeless rubber. “These were punctured.” He stood and went to the
back of his car to get out the extra tire. “This wasn’t an
accident.” Both tires had small slices in them about one-inch from
the tread.

“I might have driven over
something. They’re both on the same side, which could explain
it.”

“Both of your tires have
puncture holes and both of them are on the top sidewalls. This was
done after your car was sitting here.” With holes that big, there
was no way she could have driven all the way into work without the
tires going flat.

“So it was a stupid act of
vandalism. It was probably just some kids who broke in. If we look,
we’ll probably find some other cars they did damage to
also.”

“Why can’t you get it
through your thick skull that you need to be careful?” Ben was
frustrated with her. Then he noticed that her hands were shaking.
She was too afraid to admit that she could be in danger and his
heart melted. “Why don’t you pop the trunk for me?”

He leaned the spare tire he brought
against her car as she was opening the driver’s door to slide in.
She pushed a button and the rear trunk lid slowly rose. Ben walked
casually to the back of her car. He could see the little doughnut
that was meant to be used as a spare in the luxury sedan and bent
to move it and look for the jack. Even in a luxury car of this
value, flat tires happened and sometimes some poor schmuck even had
to change a tire for himself.

Just as he bent over the open trunk,
Ben noticed a thin silver colored wire coming out of one of the
right rear brake light. He quickly traced its path and saw it
threaded under the gas cap. “Don’t move!” He ran to the open
driver’s door and yanked Sam out by her arm.

“Ow!” Sam rubbed her arm
as she regained her footing. “What the heck?”

Ben wasn’t moving. He stood looking at
the car with an odd expression on his face. He didn’t turn to look
at her. “Do me a favor, walk away. I want you to walk far away from
this car.” His voice was completely monotone.

“Why?” He was confusing
her.

“Just do it!”

She started to protest and then shut
her mouth. “Okay,” she started walking. “Do you mind telling me how
far I should go?” He didn’t answer her. “I’m walking away. Did you
hear me? I said...”

“I heard you.” He turned
his head and looked past her. “Go stand behind that van over there,
but keep talking. I want to know you are there.”

She laughed ironically as she kept
walking in the direction of the parked van. “I don’t know what game
you’re playing...”

“It’s not a game.” Ben
walked to the other side of her car and stopped in front of the
fuel port. “Your car was rigged to blow.”

“What?” She stopped and
turned to face him.

“Get behind that van...
now. It’s just an amateur job.”

She scooted behind the van. “So it’s
not really a danger?”

“No, it is a danger. It’s
just easy to disarm.” He carefully flipped open the lid covering
the fuel filler neck.

“So why am I hiding?” She
poked her head around the van.

“Just in
case...”

“In case of
what?”

Ben slowly unscrewed the filler cap
with one hand while he held the wire as still as possible. “In case
I’m wrong.”

“Oh.” She frowned as she
leaned against the bulk of the van. “Are you?”

He took a deep breath as he flipped
open the fuel filler neck. “We will find out soon.” Barely
breathing, Ben slowly pulled the wire out of the fuel tank. He
seemed relieved when it wasn’t attached to anything. “You can come
back now, but don’t touch your car at all.” After he screwed the
filler cap back on, he pulled his cell phone from his pocket and
made a phone call. He turned his back and Sam could not hear the
exact words he mumbled into his phone.

When he hung up, he turned back to
her. “Get into my car, I’ll take you home.”

“But what about my car?”
She motioned towards the car and her open driver’s door but seemed
afraid to get too close.

“Don’t touch it. Leave it
just as it is. I’ve got a friend coming over to check it out
thoroughly and make sure there was nothing else done to
it.”

“What else could have
been...?” Her words trailed off and her eyes glistened with tears.
“Did someone really try to kill me?”

He blew out a breath as he walked
towards her. Ben wanted to let her know he would do everything he
could to make sure she wasn’t hurt, but she had to stop being so
carefree. “Yes. But we didn’t let that happen.” He gently guided
her into the passenger side of his car. “You’re safe with me.” The
last thing Ben wanted to do was let her know how shaken he felt
when he thought of her being hurt.

During the ride home, Ben explained to
Sam how the wire went from the tail light to the gas tank. If
someone had stepped on the brake pedal an electrical charge would
have traveled from the wire into the gas tank and the car would
have potentially exploded. “It was an amateur level stunt. It isn’t
really victim specific and it isn’t always reliable. But when it
works, it can be deadly.” He noticed that her face seemed drained
of color.

Sam was quiet for the rest of the ride
home.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


Sam was scared. She hadn’t remembered
feeling that scared since, well, since the night she thought Ben
was going to die. And she realized that he had put his life in
jeopardy to keep her safe. She couldn’t let him get hurt. Then she
worried about her little boy if the threat to her life had
succeeded.

“I don’t know if it was
such a good idea to leave Philip alone...” She couldn’t hide the
tremor in her voice.

“He’s not alone. The
housekeeper is with him. She would have called if there was a
problem.” Nonetheless, Ben took his cell phone out to call back to
the house.

“Hurry. Please. I need to
see that he’s okay.”

Ben was already talking into his cell
phone. He nodded a few times and then disconnected. “He’s fine.
He’s in bed.”

“I need to see him.” She
sounded as if she were ready to cry. “I just need to see my little
boy with my own eyes.” Her eyes felt watery at the
thought.

Ben sighed. He leaned on the
accelerator just a bit more. “We’ll be home soon.”

As soon as he drove onto the grounds,
Sam barely waited until he stopped the car before she got out and
ran for the door to her home.

By the time Ben parked the car and
joined her, she had sunk to the floor outside of her son’s bedroom.
She was crying silently.

Ben knelt in front of her. “Everything
is okay now. You’re safe. Philip is safe.” When she continued to
cry, Ben moved next to her and put his arm around her shoulder. She
leaned her head against his chest and continued crying softly.
“Ssh. I don’t want to wake the boy.” She nodded into his chest and
he heard her sniffle.

After a minute or two had passed, Ben
helped Sam to her feet. “Come on.” He took her hand and led her
down the hall to her own bedroom. He paused with his hand on the
doorknob. “You need to lie down and rest. Let me take care of you.”
He opened the door and led her in.

When he turned to close the door
gently behind them, Sam stood quietly, staring vacantly at the
floor. He put his arm around her again and when she didn’t move, he
cradled her in his arms.

Carrying her to her bed, he pulled the
corner of the cover down before he set her on the white sheets. Ben
sat next to her and tried not to picture her lying in this bed with
her husband. “Baby, you’re in shock. But everything is okay
now.”

She looked at him and her eyes welled
with tears. “I thought someone was just trying to frighten us.” Sam
sniffled and used her blouse sleeve to wipe across her eyes. “When
Julian told me he was getting threats, he said they weren’t
serious. He said someone was just playing games. And then he was
dead so suddenly. I never saw any of the threats before. Julian
took care of everything.”

“Your husband was
threatened?” Ben was intrigued. He had only been aware of threats
received since Chaunce’s death. “How long has this been going on?”
He didn’t want to admit how affected he was by her vulnerability.
He couldn’t let her know how bothered he was by her dependence on
Julian. Ben reminded himself silently that she was married to the
man; it was only natural for her to miss him.

Sam looked up at Ben. She didn’t have
an answer. She shrugged. “I don’t know when it first started.
Julian told me it had been going on for a while but that there was
nothing to worry about.” Julian had a habit of letting her know
only what he wanted her to know. “Julian said he had it under
control. He said I shouldn’t worry.”

“How did your husband
die?” Ben had already read the news clippings that said Chaunce
died of a heart attack, but he wanted to hear it from
Sam.

“He had a heart attack
while he was exercising in the gym. I guess maybe he pushed too
hard.”

“Was there an
autopsy?”

“No. The doctor said it
was a heart attack.”

It was a sudden death. There should
have been an autopsy. “His cardiologist?”

“No. It was his regular
doctor.”

Ben was getting an uneasy feeling.
“When was the last time he had seen his cardiologist?”

“He didn’t have one. His
physician sent him for regular check-ups.”

“Wasn’t he seeing someone
for his heart condition?”

“He didn’t have a heart
condition.” She looked at him puzzled. “At least he never told me
he had one.”

“So a relatively healthy
man in his fifties who regularly exercises and keeps in shape
suddenly drops dead from a heart attack and the doctor just signs
off on it without an autopsy?” He knew she wasn’t going to be happy
with his next request. “If there was no official examination of the
body, I’d like to have an examination done now.”

“But he’s already buried!”
She looked horrified. “You’re not suggesting...”

“Yep.” He sighed. “It
doesn’t sound right. Something else had to have gone on. We also
have to look at the gym equipment he was on when he died and record
whatever he may have ingested that day.”

“Ben, do you really
think...” She couldn’t bring herself to form the words. “But why
would someone want to hurt him?” Julian had said there was nothing
to worry about.

He had read the newspaper articles and
interviews with folks who had known Julian Chaunce in the business
world. “He had a reputation for bring ruthless in his business
dealings. He was a very successful man. He probably made several
enemies along the way.”

Julian’s reputation was no surprise to
her. She knew exactly how ruthless he could be. Sam knew how Julian
brokered deals and how far he was willing to go to get what he
wanted. She knew because that was why she married him. He had
wanted her and she couldn’t turn down the deal he offered. But she
never thought that he had enraged someone to the point of
murder.

She frowned. “Would this be the same
person who tried to blow up my car tonight?” Her voice quivered
with apprehension. “Could Julian have really been murdered? And now
I’m next?”

“It could be.”

“But why? I was never
involved in any of Julian’s business. And what if he doesn’t stop
with me? What about Philip? Is he in danger too?” She was beginning
to get frantic with worry. She couldn’t manage to hide the tears.
“Ben, I am so scared.”

He sighed heavily while he brushed the
tousled curls from her forehead. “That’s why I’m here Sam. I am
going to take care of you and Philip... that’s my job.” He sat
silently, just watching her, while he said a soundless prayer that
he could keep them from harm. “I’m here. I promise I won’t let
anything happen to you or Philip.”

Sam buried her face against his
jean-covered thigh and sobbed quietly. Ben stroked her shoulders
gently until he thought she was asleep. He felt the hand she had
resting on his thigh start to tighten when he began to pull away,
so he sat there and leaned his back against the headboard. She
slept with her head in his lap. He closed his eyes and allowed
himself to rest.

 


Hours later Ben woke. Listening
intently, he was satisfied that the night sounds were as they
should be. Then he watched the woman whose head was in his lap, her
hand was precariously close to starting a reaction that he knew
would test his will power.

His words were barely audible and his
expression was bleak. “Sam, I wish you would tell me why you left.
I know that it had to be more than the money. I knew you. I loved
you.” He stopped to swallow the lump he felt in his throat. “I
looked for you when I woke. I called your name. I cried for you.”
That was the only time Ben had ever let someone see him cry. “I
needed you so bad.” He was scared he still did.

He didn’t mean to wake her but his
touch became more forceful and she began to stir. Sam opened her
eyes and smiled for him. Ben felt the jolt go through him. She
twisted to lie on her back, her head still resting on his leg,
smiled again and closed her eyes.

Ben felt as if his body was on fire.
He worked at keeping his breathing steady and slow. There was no
way he could get any more sleep, not with her so close to him,
touching him. He fought the need to just lean down and kiss her. He
fought the need to run his hands over the curves that haunted his
memories. There was definitely no more sleep.

It was almost daybreak when Ben’s cell
phone rang. The jingle of the phone woke Sam and Ben breathed a
sigh of relief when she sat up and broke contact. He brought the
phone to his ear and mumbled into it and nodded in earnest. Sam sat
up and watched him.

When he put the phone back into his
pocket, Ben turned to her and said, “Your car is clean.” He tried
to keep his voice level. “Are you going to go into work today?” He
stood and headed for the bedroom door. Escaping to his room was the
only way he could pull himself together. Right now he was having
difficulty thinking of anything but her.

She replied reluctantly, “I really do
have to. Where is my car now?”

“At my friend’s shop. But
I am driving you. Wait here and when I get back from bringing
Philip to school, I’ll drive you to work.” He shrugged. “You’ll
just have to go in late.” He stared at her in challenge.

“I can call for a
car...”

“No.” He left the room
before she could argue.

 


Ben took the stairs two at a time. He
had been worried that she wouldn’t listen to him the entire ride
home and would have left before he got back. When he got home and
found out from the housekeeper that she hadn’t even come down from
her bedroom, he was concerned.

Rapping his knuckles against her
bedroom door, he called her name. “Sam?” There was no answer and he
put his ear to the door. He thought he could hear the shower water
running. “Hey Sam...”

Telling himself she couldn’t hear him
over the running water, he tried the doorknob. And it opened. Ben
hesitated for just a moment before he walked in and closed the door
behind him.

He walked to the closed bathroom door
and stood with his hand on the doorknob. While he argued with
himself if he should even be there, he heard the water stop and the
shower door open. Swallowing, he backed away from the door and knew
he would never have the time to leave the room before she opened
the bathroom door.

Sam was holding a large towel loosely
in front of her as she opened the bathroom door. She was startled
when she saw Ben standing there and she quickly tried to wrap
herself in the damp towel. “What are you doing here?” She sounded
breathless.

He didn’t try to hide the fact that he
enjoyed the sight of her glistening, damp skin.

“Ben?” Sam wondered if she
should be scared of him, but she knew she wasn’t.

She had gotten dressed shortly after
he left the room that morning but she couldn’t get the memory of
waking up with him there out of her mind. She couldn’t forget the
feeling of his muscular thigh. She couldn’t ignore the erotic
dreams she had enjoyed during the night.

That had been when she began to feel
sinful. She had walked out on him all those years ago; it didn’t
matter why. She just knew that she no longer had the right to want
to feel his flesh against hers or to be enveloped by his passion.
The strength of his arms and the pounding of his heart during
lovemaking was no longer hers to revel in.

So Sam had stripped off her clothes
under the hot water of her shower. She had scrubbed her skin until
it felt raw. The memories couldn’t be washed away but her skin no
longer tingled where she imagined him touching her. Sam thought she
was ready to come out of the shower and dress again, she thought
she could face him and pretend that he was just a man. She never
expected to have to face him with only a towel between them to hide
desires she had no right to have.

“What do you want Ben?”
She saw the answer in his eyes even though he tried to keep his
expression neutral. “I mean, why are you here?”

He grinned slightly at her
discomfiture. Then he shook his head. “I don’t know.” He slowly
backed away and sat on her bed. “I was worried because your
housekeeper said you had yet to make an appearance.”

The way he was looking at her was
affecting her in ways she hadn’t felt in years.

“I’ll get dressed and come
downstairs in a few minutes.” She expected him to leave. But he sat
there. “Ben, are you okay?”

“Yes.” His eyes seemed
almost predatory.

“Then...”

“Then what?”

“Why are you just sitting
there?” He didn’t move. “I would like to get dressed.”

He exhaled deeply. “I was remembering.
You know, you are still beautiful.”

She swallowed after his compliment. “I
uh, I think you should leave.”

“I will.” He was hoping
that she couldn’t see how easily his body had responded to her. “In
a few minutes. I’m just enjoying the view... and the memories.” He
stared at her eyes. “I know you can remember too. There used to be
a time when you would have dropped your towel for me.”

It took a moment before she nodded.
“Yes, I remember.”

He stood and slowly approached her.
Sam clenched the towel in front of her.

“Relax. I would never
force myself on you.” His words were gentle. His voice was
strained.

“Then what are you doing?”
She sounded nervous.

He sighed and fought to keep control.
If he showed her how much he still wanted her then he would be lost
forever. He had to stay above it all. He had to hold on to his
anger and his bitterness or he would be destroyed. “I keep telling
myself that the only reason my memory of making love to you is so
special is because you were the first woman I was ever with. But
now I’ve been with other women and they all have been good.” He
ignored the slight flicker of pain he saw in her eyes. “I’m sure
that if I made love with you now, you would be nothing more than
just another vessel.”

She tried to sound indignant to hide
the hurt he had just inflicted. “You won’t get the chance to find
out.”

He snickered cruelly. “Why not? I know
I probably couldn’t afford you but can’t you just pretend? I want
you. I need you.”

Samantha Chaunce was doing her best
not to cry in front of him. “Why are you being such a
bastard?”

He laughed out loud. “You know that I
am a bastard better than anyone else.”

“I didn’t mean it that
way.” She remembered how proud he was as a kid and how he hated it
whenever someone made a nasty comment about his origins.

He sighed again and backed away. “I
know you didn’t.” Ben crossed the room and stopped just inside of
the door. He sounded tired. “I’ll be downstairs.”

 


They barely spoke during the ride to
her office. Ben was too embarrassed to say much after he let her
see how much he wanted to be with her. He was too embarrassed by
the things he had said. Sam couldn’t look at him without feeling
like she was ready to cry. She also didn’t want him to know that if
he had just asked her to go to bed with him without being so cruel,
she would have. And she would have been willing to deal with all
the self-recriminations later.

Just before he pulled into the garage
and announced he would escort her up to her office, Ben told Sam
that he had already made a phone call to his office and arranged
for someone else to help with protection.

“Are you leaving us?” She
sounded worried.

“No. I just think you need
more than just one man providing security. I can’t be with both you
and Philip all day. Last night should prove that you need
protection too”

“Oh.” She figured it was
an easy way for him not to deal with her. “So will this new man be
my bodyguard?”

“Not specifically. I am
still going to be in charge of making sure both you and your son
are protected. Jim is just going to be my back up when he’s needed.
At night when you are both home and in one place we don’t need him,
but during the day... I can’t be two places at once.”

And it would be an easy way for you to
keep your distance, she thought. “Whatever you think is
best.”

“Jim will be at the house
tonight so you can meet him. I’ll make sure that Philip feels
comfortable with him before I come to pick you up at work.” He left
her with strict instructions to stay put at the office, not to go
anywhere without security and to call him immediately if anything
seemed askew.

“Last night was meant to
be a scare. Whoever set your car up didn’t need to deflate those
tires. They wanted someone to find the wire into the gas
tank.”

“But it still could have
blown up if I had pressed the brake pedal?”

“Yes.”

“Well,” she admitted
reluctantly, “it did scare me.”

He looked at her kindly. “I know.” He
really wished she didn’t have reason to worry but he knew better.
“By the way, I started the process to have your husband’s body
exhumed. I’ll need to get your signature later.”

“Okay.” She sounded sad.
“Please don’t say anything in front of Philip. He was very close to
Julian.”

Ben felt that pang of jealousy again.
Damn the memory of Julian Chaunce! He married the one woman Ben had
ever loved and then Chaunce also knew the love of a son. Ben
figured those were things he would never know. He was tight lipped
as he escorted her to her office.

 


Over the next few days, Ben introduced
both Jim and Dave from his office. Sam and Philip got used to
having Ben and one of his coworkers around during the days. Philip
even built a good rapport with the two men although he admitted he
preferred his time with Ben the most. That was an admission that
Ben secretly enjoyed.

Nothing untoward had happened since
the night with her car and Sam was beginning to give Ben arguments
why she didn’t need the extra protection. Then Ben got the autopsy
report on Julian Chaunce. The embalming had managed to preserve
enough for the medical examiner to find significant traces of burns
on both of Julian’s palms. He waited until Philip was off to bed
and then he asked to speak with Sam privately in the
den.

“The M.E. is recommending
an investigation...”

“Into what?”

“Your husband’s death. He
believes there’s enough evidence to classify it as a
homicide.”

Sam turned pale. “What?”

She looked so frightened and fragile
suddenly and all Ben wanted to do was hold her and keep her safe.
But he kept his distance. “He believes that Julian was murdered. He
was electrocuted.”

“But it was a heart
attack.”

“An electrical shock could
stop the heart.” He couldn’t ignore the chalky coloring of her
cheeks any longer. “I think you’d better sit down.” Once she sat,
he went to the bar and poured her a shot of brandy. “Here, sip
this.” He waited until she took a small sip. “I went to the gym
and... not surprisingly they just got a row of new machines. They
didn’t keep any of the old stuff.”

“What does that
matter?”

“Your husband was on the
treadmill when he collapsed. Many of those machines have special
handles you can hold on to and it records your pulse. I think the
machine he was on was rigged to deliver a significant jolt of
electricity.”

“But the
doctor...”

“Who by the way has
suddenly gone away on some mysterious humanitarian
effort.”

She took another sip of the brandy.
“Oh my god, oh my god.” Her eyes welled with tears. “Couldn’t it
have just been an accident?”

“Sure. But considering
that he had gotten threats, the timing would have been awfully
coincidental.” He felt annoyed about her tears until he realized
they were tears of fear. “I am going to need to go through all of
your husband’s papers and his desk, both here and at the
office.”

She nodded wordlessly.

“And we are going to beef
up security for both you and your son.” He finally gave in and sat
beside her. He put an arm around her shoulder. “Sam, I am going to
get you and Philip through this.” She leaned against him and he
knew he had made a mistake. “I swear I won’t let anything happen to
either of you.”

He felt her shoulders shake and she
buried her face in his shoulder. Ben let her cry for a few minutes
and then he picked her chin up and kissed her. Within moments she
was kissing him back.

It had been so long since Sam had felt
safe. It had been so long since she had lain in Ben’s arms. She had
loved him more than her own life. It was his bed she wanted to come
to every night; it was his love that took away the loneliness. He
always managed to keep the world at bay; nothing ever seemed scary
when she was with him.

Until that night when he lay broken in
a hospital bed and the doctors said there was nothing more they
could do. The x-rays had uncovered so much more than just the
injuries from the car accident. There was a growth on Ben’s lower
spine, a tumor. The doctors weren’t going to operate. Between the
tumor, the crushed vertebrae and the possible damage to the spinal
cord, they said there was no hope. Very few doctors in the world
were trained well enough to even attempt the surgery and even then
there could be no guarantees.

Ben had no insurance. His boss had
missed several payments to the insurance company and coverage for
all employees had been canceled. There was no way that Ben could
afford one of those highly trained specialists. And if the tumor
were malignant, the best hope the hospital doctors offered was less
than six months.

Suddenly Sam didn’t feel safe anymore.
There was nothing she could do to save Ben. She didn’t have the
money or the resources. That was when Julian showed up and he
offered her a deal. Ben was never told the truth about where the
money came from. Thinking that the other driver had called in the
accident and not knowing about the painful climb that Sam had made
that night, he thought the auto insurance from the other driver
paid his bills. He never knew that Julian got regular reports on
his recovery and that he shared so much of that news with
Sam.

He lowered her to the couch and
covered her with his body. She parted her lips and his tongue
invaded her mouth. She sighed contentedly as she felt his hand cup
her breast. Tears escaped her eyes.

He saw the tears and stopped. “I’m not
forcing you to do this, Sam.”

“I know.” She
sniffled.

“Then why are you
crying?”

“Because I’ve missed you
so much. Suddenly you’re here and I want to be with
you.”

“I’ve been here all along.
I wasn’t the one who left.” His voice recaptured a tinge of
bitterness. “If you really missed me then why did you leave
me?”

She turned her head. She couldn’t tell
him why. “I... I don’t want to talk about that anymore. That’s in
the past. We’re here now, together. Please, make love to
me.”

Ben frowned and pulled away from her.
“I can’t dismiss it as easily as you. You betrayed me.”

She couldn’t meet his eyes. “I’m
sorry.”

“It’s not that easy.” He
sat up and turned away from her. Sam sat and reached towards him.
He jerked away from her touch and stood. “Why do you want me now? I
don’t have any great wealth. I’m just your employee dammit!” Ben
looked at her with disgust. “Or do you figure that entitles
you?”

Sam gasped and then she stood. “I
wasn’t forcing you either.”

He snorted. “No, no you weren’t.” He
started to say something else and then shut his mouth suddenly.
Running his hand through his hair, Ben looked frustrated. “I just
don’t know why, now, why you’re willing to… Why now?”

She sounded ominously calm. “Ben, you
said you wanted to know that being with me really wasn’t special.
So prove it. Take me to bed and see how I compare.”

He frowned at her. “No, you’re not
doing this for me. You’ve got something else going on. What are you
after?” Ben was scared that he would find out she was still special
and he didn’t know how he would be able to survive losing her
again. “You don’t need to do this for me to protect you. You’re
already paying me to do that.”

His kisses had opened feelings that
she had managed to stow away for almost nine years. She had told
herself that she would never again have the chance to be with him.
But now he was here and she couldn’t deny she needed him. “I’m not
doing this for you. I’m doing this for me. I want you
Ben.”

“Why?” He was scared that
he would lose control. He was scared that she would break his heart
again. “What is it you are trying to do?”

His fear was obvious and Sam thought
she understood. She hoped she understood. He was looking for some
kind of protection for his heart. He was afraid to believe in her.
“All right. You asked me what my price was. I have a price.” His
gaze hardened. Now she was living up to his expectations, he didn’t
have to care. “I need you to forgive me. That’s my
price.”

Ben glared at her. His lips were set
in a straight, thin line. “I will never forgive you.”

She held back the tears she felt
stinging her eyes. Sam slowly retreated towards the door of the
den. “I never meant to cause you so much pain. You have to believe
that.” She left the room carefully closing the door behind
her.

He stood still in the room with his
fists clenched by his side. Then he went to the bar and poured
himself a tumbler full of scotch.

 











 





CHAPTER 4

 


 


Samantha Chaunce cried herself to
sleep and remembered all the nights early in her marriage that she
did the same thing. Julian had been patient with her. He knew that
she still loved Ben, maybe he even realized she always would. He
was patient, he never pressured her, but he always reminded her
that he was the reason Ben had a chance. Then he just waited until
she expressed her gratitude, and she did, just like he expected.
Julian was kind and gentle and even though she wasn’t swept up by
passion, she wasn’t repulsed by being his wife even in the physical
sense.

When Philip was born, Julian rewarded
his wife with a full medical report on Ben. He let her know how
well Ben was doing; he reminded her that it was his money that had
enabled Ben’s recovery. He was a good father to Philip but he had
strict mandates for her. She was never to contact Ben. She was
never to be an unfaithful wife. She was never to think about
leaving him. He made sure she understood that divorce and child
custody could be messy and that money always wins in the end. Sam
never tested Julian with disobedience.

Julian knew that Sam would never
chance losing her son and he never had to be harsh with her. In
public and behind closed doors, he showered her with gifts and
special treats. While they were in Europe, he allowed her to enroll
in college online and she earned an Associates degree in Business.
He taught her about his business and he took her on worldwide
business trips. She wore the finest clothing, the finest jewels and
she never wanted for anything materially. When he wasn’t around, he
made sure that she always had servants and bodyguards and
chauffeurs. Philip had a nanny to provide for his needs when his
parents weren’t there and he was enrolled in private schools as
early as nursery school.

For all anyone could see, Mrs. Julian
Chaunce was well cared for, pampered and the envy of many women.
She had married well and was living an idyllic life. Even Sam had
to admit that she was living a comfortable life filled with many
material luxuries. Her son was well taken care of too. Philip
Chaunce was living the life of luxury and had so many wonderful
opportunities open to him.

Her dreams were interrupted by the
sound of her bedroom door closing. It took just a moment for the
sound to absorb and her eyes to open. She gasped in surprise when
she saw the shadowy silhouette of the man standing next to her bed.
Sam reached for the lamp on the night table. He caught her
hand.

“It’s me.” His two words
disturbed the silence.

“You’re drunk.” Sam could
smell the scotch on him. She sat up and held the bed sheet to her
chest.

“I’m not drunk. Just
buzzed.” He gently tugged on the sheet. “Let me see what you’re
wearing.”

Sam pulled her hand away from him and
tried to move to the other side of her bed and escape. Ben caught
her hand again and held her in place.

“Where are you going?
You’re the one who wanted to... have sex. I just want to see what
you wear to bed.” He was talking in a loud whisper so that no one
else in the house was disturbed.

“You weren’t drunk when I
said I wanted to make love with you.” She tried to pull her hand
away again but he wouldn’t let her go.

“I told you I am not
drunk.” He sounded annoyed. “And I didn’t come here to have sex
with you.”

She relaxed and stopped pulling away
from him. “Then why are you here?”

“We need to talk.” He sat
down heavily on the side of her bed and leaned back against the
headboard. Ben kicked his shoes off and stretched his long legs out
in front of him. He was still holding on to her.

She was annoyed that he had frightened
her. “What do you want to talk about?”

Ben took her by the shoulders and
turned her towards him. He squinted in the dark. Sam felt exposed
under his gaze. “Is that a nightgown? How long is it?”

“To my knees.” She still
wasn’t convinced of his sobriety.

He released her suddenly. “It’s not
very sexy.”

“Well excuse me, I didn’t
know I had to dress for company.” She sounded indignant.

“I remember when you used
to wear one of my T-shirts to bed. Now that was sexy.” He told
himself that her tousled hair and the simple fact that she was
lying there in a bed wasn’t turning him on.

“That was a long time
ago.” She painfully whispered.

He laughed. Then there was
silence.

Finally Sam sighed and relaxed beside
him. “What did you want to talk about?”

He looked at her in the dark. “You,
me, sex, your husband, who killed him and who is trying to scare
you?”

“Is that all one
question?”

“Don’t be bitchy.” He
sounded exasperated. “Did you love him?”

“Julian? He was a good
man.”

Ben snorted. “That doesn’t sound like
you loved him.”

“He’s gone.” She sounded
sad. “Why do you need to ask?”

He grimaced. “Did you ever love me
Sam? I know you said you did. But did you really?”

“Yes.” She still did but
she knew he would never believe her.

“Then I don’t understand
why you did what you did. If it were just the money... Sam, it’s
not like you had a fling with the guy. You married him... you gave
him a son. You lived in his world.” His words hung in the air. “And
you never thought twice about me.”

He could hear her breathing in the
dark. Sam was struggling not to cry.

“I can’t undo the things I
did. I am so sorry I hurt you Ben.” Her voice cracked and she had
to pause. “I really thought you would have found someone else and
would be married by now...”

“I will never again put
myself out there. I will never again trust a woman with my
heart.”

“But Ben,”

“Don’t sound so surprised.
That’s the lesson you taught me Sam.” He shook his head. “I never
needed someone as much as I needed you when I woke up in the
hospital. You have no idea what I went through.”

“Tell me.” He didn’t know
how much she knew. He didn’t know that she was willing to do
anything to save his life. He didn’t know that she was willing to
sell herself to Julian to pay for his medical care.

“No. It was a long road.
If you had cared, you would have been there.”

“So are you saying we’re
stuck now? We can’t move on?” Sam turned to him. “Ben, we’re here
now, together. We can be together now. Ben, you could have died but
you didn’t...”

“We both could have died.”
He thought she was talking about the car accident. “And you could
have stayed.” He was quiet for a long time. “I wish I could forgive
you, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to.”

She rested her hand gently against his
chest. “Do you think you could try?” She felt him shrug.

There was a long comfortable silence
between them. Ben put his arm around her shoulders and nudged her
closer to him. She rested her head against his shoulder.

“Even if I could find a
way to forgive, I’ll still remember.” His arm tightened around her
shoulder. “I do want to make love to you. I want to feel you
again.” He gently shook his head. “But not now, not like this. I’m
really not drunk but I don’t want any alcohol in my system when I
do.” He tilted her face up to his and pressed his lips against
hers. “I do want you and I wish to hell I didn’t.”

 


Ben was gone by the time Sam woke in
the morning. She knew he had lain there holding her when she
finally dozed off and it was oh so comfortable. It was
disappointing when she opened her eyes and found him gone. Sam got
out of bed and took a quick shower before dressing and joining
everyone else downstairs.

“Hey mom,” Philip was
excited when he saw his mother enter the dining room. “Ben said he
would speak at my school for career day. Isn’t that
cool?”

She threw an amused smile at Ben.
“Yes, it sure is.”

Philip and Ben had already begun
breakfast before her. Cook came to take her breakfast order when
Sam sat down.

“When is this career
day?”

“Next week. Ben said he
would tell everyone what it was like to be a security man.” The boy
turned admiring eyes to his newest hero. “Ben, can you show them
your gun?”

“Uh, Philip I don’t really
think that is a good idea…”

“Oh mom…” The boy began to
whine.

“Actually kiddo, they
wouldn’t want me to bring a gun into the school. But don’t worry, I
promise to impress all your friends.”

Ben looked up to meet Sam’s eyes, He
knew she hated the idea of guns and he rarely carried one around
them. When he did carry, it was always concealed.

“But you’re a good guy and
you’re a security man, they have to let you bring your
gun.”

Ben patiently explained the rules and
finally convinced the young boy that bringing a gun into the school
wasn’t a good idea. Sam was impressed with the way Ben handled it.
She watched her son’s eyes as he listened intently to the man in
front of him. Even though Julian had been attentive and loving of
her son, she had never seen the same idolization in the young boy’s
eyes.

“Can you at least show
them how you would beat up a bad guy?”

Ben chuckled. “I can show them some of
my moves, sure. But actually I think it might be a good idea to
show your friends how to protect themselves.”

“Oh wow, yeah. Thanks Ben.
And can you...”

Ben’s cell phone jangles in his
pocket. “Excuse me.” He took the phone from his pocket and put it
to his ear. After a quick look at Sam, he rose silently and walked
from the room. He motioned to Philip that he had to take the
call.

Sam turned to her son. “You know a lot
of what Ben does isn’t just fists and muscles. He has to think a
lot too.”

“Oh, I know he’s real
smart. And he’s really good with my video game.”

“I think your classmates
will love to hear him talk.” She was also very impressed with him
and it had nothing to do with his job. It had been a long time, but
she could still see so many of the qualities that made her fall in
love with him so many years before.

Philip finished his breakfast and went
upstairs to finish getting ready for his day. Sam sipped her coffee
and thought about the progress she thought she and Ben had made
during the night.

When Ben walked back into the room his
expression was grim.

“Is something the
matter?”

He exhaled loudly as he sat beside
her. “I told you that the M.E. relabeled your husband’s death a
homicide.” Sam nodded. “Well the D.A. agrees and she’s starting an
investigation.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?
Maybe we’ll be able to find his killer.”

Ben was uncomfortable with his next
words. “In homicide investigations, the cops almost always look at
the spouse as a possible suspect.”

She was shocked. “Me? They think I
killed Julian?”

“They are going to
investigate you and make sure you didn’t. It’s pretty standard to
rule out the wife or husband.”

“I’ll just tell them the
truth. I didn’t do it. And now I’m being threatened too. Did they
think I tried to blow up my own car?”

He smiled ironically. “It wouldn’t be
the first time the guilty party did something to make himself look
like a victim.”

“Wait a minute. You can’t
possibly think...”

“No. I don’t think you’re
guilty and I don’t think you rigged your own car.” He was happy to
see that she looked relieved. “But Sam, we have another
complication. Me.”

“Why?”

“You move back here and
your husband dies. And then your former lover moves into your
house.”

“How do they know we were
lovers?”

“Sam, we had a
relationship, they are going to assume we were lovers. And all they
would have to do is interview some of the folks we grew up
with.”

She looked perplexed. “But I didn’t
know where you lived and I had no idea you would be the one to show
up when we contacted the security company.”

“There are a lot of folks
who don’t believe in coincidence.” He folded his hands in front of
him on the table. “Look, I don’t think we are going to have any
real problem. In the beginning the cops are going to try their
damnedest to link us to something awkward, but they won’t find any
evidence and eventually they’ll let it go. But I want Jim and Dave
to move their stuff into your guesthouse. They can take turns who
stays. But I figure this way it will be easier for the police to
see the agency is in your employ.”

“Whatever you think is
best.”

“The police want to
interview you. I arranged for them to come here. I want you on your
turf.” She looked only a little surprised that Ben was making
decisions for her. “They are going to want to speak to you alone. I
can’t be here, in the room, when they do.”

“Do I need a
lawyer?”

“No. That might even make
you look suspicious. You have nothing to hide. Just be honest with
them. Every thing will be all right.” It was obvious that Ben
believed it was just an unnecessary inconvenience and that helped
to calm Sam.

Ben dropped Philip at school and left
Jim standing guard over the boy. He was back at the mansion before
the police arrived.

He ushered the detectives into the den
where Sam was waiting. He told her, “I’ll be in the guesthouse with
Dave if you need me.” Then he closed the door behind
him.

 


“When did you and Mr.
Johnson reconnect?”

One of the detectives fired questions
at her while the other surreptitiously scanned the room for
anything that might give a clue. The older man methodically
scribbled her answers into his notepad as he questioned her. They
hadn’t bothered with many preliminaries before they let her know
that she was, so far, their only suspect.

“The first time that I saw
Mr. Johnson,” she felt silly calling him that. “The first time I
saw Ben since I married my husband was when his agency sent him
over because we needed protection after receiving
threats.”

“Where you in contact with
him at all before that?”

“I had no idea he was
still living in this area and I didn’t know what job he had. I was
really surprised when I walked into my office and saw
him.”

“But you were happy that
he had come?”

“I was
surprised.”

“Isn’t it
awkward?”

“At first maybe it was a
little. But he’s good at what he does...”

“And what does he do?” The
tone was definitely nasty.

“He protects us.” Sam was
annoyed. Even though Ben had tried to prepare her for the
insinuations, she thought the detectives were definitely out of
line.

“How was your marriage
Mrs. Chaunce?”

“There was nothing wrong
with my marriage.”

“Why did you visit the gym
your husband frequented the day before he died?”

“I didn’t visit the gym. I
went to his office to meet him for lunch.” Julian frequented the
gym on the ground floor of the office building. He always said it
was expedient not to have to spend the time traveling.

“But you didn’t have lunch
with him that day.” They had obviously done their
homework.

“Julian had to cancel on
me. He had a meeting across town he had to go to.”

“Did that anger you? Maybe
you thought his meeting was not quite business?”

“Look, I understand that
it is normal to want to rule out the wife, but I wish you would get
this over with and start looking for my husband’s
killer.”

“Supposedly you didn’t
even think your husband was murdered until a few days ago. Why are
you in such a hurry now?”

“Someone tried to kill me
the other night! It might be the same person. I don’t want my son
to be an orphan... or worse, the next target.” She raised her voice
in frustration and annoyance.

“Calm down Mrs. Chaunce.
Now is certainly not the time to demonstrate that you have a
temper.” The detective that had been looking the room over sat down
in front of her. He had a cheeky smile on his face. “How far do you
think Mr. Johnson would go to protect you and your son?”

“I think he would do
whatever he had to.”

“Do you really believe
that he had no idea you were back here?”

“He was just as surprised
to see me as I was to see him.”

“Are you sure of
that?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I trust him.”

“Maybe he did know you
were back Ben Johnson is in security and investigations. He might
have known more than he’s telling you.”

She glared at the detectives. “And you
are wasting my time.” She stood. “I think it’s time for you to
leave.”

Both detectives stood. The younger man
moved closer to her. “You sound like a woman in love.”

Sam felt the flush in her cheeks.
“Please go.” She saw the detective smiling at the telltale
blush.


 





CHAPTER 5

 


Sam was sitting in the den and
reminding herself to breath slowly. She was still angry at the
insolence the detectives displayed.

Ben walked in soon after the
detectives left the premises.

“You were right. They
really are trying to imply that something is going on between
us.”

“They figure it’s an easy
motive.”

She turned to him. “And it’s not just
me they’re trying to hang this on. They started asking if you had
known we were back in town.”

“I know. I heard.” Ben
walked to the bookcase and opened one of the books. A very small
electronic disc fell out.

“You were listening?” She
stood.

“Yep.” He pocketed the
disc. “I wanted to know if they had any clues they weren’t
sharing.”

She walked towards him slowly. “I’m
not sure how I feel about your bugging my home without my
permission.”

“I’m sorry.” He didn’t
show any remorse. “But Sam, you did sound like you’re in
love.”

She didn’t say anything.

“Do you love me?” He held
his breath while he waited for her answer.

Her eyes watered. She wanted to look
away but she couldn’t bring herself to. He stood in front of her.
“Yes.” He stared at her. “I never stopped loving you.”

“Then why? Why did you
leave me?”

She wished she could tell him the
truth but she knew it was too late for that. “Ben, I... just know
that I had to. Please don’t ask me to explain more than
that.”

He frowned. Then he opened his mouth
to say something and stopped. He turned and then turned back to
her. “Just tell me that he didn’t threaten you or anything like
that.”

“Julian was very good to
me. He didn’t threaten me.”

He wasn’t satisfied not knowing but
she had asked him not to press. They were both silent as he stared
at her. Then he walked up to her, took her in his arms and kissed
her.

 


Neither one of them remembered
breaking their kiss long enough to find the way upstairs, but they
did. As soon as Ben closed the door to her bedroom behind them, he
picked her up in his arms and laid her down on her bed. He brought
her hands to his lips and kissed them. He was happy she no longer
wore her ring; at least he didn’t have that reminder.

“This is sick, you know.”
He lay down with her and began to work on the buttons of her
blouse. “I am about to make love to you in the bed you shared with
your husband. But I don’t want to stop.”

Her voice was soft. “We didn’t share
this bed. We had separate bedrooms.” She noticed his look of
surprise. “We slept better that way.” It was a partial
truth.

He smiled when he saw the front
closure of her bra and unsnapped it. “I’m glad.” She arched her
back as he pressed his tongue and lips to a rosy nipple. “You are
so beautiful.”

They fumbled with their clothes and
dropped each piece on the floor next to the bed. Ben was grateful
for the daylight as he gazed at her. He heard the sounds of her
excitement as he trailed his tongue down the side of her body to
her hip and then across to the apex of her thighs.

Sam touched him with her fingertips.
She caressed him and felt him harden in her hand. Ben brought her
to the brink of ecstasy before he trailed his tongue back up her
other side and suckled on the forgotten breast. He stoked her
feminine core before plunging a finger deep inside her. He was
relentless until he felt her spasm against his hand.

“Are you on birth
control?” He whispered into her ear.

She gasped for air before she could
answer. “No.”

It was just an impatient little sigh
and Ben willed himself to stop, but just for a moment. He reached
down the side of the bed to his pants pocket and pulled his wallet
out. He had grown up and he took more responsibility these days.
There were no more risks, no more pulling out before it was too
late. It was only a slim chance he could get a woman pregnant
anymore, but Ben wasn’t willing to take the chance.

Tearing open the foil packet he found,
he sheathed himself and positioned himself over her. He felt how
tight she was as he entered her. He heard her sharp intake of
breath. All he could think of was that she was nearly virgin tight
and he thought the separate bedrooms might have been the result of
a failed marriage. But he felt like he had come home.

They found their rhythm. It was the
same rhythm from years before when they lost themselves in each
other’s body. It was the same rhythm that always brought them to a
momentous climb and release. It was the same rhythm that had lived
on in both their memories. There were tears in both of their eyes
as they shuddered against each other.

“I love you Ben.” She
whispered those words to him.

He hung his head and couldn’t bring
himself to answer her. She was just as special as he always
remembered.

 


There was no real conversation between
them as Ben drove Sam to her office. There was no acknowledgment of
what had happened between them. Ben kept changing the topic
whenever Sam tried to broach it. That evening, Dave came to her
office to pick her up. He said Ben was at the house with Philip.
Ben avoided her there, too.

The next morning, Ben stayed at the
school with Philip and left it to Dave to drive Sam to work. He
hadn’t allowed her any chance to talk with him and to ask how he
felt. She was convinced that he had used her only to bury their
history and to move on without her. That was what she had offered
him. She was devastated.

 


Lloyd Rickker was graciously not
mentioning the dark circles under Samantha Chaunce’s eyes or the
fact that she seemed terribly distracted. He did what he always
did, first for Julian and now for Julian’s widow, he picked up the
loose ends and helped keep the company running.

Julian had introduced his young bride
to Lloyd years before. As Julian’s contemporary and right hand man,
Lloyd had raised his eyebrows at Mrs. Chaunce’s youth and her
slightly swollen belly. But he accepted her, just as his boss
expected him to do, and made her feel welcomed into the Chaunce
Publications Company.

After Philip’s birth and while Sam was
taking her college lessons online, she thought she might have felt
some resentment from Lloyd that Julian was grooming her to come
into the business. The suspicion quickly died away thanks to
Lloyd’s quiet support and friendliness. Now that Julian was gone,
Sam promised herself that she wouldn’t let Julian’s memory down.
She could easily run the company so long as Lloyd was her right
hand.

He had helped greatly when Sam had to
break the devastating news to her son that Julian had died so
suddenly. And he helped again when she began to receive threatening
letters. It was because of Lloyd’s recommendation that she had
agreed to contact a security agency, it was even his contact that
brought Ben into her home to take care of Philip. She remained
indebted to the man and appreciated his loyalties.

Her secretary burst into the office,
flushed and uncomfortable. “I’m so sorry Mrs. Chaunce, but there
are...” She never got to finish announcing that there were
detectives who wanted to see her.

“Good afternoon Mrs.
Chaunce,” the older detective barged into the office behind the
young secretary. “We just have a few questions for you.” The
secretary made as unobtrusive an exit as she could
manage.

Lloyd stood up and faced the smug
detectives. “Do you have to do this now?” He turned to Sam.
“Samantha, what would you like me to do?”

The younger detective was looking
intently at an open notebook in his hand. “We would like you to
leave.” He smiled smugly. “We did call Mr. Johnson and asked him to
join us. I expect he’s probably on his way now.”

Sam sighed. “It’s okay Lloyd. Would
you please tell Betsy to hold my calls?” She nodded at her friend
and confidant. As soon as he left her office, closing the door
behind him, she stood. “Is there something I can get for you
gentlemen?” She was acting like a perfect hostess just the way
Julian had taught her.

“We appreciate it Mrs.
Chaunce, but all we want is the truth.”

“About what
Detective?”

“Tell us about your
marriage.”

Sam sat and carefully placed her
elbows on her desk. She tented her fingers together under her chin.
“What exactly would you like to know?”

“Let’s start with the
obvious. Were you in love with your husband?”

“Why are you wasting your
time investigating me when there is a real killer out
there?”

“Some new information has
come to light...”

“What
information?”

Ben opened the door to the office and
walked in. “What do you guys want now?”

Checking the watch on his wrist, the
first detective avoided Ben’s angry scowl. “Thank you for coming so
promptly Mr. Johnson.”

“Okay, what do you
want?”

“Please take a seat Mr.
Johnson.”

Ben finally sat in a chair next to
Sam’s desk. “Okay?”

“These nice detectives
were just about to tell me about some information they have.
Supposedly this information will help to explain why they are
wasting our time.” Sam tried not to sound too snippy.

“Mr. Johnson, when did you
first learn that the Chances’ were back in town?”

“When my agency sent me
there on an assignment...”

“And when did you first
meet Julian Chaunce?”

“I never did.”

“How did you feel when you
found out that your girlfriend had run off with
Chaunce?”

“It was upsetting that she
left me. But I didn’t know who she had left with until recently.”
Ben cocked his head to side impatiently. “What’s this
about?”

“Did you hold any
animosity towards Chaunce?”

Sam was puzzled. “What are you asking
here?”

“Mr. Johnson, how did it
make you feel to know that Julian Chaunce was raising your son
without you?”

Ben stayed quiet even though his look
of surprise was clear. He looked at Sam suddenly.

“Why weren’t you even in
the picture here? Did you ever try to contact Philip? Does the boy
know you’re his father?”

His throat was dry. “How do you know
he’s my son?”

Sam barely whispered. “He never
knew.”

The younger detective guffawed. He
didn’t believe that Ben had been without knowledge. “Were you angry
at Chaunce? He stole your girlfriend and then he keeps your son
from you. Did that make you angry enough to want the man out of the
way?”

She raised her voice. “Ben never knew
anything.”

“Chaunce had your DNA and
the boy’s tested. He was looking for some kind of genetic markers
because of the tumor you had.” Notes were read straight from the
open notebook. “Some French research firm was doing some
experimental lab tests and Chaunce paid them to compare your blood
with your son’s.”

Ben was quiet but Sam noticed he was
gripping the arm of his chair.

“So Mr. Johnson, did that
make you angry?”

“I told you that Ben never
knew. We never told him that I was pregnant.”

The detectives watched Sam and Ben’s
expressions for a while. She was deathly pale. His jaw was set and
the vein in his temple throbbed. They were eventually satisfied
that Ben hadn’t known anything.

“You do realize that if we
find that you had any knowledge of Philip Chaunce being your son,
this gives us a hell of a motive to want the old man out of the
way.”

Ben was still stone quiet after the
detectives left.

“Ben? Please say
something.”

He looked at her. His eyes were hard
steel orbs. “Philip is my son?”

“Yes.” Her voice
wavered.

“Did you know you were
pregnant when you married him?”

Sam shuddered at the coldness of his
voice. “Yes.”

“And you never told me?”
He stood. His anger was barely restrained. “Damn you to hell and
back.”

“Ben, that’s what I was
going to tell you the night of the accident.”

“But instead you decided
to go for the money instead of a possible cripple.” He paced the
room and ran a hand through his hair. “You know, I almost
understood that you were so scared that you were willing to
prostitute yourself out to the old man for his money. But damn you,
you sold him my son as well!”

Tears rolled silently down Sam’s
cheeks. She sat at her desk. Her knees felt too weak to hold
her.

“At least when my mother
tried to sell me she was doing it for the drug money. Her addiction
was a sickness. But you... you’re just a money hungry
whore!”
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