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 With love and thanks toLynn, my sister and my friend, who introduced me toPensacolaBeachand bushwackers, and convinced me that walking endless miles on the first would negate the calories of the second. You lied, but that's okay. See you next summer.
 
 Chapter One
 
 She didn't think about it all day. Not really. When her younger son Micah folded his six feet into his car to begin the long drive back to college, it didn't even occur to her that his light brown hair and muscular legs and sweet half smile were just like his father's. If she'd allowed it to happen, she knew she would have seen cutoff denims and aviator sunglasses instead of the long baggy shorts and black wraparounds her son wore, but she didn't do that. No, sirree. When Micah's twin sister Marley dropped into the passenger seat and blew her a kiss and hollered,
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 "Love you more'n cotton candy at the county fair, old lady," she didn't remember how many times Marley's father had yelled the same thing over the top of a car before he drove away. Or, maybe she remembered-just a little-but the recollection only brought a wistful smile and a twinge, not the gut-wrenching pain it used to. When her older son Ben phoned, the soft consonants and long vowels of the south flowing through his voice as they had from the first moment he moved across the Mason-Dixon Line, she didn't close her eyes and think how much like his father he sounded. She didn't have to close her eyes-the thought came unbidden and unwelcome and she had to force her attention toward the philodendron that was scaling her kitchen wall like a benevolent kudzu vine. You've been apart as long as you were together. Get over it, for God's sake. When Joe called later to tell her happy birthday, hearing him speak didn't bring to mind the day she'd met him. The Bad Day. That long, hard day that had been the beginning of the end. If only they'd been smart enough to know it was the end, instead of taking something that had been killed outright and trying to breathe life back into it until there was no air left for any of them. But she didn't think of any of that. Not one single time on this, her legal birthday, the day she turned forty-two. Or, at least, only a little. Really. After the phone rang again that afternoon, though, she remembered it. And while she was flinging things into a suitcase, and as she waited in line at the airport to get on the plane bound for Pensacola, she thought about it. She got so lost in the memories that she forgot to move when the line did, and the man behind her bumped her with his carry-on. "I'm so sorry," she said automatically, moving ahead and then turning to him, and something in her eyes must have given him pause, because he apologized for bumping her, then picked up the bag she'd left sitting on the floor when she moved. He tossed it into the overhead compartment above her seat, then looked down at where she'd already taken her seat. "Will you be all right?" he asked. "Yes," she said. "Thank you." And she would. She could do this thing that had been asked of her. Four days at the most, and she would be headed back to Hamilton County, Indiana, for the life she'd created from the ashes of a former one. She'd go back to work in the corporate offices of Glad Rags, force herself to cut back her rampant philodendron, and walk four miles around her country block three times a week to try to regain control of a body that gravity was sending south. She would see Harlan Maguire buried, give what comfort she could to his wife, then flee as she had before. There was nothing wrong with a little good, honest cowardice. Nothing at all. She sat in the front row of first class and was grateful to be alone there, sipping white wine and staring out into the gathering darkness. She accepted the pillow and blanket the flight attendant offered and closed her eyes, thinking she must rest before facing what waited in Florida. But there was no ease in the scenery that seemed to present itself like a motion picture on the backs of her eyelids, so she looked out into the black night again. "Please, come." Ellis Ann Maguire's voice had trembled. She'd sounded older than the sixty-six Rags knew her to be. "I need you." "Where is Tell, Mama?" She shouldn't have called Ellis Ann Mama; she wasn't entitled any more, but the word had slipped out before she could stop it.
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 "He's here, but I want you, Rags." The shaky voice hesitated, then, "Please." So Rags had packed her suitcase and her carryon and called people to tell them she was leaving. She'd stopped the paper and the mail and left a key with a neighbor. She'd watered the houseplants and the flowerbeds that sprang up in her yard among the willows and the sycamores and the cottonwoods that sang sad songs in the evening wind. She'd told Ellis Ann she would rent a car at the airport in Pensacola, but she wouldn't be surprised if she stepped into the terminal to find Sam waiting for her. Sam who was the Maguires' chauffeur, general factotum, and Tell's best friend. "Miss Rags," he'd say, beaming, and he'd try to make her ride in the back seat like a lady, but she'd sit up front with him and breathe in the scent of his wintergreen Lifesavers and the comfort of his raspy voice and not mind so much where she was going or who was going to be there. But all the time, as they rode through the night full of the sweet-smelling humidity that was an inherent part of the South, she would remember that today was more than the day the orphanage had declared to be her birthday. She would remember that twenty-three years ago today, she and Tell had promised to love and cherish each other and to forsake all others. And she would remember that twelve years ago today, she had learned that Tell hadn't meant that promise. He hadn't meant it at all. ~*~ Tell's heart was thumping so hard, he wondered for a moment if it was failing the way his father's had. Fear made his mouth taste metallic, and he had to stop walking long enough to calm himself down. He was forty-four years old, for God's sake, not seventy, and he'd taken seriously the warnings thrown into his path. He paced through the terminal, checking the information screens each time he passed. The incoming flight from Indianapolis was on time, they said. How could it be on time when he'd been here for what seemed like hours? He wondered if Rags was still afraid to fly, if she still gulped white wine like it was water and arrived at her destination with her gray eyes soft and sleepy, her mouth relaxed into a pout that was so ill-suited to her face it was laughable. Rags. God, he hadn't seen her in-what, two years? Yeah, that was right. They'd sat together at the twins' high school graduation. They'd been friendly, bending their heads together over the program, exchanging smiles when Micah and Marley received their diplomas. He'd given her his handkerchief when she'd sniffled at the first strains of "Pomp and Circumstance," and he'd been surprised that she didn't mail it to him later, washed and pressed. He knew she had his address, at least the one at the office. They'd hugged each other at the graduation party held in Rags' pretty country house, their cheeks brushing and their eyes meeting for a startled second of awareness. A breeze had meandered through the yard then, lifting their hair and cooling their cheeks, and they'd commented on how hot it was for it only being late May. The friendship they'd managed to find in the shards of their marriage encouraged the exchange of Christmas cards. Ones signed starkly at the bottom with "Rags" and "Tell."
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 It was odd that she hadn't returned it, she'd so long disdained anything of his except the children. Maybe she'd sold it in one of those consignment stores of hers, advertising it as high-dollar cotton, scarcely used. It was monogrammed, but the letters were small and discreet; they could be hidden in a tricky fold. He stopped pacing and bought a cup of decaffeinated coffee, feeling a fresh wave of anger. Why had his mother insisted she needed Rags? Not that he minded their continuing friendship-they'd always gotten along-but why now, when his father had died and life was such a mess? What would have been wrong with Rags merely sending flowers? Tell could handle losing his father. There had been plenty of time to prepare for it. The grieving had already been done, way back in the days when Tell had wanted a father instead of a corporate chief. When he'd been a boy in a letterman's jacket and tight jeans, instead of a chip off the damn block. Seeing Rags for longer than a couple of hours was going to be different from the lighthearted evening of the twins' graduation. Not since the day their divorce was final had they spent time in the same room without the children as a buffer. They hadn't shared the front seat of a car, the cushions of a couch, or a meaningful conversation. They hadn't slept in the same house since he'd moved out of theirs; hadn't shared a bed in even longer. Tell swallowed some of his coffee, grimacing. His heart had stopped slamming against his ribs, but thinking of Rags was making its beat erratic. Fast and slow, hard and easy. A lot like their life together had been. The analogy made him smile even as the taste of metal hit his tongue again because of the irregular heartbeat. Could he live the rest of his life with fear as a bed partner? Ah, there it was. He stood at the full-length windows and watched the 727 coast to a stop. Hardly anyone waited in the gate area, and he wondered if the plane would be empty save for his ex-wife, if the world had finally stopped for her convenience. He used to throw that at her, when they were arguing. "Face it," he'd yell, "the world isn't gonna stop so Clarissa Aloysius Ragsdale Maguire can get off and hide from it." A wounded look used to slide across her eyes, then her face would go blank and she'd turn away from him. He'd end up feeling like a first-rate asshole. Which he guessed was fair, since he'd been a first-rate asshole. She was the first passenger to emerge from the corridor, and he blinked. Rags had flown first class? What in the hell had his mother said to her? And what in the same hell had she done to her hair? The long, heavy curls were gone and it was lighter brown than it used to be. It lay in airy waves that floated over her forehead and teased the sides of her face, and the look was flattering. The eyes he'd expected to be soft and dreamy were almost black with fatigue, the thin skin beneath them appearing bruised. The crow's feet and facial lines that had been barely visible two years ago had deepened. Her waist was a little thicker than he remembered, her bare upper arms heavier, her legs thinner. She stopped and looked around, not seeing him, and he saw surprise in her eyes before she walked on. A man who'd left the plane after her caught up with her and touched her arm, and Tell shook himself loose from his reverie and started toward the pair. He saw Rags smile and shake her head, then offer her hand to the other passenger.
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 Good God, doesn't she know a come-on when she hears one? Annoyed, Tell quickened his step. "Rags?" His voice was harsh, but he didn't particularly care. It wasn't like he had wanted to pick up his wife at the airport at damn near midnight, after all. Ex-wife. She swung to face him, obviously startled by the sound of his voice, and her fragrance hit him with the force of a summer storm. She still wore the same light, flowery cologne that did nothing to hide the inherent cleanness of her. Sometimes, in the midst of passion, there had been a hint of wildness in her scent that he had loved. Toward the last, after the Bad Day, the wildness had never appeared. Of course, they'd seldom gone to what they called the wild place by then, either. The Bad Day. Their anniversary. Her birthday. Today. Oh, shit. ~*~ She'd read a book once in which a nun had closed her eyes and mumbled, "In the name of Jesus Christ, go away," when she saw a dead body in a closet. Rags had laughed out loud and read that particular passage to Tell when he wanted to know what was funny about him doing pushups before bed. He was there to pick her up, not Sam. He looked-oh, Lord, he looked wonderful. Which he had no business doing when his father was dead and she'd just spent half the day in the air when she hated to fly. And it was the Bad Day, too. Did he remember that? She hoped he did and was as miserable as she was. Her bitter thoughts startled her. She and Tell had learned to co-exist on the same planet, had even smiled at each other and shared a hug when Micah and Marley graduated. But she wasn't ready to see him now, when she was exhausted and queasy and worried about his mother. She didn't want to see him when she looked like she'd been ridden hard and put away wet. Friendship with one's ex-husband was hard work at the best of times, and this wasn't one of those. Not even close. She looked up at him, tried to smile, and said, "In the name of Jesus Christ, go away." Tell looked startled, then his lips quirked into a familiar half smile and his eyes lit, turning the same blue as the Gulf of Mexico on a sunny day. "If I remember right," he said, "it didn't work for the body in the closet, either." The laugh rose unexpectedly from somewhere deep inside, and was out into the open before she could stop it. Oh, this was the insidious thing about ex-spouses, that they shared a history exclusive of everyone else. Long after you thought everything was behind you, Kodak moments still popped up and bit you on the butt. She knew from the tilt of his head that Tell was going to laugh, too, and she'd be able to see where his middle two teeth on the bottom overlapped ever so slightly. But he didn't laugh, though his smile widened. He reached for the carry-on. "Do you have luggage?" She nodded. "One bag." "Let's get that. Are you hungry?"
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 "No." Had she been staring at his coffee cup? She wasn't hungry, but she was ready for a jolt of caffeine. Coffee always served to right the upset of her stomach after flying. Would he remember that? "We'll stop at the Pancake House and get you some coffee anyway. I'd offer you this, but believe me when I say you wouldn't want it." Outside the terminal, Rags lifted her head, fancying she could smell the Gulf. She wished she were going to the beach instead of to the opulent house on Glory Ridge Highway that offered the scent of the Gulf but not the sight, or the feel, or the wonderful, rushing sound. They talked stiltedly of the children over two cups of coffee at a Pancake House, their knees so close under the table she thought she felt the hair on his legs brushing against her. Tell avoided the subject of his father, and Rags respected that; she didn't want to talk about Harlan Maguire, either. Not until they were on the long bridge that led to the beach did she realize they'd bypassed the Glory Ridge estate. "Where are we going?" she asked. "Did your parents move and the children didn't tell me?" "I built a house on the beach." he explained briefly. "My mother's there because Father wanted to die near the water." Not only had Tell built a house on the beach, he'd built her house on the beach. From the strawberry-ice-cream color of its stucco walls to the white-railed porches, the big house was the one Rags had constructed a hundred times in her dreams. She still had the rough plans he'd drawn her stuffed away somewhere. She shifted her gaze from the house to Tell, unable to speak. "I don't know why," he said, answering the unasked question. "Maybe, like the kids, it was a good idea no matter what. It's bigger, though, with no Victorian towers or gingerbread woodwork." "It's beautiful." He nodded. "Let's go inside. You look exhausted." She was, but she didn't want him telling her she looked that way. She got out of the car and closed the door with a slight slam. "Ellis Ann won't be up, will she?" "No. We've talked her into taking a sleeping pill." "We?" Oh, dear God, he has a woman here. Maybe he's engaged or married again. I don't mind it happening, but I don't want my face shoved into it. Not today of all days, when I can hardly even bear to be alive. "Her doctor and I." Amusement threaded through his voice as he opened the door that led into the house and gestured her in ahead of him. "Sam?" He spoke a little louder. The big black man, looking only slightly older than he had twelve years ago, came into view. "Miss Rags." He took her in his arms without ceremony, and she snuggled in, wrapping her arms around his waist. "You look peaked," he accused. "Flying," she explained, pulling back. "It still doesn't agree with me. You got anything to eat?" "All ready for you in the breakfast room." He pointed toward a window-lined room beyond the kitchen.
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 "Tell, you had some calls while you were out. Must be California people, calling in the middle of the night like that." "Probably. I'll check later." Tell waved a dismissive hand. "Did you make enough for you and me, too, Sam?" "For you. I had mine already. I'll take Miss Rags' luggage upstairs, then I'm going to bed." "Leave it," said Tell. "I'll take it up. See you tomorrow." "'Night, Sam." Rags kissed his cheek before following Tell into the room she knew faced the Gulf. "He looks wonderful." "He is." Tell poured coffee for both of them, then passed her a platter of sandwiches. "He's a registered nurse now, and I'm trying to talk him into going to medical school. He wouldn't be the first to qualify when he was fifty. But he likes the nursing, says doctors lose touch with the reality of what patients need." "Yet he still works for your family." She didn't even try to keep the accusation out of her voice. "No," he said, "as a matter of fact, he doesn't. He's here because Mama asked him to come and care for Father. He's on leave from his job. He takes care of the rest of us because I haven't figured out a way to stop him." Rags felt herself flush guiltily. "I'm sorry." He sighed. "It's all right. You have more reason than most to always expect the worst from the Maguires. You say you talked to all the kids today?" That was good, she decided, steering the subject away from a controversy that had no resolution. "Uh-huh. The twins went back to school this morning. Ben called, sounding very much the genteel southern preacher." She hesitated fractionally, then went on, "Joe called later, shortly before your mother did." "He doing all right?" "He says he is." "Do you ever think that if it weren't for Joe we'd all still be together and this house would have towers and curly wood?" he asked. She stared at him, surprised by the pain that splintered like shards of glass from his blue eyes. "Tell," she said quietly, "you know better than that. Surely you don't blame him for anything that happened. He was twelve years old, for God's sake, and his mother had just died." "I know, and I love him as much as you do." He sighed and suddenly looked every day of the forty-four she knew him to be. "None of it was his fault-I know very well whose fault it was-but I also know all of our lives were changed for the worse because of Joe."
 
 Chapter Two
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 She woke at dawn to the sound and scent of the sea and lay for a moment and relished the joy before remembering why she was here. Even the recollection couldn't fully quench the pleasure, and Rags rose quickly, brushing her teeth and throwing on shorts and a tank top. She wore a baseball cap in lieu of combing her hair and let herself out the French doors that led to the upper deck of the house. She ran down the sandy stairs and onto the beach, not stopping till the cold morning waves at the water's edge lapped eagerly over her feet. Oh, she had missed this. She had told herself over the years that other beaches were as beautiful as Pensacola, but telling and convincing were two different things. She walked along the water, her face lifted to feel the spray and the soft, constant breeze. Joggers met her from the front and passed her from behind. Rags exchanged smiles and greetings with them, but didn't feel the urge to increase the speed of her own gait. The beach wasn't a thing to be hurried. You needed to walk a while, then stop to look, then repeat the process. You squinted at the watercraft barely visible on the horizon and speculated about what they were doing there. You watched for silver flashes that meant the porpoises were putting on their morning show. You absorbed. When she approached the long row of hotels that fronted the beach, she turned back. Closer to the house, a solitary figure sat on the sand. He wore a baseball cap much like her own and sunglasses covered his eyes, but she knew it was Tell, had known all along he'd be out here waiting for her. Rags tried to quash down the flutter of excitement that rose in her, but it was useless. He's an attractive man. You'd have to be dead not to notice. But she had a habit of not noticing attractive men. When Marley and her friends mentioned that someone was drop dead gorgeous, Rags always said vaguely, "Really?" and went on not noticing. She'd been there, done that, and bought the tee shirt; she had no interest in going there again. Tell raised a hand in greeting, then held a cup toward her. She took it, sipped greedily, and sat near him. But not too near. She didn't want to know if the bare skin of his arm and leg still made her body seem to sizzle. She faced the water, squinting, and deliberately tried to conjure up the face of David Miles, the man she'd been seeing off and on for nearly a year. David was nice and funny and liked her children, all she required in a companion. He was considerate in bed, making sure she reached satisfaction before seeking his own, but she'd always known he'd make love to anyone else in exactly the same way. Just as she'd always known Tell would not. She looked at his big hands wrapped around his coffee cup and couldn't envision David Miles at all. Not his smaller, paler hands, nor his nice brown eyes. She tried to remember the touch of David's skin against hers and couldn't, tried to recall the warm feel of his lips and couldn't, tried to wish he was here beside her instead of Tell. And couldn't.
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 A few years after the divorce, when the worst of the emotional bleeding had stopped, she'd come here with the children. She planned the trip for a time she knew Tell would be away, rented a condominium and a car, and flew into Pensacola with the children in tow and not a drop of white wine for courage. On the first morning, she made coffee and walked the beach alone, then came back to the silent condo and called Ellis Ann. Her hands shook so much she could scarcely hold the telephone, and she began to cry as soon as she heard her mother-in-law's voice. "I can't do this," she said. "Will you come out here and spend the week with the kids?" Ellis Ann would, and Rags flew back to Indiana on the pretext of business, spending half the flight and all the layover in Memphis in tears. "Pensacola Beach and Tell Maguire go together," she told Linda, her friend and partner. "When I divorced Tell, he got custody of the beach." She wiped her eyes and blew her nose. "I've cried more over him in the last two days than I have in two years. It's over. I'm not doing it any more." And she hadn't. Not unless you counted the times she woke with tears on her cheeks and her arm stretched fruitlessly across the empty half of her bed. And Rags didn't count those times. No, sirree. Now, sitting not-too-close to him on the cool white sand, Rags was forced to admit her statement about the beach had been entirely accurate. There was a rightness to being with Tell here that neither the divorce nor all that had led to it could lessen. They were, she realized, still connected in a way that time seemed to have done little to alter. All that damn crying hadn't altered it, either, nor had the long dry years that followed. She tried to regret that connection, but found she couldn't. It had been so long since she'd felt...felt what? Alive? Complete? Neither word was right, nor were they entirely wrong. An ache started deep in her chest when she thought of severing that connection when she left Florida, of going back to that lukewarm exchange of Christmas cards and smiles over their children's accomplishments. So she decided not to think about it. Not now, anyway. Scarlett O'Hara had nothing on Rags Maguire when it came to evading issues until they ran over her. Even though she knew it was all well and good to swear, Scarlett-like, that she'd never be hungry again, she knew she would. She knew no one else filled the other half of her bed like Tell did, nor the gaping holes in her heart or the silences in her soul. But she didn't have to think about it. "Did your mother have a good night?" she asked. He shrugged. "It's hard for you, isn't it?" she asked. "Having me here." His laugh was a harsh sound, driven by the same splinters of pain she'd seen in his eyes. "No, not really, old lady." Why had he called her that? In the beginning, Rags had warned Tell that referring to her as his "old lady" would gain him a lifetime of celibacy. He had responded by calling her that at the most intimate of times, and she had come to cherish the pet name. But that was then. He had no right to call her that now. She opened her mouth to tell him so.
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 "Rags? Is that you, dear?" The sweet voice, with its unaccustomed quaver, floated down to her from the lower deck, and Rags jumped to her feet. She had to grasp Tell's shoulder for balance, but she broke the connection before she had a chance to feel the warmth. Almost, anyway. "Mama?" she called, and sprinted toward the house. Tell twisted on the sand and watched Rags run to meet his mother, that ludicrous cap flying off and landing in the sand behind her as she stepped onto the deck. Ellis Ann had shrunk enough that they were the same height now, and she clung to Rags with what looked like desperation. It felt so right, having his ex-wife here in the ice-cream-colored house he'd known all along she'd love. The beach felt like home for the first time in twelve long years. He wondered if she felt the electricity that zinged between them. He thought she probably did; she'd been very careful not to sit too close to him on the sand. He reached up, touching the spot on his shoulder she'd clutched for balance. It still felt warm. He could hear them talking from where he still sat. His mother's voice already sounded stronger, as though Rags' presence had buoyed it. Or maybe it was because the old man was gone. Ellis Ann was one of the last of the true stand-by-your-man-even-when-he's-wrong southern women, and she had allowed her own identity to be swallowed up by Harlan's forceful personality. He picked up the cap as he moved to join the two women on the lower deck, and handed it to Rags without meeting her gaze. He thought of his own children, tried to imagine their responses if he attempted to interfere in their lives the way his father had in his. The image made him grin, and he turned the expression on Rags. She'd given them that independence, by example, and he was grateful to her for it even though he hated what it had done to his own life. She'd been of the stand-by-your-man-up-to-a-point variety, something Harlan had blamed on her Midwestern upbringing, and Ellis Ann had supported behind her husband's back. Rags put on the cap and tucked her hair into it. She met his gaze, her fog-colored eyes irresistible in the shade of that ridiculous cap. "What?" she said, and he realized he was still grinning at her. He opened the door that led inside, wondering what she'd say if he told her what he'd been thinking. "Nothing." ~*~ "You mean you haven't called them?" Rags looked at Tell from her stance at the stove. "They would catch the first plane if you asked." He poured orange juice into five glasses. "Would they? I've asked them before. They come down here, of course. They stay with me and see their grandmother and drive Sam crazy, but they wouldn't see the old man." He took the glasses into the breakfast room and came back. "Because of how he treated Joe." "Good for them," she said quietly.
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 She expected him to argue that point, to say that family ties extended beyond those of siblings, but he merely said, "Amen," and lifted his cup in mock salute. "Check on those biscuits, will you?" she asked, scraping fried potatoes into a serving bowl. When she returned to the kitchen, a black woman whose Junoesque proportions made Rags instantly resentful of her own mediocre stature, stood in front of the oven taking out the cookie sheet covered with golden brown biscuits. "Uh," said Rags, wishing she'd combed her hair at some point during the morning. At least she wasn't wearing the Indianapolis Indians hat any more. "Good morning." The smile was as bright and beautiful as she was. "I'm Joyce August, and Tell would have let these get too brown." "Oh, well, thank you for catching them." Did this gorgeous hunk of humanity belong to Tell? Rags found the thought profoundly depressing. "Joyce is the family doctor," Tell explained, bringing a basket down from an upper cabinet and laying a dish towel in it. "And she sleeps with Sam." Joyce set the cookie sheet on top of the stove and extended a hand toward Rags. "He forgets to tell you Sam and I are married, though I suppose I'd sleep with him anyway. Are you Miss Rags?" "I'm just Rags. Sam tacks on that Miss to make me sound less like a homely mutt from the pound." Impossibly cheered, Rags shook the proffered hand and said, "You're far too tall and beautiful to live among the rest of us. What on earth did you see in Sam?" A burly arm came around her neck from behind. "Hush up, Miss Rags. I've been telling her for ten years how lucky she is to have met up with such a fine, upstanding person as me when she spent most of her time hanging out with doctors." Sam, still holding her around the neck, leaned to kiss his wife. "I see you've met the kids' mother, darlin'. Now you know why Marley has such a fresh mouth." "Marley's a joy," Joyce argued, then grinned at Rags. "Who happens to have a fresh mouth." "Is this food near ready?" Sam whined. "Miss Ellis Ann's feeling faint in there. I kept telling her Yankee cooking won't be any good anyway, but she told me to be polite and not say anything." Rags slapped the bowl of potatoes into his hands. "Go on with you. 'Yankee cooking,' indeed." When they were seated at the table, and Sam was doing vigorous justice to whatever the cooking was, Joyce said, "I have to know. Why Rags? It's not your given name, is it?" Tell snorted laughter into his napkin, unsuccessfully trying to turn it into a cough. Rags gave him a withering look. "My name, the one they gave me at the orphanage where I was left when I was little," she said, "is Clarissa Aloysius Ragsdale. I was four, or at least everyone thought I was judging by my size and communication level. I don't remember anything from before that time, and I think whoever was in charge of naming foundlings had a romantic streak. From kindergarten on, it seemed easier to bow to the inevitable and just be Rags. Tell has always found something perversely funny about the name Aloysius, when I assure you there's nothing the least bit humorous about it. Unlike Telluride,
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 which is a funny name. Sorry, Mama, but it is." Ellis Ann patted her mouth delicately with her napkin. "What do you expect from a woman named after an obscure grand-uncle who was in the Confederate army and died of something romantic like dysentery?" "Good Lord, Marley's middle name is Ellis. Do you mean she's named after a Confederate with Montezuma's Revenge?" Rags tried to look horrified, but knew she failed when her mother-in-law grinned at her. The smile eased the grief that lined the woman's face. "You have the wrong war," said Tell. "But the right disease." Joyce defended. "I must say, this Yankee food is pretty good." Rags lifted a brow at her. "Pretty good?" The meal served to lessen the tension between Tell and herself, and Rags thought they just might be able to pull this off. They could avoid painful subjects and find laughter in inane things. It would work. Maybe. After breakfast, she left Sam and Tell loading the dishwasher under Ellis Ann's dubious direction and went upstairs. The room Tell had given her was at the end of the hall, decorated in pastels she might have chosen herself. After a long shower, she put on a yellow cotton robe and sat on the edge of the bed, reaching for the telephone. She called her business partner first. "They want the whole chain." Linda's voice was exultant. "They met our price and conditions. We can, my dear partner, best friend, and sister of my heart, retire at will." "All the stores? They even want the one in Peru?" "The Glad Rags error of the millennium? Yes, even that one. They're keeping the name-you won't be able to use it again if you decide you want to go back into the business." Rags was silent. This was what she wanted, wasn't it? She was ready to not work sixty-hour weeks, to stop pretending she was interested in clothes, to never don another pair of high heels or another business suit. "Rags?" Linda sounded worried. "This is okay with you, isn't it? Have you changed your mind? We can always back out, you know. The papers haven't been-" "No." Rags interrupted her with a shaky laugh. "You remember how scared I was when we went into business together. Well, I'm just as scared to go out. That's all it is. I'm thrilled to death." "If you're sure." Linda sounded relieved. "I'm sure. You make those reservations for the European tour Jake's been promising you. Send me tons of postcards. Thing is, I'm not sure just when I'll be back. Can you fax or express mail the paperwork?"
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 There was a light tap at the door. She called, "Come in," and looked up at Tell when he appeared. Her breath hitched in her chest, and she had to look away. God, how unfair that just the sight of him could do that to her. ~*~ Over the years, Tell had seen several women right after they came out of their morning showers. He had even, on occasion, shared their morning showers with them. None of those women had, at any time, taken his breath away as Rags did. Her light wrapper did not reach her knees where she sat on the edge of the bed, and the halves of the front separated, baring one tan thigh. The robe divided at the top, too, so he was able to see the fine lines and sprinkle of freckles on the skin between her small breasts. "Did you call the kids?" he asked when she hung up. "Not yet. I still think you should. He was your father, after all, and you're theirs." In the end, they both talked to the children, Tell bringing a cordless phone into the room. Micah and Marley agreed to fly in on Friday night. Ben said he'd drive down, arriving in Pensacola in time to pick up the twins at the airport. "Just till Sunday," he said. "I have a friend I'd like for you to meet. Can I bring her?" "Of course," said Tell, even though Rags shook her head. "Your mother brought all your naked-baby pictures with her and she's looking for a reason to haul them out." "Thanks, Dad. I needed that." Ben hesitated, and Tell could almost see the question forming in his son's eyes before he heard the words. "What about Joe?" "He wasn't in. We left a message." "How are you and Mom getting along?" Tell looked over at where Rags stood at the French doors leading to the deck. The sun shone in, highlighting her body through the thin cotton of her robe. He knew beyond all doubt she was naked under there. "Fine," he said. "She cooked breakfast and I'm still walking around, so apparently she's not going to poison me." He grinned at her look of indignation. "It was good of her to come. It means a lot to your grandmother having her here." "What does it mean to you?" Tell started, and stared at the phone for a moment before saying, "I have to go, son. You drive carefully coming down, hear? We love you." Ben was laughing when he said, "Love you guys, too, Dad," and hung up. Rags turned from the window. "I'm surprised you're not at work. Harlan wouldn't consider his death a worthy reason for taking off." He shook his head. "I stepped down as CEO. I still work for Maguire, as a consultant, but I've taken a
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 couple of months off. I answer phone calls and faxes, but that's mostly to reassure people that they really do know more than I do and I'm not the boss any more." She stared at him, and he saw the disbelief settle like a mask onto her face. "You," she said, "gave up control voluntarily?" "If I'd ever had control of anything," he said flatly, "our lives wouldn't have gone the way they did." She didn't argue with him, and he wished she had. Surely it hadn't all been his fault. She'd been inflexible, too. "You need groceries," she said suddenly. "Is there a car I can use?" "Yes, or I can take you." "Whatever." Her voice sounded indifferent, and he was surprised that the apathy bothered him. "I'll get dressed." It took him a few seconds to realize she wasn't going to move until he left the room. "I'll meet you downstairs," he said gruffly, and closed the door behind him. ~*~ Good heavens, she'd almost dropped her robe right in front of him. What was wrong with her? They were little more than strangers, for God's sake. She didn't even know how he took his coffee any more. He'd made a pot of a decaffeinated brand this morning while she cooked breakfast. Later, she stared in disbelief as he washed down what looked like a handful of vitamins with a glass of ice water. The Tell she knew would never have taken so much as an aspirin for a headache without being tied down. She checked with Ellis Ann to see if she needed anything, before joining Tell in the kitchen. When she walked in, he was on the telephone, frowning at a sheet of paper in his hand. He looked up when she entered, the frown lines crinkling into a smile, and she felt her heart bottom out. Some things had changed, to be sure, but others were definitely the same. She commandeered scissors from the desktop in the corner of the kitchen and sat at the table with coffee and the inserts from the Sunday paper, clipping coupons while Tell conducted business on the telephone. Déjà vu all over again, she thought wryly. How many times had they played out this very scene? Only then the kids had been playing outside the windows, with the boys ganging up unmercifully on Marley. Any minute now, Tell would get off the phone and make some snide remark about Rags clipping coupons and she would snap back that her kitchen was not an extension of his office. Only this wasn't her kitchen, she reminded herself, and the kids weren't playing outside any more. They'd grown up and found lives of their own, lives in which their parents had only a place on the perimeter. Tell hung up, poured a cup from the thermal carafe holding decaf, and said, "There are some coupons in the drawer there. Did you find them? Mama cuts them religiously, but never remembers to use them." "She does?" Rags had never known Ellis Ann to enter her own kitchen on a regular business, much less a grocery store.
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 He nodded, coming to sit across from her and tear out the coupons that had perforated edges. "She's lost out here. Her friends, her whole life, are on Glory Ridge Highway. I offered to take her into town sometimes, but she wouldn't leave Father for that long. Some of the women come out here, but it's like Mama's life was in limbo." "Like yours?" she asked. He hesitated, sipping his coffee and separating the colorful coupons into neat little stacks. "I guess so," he admitted finally, "but rather than being in limbo, the life I knew is over." Bleakness turned the blue eyes almost pewter. "Again." "But-" Rags stopped, her scissors in mid-clip. She knew exactly what he meant. With the signing of the papers Linda would send, the life she knew would end, too. But she wasn't Tell Maguire. Glad Rags had never defined her, only earned her a good living and kept her from obsessing about laundry detergent, talking to plants, and feeding stray cats. Good heavens, if she'd talked to her philodendron, it would probably have grown into a jungle that covered over and choked Noblesville, Indiana. And, actually, she did feed stray cats, but she didn't consider it a failing. At least not much of one. "No," she said, "it's not over. It's like you said, in limbo until after the funeral. Then Mama and the kids and I will go home and it will start up again. It will be the rebirth of Tell Maguire." He looked thoughtful. "Rebirth, huh?" "Uh-huh. You can be anything you want to. You can go back into that corporate life you always loved, or travel around the world taking pictures, or stay here and be a beach bum. You've got money, you still look good, and there are no family ties holding you back." The bitterness she'd felt in the airport the night before welled up inside like hot oil, lacing her voice with an ironic edge. "Loved?" He stared at her. "You think I loved it?" The oil splattered and sizzled, and the irony hardened into anger. "Of course you loved it. More than the kids and me, anyway. Your first loyalty always lay with Maguire Industries and with your father, never with us." "And what about you?" he shot back. "You were so determined that our lives be separate from the company, and my father, that you hated everything involved with either of them. You got mad when I had to conduct business from home, mad when we had to do social things that were work-related. You were upset when I traveled, but when I was home, you didn't have any time for us. Us, as in you and me." "I was the kids' mother, for God's sake." Light reflected off the scissors' blades when she waved a hand in agitation. "Someone had to take them to practices and to buy their shoes. Someone had to make sure they ate right and said please and thank you and got up on time." "I was their father, don't forget. I was there for them as much as I was able to be. Good God, I flew home from New York for a football game and then flew back the same night." "And your father raised ninety kinds of hell about it. You spent all fifteen minutes you had at home on the phone with him, smoothing things over."
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 Tell got up and walked to the counter in the kitchen. He came back with the two coffee carafes and refilled their cups. His hands shook, and Rags knew a moment of regret. Why had she done this? What was the point of putting them both through arguments that had had no resolution twelve years ago, and needed none now? "Maybe," he said, his voice quiet, "you weren't as good a listener as I always gave you credit for being. I spent fifteen minutes telling the old man if he didn't like the way I did my job, he should find someone else to do it." He resumed his seat and lifted his cup to his mouth, looking at her over its rim. His hands still shook slightly. Rags felt herself becoming lost in his unhappy blue gaze and in the past. Had he really told his father that? She remembered the evening so clearly: Ben's jubilation that Tell had gotten home in time for the game, the twins' badgering their father for attention, Joe's quiet despair over entering junior high. She'd been so angry that Tell was on the phone, and had let him know about that anger in a few pithy comments he didn't respond to. But they had all sung on the way to the airport and laughed uproariously at Joe's changing voice. She and Tell had kissed goodbye with dramatic and unfeigned passion, inciting catcalls from the rear seats of the van. They had, once again, saved the day by rescuing the moment. Hadn't they? "I'm sorry," she said, and was mortified to discover her eyes were full of tears that splashed onto a coupon good for twenty cents off a four-roll package of Charmin toilet paper. "I didn't know that, and I should have, and I'm sorry." His gaze met and held hers, and he reached with a gentle forefinger to catch the tears that slid down her cheeks. "Don't." he requested softly. "There is no us to cry over any more." He got up again, coming around to where she sat and kneeling beside the chair. His lips replaced his finger as he kissed away the tears as he had all those years ago. She closed her eyes. "You're right." He chuckled and stood up, his knees cracking as he straightened. "See, I'm starting a new life already. You just agreed with me, and that never happened in the old one." ~*~ They bought enough groceries to last at least a week, though Rags warned Tell that having Micah in the house over the weekend would shorten that prediction by at least half. They saved twelve dollars and forty-four cents by using coupons, a feat that delighted Rags until they stopped at the liquor store and spent several times that amount on beer, wine, and peanuts. After a lunch at their favorite restaurant, which left them groaningly full, they drove back to the house on the beach. Rags scrabbled for quarters for the bridge toll, but Tell pointed at his season pass with a supercilious smile that made her punch him in the arm and think how warm his skin felt through the cotton of his shirt. A strange car was parked in the driveway of the ice-cream-colored house, and Tell frowned at it as they
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 walked past with their sacks of groceries. "Who's that?" As he spoke, a figure came from the direction of the beach, walking into the carport with a gait that seemed far too slow for the person Rags recognized instantly. Taller than his father and thin nearly to the point of emaciation, Joe said, "I'm sorry, Miss Rags," and collapsed.
 
 Chapter Three
 
 They'd argued all the way home from church. "It's our anniversary and my thirtieth birthday," Rags had said, her voice rising in spite of her best efforts to keep it low. "I love your mother, but I don't want to spend the day with your father. Is that so unreasonable?" "No, it's not, but we're not going to spend the day. We're going to have brunch, then we're going to take the kids out to the beach. We can even spend the night out there if you want. I can go to work from there and come back and get you afterward." Tell sounded exasperated and tired. What did he have to be tired of? It wasn't his birthday-or his life-that was being screwed up. He just went on his merry way, doing as he damn well pleased while she picked up all the pieces and kept them together with increasingly fragile emotional glue. "So big of you," she snapped. "'If I want.' What do you want? Obviously not to spend the time with us. You sound like you're doing us a big favor by going to the beach at all." "Mama, Ben's making faces at me." Marley's voice came from one of the rear seats. "Make faces back." said Tell. "Stop it, Ben," said Rags. They glared at each other, and Tell almost took off a piece of his mother's aged magnolia tree when he turned into the driveway of the mansion on Glory Ridge Highway. "Who's that?" Micah's seat belt clicked open and he leaned forward between the front seats. "There's never any kids at Grandma and Grandpa's." "Where?" Ben and Marley crowded in beside him, and they stared at the boy who knelt under the porte-cochere, stroking the ears of Ellis Ann's miniature dachshund. "Kids, stop staring, please," said Rags automatically, reaching for her door handle. "Tell, do you know who he is?" He shook his head. "I wonder if he's lost. He looks half-starved." They got out of the vehicle, the kids tumbling out like puppies in their eagerness to see who the boy was who just might make this duty visit to Grandma and Grandpa more interesting than usual.
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 "Children." Ellis Ann came through the porte-cochere to greet them. She touched the boy's head as she passed him, air-kissed her son's cheek, and gave Rags a hard hug before turning to Ben and the twins. "Come inside and help me put lunch on the table, please. Cook has been hiding a chocolate cake from your grandfather all morning, so you must be very nice to her." The children followed Ellis Ann, casting curious looks back toward the boy playing with the dog. Rags approached him, Tell right behind her. "Hello." He straightened immediately, a smile lifting one side of his mouth. "Ma'am. You must be Miss Rags." The sense of foreboding was as sudden and total as a storm cloud eclipsing the sun. Rags had to fight an urge to run after Ellis Ann and the children, an even stronger one to cover her face and weep. She hadn't meant to be so angry with Tell, really she hadn't. She would take back the furious words, the spiteful thoughts, if only that could stop what was about to happen. "Yes, I am," she said, staying put and not covering her face. She was even able to smile at the boy in front of her, the boy with a familiar-looking mouth and ocean-blue eyes that weren't as innocent as they should have been at his age. "And you're...?" Her voice rose into a question, and she had to force it down to keep hysteria from taking it over. "Joe." She offered her hand. "This is Mr. Maguire." He shook her hand politely, his grip firm. "Yes, ma'am, I know who he is." He nodded toward Tell, the movement stiff. "Sir." "Joe." Tell nodded back, his expression puzzled. "Tell 'em your last name, boy." Harlan Maguire, carrying a tumbler filled with amber liquid, came through the porte-cochere to stand nearby. He glared at Tell as he addressed the boy. "And tell 'em who your daddy is." The boy's face went white so suddenly that Rags reached out toward Harlan, as if holding out a slim Yankee hand would ever be enough to stop her father-in-law. "Don't!" she said urgently, stepping between him and Joe. "I'm Joe Maguire," the boy whispered. "I'm so sorry, Miss Rags." When he fainted, she caught him and held him to her and pressed her lips to his warm forehead as though he were Ben or Micah. Over the top of his head-the same sun-bleached light brown as Tell's-she sought her husband's gaze. "He isn't hurt, is he?" He knelt at Joe's other side. "Let me take him." He lifted the boy as though he weighed nothing and started toward the house. Rags followed. "I don't want that leftover scum in my house!"
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 Harlan's shout made Tell hesitate for the space of a heartbeat, but not stop. In the library, with Rags mopping his face gently with a cool cloth, young Joe Maguire came awake. "I'm sorry," he said again, looking frightened. "What happened?" Rags smiled at him and inserted a teasing note into her voice. "It appears to me you've probably gone an hour without eating, and at your age, that's a dangerous thing. Miss Ellis Ann has some soup and milk here, but drink this orange juice first. Are you diabetic, by any chance?" Tell and Rags fed and teased him together as they would have one of the three younger children who were across the hall. Their hands touched as they made him more comfortable, met when they reached at the same time to stroke his sweaty, coarse hair back from his face. They smiled, as parents do, when the soup bowl and milk and juice glasses were empty. "Do you feel up to telling us a little about yourself?" asked Rags. "Yes, ma'am." He directed his gaze toward Tell. "I had a letter for you, sir, but that old man took it." "Then I'll just go get it from him." Tell grinned at the boy, but Rags saw the tension behind the expression. The sense of foreboding rose to the surface again, and she took deep breaths to counteract the feeling of suffocation it brought with it. "Are those all your kids?" asked Joe, after Tell had left the room. "How old are they?" "Ben is ten. Micah and Marley are eight." "Twins?" "Uh-huh. Twice as much trouble, but twice as nice, too. How old are you?" She had to push the question out. Oh, Tell, is this the end of us? "I turned twelve in March." Twelve. He was twelve. That meant that, even if Tell were his father-and the blue eyes, light brown hair, and sweet half-smile did nothing to dispel the thought-this child would have been conceived before their marriage, probably before they'd even met. Rags knew she should have been relieved, but somehow she wasn't. "Where is your mother?" she asked gently. The look that crossed his face was one that no child should ever wear, and she was sorry she'd placed the question. "She died a while back," he said, and clamped his mouth shut. She would learn details about Joe later in that long bad day that she turned thirty. By the time she went to bed, she would have heard that he was Tell's child, the result of a high school graduation night liaison with a teenage acquaintance. She would know that Harlan Maguire had paid Joe's mother to get an abortion, and when she had not, had kept the child's existence a secret from his son until Joe himself arrived at the Glory Ridge Highway house with a backpack and a letter from his mother. A letter written before she freebased cocaine one too many times, and died sitting straight up at the kitchen table, with
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 her eyes wide-open and startled. Those were all things she could have lived with. Harlan's manipulations did not surprise as much as sicken her. Nor did she blame her husband for an indiscretion committed thirteen years before. They took Joe home with them and installed him and his backpack in the guest room of their split-level. Rags' dream house where nothing could go wrong. When the children were all asleep, they poured tumblers of wine and sat on the deck outside their bedroom to talk about what they must do. "He's your child," said Rags, surprised he thought there was anything to discuss, "and he'll be mine, too, after I get used to the idea. We'll tell the children the truth as far as we think they can understand it, adopt Joe, and go on with our lives." "My father suggested we send him away to school, and to camp in the summer," said Tell, his voice distant and laced with a kind of coldness she hadn't heard in it before. "Places where they can deal correctly with his diabetes, which neither of us knows the first thing about." He was staring straight ahead into the darkness, as though the neighbor's pool was the most fascinating thing in the world. Rags, looking at him, could see the tightness of his jaw. She longed to touch him, to smooth the tension out of him. And she wanted him to take her in his arms and say he didn't give a damn what his father suggested. What he did was drain his glass and continue, "I think he's right." Rags had never placed her husband on a pedestal. She knew he worked too much, didn't sleep enough, and was often distracted. He was occasionally short-tempered, frequently opinionated, and always right. Sometimes she hated being married to him. Sometimes she simply hated him. But he was also kind, funny, and the love of her life. His shortcomings had, if anything, enhanced that love just as her obstinacy and lack of clothes sense endeared her to him. But at the end of the Bad Day, Rags lay beside her husband in their king-size bed and realized that the man she'd loved since the first time she'd seen him did not really exist, that he was someone she'd invented in the longings of her heart. She could not possibly love a man who would deny his own child a family. ~*~ "You haven't been eating right," Rags scolded. "Look at you. You're thin as a rail." "Yes, ma'am, I know." Joe batted long lashes at her, and she succumbed immediately, scrubbing a hand through his hair and bending her head to kiss his cheek before going back into the kitchen. He looked around the breakfast room, where they'd brought him when he insisted he didn't need to lie down; he just needed juice. "Nice shack, Dad," he commented. "If you'll put on something suitably beach-gentry-looking, I'll take some shots and get you a spread in one of those glossies about Florida living that Miss Ellis Ann always kept on the coffee table and in the guest bathrooms." "I think I'll pass," said Tell dryly. He cast a critical eye at the young man he'd learned so grudgingly to
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 love. "What in the hell have you been doing to yourself? If you're doing any drugs other than insulin, Ben will treat you to a full course of hellfire and brimstone when he gets here. He said he took it as an elective to keep Micah and Marley in line." "Nah. No drugs. Probably like Mama says, just not eating right, and it's so damn hot down here, I think I fried my brain waiting for you to get back. I didn't want to disturb Miss Ellis Ann. She might haul out that old blunderbuss of her daddy's and shoot me for a prowler." Joe's soft southern voice was a study in unconcern, and Tell felt his heartbeat accelerate and trip over itself. Rags approached the table carrying a plate, and he exchanged a look with her. It was one of those fleeting glances he was sure parents had shared over the ages, telegraphing certainty that something was wrong with a child of their hearts. "Eat this," she said briskly, setting down the plate. "And drink every bit of that milk. Then you're going to take a nap." "Mama." Amusement lit Joe's blue eyes as he caught Rags' hands and drew her down to the chair beside his. "I'm twenty-four years old." "So?" She hiked an eyebrow at him. "I'm forty-two. Think you can whip me?" "Oh, no, ma'am." Joe winked at Tell and picked up his fork. "Why didn't you call?" Tell asked. "You could have flown in and we'd have picked you up." Joe shook his head. "I thought it would be better to have my own wheels. I don't mind coming here-Miss Ellis Ann has always been great to me-but I wanted to be able to get out of the way if things got-" he hesitated "-uncomfortable." He forked up noodles under Rags' watchful eye and chewed thoughtfully before going on. "I can't hide behind Mama's skirts any more." "What's that Yankee-influenced voice I hear?" Sam's voice rasped from behind them as he came into the room. Tell saw dismay register in the nurse's dark eyes before he rubbed a huge hand through Joe's already messy hair. "Lord, boy, you trying to scare your mama to death with the anorexic look?" "Hey." Joe put down the fork to catch and squeeze Sam's hand. "Look at the attention it's already gotten me." He shook his head. "Mama's right about one thing, though. I could use a nap. Someone want to tell me where I can lie down?" After watching his son use the edge of the table to support himself as he got up, Tell rose and put a casual arm around his shoulders. "I'll show you," he offered. "Sam, come along and run interference, will you? Joe's not ready to see Mama yet." "You bet. Where's your bag, Joe? I'll just bet it's full of dirty laundry." Sam came to Joe's other side, placing a discreet hand under his bony elbow. "It is, but I left it in the car." Joe smiled back at Rags. "See you when I wake up, Mama. Pinto beans and fried potatoes and cornbread?" "You bet." Rags' voice sounded thin to Tell's ears, and he looked at her over his shoulder, sending her what he hoped was a reassuring look.
 
 Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
 
 Joe was asleep by the time they left him alone in the room at one end of the hall. It was smaller than most of the bedrooms, but Tell had given it to Joe so that he could wake to the sound of the gulf. He stood for a moment, looking at the young man's head on the deep feather pillow, and thought how much more Rags' son than his own Joe had always been. He'd slipped into her heart instantly, but had to fight his way kicking and scratching into his own father's. Old grief settled in Tell's chest, combined with new fear. "Sam?" he said. His old friend shook his head. "I don't know. I reckon you'll want Joyce and me at supper?" "I'd like that. So would Rags." "Then tell that Yankee woman to put some onions in those fried potatoes." Tell went through Rags' room to the upper deck, slowing his pace to enjoy the soft fragrance that permeated the room. He'd missed that. Among other things. Outside, he leaned on the rail, watching her as she stood at the water's edge, waves lapping her feet, her arms folded around herself as though she were cold even though the mercury rested in the nineties. Her fear was palpable; he felt is as strongly as he did his own. Look up here, at me. You don't have to be alone in this, Rags. I'm not who I was before. Even though I may not know all the right things to do, I'll listen now. Just look at me. For a moment, he thought he'd said the words aloud, because she turned and met his gaze across the bright sand. She looked away again, out to sea, then her arms dropped to her sides, and she started toward the house. He met her, coming to a feet-buried stop midway between the rolling surf and the house. "Whatever he needs," he said firmly. He put his hands at her waist, feeling the soft warmth of her flesh against his own where her top and shorts did not quite meet. He hadn't made her any promises since the early years, when they'd come out glibly and without thought to actually keeping them. He saw the doubt cloud her eyes, being chased by what he chose to construe as hope. Let me keep this promise. Give us the means to help Joe, whatever it takes. He drew her closer, and she came into him as though she'd never left. Her head fit the same place on his shoulder, her hand rested on his chest as it always had, her heart beat in tandem with his. "We," he said, "will take care of Joe."
 
 Chapter Four
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 "Why does Joe get his own room?" Ben didn't look angry, only curious and older than ten. Where, Rags wondered-not for the first time-had this solemn and gentle child come from? "Because he's the oldest." She handed him his stack of clothing from the top of the dryer. "In your chest of drawers, Ben, not on the floor." "Okay." He turned to leave the laundry room, then looked back. "I used to be the oldest." "Yes, you were, and you were good at it, but it's good of you to hand that privilege over to Joe now, too." "Privilege, huh?" He grinned at her. "I think it was more pain than privilege, Mama." He tilted the clothing against his chest, and when socks tumbled to the floor, he bent to retrieve them, muttering something. "What?" She came to help him. "Don't make him be an example all the time. It's hard for him because he hasn't had his whole life to get used to it." "Do Dad and I do that?" "Uh-huh." "We'll try to stop." "Okay." She thought of Joe as an example and almost shuddered. The "example" had taught Ben and the twins to play poker, and when she'd intervened, he'd offered to teach her, too. Because she'd never been good at anything and knew how much she would have enjoyed being the "expert," she allowed it. Joe was a good teacher and she was a quick study, though not usually quick enough to win against her mentor. The only time she beat him and he had to hand over his entire stack of pennies, he gave her a high five and told her she wasn't half bad at poker for a girl. They'd been discussing the term "for a girl" when Tell walked in. He'd been livid. "If you want something constructive to do," he told Joe, "there's the garage I asked you to spray out today. We pull our weight in this family, and if you want to be the senior sibling, you need to do what you're asked to do when you're asked to do it." Joe's tan cheeks had lightened several shades in the face of Tell's anger. "Yes, sir," he said, gathering up the cards with clumsy fingers. Rags took the cards from him. "Thank you for teaching me, Joe. It was fun." "Yes, ma'am." He bobbed his head at her and fled. She looked at her husband. "We have adopted him, he is our child, and we need to treat him as such. No one, least of all Joe, expects you to instantly love him like you do Ben and the twins. However, I at least expect you to remember that he is twelve years old and he is not yet schooled in the almighty
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 Maguire ways." "Nor will he be, if you play poker with him when he's supposed to be doing chores." His tone was clipped and cold, and she flinched inwardly. She hated him when he was like this. When he spoke again, though, he merely sounded resigned. "I'm trying, Rags." That was the sad part, she thought. He was trying. He taught Joe along with the other children the right way to do things. When he tucked in the younger ones, he stuck his head in Joe's door and spoke to him for a few minutes. Joe did not welcome touch, and Tell didn't force the issue, but he rumpled his hair sometimes even though the boy flinched away. He laughed at the mildly obscene jokes of early adolescence and cheerfully bought him a new bicycle. When Joe rescued the old 35mm camera from the Salvation Army box, Tell showed him how to use it and brought home a couple of rolls of film. Joe consistently called him "sir." When he started to slip and call Rags "Mama" as the other children did, she had hoped "Dad" would follow soon. But it hadn't. "Spend time alone with him sometimes, Tell." she said now. "He needs that one-on-one contact you have with the others." "'He needs.'" Tell set down his briefcase and went to the refrigerator, taking out a beer and opening it. He took a long swallow, held its cold surface against his cheek for a moment, and said. "We all have needs, Rags. Sometimes, they just don't get met." ~*~ When Tell said, "Do you want to walk?" she withdrew from his arms with a nod. "Not for long. I have to keep an eye on those beans." And on my boy. I don't know what's happened to him, but I have to fix it. "Micah will be mad that he missed them." He took her hand as they plodded through the sand. "Sam and Joyce will be here for dinner." It lay unspoken between them, the suggestion that Joyce would cast a casual medical eye over Joe while she ate her beans and fried potatoes. "Do you think I could force him to go to the emergency room?" asked Rags, reluctant to wait. "Only if you played poker for it and you cheated, and he didn't teach you to cheat." "No, I learned that from you." The bitterness again, forced out by an impetus of fear and punctuated by instant regret. "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to say that." "You're entitled." But she'd hurt him-the pain was obvious in the splintered-glass look in the blue eyes-and the time for that was long past. They'd hurt each other enough, and too often with Joe as the catalyst. "No," she said, "I don't think I am." She laced her fingers through his and felt responding heat move up her arm like an electric charge. She stopped walking and faced him. "I'm sure neither of us will ever be
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 able to forget things we said and did to each other, but I think, after twelve years, we should be able to put them completely behind us. For Joe's sake right now, if nothing else." He smiled at her, the skin around his eyes crinkling, and she longed to touch it. "Since you agreed with me once yesterday," he said, "I'll agree with you this time and we'll be even across the board." She nodded, smiling back, and when he lowered his head to hers, it was the most natural thing in the world to respond to his kiss. This was not the intertwined-tongues kiss that came with sex, nor the heartfelt but perfunctory one that accompanied a hello or goodbye. This was the kind of kiss that went with long-time love. Rags knew when his head would tilt and adjusted her own accordingly. She expected the teasing sweep of his tongue against her lips and offered the tip of hers in sensual riposte. She knew how he would taste, how the subtlety of his personal scent would increase her pleasure. Her body seemed to warm and glow, not in a sexual response but in an emotional one. "It must be," he muttered, his lips still close enough to hers she felt their vibration when he spoke, "like riding a bicycle." If it was, she wanted another ride. She had to force herself to draw away. Familiarity was always comfortable, she reminded herself, walking so the cold water splashing up her legs could restore her emotional equilibrium. That was what had sent her back to Indiana twelve years ago. Eleven, actually. Although the Bad Day had started their downward spiral, it had taken nearly a year to reach the bottom. "What was it like, going back to Indiana?" His words didn't surprise her; their thoughts had always crossed over each other. The results, depending on the situation, had been both wonderful and disastrous. "Awful," she admitted, remembering. "If Linda and Jake hadn't been there, I don't know what I'd have done." "At the time, I wanted it to be awful," he said. "I thought if you went up there and had no family around, you'd be back in Florida in a matter of days. But you had family, didn't you? As long as you had the kids, you didn't need anyone else. And Jake could do the things like jump-start your car or pick up heavy things." He caught her hand again, giving it a squeeze and retaining it in a loose clasp. "I'm not trying to start an argument. That's really what I thought." "I guess I thought that, too. But I didn't have Joe, so even that wasn't right. The other kids blamed me for leaving him with you, blamed me for leaving you, blamed me because it got so damn cold up there. And even though Jake helped out now and then and never complained, I never got over feeling guilty about asking." He laughed, the sound sweet on her ears. "And when the kids were in Florida, they blamed me for letting Joe live with me, blamed me for letting you leave, and blamed me because it was so damn hot here." His glance strayed to the upper deck of his house, and the laughter left him. "And I took it out on poor Joe. Ah, Rags." The clasp on her hand became painfully tight. "What's wrong with our boy?"
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 ~*~ "I'll explain it to you later, Mama, I promise." Joe stood in the doorway to the laundry room, a towel hitched around his hips, his gaze locked with Rags'. She looked back at the prescription bottles in her hands. "What can I do for you?" The foreboding that had sniped at her heels ever since she'd boarded the plane for Florida was in her heart now. It felt stone-like in her chest. "You can give me some clean clothes. You know Grandma wouldn't appreciate seeing me like this. It's hard enough on her that we don't wear neckties to the table." Her movements feeling jerky and wooden, she set down the bottles and reached into his bag to pull out shorts, a shirt, black bikini briefs. "They're wrinkled," she said, maintaining her grip on the clothes. "Let me iron them for you." Let me do anything for you that will make you better. "Better let her do it, Joe." Tell came into the room. "You can sit at the bar in the kitchen with me and help me peel onions. Better yet, you can peel the onions and I'll look at your pictures. You did bring some, didn't you?" "Yeah. Hand me the big envelope out of the bag, Mama, and give me those bottles, too. And don't iron the clothes. I'll just wrinkle 'em right up again." "If you let go of that towel," she said, grinning at him even though her face felt stiff, "you'll be embarrassed." "Nah." But he adjusted the knot in the terrycloth before taking his things from her hands. "'Course, Dad would probably start feeling inadequate, but..." "You are such a brat." Tell relieved him of the bottles, scanning their labels. "I certainly hope you intend to explain all this junk before your mother plans an intervention for your drug use." "We can't have an intervention," she said, willing to play the game because maybe it would help keep Joe safe. "I didn't bring a thing to wear." Joe pulled his shirt over his head. "I met Grandma upstairs before I took a shower. She told me southern cooking would fatten me up in no time, but not to tell you that, Mama. It might hurt your feelings." "Okay. Was she glad to see you?" Rags obligingly turned her back when he spun his index finger at her. "Yeah, I think so." The towel sailing into the top of the washer signaled Rags she could turn around again. She looked at him carefully, finding the laughter in his eyes, the quirky smile that transformed his entire face, the hair that cow-licked itself onto his forehead no matter how he combed it. "You look better since you've slept," she said, determinedly cheerful. "We may decide to keep you after all."
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 "Shoot, he ain't big enough to use for bait." Sam spoke from the door of the laundry room. "I'm going into town to pick up Joyce-she has a flat on that fancy doctor's car of hers. You need me to pick anything up, Miss Rags?" "Yes, my first name." She gave him an exasperated look. "You've known me for twenty-some years, Sam. Don't you think we can drop the 'miss' by now?" "Sure," he said agreeably, turning to go. He looked back over his shoulder. "See you later, Clarissa." Tell sniffled over onions while Joe sliced potatoes. "There's definitely something wrong with this picture," Tell muttered. "Which one, Dad?" Joe smiled beatifically at him. "I thought they were all pretty good. Isn't Ben's girlfriend a beauty?" Carrying her bowl of cornbread batter, Rags came to look over Tell's shoulder at the photograph of Ben with a pretty girl at his side. Tell turned his head to look at her, then back at the picture. "She reminds me of your mama," he said to Joe, "the summer we met. We were both working with VISTA in Alabama, sure we could change the world. Remember, old lady?" Oh, she remembered. She'd been trying to get out of a sagging hammock with buttered corn in one hand and a glass of sweet tea in the other when the tall boy with the sunlight weaving through his hair had walked across the churchyard. He'd come directly to her and helped her out of the hammock. "Would you," he asked, "consider marrying me and having my children? Boys, I think, and maybe one girl to keep you company while I'm working and the boys are wearing out the knees of their Levis." "Do I have to wear clothes as fancy as yours and high heels even if I'm not going to church?" "Never." "Then I'll marry you." "You'll never be sorry." But she had been sorry. A hundred-no, a thousand times. It wasn't until this very moment, standing in his kitchen in her bare feet with a bowl of cornbread batter held football-like in her arm, that she realized how many more times she'd been glad. ~*~ "And where do you think you're going?" Sam stood with a stack of dinner plates in his hands and glared impartially at Joyce and Rags. "Clarissa and I" -Joyce grinned- "are going walking on the beach. That Yankee food is downright fattening, and Clarissa needs a break from all this overbearing male company. She's not on sleeping pills like Miss Ellis Ann, so she has no escape."
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 Rags came to join her at the French doors that led to the lower deck. "Just about one more Clarissa from anyone and I'll have to resort to violence." She cast a narrow gaze at Sam. "And it won't be pretty." "Do you walk at home?" asked Joyce, as they drifted down the moonlit sand in the direction of the hotels. "Uh-huh." Rags lifted her face to the omnipresent breeze and breathed in the scent of the sea. "But it's not like this. Tell always said I was going to wear my legs down to the knees walking in the sand." "Yet you left it." "I left it." And in a few days, after the funeral, she would leave it again. She would return whenever Ellis Ann needed her, but not for long, not when it seemed that every grain of sand held a piece of her heart. Why? The business is sold, you have no family ties left in Indiana, no commitment to David. You don't even think about him when you're here. Why not move back home? But she couldn't think about that now. It wasn't important now. What mattered was"Joyce?" "Hmmm?" "What's wrong with Joe?" Joyce's steps faltered, then stopped altogether. "I'm not his doctor, Rags. I can't talk to you about his condition, especially without his permission." "Then don't. I respect that." Rags faced her, holding her gaze. "But if you had a patient like Joe, what would you tell his mother?" A battle raged in the other woman's eyes. Under normal circumstances, Rags would have acquiesced to Joyce's need for professionalism. But these weren't normal circumstances. This was Joe, whose piece of her heart was bigger than all the grains of sand and then some. "Please." she said quietly. "I would tell his mother-" Joyce hesitated and swung her gaze to where she stared out at the water "-I would tell his mother that I'm so sorry, but her son needs a kidney. Soon."
 
 Chapter Five
 
 "Men in movies would kill to have their hair just fall into place like yours does and what do you do but cut it all off?" Rags looked in dismay at Joe's shaven head. "You'll be mistaken for a member of one of those hate groups and someone will take a pot shot at you."
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 "It's just for the job, Mama. It's so damn hot out there, you can't breathe, and I'm not as tropically oriented as Ben and Micah. The heat just kills me." It was the summer after Joe's sophomore year at Florida State, and he was spending it as part of the mowing crew on the Hamilton County, Indiana, Highway Department. Ben, who was mowing behind Joe every day, and Micah, who was a lifeguard at the community pool, had also shaved their heads in a show of fraternal support. Rags was grateful Marley's sun-kissed brown curls were still intact. "I got it from my mother, I think," said Joe absently. He leaned over the kitchen sink and ran cold water over his head. "This thing with not being able to take the heat, I mean. And the stupid cowlick-she had that, too." Rags fell silent. She often forgot that she hadn't always had Joe. Whenever he talked about the woman who had given birth to him, she felt an unreasonable dread that the day would come when she would not have him again. ~*~ "We tend to forget that its complications contributed to my mother's death, even though the drug overdose caused it. She nearly died having me. I've always been so healthy that if it wasn't for the sugar tests all the damn time and insulin shots, I could have forgotten I was diabetic." Joe reached for his juice. "I got sick when I was on a shoot in Malaysia a year or so ago, and I figured it was a bug I picked up there. Come to find out, it was the same thing I'd always had, and it was shutting my kidneys down." "What about dialysis?" asked Tell. "I have that-I'll need some help with that, too, while I'm here. It's portable, I'm portable, but I still have some trouble with it. This" -he circled his hand over the array of prescription bottles on the table- "along with the dialysis, keeps me fairly comfortable, but it's getting worse." He met Rags' eyes and his mouth lifted in a smile that made her long to draw him to her and weep. "Joyce is right, Mama. I need a new kidney." "Why did you wait so long to tell us?" Tell's voice sounded raw. Beneath the table, Rags reached for his hand. "You had enough to deal with here, Dad, with your father and all. Mama, I knew you'd run screaming down to IU Medical Center insisting they rip out one of your kidneys right now and send it to wherever I was in a cooler with a bowl of pinto beans and a glass of iced tea with Sweet and Low stuck in at the side." Rags laughed because she knew he wanted her to, and swallowed hard against tears because she knew he didn't want her to cry, and gripped Tell's hand so tightly her fingers began to throb. "I don't want that," Joe went on. "I have, since that day I know you call the Bad Day, been like a black cloud over this family. If it weren't for me, you two would still be together, the other kids would have had a decent relationship with their grandfather, and this house would have gingerbread trim and at least one tower. I will not allow any of you-including Marley of the hard head and soft heart-to risk your own health to possibly benefit mine." He took a deep breath and held Rags' gaze with his own. "I'm on the donor list. I'll wait."
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 ~*~ "Can he wait?" Rags looked across the table at Joyce, her hands gripping its edge. Joyce put down her biscuit with a sigh and gave Rags a reproachful look. "Why do you bother fixing breakfast for me when you're just going to stop me from eating it? I really considered 'damn Yankees' just a silly phrase until you came here." Rags waited. "I don't know," said Joyce flatly. "You need to contact his doctor and browbeat him into telling you these things." "Would you do that for me?" "So you can be the heroic mama and offer a kidney?" "So I can do whatever it takes to save my son." "And what if it takes a kidney from one of your other children?" Joyce's dark eyes, soft with compassion, belied the challenge in her voice. Rags wasn't going there. Her mind wouldn't grasp the concept. She was, after all, the children's mother. It was up to her to save them all from life's slings and arrows. Of course it was. "Will you contact Joe's doctor for me?" "Of course." Joyce sighed again, getting up and heading toward the door. "I was already doing it for Tell; may as well throw your name into the family hat." Ellis Ann came into the breakfast room as Joyce left it. She slipped into the seat Joyce had just vacated and looked expectantly at Rags. Taking the hint, Rags poured her a glass of sweet tea and sat across from her. Ellis Ann sipped the tea and leaned her elbows on the table, resting her chin on her folded hands. "Did you know that you can love a man with all your heart no matter what kind of a bastard he is?" Rags set down her cup with a little thump and stared at Ellis Ann, mildly shocked. "Yes," she said finally, "I knew that, but I didn't know you did." "Darling, I'm sixty-six years old. I know everything." "I already tried that line on Joe. It didn't work with him and it's not going to work with me, either. You're no more a tough guy than I am, Mama, so you may as well drop the act." "It's no act. You have to be tough to be a Maguire." "Do you think there's even a remote chance I don't know that, too?" Rags shook her head, holding Ellis Ann's gaze. "I don't have that kind of toughness, Mama; I never did." "No." Sudden moisture, as bright as the diamonds that encircled her fingers and dangled from her
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 earlobes, sparkled in the older woman's eyes. "You had the kind that allowed you to walk away." She laughed suddenly, the musical sound at bittersweet variance with the tears. "You thought I was mad at you for hurting Tell, didn't you? I wasn't. I envied you because you had the courage to leave, to build your own life." "By taking my kids away from their father and myself away from Joe? I don't know, in retrospect, whether it was courage or idiocy. Mightn't the real courage have been in staying?" Ellis Ann grasped her hand. "I know which one it was, but the reason I mentioned the Maguire toughness, is to remind you that Joe has it." Rags knew that, had always known it. She had seen him play life as he played poker, with a recklessness belied by the determination that occasionally turned his eyes the color of cold steel. She also knew there were hairline cracks in the layers of his courage, placed there by the betrayal of his body. Tell came into the room as they talked. He poured coffee and went to stand at the French doors, saying nothing but looking out at the shimmering sand and the bright sea beyond it. His tension relayed itself to Rags as strongly as though they were touching. She felt his pain in her heart and behind her eyes and in the pit of her stomach. What more could be wrong? "Dialysis," he said quietly, when his mother had wandered away upstairs, "is not fun." When he continued, his voice was ragged. "He's so sick, Rags." ~*~ Tell had made bargains with God all his life, only now God didn't seem in the mood to haggle. And the Lord wasn't like most CEOs; you couldn't badger him with faxes and phone calls and lunches that would buy a week's groceries for one of their employees. You had to deal with God in other ways, and Tell just wasn't sure what those ways were. His coffee cup gripped tightly in one hand, the doorknob in the other, he willed himself not to break down. He'd changed in the years without Rags, but not enough that he could bawl like a newborn in her presence. Joe. Oh, Jesus, Joe. He remembered the day he'd met the boy as he stood alone in the porte-cochere of the mansion on Glory Ridge Highway. Tell had wished, as the children crowded forward from the back of the van and Rags turned curious eyes on him, that the skinny child with sea-blue eyes would disappear without a sound. He hadn't known who he was, only that his presence was going to change all their lives. I wished him gone, Tell thought now, and added the memory to the list of sins he could never forgive his younger self for committing. ~*~ "Mama, don't give her that look over your reading glasses that says you know she's not good enough for your precious son." Rags scowled at Joe. "I wouldn't do that."
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 "You're doing it right now," said Tell, "and Joe doesn't even have a girl here. It's that look that says all right, you'll go along, but you don't have to like it." "Any minute now, you'll lay your glasses on the table and get up and walk away with your back all stiff, and the next time you want to read something, you won't be able to find the glasses and you'll give everyone the look. You know, kind of suspicious, like you really know one of us stole them." Joe held her gaze, not even a hint of a twinkle in his eyes. "I don't do that, either," she retorted. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I want to get dressed before they get here." She heard their laughter erupt when she was halfway up the back stairs, and realized she'd left her glasses lying on top of the newspapers on the table. And she was probably walking like she had a poker up her back. When she came back down the stairs in shorts and a tank top, she could tell by the noise level coming from the breakfast room that her remaining three children had arrived. She sent a grateful smile heavenward-Rags expected all planes to drop out of the sky, not just the ones she was on-and stepped into the din. "Mom." Ben left Joe's side to come and kiss her, drawing a young woman in his wake. "This is Abby Nightingale. Ab, this is my mother." It was there, that new demeanor that men developed to introduce their future wives to their mothers. I still love you, Mom, but I love her, too. If you still want me, you have to take her, too. Okay. Rags could do that. "Hello, Mrs. Maguire." The girl's handshake was firm, but something close to terror lit her brown eyes. "Ben's talked about you a lot." "Don't believe anything he says," said Rags, smiling. She'd been in this girl's shoes once; she remembered it well. At least Harlan Maguire wasn't here to question her about her pedigree, politics, and clothing choices. "Oh, it's all good," Abby said quickly. "Then you definitely can't believe him. Men have such blind spots where their mothers are concerned." Tell smiled at Abby and asked, "What did he say about me?" "Let's put it this way," Ben interjected, "men don't have blind spots about their fathers. Good of you, though, Mom, to refer to me as a man in front of Abby, instead of asking me if I've been eating enough." She widened her eyes at him. "Why, son, you are a man. Abby, dear, later on I'll show you his naked-baby pictures. He was so adorable." "He's a preacher now, Mom." Micah came to his brother's other side. "You can't say naked in front of him any more. Joe said you made him pinto beans. You going to make me any?"
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 "You whine-ass, you know I'm her favorite." Joe's voice came from the table. Rags listened as the laughter rippled and rolled in the room and wondered when the boys had all become baritones, when Marley's giggle had lost its girlish pitch. Had the twins been grownups when they climbed into their car to return to college or was adulthood something they had acquired in the two days since? Had they picked it up at the bookstore when they bought their books for the first semester? And Ben. When had his soft voice gained that extra authoritative tone? Had it come part and parcel with the girl with warm brown eyes? If Rags closed her eyes, she would think it was Tell talking. For long moments of utter self-absorption, she feared not only losing Joe, but that she had lost them all. Unable, for the moment at least, to deal with her children as adults, she smiled vaguely and went into the kitchen, allowing the paneled door to swing shut behind her. She made fresh coffee, checked the supply of beer and soda in the refrigerator, and got out a two-pound bag of pinto beans. A realization, an epiphany of sorts, was working in the back of her mind, trying to thrust itself forward. The window over the kitchen sink opened toward the road and the undeveloped beach on the other side. The Sound side, which the state of Florida protected from builders. Wild ponies still roamed there, and sometimes they crossed the road, causing tourists to stand still and point in fascination while developers cursed their very existence. Sorting beans automatically between her fingers, Rags stared out at the wildness only the width of the road away. She had never explored the Sound side of the beach, had been repelled by its barren loneliness. She remembered one time that she had watched Tell and the children cross the road and had had to breathe deeply to still a swell of panic. Old memories and new fears had reduced her to trembling. She couldn't get up and follow them, couldn't call them back, couldn't bear being alone. "We'll always come back," Tell had said when she told him about it, "or you can come with us." But he hadn't always come back, and she couldn't accompany the children on their journey into adulthood. "Life comes full circle." a shadowy figure in her distant past had once said. Linda's grandmother, perhaps, or one of the women at the orphanage; she couldn't remember, although she recalled shaking her young head and saying, "It can't. I can't be that alone again." But she was. "I think they want to get married." Tell spoke from behind her. "They have that look about them." "They're too young." Rags regretted the sharpness of her voice before the words had even tarnished the air. Wasn't he merely repeating what her heart had known the minute she met Abby Nightingale? "Older than we were." Tell poured the coffee into a thermal carafe and brewed a pot of decaf. "And smarter." He came to stand beside her, reaching into the colander for a pebble among the beans. He looked down at her, and she met his gaze unwillingly. "What's wrong, old lady?" "Their voices," she said. "Listen to them."
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 He moved closer to the door, stood silent for a minute, and came back to where she stood. "They're loud, all in the same room, and right now it sounds like they're having a difference of five opinions. Other than Joe being healthy, what more could we ask?" She shook her head. "Nothing. I'm just having a pre-menopausal moment." She poured the beans into a Dutch oven and ran enough water over them to cover them. "It's the first time I've ever realized I was truly going to have to let them go. They always came back, you know, from camp, from your house, from college. I've probably spent my last summer with kids in the house, and it never struck me till just now." "That's not it." His voice was quiet. "You've always been able to let go when you needed to, and I know you too well to believe you've never thought about them growing up on us before." She gazed at him wordlessly. But I never meant to be alone. I don't know what I thought, but it wasn't about this. It wasn't about me being in my house in Indiana and you being here. It wasn't about being forty-two with no more direction in my life than a kid in grade school. She set the beans on the back burner of the stove. She'd bring them to a boil, then let them sit for a bit before cooking them. It wasn't the best way-soaking them all night was better-but she didn't want Micah to have to wait for his beans. God only knew what would transpire before tomorrow. She looked for an explanation of her mood that would satisfy Tell. "It's just that-" She fell silent again, unable to say what was in her heart. Because it was only then, standing in Tell's Florida kitchen in her bare feet, eleven years after their divorce was final, that Rags admitted to herself that she'd always thought they'd get back together.
 
 Chapter Six
 
 "I know you Maguire women don't usually need kindling to start a fire," Joyce commented dryly, "but Sam referred to our evening trek along the beach as a 'hen party.' And he cackled when he did it. We have the hen party; he cackles." "Sam can get by with it." said Marley. "He has that kind of charm. Daddy, on the other hand, would be in deep trouble." "What do you mean?" asked Rags. "Everyone's always expected so much of Daddy. He was smart, so he had to go to the best schools and get good grades. He was the son of a rich man, so he had to take up the reins when Grandpa retired. When you and he were married, he was supposed to be the perfect husband and father. He's had to make all the arrangements for Grandpa's funeral even though he hates that kind of thing." Marley stopped walking and stared out at the gulf. "I have to have just a tiny little dip."
 
 Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
 
 "Marley, it's-" Rags began, but her daughter was already down to her underwear. In another moment, she was completely nude and sauntering into the water. "She amazes me," said Rags. "No one saw me without clothes till I was married. I always dressed and undressed for gym class as well-hidden by my locker door as I could get." "Me, too," said Joyce. Rags took her eyes from her swimming daughter long enough to cast an envious glance at the doctor. "With that body?" "This body developed early, an uncomfortable thing in gym class." "Kind of like worn-out underwear and not having bras when all the other girls did, whether they needed them or not." Even now, the memory made Rags' cheeks burn. She reminded herself to call Linda's parents. It had been a long time since she'd thanked them for taking her into their home and hearts. Joyce nodded agreement. "We thought we were so alone, didn't we?" "Some of us still do." The words slipped out. Rags gave an embarrassed shrug when Joyce looked questioningly at her. "I always feel like the square plug in the round hole," she admitted. "Like Tell. That's what Marley was saying. He tried all his life to fit into the niches someone else defined for him." The words swirled in Rags' mind along with Marley's and finally slipped into place. I was one of the definers. The truth was like a blow. Rags had loved Tell, but had she ever really known him? She'd wanted a house, so they'd bought a house. She'd wanted a baby right away, so they'd had Ben. She'd wanted to keep Joe from the moment she pressed her cheek to his warm forehead, so they'd kept him. She remembered her heartbreak that night on the deck when she'd figured out Tell wasn't the man she'd thought he was. Good God, had all of her self-righteous pain been because he wasn't the man she'd tried to turn him into? She held her daughter's clothes as Marley tried to slip them onto her damp, salty body, but Rags' attention was diverted. She looked toward the house that was almost exactly the one she'd always wanted. A question sounded and echoed through her heart. What had Tell wanted? ~*~ Sleep was elusive. Rags finally gave up the search for it after untangling her sheets for the third time. Wearing only a cotton gown that fell to mid-thigh, she got up and went silently down the stairs. She poured wine and carried it out to the lower deck, pulling the door closed behind her. Lighting the candle that sat in the middle of an umbrella-sheltered table, she sat down, propping her bare feet in another seat. She wondered where Tell slept in the house behind her. His mother had the master
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 suite and she and the kids had filled the remainder of the upstairs bedrooms. There was a couch in the den, she remembered, but he wouldn't be comfortable there. Tell had always been a sprawling sleeper, taking his half of their king-size bed out of the middle. He'd slept lightly, though, waking often. He used to check on the kids in the middle of the night, standing like a silent sentinel at their doors and watching them sleep. Then he'd come back to bed and bring Rags to slow and burning arousal with his hands and his lips. He'd slip her gown from her before she knew what was happening and murmur softly against her neck, the curve of her breast, her belly that would already be shuddering with need. She felt that need now, as the wine warmed her senses. She frowned down at her glass and tried to think of David Miles. Their relationship had cooled over the past months, but they still saw each other. Still went out to dinner occasionally and to brunch after church on Sundays. Or they had before this summer, before the twins came to fill the house with noise and clutter. Rags had assumed that when Micah and Marley went back to school, she would see more of David. Would resume the on-again, off-again physical relationship they'd enjoyed through the previous autumn and winter. As she sat on her ex-husband's deck, with the waves of the Gulf of Mexico crashing close enough she fancied she could feel their spray, she recognized the fallacy of her assumptions. David Miles deserved more than she had to offer. The acknowledgment didn't stop the longing that flickered through her veins. Didn't lessen the hardening of her nipples or dry the sudden moisture between her thighs. She sipped from her glass and remembered Tell pouring wine into the valley between her breasts and then licking it from her skin. "It is so good," he'd whispered once, in the early times of sex-every-day. "What will it be like when we're in our forties?" They dissolved into laughter at the very idea of it. People in their forties didn't have sex, did they? Or if they did, it wasn't frequent or exciting, was it? Didn't they just sort of lie there in the dark and remember how it had been when their skin was soft and unlined and gravity hadn't done any damage to their bodies? "Can't sleep?" Tell's presence in her mind had been so absolute that his voice didn't even startle her. "Hot flashes," she said. He set the wine bottle and a glass on the table and took the chair across from hers. When he filled his glass, she pushed hers forward, and he refilled it, too. His hand trembled just the slightest bit, and she wondered if his thoughts mirrored hers. If he was remembering how it had been. If his body was clamoring to know what it would be like now. "It seems early for that. We're still kids, after all," he said idly, resting his bare feet beside hers in the chair. "Do you get them a lot yet?" "Hardly ever." She knew she wasn't answering the question he'd wanted to ask, but he didn't need to know that.
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 But it was true she scarcely ever had times like this. She didn't think she'd felt yearning of this intensity since they'd separated. There had been wayward thoughts from time to time, most recently at the twins' graduation, when Tell had hugged Rags and it hadn't been nearly enough. Even then, she'd dismissed the thoughts and memories as soon as she'd left his arms. Well, shortly afterward, anyway, when the rippling sensation had gone away and the hair on her arms and the back of her neck had lain down again. "We loved each other, didn't we?" She asked the question anxiously. It was suddenly important that these recollections be about more than sex. "Do you doubt it?" The candle flickered between them, reflecting in the jewel-red tones of the wine and casting eerie shadows on the underside of the umbrella. In the kindness of the golden light, Tell's eyes looked dark and warm, with no hint of shattered glass in their blue depths. A slight smile played around his mouth, and her lips tingled with wanting for his kiss. Only this time, she wanted passion. He shifted in his chair, and his foot touched hers. She didn't move. "Sometimes," she said, "I think we loved who we wanted the other to be. When we found out those people didn't exist, we didn't love each other any more." "You're probably right about at least the first part of that. Isn't that how everyone is when they're young? Ben thinks Abby will always look at him with eyes shining with approval, but she won't. Abby thinks Ben will always do the right thing, but he won't. It's what they do when the blinders come off that makes the difference." Tell lifted his glass, and his foot moved again so that her sole rested squarely on his instep. She didn't move. "What if Abby creates a life he isn't a part of, like I did?" She met his eyes over the flame. It wasn't all you. I know that now. I'm sorry it took me so long. Oh, dear Lord, let that foot slide right up my leg and I'll die right here on the spot. She dug deep to exhume the old anger, disappointment, and pain. She needed them now, or she was going to leap across the table into his arms. Not again. Oh, no, never again. She lifted her chin. "What if Ben has an affair like you did?" Tell's eyebrows rose in a motionless flinch. He reached for her hand. "I didn't even see the gloves come off," he murmured, stroking his thumb over her palm. "You had me by the jugular before I knew it was coming." "I'm sorry," she said, although she wasn't. "I guess all my talk about new lives and rebirth can't cover the scars that never heal over." She drew her hand away from his and picked up her glass, draining it. The hurtful memories washed away on a swallow, leaving only the sensation of his foot rubbing against hers, taking over her entire body as assiduously as if they were both naked. Oh, God. "We never talked
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 about it, did we?" "No." "Can we?" She poured the rest of the wine, splitting it evenly between them. "What's the point?" Both his feet moved, capturing hers between them. "We got divorced, end of story." "Did you keep on seeing her?" "No." "Why not?" He sighed heavily. "I take it you're not going to let this go?" "It's been over eleven years. We should be able to discuss it," she argued, her tongue loosened by the wine and the sedative sound of the waves crashing on the beach. "I never cheated, so you don't know what it was like to be on the receiving end. I felt like the worst kind of fool, like everyone in the world but me knew, like my whole life was a lie." He sighed again, and stared out at the whitecaps. "Let's go down on the beach." Since his feet released hers, there was no reason not to go. It felt natural to leave her hand in his when they left the deck and strolled toward the water. Tell spoke quietly. "It didn't happen." The wind left her with a whoosh, and she stood stock still in the cool sand, wondering how her heart could continue beating. It did, though, pounding painfully against her chest and making her breathe in sharp pants that seemed to cut into her lungs. "You bastard!" Anger choked her so that the epithet came out on a wheeze. "How could you?" she demanded, the words choppy because her breathing was still erratic. "I didn't just feel all those things when it happened, damn you, I've felt them for the past eleven years. How could you let me believe it happened?" Tears of rage flooded her eyes and rushed down her cheeks to fall unheeded to the front of her gown, some of them bouncing off the cotton to splash against their bare feet. "How could you?" she repeated. "I thought-I thought that at least we'd always had the truth between us, but we didn't even have that. Good Christ, we didn't even have that!" "It was what you wanted to believe," he said dispassionately. "You'd been looking for a way out ever since the Bad Day. When we were to the point of no return, I gave you one." "The point of no return," she parroted. "What do you mean?" "The day Joe went into a coma that first time. I was at work, you were at home with the kids, and you couldn't wake him up. You got him to the hospital, but when you tried to contact me, I couldn't be reached."
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 "Oh, yes. The lovely secretary." "I believe that's what you said at the time." A shadow of a smile lifted his mouth. "And a few other things, all having to do with my character or lack thereof. When you accused me of sleeping with her, I just didn't deny it. We were both miserable, but I knew you wouldn't leave me unless I gave you what you considered a valid reason. And I couldn't leave you." "Why couldn't you?" she asked. "You'd left me in every other way." The anger had already drained away, leaving her aching, though she wasn't certain what she ached for. "We left each other," he corrected sharply. "I couldn't walk out because, in my mind, that would make you feel those things you mentioned. You'd worked hard to build the image you had of yourself and our family, even of our house, and I thought leaving you would tear all that down. I didn't know infidelity would do the same thing. I knew it would piss you off, but anger seemed better than apathy." She looked down, noticing with detachment that he still held her hand. "I've cried more in the past few days than I have in years," she said, blinking against the tears that continued to flow. They felt cold against her cheeks now, as though they'd cooled along with her anger. "I'm sorry." He released her hand to lift the edge of his tee shirt and mop her face. "I have enough regrets about making you cry all that time ago. I certainly don't want to do it now." He dropped the makeshift handkerchief so he could frame her face between his hands. "To answer the original question" -his voice was uneven- "yes, we loved each other." When he lowered his lips to hers, she met him halfway. Her body curved into his as though it had never left it as she reached for the passion. And found it. "Oh, God," he mumbled, and kissed her again. His hands moved under her gown to cup her naked bottom, and he groaned into her mouth. "Ah, old lady, it's been so long." "Too long." She pushed her hands under his shirt to touch his lightly furred chest, rubbing his nipples with sensitized fingers. She could feel his erection, hard against the soft flesh of her stomach even through the layers of their clothing. Her hand moved down, pushing aside the elastic waist of his shorts to encircle and stroke. "Do you ever go swimming at night?" she asked, and gasped when he found her breast through her gown, sucking the distended nipple into his mouth. "Not often." He drew back as much as he could without releasing her. "Want to?" "Yes." It wasn't that she wanted to be her daughter or to pretend that her body was twenty years old instead of forty-two. She wanted, just this once with the man she used to love, to step from behind the locker door. She pulled off her gown.
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 Tell tried to take a deep breath, but it stalled in his chest. Who was the woman before him? Nothing about Rags was as he remembered. Neither the wind-tossed short hair nor the lush body were as they had been before. When they'd been married, she'd have died before dropping her gown on the beach and walking into the waves. The hint of wildness that he'd loved had all been internal, appearing only when she was near sexual completion. But it was in her eyes now. The eyes of this woman who was so familiar, yet wasn't. Tell laid his shorts and tee shirt beside her gown and followed her into the water. "It's freezing!" she cried. "Nah, you've just gotten used to those wimpy lakes up north." He stood with her back flush against his front, putting his arms around her to cover her breasts with his hands. "Better?" "No." She turned so that she faced him, her fog-colored eyes inscrutable, marks of her tears salty white tracks on her face. "I want to see your face. I need to know if you want me or if you don't know how to turn me down." Tell looked at her creamy shoulders, at the light brown of her nipples appearing and disappearing with the motion of the water. He reached below the surface to find the nest of curls between her legs and slip his finger into the hidden folds. He found her center instantly, that soft little flange of flesh that made her breathing quicken as soon as he touched it. The hands that held his upper arms for balance tightened reflexively. If he wanted her? He felt consumed by the wanting. "Let's go inside," he suggested, his lips hovering close to hers, "and talk about how much I want you." "Talk?" She breathed the word against his mouth. "Among other things." ~*~ Tell slept in the maid's quarters, a suite complete with bathroom and kitchenette. "Good heavens, I saw the door to this, but I thought it was probably like that room on 'Dallas' where all the Ewings had drinks before dinner and discussed who was sleeping with whom." Rags crossed her arms over the front of her damp nightgown, suddenly embarrassed. "Do you want a shower?" he asked, his eyes somber as he looked at her from the doorway that led into the bathroom. She nodded. "Alone?" She nodded again. Under the warm spray, she washed the salt from her hair with Tell's shampoo, then lathered her body
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 with the deodorant soap he favored. What are you doing, Maguire? First you swim naked with your ex-husband and now you're getting all cleaned up in preparation for doing the deed with him. Nothing like jumping up and down, waving your arms and yelling, "Hurt me again. Please hurt me again." She turned off the shower and stepped out, pulling a fluffy towel from the rack. He can't hurt me now, she argued with her reflection, combing her wet hair. And I can't hurt him. We don't love each other any more. A large arm came around the bathroom door, holding a tee shirt. "Put this on," said Tell, "if it makes you more willing to come out." "Thank you." She took it and pulled it over her head. "You can come in now." He stopped her flight from the bathroom with a hand on her cheek. "You know," he said, "there's no law saying you have to go through with it." His expression was guarded, and it struck her that he was as gun-shy as she was. But the fingers on her face were warm, their touch gentle. When she slipped her arms around his waist, he felt solid and strong and familiar. She'd never realized how much she missed familiar. Too nervous to lie down on the king-size bed with its blankets folded invitingly back, Rags wandered around the room. She noticed that there was no telephone in here, only an intercom she assumed was connected with the room where his parents had slept and where Ellis Ann still rested. The bareness of the closet was testimony to Tell's temporary residence. No suits hung from the garment rod, no neckties from a multi-pronged hanger, no crisp white shirts with discreet monograms on the cuffs. The only shoes in the closet were sneakers and topsiders. Where were the Bass oxfords in the style she used to order from a store in Lexington, Kentucky because that was the only place they'd found them? A slight film of dust covered his dresser, and she took a pair of white socks out of the second drawer where she'd known they'd be. She put one of the socks on her hand and began to wipe down the piece of furniture, stopping when she came to the pictures. The photographs of the children were the same ones she kept on her bureau back in Indiana. They had been taken the weekend of the twins' high school graduation. Micah and Marley toasting each other with the first champagne they'd ever drunk with permission. Joe and Ben playing guitars, with Ben in his brand new clerical collar and Joe in no shirt at all. The last picture was one she'd never seen, snapped at that moment when she and Tell had hugged each other. They'd been looking into each other's eyes and laughing. "Joe took it." Tell spoke from behind her. "He wrote, 'I'm sorry I took this away' on the back of it and mailed it to me." She turned to face him. Shared pain arced between them. Oh, Joe.
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 "What did you do?" she asked. "Called him. He was clear across country and I woke him up, but I spent a good fifteen minutes yelling anyway. Threatened to kick his ass from here to eternity for saying such a thing." Tell crossed the room to where she stood and took her in his arms. "I didn't tell him how often I'd thought it." Her hair muffled the words, but not enough to keep her from hearing the heavy regret that flowed through them. She held him, feeling his grief. "Isn't it odd," she said, leaning back in the loose cradle of his arms, "that in all these years, even though we got over the anger and became friends, I don't think I ever forgave you for not wanting Joe. Until now." "That puts you one up on me. I sure can't absolve myself." She stared into his eyes, saddened that they once again looked like shattered glass. "Have you ever forgiven me for demanding the perfect family?" He smiled crookedly, hitching her closer so their lower bodies touched. "It was the only one you'd ever had. How could I fault you for wanting it to go according to design?" His legs, muscular and lightly covered with light brown hair, rubbed against hers. Sensation rippled up her inner thighs as her body reminded her of why they were in this room. She nestled closer into the vee of his legs and raised her face to his. Ah, there it was again. The passion rose like a friendly serpent, warming her belly and weakening her knees. She wondered fuzzily how often they'd stood like this before they made love. Any minute now, they'd be lying down as they had a thousand times before, with Tell still wrapped in his towel and her wearing a tee shirt. And a sock on her hand. Rags had never been much of a giggler. Life had always been too serious for that. But she'd never been in a man's bedroom wearing a sock as a duster, either. The laughter came before she could stop it, and she rested her forehead against his chest and gave it free rein. "I realize," he said calmly, his hands caressing her ribs in a way calculated to drive her mad, "that I'm probably out of practice, but I really hoped for better than this." Gasping, she raised her hand and waggled it. His face cleared. "Oh, the dusting sock. God, what a powerful aphrodisiac." Without knowing precisely how it had happened, Rags found herself on the bed with Tell beside her. They lay on their sides facing each other. She reached to trace a scar, new enough that it was still red
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 against the pale skin of his groin where the towel fell away. "What's this?" "Angioplasty. My heart got a little weird on me a while back so they did some balloon magic on it." He held her palm over his heart. "See? Good as new." The pulse was strong and steady under her hand, and she swallowed the metallic taste of terror. "That explains the decaf and the careful diet? And the retirement from high stress?" "Uh-huh." She closed the distance between them. "The kids never said anything." "Except for Ben, they don't know, and I swore him to secrecy. One good thing about having a minister for a son is that you can make him do things he'd rather not in the name of professional confidentiality." He held her, tucking her head into his shoulder and stroking her back through the shirt. "I'm fine." She lifted her head to meet his eyes. "Really?" "Really." He smiled, and the tenderness in the expression nearly overwhelmed her. "And I want you." "Welllll..." She drew out the word, fluttering her eyelashes, then stood on her knees and began taking the sock off her hand. "Come on, Maguire, where's the music? I'm doing a strip tease here." He folded his hands behind his head. "A capella has so much more class, don't you think?" "Oh, by all means." Inch by painstaking inch, she pulled the sock off, her eyes clashing with his in shared laughter. She gave the sock an airy toss and nearly lost her balance, catching herself by grasping his thighs below the towel that still lay around his hips. "Oops," she said, and gave a little experimental disarrangement to the towel's folds before returning to her performance. With her arms crossed, she began to lift the tee shirt, moving her hips in time with the silent music. The cloth floated over her belly and caught on her breasts. "Oh," she said, having no trouble at all making her voice breathy, "I think I need help." But he was already there, tugging the shirt over her head and relegating it to the floor. Her hand between them consigned his towel to the same fate, and passion soared. What had been flickers of flame became an inferno as their lips and bodies came together. Rags felt as though every hair on her body was standing on end, smoothed only where Tell's mouth traveled. Over the slope of her breasts and into the moist crannies beneath them. Down the indented line between her ribs and over the soft curve of her abdomen. He lingered on the place between hip and thigh before moving to her center and sending her senses on a roller coaster ride. Only this wasn't what she wanted. She wanted them to go to the wild place together as they had in the old days. She wanted passion's ride to be familiar and safe. But it wasn't. It wasn't.
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 It couldn't be because they weren't the same people they'd been then. She wasn't even the same woman who'd flown into Pensacola Airport only a few days before. Instead, she was a woman who swam naked in the ocean and seduced-however poorly-the man she used to love. In early years, sex had been hot, frequent, and joyous. But not lingered over. There'd been no time, between the demands of children, Tell's job, and Rags' quest for a perfect family life. Oral sex had been foreplay, a little bit wicked and never fully explored. They had nearly always reached completion together, fully satisfied and immensely pleased with themselves for accomplishing such a feat. But there would be no together this time. A part of her protested. "Tell-" He didn't lift his lips from what they were doing, and when he spoke against her skin, the shudders of delight increased. "Let it go, old lady. Let it go." "But-" It was too late for "buts." She did not so much let it go as have it erupt from her in undulating splendor. Wave after wave of sensation washed over her in tender assault. A few minutes later, Tell moved up beside her, scooping her limp body into his arms. She looked up into his face and answered the question she read there. "Never." "Not even once?" He grinned at her, pushing the damp hair away from her face. "No, it's never been like that before. Not even for you and me and God knows-" she stopped. Tell didn't need to know that sex had never been as good with anyone else. That was her problem, not his. "But you didn't-" "Yet," he said. "Oh, well," she said. "I guess one good turn deserves another." ~*~ Tell had not been with an endless array of women over the past eleven years, but several had come into his life. While none of them had been one-night-stands, neither had the relationships lasted long enough to give justice to the word. Most of the women had been a little younger than his ex-wife, slimmer, and much more worldly wise. They'd been, without exception, more experienced, more "awakened" than she was. They'd been beautiful in ways she was not, with each hair in its proper place and their makeup unscathed by the demands of the day. Their designer clothing had been sources of pleasure to them, not instruments of torture. He'd met them in the course of business and they'd been intelligent, independent, and emotionally undemanding. He'd occasionally seen in their eyes and heard in their voices the wish to have it all. They'd looked longingly at babies in strollers and been surprisingly interested in houses. But none of them had expected him to be the supplier of anything but the most basic of their needs. They had never, he admitted now, giving himself over to Rags' tentative ministrations, been enough. He'd accepted what they offered without demanding more, and they had responded in kind. None of them had ever made him angry enough to chew nails or happy enough to throw caution aside and just enjoy the
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 moment. And, oh Lord, he was enjoying this moment. If he enjoyed it any more, it would get downright embarrassing really fast. "Rags." His voice sounded as though it were coming from a tunnel. "Come here, old lady." Her body, soft-skinned and glowing silver-gold in the moonlight, moved slowly up his, mapping a path with her hands that she followed with her mouth. "Ah, don't," he breathed, praying she wouldn't obey him. She didn't. As he lowered himself within the welcoming curve of her, he met her eyes in the dim glow from the windows. And hesitated. Was this wrong for them? Would they wake with regrets? "Are you sure?" he said, because he wasn't. "Make love with me, Tell." Her voice was as velvet as the night. "I want to feel alive the way I can only with you." Uncertainty fled, and he slipped into her. How different it felt with her than with anyone else. Different even than he remembered it from their years together. It was as though he'd left home and come back to find the house painted a different color, the furniture replaced, and the glasses moved from the cupboard nearest the sink. It was different, but it was still coming home.
 
 Chapter Seven
 
 As the ex-daughter-in-law, Rags would be able to distance herself from the social event that was Harlan's funeral. But her children would have to dress well, say the right things, and be present for the long hours of food, drink, and solemnity following the services. The boys would have to smile proudly when Harlan's associates pronounced them "chips off the old block" and Marley would have to field questions about when she was getting married. Tell would be the respectful and dutiful son. It would be as though the man who'd held Rags in his arms last night and thrilled her to the depths of her soul had never existed. She thought, as she stepped into the skirt of a linen suit before the funeral, that she'd be able to mingle for a half hour or so and then slip unnoticed into the kitchen. Surrounded by her friends, Ellis Ann wouldn't need her erstwhile daughter-in-law. Flanked by the children, Tell wouldn't need his ex-wife. They could go through this hazardous family duty called a wake without her services. Rags could kick her high heels under the table and help the caterers refill the trays of food and glasses as they came empty to the kitchen. She could load the daily consumption of towels into the washer and drink greedily of coffee instead of the wine that made its rounds in the living room.
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 It didn't work out that way. Ellis Ann kept beckoning and saying, "Come here a minute, dear," and Rags would work her way through the room, casting a longing gaze toward the doorway. Ellis Ann would take her arm, leaning on her slightly, and introduce her to cronies as "my Yankee daughter-in-law. Isn't she lovely?" Joyce gave her an evil look from behind a potted orange tree and said grimly, "If I'm staying here, you are, too. I'm just the doctor who let him die, for God's sake." Abby left Ben's side and came to Rags'. "I'm a southerner," she said, "but not this southern. Someone asked me if I was related to the Nightingales of Atlanta." "I thought she was talking about a choral group," Marley murmured from Rags' other side. "You must have kept us up north too long, Mama." "If you two make me laugh, we'll all be thrown out in disgrace." Rags spoke without looking at either of them. "Promise?" said Marley. She looked around at the crowd of well-dressed people. "I just can't believe this many people liked Grandpa." "They may not have, but they like your grandmother." Rags' eyes sought Tell's. "And your father." The look in his ocean blue eyes seemed to embrace her, much as he had the night before, with every little fiber that made up Telluride Maguire. "Mingle, girls. You're doing wonderfully." With a smile and waist-squeezes for the girls, Rags skirted the crowd until she reached Tell. "Doing okay?" "I'm ready for a break," he admitted. "Want to sneak out with me?" His arm was around her, the expression in his eyes still a caress. She would have gone anywhere with him. They escaped only as far as the breakfast room, where they sat and drank coffee, their hands together on the tabletop. Rags looked down at where his fingers clasped hers loosely. "Isn't it odd," she said, "that we never held hands when we were young?" "Our hands were always full," he said. "When we met, we were busy with VISTA. When we were going together, we wanted privacy, not to put our relationship on display. When we were married, we had kids and briefcases between us." He tightened his hold. "Do you mind doing it now?" "Not at all." During the remainder of the afternoon, Rags stayed at his side. She didn't miss the speculative gleam that lit her children's eyes, but she didn't take time to think about it, either. The day finally ended when Tell paid the caterers and closed the back door behind them. Ellis Ann moved among her grandchildren and Abby, kissing them indiscriminately. "Thank you, my dears. I was so very proud of all of you."
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 Ben had officiated at his grandfather's funeral, Joe and Micah had been pallbearers, Marley and Abby had greeted people at the doors. Tell had been proud of them, too. He looked around at his family. The girls had already gotten rid of their shoes, Ben his clerical collar, Micah and Joe their ties. Ellis Ann was just the slightest bit tipsy. Sam and Joyce stood near the French doors, their arms around each other. Rags had run her hands through her hair so many times it was standing on end the way it did when she first got up in the morning. Something should be missing, Tell thought. He reached for his father's presence and couldn't find it, searched for a sense of loss and realized there wasn't one. Tell's life was in this room. All of it. The house would begin to empty all too soon. The twins would return to college, Ben and Abby to their lives in North Carolina. Ellis Ann was eager to get back to Glory Ridge Highway. He didn't allow himself to consider Joe and Rags. Joe's habit of disappearing for months at a time didn't bear thinking about in light of the seriousness of his illness. And Rags. Could he let her go again? Did she want to go again? ~*~ It was past midnight when Rags carried a glass of wine to the deck. She stood still, reveling in the dearth of human voices. She closed her eyes and allowed the sound of the crashing waves to both soothe and revitalize her. In that peaceful time and place, it was possible to grieve. Not really for Harlan, but for Ellis Ann who had loved him through everything. Rags could not imagine a world without Tell in it. Even though she hadn't loved him in years, she'd always felt safety in the knowledge her children had a good father. She'd always been glad Tell Maguire was alive and well. ~*~ The house was at rest, its inhabitants so exhausted their goodnights had been little more than hands flapped as bedroom doors closed. None of the children had bellowed, "'Night, John-Boy," or "Are we goin' huntin' tomorrow, Pa?" as they ascended the stairs. Ellis Ann had not cautioned him to "be sure and lock up tight now." Sam had gone home with Joyce, and Tell missed his friend's steady presence. He would have liked to have talked to someone about Harlan, and Sam had seen the old man at both his best and his worst. The day had been long and difficult, but the kids had been troopers. He was so glad they were there. Rags. Tell's arms flexed involuntarily when he thought of her, and he wanted to hold her again. He
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 wanted to breathe in her sweet, warm scent and go to the wild place with her. That place where there was no pain or sorrow or recriminations. That place where, whether they said it or not, they still loved each other. He needed, Tell admitted to himself on this night of his father's funeral, to give and receive love. Not just in word or thought and not just in the shared devotion with his children. He needed to make love with the only person he'd ever truly made love with. He needed Rags. She stood on the beach beyond the deck, silhouetted against the silver-black sky. She was wearing the shorts and tee shirt she'd thrown on the minute the last guest left that afternoon, and the clothes looked as weary as she did, hanging listlessly on her body. As he watched, she put her hands on her lower back and pushed inward, making her body into a smooth curve broken only by the thrust of her breasts against her shirt. Tell's physical response was immediate, but no more so than his emotional one. The knowledge was as intense and certain as it had been that day he walked across the churchyard to the girl trying to get out of the hammock and announced his intentions of marrying her. He'd gone instantly from being a jock business major on the make to being a young man in love. He wasn't young any more, and his only claim to jockdom was a decent handicap on the golf course. The business major that had helped him succeed in Maguire Industries wouldn't mean diddly in whatever his new life turned out to be. On the beach, Rags let her hands drop from her back and stood still again, her face lifted to the dark sky. One of Joe's cameras lay on the table behind Tell, and he picked it up. It was an old Nikon, one he'd given Joe for high school graduation six years ago. It fit Tell's hands as comfortably as the ancient one he'd consigned to the Salvation Army box and Joe had dragged out. He looked it over, checked and changed its settings, and held it up to his eye. God, it was like seeing his dreams come back to life. He'd wanted, before he married the girl in the hammock, to be the photojournalist his son had become. But he'd known the life Rags wanted didn't include the building of a career that might or might not be successful. He'd gone to work at Maguire Industries without a whimper, putting away his camera the way he had his letter jacket and the trophies he'd earned in sports. Opening the French doors, he stepped onto the deck, silent in his bare feet, and lifted the Nikon. Once he started, he didn't stop. Even when Rags lifted her head at the sound of the clicking shutter, he kept moving and snapping pictures. "No," he said once, "not like that. Reach up and muss your hair. Let's see sexy at forty-two." When she laughed, he took pictures of that, too. "Walk away from me," he ordered.
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 "No." "Aw, come on, old lady. What kind of model are you?" He grinned at her, but she wasn't smiling. "I walked away once, and will do it again when this" -she raised her arms to include the house and all that happened within, and he clicked the shutter again- "is over. But not right now." The words "not right now" sang in his ears. He grinned again. "Okay," he said. "Walk toward me." She did, her gaze direct and slumberous at the same time, what his mother would have termed "come hither." Tell took the last picture on the roll and lowered the camera. And went hither. ~*~ "I do believe," Joe drawled, "that we could whip the pants off Mama and Dad at Trivial Pursuit, as long as it's not the Baby Boomer one." "Joey," said Micah patiently, "how many times do you have to be told not to talk dirty around Ben?" Ben, walking past his younger brother, set down the glass he was carrying and caught Micah in a headlock. "How long has it been since we've beaten you into submission? We could still do it, you know." He scrubbed his knuckles over the top of Micah's head. "Excuse me, children." Ellis Ann's soft voice stopped them, as it always had. "I know it's been a very long few days," she said on a quiet sigh, "but since some of you are leaving tomorrow, I wanted you to know the contents of your grandfather's will. You can stay, Abby, my dear. Sit down, Joseph." When Rags stood and Sam and Joyce started for the door, Ellis Ann stopped them with a frown. And so they all sat, obediently quiet, as she read from the papers in her hand. Tell felt his chest tighten with dread. Was this where the old man tied his grandchildren to Maguire Industries with unwanted board positions? Where he forced Tell back into the company with the carefully worded threat that the livelihood of over five hundred employees depended on him? Where even after death he treated Joe as an unwanted bastard? "This isn't the actual document," Ellis Ann began. "That's so long and involved I can't begin to understand it, with all those 'heretos' and 'therefores,' so Harlan dictated this letter." Tell exchanged wry grins with Rags. They both knew Ellis Ann understood every last word of any complicated document. But this one wasn't complicated. The bulk of Harlan's private estate went to Ellis Ann, with numerous bequests to charities and servants. The children, including Joe, were left trust funds equal in size, with no stipulations concerning their use. Sam received the paid-off mortgage to the house he and Joyce shared, along with the testy suggestion he attend medical school and enough money to do so.
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 To Rags went the deed to the beachfront property next door to Tell's house. She could build there, said Harlan's letter, or set up a tent, or just sit on it like some beachcomber. However, he didn't think she should put up one of those used clothing stores. But it was to his son that Harlan left the best gift of all. Tell received the controlling interest in Maguire Industries with the stipulation that the company be sold. "'You have given over twenty years of your life to the company,'" Ellis Ann read. "'It has, in all likelihood, cost you your marriage and threatened your health. While your mother and I appreciate your sacrifices, I have come to understand that their price is greater than their worth. I don't want you to end up with your children feeling about you the way you do about me.'" It seemed as though the words washed over Tell, dribbling into his consciousness one-by-one until he finally understood. He was free. For the first time in his life, no one expected anything of him. He could sit on the beach if he chose, or buy a motor home and travel around the country taking pictures, or get a job sacking groceries down at the Winn-Dixie. From her seat beside Ellis Ann, Rags was watching him. He felt her gaze on his skin even though he didn't raise his eyes to meet hers. He knew if he looked at her, he wouldn't feel free any more. Rags saw him leave her as certainly as if he'd walked out of the room. She almost lifted a hand in silent entreaty. We've just found each other. But only her heart said the words. Her lips formed themselves into a smile. It was her professional smile, the one she wore when she was being the boss at Glad Rags or a committee chair at chamber of commerce meetings. She'd practiced it in front of the mirror until she had it right. "Real good and cold," Linda had said. "And no one can see behind it." That had been the idea, and it had worked. But it wasn't working now. She could feel the corners of her mouth beginning to tremble, her lower lip threatening to rise into a pout. Any second now, she would sniffle and make a complete fool of herself. "Rags, would you give me an arm up the stairs?" Ellis Ann's request came just in time. After kissing the older woman's papery cheek, Rags went to bed, too, propping herself against the pillows to read. An hour later, when the house was silent and dark around her, she acknowledged ruefully that two nights in bed with Tell Maguire had ruined her for sleeping alone. She would have to learn, as she had eleven years earlier, just how to place the spare pillow at her back so that the other half of the bed didn't seem so large and lonely. She knew what Harlan's legacy to his only son meant. The old man's letter had sprung the final trap. Now Tell was as free of Maguire Industries as she was of Glad Rags. The last leash that held him to his old life had been untied.
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 Even though it made her ache and miss him all over again, she was glad for Tell, happy he would be able to pursue whatever dream called him. If the aching part of her regretted that he considered her part of his old life...well, she'd just have to get used to it.
 
 Chapter Eight
 
 Exactly what did one do when one didn't have any responsibilities? As she waxed a kitchen floor that didn't need waxing, Rags wondered what Tell was doing with his freedom. She doubted if he was volunteering at the library and blood bank the way she was. And he probably wasn't playing cards at the senior center with retired people who cheated outrageously and taught him to do the same. She didn't think he was cleaning house, either, especially not a house that was already disgustingly clean. He was, without doubt, obsessing about Joe's health to the same extent she was. That certainty made the fear that was her constant companion seem less overwhelming. She worked herself into a corner and gave a dismayed look at the shining expanse of tile between her and any avenue of escape. What had she been thinking? Well, she knew the answer to that. She'd been thinking about Tell just as though she were once again a wide-eyed VISTA volunteer in love for the first time. At least, she could reach the coffeepot and the telephone. She did both, touching the memory dial buttons that would connect her with her three younger children, none of whom answered their phones. Fatalistically, she tried Joe's number, receiving the expected message: "Hey, I'm not here and don't know when I'll be back. You can leave a message if you like, but no guarantees on when I'll return your call. Have a good one." She really wished at least some of them would get cell phones. Ellis Ann was home, but on her way out the door to play bridge. Linda was in Europe. David Miles was a part of the past. Rags had other friends, but most of them had jobs and husbands or significant others to fill their time. A few were still doing the bleachers thing with their teenage children. She pushed back a stab of longing for those days in her own life, when the house was never empty, never silent, never too clean. She laid the cordless receiver in her lap and reached for her cup. Maybe it wouldn't hurt to phone Tell. It wasn't as though their parting six weeks ago had been angry. Regretful, maybe, but not angry. Their farewell kiss at the airport had drawn whistles from onlookers. That was when she realized she didn't know his phone number. The thought gave her pause. How could she have even considered having a relationship with a man who hadn't taken the trouble to give her his unlisted number?
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 The floor was dry in patches and she was twenty minutes into feeling good and sorry for herself when the knock came at the back door. Startled, she dribbled coffee down the front of her sweatshirt and stared at the door for a moment before yelling, "You can open the door, but don't come in." It was probably the UPS man with the things she'd ordered for Marley's Christmas. She'd tell him to leave them on the porch. But no brown uniform filled her expectant gaze. "You shouldn't tell people to come in when you don't know who they are," said Tell. "I didn't tell you to come in. I said you could open the door." Oh, Lord, he looked even more wonderful than he had that first night at the airport in Pensacola. Freedom must be better for him than it was for her. "What are you doing here?" "You didn't leave me your phone number and Mama wouldn't give it to me." Oh. He wasn't the only one with an unlisted number. "You could have asked the kids," she said. "No, I couldn't. We've never done that, never made them pass messages. I didn't see any reason to start now. Besides, they never answer their phones." She lifted the receiver from her lap. "I know," she said ruefully. "Have you heard from Joe?" "A couple of times. He's doing better, he says. May I come in?" "No. The floor's not dry yet." She met his eyes and felt her own begin to burn. "I got the results of the compatibility tests. I don't match at all. Neither do the twins." Oh, the relief of getting those words out to the one person who understood how much they hurt. She'd been so hopeful her kidneys would match Joe's. "Ben or Abby, either," he said, his voice curiously without expression. He leaned against the doorframe, his arms crossed over his chest. Defeat settled into her soul, too deep even for tears. "So we have to wait for someone to die who matches him." "No." The meaning of his answer was immediately obvious. "Tell, you can't. What about your heart?" She heard the panic in her voice and didn't care. She came to her feet as she spoke, the receiver dropping to the floor, and moved toward Tell at a run. Her bare feet hit one of the still-wet spots and she skidded. When he grabbed for her, they both went down. He gained purchase with the heels of his tennis shoes and scooted to where he could lean his back against the wall, hauling her with him. "You should know by now," he drawled, settling in with her held firmly in his arms, "that there are easier ways than this to sweep me off my feet."
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 "Tell, you can't," she repeated, rubbing her hip where it had hit the floor. He pushed her hand aside to massage the sore place. "Yes, I can. The match was nearly perfect." "But you could-" She stopped, unable to finish the thought. She tried to concentrate on the warmth of his hand on her hip, on the way his other hand rested lazily between her breasts, but couldn't. All she could think was"I could die," he said quietly. "Anybody can die having surgery. They even tell you that when you're having a hangnail removed, but chances are real good that I won't. Joyce gave me a clean bill of health, then sent me to my cardiologist so he could do the same thing." "You're sure?" "Cross my heart and hope to die." He grinned down into her face. "That's a real comforting way of putting it." But she smiled back, cheered in spite of herself. "But that's not why I'm here," he said briskly. "He's still refusing the surgery, so we haven't won that battle yet anyway." "So why are you here?" she asked. "To take pictures. Joe has an assignment on the colors of autumn. He's in New England, and since he can't be two places at once and Micah can't take time away from school right now, he asked me to shoot the Midwest." Still holding her, he leaned over to pick up the manila envelope he'd dropped when he lunged to catch her. "He developed these." She pulled the pictures out of the envelope. The top one was an image of herself on the beach with her arms in the air. "Oh." She started to push them back in. "I don't like looking at myself." "Then don't." He stopped the movement of her hands. "Pretend they're someone else and tell me what you think." "All right, but let's get up first. I've spent entirely too much time on this floor today." While she sat at the table and looked at pictures, he roamed the kitchen, opening and closing cupboard doors and drawers, peering into the side-by-side refrigerator, and leaning over the sink to stare out at the sycamore and cottonwood and willow trees in the side yard. He stopped mid-circuit to look with consternation at the philodendron that completely covered a tabletop and hung over the sides in jungle-like profusion. "If you're hungry," she said absently, looking through the pictures for the second time, "there's some vegetable soup." "Okay." She was still looking when a bowl of soup and a glass of sweet tea appeared before her. She looked up, meeting the blue gaze across from her. For a moment, she was tempted to tease, to shrug off the photographs as nothing, but the expectancy in his eyes stopped her. She didn't know why, but this was
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 important. "They're wonderful," she said. "Pictures of me are always flat and one-dimensional-you know that-but you've made me look the way I wish I really did. No one but Joe's ever done that." "When he came back from developing them, he damn near threw them at me. He was that pissed." Tell's gaze had gone far away, but pleasure laced his voice. "'Why didn't I ever know you could do this?' he said. 'How could you have wasted it all these years?'" "What did you tell him?" She laid down her spoon and sat erect. "That there were choices to be made and I wasn't unhappy with what I'd chosen. I could have done far worse things with my life than help raise four smart-ass kids." "But you didn't choose it," she said. "Your father expected you to run the business and I did, too. Even though I hated what I thought it did to us, I'd have gone into cardiac arrest or something if you'd suggested you do something else for a living. How could we possibly have a perfect family otherwise? After all, if you'd done what you really wanted, we might not have been able to live where we lived." She gave a self-mocking shudder. "Good heavens, I might have had to drive my minivan three years instead of two. Those were my choices, Tell, not yours." She sipped her tea, but the sweet liquid tasted bitter on her tongue. "Maybe if I hadn't been so insistent, you'd have spent the last twenty-some years as a-" He interrupted her with a raised hand and a softly spoken word. "Whoa." "But-" "Old lady." She subsided. "What?" "Rags, believe it or not, I'm responsible for my own choices, just like we spent twenty years telling the kids they were. I didn't hate Maguire Industries, even if I did hate what we allowed it to do to our lives as much as you did. You didn't force me into working there. Even my father didn't, though it seemed like it. I was a grownup, for God's sake." "All right," she agreed grudgingly, somewhat resentful that he was shooting holes into her self-imposed martyrdom. "But I still say-Tell, why are you here?" "To take you to dinner." He grinned at her, and she felt her heart do a slow, complete flip in her chest. God, how could he make her feel the same way as he had when she was too young to know better? It wasn't fair. It was as though the eleven years she'd spent not loving Tell had gone right out the window and gotten lost in the floppy willow limbs. "If you came to take me to dinner," she said, trying to ignore the feeling, "how come you're eating the vegetable soup that would have been my lunch for the rest of the week?" He took another bite. "Wouldn't want it to go to waste." "It wouldn't go to waste if I was eating it," she explained patiently.
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 "You can't eat it if you're not here." He got up, carrying his bowl to the stove to refill it. "This is so good. I know you're a Yankee, but your cooking is-" "Not here?" she said, deciding it was her turn to interrupt. "I'm not going anywhere." "Would you?" He poured more tea into their glasses, the tinkling ice sounding much like music, adding to the unexplainable deliciousness of the conversation with her ex-husband. "Would I what?" She sipped the tea, running her tongue over her lips to capture the moisture that gathered there. She saw his gaze move to her mouth and made the motion again. Slower. "Go somewhere." Tell resumed eating, paying close attention to his bowl. He avoided her gaze, but his eyes danced, the laugh lines fanning out like starbursts from their corners. "To dinner," she said, making her voice firm even though her insides were taking on the consistency of Jell-O. "Um. That, too." He moved forward in his chair, capturing her bare feet between his and rubbing the calves of his jeans against the calves of her sweatpants. She tried to tug free. Sort of. "What are you talking about?" "I'm going to take a little tour to get the pictures Joe wants. Up through Indiana and Michigan and then back down into the Appalachians. I thought I'd stop and see Ben and wait for Joe to meet me there." He put down the spoon and reached for her hands, and his eyes still danced and shimmered when he looked at her. "Come with me, Rags." Oh, yes, her heart cried. "Have you completely lost it?" she said aloud. "I can't just take off out of the blue. How long do you intend this trip to last?" "Couple of weeks, give or take. Why can't you?" "Why, because there are things I have to do. I volunteer at places and they count on me. There's the house to take care of. The twins will be on fall break soon. This isn't like last time, when it was an emergency." She threw up her hands even as excitement had her heart tumbling and skipping like water over stones in the creek at the bottom of her backyard. "Micah and Marley are spending fall break at my house, with friends. Mama's going to stay out there to make sure the walls survive intact." He waved an arm, seeming to encompass her entire spotless house. "Your kitchen floor is waxed. You can take care of the other responsibilities with a few phone calls." His gaze fell on the philodendron and he shuddered. "There is the off chance that thing will take over the house while you're gone, but surely you can risk that." His legs surrounded hers, not rubbing any more, but still there, reminding her of what it was like to wake in the same bed with him. His slumbering sprawl seemed to be without direction, but he always touched her, whether it was with a hand on her breast or waist or a leg lying across hers. The heat began. She felt it in her belly, in the sudden heaviness of her breasts, between her thighs. Oh, God.
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 "Tell, I can't...be with you and then not with you and then with you again." Her face was burning. "Sex is still a big deal to me." She couldn't tell him how hard it had been to walk away from him in Pensacola; pride wouldn't let her form the words. She couldn't say she didn't know if she could do it again. "And to me," he said. "But we don't have to share a room or a bed, Rags." He got up, taking their bowls to the sink. "It's so new to me, this freedom to do whatever I want, whenever I want, and I don't want to give it up." He smiled over his shoulder at her. "I don't imagine you want to relinquish yours, either." She shook her head mutely, unable to admit even to herself that she'd give it up in a New York minute. There were a lot of women who liked being on their own, and Rags admired them; she just didn't happen to be one of them. However, that didn't mean she wanted to be someone's responsibility, not even Tell's. "I don't think it's a good idea," she said sturdily. "Call me a coward if you like, but I can look up that road going to Michigan and see myself getting hurt before we get to Fort Wayne." "South Bend." "What?" "I want to head straight up State Road 31 to South Bend. I'd like to make this trip without benefit of interstates." "But-" That was the way she preferred to travel, not Tell. She drove on two-lane roads, many of them without so much as a white line dissecting them. Tell had always been in too much of a hurry for that. "The sooner we get there," he used to say, "the sooner we can relax with things like running water and a television with a remote control." Only she'd considered picnics in roadside parks relaxing, had reveled in the occasional night spent in an off-the-beaten-track motel room without quite enough beds. But Tell had never really relaxed. He'd had a car phone long before they were fashionable, a laptop computer as soon as they became available, a beeper when no one else had them except doctors. Maybe this time... But no. No one changed that much. He'd be driving sixty-seven miles per hour down a country road in order to get somewhere before dusk. So he could relax. The very idea of traveling with him was ludicrous. Then he spoke. "It's for Joe. It's the only way I can shoot the kind of pictures he wants." He met her eyes from across the room. All the dancing lights were gone from his gaze, replaced by the heartrending appearance of broken glass. "I'm so scared for him," he admitted, his voice bumpy and uneven like Rags' favorite kind of road. "He's asked very little of me in his life, and this is something I can do." She watched as he used momentary silence to breathe slow and deep and smooth out the bumps. "But I need you," he said. "You know him in ways I don't, and you could help me give him this one thing he's
 
 Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html
 
 asked." "Tell." She wanted the word to be a protest, but it wasn't. You're asking too much. But the words didn't come. "I need you," he repeated. "I'll go."
 
 Chapter Nine
 
 The black Monte Carlo was so new there were still traces of the adhesive that had held its sticker to the passenger window. Rags raised her eyebrows at sight of the vehicle that practically screamed that it was a family car. Tell had driven a sporty convertible as long as she'd known him. She hadn't liked them, but he had. In all fairness, he'd hated her minivans, too, but he'd never complained about them. "What's this?" she asked, handing him her bags to put into the trunk. "A compromise. It has a sunroof, so I still get the light. It also has a top, so you won't obsess about no protection in the event we roll it over." "It's pretty." "Uh-huh." He closed the trunk and stretched his hand toward her. "Here." She took the keys and tucked them into her handbag as though she'd never lost the habit. They'd always carried each other's spare keys in case one of them locked a set inside the vehicle. The one time it had happened, the spare set had been locked in the car, too. "No," he said, "you can drive." "All right." She stepped to the driver's door and arrowed him a look over the top of the car. "If you back seat drive just once, buster, you're out of the car." This could well be the shortest trip in history. Tell had always driven when they were together because he couldn't keep his mouth shut when she did; it had seemed an expedient way to save the marriage. It hadn't worked, of course. The marriage had died anyway, but not because they'd fought about driving. "Yes, ma'am." As she backed out of her driveway, he said, "Watch for the mailbox," and grinned gleefully at her. "Want to go to Brown County first?" she asked, heading toward the highway. "What's that?"
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 The look she tossed him was mildly scandalized. "How can you have been to Indiana a hundred times and not know about Brown County?" "Because I usually came for homecomings, graduations, and appendectomies," he reminded her. "You never wanted to come back here while we were married, and the kids weren't much for being tourists when I came afterward. They were more concerned with trying to get my permission for something you'd already denied them." She laughed, unable to refute the truth of what he said. "You know what, though, Tell? We did it right." They had. They'd bent over backward to accommodate each other. When Tell had visited the children in Indiana, he'd stayed in the house with them and Rags had moved into Linda's guest room. On Rags' few quick trips to Florida over the years, Tell had spent the nights with his parents while she was with the children at his townhouse. "We were always where we belonged," Ben had said once. "You and Dad shuffled back and forth, but we didn't. We just had two homes. That's more than a lot of divorced kids have." Tell smiled at her, and the car suddenly felt too small, as though its leather-lined proportions couldn't contain the emotion flowing between its occupants. "We did," he agreed, and laid his hand on hers where it rested on the floor shifter. "Now, what's Brown County?" She turned south. "It's a state park, and after New England, one of the most popular 'color sightings' in the country each fall. It's early yet, but already the traffic will be horrendous, with people just driving through and looking." Since it was a weekday, however, the traffic was somewhat less than horrendous. That didn't mean they progressed very quickly through the park, since Tell yelled, "Stop right here," every five minutes and then jumped out of the car to run around taking photographs. Rags watched as he charmed the socks off an elementary school teacher chaperoning her small class of special education students. The seven kids swarmed around his legs, and he bent to their level and charmed them, too, then snapped their pictures as they ran among the gold and orange leaves that had already fallen. "Rags," he called, "I need releases and business cards." So that was it. He'd wanted her along to be a gofer. Well, they'd just have to talk about that. But then the children drew her into their circle of joy, and she ended up sitting on the ground with the teacher and her aides while the six-and-seven-year-olds threw leaves at them in a frenzy of delight. After dinner in Nashville, an arty little town near the park, they were on the road again, driving north through the darkness. "Thanks," said Tell. "That was great." "I'm glad it was worthwhile," she said. "Do you think you got some good ones?" He shrugged. "I haven't done this for years, so I'm not sure I can judge my own skill level. I hope I did. We'll look at them in the hotel."
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 "Look at them? Don't you have to develop them?" "Nope. I used the digital camera. I'll load them on the computer and send them off to Joe tonight, but we'll be able to view them, too." "Wow." Rags' knowledge of cameras began and ended with the kind you bought near the checkout lanes in Wal-Mart. You took all the pictures on them and then, if you remembered, you dropped them off to be developed while you bought your groceries. If you forgot, as was often the case, you ended up with a whole bunch of pictures of the boyfriend your daughter broke up with two years before. "You can stop whenever you want to," he said carelessly. Rags couldn't imagine stopping. She felt energized and almost giddy. She was having fun, she realized. "Are you tired?" she asked. "No." "Me, either." So they drove till well past midnight, stopping at a tearoom in a small town for pie and coffee along the way. They talked about everything from-as Ellis Ann would have said-soup to nuts, and then some. They played the road games they'd played with the children when they were young, booing each other and laughing uproariously at things that wouldn't have been the least bit funny outside the car. As he had promised, Tell got separate rooms when they stopped at a Holiday Inn somewhere in lower Michigan. They said goodnight with airy cheek kisses and parted outside the doors to the adjoining rooms. When Rags stepped out of the bathroom wrapped in a towel, she discovered that her hasty packing had not included anything to sleep in. She considered sweats, but knew they would be far too hot, and she wasn't comfortable with the idea of sleeping naked between hotel sheets. Clutching the towel closed between her breasts, she tapped on the door that adjoined her room to Tell's. He opened the door instantly, a towel that matched hers wrapped around his hips. She looked from his feet to his muscular legs, skipped over the towel-covered portion, and focused on the hair that dusted his belly and thickened on his chest. Silver and gold strands glinted among the light brown, seeming almost to wink at her. To invite. To turn her knees to wobbly toothpicks that couldn't hold her up. Oh, dear Lord. "Rags?" Tell's voice hitched like a pubescent boy's, and he cleared his throat. All his big talk about freedom hadn't stopped him wanting her for a single minute. He'd wanted her in her kitchen when she was in her raggedy sweats and he wanted her now. He could smell her soap, the soft flower scent of her shampoo, and the fainter tang that was inherently Rags. And that wasn't even addressing what he saw: the curvy length of her legs, the slope of her breasts, the delicate arch of her neck. He didn't allow himself to think about what was under the towel. Not the fleshy softness of her abdomen or the sweet places beneath her breasts or...oh, shit.
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 He cleared his throat again. "What do you need?" "Uh." Tell almost laughed. She was no less affected by him than he was by her. "Old...Rags?" She looked confused for a moment, then her face cleared. "A tee shirt. Do you have a tee shirt I can borrow? Or something." "Sure." He went to get her one from his duffel bag. "Here you go." "Thanks." She smiled fleetingly and walked away, not closing the door between their rooms. He didn't close it, either. Her television came on a few minutes later, its volume turned low. Tell sat at the table near his window with the laptop. He was pretty sure he could hear her breathing, an idea that made him shake his head and decide his imagination was working overtime. He wondered if she was lying on her bed or sitting in a chair with her feet propped up. She'd picked up a USA Today in the hotel lobby, and by now her glasses were probably halfway down her nose as she pored over the newspaper. She was undoubtedly checking to see if any of the pictures were Joe's. Thinking of that made Tell remember the first time he'd seen his son's name in the credits in a national magazine. He'd had the phone picked up to call Rags and say, "Did you see it? Did you see what our boy did?" before he realized that since the children were grown, he no longer had their mother's home phone number. He'd called her office and left a message on her machine to check out this week's Newsweek. She'd left a message with his secretary the next day thanking him for letting her know. He shook his head at the bittersweet recollection and returned his attention to the computer. Some of the pictures were awful, he acknowledged a few minutes later, staring at the screen in consternation. They strongly resembled the first rolls of film Joe had run through the old camera he'd rescued. Some were pretty, but nothing jumped out at you and made you continue to look at them. A minute later, he got to the ones of the kids. Oh, yeah, this was more like it. He could look at the photographs and still hear them laughing, still feel the October air with its hint of chill the afternoon sunlight couldn't dispel, still see the leaves cascading over the adults sitting on the ground. "Rags," he called, "come look." With his tee shirt flapping around her thighs and the newspaper in her hand, she came into the room. She pushed up her glasses and smiled sleepily. "How are they?" "Look for yourself." He started to get up, but she forestalled him with a hand on his shoulder and stood behind him to look, laying the paper on the table beside the laptop. "Oh," she said, and then, "Oh, Tell."
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 As she leaned closer, he felt the pressure of her breasts against his bare shoulders. The warmth of her skin seemed to brand him through the fabric of the shirt. "They're splendid!" she said, and the delight in her voice went shivering down his spine. Goose bumps rose on his skin and she asked, "Are you cold?" "No." He reached up, capturing the hand that was pointing at the screen in his. "But cold would be good, old lady." Rags knew she should withdraw her hand, should back away from where the contact with his skin had sensitized her nipples nearly to the point of making them hurt. She was playing with fire, and fascination with the flames held her fast. But for all their beauty, fires burned. They maimed and destroyed, leaving only shells of what had been strong structures. She drew away. "Those ones with the kids," she said in a shaky voice, "are terrific. Joe will be pleased." He nodded without looking at her, and she wondered if he felt the flames licking at him, too. "Well," she said, reaching around for her newspaper. "Goodnight, Tell." "'Night, Rags." He smiled up at her then, his expression inscrutable. She closed the connecting door behind her when she returned to her room. It was going to be a long two weeks, give or take.
 
 Chapter Ten
 
 "Daddy's not going?" Marley's eyes were wide, her question incredulous. "He always goes on vacation with us." "Not this year, sweetie." Rags hoped her tight-lipped smile was convincing to the children handing her their duffel bags to be stowed in the back of the minivan. "He's really busy at work right now." "Isn't he always?" muttered Joe, holding his precious camera out of her reach. "Was he like this before I came, Mama?" "Sure, he was," said Ben quickly. He handed Rags the cooler, his solemn eyes telegraphing a message. Don't tell him it's gotten worse. You'll hurt his feelings. "He's going to fly up and join us in Washington, DC, anyway," said Rags briskly. "You don't think I'm taking you hooligans to the Smithsonian by myself, do you?" And she didn't, either. When Tell called the day he was supposed to arrive in Washington to tell her he wouldn't be able to make it, she packed the kids and their "I went to Washington, DC, and all I got was
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 this crummy tee shirt" apparel into the van and left the nation's capital. She drove north and west into Pennsylvania, so angry she didn't trust herself to talk. This meant the children sang "Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall" all the way to Gettysburg, where she said, "We'll stop here. It's historical. It'll be fun." She didn't bother to let Tell know where they were. And it wasn't fun. ~*~ "That was the Pennsylvania state line we crossed a while back, wasn't it? You ever been to Gettysburg?" With Rags' glasses balanced precariously on the end of his nose, Tell studied the atlas. She looked at him in surprise before she remembered that he hadn't been along on that trip. "Uh-huh," she said cautiously. "When?" He must have remembered as soon as he asked, because he added, "Oh," and returned his attention to the atlas. "I'd like to go back," she said. "It's nice, and I didn't really enjoy it the first time." "Let's go, then." Sometimes it was fun, driving along and talking about days gone by. It filled them in on parts of their children's childhoods they'd missed because shared custody allowed for only one of them at a time to deposit into the memory bank. Rags had learned the true story of when all three boys came back from Cordova Mall in Pensacola with their left ears pierced. "I grounded them to the beach," said Tell. "Big deal. That was the only place they wanted to be that summer anyway." Rags had told Tell about Marley's first date in a car, when all three of her brothers "just happened" to be sitting on the front porch when the boy arrived to pick her up. With guns "borrowed" from the high school drama department. But there were subjects they avoided, too. Rags looked across at Tell's tight jaw and thought maybe that long ago vacation would have been a good one for that category. "I knew where you were." he said finally, his words falling heavily into the silence. So much for avoidance. "You did." It wasn't a question. "Then why the show of shouting and great relief when we got home?" He chuckled, earning a glare from her. "I shouted because I was royally pissed that you'd done such a thing, and I was relieved because...I guess because I was afraid you wouldn't be back." He sighed, all humor draining from his face. "Even though I wanted it to end, I wanted it to end right, not with you running off with the kids." "End right?" Incredulity made her voice rise in an angry spiral. "You think it ended right? With our kids being raised in two places? Me living all those years thinking you were unfaithful, and you having balloons blown up in your arteries? If that was right, Telluride, spare me from your idea of wrong."
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 He was silent for a long moment. "We keep doing it, don't we? We talk about having new lives and being free, and we both play around the edges of being together again in some weird but fundamental way. Then we throw ourselves right back into the past. If it isn't me saying the wrong thing, it's you." Rags didn't answer because she didn't know what to say. Finally, her voice sounding as defeated as she felt, she asked, "Do you want to stop for the night at the next town or do you want to drive for a while? I'm exhausted." "Let's stop." She parked in the circular drive of the Plumfield Inn, a bed and breakfast on the outskirts of the town they entered a few minutes later. Plumfield's narrow main street nestled prettily between the hills, and Rags wished she was in the mood to enjoy it. "I only have one room available, but it has two double beds," said the elderly proprietor apologetically. "I know it's a poor time for a paint job, but you take the help when you can get it, and my grandsons are here for the weekend. I could call a motel in the next town if you'd like. It's only about twelve miles further on." Tell swept his gaze over Rags. She looked tired, her eyes seeming to droop at the edges. "We'll stay here, if that's all right," he said. "Is there any place to get dinner?" "Only McDonald's, I'm afraid. The café downtown closes up tight as a drum at six o'clock on Sundays, but I'd take it as a compliment if you'd join me for dinner. I've cooked enough for an army, but my grandsons are out carousing." Her brown eyes twinkled merrily through rimless glasses. "'Course, if I were their age, I would be, too." "We don't want to be any trouble-" Rags' protest was cut off with the wave of the woman's hand. "No trouble. Just have your man take your bags up to the Jo room and you come on into the kitchen with me. You look in dire need of some tea or some brandy. Or both, if you like." "You're very kind, Mrs.-" Rags' brow lifted in inquiry. "Yoder. But just call me Esther. Everyone does. When you get those bags in, young man, you can join us. Right through that door there." Tell grinned. He liked anyone who referred to him as "young man." Rags followed Esther into the big kitchen and slipped into the seat the older woman indicated. "It's good of you to have us like this." "Nonsense. I get lonesome sometimes. That's why I run the B and B. Gives me a captive audience." Esther set a snifter in front of her. "I've put the kettle on to boil." Even though she didn't care for brandy, Rags swirled the contents in the glass and then sipped. The liquid warmed as it went down. Warmed and comforted. "Doesn't fill the cold spot," said Esther, "but it helps." She looked at Rags with wise eyes. "How long you been divorced?"
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 Rags didn't ask how she knew. She'd long ago accepted the fact that when a woman was divorced, she might as well be wearing a sandwich board announcing the fact. It was like a siren call to overcharging repair people, married men on the prowl, and school counselors who wore themselves out trying to mend the products of broken homes. "Eleven years," she said, and sipped again. "Y'ever feel like it's not even important? The reason you got divorced, I mean." Esther grinned over her shoulder at her from the stove. "I'm seventy-five. When I say what I think, folks generally attribute it to my advanced age and don't take offense." "We didn't love each other any more," said Rags. "And now?" "Now I don't know." She heard Tell ascending the stairs, his step heavier than usual. "I like what he's become, and I think he likes me, too, but the past keeps jumping out at us." "Then take what the past has to offer and toss the rest out." Esther brought the teapot to the table, three cups dangling by their handles from her other hand. "As people say today, I've been there, done that, and bought the damn tee shirt. We were married for ten years, divorced for ten, and married for thirty more." She smiled, her eyes soft and distant. "The only years I regret are these past two, since he's been gone." "What about the years while you were divorced? You weren't sorry you didn't spend them together?" Rags finished her brandy and reached for the cup of tea. Esther laughed merrily. "Shoot, no, we'd have killed each other. There are women, lots of women, who would have stuck with it when things were impossible, and never been sorry for it. Me, I had to go my own way. If life was going to be impossible, I wanted it to be impossibility of my own making." Rags thought of Ellis Ann, and felt a new understanding. Her mother-in-law had "stuck with it," but she'd never faulted Rags for not following her example. "Did you marry anyone else?" she asked. "Nope. Men seemed to think they should be more important to me than my own children. I reckon that's one thing that drew me back to my husband. He knew he took a close second to them, and he liked it that way. I held the same position in his heart. Even when he was a lousy husband, he was a good dad." Rags grinned at her. "Are you sure you're not me, or I'm not you? I was left on the porch of an orphanage when I was little. You didn't lose a kid in Indiana, did you?" Esther shook her head. "Last time I looked, they were all there." "Of course, she's not you." Tell came into the room, camera in hand. "She's taller than you. Esther, this house is wonderful. You care if I take some pictures?" "Go right ahead. Maybe I'll have me some new postcards made up. Mind you don't open any closet doors, though. The fallout could be terrible. You want some tea, Mr. Maguire?"
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 "Tell," he corrected easily, taking the proffered cup. Rags finished her tea and got to her feet. "Can I help you with anything?" "Sure can. The stuff's all there in the cupboard if you'll set the table. You don't mind the kitchen, do you? The dining room's kind of stuffy, though people in business suits are comfortable there." Rags opened the cabinet door. "These are beautiful," she said, lifting out creamy plates with pansies around the edge. "They were my great-great grandmother's. Word has it she served chicken and noodles to a band of Confederate soldiers on them. Don't know if it's true or not, but my great-great grandfather was a Rebel colonel." "And you use them?" Rags snatched her hand back. Esther gave her a patient look. "Why not? They're mine while I'm here. What good would they do anybody locked up somewhere? Tell, reach up there for that basket, will you? Now, just take these biscuits off the cookie sheet and drop them in there. Hope you don't mind biscuits out of a can-my homemade ones could have been used for ammunition in that war that brought my ancestors together." Tell obeyed her request, looking over his shoulder with twinkling eyes at Rags. "Yankee cooking," he murmured. "You've probably given us the answer as to why the north won the war, Esther." She flapped a hand at him. "I don't even enter into that discussion, my boy." "Good thinking," said Rags, her smile sweetly malicious, "since to some people, the war's still going on." ~*~ Rags never dreamed. More accurately, she never remembered her dreams. When he'd taken his first psychology course, Micah had explained to her that she probably blocked out her dreams just as she blocked out memories of her early childhood before being left at the orphanage. "Pain avoidance," he'd said gravely. "Nah." Joe had grinned at him. "She kept you, didn't she? If she was hoping to avoid pain, she'd never have done that." Occasionally, however, she'd wake inexplicably. Her heartbeat would be different, and sometimes she'd feel tearful, vaguely frightened, or even amused. She'd lie still, waiting for her pulse to return to normal, and eventually fall back asleep. But tonight there was no vagueness to the feelings. She woke soaked with perspiration and with sobs wracking her body. Tell was at her side, swabbing her damp hair back from her face and making soothing sounds deep in his throat. Soft light shone from the lamp between the two beds. Two beds? Why were there two beds? "Tell?" She gripped his wrist, stopping the motion of his hand. "The kids. Check on the kids." He was always looking in on the kids. Why didn't he do it now, when terror held her motionless with its relentless weight?
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 "Wake up, old lady. The kids are fine, just fine." "No, it's-" No sooner had her mind grasped the reason for her fear than the knowledge was gone, leaving her quaking and weeping in its wake. "Tell?" she said again. "Right here." His arms came around her, lifting her from the twisted, sweat-soaked sheets to put her in his lap. He held her face to his shoulder, bending his head so that his breath whispered across her clammy forehead. "What was it?" he said, his voice as soft as the sensation on her brow. "Do you remember?" She never remembered, and this time was no different. Images flitted through the back of her mind with elusive clarity, finally fading away until only a slight, dull ache remained. The slam of her heart against her ribs slowed to where it beat in steady rhythm with Tell's. She realized that her fingers held his shoulder in a death grip, and she loosened them, leaving angry red marks on his skin. "Shh." He continued to hold her, taking her hand and holding it to his lips so that they vibrated against it, all warmth and comfort. And more. "Stay here." He set her back on the bed and went into the minuscule bathroom with its footed tub and brass fixtures. He came back with a wet washcloth in his hand and a towel over his shoulder. She lay quiescent under his ministrations. He washed her face and neck as though she were an ill child, then ran the cloth up her bare arms before he grasped the hem of the nightshirt she'd bought their second day on the road. "Lift up," he said, and she did. She could find no voice to object when he pulled the shirt off over her head. The cool cloth, driven by the warm hand, traveled the length and breadth of her body. At first, gooseflesh broke out in the path of the cloth, and he smiled as he dried her damp skin. Then, as the white square swept over the curve of her belly and dipped between her thighs, she felt the liquid heat begin. It teased the soles of her feet before moving up her legs to the center where Tell's cloth-covered hand lingered. Her nipples tightened and throbbed in response, her breasts swelling under his steady regard. "Tell," she said yet again, with no questioning rise at the end of the word this time. "Old lady." He tossed the washcloth aside, replacing it with his fingers. His other hand came to her breast, his thumb teasing the taut bud at its tip. She thought she should move away before they were both eclipsed by the heat. She thought if she moved quickly enough, their freedom would be unscathed by the mercurial thing that passion was. She thought she could retain her "impossibility of her own making." She thoughtThen Tell's lips teased hers, his teeth nibbling on her bottom lip. And his hand weighed her breast, the pad of his thumb rubbing gently over its sensitive underside. And he stretched naked at her side with his erection nudging her hip. And his eyes, soft and smoky blue in the glow from the lamp, met hers. And she didn't think at all. There was a moment, when he slipped away from her to take precautions, when reason came to the
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 fore. When she decided she could do this and then let it go. Making love in the middle of the night in a B and B in Pennsylvania wasn't really about love or permanency or giving up freedom. He came back to the bed, kissing her as he lay partly beside and partly on top of her, his leg crooking heavily across her thighs. Ah, his mouth. She was convinced Tell Maguire was the most luxuriant kisser in the whole world. He never hurried, never forced, never took more than was offered. Yes, she could do this. His hand slid under her bottom and down her thigh to lift her knee, then stroked the tender skin at its back, moving so that he could kiss where he touched. His lips trailed down the inside of her thigh, but when his tongue flicked unerringly against the pulsing flange of flesh, she moved sharply. "No," she said, pulling at his shoulder. "Come with me." He moved up, kissing her belly, her breasts, the hollows of her collarbone and behind her ear. "Come where?" he asked as his hips came to rest between her legs, his shaft sliding into the wet heat that was there waiting and wanting. "Oh," she said, feeling her muscles clutching at him as he thrust and drew back, thrust and drew back. "Oh, God." "Come where?" he repeated, his voice pitching low and thick. She met his eyes in the golden lamplight, dark and intense and alive with passion. "To the wild place," she said, her words coming out jerkily between spasmodic breaths. "Where only we can go." Her hands left his shoulders to tunnel through his hair. His eyes darkened even more, and he lowered his lips to hers, ravaging and plundering and driving her even higher. "Now, Rags," he gasped just when she thought she'd surely go mad with the delight of it. "Now, love." As though from a distance, she heard him say her name, heard another voice saying his and realized it was her own. Then she heard nothing at all through the splendorous waves of pleasure. She returned from the wild place slowly, breathing deep of the new-old scent that was Tell's alone and relishing the feel of his perspiration-slick skin against her own. She laid her palm over his heart, counting and waiting. Slow down. Slow down. He chuckled, and she felt it before the sound came from his throat. "I'm not going to die on you, old lady." "Hush." His heartbeat was slowing under her hand, and she relaxed slightly, pillowing her cheek against his shoulder. He blew at the hair that wisped into his face and held her closer so that their bodies touched full length. "I love you more than cotton candy at the county fair, old lady." Longing washed bittersweet through her. She closed her eyes against it, pressing her lips to his skin. With her whole heart, she wanted to return the sentiment, to say as she had in times past, "Not as much as I love you."
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 But, blocked by fear of pain and freedom's threat, the words didn't come.
 
 Chapter Eleven
 
 He leaned on one elbow and watched her sleep. Her mouth was slightly open, her cheek creased by the folds in the pillowcase, her hands folded under her chin as though she were praying. She took up only a small portion of the bed, lying on her side with her knees tucked up and her arm held close to her body. Self-defense, he figured, against a man who tended to sprawl in his sleep. She looked so young in repose beside him that for an instant he forgot they were long-divorced people in their forties who knew each other's least admirable secrets. The parts of her that showed-her arm and hands, the shadowy cleft between her breasts, the curve of her neck-showed none of the ravages of age. Even the crows' feet at the corners of her eyes and the faint lines around her mouth were smoothed in sleep. Ah, he wishedNo, he didn't. He wouldn't want either of them to be young again. Common knowledge said you grew up between birth and the age of twenty-one or so, but he knew actual adulthood came when you were raising your children. At least, he admitted to himself, grinning at his own silent posturing, that's when it had come for him, when he'd learned what was important. That in the long run, junior high football games mattered more than corporate schmoozing in a hotel bar. That your wife saying, "I need you now," meant more than a secretary handing you your day's schedule. That living well meant being happy. The smile slipped from his face as he remembered that he'd learned it all too late. Rags stirred in her sleep, compacting herself even more, and he drew the sheet up over her shoulder in case she was cold. He hoped she didn't wake instantly sorry they'd gone to the wild place together. He could envision her cheeks going red and her eyes staring down at the hand-pieced quilt. He remembered telling her he loved her and wondered if she'd known he meant it. Or did she think he'd said it to manipulate her? He was a Maguire, after all, and that was what they did best. Her eyes opened, soft and foggy gray, and she turned to face him, dislodging the cover from her shoulder. "Good morning." "Hi." He reached to smooth the strands of hair that fell into her face. "I'm sorry I woke you last night." She flushed, but only slightly. "Are you really?" He smiled at her, and trailed his fingers around the curve of her jaw. "I'm not." "Can we stay here for a couple of days?" she asked. He nodded. There was no hurry. Joe's last e-mail had said he was in northernmost Maine, freezing his butt off, but that he was leaving for North Carolina any minute. "This desolation is beauty in itself, and will make a great contrast to the high color stuff you're sending me and what I got in Vermont and New Hampshire."
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 Tell didn't want to think about Joe, didn't want worry over his physical condition to cloud this time with Rags, but putting a child's plight out of mind was akin to counting stars. You might start out all right, but then something would distract you and you'd be hopelessly lost. By the time they made it down to breakfast, Esther's grandsons had already left. "Morning classes, they said. Girlfriends, more likely," she offered, setting a platter of Canadian bacon and eggs on the table, "but they got the walls all done and part of the trim. I can do the rest myself and be back in business by the weekend." Which was how Tell found himself painting woodwork all morning. "I don't even like to paint," he groused. "Why couldn't we have hired someone for her?" "I'm not sure." Rags looked at him, her grave expression seriously diluted by the streak of paint on her cheek. "But it wouldn't have been the same." "I know." After a lunch served by a paint-spattered Esther, Tell and Rags went for a walk through the town. When their travels took them past a golf course, he looked at the undulating fairways, his mouth all but watering. His clubs were in the trunk of the Monte Carlo, but he hadn't played since they'd left Rags' house. It wasn't as though he could just desert her in a strange town; he'd done enough of that when they were married. "Why don't you play?" He turned his attention to Rags. "What?" "Why don't you play eighteen holes? It's chilly, but not too cold to play." "But you hate golf." She laughed. "I didn't say we, Tell, I said you. And don't act like you mind playing by yourself when you don't." "But what will you do?" She looked confused. "Whatever I want." In the end, he didn't play by himself. Esther put on a fuchsia sweatshirt advertising the bed and breakfast, plaid knickers, and a visor bearing the Nike Swoosh, and went along. Tell wasn't thrilled with the idea, but he didn't know a polite way to tell their hostess he'd rather go alone. "You can just lock the door if you want to," she told Rags. "If anyone wants a room, they'll come back, and the machine will pick up the phone." "Fine, fine." Rags flapped a hand at them and closed the door so quickly she almost caught Tell's foot in it. ~*~
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 "You go first," said Esther, when they rolled their rented cart up to the first tee of Allegheny Greens. "I use the women's tees these days." He drove-badly-and got back behind the wheel of the cart. "She'll be fine," said Esther. "She got along without you for a bunch of years, didn't she?" "Yeah, she did, but part of our problem was that I was always off doing what I needed to do and leaving her to deal with things. I feel like I'm doing the same thing now." He shoved his foot down on the brake. "I can't believe I just said that to you. I don't generally discuss my personal life with people who haven't already seen me screw it up." "It's the glasses," she said sagely, pushing up her rimless spectacles. "Makes people think I'm older than God and know everything." She stepped out of the cart and reached behind the seat for her driver, looking back at him with perpetually twinkling eyes. "They're close to right, too." He parred the first hole by the skin of his teeth. Esther birdied it. "I love her," he said on the way to the second tee, and felt inordinate pleasure in having said it aloud. "A blind man could see that," she offered, "but it seems to me you both get your past and your present kinda mixed up." "Probably," he agreed. "You going to drive, or are we going to sit here and watch the leaves fall? Keep your head down." He shot her a look of mild annoyance. "Do you treat all your guests this way?" The grin he expected didn't materialize. "No," she said quietly, "but when you two walked through the door, it was like looking back thirty years and seeing my husband and myself. I don't know why. I don't have that ESP they used to talk about on television." Tell remembered what Rags had told him about Esther Yoder's life. "How did you do it?" he asked. "How did you leave the past behind you?" "Don't know that we ever did," she admitted. "You ever played in best ball tournaments, where you all hit off the tee and then play the hole with the ball ending up with the best lie?" He nodded. "I guess that's what we did. We just played with the best ball." ~*~ She'd never realized how much she cherished solitude. Rags stood back from the wall and looked critically at the stenciled green vines that meandered on the wall over and beside the doorframe. She hoped that was the look Esther wanted.
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 It had been so long since she'd done anything creative she'd almost forgotten how good it felt. As she gathered the tools she'd used to paint the stencils around the upstairs hallway doors, she tried to recall when she'd stopped trying. It hadn't been at any certain moment, she realized, but time had taught her that Maguires did things well or they didn't do them at all; they hired people. Painting, sewing, or accomplishing anything "okay" was not an option. But that didn't explain away the past eleven years. The thought was so startling that Rags sat down on the carpeted stairs, staring sightlessly at the stencils and paintbrushes in her lap. She'd created a new persona after her divorce, become a successful businesswoman and homeowner, and left Mrs. Tell Maguire behind. But she'd never reclaimed Clarissa Aloysius Ragsdale. Of course, she rationalized, there hadn't really been time. She'd been too busy raising the kids and making a living. Too busy perfecting her professional smile and proving she didn't need anyone. She was still sitting there when Tell and Esther came in laughing. She swallowed disappointment that her time alone had ended and aimed a vague smile in their general direction. "You have new guests, Esther, honeymooners who don't mind the smell of paint. I sent them on a tour of the town while I made up the bed and put champagne on ice in the Amy suite. There's ham in the oven. Scalloped potatoes, too. Your vines are done. They're not very good." "Oh, let me look." Esther bustled past her. "They're perfect," she called back a moment later. "Well, not perfect, maybe, but ideal for Plumfield. They look homey and warm and remind me of my mother's ivy she used to have climbing all over the kitchen. It wasn't perfect, either; it was dusty." Tell smiled at Rags, his eyes shaded by the baseball cap he wore. "You were busy. Did you have fun?" "Yes," she said. "Yes, I did." "Me, too." "Good." But was it? Shouldn't they want to be together all the time if they were interested in rebuilding a relationship? Rags almost laughed when she realized how very little she actually knew about man-woman relationships. The only real one she'd ever had was with the man standing at the bottom of the stairs. He smelled like fresh air and his Dockers hugged his hips and his brown hair stuck out all ways from underneath his hat. There was a streak of dirt on his shirt and his cheeks were ruddy from the cool air. To the critical eye, he would look "okay." To hers, he looked splendid, and she was suddenly glad he was back. "I like you in Dockers," she said. "You're not as bandbox neat as you used to be, and I like that." He looked down at himself and then at her. "Show me these vines you painted." Reluctantly, she led the way upstairs, leaving her painting paraphernalia on the step. He would like the vines, she knew, and he would probably even say he'd like them in his house on the beach. But he'd hire a professional, and his vines would be perfect.
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 "Those are pretty." He stood back from them. "Would you do those in the house in Florida next time you're there?" "Me?" He looked around. "I don't see anyone else here." "Oh." She felt foolish. "Sure. I just didn't expect you to like them. They're kind of amateurish." "Really?" He looked at them again, his gaze following the painted ivy from beginning to end. "Not to me. Of course, you've always had a talent for things like that. I envy you that." He pushed open the door to their room and gestured for her to go ahead. "You envy...what do you mean?" "You could make good things out of not much. Don't you remember when the twins decided to do a mural on the hallway wall? Instead of painting over it or scrubbing it, you framed it. That 'mural' got more positive response from people who visited our house than any of the stuff the decorator put up." "I thought you hated it." "I loved it. I wish we'd cut it out of the wall when we sold the house." He dropped his cap on the dresser and pulled his shirt over his head. "I'm going to shower." He pulled off his trousers, leaving them in a heap on the floor, and came over to her, touching her cheek with his thumb. "You have green cheeks, old lady. Maybe you should come in with me." She looked up at him. He had what the kids called "hat head," where the baseball cap's band had left an indentation in his hair all the way around his head. Oh, yes, she thought again, splendid. "Will you wash my back?" she asked. He grinned, tugging at the bottom of her tee shirt. "If you'll wash mine." ~*~ Esther Yoder wouldn't accept Tell's credit card when they left. "Just keep in touch," she said. In Gettysburg, they toured the battlefield on foot, on a bus, and in their car. They lay in bed in the hotel and watched the movie Gettysburg, then got up in the morning and walked the battlefield again. In the cemetery, they stood with sagging shoulders, unable to assimilate the scope of the devastation. They thought of the events they'd seen in their own lifetimes and of their three sons and drew closer together, their hands linking. Tell took pictures of little boys in blue and gray kepis, old soldiers in VFW caps, a group of teenagers who stood in the cemetery with their heads bowed. Wearing a Confederate coat and holding a rifle, he posed with Rags and had his picture taken. She wore a dance hall girl's costume, and he spent the rest of the afternoon thinking about how her legs looked in fishnet stockings. They shared a room and a bed without discussion, returning to it after dinner and watching television and playing cards. After a while, discussion turned to fishnet stockings and Confederate coats, and they made
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 love accompanied by laughter and sighs of completion. "Joe's in North Carolina at Ben's," Tell murmured before he slept. "We should probably head that way."
 
 Chapter Twelve
 
 "He's here, Dad." The words were abrupt, without preface, and Tell came upright in the passenger seat of the Monte Carlo. Ben was so courteous he probably wouldn't have exited a burning building without excusing himself. "Ben?" "You need to come right away." Worry lent an unaccustomed urgency to Ben's measured voice. "We're about two hours away." "Good. He's with me. He won't go to the hospital." Tell closed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger. "We'll see about that." Rags was speeding by the time he disconnected the cell phone, her jaw tense. "Be careful, old lady," he felt compelled to say before dialing the telephone once more. "Sam?" Even with Rags driving like a bat out of hell, the remainder of the journey to Round Rock, North Carolina, was uneventful. At least until the Monte Carlo came around the two-way exit off the highway that led to the village. That was when the old Ford pickup with a primer-painted front and a bright blue bed erupted into their lane and hit them head-on. ~*~ She couldn't move, she couldn't see, and her face felt as though it was on fire. She had no idea where she was, where Tell was, or what in the hell was going on. She was, however, going to find out. Just as soon as she could get her eyes open. "I'll tell you, Mama, it amazes me what you'll do to get Joe to the hospital." She didn't need opened eyes to recognize that voice or the warm fingers that held hers. "Ben?" "You know," he went on, "Micah was always the one who would do anything to get his own way. At least now we know where he got that from. You're every bit as bad." "Where's-" her mouth wasn't working any better than her eyes "-Dad?"
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 Ben's voice was soothing. "Down the hall." "He's all right?" "He's fine. He's in the coronary care unit because he has a history, but there are no problems." She relaxed slightly, knowing Ben would never lie to her-she was pretty sure he'd taken an oath at divinity school-then forced herself to say, "What about Joe?" She knew she wasn't going to like the answer. She didn't. ~*~ "Dad, you can't give me a kidney." Even Joe's voice sounded weak. "There are, contrary to what you and Mama think, limits to the responsibilities of parenthood." "Sit down before you fall down." Tell made himself sound stern, fatherly, in command. It wouldn't do to start bawling now. Parenthood wasn't the only thing with limits. "Who says I can't?" "Me." Tell wasn't going to dignify that with a response. "You're sure your mama's all right?" "Positive. Her face is burned from the air bag and they have her eyes bandaged because of that. She has severe abrasions all down her left side, but no broken bones." He looked up when his brother came in. "Probably a chip on her shoulder by now, too. Did she yell at you for losing her glasses, Ben?" Tell watched as Ben came to sit on the edge of the bed, one hand resting for a moment on Joe's shoulder. "She's fallen back to sleep. They've got her doped up because she's going to hurt bad when she really wakes up." Joe nudged his brother with a foot. "Ben, I need you to tell Dad it's okay to let me go. We've talked a lot about this. I've made my peace with God, made out a will giving my dubious fortune to all the nieces and nephews I don't have yet, and chosen the pictures for Micah's and my book. Hell, I've even written my part of the dedication." His voice was calm, reasonable, and quiet. Tell wanted to smack him into next week. Joe leaned forward in the chair, his hands steepled together and his blue eyes so intent Tell found it impossible to look away. "I don't mind dying, Dad, but I'm not going to chance taking you with me. A dead guy's kidney is hard enough to think about. I'm not even going to consider yours." His gaze shifted back to Ben. "Tell him." "I can't do that, Joe." Ben rubbed his hands over his face. "I tried going at this as a minister and it didn't work, so I'm going at it as your brother and Dad's son." He smiled ruefully. "That's not working too well, either, but it's all very simple. I'm not willing to lose you. I refuse to once again be the oldest sibling who always has to be an example." ~*~
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 There was no place in the world so lonely as a private hospital room, Rags decided. She'd thought it would be better when the bandages were removed from her eyes, but it wasn't. Light from the corridor filtered under the door and she could occasionally hear noise, but neither the light nor the muffled voices made her feel less alone. It was hard to believe it was only a few days ago that she'd decided she loved solitude. Right now the aloneness felt heavy and uncomfortable, as though she were wearing a flannel nightgown in an overheated bedroom. When her eyes were open, she heard Ben's words over and over again. "Without a transplant, Joe will die very soon. He has decided that rather than receive a kidney from Dad, with the possible risk to his heart, he'd rather go ahead and die. He's at peace with that decision. He is, however, the only one who is." Rags had not been surprised by her oldest son's obstinacy, but lack of surprise did nothing to dispel the fear of losing him. When had Joe truly become her son as well as her husband's "by-blow"? At first she'd felt only the compassion she'd have felt for any child in a bad situation, that maternal zing that came the minute she laid cheek against his forehead. The generic emotion had grown quickly into affection, but she wasn't sure exactly when she'd noticed that Joe's portion of her heart was as big as those belonging to Ben, Micah, and Marley. "Don't talk to your mama like that." The memory of Joe's angry words made her smile. He'd been yelling at Micah being disrespectful. "She's your mama, too. You can talk to her like that, too. She's not going to send you back or something." Micah had tossed her a look that might have been an apology before stomping off. Joe had looked after him with an expression of discovery on his face. Maybe it had been then. Or maybe it had been when she divorced Tell and Joe elected to stay with his father. It had broken her heart. "Don't you understand, Mama? I can't just leave him alone. This is all my fault anyway." She used to fear that she loved Joe only because Tell couldn't. Those years in the orphanage before she'd gone to live with Linda's family had left an indelible stamp somewhere on her; she knew what it was like to be an unloved child. It didn't matter when. Or why. All she knew was that he was hers and she was going to lose him. When she closed her eyes, she saw Joe's thin face and Tell's broader one. Two sets of blue eyes twinkled at her in her mind and the pervasive ache grew unbearable. As the pain medication began to take hold, she imagined she could feel Tell's arms around her. His low voice whispered over her senses. "I love you more than cotton candy at the county fair, old lady." She'd never answered him. She'd never said, "Not as much as I love you." The fear that freedom's voice would be louder and more seductive than hers had held her silent. Heaven forbid that her pride suffer.
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 The abrasions on her side screamed in agony when she got out of bed. She had to stand still for a minute, clutching the bed's side rail, to gain her bearings and wait for the room to stop whirling around. She'd walked this afternoon, but Joyce had been on one side and Marley on the other, their hands firm and warm on her elbows. They'd taken her to Tell's room, and she had watched him sleep for five minutes before they'd walked her back. She wasn't sure she could make the trek on her own. Her spine stiffened automatically at the thought. Of course she could. If anyone tried to stop her, she'd just give them her best business smile and say she was restless and wanted to walk a bit. That business smile was cold enough to freeze a charging bull in his tracks. No one interfered. A nurse looked up from the desk. "He'll be glad to see you," she said softly. "He can't sleep, either. Need some help? You're probably pretty tired from that walk." Rags shook her head, a genuine smile forming. "I won't set any alarms off when I go in?" "Nah, and stay as long as you feel comfortable. We kind of like taking care of the heart from both the inside and the outside." The nurse grinned at her. "If my numbers start jumping around out here, though, I'll come and haul you out." Tell's bed was propped up and he was watching television, but Rags doubted he could hear Dave Letterman over the noise of the monitors that hissed and hummed around him. His face appeared nearly as lean as Joe's, though she knew it wasn't. Joe was near emaciation, while Tell's gauntness was only an illusion due to his lack of color. "Hey," she said. "Old man." He turned his head slowly, and she saw his eyes light in the dim glow from the television screen. "Aha, I knew you'd never be able to stay away from my bed. Are you okay, Rags?" "Sure I am." She made her way toward him. "But I need to sit down. It's a long way down that hall." He scooted carefully. "Lie down with me. They may come and make you move, but I'll pay your bail if they arrest you." When she was beside him, lying on her right side with her hand resting on his chest, he said, "Remember another time we were in a hospital room together, facing each other across Joe's bed and wondering if we were going to lose him?" She nodded, closing her eyes against sudden moisture. "Here we are again, wondering the same thing." He brought his hand up to hold hers, stroking her palm with the pad of his thumb. "We're not going to, old lady." "I love you, Tell." "I know." He kissed her. "I know." ~*~ They met in the small lounge at the end of the hall.
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 "I may look like the last rose of summer," Tell told the hovering Micah sternly, "but I can still whip you. Now, let's get this over with so I can go back to bed and rest up." "Good idea." Joe sat at the end of a couch. "You know, of course, that I can refuse to have this surgery. I am an adult, Dad, though you could probably whip me, too, if you put your mind to it." He grinned at his siblings, flinching at the universal scowl he received in return. "I've gotten these three raised with a little help from you and Mama, Dad, and I think I'm due for a break." His gaze met and held Tell's, and he reached for Rags' hand. "You two gave me the best life that could be had, all the while I was wrecking yours. I don't want to wreck it again. I am, honest to God, at peace with dying. This isn't one of those TV movies where someone runs in at the last minute yelling, 'We have a kidney.' And I'm not taking yours. Okay?" Rags looked down at where her hand lay in his. "You changed our lives," she corrected, "but any wrecking was done on our own." "Sorry, Mama, it won't wash." He shook his head at her. "You and Dad played the game by the rules, but as soon as I entered into it, you both lost." She pulled her hand free and got up, unable to sit still despite the pain in her side. She went to the windows and looked out at the distant mountain vista without really seeing it, her thoughts racing. Exactly how did one demand that her adult child have invasive surgery? Surely there was some legal means. She quailed at the thought of having him declared incompetent, which there probably wasn't enough time for anyway, and tried to think of illegal means. A deck of cards lay on the windowsill, and she picked it up, shuffling it idly between her hands. For a hysterical moment, she considered asking her family if they'd like to play cards. So many things had been worked out that way. The boys used to cut the deck to determine who had to dry the dishes another of them washed. Rags and Marley had played game after game after game of gin rummy when things had gone wrong in Marley's adolescent life. Rags and Tell had enjoyed hilarious and sensuous games of strip poker. After their divorce, she had played so much solitaire the kids had taken to buying her decks of cards and battery-operated shufflers for her birthday. The cards still in her hands, she turned around. "Joe." He tilted his head toward her. "Yes, ma'am." She held up the cards. "I'll play you for it. Dealer's choice. If I win, you have the transplant. If you win, I won't say another word to you about it." She smiled at him, willing her lips not to tremble. "I can't speak for other family members or the medical community, of course, but-" she had to stop and gather strength to force the words out "-I'll let you go." The accusing looks of the other children followed her as she went back to the couch where Joe sat. They were aware that she'd beaten him at poker exactly one time, that inauspicious occasion when he'd referred to her as "just a girl." Tell was silent, but she saw his hand grip the arm of his chair. When she met his eyes, though, they were calm. He nodded, just slightly, and she understood that he trusted her to know what she was doing.
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 Joe's mouth quirked into the familiar half-smile. "Do you promise, Mama?" he asked gently. He looked at his frowning brothers, at Marley with tears on her cheeks, and back at his mother. "I know what I'm asking of you all is difficult." "I promise." She made her voice firm, and hoped she wouldn't have to go and throw up before the game was over. He pushed himself to his feet and went to the table and chairs that sat near the window. "Cut the cards." One by one, the others gathered at the table. Joe looked around. "Where's Kenny Rogers when you need him?" he complained. "This would be a much better scene with 'The Gambler' playing in the background. Or at the very least, Bret Maverick sitting in." Joe Maguire had taught his mother well. When she won the cut, she chose five card draw, the game she'd come nearest to winning in past contests. She held her cards close so that no one could see what she had. She "knew when to hold 'em." And she never had to fold. Although it seemed much longer, less than ten minutes had passed when Joe laid down his cards and lifted his hands in surrender. "I suppose," he said, "it would be foolish of me to ask just exactly how you did that." "It would indeed," she said, beaming at him, "but Ben's boss was most helpful." "Well." Joe looked past her at his father. "You have to swear you won't die." Tell, whose hand was holding Rags' in a death grip, smiled. "I will if you will." Later, Rags rummaged in her purse for a calling card and placed a couple of long-distance calls. That same day, a case of wine, two cases of beer, and a huge bouquet of flowers were delivered to the Hamilton County Senior Center.
 
 Chapter Thirteen
 
 "Where do we go from here?" Tell's voice came from above her and Rags looked up from where she sat on the floor painting the last of a stencil around the door to the master suite in his house. Down the hall, Joe was packing. Like Tell, he was nearly recovered from surgery. He took his medication religiously, and was healthier than he'd been since high school. Rags rejoiced every time she looked at him. "Well," she said past the brush between her teeth, "Joe's going off to California on a shoot for the book on wineries. I believe you're going somewhere else for the same book. I'm going home." "Why don't you go with me?"
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 She'd known he would ask, would in fact have been disappointed if he hadn't. But now she had to answer him. She had to make him understand that Rags Maguire had come full circle. "I'm back." She lifted the stencil carefully from the wall and leaned away from it. "What do you think?" "I like it. The stencils light up the whole hallway. What do you mean, you're back?" "All the talk about changing, about being different people-in the end, we're not. You still like being on the road, doing exciting things and taking pictures of anything that stays still long enough for you to shoot it. I still like being at home, keeping a house." She gestured toward the wall. "Painting amateurish stencils and cooking pinto beans." "I thought-" He helped her to her feet and they started down the stairs together. "You put your house on the market, Rags. What did that mean?" "It meant there's nothing left in Indiana for me. I'll always want to see Linda and her folks, but we can travel to see each other. The twins are in college there, but they come here on their holidays most of the time anyway, and they have no intention of ever living there again. There's even been some mention of transferring to Florida State." She made a face. "When they graduate, Micah will undoubtedly go on the road with his brother and Marley wants to teach in the south somewhere. She doesn't like winter." In the kitchen, Tell poured coffee for them and carried it into the breakfast room. "I don't see a problem. You can stay here. You don't have to travel with me and I don't have to travel as much." He gestured toward the windows. "You'd have the beach." "I know." She stared out at the sand and the gray sea. It was a desolate day, with sporadic rain and no break in the clouds. "But the beach doesn't mean anything without you and if you stayed home to be with me, you'd end up resenting me. With good reason," she added honestly. "And if I went with you when I'd rather be at home-wherever that is-I'd resent you." He didn't respond, and she knew he saw the truth in her words. When Joe came in a few minutes later, they were sitting in unhappy silence. He dropped his duffel bag and came to the table. "Christmas is in three weeks," he said. "Where are you cooking, Mama?" "You mean you'll be home?" He reached for his father's cup and took a long swallow, answering Tell's scowl with a grin. "Hey, you gave me your kidney. What's a little coffee?" "Joseph." Rags inserted a long note of warning into his full name. "I'll be wherever the largest gathering of Maguires is," he said. "We're so spread out that we can't always all be together, but I'll come wherever you're cooking." The doorbell interrupted, and Tell went to answer it, coming back carrying a letter with a green sticker on its front. "Certified from Esther Yoder," he said. He handed it to Rags. She tore it open and scanned the hand-written missive. When she looked up to meet two sets of curious
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 blue eyes, she was smiling. "I'll be cooking in Plumfield, Pennsylvania. I'm the new proprietor of the Plumfield Inn." Tell's first reaction was anger. Why hadn't she said anything? He'd known she loved the inn in Pennsylvania, but she'd never indicated an interest in buying it. He'd have helped her. Hell, he'd have bought it for her. That thought, just in the nick of time, stopped him from speaking. She didn't need for him to hand her a house as a gift with strings attached. "Here's your house," he could imagine himself saying. "Now, get somebody to run it and let's live my way." That was how it had always been, wasn't it? He'd buy her anything she wanted as long as she didn't get in the way. Joe's voice brought him back to the present. "I'd best be getting on the road." Joe finished off Tell's coffee and got to his feet. "There are things to see and pictures to take." They walked him to the back door. "I know you e-mail your dad," said Rags, "but I'd like it if you'd call me once in a while." "I can do that." Joe hugged her and gave her a noisy kiss on the cheek. "More than cotton candy at the fair, Mama." "I love you, too, much more than that." She smiled at him, her eyes a little brighter than they should have been, and Tell knew how much it was costing her to let this child go once again. "Take your medicine." "Will do. I'll see you in a few weeks." Joe turned to his father. Tell felt a jolt of pleasure from seeing color in the thin cheeks and more weight on the rangy frame. He also felt whatever it was that was making Rags' eyes too bright. "I'll be helping your mother move. I'll get winery shots at the same time." He was no more comfortable saying goodbye to his children than he had been in the days of taking them to the airport to send them back to Rags. Shaking hands wasn't enough, but the male Maguires weren't great huggers. It was the way Tell had grown up, and he'd evidently passed the love-but-don't-touch attitude on to his sons. "Great." Joe opened the door. "You want to help me carry this stuff?" "Sure." Tell picked up one of the duffel bags and followed him to the car. "You're flying to California, right?" "Eventually. I've got a stop or two first." Joe loaded the trunk and pushed its lid closed, then leaned against it. He looked toward the house. "Don't let her go this time." "I don't want to, but I don't really know how to keep her, either. If I stayed home full time, I'd be miserable. If she travels with me, she's miserable." "You know what?" Joe crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. "I hate diabetes. I hate checking my levels every day and shooting myself with insulin and never being able to eat all of everything I want. I
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 hate what it's done to this family time and again, from comas when I was a kid to needing a kidney. I'm never going to forget that because of diabetes, Marley cried. Jesus, Dad, she didn't even cry when we decapitated all her Barbies. All of them." He looked away, squinting toward the sullen Gulf. "But I was raised to get past it, you know? My parents always let me know I was special, but no more special than anybody else. If I had to take a few detours to make my dreams come true, well, so be it." Tell mirrored his son's crossed-arms position. "Do you have a point?" "Yup. My point is that my dreams have come true-most of them, anyway-and the detours have made the trip more interesting." Joe's slight shrug was embarrassed. "Micah and Ben are the ones with the words. I just take pictures." He pushed away from the car. "I gotta go." Tell nodded. "I love you, Joe." Joe looked past him, his gaze distant. "I remember the first time you said that to me. Do you?" "No." He couldn't imagine not loving Joe, though he knew there was a time when he hadn't. "It was after I got that first roll of film developed. The pictures were awful, and I said I couldn't truly be a Maguire because I'd never be good at anything. You said all I had to be was Joe and you and Mama would always love me." "Still goes." "Then maybe you should love each other the same way." Joe extended his hand. "Love you, too, Dad." Tell took the lean-fingered hand and hauled his son to him. "Take care of yourself," he said. Joe held him hard. "You, too." He drew away and nodded toward the house. "Take a few detours." ~*~ "I was afraid you'd talk me out of it," Rags admitted when Tell asked her about the decision to buy the inn. "It was such a sudden thing, the knowledge that it was what I wanted, and I didn't want you to tell me all the pitfalls." She looked at him across the roof of his new Monte Carlo-red this time. "But I didn't expect you to help me settle in." "I wanted to go to a couple of wineries in Indiana anyway," he said. "Moving you is just a detour." He grinned at her before he slid behind the wheel of the car, and she shot him a narrow glance, not at all certain she liked being thought of as a detour. ~*~ Ten days later, Rags accepted the keys to the inn from Esther. "There'll always be a room for you when you come home," she promised. "Not if you're doing your job," said Esther, "but I'll be back in the summer. We'll decide how to work it out then." She gave Rags a hug. "You taking me to the train station?" she asked Tell.
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 "Yes, ma'am." "Then let's hit the road. Like John Wayne said, 'we're burnin' daylight.'" He grinned at her. "Okay, pilgrim. Let's go." While Tell was gone, Rags took a solitary tour of the big old house. She admired the roomy pantry, the cubbyhole powder room under the stairs, and the elegant old woodwork with her philodendron making itself at home climbing up it. The Amy suite and the Jo, Beth, and Meg rooms were exactly as she remembered them from her previous visit. The sign on the door to the added-on living quarters downstairs made her laugh. "Marmee's Room," she read aloud, and went in. The suite was large and cozy at the same time, and her own furniture fit well. She straightened the photographs on the dresser before pulling on a coat and going outside. Tell found her there, standing near the back of the property. His feet crunched on the frosty grass, and she tossed a welcoming smile over her shoulder. She'd felt his presence even before hearing him. "I was thinking a guest house," she said, "for the kids. Four bedrooms with a central living room and kitchen. It could be rented out for family reunions or some such when none of them are here. What do you think?" His arms came around her from behind, his hands locking under her breasts. "Sounds good to me. Maybe Esther would want to live in it in the summer while we're in Florida or running around chasing pictures." "What?" She looked up at him. "Detours, old lady. We'll stay here from, say, October through April or so. If I do any shoots, I'll do them on weekends or on two-day trips. Come April, when Esther comes back, we'll give her the keys and take ourselves to Pensacola beach. We'll live there in the summer, and maybe do a couple of two-week picture trips then. If I need to get away or if I actually get an assignment from someone other than our son, I'll do it if the marriage and the lifestyle permit it. If they don't-" "Marriage?" she interrupted, drawing back. "Absolutely," he said indignantly, though she heard the smile in his voice. "What do you think I am, some kind of floozy?" He struck an outrageous pose, hipshot and head tossed, and she spent a moment helpless with laughter before saying, "What if we can't do it right this time, either?" She swallowed back surging hope. "What if everything that's behind us is stronger than what's ahead?" "Then we'll just have to get past it. We told Joe once that all he had to be was Joe and we'd always love him." He turned her to face him, his bright blue gaze latching onto hers. "As long as you're Rags, I'll love you, and all the detours we have to make to and around each other will just make the trip more interesting." "The freedom you wanted and just barely had..." she began feebly.
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 "We were around in the sixties, Rags. Remember the song that said 'freedom was just another word for nothing left to lose'? Well, we've got a lot to lose and even more to gain. The only kind of freedom I need is the kind that comes with being with you." She pulled away from him and started across the yard, then stopped and turned to look back. "Are you coming?" "Where?" "Downtown. There's a furniture store there and if we're going to be sleeping together on a permanent basis, we need a king-size bed." He stayed where he was. "Is that a yes?" "Of course it is." She went back to him, her feet slipping on the crisp grass, straight into his open arms. "We can't have people thinking you're a floozy now, can we?" ~*~ "When I grow up," Marley announced, "I'm going to marry Daddy." Ben looked at her with all the superciliousness a seven-year-old could muster. "Go ahead," he said. "I'll marry Mama." ~*~ "It only took me about sixteen years," Ben told the people assembled in Plumfield Inn's front parlor, "but that's exactly what I'm doing. I'm marrying my mama to my dad on Christmas Eve and it's the best Christmas present ever. Joe, you got Mom's ring?" "Uh-huh." Joe dug it out of his pocket, blew on it, and rubbed it on his sleeve. "You could've bought her a new one," he told his father. "We'd have helped you out if you didn't want to spring for it." "I didn't want a new one." Rags leaned around Tell. "Tuck your shirt in, Joe." Ben sighed. "Marley, you got Dad's?" She waved her little finger with Tell's battered wedding ring on it. "Get this show on the road, Ben. I have to go to the bathroom." "Okay." Ben closed his book and looked at his parents. "Will you both promise to love and cherish each other forever? Will you" -his gaze moved past them to Joe- "love one another even when the road twists and turns and there are detours around every corner?" "We will." They spoke together, and when Rags looked up at Tell, she felt tears gathering at the corners of her eyes. "Then, by the grace of God, let it be so." Ben's smile was wide and open, encompassing the entire room. "With the blessings of all those who are gathered here, I now pronounce you husband and wife."
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 Tell's kiss was like a promise unto itself, and the tears slipped down her cheeks. "No more Bad Day," she whispered. "Probably plenty of them," he said, running a caressing thumb over the tears, "but we'll have great years."
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