PROLOGUE i STARS

The soft breeze wafted across the open land between the Manor House and Crabapple Farm.
Its welcoming coolness found the face of a woman sitting on the porch swing of the old
farmhouse. She sighed contentedly and closed her eyes, memories flooding back to her on
this, her 60th birthday. Behind her the house was full of activity, the cleanup after the birthday
festivities. She could hear her children and her grandchildren, all her family and friends, happily
chattering away as they washed and dried dishes and silverware, moved extra chairs back to
scattered corners, and returned the homey kitchen to order again.

Her oldest grandchild was 13 and shared the same birthday and the same party. She was

shooed out of the kitchen when she tried to help with the cleanup, and came out to join her
grandmother on the porch. They had chatted amiably for several minutes then, after a few

moments of restless silence, Katie had declared she needed to walk off the abundant supper

and disappeared through the ancient orchard and into the old game preserve. She had tried to

sound nonchalant about it, but there was a look of intense curiosity on her face as she had
started out into the woods, one of her ewnmncl eds
grandmother smiled wearily. At least she came by her adventurous spirit honestly.

She wondered what kind of condition the old clubhouse was in. It had been almost a year since
she had made the effort to hike up through the woods to see it, and even longer since it had
been used by the Bob-Whites of the Glen. Make no mistake, she was in excellent health for her

r

age, but time had taken its toll on her body (ATo:

arthritis to her knees and back. She still tried to keep active, but the days of walking to the

clubhouse and remembering how much the children had enjoyed it growing up were long past.

She still tended a small garden behind the farmhouse, but the upkeep of a working farm was

growing to be too much for her. She had hopes one of her sons might want to move his family

in and keep Crabapple Farm in the family, as it
to her daughter too, but she | ived a disdfrfhew ent
well she might readjust to a quiet life in the countryside. She loved to visit though and did so

often.

How happy she was that all of her family had been able to make it for this visit! It was lonely
living here at the farm alone. It was nice to hear the old farmhouse alive with the sounds of
laughter again. She could hear a rumbling noise from the family room. Probably her
grandsons, Josh and Sam, wrestling. Well, the old family room could handle that. She heard
her best friend scolding her young granddaughters, who were fighting over Barbie dolls. She
heard her eldest son calling for his daughter to be on his Trivial Pursuit team. Too bad she was
in pursuit of an adventure instead.

i Mom? 0 [ w a
e

t S
t hem. AfWhered

s Katie?o
oOf f on an adventure, of course, o0 she replied.
adventures on the Wheeler game preserve. The young woman linked arms with her mother and

they sat in companionable silence listening to the crickets harmonizing with the squeak of the
swing, as the stars emerged one by one in the deepening blue sky.

iTell me what Dad used to say about the stars,
story countless times, but never tired of hearing it, especially when her mother told it.
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Trixie smiled and squeezed Daniellebébs arm a | itt]l
appreciate the stars, Danielle. You tageniet see ne.
reminder to her daughter of one of the many glories of Crabapple Farm.

not what he used to say. o0 She | eane

i Mo m, t ha S
[ ow. 0

6]
know. n

t
k
Trixieds smile grew melancholgpasngheveemaember @a®n:

your father proposed to me, we walked up along the lake on a night just like this. When we got
to the boathouse, he pulled me into his arms and we looked up at the stars. And he said,

60Trixie, every dtar Smamedayst greyartso freelm now, wedl |
same stars and theydl!l remember every happiness,
wedbre old, and start to forget all that has happe
enough, weo6l |l hear them telling those stories back t
Danielle sighed heavily. She missed her father.

years now, she still missed him every day. She was several years younger than her brothers

William and James, and they had more and clearer memories of their father. But hearing that

story always brought him right back to Crabapple Farm. She could remember sitting on his lap

on this same porch as he told her t haenng,sditog y, and
for the stars to speak to her. She could feel hel
mother felt it even more strongly.

Trixieds eyes grew misty as she remembered. She
the joy in the house. She leaned her head back against the swing and stared up into the night
sky. Tell me those stories, she asked the stars. Tell me again how | came to be here...

CHAPTER 117 LOVE AND A QUESTION

"Trixie!d Honey Wheel er codrlteyda rfd.o m fa@vreors sh eérhes! &6 c |

Trixie Belden hurried over to her honey-haired friend, who was waiting with Diana Lynch in a
somewhat less than orderly line of seniors waiting impatiently for the commencement
ceremonies at Sleepyside Junior Senior High School to begin.

Trixie held her mortarboard firmly to her head as she rushed to join the line all set to move
forward into the auditorium. Freckled face flushed with excitement, Trixie grabbed her two best
friendsd hands in hers an@ Weactwalpamadedtdhroughldgnn you be!

school ! o

iYes, but you al most didnét make it to your own g
AfiWhere were you?bo0

i Oh, youodl I find out |l ater, 0 Trixie said evasivel:

iOh nolad !l Bd, ANot another mysteryl! o But her viol



There was no time for her friends to quiz her how
Circumstanceo could be heard emanating from the o
were filing their way in for the last time.

It was all Trixie could do to sit still during the ceremony. From time to time, she could see
Honey or Di surreptitiously wiping away a tear. Trixie supposed this moment was sentimental,
but she was too fidgety to be paying much attention. She searched the seating area and found
her family waving and taking pictures. She smiled up at them. She knew the Wheelers and
Lynches were somewhere up there too.

Finally, the students paraded onto the stage one by one, receiving their diplomas and getting
their pictures taken with the principal. They all ceremoniously moved their tassels from left to
right. They all let out a hearty cheer as they threw their mortarboards into the air. Chaos
ensued as the students scrambled on the floor, each trying to find their hat and tassel for a
souvenir, or at least one somewhere near the right size. Family and friends migrated down from
the seating area. Congratulations and hugs and tears and photos abounded. And graduation
was over.

After standing for countless photos with family and friends, classmates and teachers, Trixie was

finally able to corral Honey and Di. Laughing about the spots in front of their eyes from so many

camera flashes, and chattering about the highlights of the ceremony and the joint graduation

party to take place at the Lynch estate the next afternoon, Honey and Di seemed to have

forgotten all about Trixiebs surprise. Wi thout s
through one of theirs and steered them out towards the school parking lot and the B.W.G.

station wagon.

When they were halfway across the lot, almost simultaneously Honey and Di stopped dead in
their tracks. There, leaning against the back of the station wagon were the two older Belden
boys.

Squealing in delight, Honey and Di extricated t he
headlong into her brothersé arms, raining kisses

bemused, pleased, and slightly embarrassed. The cacophony of voices that ensued was
deafening.

il didnét know you were going to be here!o

AHow on earth did you get the time away?o

o0Congratulations on surviving high school, Trixie
fiOne at a ti me, pl ease! 0
ATri xi e, you knew all about this! You sneak! o

AiWhen did youygiede?ato Sl eep

ONo, when did you get back to the United States! ?



il 6ém glad your party is tomorrow afternoon, becau
iYou havendt answered my emails in weeks, Mart! o
AHow | ong are you staying?o

Finally letting loose a shrill bobwhite whi stl e, Mart brought a halt to
crani um! You girls havendt changed a bit, you kn:

damsels bestow upon your peripatetic friend some much needed torpidity and quietude before |
continue. 0

Allthr ee girl s and Brian | aughed heartily. AWebre n
her e, Mr. Thesaurus! o0 giggled Diana, her arms sec:
ifYes, but I can also say that i n somewhat rudi men:

understand me anyway. 0

Trixie snorted inelegantly. ifWe candét understand
di fference?o0 Mart and Trixie were fial most twinso
they often bickered, their true affection for one another was obvious to everyone who knew

them.

The five B.W. G.0s piled into the station wagon f o
and Mart filled the girls in on what brought them back to Sleepyside. Mart, in particular,
chattered away excitedly about all that he was doing and all that his group was accomplishing.

Mart had chosen to temporarily set aside college for some hands-on experience in Africa. He
worked with a volunteer group that helped people in severe drought areas learn different
methods of farming and irrigation to help cope with their extreme climate. He had been so
affected by the poverty he encountered that he was determined to stay as long as necessary,
he said, traveling from village to village, helping the natives learn about modern farming. He
had emailed and called whenever he had the chance, but often worked in remote locales where
that kind of communication was just not possible. His loved ones had often gone weeks, and
sometimes even months, before they heard from him.

Brian was the eldest of the four Belden children. He had dark hair and dark eyes, like his father,
while his three younger siblings all favored their fair-haired, blue-eyed mother. Inspired by his
younger brother, Brian had elected to take a year off in the midst of his undergraduate studies
and volunteered with an overseas health awareness organization. He had been through several
countries in Africa, helping to administer vaccinations and teaching the natives about HIV/AIDS
awareness and prevention, as well as basic medical care and nutrition. Working mostly in
hospitals in larger cities, he had been able to communicate with home on a more regular basis
than Mart, though his work often kept him so busy he had little time for more than a quick
update.

Diana and Honey had suffered patiently, as everybody expected they would. Mr. and Mrs.

Belden, on the other hand, had just suffered. Trixie frequently had fits of impatience and anxiety

when what she considered t o btdeafingftomderlerothers.t y o woul
She had worked hard over the past several weeks, cajoling, pleading and begging her brothers



to get them home for this weekend. And it wasnot
her big brothers too.

I t wa s ndore thle statign wagon was pulling into the drive at Crabapple Farm. Brian and
Honey slid out of the backseat and Brian announced he was walking Honey back up to the
Manor House, the elegant estate on the hill where she lived with her family.

AWhat dpsoitnhte of t hat, Brian?d Trixie asked in a pu
and Bobby are dying to see her. And Moms will pr.
you two just stay here?bod

Wel |l éHoney proba
And besi des, ito
her then. o And w
path towards the Manor House.

o} S 13

be several hours until di nner:

y wants d& oc acrmfamrgtea b Indé ,00 sBrmeanm i s
hout waiting for a reply, he t

d her mouth to continue the argument, b

Trixi e opene
o be alone. 0

want t
iOh. Oof course they do,0 Trixie mumbled as her f

to monopolize her br ot herShdulddrsisaggingwsiighthiire t hey wer e |
disappointment, she turned to walk into the house.

il 6&m driving Diana home, 06 Mart announced to her r
out of the driveway.

Unlike the drive out of town, the drive to the Lynchestate passed in silence. It
turned into the |l ong, meandering driveway that Di .
are you?0o0 It wasndt a question as much as it was

Mart tried to evalWack. GiOfBrtouhhes er d dllilzdd he was j L

inevitable. He sighed and continued. iAOf course
or for summer vacati on, but I 61 1 visit whenever [
had her head bowed and her long black hair hid her face from him. He pulled the car over to

the side of the driveway, still out of sight from
i mportant t o me, Di , 0 he said. AThis is importan
i Oh |1 know! 6 Diana said quickly. Alt was so obvioc
you ar e. You were so excited you didndt even use
just wish your important work werendt so far away

Her tone was light, but Mart knew she was just covering. He reached over and put his fingers
under her chin, lifting and turning her head towards him. Her beautiful violet eyes were filled

with tears. AThis work is imporbant, MBranhesiBat
suggested tentatively, AYou could come with me. 0
AYou know that would never work out, Mart. Col |l e

finished college and I feel like | should set a good example for my brothers and sisters.
Anyway, 0 she | aughed weakly, il doubt there i s muc



Mart squeezed her hand. ATherebés always a need f |
compassionate natures. 0

Diana smiled through her tears. iThank you for t|

They sat in awkward silence for a couple of minutes then suddenly, as if the weight of the world
was upon their shoulders, they both sighed heavily at the same time. That brought tremulous
smiles to their faces.

iSo. I guess this is it then, o6 Mart said.

il guess so. 0

il wasnodot going to say anything until Sunday. I
AiYou wonot We 6Whei metpaihre tforspl iBlobup. Wedbdre all
And nothing will ever ghiangedt haThey8®8kekildespbeshye
for you to drown your sorrows in I 61 | even get
organization. o Mart smiled and Diana | eaned over

squeezed his hand and hurried out of the car and through the trees towards her house before
he could see her cry.
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Honey and Brian strolled hand in hand around the lake on their way up to the Manor House.

They didnét condereecombortabivas I n fact, Ho
she enjoyed simply being with Brian. I't didn
they spoke. Just being near him made her feel secure and peaceful and at ease. It was

just...right.

ney
Ot m

She had really missed him this last year and hoped he felt the same. He spent his pre-med

years on full scholarship to Columbia University and although he lived in a dorm on campus, he

was close enough to visit home often. Those visits home always included a trek up the hill to

the Manor House. Honey frequently went into the city to visit him too and often made excuses

to stop by fAjust to say hi d when she and her mot h

Without telling him, she had applied to New York University, hoping to get accepted so they
could live in the same city. Then he had gone to Africa for a year before starting medical
school. She had only seen him once during that time, at Christmas. Although it was like they
had never been apart, she had worried frequently since then about his future plans. Would he
go back to Africa? Would he want to go to medical school at Harvard? Or Johns Hopkins?
Had the experience changed him? Or changed the way he felt about her?

She stopped near the edge of the lake and no longer able to contain the flood of emotions within

her , she bur st out, ABri an, whatever you decide t
medi cal school . Il 611 wait for you i fAfyroiuc anov el 6éalw.
follow you to AfghantetAmtarc¢dicalfoll dwl yoo to t he
bewithyou. 17171 | ove you! o



The silence that followed was so complete Honey t |
even hear any birds singing in the trees, or the gentle waves on the lake lapping the shore. She

thought about what she had just said and her hazel eyes grew wide with shock. It was so out of

character for her. It was so 1 so Trixie of her to behave so impetuously. She wanted to take it

all back. She wanted to turn and run home and hide in her bedroom closet.

Brian let go of her hand and walked a few steps away from her, thrusting his hands into his

pocket s. Honeydbés brow wr i nKklib®Heedfrore dafing bnythingand s h e
more or bursting into tears. She saw Brian shake his head slowly from side to side and she

knew she had made a mistake.

Raising his head and staring off into the distanc
have definitely spent far too much time with my sister. Always speaking without thinking, just
letting your heart do all the talking and not stopping to just take a breath and think it through for
a minute before you | eap itnd ohdemroulbdte. di dmiHet tluo amle
deep breath he continued, AWhy dondt you | et some.

In three quick steps he was in front of her and getting down on one knee. Pulling his hand out
of his pocket, he revealed a small black velvet box, which he opened and presented to her.

fiMadel eine Wheel er, I wi | | marry you tomorrow, [ !
in between. Just say youdll be mine and 1611 be
Honey6s eyes shone brighter than the diamond in t he

trust herself to speak, so she simply nodded her head vigorously and burst into tears as Brian

slipped the ring on her finger. He stood up and took her into his arms and held her close.

iBeing away from you this past year just made me |
again.o

kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk

Crabapple Farm was a bevy of happy activity that afternoon. Brian and Honey had gone first to

the Manor House to share their news with Honeyo6s |
governess and now Manor House estate manager, Miss Trask. Rushing in and out like a

whirlwind, they had hurriedly invited all to dinner at Crabapple Farm and raced back down the

hill hand-in-hand to tell the Belden family.

ANow weol | r eal

Iy, t uly be sisters, Trixiel! o Hon
friend tight to her 0 d

rul
before turning an planting vy

An impromptu celebratory cookout quickly got under way. Mrs. Belden hurriedly took inventory

of her kitchen, wrote up a list of what she needed and sent Mart to the grocery story, instructing

him to pick up Diana on the way and invite her whole family to the cookout. Mart didndot ar
He was glad of the chance to be alone with Diana. They needed to agree to keep their breakup

quiet for a few days and let Honey and Brian enjoy their moment. Mrs. Belden put the rest of

the family to work readying the house and yard for the large number of people that would

converge upon her in a few short hours. She sent Brian and Honey to the phones, calling and

inviting friends and neighbors to the gathering, and calling out-of-town relatives to share the

news.



Trixie offered to go get fresh vegetables from the garden. Relishing the chance to be alone for

the moment, she took her cell phone with her out to the garden to make another important call.

The phone on the other end rang severadg ti mes, an:
machine again, but finally he picked up.

AJim Frayne. 0
AHI . ltés Trixie.o

Jim hesitated, but only briefly, #fAHiIi ya, Shamus.

AfYou mean you havenot heard yet? l 6dm the first t
Awell , | just got in anmimcatys drviewgodgd.ourThme sma
listen to them?0

0No, I 611 just tell you myself. Brian and Honey
underlying tension, she couldnét help but I et the

v 0 i clenade surfe Brian and Mart both got home for our graduation. It was such a wonderful
surprise for Honey and Di! They took off right after we got home T Brian and Honey that is, not
Honey and Di. Well, | mean Di took off too, but she took off with Mart. Brian took off with
Honey. . .0

Jim couldndét help |l aughing. Trixie would never ¢
had. 't was contagious. ol &m really happy for t|
betrothed sister. Maybe one from Mom and Dad?2o He |l aughed again
Theybébre probably all from Honey! 0o

Trixie was glad to hear Jimés husky |l aughter on t|
time since she had | ast hear d drettomorroiiforthenow you we:

graduation party, but do you think you could come down early and join us for dinner tonight?
Moms is preparing a traditional Belden feast and inviting everybody within a 500 mile radius, |
think. o

After cramming four years of college into three, including taking summer classes, Jim had

graduated with a dual degree in Business Management and Early Childhood Development.

Just |l ast month he and his adoptive parents had f
had long dreamed of and Jim had been there overseeing the project seemingly round the clock.

The school would be located near Indian Lake, about four hours north of Sleepyside.

After he and Trixie had mutually decided that school, distance, careers, and the general
busyness of their lives were making it too difficult for them to remain together, Jim had thrown
his entire body and soul into the Winthrop School for Boys. Most people assumed he was just
zealous to get this dream underway and admired his dedication, but he knew there were other
reasons that he worked himself to exhaustion every day, and he suspected Trixie understood
that too.

AiSur e, I can |l et the crew go early today and hit
on my way. Donét hobdntuptdoungkr ohdimy kbhe there i/
famous apple pie, I promi se. Save me a piece, o0k



Trixie breathed a sigh of relief. AYou bet. l o1l
tonight then. oo

They had promised to remain friends, and friends they would remain.

CHAPTER 21 THE FREEDOM OF THE MOON

She was beginning to feel overwhelmed and panicky. On the pretext of getting more lemonade,
she picked up an empty pitcher from the picnic table and fled into the Belden kitchen. Bracing
herself over the kitchen sink, Diana looked out the window at the happy scene outside.

Honey was seated on Brianés | ap, her arms around |
about to float away in happiness. Miss Trask and Mrs. Vanderpoel were fussing around the

picnic table, making sure there was plenty of food available for everybody. Regan and Tom

were amiably discussing the recent Kentucky Derby and the upcoming Indy 500, each politely
pretending to be interescn.ed TomddhewioftdheCe lmaa 6wa P af
Mr . Maypenny, t hretredamekéeper, @ was elandling her firstborn child

precariously on his knee. Trixie was talking to Spider Webster about her college of choice,

SUNY Albany, and her plans for majoring in criminal justice. Mrs. Wheeler and Mrs. Belden

were already making wedding plans for their children, even though Honey and Brian had

expressed their desire to wait until Brian was finished with med school. Mr. Belden and Mr.

Wheeler had wandered off through the apple orchard for a walk, talking about finances no

doubt. Birds were singing, crickets were chirping, and fireflies were just starting to appear as

dusk settled on Crabapple Farm. It was a perfect spring evening. So why then, am | so

miserable? Diana wondered.

She heard shrieks of laughter and saw Mart, blindfolded, being chased and taunted by her

younger brothers and sisters and Bobby Belden in
tried to smile, but it was no use. Tears began cascading down her cheeks and her shoulders

shook silently.

nDi ana? Are you all right?20

It was Nick Roberts. He and Diana had taken many art classes together during high school and

now both of them were heading to the University of Chicago to study art there. They had

become close friends, even more so since Mart had been in Africa. Whenever Diana had a

problem, and didnoét feel I|like she could talk to H

When she didndot turn to hiumt Niskarms hardoumd hteer s
anything or ask her any questions. He just let her cry on his shoulder. Sometimes, you just
needed a friend to be there, without saying anything.

kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkkkkkk

Trixie heard the car as it turned up the driveway. It was probably too early to be Jim, she

thought, but still looked that way in anticipation. As the vehicle approached, she saw that it was

Dan Mangandés battered old red pickup truck. He a
community college in White Plains. The two of them climbed out of the truck and shouted hello.



Taddéds ol der brother i mmediately put him in
and what had taken him so long to get there. The two of them ended up in the grass wrestling
while Bobby Belden and Larry and Terry Lynch shouted on encouragements.

Dan rolled his eyes and came to greet the more civilized folk at the party. Dan was the seventh

head!

and |l ast member to join the rBetWiGwitlhasbadcrowdk i high
while living in New York City after his parents had died, Dan had been brought to Sleepyside to

l'ive with his uncl e, Bi | | Regan, who worked as t h
for atime, but being a partofthe B. W. G. 6s really turned him around.

and set a course for becoming a police officer like Spider Webster.

He squeezed Trixiebs arm as he passed her and

the same to Honey, offering his congratulations to the happy couple. Only Honey noticed the
slight redness on his cheeks when he leaned over to kiss her.

Dan had been experiencing some very strange feelings ever since he had escorted Trixie to her
senior prom. After Jim and Trixie had broken up that winter, Trixie had firmly declared she
woul dndt attend pr om. But Honey and Di had
that the three girls would go 0 sdatiaggpacthac 6 as
suddenly fallen apart.

Di couldnét stand that her good friend Nick
anyone, despite his dark good looks and chivalrous personality. So she urged him to ask
Honey. He insisted he wasnboiinsistedteventamsdrihat i n
Honey was devoted to Brian and there would be no sticky issues like that. They would simply
be friends enjoying their senior prom.

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to Di, Tad Webster was probing Honey about prom, asking all sorts of
guestions about what the girls were planning. When he discovered that Diana, the prettiest girl
in school, did not have a date, he screwed up his courage and asked her. He knew she was
dating Mart Belden, but Mart was in Africa and what was that saying about all being fair in love
and war anyway? Diana was too polite to refuse him, and besides, she liked Tad. It might be
fun going to prom with him. She had no clue that he was actually hoping for more than a
friendship.

When Honey and Di discovered thatthey bot h now had dates, whil
herself, they panicked. That would never do. Trixie would never go to prom now. So the two
girls had put their heads together, given Dan a call, and begged him to ask Trixie to prom. Dan

h a d nvértgone to his own senior prom. He was definitely a jeans and t-shirt kind of guy and

gav

worn |
Honey

Rober:

a

e

rel

Tr i X

getting all gussied up in a tuxedo to go dancing

played the dall for one and llowBonb-Whita neealéd lhidh, acda r d |

he had grudgingly allowed them to twist his arm. He surprised them all, and even himself, by
having a really great time. Nick Roberts told him he looked like James Bond in his tux, and that
was enough to make Dan feellikea t ou g h g You can tpkeithe boy oufiof the city...0
he had mused.

But beyond the fun of being with his friends, Dan was now looking at Trixie in a new way. She
had worn a strapless sapphire blue gown to prom that took his breath away. Her blond curly

hair, which she had let grow almost to her shoulders, had been pinned up on top of her head in
a way that made her look very grown-up. Dan had brought her the requisite corsage and then

i n.



blushed furiously as he attempted to pin it to her gown without sticking her. And each time he
had had the opportunity to slow dance with her that night, he could feel his heart beating madly
and his palms sweating.

But it wasndét that | ong ago that Trixie and Jim h
itr amailt imano. So he had played it cool, hoping f
Kissing her cheek just now had come to him instinctively and he had been embarrassed by it,

trying to cover by treating Honey the same way, even though he hadnotbeena fA ki sser o0 pri c
this. He hoped nobody noticed.

He hurried to the table to see if Mart had left anything for the latecomers. But Mrs. Belden had

made plenty, and guests had brought extras and there were still a lot of goodies to be had. He

fixedhimse| f a pl ate and situated himself on the grass
graduation ceremony, how Mart and Brian had come to be at home, what he had missed so far

that evening, what Brian and Honey were planning, where Diana was, if Jim was planning to be

there. He slipped that part about Jim in there casually, but carefully watched Trixie for her

reaction.

fi | called him earlier. He had to wrap up things
said hedd be here, o Trixie said.

Dancoul dndét get a read on her, but she didndét seem
changed the subject. Aiwhat are you planning on d
Look for another mystery?o

That brought a smil e tngtobholvethefmyster of the ioMaess, I 61 1 be
freshman. Honey is going to NYU, so now | 6ve got
cheaper place to |ive. Ités too | ate to get into
idea of havingmyownpl ac e . Too bad I 6ve |l ost my roommate wt

Dan opened his mouth to make a wisecrack about her culinary skills, when a pair of headlights

cut through the dusk as a car came up the drivewa:
Dan was chagrined to see Trixie jump from her seat and go quickly to greet him. Honey beat

her to it though, throwing her arms around her adoptive brother as he picked her up and spun

her around.

AfiCongratulations, sis! Bndayodos hawowmd Bnd aghve Hies .
in-law a hearty hug. He smiled at Trixie, but it was brief and stiff and he quickly hurried off to
the crowd gathered in the yard.

Dan could see that Trixie looked hurt. He wanted to run to her, but thought that might be too
obvious. Instead, he went over to say hello to Jim, trying not to shoot daggers at him with his
eyes. What was up with him anyway? Breaking up was one thing. Treating Trixie like this was
guite another. Maybe he should pop Jim in the nose, just to give him a wake-up call.

iDan? When did you get here?bod It was Diana, c¢com|
lemonade. Her eyes were a little red-rimmed, but she had a smile on her face that reached all

the way to her eyes. Nick had helped her freshen up so that she looked normal again. He was

close behind her, a | arge platter heaped with cool
said somberly, and Dan punched him lightly in the arm with a grin on his face. Tad rushed over



eagerly and took the pitcher from Diana and carried it over to the picnic table. Dan followed,
laughing under his breath, his irritation at Jim forgotten in the light-hearted atmosphere.
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As darkness fell on Crabapple Farm, guests began to leave one by one. Others stayed to help
clean up and moved the party into the house, where a raucous game of Apples To Apples got
under way in the family room. Trixie was the last one to leave the kitchen after cleaning up, but
instead of joining the others, she slipped out onto the porch for some fresh air. She was staring
up at the full moon when she heard the screen door open and shut softly.

iHI . Mind if | join you?bo
i Of course not, o Trixie smiled.

Dan moved over to stand next to her. She was leaning on the porch railing staring up at the

moon and the stars. His hand was very close to hers and he had an impulse to hold it, to hold

her. Gripping the porch railing tightly in order to restrain himself, he stared up into the night sky
instead. He was trying to remember a story his m
touch. She had put her hand over his and was gently tracing her thumb down the back of his

hand and wrist. Pleasantly surprised, he turned to look at her, but she was still staring pensively

up at the moon. Smiling, he turned his hand palm up and interlaced his fingers with hers, then

whi spered softly, AWhat is it you want, Trixie? Y
throw a lasso arounditandpulli t down f or you. O

Trixie smiled and turned to | ook at hi m. nSteal i|
should I call you George Bailey?bo

il was kind of getting used to James Bond, per son:
inwel |, you donodt | ook v esmickerecd. 07 at the moment, 0 Tr |

Dan looked down. His worn jeans were dirty from a game of touch football earlier that evening.

His black t-shirt was wrinkled and equally soiled. And what was that? A spot of mustard?

Crap! This was his favorite shirt, too. Nottomention t he f act that hedd been
night with a splotch of yellow on his shirt and no one had told him. Though it did explain that

moment earlier in the evening when he had thought he heard Honey call his name, only to turn

around and discover Mart and Tad laughing like hyenas while they covered hermouth. He 6 d g et

them forthatt He ran his free hand through his disheveled
undercover. o0

He had not failed to notice that THsmusthesvilasa hand wa:
squirrel feels like on a telephone wire, he thought. Do | confidently race ahead and enjoy the

thrill? Or will one wrong step send me hurtling to the ground? Gr eat , now | d&m compar.i
to a rodent. Dan leaned in a little closer to her, testing the waters. She tilted her head upward

and caught his eye. She didnét say anything, but
slightly. Dan leaned in closer. Abruptly, the screen door creaked open and Tad was hollering,

iYou rtogae Ban-O? 0



Trixie hurriedly pulled her hand from Danés and b,
moment over the bad timing his roommate consistently displayed, before he turned nonchalantly

to him, AWhy dondét vy ouhdame Kad? Wwhenybucancdme backdandd r i ve Di
get me. 0 He figured Tad would | eap at that chanc.
a lopsided grin on his face and Dan tossed him the keys to his truck. Tad bounced back into the

house looking for the lovely lady Diana.

Trixie smiled, AYoudre stirring up all/l kinds of t

Dan shrugged and grinned. AAll s fair, o0 he said.
thought about how Jim had slighted Trixie earlier that evening. If Jim wanted to throw away a

chance to be with a girl as great as Trixie, that was his loss. They had broken up months ago.

All was fair. He waited impatiently until Tad brought Di out of the house. He watched as they

got into his truck and pulled away, and as the headlights faded from view and darkness settled

around the house agai n, Dan put his hand around T
her. It was gentle and brief, not very Bondesque, but Dan thought it was just about perfect.

Trixie must have too, he guessed, because she sighed softly and smiled up at him, her blue

eyes sparkling in the moonés gl ow.

ATherebs no rush, o he whispered to her. Al just
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For the next week, Trixie was so busy it was impossible to spend too much time thinking about
that night, or that kiss. After the graduation party at the Lynches, the three girls had gone
together on a weeklong trip to Chicago. The families, who had grown as close as their children
had over the years, had made an agreement whereby the Wheelers sent Jim and Brian on a trip
for their graduation present, the Beldens and Bill Regan had sent Mart and Dan when they
graduated, and now the Lynches sent the girls for their graduation gift.

None of the girls had ever been to Chicago before and they made the most of. They went to a
Cubs game at historic Wrigley Field. They all agreed it was great fun enjoying a baseball game
without the boys hanging over their shoulders spouting their uniquely male sports knowledge to

the Ahel pless femal eso. They spent a day at the
breathlessly dragged them from exhibit to exhibit in complete rapture. They spent an afternoon
at Arlington Race Coursewatc hi ng t he beautiful Thoroughbreds ra

to join them on their trip to Saratoga, and Honey and Trixie reveled in the chance to teach her

all they had learned on that trip. They visited the Sears Tower, Navy Pier, the Chicago History

Mus eum, and Jackson Par k, where the 1893 Worl dodés
visited the university where Diana would be taking up residence that fall.

Trixie came home to find several emails from her brothers and Dan, wanting to hear all about
the trip. She started typing up a reply and soon realized that even though she was out of high

school at | ast, she had somehow once again been s
essay. The irony made her laugh as she attached a few photos from Chicago to the email.
Before hitting O0sendo, she hesitated then added J

and asked her about the trip, but damned if she was going to let him off that easy. The Bob-
Whites were friends, and he would just have to get over his problems, whatever they were.



Just minutes after the email had been shot into cyberspace the phone rang. She heard 11-
year-old Bobby galloping through the house, loudly announcing his intention to answer it. After

a minute she heard himholler i ng, ATr i xi e ltds for you!od

She picked up the extension in her room, fAHell 0?0
AHI , Ttidbsi ®an. 0

0l just sent you an email | ike two minutes ago.

want to discuss my grammar and punctuation errors

Dan | aughed, fANope. I dondét even have my comput e
AHer e? Whereds here?o
il just got a small apartment in a boarding house

Before the girls had gone to Chicago, Dan had asked Trixie how she would feel if he transferred
to SUNY Albany that fall. Trixie was delighted. Moving away from home was scary enough, but
when Honey decided to go to NYU instead of Albany, Trixie started having minor anxiety attacks
every time she thought about living alone for the first time two hours from home. Just having
Dan close by, in whatever kind of relationship they ended up with, would bring Trixie peace.

And exploring that relationship was going to make being away from home that much more
exciting.

AAnd Tri xi e?is Ve &dandidtlydvimld rde that the room across the hall from
mine was going to be available at the begin
studio really, but 1 think youdll really 1li

As Dan gave her the lowdown on the building, the neighborhood, and the cost of rent and what
it would include, Trixie couldndt help feeling a -
got whenever she had gotten started on the trail of a new mystery. There was no mystery here,
but the thrill of something new and unknown could be just as exciting, Trixie thought with a grin.

il 6ve got to work tonight, but do you want to com
could sleep on my couch, 06 Dan suggested.

AiYoudbve got a job already?DoiTngxwkeat?3&ed. fi Wh e
ANothing glamorous, Trix. I 61 | be in classes dur |
for the nights and weekends to help pay the bill s
Chop House. 0 Dan cotuérd dmatrhenudtfhed démadghf the pl
funny?0o

Trixie couldndét help it. She burst out | aughing.
chopping wood for Mr. Maypenny and now youbdre wor |

Dan tried to act disgruntled, but it was no use. He started laughing so hard that tears began
running down his face and he started choking. He had to put the phone down until he could



stop coughing and regain control, but he could still hear Trixie laughing on the other end. When

Dandés uncle had brought him to Sleepyside, Dan

gamekeeper. The Wheeler game preserve was several hundred acres large and Mr. Maypenny
was getting on in years. This created a lot of work forDan. Hedi dndét mi nd. He
the chance to earn his keep and say thank you for all that his uncle and Mr. Maypenny and the
Wheelers had done for him. But the work often kept him from joining in on the trips his fellow
Bob-Whites had been privileged to go on. He frequently joked with them that he had to stay

behind and fichop down some more trees for fire

seaboard was still heated by woodstoves.

Once he was able to speak again, Dan picked the phone backup. A So, do
I

and |l ook at the room or not, smart al e 0

l ed a giggle, Al do. Let me see |

iokay. Li I said, I have to dapavdning. 8mn..mgyhet |,
t

| coul d

Trixie was glad Dan was not there to see her face slowly turning pink. She had thought about
Dan almost the whole flight back from Chicago. She thought about their friendship. She
thought about senior prom. She thought about that kiss and how, as quick as it was, it had
made her toes tingle. She was still upset

abo
be dating Dan on the rebound. Butwhat could dinnerand a movie hurt? i Su
ay?

great. But | et me spring for the movie, ok

nDeal . [ think thereds a new James Bond film

(@)

Trixie gi

i
was f ool i

ggled again as Dan
ng. AThat sounds

s t
erfect. And you

©

AFantasticl! o Dan fairly shouted.

They said their good-byes and Trixie raced down to the kitchen to find her mother to see if she
could procure the family sedan for the weekend outing.
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Trixie left at the crack of dawn on Saturday morning. She wanted to be able to spend the whole
day in Albany. She and Dan explored the campus when she arrived, eating breakfast at a little
diner called Bombers that was popular with students and locals alike. They were served up
huge cheesy omelets loaded with fixings, heaping portions of steaming home fries, and several
slices of crisp bacon for each plate. A platter of flaky homemade buttermilk biscuits occupied
the center of the table, with a variety of jams and butters to choose from. They both agreed
Mart would probably return from Africa on the first plane available if he knew such a place
existed.

The room at the boarding house was just right and Trixie told Mrs. Howard she would take it. It
would give her the perfect blend of privacy and hominess that she was looking for. And more
i mportantly, it fit her budget. Al t hough her

you want
c?

k e
ake you out to dinner and a movie Sat

o uwndhe thaughthee r s o n
don

ha

wa s

WO O |

c
—

o

par.



want them carrying the full burden of her college experience. Though Trixie often felt like a poor

little church mouse compared to the Wheelers and Lynches, her family was more than well off
financially and she didnot cEstablishing kerihdependemeeny gover |
from her parents would help her to qualify for that assistance on her own.

Trixie insisted on taking Dan shopping to furnish his apartment, which she declared was

shockingly bare. Dan had a few sticks of furniture, a TV, his computer, and not much else. Dan
trusted Trixie not to |l et his room get too Agirly
picked out for him i some picture frames, a throw and some pillows for his secondhand couch,

a couple of framed prints for the walls, a few minor knickknacks, and a coffee table they found

at a local thrift store.

They grabbed some sandwiches at a local deli on the way back and spent the afternoon just
talking. Dan reflected on how enjoyable that was. He loved the camaraderie of the tight-knit
B.W.G. group, but it rarely allowed for any one-on-one time with any individual member. He and
Mart were close friends since they were in the same grade through high school, but most of the
time, where there was one B.W.G., there were bound to be at least two or three others.

Dan had carefully thought about where to take Trixie to dinner, trying to find a balance between
romantic and friendly. He had settled on a little family-owned place called Fireside Pizzeria.
Pizza was always a nice casual meal, yet the restaurant also had drippy candles on the tables
and a large fireplace in the center of the dining area, which lent it a certain intimate ambiance.

After dinner they went to see the latest James Bond film. They both enjoyed it, and Dan was

glad Trixie wasno6t the kind of girl to insist on
the theater, at the same time as one of those movies let out, he noticed how many women were
clutching their dates6 a dablsingthéireyenandsighing hapgivhei r sho
because Kate discovered her heart could go on even without Leo. There might be something to

these chick flicks after all, he thought. Discussing how James Bond saved the world by wiping

outa bunchofbad guyswitha machi ne gun was Afdely coeversation.l v a t ouc h

On the other hand, the wal k back to Mrs. Howar dos
was a pale sliver in the sky, there was a soft June breeze drifting through the trees, and
occasionally they could hear a nightingale singing its lullaby to the world. Dan reached down

and |lightly grabbed Trixieds hand. She didnodot ob]
ifiSo...what do you think?29d Dan asked.
AAbout what ?0

AfAbout anything. owvwres,. tHoewapidz za,hemym decorating sk

Trixie chuckl ed, i think webdd better skip that |
opinion. 0

il &m interested in anything you say, Trixie. I
waitforthel i ght t o change. Nobody was around. Dan pu
|l ooked down into her eyes. #fil dondt know where th
up . But | know where | want it to @indnatp.makdeleamn)



moves. He wanted to know if she felt the same way, or if she was simply going with the flow
because she felt lonely.

Trixie stood on her toes and put her arms around
whisper, Al dobnsé tg okinnogw twh eerned iutp ei ther, but if vyo
for me. o She touched her | ips to Danbs and the 1t

passionate embrace under the watchful glow of the moon.

CHAPTER 31T ATIME TO TALK

Trixie turned in her seat and waved good-bye to her parents. Bobby chased them down the
driveway, then stood by the mailbox and waved mournfully until the car and its small trailer
disappeared over a hill. He was now the last of the Belden children still living at home.

Tears welling in her eyes, Trixie stared out the window silently as Sleepyside-on-Hudson rolled

away behind her. She had been born here. She had grown up here. Although she and her

friends, the Bob-Whites of the Glen, had been on many adventures across the United States

and even to Europe on two occasions, she always knew what it was to return home. Will | feel

that way the next time | come back to Sleepyside? She wondered. Or 1s 1t true that f
go home againo?

APenny for your thoughts, o0 her driver said. Jim |
sweethearts, but life had taken them down different roads. It was only in the past month or so

that they had been able to regain their friendship to the point where Jim felt comfortable being

alone with her for the two-hour drive to Albany, and Trixie felt comfortable accepting his help as

she moved into her first apartment and started her college career.

elome., Will thiarbe myi hemerargypdre? &Mill qui et |
home? Will Al bany be my h:

- =

Just thinking about h
t just be my parentséo
Once upon a time, she would have shared these thoughts and fears with Jim. Since the day

they had met more than five years ago, they had been fast friends. Jim had lost his father, then

his mother, before he turned 13. He had run away from his abusive stepfather after his mother

had died, and had made his way to Sleepyside, where he knew his great-uncle, for whom he

was named, lived. Unfortunately James Winthrop Frayne had died shortly after Jim arrived in

Sleepyside, without ever seeing his heir. Jim had eventually been adopted by the Wheeler

family. Their daughter Honey was Trixiebs best f
brother, Brian. They lived in New York City, where Honey was attending NYU and Brian was

attending Columbia Medical School.

Jim was hard at work using his inheritance from his great-uncle to build the Winthrop School for

Boys just outside of Indian Lake, New York, about two hours north of Albany. He hoped to have

it ready in time for a winter semester the following year. After all that he had gone through

during his childhood, he wanted to provide a safe place for abused and orphaned boys to grow

up and get an education. The school 6s | ocation w;
Mountains, where outdoorsy Jim could teach them to ride, fish, hunt, ski, and camp. It will be

perfect, Trixie thought. Just like Jim.



Lost in her thoughts, she didndét hear Jim asking
What did you say?o0

il was just wondering how big your new place is. 20
AOh, itbds post aigei estsampl esd.zedjlot gy more of a room
lItdéds at the back of this dear old | adyds house. '
ages, and she didnét want to give it wupceintdb she di

several rooms and apartments that she rents out to help supplement her Social Security
checks. 0

ifiSo, you have something |ike a studio apartment?o
Aiwell, even studio might be a generous way to des
Howard cooks a big Sunday supper for her boarders i she has four others i and | have a

microwave and mini-f r i dge i n my r oom. Of course, | can sti

ADo you know these other boar der dilPworrieddbounTrigis k ed a
being on her own.

Aiwell, | 6ve met them, but | donét exactly know t h
ahead of me Heb6és a music major, trumpet no | ess!
Tri xie Iaughmdetogetﬁ'ehfcergiyedirbe\foraemeygotmarrled and Mrs. Howard

was highly disapproving when she found out they h
she |liked them so much she couldndét stay mad for
child around Chri st mas. Throw me into the | ot and
deal with all that racket. o

Jim smiled in admiration, nlt sounds | i ke you alr.
School girl Shamus .madelonedrip thebetthisisienimer¢o\giee hgr a down

payment and already know so much about them. o
Trixie felt her face growing war m. She cleared h.
is chatty. What can | say?o

Trixie had been intending to spend her first year at SUNY Albany rooming with Honey in a large
duplex just off campus. But after Honey decided to go to NYU instead to be closer to her fiance,
Trixie had to look in the area for a place of her own. The little rooming house was what she
could afford. She liked the familial atmosphere that reminded her of Crabapple Farm, but the
small studio apartment that had its own bathroom and a small kitchenette gave her the feeling of
independence and privacy she desired. Of course, she admitted to herself, her new neighbor
also was a big incentive to move in.

The miles passed quickly, though neither Jim nor Trixie said much more. Soon they were

pulling onto the tree-shaded avenue that was just a mile or two from campus. Trixie pointed out

Mrs.Howar d s rooming house and Jim pulled into the dr
them with a big smile on her plump face and after brief introductions, Trixie and Jim quickly got

to work unloading her belongings. Jim thought Trixie seemed anxious to unload and send him

on his way. She glanced at her watch just about



really blame her, yet it still seemed odd to him. He thought they were starting to get along
again, and her behavior was more nervous than uncomfortable.

They made short work of the move-in and soon the two of them stood among the scattered
boxes and small pieces of furniture in the room.

~

stay and help you unpack?o0

AUmméno, thatos atlilred.ghtl.d61 Il épmr opbraebtityy j ust | eave
tomorrow. |l 6ve got all weekend to get this place
moved towards the door and Jim again got the feeling he was unwanted.

His famous red-haired temper beganto f | ar e . For crying owp | oud! I
hadndét been mutual!! ltds not | i ke something dire

Nobody had cheated. Nobody had said anything awful. It just happened. People moved on.

That was how life was. He wanted to call her out for her behavior. He wanted to take her to

task for not acting like the grown-up she claimed to be. He wanted to shake her until her blond

curls bounced and she came back to her senses. He wanted to beg for their friendship back.

He wanted to laugh with her again. He wanted to chat with her about trivial things. He wanted

to have |l ong, quiet talks with her about importan:

Trixie was reaching for the doorknob when she suddenly felt his strong hands on her arms.
Turning her to him, he planted his lips on hers and kissed her long and hard. She resisted
briefly, but then she sank into his embrace and let him pull her close to him. She just let it

happen. She didnét know why.

The kiss seemed like it could have gone on and on, but suddenly, blessedly, they were

interrupted by a knock at the door. Trixie quickly broke the embrace and stepped back, gasping

for air. Jimbs face was as red as hi sradsarr . Tri .
just suffering from a lack of oxygen. She took a deep breath and ran her hands through her

curls, smoothing them into some semblance of order. Then she turned and opened the door.

AHIi , TrixBeltryHi| 6hi mhte. all tbech&régwolk,isklguessony 6 ve done
timing is spot on. o Dan Mangan smiled broadly. ,
Plains, he had decided to transfer to SUNY Albany, where he would be able to enroll in the New

York State Police Academy once he graduated. Being closer to Trixie was a serious motivation

for the move. He had taken a room at Mrs. Howard
the recently vacated room across the hall from his.

Jim did not know this. Jim did know that Dan had escorted Trixie to her senior prom, shortly
after their break-u p . He thought they were just friends. N
SO sure.

The silence hung over the room like a heavy fog. Dan looked at Jim, who looked angry. He
lookedatTr i xi e who | ooked guilty. Clearing his throa

Reluctantly, she looked up at him.

fiYou didnot tell Jim | |l ived here?o



Trixie shook her head sl owly. Al didnoét even tel
more than a whisper.

Dan closed his eyes. No wonder Jim |l ooked | ike hi
how much Jim knew, or suspected, about him and Tr
told him anything. And t hat wa drelyshredincwowidk of t he |
accept him and Trixie as a couple. But the fact that Trixie had not shared this with him, had lied

to him 7 in spirit if not in fact T was not going to go over well.

AJi m, |l 6m sorry, 0 Trixie beganowardsthedodr.i m was alrea

Brushing Dan aside, he started hurrying off down the stairs. Over his shoulder, he yelled back,
Ailtds your |ife, Trixie. I'tds none of my busines:
was gone before either Trixie or Dan could react.

Instinctively, Trixie rushed towards the door. She had to catch him, explain to him. But Dan

caught her by the el bow before she got through th
Hedll need time to cooltofthinkethhngpopshaver samd VY
chance of being heard. o

il di dnot tell hi m, Dan. [ was afraid to tell hi
Dan looked down into hertear-f i | | ed bl ue eyes and pulled her cl os
it, Trixie. Things willworkthems el ves out . 0 He |l et her c¢cry into hi

Then he gently put his fingers under her chin and drew her face up until her eyes met his. He

smiled reassuringly at her and through her tears she smiled weakly back. He leaned down and

sweetly kissed her cheeks, tasting her salty tears. He drew his fingers through her tousled hair

and kissed her again, full on the lips this time. He heard that little sigh she made every time

they kissed and a shiver ran down his back. How he loved thisgir | ét hi s woman. And 1
would be living right across the hall from him. He saw a bright future ahead.

Trixie sighed again and tightened her arms around

But she couldnét stop thinking about another kiss
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AHey, Trix. How about | go get wus a pizza and so

They had been working for about an hour, wunpackin
They had worked mostly in silence, Trixie still thinking about Jim, and Dan knowing she was
upset about it.

iSure, that sounds great. 0 I't was said without e
reassure him that she was going to be okay, eventually.

He walked over and leaned down, kissing herontopofher head. APepperoni and
right?2090



fiMushr ooms ? Yuck! You know better than that, Da
iYeah, right. |l guess | forgot. o
Her smile was brighter then, and she playfully swatted his behind as he turned to go.

She felt overwhelmed by all the boxes that still needed to be unpacked. How could she possibly
have so much stuff? And where was she going to put it all?

She decided she had better set up the futon first. It would serve as both couch and bed in her
small room, and she and Dan would want a place to eat when he came back with the pizza.
She studied the room, trying to figure out where to put it and decided underneath the window,
facing the door would work best. She dragged the frame over, then turned to get the mattress.
It was lying on the floor by the door and seeing it reminded her of that day when her life had
changed foreveré

At the entrance to the next room, Trixie stopped with a gasp of surprise.

The enormous paneled living-room was filled with debris, and lying sound asleep on an old
mattress in the middle of the floor was a tall, redheaded boy. Close beside him was a shotgun,
and near his head was a silver christening mug that gleamed in the sunlight which poured in
through an open window.

She and Honey had found Jim when they went exploring in the ramshackle old house at Ten
Acres. And it was as if they had always known each other.

ANobodydés been nice to me since my mother died tw
to act with decent people.akeHe hel daodt hiaAaMyr ngin
What 6s yours?0o

il &m Trixie Belden, and I live down there at Crab

They had come so far and been through so much sin
together. It had been several months sincetheyhadspl i t wup, but she still was
what had happened to burst that bubble. Jim had come home to Sleepyside for a visit after he

graduated college in January. The two of them had spent the weekend together, talking and

riding and walking down by the lake. And then, inexplicably, he had announced that they should

split up. Trixie had been so stunned she was completely speechless. She had listened to his

explanations and somehow they made sense to her. Jim always made sense to her, even when

he was breaking up with her. She found herself nodding and going along with it, not sure why,

but determined not to let him see her crying.

It had been awkward being around him ever since then. That was a feeling she had never

experienced around Jim, not even when they were first dating and everything was so new. She

never could figure out what had happened between them, although the more she thought about

it, the more she knew it wasndét anything on her p
peace withthef act t hat he simply didndét | ove her anymor e
kissed her with so much passion she had been left reeling.

Gritting her teeth with determination, she picked up her cell phone. She had to clear the air,
once and for all.
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Jim was driving in a blind rage. He raced north on 1-87, the now empty trailer rattling and

bouncing behind his small car. He was nearly halfway to Indian Lake before he was able to

think clearly aboutwhath e was doi ng. He was well over the spe
been pulled over. Or caused an accident, he thought ashamedly. Taking a breath and spotting

a sign for an upcoming rest stop, he pulled into the right lane and let his foot off the accelerator

a little.

He pulled into the rest stop and parked, but didn
leaned back against the headrest and took a few deep breaths. What had just happened back

there? Had he really blown up at two of his best friends? Had he really acted like a spoiled

child who didndét want a toy, but didnét want anyb
happened?

Jim closed his eyes and thought back to that mome]

ATri Meepaused a | ong ti me,
you and | should spend a |

took a deep breat |

hen
tle time apart. o

t
t
She had looked stunned, but listened to his explanations without a word. They sounded lame

when he said them out loud, but she had nodded her head and agreed. She always agreed

with him; she thought he was fithe most wonderful |
had told him. It scared him. He -ifi-shihing-aimbrk e he c o
image of him. Her childhood had been far different from his, and even though he had shared a

lot of the pain of his past with her, he never felt like she really understood him in that regard. He

didnét think anybody ever citdwhbllbdgrowCwpwithdotnof y not a
her parents and three loving brothers in idyllic Sleepyside-on-Hudson. He thought it was

strange to think of Trixie as naive after all the adventures she had dragged him and the other

B. W. G. 6s on. Butsinl hia kyesl ehgi whasin so many w:
this afternoon.

Startled from his reverie by the ring of his cell phone, he picked it up and saw that it was Trixie.

He let it ring a few times, grappling with himself on whether or not he was going to answer it. It

was not until he bowed his head down and let his chin rest on his chest that he discovered he

could still smell her perfume on his shirt. That
pressed the answer button quickly before his voicemail could pick up.

ATrixie?o0

There was a fraction of a pause and then they both spoke at once.

Al dm so sorry! o

They both chuckled nervously, then neither of them spoke for several moments.

Finally
b

m cleared his dmdtoahgvdlblrewd | yp alm lsort
do is h

, J
|l ame it on the red hair again.o



i m, | 6
0.0 S

-

J m just as much to blame as you are. I s h
0 he hesitated then continued, AAnd | shoul

There was silence on the other end. Trixie bit her lip and waited.

iYeah, you really should have. But | think | und
ilt just happened so fast, Jim.o

il dondét know if | can make you wundTerristiaen.d tlhtids &
enough that | 6ém worried about you, and having the
another man. But now I &m worried about Dan too.

dondét want you using himabhd hedbngdbuwawdbuhidmdt akia!
you either. o

Ailtdéds not | ike that, Jim. Real ly. o

AAre you sure?o She hadnét kissed him |Ilike she w
imagination? After all, he was the one who had kissed her. Maybe hewasthe one who wasno
sur e. No, he wasnét sure about anything anymore.

ri xie took a deep br eat h-WhitdsAvdl alsaystbetheeegordacha m t hat
ther. o

AfiThatdéds pretty sure, 0 Jim said soft ]l ynakehidslf ran hi
accept the fact that he had | ost his favorite gir
remain friends, as all of the Bob-Whites would remain friends. He wondered if he had just made

the biggest mistake of his life. Orif somehowi t was the right thing, and h
yet.

AJi m? Are you still there?o
iYeah, | 6m here, 0 he said. il guess...if 1 6&m goi !
|l ose her to than Dan Mangan. o
AYouodl | never | ose me, Jim. o

He thought maybe, just maybe, he had heard Trixie choking back a sob. He heard a door open
and close in the background. He heard a male voice asking Trixie if she was okay. He was so

emotionally drained by the day' s eaganwithant hat he d]
il 6ve got to get back on the road, Trixie. 611
APromi se?o0

0l promise. Tel | Dan 161l1 call him too. This wi|
be all right again.o

AAre you sure?o0



Jmsmiledwi st fully, AAs surWhiatsed wainl It haltwayhse bBeo bt her e
Trixieds voice was half |l aughing, half c¢crying, AT

AfSee you | ater, Shamus. 0 Jim hung up the phone,
still had a long way to go.

CHAPTERETTE 3A 1T MISGIVING

AiDo you know how proud | am of you?d6 Trixie asked
shoulders and kissed him. Jim was recently graduated from Boston University with a dual

degree in Business Management and Early Childhood Development, finishing the strenuous

program in record time, and was ready to embark on his childhood dream of opening a school

for orphaned and abused boys.

Trixieds | ips warmed his in the bhismktadeasiyuary wi n.
He stiffened ever so slightly, but in the next moment he was melting in her arms and returning
her affecton. He had been dreading this day for weeks and
was going to go through with it. But he had to. He knew it was the right thing to do; and no
matter what Trixie would think now, she would see

He hoped he would too.

He forced himself to pull away from herembrace. She di dndét seem to notice b
hand in hers. The two of them left the horses tied to a tree and wandered down near the edge

of the frozen Wheeler lake. They stood there silently for several minutes, Trixie curled up

securely against Jimdéds side, her sciosedasheound hi s w;
worked up the courage to speak.

Jim and Trixie had been officially dating for less thantwo years. Her f at her woul dnét a
['ittl e gi r I witha colfegedoysnb lesa iduntd she was sixteen. But they had known

each other for well over four years and there had always been special feelings between them.

Jim had been allowed to escort Trixie to school dances and B.W.G. outings and such prior to

her sixteenth birthday, but that was all. All their dates until she turned sixteen were very public.

It was all very proper and chaste, even after she was old enough to go on more intimate dates.

Not that they hadndét wanted more; but they were w

Now Jim was glad they had. Maybe it would make this a little easier. Maybe. He took a deep
breath and steeled his frayed nerves. A Tr i xi e? 0

AMMmM?0 she murmured contentedly.
ATrixie, I need to talk to you about something. 0
She looked up at him, her blue eyes bright with trust and expectancy. Was he doing the right

thing? Of course he was. He had gone over this all in his head a milliontimes. He coul dnét t u
back now just because she was looking at him like that.



He sighed and turned to the nearby picnic table, covered in snow. He wiped off one of the
benches with his gloved hand so Trixie could sit down. He straddled the bench so he would be
directly facing her when he spoke. She drew one knee up and edged around to face him.

ATri Meepaused a |l ong ti me,
you and | should spend a |

took a dgbep breat |

hen
tle time apart. o

t
t

She said nothing. Jim could tell by the look in her eyes and her slightly wrinkled brow tucked
beneath her knit cap that she didnét understand.

Al just dondt think this is going to work, o he of"
AWhat 6s not ¢limjwhatare you taltking dodqut? Di d | do something wro
i No, Ofcoursenot. | j ust meHiswoide radled éfdand he put his hand up to rub

his throbbing temples. He wasndt s ur e Itwddaltmade perfecesansetta him

earlier. Why coul dndét he explain it now?

AWwWhaY®u just mean what?d¢6 Trixieds voice had a | itt

speak quickly to head off the outburst that was coming. It was just one of many reasons he had
come up with why he and Tri xi e-tesnadatiodshid. tThelp e abl e t |
both had tempers too short and too hot to not be fighting constantly.

ATrixi e, | dondét t hink vy oYouaadntk, | meac. dNotlfodthedomge r mak e
hau. | 6ve been thinking about it for a Il ong time anc
every day. o

Trixiebs eyes had | ost that f IHatded mightilytbHoldeer st eel t |
injured gaze. He had to make her understand.

ATrixie, we want different things; thiébmggotimat tar
Indian Lake next week to startonthe school. | t 6 s been my dButdndiam Ldkeis year s.
no place for you and your dreams. 0

Trixie opened her mouth to argue, but Jimhelduponehand. i Pl ease,etTrniex .fi ni sh. o

She clamped her mouth shut quickly, but Jim saw a small ember of that fire flickering in her
eyes again.

il would never, in a million yAndthast,d sa swkh ayto uwotuol dg i
happen if you came to Indian Lake withme. | f youdre going to be a detect
havetoliveinacity, Trix. You 6r e not going to find any mysterie:c
0l 6ve found plenty in Sleepyside, 0 she interrupte:
ifYeahand Sl eepyside is a virtual metropolis compar
hour from the biggest city inthecountry. | candét | ive in a city and run
run. You canodét | ive in theAndsiftyduc lkcsa ndnd ma&kle aa clairwieng .d
you | ove, you Wendidbéthawppy. 60 bring up their wa



with her on the edge of an explosion, but it had to be pointedout. AAnd i f youbre not h
let me know about it in no uncertainterms. And when | 6m not haMewould | | et
end up arguing constantly, Trixie. You have to know thatés true. 0

She di dndncouldeqelthg emotions warringinhereyes. | f she argued it was

then it was true. But Trixie Belden was not a girl who could easily keep quiet.

iNo matter what you decide to do wilknhowthaour | i f e, |
Therebds nothingl twdonmamti tdf twkay Butpait af myenatyredisuto s o mu c
worry aboutyou. | canét do t hlawould doive yol crdzy apd woreyane imito a

stomach full of wulcers. o

It already has, he thought. Between the adventures she had already dragged him on and this
particular moment in time, he thought he could chug down a whole gallon of Pepto-Bismol and
not feel any better.

AAnd then thereds tThigisgpinghtoobe $o much wackoTmixéei frebra building

to remodeling to the unbelievable amounts of paperwork and legalwork. | donét &k hink eve
clearly comprehended what a mammoth undertaking this is goingtobe. | t 6s goi ng to hayv
my entire focus and my entire life for severalyears. And |1 é1 just canét bear to

backseatto anything. You deserve better than that. o

It was the consolation he had tried to find for hisspeech. | t probably wasnét going
much difference in how Trixie felt, but he really wanted her to know just how much she meant to
him.

She was silent for a long time. Too long. Jim started to feel his stomach twisting in knots
again. He almost wanted her to tell him he was an idiot. That he was making decisions for
them without consulting her. That she would give up anything to be with him.

But sheSlkhedaidbmpl y sai d s otballylspendingiséroe timenapaitraee not ac
we? Webre breaking up. o

Jim nodded, swallowinghard. il 6 m sorry, Trix. o

ANo, 0 she interrupted ®O®ftiddeonfge, AiNoluydby@udtr gt 0 \g Bwh
I never thought abouwtert theesaed twhaisn gdso wne fsoor en.ed coul dn
her tears.

Jimés heart sank, and then he tThiestagnhdyedadive ut what
little girl thought he was perfect. How could he live up to that? He ¢ o u And ibvéas better to

end it now then to let her find out the awful truth years downtheroadit hat he wasnét per
that he was far from perfect, that he struggled r.

It might break his heart to never be married to Trixie Belden, but it would kill him to be divorced
from her. At least this way they still had a chance to remain friends.



Jim jumped at the ringing of the phone. He had his cell phone clutched in his hand and had
drifted away into his memories without placing his intended call. He glanced at the display. It
was Trixie, ofcourse. He had promised to call her at 2: 00 and

Jim rolled his eyes and laughed under his breath. He knew the Al 06 of her midd
Il rene, her gr andomtlhesawhérpasspartmvben théywéent to England a few
years ago he would have sworn it stood for Impatience.

AiHel | o, Miss Fussbudget, 0 he answered teasingly,
heart-to-heart they had had since their break-up nearly seven months ago.

Trixie laughed nervously. A Hi , Mr . Wd rdk yloail ifoo.r get about me?0
Never, Jim thought. i Of course notfib Wwasspudtabetutding ready
There was silence on both ends for agonizing minutes. Finally, Tr i xi e bl urted, dal a
college student,Jim. I canét afford to be wasAtnidng aloln 6tth ensaen tp
cell going dead waiting for you to get up the courage to share some deep, heartfelt apology with

me! 0O

A Apol dimghbubed. A What mak e si? yBotine colidisudéenly hear Trixie

shickering on the other end of the phone and he blushed, embarrassed that she had so easily

provoked him into a not uncommon flare up of histemper. A Tr i xi e, donét do that

AAmchy not ?0 she asked pertly.

O0Because if | canét see those blue eyes of yours |
Awell, | think itds about tivmedhvegotbrsoamedt masiemg@
the |l ast five years. o

Jim laughed softyun der hi s br e a Bityou dnokt alwagsswalited int@every one
of those opportunities, Trix. | coul dnét | et Mart have all the fun.

There was another moment of quietness as they both shifted into a more serious frame of

mind. Jim braced himse | f and began,WhiaAlelv erri gylotu, nTereidx .t o t el |
foritt I expect | deserve whatever you want to throw &
Trixie hesitated foronlyamoment. i You need to know how angry | was
ALast Wkheeakkidsedyou?0

ONol.Lhe day you broke up with me. 0

AYou wer didemadddm 6t r e me mb eéde rethemberet leer beigg umusudlly
hushed and compliant.

0Why woul dn 0As usual, poa toak averhe whole situation and made plans for my
entire future without discussing it with me. You alwaysdothatt And youbve got such a



unbearably one-track mind that you refuse to listen to anybody else or think that somebody else,

namely me, could contribute anything to the discussion. You di dndét a &sthve me i f | t
should breakup. You didndét ask me i f | want evdut odisdmedntd ansyk
me how | felt about playing second fiddle to yourschool. You di dndét as¥oujmt anyt hi
made your decision and dumpeditonme. Yo u d i d to 6onsider wiwapl thought or how |

felt. Who cares what Trixie thinks? Who cares what Trixie wants? You can make decisions for
yourself, but you candét run everybody elsebds |ife

She stopped for a breath, then gasped, Al 6ém sorry.
i Wy are you's o r r Jnf?kaew he deserved the tirade she was spouting at him.

fi B e c a i kskould have told you this months ago. | should have told you right away. 1 just...|

guess you just caught me off guard that day...way off guard, Jim. | t w alatd @as expecting

you to say. o0

Jim closed his eyes and groaned inwardly. He di dnét know for sure what T
expecting, or hoping, to hear from him, but he could guess. And it was so incredibly the

opposite of a break-up that he suddenly understood why she had been so quiet that day, so

unlike the brash, impetuous girl he fell in love with. He coul dndét believe he had
thoroughly screw up not only their relationship but the break-up as well.

Jim took the opportunity her silenceaffor ded t o say, #fl ém the one who s

Trixie had been preparing to continue, but Ji mbs
completely forgot what she had been goingto saynext. A What ? 0

il said Ilsdmdtsotrraytt whheay®8a wanted to

AiJim Flayvomaebt want you thoklsanttahear dwantyouhodd od it
was Trixiedbs turn to blush as she heard AJiommds hus|
arenott easing me, are you?o0

AYes, 116 mys.dr r

And though she tried to figh$taopg ,hb ap@aTihoagtiezsicroghlad n 4 tbé
trying to do. 0

nALl I right, I wondét say it] beelplekeeakHompt bae |
paused. iBut why dy ahythihg theyp?o ltinotkirey else, | kind of expect you to have a
tantrum when you dondét get your way. 0

AYou donét really tHhlirnkitelbast vofi cree ,wadko symmad 10 on t h

=2}

NoNotreally. Youbre justépasXiooanaoebtl ugwadsy hide your
specially not your feelings about me and my bul | |

(0]



iYou just made Isodinduncéht skennosve .lnever stbppdd to thinkhadbdut way .
things like that. | guess | just assumed that love would conquer all. It took me weeks to really
sit down and think about what you said, Jim. | mean really think about it.

Jim waited. He could almost feel Trixie thinking about it yet again as she sat in silence.
Finally, she sighed. i You wer e Irilgatte Jti,m.but you were right. ¢
Jim tried to smile atthat. A You hate that | was right?0 he chided

| a ug hgubt hateitfperibdy Yo i Ndon 6t know how many ti me:
hought about cd@&ldl idrog ayngu ha mdl etermtridtd s gvi y dvu ylo u
to come up with some alternative career cho
in Indian Lake. 0

AAnd what did you come up with?o0

Trixie | et out a | ong, Yebh; toaswouldagb ever wdll.r Myasstudents A Teac h e
would be smarterthanlam. Head c¢chef for the school, but none oOf
of f on me, SHe pausedheforaduidtly adding the one serious thought she had had,

oWi fe and mot her . o

Jim thought about Trixie, a younger version of Helen Belden, mothering tow-headed kids and
carrot-topped kids in a cozy house on the outskirts of his school property. It was a pleasant
picture, but an unsettling one as well. It was like watching a movie that he had no directorial
power over.

Trixie must have thought the same t hiMag/,bebddamuse
tooyoung. Maybe | 6m not ready Maybel meeemealltbdr iButgouweirek e t hat .
absolutely right whenyousaidiIwoul dnét be happy trpndiflgouldj ust to p
picture myself that miserable, | c¢can only i magine
constantly trying to keep me out of danger whil e
completel y happy. o

She paused and then added, AAnd | 6m sorry | put vy

Jimchokedup. He di dndét really feel that Trixie had a co
during their high schoolyears. He di dnét k n o unddrstoodhow aftaiddne hack a | | y

been of losing her, after losing his parents, his home, his boyish innocence, so young in life.

But the fact that she tried to understand touched him.

Al 6m sorry | [Ihdunr ts oyroruy, |T rpiBathgastsegmedia betteraliernative
thanéo he paused fThenheadecidednaghellnvighnte Motmatter what can of
worms it opened, he hadtosayit. At han | osing you some other way. oo

il meant what | Yaudlll aseveeek os&i me. O

Jim was suddenly glad they had not had this conversation in person. He di dndét want Tr i »
see the tears rolling down his freckled face at that moment.



"And donét think | doné6ét know how much it scares
about , ddedsstity. a

She did understand.

That thought alone blew Jim away. He had given Trixie far less credit than she deserved.

Why? He6d seen her face down hardened criminal
strangeré6s probl e ms, mpdbfarmee experencedrmiereand worhea.t Why t
did he so grossly underestimate her ability to read him so well? And why did it scare him so

much thatshe could? He suddenly came to the sober realizati
anybody, not even Trixie, to break through that wall.

Cw
—
o

Heéd just have to add it to the |ist of-temeasons w!
relationship last. The more he kept from her, the more he would unconsciously push her away.

And the thicker that wall got, the more she would resent it. He thought back over the last two

years and marveled that they had lasted that long. Living nearly four hours away in Boston and

spending so much time on his scholastic pursuits had simply left little time for the two of them to

delve into the serious parts of a normal relationship. All the grimly dangerous situations they

had faced over the years did nothing to prepare them for the serious issues that couples deal

with in everyday life.

But what would happen when he was ready to face his demons? Who would face them with
him?

He started to get a panicky feeling in his chest. Had he done the wrong thing by letting her go?
He opened his mouth to cautiously broach the subject, but Trixie spoke before he had a chance.

fil psouspe t hereds a part of meBuhat. will always | ove
It was astonishing the power and force one little word could hold.

Jim almost wanted her to just say it. To be the outspoken Trixie he loved so much. But he
knew she was trying not to hurt him. He felt compelled to finish her thought for her, even though
each word brought a stab of pain to his heart.

iYou | ove Dan now. 0

For a | ong mome n tJimceuld&elker strugdling torget phé words out, torn
between her compassion for him and her true feelings for Dan. When she spoke, her words
were soft but unmistakably firm, l eaving no doubt

fiYeb.do. 0O

Jim felt every emotion drain from his body in that moment. It was true. It really was over. He
tried to listen as Trixie continued.

il wondét tell you it di dmear.ltioughtitwasgretty amazingtbec ause
fall in love just once with one of my bestfriends. | never dreamed | 06d be | ucky



something like that happen again. But once | got past thatr, Il realiz
how...right it feltéhow right it is.o

Jim clenched his jaw to try and prevent another onslaught of tears. How could he argue with
that, after giving her a whole list of reasonswhyheand she di dndét make sense?

APl ease donét bl ame Dan for this, Jim, o0 Trixie im

ot

|l donét, o0 Jim said honest |Exceptmysefdondét bl ame anyb

AHe thinkHe souupsoet with médlefder upostett evli it hegowod or
feel bad. But most of all he blames himself for getting in the middle ofit. He doesndt | i ke |
loved ones any more thanyoudo,Jim. You have to talk to him.od

il khwllwBut youdve got to t el Howkdulhhergetinthe roiddle| a me hi 1
of something tWatwdarinendterximment?hs bef adimheaglou t wo ¢
his voice starting to get tense. He was going to have to wrap this up before he said something

he didndét mean.

AAnd dondét blame yourself either. o

That was the second time she had seen right through his mask to the heart of the matter. It
unnerved him. He wasndét sure i f he was more upset by the
the fact that he apparently didnét know her at al |

Inthe fveyearssi nce he had been freed from JonesyO6s abus
Sleepyside to live, Jim had slowly but surely grown more secure. He felt safe and loved by so

many familiesit he Wheel er s, t he BRuttlke wasstill 4 dreatdé&loivV. G. 0 s .
underlying insecurity about his past t hThdgfache di dn
that she had sensed it and knew it, without ever pressing him about it, really shook him hard.

He was just now feeling the true measure of the consequences of the decision he had made

that cold January afternoon. And it was too late to turn back the clock now.

AJi m2*d xiebs gentle voice brought him out of his g
Al ém here. o

AiDid you hear what | said?o

~

oYedHeodi dnodédt wantHewoauldbli ameé ohiTms eli ® and he didnot
that. He hoped she would just let it go.

She didnét say anything more, but Jim didnot feel

After a |l ong pause Jim said, i We | lut,all the intkrose 6 t know
souksearching | can take for one day. o

AWi mp, o0 Trixie teased, but with a catch in her vo



fiYou better believe it, o0 Jim hesitated then asked
days?o0

iNo. want you to call Dan. 0

fi | Wgromise. I gottago, Trixie. But | 6 m gl ad Weahdd ,t hHi am &l k.

>t

Me tlads going tdobér eoekaye df mmydbredt éveéeenwant t
hat . o

—

AYou wbn@eoubdndt eved Icotultdm@dt . happen.

And he meant it. But he also knew that his life had changed irrevocably. And things would
never be the same again.

It was too soon to know if that was a good thing or not.
CHAPTER 417 FRAGMENTARY BLUE

Two young men whispering in the aisle stared at Trixie curiously. After conferring for another
couple of seconds, they approached her hesitantly.

"Excuse me, are you Mrs. Roberts?0 asked the shor:
Without | ooking up from her book, Trixie answered
ACould you please Bhoswes?a ghestabler one said sel
Trixie looked up from her book with a disdainful

Earnestly, the shorter,dark-hai red boy asked, @Al believe you were
last Friday night. Is that correct? 0

shook her he

Tri x ad firmly. i No . I wasnoét
ent i semester. o Sh

[ i e her
tire e paused dramatically. AUnt |
The two young men carefully wrote this information down in their notebooks. They looked again

at her silently.

AWill that be all ?0 Trixie asked rudely. The two
over to the librarian behind the information desk for more questions.

Trixie turned back to her Lucy Radcliffe novel with a grin. SUNY Albany had been hosting this

new student get together twice a year for six years, and Trixie, now a junior, had been a

fisuspecto in the murder mystery game four times n
the other end of the whodunit. Being suspected, interrogated, and sometimes accused was

rather exhilarating.



The Amysteryd began with a threatening message 1in
front windows. Each student was given a packet of background information, notebook and pen,

and the first clue to solving the mystery when they arrived. Shortly after the teams were chosen

and sent off to explore the library, AiProfessor P
section of the library. Students, professors, and librarians all played fictional parts in the story,

each being provided with their characterdés histor)
The event would last until noon, unless a sharp team solved the mystery before then. Lunch

would be provided and prizes awarded to the team that solved the mystery, as well as the team

judged to be the fAimost entertainingo by the actor:
to know some of their classmates, as well as learn the ins and outs of the old library that they

would surely be using quite often during their stay.

Trixie, or rather AMrs. Robertso, wasnodét the murd:
history with the victim often got her falsely accused before the murder was correctly solved.

She had come up with her own subtle touch to the character by carrying around a Lucy

Radcliffe mystery novel to try and throw the fAdet

The stiliness in the library was broken by a scream. Trixie jumped out of her seat. The

Amurade had been played out more than an hour ago.
Racing towards the sound along with several teams of students, Trixie turned the corner into the

Literature section of the library. On the floor, unconscious, was Dr. Chapman, an English

professor at the university who portrayed Profess
students already gathered around him looked on in anticipation, thinking this was part of the

mystery. But Tri xi e k ntetvecrowd, shekrelbhddwn.nexttdPr.s hi ng t hr
Chapman and immediately reached for his wrist to check for a pulse. She found it, weak but

steady. She turned to one of the librarians.

fiCadildl. 9 Now! o

One by one, the students sensed this was not a part of the show and backed away, either from

fear or to allow more experienced people to help. One of these was Dan Mangan. He was
participating for the first year after hearing Tr
a police officer costume,hewoul d come in at the end and farresto
immediately took charge of the situation, while Trixie stepped back, out of the way but available

if she was needed.

Dan asked for her jacket to put under dolledtChapman:
up, and as she |l eaned down to place it under the
paper clutched in his hand. Curiously, she pulled it out and read the figures scrawled on it: ZS-

118.

She felt certain this had nothing to do with the murder mystery. Was Dr. Chapman looking for

something in the library while the show went on? Trixie wondered what it could be. Dewey

Decimal call numbers on books didnoét start with |
startled to feel a hand tightly grasping her wrist. It was Dr. Chapman. He had regained

consciousness and was trying to speak to her. Leaning down close to him, she heard him

whisper, fAWhen doeséod



When does what? Trixie thought. Then she heard the ambulance siren. Maybethat 6 s wh a't
meant . ADondt worry, Dr. Chapman. The ambul
going to be okay. o0

Dr. Chapman weakly shook his head, AWhen doesé

(@}

Dondét try to talk, Dr. Chapman. E vbedy lcanitalin g
or you?bo

-

ot
T

is daughter works in a bakery downtown, 0 on
it but itds the one next door to the fire st

=}

The Sweet Tooth, o Dan sa
f

d, p n gvedito take i e o0
harge of Dr. Chapman. 0

i ul |
[ I'l stop by and get

(¢

Ailém coming with you, Dan, 0 Trixie said.

Dan nodded, knowing he couldndét stop her if h
behind the paramedic team. The murder mystery show had reached an unexpected and
premature end. Trixie just hoped Dr. Chapman

kkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkhkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk

Dan and Trixie sat across from each other in the hospital cafeteria. After picking up Dr.
Chapmanés daughter Ann from The Sweet Tooth B
near her father. Other family quickly arrived as Ann called them. Not wanting to intrude, but still

he
ance

e of
ati o

aker

concerned about Dr . Chaanpdmalmr 8 x i ceo rhahidt il ent, ADenn know

cafeteria for an update.

ADo you want more coffee?0 Dan asked.

ASure, o0 Trixie replied, holding her cup out t
Leaning back in her chair, Trixie stuck her hands in the pockets of her jacket. Frowning, she

pulled something from her right pocket. It was the scrap of paper she had pulled from Dr.

Chapmandés hand. Laying it on the table in fr

Dan returned with the steami ng cof fee cups and placed them
asked upon spying the paper.

r said. ADr . Chapman ha
excitement, | guess |

o O

[ m not sure, o0 Trixie
ack to him but in the

O

Dan grunted, fALooks I|ike a |ibrary call number
AThose call numbers donot start with |l etters,

iWhat | etters?o

o Da

ont 1

just

t o

si |l



iz and S. Right at-1t1t8e 6begi nning, Dan. ZS

ANot from where | 6m sitting, Trix. I't looks I|ike

Eyes wide, Trixiet ur ned the scrap of paper around. ioOf col

takes care of that mystery. He was just |l ooking °

across the table and took his hand in %héers. AiHav
l'ifted her hand to his |Iips and kissed her fi

still feel that way. o0

Aiwell, once we know Dr. Chapman is okay, maybe 1|6

check this book out for him.o

Dan picked up the scrap to inspect it and that was when Trixie saw the writing on the other side.

She hadndét even noticed it before. She reached a:

Danbés hand so she could | ook at it epapertofacé osel y.

Dan. fOkay, Einstein. What do these figures mea

Dan studied the numbers and | etters for a moment

deductive reasoning is drained for the day. What say you and | take some coffee upstairs to

Annand her family, get a report, and head back hom

*kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk

Dan and Trixie were very relieved to hear that Dr. Chapman was going to be all right. He had

had a heart arrhythmia when his pacemaker malfunctioned, but the paramedics and doctors had

all worked quickly to repair the damage and Dr. Chapman would soon be up and around again.

They were keeping him in the hospital overnight to readjust his pacemaker and make sure he

was okay.

AHeb&s sl eepi ng nowxpresselladesire @ speak to fhe hoth of goe and thank

you as soon as possible. o

AnAnybody would have done the same, 0 Dan said, def

attitude.

ABut webre anxious to see thatl lhehGan aMeldblrli gghto,pd bTy

morning to check on him.o She knew the scrap of

just wanted to check out a book. But her natural

had to ask him what the letters and numbers on the reverse side meant.
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Trixie found she couldnét sleep that night. She
gotten to the library before they closed, so she had been unable to check out the book Dr.

Chapman wanted, and thus had nothing further to go on. She tossed and turned for an hour

before finally getting up and going to the kitchen for a cup of tea. While the kettle was heating



up, she stared again at the scrap of paper, turning it upside down to see if there was another
way to read it. Not this time. Maybe only Dr. Chapman could solve this mystery.

Trixie smiled. She hadniowell dihberghan themurdel mystety i n
show i since high school. After Honey had decided to go to New York University in the city to
be close to her fianc®, Trixieds ol der brot
Trixie had pretty much given up their childhood dream of the Belden-Wheeler Detective Agency.
Brian, a a8 lmother dim,evgré living their childhood dreams, but the fact was that most
childhood fantasies were just that, fantasies.

Even she and Jim hadnét | asted. They had b
high school. It had taken them several months to start feeling like friends again, and then they
had almost thrown that all away too. That had been the day Trixie had moved here and Jim had
discovered that she and Dan had become a couple. Though it started off badly, with Jim
storming out leaving Trixie in tears, it had really been the best day of their long relationship in
guite some time. Trixie had called Jim and they had had a long talk, getting everything out in
the open, working things through until they had both realized how much they meant to each
other. It had taken some more time, but finally they had been able to bring their friendship back
to what it had been. Jim had accepted that
she and Jim were just friends. But she valued that friendship, so she could live with that.

In regard to her future, Trixie eventually decided that she and Honey and the other Bob-Whites
had been through enough adventures and mysteries growing up that anything else would be
anticlimactic. 1 6 d baplyspend my detective agency days tailing cheating husbands and
looking for lost pets, she had thought cynically. She was still interested in mysteries, just from a
different angle these days. Her studies in criminal justice had been leading her towards a
career in forensics. Her brothers had teased her mercilessly for it, since she had never had a
proclivity towards science in high school
And it was just another way to solve a mystery.

As she slowly stirred her tea waiting for it to cool off, she felt arms reaching around her from
behind her chair and Dan was nuzzling her n

=1}

6m sorry, Dan. Did I wake you? |  gtorbingu p
u

[
ou. o

<

il was more distur
you up out of bed?
Trixie silently held up the scrap of paper
mystery, Trix. oY o ukbd | k insesveed tchhea ntgeep of her
this is not a mystery, Trixie. Dr. Chapman will explain it in the morning and that will be that.

Come back to bed. o He pulled her from her
back to the bedroom.
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iDad, Trixie Belden and Dan Mangan are here
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Dr. Chapman sat up in his hospital bed and smiled as his visitors entered the room. He was the
stereotypical picture of an English professor, with gray hair and neatly trimmed beard. Trixie

had taken a couple of his classes the last two years. She thought he looked odd without his
corduroy jacket with the | eather el bow patches.
always thought a pipe would make the portrait complete.

Trixie had the book in her hand, which she held ol
glad to see that youdre okay, Dr. Chapman, o Tri xi
way over here. o

Dr.Chapman | ooked puzzled. AHow did you know | was
Trixieds face flushed slightly as she handed him |

your hand when you passed out. | picked it up. Dan was the one that figured out who the
numbers meant though. O

Dr. Chapman flipped through the book, then | ooked
wondering about the writing on the other side now
and Dr. Chapman smiled, knowing he had hitthe n ai | on the head. nwel |,

reputation proceeds you, you know. |l 6ve heard ab
have guessed that youbéd want a hand in this myste
ASo, there is a mystery?20o rémbarrassmenta s ked eagerly,
Aiwell, to be honest, | &d&m not sure. But | secretl:
His daughter | aughed, AiDad, itds no secret that vy
treasure for years! o

Dr. Chapman explained to Tr i Xmeabatadamiy#aeasureii My f at h
when | was a |ittle boy. He didnot t el |l me muc h,
got older and could better understand. Unfortunately, he died suddenly when | was only eight

years old. | never found outthewh ol e st or vy, and to be honest, | 6 m

anything more than a fairy tale to put a little boy to sleep at night with fantastic dreams in his
head.

il never forgot that story though. The Chapman f .
recentl vy . My chil dhood home has become quite a val uce
l onger able to afford the upkeep or taxes on it.
move into a smaller house. Just a couple of weeks ago, when we were cleaning out the attic, |

found a box of my fatheroés things. In one his no-
tried to tell me it was nothing, o he said, giving

gently ignored, @ABut tokeegpinf sctaps &ying amand. Andchis pr on e

notebooks were very important to him. He kept a lot of personal notations and thoughts about

art and literature in them. He was a woodcarver by trade, but he had always wanted to write a

book about the historyof Al bany . I guess | became an English p
|l ooked wistful and was silent for a moment, | ost |
this scrap of paper was important; that it was a



Trixie felt a chill in her spine when she heard that word. She loved clues. Even Dan tightened

his grip on her arm. Trixiebs enthusiasm for adv:
iSo, Il see that you figured out it was the | ibrar:
myself and was going to retrieve the book that day at the library when | had my attack. Annie

thinks | brought on the attack myself with the ex

scolding look, but it was obvious he thought the world of her.

He looked down at the book in his hands, New Hampshire, by Robert Frost. i Nov
wondering again if Annie isnbét right. I certainl)
mystery or a treasur e. I'tds probably breedi ehed ke

He flipped through the yellowed pages and Trixie held her breath, hoping against hope that a
will or a treasure map would fall out of the book.

When nothing appeared and Dr. Chapman had closed the book again, Trixie asked about the
figures on the other side of the scrap of paper.

dondét know, Trixie. |l 6ve wracked my brain, bu
?

o

I
ou

<

Dan | aughed, fAShe was wup practically al/|l night mu
idea by now. 0

i we | | do. At | east part of it . Could the P47 m
Dr. Chapman quickly opened the book again and leafed through until he came to page 47. He
studied the page carefully, but could discover no written message or hidden marks on it. He

handed the book to Trixie with a shrug.

She read aloud the short poem that was found on the page:



Fragmentary Blue

Why make so much of fragmentary blue
In here and there a bird, or butterfly,
Or flower, or wearingstone, or open eye,
When heaven presents in sheb&sgolid hue?

Since earth is earth, perhaps, not heaven (as-yet)
Though some savants make earth include the sky;
And blue so far above us comes so high,

It only gives our wish for blue a whet.

Ann sighed, iThat 6s beaut ildeorlasecretBiphertoisdme hiddend | v s e e
treasure. 0

i

a ee, 0 her
NW19

r f e
1. Wh at co

g r said reluctantly, fAAnd it d:
1 that possibly mean?d

Trixiebds brow was wrinkl ed aen Bdnewastosuawesddasmat ed ha
forensics specialist, she had to learn how to figure out puzzles just like this one. Treasure or

not, it had to have meant something to Dr. Chapma
A nurse came in to check sédandfiddétedpvinieasheédd herjod al s . H
and needled the nurse constantly. AWhen does the
anyway?0 he asked gruffly.

AiDr . Bryant will be by to see you after lunch and
now and then, maybe heo6ll release you this aftern
The exchange reminded Trixie of a moment in the ||
startling everybody and earning a glare from the nurse as she left the room. Embarrassed, she
contnuedoninamore i nside tone of voice. AWhile we were
asked me somet hing. You asked, OWhen does?56 Wh a
for?o

Dr. Chapman | ooked puzzled. Al dondt rembember as!
saying anything at all .o

AWell, you did,o0 Trixie insisted gently, #fAYou gr al
and you said, OWhen does?5d I thought maybe you w
arrive. o

oWell, | was pChapwaaubckhowtedgbPd, @Al suppose th
been asking. But | damdétHer dmokkerenflieaniddegndyy and
had gone off in his head. ioOf cour se! I remembe |
found this scrap of paper was almost completely empty, and | remember thinking how unusual

t hat was. My fatherds notebooks were always fill

page, and often the margins too. But this page had only one word on it. Fenestra.o



AiBut what does thad Thraivei € oi dtoerwri utht ed i mpatient |y
shoulder, silently imploring her to let the professor continue.

il had no idea what it meant and whil e | was | ook
Lati n. Fenestra means oO6windowd in Latin. | wasn
you o6windows§®6.

Trixie stildl |l ooked puzzled, AfBut that doesnot me

il dondét know, Tr ixi &hadjusficomedolne righmtdefoded stattedlhaving u
those terrible pains in my chest. It probably has nothing to do with anything. | guess it was just
wishful thinking that a family fortune would appe

Dan noticed that Dr. Chapman was beginning to look tired and decided it was time they left.
AfiwWebéd better |l et you get some rest, Dr . Chapman,
release you this afternoon, o6 he smiled.

He and Trixie made their goodbyes and returnedtoMr s. Howar dés boarding hou:
each went to their separate rooms. Though they often spent the night with each other, Trixie
insisted they keep their separate rooms. She didn

who had appointed herself their grandmother and liked to try and keep all of her young boarders
in line.
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Trixie tried to work on some of her homework that
concentrate. She decided to go out for a walk. Before long, she found herself in front of the

library. The sun was shining brilliantly on this crisp autumn afternoon and thinking of Dr.

Chapman and his Latin, she decided to go inside and admire the stained glass windows that

were close to a hundred years old. Three of them were situated above the front doors and

every time Trixie walked into the library, she felt like she was walking into a rainbow, as the sun

spilled through the windows and scattered greens and golds across the marble entryway.

Most of the windows were done in shades of green and gold and brown, earth tones. But two

always drew Trixiebs attention because of the dif:1
of a woman adorned in rich purple, holding a lamp in her hand. This window was one of five

situated on the southern wall of the library. The area in front of the windows had some tables

where students could read. The woman in the window always reminded Trixie of her two best

friends, Honey Wheel er a irdasibe samegolderybmosvincolorasHoney 6 s |
the woman in the window, and purple always made Trixie think of Diana and her lovely violet

eyes.

Trixiebdbs other favorite window was off by itself |
|t di dnndutc hg estunaswhere it was | ocated, but somet hin
attention Like many of the windows, it had a La
Trixieds knowledge of Latin was v eitmeantsomethinged, but
to the effect of, AA new beginning from the endo.

always reminded her of her very first adventure, shortly after Honey and her parents had moved
to the Manor House and the two girls had discovered Jim up at Ten Acres. The estate had
bel onged t cundeibutdhad fatlen iata disrepair. It ended up burning to the ground



after Jimbs evil stepfather Jonesy had carelessly
had run away again and Honey and Trixie had gone off to find him and tell him about the

inheritance they had discovered in the ashes of the mansion. It was their first mystery, and well,

the rest was history.

Trixie stood staring at this stained glass window, memories racing through her mind. She tried
concentrating on the window instead. l'ts rich br.
there was a little patch of blue for the sky up in the corner. Just a small fragment that always

seemed to i

Trixie gasped and looked down at the other inscription on the window. There was one similar to
it on all the stained glass windows in the library. She spun around and looked at the front
entryway. The sun was just starting to set and the windows above the front doors, which faced
directly west got the full force of the sun through the colored glass.

Trixie turned again and looked at the window by the stairway, then ran out of the library, pulling
her cell phone out of her pocket as she went.

kkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkk

At Trixiebs urgent call, Dan had driven by the ho:
was just then being released, and brought them to the library. It was almost closing time, but

Trixie had asked one of the librarians for permission to stay after the doors were locked. She

was waiting now to see if the head librarian would approve her unusual request.

iWhat is this al/|l about , Trixie?0 Dan asked as he
desk.
AfYouol | s ee, 0 Tiibraxianen dpty, blissiMarkuch, was conhing towards her with

a book in her hand.

AMrs. Neal said you could stay for a little while
way, Trixie, you accidentally | ef Bhehdmdedovdsehi nd at
Trixieds Lucy Radcliffe novel

AiDr. Chapman, web6re all so glad youbre okay, 0 Mis.
before leaving the quartet and returning to reshelving books at the opposite end of the library.

Trixie dropped her book on top of the ornately carved check-out desk and led her party over to

the window. AfiFenestra! o she proclaimed, waving h
When everybody remained silent, she continued, AT
school from various graduating classes. Later classes helped to restore the old windows to their

former glory. o She paused for effect. AWi th the
Dr. Chapman drew his breath in shiarHppagseditorMy gr and-
my Uncle Clinton. My cousins still operate it to



Trixie went on, f
window, where a p
Rest ored by the CI

ho donated this
f colored glass was
1932.0 Her friends

wi ndow. 0O

i nscri
stil

AThis window doesnd6t get much Il ight until nearly

BN

|l ocated. 0

Dan smiled broadly, fiThe nort hwest corner of

AiThatdéds rigbkéd drikim with fond admiration.
f b

patch, that Ilittle fragment o
AFragmentary Blue! d Ann gasped, drawing her

Dr.Chapmancoul d barely contain his excitement.
he stated. Four pairs of eyes followed the small shaft of blue light to where it ended against the
edge ofthecheck-out desk. AAnd | d6m wi | |Isk. nAhat dooyoulthink,
Detective Belden?9o

Trixie nodded her head vigorously, curls bouncing and blue eyes shining. Quickly, the four of
them hurried to the desk and began running their hands along the ornately carved oak, feeling
for anything unusual in the crevices and ridges. The desk was very large and soon the four of
them were spread out around it. Trixie stubbornly stuck to the area where the blue light had first
shone on the desk. Suddenly, amidst the intertwining vines and flowers carved into the wood
she saw it. The smal.l initials ACCO.

AiDr . Chapman, 06 she called softly. He hurried

AfiCarter Chapman, 6 he gasped in disbelief.
library. He never told me that . 0

Together, they pressed hard against the initials and suddenly, a small drawer popped out of the
desk. Dan and Ann hurried over at the sound and stood behind Trixie and Dr. Chapman,
craning their necks to look into the small drawer. It appeared to be empty. But Dr. Chapman
reached his hand in towards the back of the drawer. Trixie held her breath. Slowly, a smile

spread across Dr. Chapmandéds face, and he withdrew

opened it and looked inside. He drew out the most beautiful sapphire necklace Trixie had ever
seen. Ann burst into tears and hugged Dan in her excitement.

grandmother. We have a portrait of her at the house wearing it. Nobody knew what became of
it I dondét even know why it was hidden in

t he

|
1

i AN

l ue on a window

hand

ABut

t his

t

(0]

t

1

oV e

A My f

fi | know this, o6 Dr. Chapman said softly, -fighting

he

AiFor such a time as this, | suppose, 0 Dan said.

Al ndeed. 06 Dr. Chapman turned to his daughte

r,

AN
ofcourse,Iwilbe sending a | arge donation to the wuniver
do, since they kept such good care of our family

embraced as Trixie and Dan stared fondly at each another.
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Dr. Chapman gave Trixikea hug too, fAl should have known that w
town, this mystery would be solved in no time. You are going to be a terrific forensics specialist,

young | ady. I 611 bet the FBI hires youppilg.n the sp
AWhy, Trixiedif¥oWNameya Dreavl 0 Ann excl ai med, hug
Trixie frowned, fAWho is she?0

nSheds a fictional female detective. Why, Trixie

Nancy Drew books! o
Turning her pertnoseup i n the air, Trixie sniffed, AOf cour s
Therebébs no one but Lucy Radcliffe for mel!l o And p!

on top of the Chapman family treasure chest, she turned and with a smile walked out of the
library into the setting sun.

CHAPTER 51 MY NOVEMBER GUEST

Diana fumbled with the key to her apartment, dancing anxiously from foot to foot as she heard
the telephone ringing inside. Finally, she got the door open and hastily dropping the grocery
bags on the couch by the door, she ran to pick up the phone. A Hel | 0 ? 0
ADiahad®s Tad. o

Diana was momentarily disappointed. She had been hoping it was someone else.

Her silence prompted Tad to clarify, iTad Webster
Di ana gi ggl evdgmahylmerknamed Takl.nHoi , how are you??o

APrett yYnglogd.u?o

i Oh, Il 6m okay, Il guess. O

0You dondt sound okay. o

Dianads bottom | lthadbeen¢hredweekd sinae sheiahdtWayne had broken
up. She really was okay. But she still had relapses now and then. They had run into each
other that weekend at a local dance club, and Diana had been somewhat hopefully awaiting his
call. Stupid, she thought. You need to get over this, Diana. Just like you got over all the
others.

iDi ana??od

A6m sorrFr§m HMadeuess |1 6m just a |ittle domwn in the
biggie. o
ANo biMNodbigge?! think itdés a huge bi gdgiiwhlad Tcaadh ¢ h adwt

(¢

heer you up?o



Tad was always able to make her laugh. Despite the miles between them, they had remained

good friends during the lastfewyears. They 6d go out to see a movie or
fries at Wimpybés when Diana c armmrdonceort@icecaggay si de t o
Tad would fly out to Chicagoto see her. Next t o Nick Roberts, -Bolkd was D
White friend. He always had a joke to share with her, or a funny story of something that had

happened to him in Sleepyside, and he never failed to get a smile out of her when he flashed

his lopsided, dimpled grin. She wished she could see it now.

AOh, just Whaltldst gomae.g on ibnetSlietedpsy shiedacu?t i f ul t her e
a pang of homesickness.

iltds gorg@dbesmobBPt abaaut isdeu ISpi T that i$, Stévé aned Samlv ager

going on a driving tour of NewSErgykawdsoVadoshel O
brother. Most people still called him by his nickname, Spider, but his new wife Sarah was

deathly afraid of spiders, so they were trying to phase that out. It still sounded strange to Tad

though. AiWhat are you doing for Thanksgiving?o

Diana rolled her eyes in remembranaae,t OhH, Iydwe hdk
Mummy and Daddy are bringing both sets of twins to Chicago for the weekend. Th ey 6 | | be her
later this afternoon. And t h ey 6 Can yalimagine h3ghdurs in a mini-van with Larry and

Terry and Kristy and Kayl a?o

Tad | aughed, fASoundwhy ia&kree atnh eayd vdernitwirneg ? 0

OFor t hecedadpyessays.d t hink heds in the early stages o

AfSo, whatodés this big hole youdre in?o0

iWwel Il , I wanted my parents to have a |little break
ritzy hotels downtown for the weekend...while | am having the boys and girls camp out here at

myplace. And | 6m fixing Thanksgiving dinner on top of

Tad chortl ed, A Man, Wolul ayeusof actbhfvedd, r ommate b

Di ana snort ed, Niék@®fgoing skiing is \éail witb his!friend Mike Reed. The

mi nute he heard what | was doing, he Blesiadeal | i ng
face at her roommate, who had just come into the apartment from the laundry room. He stuck

his tongue out at her in return and took his laundry basket to his room to finish packing for his

trip.

Nick and Diana were both art majors at the University of Chicago and over the summer had

found a spacious loft with fantastic natural lighting that they could share not far from the

campus. It was strictly platonic. Di ana wasnot e x ke dnyhe dtherchéind,s t ype.
definitely was.

Nick had come out to Diana the summer after their freshman year in college. Diana was
uncomfortable at first, but the longer she thought about it, the more she realized that Nick was
exactly the same person he was before i a true friend and confidant. Growing up in quaint little
Sleepyside certainly had not prepared Diana for all the realities of the world she had been
exposed to the past couple of years in Chicago. Trixie Belden had done her part to expose her



to all sorts of danger growing up as she dragged her on her many adventures, and that was all
the reality Diana could handle as a teenager.

Ni ck had needed Di an a6 s enfhetoleehis gdesehts e wasiga. Hisu pp or t  wh
father hadndét spoken to him for several months; h
her only child. But eventually, they accepted Nick for who he was and loved him because he

was theirson. Ni ¢c k wae ntolieys@wd ever really be comfortable

and he was thankful Diana had stood by him during that difficult period in his life.

Nick didnét talk about his sexuaflift yanyaunte ias kvsa,s nl
going to lie, 0 he said, fABut seriously, do you wal/l
that youbre a hetedesseavbady@Wwembioudine Asdthatwdsi ck had
the end of it.

Nickds sexual preferenceaxe diacm®dtt batrtee rh olvi arma, whohw
It wasnbdét her place to say anything, but she some:

jealous of her relationship with Nick. If he only knew.

iSo what d deelikedlyingta @htcago for a little tweenie turkey torture this
we e k e nDiaRagoked.

AFunny you should mention that. o Tad pauésmed, and -
sorry,Di. 1 di dndét know your f amildhguldheaescallgdandragkedt o be i n
first. It was just kind of a spur of the i i

ifnTad, dord®tl Imbwel!t here in about half an hour to pi

" Di a mBua $hé had already hung up the phone. Tad scanned the address book on his cell
and connected wi tlthangnddang untifindlly hertvaicenaail picked up.
Frustrated, Tad hung up and dialed again.

It rang several times again before Didmhan lad e @ztalllye
inthecar. Youb6re not elscrapédgalnlowt he help | can get. o
iAre yoD?Isurreal ly donét want to intrude. O

AiYou dondét waQrt ytoou idnotnréutd ew2zant t o spend Thanksgi vi
brothers and sisters?o0

Tad | au g h eThe truth Bas,tTad!really wanted to see Diana. And if that meant
spending the weekend with four unruly kids, it was a small price to pay.

Tad was planning on graduating the next spring with a Business Administration degree and he
had been looking at employment opportunities in the Chicago area, just out of curiosity. Maybe
if he lived closer, he could finally make Diana see how crazy he was about her.

Tad had al ways been Butdedpite datirfg sexeral bealtifug snart, seayn .
women over the last couple of years, none of them had been able to hold a candle to Diana
Lynch. And every time he broke up with one of these women, the first thing he wanted to do



was to call Diana and spill his heart out to her. He noticed that she did the same thing

whenever one of her relationships ended. She wanted to talk to him, not Nick, he thought a little

smugly. He coul dnét i magine though why any s8ee man w
was intelligent and rich and cultured and sexy, and by god she was beautiful! Tad felt his heart

thumping harder just thinking about her long, blue-black tresses, her dazzling violet eyes, her

thick black eyel ashes, her full l ustrous | ips. .. 3

He was jostled from his daydreaming when two rowdy young boys ran into him with one of the

ai r p o ral carss pilecehigh with luggage. They didnét hit him very hard
yelled at them in a strained tone of voice and apologized to Tad. He smiled to let her know he

was okay then looked down at the two hooligans. They looked to be about nine or ten years

ol d, about t he s ame a gAndthisweekend waoald I dduble that, ted st er s .
sets of twins. God helphim. He wondered i f hedd have amyd ti me to
the little monsters sleep at all? He supposed wine was out of the question, but he could give

them extra helpings of turkey and wait for the tryptophan to kick in.

Tad was used to being the little brother, not the big brother. And Spider, er...Steve, ten years

his senior, had practically raised him after their parents died in a car accident when Tad was

only nine years old. Tad was a good student and an all-star athlete. He hadnét gotten in
real trouble growing up, just typical teenage antics. But he guessed Steve might say he was as

much trouble as two sets of twins. Tad made up his mind to try to cut the Lynch kids a break

this weekend. Maybe theydd even have fun.

He settled down on a bench near the sliding doors where he would be sure to see Diana as

soon as she pulled up in her little red sports car. He watched the crowds flowing in and out of

the airport, everybody trying to get somewhere the day before Thanksgiving. Steve and Sarah

had been married in September. Her family | ived in Vermont an
were headed for the holiday. They had invited Tad al ong, but
third wheel to newlyweds and had begged off with an excuse about studying for his finals. As

soon as they had left Tuesday morning however, Tad started regretting his decision. He di dn ot
want to spend Thanksgiving alone. On an impulse, he had gone online to check out flights into

Chicago, fearing they would be way out of his budget. But he somehow managed to find an

overnight flight that he could use his frequent flier miles with and had booked it without a second

thought. He had debated the wisdom of his rash behavior all during the flight and had arrived at

ObHare at 4:00 that morning, waiting anxiously at
Diana. As a result, he had not gotten much sleep and while he waited for his ride, he leaned his

head back against the pillar behind his bench and dozed off.

d t h:
heodod
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Diana found him there, in a bit more than a doze. His mouth was hanging open and he was
snoring a little. Diana tried not to laugh as she leaned over to shake him awake. i Mr .  We b st er ,
your car has arrived, o she said in a stiff, f or ma

Tad jerked awake, trying to remember where he was, and why this beautiful angel was hovering
overhim. AiHave | died and gone to Heaven?0 he asked as

iNot vyet, but after this weekend, yioMe dmaieg lgtotwitsoh

hurry and get back so | can finish cleaning up the loft before my family gets here. Come on! I é m
doubl e pShedgkabbed hés bag in one hand and his arm in the other and hustled him



back out the door where her car was sitting unattended with the four-ways blinking. An airport

security officer had wandered over, but one sweet smile from Diana and all was forgiven. She

threw Tadbs bag into the trunk and they quickly h;
security officer could change his mind and give them a lecture.

Diana behind the wheelwas an adventure. Tad 6 s h e a r throavas she sped alorigd-90t

toward Hyde Park, darting from lane to lane. The top was down on this unseasonably warm

November day and Dianads hair waved behinthdher | i |
couldndét hear her alpdwe ntolde ewi rad ,onggg e psinmg he wa
himself for anything. By the time they got off the freeway and were pulling into the underground

parking garage at Dianads building, Tadodos ears we:
chapped. Diana honked at another car pulling out as they were pullingin. Tad di dndt recog
the driver, but he saw Nick Roberts in the passenger seat waving to them and he waved back.

iwas that that Mike Reed guy?bo

iYeah, dreamy, isndt he?aohebDaca nadnarravwedhisveyes.Ht a sl y s
was bad enough competing with Nick Roberts. Did he have another guy to compete with as
well?

Di ana continued,

f be youdll get Howlomgart hi m wh
you staying, anywa

<

Ma
y?0

0 My fflelviegldte Sunday night. | 6ve got -ayntodtehlaith. r@érd going to be
sl eepwal king through my classes Monday. 0

" We

1, N i k said they6d Beweban allgo authoodinrier thmonight, Sat ur d.
or lunch u

c
Sunday or something. o

Great, Tad thought cynically,i t 61 I be | i ke TThhee yDaptuilnlge dGairmet o Di an a
spot, got Tadébés bag out of thea Whremnk saryd ulre d& caand | fy
back to Sleepyside?d0 he asked,r rThanksdivindidnperrng she wo

fiSaturdayWhy Youndhinking of hitchiDagagdannedi de back
impishly.

The thought of a two-day drive back to Sleepyside with every Lynch except the one he most
wanted to be with horrified Tad. i Um, ddfimdtelynot. Just cur i oWshattbhsattbthseial |
plan for the rest of the visit?o

AfiWedre all going to the par aywieal Thamkagving stufithemest ni ng d
of the day. Mummy wants to go Christmas shopping with me Friday. Daddy 6 s goi ng to t ak
kids to the Science Museum while we do that.o

Each event on the itinerary brought Tadbsl hdopes o
not that he minded being wit Buthehaa heardttsnkiigamdi | yv; t he
planning for days how to finally tell Diana how hi

launch that finely honed speech in front of an audience. He was thinking about just chucking

the whole thing, throwing her against the wall right now and kissing her until she passed out

from lack of oxygen, when the elevator doors opened. They rode wup to Diana and
the sixth floor, stopping at ground level to pick up two very pretty blond college girls. Tad had



completely zoned out by thattmeand di dndét notice their openly adm
somewhat possessive | ook on Di 8heatheyrehcheclber as she o0
floor, she dragged Tad out of the elevator to her apartment and immediately steered him

towards her bedroom. That brought Tad smack back to awareness.

OWhy, Miss Lynch! d he exclaimed, hoping he didnot
entrapped in your web of seduction??o

AYou need som&oslbeep priiavie delardeady c|iettregigsd Ni ck 6s
are sleeping in there thisweekend. You c¢crash on my bed and | 611 wake
arrive. o

iYou dondét need any help cl edeartedlgy or anything?d h

Diana shot him a withering gl ancead. FWodradeaof or get | 6°
clean would not pass a Lynch inspection. And most certainly not in the ¢
now. Go take a nap. o

Tad didnéle atgméled into Dianabds room Hekickeds he shu
off his shoes and threw himself wearily onto the bed, which was covered with a cream-colored

comforter dotted with small purple flowers. He drew a pillow under his head. It had a dark

purple satin pillowcase and Hebreatlveditirddeepne | | Di anabd:
wondering how he was ever going to get to sleep now, but exhaustion won out over desire and

he was soon fast asleep, dreaming about walking hand-in-hand with Diana in a violet-covered

meadow.
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AfAre you survivi NigkaSkedr k ey Day, Di ?0

Diana cradled the phone between her ear and her shoulder as she continued mashing
potatoes. fi Y e s, Nbo thanks to you, traitor. Mummy and Daddy went back to their hotel
after the parade to pick up our fully dressed turkey from the hotel kitchen, but | am making
everything else myself. 0

AnWell, my | ove, I am s oButham guderhappychere in Colrade. At o s ee t
the moment, Il am sitting in front of a roaring fi.
AnStrip poker?0o

i N oNot in mixed company and never on holidays. How ar e the twins squared?
NRnTheydre behaving beaut iThdudplayng Sorn with themyrightinow. ¢ r y mu c
didnét even know kids stildl played board games t hi

Al di dnoét Il playedwoartl gathess $oihasheplayed any games with you

ivel I, we all played Disney Scene |t |l ast night, b
from the parade. 0



Nick shook his head wearily. He adored Diana, but for a brunette, she acteds o é bl ond
sometimes. AiNot t hose ki nd noefang ahnaess ,heDimade the moves o

Diana looked up through the breakfast bar out into the living room. Tad was staring at her.
Embarrassed, Diana turned around to the stove and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial
whisper, AT&duWe lesWeedarzey .j ust friends, Nick. o

fi R e a IHé flie8 out to Chicago two or three times a year to see you, he calls you at least once
aweekandevery time his heart gets dgandswithyour&kihd r i ght
brothers and sisters on Thanksgiving Day. Get a c¢ | ue, Di . o

ifiHoney and Trixie came out to see me this summer,

iYeah, and that was the f i rYsuguyssemeachothenwhenyoue st ar t
go home to Sleepyside for visits. Tad goes out of his way to be withyou. | é m t el |l ing you,
smitten, kiten. And dono6t tell me the thought has never cr
AWwWell ... o0

0Come ohel IDiUncle Nicky al/l about it. o

Lowering her voice even further, so that Nick had to press his ear tight to his cell phone to hear

her, Diana confided, AThere were these two blond
brought Tad home. They stared him up and down like a piece of Grade A beef and...well...it

made me jealous. 0

Ni ck | aughedYouilneteod dt oyosut.op t hinking of him as | u

She looked out into the living room again. Tad was standing with his back to her, doing some
ridiculous dice-rolling dance for luck while the kids rolled with laughter on the floor in front of
him. She admired his posterior for a moment, then blushed and turned back to the stove.
AWell, he is cute. o

ACuthke?d s an Ado hétsought@loat thadthér guys she had dated, who had all
brokenher heart one by one, | eavifmAnddehlre smabkd :nngy awn INd
He doesndt mbhkat yui mpegrtant. o

The gravy was starting to bubble. Diana turned the heat down and guardedly glanced back
over her shoulder. Tad was leaning over the counter and Diana jumped in surprise, nearly
dropping the bowl of half-mashed potatoes onto the tile floor. A Tad¥bu scared me! 0

iSorlryj.ust wanted to make sure you didndt need any
Diana put on her most confident and relaxed smile, though she was feeling neither confident nor

relaxed at the moment. Thank goodness she had been in drama club in high school! i No t hank
you,Tad. Keeping my brothers and sisters occupied is r



Tad shrugged and grabbed a handful of black o | i ves fr om t he Justhdller§ h tray,
you need dalelpakddialite gréen-eyed as he reluctantly added,
And he went back to the game, which was starting to get a little rambunctious.

Diana ducked her head into the refrigerator, looking for the milk, but thankful for the cool blast of
airon her flushed face. A Ar e y ou slurdan &N\ti cwka?n t to make a fool o]

iSweet i e, |lamtha Masteri@@nancer and | can definitely see the two of you holding

hands over a candlelittable. Tr ue, | didnoét picture four <children
you take what you can get. Kiss the man. Doitsoldier! Do it now! 06 he shouted i
camp voice.

Al mdtdoi ng i tnamgrowled andebhembreath, crouching down to get the mixer from a

ower <cabinet so that Tad woul dnot see oOr hear he

Awell , do it sQronm,t Dieaansat dperaerp.ar e yourself that Ta
AAnd how am | supposed to prepare myself for that
fi | &dto nk Heepwour lip gloss handy. No manwantsto kissdried-out | i ps. 0

Diana giggled nervousl Masfi¥ouRamanoer hemp fadotl 6.
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Al | AlliggthHow aboutthis? FI1 i rt with him. o
AFlirt WwWheahobi md Whogaadwe cyec?u t hi s Master Romancer t
Al conferred Trustme thiswil work. Seelef .how he reacts. o

0l know how hebds going to react, 06 Diana replied s

Nick sighed, iDi ana, t ake thmd wiltyouP ¢wantyou o thhko wn me mo
back to those other men. Thoseprd , i he stopped himself, cleared hi
a better word, Aipinheads who just wanted to jump |

Dianabs Mdce Mfmeah.t hosei diwo sglueypst Iwistthupon t he firs

fiNo, I mean all the gulyts domas rhé&atv ematatt erdd in DN famkay we
again choked back what he realTlyeyw hdbiudgrhdt avarutt ttd
your mind or into your heart, Di. All they cared about was getting into your bed. And once they

got what they wanted, or when they didnét get wha
shoul der . 0

Diana bitherlip. She di dndét want to tal k abodhankegeving. many f ai
Awhat is your point, Nick?o0

AMy point is, I want you to recall hovwheh,hose | er k.
want you to ply your feminine wiles on the Tadpole and carefully watch his reaction. You will
see the difference, Dian a . 0



Diana thought carefully about that fora moment. A What di fference?9d

AfJust tr us Tad Webster @ant to get into you. Every bitofyou. He 6 s been carryi
this torch for more than two years now. He cares aboutyou. He 6 s He y & | tale And
you deserve someone | ike that in your |[|ife. o

Al have someone |like that in my |ife, o0 Diana said

iSweetie, this WikandbQraceh ephdodmakt you hasngy t he
|l 6m sure you can dieifiamazing thi

fAll right, Nickk You v e made Dypmnwrt paei nwtul gar . 0
Al was going to say O6egobd. o
Diana sniffed in disbelief), iYeah. Sure you wer e,

Nick chuckled. fi | g o tThesslopgsare calling. But think about it, okay? Happy
Thanksgiving, Diana. | | ove you. 0

i | | ove you Haopop,y NI hcahnol$kadsing upnhg phone and looked out into the

living room once again. Tad had won the game and was proving to be a very sore winner. He

was pointing his fingers atthe kidschant i ng, fASorry! Sorrylsofgorryl! o in
voice. Larry and Terry used their combined strength to push him over onto the floor, and Kristy

and Kayla poked him in the ribs, where Diana had told them he was the most ticklish. Still

singing his victory mantra, Tad burst out into uncontrollable laughter. Diana smiled and moved

toward the door to let her parents in as the door buzzer struggled to be heard above the ruckus.
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Thanks to precautions taken by the Lynches, dinner was a relatively quiet affair. Di an a 6
parents had each taken a seat at one of th
seating to avoid having any young children sitting directly next to each other. Diana sat
between her brothers on one side of the table, while Tad sat between the girls on the other.
This avoided many potential issues such as elbowing one another, stealing food from plates,
and the always popul ar, ASheds |l ooking at me, Mo m

S
e tabl e

The food was delicious and everybody complimented Diana on her cooking, which pleased her
immensely. They politely ignored the lumps found in the gravy and the slightly blackened
bottoms of the rolls. For her first attempt at such a large meal, she had done very well.

Partway through the meal, Kristy suddenly glared at Larry, who was sitting across from her.
AfGet your footbombfermydo | eg, nerd

"1dm not touching you, dog breath! o
AChildren! o Mrs. Ly nch faTdhneornei swhield ibne an of inranmmet ocnael .|
Thanksgiving. o



AfiDoesmeéeanat!l can cal l her names tomorrow?0d Larry
innocent.

Tad hid a smile in hisnapkin. He knew showing amusement at the ki
them on. He well remembered that tactic from when he was a boy. Just then, he felt something

on his leg. He thought about kicking back and calling Larry a toad face, just for fun, when he

suddenly realized that Larry was not the Lynch who was playing footsie with him.

Slowly bringing his eyes up to gaze upon the beauty directly across from him, he raised his

eyebrows slightty. A°- smal |l , coy smile appeared on Dianaés f
seductively as she stared at him. Tad gulped. He glanced first at Mr. Lynch, then at Mrs. Lynch

out of the corner of his eye, but they were occupied with the younger children.

Diana had maneuvered her toes under Tadds pant |
provocatively. Tad coul dndét take his eyes off her and he
from dropping open in surprise. She was sipping her water, staring at him pointedly over the rim

of the glass. Her eyes looked like liquid amethysts. Nervously, he dropped his fork with a

clatter on his plate.

ACompanyés coming! o6 shouted all four children in
i Wh at ? asked, aothfused.

Mr . Lynch explained, Altdés an old superstition t
will soon receive a visitor at theirdoor. What did you drop?090

oMy fork. o

0Then it wild.l Wa sa flarkael @ hwi daaiyad d.myadocs Bhie Iwes t h e r
doing dishes in my sHestiledfontlyat hisbeautifalpvifer i @re nd o 60t h e
|l egend goes. 0

Kristy and Kayla giggled. Larry and Terry looked irked. Girls did not interest them. Diana
blushed and focused on her broccoli casserole. Mr. and Mrs. Lynch smiled lovingly at each
other across the table.

Tad looked dumbstruck. He wondered what sort of dinnerware he had to drop to get company

toleave. Di anads foot had returned tpatohibknee. Daeng,shend had
has long legs, he thought. He covertly put one hand under the table and caressed her toes.

Unfortunately, this did not have the effect he anticipated. Diana tried vainly to suppress a yelp.

As her family stared at her, she covered by feigning a coughing spasm. i Ol i ve pit, 06 she
explained with a mortified look on her face.

Her toes are ticklish. That is very, very interesting, Tad thought, and mentally filed that tidbit
away for future use. He stifled a grin and looked at Diana with mock concern in his dark brown
eyes, fAAre you okay?bo

il 6ém fine, thanks, 0 she said, thr8hesilendy i n an ext
threatened him with her eyes, so he didnét say a
plate and bit into it with delight, his eyes sparkling back at her.
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After dozens of card games and parlor games and board games and video games, Mr. and Mrs.
Lynch finally left for their hotel late that night, confident that their younger children were
sufficiently exhausted not to give Diana or Tad any trouble. Diana got the girls tucked into bed
shortly thereafter, while Tad unrolled the sleeping bags for the boys in the living room. He had
slept on the couch the night before and would do so again, though the events at dinner had him
pondering other sleeping arrangements.

Diana came down the hall in her t-shirt and sweatpants to turn off the lights and say goodnight.

The look Tad gave her made her heart miss a beat. Nick had been right,asusual. Ta d 0 s
expression wasnodét | i ke those other men, who might
the floor and their eyes popping from their sockets like cartoon characters they were so horny.

Tadds eyes wer e deeeapdhelooked at hey ltke he Wwamtednbtlaing more than

to hold her in his arms while they slept. She was sure he was interested in more than that, but

Nickds presumptions had been very accurate; Tad w.
remembered how nervous he had been when she had toyed with him at the dinner table. For all

his braggadocio he really had a gentlemanly soul. She wondered why any of his former

girlfriends would have been stupid enough to throw that away.

She was awake for some time thinking about Tad, when she heard a soft knock at her door.
Diana lay motionless on the bed. It could be Tad. If it was, what would she say? What would
she do? There were children in the house after all...It could be one of the children. What if one
of them was sick? She should get up and see who it was. But what if it was Tad? What if he
really did only want to get her into bed? What if she wanted to let him?

She realized the knock had not been repeated. Whoever it was probably thought she was
asleep. She scrambled out of bed and hurried to open the door. Tad was walking back down
the hall to the livingroom. A Tad? 0 she whiis$peereedryohi hg. okay?o

Tad turned backtoher. Di ana coul d see his AdamoéflEstmoptmdhe ner v ol
swallowed hard several times. He moved close to her door and opened and closed his mouth
repetitively, as if he wanted to s ®gwnawasmet hing bu
completely enthralled. She put her hand around his neck and drew him down to her, kissing

him ardently. He put his arms around her waist and returned the kiss and after a moment, ran

his hands underneath her shirt and up her bare back.

k n o goind th Hawe toi s

They lingered there for a moment before Diana pulled away. i Y 0 u
er ed, nodding towards |

wait, dondét you?0 she whisper
younger siblings slept.

Tad smiled regretfully, butnodded. i1l 6ve waited ®Bhios$ heondayDbanawo i
to kill tmeink.lodonot

Diana giggled and kissed him lightly on thelips. i Thank you for understanding

She turned to go back into the bedroom, but Tad caught her wrist and pulled her back to his

side, fAl dondét want you to thiwmkltbBat mbrenkt hawahthth

~

il know. O



Tad |l ooked at her quedotwi?@ani ngly, fAYou know?
She smiled playfully, iAiThe Master Romancer told m

Tad was mystified by that cryptic comment, but as Diana kissed him goodnight and closed her
bedroom door, he was just glad that she knew how he really felt abouther. A1 sur e wasted a
of a Il ot of time composing that speech, o he mumbl

back to sleep.
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Friday dragged by endlesslyin T a d 0 sNoteoglyed& he not get any time to be alone with

Diana, but he didnodt ev e rShesandeher mether wierd out shopming, of t he
while Tad joined Mr. Lynch and the kids on their trip to the Science Museum. It was interesting

and educational and Tad admitted that he really e
Diana, of course.

They all met for dinner at otwasa®idai@iboistecogsaffais f a mo u-
with the four younger kids, but they all had a marveloustime. They returned to Diana
apartment to watch movies and soon Tad was spending another night on the couch. All he

could think about was standing by the curb with Diana, waving good-bye to the Lynch clan the

next morning.

He soon fell into a fitful sleep and before he knew it, his dream had become reality and he was,

at long last, alone with Diana. At least until Nick got back home that afternoon. The thought of

Nick, and this new guy, Mike Dreamy Man, made him start wondering aboutDiana 6 s i nt ent i on:
and motives. He was going to have to talk to her about that before this went any further. He

was a selfish guy, and he was not interested in sharing Diana with anyone else.

They returned to the | oft and everiolhavptaesdisadn t he co
twins, o0 Diana sighed wearily.

Tad reached out and seized her hand, bringing it up to his mouth and tenderly kissing each

finger in turn. He lingered a moment on the last one, sucking on it longingly. Diana flung one

long leg over his lap and knelt above him, dark hair brushing against his face. He gently

fingered one ebony lock and waited. As Diana leaned down to kiss him, he drew back a bit.

AiDiana, | dondét | i ke t he-distatha aompefitionbfae yonrg hienavrotl.voe d i

She |l ooked at him with a puzzled expression, fAWha

[ I i ve 80 (Nickivels ks tendestaaway. And t hen therebds this skii
o consider. o

> Dt
7]
—

AfiTad, therebds somet hi n Diaha felt likeé he bkught to knovwsthedrwtH d know. 0
about herroommate. She hoped Nick woul dnot mi nd, but he wa:
gettogether afterall. ANi ck i séNick is gay. o

Tad mulled that over fora minute. He di dn ot know whet her eved. be st unn
i Ok alyh.at 6s cool . 0



AiYoudre okay with it?0
He shrugged. 6 Sur e, wWhymenaont,? it é6sl @ei mnodt kogwpweeBal y okay
Nickds a Heeatyguhe ftr alas . c Arslghtlpduiltyyookwcant over his

face. AActually, truth be Atollde,asltdn kkinnodv ohfe 6rse Inioetv ehd .
That s one |l ess threat to worry about. o Tad grinn;

Diana smiled back, AThen youdll be doubly pleased

Tadoémgotgvidérstil. i RealMry ? Dr eamy Man?o

AnwWell, he is dreamy, 0o Diana giggled, ABut wunavail .
AAnd | amé?o
AYou are available...and much more dreamy. 0

Tad thought t
means | 6ve go
gently nibble her shoulder.

he smile was going to Ilgweessgphatr manentl| vy
t y o u Hakissed heoon timeyneck, [pdshing towrn heersblbuseto

il candt bel i eve howneveekhew anygay Beopte intSledpysideg | neveri s .
knew anygaypeopleperi od before Nick came out to me. 0

iThat is because you are sweet. o0 Tad kissed her f
AAnd i nrHe kisseu her nose.
i And pHeKkissedder left cheek.

=1}

And napve. o0 He kiBNew, heanrwghgethegekr cl othes of

ATad! 06 Diana shrieked in feigned modeStandingbef or e s
up, she grabbed Tad by his belt and pulled him to his feet. They kissed each other passionately

as they slowly made their way down the hall where Diana pulled Tad into her bedroom and shut

the door behind them.

It was not long after that that Nick returned from his trip. He leaned his skis against the wall

near the door, dropped his duffel baTtherewasriohe f | oo
reply, but as he approached her door he heard muffled laughter, moans, and other

unmistakable sounds of amorous activity. A° smug smile slowly crawled acHt
damn time, Webster, 0 he AmndtmeMastedRomwdntehwers @uttoteef act i on
kitchen, where he thought he might be able to scare up a bottle of champagne to leave outside

their door.



CHAPTER 617 A WINTER EDEN

iSo, are you and Brian ever going to set a date?b0

Honey ground her teeth as she handed the cashier her credit card. She knew Trixie meant well,
and she knew she wasndt r eBaltl yi fp rsyhienbgd ohra dp uvasnhyi ni gd e
unbearably tired Honey was of hearing that question...

She forced a smile and turned to her best friend, who was standing behind her. i We 6r e wor ki ng
on it.o

She and Brian had been engaged for two and a half years. At the beginning, they had both

agreed to wait until he finished medical school to get married. But Brian had taken a year off

during his undergraduate studies to volunteer in Africa. And even though he had completed his

pre-med studies in three years so that he was no longer behind schedule, he was only in his

second year of med school right now. That meant two more years of med school. And then

hedd be a resident sleeplessnightgand gargagtuas &nmodints ef stieess.d

Honey coul dndét imagine heb6d want to deal with the
extravaganza then, but the thought of waiting another two or three years beyond that was

unthinkable to Honey. Why, oh why, had they decided to wait until they were married? She

was going to be the oldest virgin bride in history at this rate.

Trixie laid her purchases on the counter as Honey picked up herbags. AWor ki nd tdrmrs into?
rocket science, Honey. Wh at &@s prlo bl em?590

Normally placid Honey sna'mppe da,n di BDDasny dfiadrn é6yto uwatia s
even an engagement before youShddampededmouto shack up
closed, shocked at her behavior and her language. Without waiting for Trixie to finish checking

out, she turned and fled the department store.

Snow was falling softly around her as she came out the door and sharply breathed in the cold

air. It was the week before Christmas and Trixie had taken the train down to New York City

from Albany to meet her best friend so they could do some last minute Christmas shopping

together. Normally, Honey thought New York at the holidays was the most beautiful, romantic

place on earth. Couples in Central Park walking through the snow hand-in-hand sharing a bag

of roasted chestnuts, fAThe Nutcrackero at the New
mammoth Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center towering over the skaters on the ice rink below,

the elaborate window displays in the stores on Fifth Avenue. Today however, she saw none of

that. Turning to her right, she started walking briskly down the sidewalk, fighting tears of
frustration over her sitwuation, and shame at how

She and Trixie Beldenhadbeen fri ends since junior high, when F
large estate in Sleepyside-on-Hudson one summer. Tr i xi e had changed Honey®és
the better and she knew, even during moments like these, that they would be best friends

forever. Honeyds fianc® Brian was Trixieds oldest brotl
when her best friend would become her sister as well...if that day ever came.

AHoney! 0o



Honey heard Trixie calling hername. She di dnét stop, but ®dtEixedi d sl o\
soon caught up with her, bags rustling in her hands.

ifiwhat 6s the matter, Honey?590

Honey coul dndét hol d b &keldrogpedmer bagseandput Benhandstomeg e r .

face. She heard glass breaking as the bags fell to the sidewalk. It was the hand-blown

Christmas ornament she had bought THatgustmBdehean and T
cry harder.

Trixie stared at her friend in dismay. She carefully put her bags on the ground and put her arms
around her bestfriend. il 6 my. 5odi dndét mean to upset you.o

Honey lowered her hands, sniffing. She pulled a handkerchief out of her purse and dabbed at
her eyes, thenblew hernose. Al t 6 s notl éyno usro rfrayu |It .d Marp g aucs ta to ny ceu.g

iBut, Didgop@dBrian have a fight or something??o

Honey shook herEwvierayt hiniNgd ® nfei.yeur stupid brother.
Trixie tried hard notto smile. A What has my stupid brother done thi
ANot hing! 0 Honey -pitchad goicd, eliditing staresfrorh pagskrs-by. i That 6s t he

problem! We 6ve been engaged for a hundred years and |
wedding date. 0

Gently, not wanting to upset Honey any further, T
is he?0

i N o, ey ddiffed. She paused and Trixie could see she was carefully thinking it over.

ANo, 0O she repeated, fAHe stillAadtbBebskel waypys madk,i
O0When we arle masti@edddt know how wWedrsd ee warn | gai. ng

AOkay, o0 Trixie said firmlyheiPhaokpidn g Homweegrd sf dra

pi
Letbs go bac

handed them to her, then picked up her own and moved to the curb to hail a cab. A

to your place and get some cocoa or tea or something towarmup. We 6 1 | f i gure out wh;
stupid brotherdés problem is there, okay??9d

Honey sniffled, but she was smiling tentatively. A Thank yoludmTsowxie.|l 6mh such

really do love Brian. And | really do love you too. Thank you for being my best friend, and
t hank you f o Hertokdwas stagingroeget squeaky again and the tears, which
she had almost managed to quash, were flowing again.

A cab pulled up to the curb and Trixie opwmed the
mushy stuffalready. Youdbve been crying enough for one day. o
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Trixie soon had Honey smiling and laughing again. When t hey returned to Hone:
Trixie put a kettle on so they could have some hot tea. Trixie entertained Honey with stories

about school, her youngest brother Bobbybés sudden

recent return to the States after more than three years in Africa, anything she could think of that

wasndt r el at edilings.cor hBrranddan liing together,. She wasndt sure wha
was all about and desperately wanted to talk to Honey about it, but decided she should wait for

a better opportunity. She di dnét want to upset Honey again.

When she felt that Honey was back to her old self, she carefully broached the subject of her
clueless brother. A Al | Noiw,htl.et 6s see if we can solve the My
| hereby call this meeting of the Belden-Wh e el er Detective Agency to orde

Honeybitherlip, but nodded in agreement, smiling at the
dream.
nAl Il Treilgghtme the |l ast time you had a discussion ab

Honey didnoét havkwaswhydshdwas do overly senditivei tt.o Tri xi eds com
earlier that day. It was just the night before that she had approached the subject with Brian for
the umpteenth time.

il t was |Ifxes dinner foghimtat his place. He came up behind me when | was at the
stoveandheputhi s arms around me and said he |l ooked foruv
own place and wedd be able to do this every day. o0

Honey sighed happily, thinking about their own house, with her own kitchen, children underfoot,
her handsome husband coming home from work to a hot supper. Sure, it sounded like
something out of Leave It To Beaver, but it was what Honey wanted more than anything in the
world.

Trixie prodded Honey impatiently, AAnd?0

iSo | asked him wh eAndhepoadl evdsavgyandvsoauil dd tbee .coul dnédét t h
about dates when he was working so hard on finals, that he already had too many facts and

figures in his head to think about a wedding date
AwWell , o0 Trixie pr oWpstheshd? Wiawsa sh eh ei rarnigirayt?e d ? 0

ANo, 06 Hoende,y frheeplwas just...evasive. o0

Trixie drummed her fingers on the tabletop and absent-mindedly stirred her tea. Honey got up

to pour herself another cup of hot water and saw her reflection in the copper kettle. Though the

image was distorted, it was easy for Honey to see how untidy she looked. Her golden tresses,

which along with her sweet disposition had given Honey her nickname, were tangled and

mussed. Mascara was smudged under her eyes, which were red and puffy from crying. A Oh ! 0
Honeygasped. il kbwful | 6 m going to go splashodéosddmbdbewdbtaek om
minute. o0



As she ran a brush through her hair, Honey looked at her face in the bathroom mirror. She

decided there was no touch-up that was going to help. She and Trixie and Brian were going out

to dinner with Mart, who was up at I ndian Lake th
school he had founded for orphaned and abused boys. She took a washcloth from under the

sink and proceeded to wash off and reapply her makeup. She was almost finished applying her
mascara when she heard Tr i $hewdnderedwhd shetallongto i n t he
and opened the bathroom door a crack to hear Tri x|
brightest idea youcdyve bewd riwasrshatiatiagrto Boianuor Matt?

Then she heard the deep, gentle voice of her fiancé. She coul dnét hear what he
nevertheless his sonorous voice soothed and relaxed her.

Again she heard Trixie; she was speaking louder than Brian so she could hear her more
clearly. iYou di dndét see herl 6tnhirse aalfltye rwioororni,e dBraibaonu.t he

Honey worked her way down the hall and as she got closer to the kitchen she could hear Brian
saying, ASHeadllslt bme .foi ne.

fi WE llhate to say it, but you know her almost betterthan ldonow. | j ust hope youdre
wr ong a b oTuxe sawiHbney eatering the kitchen as she finished and quickly plastered
asmileonherface. AHey, feeling better?9

Honey nodded, deliberating whether or not to ask about the mysterious exchange between the
Belden siblings. Brian turned and smiled broadly, walking over to his fiancée to kiss her
tenderly on the cheek as if nothing was wrong.

AHel | o, s Wieighedlupadschoolearyt oday, so | thought 1 86d come
prettiest girls in New YorfkMarot dcianlnleerd Omeh ea bscau td an
from the road, hungryasusual. | t ol d him wedd | eave without him i
hedl | dhko htelrye. o

No sooner were the words out of his mouth then there was a knock at the door. It was Matrt,

who couldnét understand why the three of them bro!
door. This was the first time they had seen Mart since he had returned to New York just days

before, and as they all greeted him affectionately and peppered him with questions, Honey

quickly forgot about the snippets of conversation she had overheard between Brian and Trixie.

The four of them headed out to dinner and as they walked down the city streets, Mart
announced that dinner would be his treat that evening.

AGreat, o0 Trixie said sardonically, @ADoes this mea

Mart threw his arm around hi s siwinddowdcurlsnfeMekr yand m
funny, little sister. It just so happens that | am celebrating tonight. | got a j ob today! o

The other three congratulated Mart and pressed him for detalils.

Al am goi ngtimegrouthdskeeper at the Winthrop SchoolforBoy s, 6 Mart answer ¢



Part-time? Groundskeeper? The ot her s di dn 6 tSurk Matwnjoyed anythingo s avy .
botanical; but still, it di drixié ivhosvaswalkihg hexttoder muc h o
brother, saw the smug look on his face and the twinkle inhiseye. iTher eds more to it,
there?0 she asked.

AwWell, vyes, 0 iMarcte ddmmiintiesd. my didactic pursuits a
indoctrination, | have been pledged an instructive position at the aforementioned academy by

the headmaster of said institution.o

AEnglish, please, Mart, 0 Honey begged.

AfYour brother is going to hire me as a teacher as

Mart never regretted the time he had spent in Africa, but he did regret not getting started on his
college education. During his last year in Africa he had been able to accumulate several college
credits via Internet courses and was going to get his degree in a year or two.

Honey squealed with delight and stopped to give Mart a hug as Christmas shoppers and

commuters flowed aroundthem. A That 6 s wonder ful , Mart! o

AwWell, | did have an in with itwoe kh etimed willabowwme , 0 Mar
to get my teaching certificate that much quicker. J i més even gi vingame free rc
while I 6m there. o

The quartet soon arrived at Honeyo6s favorite | itt)]|
After a wonderful dinner, as they sat chatting ov.
w dondt you stay wWet hamentthi haweakash@&2pover in
il wi sh | could, o Trixie answered hastil e Abut |
roped me and Mart into helping drxewasaddingwith he churc
Mart down to Sleepyside that evening. She had a busy week planned leading up to Christmas

and New Year 6s Eve and stild] had to fildl in Mart
AWhy donét you come with us, Honey?0 Mart suggest:
but it 61 ouinthe &dlidayspigi@tu cyh! 0

Al é6m sorry, Mart, 0 Trixie said Shéglatet at herbiiothers t hat
almost imperceptibly.

Honey was about to accept Martds offer when she h
She looked up and smiled as she caught sight of her cousin Ben Riker. He and a tall, elegant

woman with dark auburn curls made their way across the restaurant and Honey rose to give her

cousin a hug. He introduced his fiancée Brooke Winston to Honey and the Beldens.

fiHel | o, 0 she said with a soft, cultured voice, fi B
friends from Sleepyside. | 6 m del i ghted to be 8helaspditeanineet you a
charming. f | understand you and eciyuHoney.ilsahataight? Maybe e her e
now that | 6ve finally got Ben pinned down to a we:



get to know e a &helookednadoringly at the hardsome young man by her side
and squeezed his arm.

Ho n e y 6sshadglgzed over and she looked to be on the verge oftearsagain. il 6 m sorry,
Brooke,Ben. | f youdl | excuse $hepushedback heschairand stdochupt e . 0

and with a shaky smile added, flDiolnld th & celme@tetwi t h o u
fled in the direction of the restrooms.

Trixie quickly rose to follow her. An idea popped into her head and she suggested Brooke go

with her. A We 6 | | have &hliltetlyoeugiorlantdalshe | ooked pointe
theot her s on al |l t he Andeiths rolaof leneyed, shie beaded swiftly off in

pursuit of Honey, Brooke quickstepping to keep up with her.

As they turned the corner towards the restrooms, Trixie stopped and turned to face the pretty

redhead, who was a good five inches tallerthanshewas. Tr i xi e | ooked wup at her |
Brooke. | know you just met me, but | really need yourhelp. And it might be a I itt
Without hesitation, Brooke nodded, AWhatever you

Trixie smiled. This girl was going to be very good for Ben Riker. Two heads massed in curls
leaned towards each other, formulating a plan.

In the restroom, Honey had her hands on the sink and was staring hard at her reflection in the
mirror. You 6 r e not ,sheordered harself, tighitly clutching the porcelain and breathing
inandoutslowly. But it 6s Pansgoingto get naeieédrbéfore | am! And he just met
this girl!

Honey knew t hey h aBembadbeeredatihg Byookie forsatmostreeyéar now.
But that hardly compared to her long-term relationship with Brian. Besides, she doubted Brooke
was nearly aséfr us tNotddhelsheéwahar playlhog cowsia ke she thought
she did.

The door opened and Trixie and Brooke came into the restroom. Honey smiled at her best
friend in thedminobrevésSeeRying. o

=1}

Youbre sure youbre okay?0 Trixie asked with conc:

iYes, 0 Honey said firmlyfiAttuuoval hyg, tbé6mastathengwb
thanupset . 0O

Brooke spoke wup, fiMen c¢ an Whea Hapeyiotked aghertuncertailly, canoét
she continued, ATrixie told me the probhbpeins youodr
was okay that she confided in me. o

Honey hesitatedonly f or a mome nWe 6 Méfg @ionug stea HakingLaousi ns s o0
deep breath and regaining her composure she added
some tips. o



Brooke linked arms with Honey and with a serious look on her face, but an impish glimmer in
her eyes asked, fAHave you tried a half nelson?o

Honey started to laugh and Brooke joined in, giving the pretty blonde a warm hug. Over her
shoulder she saw Trixie nod her on so she asked H
and talk about our men? You can help me pick out a nice Christmas gift for your cousin too, if
youdre not already d®he pWietalseyadwmoéshaoppilng2 youbr
organi zed women who was done shopping the day aft.

The three girls left the ladies room smiling and chatting. As they approached the table, Trixie

saw that Ben and her brothers had their heads together in deep conversation. Raising her voice

l oud enough to be heard by them she se&jydrt o Honey
knights in shining armor. Unfortunately, that sticks me with my deartwinb r ot her . 0

Quickly sitting back in their seats, the men made room for the ladies in the booth. i B e hittlec e
s i s tMartretarned, always quick to emphasize that Trixie was eleven months his junior.

iRemember that | 6ém paying for your dinner. o

Trixie nodded discreetly at his questioning | ook |
to come with us down to Sleepyside tonight, Honey
AiThanks f or | nBvwuitt iBirgo onkee, aMadr tI. are going to spend
She |l ooked mischievously at her cousin, Al dm goin
Ben groaned and slapped his forehead in consternation. i And here | thought | ha
audience. Howés a guy supposed to have any fun in this

Brooke revealed she had already had several pranks pulled on her by her beau, including trying

to make an egg salad sandwich with a raw egg that
hard-boiled ones in her refrigerator. Ben Riker had grown up a lot from the spoiled rich

teenager he used to be, but some things apparently never changed. The six young people

chatted and laughed, and even Honey seemed cheerful when Brooke discussed tentative plans

for her wedding, to be held in June the next year.

The Beldens and Honey excused themselves as a waiter came up to the table with dinner
plates for Ben and Brooke. Honey promised to call Brooke the next morning to make plans for
lunch and the foursomeretur ned to Honeyb6s apartment.

As Trixie and Mart prepared to leave for Sleepyside, Trixie gave her friend a comforting hug
good-bye. She whi spered in her ear, RAEpeomi&®engds goin

Honey nodded and turned toi Bgitam dhomefwp | ynd AAr &y

0w

Sorry sweetheart, but
o | I

ry, | 6ve ddtm two rdebour shifpa adr |y
6ll call you Sunday night after | crash for a

Honey nodded dejectedly, kissed Brian goodnight, waved good-bye to Trixie and Mart, and
slowly trudged up the stairs to her apartment. She di dnét watch as Brian | ea



passenger window to have a few last words with his younger siblings before they headed back
to Sleepyside.
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Christmas week was like a massive family reunion in Sleepyside that year. Jim drove down

after the fall term ended atDahdamedownyniddeelsfroon ool ear |
Albany, stopping briefly to kiss Trixie and say hi to her family before heading over to see his

Uncle Bill at the Wheeler estate. Brian and Honey arrived the day before Christmas Eve. They

offered to pick up Diana from LaGuardia when she flew in, but Tad was already eagerly

planning to come get her. Mart had spent the week at home, helping with the holiday

preparations.

Peter Beldenbés brothers, Andrew and Harold, were
Sl eepyside, al ong wi tihhismifegheir otdést sbineknuh dnd Hisswifefamdmi | vy
young daughter and their younger son Cap and his wife Cassie. The only cousin missing was

their daughter Hallie, who was trekking in the Pyrenees Mountains with her new husband Julian.

Matthew Wheelerb6s younger sister NMbsapdaemnhd, heer |
visiting as well, and Ben and Brooke were going t
Eve weekend at the Manor House.

On Christmas Eve, the Lynches held their annual Open House late in the evening before people
headed off to Christmas Eve services at their churches or back home to open gifts with family.
There was eggnog and wassail and hot cocoa and a wide variety of Christmas cookies, cakes,
and other delicious desserts. A large red bag fringed in white fur sat by the fireplace in the
family room, filled with gifts for the children who would visit that evening. Soft Christmas music
played throughout the house from the central stereo system. There were Christmas trees of
various shapes and sizes set up in every room of the large house, and everywhere holiday
lights and decorations contributed to the festive atmosphere.

Diana was thrilled to be able see all her friends again. She hadndét been to Sl eepy
Easter that year and the only time she had spent with her Bob-White friends since then had

been when Trixie and Honey came to visit her in Chicago that summer. Diana had dated Mart

Belden through high school, but they had split up when Mart decided he was going to stay in

Africa for longer than originally planned. Martkne w, fr om hi s sisterds recent
was now dating Tad Webster. This was the first time the three had seen each other since then

and Mart was more than a little nervous as he came into the Lynch house. But Diana flashed a

dazzling smile when she saw him and rushed over to kiss him on the cheek and give him a

warm embrace. Tad followed more slowly behind her, watching his girlfriend fussing over her

former beau. There was a moment of silent tension, then Mart smiled and extended his hand,
ATthodore, 0 he said, sounding almost |ike a war gen
Tad smiled and shook Martoés outstret cAnckalwab an d, AM
well between the three from that point on. After all, it was Christmas; how could anybody be

distressed over the holidays when they were surrounded by friends and family?
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Honey was distressed, though she worked hard to enjoy herself and not let others see the
extent of her melancholy. She spent Christmas morning and afternoon with her family, then
bundled up and walked down the hill to Crabapple Farm to have dinner with Brian and his
family.

Trixie greeted her at the door and as she helped her off with her coat she knew, in the way that
only close friends can, that Honey was out of sorts despite the smile on her rosy face. She
dragged Honey up to her old bedroom before she could be accosted by the rest of the family.

Trixieds mother had partially ¢ onouleretdrrethet he r oom |
watercolor painting, but Trixiebds old bed was sti!
iALl I right, spill,o6 Trixie said, Altds Christmas

Honey shook her head f o$hethoughtnyaybe ¢thehad dsigdepheri dndt cr

reservoir of tears, she had spent so much time crying the last fewweeks. Al 6 m f i ne, Tri Xi e
Really. o

Trixie didndaColmel oav ¢élomelyh,i sO fies smeu py.oletiriee t al ki ng
hel p...please! 0

Honey hesitated. She had been brought up in a cultured world of finishing schools and tea
parties where things like this were not topics for polite conversation. But maybe if she finally got

it off her chest, she could deal with it better. il dondt mkobowl bager | can wait
she answered.

y e opened wide, AA t h
[

S re yo
nk you want to do that

e u
t h . 0
Honey shook herhead. A No, t hat 6s n &he biterdigtheh comiruadon id a
rushed voice, fABrian and | decided to wait until
close to three years and might not get married f ol
take it anymorel!o

AWait f or ieashea ingeduously. iThen she gasped, suddenly comprehending what

her friend was getting at, AYou mean you and Bria
AiNo, we haveno6t, Gl Haomreay, c avre fdivre mened .sWeeddv ea rmoaudned oau tl.i
But we both decided we wantedt o wai t unt il we were husband and w
trailed off.

ASl ept t orxiedmiled gefitlyp. A Oh, HWheydi dndt you Ttixel | me bef
could see it was a |l oad on Honeyds heart, but she
serious.

Honey 6s f ac &hegvaseot uspdtmskch frank discussions. She shrugged, fWel

broughtup | adi es doné6t t aYokanalmavar talk dbdubysueandtDarni n g s .
beingéintimate. 0



A

Awel |l , | 6 m-blowhtd by y a uw girixike sndrted, thinkifg back to her tomboy

childhood with three brothers. A But j ust because | dondt kiss and t
candét talk about serious things |like this. o

Awell then, tell me how | can (e tHeryaceuvassblamot her t o
when she said it but the words were so out of c h.
laughing.

Al O0m sorrlyd,m HoonteymBkt ng @ehinitely dondt feel comf

get my br ot he8hetoledhereyes andiHoney broke into a hushed giggle, putting
her hand over her mouth in embarrassment. The more they thought about it, the more
ridiculous the idea became and the two girls were soon laughing hysterically as tears rolled
down their faces.

Finally Trixie was able to gasp, Al canButif i magi ne
you two have been abstinent and kept your promise to each other this long, | know you can

hang on for a I|little while |l onger. o

AA |Iittle | ongeffBwt Hotn ecyo uloda nbeed ,ac dmét | ongrert alTk i tx
about it because | get so frustrated and embarrassed. | dondét know what to do. o

Trixie bit her lip and thoughthard. She di dnét know what she could saf
Honey to think it over for a little longer instead of taking some action she might later regret.

AfiHoney, why donét you just try to enjoy the rest
you can sit down with Brian and talk aboutit. | 6 | | hel p what fti Gheclesgdod t
her eyes and shook her head reticently, Al 611 j us:

when we plan this. o

Honey smiled gratefully. i Thank yolu,ddmotxilknow how |06l ever re
AiWel |l , you aaaibycening downstaiis gvithime and helping me through this
evening. Al this family togetherness t WMrixismadeaddke i s st a

and clutched her blond curls dramatically to emphasize the impending loss of her sanity.

Honey giggled. She knew Trixie adored her family and was only complaining because she
hadndét had much time to spenTtheitwvogrlemiggedandweddan t he
downstairs to join the merriment around the Christmas tree in the family room.
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The excitement of the week after Christmas center
Ti mot hyds Co mmhoney foynd lemelf spending so much time with her family and

Briands that week t haacetogohn todn, sb she &new dnlgthathem ¢ h

family, the Beldens, and the Lynches would all be there. She hoped she would have the chance

to visit with old friends from school and around Sleepyside at the ball. This was the first year

the ballwasbeing hel d and Mrs. Belden told her that St.
traditon. Honey di dndét remember hearing anything about
somewhat relieved to be spending the festive night surrounded by crowds and not alone with

Brian. She wasnodt ready to discuss her problems and f



That night, after the rest of her family had already left for the ball, Honey was waiting in the foyer
of the Manor House for Brian to pick her up. She wore a long gown of dark green silk and her
mother had loaned her a valuable emerald necklace and earring set to wear with it. Brian was
running a little late, which was unlike him, and Honey was feeling fidgety. When she saw the
headlights coming up the long driveway, she quickly donned her long black dress coat and
hurried out to meet him.

Brian had offered his own car to help transport the large Belden clan and was driving the now
little-used B.W.G. station wagon this evening. During Christmas week, the Bob-Whites had
strung up a wreath to the front grill, and a small string of battery-operated Christmas lights
around the back windows. Holiday greenery was entwined around the luggage rack on top of
the vehicle, finishing off the gay costuming of the reliable old wagon.

Brian met Honey on her way down from the house and took her arm, escorting her to the car

and opening the passenger door for her. Before she could get in, he pulled her close to him and
kissed herwarmly. Wi t h t heir f aces c¢ | oacuenorbthan lifehitsedf,per ed,
Madel eine. 0

Honeyb6s eyes s hiHueméenrthe hidstivaf hehanxetiey, Brian was always able to
make her feel secure and loved. They were returning to New York the day after tomorrow and
t he hour s ¢ oulndughtfdr Hogey. Rorgettihgaher earlier reluctance, she wished
they could be alone tonight and could talk about their future, both long-term and immediate.

Al

They drove slowly towards Sleepyside. The snowy roads werendét overly

always a cautious driver. Unexpectedly, he turned onto Old Telegraph Road, instead of

continuing towards downtown, where St. Timothyoés
AiwWhere are you going, Brian?d Honey asked, puzzl e
i Oh, I just thought wedd enjobpy ahki balé, al Bneéeani s
iSeems wedve had precious little of Anfleaorsot his wee

down the road, he pulled into an unused lot outside of an old abandoned house owned by the

Wheelers. Honey 6s f atlysr wlahad eal wo do something with th

gotten aroundtoityet. The B. W. G. 6s had used the clearing
ago as a stop on a charity bikeathon they had organized to help raise funds for the high school

art department. Diana Lynch and Nick Roberts had been just two of the many students that
benefited from that fund-raising project. The most use the property had gotten in recent years

was as a spot for lustful young teens to come and neck, out of sight of the disapproving eyes of
their parents.

Honey thought about this with face flushed, as Brian parked the car and they sat in silence for a
few moments, holding hands and staring through the windshield at the cloudy winter sky. A
million different thoughtswer e racing through Honeydés mind,

i n f

unt i

for areasonable heart-to-heart when t hey got back to the city,

arms and kissed him fervently, pushing her tongue in between his lips and desperately clutching
his neatly pressed jacket in her trembling hands. Brian instinctively responded, but after a
moment regained control and gently pushed Honey back. A What was that all
in genuine surprise.

aboui



"Brian, | don6t wameyextlaimedvdi t | anymgoAndbiqghBo miheh.
swal l owed hard, dAll waandty owaitto ou mtuiclh!Wedvei beeh me
waiting too |l ong as it is. 2o

Brian took in the whole outburst in his usual unruffled, serious way. Slowly a gentle smile

appeared on his face. He held Honey in his arms and brought his lips closetohers. il don o6t
want to wait any |l onger either, sweetheart, but,6 o
we should wait ulnustitlhiw&d we 6mdr hieedhappier in the |

Hot tears of frustration threatened to erupt from Honey again. Holding her emotions tightly in
check she said resolutely, fAThen wSericduslyvBeansi mply g

you havenoideahow hard this has been for me | ately. o
Brian smiled in understanding. i Dond6t you think it éwantpoeasmudnar d on
as you want me, Honey. Go d , I |l ove you so much. o

AThen why ar eWhwe, wBar$ShedkissegbRim again, more gently this time, but just
as passionately.

AYou really want to set a date, dondét you?0 Brian
one another.

Honey nodded vehemently.

i Ok a Brianopaused and took a deep breath. i How about tonight?0

Honey stared at him, flabbergasted. iDo you mea&ancehdpk@m Mhtaher 6s onl
daughter. She6d never forgive me if | didndét |l et her teé

wedding for wus. o

AfAgreed, 06 Brian replied wiaceéh Widhoutanatheedwerd, bdstaded e d | o0
the car and pulled out of the lot and back onto Old Telegraph Road.

Honey stared at him speechlessly. Should she wait for him to say something more? Surely,
that wasndét the endBofi aml?eedgdntyy omr oati on?

But Brian didndét reply wuntil they had turned onto
appeared beforethem. At | ast he spoke, AYou know your mother
set a date, right?0o

Honey nodded.

AAnd you do nbiemn with that? What | maaiois, if the decisions were all out of your

hands, youdéd be okay with that?o0

Al guess, 0 Honey replied, baffled.

Brian pulled into t he oaayWwassaugrisedad seeahatthe totwasTi mot hy 6
only about half full; she expected more people would come to the gala. The lights of the church,



as well as the community center behind it, glowed warmly in the dark night. Brian got out of the
car and came around to open the door for Honey. As she exited, she saw Trixie and Jim
waiting at the door to the church. Trixie had on a beautiful gown of dark cranberry red. Honey
waved tentatively, wondering why they were not already in the community center enjoying the
New Yeards Eve Ball

Brian held Honey&s plyatodeseyesnidHd vwo oakbeadu td eteoni ght 20 he
again in a soft voice, slowly emphasizing each word.

Honey looked again towards the door of the church. It was then that she noticed that Trixie held
a bouquet of white roses in one hand, and a similar arrangement of pink roses in the other. Jim
was wearing his tuxedo. When he saw Honey looking at him, he held up his hands and she
could just make out what appeared to be a gold band in each hand.

Hazel eyes wide, Honey looked up at Brian. A Ar e y o umeR iTathight?nirgfront of the
wholetown? Dur i ng the ball ?o0

Brian chuckled. His plan had gone off withouta hitch. iTher e is no Sl eepyside N
sweetheart. That was just a ruse to get you out here. Your family and my family have been

planning this since Thanksgiving weekend. That 6 s why our extended famil:|
year, That 6 s why Trixie convinced Brooke to keep you

home. That 6s why we all worked togethgmout woluée@mO_oyod i
out the ball was a figment of our collective i mag]
iThatéds why you were so evasive when | kept askin
amazement.

iYes, 0 Brianfisrad dl sametrdwyly sorryt ljustganted you so0 up:s
everything to beébo

Honey beamed, tears of delightinhereyes. iPer f ectly perfect! 0 she shout
Briannodded. i So, what dAor eyoyuwous awi?z h me? 0
She flung her arms around his necHKoamrdewhidspered

Brian and Honey stood by the car kissing, as snow began to fall around them. Finally Jim
shouted from the door of the church, Alf you want
youbd better shake a | eg, sister dear. o

The happy couple ran up the stairs of the church. Honey ds parents were waitin
They hugged her tenderly and her mother indicated a long garment bag hanging on the coat

racknearby. il t was my wedding gown, and Bhejandsloneyk now it
with Trixie and Diana close behind them, disappeared into the choir room while Jim escorted

Brian up to the front of the rose-filled sanctuary, where all their family and friends had waited

expectantly for the couple to arrive, and where Mart and Dan stood near the altar to serve as

groomsmen.



After helping Honey into the satin wedding gown, covered in antique lace, her mother and her
two closest friends presented her with the traditional gifts.

AYour dress certainly qualilfeides fasn-Whikestedbchifpedbg ol d,
in to get you vy o8hehasdedtHorepnad smalbax,evhich&he opened to reveal

a lovely bracelet containing four rubies and three diamonds. Rubi es were Honeyds bi
and the four red and three white stones represented the seven Bob-Whites of the Glen, whose

unofficial club colors were red and white. Honey hugged both Diana and Trixie, and Diana

helped her get the bracelet on her right wrist.

Honeyod6s mother presented heepeadsatighegr wavr ehmgtring
gr and mo tSheevoréthem on her wedding day and she gave them to me to wear on my

wedding day. | would like to give them to my granddaughter someday when she gets married,

so they are definitely sd,meftButngn dtohrirmgyvevda wl & hnea ke
than to see you weHonmey lited the lae off ofther neckgahdther tnother

clasped the delicate necklace behind her then gave her a kiss on her cheek.

AAnd finally, s ometSheheldoubalsmall bagthat laokedl liké it careifrem

an elegant boutique. Honey peered inside and immediately blushed. It was not one, but two

very sexy, pale blue garterbands. Tr i xi e hugged her and whispered co
thereception. But you make sure Brian enj oysHomeggiggledi ng t he
and hugged her friend tightty. A And bet ween you and me, 0 Trixie con

beyond grateful that | didndt h¥Youlavetnoidehlzowe t hat ¢
hard it was for me to see you so upset and keep t
Ailtos all right, Trixie, o Honey |lwmdeistdndevarythingst | vy, A
now And | | ove you all so much. o

AAll right, aleld rliogvhitn,gd yT,r ifiXWheats cdoldd | Andshe you ab
guickly drew out a handkerchief and dabbed at her
run.

Mi nutes | ater Honey was wal ki ngMatrewWheeldigaveai sl e on
her away to the handsome young doctor-to-be and the Reverend Joseph Musgrave bound them

to one another with lovingly repeated vows, two beautiful gold wedding bands, and an

affectionate kiss. As the bells of St. Timothyodrendsalng in the
clapped and congratulated the newly married couple.

AiDo you think anybody would notice if we werenodt
gleam in his eye.

nYes, |t hi nHoney dméey upwatchim| bdtting her eyelashes innocently. Why? Is

there somewhere else youbd rather be?0

Brian growled playfully and kissed his bride agai:
Honey giggled, Al vote we get out of that recepti

AYour word i sswegetclhenanratn.dq



Al 6l I remember Hertsmaile softemed askslkeraddedregrnestly. Al 61 | remember
everything about thisnight. I | ove you, Brian. 0

AAnd | |l ove youéMrs. Belden. oo

CHAPTERETTE 6B i BLUEBERRIES

alf | had known | was going to be reduced to shov
wouldhave stayed i n Afr ificTh,e0 mMenr th agsr srebvleend .een mi | es
parking lots, sidewalks, and footpaths on this pr.

friend?0o0

When Mart Belden had returned to New York from three years of volunteer work in Africa, he

knew he had been very fortunate to get this job a
School for Boys. The part-time work would allow him to focus his energies on completing his

education degree, and Jim had been more than generous to allow him free room and board at

the same time.

Mart had eagerly accepted his offer, dreaming of rolling lawns trimmed to putting green
perfection, beautiful flowerbeds alive with a rainbow of colors, and abundant gardens filled with
mouth-watering vegetables. After three years on the arid African continent, he had forgotten
how infuriating snow was. And how cold. And wet. And heavy.

With a mighty heave, fueled by his irritation, he flung a teeming shovelful of snow over his
shoulder.

ifiOof! O

Even as Mart desperately wished for it to be Jim he had just bombarded with snow, he believed
the sound to be distinctly feminine. He closed his eyes and muttered a few choice curse words.

Turning around slowly, he found himself looking into the most beautiful blue eyes he had ever
seeninhislife. Mart 6 s eyes wer e bl ue, Thbse ¢yestwhre midnigtd,r e | us't
azure, sapphire, indigo, aqua, cerulean, cobalt, sky, navy, turquoise, cornflower, wedgewood,
periwinkle, royal, mar iofieé&d&Mamwntnyfmisnalbluy thnhancoul dnb
kal eidoscope of hues in the womands eyes.

[N

AWell 20 she asked testily.
AExcuse me?0 Mar:t replied, startl ed.

iArendt you going to apologize?o
fi F o r &Aarsing in front of a lady? For ogling the most beautifulnon-vi ol et eyes | 6ve e
seen? For standing here with my mouth open like a complete doofus?

His failure to complete his sentence drew a little gasp of irritation from the woman that made her
incredible blue eyes spark with fire; a blue flame of course. iHow about for tossing
of snow in my face?0



Gl eeps! 0 Mart excl ai med, diflidinngllolhy goVaihmaygenosto hi s s
completely back to his senses. He hastily let the shovel drop to the ground and moved towards

her, intending to apologize profusely and help her brush the snow off of her bright red coat and

matching cap.

Unfortunately, his situation abruptly went from bad to worse as he slipped on an icy patch on the
newly shoveled walk. His arms flailed, trying to maintain his balance. He teetered backwards,
overcorrected, and found himself falling headlong into the beautiful woman. Struggling mightily

to keep from falling, his hands | anded on places
woman at |l ergerthénthirty seconds, anyway. She staggered backwards with a
shriek, partially in avoidance and partially from

them tumbled into a snowdrift by the side of the walkway.

Good gri ef ! 0spstthring saow out & henmeodth and nose. A Wher e did you gr
péthe Sdbar ada@2ok | ike Bambi out here. o

C

Mart emerged from the mound of snow where he had fallen face first. Small clumps of snow
and ice coated his eyebrows and forehead. His cheeks were bright pink with embarrassment or
cold, or most likelyboth. AUhm sahfry, 6 he garbled.

Her brief tinkling |l aughter made Martobés heart ski,
replaced her mirth with a look of annoyance. She jerked the end of her long, woolen scarf out of

Martés mouth and asked, AWhat did you say?bo

Mart grinned sheepishly. il s ai d, |l &dm sorry. o

Awel |, |

hould hope so,0 she huffed, though Mart
I c er t aekpedttp getinnokksted when | came outside for my
I N

S
up in a small smile. A
al k. o

morning w

iMoli@sMart e Heturaed beetded and gulped guiltily as he remembered frantically

grabbing for something, anything, to keep him from falling on the icy path. He found his eyes

unconsciously dropping down to gaze at the would-be handholds. Gr ant e d, he coul dnodt
much beneath her heavy wool coat, but he remembered how full and firm they felt, even in that

brief moment of contact.

He heard her clearing her throat and looked up to see her brilliant blue eyes practically spitting
freathimm. AHad your fill 2?0

That particular turn of phr ase Hewaswtyglad hawat ewd pi c1
still lying prone in the snow. The icy wetness ought to kill his lusty feelings...the noticeable ones

anyway. He swal | owed uneasi |Tyoud hndearsld i seéem taihbve miaesl | u st
your br eHekddded towards her coat as he struggled to regain his feet.

She looked down at her chest. fi D r aThel dark remains of some type of fruit danish were
smeared on the front of her coat.

AnBl ueberry, 0 Mart s ai dtwashis favorite. Hedated o see Qoodfaod n e s s .
go to waste.



She looked at him with narrowed eyes. A And j ust how do bpeoy? Didyomw it wa s
get a taste on your way down?o

stay red

Mart d t
A h a shrug.

cided his face might as well jus
presence. it t

ﬁlo, 60s Tuesday, 0 he mumbl ed wi
Altés Tuesday?0 she repeated questioningly.

A T h e hek stafff bakes fresh danishes everyday. Tuesday i s blueberry. o
AYou have the danish schedule memorized?0

Mart grinned. Now he was in his element. A Oh , [ have the entTalkirmg menu me
about food made him feel more comfortable in the awkward situation and he gallantly stretched
out his hand to help her to her feet.

His smile vanished as she ignored his offer and pulled herself carefully up off the ground,
brushing off the snow while trying not to smudge the stain any worse than it already was. She
leaned down to pick up what was left of the danish, as well as the crushed remains of a
styrofoam cup whose spilled contents had stained the pristine snow in sepia tones. With a
disdainful glance at Mart, she turned and walked towards the door, stopping to throw the items
in a trashcan near the front steps.

As i rksome as she was, Mart founfdl he&amdsadmmoy, cvame ¢
out. Al mean for ruining your wal k. . . aAndlyéuswhdle your br
day, apparently.

She had stopped at the front doors, her gloved hand on the handle. She turned back to him and
though she didnét smil e, Mart i ma g iOnwerthéygust magni f |
reflecting off the snow? i So, wher e diol I ? & entde tdhekeédd, her voice

iThe bihbpPpé sheds not going to sue me for sexual |

iThe cl| ealrmiimg ibsi lal .brand new coat, you know. 0

Mart waved towar ds |workdereh Uunmehndlilive gere aidveork dere. o

AiDo you have a name?0 she queried, and again ther
rosy lips.

Do 1? Yes, ldo..Whatisit? A Ma™Miart Bel den. 0

She nodded brusquely, her lips in a tight smile, opened the door and disappeared inside.

Mart cursed himself. He cursed the snow. He tried to kick the snow, but found it was highly
unsatisfying to kick something that fluffed around him in mocking delight. He kicked the shovel

instead, still lying where he had dropped it. A corner of it jabbed sharply into his toe, causing
him to hop up and down in pain. So he cursed the shovel too, for good measure.



He coul dndét remember the | ast time heAwomad been so
who didndét succumb to hi s «crhughhardertole cHhaentigs Shewhi ch m.
would be positively i nf ur iTadse ayes, the ¢oloriot.. Magr endt f or

rubbed his sore toe and smiled. iBl ueb éMiyr f@esv.ori te. o

He didnot even know her name.

kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkhkkkkkk

Jim ambled his way slowly down the hallway, perusing the morning paper and sipping a cup of
coffee as he walked. The daily commute from his apartment upstairs to his office downstairs
certainly had its benefits, especially during these cold winter months. He tucked the paper
under his arm and opened the door to the school office, smiling at Mrs. Foster as he entered.
No matter how early he arrived, the efficient secretary somehow always managed to beat him
in.

iGood morning, Mr d, pickirgoup @ mmemade bluebesymmiuffingrom the
basket on her desk.

The neatly dressed grey-haired woman looked up from her daily planner with a warm, motherly
smile. iGood mor ni ng SheMould hdve preyereg to gall him Jim. As the unofficial
grandmother at the Winthrop School, she knew every student and employee personally. She
preferred to call all her co-workers by their first names, but after being unable to get Jim to
return the favor, she had finally given up and returned the formality he used with each member
of his staff.

AHow does my schedule |l ook today?o0

ADemandi ng, Do 6dl waws .e v e r She medred atdim loverahe kos @f her
bifocals, quietly reproaching him for wearing himself so thin.

Al promi seeathkeear tthecaovmes friendlier, 106l take a
orsomething. Wi I I that satisfy you?bod
AiNo, 0 she grumped, fAYou | ook terrilbtt ecamdat ywai thewer

spri8lgeodi dnét f ool oudghi,ananybody else fomthiatmattere Mis.H-oster
could never really be angry with anyone.

Jim gave heraweary look. il was just off for two weeHow over th
much more downti me amHke dupmads erépl ibdt hehdedkfer hig r
of fice, pulling the paper up in front of his face

have for the umpteenth time since the new term had started barely two weeks ago.

But he could hear Mrs. Foster grumbling behindhi m, AWhatever it takes to |
your hear t AndJiin kmewdseeamas fully aware that he had overheard her, as she had
intended.

He gently closed the door of his office behind him and looked into the mahogany framed mirror
that hung over the back wall. There were circles under his eyes and his cheeks were slightly



hollowed. He knew he was working too hard. But working himself to exhaustion every day was
the only thing that enabled him to get any sleep at night, uninterrupted by the nearly endless
cycles of disturbing dreams and wakeful worrying.

In the two weeks since he had returned from Sleepyside, where he had stood as best man for

Brian and Honeyb6s wedding, he had bWeymadbeem bl e t o
apart for three years now, and she had been with Dan for most of that time. They had managed

to hold onto their friendship, for which he was eternally thankful, but Jim had never truly let go of

his feelings for Trixie. He had managed to bury them deep in his psyche while he worked to

build his dreams for this school, but now, with the romantic wedding atmosphere fresh in his

mind, those feelings had returned. He di dnét know HMHew dtia ndHtto k ntolwe m.f |
wanted to stop them. But admitting those feelings to anyone, least of all to Trixie or Dan, had

the potential to unleash a far-reaching storm that could make his own internal struggles look like

a summer drizzle in comparison.

So he beat his emotions down again, made them obey his honorable spirit, and immersed
himself in the day-to-day workings of the school. Even things he easily could have delegated to
others he took charge of himself, wanting his mind to be completely filled with something other
than thoughts of what he had lost, of what he had thrown away.

He tore his eyes from the haunted specter staring at him from the mirror and looked down at

Mrs. Fosterds blueberry muffin, nHetwokahalf-hearted | v cr u:
bite, letting the fresh pastry crumble in his mouth, then tossed it into the garbage can. He

wasndt i n the mooHeputhsrcoffeeaupbroarcoastdr,aropped the paperin

one of the guest chairs and went behind the desk to sit in the luxurious, high-backed leather

chair. He leaned back and clasped his hands behind his head, closing his eyes and composing

his thoughts and plans for the day ahead.

There was a soft knock at his door and Mrs. Foster poked her silvery head inside. i Mar t want s
to know if you have a minute for him.o

AiMrs. ,Fowet edro have an intercom, you know, 06 he smil

She sniffed contemptuously. She never used the highly impersonal contraption on her desk, but
she would never admit that she didnét really know

AiDo | have a mi mppeasether. Hree alskwad tdi recting Ji mbs e\
he was at work.

iYes, DbRemenjber thdt you have a teleconference with Mr. Wheeler and Mr. Rainsford
at 9:00. 0

AiThank you, |NudfrgottdhoWh a&tr .woul d | ever do without yc
She smiled happily and returned to her desk, waving Mart through the open door.
AJim!o Mart shof@k ede ed upHedugnHimsdif mto the nearest guest

chair, crushing the newspaper underneath him as he flung a leg over the arm. His face was
flushed and he was grinning from ear to ear.



Jim listened as Mart excitedly jabbered away about some woman he had met earlier. He
described her with his usual verbose imagery and asked if Jim knew who she was. When Jim
shrugged in confusion,Mar t excl ai med, AAreYgpoaudhbnddi kgome whaoit

talkingabout? The school isndt that big!o
il 6m bodopwdt wusually think of my staff Yiomumdtrer ms o
going to have to be a little more descriptive. Or maybe a little |l ess descriof

Martés own orbs were rather glazed over at the mo
creeping across hisface. He waited, but Mart didnoét reply, appa
daydreams.

i Ma r t prampthde

Mart broke his trance and focused on his friend on the other side of the spacious desk. He sat

up straight on the chair and leaned forward, elbows on the edge of the desk and chin resting on

the tips of his clasped fingers. A Sh e 6 s g oit..l think.oltnwds kimdaof tucked under her
hat,aredhatt And sheds got a red coat. . . wi tShelkesa bi g bl
blueberry danishes. 0

Jim cast his eyes heavenward. It always came down to food for Mart. He secretly hoped the

woman he was describing worked in the kitchen. i So, someone on my staff ea
danishes in a manner sl oppy enough to get them al
AWelll..neort of...did that. oo

Jim stared at him scathingly. il wondét ask how. 0

APl easda ,bdorMarftSa,grdeae dy.ou k n terealizecdhe sohnded like & o
overeager puppy dog, so he sat back in the chair
and see if | can get the coat cleaned for her. o
AWhy didndt youw oapaliodgiizze? owh e n

il  &ut.dvell notwellenough. And she | eft before | could...wel/l
Jimsmiled. He hadndét seen Mart this fluster eWhitssince. . . w

Mart had known and loved Diana even longer than Jim had known and loved Trixie. Both men

had broken off their relationships for practical reasons. They had formed a brokenhearted bond

with one another si nc eDiaaand Tise haddbotumoned énramdm Af r i c a.
found love again. Now it seemed Mart was ready to move on too.

How did he do that? Jim wondered. And why canét | ?

The mention of the red coat finally struck a chord with Jim. He had commented on the
obviously new garment justyesterday. i Sal | y Drake, 0 he said aloud.

Mart és f aedefl Dhhratghd elmWWhro niasnes?h e ? 0



iShebs my AmericaAndilsdadrlyi k@ alcdhrert o st abDjondhtat wa )
go chasing her away by starting food fights with |

Mart snorted, ALiIi ke | @d.d te wvwears paunr paocscei ldye nita, s tle tfeol o

Jim cocked a rusty eyebrow at his friend, who was drifting off again with stars in his eyes. A Al |
right,|havetoask. How do you do it?0o

=1}

| slipped on the ice, 0 Mart mumbl ed.

i Wh a tlird was confused now. Was Mart suggesting a concussion or a groin pull was the key
to finding love again?

Martsighed. il t hr ew a s hov e lwasdoingad cleaniher off when | stipped .

and fell into her...and we both fell in the snow.
i No, I mean. . . nid, shaking insi head., He wak preity suge he was going to be
making their weekly trip to the | ocal bar alone t

Mart stared at him expectantly until Jim took his hand from his chin and flung it outward in a
questioning gesture. i What ?0

AnAre you going to tell me wWWheantJim hesitated, e laddédwithi n 2 0 Ma |
a grin, ATi mebds la cvaandBtti rMge,t HRrhaytnlddlmu € mer rpy ogt dion ba
new coat. o

Jim did notlook amused. A Sheds wor ki ng, Mart. o

Mart made aface. il k n o What?hDeot .y ou think | 6m going to seren

Jim raised an eyebrow. He could remember when Mart did just that during high school in front
of Dianab6s governmeebtscDaygs on Valent

o] beftlaupreo hies d | lu&lhle

Mart apparently remembered too,
be l k to her. o

unt il t ween classes to ta

When Jim stild/ |l ooked unconvinced, Mar t added, Y
popping in and asking if there are any knock-out gor geous history teachers

ARoom 115,06 Jim said quickly, rolling his eyes.
Mart leaped from the chair and bounded to the door. i Than k sY,ouwdilm. be rewar ded

someday. Maybe she has a aikstyeorudwheo twon ito meliy, 6 he ad
fleeing out the door as Jim threw a pencil his way.
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Mart tried hard not to sprint down the hallway. First period had already started and if he kept his
promise to Jim he would have to wait almost twenty minutes before he could enter Room 115
and talk to Sally Drake.

Sally Drake. .. Miss Hzwanteaté saHed ngme Rloud &ver and over i
whisper it, shout it, sing it, laughit. He ¢ o u | d nFot all tisgdkipg amdtwisecracks, for all

his ostentatious verbosity, he truly was a romanticatheart. And hi s heart hadnoét fe

a long time. It had been a very long three years in Africa. Long-term relationship possibilities
were few and far between in third world countries and Mart had pined for his violet-eyed Diana
for much of that time.

When he returned to the States to find Tad Webster had swept Diana off her feet, Mart had

graciously stepped aside forgood. Di ana was happ ytwa mgortanhtaMad. sHe wh a

knew Tad would treat her right and he was obviously quite smitten with her. Well hell, who
wo ul dn &ven Maet Rad to grudgingly admit that the All-American athlete and the
homecoming queen made a picture perfect pair. It hurt, but he had many wonderful memories
to hold onto, and years of friendship to look forward to with Diana Lynch

He and Jim had bonded over pints at the | ocal pub
York, but Mart di dnotilbsadngyearoafter miscbreakpp withiTkxee. Ji m, st

Mart had tried mightily to jostle Jim out of his stupor, but so far had had no luck.

He checked hiswatch. He coul d spend the next fourteen
problem, or he could spend it composing a suitably impressive apology for Miss Drake and let
her see that he was an intelligent, educated man and not some klutz with incredibly poor aim.

He reached Room 115 and peeked in the long, thin window above the doorknob. Sally Drake
was engaged in a description of some important battle, he guessed, drawing diagrams and
maps on the blackboard and turning frequently to her class with animated gestures and a face
that lit up the room with excitement. She was obviously a good teacher; her students sat in
enraptured silence, barely remembering to take notes, they were so focused on her tale.

Satisfied he was in the right place, and with twelve minutes still to spare until he would be in the
right place at the right time, Mart leaned against the wall next to the door and started thinking
about what he would say when he finally got to talk to those beautiful blue eyes again. The
minutes ticked quickly past as he ran the dictionary, the thesaurus, and every Shakespearean
sonnet he could remember through his mind to get just the right words rolling off his tongue. He
wasnodt sure why he was Wercypyuhdnédbopbsii bty
impression than he had the first time they met.

As a bell announced the end of the first period of the day, Mart jumped to attention and moved
eagerly towards the classroom door. As he did so, the door was flung open and it was only the
downward glance of his eyes as he reached for the doorknob that saved him from a broken
nose. The door swung into his forehead with a sharp whack and he lurched back, trying not to
swear as a flood of pre-teen boys came flowing out of the room. He touched his fingers gingerly
to his forehead and pulled them away, checking for blood.

AAnt hony! 06 Mart heam,d i %loonw i dh sMetieardhdele dickiag. his
way and swiftly tried to compose himself, but he was seeing spots in front of his eyes. Frankly,

mi nut e

ma & ke .

hedéd prefer to be seeing fireworks wheShekbagnec ame f



intovewand there t hey werHleéshduldeslength blondchaircgseaded in
generous waves around her face. She was wearing a pale blue sweater i miraculously free of
any fruit stains 1 and black slacks.

She stopped short when she saw him. He must have presented quite a picture i a large

contusion on his forehead, sure to be black and blue before long, jaw wide open trying to get the

ringing in his ears to cease, eyelids fluttering open and closed in dizziness. i Mr . Bel den, we
me et ag ai idandevenhndis woazy state, Mart could swear he saw her eyes twinkling

at him.

AMi ss Dr ake, 0 Whha finalshake wfrhis ltead he shook off the lingering vertigo,
pasted on his most charismatic grin, and thrust a hand out to greet her properly.

On reflection, Mart later decided that what happened next was no surprise. Fate was obviously
out to get him for some past sins he had committed.

Sally chose the exact moment that Mart reached out to her to lean down and pick up a piece of

paperthathad f all en from somMast sdemadd bootehbhedkagai ns
again i as she bent over. He pulled back like he had scalded his fingers on a hot stove,

blushing furiously. Well, at least the red mark on his forehead would blend in now, he thought.

She straightened up and stared at him, clearly trying not to explode 1 with laughter or anger,
Mart wasnot sure, though he felt mildly better wh

AThis just isndt your day, is it, Mr. Belden?bo
Heshuthi s eyes for a moment and sl owl Vassstkyollamhi s hea
not normally so unsuitably maladroit in my endeavors to converse with a pulchritudinous

ma i d eWell, at least his brain and mouth were working this time.

She tilted her head and smiled at his words. A real smile this time too, dazzling and completely
unlike her previous attempts to cover her pleasure with irritation.

Mart wasnoét sure i f it was her smile or the blow
nausea overcome him. He leaned over and put his hands on his knees and prayed it would

pass. If he threw up on her, that would be the laststraw. He 6d have to move to Mor
become a monk.

He felt a soft touch on his shoulder. A Ar e you all right?0

Slowly he straightened up and gave her areassuring grin. i Ye s , I just felt a Ilit

Realization hither. A Ohl! t hought that o6t hud6 Wheseathédoutdoor hit

and tenderly touched the swelling lump on his forehead. Her fingers were soft and gentle and

her wrist smelled like...cupcakes? Mart really thought he might faint now.

AiNo, 6 he grinned in embarrassment, ithough, l ucky



iYou should probably go s evithcanbem. school nurse, 0 s h
il 6ve had worse, o6 Mart shrugged, fAas you can prob
me so far, Mi ss Drake. o

AfiSally, 0 she smiled.

iSally, o0 Mart nodded amiably.

A group of boys was filing into the room, glancing curiously at their teacher and the young man
she was talking to.

il actually came by to see if | could try and cl e
ARnThere stildl mi ght be a chance to get that stain
AiThank you for your concern,l btuhti nikd viet awirlela doye toakka

She put her hands on her hips and thrust her chin
have no incertitude that you are more than proficient at expelling all manner of bespattered
victuals from habi leiprocaimeéds , Mr . Bel den, 0 sh
Martés jaw dropped open as she turned and wal ked |
behindher. The door was al most c¢closed when Mart managed

Sally turned back, her blue eyes shining. She smiled fetchinglyathimmand echoed, AMart,
before she closed the door.

Mart fell back against the wall. He was feeling very lightheaded and it was definitely not from
any kind of concussion.

He was in love.
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Jim glanced up at the clock that hung over his office door. It was still a little early for lunch, but
his stomach was growling. Besides, he had two meetings this afternoon and he might as well
get lunch out of the way now.

He considered what was in his refrigerator with a sigh. A bottle of ketchup, some slices of

American cheese, and a half-empty gallon of milk i probablysour.  t di dndét sound | i ke
meal. And he didndét particularly feel |l i ke socializi
facul ty i nsloungetodayeeapedialyifbe was going to end up watching Mart
mooning over Sally Drake. He 6d have to get some groceries anywa
lunch in town and get the dreaded shopping trip over with for the week.

He stuffed a few files in his briefcase, shrugged into his long winter overcoat and exited his
office. i Mr s . Foster, 1 6m goi ng ilfmbhybodytneedsimeftheycara coupl e
reach me on my <cell . o



AiDond6t forget you have two meetnhiorogns owisthte petmd mtdiead
Jim waved his briefcaseinreply. il 6 ve got t hel &lill elsoak ghvwerhetrlreem at

AwWhat if Mart comes | ooking for you agwhenrMard Mr s. |
had come out of J ihad&issedherfsdumdly ondhe chkeek,snitchedla e

blueberry muffin from her basket, and waltzed out of the office whistling some silly little romantic

show tune. Mrs. Foster was dying to know what that was all about, and his friend Jim seemed

to be the best source for that gossip.

Jim snorted, ATel | hi mMmémo saall hEi &« % olwae Hedlddtywh ¢ @ar r e a
the school chuckling under his breath at his joke.

He tossed his briefcase into the passenger seat as he got into his dark green Ford Explorer. It

had taken only one snowstorm with his reliable ol
to winters in remote Indian Lake. You coul dndét count on the back roa:
timely manner in this area. Jim waved at his stable manager Wes Landon, as he came up the

driveway in his heavy-duty truck, plowing as he went. Carefully maneuvering around him, Jim

turned out of the driveway and headed for town. The main road had been partially plowed and

driving grew easier the closer Jim got to Indian Lake.

An insistent rumble from his stomach convinced Jim to seek out lunch before heading to the

grocery store. Options were limited in the tiny town. Mc Donal d6s, the only fast

in Indian Lake, wasout. | t wa s n dhatWasnopr su@;salthough it seemed to satisfy

Mart s occasi onal yEheaspéatering of atheraestguramanrogthesersed the

summer vacationers, or couples seeking weekend retreats. Many of them werenét ofg
regular lunch schedule. Ji m pull ed his SUV into the smal.l l ot i

What the plain, colorless establishment lacked in atmosphere, it more than made up for with
excellent food and friendly service. The lot was nearly empty and Jim was thankful he would be
missing the lunch rush. In small towns like Indian Lake, everybody knows everybody, and he
just wasnodét up to making small talk today.

A little bell over the door signaled his arrival. An older couple at a table in the back corner and a

burly man in checked flannel at the counter were the only customers at the moment. The
reversible sign at the cash register had the API e
into a booth not far from the door, laying his briefcase across the table from him.

nWel | hi ,Hasvternabng esre.en you here in awhile. 0
Jim looked up into the soulful brown eyes of Renee Wallace and smiled. iHel | o, Renee. 0
iSo, where have you been?d she asked, turning ove

aromatic brew.

iWeillt ,hasndét exactly been bi ki ngHehadtakdnepbikingpw, has
in the mornings some time ago, often stopping by the diner for his morning cup of coffee before

heading back to the school.

Al guess not, 0 sheedd@roesdchodwi tme a;n oyow <minlét come i
once in awhile. 0



Renee Wallace had often flirted with Jim since his first visit to the diner. He had always been
polite and friendly, but her flirtations seemed to have gone completely unnoticed. She knew
from the town grapevine that he was unattached, so he simply must not be interested in her.

AWell, 1 6m here nofw)] ohhd amsluddewaumbe. for a tuna
She laughed gaily athim. A Or more | i kely, you havendt got any f
il Giltyascharged. But | do | ove your tuna melt. o

Al candét takeThatybsra&ldli t Mindshdrafdsas todedl ienhgr.secret

i ngredient ; otherwise maybe 16d finally have the
said, winking at him. She paused and looked into his emerald greeneyes. She di dnét Kknow
why she continued to beat her head against this redheaded brick wall, but those eyes could

easily be part of thereason. i How woul d you | i ke to upgrade your |
todayéno charge?09

AYou sure you wonébét get in trouble for that?06 Jim

AYou | et me handle management, 06 she chuckl ed, as
kitchen. Her widower father had owned the establishment since she was a little girl. He

worshipped the ground his only child walked on and probably would have let her give free fries

to the entire state if she so desired. Renee worked the breakfast and lunch shifts at the diner

and went to school at night. She would graduate with her nursing degree this spring, and was

working up her courage to move out of the small town she had lived in her whole life to go see

the world.

Jim drew his briefcase towards him and pulled out one of the files he had placed there before he

left the school. Hewi shed he didndét have to pick and choose
required him to limit the number of boys he could accept into the program. | n addi ti on, he
have the specialized staff needed to handle the more serious discipline cases that he would

have liked to tackle. Both of the boys he was meeting today seemed promising though and

based on their case files, he thought they would soon be enrolled at the school.

He was so engrossed in the file of eneostandipgo@aade Gar
the table with his lunch until she gently cleared her throat after a few seconds. He hurriedly

pushed the file aside and thanked her as she placed the plate in front of him. He noticed that

his helping of fries seemed especially generous. Renee was too good to him.

He looked for the squirt bottle of ketchup that should have been on his table, neatly placed

against the wall. It was missing. He turned to ask Renee to bring him some, but she had

already turned to the table behind her and was handing him the bottle before the request could

move from his brainto hislips. A Wher e am | going to get such treat
Rochester this summer 20 he asked, taking the bott

Sighing, she turned to look at her father over her shoulder. He was chatting with the older
couple as he rang them out at the cash register. Her yearning to shake the dust of this small
town off her feet was in direct conflict with her desire to stay in Indian Lake to be with her
father. She was all he had left in the world.



Suddenly startl ed, she |l ooked down to see Jimbs h
gentle green eyes.

AiYoudbre not abandoning him,o0 Jim said softly.

She nodded and tried to smile, then hurried off to the kitchen before her emotions could get the
better of her.

Munching on his sandwich, Jim studied her as she retreated. She was tall and shapely,
probably only a couple of inches shy of his six-foot plus frame. She had brown hair with copper
highlights pulled back in a tight bun at the nape of her neck. Her brown eyes always seemed to
have a world of worry in them, no matter how bright and chipper she was feeling. And as she
had watched her father, Jim noticed an emotion in her eyes that he was all too familiar

wi t h é gitthadlmbved him and he had reacted before he really had time to think.

Maybe that was the key to finding love, to stop thinking...or at least to stop thinking so much.
Maybe if Jim had concentrated more on his feelings for Trixie and less on practicality, they
might still be together. They mi ght be miserable, but maybe they

Mar t | on the other hand, di dnot think at al | | kno
love. Maybe he had it right.

So Jim tried not to think about Renee moving off to Rochester in a few months. He tried not to
think about his workaholic lifestyle. He tried not to think about Trixie. He tried not to think about
his demons.

ARenee?0 he asked, as she padewak. his table with a
AiDo you need moket cod fret tIhen®e away and |61 | be 1
i No, |l ... 0 he paused,Comhdons,Jin.hirtobast nsoutd dleinkley ytoiug hhta v e
before. il was just wonder i ng. .nersometimetois waekend..twithl i ke t o h
me , [ mean?o

She looked surprised and Jim fleetingly wondered how long it had been since he had asked a
woman out, and if the rumor mill in town had him pegged as gay...or some eccentric celibate
hermit. We | | , h etake ibbadk dow,6s® he might as well just accept her rejection and 1

AThat souWhlat ndiceék.you have in mind?0o

Not anywhere in Indi @&tummake] 0imhaoidls rieaav d yits elbbreen
T I mean out of town i in awhile. Except for the holidays, when | went home to Sleepyside. But

I guess four hours is a little far to drive for dinner, especially for a first date. Imeani i t 6 s | ust

dinner, notreallyai we | | | guess dinGeraits aodvatt &m bamdbdt iintg
Renee smiled downathim. AiHow about Frikehds Lak€hésnh@rtown, wh
45 minut es, but anyplace outside of I ndian Lake i

Jim swall owed and nodded, AFriday night?59o



iSure, but Inbot woodkilnagtsdat.hehibfrteakdt urday. o

AfiOkay...is 5:00 all right?2?9
ASurymu know where | i ve, right?o
AWhite house, green shutters...right next door t

fiThat 6s the one, o she chuckl ed.

(0]

There was a moment of awkward .si.lmomee corfd etelPe®dn s h |

Jim shook his head. His eyes drifted downto hisplate. He hadndét f i niTrathfdyy hi s

he was still hungry. But a need to escape was settling quicklyonhim. Al 6 ve reallly go
still have to pick up some grocerieshe f or e | get back to school and
interviews this afternoon and. .. 0

Renee pickedup hisplate. Al 61 | wrap this up for yoWe acnadn éyto u

tt
|

[

a
0

c a

have your stomach gr owl i n dAndshe disdppeareding the kiicchemnf a me e

before he could object.

Jim became conscious of the fact that he had been holding his breath. He let it out in a long,
drawn-out sigh and gathered his things. Renee met him at the register and handed him the
brown paper sack with his lunch inside. i | put a slice of blueberry pi

e

Martha baked it fresh this morning. Don 6t get any on you; itds a devi l

Jim grinned, TiSanKkikeva ahedlafadr his [ unch and waved

it So, 16l see you Friday then?o
i5: 00. 0
ARi ght next door. o

iSee you then. oo

The cold January wind cut right through Jimds coal

him. What am | doing? he asked himself.

Youbre moving on, Frayne, moving on.
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Mart lurked around the outside of the main building the next two mornings, hoping to catch Sally
on her morning walk. His classes at the community college were nearly an hour away, so he
didndét have anyniotp falyothenthan in the mornings bafore school started at
Winthrop.

There had been no more accumulation of snow, so he had no real excuse to be lingering out
theresoeary. But he didnoét want Sally to thindhdue was

S 1



salting the walks heavily each morning, until Jim started getting complaints from the teachers
about their ruined shoes and the conditions of the hallways inside the school.

When he didndédt see her Wednesday o ridaylnfomingslahg vy , he
before classes started or the non-resident teachers had arrived, even before Mrs. Foster came

in, and went outside to wait for Sally Drake. He knew she lived in Indian Lake and not at the

school. He knew she lived with her family. Hek new she wasndét married or el
anyone. And she had blushed prettily when she asked about Mart in the school office. He

learned all that from Mrs. Foster, bless her meddlesomesoul. 1 f only Mr . Lytell &s
have ever been that helpful.

Mart | icked his |lips nervously as heHefdathis Sal |l ybés |
heart skipping along in an irregular rnythm. That ¢ o ul d nBattit was.elf hg lvad aheart

attack right in front diehappy dé flaghedDis lzest emileagshe | east he
came up the walk, holding a travel mug of coffee in one hand; her other hand held up in front of

her to keep him at a safe distance. But she was grinning as she did it, clearly teasing him.

AGood morwiag, Sall

AfGood morni¥ngpr Blaout herHea vaewfoéul Iyyo ue arrulnsheut of s al
thrust out one foot at him so he could see the salt stains on the edges of her brown suede
boots.

Mart grimaced. Those had to cost more than the coateven. Out of sheer necessity
learned how to remove all sorts of food stains over the years, but no one had ever taught him

how to get salt stainsoutofsuede. | f he had to replace al/l her cl ot |
broke before he even got to take her out on a first date.

With more confidence than he felt, Mart looked steadily into her dark blue eyes and before he
could I ose his nerve he asked quickly, AWould you

Sally tilted her head at him saucilyandasked, fA Do you mean tonight?

It took him a second, but he realized that he had rehearsed that simple question for two days
without running into her and now it actually was Friday. He had never felt so at sea in his life.
Not when Ji mbés s i hertmdemaviedHorey-gpaal. eNot when his own sister
was spouting a dozen different theories at once to try and solve a mystery. Not even when he
was first dating Diana. And he never felt like this when he was around other men. What was it
about beautiful women that turned intelligent men into complete idiots?

He couldndét ask herWeuwmenbonyght suppaoabddhe® give wi
about it or wash their hair or something? And they never wanted it to seem as if they had no
plans on a Friday night either. No, he didnét mean tonight.

A N o Madt almost smiled to see a shadow of disappointment cross her pretty face. i i do you
I doyouwanttoi I meani ? dMart gave up, spreading his arms wide in resignation. il hav e
no idea what | mean anymore. Youbve taken every polysyllabic wor.

it to mush. 0

AnThank you, | accept, o0 she answered.



AYou do?0
iYeAs |l ong as you promise not to assault me or f 1
Al prdmimea.n. . . 1 0611 try.o

She narrowed her eyes and stared at him until he could not withhold the grin inside him. i Af t er

al I, itds stildl pretty icy out, Bauntd |Jicna nwotn dwa ilte ta
until spring to ask you out , eqailibiumgrouedsysu. Andl | have
that wil/l be no easy task...Il find myself feeling

She flushed, hiding her smile behind her coffee mug as she took a sip and stared off across the
snow-covered lawns.

ABut | pronritseamytf aod sftiaghts. . . i f youdll answer a

Yes?0

3t

Aiwhat creates that nectareous aroma of freshly ba
vicinMatrgy? omanaged not feel giddy when she flashed
anything about his knees knocking.

ABat h & BioWarwo r\kan i | She lo&eadgehim.cdriously. i Ar e we going out
dinner or do you just have a passion for desserts
AiOh, Myolpicurean fervors extend to all manner of

AGoowebl | eave r i ghS$hemadvedeasthis tovasds the door.

Mart turned around to watch hergo. i We wi | | ? 0

i We  wknbw just the place to take you for dinner. Me et me here. 0

i Ri ght Marepoietéddo the ground in front of him.

iARi dnletr et, 0 she said with a deliberate grin and ent

Mart wasnot sure what he was going to do about hi:
move one step from his spot until she returned.
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Sally pulled her truck alongside the curb and stopped, her brow furrowed.

AAre you | os tHedokdtleoutdide and $aw ahly suburban residences, no business
establishments or restaurants in sight.

iNoéjust having second thoughts, o6 Sally mur mured.



Aboiunnar ?0

=2

3t

No, not exactly. o

AAbout dinner with me?0

She turned and smiled reassuringly athim. i Def i ni t émyj ost . it sure that
Suddenl vy, there were shrieks of del ight outsi de,
Sally and Mart looked outside. On the lawn next to the car was a rosy-cheeked little girl,

bundled up in a snowsuit that made her look something like a miniature pink Michelin man and
an equally red-cheeked boy, slightly older, waving a mittened hand at them.

AfiToo | ate, o6 Sally sighed.

AnAunt Sal | yd?laokinglat har with sofeminor apprehension.

AMy family has dinner tTohgeertehbesr geovienrgy tFor ibdea ya ntiognh to
of people and a gManrnt diedhdtfsedmoisndol ined to run
sure. AiBut bmayt 6s too much for a first dateémeeting t

iDid you say there was going to be a ton of food?

Sally gigglEder iODbdy ylesings somet hing and thereobs

Al woul dndt be so sogrinmed éfTriulsat meonil it be Madt i ng

BN

Borden if it meant wunlimited helpings for me. o0

They got out of the car and Sally fell to her knees in the snow to receive hugs from her niece
and nephew. When they finally let her free, she introduced them to Mart. They both belonged
to her oldest brother Sam; Sarah was five and Scotty was seven and they clearly adored Sally,
telling Mart she was their favorite aunt.

AOnly because | have (Thedeastoimggsestidn cdmaelqlickly fomthe t e d .

porch to greet their mistress 7 two fierce looking German Shepherds who sniffed Mart's feet and

legs suspiciously before wagging their tails agreeably and turning to romp with the children.

Wel l, that és o Matmosed dfthedoglseamedt | i ke you, the da

Mart was used to Belden bedlam, but even he was surprised at the number of people in the

house that was much smaller than the farmhouse in Sleepyside. Ther e di dndét seem to
spare foot of space anywhere. A long table extended from the dining room into the living room,

and two folding tables were shoved up against either end. A hodgepodge of chairs surrounded

the table and Mart quickly counted eighteen places. Then he saw the smaller #dk
inside the kitchen with another five chairs.

There were loud and enthusiastic greetings when they came in, and not a person there seemed
surprised by Malkad8daly beep falkirey nbaut laine already? Did she frequently
bring home male guests? Or were they just that friendly? Al t hough he coul dnoét be



the first two questions, Mart quickly found the last to be undoubtedly true. He found himself
instantly surrounded by brothers, in-laws, parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, nieces,
and nephews of Sally Drake. He felt like he was home again, though somewhat

magni fiedéand not | uMhen Sallyintroducad herfair oleldr brdthers, one
by one i Sam, Seth, Shawn, and Simon i Mart knew without a doubt that if he ever made Sally
cry, he would be dead. Not just hurt, not just maimed, but dead. Every one of her blond, blue-
eyed brothers looked like a linebacker for the Jets. They all greeted him politely, without a hint
of animosity in their eyes; but each one squeezed his hand with just enough force to give him
sufficient warning that they were very protective of their baby sister.

Sallydéds mother seated Mart rigiMarmnexwist afhai datshe!
his ear off, but since she kept piling food on his plate, Mart was perfectly content to let her

babble away. He kept his mouth full, and she didndt stop
any of her questions with more than a short sentence ortwoanyway. Sal | yés f at her was
man (he probablyc oul dnét get in a word edgewise, Mart fig

as vivid as his daughter ds.

The house really was too small to accommodate all the guests, and all of the furniture in the
living room had been pushed together, with coffee tables turned over on top of couches. So
they simply sat around the table chatting happily all evening. Whenever anybody got up to
retrieve a drink or more food or dessert from the kitchen, or to use the bathroom, or to check on
the children who had gone upstairs to watch videos after dinner, somebody else would get up
and take their vacated seat. This constant game of musical chairs made for a most entertaining
evening and Mart eventually got to spend time with almost every member of the Drake family.

As the evening wound down, and parents began bundling sleepy children in their outerwear and
shuttling them out to cars, Mart found himself in the kitchen with Sally, preparing several platters
of food for people to take home with them.

il canot bse Isiteiviel tfhoeorde lief t , 0 Mar t saf@he nDrakesi s
are my kind of people. o

Sally giggled and handed him two large plastic plates wrapped in cellophane. i These are for
you to take home. 0

ATwddes this mean ynocuhd Itlhijsoiwe enkee nfdoro IMart asked \
AThatdés a distinct possibility, o she replied with

Seth poked his head into the kitchen. i He y , Mart, 0o he said, AYdu 6want
right on our way. 0

Mart looked to Sally for affirmation. It was late, and while he was hoping to spend a little time
alone with Sally, he didnot want her to have to d
again.

AGo on, 0 Sfalldlyl ucagleld.you tomorrow. 0

As Seth left the kitchen, Sallyle aned over and whispered to Mart, fl
my boyfriends. Donét | et Seth intimidate you. O



AHave a | ot of boyfriends, do you?0 Mart asked wi:

She replied with a disgusted snidhbldonththémnater onl y ha
my brothers get tShersguaegdd hiswirm amd nioved ctosedto him. A Pl ea s e
dondét |l et thewos@Grme etlyeuowmlfy . one | 6ve really want e
fiReal |l y?0 Mart asked with a pleased expression.

fi R e a Bheylooked deeply into his blue eyes with her even bluer ones, then leaned in and
kissed Mart lightly. She started to pull away, but Mart put his free arm around her back and held
her to his lips a moment longer.

t ed h edtovkiss ywyfar mere passiénatelywtzam that, but | was

As they par
f dropping these plates of food and | cou

afraid o

Sally scoffed and pushed him gently away. i Get out of here before | tell
body in the woods.0

Mart | aughed nervously, AYoudre joking, right?o

She paused with a wicked smil e Ofroutseifthat ace befor e
blueberry stain on my coat hadno6ét come out éo

Mart rolled hiseyes. i | 6 | | never |ive that one down, wil/| | 20
i NoButt hi nk what a great story weoll have to tell o
Mart didnét flinch at the insinuation and Sally ki
iMaiSthlake a | eg!d Seth bellowed from the front hal

eah, if | l'ive that | @&fagwebdkishandfervantly hopiegrite d, gi vi n
uldndét be his st .
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Thecarwaswarm. Ji mds pal ms He eolld evan feal timpnhyeads of sweat on his

forechead. So he coul dnét f or t he wasisliveringg He puliledvintdftiegur e o u't
driveway of the Wallace house and put the car into Park, letting the engine idle. The porch light

was on, but none of the windows were lit from within.

AYour dad isndét waiting lvwasdadkr lwtu?iot hwa sars&te da IRle nt
il 6m sur e heo6sHedlsr eogpdeyn eidn ubpe d.hat diner every morn
years, every day of the year except Sundays and holidays. He t akes O6Early to bed,

~

very seriously. o



Jim looked to his left where the diner was still ablaze with light, tending to the late movie crowd
and weary truck drivers. i You want to get some coffee or someth

i No, thanks. o she mur mured.

That was almost the longest conversation they had had since leaving Chestertown nearly an
hour ago.

Hesitantly, Renee reached out her left hand and stroked the hair that curled over the back of
Jimds coHé dodhéatr . r eact ,Sherpashed lerfidgers @dowrirnsijechis t .
collar and gently kneaded his neck, not overly surprised when she felt how tense and hard the
muscles were.

They had had a perfectly nice dinner at the Friends Lake Inn. Jim had been polite and friendly,

yet somehow distant. He had asked all the right questions without really listening to her

answers. He had thought carefully before answering any of her questions, almost as if he were

debating how much to share with her. When they had danced, Renee knew she had felt his

body reacting to the close proximity of hers. But he had Kk elpngth larel notjastonar mo
the dance floor, all evening. Even now, she was getting no response atal. No, A That feel s
goodN.og AThanks | Nogmans eodighs, ma ¢vena glance herway. He di dndt
just have a brick wall around him; he was a brick wall.

With a nearly inaudible sigh, she pulled her hand away and let it fall to her lap. With her right
hand she reached for the door handle.

iWait, 0 Heijumped autofithe car, coming around to the passenger side to help her
outt Hetook her by the arm to escort her to the porch
spots on the walk.

Without looking at him, she fumbled in her pocketbook for her house key. i Thanks f or di nne¢
Jim. It was a really nice treat to have a nightoutli ke t hat . 0

fi Y e aThanks for suggestingtheinn. | t 6 s a n His wicepMasaflate . 0

He leaned over to kiss her goodnight on the cheek, but at the last second she turned towards
him so that his lips landed squarely on hers. She put her hand on the back of his head and held
him close to her for a moment. She parted her lips and after a second she felt his part also,
almost against his will. Their tongues touched ever so briefly and then he was pulling away
from her.

Al d&dm sor ry, OGEvemim thendimybow fod the porch light, she could see that his face
was as red as his hair.

i No, | 6m sorry, Adl sshheo ual pdonléotg ihzaesvde. been so forward. o
AReally, lijfoastéekayhas nothing to do with you, Ren

Shetriedtosmile. A Youdtegnving me the 6ltds not you, itds



One corner of his mouth jerked upward before settling back quickly into his expressionless face,
and that was the most of a smile she got out of him.

She opened the front door and started to step inside. Jim reached out and squeezed her arm,

letting his hand linger for justamoment. He di dnét say anythi dim, but he
Frayne was unbearably handsome. He was intelligent and polite. He had treated her with the

utmost respect and courtesy, perfect first date behavior. And Renee knew there wou
second date.

As his hand dropped away, she reached out and squeezed his fingers. She bent and tilted her

head until she made his downcast green eyes meet hers and she smiled. fi k okay, Jim.

Really. o

He swallowed and even attempted a small smile, which fell well short of his eyes.

il 611 see y¥oauadkektcwowmekPn for lTunch or coffee or
He nodded and watched her go into the house and shut the door. When the porch light clicked

off, he trudged out to the carand gotin. He di dnét drive away i mmediat el
the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white.

What in the hell is the matter with me?

Renee was sweet and fun. She was intelligent and sexy. She was a good dancer. She was
passionate. She was kind and gentle.

Shebds tShoe tdadedsndt h8khe does yodhaiSahlek dtoces nmuc h.ave
eyes. She isnét adventurous.

She isndét Trixie.
Jim stared aimlessly through the front windshield for several seconds. With an angry snarl, he

slammed his head back against the headrest, yanked the gearshift into reverse and pulled out
of the driveway.

The wintry roads werendét safe eneowgiht fdoirdhdditm ntaot tde
couldndét outrun the taunti ng Thasechoriingdembnewelreear d al |
inside him and he couldndédt escape t hem.

CHAPTER 77 ONE STEP BACKWARD TAKEN
i Oh, Dan, 0 Trixie murmur ed, loselyaroppedigairher fingers t
Al know, I knowlios [Dhaani rmutatsenréetd .qui te as short as N

it was shorter than he had ever kept it before. Dan was days away from entering the New York
State Police Academy and hair length and style regulations were strictly adhered to for incoming
cadets.



Trixie stood behind Dan and examined his now bare neck carefully. iWel | , 6 she deci ded
attempting t o c hdthinkyduilook venpdeboriair; méré Borelesgue than
ever.o

AWell, thatodéds somet hing -teatgdgany il bt ®ah jsasd waké 8ol
used t o, [ guess. o0

Trixie |l eaned down and put her arms around Danobs

AiYou know what el seglusedto@ dNioig stee i nagk ¢ ogietetviemy day.

Dan squeezed herhands. Al kBaw. | 61 | be homke ®ivekey, weekdéEInld.be
this semester you wondét even notice | &dm gone. 0
Trixie kissed him behind hisear. A1 wi | | be extr emeahdylwibmissyout hi s s e mé

every minute youdre gone. 0

Dan reached to the kitchen table and picked up the schedule she had printed off her computer.
ATrix, you have morning classes and evening cl ass
Friday, work every aftern oon é when exactly are you planning on n

She pointed to a bare spotTuweas daywes ,s cSheddidgéacl didrk .g h 1
you in?o

Dan pulled her around to sit on his lap and tickled her knees, making her shriek with laughter.

ASassy! 0 he scofilSdoed nwiw ht haatg ryionuué6ve got O6Think abo
only free time during the week, I guess that mean:
studying. o

iNot a chance, 007, 0 Tr i xi e vesyaakthgmirtuite afevery | v, #fAl pl
weekend wiShlke gawedohim a vixenish smile, AAnd ever

Aiwell, 1 &m not going to | et you neglect your stud
with us. o

AWel l , t hiartl ywildd rcemarmat ificHaov eT ryioxui ee vserri fsfeeedn. J ames
textbook in bed?o0
Danbs brow wrinkled in thought, il dm not sure | 6v

But you will have to finish your studies before | let you come over to my apartment to play,
babe. 0

Trixie smiled at him. Though they had been in a serious relationship for more than two years,

they maintained their separate apartments, across
rooming house. They spent most nights with each other and Dan had suggested more than
once that they move in together, but Tr iSkd e wasno:

insisted she still needed her privacy and that having Dan around 24/7 would only distract her
from her studies.



Dan kissed her, letting his lips linger languorously on hers. i What say you and | get
on next welekesehtdpPped his hands under Trixieds knee:
his arms as he stood, carrying her off to his bedroom as she tenderly stroked what was left of

his dark locks.
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Late that night, long after Dan had drifted blissfully off to sleep, spooning Trixie with his arm

lightly resting on her hip, Trixie lay awake, her mind restless. She had often found herself

sl eepless in recent we e kSsp manythingshadchathgedimtbetlastk now why
month. She supposed she was just a little overwhelmed by it all.

Tri xieds brother Mar t |, exact |y raumnedoethe Untednt hs her
States after three years of volunteer work in Africa. He was now employed part-time at the

Winthrop School for Boys while he finished his education. Ji m Fr ayne, the school 6:
headmaster, and once pbmisedhineadteachingppsitioniorce ek earnkda d

his degree.

Trixiebdbs oldest brother Brian and his childhood s

had been married just a few wasteMekthdydddoetumedon New Y.
from their honeymoon in Aruba and were preparing to start classes again at their respective
colleges in New York City.

And Danbdés |l ongtime dream to join the Police Acade
was about to come true. After spending his early teen years involved with a New York City

street gang, Dan had come to live in Sleepyside with his uncle. He had become a member of

the Bob-Whites of the Glen and turned his life around; and now he wanted to do the same for

other troubled youths. The rigorous program lasted nearly seven months and he would be

required to stay at the academy during the week.

Trixie was going to miss him horribly, she knew. That was part of the reason she had taken on
such a heavy course load this term. She wanted to keep herself occupied. However, the extra
classes and labs she was taking would mean fewer hours she could devote to her part-time job
as a runner at a local law office, which in turn would mean a cash flow problem for her. She
thought agai n ab ocaetlivinexperdsas bynio¥irg in with dim antd tried to
understand what her reluctance to this plan was.

Brian and Honey had waited until they were married before they ever even slept together, but

that was Brian for you. He set a high standard for his younger siblings to reach for.

Valedictorian of his high school class, he had received full scholarship for his undergraduate

studies and was once again near the top of his class in med school. Trixie knew her parents

loved each of their children equally and were proud of all of them, but Trixie sometimes felt like

she was |iving in Briands shadow and that any fal:
the family. She had no illusions that her parents were blind to the extent of her relationship with

Dan, but actually living together, without the benefit of marriage, might be pushing the envelope

with her conservative family. Still, they liked Dan, and Trixie felt relatively confident they would

accept whatever choices the two of them made, evenifthey di dnét whol eheartedly

rred in his sleep, nuzzling the back of Tr|
| i n f r o nShetook hisThand i hees@red pressed incdoselto. her



heart. Lov e wa s n é.tTrixie knew she vgasivery much in love with Daniel Patrick

Mangan. And she knew he felt the same way abouther. Though they didndot often
such formal things as engagements or weddings, there just seemed to be an unspoken

understanding between them that they would be together for the rest of their lives.

Trixie closed hereyes. She coul dndét i magin8ohwhyl cbal andbhoshel
her future with him? She tried to will herself to dream about weddings, careers, children, home,
anniversaries, vacations, holidays. But all she saw was darkness behind her eyelids.

She felt Danés | ips against the back of hfeAreeck |
you awake?0 she asked softly.

fi Y e Bwas kind ofhardtosleepwith you crushing all the bones in m
Trixie released his hand sheepishly. She hadnodét realized she had been
Ailém sorry, | didnét mean to wake you.o

Dan slid his now fr ee -shiraamdlgentlyfehdled hee lardadts. T r i & s ed b | t
right,babe. 1 j ust thought | might need my Wendxewhen | &n
sniggered, he added hastily, AFor gun practice! o

But Trixie coul Dandotled lset omtp het back gnd pulked up her t-shirt.

Starting at her stomach, he worked his way up, letting his tongue deliciously slide up her body

until he reached her lips, where he silenced her giggles with a long, passionate kiss. A No t

|l aughing anymore?0 he asked hedofdesiren he had finis|
AiNot so funny now, o0 Trixie replied iSherasechhersky voi
arms up and he slid the t-shirt over her head, tossing it carelessly onto the floor before he

entwined his fingers in hers, squeezing them tightly.

i Oh, James! o Trixie trilled in a British accent.

AiMmmm. .. and which Bond girl are you this time, ba
down her sides, causing her to shiver involuntarily.

iSeems to me | d&m on my ¢t hriirdnedBo,ndi@entl| eaman@htcoi
AThird time?0 Dan AB8ebmd bhe mygebrapgipiropri ate wou!

AiDondt even say iftAfot elr ixlile, exacd adrme dt.he one who i
Mangan. | f anybodyés 6égatéseoaround here,

ifiHey, | 6m t r yi ngCan ldelpsitthatydu ara nght heoelaadyex@remely
desirable? Gi ve me a break, |1 é6m just a man. o
Trixie flung her arms around his neck and drew him downtoher. i Show me, Danny Boy,

purred, fAShow me. 0
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That pleasurable night was all Trixie was hanging ontotoday. Not t hat t here hadnét
enthusiastic weekend reunions since Dan entered the police academy nearly three months ago,

but that one...that one was definitelyacorker. And it kept Trixiebs spirits
missing Dan or when work and school were getting to her, like they had been all week and

especially today. Finals were coming up and Trixie was stressed to her limits.

It was a Thursday in early April. Thanks to a malfunctioning alarm clock, Trixie had been

running behind all day. She arrived late for her first class, earning an irate glare from her

professor. She forgot her notebook for her second class, and her stomach growled noisily in the

silent hall during a popShgmanagedsolyet adreass stdintontper epar ed
blouse at lunch and a run in her stockings on the way to work.

She was in a rush to finish up her duties around the law office before she left for her evening
class, when she came barreling around a corner right into one of the senior partners. Papers
and files were strewn everywhere as Trixie fell smack on her behind in a red-faced heap. She
could feel her hose ripping even more as she scrambled to get off the floor. Mr. Bradley helped
her up and he was gracious as Trixie tried to sort out her papers from his; but she was so
flustered, he eventually had to shoo her off with a weary smile and sort out the jumble himself.

While she was waiting for the bus to take her to campus, she checked her voicemail and smiled

when she hear dihaDchee@shenup. iumtileshe heard Dan grumbling that he

wasnot going to mak e Hehadhamamaltercatoa with anetreekcadetdnd

the two of them were being punished with no weekendleave. | guess | d&m not the on
having a bad day, Trixie thought darkly.

And to top it all off, Trixie ran frantically from the bus stop to Alden Hall only to discover her

class had been cancelled. Her professor had a family emergency to attend to. He also led her

afternoon lab the next day and it had been cancelled as well. Trixie sighed and shook her

head. Some days it just didndédt pay to get out of bed

As she trudged home, her feet killing her i Of course | missed the bus home, what else can

possibly go wrong today? i her cell phone rang. She flicked it open without looking at the caller

i.d. and snapped, fAWhat?0 then i mmeldsiteaitgtwher f el t b
petty problemswasndét going to make him feel any better.

ATr ikt @Adéemyou okay?bo

Trixie emitted a noise that sounded like a cross betweenasighandagrowl. AJust having a
day, t hwhaétsbsaldp?o0

AwWell , o0 Jim replied hesodaytayimgtdget more steievfunding forahe i n Al b
school. | 6ve been dealing with bureaucratic red tape e
kind of moold syhooublrde ben.heading back to I ndian Lake
overnightandgoback t o the | ionbstdenghomodbdowal |l and see
have dinner tonightt: Or t omorrow before | head home if Dan ca
Trixie rolled her eyes, fiDan wonoét be coming home

AOoh?0o



iHe had s o menwitoanatheraddet.rHien sai d he didndét Thaytdvteo t a

both been denied weekend | eave. 0

AwWell, sounds | ike webdre all haSongwhatradappyodaya
Shall we go outand getrip-r oar i ng drunk tonight?0

Trixie laughed, A Since neither of wus are big drinkers, th
AfThat 6s exact | ySauek ye allot afl maméy if it chly takeskme two beers to get

drunk instead of a case. o

AYou are a very practical niaveetMrme FartdJgtass ool aTcrei 2x i
course, a meteorite crashes on me in the next couple of blocks. | n t hat case, donodt w
for...sonofa-0

ATri Xoe?okay?o0

iYes, 0 shfel tsijglhsetd. st arted raining and | dondét have
Jim | aughedne@d®omgoto come get you before | check
ANo, @bl get just as wet waiting f WWataynowe as | wi l
Hotel? That 6 sWhsyi Idoynn6t you just sHeywbnoOébDamésdapart me.]

"Are you sure?o

oOSur e, [Abhnd sl WBrvee. got to start running if | dondét w
home, so don6t argue with me. 0
AL right, o Jim chuckl ed, ifSee you in a few. 0O
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Despite taking off her heels to run the rest of the way home i Might as well, she thought, my

stockings are ruined anyway i Trixie was thoroughly soaked by the time she walked in the front

door at Mrs. Howarddéds and made her way uPhet he st a:
unl ocked Dandés door across the hall and |l eft a sti
freshen up if he wanted, then went to her apartment for a quick shower.

When she got out, she hastily towel-dried her blond curls and slipped into a pair of well-worn

jeans and an old faded SUNY Albany sweatshit. When she came across the ha
apartment, she could hear the shower running and knew that Jim had taken her up on her offer.

Probably washing off the blood of some government official, she thought with awry grin. J i md s
red-haired temper was well known and if normally calm people could be driven insane at the

DMV, she could only imagine how frazzled Jimbs ne

Thinking of Jimos temapés v o iSkeevdaneded Wrathadi e of D
happened at the Academy and whyaba#ms diedmp&tr warstn ott
as volatile as Jimbs, or Trixiebs for that matter



he was, y antito lukiordhis dad side. Trixie assumed if he were on restriction this
weekend that meant he would not be allowed to make or receive phone calls. She made a
mental note to herself to send him an email later that night so that he would get it whenever he
was able to check in.

She suddenly remembered that Danés favorite beer
the kitchen to retrieve a couple of bottles for her and Jim. She heard the bathroom door open

and popped out of the kitchen to offer one of the opened bottles to Jim as he came out. He was

wearing only his jeans and his bare chest was still damp from the shower.

Trixie blushed and dropped her eyes, ASorry, 0 she

bottles towards him, sloshing it slightly on the hardwood floor.

Than
qui ck

=1}

, 0 Jim mu

ks tt
l'y into Danbs b droom where he had |I|e

Trixie walked into the living room, her blue eyes popping. All those swimming parties at the

Wheeler | ake and she didnodt rWhaehabtetrhappaned? ev er

Sure, Jim had always been fit and athletic, but never quite so...so...buff! Trixie sincerely hoped
some woman was getting to enjoy that, and made another mental note, this time to ask Mart
about Jimbs personal |l ife the next time she

Jim emerged momentarily, fully dressed and gulping down his beer like a stranded Bedouin.
Trixie suggested a local sports bar for dinner. It would be loud and smoky and not remotely
intimate; but it also had the best ribs in town and a great local band played there Thursday
nights.

iSounds good t dHe finshedhisbeenquickls and they headed out to his car.

Jim did not fail to notice the admiring glances Trixie received from many of the college men at
the restaurant. And he could easily see why. Trixie Belden had grown into a beautiful young
woman. Jim always thought she was pretty, an all-American girl with blond curls and sparkling
blue eyes, freckled face and captivating smile. But on top of those qualities, she now was self-
assured and poised, carrying herself with confidence, yet seemingly unaware of the power and
charm she had over the opposite sex. Jim found himself wondering for about the millionth time
during the past three years why he had ever let her go.

On th
t

e way back to the house he i mpetuously
for he weekend?o

AWhat 20 Trixie asked in surprise.

iDan wonnbet tbhei showeekend, and after the week
use a relaxing weekend out of the city before you have to knuckle down forfinals. | é m t e |

r ed i Hetaoletipeloffered bedr and tuireed e e q u
ft

t

bl

you Trix, five minutes out on the riding trai

il womdt hkewiay?d Trixie questioned.

al
hi

|
S l

y

bei

a l

k e

ur t



ANot &t 6al kb pr Alotgfthe bogsahtve gone to visit family or stay with their foster
families. | t 6s been pretty quiet there this week. 0

AWell émy afternoon | ab Trikiotmooghthardy It was teropiny.cShé dnet d . 0

Jim had had a great evening. It was like old times again. She could almost imagine they were
chatting in the B.W. G. clubhouse, or over shakes |
The weatherman had been promising a gorgeous spring weekend and being out in the

mountains enjoying it sounded as good as being at a high-priced resort spa.

Shegrinned. A Twi st my arm, why donét you?o
ils that a yes?0

Trixie made a decision. i Ye a h, Whywmotzl.t sounds | ike fun. o
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Jim picked Trixie up on campus after her morning lab. She had packed an overnight bag that

morning and thrown it in the backseat of Jimbs Ex
meetings. She felt bad for calling in sick to work, but the guilty feelings soon rolled away as fast

as the city disappeared behind them. They picked up some burgers at a drive-thru and ate in

the car, arriving at the school around 2:00.

The Winthrop School for Boys was nestled in the Adirondack Mountains. The campus itself was
30 acres and adjoined several thousand acres of national parkland where the boys could
indulge in outdoor activities year-round.

The main building had originally been a mental institution for the criminally insane. J i moé s

adoptive mother Madeleine and his sister Honey found that gruesome, but Jim and his adoptive

father Matthew Wheeler knew they had been fortunate to find it. Although it needed extensive

remodeling, it saved them a lot of time and money not having to build from the ground up. And

it wasnodét | ong before the once somber building wa:
filled with trees and bushes and plants and flowers of all kinds. Jim had been able to use the

money he saved on the main building to construct a stable and covered riding arena, as well as

a physical education building that Mart had dubbe:

Jimds i nher it adunmclehatl helped toliundsthe gchamlaand so had money from
Matt hew Wheel egs.oHe sad&hat teal Bstate das always a good financial
investment, and that a school of this kind for boys from troubled homes was a good investment
for his soul. He surrounded Jim with knowledgeable business people who helped him handle

t he s c hsvpilds 6f paperwork and Jim had carefully searched for just the right faculty and
staff for the day-to-day administration of the school.

When they arrived, they dropped oHefhadbhlaigxsuiedés bag |
of rooms on the second floor of the main building, where a few other resident teachers lived.

Originally, the main building had served as both school and residence for the students, but the

student body quickly grew large enough that they had had to build a separate dormitory for the

boys. Jim showed Trixie the library, which had been newly renovated over the winter, and the

new dormitory building just behind the main structure, then took her out to the stable.



Jim had been extraordinarily lucky to find Wes Landon to run his stable. A former racetracker,

he had retired from training to rescue and rehabilitate horses that he found discarded at cheap

sales, where many were destined for slaughterhouses. He 8 d nur se t hose who wer e
back to health and soundness, and retrain those looking for a new career. It had been difficult

for him to make ends meet and he and Jim both benefited from their new arrangement. Wes

was able to retrain many of his rescues into riding and trail horses for the school, which saved

Jim money by not having to pay exorbitant prices for ready-made horses for the stable. And in

turn, Wes had a first quality facility to work in. He was a taciturn man, more comfortable with

horses than with people, but the boys at the school took to him right away and he soon felt like

their adopted grandfather.

Trixie and Jim made their way down to the end of the stable, where a beautiful near-black
Thoroughbred poked his head out of his stall and |

AJupe?0 Trixie Ahskietden nwasurMMatitsktkew Wheel erb6s hor se
that few but Mr. Wheeler and Jim and Bill Regan could handle with any skill.

Jim |l aughed, fANope, but he |l ooks enoTuigehmeeti ke hi m
Saturn. o

Trixie patted the muscular neck of the handsome horse, while she fished in her pocket for a
peppermint to offer him. i He 6 s g o r gleaninmmgine Whatma thrill it is riding him through
the mountains. o

Jim chuckl ed, fAWelll, hlabvre hsotiondhtkhedd ma gt ni hgpretty gr
unpredictable. | 61 | get some mor e depe nHkdeh Trigie whisperimg s f or u:
softly to the beautiful black steed while he went to retrieve a couple of horses for their ride.

AHey, Motthiskin'd6 of becoming a hoss thief are ya?o
Trixie turned with a smile and t hirMaw thled sel f i nto
AfwWwhat are you dHeiookedbéyender. fdiss Pan with you?o

AiNo, 0 Trixie hedged, fAHe coulhdmsbtwegdte naway 6ftr ovm ntt
tell Mart about higiJbenst afl Kieendnies ithnt @ou lAredyagut t | e R&
coming riding with us?o

Al wish | could, but |1 6ve uhégot other plans. 0o
ADo those plans involwaeamadpiSatily Drakery tléaclhske

he came down the aisle leading two saddled horses.
i Ma ryou'have a new girlfriend! Why di dnét you tel!]l me?0 Trixie ch
Mart blushed, AWe havenodotL&mndswngievae hi Dtéaeiret hlae i

ADondét |l et him fool you, o0 Jim s aildhougltbyhavingKki e, Al
an al|l boys school I wouldndédt have to deal with n



As Trixie giggled, Mart decided it was the perfect time to make his escape. Face red, he
headed out, waving his assent to Jimdés suggestion
them that evening.

Trixie and Jim mounted up and headed out into the woods. Although it had been quite awhile

since Trixie had last been riding, and she knew her muscles would be in agony later, she could

tell right away that Ji m h-mitint thernide befogerixiefelT hey wer
completely relaxed and at peace again. They rode for some time along the winding, shaded

trail before Jim stopped and dismounted. Trixie followed suit and Jim tied the horses to a tree

and motioned for herto followhim. A Thi s tr ai | is a little steep for
see this. o

They hiked upward for several minutes and Trixie was winded by the time they got to the top of
the rocky outcropping. When she stopped to catch her breath, her mouth dropped open. i O h ,

BN

Jiml o shefilgadsspebde.auti full o

There was nothing but wilderness as far as the eye could see. The taller mountains were a pale
blue-grey and capped with the last of the winter snow. The lower hills were a thousand shades
of green as the spring foliage exploded upon them. Wispy clouds floated across a sky as blue
as Trixie had ever seen.

AThis i s nrmy o0quWiidnl sploadce here when | need to get aw
or when | need to still the disorder in my mind,
here. o

Trixie sat down near Jim on a fallen tree and choked back tears of sheer joy at the magnitude of
the splendorin frontofher. il f you ever find a way to bottle thi
and | 6ll buy a case, please. 0

They sat in silence for some time enjoying the view, until finally Jim announced that they had to

start back before it got too dark and the trails became unsafe. They made their way carefully

down to the trailhead and before they remounted, Trixie gave Jimmawarmhug. A Thank you f or
bringing me here, Jim.o

Jim shrugged as if it was no big deal, though he was obviously pleased that Trixie had enjoyed
it so much. He gave her a leg up and they headed back to the stables. After they had returned
the horses to their stalls, cooled out and curried and fed, and had cleaned their tack, they

ret ur n e dsuite whek Mantthad left a note for them i he was studying in his small
apartment at the other end of the building and Sally would arrive around 7:00 for dinner.

Jim offered Trixie first dibs at the shower and she eagerly took him up on it. She was sore all
over from the |l ong ride and covered in about an i |
time. She took her time in the hot shower and emerged feeling like a new woman.

When she came into the living room, Jim was standing at the window looking down into the yard
below where some students were playing catch in the dusk. She went over to join him,
commenting, AYour dream hlhae selddly, comer ytrwien g dii tmc

Almost perfect, Jim thought. Hi s dr eam wa scraduts ep enref edcitd nbbe have any
it with him. That day spent with Trixie was the happiest he had been in a long time. And yet



now, standing here next to her, he was feeling completely miserable. He was regretting

breaking up with her. Regretting the three years he had spent without her. Regretting the

inescapable fact that she was with Dan now, and happy withDan. He coul dndét betray c
closestfriends. He coul dnét betr ayBuTtr ihxei ecbosu Itdrnubstt bient rhaiym.h i
the way he felt about her.

ATrixie, 0o he began, but his voice cr @hekoacdsoand he
deeply ingrained in him that had kept him on the straight and narrow for years was nagging at

him to stop but, perhaps for the firsttime i n his | ife, he wasndt |isteni
Quickly, he put his hands around Trixiebs waist a

to him and kissed her. For an instant, everything was right in his world. But just as quickly, his
better angels showed him how wrong he was, how wrong this was. He found it hard to pull
away from Trixie, but somehow he did. At almost the same moment, she pulled away from
him. And when he saw her face, he knew it was possible to make a bigger mistake than the
one he had made three years ago. He just had.

Trixie didndét say a w®andand confusion weneenritebri afl ovérher have t o.
pale, freckled face. Jim instinctively put out his hand to comfort her, but she took a step back

out of his reach, sending a dagger of pain through his heart. Trixie was obviously trying hard to

hold back her tears, and not succeeding very well. As Jim opened his mouth to apologize, she

turned and fled from the apartment, leaving Jim standing in the dark, numb with misery and

shame.
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Trixie stumbled blindly down the hallway towards
face. How could Jim do that to her? How could he express such feelings for her now after

breaking up with her more than three years ago? How could he betray Dan, a fellow Bob-White,

like that? This was not the honorable boy she grew up with. This was not the boy who was her

first love. But beneath the feelings of betrayal and hurt there was something else € Why had

she responded Whphadhemrhéas ledptithe s it had the very first time Jim had
everkissedher? Why hadnoét s heOnsleppddéaim? Why, eben iftavas just for

the briefest of moments, had she so completely forgotten that her heart belonged to Dan?

Reaching Martdés door Idanteperedtoeaddoretdsed hisdititetsister a |l | y .
sobbing brokenly. A Tr i xi e! 6 he excl aiineWh atné ss hworcdkn g idvh at t h

She shook her head, unwilling to discussit. iCan you t akNMowMmB|l dasme?0

Mart looked downthehal. | n t he shadows outside Jihealledmanui t e, h
shoulders slumped and head bowed. Mart watched as he turned and walked slowly into his

apartment and shut the door. Mart felt light-headed as a jumble of emotions began racing

through his head 7 anger, fear, worry, confusion, sadness. What had just happened between

Jim and Trixie? He wanted Trixie to tell him, but she was obviously too overwrought to say

anything coherent. She was pulling on his shirt like a child, silently begging him to take her

home.

ASur e,l 6Tirli xt.ak eJ wotu lheotmeme get my keys. 0



They were on the road within minutes. Mart kept glancing over at his sister, who continued to
cry quietly. She had her arm against the window and her head buried in her arm. Finally, Mart
spoke, ATrixie?o0

She held up her left hand to stop him. Mart saw that it trembled. He di dndt say anot he|]
but simply reached out and took her hand in his. Eventually, Trixie cried herself to sleep, but
Mart didnoét | et go of her hand wuntil he was pul | i

CHAPTER 81 WE VAINLY WRESTLE

Mart stayed with Trixie all night, sitting up on her futon while she slept curled up beside him. On
Saturday morning he tried to get her to open up about what had happened at Indian Lake, but
she stubbornly refused to talk about it, begging him profusely not to talk to Jim or Dan.

Awhat could | say?0 MafAt doodmbyltkhdioniignnadf rustr ati on.

AiThank you, Mart, o Trixie sighed gratefully, star"

desperately needed. il know | 6m not being fair to you, putti
your best friend, and your boss, but | honestydon 6t know what és going on mys
figure that out, | really donSbhte wdaindtn éyto us asyt iictk ihnagr
Mart didnét take it that way.

nAIl I right, Trix, o0 he said resignedly, ifbut remem
Al know, and | appreciate it,o Trixie smiled.
Martdés pho8ee?Panige smiled as he picked it up.

Trixie laughed weakly, appreciating his effort to lightenthe mood. i That 6 Doadlt!| yt.e |l | her

you spent the night with a strange blonde. 0

AStrasgei ght, 0 Mdersaw op thekdisply thad itwas not Sally Drake, but Jim.

He directed the call to his voicemail. Al 61 I tal k to Sally later, 0 he sa
know that Jim had called him, and not particularly wanting to talk to him either. A Ar e you goi ng
tobeokay? Do you want me to stay?o0

"Yes and no, 0 Trixie amdwdrhd ch kwibteh nagg sarmalnle 9 mi Ire.a
now, Mart. And | donot know when odprdmsewg but | wi || be
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The week passed by in a blur for Trixie. She managed to get to all her classes on time and
perform her duties acceptably at the law office, but she felt like she was sleepwalking through it
all. Evenstudyi ng day and night for her finals wasnét er

Dan called several times during the week, but Trixie let the voicemail catch it every time and

called him back when she knew he wouldnét be abl e
hoped would convince him nothing was wrong and that they were just unfortunate to keep

missing each other.



Jim called three times, leaving messages of abject apology for his behavior and begging Trixie

to call him so they could talk about it. Trixie did notreturn hiscalls. She knew Ji més apol
were sincere, but she didnot know how she could t
The only calls she accepted all week were from Mart, who called every day to check on her,

never pressing for details, but making it clear he was ready to listen whenever his sister was

ready to talk.

As Friday evening neared, Trixie grew more and more anxious. She di dndédt know how s
goingtofaceDan. She knew she had to tell him kndwdow. had hapcg
Trixie and Dan were always open with each other. It was one of the aspects of their relationship

that Trixie most valued. She knew she could never keep this from him, but she was still in a

turmoil over it and wa s ne&pressshose teeliigetovDas WhensWwea s goi ng

didnét understand them herself.

At 5:30 on the dot, there was a knock at her door. Taking a deep breath, Trixie went to answer

it and was i mmediately swep@itGoidntd Dndars&ed gyrogindad
mumbled in between kisses. His hands groped frantically, like a lusty teenager in the front seat

of his fatherodés car with the head cheerl eader.

Forcing out a strained giggle, Trixie pushed him back. i Re a | | yWhat DilhMrs. Howard

think abouthertwo f avorite boarders making out in the hall
iYoudre right, of course, 0 Dan said chagrined, be
|l et 6s get behi Hedpulled Toxge eowardd lWscapastmeat.

Trixie pulled away with a laugh, wondering how many times she could giggle like that before
Dan realized how canneditwas. i Ti me e nough Iheedto finikhary studgng and .
jump into the shower. Why dondét you pick up some Chinese for

nBottle of Wi ne?0

Tr i xi e umgetingdtunksvas the best idea, although a little alcohol might help fortify her
for the nightahead. A Surné&.l 1l be over in half an hour. o

Trixie used every one of those thirty minutes to gear herself up for the evening. When she

came t hr oswaphsh®heardsoft jazz coming from the stereo. There were candles lit

on the table and two plates already laid out. Dan came out of the kitchen with two glasses of

wine, handing one to Trixie. She took a few quick gulps and quickly sat down at the table.

AwWhat di dl § mus g énd@iixie guddenly realized that she was. She had been so
stressed out the past week that she hadndét made m

She and Dan made small talk while they ate. Dan reminded Trixie that he would be in Langley,

Virginia that week on a special field trip that he and only a handful of other cadets had been

chosenfor. He woul d be | eaving Monday night from the ac
late Friday night. Trixie murmured that she would misshimmand hoped hedd have a g
Dan asked her about her finals, which were coming up that week. Was she ready for them?

Was she worried about them? Trixie answered in monosyllables. Dan hi nted that they
special celebration that weekend after her finals were over and he was back home. Trixie said

nothing.



She ate a lot, and ate quickly, while polishing off more than a couple of glasses of wine in the

process. | t was obvious to Dan that something .was both
He assumed she was worried about her finals. When Trixie rose to take their plates to the

kitchen, she felt a slight head rush and swayed on herfeet. i No mor e wine for me to
joked as Dan shot her an anxious glance.

She put the leftovers in the fridge, rinsed off the plates and glasses, and stood there for a

moment staring out the window above the kitchen sink. She was feeling worse, not better, after

her fAf or Shehddbaitdr falk to Dan quickly before she lost all courage. Suddenly, she

felt his arms around her and his lipsonherneck. iHow about dessert?06 he whi

Trixie turned around to him. Taking that as consent, Dan began unbuttoning her blouse. Trixie

put her hands overhis. iDan, | need t o g¢hedaildsesooslyy somet hi ng, 0O
AiLater, 0 he murmured, slipping his handsilithGs de h
been too |l ong, babe. 0

Trixie pushed him away, more severely thilgthatshe i ni

all this relationship is about? Se x ? 0
Dan looked down at her in surprise. i Of ¢ o0 u rTsixée, whani d?to.

il told you | needed to tell you something and al
she shouted, brushing past him into the living room.

Dan stood there in shock for a few seconds before dashing out after her. She was sitting on the

edge of the couch, her head in her hands. Dan sat quietly on the coffee table in front of her and

put his hands on her thighs. When she looked up, Dan was stunned to see how pale she was.

He opened his mouth to ask her what was wrong, but she suddenly leapt off the couch and ran

to the bathroom, where Dan could hear her throwing up. He stood there for a moment with

furrowed brow and then his fteewce grew as pale as TI

When Trixie came out of the bathroom a few minutes later, Dan rushed to her and grabbed her

hand. A God, Arkexyeluéntean, did weé?o0

Trixie stared at him blankly, not comprehending. il dr ank tobémuobt Bghng. o
O0No, I mledngcwubeéonAeegubdbpepdregnant, Trix?0
Trixieds f aide! pr esvin er epd.a chitNoc,a | Il yj usshto uhtaedd .t oo much
Thatdés all . o

Dan breathed a sigh of relief. il know wedve taken precautions, but

thatédés 100% effective, and we definitlTelixilkrawdemndmtdt|
seem to appreciate his attempt at humor.

Still holding Trixieds hand, he | ed her t
front of her on the coffee table. He held her hands in his and looked tenderly into her eyes.
sorry, babe. What did you need to tell me ? O

o the co
il 6 m



Trixie desperately covered up a sob. Dan was the most wonderful man she knew. She had
betrayed him and he had noidea. Tightlygr i ppi ng Dands hands, she took
began. iLast weekend, when you couldné6t Ieeameimh o me, |
was here in Al bany and he as ke danwassiteat, waitmgnfer up f or
her to continue.

fi We entrout riding in the mountains. We had a really nice time. It was just like being back in

Sleepyside again. Mart and his new girlfriend Wwanslhowegoi ng t o
no reaction to the ne wsixieavonddaved if He dlieadykmew, ogifthe | f r i end .
was just waiting for the hammer to fall. She let it fall.

AfHe kissedJime,6kiDsasned me. 0

Danwas as stilasastatue. He di dndét sHeynadenoysouhd. Hg . di dndét move.
Trixie could hear the clock on the wall ticking out the seconds. A car horn sounded across the

street.

Finally, Dan spoke. A Di d hHed&uged. He coul dndét even begin to fat
ask this question at all, much less as it concerned one of his closest friends. A Di d Ji méf or ce
himsel f on you?bo

i NoNo , of course not! o TrhiHei ¢ usdi kiismealsmeni thmae dts

Dan let out a long, slow breath. He looked at Trixie with a befuddled expression on his face.

AWell éI canbd6t say as Buigosh Teg llwasheappaging a latlvorse fromt h i s
the way you weree plmails@&wi,nd .h&en continued, ADid Jim
iYes, 0O Trixie saiiMorien tah asnmaolnlc ev.00i c e .

A Ok aSyo.é Ji m wa s Hemapologizeds | t 6s over. o0 Dan Ieaeréd oherkt
Al tos o kNoypigdehl.aWeed.! | live. 0

Trixie shook herhead. f You donét understand, Dan. o

i Sur e Jimusedto date you, Trix. You are a beautiful, sexy woman. He had a moment of
weakness. | guess he was due, afterallthosey ear s of being so damn perf ec

Trixie shook her head again, more forcefully this time. She had to tell him everything. A Da n , [
lethimkissme. | di dn 6t |kissedhpn back.rh. wa nt éle hehrbwabeating so
hard she thought her chest would rupture.

Aiwhat are you saying, TriiDxide ¥® ul@an @s ywWasieepa awa swvi ft I|h
with him?0o

Tri xieds eyes WiNdOd nbe s hienm &hbaodrurhoertiwa®akisd. Nothing
more. | made Mart take me home rightafteri t happened. 0

Dan shook hishead slowly. A Then | dondWhwnaree sy awu Arother aius et ? 0
thought entered hismind. iDi d youéwant toD®lyep?wi th him?



Trixie closed hereyes. She di dndédt know hShwe &d baenieswidwheret shtalt .
feelings for a week and hadndét come up with any a

Her silence shook Dan to his core. He released her hands and stood up, walking to the window
to stare out into the darkness. iDo you?0 he askedhedgain, his voice

ANo, 60 Trixie sai di,l wvwetamcédt ddoniOu| Kkinmowou, Dan. 0
AYou donét sound very sure.o

A few tears escaped to firldm down sTurriex iblate faetiogh éhe kng.,
thisway. | 6ve been a redgdonadltl kwmeevk wh at 6She pgthérface on wi tF
in her hands and leaned over, feeling light-headed again.

iltds just been the semefitetobkomnhéebbpinaslpeebass
working too many hours trying to make ends meet. Youdve been gone. . .0

AAre you saying t hi s Hissyeswere $tanuylarid Trixie @aldctell thatk e d .
long, slow fuse of his was getting close to blowing.

ANo. didndédt shydohat,tbank that. o
AYou know, i uple of mmmutegs ags that you weee accusing me of basing our
relationship entirelyonsex. But | wasndét the one running off Kkiss

weekend we were apart! o

Trixie was sobbing openlynow. iDan, | sai d HOi daé$ tespdhsfran.ytuo Kk
Doesnét that count for anything?bo

nYeaYheah, |1 6m real glad wedOre open and honest abou

Al was not uhwaaonedtupidiKiss! | Dann!s or r y il wantéddopetl yon e d .

about it because lloveyou, Dan, and | dondt want to keep any s
il dondét want to get into a scr eHiswiicawas quietbauth wi t h
in a way that c hfiMayebde Tyro ux i sehbesu lhde agpat .bacWe t o your
bothneed some time to cool off. 0

Trixie stood up and quickly went to stand near Dan by the window. i Dan, | want to st a
aboutthis. I dondét wa She stietched oatdner leanddo touch his arm.

Dan shook her off and walked away. i But lo wearmut gto, Tri x. 0

Numb with sorrow, Trixie slowly made her way to the door. She opened it, then stopped and

tumedtoDan. Al swear to you)] Dawmél yboveé you.

Danés jaw was clenched, but his eyes wdhem. softene.
ATri xi e, Illovelyouwit Ab. ofumyheart. | j ust dondét know i f you c.
And he turned and went to his bedroom, slamming the door behind him.
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Trixie cried herself to sleep that night. How many times has that happened this past week? she

thought when she woke up the next morning. Her head ached from the wine she had

consumed the night before. She stumbled to the kitchen to start a pot of coffee percolating.

She was standing in the kitchen in a daze, trying to get a grip on the day, and on herself, when

she heard Danés d oHisfootstgpecameacrass the lhall and paused outside
Trixiebdbs door , then the footsteps res.ulmedkianbds s he
heart fell.

She desperately needed to talk to somebody, but who? Normally when she had a problem, she

talked to Dan. Mart was more than willing to listen, but she hated putting him in the middle of

this mess. Honey was so blissfully happyri ght now, Tri xi e diShawas want t
Trixieds best friend, but how could she understan:
loved?

Maybe if she could get it down in black and white, it would help. Trixie was a list-maker. She

loved columns for pros and cons, things to do lists, class study outlines. il f it s not on t
doesnot e xi st ,Shevem o her deskeand tumedion the computer monitor. She

had several emails, but none of them caught her eye as anything important or, in the case of

two from Jim, anything she was emotionally ready to read or respond to. Near the bottom of the

inbox was an email from her mother.

Trixieds youngest brother Bobby had finally persu.
her old typewriter fora computer. She fussed over the ALOLO and ABTW
youngest son used and she couldndédt understand, bu-

soon learned to love the ease and speed of email for keeping in touch with them. Trixie opened
her motherds message.

Dear Trixie,

| am writing to see if you (and Dan too, of course) will be able to come down to Sleepyside for

your birthday. My | i ttl e girl wil!/ be 21 and thatds a maj c
We 6 d tdhelkyeu celebrate it. Nothing fancy, just family and of course, any of the Bob-

Whites that can make it.

When | celebrated my 21st birthday, | was seven months pregnant with Brian. My, how times
have changed.

Callmeandletmeknow. I  know yeonu Govues ypewi t h finals, but | hav
awhile and | worry about you...I&m your mother, t|
Love,
Moms

Trixie picked up the phone and hit the speed dial for Crabapple Farm.

nHel | o, Bel den residence. 0



iMoms?0 Tr i xi evenavsiikemlde buttryng to keepgher voice on an even keel.
ATri xi e, whHowdidherwnotbendyp that? Trixie wondered. She always knew.
AnOh, Mod@mw!in such a mess and | just dondt know whe

Trixie heard a chair scraping across the kitchen floor at Crabapple Farm. il 6 m her e,

s we et h &lams tvas Gitting down, ready to listen. Trixie wished she could throw her arms

around her and sit on her | ap, burying her face i
she was a little girl.

Trixie didnodt k nAghaughvdmesknesv har mothieravguid see right through it,

she decided to stick with generalities rather than specifics. iMoms . . . how did you kno
the one? Did you ever love anyone else? Is it even possible to love two people at the same

ti me?o0

Helen Belden let out a long, slow breath. Her heart ached for her only daughter. Why did love

have to be so difficult? i Your br ot her was so sure that Honey Wh
that he told me, just a few weeks after they met, that he was going to marry her. Did you know

that ?o0

AiNo, 0o Trixie sniffed.

iMart was at t he o tlthreke hisshgatt to etnbDéana go, bughe knsvethey
could never make it work. People change, move away, grow up. They made the right choice
forthem. But choices of the heart | ike BriaShés and Mar
paused, then gently askedAndillJitm%kde it this is abo

Trixie nodded herhead. Her mot her bewu) dobPtcseseerse, but Trixie
she was trying to choke back tears. And as always, Moms understood. il t h o uDgjou s o.
want to talk about it?090

i Oh, Miodmseé messed up deovnedrty tkhni on@anvstiugous wittomed tde.
has every right to be. | havendét spoken to Jim or even Ireturne:q
dondt want It odomwrtt whainniCet & mMmer whRanto do, Moms. 0

Trixieds mother was no closer to kterthamshebadwhat was

been when she first picked up the phone. Over the years, she had gotten very adept at figuring

out Trixiebs excited or frantic jumble of words t

could fill in the holes with some details. She wasnét sure she really want e
\

gone on between her and Jim and Dan, but she did
ATrixie dear, I ¢ aNoone can.eYlolu yhoaw ewhtaot ftiogudroe. t hat ou
She could hear her daughter crying in frustration. iBut | ém going to tell you

never told any $hépaysediand whitecountihsbe fedt Trixie was paying
attention.

AiwWwhen your father and | had been |detidedtggodbutbnor abou
a date with my high school beau. 0



Trixiegasped. She hadnét even known her mhwakeasgilly had a hi gl
thought. Of course her mother would have dated other boys before she met Peter Belden in

college. Still, Trixie thought, looking at a photo of her parents that hung above her computer, |

just candét i magine her with anybody but Daddy.

AfDonot be so dhdaddldedl,o HBricoiuep.l e of scandal ous thin
AiDid Dad know?o

Her mot her | a uegnbt.eVde weré rodrriedcfar maresthan a year before |
confessed. 0

AWho was he?0

AiHis name was Al an Young and he was mHewasgfriend
senior. He had blond hair and blue eyes and he was on the football team. He was

very¢eout goi ng, which | guess is a tactful way to sa\
To this day | wonder how | could have fallen in love with two men who were such polar

opposites as Alan Youndg xardsPdtad h edBdarheyanttb@ar K hai r
was scholarly rather than athletic, and he was serious and conscientious.

Awhy did you go o Wti dwmidtth ymium,| oMem®PDad?o

il most certai nl yWeawerd engagad é be/noarried. Buathete evas.a part of

my heart that was still occupied by my firstlove. | coul dndét stop wondering if
rightchoice. | guess | wasndét sure what true love really
AHow di d vy owhafti ntdr uoeutl2ove really is, | mean?o
Awell, Alan and | wadlyldvelyevehing.ahtedadlgravwh even npoer f e ¢

handsome in the two years he had been away at college. He brought me flowers and opened
doors for me and held my hand at the restaurant and kissed me goodnight. He nearly swept me
of f my Shk paased add was silent for a few moments, lost in her memories.

RnAndé?0 Trixie prompted.

AAnd the whole time we were together, al/l I coul d
The feelings | had or didnét have foheAbsanf el iengd!
Thatdés how you know what true | ove is, Trixie dea
Tri xiedbs forehead crinkled in confusion, i How? 0

iwWhen you care more about som&bere gbsepubabhwgoupd
needs and emotions ahead of yours in everyway,t hat 6 s | ove. 0

Trixie thought hard about that, mulling over the roller coaster of emotions she had experienced
the last couple of days.



AAnd Trixie?bo

oYes, Mo ms ? 0

Ail't is possible to | ovButybunheartwidtell yautwhichloreistrteme t i me .
l ove and which one is simply true friendship. o
AThank you, Mo ms . O

fi | | ove yAonud, wlerbilxli essee you in a couple of weeks fo
iYes, of course. o

ATal k to thelm, tThemilkaw you feel. 0

Al  wil Il, w\Mdnrhs .0
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As soon as Trixie ended the call with her mother, she scrolled through her phone list and placed
two more calls. She got voicemail both times and left only the briefest of messages. i Pl e a s e
callme. Wehavetotalk. 0 Thi s wasnét something she wanted to d

She tried concentrating on her studies for awhile. She knew t hat was something
put off. Dan and Jim would both still be there when this week was over. She studied for about

an hour,one ear attentive for any sounds f ®hefnally he hal |l
decided to go to his place to study, hoping sheobd
woul dndt miss his return.

As she opened her door, the edge of a piece of paper taped to her door fluttered upwards. She
took down the note. It was from Dan.

Trix,

I went down to Sleepyside to visit Uncle Bill for the weekend. You need time to study and we
both need time to think.

I &m going to go straigdme thadh,e sac aydemywowrhé&tn dee r
night or maybe Saturday morning.

Dan

A tear fell from Trixiebs cheek and splashed down
should have been Wmastasanafierthbught, Dam&agl acéibbled down his
itinerary for her at the bottom of the page.

She heard her phone ringing inside her apartment and flew to answerit. A Dan ? 0

ANo, ITtrd s WiMhaartt6.s goi ng on?o0



Trixie sighed. A Not hi ng, Mart. o

Mart waited. He knew Trixie wanted to talk to somebody. He could feel it.

AfiDan and | had He fwgmtt tt@as$l emé myhdi.de this morning.
il Om somMDoy yoTdr want me to come down there and take
ANo, 0 she repliedDPDagreatdnweheaerkfipdt hdme gotthinal
we e kS hoe r Tngmbered that Dan wasnodét the only person

conversation with. Jimlarloekntd”hi m a message this morning
my call . o

e
4]

fSeems to me you hhowlsd ulpe wd &thc Diamg tnot tal king t

iMart , pl ease. 0

AUnl ess youdre pl anni nfhgereavas sitpricé an the ditharcekd oftthe lind.i m? o
Mart shook his head miserably. " J i m6 s nrHoetd sh ébreeeen i n Houston at a cc
week. Hewondét be back until Monday night. o

ils he f1lyinCan nytoou Aglibvaenynte hi s flight information

This time it was Ma@omednsMatt, Urixia pleaded sileatly, Diolnédnt | et me
down now.

AFlight 1412 fr omntAolLuasntdosn atth r7o:u4goh, ) AtMaar t mumbl ed r

AiThank you, Mart, o Trixie said gratefully as she
notebooks and scrawled down the information.

ATrixie...whatoés going on?o
She shook herhead slowly. Al wi s h ell Ic oywlud Mart, but | just don
Mart sighed, fiTake care of yourself, Ilittle siste]

il 6 |Qoodtbryye., Mart . O

Trixie hung up the phone and sat silently at her kitchentable. Ther e wasndét much mor e
could do until Monday evening. With a heavy sigh, she opened up one of her textbooks and
began to study.
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Despite Trixiebs belief that she would never be a
she had that week, she did manage to focus on studying all day Sunday without thinking too

often about her personal problems. Her first two finals were Monday morning and she was

surprised to find that she flew through them both with minimal difficulty. She had no finals



scheduled for Tuesday, but three more coming up Wednesday and Thursday. She hoped she
would be as prepared for those.

She hurried home after a few hours at the law office and sat down determinedly to cram for her
last three finals of the semester. She had been studying so hard the last couple of days, not to
mention all the emotional turmoil she was dealing with, that her eyes soon grew heavy and she
fell asleep at the kitchen table with her head on one of her books.
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fil |l oveeyou, Tri xi

Trixie looked up into his eyes. Those eyes that looked at her with so much love and trust and
hope that she thought her heart would burst. They were dancing under a canopy of stars.
Trixie looked around her. Her family and friends were all gathered, watching the happy couple.
Everybody was smiling. She laid her head on his chest and sighed contentedly. He ran his
fingers lovingly through her curls and kissed the top of her head. She looked up at him again
and he leaned down, their lips moving closer and closer to one another. Right before they

ki ssed she whispemnmgdh fall || Bagrghmgwas petfedto.perfectly
perfect.

Trixie woke up with a start. The small apartment was nearly in darkness. She looked at the

clock on the microwave and gasped. She hurriedly flicked on the kitchen light and began

frantically shuffling through the papers and notebooks and textbooks strewn on the table.

Where was it? Where was that paper with the flight time written on it? A stack of papers

balancing precariously on the edge of the table fell onto the floor. iDamn it ! 6 Tri xi e ye
frustration. She bent down to pick them up and there it was, tucked underneath some class

notes. She grabbed it, checked the clock again, snatched up her purse from the table and

rushed out the door.

She ran down to the end of the block, where she knew she would be able to find a cab. She

anxiously flagged one down and jumpedin. i Al bany I nternational, 0 she toc
leaned back uneasily againstthe seat. When t he driver didndét respond w
that Trixie felt, she bent forward and leaned on the seatin frontofher. A Can you pl ease go

faster?0 she implored him.
AYou i n a hur r gvergbody was alaysdnialhwarg where airports were
concerned. Why coul dnét t hey | e &elooked opinthis rearniiee migoron t i me ?

into the pretty blondebs beseeching blue eyes and
accelerator.

Trixie leaned back again and checked her watch. It would beclose. She di dndét want to
him.



CHAPTER 91 MEETING AND PASSING

Jim stretched out his long legs in front of him. He was glad he had decided to splurge for a
change and upgrade to first class. It had been a long flight home and he still had a two-hour
drive ahead of him once they got into Albany.

He waved off the stewardess who was offering refills and gave her a friendly smile. He noticed
the assessment she gave him, and the dimples on her cheeks when she smiled flirtatiously at
him, but he merely closed his eyes and leaned his head back, hoping to get a few more minutes
sleep before they landed.
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Trixie anxiously twisted and untwisted her purse strap. Why was there so much traffic this time
of night? The cab inched along the highway until it got clear of the bottleneck, then shot ahead
with an impatient burst of speed, as if Trixie were channeling all her energies into the small
yellow vehicle.

The driver glanced up into his rearview mirror. The young bl ond woman didnét
she must be going to meet somebody, he presumed. She seemed jittery. He hoped she made
it in time. Seeing a clear lane, he darted over to it and drove a little faster.
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The six young cadets stood nervously at the gate waiting to board. Though they were dressed
in street clothes and had been told by their inst
their superior officers and remained alert to anything they might request.

Sergeant Baldwin noticed that Cadet Mangan seemed more on edge than the other cadets this

evening. He had been involved in a dispute two weeks a
right to go on this trip. Perhaps he was overly anxious to make a better impression this time

around.

The young man had sharp instincts and a good work ethic. Sergeant Baldwin had a feeling he
was going to be an outstanding officer. He walked over and slapped him on the back. A Re | a x ,
Mangan. You6r e not on duty. o

Dan gave him a half-smile. i Ye s , sir, o he answered hoarsely.
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The cab turned right into the long boulevard that led to the airport terminal. Floodlights scanned
the dark sky from left to right and back again. A parking garage was lit up with car headlights
trying to find their way in or out of the maze. Every few minutes a plane could be seen cutting
through the darkness to land or take off or taxi down a runway.

A shuttle bus pulled out slowly in front of the cab, trying to maneuver around the tight corner
from the overflow parking lot. Trixie bounced impatiently on the seat of the cab, clutching the
door handle. She felt like jumping out and running past the bus and up to the terminal herself.



Instead, she checked her watch again and fumbled in her purse for her cell phone. She hastily
hit the speed dial button she wanted.

i We 0 r e Tkecellulay phone you are trying to reach is either temporarily out of service or is
not currently within the network. Pl ease try again | ater. o

fiDamn it! o Trixie cursed for the second time that

ADondét woWedremalsmost there, 0 the cab driver soot!
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Jim flipped open his cell phone. Immediately, he felt a soft touch on his arm. It was the cute,
strawberry blond flight attendant from before.

il 6m soUsrey,ofsiany el ectronics is prohibited during

ASorry, 0 Jim ans we r leclosed thelphore ard put it back in Bisrpiodke. .
The flight attendant smiled back and walked off. This time Jim turned his head to watch her as
she went up the aisle, admiring her petite figure.

kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkkkkhkkkkkkkhkhkkkkkkkk

iSo, npPaa joshed one of the other cadets, AHow com

Dan blushed and mumbled, AShedés got finals this w
He pulled out his cell phone to see if Trixie had left him a message. He had purposely left the

phone buried at the bottom of his duffel bag all weekend in Sleepyside while he was visiting

Uncle Bill and Mr. Maypenny.

AShidihe grumbled before glancing up guilThe!l y to ¢
battery was dead. He had forgotten to recharge it.
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Trixie was out of the cab before it even pulled up to the curb. She hastily pulled a few bills out
of her wallet and tossed them dhmhande! ¢ abvanrilver st
as she ran towards the terminal entrance.

Aiwhoever he is, he is one lucky fella, o6 the drive
the pretty girl with the blond curls race inside.

Tri xieds eyes dwokingfa thd nedrest AmivaliDepartuig monitors. Please,
God! Please let it be delayed. Please let him still be here. She found a monitor by Baggage
Claim, took a quick glance around at the people waiting to pick up their bags, then looked up at
the monitor for the flight she needed. Nothing indicated any delays. She checked her watch
again and moved off quickly towards the concourse.
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fiLadies and gentlemen, FIlight ®Dwllbebbardingyas hi ngt on
momentarily. All first-class passengers, and those with young children or who may need
additional assistance, may come forwardtopre-b oar d now. 0

Dan stood up to stretch his legs and go stand by the window. Ther e wasnoétromuch to s
this vantage point, but it was better than making small talk with his classmates. He stuck his

hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. Pulling out the dead cell phone, he stared at it

savagely with his dark eyes, trying to will it to turn on.

He turned around to scan the area. He wondered if he had time to run to a pay phone and
make a call. Yeah, right. What would he say in two minutes? Assuming he could get a hold of
her...assuming she would even speak to him. Giving up, he turned back to the window and
watched the ground crew as they made their final inspection of the commuter jet.
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i Mabam, |l 6m sorry, but only ticketed passengers a|
officer.

ABut 6s real Amdi mpomwti aht onl y t akeShawismédshehad, 0 Tr i xi
Honeybés sweet persuasiveness or Dids unfailing se:
AnSorry, Ymadam. just have to wait in Baggage Cl ai m.
Trixie set her jaw and turned around resolutely. She di dno6t want to ®Reit in B

wantedtogotothegates. Hopi ng she wasndt being a complete fo
again, noted a specific flight that was leaving within the hour and ran to the nearest ticket

agent. Fingers crossed that herlast-mi nut e purchase woul dndét arouse t
pulled out her credit card and bought a ticket.
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Jim reached into the overhead compartment and pulled down his carry-on. Then he reached
back up and pulled down a small, overstuffed suitcase and handed it to the older woman next to
him. She smiled appreciatively.

There was a small delay as a man in a wheelchair received assistance as he disembarked. Jim
smiled at the pretty stewardess near the door and took careful note of hernametag. i Th a n k
you, Traci, o0 he said as he passed her.

AYoubre welhopmee.you had a nice flight.o

i Ver y |onlywishyouhad door-to-doorservice. | 6ve got another coupl e of
grinned ruefully.
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