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Chapter One


Lucy Guerin had never quite understood the appeal of a white Christmas. After all, the holidays were traditionally a time for travel, and snowy weather had a way of seriously impeding travel plans. When Bing Crosby crooned about glistening treetops, he had probably not had anything like this in mind, Lucy thought glumly, staring out the rapidly icing windshield of her small car.
She had asked Santa for a man for Christmas, but she hadn't meant Jack Frost.
Ice storms happened fast and sometimes without much warning in the Ozarks. The weather guy Lucy had listened to had said that, depending on the temperature, there would be rain or snow or maybe ice. His own guess had been rain changing to light snow with little accumulation.
He had been wrong.
The ice on twisting, rural Highway 65 through north central Arkansas was growing thicker by the moment, causing Lucy's car to slide perilously. It was rapidly getting dark at 5:00 p.m. on this December 23. Between the heavy clouds and early sundown of winter, little natural light remained to guide her way. The beams of her headlights splintered off the falling ice. She was still several miles from the nearest town, and the only sign she saw warned that the next five miles of road were winding and steep. Great.
She wasn't going to make it much farther. Her back tires skidded, and it was all she could do to keep the car from sliding off the road. Though this highway was usually well traveled by Branson-bound tourists, the combination of the weather and the approaching holiday had the road almost empty now. Only one other vehicle was visible, an ancient pickup truck following at some distance behind her, also headed north.
Maybe all the other would-be travelers had listened to better weather forecasters.
It was quite a relief when she spotted a driveway ahead-a long gravel road leading to a rock and redwood house set at the foot of a rocky hill. She slowed her car to little more than a crawl to study the place. Evergreen and hardwood trees surrounded the area, but a fair-size yard had been carved out of the woods. The yard was surrounded by a chain-link fence with a gate that crossed the driveway.
A single security pole lamp sat beside the house, casting a dim glow over the place. There were no Christmas lights or other decorations visible, and the windows seemed to be heavily draped or covered with blinds, so Lucy couldn't tell if there were any lights on inside. For all she knew, no one was home. But she could at least park in the driveway and get off this dangerously slick road before she smashed her car into a mountainside.
She skidded again as she made the turn into the gravel driveway. Holding her breath, she brought the car to a stop in front of the chain-link gate. The old pickup truck slid in behind her, its driver obviously coming to the same conclusion she had about the hazards of traveling farther.
Now what? Lucy drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, staring at the house and wondering if the gate was locked. She could see now that there was another large building behind the house, a workshop, perhaps. No lights in those windows, either. She couldn't call for assistance from here; her cell phone wasn't picking up a signal. This, she thought, must be the very spot people referred to when they said “out in the boonies.”
It was getting darker by the minute, and the freezing rain and sleet were falling harder. She heard the distant crack of a tree branch snapping beneath the weight of accumulating ice. She had to do something.
A tap on her driver's side window made her start. She looked around to see an elderly African-American man huddled beneath a black umbrella that was having little effect against the pelting ice. She rolled down her window and he asked, “Are you okay, miss?”
He looked as though the strong winds would topple him right over-or carry him away by the umbrella like Mary Poppins. “I'm fine, but you should get out of this weather.”
“You think that gate's locked? Maybe if we blow our horns, someone in the house will come out to let us in. My wife wants me to keep driving, but I don't think I can get much farther in this.”
“Absolutely not.” He shouldn't have driven this far.
Lucy reached for her door handle. “You go back to your wife. I'll see if I can get someone in the house to help us.”
She slipped a little when she stepped out of her car, clutching at the door for balance. Ice bombarded her head and slid down the inside collar of her inadequate leather jacket. She had a heavy parka but it was in her trunk, as she hadn't expected to be out of her car long enough to need it before reaching her destination.
After making sure the older man was safely back in his truck, Lucy moved carefully toward the gate. The gravel driveway provided a bit more traction than a smooth surface would have, but the hard-packed rocks were still slick and wet. Thank heaven she had worn hiking boots with slip-resistant soles. She had selected them more because they completed her outfit of a heavy hand-knit green sweater and boot-cut jeans than because she had expected to do any hiking, but she was grateful for them now-not that even boots helped much in this weather.
The gate was latched but not locked, she discovered in relief. Cold seeped through her thin leather driving gloves when she lifted the latch and pushed the gate open far enough to allow her to slip through. Literally slip through. She nearly fell on her butt before she caught her balance.
Her curly red hair was wet and icy, and her face was so cold it hurt. She wouldn't have been surprised if an icicle formed on the end of her nose. Huddling into the fashionable leather jacket, she carefully climbed two slick rock steps to the covered porch that ran the length of the single-story house. It felt somewhat better to be under cover, but no less miserably wet and cold.
She was shaking so hard she missed the doorbell the first time she aimed for it, jabbing her finger into the redwood siding, instead. The second attempt was more successful. She heard a chime echo inside the house. And then she rang it again, hoping this wasn't the secluded hideaway of a paranoid, gun-toting, bigoted survivalist.
The door finally opened to reveal the most gorgeous man Lucy had ever seen in person. Around thirty. Thick, dark hair, navy-blue eyes, chiseled features, body to die for. What little breath the cold had left in her lungs escaped in a long, appreciative sigh.
Thank you, Santa.
She blinked ice-tipped lashes to clear her vision, just in case she was imagining this apparition of masculine perfection. But no. He was still there, and still fabulous-even if he did wear a less-than-welcoming frown.
“What is it?” he asked, and his deep voice was as beautiful as his face-if a teensy bit grouchy.
“We're stranded,” she said simply, motioning toward the two vehicles in his driveway. “We need shelter.”
He looked glumly at the ice growing thicker on the ground by the moment. “There's a motel about fifteen miles down the road,” he offered without much optimism.
“We won't make it fifteen more feet. It's treacherous out there-and the old couple in the pickup need to come in out of the cold. Surely you and your family would allow us to come in for a little while?”
“No family,” he muttered. “It's just me.”
Maybe there really was a Santa Claus. Pushing a long, dripping curl out of her face, Lucy gave him a smile that stung her frozen skin and tried to look less like a wet stray cat. “We would certainly appreciate your help.”
Even as she spoke, another northbound car-this one a beige sedan-skidded into the driveway, gravel spewing as the driver brought the car to a sliding stop only inches from the tailgate of the pickup truck. There was just enough light for Lucy to see that the car held a woman and two children.
The man in the doorway let out a resigned sigh. “I guess you can all come inside.”
His enthusiasm was underwhelming, but Lucy forged on. “We'll probably need your assistance getting everyone in safely. The ground is as slick as a skating rink, and that's an elderly couple in the truck. Looks like two small children in the back seat of the sedan. It's going to be tricky.”
He nodded morosely. “I'll get my coat. You can come in, if you want. You're hardly dressed to be traipsing around in an ice storm.”
“I have a hat and a heavier coat in the back of my car. You'll need my help, I think.”
His eyes swept the length of her five-feet, two-inch, 105-pound frame, making it clear he didn't know how much help she could offer. But he merely shrugged and turned to fetch his coat.
Lucy frowned at the man's retreating back. The guy might have the looks of a Tom Cruise, but he apparently had the heart of an Ebenezer Scrooge.
Maybe Santa hadn't been quite so generous to her this Christmas, after all.
When Banner had opened his front door in response to the completely unexpected chime of the doorbell, his first thought had been that a lost Christmas elf had somehow wandered onto his front porch. The top of her wet red head came barely to his chin. She had enormous green eyes set into a pixie face with a ridiculous excuse for a button nose, a full mouth that looked incongruously sexy in the center of all that cuteness, and a curvy little figure that made him rethink his former appreciation of tall, busty blondes.
When he had learned that she was the first wave of an invasion of strangers into his cherished privacy, he had been tempted to close the door in her cute little face. But even he wasn't quite that mean, despite what some people might say to the contrary. His ex-wife, for example.
The weather was vicious. Gusts of wind slapped him across the face with icy hands. He pulled his Sherpa collar more snugly around his jaw. His wide-brimmed hat kept his hair dry, but the freezing rain blew sideways, getting him pretty wet everywhere else. He thought wistfully of his warm, dry, peaceful living room, where he had just been sitting with a crackling fire and a good book.
So much for the quiet, lazy winter evening he had been anticipating.
The elf seemed to be taking charge of the rescue. She stopped by her car, where she quickly swapped her stylish leather jacket for a heavier hooded parka. Then she slung the shoulder strap of a bulging duffel bag over one shoulder before slamming her trunk and stuffing her keys into her pocket.
“Dry clothes,” she shouted over the storm. “We're all going to need them.”
He nodded and picked his way cautiously to the pickup. The driver's door was already open and a skinny, rather frail-looking man climbed out. “My wife needs help walking,” he called out.
Banner nodded. “Hold on.”
He and the elf looked toward the beige sedan, in which the woman driver was stuffing two young children into coats, hats and mittens. “Can you give her a hand while I help the other couple in?” Banner asked the redhead.
“Yes,” she called back. “You go ahead. We'll be fine.”
A hiss of air brakes, the skid of tires on ice, and the unmistakable sound of crumpling metal made Banner whirl toward the highway. A large, southbound delivery truck had missed the curve just before his driveway, the cab plowing into the shallow ditch.
Hissing a curse, Banner started to run toward the truck, but he slowed when he saw the driver climb out of the cab, obviously uninjured. Enveloped in a heavy coat, with a broad-brimmed oiled-leather hat pulled low over his face, the mountain of a man trudged toward them.
“You okay?” Banner called out.
A booming bass replied, “Disgusted but undamaged.”
Banner nodded. “I'm trying to get everyone inside,” he said as the large man drew nearer. “Got some women and kids and an old couple here. I could probably use your help with some of them.”
“You bet.” Banner caught a glimpse of sandy beard as the man moved closer, one big foot sliding on the ice but quickly regaining traction.
Turning back to the parked vehicles, Banner saw that the elf and the mother had the children out of the car. The redhead hovered protectively over the little ones while their mother dragged a couple of suitcases out of the sedan. The large man moved toward them to offer assistance.
Banner turned his attention to the elderly couple. The old man was standing inside the open passenger door of the pickup, helping his wife unfasten her seat belt. Moving closer, Banner saw that the woman was even more fragile than her husband. She had snowy-white hair and a wrinkled face that had faded to a soft caramel color. The shapeless cloth coat she wore wasn't heavy enough for the weather, and Banner wasn't sure how much her visible tremors were due to age and how much to the cold.
“She uses a walker,” the old man explained, nodding to the silver contraption folded and stowed behind the seat.
“That won't do any good on rocks and ice.” Banner moved closer, noting that the woman probably didn't weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet. “Why don't I just carry you in, ma'am? I won't drop you.”
“He looks like a strapping young man, Mother,” the woman's husband said. “Let him carry you inside where it's warm.”
“All right.” Her voice was thin yet surprisingly strong. “But don't you go throwing your back out, son.”
As if she weighed enough to make that a concern, Banner thought, moving in to slide his arms beneath her. He'd hauled bags of dog food that weighed more. She put her arms around his neck and held tightly as he lifted her, his feet solidly planted beneath him.
The older man pulled a blanket out of the cab and draped it over his wife's head, providing some protection from the falling ice. Banner tucked it snugly around her. The old man reached for the walker. “I'll bring this. And we have suitcases under the tarp in the back.”
“Leave it. I'll come back for those things,” Banner said, worried that the man wouldn't be able to keep his balance if he tried carrying anything. It was going to be a tricky enough walk as it was. “Let's just get inside.”
He could feel the wind biting through the blanket and into the woman's coat and thin, knit pantsuit as he moved carefully toward the house. She shivered when the downpour gained strength again, and Banner instinctively hunched around her, trying to protect her as much as he could.
He worried that she would catch pneumonia on the way in, and he worried that her husband would fall and break a leg or a hip or something. He was relieved when the big truck driver rejoined them halfway to the house, having already deposited the others inside. The truck driver took the old man's arm, supporting him for the rest of the walk.
With the couple safely inside, Banner and the truck driver made a second hasty trip outside for more bags and the walker. It was almost completely dark now, and the ice was building thickly on every surface. The woods echoed with the sharp cracks of breaking tree limbs, and Banner cast a frowning glance at the overhead power lines. He figured it was just a matter of time before they were brought down by a falling branch, cutting off the electricity. Fortunately he had laid in a good supply of firewood, candles and batteries.
By the time he finally closed his front door against the storm, he was wet, cold, tired and grouchy. At least no more cars or trucks had arrived. He assumed the roads were so bad now that anyone who had been on them had found shelter elsewhere. He would be willing to bet the state police had closed the mountainous highway by now.
He only hoped the temperature would warm during the night, melting the ice and letting his stranded travelers be on their way. In the meantime, he seemed to have a houseful of unexpected guests.
He stood in the doorway of his big, wood-paneled living room, gazing rather helplessly at the chaos taking place there. Once again the young woman he had dubbed the elf seemed to be in charge. She had found his linen closet and distributed towels and was busily making sure everyone was getting dry and warm. As her hair dried, it curled even more riotously around her face, the red-gold color mimicking the fire crackling in the big stone fireplace.
The mother and two children were close to the hearth. Mom was a somewhat mousy-looking, average-size brunette with purple-shadowed brown eyes and nervous hands. Banner guessed her age to be midthirties, a few years older than himself. She was towel drying the hair of a little girl of maybe five years, a brown-eyed, pink-nosed duplicate of her mother.
A brown-haired boy whom Banner guessed to be around seven stood nearby, staring in fascination at Banner's enormous, dumb lump of a dog. The multicolored mutt sat on his favorite scrap of rug, studying the roomful of strangers with his usual unflappable acceptance of circumstances.
The truck driver had shed his big coat, but that hadn't reduced his overall size by much. Broad-faced, bearded and barrel-chested, he might have been forty, and he looked as though he'd have been as at home panning for gold in the Old West as behind the wheel of a big truck. He rubbed a towel over his bushy, sandy hair, leaving it standing in spikes around his ruddy face.
The older woman Banner had carried inside huddled beneath a thick, dry blanket also retrieved from his linen closet. She sat in a Windsor rocker pulled close to the fire, and the firelight flickered over her lined face, highlighting the fine bone structure that was still beautiful. She looked so fragile it scared him now to think he had carried her in; what if he'd dropped her or fallen?
Her husband hovered around her chair, his wispy gray hair already dry, his bent hands patting his wife as if to assure himself that she was all right. Banner doubted that either of them was younger than eighty.
What on earth was he going to do with all these people?
Lucy noticed that their host was standing in the doorway, looking rather dazed. She supposed she couldn't blame him. Judging by the nice fire and the mystery novel sitting open beside a cooling cup of coffee on the table next to a big recliner, he had just settled down to ride out the storm in comfortable solitude. Except, of course, for the company of his dog-the shaggiest, oddest-colored, laziest-looking mutt Lucy had ever seen.
At least the dog didn't seem to mind the company-which was more than she could say for its owner, who was definitely showing signs of stress.
Someone needed to do something to put him more at ease. Never one to wait around for others to take care of things she could handle herself, she gave him a big smile. “Thank you so much for taking us in. You've… Mr…?”
“Just call me Banner,” he said, lifting a hand to massage the back of his neck.
She nodded. “Mr. Banner.”
“Just Banner,” he corrected, letting his hand fall to his side.
“Oh.” Strange, but anyway… “I'm Lucy Guerin. I'm on my way to Springfield, Missouri, to spend Christmas with my family. Why don't the rest of you introduce yourselves?”
She knew she sounded like a too-perky cruise director, but the man who called himself “just Banner” was making her nervous, lurking glumly in the doorway like that. She turned to the mother and children behind her. “What are your names?”
The woman's face paled, as if she had been asked to make an impromptu speech in front of a large audience. The shy type, apparently-which Lucy had never been.
“I'm, um, Joan Gatewood,” the woman finally murmured. “These are my children, Tyler and Tricia. We're going to my mother's house in Hollister, Missouri, for the holiday.”
“I'm Cordell Carter,” the older man said, smoothing a spotted hand over his mostly bald head. “Everyone calls me Pop. This is Annie, my wife of sixty-two years. We're on our way to Harrison to our grandson's house.”
“Sixty-two years of marriage,” Lucy repeated in wonder. “Mrs. Carter, you must have been a child bride.”
The old woman's weary eyes brightened with her smile, which still held hints of the mischievous grin that had likely captivated her husband sixty-two years ago-and apparently still did. “I was twenty-three. And you can just call me Miss Annie. Everyone always has. 'Mrs. Carter' reminds me of my mother-in-law, and I never cared much for her, God rest her contrary soul.”
Her husband chuckled and patted his wife's shoulder indulgently, seeming to take no offense to the slight to his late mother. After so many years, Lucy figured he must have gotten used to it.
“I'm Bobby Ray Jones,” the big truck driver volunteered. “I was headed the opposite direction from the rest of you-s'posed to be in Little Rock by tonight. I'd hoped I could beat the storm, but I guess I miscalculated. My boss is going to be ticked off that I put the rig in a ditch, but that's just too bad, I guess.”
Lucy noted that Joan Gatewood was eying the big, bearded man with the same wariness she displayed toward Banner's huge dog. Apparently Joan was intimidated by large, hairy critters. As for herself, Lucy thought Bobby Ray seemed very pleasant. Everyone here seemed nice-with the possible exception of their glowering host.
“Okay,” she said, wiping her hands on her jeans. “Now that we know who everyone is…”
“What's the dog's name?” Tyler asked, pointing to the mutt.
Lucy looked questioningly at Banner.
“That's Hulk,” he said, speaking to the boy. “He answers to Hulk or Get-Out-From-Under-My-Feet-Stupid.”
The unexpected quip took everyone by such surprise that there was a brief hesitation before they laughed. Though Lucy smiled, she wasn't entirely sure Banner had been joking.
Returning to the task at hand, she said, “Now, we all need to get into dry clothes and-wait a minute.”
She whirled back to their host, her hands on her hips. “Your name is Banner and the dog's name is Hulk? I don't suppose your first name is Bruce?”
“No.” He looked at her without smiling. “You haven't wandered into a comic book.”
No kidding. Despite the joke he had just made, she hadn't seen this guy crack a smile since they had arrived. He obviously had a warped sense of humor, but he did a good job of hiding it.
Shaking her head, she turned back to the others. “We need dry clothes and a telephone so we can call our families and let them know we're safe.”
“Mommy, I'm hungry,” Tricia said, tugging at her mother's damp blouse.
“I'll start a pot of soup or something,” Banner said, and once again he sounded glumly resigned. “The telephone is on that table. Make yourselves at home.”
As he turned away, Lucy thought she heard him add beneath his breath, “It's not as if there's any other choice.”



Chapter Two


Following the scents of food, Lucy wandered into the kitchen a short time later. She had changed into a dark-red sweater and dry jeans, and her feet were clad in thick red socks. She'd left her boots by the fire to dry.
Still wearing the damp jeans and gray sweatshirt he'd worn earlier, though he had kicked off his rubberized boots, Banner stood at the stove, stirring something in a large stockpot.
“That smells delicious. What is it?”
“Vegetable-beef soup,” he answered without turning around. “I hope no one's a vegetarian. If they are, I'll rustle up something else.”
She peered over his shoulder into the pot. “That looks homemade.”
“It is. I had a couple of containers stashed in the freezer. All I had to do was thaw and heat.” A timer dinged, and he reached for an oven mitt, then bent to pull a large pan of corn bread from the oven. It smelled as good as the soup.
Lucy stared at Banner in astonishment. “You made all of this?”
He shrugged. “I like to eat, and I'm the only one here to do the cooking.”
“I see.”
“Where's everyone else?”
Just as he spoke, a heavy gust of wind threw ice pellets against the kitchen window. The lights flickered but remained on.
Relieved that they hadn't been plunged into darkness, Lucy released the breath she had been holding. “Pop and Miss Annie are changing clothes in your bedroom. Joan and the children are using the guest room. Bobby Ray waited while I changed in the bathroom, and now he's in there.”
“I'm surprised he fit.”
Lucy laughed. The bathroom was rather small and Bobby Ray was notably large. But Banner wasn't smiling. Did he ever?
One half of the big country kitchen served as a dining room. A double trestle oak table filled most of the area on the other side of a sit-down bar fitted with two oak stools. The table was surrounded by six ladder-back oak chairs-a lot of seating space for a man who lived alone, she mused. “Would you like me to set the table?”
He pointed. “Dishes are in that cabinet.”
Lucy carried an armload of functional brown stoneware to the dining area. She paused to run a hand appreciatively over the smooth surface of the table. Bending, she studied the solid but graceful pedestals, then took a moment to admire one of the beautifully contoured chairs. She glanced up to find Banner watching her, and she smiled a bit self-consciously.
“I have a thing for nice furniture,” she admitted, “and you have some beautiful pieces. This dining set is wonderful. And that rocker in the living room is gorgeous. And I couldn't help but notice the tables in the living room and the furniture in the bedrooms. So much nice wood.”
“Thanks.” He turned back to the stove.
She stroked a hand over the smooth grain of the tabletop again, envying him the opportunity to do so every day. “I really admire the quality of this dining set. Do you mind if I ask where you shop for your furniture?”
“My shop's back behind the house.”
“No, I meant-wait a minute. You made this set?”
“Yeah.” He tasted the soup, nodded, then set the spoon in the sink.
“And the other furniture? You made all of it?”
“My great-uncle made the furniture in the bedrooms. I built the rocker and tables in the living room.”
She rubbed her hand over the back of a chair again, loving the feel of the wood. “Is this what you do for a living? Build furniture?”
“Mostly outdoor furniture. Swings, Adirondack chairs, outdoor rockers. The stuff that's sold in tourist towns like Branson and Eureka Springs and Mountain View.”
“You're very talented.”
“Thanks. The food's ready. I guess we should bring everyone in.”
He cooked and he built furniture. But he didn't make small talk, Lucy decided. Who was this guy?
It was a subdued group that gathered around the beautiful table a few minutes later. Bobby Ray had given Miss Annie his arm for the short walk to the table, but she looked so tired that Lucy worried about her. The storm still raged outside, making the lights flicker periodically, and she knew everyone was wondering when they could leave this place. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve, and there were places they all wanted to be for the holidays.
Banner wasn't by any means a jovial, put-everyone-at-ease type host. He sat in silence at the head of the table, eating his soup and corn bread without looking up much. Was it possible that he was shy? Or just not particularly friendly?
Joan and the children sat at one side of the table, opposite Lucy and the Carters. The kids had pulled the bar stools to the table, raising them high enough to easily reach their soup bowls and keeping them close to their mother.
They were quiet, well-behaved children, Lucy mused. Perhaps they took their behavioral cues from their mother, who seemed to take great pains not to call attention to herself. Was she simply shy-or someone who had been beaten down by circumstances until there was little spirit left in her?
It seemed that it was again up to Lucy to try to raise everyone's spirits. “Did you all get through to your families to let them know you're safe?” she asked the table at large.
She was answered with a silent round of nods.
Okay, new tactic. She smiled at Tyler. “How old are you, Tyler? I would guess around seven.”
“I'll be eight in February,” he replied.
A complete sentence. She was making progress. “So you're in second grade?”
“Yes, ma'am.”
“I'm in kindergarten,” Tricia supplied, not to be left out.
“Are you? Do you like it?” Lucy asked encouragingly.
Tricia nodded. “My teacher's nice. I like music time best.”
“Where do you live?” Lucy looked at Joan this time, hoping to draw her into the conversation.
“We're from Mayflower,” Joan murmured. “That's north of Little Rock…”
“I know where Mayflower is,” Lucy said with a smile. “I live in Conway, practically next door to you.”
“Mother and I have a little place outside of Jacksonville,” Pop supplied, patting his wife's hand. “We've lived there more than forty years.”
Lucy wondered about the wisdom of a man in his mid-eighties making a three-hour drive in an old pickup truck, especially in weather that had promised to be cold and rainy at best. What was his family thinking to let him make that trip?
Because that was really none of her business, Lucy spoke to Bobby Ray. “Do you live in Little Rock or was that a business stop?”
“I live there. I was hoping to make it home this evening. But my boss just told me on the phone that the weather guys are saying it could be day after tomorrow before the roads are passable.”
“Day after tomorrow?” Tyler's eyes widened in alarm. “But that's Christmas! We can't stay here until Christmas!”
“What about Santa Claus?” Tricia looked at her mother in dismay. “We told him we would be at Grandma's house. He's s'posed to come tomorrow.”
Lucy noted that Banner's face was showing new signs of strain in the form of deep lines around his stern mouth. Not only had his home been invaded by a group of strangers, but those strangers were all making it quite clear that they would rather be somewhere else. She couldn't help feeling a bit sorry for him.
“Don't worry about Santa Claus,” Joan told her children. “Even if he can't come see you tomorrow night, he'll make a special trip as soon as we've settled somewhere.”
The children still looked crestfallen, and Lucy couldn't blame them. Now the general mood around the table was depressed again.
“Banner, this soup is delicious,” she said, determinedly cheerful. “You're an excellent cook.”
“Thanks.”
“Mother's a wonderful cook,” Pop said, trying to help Lucy with the conversation. “Barbecued chicken, pork chops, spare ribs. And her pies-best coconut cream pie in the whole world. Her chocolate pie's good, too.”
“Don't cook as much as I used to,” Miss Annie murmured, glancing at her gnarled hands. “I still like to cook fresh vegetables in the summertime, though.”
“We used to grow all our own vegetables,” Pop added. “Had a big ol' garden back behind the house. Can't do it much anymore, now that the arthritis has gotten so bad. Still put some tomato plants in every spring, though.”
Miss Annie gave him a sweet smile. “Pop loves his fresh sliced tomatoes.”
Lucy watched the exchange between the couple with a wistful envy. Sixty-two years of marriage, she thought. Children, grandchildren, companionship and memories.
She wanted that for herself. As her twenty-eighth birthday approached, she found herself thinking about it more and more. She was perfectly capable of supporting herself and taking care of herself, but she wanted the fairy tale. The husband and children who loved her and who she could adore in return. The happily-ever-after. The sixty-second wedding anniversary.
The only thing holding her back was the fact that she was having a great deal of difficulty finding anyone she actually wanted to marry.
“Does anyone want more soup?” Banner asked gruffly, drawing her attention back to him.
Gosh, he was gorgeous, she thought, sighing a little as she admired the way the overhead light gleamed in his thick, dark hair. But good looks alone weren't enough to put a guy on her prospect list, as she knew from several disastrous dates with very attractive-and completely unsuitable-men.
No one wanted more soup.
“Let me clean the kitchen,” Joan offered shyly, glancing at Banner and then quickly away. “You've been so generous to all of us. I'd like to help out.”
“I'll help,” Lucy offered.
“Let me help you back to the living room, Miss Annie,” Bobby Ray said, pushing away from the table.
“Actually, I think I'd like to lie down for a few minutes,” Miss Annie replied, her smile weary. “Would that be all right with you, Mr. Banner?”
“Just call me Banner, ma'am.” Lucy noted that he spoke to the old woman with a respectful warmth that was notably missing in his brief dealings with his other guests. “You're welcome to use my room for as long as you're here. There are plenty of other places where I can sleep.”
Miss Annie beamed at him. “Thank you. You're a very kind young man.”
Lucy was fascinated to see the faintest touch of red appear briefly on Banner's tanned cheeks. Were compliments that rare for him?
Tricia was growing tired, too, and stressed by the changes in her routines and holiday plans. She began to whine, and when her brother taunted her about it, a squabble began.
Lucy watched as deep lines appeared around Banner's mouth again. Apparently, he hadn't spent much time around children-and judging by his expression, he would have been content to leave it that way.
“Why don't you take care of the children,” Lucy suggested to Joan. “They're tired and unsettled. I'll clean up in here.”
The harried mother sighed and nodded. “I suppose that would be best.”
“There's a TV in the living room,” Banner said. “I have satellite. Maybe you can find something to entertain the kids.”
Nodding again, Joan ushered her children out of the room, leaving Lucy alone with Banner.
“I can take care of this,” Lucy assured Banner when he reached for a dirty bowl.
“I'd just as soon clean the kitchen as go back in there.”
She couldn't help smiling at his tone. “You must feel as though your home has been overrun.”
“A bit,” he agreed.
She wondered again if he ever smiled. She couldn't help imagining what a smile would do to his already spectacular face. For the sake of her peace of mind, it was probably just as well that he continued to glower.
“I'm sorry your peaceful evening was so rudely interrupted,” she said as she carried a stack of bowls to the sink.
“Couldn't be helped. Too dangerous out on the road, which is why none of you should have been out driving. Especially the Carters.”
“I suppose all of us were so anxious to get to our holiday destinations that we didn't pay enough attention to the weather forecasts-even though the guy I listened to got it all wrong,” she added in a grumble.
Without responding, Banner squirted dishwashing liquid into the warm water filling his deep sink. No dishwasher, Lucy noted as he reached for the first bowl. She supposed he didn't need one just for himself and Hulk.
She picked up a dish towel to dry the bowls after he washed and rinsed them. There wasn't a lot of room in front of the sink, so they stood nearly shoulder to shoulder-or rather, shoulder to forearm, since he was a good ten inches taller. Another reason he wasn't going on her prospect list, she reminded herself. When a woman was just under five-three on her tallest days, men six feet and over were simply too tall for a comfortable match.
Because his silence was making her nervous, she asked, “Do you have any special plans for Christmas, Banner? Or did the weather interfere with your travel, too?”
“I had no plans.”
“Oh. You don't celebrate Christmas?” Not everyone did, she reminded herself belatedly. She should have thought of that already.
But he shook his head. “I do observe Christmas-I just didn't have any plans this year.”
“You don't have a family?” Her admittedly overtender heart immediately twisted. How sad to be alone, especially during the holidays.
“I have family. I simply wasn't in the mood to travel this year.”
“None of them live close by?”
“No.” He put another bowl in her hands, seeming to take care not to touch her in the process.
Okay, maybe she was asking too many questions. Not everyone liked talking about themselves, though most of the men she had encountered lately seemed obsessed with the subject. Maybe he would rather hear about her, instead.
“I love Christmas. I always spend it with my favorite aunt and uncle in Springfield-my father's younger sister and her husband and their two sons. My father is an Army major stationed in Texas, and he'll fly in on Christmas day-weather permitting, of course.”
A hard wind blew against the window over the sink, and the lights flickered again, staying out a bit longer this time. Lucy sighed in relief when they came back on, though she figured it was just a matter of time before the power went out.
Since that thought made her even more nervous, she chattered on. “My mother died when I was almost thirteen. My father sent me to live with my aunt and uncle after that, so they're almost like parents to me.”
“Here.” He set the clean, wet stockpot in her hands. “This goes in the cabinet next to the stove.”
So maybe he wasn't interested in talking about her, either. “Do you think this ice storm will stop soon?” she asked, seizing on the weather as a last-ditch conversational gambit.
He dried his hands on a paper towel, studying her with a slightly quizzical expression. “You're not one to let a moment of silence slip by, are you?”
Something about his wording amused her. Totally unoffended, she chuckled. “I'm afraid not. I tend to talk a lot, anyway, but especially when I'm nervous.”
“You're nervous now?” That seemed to surprise him.
“Maybe a little.”
“Because of the storm?”
It seemed an innocuous enough excuse. “Okay.”
“You're safe here, you know. Even if the power goes out, I have plenty of firewood and a gas stove to cook on.”
She found his somewhat awkward attempt to reassure her rather touching. Darned if she wasn't starting to like him-at least a little-despite his curt manners. “I know we're safe. It's just a little…awkward.”
“Tell me about it.” He glanced toward the doorway as if he still wasn't particularly looking forward to joining the others.
Lucy glanced at her watch. It was only seven-thirty. What were they going to do for the rest of the evening?
Bobby Ray wandered through the kitchen door, pushing a meaty hand through his bushy hair. “Miss Annie is asleep,” he informed them. “I talked Pop into lying down, too. Poor old guy's wiped out, though he won't admit it. Stubborn old bird. Reminds me of my grandpa.”
“I had a great-uncle like that,” Banner said. “Lived on his own until he was eighty-two, when he died in his sleep of a heart attack. Never would accept any help or advice from anyone.”
It was the most Banner had volunteered about himself since they'd arrived. Lucy wondered exactly how much Banner had in common with the great-uncle he seemed to have admired so much.
“I threw some more wood on the fire,” Bobby Ray said. “Getting kind of low in the wood box. You want me to bring some more in?”
“I keep a good supply on the back porch, under cover.” Banner motioned toward the back door on the other side of the bar.
Bobby Ray nodded. “Good. We're probably going to need it. I just caught a local news report on the TV, and they said electricity's going out all over this part of the state. I imagine we'll be in the dark ourselves directly.”
Lucy shivered and wrapped her arms around herself.
Banner looked at her in question.
“I'm not really crazy about being in the dark,” she admitted.
“Does it make you nervous?”
She smiled wryly. “Yes.”
Banner glanced at Bobby Ray. “At least we won't have to worry that it will get too quiet.”
It was another example of Banner's odd sense of humor-and once again he'd said it without even a hint of a smile.
“Very funny, Banner,” she muttered.
He gave her a look that might have held a gleam of amusement. And, darn it, she felt her toes start to curl in response to that hint of a smile.
Time to get control again. “Okay,” she said, “so what are we going to do with everybody? You have only two bedrooms, right?”
Banner nodded. “The Carters can have mine, and Joan and the kids can have the other. Bobby Ray and I will bunk in the living room and you can sleep on the couch in my office.”
“Your office?”
He jerked his head toward a closed door on the far side of the kitchen. “In there.”
She nodded. “That will work. What about-”
Someone pushed her from behind. She turned to find Banner's dog standing behind her, taking up most of the spare room in the kitchen. It was the first time she had seen the beast standing up, and he was nearly the size of a small horse. She hardly had to bend over to look straight into his lazy eyes.
“He needs to go out,” Banner said. “You're standing in his way.”
“Excuse me,” Lucy said to the dog, scooting to one side.
The dog made a grumbly sound that might have been a response, then ambled to the door, where he gave Banner a look over his shoulder. A gust of damp, icy air entered the room when Banner opened the door. The dog gazed dolefully out past the covered porch to the wet, ice-coated yard beyond. He gave a deep sigh, then walked out, his shaggy head already hunched in preparation for the elements.
Lucy couldn't help smiling at the mutt's behavior. “He's a very…interesting character.”
Banner gave her another one of those looks that wasn't quite a smile. “He's excited by all the company.”
“That's excited? How can you tell?”
“He's awake.”
She laughed. “I see.”
Lucy stood back and watched as Banner pulled a big towel out of a cabinet. He opened the back door, letting dog and cold air inside again. After toweling the mutt off, he gave him a bone-shaped dog treat from a box he kept on the counter near the door. With a low “woof” of thanks, the dog strolled out of the room.
Lucy grinned as she watched the long scraggly tail disappear through the doorway. She was beginning to like that dog a lot.
She was still reserving judgment about his owner.



Chapter Three


Banner couldn't remember this many people being in his house since-well, ever. Having brought in one of the straight-backed chairs from the dining room for himself, he sat uncomfortably in one corner of his living room, studying the others, who were watching a Christmas special on TV.
The Carters were still resting; Banner wouldn't be surprised if they were down for the night. They had both looked exhausted after dinner.
Sprawled in Banner's big leather recliner, Bobby Ray rubbed his bearded chin. His eyes were focused on the television screen, but his thoughts were obviously elsewhere.
Joan and Tricia sat on Banner's brown suede couch, Tricia's head cradled on her mother's lap. Tyler lay on the floor, using Hulk for a pillow. The dog seemed perfectly content to serve in that capacity; his head was on his paws and quiet snores escaped him every so often.
Though he barely knew them, the children seemed subdued to Banner, probably still upset that their holiday plans had been disrupted. They watched the TV, but without much enthusiasm.
Finally Banner turned his gaze to Lucy, who sat in the brown-and-tan-striped easy chair, leaving the Windsor rocker as the only unoccupied chair in the room. Banner had been trying to avoid looking at Lucy, but it wasn't easy. She fascinated him. No matter how hard he tried to concentrate on the others, it was Lucy who kept drawing his attention.
She seemed to be trying to watch the program, but judging by her restless fidgeting, she was having trouble concentrating. Banner got the distinct impression that she would rather be moving around and talking at her usual mile-a-minute rate. There was a lot of pent-up energy in that tidy little package, he mused, letting his gaze drift down her figure.
He and Lucy seemed to be opposites. While he was content to spend days, even weeks, with no company but his own, Lucy probably preferred having lots of people around. She was gregarious, extroverted, impulsive, emotional. He was none of those things.
A woman like Lucy would certainly have no interest in a socially awkward, frequently tongue-tied, oddball loner like Banner. But that certainly didn't make him any less mesmerized by her.
Another strong gust of wind rattled the windows, and the lights flickered again. Once, twice, three times before they stabilized.
Tricia whimpered and Joan comforted her. Banner noticed that Lucy had paled a little and seemed to be chewing on her full lower lip. The prospect of being in the dark made her nervous, and when she was nervous she tended to babble, he reminded himself. She must be making quite an effort to remain quiet so the children could enjoy the television program.
The singing and dancing gave way to a commercial, and Lucy looked away from the screen. Her gaze met Banner's, and she gave him a tentative smile. “You don't look very comfortable over there.”
“I'm fine.” He didn't know squat about being a host-and even less about running a bed and breakfast, which he seemed to be doing at the moment. He suspected he should be doing more than sitting in a chair staring at everyone like a silent sphinx. “Um, does anyone need anything?”
Apparently, no one did. The room fell silent again except for the sounds from the TV speakers and the storm outside. Banner sat back to watch the show, but his attention kept wandering to Lucy, to his annoyance.
The Christmas special ended at 9 p.m. By that time Tricia, Tyler and Hulk were all asleep, and Bobby Ray looked ready to join them.
“I'd better get these two into bed,” Joan said, looking at her sleeping children.
Bobby Ray stirred and rose to his feet. “Want me to haul the boy in there for you?”
Joan glanced at him, then quickly away, and Banner wondered if the timid woman was unsettled by Bobby Ray's size. But then, she seemed intimidated by Banner, too, and he was two inches shorter and a good seventy pounds lighter than the truck driver.
“I can manage,” Joan said in the tone of a woman who was accustomed to taking care of herself and her children without assistance.
Bobby Ray yawned again. “Then I'll have a drink of water before turning in. You take the couch, Banner. The recliner's comfortable enough for me.”
Banner stood, compelled again to do something host-like. “There are extra blankets in the guestroom closet,” he told Joan. “If you need anything else, just let me know.”
“We'll be fine,” she assured him, her arms around her sleepy children.
He nodded. “I put a flashlight on the nightstand in case the power goes out. If it gets too cold, you and the kids can bring blankets and pillows in here and bunk in front of the fire.”
He had a small gas log fireplace in the master bedroom, so even if the power went out, the Carters should be okay. They had an attached bath, which would give them privacy and keep Miss Annie from having to walk too far. He had already carried blankets and a pillow into the office for Lucy.
He waited until Lucy emerged from the face-washing and tooth-brushing line for the bathroom, letting Bobby Ray go in after her, and then he motioned toward the doorway that led to the kitchen and office. “I'll walk with you,” he said. “Just to make sure everything's okay.”
“Thanks.” Slinging her big duffel bag over one shoulder, she went ahead of him, giving him an intriguing view of her tight, compact backside. He lifted his gaze to the back of her head, reprimanding himself for the thoughts running through his head-thoughts she certainly wouldn't approve of from a total stranger upon whom she was temporarily dependent.
The office was a small, single-windowed room stuck onto the far side of the house. It was furnished with a large desk that held a computer, printer, phone and fax machine. A copier on a stand was shoved into one corner, and a faded and rather worn green corduroy couch had been pushed against one wall. A white-cased pillow, clean sheets and two blankets waited on one end of the rather shabby green couch.
“It's not pretty, but it's comfortable,” he said, motioning toward the couch. “I've napped on it a few times. So has Hulk, I'm afraid, but I tried to brush off all the dog hair.”
“I'm sure I'll be fine.” She cast a wary glance at the curtainless window that rattled every time the wind blew. “Maybe you could lower those blinds for me?”
He moved to do so. “You're sure you'll be okay in here?”
She gave him a smile that was just a shade too bright. “I'll be fine,” she said again.
He knew she was worried about a power outage. She'd made it clear enough that she didn't like the dark. Opening a desk drawer, he took out a small flashlight and handed it to her. She accepted it gratefully.
“You certainly seem prepared for company,” she said, motioning toward the pillow and extra blankets. “Does your family visit often?”
“No. I inherited most of my household supplies from my great-uncle. He built this house.”
“The great-uncle who lived alone until he died?”
He had almost forgotten that he'd mentioned his uncle Joe to Lucy. “Yeah. He died four years ago, leaving me his house and workshop.”
Lucy was already spreading sheets on the couch, her backside swaying with the movements. Banner stuck his hands in his pockets and half turned away, keeping his gaze focused intently on anything but her. He cleared his throat. “Let me know if you need anything during the night.”
“Banner?” She spoke quickly as he stepped through the doorway, his hand on the doorknob. “Would you leave the door open, please?”
He did so, saying over his shoulder, “Keep the flashlight close at hand in case you need it.”
“I certainly will,” he heard her mutter.
She really was nervous. He wondered if her fear of the dark had a basis in experience or if it was a quirk. Maybe she was afraid because circumstances had stranded her here in an unfamiliar place.
All things considered, he was a bit nervous himself. It seemed odd, though, that of all the strangers camped out in his home, Lucy was the only one who reduced him to the almost inarticulate self-consciousness that had plagued him during his awkward youth.
As Banner had promised, the couch was more comfortable than it looked. Lucy nestled into the covers, trying not to think about the storm outside. At least she couldn't see the creepy, ice-covered branches swaying now that Banner had closed the blinds.
He had left a dim light on in the kitchen, which provided enough illumination to make her reasonably comfortable. She wondered if he always kept that particular bulb burning at night, or if he'd left it on because she had told him the dark made her nervous.
To reassure herself, she slid a hand under her pillow, touching the flashlight he had provided her with. He really was trying to be a good host in his own awkward way, she thought with a slight smile.
She wondered why a young, good-looking guy like him lived alone out here in the back of nowhere. She won dered why he wasn't joining his family for Christmas. She wondered if he had a girlfriend. And as she drifted into the first stages of sleep, she wondered if he wanted one…
The sound of someone breathing deeply, heavily in her ear brought her eyes open in a hurry. She nearly had a heart attack when she saw a big, dark form looming over her, so close to her face she could feel the heat of his breath on her skin.
“Oh, it's you,” she said a moment later, not sure if she was relieved.
Hulk laid his shaggy head on her arm. Moving clumsily, she patted him with her other hand. “I know I'm on your couch, but I'm not moving,” she said. “You'll have to take the floor if you're sleeping in here.”
He sighed deeply, then removed his head from her arm, curled up on the braided rug in front of the couch and was soon snoring.
That dog was downright spooky, Lucy thought, shaking her head as she settled into her pillow again. But then, Hulk's owner wasn't exactly ordinary.
The power went out just as she closed her eyes again. There wasn't a warning flicker this time, not even a hard gust of wind. Everything just quietly went dark. Pitch-dark.
Lucy sat up with a gasp. She couldn't see the doorway into the kitchen now. Without the background noises of the heater and other electric appliances, the house was completely silent. She could hear the wind and ice outside, and occasional sharp cracks that she knew were more tree branches snapping.
She hadn't heard the branch that had taken down the power lines.
Her heart pounded in her throat as she strained to see through the inky blackness. She was growing disoriented, unsure now exactly where the door was. The sounds from outside seemed to grow louder and eerier. Creaks and pops and groans-strange noises in a strange place.
“Hulk?” she whispered, reaching unsteadily for the dog. Even his presence would be comforting now. But he wasn't there. The shaggy mutt had slipped out as stealthily as he had entered earlier, leaving Lucy alone in the dark.
Drawing a deep breath to calm herself, she remembered the flashlight under her pillow. It must have been panic that had driven it from her mind before, she thought sheepishly, making a dive for it. She felt better immediately when her fingers closed around the metal cylinder. And then she cursed beneath her breath when she fumbled to find the button that would turn it on. She should have figured out how to work it before the lights went out, she chided herself.
A thin beam of light swept over her, settling on her hands. “Twist the top to turn it on,” Banner said from across the room.
Following his instructions, she sighed in relief when her efforts turned the flashlight on. The light hit her full in the eyes, making her squint, but that was okay. As long as she had light, she thought, aiming the flashlight toward Banner's legs. She didn't want to blind him, too.
She saw now that his dog stood close beside him. Surely that beast wasn't afraid of the dark.
“Are you okay?” Banner asked quietly.
“Yes, I'm fine.” She wished her voice hadn't quavered.
He moved a few steps closer to the couch. “You don't sound fine.”
“No, really, I'm okay. We knew the power would go out.”
“It's going to get cold in here. You'll probably want to bring your pillow and blankets and sleep in front of the fire.”
That sounded like a good plan. Fire gave off both heat and light. She threw off her blankets and swung her legs over the edge of the couch. She still wore her sweater, jeans and socks, so she didn't have to worry about modesty. Awkwardly gathering her pillow and blankets while still balancing the flashlight, she took a step toward Banner-and promptly tripped over one of the blankets.
Banner caught her before she could hit the floor. His arms closed around her, pulling her against him, and she became aware of exactly how strong that slim body of his really was. Woodworking seemed to be very good for building muscles, she thought a bit dreamily.
“You okay?” His deep voice was very close to her ear as he bent his head over her.
If her hands hadn't been so full, she might have been tempted to let them roam up his chest-to satisfy her curiosity about the definition of the muscles beneath his gray sweatshirt.
Except for his small flashlight, Banner's hands were free-not moving, just holding her. His face was close to her hair, and he didn't immediately move away. It looked as though it was going to be up to her to move first-before she did something stupid. Like dropping those blankets and satisfying her overactive curiosity.
She took a step backward. Banner's hands fell immediately to his side, and he, too, moved to put even more space between them. The dog shuffled out of his way, bumping against Lucy's hip. She certainly didn't want to risk stumbling again, which could very likely lead to her ending up back in Banner's arms.
With a very faint, slightly wistful sigh, she followed carefully as he led her through the kitchen and toward the living room.
Bobby Ray knelt in front of the fire, slowly adding wood. The flickering firelight danced across his broad face, gleaming in his thick hair and beard. “You doing okay, Lucy?” he asked, looking up from his task.
“Yes, I'm fine. Thank you.”
Bobby Ray pushed himself to his feet and adjusted the fireplace screen. “I doubt the power will be back on anytime tonight. It's going to get cold.”
Lucy glanced toward the two bedrooms. “What about the others?”
“The bedrooms are more heavily insulated than the office, which was an add-on,” Banner said. “There's a gas fire burning in the master bedroom, so it should stay fairly comfortable in there. Joan and the kids are sharing a bed and a pile of blankets, so I think they'll be okay.”
Had Banner made the effort to come after Lucy because he thought she would get too cold-or because he knew she didn't like the dark? Either way, it had been a nice thing for him to do.
Bobby Ray leaned back into the recliner and raised the footrest. He pulled a blanket over himself and settled in more comfortably, making the chair frame creak. “Good night, y'all.”
Lucy started to lay her blankets on the floor in front of the fire, but Banner put a hand on her arm to stop her. “Take the couch. I'll bunk on the floor.”
She shook her head. “I'll be fine here. You go back to the couch.”
“No.” The firelight played across Banner's mulish expression. “You'll be more comfortable on the couch. The floor's fine for me.”
His hand was warm on her arm, even through her clothes. She could think of plenty of ways to ward off the cold with Banner-but not in front of Bobby Ray. Her cheeks going hot in response to the unbidden thought, she cleared her throat. “You've already made up the couch for yourself. I'll just-”
A loud sigh erupted from the recliner. “Lucy, will you get on the couch? I'm pretty sure Banner's more stubborn than you are, and this argument could go on for a while.”
“Sorry, Bobby Ray,” she murmured, and gave in-mostly because she suspected the truck driver was right about who was more stubborn.
A few minutes later Lucy was settled on the couch, and Banner and his dog lay on the floor in front of the fire, Banner in the sleeping bag he'd spread on the couch earlier. Bobby Ray snored rhythmically in the recliner, having fallen asleep almost as soon as the room got quiet again.
Even though Banner had taken the pillow he'd used before, Lucy was still too aware that he had recently been on the same couch where she now lay. It was silly, of course, for her to feel as though she could still detect the heat from his body radiating from the thick cushions.
Something about Banner sent her sadly neglected libido into spasms. She didn't know if it was the way he looked-or the way he looked at her. It certainly wasn't his sparkling personality that drew her. But there were other things about him: his awkward attempts at hospitality, his low-key and decidedly offbeat sense of humor, his skill in the kitchen…
She couldn't help wondering about his skill in other rooms.
An exasperated sigh escaped her as she hid her face in the pillow in an attempt to smother that thought.
Banner lifted his head to look her way. “Lucy? Are you okay?”
“I'm fine,” she whispered back, squeezing her eyes closed and ordering herself to go to sleep.
Maybe all that ice had given her a case of brain-freeze, she thought. She was quite sure she would have herself completely under control again by morning.
After a restless night Lucy woke early, the tantalizing scent of coffee tickling her nostrils. The fire still crackled steadily, providing warmth and light, but neither Banner nor Bobby Ray were in the room.
She didn't like waking up in strange surroundings. She felt grubby and rumpled and disoriented-her hair a mess, her face pillow-creased, her clothes wrinkled. She snatched up her duffel bag and made a dash for the bathroom, wanting to put herself to rights before Banner saw her-or any of the others, of course, she added quickly.
She took a very quick shower, using as little hot water as possible since there were so many others in the house. She was glad Banner had a gas water heater. She spent barely fifteen minutes in the bathroom, emerging with damp hair and a minimal amount of makeup, but she felt much better. At least her teeth were brushed and she had on fresh socks and underwear and a clean Christmas sweatshirt with the jeans she'd slept in.
Stepping out of the bathroom, she nearly tripped over the motley dog that sat in the hallway, apparently waiting for her. “Did you want the next shower?” she asked him wryly.
He gave her a goofy grin and a flick of his scraggly tail in reply, then followed at her heels as she made her way back into the living room. Someone had opened all the drapes while she'd been in the bathroom. It was still gray and cloudy outside, but at least some light came in through the large windows.
She paused to look outside at the frozen landscape. Ice covered everything as far as she could see, glittering like freshly polished glass. Beneath nearly every tree lay a pile of broken limbs, and the evergreens were bent almost double beneath the weight of the ice. It was like being inside a snow globe.
Christmas Eve, she mused. It certainly looked the part outside. But it didn't feel right, not being with her family today.
Sighing, she turned and walked toward the kitchen.
Pop and Miss Annie sat at the table, both looking much more rested than they had the night before. Banner stood at the stove, skillfully flipping pancakes, while Bobby Ray served coffee for the older couple. Joan and the kids hadn't yet made an appearance.
Bobby Ray and the Carters smiled when Lucy walked in. Banner didn't, but he gave her a nod of greeting. “Pancakes?”
“Yes, please.”
He handed her an overfilled plate. “Syrup's on the table.”
“Thank you.”
So much for little pleasantries like “good morning” or “did you sleep well?” She reminded herself that she'd been confident that seeing him again in daylight, in all his grumpy glory, would put last night's silly fantasies right out of her mind.
So much for late-night confidence, she thought, studying the back of his gorgeous, grouchy head with a silent sigh.
The others welcomed her to the table. “Quite a night, wasn't it?” Bobby Ray asked, setting a cup of stove-perked coffee in front of her.
Since the big trucker's enthusiastic snoring was at least partly responsible for Lucy's restless night, she gave him a crooked smile. “Yes, it was. Miss Annie, did you rest well?”
“Slept like a log,” the older woman replied. “I guess I was more tired than I'd thought. I didn't even know the power went out until I woke up this morning.”
Bobby Ray stood at the back door, looking through the glass at the frozen vista on the other side of the narrow back porch. “I haven't seen this much ice since the winter of '99. Some folks went without power for days-weeks, even-back then.”
“Are the phone lines still working?” Lucy asked.
Bobby Ray nodded. “I've already called my boss this morning.”
“Did you get an update on the roads?”
“The temperatures today are predicted to be just above freezing. There could be some melting this afternoon, but any standing water will freeze again tonight. Though it's supposed to be warmer tomorrow, it will be after noon, at the earliest, before it will be safe to travel.”
Lucy thought longingly of her aunt's Christmas Eve open house-the crowds of friends and family, the food and drink, the carols and laughter. It would be the first time she had missed it since she was a child.
She was sure the others were just as anxious to be with their families today-all except Banner, she temporized with a glance across the room at him. What was his story, anyway? Was he estranged from his family? Or just, as he had claimed, in no mood for holiday travel?
“Maybe if we drive very slowly and carefully…” Pop began, his gaze on his wife's disappointed expression.
“Don't even think about it,” Bobby Ray said flatly. “I've been driving these roads for years and they're dangerous enough when they're wet. Add patches of ice and you've got a disaster waiting to happen. You saw me hit the ditch yesterday. First time I've done that in years.”
To Lucy's relief, Pop didn't argue. He merely nodded in resignation and patted his wife's hand.
Before anyone else could speak, Joan and the children entered the room. It was obvious at a glance that Tricia had been crying. Her face was red and streaked with tears and her lower lip was still quivering. Tyler didn't look much happier. His head hung and his shoulders drooped as he followed his mother into the kitchen. Joan tried to smile for the benefit of the other adults, but the smile didn't reach her brown eyes.
It was a very unhappy trio, Lucy thought with a surge of sympathy. No child should look so sad on Christmas Eve.
Banner looked at the family, then reached again for the pancake batter. “There's milk in the refrigerator. With the door closed, it stayed cool enough. We might as well drink it before it goes bad.”
“We put some of the perishable stuff outside in a big cooler,” Bobby Ray added. “It'll probably stay cold enough out there to keep anything from ruining too quickly.”
Without saying a word, the children took their seats at the table. Tricia climbed onto the bar stool she'd sat on the night before. Their mother set plates of pancakes and glasses of milk in front of them, and they began to eat without enthusiasm.
Miss Annie studied the children compassionately. “Did you sleep well?” she asked them.
Both nodded without looking up from their breakfasts.
“Yes, thank you,” Tyler mumbled after a nudge from his mother.
“You both look like someone licked the red off your lollipops,” Bobby Ray commented.
Tyler heaved a deep sigh. “It's Christmas,” he said, as if that should explain everything.
“That should make you smile, not frown,” Bobby Ray replied.
Tricia's lip quivered again. “We were s'posed to go to Grandma's. Santa was going to come there tonight. But Mama said we can't go 'cause of the ice.”
“I still think we could make it,” Tyler insisted. “If Mama would drive real slow…”
“Now you sound like me,” Pop said ruefully. “The others have convinced me that it would be foolish to even try. Trust me, boy, it's better to celebrate Christmas a day late than not to have the chance at all.”
“But there's nothing to do here,” Tyler protested. “There's not even any electricity, so we can't watch TV or anything.”
“I don't want to stay here for Christmas,” Tricia agreed in a whine. “I want to go to Grandma's.”
Lucy saw Banner's jaw clench as he took the seat next to Lucy with his own breakfast. Bobby Ray shifted uncomfortably in his chair, the Carters looked anxious, and Joan seemed apologetic for her children's complaining. Unless someone did something very soon, it was going to be a very long day.
Electing herself to be that someone, Lucy donned a bright smile and addressed the children. “You know what I think we should do today?”
They looked at her without much interest. “What?” Tyler asked.
“Banner hasn't gotten around to decorating for Christmas. He's been too busy,” she added, deliberately not making eye contact with her host. “I think he would really like it if we all helped him decorate today.”
Tricia, for one, looked somewhat intrigued. “He would?”
“I would?” Banner murmured so that only Lucy could hear.
Lucy kept her gaze focused on the children. “Of course he would. It's Christmas.”
“I, um, don't have any Christmas decorations,” Banner said.
The children's budding enthusiasm wilted visibly. Lucy spoke even more enthusiastically. “Okay, fine. We'll just have to make some, won't we? That will be even more fun, won't it, kids?”
“I don't know how,” Tricia said uncertainly.
“I'll show you.” Lucy found the courage to look at Banner then. “You'd like us to decorate for you, wouldn't you, Banner?”
“Yeah,” he said, trying to play his part. “Sure.”
His doubtful tone drew a look from her, but she turned quickly back to the kids. “We'll get started as soon as we've finished breakfast, okay? It will be a lot of fun.”
Tyler and Tricia began to eat more enthusiastically, and Joan gave Lucy a smile of gratitude.
Banner, Lucy noted surreptitiously, simply looked resigned.



Chapter Four


When the children finished eating, they dashed off to brush their teeth while their mother and Lucy washed dishes in water heated on the stove. Bobby Ray and Banner assisted Miss Annie into the living room, where they settled her in the rocker in front of the fire with an afghan around her and her knitting close at hand. Pop sat on the couch with one of Banner's recent newsmagazines.
Between the light from the windows and the glow of the fire, there was just enough illumination in the room for reading and knitting, though Banner offered to bring in an oil lamp if the light began to fade. Satisfied that the older couple was comfortable, Banner wandered back into the kitchen.
He leaned against the bar, watching Joan and Lucy efficiently clean his kitchen. Well, to be specific, he watched Lucy. His gaze was drawn to her, no matter how hard he tried to concentrate on anything else.
“Just what, exactly, do you intend to use for decorations?” he asked her curiously.
She tossed aside her dish towel and tapped a fingertip against her chin. “We'll need a tree, of course…”
“A tree,” he repeated, hoping he had misunderstood.
“A Christmas tree,” she clarified, looking surprised that it had been necessary. “Do you have an artificial one, by any chance?”
“No, I don't own one.”
She looked disappointed. “I suppose we could get by without a Christmas tree…”
Some insane impulse made him say, “I'll find you a tree.”
Had he really volunteered to tromp around out there in the ice, cut down a tree and then figure out some way to stand it up in his house? Her sudden, radiant smile assured him that he had. Looking at that smile, he couldn't even honestly say he regretted the words.
He wondered if maybe the milk had been spoiled, after all. He found it much easier to attribute his uncharacteristic behavior to bad milk than to the charms of a pretty Christmas elf's smile.
“What kind of tree?” Bobby Ray asked, coming back into the room.
“They want a Christmas tree,” Banner answered.
“Not if it's too much trouble,” Joan insisted, trying to shrink into the woodwork behind her.
Joan was such a mousy, unprepossessing woman, Banner thought. She couldn't be less like Lucy, who was even now using her hands to describe to Bobby Ray exactly what sort of tree she envisioned for their holiday decorating.
The big trucker nodded, then looked at Banner.
“You've got some small evergreens in the woods around your house, don't you?”
“Yeah. It shouldn't take long to find one. The hard part's going to be finding one that isn't covered with ice.”
“Maybe if there's one that's been sheltered by bigger trees…”
“So much trouble,” Joan fretted, wringing her hands.
“Not if it means making them kids happy for Christmas,” Bobby Ray assured her kindly.
Joan's eyes welled. “That's very kind.”
Both Banner and Bobby Ray took a few steps backward, discomfited by the sight of tears. “We'll, uh, take care of the tree,” Banner said quickly, then turned to Lucy. “What else do you need for decorations?”
She tapped her chin again. “Popcorn, maybe, for stringing. Do you have any art supplies? Paper, glue, markers-that sort of thing?”
Banner turned on one heel. “I'll see what I can gather up.”
“Thank you, Banner,” she called after him as he left the room.
It must have been the milk, he thought again with a slow shake of his head.
By midmorning Lucy had turned the living room into a Christmas workshop. Banner had provided a generous-and rather surprisingly varied-supply of materials. Colored papers, thin sheets of cardboard, markers, glue, large tubes of silver, red and gold glitter, several colors of ribbon, yarn and fabric scraps. There was also a shoebox filled with buttons of all different shapes, sizes and colors, and a couple of booklets of gold and silver star-shaped stickers.
“Craft supplies?” Lucy asked when he'd carried the big carton of items into the room.
He shrugged. “My great-uncle kept supplies here to entertain his friends' children when they visited-kept the kids from getting into his tools. I used to play with the craft stuff, myself, when I was a kid. Always looked forward to it-until I got old enough to start working with his tools, which I liked even better. I found this carton in one of the storage closets after I moved in, and I thought it might come in handy someday.”
She gave him a grin. “Looks like it's 'someday.”'
“Apparently,” he agreed with that slight quirk of his lips that she had finally decided was a smile.
Now, warmed by the crackling fire, Joan and the children sat around the coffee table happily making paper chains and ornaments for the tree Banner and Bobby Ray had gone out to find. The dog snoozed beneath the round oak table, seeming to enjoy the company.
Miss Annie knitted contentedly in her rocker, while Pop strung popcorn on fishing line. His hands were a bit gnarled, but he handled the needle skillfully. “I've strung plenty of popcorn in my day,” he boasted. “Done my share of sewing, too.”
Lucy studied the scene with a touch of smugness. Very domestic. The children were laughing and the adults were all smiling. The appetizing scent of popcorn filled the room, and the flickering of the candles that lightened the shadowy corners added an old-world charm.
What a clever idea she'd had, she thought as she turned toward the kitchen to pour herself another cup of coffee. Now everyone was happy again.
She had just stepped into the room when the kitchen door flew open with a bang and Banner carried Bobby Ray into the house.
Of course, Banner wasn't exactly carrying the much larger man, but he was obviously supporting him as Bobby Ray limped inside, a painful grimace behind his beard. Forgetting the coffee, Lucy rushed forward. “What happened? Bobby Ray, are you hurt?”
It was a stupid question, she realized as Banner lowered the other man into a chair. But Bobby Ray answered patiently. “I'm okay. Just took a spill on the ice, that's all. Bruised, but no real damage.”
Having heard Lucy's cry, Joan came in to see what was going on. She took one look at the men and hurried to the percolator. “You both look half-frozen.”
Banner and Bobby Ray had peeled off their hats and gloves, revealing faces reddened by cold and fingers that moved stiffly as they reached for the steaming mugs Joan offered them. Lucy bit her lower lip in guilt. She had been so focused on having a Christmas tree for the children that she hadn't given enough thought to the dangers of trudging around on a sheet of ice.
She moved closer to Bobby Ray. “Are you sure nothing's broken? Maybe I should look at your injury to see how bad it really is.”
Banner cleared his throat.
Bobby Ray gave a bark of laughter. “I don't think so, Lucy. Truth is, my feet flew out from under me and I landed flat on my-” he glanced at Joan, then concluded “-on my behind. Just bruised my tailbone, that's all. It's sore as he-er, heck, but I'll be all right.”
“You should at least take a pain reliever.”
Banner moved to the pantry, took out a plastic bottle of ibuprofen, and tossed it to Bobby Ray, who caught it in one big hand. Lucy noted that Banner's expression was shuttered, so that she couldn't read his thoughts. Which, she decided with a grimace, was probably just as well.
He caught her eyes as he moved toward the back door again. “I'll go out and build a stand for the tree,” he said, handing her his empty mug when he passed her.
Setting the mug on the counter, she turned to follow Banner out onto the back porch, leaving Joan to see to Bobby Ray. The frigid air hit her like a hard kick, driving the breath from her lungs. It hung in a frosty cloud in front of her. She crossed her arms over her thick sweatshirt and shivered. “You found a tree?”
Pulling his hat back onto his head, Banner nodded. “A small cedar that managed to miss most of the ice because it was under several larger trees. It's over by my workshop.”
“Do you need any help?”
“No, I can handle it. Looked as if you're keeping things under control in there. Why don't you go back inside? You don't even have on a coat.”
“I feel guilty,” she admitted. “You've been out here in the cold and ice finding a tree you didn't want in the first place while I've been in your warm house watching the kids make decorations you didn't ask for. Bobby Ray got hurt and you-”
“Wait a minute.” He set his hands heavily on her shoulders and looked straight into her eyes. “When those kids came into the kitchen this morning, they were the saddest sight I ever saw. Now they're in there laughing and having a good time getting into the Christmas spirit, and all because you had the clever idea to have them make decorations. There's no reason at all for you to feel guilty.”
She looked up at him through her lashes. “But Bobby Ray-”
“Bobby Ray bruised his butt,” Banner interrupted inelegantly. “I saw him fall, and I'm confident he'll be fine.
Just sore. And I'm sure he would risk falling again if it meant making the kids happy. He told me he hated seeing them so sad.”
Banner's reassurances made her feel better. Though she was self-conscious about standing so close to him and having his hands on her, she found herself in no hurry to move away.
“If it hadn't been for you,” he went on, “I wouldn't have known what to do with everyone today. The kids would probably be whining and crying and bringing everyone else down, and it would have been miserable. Believe me, you have nothing to feel guilty about.”
She smiled up at him. “Thank you for saying that.”
“I wouldn't have said it if I didn't mean it.”
That statement made her laugh. “Trust me, that's one thing I have figured out about you.”
His gaze dropped slowly to her smiling mouth, then lingered there. She felt her smile fade in response to his expression. They stood so close together their breath mingled into a single hazy cloud-and there was something uncomfortably intimate about that observation.
“You're cold,” Banner said after a moment. “You should go back inside.”
Cold? Funny, at that moment, he wasn't at all aware of the cold. She actually felt a bit warm in some places.
But the shiver that ran through her wasn't entirely due to sexual awareness. Reluctantly she took a step backward, and Banner's hands fell to his sides. Suddenly she felt the cold again. “Let me know if there's anything I can do to help.”
He nodded, stuck his hands in his coat pockets, turned and headed toward his workshop, placing his feet with care on the icy path. Lucy watched him for a moment longer, until the cold drove her back inside.

* * *

While the others stayed busy making decorations, Lucy and Joan went into the kitchen at just before one that afternoon to prepare lunch. Even from in there, they could hear the slightly off-key strains of “Jingle Bells” being sung in the living room.
Pop, they had discovered, loved to sing, and he particularly loved to sing Christmas carols. Bobby Ray had pulled out a battered old guitar he claimed was never far from his side; he hadn't left it in the truck because he said the damp cold was bad for the wood and the strings. Pop and Bobby Ray had been leading the children in familiar holiday tunes for the past half hour.
“Pop's a sweet man, isn't he?” Joan asked Lucy as they opened the pantry door. “He reminds me of my grandfather.”
Lucy smiled. “That's what Bobby Ray said.”
Joan bit her lip. “Did he?”
“Yes. Bobby Ray's nice, too. Very funny, and so kind to Miss Annie and the kids. Although he snores like a freight train and can't carry a tune in a bucket,” she added with a chuckle. “But he does play the guitar well.”
“He does seem nice,” Joan agreed hesitantly. “I have to admit I was a bit intimidated by him at first. He's so large and hairy.”
“Rather like Banner's dog,” Lucy murmured.
Joan smiled a little. “Bobby Ray's louder. I haven't heard the dog so much as yip since we got here.”
“He snores almost as loudly as Bobby Ray.”
The other woman laughed, then looked into the pantry again. “Poor Banner's getting low on supplies. We'll all have to chip in for groceries before we leave.”
“Definitely.” But Lucy wondered if he would accept any money from them. Banner seemed to be the fiercely proud and independent type. “We could make sandwiches with chips and pickles on the side. I saw some lunch meat out in the cooler. It should probably be used soon.”
“Sandwiches sound fine.”
Lucy stepped out onto the porch, glancing toward the workshop as she did so. The doors were closed, but a thin plume of smoke rose from a small chimney in the roof, indicating a woodstove of some sort. She wondered if it was really taking Banner this long to craft a simple stand for the tree or if he was busying himself in his workshop to avoid entertaining his guests. She suspected the latter.
It was probably just as well that he was staying away, she decided. She was getting much too intrigued by that man. And with her tendency to tumble into trouble, she was likely to do something stupid if she spent much more time with him-especially as close as she had been to him on this porch earlier, she thought with a touch of pensiveness.
If she had ever seen a heartache waiting to happen, it was Banner-a man so private and reserved that he had only shared one name with her.
She carried the lunch meat back inside, closing the back door on the sight of Banner's workshop.
Working in comfortable unison, Lucy and Joan assembled the ingredients for sandwiches. Lucy's curiosity about Joan was growing, and she had never been very successful at reining in her curiosity. She would, however, try to be as tactful as possible with her prying.
“Your children are very well behaved,” she began. “Considering everything, they've been real troupers today.”
Joan's brown eyes brightened in response to the compliment. “Thank you. I really appreciate everything you all have done to entertain them.”
Lucy shrugged. “It keeps us entertained, too. Are you a single mom?”
She had tried to slip the question in casually, but subtlety had never been one of Lucy's talents. Joan stiffened a bit. “Yes,” she replied after a moment. “I'm divorced. The kids haven't seen their father in several years.”
“You're doing a wonderful job with them.”
“I do my best.”
It couldn't be easy raising two children alone, Lucy mused. Which was why a solemn respect for the responsibilities of fatherhood was high on her list of husband qualifications. Lucy definitely wanted children, and it was her intention to provide those children with a good father.
“Have you ever been married?” Joan asked, turning the questioning around.
“No, but I'm looking,” Lucy replied cheerfully.
“Um, you are?”
“Yep. I've been on more blind dates than I can count during the past year. None of them has led to anything promising, but I haven't given up.”
“So you really are looking.”
“Oh, yes. I concentrated on establishing my career first, but now I'm ready to establish a family. I'll be twenty-eight in a few months.”
“I was married at twenty-three,” Joan confided as she spread mustard on a slice of wheat bread. “Three years later we were on the verge of a breakup when I found out I was pregnant with Tyler. We struggled along for another couple of years, but Roger left while I was pregnant with Tricia. He said he couldn't handle the pressure of a wife and two children.”
What a jerk. Keeping that thought to herself, Lucy said only, “I'm sorry.”
Joan shrugged. “It was all for the best, I suppose. The kids and I have gotten along fine without him.”
More determined than ever to make sure Tyler and Tricia had a nice Christmas, Lucy asked, “Do you have their Christmas gifts in your car?”
“Yes, hidden in the trunk. Why?”
Lucy glanced quickly toward the doorway. She could hear Pop and the children singing “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” in the living room, so she felt safe enough saying, “Would you like for Santa Claus to stop here for them tonight? We have a tree-and the rest of us could help you.”
Joan turned to face her, obviously intrigued by the suggestion. “I had thought I'd just wait until we reached my mother's house, but maybe-”
“Wouldn't they get a kick out of waking up tomorrow morning to discover that Santa found them after all?”
Joan's smile turned tremulous in anticipation. “They would be thrilled.”
“Then let's do it.”
Joan nodded. “It's a deal.”
Lucy called Banner in from his workshop for lunch, which they ate around the dining room table. Bobby Ray was moving more easily now, the pain reliever having done its job, and everyone seemed to be in good spirits.
After lunch Banner carried in the six-foot-tall cedar he and Bobby Ray had found earlier. Banner had nailed a wooden stand to the bottom of the tree, which he set in one corner of the living room.
“We don't have any twinkle lights,” Tricia said, studying the bare branches.
Her brother gave a long-suffering sigh. “We don't have any electricity, dopey-head. The lights wouldn't work even if we had some.”
“I'm not a dopey-head,” Tricia protested, lower lip protruding.
“Are, too.”
“Am not!”
Joan interceded quickly. “It's Christmas Eve, kids. Don't forget who might be listening.”
They fell silent immediately. Tricia looked around as if searching for hidden Santa listening devices. Joan and Lucy exchanged conspiratorial smiles.
Joan helped the children drape strung popcorn and paper chains around the tree. A stack of imaginative paper-glitter-button-and-ribbon ornaments waited to be hung from the branches. Pop, Miss Annie and Bobby Ray watched indulgently, offering occasional suggestions.
Lucy remembered seeing a box of cocoa in the pantry. She leaned toward Banner. “Would you mind if I make hot chocolate?”
He made a sweeping gesture toward the kitchen. “Mi casa es su casa. At least until the ice melts.”
She gave him a sympathetic smile and patted his arm. “You're a very gracious host.”
“I'll be even more gracious,” he countered. “I'll help you make the cocoa.”
“You're just trying to avoid decorating.”
He smiled, a very brief flash of white teeth against his tanned face. “You've got that right.”
She very nearly melted into a puddle right there at his feet. All it took was a tiny little smile, she thought in bemusement. Amazing…
He took her elbow and led her into the kitchen. By the time they'd reached the pantry, Lucy had herself under control again. Mostly.
“Well, it's almost three o'clock,” Banner said, handing her the cocoa and sugar. “It should take an hour-at most-to decorate the tree. Then what?”
“Then…we'll do something else,” she said with a shrug. “Games or stories or anything to keep the kids entertained until bedtime.”
She cast a quick, furtive glance toward the doorway, making sure neither of the children was within hearing range. “Joan and I were talking earlier. She has the children's Christmas presents in the trunk of her car. We were thinking maybe Santa Claus could visit here tonight so they would have gifts under the tree on Christmas morning.”
He nodded. “What do you want me to do?”
She giggled in response to his stoically resigned expression. “What makes you think I want you to do anything?”
“Experience,” he answered dryly.
She laughed again. “Poor Banner.”
Without responding, he stepped out onto the back porch to retrieve the milk from the big cooler. “There's some melting going on,” he commented when he came back in with the milk. “The thermometer on the porch reads a few degrees above freezing.”
“Great. Maybe we'll be able to get out of your hair tomorrow. I'm sure you'll be glad to have your house to yourself again.”
He didn't answer, but crossed his arms over his chest and leaned one hip against the bar. “So what do you need me to do to help with Joan's kids?”
“I don't suppose you would put on a Santa suit?”
“Not even if my life depended on it,” he answered evenly.
“That's pretty much what I thought,” she said, amused.
“So, how about if you get the gifts out of Joan's trunk before it's dark and stash them somewhere close until after the kids are asleep?”
“That I will do.”
She sighed. “I appreciate it, of course, but I would have dearly loved to see you in a Santa suit.”
He reached around her to turn down the heat beneath the bubbling cocoa. His arm brushed against her with the movement, sending a jolt of awareness through her.
“Is this some sort of kinky fetish thing?” he asked in a murmur. For a moment she couldn't think what he was talking about, since his touch seemed to have temporarily emptied her mind.
When she realized that he was displaying yet another example of his quirky humor, she managed a smile. “I've always had a thing for Santa Claus.”
“Must be hard for your other boyfriends to compete.”
She took the pan of steaming cocoa off the heat, setting it on a cool burner. “So far, no one's been able to.”
“So what would it take?”
She could feeling him watching as she ladled the hot beverage into mugs. He wasn't an easy man to banter with-if that's what they were doing. He was too serious, too intense. And his humor was unpredictable, to say the least.
Still, she gave it a try. “He'd have to be generous, of course.”
Banner's left eyebrow rose. “Opening his home to stranded holiday travelers, for example?”
“Um, yeah, something like that.” She kept her gaze focused on the ladle as she reminded herself yet again that he couldn't be taken too seriously.
“What else?”
She cleared her throat. “He should be resourceful. A good provider.”
Banner reached into the pantry and produced a bag of marshmallows for topping the hot cocoa. “How did you like the tree I found?” he asked as he handed her the bag.
Was he really comparing himself to Santa Claus? She plopped a couple of marshmallows into a mug. “It's a lovely tree.”
He was standing rather close to her now, his arm making contact with hers again as he set one of the filled mugs on a big tray. “So what else would a guy have to do to compete with Santa for your affections?”
“He would have to be jolly, of course.”
Banner had been reaching for another mug. His hand went still. “Jolly?”
“Jolly,” she repeated firmly.
Thoughtfully he finished transferring the mugs to the tray. “I don't suppose you would settle for two out of three?”
She smiled at him then, a bit more confident, now that she had decided he really was teasing, in his odd way. “I never settle.”
He heaved a somber sigh. “That's what I suspected.”
Balancing the tray with the skill of a seasoned waiter, he nodded toward the living room. “Let's go check on the progress of the tree.”
She would have liked to remain behind for a moment, just to savor the pleasure of that unexpectedly lighthearted exchange, but he was obviously waiting for her to precede him. Keeping her smile firmly in place, she walked into the living room, knowing the past few minutes would replay themselves plenty of times in her mind.



Chapter Five


Borrowing the keys from Joan, Banner slipped out to her car later that afternoon to retrieve the large plastic bags she had described to him. Stuffed into her trunk, the black drawstring-topped bags held wrapped presents for the children. There were other presents in the trunk, but Joan had instructed him to leave those, since they were for other members of her family.
He hauled the bags to his workshop. It was becoming somewhat easier to walk as the ice slowly melted. Still slippery, though, he mused, placing his boots carefully as he carried the bags to his workshop. The ground had pretty much turned to mud beneath the ice.
Glancing toward the road, he noted several large exposed patches, but no longer frozen asphalt. Ice covered the road in the shaded areas, making travel extremely hazardous, but he'd bet it would be navigable by tomorrow afternoon. His guests would be on their way, which was good for them since he knew they were anxious to be with their families.
The house was going to seem quiet after they left, he thought. It was usually the way he preferred things, but he had to admit-rather to his own surprise-that he had sort of enjoyed the last few hours. Thanks to Lucy, he added thoughtfully. Of all his guests, he knew she was the one who would linger in his thoughts after everyone was gone.
Half an hour later he was still puttering in his workshop when the door opened and a head poked in. Lucy's head, to be specific.
“Banner?” she said. “May I come in?”
He was working at a table he'd pulled close to a back window for light. “Sure,” he said, setting down the sanding block he'd been holding. “Come in.”
She had donned her warm black parka over her Christmas sweatshirt and jeans, he noted. Black leather gloves covered her hands, and the green knit hat perched on her riotous red curls made her look more like a Christmas elf than ever. Her sparkling green eyes and rosy cheeks only added to the image. But that sexy full mouth…his gaze lingered there for a moment as he wondered just how those perfect lips would taste.
“I hope you don't mind, but I was curious to see where you create that beautiful furniture.”
Roused from his inappropriate thoughts by her words, he nodded and swept a hand around in invitation. “This is it.”
Standing in the center of the drained concrete floor, she turned slowly in a circle to study the rows of power tools on wheeled stands, the long workbenches above which hung cabinets filled with hand tools and materials, and the neat stacks of wood in racks against the far wall. A woodstove sat in one corner, keeping the temperature comfortable. Banner preferred central heat when the electricity was on, but since he lived in a rural area where power outages were fairly common, he'd left his great-uncle's old stove in place.
Lucy paused to admire a couple of rockers and Adirondack chairs in various stages of completion, and then she wandered over to his table, studying the items he had been working on. Her eyes lit up. “Are these for Tyler and Tricia?”
A bit self-consciously he shrugged. “Do you think they would like them?”
Lucy beamed at him. “Of course they will. They're lovely gifts.”
She ran a gloved hand over the smooth footboard of a doll-size Shaker cradle. He had built the cradle out of pine and had stained and buffed it to a rich golden glow. Sitting beside the cradle was an eight-inch-high semi cab, hooked to a foot-long trailer that hauled a detailed backhoe tractor, all crafted of oak and finished to a matte sheen.
The truck-and-backhoe rig represented quite a few hours of work. It was a project Banner had made of scrap wood after seeing the pattern in a woodworkers magazine. He hadn't made it for anyone in particular, but because the project had appealed to him at the time.
The cradle was left over from a batch he'd made to sell in a Branson craft store. It had lacked only a final light sanding with very fine sandpaper, which he had just completed. He would go over it again with tack cloth to collect dust, and the cradle would be ready for play.
Even before he had known that Lucy and Joan were planning a visit from Santa, he had decided to give these toys to Tyler and Tricia. It just seemed to him that kids needed a little extra attention at Christmas. Lucy had come up with the arts and crafts projects, while Pop and Bobby Ray had entertained with music and funny stories. Working with wood was Banner's only talent.
“The detail on this rig is amazing,” Lucy marveled, lifting the jointed front-end loader and backhoe with the attached side levers. “I can't imagine how much time went into this.”
“I don't watch a lot of TV, and I don't socialize much,” he replied, pleased by her compliments. “Working with wood helps me pass the time. This was a pattern I wanted to try just for the heck of it. I didn't know what I was going to do with it, but I'd like to give it to Tyler, if you think he would like it.”
“What boy wouldn't like it? And what little girl wouldn't love this cradle? Of course,” Lucy added, “I suppose I'm being sexist. Tricia will probably enjoy playing with the truck and tractor, too, and Tyler might very well have a favorite stuffed toy or doll that he would enjoy putting to bed in the cradle.”
“So which did you prefer when you were a little girl? Dolls or trucks?”
“I played with trucks,” she replied, then wrinkled her nose in what he considered to be an adorable expression. “But I really loved my baby dolls.”
“I can tell by watching you with Tyler and Tricia that you like kids.”
“I love children. I'd like to have at least two of my own-once I find that Santa Claus substitute to father them,” she added with a laugh.
Banner couldn't imagine that it would be difficult for Lucy to find someone willing to fill that role. She certainly seemed to have a great deal to offer a man who was interested in marriage and kids. Which didn't include him, of course.
He had tried the marriage thing, and it had been an abysmal failure-something he should have predicted from the start. Considering his history with relationships, he had no desire to risk making a fool of himself like that again.
Not that Lucy would be interested even if he was, he assured himself. After all, she was looking for a frigging jolly Santa Claus.
“What's that expression?” Lucy asked him suddenly, studying him with her head cocked curiously to one side. “You're frowning as if someone just stomped on your ingrown toenail.”
That comment changed his frown to a slight smile. “I don't have an ingrown toenail.”
“So what's the problem?”
“No problem. I was just wondering if I should ask Joan's permission before giving her kids gifts.”
“She'll probably be delighted.”
“Still, it might be best for me to clear it with her first.”
Lucy had wandered back over to the rocking chairs. Banner had noticed that she wasn't the type to stay in one spot for very long.
“These are beautiful. You're so talented. Have you always been a professional woodworker?”
“I've had other jobs but nothing I liked this much. When my great-uncle left me this place, I was able to take over the business he had started. He's the one who taught me everything I know about working with wood.”
“It sounds as though you were very close to him.”
“I was,” he answered with the familiar lump that always came into his throat when he thought of his uncle Joe. He still missed the old coot.
Lucy sat in the one finished rocker and began to rock, sliding her gloved hands appreciatively over the armrests.
“Are your parents still living?”
“Yes.”
“Where do they live?”
“Why?”
She shrugged. “Just curious.”
He doubted that her curiosity would be satisfied with a simple answer, so he gave her the expanded version. “My father and his wife live in Nashville, Tennessee. They have a daughter who is finishing medical school at Vanderbilt and a son who's in his first year of law school. My mother and her husband live in Lexington, Kentucky, close to their two grown daughters. Both the girls are married, and they each have one child.”
She had followed his family details attentively, and he had no doubt that she could quote it all back to him. Lucy was definitely a “people person”-someone who was actively interested in other people's lives and opinions. Again, unlike himself.
“Your siblings aren't much younger than you,” she commented. “Your parents must have divorced when you were very young.”
He reached out to idly roll the truck back and forth with one finger. “My parents were never married. They split up before I was a year old.”
If that shocked her, she didn't let it show. “Did you live with your mother?”
“Part of the time with my mother, part of the time with my paternal grandparents here in northern Arkansas. This is where I preferred to be because my great-uncle was here. He never married and he had no kids, so he and I sort of bonded.”
She was studying his face a bit too closely now, obviously trying to read his emotions. Long accustomed to keeping his feelings hidden, he wasn't concerned that she would see more than he wanted to reveal.
“Did you see your father very much?” she asked.
“I spent the occasional weekend and holiday with him and his family. We get along fine, just don't have much in common.”
Lucy rocked a bit faster, which Banner figured was a clue to the questions racing through her mind. “Didn't you want to spend the holidays with family? Didn't your parents want to see you?”
He shrugged. “My parents have plenty of family around for the holidays. They both invited me, but I wasn't in the mood this year. I have a furniture order to finish, and I had a hunch the weather was going to be bad. Besides, they tend to get their noses out of joint when I choose one over the other.”
“They fight over you?”
“They compete for me,” he replied. “Not quite the same thing. Truth is, neither one particularly cares whether I join them as long as I don't choose the other one, instead.”
Okay, that was more than he had intended to say. He blamed the slip on his preoccupation with how fetching Lucy looked sitting in his rocking chair with her sexy mouth, rosy cheeks and silly green hat.
Her pretty mouth immediately formed into a sympathetic frown. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I tend to ask too many questions sometimes. I didn't mean to pry-”
He shrugged. “It's okay. I can understand why you'd be curious about why a guy with so much family would choose to spend Christmas alone with his dog. Especially when you were willing to risk life and limb in an ice storm to get to your family.”
“I don't get to see my father very often. He travels a lot in his job with the army, even though he's officially stationed in Texas. Christmas is the one time he makes a determined effort to get home. My aunt and uncle are like my second parents, and my cousins are as close as I have to siblings. I'm crazy about all of them.”
Banner would be willing to bet they all felt the same way about her.
She hopped suddenly out of the chair and headed toward the door. “I'd better go see how everything is going inside. Last I looked your whole living room was being decorated.”
Banner was almost surprised to realize that it didn't particularly bother him to hear that.
The children were pleasantly tired by late afternoon. Tricia fell asleep on the floor beneath the lavishly decorated Christmas tree. Tyler was on his stomach on the rug in front of the fire beside Banner's dog. An open comic book lay in front of them, and it looked for all the world as if both boy and dog were enjoying the pictures.
Joan was reading a paperback in a chair beside the window. Having napped for a short while after lunch, Miss Annie had returned to her rocker and her knitting, her long needles clicking industriously. Pop and Bobby Ray sat on the couch engaged in a low-voiced conversation that seemed to consist mostly of tall tales about hunting and fishing.
Lucy was curled up in Banner's big recliner, her sock-clad feet beneath her and a book lying open and unread in her lap. It was a lazy, cozy scene, and she could appreciate the peacefulness of it, but it bothered her that their host was outside alone while his guests enjoyed each other's company.
She thought about the things he had told her of his childhood-okay, the things she had pried out of him, she amended sheepishly. She had left him rather abruptly because so many more questions had been bubbling inside her that she had been afraid she would offend him with her nosiness if she didn't hush.
Still, she couldn't help considering everything she had learned about him and reflecting on how his childhood experiences had molded him. He didn't remember his parents as a couple, but both parents had married and started new families while Banner was quite young. He had spent his time being shuttled between his mother and his paternal grandparents, bonding most closely with a great-uncle who had never married.
Had Banner felt like the odd man out in his parents' homes? Their youthful mistake, perhaps? Was that why he always seemed to be off to one side of a room, watching others interact?
She wondered how he got along with his stepparents. Had they accepted him, made him feel welcome in their homes, or had they seen him as an intrusion? Perhaps his stepmother had felt that way, which might explain why he seemed to have spent so little time in his father's home. The occasional weekend and holiday was the way Banner had described his time there.
Not that any of this was Lucy's business, of course. She doubted that he would appreciate knowing she was sitting here engaged in armchair analysis of him. She just couldn't seem to help it. The man simply fascinated her.
As if he had heard her thinking of him, Banner appeared in the doorway of the living room. He entered silently, his gaze skimming the room and settling on Lucy.
He had left his wet boots behind, and his feet in their thick wool socks made no sound on the hardwood floor as he approached the recliner. “Quiet in here,” he said, pausing at Lucy's side.
She smiled and nodded. “I think the children wore themselves out. How do you like your Christmas decorations?”
He looked around the room again, and she tried to see it from his point of view. The cedar tree in the corner was very festive now with its strings of popcorn and chains of colored paper. Glitter-and marker-colored paper ornaments cut out in shapes of snowflakes, stars, bells, angels and gingerbread men dangled from the branches on strips of ribbon.
More paper chains draped the mantel, and glittery paper stars had been scattered randomly around the room. Along with the firelight and the candles burning in shadowy corners, the handmade decorations were reminiscent of an old-fashioned Christmas.
“They made a lot of ornaments,” Banner commented.
“They really got into it,” she answered with a smile. “I think they depleted your craft supplies.”
“That's what the supplies were here for.”
“We turned the radio on for a little while-we didn't want to run down the batteries too quickly. The latest weather report said that temperatures are expected to remain above freezing tonight-just barely-and to rise into the midforties tomorrow. Some roads are already clearing, and crews are working around the clock to restore power.”
“Sounds like a promising report.”
“Bobby Ray's boss is sending a wrecker tomorrow to get the truck back on the road. And Pop's grandsons are planning to come tomorrow afternoon. One of them will drive Pop's truck to Harrison. Even though Pop insisted he was perfectly capable of driving himself,” she added in a low voice with a glance at the elderly man. “Apparently, his grandsons wouldn't hear of it.”
“Good for them. I'll feel better if he doesn't head out on his own without someone to help him in case of trouble.” “So will I.”
“What about you?” Banner's gaze was focused on the flames in the fireplace as he spoke casually. “Are you heading out first thing tomorrow?”
“I'll wait until everyone else leaves, if you like. Just to help everyone get underway.”
“Yes, that would be helpful.”
She had been careful not to suggest a personal reason for lingering, and she heard no particular expression in Banner's voice. She shouldn't feel as if there was some significance to their agreement that she would be the last to leave. So why did she feel that way?
She glanced at her watch to distract herself from that line of thought. “It's almost five. I suppose we should be thinking of something to feed everyone.”
“I put a lasagna in the oven. It will be ready to serve by six.”
Lucy looked at Banner in surprise. She hadn't even realized he'd been in the kitchen prior to joining her in the living room. She knew he hadn't been in there long enough to assemble lasagna. “How-”
“It was in the freezer. I make two at a time when I'm in the mood to cook, and I freeze one for later. It should be enough to feed everyone, along with a couple of side dishes. I usually eat leftovers for two or three days.”
“You're a very resourceful man, aren't you?”
He gave a quiet chuckle. “I try to be.”
Oh, gosh, she was starting to like him, entirely too much. The darned man seemed to be weaseling his way onto her prospect list-even though he absolutely did not belong there. And certainly wouldn't want to be there, she added glumly.
Candles provided light for the lasagna dinner Banner had prepared. Having grown more comfortable with each other as the day passed, the travelers laughed and bantered during the meal. A newcomer might have thought they had known each other for ages, Lucy thought with a smile.
Though Banner didn't contribute much to the conversation, he seemed to enjoy listening. Lucy was getting the distinct impression that he wasn't quite the crusty recluse he pretended to be. She suspected that there was more to his story than a history of being the family misfit. What was he really hiding from here in his rural lair? And, yes, she was being nosy again, but it was Banner's fault for being so mysterious, she reasoned.
Before the meal was over, something else claimed her attention, something that was no more her business than Banner's secrets. But she couldn't help noticing that Bobby Ray was spending a lot of time watching Joan across the table. His expression made Lucy wonder if the big trucker had become attracted to Joan.
It was an interesting possibility. Lucy wondered if Joan was aware of it, and if so, how she felt about it. Something told her that Joan didn't have a clue. As far as Lucy could tell, Joan had absolutely no vanity. And since she had admitted to Lucy that she was a bit intimidated by Bobby Ray, Joan probably never considered that he might be interested in her.
Lucy didn't consider herself the meddlesome type. But there was no reason they shouldn't all get to know each other better, was there? Wasn't that what casual conversation was all about?
“You haven't told us much about yourself, Bobby Ray,” she began, stabbing her fork into a bite of lasagna. “Are you originally from Little Rock?”
“I grew up in Prescott,” the trucker replied obligingly. “Moved to Little Rock about fifteen years ago to be closer to my wife's family.”
Oops.
“Your wife?” Lucy repeated.
He nodded. “Andrea. She died five years ago of melanoma. She had just turned thirty-two.”
“I'm so sorry,” Lucy said, and the sentiment was echoed in the faces of their dining companions.
“You would have liked her,” Bobby Ray assured Lucy. “She was a pistol. You remind me of her, in a way.”
“I'll take that as a compliment,” she said with a smile.
“It was meant as one.”
Lucy noticed that Joan was looking down at her plate now, though Lucy would bet Joan was paying close attention to the conversation. “You and Andrea didn't have any children?”
Bobby Ray shook his head, his eyes dimming a bit. “We were never blessed with any. We both loved kids and would've liked a houseful if we could've had 'em.”
“Children are a blessing,” Pop agreed. “Mother and I raised four of our own and more than a few that we took in along the way. I'm not saying we never had our troubles with any of them, but the good times made up for the bad ones, didn't they, Mother?”
“Oh, yes, they did,” she concurred. “Hardest part was when we lost our oldest boy in a car accident twenty years ago. We learned then to cherish the moments we have with our loved ones and to never take each other for granted.”
“That's the way I've always felt,” Lucy said. “Probably because I lost my mother when I was young, I've always treasured my other family members. Even when my cousins made me so mad I could punch them-and I tried once or twice,” she added with a laugh.
Tricia wanted to contribute to the discussion. “My brother makes me mad sometimes. He calls me dopey-head, and he hides my dolls.”
“Well, you broke my model airplane,” Tyler retorted heatedly, always game for a squabble. “And you are a dopey-head.”
“Am not!”
“Are, too.”
Joan cleared her throat, and both children fell into silence, turning their attention quickly back to their dinners.
Bobby Ray laughed. “That's the same sort of sound my own mama used to make when I was acting up. She didn't have to say a word, just gave my brother and me a look, and we knew we were in for it. That little bitty woman could sure swing a mean hickory switch.”
Tricia's eyes rounded. “What's a hickory switch?”
“A little bit of history, missy,” Bobby Ray answered with a chuckle. “It's been replaced with other methods now, but it surely was effective in its time.”
Pop grinned. “I can testify to that. My grandma was the switch swinger in my family, and we learned right quick not to get on her bad side.”
“My teacher gives us frowny-face stickers if we're bad,” Tricia said, still eager for attention. “Three frowny faces means we can't go out to recess. I've only had one frowny face all year,” she bragged, “and that was because Kevin Perkins pinched me and made me yell at him when we were supposed to be listening to a story.”
Lucy couldn't help smiling at the little girl's disgruntled expression. “Kevin Perkins sounds like a brat.”
“He's okay,” Tricia said. “I told him to be nice to me and he could be one of my boyfriends, so now he doesn't pinch me anymore.”
That made the adults laugh, except for Joan, who groaned and shook her head.
“Looks like you're going to have your hands full with this one,” Bobby Ray told Joan sympathetically. “Going to have to beat the boys away with a stick.”
“Maybe I should find a hickory switch, after all,” Joan agreed.
When Joan and Bobby Ray shared a smile, Lucy silently congratulated herself for getting the conversation started. Who knew where this could lead? Bobby Ray and Joan both seemed like nice people. Bobby Ray loved children, and Joan had two who needed a father figure in their lives. It seemed like a great match to Lucy, who had always had better luck matching up her friends than herself.
Maybe she could drop a few hints in Joan's direction when they were alone again…
She happened to glance toward Banner right then. He was sitting next to her, looking at her in a way that made her wonder if he had guessed what she was thinking. Was that disapproval or merely curiosity she saw in his eyes before he masked his expression and looked back down at his plate?
“Perhaps you'll play your guitar for us again after dinner,” Miss Annie suggested to Bobby Ray. “You play beautifully. Doesn't he, Joan?”
Joan looked a bit surprised, but nodded agreeably. “Yes. I enjoyed listening earlier.”
Lucy smiled brightly at Miss Annie, sensing a compatriot. “We'll all look forward to hearing him again.”
Bobby Ray looked almost shy when he promised that he would play whatever they would like to hear. Lucy was amused to see the faintest tint of pink beneath his bushy beard.
Knowing it took a bit more persistence to get Joan to talk about herself, Lucy turned her attention to the other woman. “You said you live in Mayflower, Joan. Do you work there?”
“No, I work at a bank in Conway. It's less than fifteen miles from my house, so I don't have far to commute.”
“My mom's a loan officer.” Tricia looked proud of herself for knowing the title.
“Think she could lend me a dollar?” Bobby Ray asked with a grin.
Tricia nodded seriously. “But you would have to pay her back.”
“With interest,” Tyler added, proving that he, too, was knowledgeable about his mother's career. “Like seventy-five cents, maybe.”
“Whew, that's high interest,” Bobby Ray said, grinning at Joan.
She smiled tentatively back at him. “The rates aren't quite that high.”
“Glad to hear it.”
Probably uncomfortable at being the center of attention, Joan turned to Lucy. “I don't think you've told us what you do, Lucy.”
“I'm an assistant professor of mathematics at the University of Central Arkansas in Conway. I just finished my first semester there, and I enjoyed it immensely.”
For some reason everyone at the table, with the exception of the children, perhaps, looked surprised by her reply.
“You're a math professor?” Bobby Ray asked after a moment. “You seem awfully young for that.”
“I'll be twenty-eight soon. I was always in a hurry to finish the next stage of my education, so I earned my bachelor's degree by the time I was twenty and my Ph. D. when I was twenty-five. This is what I was anxious to do-teach in a university setting.”
“You're a doctor!” Miss Annie said. “Isn't that something.”
“You must have students who aren't much younger than you are,” Pop commented.
“I have several who are older than I am,” Lucy replied. She glanced at Banner, who was studying her closely again, and she couldn't begin to read his thoughts.
She didn't think her profession merited quite the amazement the others had shown, but she did wonder if he was as surprised as they were. She was used to people being startled upon hearing her profession, of course. She knew she looked younger than she was, and she was aware that she didn't fit any particular stereotypes of a mathematician or a professor.
As far as she was concerned, her career was no different than truck driver or loan officer or woodworker-she had simply found a way to support herself doing something she enjoyed.
So what did Banner think about her career? And why should it matter to her, anyway?
She started to say something to him-she wasn't sure what it would have been-but he turned away, reaching for Tricia's empty plate, which he stacked with his own. “Anyone want dessert?” he asked. “The ice cream is melted, I'm afraid, but I have some thaw-and-serve carrot cake that should be ready to eat.”
“I like carrot cake,” Tricia told him eagerly. “Can I have the little frosting carrot on the top?”
“Tricia,” her long-suffering mother admonished. “Take what you are served.”
Bobby Ray was chuckling again, Lucy noted in satisfaction. He seemed quite taken with the kids, which boded well for Lucy's matchmaking scheme.
If only there was someone as interesting to go on her prospect list, she thought with a silent sigh. And then found her eyes turning to Banner again as he served a slice of carrot cake topped with a bright orange frosting carrot to little Tricia.
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Chapter Six


As promised, Bobby Ray played his guitar again after dinner. Miss Annie was back in the rocker and Pop was in the big recliner now. Bobby Ray sat on one end of the couch with Joan at the other end. The children and the dog were on the floor in front of the fire.
Lucy sat in the striped wing chair. She'd half expected Banner to pull his dining room chair close to her side, as he had before, but instead he'd placed it just inside the doorway, where he could watch without really being a part of the group.
She tried a time or two to catch his eye, to share a smile, but he seemed to avoid looking at her. Or was she simply imagining that? She couldn't think of anything she might have done to annoy him.
The evening passed slowly, but pleasantly. Pop sang for them again, urging the children to join him. Miss Annie asked if anyone would like to hear her read the Christmas story from her battered, well-used Bible. “I used to read it every Christmas Eve for my children,” she added with a nostalgic sigh. “I would've read it for my great-grandchildren tonight.”
Everyone, of course, assured her that they would be delighted to have her read to them. She held the Bible close to her faded eyes, and her hands shook a bit, but her voice was strong as she began, “And it came to pass…”
Lucy had a lump in her throat by the time the elderly woman finished the reading. She saw Joan surreptitiously wipe a tear. Even the children had been spellbound. Bobby Ray cleared his throat, and Pop leaned over to kiss his wife's cheek, which only made the lump in Lucy's throat grow bigger.
From her sprawled position on the floor, Tricia sighed. “That was pretty, Miss Annie.”
“Thank you, sugar pie.”
“Do you have a book with 'The Night Before Christmas' in it? My grandmother promised to read that to me tonight.”
“I'm afraid I don't have that one.”
The little girl looked disappointed. “We always hear it on Christmas Eve.”
“Doesn't matter,” Tyler muttered. “This isn't like real Christmas Eve, anyway. We won't even have Santa Claus tonight.”
Banner shifted in his chair, drawing attention his way. “I could say the poem for you, Tricia, if you want me to,” he added in a mumble.
Tricia sat up straighter. “You have the book?”
“Well…no.”
The child looked confused. “But you said you would read it to me.”
“I said I would recite it for you,” he corrected, and Lucy thought he looked as though he regretted that he had ever spoken at all.
“You have the poem memorized, Banner?” Pop asked encouragingly. “Is that what you mean?”
“Um, yeah. I don't know that I would win any awards for dramatic recitation, but I have a knack for memorization. I learned that poem when I was just a kid, and it has stayed with me ever since.”
Tricia scooted closer to Banner's chair, her expression eager. “Say it for us,” she urged. “I want to hear about the reindeer.”
He cleared his throat and glanced somewhat sheepishly toward Lucy, who nodded encouragement at him. And then he began, his voice deep and rich as the words rolled fluently from him. The logs in the fireplace crackled in accompaniment, and Lucy didn't think she had ever heard a more perfect telling of the beloved poem.
A love of literature was one of the criteria for a man to be placed on her prospect list. How frustrating that Banner met so many of her requirements- “jolly” being a notable exception-yet still set off every emotional alarm she possessed.
“'Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night,”' he finished, causing Tricia to break into delighted applause.
“Well now, I've played guitar, Pop sang for us, Miss Annie read from the Bible and Banner's quoted poetry,” Bobby Ray said. “Lucy, do you or Joan want to entertain us now?”
Joan blushed. “I'm afraid I don't have any talents.”
“Sure you do, Mama,” Tyler argued. “You sing all the time at home, and Grandma said you could have been a real music star.”
Joan blushed even more brightly. “My mother tends to exaggerate.”
“Sing for us, Mama,” Tricia urged. “Bobby Ray can play guitar for you, won't you, Bobby Ray?”
“I would be delighted.” Bobby Ray cocked his head toward Joan. “What do you want to sing?”
She sighed, apparently realizing that her children wouldn't stop pressing her until she gave in. “How about 'I'll Be Home for Christmas'? Maybe that will be a good omen for the roads tomorrow.”
Bobby Ray strummed the opening chords of the song. Lucy was pleased that Joan really did have a lovely voice. Her slight country drawl made Lucy think of Reba McEntire. Joan's mother might have been right about Joan having a career in music had she chosen to pursue it. Lucy wondered if that was a dream that had been abandoned for Joan's unfortunate early marriage.
Everyone applauded when Joan finished singing.
“That was lovely,” Miss Annie enthused.
“Very nice,” Pop seconded. “We should try a duet.”
“I agree with your mother,” Bobby Ray said. “You have a beautiful voice, Joan.”
Joan's eyes glowed in the firelight, showing her pleasure with the compliments. “Thank you. But that's enough, please.”
Bobby Ray turned to Lucy with a mischievous grin. “Well, Miss Lucy? What are you going to do for us?”
She wrinkled her nose. “I don't suppose you would be interested in hearing some advanced math calculations?”
“Not hardly. Why don't you sing us a song?”
She laughed. “Trust me, you would rather hear Hulk sing than me.”
Tricia scooted closer to Lucy's chair. “What can you do, Lucy? Besides math, I mean?”
“I play a little piano, but we don't have one of those available. It isn't exactly a portable instrument like Bobby Ray's guitar.”
“What else?” Tricia seemed confident that Lucy had talents she hadn't yet revealed.
“I can wiggle my ears,” Tyler announced, and proceeded to do so.
Tricia sighed. “We're talking about Lucy, not you.”
Lucy turned to Banner. “Do you have a deck of cards?”
He stood, reached into a cabinet beneath a built-in bookcase beside the fireplace and produced a card deck that he tossed to her.
“You do card tricks?” Tyler asked, moving closer on his knees, and making Lucy wonder how many pairs of jeans he had worn out that way.
“I read minds,” she corrected him.
The boy snorted. “Yeah, right.”
“I suppose I'll have to prove it.” She shuffled the cards, then fanned them in front of him. “Pick a card.”
Keeping his eyes suspiciously locked with hers, Tyler slid a card out of the middle of the deck. He looked at it quickly, then held it pressed against his chest. “You didn't see it, did you?” he asked.
“No. I'll close my eyes while you place the card back in the deck.” She made a production of squeezing her eyes tightly shut, laughing when Tricia placed a soft little hand over her face, just to make sure there was no cheating.
After Tyler had replaced the card in the deck, Lucy dramatically hummed and swayed, keeping her eyes locked with his while she slowly shuffled the cards in her hands. And then she pretended to psychically receive inspiration.
“VoilГ,” she said, sweeping a card in an arc and then turning it toward Tyler. “You drew the three of clubs, didn't you?”
His eyes widened. “How did you know?”
“She read your mind,” Tricia said in exasperation. “Weren't you listening, dopey-head?”
Tyler reached out to give his sister a push. “It was a trick, stupid.”
“I'm not stupid! Mama, he pushed me.”
“Did not.”
“Did, too. Everyone saw you.”
“You know, I would have sworn I heard jingle bells outside a minute ago,” Pop murmured to his wife, making sure the children heard him.
Tricia perked up. “You did?” she asked, forgetting the quarrel.
“Could've been the wind,” he answered. “But you never know on Christmas Eve.”
Tricia ran to the window to look out into the cold darkness. Tyler sighed gustily. “Santa doesn't know we're here, remember?”
Bobby Ray shook his head. “Oh, I don't know. Santa's a pretty smart guy.”
“That's right,” Pop agreed. “Remember the song?”
He launched into the opening of “Santa Claus is Coming to Town,” urging the others to join in. Despite her warning to the others about the quality of her singing, Lucy sang along. She wasn't really awful, she figured-just not solo quality. She noticed that Banner even sang a few lines, though so softly she couldn't hear if he could carry a tune or not.
She knew he had planned to spend this evening alone with his dog, but she suspected that he wasn't particularly sorry his plans had changed.
After another couple of songs, Joan announced that it was time for her children to brush their teeth and get ready for bed. Carrying flashlights to guide their way, they told everyone good-night and headed out of the room.
Tricia paused in the doorway, turning to say in her clear little voice, “Merry Christmas to all and to all a good night.” And then she giggled and turned to run after her family.
“Isn't she a precious little thing?” Miss Annie murmured.
“She is a cutie.” Pop turned back to Lucy. “Let me see that card trick again. I don't think I watched closely enough the first time. Didn't see how you managed it.”
“Watch as closely as you like. You won't see how I do it this time, either,” she bragged, shuffling the deck as she walked toward his chair.
“I want to see this, too.” Bobby Ray walked over to stand behind Pop's chair, his gaze focused on Lucy's hands.
By the time she had performed the trick twice for Pop and once for Bobby Ray, the men had to concede that they had no idea how Lucy knew which card they had chosen each time.
“I read your mind,” she teased, quoting Tricia. “Weren't you listening, dopey-heads?”
Everyone laughed-except Banner, who stood and turned toward the kitchen. “I think I'll go out to the workshop and bring some things onto the back porch.”
Lucy knew he meant the children's gifts. They would be easily accessible on the back porch once they knew the children were sound asleep. “I'll help you,” she said, laying the deck of cards on a table.
“You need me to come with you?” Bobby Ray asked.
“No, we can handle it,” Banner replied, already on his way.
Bobby Ray picked up the cards and looked at Pop. “Want to join me in a game of candlelight gin rummy?”
“I believe I will,” the older man said, scooting his chair closer to the coffee table.
Miss Annie's knitting needles were already clicking again when Lucy left the cozy room in Banner's wake.
Lucy had donned her coat and cap, but she still shivered when she stepped outside. She knew the temperature was only in the low thirties, but it felt colder. It was pitch-dark outside without the security lamps, and she had to aim her flashlight carefully to guide her steps.
“You okay?” Banner asked over his shoulder.
“Just lead the way.”
It was dark in the workshop, of course, but a little warmer than it was outside, since there was still some heat radiating from the woodstove. Banner turned his flashlight to one side of the door, where he had left the children's gifts. “There they are. You grab one bag, and I'll take the other. I'll come back for whatever is left over.”
“This is sort of fun, isn't it? I've never done the Santa Claus thing before.”
She didn't know how to interpret the grunt he gave her in reply.
She tried again to draw him into a conversation. “I think everyone had a lovely Christmas Eve. The children seemed happy when they went off to bed.”
Banner hefted bags, choosing the lightest one to hand to Lucy. “I think they were kept entertained.”
“I was really impressed by the way you recited the poem. I've tried to memorize it a couple of times, but I can never remember all the reindeer names.”
“Yeah, well, I can't do card tricks. Or advanced math calculations.”
Something in his tone made her frown. Did it bother him that she was a mathematics professor? She had met a few guys who were intimidated by her degree, but she wouldn't have thought Banner was the type. He seemed to have plenty of self-confidence, but she didn't doubt that he was a master at hiding any insecurities he might have.
It seemed the more time she spent with him, the more questions she had about him.
She wished she knew exactly why he had become so reticent. She missed the camaraderie she had shared with him earlier, what little there had been. But he seemed to have started drawing back even before the discussion about careers.
Had her growing attraction to him been so obvious? Was he pulling back because he didn't want to risk sending the wrong signals-didn't want her to think he was interested in her, too?
To be honest, that was exactly what she had started to believe. She thought there had been a spark between them-not necessarily suitable, but genuine. Maybe she had been mistaken. Or maybe she hadn't, and he was simply being sensible in applying the brakes to an attraction that probably wouldn't lead anywhere.
He opened the workshop door again, motioning with his flashlight for her to precede him so he could close the door behind them. “Watch your step.”
It wasn't easy manipulating the big bag of gifts and the flashlight. Though she tried to be careful, Lucy found herself slipping once or twice on the path back to the house. Since Banner's hands were also full, there wasn't much he could do to help her, but he stayed close just in case. She was relieved to make it to the porch with both the gifts and herself in one piece. Banner set his load down beside the door, and she placed hers beside it.
He immediately turned to walk back down the steps. “I'll get the rest of the stuff.”
Remembering the size of the cradle and the wooden truck and trailer rig, Lucy took a step after him. “I'll help you.”
“That's not necessary,” he said without looking back.
“No, really.” She moved a bit faster, the beam from her flashlight swinging in front of her. “I can carry the cradle for you.”
He half turned to face her. “Go back inside where it's warm. I can-”
There must have been an icy patch beneath his foot. Or perhaps it was mud. Whatever, it was slippery-and Banner's foot shot out from beneath him, his arms flailing as he tried to regain his balance.
Lucy threw herself at him, bracing him until he regained his footing. His arm went around her waist, probably an instinctive move.
After a moment Lucy asked, “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Just slipped.”
She noted that he didn't immediately move his arm. Had the temperature risen or was it the fact that she was pressed so snugly against him that made her feel so warm? As if she didn't know. Nor was she in any hurry to move away.
She looked up at him. Their flashlights were pointed downward, so she couldn't really see his face. The moon gave enough illumination to show a gleam in his eyes as he gazed back down at her. And still he didn't move.
“Um, Banner?”
“Yeah?” His voice sounded gruff.
“What are you doing?'
“Just wondering if you really do read minds-or if it was only a card trick,” he murmured.
Caught off guard, she asked blankly, “Why?”
“Because if you read minds, you would know that I've been wanting to do this ever since you showed up on my doorstep.”
“Do wha-”
His lips were on hers before she could complete the syllable.
The kiss didn't last very long, barely long enough for her to note the details of the way his lips tasted, the way they felt and moved against hers. Yet she knew those details were being filed away inside her mind and that she would replay this kiss countless times in her head. Just as she knew that when the kiss ended, she would no longer be able to pretend that she was only casually interested in Banner.
She could no longer ignore the fact that his name had slipped to the top of her prospect list.
Who was she kidding? His name was the only one on her list now, even if he didn't fit all the criteria she had once believed a man must have to be a suitable match for her.
In just over twenty-four hours, Banner had gone from total stranger to someone she wanted very much to get to know better.
Brief, but powerful-that was the way she would have described the kiss if pressed. Banner lifted his head but didn't immediately step away, his face still close enough to hers that their breath formed a single frosty cloud between them. She cleared her throat.
“No,” she said, “I definitely did not know that was on your mind.”
“So it was a card trick.”
“Yeah. Just a trick.”
He dropped his arm and moved away, being very careful with his footing this time. “And that,” he said, “was just a kiss.”
She frowned. “Which means…?”
“Nothing.” He turned toward his workshop. “It meant nothing.”
“Banner, wait a minute-”
“I'll get the rest of the gifts. You'd better go back inside before you freeze.”
He didn't wait around for whatever she might have said in response.
Banner remembered his earlier suspicions that bad milk was making him behave strangely. Now he figured it had to be something much stronger affecting his behavior. What on earth had possessed him to kiss Lucy Guerin?
Sure, she was pretty, in her elfish sort of way. And, yeah, she had the most kissable lips he had ever encountered. And, okay, he liked being with her, enjoyed her unpredictability. But as for doing anything about any of that…no way.
She was a mathematics professor, for crying out loud. Even if they had anything else in common, that was enough to convince him he should stay well away from her. He could hear his father laugh at the very thought of Banner hooking up with a college professor.
Hell, Banner's father didn't think there was any woman alive who could put up with Banner for very long. “You're just like my uncle Joe,” Richard Banner had said on more occasions than Banner could remember. “He never could find anyone willing to take him on, either.”
Banner had always wondered if he had married Katrina mostly to prove his father wrong about that. If so, it had been a futile effort. The marriage had been over almost as soon as it had begun.
After that disaster he'd thought maybe his father had been right, after all. Maybe Banner was too much like his reclusive, somewhat eccentric great-uncle.
Joe had never had time for social games and hadn't known how to play them if he had wanted to. Like Banner, Joe had liked other people, but he had never known quite how to behave around them. He had confessed to Banner that he'd always felt as if he was on the outside looking in at other people's interactions. Banner had identified strongly with that sentiment, since it was exactly the way he had always felt in his own family-or rather, families.
He had sure as hell never fit in with extremely extroverted, highly educated, compulsively inquisitive women like Lucy Guerin.
Even if he and Lucy had been getting along surprisingly well so far, they had only spent a day together. He had no doubt that she would get sick of him soon enough. Katrina sure had, and she had professed to love him. Probably the biggest problem between them had been that he simply hadn't been capable of loving her in return.
He should never have kissed Lucy. He certainly didn't want to give her the mistaken impression that he had anything to offer her-even if for some incomprehensible reason she would be interested.
He couldn't say he entirely regretted it, though. Kissing Lucy had most definitely been a memorable experience.
The children were sound asleep when the presents were arranged beneath the tree. Joan was delighted with Banner's handmade toys, assuring him that the children would love them. Bobby Ray and Pop both seemed thoroughly impressed with the truck-and-tractor rig, and Lucy was amused by how long Bobby Ray played with the backhoe.
After seeing the cradle, Miss Annie sent her husband to their borrowed bedroom to fetch her knitting bag. She pulled out a lap-size afghan crafted from a soft, cream-colored yarn and finished with fringed ends. “Put this in the cradle,” she ordered. “It's just the right size for Tricia to tuck her dolls into.”
“Miss Annie, that's lovely,” Joan said, visibly touched. “But I can't-”
“It's not for you, it's for Tricia,” the older woman interrupted indulgently. “And don't worry about me not having plenty more. Knitting is about all I can do these days without wearing myself plumb out.”
The afghan added the perfect touch to the charming little cradle. The women all admired it while the men continued to study the intricately detailed truck rig. And then Miss Annie reached into her bag again, pulling out a thick, warm gray knit cap. “Do you think Tyler would like this? I make them for my great-grandsons, and I always have a couple of extras around.”
“He would love it, if you're sure it's an extra.” Joan's voice was thick now, as if she were speaking around a lump in her throat.
Lucy had her own gifts to contribute to the cause. She had brought a shopping bag in from her car a little earlier and had set it in a corner behind the couch. She reached into it now, pulling out a handful of paperback children's books.
“I buy these on sale all year and take them to my cousins' children. I'm known as Aunt Lucy the book lady-I just love books. Please pick a couple you think Tyler and Tricia would like.”
“I've got a little something for them, too,” Bobby Ray said, looking thoughtful. “I'll give it to them in the morning.”
Joan's eyes were wet now, her voice even thicker. “You're all being so kind.”
After sharing a smile with Miss Annie, Lucy replied, “You're giving us a chance to enjoy Christmas through the eyes of children. That always makes the holiday more special.”
Joan wiped her eyes with her fingertips. “Thank you. All of you. This could have been a miserable Christmas Eve, stranded away from our families, but it has been lovely.”
“Well, I, for one, am ready to call it a day,” Miss Annie said, putting her knitting bag aside.
Bobby Ray moved immediately to assist her out of her chair and escort her to the master bedroom, with Pop tagging behind. A chorus of good-nights followed them.
“I think I'll turn in, too,” Joan said. “It's been a long day, and I'm sure the kids will be up early in the morning.”
Thanking them again, she headed for the guest room where her children were sleeping.
Lucy turned toward Banner, looking at him through her eyelashes, that kiss still haunting her memories. “So…” she began.
He turned away. “I need to let the dog out. C'mon, Hulk.”
The agreeable mutt pushed himself upright and strolled out of the room at Banner's heels.
Banner, Lucy decided, was obviously regretting the impulsive kiss. As for herself, she had thought it was pretty spectacular, considering its brevity.
She could only imagine how amazing it would be if he really put some time and effort into it.
“Lucy?” Bobby Ray's voice sounded panicky when he appeared in the living room doorway. “You'd better come quick. Something's wrong with Miss Annie.”



Chapter Seven


Lucy rushed toward Bobby Ray. “What do you mean? What's wrong with Miss Annie?”
“I was telling her good night and she just sort of collapsed. I caught her and helped her onto the bed, but it scared the stuffing out of me.”
Lucy followed him to the master bedroom, where Miss Annie lay against the pillows of the bed while her husband hovered close by. “Miss Annie? Are you okay? Pop, should we call an ambulance? Surely some sort of emergency vehicle can get to us here, even with all the ice on the roads.”
Miss Annie shook her head against the pillows. Her voice was weak, but determined. “That's not necessary, dear. I just had one of my spells.”
Not particularly reassured by the comment, Lucy looked at Pop. “She's done this before?”
He looked concerned, but there was no panic in his grave expression. “Every so often. She takes medication, but sometimes she gets dizzy, anyway. There's really no need to call an ambulance tonight.”
Stepping to the side of the bed, Lucy looked down at the older woman. “Is there anything I can get for you, Miss Annie?”
The older woman looked slightly embarrassed at having caused a fuss. “No, thank you. I'll be fine after a good night's sleep.”
Looking to Pop for confirmation, Lucy hesitated in indecision about what to do. He nodded to let her know everything would be all right. “We'll both be fine,” he said. “Just need some rest. It's been quite a day, hasn't it, Mother?”
“Good night, then,” Lucy said a bit uncertainly, still worried about leaving them alone.
Pop escorted her and Bobby Ray to the hallway. “Good night. See you both in the morning.”
He closed the door firmly in their faces.
“Well,” Bobby Ray said as he and Lucy walked back into the living room, “I guess Pop would be more worried if there was anything seriously wrong.”
“I'm sure you're right.” Lucy wished she felt more confident about that. Miss Annie had looked so frail and tired lying there against Banner's pillows.
Sensing Lucy's anxiety, Bobby Ray threw a meaty arm around her shoulders and gave her a bracing squeeze that nearly emptied her lungs of air. “Don't you worry, Lucy, we'll take good care of Miss Annie while she's here.”
She smiled up at him. “I know. She's become very dear to me in the past few hours.”
“She's a dear lady,” he agreed. “Funny how we've all gotten to know each other so well in such a short time, isn't it?”
“I would like to think we've become friends,” she replied. “And speaking of which…”
Banner's dog nosed between them, as if to participate in a group hug. His shaggy tail thumped roughly against Lucy's hip. She laughed as his cold nose burrowed into the hem of her waist-length sweatshirt, touching the sensitive skin beneath.
Stepping away from Bobby Ray, she pushed against the mutt. “Your nose is freezing, you silly dog, and I'm not letting you warm it against me.”
Looking over the dog's head, she spotted Banner standing in the doorway, scowling rather fiercely as he gazed at her and Bobby Ray. “Y'all ready to get some sleep?” he asked, his voice more curt than usual.
“I sure am.” Bobby Ray scratched his beard. “I don't usually turn in this early, but we've stayed busy today.”
“You'll want to sleep on the couch again, Lucy,” Banner said in the same impersonal tone he had used before. “It's too cold in the office.”
Not to mention that it was dark and lonely in the office, Lucy added silently. “The couch will be fine, thank you.”
Lucy and Banner found themselves alone again one more time that evening. Bobby Ray was in the bathroom, taking a quick shower by candlelight. Lucy had already dressed for bed in a pair of navy knit yoga pants with baby-blue piping down the side and a snug-fitting, long-sleeved baby-blue T-shirt. She wore white socks on her feet to keep them warm. While still modest, this outfit would be much more comfortable than the jeans and sweater she had slept in the night before.
Banner had changed into gray sweatpants and a matching sweatshirt. Like Lucy, he wore white sport socks. His dark hair was tousled, and his jaw was stubbled with dark whiskers that did nothing to detract from his brooding good looks. Quite the opposite, actually.
Lucy studied him in silent appreciation as he knelt in front of the fire, feeding logs into the flames, his endearingly ugly dog at his side. The firelight played across Banner's face, highlighting the planes and shadows of his features. It wasn't difficult for her always-active imagination to picture him sitting there without his shirt, that same firelight playing over tanned skin and rippling muscle. The image was clear enough to almost make her salivate.
“You're looking at me,” he said.
Since he hadn't glanced away from the fire, she wasn't sure how he had known, but she said agreeably, “Yes, I am. Does it make you uncomfortable?”
“A little.”
“Sorry, but since the television isn't working…”
He didn't smile at her quip. “I've done all the tricks I know. Unless you want to hear 'The Charge of the Light Brigade.”'
“No, that isn't necessary, thank you.” His wry comments always amused her, whether he intended them to or not.
“I suppose you could always pull a coin out of my ear.”
“I don't do coin tricks. Only card tricks. And, to be honest, I only know the one.”
“I see.” Poking one last time at the fire, he pulled the screen back into place and brushed off his hands.
“Tricia and Tyler are going to be so excited to see all those gifts under the tree. Are you sure you won't put on a Santa suit?”
“Only if you put on a bikini.”
That made her raise her eyebrows. “What?”
“Hey, you have your kinky fantasies, I can have mine.”
She was still laughing when Bobby Ray ambled into the room. He looked from Lucy to Banner in surprise. “You in here telling jokes, Banner?”
“Just talking nonsense. Ready for me to put out the lights?”
Lucy lay down on the couch and pulled the blankets to her chin.
“Good night, Banner. Good night, Bobby Ray.”
Bobby Ray settled into the recliner with the now-familiar creak of springs. “G'night, Miss Lucy. Don't you be running off with Santa Claus during the night now, y'hear?”
Lucy looked automatically at Banner, who was looking back at her with that not-quite-smile of his. “Good night,” he said, then turned off the lantern and blew out the candles.
It occurred to Lucy as she nestled into the blankets that Banner had spread out his sleeping bag close to the foot of the tree, not far from the presents piled there. A good-looking, but probably unattainable, bachelor under the Christmas tree.
She sighed wistfully, thinking that Santa definitely had a warped sense of humor where she was concerned.
Lucy must have been more tired than she had realized. Not even Bobby Ray's snoring disturbed her sleep that night. She didn't awaken until a high-pitched shriek penetrated her slightly salacious dream about Banner in the firelight beneath the Christmas tree-without the sweat suit.
Jerking upright, she blinked and pushed a tangle of red curls out of her eyes. Her heart was racing, but she wasn't sure if that was due to her abrupt awakening or the aftereffects of her dream.
Illuminated by the firelight and the early sunlight streaming through the living room windows, Tricia stood in the doorway, staring at the presents piled beneath the Christmas tree. “He was here,” the little girl said in stunned disbelief. “Santa Claus found us.”
Bobby Ray made a production of knuckling his eyes and staring at the tree. “Well, I'll be. Where did all them gifts come from?”
“Santa Claus brought them,” Tricia said, hopping up and down. “He found us! Tyler, come look! Santa found us!”
Her brother and mother, both still groggy from sleep, appeared in the doorway behind her, Joan looking apologetically at Lucy, Bobby Ray and Banner for waking them so early.
Banner had climbed out of his sleeping bag and was moving it out of the way to clear a path for Tricia and Tyler to reach their gifts. Lucy couldn't even look at him without blushing as she remembered that dream.
“Sweet,” Tyler breathed, moving slowly toward the piles of packages. “Presents. Are they really for us?”
“Looks like it,” Bobby Ray said, lowering the footrest on the recliner and tossing his blanket aside. “Don't just stand there, kiddos. Dive in.”
“Wait a second. Don't touch a thing.” Joan disappeared back into the bedroom, then returned carrying a small camera. “Okay, now we're ready.”
Tricia dropped to her knees in front of the pile of wrapped presents. “These have my name on them. See, it says 'To Tricia, from Santa Claus,”' she read, pointing out the words with pride.
“These are mine.” Tyler gazed at his gifts almost as if he was afraid they would disappear if he looked away.
Joan sat cross-legged on the floor with her camera. Roused by the noise, Miss Annie and Pop entered the room, looking eager to watch the children open their presents. Bobby Ray jumped up immediately to assist the older couple, who greeted everyone with a warm “Merry Christmas.”
Lucy was relieved that Miss Annie seemed much stronger this morning. Pop and Bobby Ray escorted her to the rocker, tucked a blanket around her, set her walker within easy reach, then settled down to observe the festivities.
Banner had left the room after stowing his sleeping bag. The scent of perking coffee drifted from the kitchen, explaining his absence. Lucy thought of going in to help him, but she was reluctant to leave the room yet. She simply loved watching children on Christmas morning.
She couldn't wait until she had children of her own with whom to share such special occasions.
Finally given the signal by their mother, Tyler and Tricia tore into their presents. They oohed and aahed over video games and dolls, die-cast cars and board games, a football for Tyler and a soccer ball for Tricia. Every time they opened a gift, they turned to display it for their smiling audience, who all made appreciative noises over each item.
Lucy noted with interest that Joan hadn't spent a great deal of money, but had provided a nice variety of toys designed to last awhile. Tyler seemed particularly pleased with his football and a kid-size helmet painted to resemble the ones for the St. Louis Rams. Tricia had obviously fallen instantly in love with a life-size newborn-baby doll that came with several adorable outfits.
The doll was the perfect size for the cradle Banner had made, which, along with the tractor rig, was waiting at the back of the tree, not yet noticed by the children. Lucy couldn't wait until they saw them, but she hoped Banner would return in time to watch.
Banner came back into the room then, carrying a tray crowded with mugs of coffee for the adults and glasses of orange juice for the kids. He set the tray on the coffee table and distributed the mugs. Lucy was impressed when she realized that he had remembered everyone's preference as far as cream and sugar and had prepared each serving accordingly.
Banner might claim to be a surly recluse, but Lucy didn't completely believe him. He had been an ideal host to this group of stranded former strangers. Whether he believed it or not, he had a great deal to offer others-if he chose to make the effort.
He handed her a mug of extralight coffee, no sugar. Just the way she liked it.
“Thank you,” she said, then patted the couch beside her. “Have a seat.”
Hesitating only a moment, he settled on the couch, almost as far as he could get without falling off the other end.
“I really don't bite,” she murmured, just loud enough for him to hear her. And then she couldn't resist adding wickedly, “Not in public, anyway.”
He gave her a look over his mug. “Drink your coffee.”
Chuckling, she turned to watch the children again.
“Look at what we got, Banner,” Tricia urged, holding up her doll. “Santa brought us a whole bunch of stuff.”
“I'd say so,” he replied. “You both must have been very good this year.”
“Well…mostly good,” Tricia said with a quick glance at her mother. And then she prudently changed the subject. “Didn't any of you see Santa when he brought these presents in last night? You were all sleeping right here.”
Bobby Ray had excused himself from the room for a few minutes, so the question was addressed to Lucy and Banner. They swapped a brief look, and Banner's expression was amusingly baffled. Lucy got the impression that “let's pretend” was not a game he felt comfortable playing.
She answered for them both. “I don't know about the guys, but I was so tired I didn't hear a thing last night. I'm sure both Santa and the Easter Bunny could have come into the living room and danced a polka across the floor and I never would have stirred.”
Tricia laughed. “The Easter Bunny doesn't come at Christmas. He only comes at Easter.”
“Lucy knows that,” Tyler said, rolling his eyes. “She was just making a joke, weren't you, Lucy?”
Lucy nodded gravely. “Yes. I was making a joke.”
“I wonder why Hulk didn't bark when Santa came in?” Tricia mused, still preoccupied with the logistics of Santa's visit.
“Hulk's not much of a guard dog,” Banner explained with a resigned shrug. “He tends to accept all newcomers with a yawn and a wag of his tail. I guess Santa and the Easter Bunny could have stolen all the silver and Hulk would have opened the door for them to carry it out.”
As if he knew he was the topic of conversation, the dog made a snuffly sound and laid his head on Banner's knee. Everyone laughed, both at the dog's actions and Banner's attempt at embroidering on Lucy's imagery.
Bobby Ray came back into the room then, and from the ruddy flush on his face it was obvious that he had been outside. Lucy remembered his comment that he had something in his truck for the children, and she assumed he had been out to get it. He had one hand behind his back, so she couldn't see what he was holding.
“It's already warming up out there,” he announced. “Bet those roads are clear by noon.”
“That's good news,” Joan said, and then turned back to the tree. “Kids, you have a few more gifts back here.”
“More?” Tricia perked up in interest. “Santa left us more presents?”
“These aren't from Santa.” Her mother pulled out the cradle and tractor rig. “Tricia, Banner made this beautiful cradle, and Miss Annie knit the pretty blanket inside it. And Tyler, Banner made this truck and trailor and the backhoe on it, and Miss Annie made this nice warm cap that is just your size. Wasn't it nice of them to give you these lovely things?”
Tyler pounced on the large wooden rig, his eyes huge and excited. “Oh, wow. This is so sweet,” he said, using his favorite adjective. “It looks just like those big machines that have been building the new gas station down our street. You made this, Banner? Really? What does this scooper thing do? Why's it got bucket things on both ends?”
Banner set his mug on the coffee table and moved to kneel beside the boy. “This is a backhoe. It digs, or trenches, with this end. And this other end is a front-end loader that can be used for moving or scraping dirt. See, you use these levers to raise and lower the…”
Ignoring the guys, Tricia had already put her doll to bed in the cradle and was rocking it gently. “She's sleepy,” she told her mother. And then she smiled sweetly at the others. “I'm going to name my doll Annie Lucy. Is that okay?”
Both Lucy and Miss Annie solemnly agreed that they were honored to have such an adorable namesake.
When the children had finished admiring those gifts and had politely thanked Banner and Miss Annie, Joan pulled out the books Lucy had contributed. At Lucy's urging, Joan had selected two books for each child, and they seemed very pleased with her choices. They thanked Lucy without being prompted, so sweetly that she was touched-and very glad she'd had the bag of books in her car.
“I've got something for you, too, kiddos,” Bobby Ray said. He brought his left hand around from behind him to display two brightly colored and beribboned boxes of Christmas chocolates. “Your mom said it was okay for you to have these.”
“Oh, wow. Candy.” Brown eyes gleaming, Tricia licked her lips in anticipation. “Thank you, Bobby Ray. Can we have some now, Mama?”
“Not for breakfast,” she replied, smiling as she shook her head. “You can have some later.”
“Speaking of breakfast…” Banner rose, leaving Tyler to play with the truck rig on his own. “I'll go get something started. No, stay with your kids,” he added when Joan automatically moved to help. “I can handle it.”
Lucy sprang to her feet. “I'll help.”
“That's not-” Banner abandoned the argument when he saw her expression. Probably because he didn't want to lose an argument in front of the others, Lucy decided. And he would have lost.
Bobby Ray was on the floor playing with Tricia and Tyler and their toys when Lucy followed Banner into the kitchen. “That was fun, wasn't it?” she asked as they headed for the pantry.
Banner shrugged a little, keeping any emotion out of his voice when he replied, “The kids seemed to enjoy it.”
She refused to be discouraged by his lack of enthusiasm. “It really made my Christmas. I loved the look on Tricia's face when she saw the presents under the tree. She was so surprised. And so thrilled.”
“I could have done without the shriek. I nearly jumped right out of my skin.”
Lucy laughed. “She was excited.”
“No kidding. D'you think she would be as excited by instant oatmeal made with boiling water? Because that's about all I've got left for breakfast.”
“I don't know if you'll get a shriek, but I'm sure she'll eat whatever we prepare. Neither Tyler nor Tricia seem to be picky eaters.”
“If there's anyone who doesn't like oatmeal, I've got some canned fruit in the pantry. Maybe they would rather have that.”
“Anything will be fine, Banner. I'm sorry we've emptied your food supplies.”
He shrugged. “That's due more to the power outage. I have plenty of canned goods, but the perishables are running low.”
“The kids love the toys you made,” she said as she began to take bowls out of the cabinet. “They'll treasure them for years, maybe pass them down to their own children.”
“I'm glad they like them. I didn't really have anything else to do with the things.”
She looked at him from beneath her lashes as he started the water to boil and set boxes of instant oatmeal on the counter. “Do you ever picture yourself making toys like that for your own children at Christmas?”
“I don't have any children.”
“I didn't mean now. I mean in the future.”
His characteristic shrug told her nothing about his feelings. “Don't expect to have any. Why don't you get out a couple of cans of fruit?”
She moved slowly to the pantry. “You don't want children?”
“Not particularly.”
“I'd like to have at least two.”
“Figures.”
“What does that mean?” she asked, setting the cans of fruit beside the oatmeal packages.
“Just that it didn't surprise me. Hand me that roll of paper towels, will you?”
“Why doesn't it surprise you that I want children?” And why would it surprise him? Certainly not every woman wanted children, but almost all of Lucy's friends and acquaintances planned to start families at some point in their lives.
“It just confirms my belief that you and I couldn't be more different. The can opener's in the drawer left of the sink.”
It occurred to her then that Banner was sending her a not-so-well-buried message within the casual conversation. If he had known about her prospect list, he would be telling her flat-out that he didn't belong on it.
As if she hadn't already figured that out. And as if she hadn't already put him on the list, anyway.
Banner might have written off any chance that there could be more than a passing acquaintance between them, but Lucy wasn't so sure.
It looked as though it was going to be up to her to take the initiative. Because she seemed to have missed inheriting the shy gene altogether-at least when it came to something that was of particular importance to her-she moved a step closer to him, rested a hand lightly on his chest and smiled up at him through her lashes. “There's one holiday tradition we've forgotten.”
He immediately looked suspicious. “What?”
“The mistletoe.”
“We don't have any-”
“Pretend we do,” she advised him just before rising on her tiptoes to place a kiss on his lips.
He didn't respond at all at first, and she wondered if she had made a miscalculation. And then his arms went around her and she found herself pressed against the counter as he kissed her with a barely contained heat that almost singed her eyelashes. Even as she was a bit startled by the emotions she had unleashed, she was gratified to confirm that Banner wasn't nearly as disinterested as he had tried to act.
His lips were hard and hungry against hers, moving with a rough skill that drew an equally powerful response from her. She felt her heart pounding against her chest, and she was pressed so tightly against him that he could probably feel it, too.
She could certainly feel the signs of his arousal, which only made her heart slam harder against her rib cage.
A burst of laughter from the other room intruded on the moment, catching Banner's attention and causing him to lift his head. Without releasing Lucy, he closed his eyes in an expression of self-recrimination. “Damn it.”
Hardly the most romantic conclusion to a spectacular embrace, Lucy thought with a soft sigh. But from Banner, maybe it was more revealing than any other man's flowery compliments.
“I thought it was a great kiss, too,” she murmured with a shaky smile.
He hesitated a moment, studying her face intently, and then he stepped back. “The water's boiling,” he said. “We should call everyone in for breakfast.”
He was right, of course. There were still too many other people around. There would be time for Lucy and Banner to explore their attraction later, after the others had gone.
Proving that she could be patient when the incentive was important enough, Lucy decided to enjoy every moment of this unexpectedly magical Christmas morning.



Chapter Eight


Temperatures warmed rapidly during the morning, and by lunchtime the ice was all but gone except for in the most deeply shaded areas. Traffic was beginning to move on the highway again, the number and speed of passing vehicles increasing as Christmas day progressed and the roads dried.
Banner raided his kitchen one last time for lunch, opening cans of soup, which he served with crackers and cheese and the canned fruit that had been left over from breakfast. Lucy noted that the entire group was a bit more subdued than they had been before, perhaps because they knew their time together was coming to an end.
Everyone seemed ready to proceed to their original destinations, she decided, but they had enjoyed being here more than they had expected. She was pleased to know they would all have some pleasant memories of this Christmas morning to carry with them.
Tyler and Tricia pretty much dominated the lunchtime conversation, talking about the gifts Santa had brought them and anticipating the ones they would be getting at their grandmother's house. Tyler was expecting a highly touted new game for the video game system he had received for his birthday in September. Though his mother warned him about not being too confident of what his grandmother had gotten him, something about her tone let Lucy know the boy wouldn't be disappointed.
Lucy couldn't help noticing that Joan and Bobby Ray were doing quite a bit of quiet talking at the other side of the table. She overheard Bobby Ray say something about giving Joan a call after the first of the year. Lucy hoped that meant Bobby Ray was planning to ask Joan out and that he had not been referring to something less promising.
The more Lucy had thought about it, the more she believed that Bobby Ray and Joan made a great couple.
She smiled as she visualized Banner and Bobby Ray sitting beneath the Christmas tree, a big shiny bow on each manly head. Maybe Santa had arranged a pleasant little surprise for both Lucy and Joan.
“What does that smile mean?” Banner leaned over to ask her, studying her expression with a curious frown. “It looks sort of…wicked.”
She laughed. It was a good thing he couldn't read her mind. If he knew what she had been thinking, or how prominently he had appeared in last night's dreams, he really would think she was wicked.
“I don't think I should say just now,” she told him, which only made him look more suspicious.
Joan and Lucy insisted on cleaning up after lunch since Banner had done so much for them already. They had barely finished clearing the kitchen when someone knocked heavily on the front door. The promised wrecker had arrived to pull Bobby Ray's truck out of the ditch and get him back on the road for his impatient employer.
It didn't take all that long to get the mostly undamaged truck out of the shallow ditch. Barely half an hour after the wrecker arrived, Bobby Ray was ready to go.
He drew Lucy aside. “Banner won't take this from me, but I want you to make sure he gets it before you leave-even if you have to slip it into his cookie jar,” he said in a low voice as he pressed a hundred-dollar bill into her hand. “I tried to tell him I wanted to repay him for his food and hospitality, but he kept telling me to forget about it.”
“I'll make sure he gets it,” she promised with a smile, “and I'll be adding a bit to it. We pretty well cleaned out his supplies.”
“Yeah. We were all lucky that he took us in.”
“Most definitely. So, you're on your way?”
“Looks like. They've got the truck ready to go, so there's really no reason for me to hang around any longer.”
She squeezed his hand. “It was very nice to meet you, Bobby Ray. I enjoyed spending Christmas Eve with you.”
“Same here, Miss Lucy.” He leaned way down to plant a smacking kiss on her cheek. “Maybe we'll see each other again sometime.”
“Maybe we will. And, um, maybe you'll be seeing Joan again?” she asked in a broad hint she simply couldn't resist.
He chuckled, catching her meaning. “If it's up to me, I will. What do you think?”
“I think you should definitely call her.”
“Guess I should listen to the doctor,” he said with a grin. “You've had some pretty good ideas so far.”
Lucy watched Bobby Ray take a warm leave of Miss Annie and Pop, and then he said his goodbyes to Tyler and Tricia. It was so obvious to her that he had already grown fond of the children. Joan needn't worry about her kids being a barrier to a possible relationship with this big, kind-hearted man.
Way to go, Santa, Lucy thought with a mental thumbs-up. Now, if only he had come through as well for her…
It seemed much quieter in the house without Bobby Ray's deep voice and booming laughter. Joan was particularly preoccupied after his departure, obviously distracted by her own thoughts. Less than an hour after he left, at just before two that afternoon, she deemed the roads clear enough for her to continue her journey to her mother's house.
“You be very careful,” Lucy cautioned her. “And have a wonderful Christmas with your family.”
“I will. Thank you.” Joan gave her an impulsive hug. “We're going to get together for lunch in Conway soon?”
“Definitely. I'll look forward to hearing from you.”
Lucy felt a tug at the bottom of her sweater. “Merry Christmas, Miss Lucy,” Tricia said, copying Bobby Ray's nickname for her. The little girl was already swaddled in her coat, hat and scarf, and had her new doll tucked protectively into the curve of her left arm. “Thank you for the books. I like them a lot.”
Reaching down to hug the child, Lucy replied, “You're very welcome, Tricia. I hope you enjoy them.”
“Thank you for my books, too,” Tyler said after a subtle nudge from his mother.
Lucy knew better than to embarrass him with a hug, but she gave him a warm smile instead. “You're welcome, too, Tyler. I hope you have a wonderful Christmas with your grandmother.”
The children then thanked Banner again for the wooden toys and Miss Annie for the knitted gifts. They hugged Pop when he held out his arms to them-Tyler with a macho show of reluctance that he didn't really seem to mean-and both told Pop how much they had enjoyed singing Christmas carols with him.
Tyler took his fondest farewell of Banner's dog-the only one the boy really seemed to have trouble leaving, Lucy thought in amusement. Going down onto one knee, Tyler hugged the shaggy dog with an affection he hadn't allowed himself to show the others.
“'Bye, Hulk,” Tyler said. “You be a good boy, okay?”
The dog woofed softly and wagged its tail lazily in farewell.
Joan paused shyly in front of Banner. “I don't know how to thank you for all you've done,” she said. “You've been so kind. Are you sure you won't let me repay you at least for…”
He cut in before she could say any more, his voice gruff, his expression embarrassed. “That's not necessary. I enjoyed having company for Christmas. As for the food, it would all have spoiled, anyway, with the power out. I'm glad it went to good use.”
Joan held out her hand to him, obviously accepting that his male pride would not allow him to take money from a single mother. “Then I'll simply say thank you, and merry Christmas.”
He shook her hand. “Merry Christmas to you, too. Drive carefully.”
Lucy sighed a little in response to the awkward kindness in Banner's voice as he spoke to Joan. He was so darned appealing.
Almost as if on cue, the Carters' grandsons arrived just as Joan backed her car carefully out of Banner's driveway. Two handsome, strapping young men who obviously adored their grandparents thanked Banner effusively for offering safe shelter to the stranded couple. They, too, offered reimbursement, but once again Banner refused to even consider accepting.
Lucy made a mental note to make sure he didn't have a chance to refuse the money from herself and Bobby Ray. She would leave it somewhere where he would find it after she was gone. He would be annoyed, but he would realize that he would have done the same had the situation been reversed.
Both Pop and Miss Annie kissed Lucy's cheeks as affectionately as if they had known her for ages rather than hours. And then Miss Annie pulled Banner down to her so she could kiss him, too.
Lucy was delighted when Banner blushed as vividly as a schoolboy.
Pop lingered behind after his grandsons escorted Miss Annie out to the car. His expression was somber when he turned to Banner and Lucy.
“My wife isn't well,” he said, his voice quiet. “This is likely to be her last Christmas on this earth. She wanted to spend it with people she cared about.”
Banner looked almost stricken and at a loss, as Lucy was, about what to say in response to Pop's poignant words. “I'm sorry your plans didn't work out,” he said finally.
Pop smiled then. Gently. Sweetly. “You don't understand. I'm trying to thank you for making her wish come true. Everyone was so kind to her-especially the two of you. You went out of your way to make sure it was a pleasant holiday rather than an unfortunate string of circumstances, and I appreciate your efforts more than you'll ever know.”
Now Lucy was blushing. “It wasn't just us,” she said, knowing she spoke for Banner, too. “Bobby Ray and Joan-”
“Yes, I know everyone pitched in to make it nice,” Pop cut in indulgently. “And I thanked them as they left. Now I must be going. Mother and I have another Christmas celebration waiting for us with even more people that we care about.”
There was an enormous lump in Lucy's throat as she watched the old man shuffle outside, where he was joined hastily by one of his grandsons. She watched until the two vehicles left the driveway, leaving her little car sitting there looking a bit lonely.
She would miss them all, she mused. As much as she looked forward to seeing her own relatives, she felt almost as though she had adopted a second family during the past couple of days.
Even knowing that they had shared the superficial camaraderie of enforced circumstances, she thought the warmth between them had been sincere. She had genuinely liked each one of her fellow travelers, and she hoped to see them all again. She thought she had made a new friend in Joan, and she always welcomed new friends.
As for Banner…
She turned to face him, suddenly, intensely aware that they were now alone in his house. She was free to leave at any time-but she didn't want to go just yet. She only wished she knew how Banner felt about her.
Banner didn't want Lucy to go. Even though he knew it was time for her to move on, time for her to return to a life that didn't include him, he dreaded the thought of saying goodbye to her. The requisite niceties, the patently false assurances that they would see each other again sometime, the polite offer and rejection of compensation, the expressions of gratitude he didn't want.
It had been bad enough from the others, but that wasn't at all the way he wanted to part from Lucy.
Problem was, he didn't want to part from Lucy at all. At least, not yet, he corrected himself.
But because he saw no point in delaying the inevitable, he drew a deep breath and turned to her. “Thanks for helping me see everyone off. I know you're eager to join your father and your other family members.”
“Yes. But there's no reason for me to rush away. It's just a little more than a two-hour drive from here, and it's not even three o'clock yet.”
Was she telling him she was in no hurry to leave? Remembering the way she had kissed him in the kitchen earlier, he wondered again if she was seeing something in him that wasn't really there, if she was perhaps mistaking simple-if powerful-physical attraction for something more lasting.
He cleared his throat. “It'll be nice to have my house to myself again. I'm not used to having a lot of people around. I get a lot more done when Hulk and I have the place to ourselves.”
Amusement warmed her pretty face and gleamed in her emerald eyes, as if she were savoring a joke she wasn't ready to share with him. “I'm sure Hulk is excellent company.”
“Ideal company,” he replied, studying her smile with some suspicion. “He doesn't expect me to entertain him or cater to him. He isn't offended when I spend all day in my workshop or if I'm not in the mood to talk or play. It doesn't bother him that I don't know when his birthday is and he has no interest in mine. He's happy with a simple life-plain food, a warm bed, an occasional tummy rub. He's never asked for more from me than I was willing-or able-to give.”
“That's quite an endorsement, Hulk,” she murmured, patting the dog's shaggy head. “You should be very proud. What breed is he, by the way?”
Realizing that she was talking to him again, Banner cleared his throat. “Beats the hell out of me. I found him on my doorstep when he was a pup about three years ago. I figured he was so ugly someone just dumped him.”
“And because you identified with him, you took him in and made him your friend,” Lucy murmured. And then she laughed at his expression.
“I don't mean you identified with the ugly part,” she assured him. “You've got enough mirrors around here to know you're just the opposite of ugly. But perhaps there were other things about him that reminded you of yourself.”
How had she possibly known how strongly he had been drawn to the gawky, oddball, unwanted stray pup he'd found huddling defensively in his yard? And when she had said he was the opposite of ugly, did that mean she found him…?
Shaking his head impatiently, he half turned away. “I'm sure you're eager to get on the road.”
“You seem awfully anxious for me to leave.” She reached out to rest a hand on his forearm. “Maybe I was mistaken, but I thought we had a few things to say to each other before I go.”
His first instinct was to move away from her, but her touch felt too good to shake off so easily. Instead he resorted to cynicism. “The professor and the woodworker? I can't imagine we'd have much to say to each other.”
He'd expected either hurt or anger in response to his dismissive tone. He wasn't prepared for her laughter. The low, husky sound of it went straight to his loins, even as it baffled him. What the hell was so funny?
Her hand slid slowly up his arm to his shoulder, and his imagination kicked into overdrive, so that he could almost feel little pops of electricity everywhere she touched him. “I think we can find something to talk about,” she murmured, looking up at him through her wickedly long lashes.
He swallowed heavily. “You, uh, should realize that we didn't meet under normal circumstances. The holiday mood probably influenced you, and I've made an effort to be…well, more charming than usual. I'm not really like-damn it, would you stop laughing at me?”
“I can't help it.” Her smile was nearly blinding, her eyes glittering with firelight and appreciation. “You're just so sweet when you're all panicky and noble.”
Sweet, panicky, noble. Not one of those adjectives pleased him. “I am not panicky,” he informed her, choosing the one that bothered him most. “I'm trying to keep you from doing something you'll regret.”
“I'll worry about my regrets. Do you want me to leave now, Banner? Because if you do, I certainly don't want to overstay my welcome.”
“No.” He had answered without having to think about it. “But-”
Lucy moved a little closer to him. “You know that make-believe mistletoe in the kitchen?”
“Yeah?”
“It just moved into this room,” she said as she rose onto her tiptoes.
Oh, hell. Who was he to resist mistletoe-even the make-believe kind?
He dragged her against him and closed his mouth over hers, tasting the smile that had been taunting and tempting him.
Had her mouth not been otherwise occupied, Lucy might have been tempted to sigh with relief. She had been so sure that Banner didn't really want to send her away, but she knew the mutual attraction that had developed so quickly between them made him very nervous.
She couldn't blame him; she'd felt the same way initially. But then, Lucy had always been the type to make up her mind quickly. Banner, apparently, took a bit more persuasion.
And this kiss, she thought, sliding her hands up to lock behind his neck, was a heck of an argument in her favor.
His arms were around her now, and the strength she felt in those woodworker's muscles thrilled her. It would take no effort at all for him to literally sweep her off her feet. He'd already done so figuratively, and as far as she could tell, he had made no effort at all.
He lifted his head just far enough to break the kiss, though he didn't drop his arms. “Why aren't you on your way to Springfield?”
Her hands still clasped behind his neck, she allowed her fingertips to play with the back of his hair. It was lushly thick and surprisingly soft and she would have liked to dive into it with both hands-but that could wait. “I will be. Eventually. But I'm not quite ready to go yet.”
“If you're staying because of me…”
“Well, I'm not staying to spend more time with your dog-no offense, Hulk.”
The dog snuffled a lazy acknowledgment, making her smile before she turned her attention back to Banner.
He was frowning at her, though she noted that he still held her quite closely. “You should think about what I said-about how the last few hours haven't exactly been normal circumstances.”
“Yes, I know. You're worried that I've been so dazzled by your suave charms that I've succumbed to a fleeting infatuation.”
He had the grace to color a bit in response to her wry comments about his awkward insinuations. “Okay, I'm aware that I'm not exactly the social type, but I did make more of an effort than usual these past couple of days.”
“Why?”
Her simple question seemed to confuse him. “Why? I don't know. Because it's Christmas, I guess. The kids…and Miss Annie…it just seemed like the thing to do.”
“You were extremely kind to the children and Miss Annie. And to the rest of us, for that matter. Sharing your home and your hospitality, giving up your bed and letting us decorate your living room…you turned a terribly timed ice storm into a pleasant holiday interlude.”
Frowning fiercely, he shook his head, finally letting his arms drop from around her. He took a step backward, moving away from her touch as he spoke flatly. “That's exactly what I mean. I didn't really do anything except open the door. You were the one who came up with the ideas to entertain the kids and keep everyone else busy and content. I'm not a particularly kind person. In fact, I've been accused of being rude and boring and antisocial.”
Now she was the one who frowned, hearing undertones of old pain in his voice. “Who would say such things about you?”
“My family,” he said with a grim shrug. “And my ex-wife had a few extra adjectives to apply to me, but none I'm comfortable repeating in mixed company.”
Ex-wife. That revelation made her blink a couple of times, but it was the mention of his family that twisted her heart. He tried so hard to pretend it was his own choice to distance himself from his parents and half siblings, but she suspected the distance hurt him-maybe because no one else ever bothered to try to bridge it.
“Has it occurred to you that maybe I see you more clearly than you think I do?” she asked him gently.
That possibility seemed to scare him worse than his theory that she was overromanticizing him. “I, uh-”
He didn't seem to know what else to say.
Banner had been kicked around so much he'd learned to expect nothing better, Lucy decided. His ex-wife had obviously been all wrong for him. Maybe it was his experience with her that made him worry that Lucy was trying to turn him into something he couldn't and didn't want to be.
He had lost confidence in his ability to form relationships with other people-and it was going to take patience and understanding on Lucy's part to convince him there was a chance that something special had developed between them during the past two days. Something that might last a lifetime, if they gave it a chance.
Just as Lucy didn't take long to make up her mind about someone, she saw no need to waste time once she had. “I'd like a chance to get to know the real you, Banner, if you're interested in getting to know the real me. Because, you see, I've been using 'company manners' myself the past couple of days. I'm not really perky and cheerful all the time. Sometimes I'm downright surly.”
That brought a reluctant smile to his lips. “I find that hard to believe.”
“Trust me. Or better yet, ask some of my students. They'll tell you that I can be a pain when I'm in a rotten mood.”
His smile died. “Since the chances are slim that I'll meet any of your higher math students, I doubt that opportunity will ever arise.”
It still seemed to bother him that she was a math professor. Though she didn't quite understand that little hang-up, she figured she would find out the reason eventually. She would deal with it then. If he let her get that far.
She thought she had made it clear enough that she would like to stay a while longer. She had done everything short of tackling him, actually-and she wasn't entirely opposed to that measure, if necessary.
If Lucy had been the shy type who wasn't willing to go after what she wanted, she wouldn't have gotten as far as she had in her career this soon. But she would give him a little more time to make a move toward her first, she thought with a secret smile.
She didn't consider that she was being arrogant. Their last kiss had left little doubt that Banner wanted her.
There was an honesty in his kisses that reflected the innate frankness of the man himself. He wasn't a game player, and he had no patience for the type of insincere flattery other men might use for seduction. He was simply Banner, and to Lucy that fact alone was more captivating than any other man's flowery words had ever been.
This was certainly the first time she had thought about a lasting relationship within forty-eight hours of meeting anyone.
Yet there was still that battle-scarred skittishness to contend with. “Why don't you offer me a cup of tea?” she suggested casually.
The abrupt change of subject seemed to take him aback. “Um, you want some tea?”
“Thank you, I would love some,” she said promptly, as if he were offering rather than merely parroting. More than the tea, she wanted him to relax and stop worrying about what she might expect from him.
At the moment, she wanted nothing more than she had said-a chance to get to know him better. And the best way to get started seemed to be over tea and conversation.
If that didn't work, well, there was always the option of pouncing on him.
The kitchen table seemed bigger somehow with only Banner and Lucy sitting at it. The room itself was notably quiet without the chatter of the departed guests.
Banner was intensely aware of the silence, and self-conscious about his ability to fill it with anything interesting. His ex-wife had expressed her doubts that he would ever develop conversational skills. She had told him once that talking to him had been like trying to carry on a conversation with a block of the wood he worked with.
That had been toward the end of their brief marriage, when she had criticized everything about him, from his lack of ambition to his disinterest in social activities to his thoughtlessness about her happiness. She had taken off not long afterward, and last he'd heard she'd found herself a dirt-track race car driver who liked to party when he wasn't risking his neck at more than a hundred miles an hour. In other words, she had chosen someone who was exactly Banner's opposite-the opposite of the settled, dependable security she had once claimed to want. From all accounts she was much happier now, and so was he, for that matter.
He didn't want to make any more stupid mistakes that would result in anyone else being hurt-himself included.
Lucy seemed perfectly content to sip her tea and wait for him to speak when he was ready, which surprised him since she had claimed a tendency to babble when she was nervous. He supposed she wasn't nervous now, which made him wonder why he was.
He racked his brain for something to say. “So, um, how's your tea?”
She smiled over her cup. “It's delicious, thank you.”
His gaze lingered on her moist, up-curved mouth. And his mind went blank again. Every time Lucy smiled at him, every time she licked a drop of tea from her lips or tossed back her cascade of soft red-gold curls, he went completely tongue-tied.
It was a condition that was familiar to him, since he had never been comfortable making small talk-which made him one lousy date, as he had been informed on a few memorable occasions. But it was even worse with Lucy, because with her-as with no one before her-he actually wanted to be witty and charming and interesting. It was precisely because he couldn't be any of those things that he should be urging her to leave, to join the family that was waiting so impatiently to spend the rest of this Christmas day with her.
He was generally a selfish person, but not even he could feel right about keeping her from that loving family when he couldn't even seem to carry on a conversation with her.
Seeming to sense that he was at a conversational loss, Lucy spoke up. He should have expected her to say something completely unexpected, and she did. “Let's play a game.”
“A game?” he repeated somewhat blankly. “Like what?”
“Twenty questions. Only I'm making a few new rules.”
He felt decidedly wary when he asked, “What new rules?”
“I can ask twenty questions about you, and you can ask twenty questions about me. And no matter what you're asked, you have to answer honestly.”
“And the point of this would be…?”
“It's a very efficient way of getting to know each other. That's one of our goals, isn't it? Exploring the attraction between us? Assessing the potential for more?”
She made it sound as logical and prosaic as if they were considering a financial investment. Must be the math professor in her. Not that he wanted her to start waxing poetic on him, of course. He had already decided that he should be convincing her how incompatible they would be in a long-term relationship-his fault, of course, since there was certainly nothing lacking in Lucy.
Maybe a few blunt answers to her questions would make the futility of any romantic expectations clear to her. Labeling it a game seemed an odd way to determine their fate, but he had learned not to be overly surprised by anything Lucy suggested.



Chapter Nine


“What question do you want to ask me?” Banner said, injecting just enough resignation in his tone to let Lucy know what he really thought about this exercise-which should be her first clue to their incompatibility, he mused.
His reluctance to participate didn't seem to bother her in the least. She reached for one of the cookies he had set out to accompany their tea when she replied. “Question one. Hmm. What's your birthday?”
Hardly a question of deep importance, he thought, which meant he could answer without weighing his words, “April 3. I'll be thirty-one.”
“That's two answers for one question,” she observed cheerily. “I should get extra points.”
“I didn't know we were awarding points.”
“I'll fill you in on that part later. Your turn to ask a question.”
The woman wasn't quite normal, which, Banner had to admit, if only to himself, was one of her charms. “I can't think of anything to ask. You go ahead.”
She sighed heavily. “Banner, you have to play the game correctly. Surely you can think of something to ask me.”
He shrugged. “Okay. What's your birthday?”
“July 25. I'm a Leo. Since you're an Aries, that makes us a very interesting combination.”
He cleared his throat, feeling the need to derail that train of thought before it got a good start. “Yeah, whatever. I've never been particularly interested in astrology. You don't really believe in that stuff, do you?”
“No cheating, dude. It's my turn to ask a question.”
He couldn't help chuckling at her wording. “So it is.”
She lowered her teacup and picked up her half-eaten cookie. “I like it when you laugh. You don't do it often enough.”
“That wasn't a question, it was an observation. Doesn't count.” But he liked that she liked it when he laughed. Which only demonstrated how much she messed with his mind, he thought in exasperation.
She seemed delighted that he was participating in her game, however reluctantly. “Okay, question two. What's your favorite color?”
He didn't know how she figured she was going to get to know him with such superficial questions-nor did he know how he was going to convince her of how different they were if all she asked were trivialities-but he gave her an answer, anyway. “Blue, I guess.”
“Most men say blue. Did you know that?”
“Is that another question?”
“No, just an observation.” She swallowed the last of her cookie and reached for another. “What's your next question?”
“I don't know-what's your favorite color?”
She frowned at him. “You aren't giving this enough thought. You're simply asking the same questions I am.”
“So maybe I really want to know your favorite color. What is it?”
“You know that pinky-purple color that a clear blue sky turns to just before sunset? That's my favorite color.”
Of course it was. He certainly shouldn't have expected her to give a simple, predictable answer like red or green or yellow.
She propped her elbows on the table and studied him. “What sort of music do you like?”
Question three, he thought. Only seventeen more to go. “Alan Jackson's in my CD player right now. Last week I was in the mood for Celtic tunes.”
“Ah. An eclectic listener. So am I-though I suppose I listen to classical recordings more than anything else.”
That was no surprise to him, either. Hadn't he read somewhere that there was a strong connection between mathematics and Mozart? “I didn't ask you what sort of music you liked.”
She chuckled. “Consider that a freebie. You still have eighteen questions.”
Oddly enough, he felt much more relaxed now than he had earlier. Had that been her intention with the whimsical game? He decided it probably had been her plan, since her questions weren't exactly thought provoking.
He tried to think of another question for her. There were a few things he wouldn't mind knowing about her, but most of them seemed too personal to ask. So he asked, instead, “What's your favorite snack food?”
“That's a good one,” she said with a nod of approval. “You can tell a lot about a person from their favorite foods. Have you ever had a deep-fried Twinkie?”
“I can't say that I have. That's your favorite snack?”
“No, but I had one at the state fair last year. I'm a fiend for chocolate-covered malted milk balls. I love the way they dissolve in your mouth when the chocolate is gone.”
Banner cleared his throat and shifted a bit in his chair. Something about the sensuous look on her face aroused him all over again. “I see.”
“Aren't you going to tell me your favorite snack?”
“You haven't asked,” he reminded her.
The way her full lower lip protruded when she pouted was enough to raise his blood pressure by a few dozen points. He dragged his gaze away from her mouth and reached for a cookie as she said, “Okay, if you have to be picky about it, I'll make it a formal question. What's your favorite snack food?”
“Moon pies.”
“Chocolate or banana?”
His left eyebrow rose. “That's question number five?”
“No. It's four-A.”
His mouth twitched with a wanna-be smile. “I'm not sure that's in the rules.”
“I make the rules,” she reminded him airily. “Chocolate or banana?”
“Banana.”
“Yuck.”
“No editorializing, please. That happens to be my favorite.”
“I don't remember seeing any moon pies in your pantry.”
“I'm out. Finished them off a couple of days ago and haven't been back to the store since. I'll stock up with a half-dozen boxes next time I go to town.”
She looked him up and down in a leisurely manner that made his heart start to pound. “Sure doesn't look like you eat half a dozen boxes of moon pies at a time. Not an extra ounce on you.”
Damn. He could almost feel himself starting to blush. Because she had embarrassed him, he blurted his next question without thought, grabbing randomly for another cookie at the same time, even though he hadn't taken a bite of the first one yet. “Have you always been afraid of the dark?”
Lucy didn't seem to find the question too personal. Nor did she seem to mind answering. “I think it started when I was ten or eleven. That's when my mother got sick, and she seemed to always be worse at night. Several times I woke up and found a baby-sitter in the house after my father had taken my mother to the hospital. It got to where I was afraid to go to bed because I didn't know what would have changed in my world by the time I woke up.”
She sighed a little and gazed down into her teacup as she continued, “I woke one morning to be told that she had passed away during the night-just as I had always predicted, I suppose. I've given a lot of thought to my neurosis during the past few years, and that's the best answer I can come up with. It's not that I'm so terrified of the dark that I turn into a screaming hysteric or anything like that-I just don't like not being able to see.”
Because he didn't know what to say in response to that heart-wrenching explanation, and being so lousy at expressing sympathy, Banner changed the subject. “Are you cold? We can move back into the living room in front of the fire, if you are.”
“No, I'm fine. This sweater's warm and the hot tea tastes wonderful. And I'm enjoying our game. It's a way for me to get to know the real you.”
That was the problem, of course. He wasn't sure how to show anyone the real him. He just…was.
Still looking at him much too knowingly, Lucy said, “My turn to ask a question. What's your first name?”
That made him frown. “Haven't I told you that already?” She smiled again. “No. You said to call you Banner.”
“Oh.” Embarrassed, he shrugged. “Habit, I guess. It's Richard. Richard Merchant Banner.”
“You don't care for the name Richard? And that's question 6-A, not a new one.”
He shrugged again without protesting her fast-and-loose rule making. “It's my father's name. I answered-reluctantly-to Ricky as a kid, but I outgrew that by the time I was in high school. Never really liked any of the other nicknames for Richard and my middle name is my mother's maiden name, not exactly one I'd want to answer to. Banner just seemed to suit me.”
“Richard Banner. It's a nice name.”
“It's my father's,” he repeated. “I'd have preferred a name of my own.”
She seemed to consider that response as she slowly chewed a bite of cookie, and then she swallowed and prodded, “Your turn.”
“Er-what's your middle name?”
“Jane, after my maternal grandmother. My aunt Janie was named for her, too.”
He really couldn't think of anything else to ask about her that seemed safely impersonal. Wasn't she tired of this game yet? Did she really intend to ask him fifteen more inconsequential questions? He didn't see what she thought they were accomplishing, other than killing time by making small talk.
She certainly wasn't getting to know the “real” him with such trivialities.
But Lucy's next question turned out to be far from innocuous. “What was your ex-wife like?” she asked, her gaze focused intently on his face.
Banner's response was a startled, “Why?”
“I'm just curious. We're trying to get to know each other better, remember? I'll tell you about my last serious relationship, if you like, and you don't even have to use one of your questions. Not that there's much to tell. I thought I had found a partner, and he thought he had found a second mommy. Wanted me to take care of his needs without giving much consideration to mine. Needless to say, it didn't last long. How about your marriage?”
Deciding to think about what she had told him later, he concentrated on her question. “It lasted less than a year.”
“Did you love her?”
It was an extremely personal question, of course, and he had every right to decline to answer. Some things didn't belong in any sort of game. Instead, he scowled and said flatly, “I thought we were suited. I was mistaken. I was trying to prove that everyone else was wrong about my ability to maintain a meaningful relationship with another person, but all I succeeded in doing was proving that they had been right after all.”
Lucy shook her head in exasperation. “You decided that from one failed relationship? Didn't it occur to you that perhaps you simply ran your experiment with the wrong partner?”
He shrugged. “I know exactly what I proved. And that was your seventh question, by the way.”
Her hands wrapped tightly around her teacup, she ignored the reference to the game. “You're afraid to try again to have a real relationship with anyone.”
“I'm not afraid,” he countered instantly. “Just realistic.”
“So the kisses we've shared have been…?”
She let the quiet words fade off, waiting for him to complete the sentence.
“They were nice,” he said after a moment. “But I know you'll have to leave soon.”
He was making it clear that he would do nothing to detain her. “Nice,” she repeated with a lifted eyebrow. “That's the way you describe our kisses?”
A faint flush crept up his neck from the open collar of his sweatshirt. It seemed that he had accidentally tripped over her feminine ego. “They were, uh, really nice. Great.”
Without warning, Lucy rose and rounded the table toward him. He rose instinctively to meet her.
Stopping directly in front of him, she reached out to stroke a hand up his chest. “I really think I can do better than 'nice.' Why don't you give me a chance to prove it?”
He really tried to resist her. But then her other arm went around his neck, and his willpower crumbled just like the cookie he'd been mutilating only moments before.
His arms went around her and his mouth met hers.
The spectacular kiss-much better than nice-was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. It wasn't a sound Banner heard much, so it took him a moment to identify the sound. Dragging his mouth from Lucy's, he released her and snagged the receiver from the kitchen extension. His voice was gruff when he barked, “Hello.”
After only a slight pause, a man's voice asked, “Is Lucy Guerin there?”
“Yeah. Hold on.” Banner motioned with the phone toward his guest. “It's for you.”
He moved aside as she took the phone, giving him a smile that made his chest tighten again. Lucy's high-voltage smiles were definitely dangerous, especially when they followed one of her mega-watt kisses.
Hulk was sitting at the door, patiently waiting to be let outside. As Banner moved to open the door, he heard Lucy say into the phone, “Daddy! Merry Christmas. Are you at Aunt Janie's house?”
He wasn't eavesdropping, Banner assured himself. But he couldn't help overhearing a little of her conversation as his dog ambled out through the open door. The affection in Lucy's voice was obvious, indicating that she loved her father despite having lived away from him since she was very young.
He wondered if Lucy's father had made a special effort to stay in touch with his daughter despite the distance between them. Had he called regularly on the phone, sent her cards or letters, made sure she had a gift from him for every birthday? He wondered if Lucy's father had been there for any concerts and dance recitals and sporting events she might have participated in.
Banner would bet Major Guerin had done all those things when his military career had allowed-unlike Richard Banner, who had always been much too busy to regularly remember the son he had fathered with his high school girlfriend.
Maybe if Richard had made the effort occasionally, Banner himself would have turned out differently-or maybe not. And it was too late to dwell on such things now, anyway.
Disgusted with himself for his uncharacteristic bout of self-pity, he tuned out Lucy's warm, happy voice and stepped onto the porch, ignoring the cold that seeped through his sweatshirt and jeans. His breath hung in front of him as he stood at the top of the steps, watching Hulk halfheartedly give chase to a fat squirrel.
Banner stuck his hands in his pockets to warm them and studied the damage the ice had done to the surrounding trees. Broken limbs littered the ground and hung precariously from the tallest branches. Most of the ice had melted into splotches of mud, though frozen patches still gleamed in some of the deepest shadows where the sun hadn't yet penetrated.
The sky was clear, the almost blinding blue of a crisp winter day. He could smell the tang of bruised evergreens and the wood smoke that drifted lazily from his chimney.
Hulk seemed to be in no hurry to go back inside, having been cooped up for the past couple of days. Banner knew the feeling. He wouldn't mind going for a long run, himself. He seemed to be in need of some heavy physical activity to take his mind off…well, other things.
He was lucky no limbs had crashed through his roof, he thought as he surveyed the mess on the ground to distract himself from what had gone on inside the house. He had a lot of cleaning up to do in the next few days. Damage control, he thought.
He would be wise to limit the damage to broken limbs, rather than risk any personal scars left behind by a certain kissable Christmas elf. He just wasn't so sure he had any more control over that than he'd had over the weather.
Lucy was watching the back door when she hung up the phone. Banner had gone outside almost ten minutes earlier and he hadn't been wearing a coat. He must be half frozen by now.
If he'd left to give her privacy, it hadn't been necessary.
She hadn't said anything to her father that she would have minded Banner overhearing.
She opened the door quietly, catching her breath when a gust of cold air rushed inside like an impatient visitor. Banner must not have heard the door open. He had wandered into the yard and was studying a small tree that looked to have broken nearly in two beneath the weight of the ice.
Lucy would have been shivering like crazy out there in a sweatshirt and jeans, but Banner seemed indifferent to the temperature. Was he really that tough or just that good at blocking his feelings?
As if he had sensed her standing there, he looked around, his eyes meeting hers. Even with the distance between them, she felt the impact of his intense gaze like a physical touch.
“Aren't you cold?” she asked after clearing her throat. “Would you like me to bring you your coat?”
“No. I'm coming in. C'mon, Hulk, leave that squirrel alone and let's go get warm.”
Lucy moved out of the way as Banner and the dog came back inside. Banner passed almost close enough to brush against her, and she could feel the cold radiating from him. What had driven him outside so impulsively that he hadn't even stopped for his coat?
She followed him into the living room, where he threw another log on the fire and then stood there soaking in the warmth. “Looks as though there was a lot of damage to your trees,” she said to start him talking again.
“Yeah.”
“Was there any damage to your house? Are all your water pipes okay?”
“They're well insulated. I think everything is fine.”
The dog gave a huge yawn, turned around a couple of times and settled down for a nap on the hearth rug. Banner looked down at the beast as if he were considering joining him.
Lucy settled into the rocker where Miss Annie had spent so much of the past two days. It was amazingly comfortable, the slat back and solid oak seat carved to cradle her. An easy push of her foot set it in motion, probably giving her an appearance of relaxation she didn't feel just then.
The afternoon sun streamed through the windows, shining on the glittery stars Joan's children had left behind. The scent of cedar wafted from the corner, drawing Lucy's attention to the cheery little Christmas tree, and the fire popped and sputtered merrily, as if trying to do its part to lighten Banner's tense mood.
It didn't seem to be working. He just stood there, staring moodily into the fire, apparently oblivious to the decorations…and to her. It seemed the game she had so impulsively initiated was over, ended by her switch from casual, impersonal questions to a more personal-and more painful-subject.
Maybe she should go. In Springfield, she would be welcomed with smiles and open arms, unlike the strained atmosphere of this room.
She had never been one to hang around where she wasn't wanted-and she did eventually take a hint, though sometimes she was a bit slow to give up when she had set her sights on something. Maybe this was one of those times when she should throw in the towel.
There was only one way to find out how Banner felt about it. Placing her hands on the arms of the rocker, she pushed herself to her feet. “I think it's time for me to let you have your privacy back. I'll just get my things out of the bathroom, and I'll be on my way.”
He reached out unexpectedly to catch her arm when she would have walked past him. “Wait.”
She looked up at him with a renewed hope. “Something else you want to say?”
“Something else I want to do,” he corrected after a rather lengthy hesitation. And then he drew her against him.
“You're really not one for conversation, are you?” she murmured, smiling as she slid her hands up his still-chilled chest.
“Sometimes it's better not to talk,” he muttered in return, and proceeded to demonstrate.
Okay, this was definitely promising, she thought, letting herself sink into his kiss. Maybe Banner had trouble with words, but he communicated beautifully this way.
Standing on her tiptoes, she clung to his neck and allowed her mind to shut down. To paraphrase Banner: sometimes it was better not to overthink things.
Once again it was the shrill ring of the telephone that brought an end to the kiss before it flared out of control.
Aroused and somewhat disoriented, Banner glared at the insistent instrument. Damn it, he hadn't had half a dozen calls in the past month. And now the stupid phone rang twice in one afternoon, each time interrupting a very interesting interlude?
It was probably an omen that he should heed. Instead, he heard himself urging, “Just let it ring this time.”
Lucy rolled her eyes and motioned toward the table where the telephone sat. “We can't do that. It could be an important call.”
He shoved a hand through his hair and tried to regain control of his raging hormones as he reached reluctantly for the receiver. “Hello,” he said, frustration making his voice even more curt than usual.
“Hi, Rick. I just called to say merry Christmas.”
He recognized his paternal half sister's voice after only a momentary hesitation. “Thanks. You, too. How's it going, Brenda?”
“My sister,” he mouthed to Lucy, who was hovering close by in case the call was for her again.
She nodded, then turned to leave the room, obviously to give him privacy.
Banner turned his attention back to the call, hearing his sister say, “Everything's fine, I suppose. We wish you could have joined us for Christmas, of course. We missed you at the dining table.”
Banner doubted that was true. As little as he usually contributed to one of the lively, and most often political, mealtime discussions at his father's table, he couldn't imagine that his presence had been missed. His sister was simply being polite. “Tell everyone I said hello,” he said.
He wasn't particularly surprised that his father hadn't called. Richard Banner wasn't exactly supportive of his eldest son. He had never approved of Banner's decision not to attend college and to attain limited success as a woodworker rather than in the higher-profit and higher-profile careers Richard's two younger offspring were pursuing.
Banner's mother hadn't called, either. That, too, was no surprise to him. His mother was sulking because he hadn't attended her Christmas dinner, even though she usually wasted their time together criticizing his appearance, his lack of interest in social skills and his decision to live in rural Arkansas “like some backwoods hillbilly.” Her words, not his. She had always been miffed that he preferred the simple existence of his great-uncle to the social climbing lifestyle she and her husband maintained so frantically.
As different as they were, Banner's parents still shared one thing in common. They were both disappointed in the son they had produced together.
He supposed he would call his mother in a little while. A call from him would appease her somewhat-at least until the next time he didn't live up to her expectations, which would come along soon enough.
“You know, Rick, you could try to get along better with Dad,” Brenda said, the argument an old and tired one as far as Banner was concerned. “You are a member of this family. I don't know why you pretend you aren't.”
“I know exactly where I stand in the family. And I get along fine with the old man. He talks, I pretend to listen, and then we both go back to our own lives. I guess you could say it works for us.”
“But Tim and I hardly know you. You don't let us get to know you.”
It wasn't that Banner didn't care at all about his half siblings. He simply didn't have much in common with them. Couldn't imagine that they had very much to say to each other on a regular basis.
Brenda shouldn't take it personally. He didn't interact any more with his two other half sisters, as his mother frequently pointed out. Not that his mother wanted him to have any undue influence over her well-connected daughters, but she would have been royally perturbed if she thought he was closer to his father's offspring than to her own.
Banner's family-both of his families-were basically nice people. His parents were hardworking, successful, upstanding citizens, and all his siblings seemed to be following that same path. He didn't dislike any of them.
He simply didn't fit in. He never had. He couldn't imagine that he ever would. It had taken him a lot of time and a lot of anguish before he had finally accepted that fact.
Because he didn't want to deliberately hurt his sister's feelings, he made an effort to sound interested when he asked, “So, how are you and Tim? Everything going okay for the two of you?”
The resignation in her voice when she responded told him that she knew exactly why he had asked. “I'm fine. Very busy, of course, but that's just part of the career I've chosen. Tim-well, I guess he's fine, too.”
“Something wrong?”
“I don't know. He's seemed unusually distracted lately. A little subdued. Probably the natural stress of a first-year law student.”
“Probably. Well, tell him I said hello, will you? And, uh, merry Christmas.”
“Sure. I'll tell him. Goodbye, Rick.”
He hung up knowing that he had disappointed her. It was something he seemed to do to other people on a regular basis without even trying.
Which, he reminded himself, was why he had chosen to isolate himself from other people to a large extent, learning to be content with his own company and his own pursuits.
It still seemed like a good plan to him. One he would probably be foolish to change at this stage.
After a moment he went into the kitchen to rejoin Lucy. She was sitting at the table reading a woodworking magazine he'd left lying on the bar. She seemed oblivious to the chill in this room that did not benefit from the heat of the fire in the living room.
Hulk padded into the kitchen, moving without hesitation to his empty food bowl, where he stopped to look hopefully at Banner. Banner reached into the pantry to pull out a bag of dry dog food, which he poured into the big stainless steel bowl.
“Your sister called to wish you a merry Christmas?” Lucy asked, looking up from the magazine.
He nodded as he turned to replace the dog food bag in the pantry. “Yeah. She must have been the designated caller from Dad's family.”
“Did I hear you call her Brenda?”
“Right. My father's daughter. The medical student.”
“She probably missed seeing you today.”
“She said she did.”
“Don't you miss seeing her? And your other siblings?”
He shrugged, keeping his eyes on the stainless steel water bowl he was washing and filling with clean water. “I think I've told you before that I'm not really close to my half siblings. Not much in common with them.”
“But you love them, of course. After all, they're your family.”
“Yeah, I guess.” He reminded himself that Lucy couldn't understand what it had been like for him, belonging to two families but not really being a part of either of them.
Sometimes Lucy had a way of looking at him as if she could read his mind. As if she really could understand, after all. And that, too, was a dangerous way for him to think, tempting him to believe they were more alike than they really were. To harbor a faint, foolish hope that, with Lucy at least, he was more than just a misfit.
Turning away from that gaze that looked entirely too perceptive, he set the dog's water bowl next to the food dish. “I'd better call my mother,” he said gruffly. “She'll be annoyed if I don't call her today.”
There was nothing like a chat with his mother to bring him back to harsh reality, he assured himself.



Chapter Ten


The afternoon wasn't going exactly as Lucy might have hoped. Banner was more distant now than he had been before their latest kiss. She supposed she shouldn't have been surprised. This seemed to be a classic panicky-male retreat, the behavior of a man who had gotten closer to someone than he had intended.
If she looked at it that way, it was almost a compliment, she mused.
Of course, it was just as likely that Banner regretted what had developed between them and was now trying to think of an excuse to send her on her way as gently as possible.
Because that possibility depressed her, she decided she would stick with the first explanation. She wanted to believe he was starting to care for her, but he was afraid of his feelings. Knowing his family background, and considering his broken marriage, it was an entirely credible possibility, she assured herself.
Lucy still believed Banner belonged at the top of her prospect list. Now it was just a matter of convincing him.
She was sitting in front of the fire, rubbing the dog's ears, when Banner rejoined her after his conversation with his mother. She studied his face from beneath her eyelashes, trying to guess how the call had gone. She found no clue in his expression, which was absolutely emotionless.
He looked at her for a moment, then managed a faint, polite smile that didn't soften his face in the least. “Looks like you've made a friend for life.”
His dog was sprawled beside her, eyes closed in ecstasy as she rubbed the sensitive areas behind his ears. Had he been a cat, he would have been purring. As it was, he gave an occasional groan of pleasure. “He's a very sweet dog. I can see why you love him.”
Banner's smile faded. He shrugged, apparently trying for the appearance of nonchalance. “He's okay-for a dog.”
He wouldn't even admit that he loved his pet, Lucy thought with a ripple of sadness. Would he-or could he-ever admit that he loved anyone else?
Determined to get him talking again, Lucy plugged on. “You spoke to your mother?”
“Yes.”
“She and the rest of your family are well, I hope. Enjoying their holiday.”
“Apparently.”
“I'm sure she appreciated your call.”
“I guess.”
Lucy was getting frustrated-and a bit annoyed. Banner knew how to carry on a conversation. He was just being stubborn.
What, exactly, was he trying to prove?
When he did finally speak, his words weren't exactly encouraging. “You really should get on the road. The pavement could get slippery again when the temperatures drop after dark.”
Giving Hulk one last pat, Lucy rose. “You seem in a hurry to see me off.”
“It isn't that. But I know your family is anxious for you to join them. And you do want to see them, don't you?”
She did, actually. It was Christmas, after all, and Christmas was meant to be spent with family. It had been several months since she had last seen her father, and she knew he was impatient for her to arrive. But it was still harder than she might have imagined to leave Banner.
How could she have imagined two days ago when she'd set off on her drive to her aunt's house that she would fall hard for a stranger on the way? Because whatever this was that had developed between her and Banner, it was much more than a fleeting infatuation, at least on her part.
“Why don't you come with me?” she asked on a sudden rush of inspiration. “I hate to leave you here with no electricity. My family would welcome you. Aunt Janie's a fabulous cook, and my cousins are always fun.”
Banner was shaking his head before she'd even finished speaking. “Thanks, but I'm not much for family gatherings -not even my own family, obviously. Besides, I have work to do here, remember? A full order that I've barely gotten started on.”
She hadn't really expected him to accept, but it had been worth a shot. Torn between going and staying, she pushed a hand through her tumbled curls. “Will we see each other again?”
There was a long pause before Banner said, “You know where I live. Maybe you could stop by and visit sometime on your way to your aunt's house.”
She supposed she should be encouraged that he left an opening for them to continue seeing each other, though it hadn't exactly been a formal invitation. As obvious as it was that he considered them an unlikely pair-and, yes, she had understood exactly what he had tried to tell her during their twenty-questions game-he still couldn't deny the attraction between them.
“Maybe I will,” she said.
He nodded. His expression shuttered. “Fine.”
Pushing her hands into her pockets, she said reluctantly, “Then I guess I'd better get on the road.”
“I'll help you take your things out to the car.”
He could have sounded a little less eager to help, she thought with a frown.
Lucy glanced around the living room as they prepared to step out a few minutes later. “Are you sure you don't want me to help you take down these decorations before I leave?”
“No. I'll do it.”
She gave one last look at the funny little tree, the scattered stars and paper chains. And then, with a tiny sigh, she turned and walked out, promising herself that she would see this room again.
Banner waited until she had tossed her belongings into the back of her car, and then he opened the driver's side door for her. “Drive carefully.”
“I will.”
“Have a nice Christmas with your family.”
“Thank you. For everything, Banner. You've been incredibly generous.”
Her expression of gratitude made him scowl. “Forget it. You'd better go now before it gets dark.”
She bit her lip for a moment, then turned toward the car, growing increasingly depressed by his rush to see her off. “Merry Christmas, Banner.”
He laid a hand on her shoulder, turning her back to face him. “You forgot something.”
She looked up at him expectantly. “What?”
He pointed upward with his other hand.
Following the gesture, she frowned in question, seeing nothing but deepening blue sky above them. “I don't-”
“The mistletoe,” he cut in to remind her. “I believe it has followed us out here.”
The unexpected flight of whimsy made her smile in delight-and remember exactly why she had begun to like him so much. “I believe you're right.”
He kissed her lingeringly, more tenderly than he had before. There was a lot of emotion in this kiss, but she was afraid she also sensed a finality that she didn't want to accept.
Maybe Banner really believed this was goodbye, she thought as she climbed into her car and started the engine. But as far as she was concerned, it was just the beginning for them.
That thought made it a bit easier for her to steer her car out of his driveway and onto the road that led her away from him.
Banner watched Lucy's car until it was out of his sight. Only then did he turn and walk back into his dark, chilly house. Hulk was still sleeping on the rug in front of the fire, and the silence was both absolute and very familiar.
Had it not been for the handmade decorations scattered around his living room, it would have been as if the past couple of days had never happened.
For a moment he stood in the center of the room, picturing Miss Annie in the rocker, Pop and Bobby Ray on the couch, Joan in the wing chair and the children playing on the hearth rug. And Lucy, flitting around the room like the lady of the house, making sure everyone was happy and comfortable. Oddly enough, he had enjoyed most of the interlude with his unexpected guests.
He wondered if he would ever see any of them again. Most specifically, he wondered if he would ever see Lucy again.
Sure, she had said she might stop by again sometime. But he wondered if she would still feel the same way after a few days away from him, back with her family. Once the rosy, romantic glow of their holiday adventure had worn off, she would probably see him more clearly, and perhaps wonder what she had briefly seen in the reclusive, divorced woodworker who couldn't even maintain a close relationship with his own family members.
He shook his head impatiently and moved toward the Christmas tree. Might as well get rid of all this stuff now that everyone was gone. He still had a few packages to open in his bedroom-the usual shirts, books and food gifts from his family. He had mailed his customary gifts to them-Internet-ordered gift certificates for everyone. Easy, efficient, and guaranteed to fit.
Maybe he would warm some apple cider in a little while and drink it in front of the fire, he decided. The perfect Christmas celebration, in his opinion. Just himself and his faithful dog enjoying the peace and quiet together, as he had intended when he had declined his parents' invitations to spend the holidays with them.
When he looked around the room this time, those echo images of his guests were gone. Except for Lucy. Something told him he would be seeing her in his mind for quite some time.
“So tell me about this man who opened his home to a group of stranded travelers,” Janie McDonald urged Lucy late Christmas evening. “What was he like?”
The two women had escaped to Janie's sitting room while Janie's husband and Lucy's father sat in front of the big-screen TV in the den to watch a war-themed DVD one of them had received as a gift. Janie had decorated her room as a feminine retreat, with thick-cushioned love seats and rockers, bookshelves filled with fiction and knickknacks, a small-screened TV and a sizable collection of classic movies.
A big basket beside Janie's favorite chair was stuffed with crocheting supplies for the thick, warm afghans Janie crafted while she watched those films. The multicolored skeins of yarn reminded Lucy of Miss Annie.
But it had been Banner that her aunt had asked about, she reminded herself. How on earth could she describe Banner?
“He's interesting,” she said, then shook her head at the inadequacy of the adjective. “He's a very talented woodworker who makes beautiful furniture. He has an understated sense of humor that's not always readily apparent, and he's much nicer and kinder than he gives himself credit for. He thinks of himself as a misfit, a bit of an outsider-because his parents and stepparents have made him feel that way, I think. He lacks confidence in himself and his people skills, but he really isn't the loner he tries to convince everyone, including himself, that he is.”
“He does sound interesting,” Janie murmured, studying Lucy speculatively. “How old did you say he is?”
“He'll be thirty-one on April third.”
“Sounds as if you got to know him fairly well in a short time.”
Remembering several heated kisses, Lucy had to make a determined effort not to blush. “There wasn't much to do except talk,” she said evasively. “With the electricity out and all, I mean.”
“You said he was a nice-looking young man?”
“I didn't say what he looked like,” Lucy corrected, not being fooled for a moment.
“But he is nice looking?”
“He's gorgeous,” Lucy admitted with a sigh. “Pretty enough to frame and hang on a wall.”
Janie laughed. “He sounds more interesting all the time. Are you going to see him again?”
“Absolutely.” After all, Banner had left that choice open, she reminded herself with characteristic optimism.
“Sounds promising.”
“Definite potential,” Lucy agreed. “But the man is skittish.”
Janie waved a hand in dismissal. “Honey, they all are.”
“Yes, but trust me, this one's the champ.”
Her aunt shrugged. “That just means you have to be a bit more persistent-or devious, as the need might be.”
Lucy laughed. “As much as I appreciate the confidence you show in me, I wouldn't be planning any wedding showers yet. As determined as I can be when I set my mind to something, I'm not sure even I'm a match for Richard Merchant Banner.”
Janie only smiled at the niece she had raised as her own daughter for so many years. “If it comes down to a battle of wills between you and this Richard Banner, my money is on you.”
Lucy wasn't making any bets herself. But it was nice to know she had at least one supporter firmly in her corner.
Banner woke to the rumble of central heating on the morning after Christmas. An overhead light burned directly into his eyes when he opened them. In the background he could hear the hum of his refrigerator and the other electric appliances that provided the generally unnoticed noise of modern life. They sounded unnaturally loud after the absolute silence.
Yawning, he rolled over in his sleeping bag, dislodging Hulk, who had been sleeping with his head on Banner's stomach. Even though his bedroom had been free, Banner had slept in the living room again last night. He just hadn't been in the mood to sleep alone in his big bed.
He had taken down all the Christmas decorations before turning in, so his house looked normal again. He wondered how long it would be until he felt the same as he had before meeting Lucy.
She had been his last thought before falling asleep, and his first upon awakening this morning. How could someone who had been in his life less than forty-eight hours have made such a powerful impact on him?
Because the house seemed unusually quiet, even with the appliances making their sounds, he turned on the television for noise while he cooked and ate breakfast. He was going to have to make a grocery run this afternoon to replenish his supplies, he thought with a glance into his nearly empty pantry. And then he intended to lose himself in his work, keeping himself too busy to think and too tired to lie awake that night mentally replaying ill-advised kisses.
Four-month-old Nicolas McDonald kicked happily in Lucy's arms, his wet, toothless baby smile making her melt in response. She leaned over to nuzzle his chubby cheeks, which gave him the perfect opportunity to grab a fistful of her red curls.
Carefully disentangling herself, she wrinkled her nose at him. “You are adorable,” she said.
He gurgled in smug agreement.
This was her cousin Tony's youngest child, and Lucy was crazy about him-as she was his three-year-old sister and their eight-and six-year-old cousins. She had always loved children. Never in her life had she considered that she wouldn't have any of her own, though motherhood had been one of her back-burner goals, something that could wait while she pursued her education. Now that her twenties were slipping so quickly away from her, she was becoming more aware of passing time.
Oh, sure, she was still quite young. She knew plenty of women who were putting childbearing off until their thirties, even beyond. But Lucy felt that she was at a prime point now, both physically and emotionally.
Sure, she could have a child on her own, do the single-mother thing-and she had no doubt that she could be good at the role. But she wanted it all-husband, partner, children, dog and picket fence. And Lucy had never been content to settle for less than everything she wanted.
“You're so good with children,” Tony's wife, Hannah, said, as she watched Lucy play with the baby. “I've always wondered why you chose to be at the university instead of teaching younger children.”
“Because I prefer the university setting,” Lucy replied.
“I like discussing mathematics on a higher level. That doesn't take away from my enjoyment of children, though.”
“So, are you seeing anyone special?”
Lucy wondered if Hannah's ultracasual tone was intended to make the segue less obvious. If so, it didn't work. Hannah was obviously wondering if Lucy had prospects for marriage and children of her own.
Hearing the echo of her own thoughts made Lucy clear her throat and keep her gaze focused on the baby. “Not at the moment.”
She had no intention, of course, of mentioning the new name at the top of her list. But that didn't mean she wasn't thinking of him as she continued to play with her cousin's tiny son.
Banner found the money hidden in his bread box when he was putting away the supplies he'd bought that afternoon. The bills had been tucked into a folded sheet of white paper. Frowning, he spread the page to study the neatly slanted handwriting, which he knew instinctively belonged to Lucy, even though there was no signature.
“Banner,” the note said, “your kindness and your hospitality have made this a very special Christmas for all of your guests. None of us will ever forget you. Thank you.”
He sighed as he looked at the money. He had told them not to do this. It wasn't as if he couldn't afford to feed a few houseguests for a couple of days-even though it wasn't something he did very often. Okay, ever.
Kindness and hospitality. He gave a short, humorless laugh. Wouldn't his family be surprised to read those words in connection with him? None of them would have believed he knew how to offer either one.
He found himself tracing the letters of his name, imagining Lucy writing them. “None of us will ever forget you,” she had said.
He was rather afraid that he would never be able to forget her, either.
“So, how's my little girl?” Major Les Guerin asked as he and Lucy wandered arm and arm down Janie's winding garden path. The garden was dormant for winter, but bird baths and feeders provided entertainment as a variety of birds scrambled for the best seeds.
Lucy and her father, bundled against the cold, had slipped out of the house a few minutes earlier to spend a little time alone together. It was something they tried to do whenever they found themselves in the same place at the same time, something that happened all too rarely these days with their busy schedules.
Lucy leaned comfortably against her father's arm. When she was a little girl, she had thought he was the strongest, wisest, most handsome man on the planet. Now that she was an adult, she had no doubt that he was.
She had never blamed her father for sending her to live with his sister and brother-in-law after her mother's death. Les had had no interest in remarrying after the loss of his longtime sweetheart, and his military career had been too demanding to allow him to give her the time and attention an adolescent girl deserved. Janie had been able to offer those things as well as a woman's perspective, and Lucy had never lacked for love and attention.
Her father had called her almost every evening to ask how her day had gone and had visited as often as his schedule allowed. It hadn't been a traditional father-daughter relationship, perhaps, but it had worked for them.
“I'm hardly your little girl anymore, Daddy.”
He chuckled and patted her gloved hand, which rested on his arm. “I don't care how many advanced degrees you get, you'll always be my little girl.”
It was an old, familiar exchange, and as always it made Lucy smile. She rested her head against his shoulder. “I love you, Daddy.”
He responded with a characteristic mumble, then quickly changed the subject. “I hope you learned your lesson about taking off in your car when an ice storm is threatened. You were lucky you didn't spend Christmas Eve in a ditch somewhere, you know. Or worse.”
“I didn't know there was going to be an ice storm. The weather forecaster said he thought there would only be snow, if that. If I had known about the ice-”
“You probably would have tried to make it, anyway,” her father said with resignation.
“Maybe,” Lucy agreed ruefully. “I wouldn't have liked the thought of not being with everyone for Christmas. As it was, I missed the big Christmas Eve shindig.”
“Sounds like you had an interesting time where you were.”
“It was definitely interesting. Everyone was so nice. I really enjoyed watching the children find their gifts from Santa Claus.” She had told her family all about Tyler and Tricia and the lengths the adults had gone to so the children would have a special Christmas.
“You were just darned lucky you had a safe place to stay. Could have been stranded alone in your car. Or the guy in the house could have been a dangerous nutcase. Anything could have happened to you.”
“Yes, Daddy,” Lucy said, tolerating his lecturing because she knew he really did worry about her. “I promise I'll be more careful in the future, but this time everything worked out fine.”
“And now you're humoring me.”
“Yes, Daddy.”
“Should've spanked you more when you were a kid,” he muttered.
Not believing a word of it, she laughed and rubbed her cheek against his shoulder as affectionately as a kitten. The major might intimidate most other people, but Lucy knew that where she was concerned, at least, the man was a marshmallow.
“So this guy who took you in-you going to be seeing him again?”
She wasn't particularly surprised by the question. Her father had always had a sixth sense about her. It had been particularly spooky when she was a teenager hundreds of miles away from him and somehow he had still known everything she was up to, but she had gotten accustomed to it since then. “Yes, I'll see him again.”
“Too early to get serious. Two days isn't long enough to get to know someone.”
“Are you telling me you don't believe in love at first sight?” Her gently mocking tone was deliberate, since she had heard the story about her father meeting her mother and immediately saying to himself, “Here is the woman I'm going to marry.”
The Major had the grace to flush a little. “I didn't say that,” he answered gruffly. “Are you telling me you already fancy yourself in love with this man?”
“All I'm saying is that I like him quite a lot, and I hope to have a chance to get to know him better. Maybe you'll meet him before long. I think you would like him, too, even though he's a little…well, different.”
This time it was her father who chuckled. “I wouldn't have expected anyone who caught your interest to be anything but different.”
That made her lift an eyebrow. “I'm trying to decide if that's a compliment or an insult.”
Patting her hand again, he led her onto a new pathway. “I'll let you think about it for a while. And, by the way, I do want to meet this Banner guy. Sooner, rather than later, if things start getting serious.”
“Yes, Daddy.”
Apparently satisfied that he had made his point, Les changed the subject to family matters, and Lucy willingly went along.
She had said all she intended to say about Banner. More than he would have liked, probably, considering how obsessively private he was. But nothing had changed about her interest in seeing him again.



Chapter Eleven


It was funny the way thoughts of Lucy popped into Banner's mind at random moments that seemed to have no connection to her. Even five days after she had left, on December thirtieth, he still found himself thinking of her frequently, hoping she had made the remainder of the trip safely, wondering if she was enjoying her visit with her family.
Wondering if she thought of him even half as often as he thought of her.
Probably not, he decided as he ran a length of white pine through his planer. After all, she had plenty of other people now to distract her and divert her. If she had spoken of him at all, it had probably been to describe him as an oddball who lived alone with a scraggly dog and had been grudgingly gracious enough to allow a few stranded travelers to stay with him for a couple of days, though he had done little to entertain them while they were there.
Maybe he could have been a little friendlier. A little more social. Or maybe…
But no. He'd been himself, pretty much. And while Lucy might have found him a novelty while she was here, he wouldn't be surprised if the novelty had already worn off.
The planer whined shrilly as he fed another board into it, though the high-decibel sound was muted by the hearing protectors he wore along with safety glasses. Banner protected himself as assiduously in the workshop as he did in all the other areas of his life.
A tap on his shoulder made him jump and nearly drop the board he'd just planed smooth. Turning off the machine, he spun with a glare. “Damn it, Lucy, don't sneak up on me in the workshop. I could have taken a hand off or something.”
She somehow managed to smile and look penitent at the same time. “Sorry. I didn't mean to startle you.”
“The machinery I work with is dangerous. You could get hurt yourself if you aren't careful. From now on, when you come out here, make sure I see you come in so I can turn off anything…”
He fell silent as it occurred to him what he was saying. From now on? What made him think Lucy would be coming back into his workshop on a regular basis?
For that matter, what was she doing here now?
“Uh. Hi,” he said, pulling the hearing protectors off his head and tossing them aside.
Her musical laughter was a much more pleasant sound than the machine he had just silenced. “Hi, yourself. And I promise I'll be more careful from now on.”
Making it sound as if she planned to visit his workshop regularly. He cleared his throat. “I wasn't expecting to see you.”
“You said I should drop by again-is this a bad time?”
He couldn't imagine a bad time to see Lucy-but he would keep that thought to himself. “Let's go inside,” he suggested. “I'll make you some tea.”
“I'll take you up on that.” She turned to precede him out of the workshop.
She looked great, he couldn't help noticing as he followed her across the backyard to his house. She wore her black parka with the emerald knit cap and an emerald scarf. Jeans and sneakers completed what he could see of her outfit. Not exactly fancy dress, but he liked the way it looked on her. He suspected she would carry off sequins and diamonds with the same sort of carefree panache.
The thought of her dressed in her doctoral robe and sash made him scowl. Hardly a fitting match to his flannel shirt and worn jeans-but that was no revelation to him.
Hulk was at his food bowl when they entered the kitchen. The dog looked up from his kibble, spotted Lucy and ambled over to greet her, his feathery tail lazily sweeping the air as she removed her scarf and jacket and tossed them over a chair.
Admiring the way her cream-colored sweater emphasized her slender curves, Banner murmured, “He's excited to see you.”
Patting the dog's head, which she didn't even have to bend down to accomplish, Lucy looked around with a smile. “He shows it about as well as you do.”
Was she actually comparing him to his dog again? Just to prove that he was at least somewhat more demonstrative than his four-legged roomie, he reached out to tug her into his arms. “Maybe I can do a bit better.”
Her smile deepened. “I'm sure you can.”
His mouth was on hers almost before she finished speaking.
He had fantasized about kissing her again ever since the last time. Had dreamed of doing so again ever since she had driven away. And he had wondered if he would ever have another chance to hold her.
Without releasing her, he finally lifted his head a couple of inches. “I wasn't sure you would come back.”
Her fingers locked loosely behind his neck, she raised her eyebrows. “Didn't I tell you I would?”
“Yeah, well, people say things like that and then change their minds.”
“I don't,” she said, and pulled his mouth back to hers.
He had kissed plenty of women before, though perhaps not as many as some men his age could claim. What was so different about kissing Lucy? Why was the taste of her lips so memorable, the feel of her body so perfect against his? If simply kissing her was this good, he could only imagine how spectacular making love with her would be.
“The electricity is back,” Lucy murmured when Banner finally lifted his head for oxygen.
“Oh, yeah,” he muttered, still feeling the energy coursing through his veins.
She laughed. “I meant that your power lines have been repaired.”
Banner blinked and cleared his throat. “I knew what you meant.”
The look she gave him then was a bit too knowing. “Maybe you could make that tea?”
Feeling as awkward and nervous as a randy schoolboy, Banner let his arms fall to his sides. “Yeah. Sure. Uh…”
Still smiling, she moved to the sink to fill the kettle.
Lucy had been a little nervous when she had pulled into Banner's driveway, a bit concerned about what she would see in his eyes when he spotted her. Operating on a hunch, she hadn't even bothered knocking on his front door, but had walked straight to his workshop.
She had been somewhat disconcerted when his first words to her had been a lecture about shop safety. But when he had suddenly, rather humorously, realized she was back, his expression had been gratifyingly dazed. And when he had kissed her…well, suffice it to say those kisses had left no doubt in her mind that he was glad she had returned.
It was just as obvious that he had no idea what to do with her.
He sat grimly silent across the table as they sipped their tea. Even though the house was centrally heated now, the hot beverage still felt good in comparison to the crisp cold air outside. Lucy cradled the warm mug between her hands and studied Banner through her lashes.
“How's your work coming?” she asked. “Have you finished the order you were working on?”
“Almost. A few minor things left to do.”
“Then what?”
“Then I start working on another order.”
“It sounds as if you're doing well.”
He shrugged. “I have my regular customers who keep me busy.”
They had talked about his work before, of course. Lucy could think of nothing new to ask him about it just now, which meant that line of conversation had come to an end.
Banner made an effort to find a new topic. “How was your visit with your family?”
“It was great. I really enjoyed seeing everyone.”
“Your father is well?”
“Yes, thank you.”
“I'm, uh, happy to hear that.”
She couldn't help but laugh then. He was trying so hard to make innocuous small talk-and he was so very bad at it.
Her amusement made him scowl. “You're laughing at me.”
“I'm laughing at us,” she corrected him. “We're being so very proper and polite.”
His frown deepened. “I told you I'm not good at this. Talking to people, I mean.”
“Maybe we should go back to twenty questions. I think it's your turn. You have-what?-thirteen questions to go?”
“Fifteen,” he replied automatically. “The last one I asked you was your middle name. You're the one with thirteen to go.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “You do have a good memory.”
“Yes,” he replied simply. “I do, actually. I remember every question we asked-and the answers.”
Which meant he was fully aware that she had been asking about his ex-wife when her impromptu game had ended. She would have to be a bit more careful with her questioning this time, but she still intended to find out as much about him as he would allow.
It seemed to her that the best way to start was to let him take the lead. “So, if you were to ask a sixth question about me, what would it be?”
“Why are you here?” he asked without even taking a moment to think about it.
She set her empty mug on the table. “Is that one of those existential, philosophical questions? Like what is the meaning of life?”
The look he gave her chided her for the deliberate misinterpretation. “You know what I meant.”
“Why did I come back?”
He nodded.
“You already know the answer to that one. I came back because I like you and I wanted to spend more time with you. I was rather hoping you felt the same way?”
It wasn't officially a question, she assured herself, but she lifted her voice at the end to encourage him to reply.
Instead, he nodded toward her mug. “Want some more tea? Something to eat, maybe?”
“No, to both questions, which, I assume, don't count toward your official twenty.”
He smiled a little at that. “I was just trying to be a good host.”
“You are a good host, whether you believe it or not. Ask anyone who stayed here Christmas Eve.”
As always, the compliment seemed to make him uncomfortable. “Do you have any hobbies?”
She grinned, knowing he had blurted out the first question that popped into his mind as a way to turn the subject away from him again. “A few. I love to read. I enjoy dancing. I play piano fairly well. And I play golf. Badly.”
He grunted. “I tried golf a few times. It was bad for my character.”
Amused, she asked, “In what way?”
“Ruined my language. I used cuss words I wasn't aware that I knew. How the hell is anyone supposed to put a ball that small into a little hole that far away? Football-now that's a sport. A big ball you can tuck into your arm and run with. Or basketball, maybe. At least the basket's right over your head, not half a mile away.”
“Do you play football or basketball?”
“I'm what you might call an armchair athlete. Catch the games on TV.”
She couldn't help running a slow, assessing look down his lean, muscular frame. “You must do something physical to stay in shape.”
He shifted in his chair, looking self-conscious. “I run a little.”
“More than a little, I think.”
“Five or six miles a day when the weather's nice. I'm not one of those guys who runs in rain or snow.”
“Whatever you're doing, it works for you.”
A hint of color crept up from the collar of his flannel shirt. “Could we change the subject now?”
Every time she turned the subject to him, he grew uncomfortable. So many men she encountered couldn't talk about anything except themselves. Did Banner really have so little conceit?
“Of course. Do you like to dance?” she asked him, thinking of how nicely she seemed to fit into his arms-even if he was nearly a foot taller.
“Is that one of your official questions?”
“Number eight, isn't it?”
“Close enough. And the answer is that I don't know how to dance. I doubt that I would be any good at it.”
“Surely you've danced a few times.”
He shook his head. “Nope. Never found myself in a position where I had to try.”
“School dances? Weddings?”
“Never attended any school dances. Only been to a couple of weddings, and neither one had dancing. Mine was in front of a judge at a county courthouse, so there was no reception.”
How could a guy get to be thirty years old without ever dancing? “Why didn't you go to any dances in school?”
“I tried a couple in junior high, because my mother made me. Hated 'em. Didn't know what to say or how to act. Basically they bored me senseless. I announced in ninth grade that I would never attend another one, and I didn't.”
No wonder he had never developed a talent for small talk. No one had encouraged him to participate in social activities or supplied him with the skills to make sure he enjoyed them.
Honestly, had his parents both been so absorbed with themselves and their younger offspring that they had given no thought at all to Banner's happiness? Had the protective shell he'd developed at such a young age been so tough that they hadn't been able to get through it-or had they given up trying too soon?
Something he must have read in her expression made him defensive. “I had friends in school. Guys like me who were interested in tools and cars and camping and fishing. Dated some, though not seriously until I hooked up with Katrina. I particularly enjoyed the hours I spent in my great-uncle's workshop. I was content with my life.”
Content, maybe, but still left feeling like an outsider, she mused. And as far as his ex-wife was concerned, Lucy had already surmised that he had married her because he'd been expected to marry and settle down at that stage in his life. It had been one of the few times Banner had tried to satisfy outside expectations, and that hadn't worked out. Which had only reinforced his reclusive self-image.
She saw nothing wrong with Banner's choice to work at home or to shun artificial social gestures. She simply sensed that he wasn't entirely happy with his solitude. She had watched him with his Christmas guests, and she had seen the pleasure he had taken in the companionship, even if he hadn't known how to express his feelings. And when he had watched the children open their gifts, she would have sworn that he was imagining Christmas mornings with children of his own, just as she had done.
Maybe she was mistaken, but she really didn't think so.
Banner was a man in need of someone to love, and someone to love him in return. She just happened to know a suitable candidate for that position.
Leap-before-you-look Lucy. Her cousin Mark's old nickname for her hovered in the back of her mind as she carried her teacup to the sink, then turned to smile up at Banner, who had followed her. “I'm ready to ask you my next question.”
He made a show of sighing in resignation. “Fire away.”
“Did you miss me?”
“Yes,” he said after a moment. “I did.”
Her smile deepening in pleasure at the unexpected sincerity of his answer, she held out her hand to him. “Prove it.”
Banner had spread his sleeping bag in front of the fire again. The fleece lining was soft beneath Lucy as she lay beside him in the warmth of the dancing flames. She loved the way the golden light played over his face, gleaming in his dark eyes and glinting in his thick dark hair. Appearance wasn't a priority for her when it came to men, but it certainly was a plus that Banner was so nice to look at.
He reached out to stroke a fingertip down her cheek, his touch gentle, as if he was afraid of hurting her. She felt the calluses on his skin, and she trembled at the thought of those work-roughened hands sliding over her body. It had been quite a while since she had felt any man's hands, actually. She hadn't even been tempted with any of the men she had dated recently in her quest for a soul mate-but oh, was she tempted now.
This had never happened for her before. Not this fast, this strong. And as exciting as it was, it was also a little scary. She'd had her heart bruised before, maybe even cracked a little-but it had never been broken.
Those few other men hadn't had the power to hurt her that badly. She wasn't at all sure the same was true of Banner.
Too fast. Too strong. But it felt real, nonetheless.
“You're frowning,” he said. “Have you changed your mind?”
“No.” She reached up to brush a lock of hair away from his forehead, an excuse to feel the silky texture. “I thought this might happen when I came back to you. I hoped it would, actually.”
His hair felt so nice against her fingers that she let her hand slide into it again. And since she was already there, she applied just enough pressure to bring his mouth closer to hers.
Banner took the less-than-subtle hint immediately. His lips covered hers as his arms closed around her to pull her close. His fire-warmed body was long, lean and hard against hers-the perfect counterpart to her petite curves, she decided on the spot, nestling into his strength. As much as she considered herself any man's equal, she could still savor the restrained power of work-honed muscles and the breadth of masculine chest and shoulders.
Behind her, the fire crackled and popped almost frantically as Banner's tongue slid between her lips. Trying, no doubt, to compete with the heat she and Banner were generating on this sleeping bag, Lucy mused dreamily.
It seemed completely natural for Banner to slip his hand beneath the hem of her sweater, his palm sliding across her back. Taking that move as an implied invitation, she allowed her own hands to wander, parting the buttons on his soft chamois shirt to reveal the white T-shirt beneath.
Another disadvantage to winter, she thought with a sigh. Way too many clothes involved.
Seemingly as impatient as she was to have her hands on him, Banner shrugged out of his shirt, then tugged the T-shirt over his head and tossed it aside. Lucy sighed again, this time in sheer appreciation. Was there any part of this man that wasn't beautiful?
She couldn't wait to find out.
Though she had always been a woman who went after what she wanted, Lucy didn't generally consider herself the wanton or aggressive type. Something about Banner made her behave in ways that might have seemed uncharacteristic to her before she had met him.
As if to illustrate that point, she reached for him. All that sleek, tanned skin was simply impossible to resist.
She pressed her lips to the hollow of his throat, feeling his pulse hammering there. His hand was unsteady when he tugged at her sweater, proving that he was as eager as she was. The muscles in his jaw were clenched, making his face look almost harsh when she glanced back up at him, but his eyes gleamed with a hunger that equaled hers.
Funny, she thought, drawing his mouth to hers again. She had left her home to spend the holiday with people she loved. Who would have dreamed that she would end up falling in love on the way?
Maybe it had happened too fast. And maybe she wasn't destined for a lifetime of happiness with this man. But what she felt for him now was much more than simple infatuation. More than lust. She loved everything she had learned about him, and she couldn't wait to learn more.
Maybe neither Lucy nor Banner had intended to do more than talk or kiss when they had stretched out in front of the fire. Maybe. At least, Lucy hadn't deliberately thought that far ahead when Banner had kicked the sleeping bag open and then drawn her down onto it.
Okay, she thought in a sudden rush of rueful honesty. She had known exactly what she was doing. And she had no doubt that Banner had known, too. Maybe it was just easier to pretend to be swept away by passion than to admit that she had wanted him since she'd first met him, and that she had stayed behind when everyone else left because she had wanted this to happen.
And maybe she didn't really want to know what Banner was thinking right now, especially if he was thinking along the lines of a single night of pleasure.
But still she heard herself saying, “Banner?”
He lifted his head from her throat, which he had reached on his leisurely path downward from her lips. “Yeah?”
“This is…important to you, right?”
He went very still, his eyes searching her face as if seeking the meaning behind her hesitant question. “How do you define important?”
“More than a convenient tumble, less than a declaration of undying devotion.”
He seemed to be getting used to her way of phrasing things. “Then, trust me, it's important.”
She smiled and reached for him. “If I didn't trust you, I wouldn't be here.”
He hesitated a moment and then, muttering something she couldn't understand, he crushed her mouth beneath his.
Sweaters and jeans and socks and underthings fell into haphazard piles around the sleeping bag. Firelight bathed their bodies as they explored each other, but they would have been plenty warm even without the fire. The heat they generated between them was enough to bring a fine sheen of perspiration to their bare skin.
Banner disappeared long enough to close his dog in the kitchen, and when he returned, he carried a couple of small foil squares that Lucy recognized as condoms. There would be no unwelcome repercussions of this afternoon-at least, no physical ones. The emotional aftereffects remained to be seen.
Confident that she could handle whatever might happen between them because she wouldn't allow herself to expect too much, she gave herself over to pleasure.
Lucy hadn't expected Banner to talk during lovemaking, and he hadn't. She thought he might say something, at least, afterward. Instead he lay on his back, staring at the living room ceiling, his face absolutely motionless except for the dancing of shadows from the fire. He had been active enough earlier. Had he used all his energy?
Lying on her side, she rose on one elbow to study him. His hair was a mess-her hands had done that. There was a small smudge of lipstick on his throat-she had done that, too. She suspected that if she could see his back, she might detect a faint scratch or two.
She had definitely left her mark on him. Just as he had left his mark on her heart-invisible, but real, nonetheless.
“Banner?”
“Mmm?” he responded without looking at her.
“Have you gone comatose?”
His mouth twitched with what might have been a smile. “Maybe.”
“How long do you think it will take you to recover?”
“I'm not sure that I will.”
She smiled. “I think I'll take that as a compliment.”
He glanced at her then, his dark eyes gleaming. “It was meant as one.”
Resting a hand on his chest, she spread her fingers and admired the contrast between her fair skin and his tan. “I never expected anything like this when I set out on this trip.”
“Kind of took me by surprise, too.”
She walked her fingers up his chest to the very shallow indention in his chin. “You make a very nice Christmas present, Richard Merchant Banner.”
He frowned, and she wondered if it was due to her words or her use of the full name he didn't particularly like. “I, uh…”
Whatever he had intended to say, he apparently changed his mind. Instead he set her hand aside and rolled to his feet. “I think I'll take a shower. I'll use the master bath, so you can have the front one.”
“Okay, thank-”
He was gone before she could complete the sentence. And if Lucy had ever seen a panicky escape, that had been one.
Too much? Too soon?
She knew the feeling. But maybe she was dealing with it a bit better than Banner.
Sighing lightly, she reached for an afghan, pulling it around her as she padded toward the bathroom, her clothes in her hands. She wondered what the odds were that Banner would talk to her about his feelings when he finally reappeared.
For some reason, she wasn't overly optimistic about it.



Chapter Twelve


Banner busied himself cooking as soon as he emerged from the bathroom. He had paused only long enough to ask Lucy if she had to hurry on her way, or if she would be staying the night.
“I'm in no hurry to leave, if you don't mind me staying for a while longer,” she replied, watching his face for a clue to his feelings.
He merely nodded. “Then, I'll start dinner.”
Lucy knew he liked to cook, but it also gave him something to do to avoid having a meaningful, postlovemaking conversation with her. She wouldn't rush him, she promised herself. She could give Banner as much time and space as he needed, since he didn't seem to be in any hurry to send her away.
“What can I do to help with dinner?” she asked.
“I've got it under control,” he replied. “I had already planned to make a pot of gumbo tonight, so the ingredients are already chopped and ready. Uh, you do like gumbo, don't you?”
“I love gumbo or any kind of Cajun food, for that matter. I try to get down to New Orleans at least once a year, mostly for the food.”
“I've been there a couple of times. Lots of fancy restaurants, but the best food I found was in the little dives the locals frequent.”
“I feel the same way. I'd rather have a bowl of red beans and rice from a little mom and pop diner than the fanciest blackened offerings from those five-star restaurants.”
He sent her a look over his shoulder that expressed both approval and mild surprise. “So would I.”
That was certainly no revelation to Lucy. “What were you planning to have for dessert?”
He shrugged. “I haven't really given that any thought.”
“Do you mind if I make something? I'll stay out of your way.”
He motioned toward the pantry. “Knock yourself out.”
Pleased to have come up with an excuse to work side by side with him, she moved to the pantry to take stock of his refurbished supplies.
Lucy felt no real need to fill the companionable silence between them as they cooked. That was a rather new experience for her. Usually when she was with someone, she felt the need to keep a conversation going, to fill the silence if only with trivialities. But she found it enough just to be with Banner, working side by side with only the occasional smiling glance between them. He seemed content, too, and she thought he enjoyed having her there-though, of course, with Banner it was sometimes hard to tell.
She bent to place the chocolate cake she had stirred together into the oven. Banner was standing at the stove stirring the spicy-scented gumbo, and she brushed against him as she straightened. The contact made a shiver of awareness run through her. The look he exchanged with her then made her aware that he felt much the same way.
She smiled at him. “I like being here with you.”
“Why?”
His curious response made her giggle. “I just do. Why does that seem so surprising to you?”
He shrugged, then partially changed the subject. “You pretty much say whatever pops into your head, don't you?”
“If you mean I try to be honest about what I'm feeling, then yes, I do. Trying to guess what other people are thinking or feeling is what leads to so many misunderstandings and uncertainties, don't you think?”
“Maybe.”
“C'mon, Banner, you must feel the same way. You don't say things you don't mean, do you?”
“No,” he admitted, “but I don't necessarily say everything I'm thinking, either.”
“I don't say everything I'm thinking,” she agreed. “I haven't told you how pretty your eyes are, have I? Or that you have a truly spectacular body?”
The wooden spoon he had been holding hit the floor. Giving her a startled look of reproof that made her laugh again, he bent to retrieve it. “For crying out loud, Lucy.”
She couldn't resist teasing him a bit more. He was so darned cute when he was embarrassed-though she had a feeling cute was another word that would set him off. “Hasn't anyone ever told you what pretty eyes you have?”
“I can't say they have,” he muttered, rinsing the spoon at the sink.
“See? How would you have known if I hadn't told you?”
“I've never met anyone quite like you.”
“I'm not so unusual. You just don't get out much.”
He laughed then. “Maybe that's it.”
She had never heard him laugh before. Had never seen his usually stern face lightened with a full grin. It didn't last long, but oh, lordy, it was amazing. And by the time he sobered again, Lucy was even more convinced that she wouldn't be getting over her feelings for Banner anytime soon.
Leaving the gumbo to simmer and the cake to bake, Banner and Lucy moved back into the living room. Banner was still rattled by her outrageous flattery. He wasn't used to that sort of flirting, and he wasn't sure how to respond. But, oddly enough, he had rather liked it. It was nice to hear that she found him attractive.
Trailing her into the living room, he allowed his gaze to travel down her trim figure. Speaking of spectacular bodies…
All too aware of the sleeping bag still spread invitingly in front of the fire, he cleared his throat and pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans.
He tried to mask his thoughts when Lucy turned to look at him. “Where's that deck of cards we were playing with Christmas Eve?”
“Cards?” Did Lucy plan to demonstrate her mind-reading skills again? If she wanted to read his mind, she didn't need a deck of cards. She only had to check out the condition of his body, instead.
“We can pass the time by playing gin rummy or something while our dinner cooks.”
“Gin rummy.” He shook his head as soon as the words left his mouth; he sounded like a damned parrot repeating everything she said.
“Or some other game,” she said cheerfully. “It doesn't really matter.”
“For someone who claims not to like games, you sure play a lot of them,” he grumbled, digging the cards out of a table drawer.
“I love games-just not the hypocritical ones that people play in social situations,” she corrected, settling on the floor in front of the coffee table.
He sank onto the couch and handed her the cards. “How can you survive in the academic world without playing social games?”
She took the cards from the box and began to shuffle them. “Academia has its own set of rules that I follow sporadically. And you'll note that I chose a small, public university as opposed to one of the more structured liberal arts schools. It's a somewhat less political, kiss-up type atmosphere.”
“I couldn't put up with all the bull, myself.”
“Which is why you choose to be self-employed. I figure putting up with a certain amount of bull is the price of working in a job that I enjoy.”
Made sense, he supposed. And he couldn't help noticing that nothing in her words or her behavior seemed to imply that her teaching career was any more respectable than his woodworking. Of course, she probably hadn't stopped to think about the fact that she had a Ph. D. and he'd gotten no further, academically, than high school graduation.
He picked up the seven cards she had dealt to him. “What are we playing?”
“Gin rummy. Do you have any fives?”
He looked at her over the cards. “That isn't the way you play gin rummy.”
“It isn't?”
“No. You're playing Go Fish.”
“Oh. Well, do you have any fives?”
Shaking his head, he handed her a card. “You don't actually know how to play gin rummy, do you?”
“Apparently not.”
Because Lucy was such a proponent of speaking one's mind, he said, “You aren't quite normal, are you aware of that?”
She laughed, which he had to admit was the reaction he had hoped for, since he liked the sound so much. “That's what my father always says. I think the two of you would hit it off.”
Himself and the major? Doubtful, Banner thought, looking at the cards in his hand. Not that he expected to meet Lucy's father anytime soon, if ever.
“Got any sevens?” she asked.
“Go fish.”
She grinned and reached for a card.
Glancing again at the sleeping bag, Banner sighed and resigned himself to playing a slightly offbeat card game with a decidedly offbeat Christmas elf. But the game was interrupted only a few minutes later by a loud rapping on the front door.
Recognizing the rhythm of the knock, Banner stood and crossed the room to answer.
The man on the doorstep wore a thick gray knit cap topped with a purple tassel, a neon-yellow jacket zipped over jeans that looked ready for a rag bin, and expensive running shoes that had seen a lot of hard use. His brown hair hung in a low ponytail over the collar of the jacket, and his lean face was stubbled with two or three days worth of beard. “Hey, Banner. How's it going?”
“Hey, Polston. What's up?”
“Not the temperature. It's cold as a gold digger's heart out here. Really dumb time to go out for a run, but I was feeling restless. Gonna ask me in or are you being antisocial today?”
“No, come in.”
A couple of years younger than Banner, Polston lived in a log cabin a few miles down the road. They had known each other almost two years and had become friends and frequent running partners during that time. At least, Banner supposed they could be called friends, even though he certainly didn't feel as if he knew the other man that well. Kyle Polston was almost as rabid as Banner about maintaining his privacy.
Polston was talking even as he entered the living room. “I was thinking about getting up early in the morning and driving to Springfield to the big sporting goods store there. I'm hoping to find a couple of after-Christmas bargains on some fly fishing gear. Thought you might want to…”
He had spotted Lucy. She still sat cross-legged on the floor, and the firelight danced in her red-gold curls. Lively curiosity gleamed in her big green eyes. Her sensual mouth was curved into a warm smile of welcome. Banner figured there wasn't a man alive who would look at her now and not feel as though he had been body slammed.
The way Polston was staring at her seemed to confirm Banner's assumption. Banner watched as the other man took in Lucy's tumbled hair, shoeless feet and the sleeping bag spread in front of the fireplace. And then he turned to look speculatively at Banner. “I see you already have plans.”
“Lucy, meet Polston. My neighbor.”
She stood and held out her hand. “It's very nice to meet you, Mr…?”
“Kyle Polston,” he clarified, taking her hand and holding it. “You can call me whatever you like-as long as you call me.”
Banner cleared his throat. Even to him it sounded suspiciously like a growl. Polston grinned. “Message received,” he murmured, then reluctantly released Lucy's hand. “Have you two known each other long?”
“Not very long,” Banner replied. “We're about to have dinner. Would you like to join us?”
He'd felt obligated to make the offer, not wanting Lucy to think him rude, but he wasn't disappointed when Polston shook his head. “I don't want to intrude. Need me to pick up anything for you in Springfield tomorrow?”
“See if they've got a good deal on number-five weight forward-floating fly line and some 6X tippet. I'll reimburse you, of course.”
“Will do. Lucy, it's been a pleasure to meet you.” He took her hand again as he spoke, holding it long enough to make Banner's scowl return. “I hope we have a chance to see each other again.”
Banner motioned toward the door. “You'll probably want to head home before dark. As you said, it's damned cold out there.”
Polston grinned. “Here's your hat, what's your hurry? Don't worry, Banner, I can take a hint. I'll let you know if I find a sale on the fishing line and tippet.”
“See you, Polston.” Banner closed the door behind the other man with a sense of relief he couldn't quite explain.
Lucy was studying his face when he looked around at her. “He seemed nice,” she said.
“Yeah, he's okay.”
“Have you known him long?”
“Couple of years.”
“Is he married?”
He felt his eyebrows dip even further downward. “Why?”
“Just curious about your friends,” she said, her expression surprised innocence.
“No, he's not married. Never has been. Like me he's too much the oddball to settle into an average domestic routine. Unlike me, he was smart enough to figure that out before he tried it.”
She seemed to digest his words for a few minutes, as though thinking about the not-so-subtle message carried in them. And then she turned toward the kitchen. “I think the cake should be about done. And I'm hungry.”
It took him only a moment to switch mental gears and follow her. He was getting better at keeping up with her conversational switches. But that didn't exactly mean he and Lucy were meant to be together, he reminded himself with a hollow feeling somewhere deep in his gut.
“What do you usually do after dinner?” Lucy asked as she and Banner cleared away the dishes. They hadn't had dessert yet, but they'd eaten hearty portions of the spicy gumbo. They'd dined without much conversation, but once again it had been a companionable quiet between them, and Lucy hadn't felt the need to fill it with babble.
Banner shrugged as he bent to place the gumbo pot in a lower cabinet. “Sometimes I work. Sometimes I read or watch TV.”
“Do you ever go out?”
“There's a place not far from here where a bunch of guys get together to play pool or darts. I hang out there when I want company-a couple of times a month at the most.”
“Have you dated much since your divorce?”
“Not much,” he said, closing the cabinet door with a finality that also seemed to close that line of conversation. “Want me to make a pot of coffee?”
“Only if you want some. I'll wait until we have our cake.”
They moved into the living room where Banner turned on the television and settled on the couch. She wondered if he intended the noise from the TV to serve as a barrier of sorts between them so she wouldn't ask any more personal questions. He should have known her better than that by now, she thought with a faint smile.
Rather than choosing one of the other chairs, she curled on the couch next to him, nestled comfortably against his shoulder. After a moment he shifted to better accommodate her, draping one arm around her.
Her smile deepening, she glanced at the television. The sound was barely turned up loud enough to hear the newscast that had been playing when he turned it on. Since Banner didn't seem particularly interested in the latest news from the Middle East, Lucy didn't hesitate to start talking again. “Tell me about your siblings.”
Either he had been expecting more questions or he was simply getting used to her unabashed nosiness. He sounded more resigned than surprised when he responded, “All of them?”
“Of course.”
“Why?”
“Because-”
“I want to get to know you better,” he finished in unison with her, making her laugh.
And then he sighed. “I've already told you that my father has two overachieving offspring-Brenda, the medical student, and Tim, the first-year law student. Brenda's very intense, highly focused, goal oriented. She wants everything in her life to fit into neatly organized slots. Including me, I'm afraid. It bugs her that she can't categorize me as easily as she thinks she should. She's always been so intent on being the perfect daughter and impressing the old man that she can't understand why I don't feel the same way. I think he's an overcontrolling, self-centered stuffed shirt. But maybe she knows him better-after all, she grew up with him, I didn't.”
Filing that seemingly offhand comment away in the back of her mind, she prodded, “What's Tim like?”
“I can't say I know him all that well. He's always been involved in sports and clubs and fraternities so he was usually gone more than he was home when I was around. To all outward appearances, he's pretty much a clone of his father.”
His father. Another telling little slip. “Is your father a lawyer, too?”
“No. He owns a successful real estate firm. Spends more time at the office than with his family, but his motto is still Father Knows Best.”
Lucy didn't think he was quite ready to talk directly about his parents or stepparents, so she focused on the slightly less sensitive, but still revealing, subject of his siblings. “Tell me about your other sisters. Your mother's daughters.”
“I know them a little better, since I spent more time with them growing up, but we're not particularly close, either. Eileen's a dental hygienist married to a dentist, and they have a son they call Sammy, after my stepfather, Sam Osborne. Jenny's a full-time homemaker and aspiring children's book writer, married to a defense attorney.
They have a daughter and they're expecting twins. Jenny's heavily into liberal politics and community service, and it annoys her that I have no interest in either.”
Lucy tried to decide if she was imagining a hint of warmth in Banner's voice when he talked about his sisters. She decided after a moment that it was there, just masked. Despite his unemotional facade, Banner was fond of his siblings in his own way. She was convinced that it was primarily his feeling of not truly belonging to either nuclear family that kept him apart from them.
“They all sound nice.”
“I never said they weren't.”
“You just didn't want to spend Christmas with any of them.”
“I simply wasn't in the mood to deal with my parents' competitive games this year. Or to listen to my father's lectures about how I'm wasting my life, or my mother's criticism of my social life-or lack of one.”
For the first time it occurred to Lucy that maybe Banner had actually wanted to spend Christmas with family. That he had chosen to stay away more to avoid any potential conflict than because he really wanted to spend the holiday alone. He would rather spend the holiday by himself than cause more trouble in the families he had spent his life shuttling between.
Looking uncomfortable again, he cleared his throat, glanced at the television, then reached for the remote. “I don't suppose you're interested in college football.”
“Are you kidding? I've followed the games all season. I love watching the bowl games.”
His hand stilled. “Yeah? Who are your favorite teams?”
“Lots of them. But I do have a soft spot for the Georgia Bulldogs and the Florida State Seminoles, since I attended both those universities while I pursued my degrees. Who are your favorites?”
“Since I never went to any college-much less two of them-I have no loyalty to any one particular school. I just like the game.”
Once again the difference in their educational backgrounds seemed to be bothering him. Because she didn't want him dwelling on that again, she snuggled closer to him and said, “Which team's the underdog in this game? I'll cheer for them with you.”
They had their dessert and coffee at half time.
“Good cake,” Banner said, seeming to savor each bite.
“Thanks. It's my aunt's recipe.”
He insisted on carrying the used dishes and coffee cups back into the kitchen, since he had to let the dog out, anyway. She heard the water running and the dishes rattling as he cleaned and put them away.
She was getting to know him a little at a time-mere glimpses into his life, she mused, thinking of his friend's visit earlier. Still, they were moving forward, if only in tiny steps. And she hadn't learned anything yet that made her less interested in him.
She was smiling in welcome when he came back into the room. Something about her expression must have caught him off guard. He paused just inside the doorway, his gaze locked on her mouth. She felt her smile fading as a ripple of response ran through her, leaving a shivery longing behind.
Lifting his gaze to lock with hers, he moved toward her. As if pulled by an invisible string, she rose to meet him. His arms opened, and she stepped into them, tilting her face upward. He kissed her with a hunger that was every bit as intense as it had been before they had made love.
After what seemed like a long time, he broke off the kiss. Laying his cheek against the top of her head, he muttered something she didn't quite catch, though she thought she heard the words, “too much.”
Lucy wasn't sure what he was referring to, but as far as she was concerned there hadn't nearly been enough between them yet. She drew his mouth back down to hers.
By the time this kiss ended, they were moving toward the bedroom. She couldn't have said which one of them took the first step in that direction, but the decision to head that way was obviously mutual.
It occurred to her as they entered the oak-furnished, earth-toned bedroom that she still tended to think of it as the Carters' room. There was so little of Banner's personality displayed that it could have been anyone's bedroom.
Thoughts of decor fled her mind when Banner paused beside the bed and turned to look at her. He seemed to be trying to think of something to say. To save him the trouble, she wrapped her arms around him and lifted her face to his for another kiss. She had decided that he communicated quite well without words.
Lowering her to the bed, he proceeded to demonstrate just how right she was.
“Banner?”
He had been lying on his back in the deepening darkness for some time, not quite asleep, but not fully awake, either. Lucy lay beside him, her curly head snuggled into his shoulder, her warm body draped bonelessly against his. As much as he had enjoyed the sated, companionable silence, he had known it was only a matter of time before Lucy would be compelled to speak.
Though making conversation wasn't his strong suit, he didn't mind so much with Lucy. Never knowing what she was going to say next made things much more interesting, to say the least, than his usual stilted exchanges with others. And because he felt as if she would never judge him for being less than eloquent or lose patience with him for his lack of tact and polish, he was more comfortable talking to her than to most people.
In some ways she reminded him of Polston, who had become his friend precisely because Polston was one of the least judgmental and most laid-back people Banner had ever met. In other very significant ways, of course, Lucy was very different from Polston. More educated, more ambitious, more gregarious-and a hell of a lot more attractive, he thought with a faint smile.
“What?” he asked without looking down at her.
“How many questions do I have left?”
Her game again. “You've asked so many that I've lost count. Let's say you have five left.”
“Not many,” she said, and she sounded as if she spoke through a pout.
His lazy smile deepened. “Better make them count.”
“Okay, where do you see yourself in ten years, when you're forty?”
His smile disappeared. Trust Lucy to verbalize a question that had been nagging at the back of his mind for some time now. “I'll probably be right here, making furniture and watching my hair turn gray.”
“Alone?”
He shrugged the shoulder she wasn't lying on. “Hulk could still be around in ten years. He'd be pretty old, but probably no lazier or more useless than he is now.”
After a pause Lucy said, “Is that what you really want from your future?”
It was what he expected, not necessarily what he wanted. Based on the choices he had made before now, he imagined his life would change very little in the next decade-even if having met Lucy made everything look different for the moment. As impetuous and free-spirited as Lucy was, he doubted that she would stay around for the next ten days, much less a full ten years.
He had missed her after she'd left on Christmas Day. He could only imagine how empty he would feel the next time she went away.
Which meant, he decided as he rolled to face her, that he shouldn't waste any of the time he had with her. “I don't want to talk about the future right now,” he said.
“Oh?” Her hands slid up his forearms. “What do you want to talk about?”
He spoke against her lips. “I don't want to talk at all.”
Tangling her legs with his, she murmured, “That works for me.”



Chapter Thirteen


Banner had never been a late sleeper. He woke with the sunrise the next morning-the last day of the year. Propped on one elbow, he spent several long minutes enjoying the novelty of watching Lucy sleep.
She slept the way she did everything else, he mused. Enthusiastically.
Her red-gold hair lay in a heavy mass on the pillow, tangled by the burrowing movements she made in her sleep. Long eyelashes fluttered against her flushed cheeks as she dreamed.
He wondered if he played a role in those dreams.
With a sound that was a cross between a sigh and a growl, he rolled out of the bed, careful not to wake her. He needed a shower. And he had better make it a cold one.
Dressed in jeans and an untucked blue-plaid flannel shirt, he was in the kitchen twenty minutes later when someone pounded on the door. Glancing at the clock, he noted that it was barely 8:00 a.m. Way earlier than Polston usually dropped by, though he couldn't imagine who else it might be.
He opened his front door to find a younger version of himself standing on the front porch.
“Tim? What the hell?”
Tim Banner nodded past his half brother's shoulder. “You going to invite me in?”
“Uh, yeah, sure.” Banner stepped out of the way, allowing the younger man to enter. He checked to make sure no other family members were lurking outside before he closed the door, but apparently Tim had come alone.
Tim stopped in the middle of the living room, shoving his hands in his pockets. Already curled on his favorite rug, Banner's dog lifted his head, glanced at Tim, sniffed the air for a moment, then dropped his head down on his paws and went back to sleep.
Banner studied the younger brother he still thought of as a boy, though Tim had recently turned twenty-two. Tim's conservatively cut, usually neat hair was tousled, he hadn't shaved in a couple of days, and there were dark circles beneath his eyes, as if he hadn't slept in a while. He wore faded jeans, a wrinkled cotton shirt unbuttoned over an equally wrinkled T-shirt, and grubby sneakers. No coat. His cheeks were red from the frigid morning air.
It didn't take a particularly perceptive observer to figure out that something was wrong. “What's up?”
“Maybe I just dropped in for a visit.”
And if Banner believed that, Tim would probably try to sell him some oceanfront property while he was here. But before he could express his skepticism, Tim jerked his head in the direction of the kitchen. “Do I smell coffee?”
“Yeah.” Resigned to playing host until his brother decided to reveal the reason behind his unexpected appearance, Banner headed for the door opening. “C'mon. We'll both have some.”
Following Banner into the kitchen, Tim looked at the counter. “You were about to have breakfast?”
“Pancakes. Have you eaten?”
“No.”
“Hungry?”
Tim sounded almost surprised when he replied, “Yeah. I am.”
Setting a mug of coffee on the table, Banner said, “Sit. I'll get the pancakes started.”
Tim sat in silence while Banner put slices of bacon in a skillet, then poured pancake batter onto the griddle. Maybe the boy would be more talkative on a full stomach, he figured. “Want some orange juice to go with that coffee?”
“I'll get it.”
“Glasses are in that cabinet, juice in the fridge. I'll have some, too.”
“Make that three,” Lucy said as she entered the kitchen.
She had showered, Banner noted. Her hair, which she had pulled back with a barrette, was still damp. If she wore any makeup, it was minimal-not that she needed any, he thought, studying her porcelain-fair skin. Her chocolate-brown sweater fit snugly over her slender curves, ending at the band of her hip-riding jeans. Had Tim not been standing there watching them with such startled curiosity, Banner would have demonstrated for her how delectable she looked this morning.
It seemed as if there was almost always someone else around when he wanted to be alone with Lucy, he mused.
Funny, for a guy who had spent so much time alone during the past few years, he'd sure had a lot of company lately.
His life hadn't really changed the day Lucy knocked on his door, he assured himself. Not permanently, anyway. It only seemed that way at the moment. He couldn't help wondering how long it would take him to be content with his solitude again after everything went back to the way it had been.
Without pausing for introductions, Lucy gave the stranger in Banner's kitchen one of her warm smiles. “I'm Lucy Guerin. And you must be Tim.”
Both Tim and Banner looked surprised by the instant identification. “How did you know that?” Tim asked.
She laughed, studying his young, handsome, undeniably familiar face. “Are you kidding? The two of you look so much alike, anyone could see that you're brothers.”
Tim looked speculatively from Banner to Lucy. “So Rick's told you about me?”
Though she found the nickname a bit disconcerting, she didn't let it show. “Yes, he has. It's very nice to meet you.”
“You, too-even though Rick's never mentioned you,” Tim added with a sideways look at his brother.
“I'm sort of new around here,” Lucy replied lightly, moving to the coffeemaker. She would let Banner explain their relationship-whatever it was-if he chose to do so.
But Banner said nothing as he set the crisp bacon to drain on a platter covered with paper towels, stacked the first batch of pancakes on a plate and poured more batter onto the griddle. Tim carried three glasses of orange juice to the table, then stood somewhat self-consciously beside his chair until Lucy urged him to sit.
Ten minutes later they all sat at the table with their breakfasts. Following the smell of bacon, Hulk joined them, sitting hopefully beside Banner's chair. Banner slipped the dog a piece of the crisp meat, then said, “That's it, dog. You get the rest of your breakfast later.”
Hulk sighed in resignation. Licking his lips to get the last taste of the treat, he ambled out of the room to return to his rug, leaving his owner scowling down at his plate as though wondering what to say next.
Not surprisingly, it seemed to be up to Lucy to start a conversation. Figuring that Banner would join in if she got things rolling, she smiled encouragingly at Tim. “Your brother told me you're in law school. How's everything going?”
Tim swallowed a big bite of syrup-covered pancakes, then reached hastily for his orange juice to wash it down before speaking. “I, uh, quit law school. I'm not going back for the next semester.”
That certainly took Banner's attention away from his breakfast. “You did what?”
Tim's expression took on a grimly stubborn quality that made him look even more like his older brother. “I quit.”
“Why?”
“Because I hated it.”
Lucy glanced at Banner, who was studying Tim with a quizzical expression that told her he was trying very hard to figure the younger man out. “I guess you've told the rest of the family?” he asked.
Tim's jaw muscle clenched. “Yeah.”
“How did that go?”
“Dad threw me out of his house.”
The stark words made Lucy set her fork down, her appetite gone, even though half her breakfast remained on her plate. Banner and Tim seemed to feel much the same way, since neither of them was eating. Banner took a sip of his coffee, but Lucy thought he did so mostly to give himself time to think of what to say.
She felt compelled to try to fill the tense silence. “I'm sure your father is simply disappointed,” she offered. “He'll come around.”
Tim turned to look at her, his navy eyes almost black with emotion. “Rick hasn't told you much about our father, has he?”
“A little. I know he has high expectations for you and your sister.”
With a little snort, Tim shook his head. “My father has had our lives mapped out since Brenda and I were toddlers. He chose our friends, our hobbies, our colleges. After that he gave us two choices-medical school or law school. Brenda seems to be content enough with medicine, but I've always known that wasn't for me. I thought I could learn to like the law, but it's just not going to happen. There's no need for me to waste any more of my life trying.”
“You graduated cum laude from the university,” Banner reminded his brother. “You were accepted into some of the most prestigious law schools in the country. Why on earth would you want to throw that away?”
Tim's eyes narrowed. “I would have thought that you, of all people, would understand.”
“I don't know what you mean.”
“You've never let Dad run your life. You do exactly what you want, when you want. You always have.”
Banner shook his head. “My situation is different.”
“Only because you didn't live with him full-time. I know he tried to talk you into going to college, maybe following him into business, but you wouldn't let him control your choices. From now on, neither will I.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“I don't know, exactly. I've never really had the chance to explore my options. I'll probably spend the next year or so doing that.”
“You couldn't do that while you're finishing law school? At least you wouldn't be burning any bridges that way.”
Tim seemed genuinely surprised by Banner's reaction to his announcement. “I can't believe this. You sound just like Dad.”
Lucy watched as a tinge of red stained Banner's cheeks in response to the unwelcome comparison. Temper sharpened his reply. “I'm not trying to control your life. Hell, I don't care what you do. But I assumed you wanted my opinion. Why else would you show up here this morning?”
“You know, that's a good question,” Tim snapped, pushing his plate away and rising. “I don't know why I thought you would understand-or care. Maybe I thought for just once in my life I could count on my brother to be on my side.”
Lucy gave Banner a look of exasperation when Tim turned to storm out of the room. “Aren't you going to stop him?”
“I can't make him stay,” Banner replied.
Because she knew him well enough to understand he meant that he didn't know how to talk Tim into staying, she sighed and set her napkin on the table. “I'll talk to him.”
Banner nodded and began to clear away the breakfast dishes.
Lucy caught up with Tim just as he reached the front door. “Tim, wait.”
“Why?”
“Because your brother doesn't really want you to leave,” she assured him.
His short laugh held no humor. “He doesn't care. You just heard him say so.”
“He said he doesn't care what career choice you make. That's a lot different from not caring about you.”
“If he doesn't care about my career, why did he sound like Dad with that 'throwing it all away' comment?”
“Maybe because he does care about you,” she replied gently. “Didn't you hear how proud he sounded when he talked about how well you've done in school? With your brother it's sometimes necessary to read between the lines, because it's hard for him to say how he really feels.”
“And you're his interpreter now?”
She hesitated. “I, um…”
Tim sighed and shook his head. “I'm sorry, Lucy. I shouldn't have snapped at you. It's just…well…”
She smiled and rested a hand on his arm. “Banner could try the patience of a saint. I understand.”
He looked at her hand, then up at her face. “Just how long have you known my brother?”
“Less than a week,” she admitted after only a momentary pause. “But I think I've gotten to know him fairly well during that time.”
Tim's mouth twisted. “I've known him all my life, and he's pretty much a stranger to me.”
And that, Lucy realized, was a painful admission for Tim. He had a big brother he barely knew, a brother he had tried to turn to in a difficult time, and it hurt him that he hadn't been able to make that connection. And because she was starting to understand Banner-or at least she wanted to believe that she was beginning to figure him out-she suspected he was in the kitchen right now berating himself for not knowing how to meet Tim halfway.
This family needed help, and there was no better time to start than the present, she decided. While it was true that she was no expert in family relationships, she was the only one here at the moment to give it a shot. Tightening her fingers on Tim's arm, she gave a slight tug. “Come on. We're going back in there to talk to your brother.”
Tim shook his head. “It wouldn't do any good. You heard us in there. We barely speak the same language.”
“Then what you need is a translator. And I happen to speak a little Banner. Come on.”
Tim resisted for a moment, making her give him one of the looks she usually reserved for class disrupters. “Don't make me pick you up and carry you in there.”
That drew a reluctant laugh from him. Though an inch or so shorter than Banner, Tim still pretty much towered over Lucy. “Why do I get the feeling that you might try that?”
“Because I would,” she told him cheerfully. “So you might as well come willingly.”
Lucy and Tim had just taken a step toward the kitchen when Banner entered the living room. He looked first at Lucy, who still had her hand on Tim's arm. “What do you want me to do?”
“You could try listening,” she replied. “Maybe Tim would like to tell you why he came here today.”
“All right. Let's talk.” Banner sat on one end of the couch and motioned toward the remaining chairs. “Sit.”
“Maybe it would be best if I leave the two of you alone,” Lucy offered, moving toward the bedroom.
“No!” The brothers spoke in perfect unison, both looking a bit panicky at the prospect of being alone together now.
“Please stay,” Tim added, giving her a look that was just short of beseeching.
She was the one who had initiated this, she reminded herself. Nodding, she took a seat on the couch next to Banner. “All right. But feel free to ask me to step out of the room if you decide you want to discuss private family matters.”
Tim responded to that with a short, bitter laugh. “Rick has less interest than you do in family matters.”
“You could be right about that,” Banner snapped. “I've always minded my own business and let the rest of you do the same.”
“Did it ever occur to you that we wanted you to be part of our lives?” Tim retorted.
“And let Dad try to control me the way he does you and Brenda? I'll pass.”
“You would never let that happen. You've never let him push you around.”
Was that a touch of hero worship in Tim's voice? Lucy studied his young face, seeing just a hint of vulnerability in his eyes, though he was obviously trying to emulate his older brother's inscrutable mask. It wasn't hard to imagine him as a young boy, both impressed and intimidated by the older brother he saw so rarely.
Banner shrugged. “By the time he paid enough attention to me to try to control me, I was already old enough to be set in my ways. Nothing I did seemed to please him, so I stopped trying. You, on the other hand, seemed to be exactly what he wanted from a son.”
“I've spent my whole life trying to be…maybe I didn't have your guts to be able to tell him to back off.”
Looking uncomfortable with the comparison, Banner shrugged. “Maybe you had to reach a point where you'd had enough.”
Tim didn't look particularly reassured. “Maybe.”
The two men fell silent, apparently lost in their own glum thoughts about their father.
After several long moments, Lucy decided it was time to get them talking again. “How did your mother and sister react to the news that you're quitting law school?”
Tim shrugged. “Mother had hysterics and went to bed. Brenda told me I was being an idiot, then left to go back to the hospital, which is where she spends all her time, anyway.”
“Brenda really enjoys her work?”
He nodded. “She told me she can't imagine doing anything else with her life. I never felt that way about the law. And I sure never had any interest in medicine-it was all I could do to get through the basic biology classes with grades my father would accept.”
“Then you have to find something that excites you as much as medicine excites your sister,” Lucy told him firmly. “The way your brother loves working with wood.”
Tim threw a quick glance Banner's way, then looked at Lucy again. “What do you do, Lucy?”
“Dr. Guerin is a mathematics professor,” Banner surprised her by saying before she could respond.
“Dr. Guerin?” Tim's eyes widened. “You're a college professor?”
“Yes.” Lucy sighed a little and shook her head. “I really don't know why that seems to stun everyone who hears it.”
“I think Tim is surprised that I have a friend who finished college, much less teaches it,” Banner drawled.
A friend. Lucy stashed that description away to mull over later.
Tim sounded defensive when he said, “I didn't say I was surprised that you have a friend like Lucy. She simply seems too young to have a Ph. D.”
“I'll take that as a compliment.” Lucy smiled at Tim, then gave Banner a look that silently requested he behave himself.
Banner cleared his throat “So, uh, Tim-do you need any money or anything?”
Lucy supposed Banner considered his offer to be a show of supportiveness, even though Tim immediately turned defensive again.
“No,” he said. “I didn't come here for money.”
“Then why did you come?”
Tim rubbed his palms on the legs of his jeans before answering, “Maybe I was hoping to find one person who would tell me I did the right thing.”
Lucy held her breath until Banner finally spoke. “You're sure this is what you want to do?” he asked Tim.
Tim nodded, no trace of uncertainty in his voice when he replied, “I'm positive.”
Banner shrugged. “Then you did the right thing.”
The expression that flashed through Tim's eyes made Lucy's chest ache.
“Thanks,” he murmured.
“So what are your plans now? Tonight?” Banner asked.
Pushing a hand through his hair, Tim replied, “I guess I'll find a place to crash tonight, then start looking for a job and an apartment somewhere. Dad's been paying my rent while I've been in school, but that's over. I told him I didn't want him supporting me any longer.”
“That's the only way you're ever going to get out from under his control,” Banner commented.
“I know. I've got some savings stashed away to live on until I find a job. Although I'll have to find one pretty quickly.”
“I'm sure your brother wants you to stay here until you find another place,” Lucy hinted broadly, nudging Banner sharply with her elbow.
“Uh…yeah, sure.” He rubbed his rib cage as he spoke.
Tim's drooping shoulders straightened. “Really? I mean, I was sort of hoping I could bunk here for a day or two, but if you'd rather I didn't…”
He glanced at Lucy as he spoke, making it clear that he worried about having crashed a romantic idyll. It had to have been obvious to him, of course, that Lucy had spent the night here and had just crawled out of Banner's bed when Tim arrived.
“Of course you should stay,” she said firmly. “After all, the closest motel is fifteen miles away. And it's New Year's Eve. We'll have a party.”
Banner frowned. “Does this party involve decorations? Am I going to have to chop down another tree?”
She laughed and leaned over to kiss his cheek, causing him to blush again. She simply loved seeing this ultra-controlled, habitually gruff man rattled enough to flush. He wasn't nearly as stern and detached as he pretended to be, but she knew it was a facade born of self-protection.
She wanted Banner to understand he could be free to be himself with her, without fear of judgment or criticism. Perhaps that simple level of acceptance had been all too lacking in his life.
Tim's life, too, apparently, she thought, glancing at the young man who was studying her so curiously.
“No tree this time,” she promised Banner. “But we must have champagne. Do you have any?”
His mouth twisted. “That's not exactly something I keep on hand.”
Not at all surprised, she nodded and rose. “Then I'm off to do some shopping for party supplies. Is there anything else you need me to pick up while I'm out?”
Banner pushed himself to his feet. “I'll do the shopping. Just make a list of what you need, and I'll-”
“No, I'll go. You stay here with Tim.” Which was, she thought, exactly what he was trying to avoid. “Do you have black-eyed peas to eat tomorrow for good luck in the new year? If not, I'll have to buy some while I'm out-though it might be hard to find them this late. I waited until New Year's Eve last year, and the shelves were almost empty of black-eyed peas.”
“I have them…and a ham hock to season them with,” Banner replied, making it clear he followed at least one local holiday tradition. “But, really, I don't mind making the grocery run.”
She patted his cheek in a breezy manner that made his eyes narrow. “Talk to your brother, Banner,” she murmured in his ear. “He needs your support.”
Because he was a man who clearly knew when to surrender, he nodded and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Be careful.”
“I will.” Giving Tim an encouraging smile, she headed off to find her purse and shoes.
She had champagne to buy.
Banner and Tim were left staring at each other in Lucy's wake, both of them at a loss for words. Knowing Lucy would tell him that it was his place to get the conversation rolling, Banner cleared his throat. “So, uh…”
Maybe he should have had something in mind to say before he started speaking, he thought with a grimace, falling silent again.
Tim took up the effort. “Lucy seems really great. How did you meet her?”
“She was stranded here during the ice storm last week, along with several other travelers.”
“Really?” Tim looked intrigued. “She's been here ever since?”
“No. She left to spend Christmas with her family in Springfield, then came back yesterday. She said she, uh, wanted to get to know me better,” he added, still occasionally amazed that Lucy had actually returned.
“And then I show up.” Looking apologetic, Tim shook his head. “Sorry, dude, it's obvious I'm in the way here. I'll clear out before she gets back.”
“No. She'd have my head if you're gone when she returns. She's all set for a New Year's Eve party-and trust me, when Lucy sets her mind on something, you might as well just nod and ask what she wants you to do.”
Tim's smile was a bit quizzical. “I didn't think you would let anyone boss you around, not even someone as pretty as Lucy.”
“Lucy doesn't boss anyone around. She just sort of guides people into cooperating with her.”
“And you're okay with that?”
Banner shrugged. As much as he admired and desired her, he wasn't blind to Lucy's flaws, just as he was quite sure she was aware of his. Sure, she had a tendency to take charge of things, but he figured he could hold his own with her if it concerned something that particularly mattered to him. He just didn't expect her to hang around long enough for it to become an issue.
Deciding a change of subject was in order, he tried to remember the name of Tim's girlfriend, who he had met at a very stilted and uncomfortable Thanksgiving dinner with his father's family. “So how's…Jessica?”
“Jennifer. She's history.”
Studying Tim's morose expression, Banner asked, “Did you dump the girlfriend along with law school?”
“Actually, she dumped me. She really wanted to marry a lawyer.”
Banner winced. “Uh, sorry.”
“Don't be. It stung a bit, but I couldn't have spent the rest of my life pretending to be something I'm not just to try to keep her happy. And to be honest, it didn't hurt as badly as it probably should have. So maybe she and I weren't right for each other, after all.”
Because Banner could identify all too well with those sentiments, he studied his half brother from a new perspective. Truth be told, he had never paid a lot of attention to Tim.
Banner had been nearly eight when the boy was born, and he had already become aware of the estrangement from his father's family. He still remembered hearing his father bragging about his “boy” and knowing that Richard hadn't been referring to him. Just as he remembered the way his perpetually nervous stepmother had hovered nearby every time Banner had attempted any interaction with baby Tim, as if she feared he would do something to harm the younger boy. As Banner had gotten older, choosing to spend even less time with his father, the rift had grown wider, until he'd hardly known his paternal half siblings.
Banner had thought of Tim as brilliant, social, ambitious, driven-all the adjectives their father valued so highly, which Banner could simply never apply to himself. It had never occurred to Banner that Tim could have more in common with him than with their old man.
Which, he reminded himself, was not necessarily a good thing. He would hate to see young Tim end up living alone, isolated from his family, feeling as if he had failed at every relationship he had attempted. And Tim didn't even seem to have a passion he wanted to pursue, the way Banner had always enjoyed his woodworking.
The extent of his concern about Tim rather surprised him. He wouldn't have expected to care what the kid chose to do with his life.
Because he didn't know how to express his misgivings, he said only, “You can crash here as long as you need a place to stay. But your parents are going to hate it. They'll probably figure out a way to blame me for corrupting you. Accuse me of being a bad influence or something, not that I had anything to do with your choices.”
“Maybe more than you think,” Tim murmured.
Banner was almost relieved when his dog interrupted the conversation before he had to pursue that particular comment. With a big, noisy yawn, the animal rose from his rug, stretched dramatically, then wandered over to Banner. The dog butted the hand that had been resting on Banner's knee, an unsubtle hint that he wanted a head rub.
“No offense,” Tim said, “but that is the ugliest dog I've ever seen.”
“No offense taken. I'm not blind.”
“What breed is he?”
“Your guess is as good as mine.”
Tilting his head a bit, Tim eyed the dog curiously. “I'm figuring there are at least ten breeds involved, maybe a little goat and cow thrown in.”
That made Banner chuckle. “Anything's possible, I guess.”
Tim patted his leg, calling the dog to his side. Reaching out to rub the dog's long, shaggy ears, he asked, “What's his name?”
“Hulk.”
Grinning down at the goofy, good-natured animal, Tim said, “I like him.”
“So do I.”
Their gazes met over the dog's head. Banner looked away first, reaching hastily for the remote control. “We're missing the bowl games. What teams do you like?”
“I'll watch any game that involves a ball and cheerleaders,” Tim replied.
Thumbing on the power button and raising the volume loud enough to preclude any more meaningful dialogue, Banner rose. “We need snacks. I've got cheese puffs, pretzels, popcorn, beer and sodas.”
Tim's attention was already fixed on the screen. “All of the above sounds good.”
Nodding, Banner headed off in search of junk food, relieved that the only conversation required from him for the rest of the afternoon would consist of phrases like “Nice catch” or “Bad call.”



Chapter Fourteen


Lucy was hit with an immediate sense of familiarity when she walked into Banner's living room a bit later that afternoon. Having grown up in a household with her uncle and two male cousins, she was well acquainted with the sounds of football on the TV and grunts of satisfaction or disgust from the guys sprawled on the furniture. The smells of beer, popcorn and cheese puffs made her smile with nostalgia.
“Who's winning?” she asked, crossing the room and plopping down on the couch beside Banner.
“It's tied at fourteen.” Banner draped an arm around her, almost absentmindedly, and she snuggled contentedly into his side. “Did you find any champagne?”
“Sparkling grape juice. You might have told me this is a dry county.”
He chuckled. “You were so insistent on going yourself, I figured you knew what you were doing.”
Quite cheerfully she punched him in the side. “Thanks a lot.”
With a faint “oomph,” he shifted his position, gave her a look, then turned his attention back to the TV in time to watch a long spiraling pass fall right into the hands of a defensive player. “Son of a-”
“What was he thinking?” Tim complained loudly. “Didn't he see that sea of opposing color surrounding his receiver?”
“I think he saw those two human tanks coming right at his head,” Lucy answered, reaching for a handful of popcorn. “I'd have gotten rid of that ball, myself.”
Banner and Tim got into a heated discussion on whether an intentional grounding penalty would have been better or worse than a sack in that play. Delighted that the brothers were communicating in such a basic, male-bonding sort of way, Lucy settled in to watch the rest of the game.
One game had ended and they were engrossed in another when Banner's telephone rang. He looked immediately at Tim, who was looking back at him with a rueful expression. It seemed that both of them had the same premonition about who was calling.
“Ten-to-one that's Dad,” Tim muttered.
“Sucker bet,” Banner replied, standing to reach for the phone. Maybe they would both be wrong and it would be for Lucy, he thought hopefully.
No such luck.
“Hello, Richard.” His father spoke with his usual brusque lack of warmth.
“Sir.” Having decided years earlier that Dad was too familiar a term to describe his relationship with his father,
Banner had settled for the more formal appellation. Richard, Sr., had never protested.
“I don't suppose you've heard from your brother today.” “He's been here all day.” Banner didn't think Tim had wanted his whereabouts kept secret or he would have said so.
After a momentary pause, Richard sighed. “I shouldn't be surprised.”
“Do you want to talk to him?” Banner asked a bit hopefully.
“No. I've said all I know to say to him. But maybe you'll have more luck. You are trying to talk him into going back to school, aren't you?”
“No.”
His father's voice chilled several degrees. “Why the hell not?”
Aware that both Tim and Lucy were listening, though they seemed to be watching the game, Banner replied, “Tim's old enough to make his own decisions.”
“I should have expected you to take that attitude.”
“What attitude is that, sir?” Banner inquired coolly.
“You're frittering your own life away, and now you seem to be encouraging your brother to do the same. I don't know what made me think you would show any responsibility or loyalty to this family now, when you never have before.”
“Yeah, well, that's just the kind of guy I am.” Even Banner heard the sharp edge to the drawl he had intended to sound merely laconic.
“Your mother did a hell of a job raising you. My wife always warned me about letting Tim spend too much time with you, but I never thought there was a danger that you would have that much influence over him.”
“Are there any other criticisms you want to make, or are you about finished?”
“That will do for now. I can only hope spending a few days with you will bring your brother to his senses about the kind of life he could end up leading if he doesn't get back to school.”
“I'm sure Tim will be just fine whatever he decides to do. As you've always made a point of telling everyone, he's a smart guy. Smart enough not to let anyone run his life for him-including you.”
“All I can say is that both of my sons have been bitter disappointments to me,” Richard said stiffly.
Banner kept his own tone rigidly polite. “I'm sorry you feel that way, sir. Maybe you should take some time to ask yourself if maybe you expected too much from us. And whether we might be a bit disappointed with you,” he couldn't resist adding before he abruptly disconnected the call.
Tim was on his feet by the time Banner replaced the handset in its cradle. His hands in his pockets, his expression young and vulnerable, he murmured, “You said 'we.”'
Confused, Banner frowned. “What do you mean?”
“It's the first time you've acted like we're on the same side,” Tim clarified, his cheeks a bit red. “Like we're really brothers.”
“Well, we aren't sisters,” Banner returned, then almost winced at the lameness of the awkward retort. Uncomfortable with the emotion in the kid's eyes, he cleared his throat and turned sharply on one heel. “I'm going to start dinner. I'm getting hungry.”
It was a lie, of course. He wasn't sure he could eat anything at the moment. But it gave him an excuse to get away from all this emotion and drama.
Hell, this was the reason he had done everything he could to avoid getting entangled with his half siblings, he told himself as he stalked into the other room.
Urging Tim to stay behind with the dog, Lucy followed Banner into the kitchen, having given him a few minutes to collect himself after his father's call. She found him with his head stuck in the pantry, his posture stiff enough to be termed ramrod. It took nerve to deal with him in this mood, but Lucy had never lacked for courage.
Some might have added that there were times when she lacked good sense to accompany her recklessness. She hoped this wasn't one of those times.
“How are you doing?” she asked, stopping a few feet behind him.
“Great. How does spaghetti sound for dinner? The sauce would be from a jar, but I can spice it up a little with a few extra ingredients.”
He was so determined not to show his emotions, and from what she had heard of his conversation with his father, Lucy could certainly understand why he had developed that habit. But it couldn't be healthy to keep so much bottled inside.
“Spaghetti sounds fine. Do you want to talk about your father's call?”
“Not particularly.” Carrying an assortment of bottles and cans to the counter, he set them down and reached for a pan.
“He didn't really blame you for Tim quitting law school, did he?”
“Pretty much. But I really don't want to talk about it right now.”
She was nothing if not persistent. “That was terribly unfair of him. But Tim appreciates you sticking up for him. You know that he pretty well hero-worships you, don't you? And that he probably has all his life?”
As she had expected, Banner reacted to her comments with a frown and a growl. “That's bull. He just came here because he didn't have anywhere else to go where no one would try to tell him what he should do.”
Lucy had a different opinion about that. She suspected Tim had thought that rebelling against their father's manipulations would finally give him something in common with his reclusive older brother. She didn't think Tim had gone so far as to quit law school for that reason-she believed him when he said he'd been pressured into a career he had never wanted to pursue-but he had known where to come for support in that decision.
“He's so young,” she murmured, looking toward the doorway.
“Not that much younger than you are.”
“Almost six years. And somehow I get the feeling that he's young for his years. Do you think he'll be okay?”
“He'll be fine. It'll do him good to be out on his own for a while.”
“At least he'll have you to guide him a bit.”
Banner frowned at her. “He doesn't want or need me to guide him. He's a grown man, got a college degree. He can fend for himself.”
Wandering to the refrigerator, she pulled out raw vegetables for a salad. “You had your great-uncle to turn to,” she reminded him. “Tim has you.”
The comparison seemed to startle him. He looked thoughtful as he continued cooking. Knowing he needed time to digest the events of the day, Lucy forced herself to work quietly beside him, leaving the questions and observations for later.
When the meal was on the table a short time later, Lucy went into the living room to call Tim away from the television. “Dinner's ready.”
“Great,” he said, almost bounding from his chair. “I'm starved.”
Lifting an eyebrow, Lucy looked at the empty snack bowls and soda cans scattered around the room. It hadn't been too many hours since they'd lunched on chili dogs and chips, which both Banner and Tim had agreed made for perfect football food. Tim might have declared himself a man, but he still had the appetite of a teenager, she thought with a shake of her head.
Lucy and Tim kept up a lively conversation during the meal, chatting about everything from sports to movies to music to politics. Banner didn't contribute much, but Lucy knew he heard every word they said.
After dinner, Lucy pulled out the bags of supplies she had purchased for their impromptu New Year's Eve party. Tim watched with curiosity, and Banner with signs of trepidation, as she unearthed an assortment of games, sparkling grape juice, plastic wineglasses, noisemakers and party crackers.
“You really get into the spirit of things, don't you?” Tim asked her with a grin.
“That's what some people would call an understatement,” Banner murmured, glancing around his living room as if thinking of the Christmas decorations that had filled nearly every inch of it.
Lucy gave him an exaggerated frown. “At least I didn't ask you to chop anything down for this celebration.”
“I should be grateful for small favors, I suppose.”
She carried the games to the coffee table. “You are, however, required to participate in the festivities. I bought Yahtzee, canasta and Uno. Which one do you want to play first?”
He might have looked more resigned than enthusiastic, but he went along, settling onto the couch while Lucy and Tim arranged themselves on the floor on the other side of the table. They chose to play Yahtzee first, and it wasn't long before Lucy and Tim were noisily cheering their luck or complaining about their lack thereof.
A football game played on the television behind them, the sound muted but still audible. Banner had started another fire, which hissed and popped, filling the room with cheerful noises, cozy warmth, flickering light and a woodsy scent. Lucy was almost blissfully content.
She already felt almost as comfortable with Tim as she was with her cousins. Banner, however, was a different story. While she enjoyed his company, the constant sexual attraction she felt for him made comfortable entirely the wrong adjective for her feelings toward him. There were times during the evening when she simply glanced up at him and was hit with a wave of such intense emotion it was all she could do not to leap at him.
She felt almost like a schoolgirl with her first overpowering crush. But there was nothing girlish about the depth of her yearning for this man, she mused.
Fingers snapped suddenly in front of her face, bringing her out of her latest romantic reverie.
“Yo, Lucy,” Tim prompted impatiently. “Your roll.”
“Oh. Sorry.” She reached hastily for the dice cup, embarrassed to realize she had been staring hungrily at Banner-long enough for him to be looking back at her with an intensity that made more than her cheeks go hot in reaction.
Dragging her gaze away from him, she glanced at Tim, only to find him grinning at both her and his brother with a knowing look that made her gulp and throw the dice so hard they bounced off the table and onto the floor.
As glad as she was that Banner was embarking on a new relationship with his younger brother, there were times when three was definitely a crowd.
With only a little effort, Banner could recall last New Year's Eve. He and Hulk had watched football, shared a pizza and a beer, and turned in at just after midnight, both expecting the new year to differ little from the one that had preceded it.
This New Year's Eve was definitely different.
He glanced at his coffee table, which was littered with empty hot cocoa mugs, scribbled score sheets and the remains of several junk food binges. On the other side of the room, Lucy and Tim were pouring sparkling grape juice into plastic wineglasses. Midnight was ten minutes away, and Lucy had declared it time to begin the traditional celebrations.
She brought him a glass of grape juice, a yellow plastic horn and a silver-foil-covered party cracker. He looked skeptically at the latter. “What do you want me to do with that?”
“Hold both ends and pull,” she instructed. “You'll find surprises inside.”
Because she was looking at him so hopefully, he let her press the favor into his hands. If he wasn't careful, he was going to find himself following at her heels like a lapdog, he thought with a sigh of mild self-reproach. Still, the brilliance of her smile seemed to amply reward his efforts. Something about Lucy made him care about her happiness more than his own convenience, and that was a new sensation for him. A rather unsettling one, at that.
Pushing his misgivings to the back of his mind, he took hold of the ends of the foil wrapped around a cardboard tube and gave a tug. With a popping sound, the tube opened. He reached inside to pull out a folded purple paper hat, a colorful plastic spinning top and a slip of white paper.
“Read your fortune,” Lucy urged.
“'New pleasures await you,”' he read obediently.
She discreetly patted his bottom. “That sounds promising.”
He nearly swallowed his tongue.
Lucy had already turned to Tim. “Open yours,” she ordered.
“Yes, ma'am,” he said, proving himself as susceptible as Banner to Lucy's bewitchery. His cracker contained a yellow paper hat, a plastic parachute man, and a fortune that read, “Your fate rests in your own hands.”
Tim looked suspiciously at Lucy. “You didn't happen to know what fortune was in here, did you?”
“How could I?” she responded with a laugh. “It was the luck of the draw. But it's true, you know.”
“That's what I've been telling myself for the past few days,” he replied wryly.
“Well?” Banner prodded Lucy, finding himself unexpectedly curious. “What's in yours?”
Smiling at him, she pulled the ends of her cracker, giggled at the resulting pop, then dug out a green paper hat and a bracelet made of pink and green plastic beads strung on elastic thread. She promptly put on the bracelet, then read her fortune aloud. “'Persistence pays off.' Hmm. That's always sort of been my motto. Kind of eerie how fitting these were, isn't it?”
Banner shrugged. “They're always vague enough to fit whoever reads them.”
Ignoring his cynicism, she grabbed her wineglass. “Let's have a toast before the ball drops. Who wants to make one?”
“You go ahead,” Banner said, picking up his own glass. Tim agreed that Lucy should be the one to make the toast.
“Okay.” She gave her words only a moment's thought. “To Tim,” she began, lifting her glass in his direction. “May you find the path that leads you to happiness and fulfillment.”
“Thank you.”
“You're welcome. And to Banner,” she went on, turning to him.
He felt the muscles at the base of his neck tense with his uncertainty about what she might say next.
“May you learn to see yourself as the generous, talented and unique person that I see when I look at you,” she said, smiling at him in a way that made his chest ache as if he'd just been kicked. His throat tightened, making it darned near impossible for him to speak, even if he had known what to say.
Tim watched them with an expression Banner couldn't quite read. Was Tim as surprised as Banner by the way Lucy had described him?
Tim was probably wondering if he and Lucy knew the same guy. Banner, on the other hand, was even more concerned, now, that Lucy had created an image in her mind based on unusual circumstances-a combination, perhaps, of the holidays, the ice storm, and a powerful, and wholly unanticipated sexual attraction.
He gave Tim a look that held a classic, and unmistakable masculine appeal for help. Tim promptly took him up on it, drawing attention away from Lucy's words by proposing one of his own. “To Lucy,” he said, lifting his glass. “Thank you for helping me reconnect with my brother, and I hope he knows how incredibly lucky he is to have met you.”
Banner wasn't sure that sentiment was any less fraught with emotional landmines than Lucy's had been, but at least she was smiling at Tim now and not waiting for Banner to say anything. To further avoid having to do so, he tipped up his plastic glass and drank deeply, wishing it held something a bit stronger than bubbly grape juice.
Having taken an obligatory sip of her own juice, Lucy pointed to the television screen. “The ball is starting to drop. Quick, everyone grab your noisemakers.”
Banner thought about passing on that suggestion, but the look she gave him had him sighing and picking up the plastic horn. Definitely a bossy little thing, he thought…but he supposed he could indulge her for one more holiday.
There was something inherently thrilling about the stroke of midnight at the dawn of a new year, Lucy thought as she began to count down along with the crowd on the screen. There were so many possibilities. So many surprises waiting to be discovered.
“Ten…nine…”
Tim seemed to be as excited as Lucy about the countdown. She figured that he was experiencing many of the same emotions she felt-eagerness, anticipation, hope. A little nervous about what lay ahead for him and whether he had finally found the key to his ultimate fulfillment.
“Seven…six…”
Banner, on the other hand, seemed to be going through the motions of the celebration. As if he was clinging to the safety and familiarity of the old year.
“Three…two…one! Happy new year!” Lucy blew an enthusiastic blast on her plastic horn, echoed almost as heartily by Tim, and very briefly by Banner. And then she rested a hand on Banner's arm and lifted her face expectantly toward him.
“More imaginary mistletoe?” he murmured.
“It's customary to kiss at midnight,” she prompted him.
“Is that right?”
She could tell by his expression that he'd known all along. Whether he had been teasing her or simply stalling, she didn't know, but when he bent his head to press a long, firm kiss against her lips, she found she didn't particularly care.
As far as Lucy was concerned, the new year was starting out very well. It looked as though Santa had come through very generously on her Christmas wish this time.
They turned in an hour or so later. Tim took the guest bedroom. He didn't seem to find it particularly surprising that Lucy would be sharing Banner's bed.
Banner closed his bedroom door, then looked a bit uncertainly at Lucy. “Sorry about my brother showing up like this. I hope it doesn't make you too uncomfortable about…well, you know.”
“I like your brother very much. I've had a lovely New Year's Eve. And I'm not at all uncomfortable about…you know,” she teased him, sliding her hands invitingly up his chest. “Not if you're referring to the fact that you and I are lovers.”
Apparently, lovers was another hot-button term to Banner. His eyes darkened and his face went carefully expressionless. He motioned toward the bathroom. “I'll let you have first shift at tooth brushing.”
“You go ahead. I need to get some things out of my bag.”
Banner was already in bed when Lucy emerged from the bathroom later. He had left the bedside lamp on for her. Lucy was satisfied that the romantically dimmed light was quite flattering to the slinky ivory silk nightgown she had purchased in Springfield for this special night.
At the sight of her, Banner rose slowly to one elbow. The beddings were draped at his waist, leaving his chest bare. His sleek, tanned skin gleamed in the golden lamp light, making Lucy's mouth go dry.
“You are beautiful,” he said.
Three simple, well-worn words-and yet they made her knees go weak, and brought a lump to her throat.
She wouldn't expect flowery compliments from Banner. He would never wax poetic or shower her with practiced flattery. What she could depend on from him was simple honesty. Banner thought she was beautiful. How could she not be swept off her feet?
He patted the bed beside him. “What are you waiting for?”
You, she thought. I've been waiting for you all my life.
Without a word, she moved to join him. Banner welcomed her with open arms.
A long time later Lucy listened to Banner's heartbeats beneath her cheek. The sound was steady and reassuring, and she thought she could happily listen to it for the rest of her life.
The bedcoverings were tangled around them. Her expensive nightgown lay tumbled on the floor beside the bed. The bedside lamp was off now, but enough moonlight filtered through the window for her to see Banner's face when she looked up at him.
He looked thoughtful, she decided. As though he was mulling over something very important.
Apparently sensing her gaze on him, he glanced down. “Aren't you sleepy?”
“No.” It wasn't a lie. Lucy was wide awake, unwilling to miss one moment of this magical night. “Are you?”
“No.”
Crossing her hands on his chest, she propped her chin on them. “You want to talk?”
“About what?”
“Maybe whatever it is that you're thinking about so seriously?”
He lay in silence for a while longer, and she didn't press him, figuring he would talk when-and if-he was ready. After a while he cleared his throat. “When do you have to go back home?”
“I have to be back at work next week.”
He waited another few beats and then said, “Maybe you can give me a call next time you plan to visit your family? Maybe you could drop in to see me for a few hours.”
Something about that awkwardly worded suggestion made her frown. “I'm not sure I understand…”
“I thought we could see each other again sometime, if you like. I'm pretty much here all the time, and since you have to go right past here to get to your family, anyway…”
Lucy swallowed. Hard. “And perhaps you could come visit me in Conway soon? It really isn't that far, you know.”
“I'm not much for visiting,” he said without inflection. “You know me. I tend to be more comfortable here, with my own company. But you would be welcome anytime.”
“How hospitable of you.” She rolled away from him, reaching for her nightgown.
Banner pushed himself to his elbow. “Is something wrong?”
Without answering, she pulled the nightgown over her head, feeling only somewhat less vulnerable when she was covered by the thin fabric.
“You and I live very different lives, you know,” he said, as if sensing her disappointment with his suggestion that they see each other only on occasional, fleeting visits. “I can't imagine you would be content to give up your career and the life you've made for yourself to sit around here with Hulk and me.”
He spoke lightly, as if expecting her to be as amused by that suggestion as he was pretending to be.
“You're right,” she said without smiling. “I wouldn't be at all content with that.”
“Of course not. My ex-wife nearly went crazy from boredom before she finally escaped. But maybe I'm not so bad in small doses. So you'll stop in again sometime.”
“Like your buddy Polston,” she murmured. “A drop-in friend.”
“It was just a suggestion.” His tone was stilted now, and he obviously regretted that he had said anything at all.
“You know, maybe I am tired, after all,” she said, lying down with her back to him. “We'd better get some sleep.”
“Yeah, I guess you're right. We can talk tomorrow.”
It was going to take a lot more than talk to get through this man's thick skull, Lucy thought as she pulled the covers to her ears and frowned fiercely into the darkness. Somehow she had to figure out a way to overcome the results of a lifetime of rejections and convince Banner that he deserved much more than he was prepared to settle for.



Chapter Fifteen


Lucy was gone when Banner woke the next morning.
It surprised him that she had slipped out of his bed without him hearing her, since he was usually a light sleeper. The bathroom door was open, so he knew she wasn't in there. Maybe in the kitchen?
She wasn't in the kitchen. Nor the living room, nor any other room. Her bags were gone and so was her car.
As incredible as it seemed, at some point during the couple of hours while he had slept, Lucy had gathered her things and left his house.
He found her note taped to the mirror in his bathroom. “Give me a call when you figure out what you really want,” it read. “And when you're ready to take the risk of asking for it.”
His first reaction was confusion. What the hell did she mean? He'd told her last night what he wanted. He hadn't actually asked her to drop in occasionally, but he'd made it clear that he wouldn't mind if she did.
The second emotion to hit him was anger. Why the hell had she taken off this way without any sort of warning? If she had something to say to him, she should have said it face-to-face, not in some cryptic note.
Most likely this was her way of ending their brief vacation fling without any unpleasantness. Making it sound as though it was his choice rather than hers, she had disappeared without messy scenes or awkward goodbyes. He supposed he should be grateful to her for keeping it so easy for him.
But grateful wasn't even one of the many emotions swirling inside him as he glared at her neatly lettered note.
Half an hour later he was back in the kitchen, showered, shaved and dressed. The coffee was already made, and bacon sizzled in a skillet as he cracked eggs into a bowl. This day would be no different from any other, he promised himself. Nothing in his life had changed permanently when Lucy Guerin wandered into his home. It had been nice while it lasted, but he had never expected it to last long.
Following the scent of food, Tim wandered in yawning and finger combing his tousled hair. “Smells good.”
“You like your eggs scrambled, don't you?”
“Yeah. How'd you know?”
Banner shrugged. “I've learned a few things about you in twenty-two years.”
Tim poured coffee into the mug Banner had set out for him. “Lucy still sleeping off the sparkling grape juice?”
Banner had braced himself for this, of course. “Lucy left this morning.”
Obviously startled, Tim glanced at his watch. “So early?”
“Yeah. She had things to do, I guess.”
“Since when? Last night she was talking about watching the Rose Bowl with us today.”
Belatedly remembering that conversation, Banner shrugged and set a filled plate on the table. “Dig in.”
Though Tim took his seat, his attention was obviously not on the food now. “Did you guys have a fight?”
Banner ladled eggs onto his own plate, though he wasn't at all hungry. “No. We didn't have a fight.”
Tim laid down his fork, his expression suddenly stricken. “Did she leave because of me? Damn, Rick, I didn't mean to…”
“It wasn't because of you, Tim. Lucy likes you. She told me so. I'm the one she has the problems with.”
“So you did quarrel.”
Banner sighed gustily. “We did not quarrel. It was just…well, I think she took offense at something I said. Maybe. Though to be honest, I'm not sure what it was that irritated her.”
“Surely you have a clue.”
“Not really.” Sitting on the other side of the table from his brother, Banner picked at his food without enthusiasm. “I said I wouldn't mind her dropping by occasionally when she makes trips to Springfield to visit her relatives. I made it clear, actually, that I hoped she would.”
Tim stared at him. “You said it just that way?”
“Well…yeah. Pretty much.”
“And you can't figure out why she might have taken offense.”
“No.”
Shaking his head in apparent disgust, Tim reached for his coffee cup. “And to think I came to you for advice.”
Banner deliberately set down his fork. “What's that supposed to mean?”
“Even though I only met Lucy yesterday, I can't imagine she would be satisfied with being an occasional visitor in your life. It was obvious to me that she's crazy about you. She probably needs to believe you feel the same way about her. And I can't imagine that you wouldn't feel the same way-she's great. A little bossy, but even that part of her is well intentioned.”
Banner's fist tightened around his fork as he forced himself to keep his expression impassive. “Of course she's great. But really, Tim, can you see her being interested in me for very long? She's everything I'm not. I couldn't have found anyone more my opposite if I'd gone looking.”
“You thought you had a lot in common with your ex-wife, but that certainly didn't last long. Maybe what you need is someone different from you, have you ever considered that?”
“I don't need anyone,” Banner shot back. “I've gotten along just fine on my own.”
“You're scared.” Tim looked stunned by the realization. “Funny, I didn't think anything ever scared you, but you are. You're afraid to take the risk of a relationship with Lucy.”
Because Tim had unconsciously echoed part of Lucy's goodbye note, Banner scowled. “That's bull.”
“I don't think so. If there's one thing I recognize it's fear. Fear of failure, fear of rejection, fear of change. I've struggled with all of them lately.”
Banner saw no correlation at all between his situation and Tim's. Tim was making sweeping changes because he had been dissatisfied with his life. Banner, on the other hand, was perfectly content with the way things had been for the past couple of years. He had his work, his home, his dog. When he wanted companionship, he had Polston or the guys down at the pool hall. If he ever felt lonely, he reminded himself that solitude was better than being the odd guy out in a crowd.
He wasn't afraid of change, he assured himself. He just saw no need to fix what hadn't been broken. His heart, for example.
And that errant thought annoyed him so much that his scowl deepened even more. “Eat your breakfast,” he muttered. “Your eggs are getting cold.”
Tim obligingly stuffed a bite of bacon into his mouth, but Banner could tell it wouldn't be long before the interrogation began again. He was rather relieved when someone knocked on the front door.
“Maybe it's Lucy,” Tim said after a hasty swallow. “Maybe she changed her mind.”
But Banner didn't think so. More likely it was Polston or one of the other guys with an invitation for him to watch the New Year's Day games or shoot some pool or something. Lucy's note had been too firm and pointed to have been written on a quickly regretted impulse.
The way things had been going lately, he shouldn't have been surprised to find another member of his family on his doorstep. At least it wasn't his father, he thought, stepping aside to let his sister enter.
“I don't have to ask if Tim's here,” Brenda said, tossing her thick brown bob away from her face to look at him. “I saw his SUV outside.”
“He's in the kitchen.”
“Dad said you refuse to help us talk Tim into going back to school.”
“As I've said to everyone who asked, it's none of my business whether Tim goes back to school. He's a grown man. It's his choice.”
“I wouldn't listen if he did try to nag me to go back,”
Tim said from the doorway. “Rick understands that I've made my decision and no one is going to talk me out of it. Not Dad, not Mom, and not you, Brenda. Would you listen if I tried to talk you into quitting medical school?”
“But you can't even tell us what it is you do want,” she argued passionately, her blue eyes glinting with a combination of frustration and concern. “What are you going to do? How are you going to support yourself?”
“I'll find a job swinging a hammer or flipping burgers, if I have to,” he retorted. “I'm not entirely incompetent, you know.”
“And you would be happier doing one of those things than going to law school?”
“I would be happier doing either of those things than going to law school,” he said, looking and sounding utterly sincere.
“And what about Mom and Dad? How are you going to make things right with them? You said some very harsh things to them when you walked out.”
“All I said was the truth. That they had no right to try to run my life. To choose my career, my friends, my future path. Maybe it works for you, but I need to control my own destiny.”
Taking offense, Brenda planted her fists on her slender hips. “I happen to like the career I've chosen. The fact that our parents approve of my choice doesn't mean they pressured me into it.”
“Fine. And they aren't pressuring me into anything, either.”
“Look, I know Dad can come across as domineering and intolerant, but surely you don't want to give up on your relationship with him.”
Tim gave a sullen shrug that was probably intended to mask any feelings of hurt or loss. “Why shouldn't I? It seems to have worked for Rick.”
“Don't pull me into this,” Banner said immediately. “I'm no role model. Whatever problems you have with your father have nothing to do with me.”
“'Your”' father,” Brenda repeated, turning on him now. “Can't you even acknowledge that he's our father?”
Banner shrugged. “He's the one who created that rift, when I made it clear that I make my own decisions.”
“And because you felt rejected by him, you've holed up here in your solitude and your surliness. Well, you know what, Rick? Tim and I never rejected you. It was the other way around. You make a big production of being the family outcast, but you're the one who pushes away everyone who tries to love you. Maybe that works for you, but I don't want Tim to end up alone and bitter. And I-”
Her voice broke, but she brought it under control long enough to finish, “I don't want to lose the only brother who ever loved me back.”
Tim's young face softened. “You know I love you, Brenda. This has nothing to do with my feelings for you, and I'm not going to let it put a rift between us.”
“I want you to be happy, Tim. And I don't want you to do anything you'll regret just to prove something to Dad.”
Tim put both hands on his sister's shoulders, looking down at her from his six-inch advantage in height. “I need you to trust me to know what's best for myself, Brenda. And I need you to support me in the choices I make. Just as I'll always support you in whatever you want to do.”
She sighed, her shoulders sagging a bit in surrender. “All right. If this is really what you want, I won't nag you anymore about it. But I do hope you try to keep the lines of communication open with the family.”
“As long as they give me the freedom to make my own decisions, I can deal with the other baggage. I'm not closing the door on the family, I just need a little space right now. Okay?”
She nodded. “Will you promise to let me know if you need anything? You can always go back to school if you change your mind, you know. Promise you won't let pride stop you from acting if you decide you made a mistake.”
Tim gave her a reassuring smile. “I promise-even though I know I'm not making a mistake.”
Banner watched as they hugged.
Biting her lip, Brenda turned to Banner after Tim released her. “I'm sorry about snapping at you,” she said, her tone stiff. “I was upset.”
“Forget it.”
She drew a deep breath, her shoulders held with rather defensive dignity. “I promised Tim I wouldn't nag him anymore. I'll give you the same courtesy. If you want me to leave you alone, I will.”
“I don't want you to leave me alone,” he answered gruffly, shoving his hands awkwardly in his pockets. “You're my sister, too, damn it.”
She caught her breath, her eyes suddenly shimmering with a hint of tears. “I think that's the nicest thing you've ever said to me.”
He realized too late what he had triggered with his imprudent comment. He braced his feet as Brenda threw herself at him and locked her arms around his waist in a fervent hug. Awkwardly he patted her back.
Lifting her head, she gave him a tremulous smile. “I know you would rather be nibbled by ducks than be hugged by your sister, but I couldn't help it. That was such a sweet thing to say.”
Grumbling something incoherent in lieu of thinking of a real response, he stepped back and pushed his hands into his pockets again. And then he said, “Are you hungry? Tim and I were just having breakfast.”
“I'd take some coffee.”
“Rick makes really good coffee,” Tim offered, waving an arm toward the kitchen. “He's a great cook, actually.”
Something in the young man's voice made Banner remember what Lucy had said about Tim having a touch of hero worship for his older brother. That possibility made him so uncomfortable that he frowned as he led them into the kitchen.
“Good Lord. What is that?” Brenda asked, staring in disbelief at the beast waiting patiently by the back door.
“That's Banner's dog, Hulk,” Tim replied as Banner crossed the room to let the dog outside.
“Oh. Well, he's, uh…” Brenda's voice faded as she was unable to come up with an appropriate adjective.
“Ugly,” Banner supplied in resignation. “But he's a good dog.”
“I'm sure he is.”
“Lucy said he's not really ugly, he's just making a fashion statement,” Tim said with a grin.
Brenda looked at him in curiosity. “Who's Lucy?”
“Rick's girlfriend. Or, at least, she would be if he'd make half an effort to keep her.”
Pouring a cup of coffee for Brenda, Banner gave Tim a warning look. “Don't start.”
“What's she like?” Brenda asked Tim, probably knowing better than to ask Banner.
“She's great. Funny and warm and bossy and cheerful. She has a doctorate in mathematics but she looks like a college student. She looks at Rick the way a chocoholic gazes at a hot-fudge sundae. The way an astronomer studies a newly discovered galaxy. The way an art lover stares at an original Van Gogh found hidden in some old lady's attic. The way…”
“That's enough, Tim,” Banner growled, feeling his cheeks warm.
“I get the picture,” Brenda assured them. “I'd like to meet her sometime.”
“That,” Tim said with a look of bravado, “is entirely up to Rick, I think.”
“Drink your coffee,” Banner ordered with a touch of desperation.
He didn't believe for a minute that Lucy had looked at him the way Tim had described it, of course. Nor did he accept Brenda's accusation that he was the one who had been preemptively rejecting everyone for the past few years, rather than the other way around.
But his siblings had certainly given him some things to think about.
Three weeks into the new year, Banner had settled back into his old routines. He rose early, had his breakfast, headed out to the workshop for a long day's hard work. He ate his meals alone in front of the TV, while his dog snored on the hearth rug. He went running with Polston a couple of times when the weather permitted, making it very clear beforehand that they weren't to talk about Lucy. Because Polston had his own secrets, that wasn't a problem.
Tim called a couple of times. He had found an apartment in Nashville and was working as a substitute high school history teacher until he found a permanent job that appealed to him. He sounded satisfied with his choices and eager to move on to new experiences. Banner believed his kid brother was going to end up just fine, no matter what he ultimately decided to do.
He wished he could say the same for himself.
He wasn't sleeping. No matter how hard he worked, nor how tired he was when he crawled into bed, he managed only a couple of hours of restless dozing a night before he was wide awake again, staring at the ceiling and trying not to think about Lucy. He tried sleeping on the couch, but that didn't help, since he could still picture her sleeping there. Same with the couch in the office. Even spreading his sleeping bag in front of the fireplace held too many memories.
He hadn't missed Katrina this way, he thought with a wince as he almost ruined yet another white pine spindle by letting his attention wander away from his belt sander. How could he miss a woman he barely knew more than he had missed the one who had been his wife? And how much worse would it have been if he'd lost Lucy after becoming even more accustomed to having her in his life?
It was that last thought that made him even more convinced she had done them both a favor by walking out the way she had.
“I think it's time for plan B.”
Even though the woman on the other end of the telephone line couldn't see her, Lucy shook her head adamantly. “No. Not yet.”
“It's been more than a month. He's not going to call you.”
“He might.”
“I don't think so, Lucy. He's too guarded. Too shy.”
Lucy sighed. “Maybe he's not interested.”
“No way,” Joan said, sounding absolutely positive. “He was in love with you before Christmas Eve ended. He just needs some pushing.”
“Any suggestions?”
“Maybe I should call him. You know, thank him again for taking us in at Christmas. Ask him if he's heard from you. Casually mention that you would love to hear from him.”
“Too subtle. It's going to take something far more direct.”
“Such as…?”
“I'll probably have to go to him again. I'm thinking about hitting him over the head with a club and dragging him off by the hair.”
Joan laughed. “I don't think I'll try that with Bobby Ray-even though he certainly has enough hair to get a good hold on. But he's much too heavy for me to drag anywhere.”
“As if you'd have to,” Lucy said a bit enviously. “Bobby Ray has no trouble at all making his feelings for you known.”
Joan giggled a bit self-consciously. “No, I suppose he doesn't.”
“Oh, there's someone at the door. I'll call you later, okay?”
“Sure. In the meantime, maybe you should be buffing your club.”
Chuckling, Lucy disconnected the call and headed for the door. She pushed a hand through her tumbled hair on the way, but that was the extent of her primping. She figured her fitted gray T-shirt and gray-piped, black yoga pants looked respectable enough for the delivery guy or friendly neighbor or whoever she would find on the other side of her door.
Of course, if she had known she would find Banner standing there, she might have spent a few more moments in front of the mirror.
“You're here,” she said blankly, gaping up at him.
He leaned against the doorjamb, his arms crossed over his chest, the very picture of handsome nonchalance. “You might have mentioned that you have an unlisted telephone number. And that your home address is a well-kept secret. You never told me your aunt and uncle's last name. And the people at the university gave me your office number, but since you didn't work today, that wasn't particularly helpful.”
Her heart was doing a frantic tap dance inside her chest, but she managed to speak fairly evenly. “So how did you find me?”
“I had to make a few dozen phone calls. I ended up tracking down your father in Texas.”
“You talked to my father?” she said, finding it hard to get past that tidbit.
“Yeah. You mentioned that he was stationed at Fort Hood. He seemed like a nice guy. A little suspicious, maybe, but I guess I can't blame him for that.”
She had deliberately left without giving him her number or address, figuring that if he wanted to talk to her badly enough, he should have to work for it a bit. But she had assumed he would call her at her job, since he knew where she worked. She hadn't expected him to just show up at her home on a Saturday afternoon, five whole weeks after she slipped out of his bed.
“It's so good to see you,” she said, almost afraid to look away from him, just in case he disappeared.
He straightened and dropped his arms, letting a glimpse of emotion show in his eyes now. “Maybe you could ask me in?”
Quickly moving out of the doorway, she motioned him inside. “Please.”
He closed the door behind him, then reached into his jacket pocket. “I brought something with me.”
She tilted her head in curiosity. “What is it?”
He pulled out a sprig of greenery. “Does mistletoe still work after Christmas?”
She felt her smile turn radiant. “Absolutely.”
She didn't give him a chance to hold the mistletoe over her head. Throwing herself at him, she lifted her face to his to kiss him with all the emotion that had been building in her during the long weeks she had been away from him.
Tossing the sprig to one side, he gathered her into his arms, holding her so tightly she could hardly breathe-not that she would have even considered complaining. This was exactly the way she had dreamed of him holding her.
“I think I like your apartment.”
Lucy laughed softly and propped herself on one elbow to study Banner's face. “You think?”
His hard mouth softened with a faint smile. “I didn't get a chance to see much of it.”
“Are you saying I dragged you into bed?”
“Something like that.”
She gave a satisfied nod. “Plan B,” she murmured. “And I didn't even need a club.”
He didn't even bother to ask for an explanation. Instead he pulled her face back down to his and kissed her again.
They had a lot of lost time to make up for, she thought, wrapping her arms around him again.
Lucy and Banner didn't leave her apartment for the rest of the weekend. Letting the answering machine take all her calls, she concentrated fully on Banner, so delighted that he had come to her that she didn't want to think of anything else just yet.
When hunger finally drove them from the bedroom, they cooked steaks in her tiny kitchen. Lucy did most of the talking, of course, chattering to Banner about her job and her friends, catching him up on news of Joan and Bobby Ray and the Carters-all of whom she had spoken to since returning home from the Christmas holiday.
Banner seemed content to listen to her chattering without saying a lot, himself, but she was accustomed to that. He did tell her that he'd finished the big furniture order he'd been working on when she'd visited him and that his friend Polston had agreed to look in on Hulk until Banner returned.
“You could have brought him with you-the dog, not Polston,” Lucy clarified.
“I wasn't sure you could have pets in your apartment.”
“Officially I'm not supposed to, but it probably would have been okay for a visit. Actually, I've been thinking about buying a house so I could get a dog or a cat.”
“Buying a house sounds pretty permanent. You thinking about staying here for a while? Not in any hurry to move to a bigger city or a more impressive university position?”
He had asked the question very casually, but Lucy knew he was intensely interested in her answer. “I like it here very much,” she said. “I like the school and the students and the central Arkansas area. I think I could be quite happy here for a long time.”
“You make it sound as though you're pretty content with your life.”
“I am,” she agreed. “For the most part.”
“Oh? Something missing?”
“Yes. Someone to share it with.”
She watched him swallow. Hard. He toyed with the food remaining on his plate, though his appetite was obviously gone. “And if that someone lets you down? Or hurts you, even without meaning to? Or doesn't live up to what you had hoped for?”
“I've never expected to find anyone who was perfect,” she answered gently, her throat tight. “Heaven knows I'm far from perfect, myself. The trick is to find someone who can love and accept me, flaws and all. I've always believed that when I found my match, I would know right away. And that I would be willing to risk a great deal to make it work.”
Banner kept his gaze focused fiercely on his plate. “I've tried the relationship thing before, you know. It didn't work out.”
“How much did you really risk for that relationship?” she countered. “How much of yourself did you really invest in it?”
“Very little,” he admitted grimly. “Not nearly enough.”
Her hands were shaking when she clasped them tightly in her lap. “And how much are you willing to risk this time?” she asked in a whisper.
He hesitated long enough to almost stop her heart. And then he looked up at her, his expression wrenching. “Everything,” he said simply.
Her eyes flooded. “So am I.”
He cleared his throat. “You want another glass of tea?”
She didn't switch emotional gears quite as quickly as he did, but she was able to catch up after only a moment. “Sure,” she said, her voice still husky. “Another glass of tea sounds good.”
“I'll get it.” He jumped to his feet with a haste that revealed his eagerness to move away from the emotions that had threatened to overwhelm them.
Smiling through her tears, Lucy figured she still had a long way to go in teaching Banner how to open up to her. But, no matter what challenges lay ahead for them, the potential rewards were most definitely worth any risks.



Epilogue


Lucy made one last check of her dining room, admiring the festive holiday dinnerware, set for six, along with the creamy candles and masses of red and white flowers that decorated the center of the long table. Satisfied that everything looked perfect for the guests she was expecting at any time, she moved into the den, one hand resting on the slight bulge of her tummy.
A fire burned in the fireplace, and Hulk curled lazily in front of it, his snores rumbling softly through the otherwise quiet room. Lucy's requirements for a house had included a big fireplace, a dining room for family dinners, a detached workshop, and plenty of privacy-assuring acreage, yet still within a half-hour drive to the university. This two-story Victorian farmhouse set on five wooded acres in the hills outside of Conway met all her wishes and more.
She smiled when she spotted the man kneeling beneath the lavishly decorated Christmas tree in one corner of the big room. She loved seeing Banner under the tree, she mused, admiring the way his loden-green shirt clung to his wide, strong shoulders. She could never ask for a more precious gift, she thought as she patted her tummy again.
“Are you still rearranging presents?” she asked, hiding her rush of emotion behind a lightly teasing tone.
“I wanted to make sure the gifts for Tyler and Tricia were at the front where they could find them easily,” Banner replied, straightening. “You think they'll like the toys I made them?”
He still needed occasional reassurances, but she never minded providing them. “The wooden motorcycle for Tyler is incredibly cool-or 'sweet,' as he would say. And Tricia's going to love the little high chair for her dolls. I can't wait until they get here. It seems like forever since we've seen them.”
“We just saw them at Joan and Bobby Ray's wedding in November. They've been busy since moving into their new home in Little Rock. And speaking of being busy, shouldn't you get off your feet for a while before they arrive? You shouldn't try to do so much.”
“I'm not even six months pregnant yet,” she reminded him indulgently. “I'm not quite ready to take to my bed.”
“Oh, I don't know. Going to bed seems like a pretty good idea to me,” he murmured, catching her around the waist for a quick, heated kiss.
“Behave yourself,” she said when she emerged, breathless, from the embrace.
“Yes, ma'am. But sit down, anyway.”
She moved obligingly to the couch. “Did I hear you talking to Tim while I was changing my clothes?”
“Yeah. He said he's looking forward to seeing us on New Year's Day. He and Brenda both seemed to be pleased that we invited them to spend a couple of days here with us.”
Family had become a big part of their lives together, Lucy reflected happily. She and Banner had spent Thanksgiving with his mother's family, who had accepted Lucy quite warmly into their midst, seeming to give her credit for helping Banner feel more comfortable among them.
She had met his father and stepmother, of course, and while that relationship would never be particularly close, they had managed to be cordial. Maybe, in time, some of the old rifts could be repaired, though not even Lucy expected miracles all the time. At least Banner had grown closer to Tim and Brenda, both of whom Lucy liked very much.
As for her family, they had made Banner feel welcome from the beginning. She and Banner would be traveling to Springfield on Christmas Eve, the day after tomorrow, to spend the holidays with her father, aunt, uncles and cousins. It proved how far he had come in the past year that Banner hardly seemed to dread spending so much time among so many people, though she knew he would be glad to come back home when it was over.
Home. The word made her look around again with another misty smile. Maybe it was hormones affecting her, or maybe the holidays, but she'd felt on the verge of tears all day today. She had never been happier in her life.
She and Banner had been married in May, after he had grown impatient with weekend visits and occasional week nights together and abruptly declared that they might as well get married and save the travel time. It hadn't been the most romantic proposal in history, but it had made Lucy cry, anyway. Especially when he had added gruffly that he loved her and that he didn't want to spend another night away from her for the rest of his life.
Banner had sold the house that had belonged to his great-uncle. Lucy had been reluctant for him to do so at first, assuring him that they could keep it for a weekend retreat or even a place for him to escape to when he needed to be alone, but it had been Banner's decision to let it go. She'd gotten the feeling that he was saying goodbye to more than the house. As much as he had loved his great-uncle, Banner had chosen not to follow in Joe's lonely, reclusive footsteps, after all.
The thought of being a father had caused some early panic for him, but Lucy's absolute faith that he would be wonderful at it was helping him find more confidence. It didn't take any particular skills, she had assured him. It just took a lot of love. And he had plenty of that to give, as he proved to her every day in his own way.
Her husband wasn't an easy man to know, but she found him incredibly easy to love. He would never be one to express himself in flowery phrases, but he would always be faithful and committed. He hadn't given himself easily to her, but once he had, he had held nothing back.
What more could she have wanted? she asked herself again.
She looked across the room, where he was adjusting the gas-log fire to dispel any chill in the room. She knew he was covering his impatience to see their friends by staying busy. “Banner?”
“Hmm?”
“Wanna play twenty questions until our guests arrive?”
He groaned. “What could you possibly have left to ask?”
“Actually, I just have one at the moment.”
Heaving an exaggeratedly indulgent sigh, he asked, “What is it?”
“Do you love me?”
All trace of humor disappeared, leaving his expression completely serious. “That's one thing you should never have to ask. You know I love you.”
She smiled and placed her hand in his as he sank to the couch beside her. “I know. But it's the only question that really matters to me anymore.”
Banner's lips covered hers in a kiss that adequately illustrated just how sincere his answer had been.
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