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Chapter 1

“I’m pregnant.”
Nick Muscato’s heart stopped beating and he just stared 

at his wife of two decades. Then something inside of him 
nosedived. He’d waited years to hear those words from Callie. 
Even after he knew it wouldn’t happen, and resigned himself 
to the facts, the loss had never stopped hurting. Sometimes, in 
a nightmare, the doctor’s somber voice came back…

I’m sorry to tell you this, Mr. Muscato, but in my professional opinion it doesn’t 
appear you’ll be able to father a child.

Their sons, Ty and Joey, had been adopted--and he loved 
them as if they were his flesh and blood--but he’d never quite 
gotten over his inability to give Callie a baby of her own.

Now, someone else had.
And it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out who the 

father was. God, how could Nick have been such a fool? 
“Let me guess. The father is your good friend Patterson. The 

asshole you lulled me into believing was harmless.”
Callie nodded. Tears clung to the lashes of his sophisticated, 

demure wife, dressed as always for school in a chic suit. Now, 
she was his adulterous wife. 

“You’ve been fucking him the whole time you’ve been out 
of our bed, haven’t you?” They’d been fighting for six months 
over a coaching job he’d been offered in the major leagues and 
she’d moved into the spare room because the tension between 
them had gotten so bad.

“It wasn’t like that.”
“No? How was it?”
“It only happened once.”



“When?”
She didn’t answer so he grabbed her arm roughly.
“When?”
“At the Concord.”
“Ah, the teacher’s conference I told you not to go to.”
Callie winced so he let go of her. She stumbled back.
“Does he know?”
She shook her head. “I wanted to tell you first.”
“Thanks for the consideration.”
Turning his back on her, he crossed to the far wall of the 

family room. On it were shelves full of mementos of their life 
together--his and her senior pictures, then photos of the boys 
in their last year at the same school. Shots taken of Callie and 
him at their prom, so young and hopeful, then the boys’ prom 
pictures. High school trophies of his and Joe’s, music awards 
for Ty. One whole section reflected Nick’s baseball career with 
the New York Tornadoes. There were teacher accolades for 
Callie, too, and more pictures of them together with the kids. 
His favorite was of the twins at six months, one cuddled in 
each of his arms--in miniature black Tornadoes’ jackets and 
tiny caps.

Now, the sight of their life together enraged him. He raised 
his hand and with one violent motion, swept the top shelf of 
its precious contents. He followed suit for each shelf below. 
Glass shattered the silence in the room and splintering shards 
flew in all directions as he demolished what he could no 
longer bear to look at.

With the rubble at his feet, he rounded on her. “I want you 
out of this house in an hour. Don’t be here when I come back.”

“Nick, please, I--”
“Save it, Princess. This time, we’re really over.” 
Stalking out of the room, he stomped down the stairs. The 

wind bit him in the face and amidst the falling snow on an icy 
driveway, he made it to the black SUV he’d left outside. There, 
he put his head down on the wheel.

He sat for a long time, thinking about the tumultuous 
relationship he’d had with his wife from the get-go and how 



the jerk who had screwed her had figured into it. According 
to Patterson, and Callie’s father, Nick had never been good 
enough for her, would never be smart enough for her. Today, 
in the truck, he could barely contain his fury over a lifetime 
of feeling inferior and now her betrayal. When he was finally 
ready to start the engine, a car pulled up next to him. He 
recognized the woman who got out—the principal of the high 
school where Callie taught English and he’d taken a Phys. Ed. 
job after a shoulder injury ended what Sports Illustrated had called 
his meteoric career. 

Madelyn Baird had been a friend from their teenage years 
and had started as a teacher at their school right out of college. 
She’d worked her way up to principal. What the hell was she 
doing at his home?

Circling her Honda, she came to his window, which he 
buzzed down. “Madelyn?”

Tall, slender and auburn haired, Madelyn leaned in. “I need 
to talk to you.”

“Can it wait? This isn’t a good time.”
“No, Nick, I’m afraid it can’t.”
Reluctantly, he exited his truck. No telling what condition 

Callie was in now but it appeared he had no choice but to let 
the principal inside. As they started up to the house, he saw 
that Madelyn’s back seat was packed with cartons. Something 
raw and primitive skittered up his spine when he caught sight 
of a couple of jackets laid on top of the boxes. They looked 
vaguely familiar.

Once in the door, he led her up a flight of stairs. They 
turned left into the formal living room, away from the spot of 
his showdown with Callie. “All right, what is it?”

“Is Callie here? I want to tell you this together.”
“Madelyn, you’re scaring me.” He was only half-joking.
“Please Nick, just get your wife.”
He tried the bedroom first and found her standing by the 

window, staring out. The scent of her perfume, absent for so 
long, pervaded the space. Unnoticed, he observed her from the 
doorway. She’d changed into baggy denims and an oversize 



green sweatshirt, but she still fit right in their three-story, 
million dollar house overlooking the Cameron City valley in 
upstate New York. Princess Carolyn.

“Callie?”
Pivoting fast, she slapped a hand on her chest. “I-I thought 

you’d gone.”
“Madelyn Baird is here. She wants to talk to us both.”
He could barely look at her pale cheeks, her puffy blue eyes. 

“What? Oh, Nick this isn’t a good time.”
“Exactly what I said. But she insisted. Get yourself 

together.”
Stiff and unyielding, he waited while she went into the 

bathroom, splashed water on her face and brushed her blond 
hair. She came out, her appearance only slightly improved. 
Silently, they made their way to the living room. He couldn’t 
imagine what Madelyn had to tell him, but he contented 
himself with the fact that things couldn’t get much worse for 
him today.

o0o

Her steps faltering as she descended the stairs, Callie 
entered the living room behind her husband. Though she felt 
literally sick to her stomach, she banished the thought of what 
had happened between the two of them earlier and stood tall. 
“Hello, Madelyn. Is something wrong?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. Can we sit down?”
When she and Nick took seats on the couch, Callie jammed 

her hands into her pockets because they were still shaking. 
Madelyn dropped into a chair opposite them, as if she could 
barely hold herself up. It was then that Callie noted the 
stricken expression in her eyes.

 “Some serious allegations were brought against you this 
morning, Nick.”

“Allegations? What are you talking about?”
For a brief moment, Madelyn hesitated. “Sexual misconduct 

with a female student.”
Her husband’s jaw dropped. “What?”



Callie shivered, the room suddenly chilled. This couldn’t be 
true. 

“A female student has leveled allegations of sexual 
misconduct against you, Nick. I… there’s no easy way to tell 
you.”

Nick’s face had gone white, his whole body taut. “Who is 
she?”

The principal shot a quick, pitiful glance at Callie, making 
Callie’s heart stutter in her chest. “Tiffany Owens.”

Tiffany was a student Callie had been close to since she 
taught her in ninth grade English class and subsequent 
electives. They shopped for prom dresses together and the 
girl had innumerable meals at the Muscato household. The 
boys viewed her as a surrogate little sister. Since the summer, 
she’d been more distant, busier, but Nick had said she was just 
growing out of them.

 Shock that Tif had accused Nick of this awful thing filled 
every one of Callie’s senses. “What does she say Nick did?”

Madelyn cleared her throat. “The main complaints are 
fondling, oral sex, and intercourse.”

“With me?”
“Yes.”
Blowing out a heavy breath, Nick sank back into the chair. 

The expression in his dark eyes was incredulous. Wearing 
navy sweatpants and a gray and blue Spartan sweatshirt 
and sneakers, he looked like a teenage boy called before the 
principal for bad behavior. “It’s crazy. She’s a kid.”

“Then you’re denying you did this?” Madelyn asked 
formally.

“Madelyn, are you kidding?”
“Just answer the question, Nick.”
Nick looked to Callie. Without hesitation, she reached over 

and took his hand. It was more a show of faith than a sworn 
oath would be. He linked their fingers and addressed the 
principal. “Of course, I’m denying it. I didn’t do anything 
remotely resembling her accusations.”

“I’m here to inform you that the school board met in an 



emergency session early this afternoon. The majority voted 
that there’s probable cause to prefer charges against you.”

“Charges?” Callie repeated.
“Given the details of the girl’s testimony, and her 

obvious distress, there’s a strong case against you, Nick. An 
investigation will be held.” From her purse, Madelyn drew out 
a sheet of paper and handed it to him. “This is an account of 
the allegations and the board’s support of bringing charges. I 
was supposed to call you into my office after school today to 
advise you of both, but you’d left early.”

He and Callie read the appalling details of abuse.
“This is crazy. I could never do these things to a child.”
“If you formally deny the charges,” Madelyn said, “you 

have a right to a hearing.”
“Of course I formally deny them,” Nick told her. “Why 

wouldn’t I?”
Uneasy, Madelyn shifted in her seat. “If you’re guilty, you 

might not. Addison Owens has indicated he won’t press 
civil charges if you resign right away and surrender your 
teaching license. But if you go through the hearing, and are 
found guilty, he would.” Tiffany’s father was the head of a 
prestigious law firm in town. “What’s more Nick, this would 
never be made public for either of you.”

“But I didn’t do anything wrong. I won’t be found guilty.”
 Callie squeezed Nick’s hand. “Madelyn, you can’t possibly 

believe these charges.”
“I’m not able to comment on that, Callie,” the principal 

answered softly. “I can say that I care about both of you.”
Nodding, Callie faced the principal squarely. “We 

appreciate that. So how will all this unfold?”
In an official tone, Madelyn addressed Nick. “Under section 

3020-A of the New York State Education Law, you’ll receive 
the formal charges by certified mail tonight. There will be an 
investigation and eventually a hearing with a state appointed 
officer of the court. Each side has lawyers, will call witnesses, 
cross examine and present evidence.”

Nick raked a hand through his dark hair. “Holy hell.”



“It gets worse. You’re suspended with pay until further 
notice. I packed up your things and had a security guard put 
them in my car.”

“I could have come in and gotten them.”
“No, you couldn’t. You won’t be allowed into the building 

or at any school functions until the case is settled.”
“How long will that take?” Nick asked.
“A long time, I’m afraid. Between filing the charges 

and finding a presiding officer, the hearing won’t even get 
underway for a month. But the final session does have to 
be completed no later than sixty days after a pre-hearing, 
provided there are no extraordinary circumstances.”

“That could take till the end of the year. I’m suspended the 
whole time?”

“Yes.”
“I coach the varsity baseball team.” Nick began to tap his 

foot on the floor, something he did whenever he was agitated. 
“We start indoor practice soon.”

“Someone else will take over.”
“I don’t understand. Why can’t I come back to school? I’m 

innocent until proved guilty, aren’t I?”
“Not in this case. Not where a student’s welfare is 

concerned.” Again Madelyn seemed torn. “The law regards it 
as unsafe for you to have contact with children.”

“That’s not fair,” Callie objected. “It’s like a Puritan witch 
hunt.”

Nick held up the paper. “This is the most disgusting thing 
I’ve ever heard. I agree if somebody did this to a student he 
should be crucified. But it wasn’t me.”

Callie lifted her chin. “I believe my husband, Madelyn. He 
could never do such an awful thing.”

“In any case, you need to contact the teachers’ union right 
away. And get a lawyer.”

Nick shook his head. Disbelief, and some fear, etched out on 
his face. He turned to Callie, grasping both her hands tightly. 
For the moment, they forgot their earlier confrontation and 
what was between them.



o0o

The expensive, sprawling white pillared house in Woodland 
Park was quiet now. Tiffany’s father had stormed out after 
screaming at her, and calling her a goddamned whore. He’d 
go to his country club and get drunk. Would he tell anybody? 
What would the people of Cameron City think if they found 
out about her? No, not if. When. The story would be all over 
town soon.

Trying to get warm, she’d put on footed, fuzzy pink 
pajamas and climbed into bed. Alone and scared, she huddled 
under the nest of blankets. She wished her mother was alive. 
Though she’d been dead since Tiffany was four, it was only 
lately that Tiffany realized her father had been a different man 
when her mother was here. A nice man. A man who didn’t--

She cut off the thought and instead made herself remember 
her mother’s gentleness--how she used to croon to Tiffany 
when the monsters came out of the closet; the soft touch of her 
hand as she smoothed down Tiffany’s hair. It was pretty and 
blond, just like her Mom’s, her father had said.

Now, the monsters were all around her--all men she trusted. 
All jumping out at her one at a time, sinking their masculine 
claws into her. 

Especially him. The memory of their last time together 
assaulted her and she couldn’t stop thinking about it…

His big, adult fingers clenched painfully on her arm. Until 
they’d been used against her, she hadn’t realized how strong 
men’s hands could be. She wrenched her shoulder back, but he 
tightened his grasp. “Shh, love, it’s okay; you’re safe with me.”

 Tears coursed down her cheeks at his treatment and Tiffany 
whimpered. “Don’t, it hurts.”

Roughly he yanked on the white button-down sweater he’d 
bought her because she’d had one like it when they were young. 
He often thought Tiffany was her, especially dressed like this. 
He tore the sweater off, then her bra. “Get on your knees.”

She hated that most of all…
Flinging back the covers, she bolted out of bed. She 

rummaged in her dresser until her hand closed around a little 



brown bottle of the prescription drug he’d gotten for her when 
the headaches started. Her hands shaking so hard she could 
hardly get the top off, she shook out three and dry-swallowed 
them. When she set the rest of the pills on the nightstand next 
to the clock, the lighted red numbers indicated it was only 
seven. She’d told Brad she was sick and had to stay home 
tonight. In reality, she’d been afraid to see him. He’d been her 
boyfriend for three years, but Nick Muscato had been Brad’s 
coach and hero since he was in junior high so this whole thing 
was going to be hard for him. He’d be pissed. Confused. Hurt.

Well, so was she. And it wasn’t her fault. None of this is, Mrs. 
Baird had said today. Tiffany was a victim. She glanced at the 
pills again. Sometimes she thought it might be easier to off 
herself than to face what would come next week, next month, 
for a long time, she suspected. 

Instead, she slid back into bed and down under the covers 
where she buried her head beneath them.



Chapter 2

Still in a daze, Nick stared through the family room 
window and took a sip of his scotch as the crisp winter night 
descended on Cameron City. Outdoors, it looked as if someone 
had painted tiny crystalline lines on the panes of glass. From 
inside, he traced them with a none-too-steady finger and 
shivered. The chill had started deep within him today and he 
couldn’t shake it. 

“You okay?”
He turned. Callie stood ten feet away, her hands clasped in 

front of her. She seemed fragile, vulnerable, and sad.
“I’m in shock.”
“Me, too.”
Frowning, he glanced down at the table where the copy 

of the charges lay, obscene and sordid, after having been 
delivered by registered mail right after Madelyn left. “I just 
don’t understand, Cal. Why would Tiffany do this?”

Callie shook her head, her hair a golden halo around her 
shoulders. “I don’t know. But it must have something to do 
with why she hasn’t been around as much since last summer.”

Ugly, dark suspicion filled Nick and he stared hard at his 
wife. He felt like he had the day he waited for the team doctor 
to deliver his verdict about his pitching arm after his injury. 
“I’ll only ask you once, Cal. But I need it straight out. Are you 
thinking Tiffany stayed away because of me?”

“No, of course not.”
“Did you mean what you told Madelyn? Do you have any 

doubt that I did this?”
Pure horror came over her face, and the band of emotion 

that had hammer-locked his heart since three o’clock today 



loosened. “I’m completely convinced you’re innocent.” 
“It’s Tiffany, Cal. She loves you. She wouldn’t hurt you for 

the world.”
Crossing the room, Callie stood close to him. She didn’t 

touch him though. He winced as he remembered his harsh 
words of a few hours ago. “I don’t care who she is, Nicky. I 
know you could never do this awful thing.”

He drew in a breath. “Thank God.”
Callie’s slate blue eyes were bright. “But the next few 

months are going to be tough, Nick. I remember when that 
teacher in the Elmore School District went through a charge 
like this about six years ago.”

“He was found guilty.”
“Yes. And it got messy.”
Nick closed his eyes. “We’ll have to tell the boys. This will 

kill Ty and give Joe more fodder for whatever’s bothering 
him.” 

Since the summer, his son, whose hero he’d been for a 
lifetime, had turned surly and sometimes nasty to Nick. When 
he questioned the boy, Joe wouldn’t talk about it.

“We’ll talk to them together. Joey usually pulls through in a 
crisis.”

As they often did, Callie’s words calmed him. Until he 
thought about the rest of his family. “My poor father. And 
David--his law practice is here. My niece and nephews are in 
this district, some at Cameron High. This is going to hurt so 
many people.” He studied her, then added gravely, “Including 
you.”

“I’m not worried about me. I can handle whatever happens 
because I know you’re innocent.” She swallowed hard and her 
cheeks reddened. “It just comes at a bad time.”

Abruptly, his gaze dropped to her stomach. He’d forgotten 
what was between them. “Oh, God.”

“Nick, it’s important that we do this right.”
“What do you mean?”
“If there’s even a hint of any trouble between us, it could 

harm your case irreparably.”



Picking up his drink, he leaned against the window sill. His 
eyes rested on the naked wall where their memorabilia used to 
be. “I kicked you out.”

“I’ll have to stay here for the time being.”
“You’d do that for me? After how I behaved?”
“Of course I would.” 
For a minute, the laughing image of the young girl he’d 

married, promising him she’d make him happy, superimposed 
over the sad, somber woman she’d become.

“I’d never let you go through this alone.”
“Callie--”
She raised a flat palm. “Don’t say it. I know you hate me for 

what I’ve done. You’ll have to put that aside. It’s critical that 
we appear like a happily married couple.”

“That isn’t what I was going to say. I was going to ask you 
why you’d do this for me.”

 She looked puzzled, like she did when one of her students 
said something stupid. “Nick, I’ve done irrevocable damage 
to our relationship. What’s more, I know you didn’t harm 
Tiffany. I’ll be damned if I’ll make the situation worse for you 
by revealing a marriage in trouble.” When he still stared at her, 
she bit her lip and averted her eyes. “I’ll…I’ll sleep in the spare 
room. No one will know about that.”

Though he thought he might vomit, he forced the words 
out. “Does anybody know?” He nodded to her stomach. “About 
the...that you’re...Phoebe or your mother?”

Phoebe was her best friend since high school, and Nick 
knew they shared everything. She was close to Catherine 
Casewell, too.

Callie shook her head. “I haven’t told anyone.”
“Well, that’s good.” The sense of relief that shot through 

him was out of proportion to her response. They were, after 
all, finished as a couple.

“We’ll keep it quiet,” Callie went on, “at least until we talk 
to David. He should be here any minute.” As if on cue, the 
doorbell rang. “I’ll get it.”

He watched her go, wanting badly to hold her again. To 



find some solace in her body, like he always had. Ludicrous, he 
knew but, damn, he still felt the need.

o0o

Callie couldn’t concentrate on what David was saying. She 
kept thinking about what Nick mentioned earlier concerning 
the boys. She and Nick decided to go to State College 
tomorrow to tell them about the charges. Could their fragile 
male egos withstand the pummeling they’d get when the case 
became public? She’d seen the anger at Nick flash in Joe’s 
eyes too much lately as it was and despite what she’d told 
her husband, she wasn’t so sure Joey could deal with more 
bad news. And Ty’s innocent idolizing of his dad could be 
smashed like the mementos that once graced their naked wall. 
They’d cleaned it up after they knew David was coming and 
when he arrived, told him they were redoing the shelves.

“Callie, David asked you a question.”
Pivoting, she focused on her brother-in-law. Not quite as 

big as Nick, and ten years older, David was sandy-haired and 
blue eyed, with a calmer demeanor than his brother, who’d 
routinely looked like fireworks were about to go off inside 
him. All his life David had been Nick’s champion, and even 
though at times his advice hadn’t been Callie-friendly, she 
liked and admired him. 

“Sorry, what did you say?”
“I think our main defense is going to be you.”
“Me, why?”
He and Nick exchanged a male look. “Callie, you’re a 

beautiful woman. People would have to be crazy to think Nick 
could prefer a teenager over you.”

Stealing a glance at Nick, she read his mind. Not if he wasn’t 
having me. They hadn’t slept together since July. Should they tell 
David about their most recent marital problems over Nick’s 
desire to go back to New York? Would it make him suspect 
that Nick had seduced Tiffany for sex? Had it? No, Nick could 
get sex easier than putting the moves on a seventeen year old 
girl. Though the thought made her ill, the fact did support his 



innocence.
David jotted notes on a yellow legal pad. “We’ll play up the 

happy family image. We’ll also call character witnesses to your 
marriage and to Nick.”

“Sounds weak.” Nick’s voice was low, weary. Since three 
o’clock today his face had gotten progressively more grim.

“We’ll also establish alibis. We’ll force the girl to give dates 
and show where you were then.”

“That seems stronger.”
For a long moment, David watched his brother. “Nick, I 

have to ask you this. Have you ever done anything, with her 
or any other female student, that could be misconstrued as 
improper?”

“No!”
“Hugged them?”
“Of course I have. A lot of teachers hug kids.”
David frowned and tossed his pen down. “We’ll need to 

make a list of those incidents.”
Nick stood, paced. Having changed out of his school 

clothes, his long legs were encased in jeans; with them he wore 
a heavy white knit sweater they’d bought at the Cape one 
year. Callie pictured him with the wind whipping his hair into 
wild abandon on the craggy rocks of the shore, whispering 
he wanted to go back to the hotel. “I can’t list all the kids I’ve 
hugged. It’s too prevalent.”

Legal chagrin on David’s face. “That isn’t good, Nick.”
Stopping abruptly, Nick cocked his head. “I thought you 

believed I was innocent.”
“I do. I’m objectively informing you that the fact that you 

hugged female students will harm your case.” He arched a 
brow. “And I think it’s pretty stupid.”

“Fuck it, David.” Nick began to pace again. “A little 
girl falls and gets hurt, I comfort her. We win the sectional 
championship baseball game, I hug the guys, and the 
spectators--some of who are female students.”

Callie said, “So do I, David. Can’t we get teachers to testify 
this kind of affection is commonplace?”



“Yes. But for the record, Callie, you’d better lay off any 
contact like that, too.”

“This is crazy.”
“It’s real.” The clock stuck midnight. David massaged his 

neck. He’d been here three hours and the strain showed in 
the lines around his eyes. “Look, it’s getting late. We can pick 
this up tomorrow.” He leaned forward and locked his hands 
between his knees. “Nick, before I go, there’s something we 
haven’t discussed.”

“What?”
“You should consider what Madelyn said about quitting. 

If you resigned quietly, with no contest to the charges, 
everything would be dropped.”

“What?”
“As your attorney, it’s my responsibility to tell you that path 

might be most advisable.”
Nick’s face darkened. “Hell, no, I’m not resigning. It 

amounts to admitting I’m guilty.”
“It’ll end this thing before it gets out of control.”
“Out of control?”
“People will find out about the charges. The proceedings 

are confidential, but rumors will spread, probably even by 
Monday morning when Callie goes back to school. Nobody’ll 
know for sure, but there’ll be talk. The girl won’t keep quiet. 
Teachers gossip. If you’re declared guilty, the findings are sure 
to hit the newspapers.”

Nick stopped by the fireplace and pounded his fist on the 
oak mantel. “I don’t care. I didn’t do this. I’m not going to let 
the charges go without a fight.”

“Why?”
“Why? It’s obvious.”
“Pride won’t get you anywhere, buddy.” David glanced at 

Callie, almost apologetically. “You’ve got another job waiting 
in the wings. You could just leave Cameron City and all this 
behind.”

“I may leave Cameron City but not with this cloud of 
scandal over my head. What’s more, you and Pa would have 



the fallout. All your kids go to the high school. I’d look guilty 
as hell and you’d have to pay the price.”

“We’ll survive.”
“I’m innocent. Eventually, people will know the truth.”
Callie noticed David didn’t point out that, in most cases, 

even when the teacher was found innocent, suspicion followed 
him the rest of his career. He probably thought Nick couldn’t 
handle the revelation tonight. Or knew Nick wouldn’t be 
around anyway to hear the talk. After all, he’d decided to go 
to New York when the school year ended. Her pregnancy 
probably sealed the deal. The thought made her stomach pitch.

David shrugged. “Fine. As your lawyer, I had to advise you 
of the alternative.”

Jamming his hands in his jeans pockets, Nick assumed 
his pitcher’s mask--closed down, blank. “If it was you, what 
would you do?”

David packed his briefcase and shook his head. “No doubt 
in my mind. I’d fight it, too.”

Crossing the room, Nick gave David a bear hug and 
clapped him on the back. “We’ll get through this, buddy.”

Tears forming in her eyes at the quiet support and 
unbreakable bond between the brothers, Callie stood and 
followed David to the door. “Thanks for coming right over.”

He shot her a look which told her there wasn’t ever any 
question about his help. “Just stick by him, Cal. I know you 
two have had problems in the past, and it’s tough between 
you now because of the baseball job offer, but he needs your 
unwavering support.”

“He has it. I promise.”
With a quick hug, David was out the door.
When Callie returned, Nick was standing by the window, 

again staring out. “Tired?” she asked.
“Not really.” He looked at her. “You must be.”
“I’m dead.”
“Go to bed.”
“What about you?”
“No, I’m gonna stay up a while.”



“I’ll stay with you.”
He glanced at her stomach and his features hardened. The 

expression was one he’d worn interminably when he’d been 
told he couldn’t have children. He’d had two huge blows 
today she was worried about him sustaining them. “You need 
your rest,” he said, the bitter edge back in his tone.

 “All right.” Crossing to him, she squeezed his arm. Though 
the contact made her steady, he stiffened at her touch. “Good 
night,” she whispered softly and left him alone.

o0o

Callie couldn’t settle down that night. All that had 
happened in one day was overwhelming and sleep was 
elusive. She glanced around the guest room, with its queen 
size brass bed, antique dressers and private bath; its muted 
colors and thick carpeting made it luxurious. Crunching the 
down pillow again, she sank her head into it, but her mind 
wouldn’t stop whirring. Her thoughts went back to when 
she and Nick had finally gotten beyond her high school 
relationship with Lew and committed as a couple. It had been 
right after the Junior Prom…

Callie and Lew stepped through archway of Cameron 
Country Club, arms entwined. She’d been dating both Lew 
and Nick, and she’d promised herself she’d go to the prom 
with the first one who asked her. It had been Lew because 
Nick had stalled too long to see if she’d wait forever. As they 
found a table, she refused to check out the place for Nick. She 
didn’t want to see him. She just wanted to have fun with Lew.

And she did--for the hour before Nick arrived. It was 
during “Can’t Fight This Feeling” by REO Speed Wagon when 
Nick materialized in the doorway and Callie’s heart sank.

Damn him, why did he always have to look so good? And 
be so different. Instead of conforming to convention--most 
of the guys were dressed in black--Nick was decked out in a 
white tux. The way it offset his shaggy dark hair and eyes was 
so cool. The only color in his outfit was a splash of blood red at 
his waist. The cummerbund matched the gown of the beauty 



on his arm.
“So, Muscato came with Jane Gorman,” Lew muttered as he 

swung Callie around the dance floor. “We all know what he’s 
after tonight. And it’s not dancing.”

For some stupid reason, tears threatened. The prospect of 
Nick dancing all night with Jane, who had a slutty reputation 
at school, was bad enough. Imagining him screwing the girl 
later hurt. “Yeah, well, she’s welcome to him.”

Lew smiled. Her answer had pleased him. She buried her 
face in his shoulder and drew him close, shielding herself from 
Nick, reveling in how safe and familiar Lew always felt.

Two hours later, after struggling to ignore Nick, he headed 
toward her. 

“You don’t mind if I dance with Callie, do you Lewis?” 
Nick asked, touching her shoulder possessively. Though she 
didn’t jump, his warm fingertips sent a jolt right to her toes. 

“Carolyn can dance with whomever she pleases,” Lew told 
him tightly.

“Well, Carolyn, am I one of the whom-evers you’d like to 
dance with tonight?”

“Sure, why not.” She kissed Lew on the cheek, making 
Nick’s face darken. Good.

In his typical arrogant fashion, he drew Callie into his arms 
and pulled her close. As the band played some old Righteous 
Brothers songs, she had Nick alone for a few minutes at least.

At first she was stiff and aloof. Then, inch-by-inch, she 
relaxed into him. Slowly, he steered them to the opposite side 
of the room. Out of sight of her date, he let his hand rest on her 
waist, then flirt with her hip. She nestled in even closer, drew 
in the dark, dangerous scent of him. He didn’t use cologne but 
something about him was always so male. He bent down and 
whispered, “You look like a million bucks, Cal.” She leaned 
back on his arm, giving him a good glimpse of the cleavage 
revealed by her yellow strapless gown. He swallowed hard as 
his eyes traveled downward. 

“So do you.” She scowled. “I hate you sometimes.”
“I hate you too, babe.” His cocky smile took the edge off 



his words. He gave her the same grin he’d used the first time 
she’d let him take off her blouse. “Come outside with me a 
minute?”

“Okay.” 
Guiding her though the French doors, he led her down the 

steps to a secluded spot behind a copse of trees. The hot May 
air was scented with lilacs and the earthy smell of dirt. Tiny 
stars twinkled down on them, like their own private canopy.

Nick backed her up to one of the trees. “Goddamn you,” he 
said against her mouth, in between kisses that devoured her. “I 
hate seein’ you with that bastard.”

“You didn’t ask me.”
“You fucking well know I would’ve.”
“Oh, when? Two weeks before the prom?”
To shut her up, he covered her mouth completely. She knew 

the truth--he’d been seeing how long she’d wait for him. 
When he pulled back, he drew in a deep breath. His hands 

steady, he placed his fingertips on her bare shoulders and 
lightly rubbed them. “You gotta decide, Callie. You gotta 
choose. I’m done sharin’ you. Next year’s our senior year and I 
want you all to myself.”

“Meaning?”
He seemed angry at her question and his eyes looked black 

in the dim light. “No Lew Patterson.”
Seductively, she rubbed her lower body against him and he 

swore vilely. “Anything else?”
He clutched her bottom and held on to her. “You decide 

that. I want this,” he ground his hips into her making her 
tremble all over, “but it’s your decision.” He kissed her ear and 
chuckled. “I’ll do my best to persuade you, though.”

At the intimate connection, she grinned against his neck.
He drew back. “We gotta stop.” His eyes narrowed. “I 

wanna know by the end of the weekend.”
She nodded.
“And if it’s gonna be me, don’t let him do anything 

tonight.”
Turning away, he’d taken four steps when she called after 



him. “Nicky?”
Pivoting, he looked so sexy with his hair messed from her 

fingers, and his eyes hazy with passion. “Yeah?”
“Does it work both ways? If I don’t do anything tonight, 

you won’t?”
 “Well, now, Carolyn, if I knew tonight you were gonna 

choose me, I might agree.” Giving her his back, he kept 
walking. 

“You bastard,” she cursed after him. 
Still heading into the ballroom, he only laughed.

o0o

Two hours later, in her father’s town car parked at a 
deserted spot on River Road, Callie French-kissed Lew, trying 
to put her heart and soul into the connection. But it was no 
use. His hands just didn’t feel right on her. And her heart 
didn’t make that funny little lurch it always did when Nick 
was this close. “Lew, wait, stop.”

He raised his head. “What?”
“This isn’t working. I’m sorry.”
Swallowing hard, he blinked to clear his vision; his face was 

red and she could tell he was turned on. “Working?”
“I really thought if we, you know, went a little further, I’d 

feel what I feel--” She blushed, embarrassed at how her words 
sounded. “I’m sorry. I’m not being a tease. I hoped it would 
click for us. But it isn’t.”

He cleared his throat and let his arms fall loosely to her 
sides. “It’s clicking for me.”

The blush deepened. Somehow, it was easy talking about 
this kind of stuff with Nick. But hard with Lew. “It’s not for 
me.”

Drawing back, Lew took several deep breaths. “Was this 
some kind of test?”

“No, no, I didn’t mean it like that. But we can’t go on like 
this, Lew, the three of us. It’s time to choose.”

He rolled down a window and she could hear the crickets, 
accenting the tense, uncomfortable silence. “You can’t choose 



him, Carolyn,” Lew finally said. “He’s no good for you. I know 
he has some macho appeal. But he’s not smart enough for you, 
and he wants to be a freakin’ baseball player. You can’t spend 
your life in a stadium.”

She sighed. “I care about Nick, that’s all I know.”
“I care about you.”
“I care about you, too, Lew. I…I love you. But this isn’t 

what it should be between us.” After a moment, she said, “I 
think you’d better take me home.”

Always respecting her wishes, he straightened his clothing 
and started the car. At her house, he parked in the driveway 
and escorted her to the porch. She felt compelled to make this 
better. “You’ll find another girl. Somebody who feels things 
just for you.”

“I’ll never find anybody else. Ever. When he hurts you, 
when he lets you down like he’s bound to, I’ll be here. I’ll 
wait.”

“No, no Lew, don’t do that.” When he didn’t respond, she 
kissed him lightly on the cheek.

“We can still be friends.” His tone was desperate, scaring 
her a little. “Can’t we?”

“Yes. Of course.”
Once she reached her room, Callie cried into the pillows for 

a long time. Lew Patterson was a nice guy and she’d hurt him 
because of her feelings for Nick Muscato…

Now, tonight, she was crying in her pillow again, because 
of a choice she’d made between Nick and Lew. It had been 
the wrong one, of course, and she wondered, given this new 
development with Tiffany, if she’d ever get the chance to make 
up for it.



Chapter 3

It was late but the club was still half full as Addison 
Owens sipped a martini at the end of the bar. The low hum 
of conversation from a group in the corner playing cards, the 
murmurs of other patrons scattered throughout the room and 
the drone of the TV provided a comfortable ambience for his 
mood. He needed his nerves soothed. No one cared that they 
were keeping the place open. The staff had to cater to him and 
his other golf-playing buddies because of the twenty thou a 
year they paid in dues. Besides, he might not get to come here 
much after what happened with his daughter today at school. 
When this got around town, he’d be too embarrassed. And 
feeling other emotions he didn’t want to delve into. She told 
him what had happened today at breakfast…

The words tumbled out of her, shocking the hell out of 
him—damn it, she’d made her situation public. “Why the fuck 
did you tell anybody about this?” 

“I…I was upset in school because of what happened, you 
know, over the weekend. A guidance counselor found me in 
the hall and made me tell her why I was crying. She promised 
not to say anything until I could talk to you this morning. 
You, um, have to come into school with me today. We have a 
meeting with Mrs. Baird at nine o’clock.”

He raked a hand through his short blond hair. “Jesus Christ, 
I can’t believe this.”

“I didn’t say anything specific, Dad. I-I didn’t tell them who 
it was. But I’ve been sick about it.”

“Well, stop your crying, now,” he said in a clipped tone. 
“And let me figure this out.” He’d taken a legal pad from the 
counter and sat down. “Give me the exact details of what you 



said. We’ll see where we’ll go from there.”
Her description had been vague but soon Nick Muscato’s 

name came up…
“Addison, is that you?”
He turned to find Linc Martin behind him. The man was his 

investment banker and had a girl Tiffany’s age.
“Hi, Linc. I saw you over there playing cards.”
“I’m out for a while. Can I buy you a drink?”
He drained what was left in his glass. “Yeah, of course.”
Two martinis later, they got talking about the girls and 

Martin, spurred probably by the alcohol, turned serious. “Nan 
heard talk after school today. About Tiffany. Rumor has it you 
went in with her this morning to report something serious.”

Hmm, what to do? Maybe he should let a few details leak 
to solidify his and Tiffany’s story. Play the outraged father. It 
couldn’t hurt, could it?

o0o

“You owe me for this.”
Tyler Muscato glanced across their dorm room at his 

brother. The space wasn’t even as big as one of their bedrooms 
back home, and they’d chocked it full with two beds, desks, 
a TV and a small fridge. “I know,” Ty answered. Please let him 
forgive me, he prayed silently.

Sprawled out on his bed, arms linked behind his head, Joey 
bobbed his foot and tapped out the beat on his thigh in time to 
his favorite group which blared from the stereo. “I got a date 
with a hot chick later so we better get started.”

“Joe, you’re careful, aren’t you?”
With feigned disgust, Joey rolled his eyes. This was a 

familiar rhythm between them. “Yeah, I’m careful. Christ, Ty, 
you sound like Mom.”

The two of them couldn’t be more different. Joey was a 
dead ringer for Andy Garcia with his dark good looks. Ty 
himself, he was told, resembled Leonardo DiCaprio. Though 
they were both named after baseball greats—Ty Cobb and Joe 
DiMaggio--Tyler’s side of the dorm room was covered with 



pictures of historical figures and a poster of Leona Rimes, 
the inspirational singer. Joe was the jock and had movie star 
hotties and several baseball players on his side. But Joey never 
missed one of Ty’s concerts, and Ty cheered the loudest at 
Joey’s games. Ty helped Joe with his schoolwork and Joey got 
him to call girls. 

They laughed off their differences. For as long as he could 
remember, they talked every single night. When the notion of 
college had come up, there was no question that they’d attend 
the same school and room together. Other people, like Mr. 
Patterson, thought that Ty should have gone to Julliard, but 
there was no PE there for Joe, so it wasn’t an option. He and 
his brother were linked by an unbreakable bond and neither 
would compromise it.

At least he hoped their connection was unbreakable. When 
his parents had called to ask to talk to both of them today, Ty 
didn’t tell Joe the two of them were coming down. His brother 
would have made tracks if he’d known their father would be 
here. Ty still didn’t know what beef Joe had with his dad. It 
must be serious because he wouldn’t share it with his twin 
brother. 

To banish the thought of his trick, Ty grabbed a pad and 
paper and smiled like a choirboy. “What do I start with?”

Flicking off the music with the remote, Joe picked up a 
baseball that was never far from his side. He tossed it up in the 
air. “Your weight and height.” 

“I’m taller than you are now.”
Raking his brother’s six foot frame--unconsciously they 

often dressed the same, like now in jeans and flannel shirts--
Joey shook his head. “That’ll be the day. But you weigh more. 
You need this project to get back in shape.”

“That’s what slave driver Murphy said this assignment was 
for.”

“I like Coach Murphy.”
“Because he thinks the sun rises and sets on you.”
“It does.”
Ignoring Joe’s inflated ego, Ty grinned. “It’ll be fun to 



see you play college ball. Dad’ll love it.” Joey scowled, so 
Ty changed the subject. “How many areas do I need for this 
fitness thing?”

“Three. Weight training, aerobic capacity, diet.”
Ty made three columns on the pad. 
“Under weight training, list sub-columns: arms, legs, abs. 

For arms, start with deltoids: lat pull downs, ten reps for now.”
Quietly, Ty copied down the information, lulled by his 

brother’s voice. Once in high school, when Ty had spiked a 
bad fever for few days, Joey had crept into his room every 
night, sat down beside him and talked to him. The calming 
melody of his brother’s babble had helped him fall asleep. 
Since Tyler was worried tonight about his parents, he needed 
the security of Joey there with him.

If he didn’t pitch a hissy fit over Ty’s tricking him after 
their parents left. Though he had a lot of good memories of his 
brother, Ty remembered some bad things, too: Joey clamming 
up on him when he was angry at their father; Joey flying off 
the handle when Tyler threatened to tell his parents Joe was 
smoking. And there was the constant irritation at the lectures 
he gave his brother on the girls that flocked around him like 
the groupies who’d pursued his dad. But it all squared away 
in the end. Their mother and father had taught them it was 
give and take in any relationship--married couples, friends, 
siblings.

Please God, let her be right this time.
Tyler was filling in Joey’s suggestions for the aerobics 

column when the knock came at the door.
“Go away. We’re busy,” Joey yelled.
“Joey!” Then Ty called out, “Come on in.”
Disinterested, Joe glanced at the door as it opened and was 

shocked to see his mother. Then he caught sight of his father 
hovering behind her. Shit! He shot a merciless glare at Tyler 
the traitor, who reddened. Joey had been set up. He shut his 
mouth, though. He and Ty kept their disagreements private. 

“Hi, guys.” His mom’s smile was thin and her eyes skittish. 
Why had they come here on a Saturday afternoon? This 



was bad news, Joe knew it. He suspected for a long time his 
parents were gonna split up, and he couldn’t face how that 
would play out.

Fuck, it was probably for the best. The old man would be 
out of his life for good. For a minute, Joe was assaulted by an 
image of himself as a boy, standing by the window, waiting 
for his dad’s cab when the great Nick Muscato was due home 
from an away game stretch. All his life, the idea of his father 
not coming back had made Joe’s blood run cold. Well, no 
more. He was a big boy now, not some ten-year-old with a bad 
case of hero worship.

Tyler rose and Joe followed suit. Crossing to their parents, 
Ty hugged his father, and Joe held his mother extra long. 
She smelled like some bath lotion he remembered from his 
childhood, but she felt thin tonight and he could tell she’d 
lost weight. Her hair back in a pony tail made her look more 
fragile. “Hi, Mom.”

When they switched partners, his father grasped him in 
a bear hug Joe couldn’t avoid but didn’t return. He knew 
what he was doing, too, by forcing the contact. Nick Muscato 
always knew what he was doing. Everything was calculated 
down to the last detail. Even the lies.

When greetings had been exchanged, their parents took 
seats, one on the end of each of their beds. Joe’s throat clogged 
as the scene echoed back to so many younger days like this. 
For a while when they were little, he and Ty had slept in the 
same room. When their parents came to tuck them in, one 
would sit on each bed to talk before lights out.

At least when his dad was home. He was gone a lot, first 
as a player, then a minor league coach. Nobody but Joe knew 
what he’d really been up to.

Tonight, Joe’s Mom perched on the end of his bed. “How’s 
the project going?” She addressed both of them, tugging on 
Joe’s foot. His mother was a toucher, like Ty. It took a while for 
him and his father to warm up to people.

“Good,” Joe answered. “I got him halfway through aerobic 
fitness before you showed up.”



His father’s eyes brightened, like they used to when Joey 
hit a home run, or was good in a spelling bee, or was kind to 
some nerdy kid. “Let me see it.”

Tyler handed Nick the pad.
“We won’t stay long, so you can finish it,” his mother told 

them, again with the wobbly smile. Her eyes misted.
Joe shot Ty a look. Ty returned it in one of a thousand 

wordless communications between them. Something is really 
wrong. Joe worried about his mother and Ty if this visit was 
about what he thought it was. His father would land on his 
feet, as usual.

“Nice job, Joe.” His dad’s eyes shown with approval that 
Joe once craved. “If you like, I’ll help, after we talk.”

“No thanks.” Joe sat up straight. “We don’t need you.”
His father’s face crumbled. Joe really looked at him, then, 

for the first time. Though he was dressed tonight in his 
usual classy casual--expensive boots, neat black jeans and 
a cashmere sweater--he looked old, weary. Well, he should. 
Callie Muscato was the best thing that ever happened to the 
jerk, even if he didn’t know it. It was his fault if he lost her.

“Guys, something’s happened we have to tell you about.” 
This from his mother.

Here it comes, Joey thought, mentally bracing himself, 
physically fisting his hands in the quilt.

His father stared first at him, then Ty. “I’ve been suspended 
from my teaching position.”

Joe’s jaw dropped. He might be a shit, but his dad was a 
good teacher. Though Nick didn’t know it, Joe had often stood 
outside the gym and watched him patiently instruct some 
hopeless girl or some uncoordinated boy in how to throw a 
ball or swing a racket. “Suspended? Why?”

Tyler reached out and grasped his father’s arm. “What 
happened, Dad?”

“I’ve been accused of sexual misconduct with a student.”
“What?” the boys said simultaneously.
His mom clasped her hands in her lap, shoulders back, 

chin out. “A female student has accused your father of sexual 



misconduct.” Briefly she filled in the details.
Ty’s eyes were huge. “Oh, Lord, Dad, I’m so sorry.”
Joe shook his head. His chest tightened and the room closed 

in on him. “Did you do it?” 
His father’s face blanked, then his eyes clouded with deep 

hurt. Joey was stunned at the pain he’d caused, he could cause, 
his father.

His mother reacted first. “Joey, how can you even ask that?”
 I can ask, all right. I know things.
When he didn’t answer, his mother scowled. “I asked you a 

question, young man.”
Ty intervened. “Joe, you don’t mean that.”
His father stood. “Let me handle this.” Although Joey 

matched him in height, he shrank back into the pillows when 
his dad stood over the bed. “No, Joe, I didn’t do this. I’m sorry 
you think so little of me that you’d make that remark. I don’t 
know what’s eating at you, because you won’t tell me, so I 
can’t fix it. But obviously something horrible is amiss for you 
to lash out at me like this.” He cleared his throat. “Do you 
wanna go for a walk with me and talk this out man-to-man?”

At that moment, what Joe wanted was to throw himself into 
his father’s arms, like he often had when he was a kid. But 
tonight Joe was afraid to tell Nick what was wrong, afraid to 
hear his suspicions confirmed. So he leaped off the bed. “No, 
I don’t wanna go for a walk with you. I wanna go, period.” He 
felt his mother clutch his sleeve. “Sorry Mom,” he said, kissed 
the top of her head, and was out the door.

o0o

Callie settled into the plush taupe leather of their car and 
sighed. Not only was her stomach roiling, but her throat was 
sore from holding back an avalanche of tears. The emotional 
scene with the boys drained what little energy she’d garnered 
from a nap earlier.

“Are you all right?” she asked Nick. His shoulders were so 
broad and in tempting touching distance. But she refrained 
from contact. He’d made it clear he’d wanted none from her.



Her husband had closed down after Joey’s attack. Even 
Tyler, who could charm Scrooge out of his money, couldn’t 
make his father open up. She and Nick left after an hour of 
hoping Joey would come back. He hadn’t.

“Sure, I’m fine. What’s one more blow?”
Knowing she shouldn’t, she reached over and squeezed his 

arm. He stiffened, and she drew back. But then he grabbed 
her hand and held it on his knee. His fingers were callused 
from work, and Callie remembered how good they felt on her. 
“Sorry.” 

“Me, too. About Joe.”
“Cal, what could have him so tied up in knots?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do you think it’s us?”
“Us?”
“He adores you. Maybe he picked up on our problems. This 

deep freeze of his started last summer.”
She thought back to that time period. “You know, it really 

started in July, when he came home from North Carolina.”
After graduation, Joey had been chosen as one of twenty 

All-American baseball players to attend a highly-regarded 
baseball camp down South. As part of their program, the 
Carolina Polecats, Nick’s former minor league team, worked 
with the boys. Nick had been thrilled at Joey earning this 
honor and had flown down with him to get him settled and 
spend a few days with his old teammates. Joey had come back 
at the end of the two weeks angrier than Holden Caulfield 
on his worst day. He’d stayed angry and increasingly more 
mutinous until he left for college.

“We should have gotten him some help.” Headlights from 
on-coming cars reflected the grim line of Nick’s mouth and his 
taut jaw.

“We tried. He refused to go.” Callie closed her eyes. “What 
a mess. Everything’s going wrong.”

“Tell me about it.”
Again, they lapsed into silence. Nick flipped on a CD. With 

Frank Sinatra crooning around them in the warm interior of 



the car, she snuggled into her coat.
“Cold?” he asked.
“No, just tired.”
“Go to sleep if you want.”
She smiled sadly into the darkness. The scene was 

reminiscent of so many trips in their younger days. She’d 
sleep while he drove and then he--and often the boys--would 
tease her about the naps. It always gave her a feeling of safety, 
security.

She hadn’t felt secure in a long time. 
“What’s that for?”
“What?”
“The groan.”
“Nothing.”
“Put the seat back and close your eyes.” He gave her his 

eighteen-year-old smile. “You always slept good when I 
drove.”

Tears sprang to her eyes. Blinking them back, cursing her 
weakness for him, she lowered the seat and snuggled in. 
Her eyes closed, she spun a Technicolor fantasy that their 
relationship was the same as when they’d first fallen in love. 
The dark night obscured what was between them. As if he felt 
it, too, he took her hand again. His touch was gentle, as his 
thumb soothed her skin. She drifted off to sleep in blissful self-
delusion.

Callie awoke on the way home, once with a startle, 
dreaming of how Nick had kicked her out when she confessed 
her pregnancy. “Shh, it’s all right, you’re safe,” he murmured 
and she slid back into unconsciousness.

Later, she’d opened her eyes. His hand was still holding 
hers and she whispered, “I love you,” and went back to sleep.

Much later, unable to shake sleep’s claim on her, she was 
dimly aware of the car pulling into their driveway, of being 
lifted into his strong arms and carried upstairs. As she cuddled 
into his neck, she was soothed even more by his scent and the 
rhythm of his breathing. Turning into a room, he set her on 
the bed, removed her coat and shoes, left on her leggings and 



sweater and covered her with a quilt. He drew back and she 
grasped his hand. “Please, don’t go, Nicky.”

“Shh, baby, sleep.”
Still holding his hand, she fell into a deep slumber.

o0o

Tension between them returned in full force after last 
night’s closeness, or maybe because of it, and Nick felt anger 
at Callie again when he awoke the next morning. Still they 
had to pull together. Their parents needed to be told about 
the situation with Nick, but Mike Muscato was visiting one of 
Nick’s sisters in Ohio until tonight. That left Callie’s mother 
and father to deal with on this dreary Sunday where the 
gloom of overcast skies and piles of dirty snow echoed the 
bleak feelings inside him. After yesterday with the boys, Nick 
wasn’t sure he or Callie could take more upset, but this had to 
be done. She offered to go solo to talk to her mother and father, 
but Nick refused to let her face the firing squad by herself. 

After they pulled up in the circular driveway, they entered 
the “mansion” as Nick had always called it, which sat at 
the end of a cul de sac in the oldest and most exclusive 
neighborhood in Cameron City. The foyer was as big as a 
room, and each space in the house was oversized. Both parents 
met them at the door. Even at home, the Casewells could have 
posed for a travel brochure in gray cashmere and designer 
coordinates. 

“Hello, dear.” Catherine kissed her daughter’s cheek and 
gave Nick a brief hug. She’d always accepted him.

But Hamilton Casewell was not so kind. Stiffly, he shook 
Nick’s hand, hugged Callie and drew back. “Carolyn, are you 
ill? You look peaked.”

“No, Dad, it’s just been a tough weekend. We need to talk to 
you.”

“So you said on the phone.”
Catherine grasped her hand. “Come into the parlor.”
When they were seated on the most expensive leather 

money could buy, Callie started to speak, but Nick shook his 



head. “Let me.”
He gave Hamilton and Catherine the broad strokes of what 

had turned their lives upside down in the space of a few days.
Hamilton had been tanned and relaxed after a recent 

vacation in Belize, but as Nick talked, her father’s face went 
from normal to flushed to beet red. “I can’t believe this.”

“Neither can we, Daddy,” Callie told him calmly, 
though Nick guessed it was just a façade. “The charge is 
preposterous.”

Her father’s judgmental gaze focused on her. “You don’t 
actually believe he’s innocent, do you?”

Callie moved closer to Nick and looped her arm through 
his. “Of course.”

With a pitying look, Hamilton blew out a heavy breath. 
“How can you be sure it’s not true, Carolyn?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Ham,” Nick said. “The girl is a child. 
I know you don’t think much of me, but you should be past 
believing an outrageous claim like this.”

Her father arched a brow. “It’s no secret things have been 
strained between you and Carolyn the last few months. For 
years, really.”

“It all keeps going back to that, doesn’t it?” Nick gritted out. 
“If you’d had your way she’d be married to Lew Patterson and 
living your life.”

Ham had always favored Patterson over him, even when 
they were young. They shared a passion for Civil War 
memorabilia and were in some kind of historical group 
together. He treated the guy like a son.

“My life is good. And very respectable.”
“Daddy, please, let’s not rehash all that.”
Nick glared at her father. “I didn’t do this, Hamilton. And 

I’m going to prove it.”
“Before or after you take off for New York again?”
Startled, Nick’s gaze whipped to Callie. “You told him 

about our problems over that?”
Callie was surprised, too. “No, I didn’t.”
“Then how does he know?”



“Lew told me.”
 Nick’s eyes dropped to her stomach. “I should have 

known.” Abruptly he stood. “I’m out of here. I’ll wait for you 
in the car.”

As he reached the driveway and climbed into his truck Nick 
had never felt so hopeless in his life. He expected everybody 
to take this badly, but first Joe thinking he’d abuse a young girl 
and now Ham shattered what tiny hope Callie’s support and 
David’s loyalty had given him. How in hell was he going to 
live through this? 

Especially knowing he’d lost Callie.



Chapter 4

As she entered school Monday morning, anxiety curled in 
Callie like thick fog, obscuring visibility, magnifying problems, 
stealing her self-assurance. For fifteen years, she’d walked 
these halls with confidence and aplomb. Today she wanted to 
crawl into one of the skinny, brightly colored lockers. But she 
held her head high and made her way to her classroom. She 
didn’t know what was in store for her today, but she knew 
that whatever happened wouldn’t be good. The Cameron City 
High grapevine would be up and running and her husband’s 
suspension would be hot off the weekend press.

Her classroom was chilly and she regretted the loss of her 
coat as she hung it up; she rubbed her arms to ward off the 
chill. She’d dressed to the nines today. Teal silk suit. Evan 
Piccone pink blouse. Heels in the dead of winter. She always 
dressed up when she felt the worst. 

Sitting at her desk, she closed her eyes and sighed. The 
weekend had been right out of a Greek tragedy. Things had 
gone from bad to worse. First, Joey had lashed out against 
Nick then her father had been cruel. She’d never forget the 
bleak look in her husband’s eyes last night when he went to 
bed.

“Carolyn?”
Callie looked up to see Lew at her door. “It’s a little early for 

you to be here.”
Slowly, he shed his navy wool coat, tossed it on his desk 

and crossed to her. He still had his scarf wrapped around his 
neck and snow dotted his hair. “I came in to see you. I would 
have called your house this weekend when I found out, but I 
didn’t want to make things worse.”



Biting her lip, she struggled to stay composed. Grace under 
pressure, Hemingway had termed it. “Who told you?”

“Mark James called. Apparently Tiffany’s father had too 
much to drink Friday night and got to babbling.” Mark was 
a Social Studies teacher whose father-in-law belonged to the 
Cameron City Country Club. 

“The charge is supposed to be confidential.”
“Oh, honey, it won’t be.” He pulled up a chair to her desk 

and took her hand in both of his. “You’re in for a rough time of 
it.”

“I know.” She sighed. “I’m more worried about Nick 
dealing with this alone while I’m at school.”

Lew stilled. Then he said, “Let’s concentrate on getting you 
through today, shall we?”

“He didn’t do it, Lew.”
Her friend’s face was impassive. “I know you must think 

that.”
“It’s true.”
Averting his eyes, Lew shifted uneasily.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Come on, let’s--”
“I want to know what you were just thinking.”
“Now’s not the time. You need--”
“I need you to be honest with me.”
“Carolyn, I don’t want to hurt you.” When she just stared 

at him, he sighed heavily. “All right. I haven’t wanted to bring 
this up before, but there’s been talk about Nick at school.”

“Talk. About what?”
“How the girls hang around him.”
“He can’t help that, Lew.”
“Whatever you say.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me this before? And who said it?”
“I didn’t want to upset you. I wouldn’t have told you now if 

you hadn’t insisted. And I’m not going to reveal who gave me 
the information. It wouldn’t be fair to them.”

Just like Lew--everybody’s friend. He was loyal to a fault. 
She’d had to drag out of him which teacher said Chuck Jones 



drank too much and who saw two young Social Studies 
teachers, both married to other people, kissing in a booth at a 
bar outside of town. 

“They’re rumors, Lew,” she reiterated. “Nothing more.”
He nodded but the doubt was written on every feature of 

his familiar face. 
Discomfited by his reaction, she stood. “I’m going to get 

coffee.”
“I’ll come with you. It won’t be easy facing everybody.”
“No, I need to do this by myself.” 
 Callie could barely catch her breath as she strode out of the 

room. She pressed her hand against her stomach. Oh, God. So 
much to deal with. The pregnancy had taken a back seat, but it 
was there, to be addressed. With Lew. She shoved the thought 
away--like Scarlet O’Hara, she’d think about it later--and 
headed down the still-empty hall. Halfway to the teacher’s 
lounge she heard behind her, “Callie, wait up.”

Turning, she saw Irene Carlo hustling toward her. Irene had 
joined the English department the same year as Callie. She was 
a progressive, talented woman, a dedicated professional and 
had become a good friend. “I was on my way to your room.” 
From her five foot height, which belied her Attila-the-Hun 
control of the kids, she grasped Callie’s hand. “I just heard in 
the faculty room. I’m so sorry.”

Closing her eyes, Callie battled back tears. God, she 
couldn’t start crying this early in the day. “Everybody 
knows?”

“A lot of them. Chuck Jones told everybody Madelyn 
cleaned out Nick’s locker and they’d brought in a long term 
sub for an undetermined period of time.”

The head of Phys Ed., Jones was always ragging on Nick 
either about his beautiful wife or his money. The latter had 
been a huge source of jealousy from many people on the staff. 
The fact that Nick dressed like he’d walked off the pages of 
GQ and drove a sports car didn’t help.

Irene dragged Callie to an alcove, her brown eyes filled with 
sympathy. “They aren’t being kind.”



“I knew some people would go in for the kill.”
“They’ve got axes to grind.”
Shaking her head, Callie wrapped her arms around her 

waist, poor armor against the slings and arrows of faculty 
gossip. “I’ve never done anything to any of them.” 

Irene laughed. “Except be gorgeous, smart and popular 
with the kids. Throw in that you’re married to a hunk and 
have tons of money, people just wait for the odds to even out.” 

“What about you?” Callie asked.
Irene’s look was direct. “You tell me. Did he do it?”
“Do you think he did?”
“No.”
Tears flooded Callie’s eyes. “Thanks. He didn’t, of course.”
“You’re sticking by him, aren’t you?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good. I’m on your side.”
Shrugging, Callie grasped her friend’s hand. “It’ll be a 

pretty slim cheering section, Irene.”
“Hey, remember when I wanted to infuse that reading/

writing workshop into our English curriculum?”
Callie had supported her against a veteran, change-resistant 

English department.
“And when I needed a publicity director for the play, and 

lesson plans for A Doll’s House when my mother died and--”
“Okay, I get the picture.” Going on gut instinct that her 

friend would be straight with her, Callie found the courage 
to ask a question. “Irene, did you ever hear any rumors about 
Nick and the girl students? From teachers.”

“No. Why?”
“Someone mentioned that the staff has talked about Nick. 

But he wouldn’t say who.”
“No one has said anything to me. I have heard the kids 

say how hot Nick is, but not lately. The new assistant football 
coach, Jason Pettrone, is their current heartthrob. He’s younger 
and single.”

Callie smiled weakly.
“Cal, kids have crushes on teachers all the time. I swear the 



girls would walk through fire for your friend Lew Patterson, 
and he does zilch for me.”

“Thanks, that makes me feel better.” 
Straightening, Irene smoothed down her slim maroon skirt. 

“Now, want to get coffee with me or hide in my room for a 
while?”

“I’d rather face the music.”
The melody wasn’t pleasant when Callie entered the 

teacher’s cafe. All eyes averted from her, but it was clear she--
or Nick--was the object of discussion. 

“Morning.” Irene spoke to a group of male teachers 
gathered around a table near the coffee pot. They dispersed 
like boys caught smoking in the john.

Though Callie felt conspicuous, she faced them down with 
as much haughtiness as she could summon. “Good morning,” 
she added to Irene’s greeting.

“Irene…”
“Callie…”
“Hi...Morning.”
Willing her hands not to shake, Callie poured a cup of 

decaf. She joined Irene at a round table in the center of the 
room. She’d be damned if she’d cower in a corner when she’d 
done nothing wrong. Idly, she made small talk with her friend; 
conversation in the room resumed. Until Madelyn Baird 
walked into the lounge. 

The principal’s gaze zeroed in on Callie. Detouring to get 
coffee, she approached their table. “May I sit?”

Callie nodded and Irene excused herself ostensibly to check 
her voice mail.

Madelyn sat. Her usually bright blue eyes were overcast, 
her navy blue suit appropriate for her somber demeanor. “Are 
you all right?”

“I’m hanging in there.”
“Nick?”
Callie felt her temper rise. “Not good, Madelyn. What did 

you expect?”
“I expected you both to be upset. It’s why I wanted to see 



you right away. I’m sorry about all this. My hands are tied, 
and even if they weren’t, I’d pursue the same course. But I can 
promise you one thing. I’ll be fair.”

“The process isn’t fair.”
Madelyn’s eyes darkened with fervor. “It seems that way to 

you. But as adults, we have the responsibility to protect kids. 
Unfortunately, Nick has to be suspended for now.”

“He isn’t guilty.”
“I hope not, Callie, for both your sakes. I just wanted you to 

know I’m concerned about you. If there’s anything I can do to 
make this easier for you at school, let me know.” 

“There is. Tiffany has to be taken out of my class.”
“I did it on Friday.”
“Thanks. Is she here today?”
“No. She’ll be out for a few days.” When Callie didn’t 

speak, Madelyn asked, “Anything else?”
Callie shook her head.
With one last look, Madelyn stood, squeezed Callie’s arm, 

said, “Take care,” and left.
By the time the first class started, Callie was exhausted. 

Apparently, news hadn’t gotten to all the kids yet, because the 
rest of the morning was uneventful. Not feeling as brave as 
she had earlier in the cafeteria, she had lunch in their adjoining 
room with Lew. She couldn’t face any more staff just now.

“Worried about our last class?” 
All About Adam and Eve. She loved this elective, co-taught 

with Lew, offered for either Social Studies or English credit, 
one semester a year. The course traced the images of men and 
women through the ages, centering on the changing roles of 
both sexes. Lately, its popularity had skyrocketed. 

“Uh-huh. This class is full of Tiffany’s crowd.”
“I could teach the kids alone today. We were combining 

both groups anyway.” 
They conducted regular two hour classes of twenty each, 

three times per week, between two connecting rooms in the 
school. They were joined by a soundproof divider that opened 
up for speakers, large group and panel discussions. 



 He squeezed her arm. “You’re whipped.”
“I’m fine. I’m not running away from this.”
“That’s my girl.”
Glancing at the clock, she stood. “I want to call Nick while 

I’m free.”
Lew frowned but said nothing.
“I’ll see you in class.”
When Callie phoned Nick’s cell there was no answer. She 

wondered if he was at his father’s, how their talk was going. 
After the showdown with her parents this weekend, he’d 
decided to go today to tell his dad. She wished she could have 
stayed home with him, accompanied him to the Muscato 
household.

The atmosphere was funereal as the students in her senior 
elective filed in. Though they greeted her at the door, they 
were eerily quiet before class began, like uncomfortable callers 
at a wake. And the looks they gave her twisted her heart. They 
believed Tiffany. Felt sorry for Callie. Brad Fontaine, one of 
Nick’s favorites and Tiffany’s boyfriend, was absent, but the 
rest of The Group, Tiffany’s clique, was there.

As Callie took attendance, Lew asked two students to 
hand out magazines stacked in the back. Emily Erickson 
smiled at Callie as she trudged by in combat boots and fatigue 
look-alikes. The girl was brilliant but isolated. Lisa Rossi 
purposefully snapped her curly head around and snubbed 
Callie. Lisa was Tiffany’s best friend. Like the rest of her 
clique, Lisa was dressed in trendy clothes and had an attitude.

When the magazines were passed out, Lew spoke again. 
“Spend about ten minutes clipping pictures of stereotypes 
of men and women portrayed in the ads or articles.” He 
asked for a definition of the term, and Josh Jones, the class 
valedictorian, who reminded Callie of Lew at that age, defined 
stereotype.

From her vantage point off to the side, Callie saw Kip 
Temple, a student she’d never had before and didn’t like so 
much up to now say to Josh, “You oughtta know the definition 
‘cause you are a stereotype. Nerd.”



When the kids got to work, Callie headed Kip’s group. 
Casually, she pulled up a chair next to him. When he looked 
over she saw the challenge of youth and the arrogance of 
money in his eyes. “Kip I guess you’ve forgotten our first rule 
in this class. No intolerance, mockery or unkindness to others 
will be tolerated. Since Mr. Patterson and I haven’t had you as 
a student before, this is a reminder that we mean what we say. 
You get one warning, then you’re out the door.”

“I didn’t do anything.” Kip’s demeanor was innocent. It 
always amazed Callie that kids could be such boldfaced liars.

“I heard what I heard. And I suggest that you think about 
the fact that my word will count on what was said and what 
wasn’t.” She stood and walked away.

Before she was out of earshot, Kip mumbled, “Yeah, a 
Muscato’s word has a lot of clout these days.”

Callie let that go. As the target, she could handle the insult. 
She also knew she couldn’t start jumping on every snide 
comment sent her way. Kids could be cruel, and now that they 
were armed, this wouldn’t be the worst of their innuendos and 
outright attacks.

After the collages were assembled and the groups shared 
their projects, Lew asked them to take one of these stereotypes 
discussed and write a paragraph on how they’d been affected 
by the pigeon holing in their own lives.

“I’ll model for you first.” Lew put on the overhead what 
he’d written the last time they taught this lesson and read 
aloud. “When I was in high school, I was in the chess club and 
the debate team. Some of the kids mocked me out as a dork--
that was the term then. I suffered for that.”

As he read, Callie watched him. He spoke frankly without 
rancor, like a boy who had faced down bullies and become 
stronger for it. She watched Josh hang on his every word. 
When he finished, Callie gave Lew an approving smile, which 
he returned.

By the time class ended, Callie was beat, but she stood at 
the door with Lew, as was their custom, to say goodbye to 
the kids. Emily lingered behind. Her deep brown eyes were 



troubled and she grasped the end of her backpack tightly.
Callie stepped back inside. “Emily, can I help you?”
“No. I, um, I just wanted to talk to you a minute.” 

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “About what 
everybody’s saying about Mr. Muscato. Just that I’m sorry. 
And I don’t believe it.” The young girl raised her chin. “Not 
everybody believes the accusations, Mrs. M.. Carter Thomas 
told me before class that he doesn’t and he’s one of The 
Group.”

Having kept them dammed up all day, Callie felt the tears 
threaten. “Thanks, Emily. I appreciate your concern.”

Squeezing Callie’s arm in an unusual show of affection, 
Emily traipsed out of the room. 

Lew stepped through the doorway. “Some of them pull 
through for you, don’t they?”

“Yes, they do.” She watched him. “It was brave of you to 
share your story.”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m not sure I could have been as brave 
in high school. Like Josh. You should read his paper.”

“I will.”
“How are you holding up? You look like you’ve lived 

through the battle of Gettysburg.”
“I feel as if I have.” She smiled. “I’m okay.”
“Want to talk?”
“No, thanks. I really need to go home and take a nap.”
“You look a little pale.”
“Just exhausted.”
Casually, he folded his arms across his chest. “I’ll be 

available all night if you change your mind. Call me.” She 
nodded, because that was the last thing she’d do. “I’m off, 
then. I’ve got a chess club meeting.”

When Lew left, Callie dropped into her chair. Now that she 
was alone, the weight of the day settled on her and she felt 
unutterably weary.

How long will it take? Nick had asked.
Madelyn had answered, A long time. In most cases, months.
Could she endure this tension, this uncertainty that long? 



Not that she had any choice, she thought and began to pack 
her book bag. There was a rustle at the door. She glanced up 
and froze.

Tiffany stood in the entryway. Her normally shiny blond 
hair was pulled back into a stringy pony tail. She wore an 
oversize flannel blue shirt, jeans and sneakers. The skin 
beneath her eyes was smudged and her face was ashen. Had 
the situation been different, Callie would have scooped her up 
and hugged her. “What do you want, Tiffany?”

Tiffany’s eyes widened like a frightened toddler. The baby 
blue of her outfit accented the youthfulness. “I had to see 
you.”

“I don’t think contact between us is a good idea.”
“Please.”
Callie shook her head. “It would be better if we didn’t talk.”
“You have to know.”
“Tiffany--”
“It’s true. And it’s why I haven’t been as close to you since 

the summer.”
Callie grappled for some inner reserve of strength. “Tif, 

I can’t fathom why you’d make this accusation against my 
husband. I know it’s not true and so do you.”

“It is true.”
Standing, Callie angled her chin to the door. “You should 

leave now. If you need to talk to someone, go to the school 
counselors.”

“Are we ever going to…will it ever be like it was between 
us?”

Her heart breaking, Callie recalled the times she’d driven 
Tiffany to cheerleading competitions, searched for colleges 
with her, talked about her future. This was such a loss, for both 
of them. “No, Tiffany it won’t. Don’t seek me out again. It isn’t 
good for either of us.” She turned her back to the girl.

“He called me you.”
Callie whirled around. 
Tiffany had come closer. Her eyes were wild as if she was 

on drugs, and she had the jittery motions of an addict. “He 



called me by your name when he did those things to me. He 
pretended I was you.”

Callie’s stomach roiled when she remembered an off-
handed comment Lew had made to her once… 

She’s just like you used to be, Carolyn. She’s got those big blue eyes and she’s in 
every activity you were in. 

“Tiffany, leave now,” Callie repeated.
Tiffany backed up a few steps. “Why would I lie? Why 

would I hurt you like this? I love you.”
“Please, Tiffany,” Callie begged, tears coursing down her 

cheeks. “I can’t help you. I can’t make this okay. Find someone 
else.”

When Tiffany didn’t move, Callie brushed past her and 
raced to the bathroom. There, she knelt over the bowl and lost 
what little she’d eaten that day.



Chapter 5

The spicy scent of marinara sauce and garlic wafted 
through Mike Muscato’s small house on Second Street, 
just like it had when Nick was little. His dad sat in his old-
fashioned kitchen, at the battered wooden picnic-style table 
that fit six youngsters. A half-empty glass of beer rested at 
his elbow with the newspaper spread out in front of him. The 
portable TV Nick had bought for him to keep in the kitchen 
broadcasted the highlights of yesterday’s Buffalo Bills game. 
Suddenly, Nick missed the comfort and solidness of this home.

“Pa?” he said when he came through the door.
“Nicky?” Mike glanced at the yellowed-with-age clock on 

the wall, which had counted off the minutes of his entire adult 
life. “School out already?”

 “No, Pa. It’s not.”
 Taking a long look at his son, Mike nodded to the chair 

across from him. “Come and sit.” With the remote, he switched 
off the TV and held up his glass. “Want one?”

“You supposed to be drinking on that medication you’re 
taking?”

“Doc Meyers said one a day wouldn’t hurt.”
“Okay.” Nick grabbed a Molson’s from the fridge and 

joined Mike at the table. The popping of the tab was loud in 
the silent kitchen.

“Take your coat off and stay a while.” After Nick had shed 
his leather jacket, Mike asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I got something to tell you, Pa.”
“All right.” Nick just stared at the bottle clenched in one 

hand. He’d always had been afraid of disappointing his dad. 
He remembered how hard it had been to tell Mike when he’d 



flunked math in junior high, not because he wasn’t smart, but 
because he wouldn’t kowtow to the teacher. And when he’d 
eloped with Callie, that confession had been the worst of all.

“Why aren’t you at work?” Mike finally started the 
conversation.

As even keeled as he could, Nick told him, “I’ve been 
suspended.”

Not much could shock Mike after raising a family alone 
after their mother had died of cancer at forty. But Nick could 
tell this came close. His dad ran a hand through his near-white 
hair. “Why in hell would they do that?”

“I’ve been accused by a girl student of sexual misconduct.”
“What’s that mean?”
“A female student says I…” 
Reaching out, Nick squeezed his arm. “Tell me, son.”
Nick cringed as he spoke the words out loud. When he was 

finished, his dad pounded the table with his fist. “Who would 
dare say you did this?”

“Callie’s favorite student, Tiffany Owens. You’ve met her at 
the house on holidays, celebrations.”

“You take this girl into your home like a daughter and she 
does this to you?”

“Yeah.”
“How’s Callie doin’ with it?”
“She’s upset.” Thinking of everything else that was going 

on, he added, “Despondent really. And mad.”
“At you?” 
“No. At Tiffany. At the situation.” Nick focused his gaze on 

his father. “You didn’t ask if I was innocent, Pa.”
“Don’t make me mad, Nicky. I didn’t raise a child molester.”
To his utter shock, Nick’s eyes misted. “Thanks, Pa.” 
“Callie believes you, doesn’t she?”
“Yes, she does.”
“She’s a good girl, Nicky.”
“You didn’t always think so.”
“Harrumph. I remember some of those times.”
So did Nick, one especially…



When David had told Mike how serious things were getting 
between Nick and Callie, Mike sought out his youngest son in 
the upstairs bedroom. Nick was sprawled out on a patchwork 
bedspread his mom had made “studying” something he 
hastily shoved under the pillows. “Nicky, I talked to David 
this morning.”

Nick had blushed to the roots of his shaggy hair; he plucked 
nervously at the quilt. 

Holding up a small bag, Mike nodded to the pillow where 
the “reading material” on sex that his oldest son had given 
his youngest peeked out. “I shoulda talked to you about this 
before.”

“You been busy, Pa. David, um, we’ve always been close. 
Enough to talk about that stuff.”

His dad missed out on a lot in their lives trying to support 
a family, but he’d done his best. “Anyway, I want you to use 
these.” He took out the package of condoms and tossed them 
to Nick. “Don’t do anything stupid to ruin your future.”

Nick just stared at the box.
“I know the girl’s pretty, son. And you’ve been after her for 

years. But it might not be the best thing for you.” 
“Pa, don’t start on Callie again. I know you don’t like her.”
“It isn’t that I don’t like her. I don’t trust her. That she’ll 

stand by you when things get tough.”
“I love her, Pa. I’m gonna marry her.”
“Maybe.” He nodded to the condoms. “Just be sure you 

have a choice. Don’t get forced into anything. Use those. Every 
time, boy.”

 “Yeah, Pa, I will…”
He was dragged away from the memory when his father 

spoke again. “I know I was worried about her at first. Didn’t 
think she had the staying power of a butterfly, but she’s stuck 
by you for over twenty years.” He smiled. “She’s been a good 
wife and mother.”

Unable to deal with that comment, given what had 
happened, Nick scraped back the chair and stood. He strode 
over to the sauce and tasted it. “Needs more oregano.” 



“You put too much in yours.” His dad had taught all the 
kids how to cook and Nick had taken over the job at his own 
house on his off seasons. He’d gotten into the habit when his 
career ended. “What’s goin’ on with Callie?”

“Things are complicated with her, Pa.”
“They always were.”
“Worse, now.”
“Tell me.”
“I can’t.”
“All right. But marriage is all about forgivin’. Think about 

it.”
No response. “Now, sit back down, and tell me what 

happens with this mess from here on in.”
Like the little boy needing advice, he told his dad what he 

was facing in the near future, disgusted all over again at what 
his life had become.

o0o

Nick was wiped by the time he pulled into his driveway at 
four in the afternoon. Every muscle in his body ached from 
the tension of the last few days. Callie’s car wasn’t in the 
garage, but school was over. Where was she? Knowing what 
had happened between her and Patterson, it was hard not to 
draw pictures in his head of where she could be. What she 
could be doing. Whenever he thought about them together, 
about Callie with another man, he wanted to rip something 
apart. Grabbing the container of spaghetti sauce his pa had 
sent home with him, along with the fresh fettuccine and Italian 
bread Nick had picked up at the store, he trekked into the 
house.

She’s a good girl, Nicky. She’s been a good wife and mother.
Swearing at his father’s wisdom--it wasn’t any easier to take 

today than it had been twenty-five years ago--Nick hung his 
jacket on the coat rack in the mudroom, stopped in the high-
tech kitchen with its brass bottomed pots and pans hanging 
over the island, and put the sauce on the stainless steel stove to 
stay warm. After storing the other stuff in the sub-zero double 



sided fridge, he headed for the phone in the desk area, where 
the message light blinked. He pressed the button. 

 “Hi, Callie, it’s Phoebe. I’ll try your cell but call me right 
away.” A beep…”Nick, it’s David. I talked with the school 
officials, and there’s no word on the time frame for this thing. 
I’ve got a voice mail into the State Board to put some pressure 
on them. Call me if you want to talk.” A hesitation. “Hang in 
there, buddy. I’m with you in this.”

Nick bit back a swell of emotion, angry that his feelings 
were so close to the surface these days. Growing up without 
a mother around, the Muscato household had been a zoo at 
times; there hadn’t been a lot of hearts and flowers. But the 
love ran deep, especially in times of trouble. His three sisters, 
living out of town, had also phoned Nick after David had 
filled them in on what happened. 

Sinking into a padded chair at the table, he whipped out his 
cell phone. There was no message or text from Callie, but there 
was one from Tyler. “Hey, Dad, it’s me. I just wanted you to 
know we’re fine. Joey’s grumpy and I’d like to kick him in the 
butt but he’s okay. Dad, I know you’re not guilty and so does 
he. I’m praying for you.”

Nick rubbed his hand on the polished oak, remembering 
the boys sitting at this table in infant seats and high chairs, 
banging their spoons on its surface. As teenagers they’d 
devour mountains of food with their friends. Joey’s eyes 
would glow when Nick told him stories of the games he’d 
pitched and described what it was like to be in the majors. 
Tyler, at every age, had sung like Pavarotti as he’d helped set 
the table. Now, no matter what Ty said, he was tarnished in 
their eyes. 

Swearing, he texted Ty a thank you then stood and crossed 
to the refrigerator. Damn it, he hadn’t done anything wrong. 
Why was he feeling like a convicted felon, embarrassed and 
ashamed of the charges? Why did he want to hide in his house 
and avoid people?

Flicking on some soft rock in hopes it would soothe his 
edginess, he took out his frustration at the center butcher 



block island by hacking away at the lettuce, carrots, celery and 
olives. After he’d finished the salad, he yanked the bread out 
of the package, sliced and garnished it. Its strong garlic scent 
wafted up to him. When all the preparations were done, the 
clock chimed five times into the stillness of the empty house. 
A familiar annoyance gnawed at him. Where was she? He 
thought of Patterson again. Would she change her mind and 
tell him about the pregnancy?

Marriage is all about forgivin’, his father had said. Nick had to 
try to forgive Callie, he knew it. It was just so fucking hard 
because there was a child to consider. But he needed her now, 
and he couldn’t be nasty to her in return. Truth be told, he 
didn’t want to be mean to her. He wanted things to be like they 
were before all this mess started.

His cell phone shrilled, startling him. Nick wiped his hands 
and answered it. “Muscato.”

“Hey, hotshot. What’s up?” Stonewall Jackson’s low 
rumbling voice matched his six foot, movie-star looks and his 
playboy rep.

“Jackson, you bastard. Where are you?”
“Right now I’m basking in the sun on the Gulf coast of 

Florida.”
“You fucker.”
“That’s not the best part. There’s a couple of lingerie models 

waiting for me at the bar.”
Women were drawn to Jackson like moths to the flame. 

Though groupies were a fact of life for ballplayers, Jack had 
more than his share of notches in his belt.

“A couple? Jesus, Jack. You’re too old for that stuff.”
“You know I like to double my pleasure whenever I can.”
“Yeah, I remember.” Kinky stuff had been Jack’s thing, and 

he’d tried on more than one occasion to lure Nick in. Though 
he’d been tempted, Nick had managed to stay away from 
Jackson’s babes.

“You could join me down here,” Jack said, as if he read 
Nick’s thoughts. “The brass said you didn’t have to report 
until the summer, but you know they want you for spring 



training.”
“Nah. I got a job here to finish.”
“But you’re coming, right? In July?”
Nick hesitated. He saw Callie’s tear-stained face and heard 

her harsh confession, I’m pregnant.  Yeah, he was going. “Looks 
that way. They gave me till spring to sign the contract.”

“I just thought I’d sweeten the pot, so to speak.”
Nick hesitated. “Jack, can I ask you something?”
“Shoot.”
“Are you happy?”
“What the hell kinda question is that?”
“Just answer it.”
“Hey, I’m in the Show again and I love it.” Every player’s 

dream seemed to be to return to the majors as a coach.
For some reason, Nick prodded. “Personally, I mean. You 

ever think about Joanie?” 
Like Nick, Jack had been married at the beginning of his 

career. Callie had befriended the feisty Joanie Jackson, but 
the other couple’s marriage was doomed after a string of 
infidelities like those that plagued many pro ball players. 

“Joanie’s history, Nicky boy.” After a long pause, Jack 
asked, “Why?”

“Just wondering.”
“Well, stop wondering, and sign the damned contract. Next 

year, it’ll be you and me and these chicks here.”
“I’m a married man, Jack.”
“So, I won’t tell.” After a pause, Jack said, “I gotta go. Catch 

ya later.” 
When he hung up, Nick popped another beer, leaned 

against the window frame, and stared sightlessly into the 
snow covered backyard, thinking about the call. His friendship 
with Stonewall Jackson had always been a sore spot with 
Callie. For one reason, the collision he had with Jack at first 
base had brought about his shoulder injury, though Nick never 
blamed him. But Callie was concerned about other things, 
too. She was worried he was a bad influence on Nick with his 
penchant for fast women and free flowing booze. That Jack 



had made the offer for Nick to coach in the Majors only made 
it more objectionable. 

The garage door interrupted his rumination. In minutes, 
Callie dragged herself into the kitchen. Leaving the window, 
he edged up against the counter top, holding his beer. “Hi.”

His wife gave him a weak smile. “Hi.”
She looked like hell. Even her fancy blue suit was limp. 

“You’re exhausted.”
Her shoulders slumped as if given permission. “I am.”
As she set her purse down and removed her coat, her 

actions were labored. The circles under her eyes were dark and 
her mouth was bracketed by stress lines. He hadn’t noticed 
before that her face was thinner. 

“It was tough for you today.”
Nodding, she wrapped her arms around her waist as if it 

would contain the fatigue. Her skin was so pale he could see 
tiny blue veins at her temple. 

“And you don’t feel good.”
She shook her head.
Something made him prod her. “Sick?”
Bleak blue eyes turned bleaker. She nodded.
Sick. From another man’s baby.
It almost killed him to be confronted with the fact that she 

was carrying someone else’s child, and his first impulse was to 
strike out at her. But he controlled the urge. Given how fragile 
she looked, he was even able to summon some gentleness. 
“Why don’t you go lay down for a while? We can talk about 
what happened at school over dinner.”

Her eyes closed briefly. “I’d love to lie down.”
“Fine.” Could the conversation be more stilted? But he’d be 

damned if he’d ask why she was late getting home like some 
lovesick puppy. 

He didn’t have to. “I stopped at Phoebe’s after school.”
“She called here and left a message.”
“I know. She called my cell, too.” Callie sniffed and glanced 

at the stove. “You cooked?” Her voice held a note of wispy 
pleasure he hadn’t heard in a long time.



“Pa gave me sauce.”
“Did you tell him?”
“Cal, go lie down before you collapse. We’ll talk later.”
Nodding agreement, she crossed to the doorway. “Nicky?”
God that got to him, the way she said the nickname. 

“What?”
“Thanks. For the cooking. For letting me lie down.”
“Go on,” he said, trying to ignore her vulnerability. “We got 

plenty of time to talk and feel bad.”

o0o

On her way up to nap, Callie heard the front doorbell 
ring. Who on earth would come over to see them now? She 
was tempted to ignore the intrusion, but Nick wouldn’t. 
Descending that set of stairs, she pulled the door open and 
found Lew standing there with her book bag. “Hi. You left this 
at school and I thought you might need it.”

“Oh.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Thanks.”
“Can I come in?” he asked easily.
“Oh, Lew no, I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s a bad time 

for Nick and I--”
Suddenly she was yanked back and Nick sprang for Lew. 

Grabbing a handful of Lew’s coat, her husband shoved her 
friend against the porch wall.

Over Nick’s shoulder, Callie saw Lew’s face was red and 
his eyes wide with fear. Nick drew back his fist and rammed 
it into Lew’s right jaw. Soft flesh met hard knuckles. As Nick 
raised his arm to hit Lew again, Callie grabbed her husband’s 
shoulders. He shook her off and pummeled his fist into Lew’s 
nose. Blood spurted all over his coat and shirt.

Callie screamed for Nick to stop, then her arms went 
around his waist and she clung to him. His whole body was 
pulsing with anger. “Nicky, please, stop.”

Finally, he drew back. “That’s for screwing my wife, 
fuckface. Don’t ever come to my house again.”

Without looking at her, Nick flung Callie off and stalked 
back inside.



o0o

“Where’s the First Aid kit?”
“I don’t think we need that, Carolyn.” Lew smiled at her as 

she hovered over him in the kitchen of his house. Though her 
face was tight with worry and her color pale, she looked lovely 
in the early evening light that slanted through the window. 

“Lew, indulge me. I have to do something.”
“Upstairs in the bathroom vanity.”
“I’ll be right back. Keep that ice on your jaw.” As she left, 

Lew watched the gentle sway of her hips, took in the slender 
slope of her back.

Damn, this was how it should have been all along. He 
leaned back against the padded yellow chair and closed his 
eyes. Carolyn in his home, taking care of him. 

He winced as he moved the ice bag on his face. His jaw hurt 
like hell. That Neanderthal had done a job on him. Despite the 
pain, Lew would have been happy that Muscato had finally 
shown his true colors if it hadn’t upset Carolyn so much. God, 
he wished that guy didn’t have the power to hurt her.

“I found it.” When she returned, her face seemed even more 
haggard.

“This isn’t necessary.” 
Despite his protests, she ferreted out antiseptic from the 

kit. “You’ve got some cuts.” She moved in close but she was 
holding herself too stiffly as she swabbed a bruise over his eye. 
Once again, the special perfume, the special scent that was 
Carolyn filled his head. “I can’t believe he attacked you.”

Something horrible occurred to him. “Carolyn, has he ever 
hit you?”

“No!” Silence. Then, “Why would you even ask that?”
“He’s a powder keg. You saw it today.” She eased back and 

smoothed ointment over his eyebrow; he flinched. 
“Sorry, that’s the worst of it.”
Finished, she repacked the kit. As she washed her hands, 

Lew basked in the sight of her in his kitchen with its ordinary 
white appliances, spit-shined tile floor and bright yellow 
wallpaper. It wasn’t her million dollar house, but Lew was 



certain she could be happy here in his modest split level.
Facing him, she clasped her hands in front of her, a model 

worthy of an Ingres painting. “Can I get you anything?”
“How about if we have tea and sit in the family room?”
Hesitating, she glanced at her watch.
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, no. I just thought--”
Standing abruptly, he cut her off. He couldn’t bear to hear 

her say she needed to see that idiot. After being pummeled by 
the man, Lew refused to allow Carolyn to go right back to him. 
“Come on. You’re still shaky. I shouldn’t have let you follow 
me home.”

“I’m fine.” Again the hesitation, as if she wanted to leave. 
“Tea sounds good, though.”

“I have something stronger if you want it.”
Her hand pressed against her stomach. “No, I don’t think 

so. Go down to the family room and stretch out while I get the 
tea.”

Nodding, he crossed through the neat dining area, past the 
living room where the piano Tyler had played on occasion 
sat against the large wall. Smiling at the thought of the boy 
he wished was his own, Lew took the four stairs to the lower 
level.

But he was too restless to lie down on the nubby white 
couch that he bought because Carolyn helped him pick it out. 
Instead, he found himself studying his mementos. Across from 
the red brick fireplace, on one of the paneled walls, were his 
accolades. Teacher of the Year plaques. A BS from Yale, two 
Masters Degrees. Nominations and inductions into Phi Beta 
Kappa and three other education societies, memberships and 
some memorabilia from Civil War groups. A few pictures of 
Carolyn and Tyler, but not many. He’d been careful to keep 
most of his personal mementos of her out of sight, as a lot of 
students and Carolyn herself spent time here.

He was embarrassed by his keepsakes of her. But that 
didn’t stop him from collecting them. Often, when he was 
particularly lonely, he’d unlock the walk-in closet in the 



den right off the family room and take out the pictures he’d 
gathered of her, and now Ty, over the years, the notes she’d 
written to him, the cards she’d sent--”

“Here’s the tea.” 
Opening his eyes, he started to get up.
“No, stay. I’ll bring it to you.”
When they were both settled, he took a few sips. With his 

coaxing teacher voice, he asked, “Carolyn, why did you tell 
him?”

Gripping the teacup in her fine-boned hands, she shook her 
head. “I could never lie to Nick. He needed to know what I’ve 
done.”

“It wasn’t a crime, Carolyn. You made love with me, you 
didn’t kill somebody.”

She winced when he said “made love with me” and 
his heart broke a little. “It was wrong, Lew. I betrayed my 
marriage vows.”

“And you think he never has?” Usually Lew was careful 
not to deride Muscato in her presence. But sleeping with her 
had given him some rights. Besides, he was sure the jerk had 
had affairs. Women had been after him for years. Even the 
high school girls flirted with him—which had led him to the 
misconduct case. The man was certainly no saint.

Surprise suffused her face. “No, I don’t think he’s ever 
cheated.”

“After what just happened to me and the accusation by that 
poor girl, you’d defend him?”

She straightened her shoulders. When confronted, she 
could be a pit bull, emerging from her pure-bred veneer. He’d 
seen the reaction before at school in her defense of kids or 
programs. “Nick lost his temper, Lew. Quite frankly, I don’t 
blame him.” She rose, took a seat on the hassock in front of 
him and grasped his hand. “But I’m sorry he hit you.”

Lew held on tight to her.
After a moment, she peered up at him with sad blue eyes. “I 

need to tell you something.”
He smiled encouragement.



“I know we slept together at the conference, but it was a 
mistake.”

“You said that right afterwards.” God he didn’t want to 
beg, but he was fighting for his life here. “You’ve got to know 
making love with you was the best thing that ever happened 
to me.”

“No, being close like that was a mistake for you too, 
especially if it gave you false hope.” Her eyes moistened. “I’m 
a married woman.”

“You don’t have to stay married.” His voice was calm. With 
the stakes this high, he could debate anything.

“Lew, I didn’t mean to mislead you. I love Nick. I’m sorry 
about what happened between you and me.”

His insides churned. “Oh, honey, I wish you wouldn’t say 
that.”

“It’s true.”
Her sureness, her absolute loyalty to Muscato, triggered 

a deeply buried anger in Lew. After the guy pulled his Mike 
Tyson routine, Lew had been sure Carolyn would finally come 
around. “You don’t honestly think he’s going to accept the fact 
that you slept with me, do you? If you love him so much, why 
did you tell him?”

Once again, she paled; a muscle jerked in her neck, beating 
a quick tattoo. “I had to.”

Lew caught something in her tone. “Is there anything 
you’re not telling me?”

Her face totally drained of color. “No.” Extricating her 
hands, she stood. He made to get up, but she pressed him 
back. “Stay where you are. I have to go.”

“Carolyn--”
“Can I get you anything before I leave?”
He shook his head.
Gracefully, like she did everything, she crossed the room, 

went up the stairs. In a moment he heard the front door close.
Lew sat perfectly still. Then, he picked up a glass 

paperweight shaped as a Queen that the chess team had given 
him and flung it across the room. It splintered against the 



paneled wall. After a moment, he got up and went into the 
den.

o0o

Callie drove home, numb with shock and regret. How had 
this happened? How could she have turned her husband 
into a raving maniac and her best friend into the recipient 
of that anger? If only she hadn’t been weak the last night of 
the conference at the Concord. If only things had been better 
between her and Nick...

As she and Lew had strolled toward their hotel rooms, he 
sighed with contentment. Over the past few days, he’d been 
happier than he’d been in a long time. So, unfortunately, had 
she. In the dimly lit hallway, she admitted that she’d turned 
more and more to Lew lately because of the situation between 
her and Nick. He placed his hand on her neck. She leaned into 
him. He’d touched her more this weekend at the conference, 
and she’d accepted his affection easily. Tonight, after three 
glasses of wine at dinner, her receptiveness drew him like a 
magnet. Men could read those things, Nick had once told her. 
The signals women gave out were like red and green traffic 
lights to guys.

“I should turn in,” she said softly.
Quickly, he unlocked his door and pushed it open. “You 

can’t. You’ve got to stay.” He gestured to the windows, where 
a sidebar held an iced bottle of champagne and three wrapped 
gifts. “Happy birthday.”

Callie stared up at him. The utter devotion on his face 
was stunning to an ego battered by husbandly neglect and a 
marital struggle for power. “Oh, Lew, this is so sweet.” She 
shook her head, unable to resist the appreciative gleam in 
his eyes. “Have I told you how much your friendship has 
meant to me all these years? You’ve always been there, no 
matter what. Sometimes, I wish--” Suddenly the turmoil in 
her life swamped her; she felt like she was drowning in it. In 
the shadowy darkness of his hotel room, alone and safe and 
unconditionally accepted, she clutched the shirt of the man 



who’d never let her down one single time in her whole life. 
When was the last time Nick had touched her--even just 

held her comfortingly like this? The half-formed thought made 
her angry. All she could remember were the harsh words and 
even harsher times he grabbed her wrist or her arm in an 
argument. She leaned into Lew’s tenderness.

After a long time, she drew back. “Thanks.”
Smiling, she watched as he uncorked the champagne with 

an expertise she didn’t realize he possessed. He was tall 
and attractive, his muscles bunching under his sports coat. 
Navy blue, the soft wool jacket accented the breadth of his 
shoulders. Handing her a glass, he said, “Happy birthday, 
love.”

She startled at the endearment. She hadn’t heard a sweetheart 
or a babe in months from Nick.

He gave her a small package wrapped in silver and pink, 
her favorite colors. Sitting down on the bed, she tore off the 
paper, uncovering a small red velvet jeweler’s box. She looked 
up at him questioningly. “Lew?”

“Just open it.” 
Inside nestled a gold heart locket, ingrained with tiny vines 

across one side. She ran a fingertip over its shiny surface. “This 
is lovely.” 

He grinned. “It’s for photos of the boys. I only had Tyler’s 
picture, so I tucked that one inside. You can fill in Joe’s.”

“How thoughtful.” Her eyes moistened. 
Lew set down his drink and reached for her. Drew her up. 

“What is it? Tell me.”
 “I’m so tired of all this with Nick. I’m forty-one years old 

today and I have the same problems with him that I had at 
eighteen.”

“I’m sorry. It isn’t any better?”
“No, it’s worse. He...he told me if I went on this trip, he 

might not be there when I get back.”
After a moment, Lew tilted her chin, urging her to look at 

him. “He’s leaving anyway, Carolyn, in the summer.”
She nodded. “I know.”



“You haven’t changed your mind about going with him, 
have you?” 

“No.” She started to cry. “I can’t do this anymore, Lew. I 
can’t keep going through this. It hurts too much.”

“You’ve already done it too long. No woman on earth 
would put up with what you have.” He brushed back 
the wispy tendrils from her face. “And this last thing is 
unconscionable. Asking you to give up everything. It’s time to 
leave him, Carolyn.” 

“Is it?”
“Yes.” Lew’s strong, safe hands swept down her arms, 

back up and circled around, leaving heat in their wake. At her 
neckline, his fingers tangled with the buttons of her dress. “Let 
me show you how you should be treated, love. Now, always.”

She swallowed hard, thinking of how she hurt, how much 
she’d lost, how utterly alone she felt.

“All right…”
Now, as Callie pulled into the driveway, she regretted so 

much what had happened in that hotel room that it made her 
ill. Numbly, she got out of the car and entered the house.

Nick wasn’t in the kitchen, and the spaghetti sauce had 
been put away, their meal ruined. Fatigue dogged her but she 
went in search of her husband anyway.

She found him stretched out on their bed with only the 
eerie glow of the TV flickering on the harsh planes of his 
face. Minutes before Lew had come, he’d been tender and 
solicitous. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, poised at the door to a bedroom she 
was no longer welcome in.

He held up the remote and switched the channel. Not 
looking at her, he said, “Hey, it’s cool. The father of your child 
wanted to see you.”

The words hurt in a way only a man could hurt a woman 
who loved him. “Nick, I--”

He cut her off, donning his macho mask, his jock bravado. 
“Don’t say anything. It’s for the best, given how close we’ve 
been getting again.”



“I want to be close.”
“I know.”
No answer.
“Can we talk about all this?”
“No.”
About to collapse with fatigue and sadness, she swallowed 

hard and turned to go.
From behind, she heard him say, “Callie?”
She faced him.
“He did it on purpose, you know. He came here to cause 

problems between us.”
“Maybe he did,” she said sadly.



Chapter 6

Addison sat across from Noreen, a beautiful blond, several 
years his junior, whom he’d been dating for a while now, but 
he was unable to summon his usual pleasant façade. Damn it, 
he couldn’t stop thinking about Tiffany. It had been almost two 
weeks since she caused such a stir but she was still a mess. At 
least she’d finally gone back to school.

“Are you listening to me, Addison?”
“Yes, of course.” He juggled the ice in his glass. “I am.”
“I need your advice on this hiring issue.”
They’d met when she’d come to him as a client having left 

her corporate job and started her own set of boutique lingerie 
stores in three states now. Her home bore some of the feminine 
traces of her stores—mauve and pale pink accents, the scent of 
potpourri.

“Tell me what positions you’re creating.”
After giving her advice, he watched her enter notes in her 

blackberry. She resembled Helena with her light blond hair 
and blue eyes, but the comparison stopped there. Helena had 
stayed home with Tiffany until their daughter went to school 
and was killed by a drunk driver soon after on her way to a 
night exercise class. Addison had practically lost his mind, 
trying to deal with a child and the loss of the love of his life. 
And in truth, he’d never really gotten over Helena, though he 
and Tiffany managed to find their way. 

Thinking of his daughter again made him uncomfortable so 
he asked, “What’s for dinner?”

“Your favorite.”
“And what’s that?”
“Broiled salmon.”



“Did you cook?”
Her expression was askance. “You’re kidding right, after the 

day I had? The meal is being delivered from Sergio’s.”
Helena had loved to cook. He’d tried to get Tiffany to make 

some of her dishes when she got older but she was hopeless in 
the kitchen. Hopeless in other ways, too.

Finally putting down her blackberry, Noreen stood and 
circled the coffee table. “Besides,” she whispered dropping 
down onto his lap, “I want to have enough energy for this 
after dinner.”

Her perfume assaulted him. Her slender body pressed 
against him, her curves and softness evident. But he wasn’t 
pleased by the thought of making love to her tonight. It had 
been months since he’d wanted that from her. He’d managed 
to rise to the occasion, though, he thought, his silent pun 
making him smile.

She laughed. “I knew that would make you happy.”
The woman had no idea how to make him happy. No one 

had since Helena.

o0o

“The pre-hearing date’s been set.” David removed his 
glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Callie thought he 
looked tired. Once again they sat in the family room of their 
house, the atmosphere so strained between her and Nick she 
was surprised it didn’t suffocate both of them.

Nick white-knuckled the arm of the couch. “When?”
“During the school’s February break.”
Callie put her hand on her husband’s shoulder. Nick didn’t 

cover it or squeeze her fingers. David’s eyes narrowed on the 
lack of response. He had good lawyer’s instinct and she hoped 
he didn’t sense anything. They were telling no one, not even 
Nick’s brother and lawyer, what lay between them. “Thank 
God, it seems like forever since the charges.”

“It won’t even be a month by then, Callie,” David told her. 
“It’s my understanding we’re lucky to get the case opened so 
soon.”



Nick’s shoulders slumped under her fingertips. “Yeah, well, 
I don’t feel very lucky.”

“This has been hard on you.”
“It has.” Nick rolled his eyes. “But it’s no excuse for 

whining to you. I’m sorry, David.”
Taking a chair across from Nick and David who were next 

to each other on the couch, Callie felt excluded from their 
closeness.

David said, “It’s the inactivity. You’re used to working 
every day, being with people. This is tough on you.” He 
faced Callie. “Frankly Cal, Annie and I are worried about you. 
You look exhausted. Annie said when she saw you at school 
yesterday you seemed sick.”

Nick stiffened. Hurling angry words at her wouldn’t have 
revealed his feelings more clearly. 

“I am sick--over this whole thing. I’ll be glad when the 
hearing gets underway.” 

“Do we have our game plan mapped out?” Nick asked.
“Partly. I’ve researched other cases like this on the Internet. 

My guess is they’ll set the stage with Tiffany’s testimony. I’ll 
cross examine her, try to break her, try to catch her in lies, 
Nick. Then they’ll call witnesses to testify about you.”

“What kind of witnesses?” Callie asked.
“Like I said before, anybody who’s seen anything that can 

be used against him. We should start making lists of kids he’s 
hugged so we can counteract whoever they might call. They’ll 
also bring in experts, maybe use the superintendent, to testify 
about the prevalence of sexual misconduct, where there’s 
smoke there’s fire, that sort of thing. I’m afraid that body of 
literature shows accusations against teachers almost always 
have some validity to them.” He drew in a deep breath. “Then 
there’s the faculty. Anyone who will be damaging to Nick’s 
character will be called. Again, we’ve got to make a list of who 
they might be. I want you to give the two lists some thought 
tonight. We’ll get to work on them tomorrow when you come 
to my office.”

Callie sighed and leaned back against the chair. Nick shook 



his head. His face was bleak and she guessed hers matched it.
“Or maybe you two should go to bed, make passionate love 

and forget everything else.”
Neither Nick nor Callie smiled. The coil of thick tension that 

sprung up in the room was palpable.
“All right.” David tossed down his pen. “What’s going on? 

If something’s happened between you two, I should know 
about it.”

“Nothing’s going on. The charges and the hearing are 
stressing us out.” Nick’s voice was hoarsely insincere. Callie 
wouldn’t meet David’s eyes. 

David zeroed in on her. “Callie, are you having any doubts 
about Nick’s innocence? If you are, I need to know.”

“Of course not! I believe just as much as you that he’d never 
do this horrible thing.”

“All right, but think about what I said.”
Rising, David hugged Callie, squeezed Nick’s shoulder and 

left to let himself out.
Nick stared after his brother, then faced his wife. “Are we 

supposed to think about the lists, or about making love?”
Callie gave him a wobbly smile. She seemed as fragile as a 

spring flower just poking its head out of the ground. “I’d vote 
for making love.”

His jaw dropped. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
She clasped her hands in front of her. “It might do us both 

some good.”
Caught off guard by her statement, his gaze went to her 

stomach. “I could never…while you’re carrying another…I 
couldn’t do it, Callie.”

Tears sprang into her eyes. “I see.”
“Did you think I’d feel different?”
When she shook her head, a spray of golden hair 

shimmered around her. “No, it’s pretty obvious how you feel 
every time you shrink away from my touch.”

To escape the truth of her words, Nick got up, poured 
himself a drink and knocked it back. Fortified by the scotch, 
he turned to her again. “Do you want to make love with me, 



Callie?”
Standing too, she faced him squarely. “I’ve always wanted 

to make love with you. No matter how you felt about me at 
the time.”

Because Nick wanted his wife more than he wanted to play 
pro ball again, because she’d slept with another man, making 
that impossible, he said meanly, “You’ve always wanted to make 
love with me? Even when you were fucking Patterson?”

Her eyes huge and hurt, Callie’s face crumpled. “You need 
to know the answer to that question. I--”

The doorbell rang. Grateful for the interruption, Nick gave 
her one last look and walked out. Yanking open the front door, 
he found Phoebe and Bobby Miller on his porch, bundled up 
like Eskimos against the pelting snow. A heavy hooded parka 
obscured Phoebe’s face and Bobby’s ears were red despite the 
woolen cap he wore. The stinging cold weather sobered him. 
“Hi, guys. Come on in.” 

Inside the foyer, Bobby held out his hand. “Good to see you, 
Nick.”

Bobby had been his best friend in high school. He and 
Phoebe were attendants for Callie and Nick at their hasty 
wedding, and vice versa for a big shebang Phoebe’s parents 
had put on. Though Callie and Phoebe had stayed close, 
Bobby and Nick had lost touch. 

Nick slapped him on the back, their estrangement forgotten 
like a teenage rift. “Good to see you, too.” He took their coats, 
hung them in the closet and led them upstairs to the den. 
“Drinks, anybody?”

He gave Bobby a beer, fixed Phoebe a scotch and Callie, 
Perrier--she couldn’t drink, which was another reminder of 
what was between them. Nick sat down on the end of the 
couch, away from her while the Millers took the matching 
loveseat. 

“Sorry I haven’t been by before this,” Bobby said. Phoebe 
had spent time at their house alone.

Nick watched his old friend. “Shit happens.”
Bobby’s light-complexioned face reddened and his still 



boyish features tensed. Though he was smaller in height and 
weight than Nick, he’d been a star catcher on the high school 
baseball team and had stayed fit. “Yeah, well, we kinda took 
different paths.”

It was Nick’s turn to redden. “My fault.”
“Yeah, Nick, it was. When you made the pros, you forgot all 

about your old friends.”
Surprised by the ambush, Nick’s throat tightened. He 

gripped his glass. He was guilty as charged and everybody in 
the room knew it. 

Callie spoke. “Bobby, Nick’s going through a rough time 
now. I don’t think he needs to rehash old mistakes tonight.”

Nick managed to say, “No, Cal, it’s okay, I deserve it.”
Looking sad, Bobby shook his head. “Whether you do or 

not, that’s not why I came.”
“Why did you?”
“Because Callie mentioned something the other day that got 

me thinking.”
Nick’s gaze whipped to Callie.
“I, um, was telling Phoebe how hard it was for you to be 

so inactive. And when she said you didn’t like teaching much 
anyway, I told her about the Special Needs class.”

This was a course with eight students of various emotional 
and physical disabilities that Nick had been assigned, didn’t 
want at first, then came to love teaching kids who needed him 
so much. 

Callie turned to Bobby. “What were you thinking?”
He addressed Nick. “You know I run the Community 

Center in town.”
“Yeah.”
“I’ve started an after school program for Special Needs 

kids whose parents work. We do all sorts of things, including 
sports.”

Abruptly Nick stood and walked to the window. 
Bobby’s voice came from behind him. “Look, I know this 

is beneath you. You were a big star in the pros. But when Cal 
bragged about how much you liked working with those kids, 



I…” A long pause when Nick didn’t even face him. “Maybe 
we’d better go, Phoeb.”

Nick whirled around. “It’s not that I think it’s beneath me, 
Bobby. I’d jump at the chance to take this job. But nobody in 
town is gonna let me work with kids with this charge hanging 
over my head.”

Bobby brightened. “Is that all it is?”
“Yeah.”
“Hell, then there’s no problem. First, The Center is a private 

organization, run by me and funded by donations--Phoebe’s 
father and Callie’s give us tons of money. So I have some clout. 
And the charges against you are confidential, nothing’s public. 
Anything people hear is rumor. Besides, some of the kids you 
teach in that class come to us. Their parents are a tight knit 
group and more than one is mad about your suspension. They 
know how well you worked with their children. Apparently, 
all their substitute does is take them on walks.” Bobby smiled. 
“Some of them cried when you didn’t come back. Jackie 
Conklin said he misses baseball.”

Nick’s heart bumped against his chest. He thought about 
his students taking gym class by walking around the school 
like invalids. He’d worked closely with their parents on their 
physical health, on their confidence, and didn’t want to see 
it disintegrate. “God, I’d love to work with you, Bobby. With 
them.”

“You could start on Monday.”
“Great.” Nick frowned. “How can I repay you for this?”
Bobby shrugged. The two of them were like little boys, 

making up after a fight. “Maybe we can be friends again.”
Slapped in the face with his past, Nick winced. He’d 

discarded so much that was important in order to pursue his 
dream. But maybe it wasn’t too late. His gaze shifted to Callie.

For some things, at least. 

o0o

On Saturday morning, Callie awoke to heavy winds rattling 
the skylights. She snuggled the comforter up to her chin, 



vaguely aware that she didn’t have to get up for school and 
face the stormy cold weather outside. An end-of-January storm 
had hit Cameron City hard and it was nice to be cozy and safe.

She reached for Nick, hoping to cuddle next to his big warm 
body. Her hand met empty space. When she remembered 
where she was, and what had happened between them, she 
felt hollow inside. Often in the mornings, she’d awaken and 
search for him. And as she’d said last night, she missed sex.

It had been seven months since they’d made love. Her palm 
went to her belly. He’d made it clear that he’d never touch 
her while she was pregnant. Her eyes filled. This was so hard. 
She’d waited her whole life for that stick to say pregnant, and 
so far there was not an ounce of joy in it. She couldn’t call up 
Phoebe or her mother and squeal with glee that she was going 
to have a baby. She couldn’t buy nursery furniture and tiny 
white undershirts. 

God forgive her, she wanted this baby. For twenty years 
she’d kept her grief over not having children of their own 
hidden from Nick because it had so much power to hurt 
him. More than once she’d bitten back the pain of seeing 
the rounded bellies of pregnant women at school, or at baby 
showers. She’d also quelled her interest and hopefulness when 
she read in the paper about new developments in fertility 
research. When they’d adopted the boys, she’d been elated and 
had never once wished she’d been able to have kids if it meant 
not having Joe and Ty. But, in truth, she’d wanted her boys and 
a baby of her flesh. Now she’d have one. But she’d lose Nick 
in the process. Feeling more alone than she ever had in her life, 
she buried her head in the pillow and let the tears come.

By the time she trudged downstairs wrapped in a silk 
Japanese print robe her father had brought her back from an 
Asian trip, her mood was marginally better. The Greeks were 
right, catharsis was cleansing, strengthening. And she’d need 
strength to face Nick today after his outright rejection last 
night. Tossing back her hair, she headed for the kitchen.

He was at the table, his face buried the morning newspaper. 
At one time she might have whipped The Leader out of his hands 



and tumbled into his lap. Instead, she stood stiffly beside him. 
“Hi.”

When he raised his head, his eyes were bloodshot and his 
face haggard. She’d heard him prowling around downstairs. 
“Didn’t sleep well?”

“No. You?”
“I slept okay.” She glanced up at the snow-covered skylight, 

then out the window at the swirling gusts of white. “Wow, I 
didn’t realize we got so much snow.”

Dark eyes somber, he studied her. “Have you been crying?”
Her gaze fixed on him, she nodded. “Sometimes, when I 

wake up, I forget what’s happened.”
“It’s why I couldn’t sleep.” He scraped back the chair, stood 

and headed for the coffee pot. “The power of suggestion, I 
guess. I kept thinking about what David said. About us, being 
together.” 

“I’m sorry,” she managed to say. Her throat clogged, like 
somebody stuffed a sock in it. Going to the fridge, she poured 
a glass of juice then turned to her husband. “Nick, I have a 
doctor’s appointment today.”

His look was quizzical. When awareness dawned, his face 
blanked. Gone was the gentle yearning of minutes ago. In its 
place was the cold stranger he’d become since she told him she 
was pregnant. “I see.”

She rushed to fill in the information, as if, like a quick cut 
to skin, rather than a slow tear, it would hurt less. “I made 
an appointment with Phoebe’s old obstetrician. She’s moved 
to Elmore, and is practicing at St. Joe’s. I figured there’d be 
less chance of anybody finding out I was pregnant if I went 
to another town. Nobody else knows about the appointment, 
even Phoebe.”

His jaw hard, his eyes stone-cold, he dropped his gaze to 
her belly. “People will find out soon enough.”

“Not so soon. I’m not very far along. I won’t show for a 
while. But I need to see a doctor for prenatal care.”

“You should tell her about the sickness.”
“How do you know I’ve been sick?”



“I know your body, Cal.”
Moisture filled her eyes and she would have given anything 

she owned if he’d take her in his arms and hold her. 
Instead, he glanced at the window. “It’s bad out to be 

driving to Elmore.” His hands tightened on the coffee cup, 
which ironically read, World’s Greatest Dad. “What time’s the 
appointment?”

“Eleven.”
“Maybe it’ll clear up by then.”
It didn’t. By ten, when she was dressed in corduroy jeans 

and double layers of sweaters, snow blanketed the streets 
and the TV in the guest room reported visibility was bad. But 
damn it, she needed to see a doctor, so she’d leave early and 
drive slowly.

When she came downstairs, Nick was in the kitchen, 
wearing jeans, work boots and a red bulky knit sweater that 
flattered his dark good looks. He’d showered and his hair was 
still damp. There was a small cut on his jaw from shaving.

She told him, “I’m going.”
Pushing away from the counter, he picked up the keys to 

the Blazer. “You’re not driving in this.”
“What?”
“I’m taking you.”
“Oh, no, Nick, you’re not.”
“You hate to drive in the winter. And the roads to Elmore 

wind and turn.”
“I’d never ask you to do something like this for me.”
“You didn’t ask.”
She hesitated.
“Look, you’re still my wife. At least for now. I’m not letting 

you drive in bad weather.”
At least for now. “I could cancel the appointment.”
“No, let’s just do it.” The words were clipped and bitter. He 

stalked to the mudroom and she stared after him, once again 
overcome by a deep sense of loss.

o0o



It was treacherous on the roads. He had to drive her. He had 
to ignore the fist in his gut that taunted, It’s not your kid. You have 
no business taking her to her first doctor’s appointment. Despite his anger, 
a secret wish he couldn’t keep back surfaced. What would it 
have been like to be able to share this with her—to touch her 
stomach, read baby books about the development of the fetus, 
hold her hand and rub her back when she was in labor? Fuck! 

He stole a sideways glance at her, bundled up in a heavy 
woolen knee-length coat, while he wore a down vest over 
his sweater. Every day she got more and more frail, and 
he worried about her. Although she never complained, the 
situation at school was tense. She was pregnant for the first 
time at forty-one, and the emotional stress at home was near 
meltdown. He’d be damned if he’d let her drive in this storm, 
no matter what it cost him. 

As he stared out the window that kept icing over from the 
blowing snow, he ordered himself to put thoughts of Callie’s 
pregnancy out of his head. Instead he remembered David’s 
quip last night and mentally cursed his brother for suggesting 
he and Callie make love. Nick hadn’t been able to think of 
anything else when he went to bed. Even today, the images 
from the past haunted him: Callie in black silk the night of 
their wedding. Callie’s skin glowing in the big bathtub. Callie 
easing the pain of his infertility with her body, even when he’d 
been a bastard about their situation. God, there was that one 
time in particular. It was early December, two months after 
they’d found out he was sterile…

He was at the gym, where he unleashed a rage so great 
the feelings scared him. He smashed the punching bag again 
viciously. Sweat poured into his eyes. Don’t think about that. Just keep 
moving. His breathing quickened. Red dots swam before him, 
the kind you saw after a sudden flash of light.

“Hey, pretty boy, you ain’t gonna pass out in my place, are 
ya?” The gym owner, whose gray hair hung to his brawny 
shoulders, approached the bag.

Nick sucked in air and swiped at the sweat with the grungy 
towel around his neck. He attacked the bag again, jabbing it 



over and over. “Nah, Bucky, I’m in great shape.”
“Why wouldn’t ya be? Been down here almost twenty-four 

hours a day. Whatsamatter? That little wife of yours mad at 
you?”

“She’s busy with college.” Nick kept punching.
“I’d spoil her rotten, she belonged to me.”
Reluctantly, Nick glanced at the clock. Well, he sure 

wasn’t spoiling her. He’d bowed out of her birthday dinner 
celebration--the one her parents had flown to New York for 
this morning. He wouldn’t gain any points for that, not that 
Hamilton Casewell thought Nick was much more than a slug 
anyway.

More punches. More. Hell, what did it matter? Nick had 
already let his wife down in the worst way. He couldn’t give 
her what most men took for granted being able to provide 
their wives—a family. What was one more thing? Though he 
knew he was a prick to be doing this to her, he couldn’t stop 
himself.

Bucky cackled. “Hey, speak of the devil.”
Guilty, Nick closed his eyes. Damn it. When he opened them, 

she was there, so out of place in this seedy gym on Forty-
Second Street that all action seemed to stop, all noise cease 
with her appearance. The Princess entering the den of paupers.

Still dressed up from dinner, she wore a winter-white suit. 
Over it, she’d tossed a short fur-lined jacket and high boots 
graced her slender legs. Since he was making a bundle now in 
the majors, at least he could afford to buy her nice things.

Even if he couldn’t give her a baby.
She came toward him, looking so beautiful it made him 

hurt. Closer, he could see her hair was all mussed around her 
face. She’d cut it a few more inches so it was to the middle 
of her back. But she’d layered it and fluffed it out and it was 
prettier than those ads for shampoo.

“Hi,” she said.
“Hi.”
“You okay?”
He turned away. Shit, she wasn’t going to rag on him, like 



normal wives would do to absent husbands. After what he 
did tonight, and the last few months, she wasn’t even mad. It 
made him feel like pond scum.

“I’m fine.” His response was terse. He had to get her out of 
here soon or he didn’t know what he’d do. 

Punch, punch.
From the corner of his eye, he saw her unbutton her coat 

and wrap her arms around her waist. “We had a nice dinner.”
“Yeah?”
“Mother and Daddy left. They took a cab to the airport. You 

want to come home now?”
“No. And don’t wait up for me.” His standard line. He 

hadn’t been home until midnight for weeks, and sometimes he 
never even made it. He slept on the couch when he did.

A quick glance told him she was gearing up, so he tried to 
forestall it. “What’d Daddy get you for your birthday?”

“A big stuffed bear holding a fat check.”
“Well, you’ll have somethin’ to cuddle.”
“Talk to me, Nick,” she said, taking the opening.
Punch, punch, punch.
“Please. I hurt, too.”
He rounded on her. “Yeah, well you’re not the one who’s 

defective.”
Her blue eyes muddied with hurt, widened with shock. 

“Oh, Nicky, please don’t look at our infertility like that.”
She couldn’t make this all right. She just couldn’t. “How 

else is there to look at it? You’re dying for a baby. I’m shooting 
blanks. End of story.”

Reaching out, she touched him. It was the first contact 
between them in weeks. He flung her off. If he let her in, even 
for a few minutes, he didn’t think he could stand the pain. 
“Get out of here, Princess. Leave me alone.”

She watched him for seconds, then turned and fled out the 
door.

At his lowest point ever, Nick had felt as if his world was 
ending. He’d stayed at the gym another hour, but something 
had made him go home that night. He’d found her curled up 



in bed, a small bundle of red pajamas, turning into herself. 
She was crying. Without a word, he sank onto the mattress, 
cuddled her to him and stroked her hair, soothing her as he 
would a child. When she finally quieted, he did the only thing 
he could think of to make this better.

He talked.
“I feel so inadequate…guys, Cal, they prize themselves 

on their masculinity…all my life I thought, if I just tried hard 
enough, I could give you anything you wanted, I could be 
enough for you…do you know what it’s like not to be able to 
change this, to be so out of control?” And then the hardest. 
“Patterson…he could give you a baby. I can’t.” With the last 
admission, he crushed her to him and cried like a little boy. 

He didn’t know how much time passed before he surfaced 
from the well of pain and loss. Callie had sat up and drawn 
him to her breasts. She was kissing his hair, her hand light and 
calming on his sweaty back. The lump in his throat was the 
size of a golf ball. The pure love on her face, the unadulterated 
precious emotion, leveled him. 

“I’m sorry for how I’ve acted since I found out,” he said 
simply. “I’ve been so mean. Let me make it up to you.”

“Of course I will.”
The air whooshed out of his lungs. 
Her look grew serious. “Just promise me, you’ll never turn 

away from me like this again.”
All pride, all defenses evaporated like summer rain. “I 

promise.” He drew in a breath; his own eyes were damp again. 
“Promise me. You’ll never turn to him, no matter what.”

“I promise,” she vowed…
Now, in the car, he was gut-sick about the promise she 

wasn’t able to keep.
 “I think you take the next turn.”
 It took him a minute to shake off the memory, but he found 

the doctor’s office and pulled up to the door. 
She looked over at him questioningly. They’d hardly spoken 

on the drive down and he was rattled by his reminiscence. 
“I’m not coming in,” he told her hoarsely. “How long will it 



take?”
“Give me a good hour. Longer, if you’ve got things to do. 

I’ll watch out for the car.”
He nodded. She kept staring at him, her big baby blues 

conflicted. “I’m so sorry Nick,” she uttered softly and then was 
gone.

“So am I,” he whispered, watching her until she got in the 
door. Watching his wife go have her first checkup for another 
man’s baby. What would he do when she began to show, 
when she had the kid? How could he live with the physical 
manifestation of her betrayal?

Well, he’d be long gone by then. He didn’t think he could 
handle seeing her go through something like that by herself. 
They’d gotten married as kids and taken care of each other for 
over twenty years. How could she experience the wonders of 
pregnancy without him?

Tearing out of the icy parking lot, the SUV fishtailed in 
protest of his wrath. The road blurred and Nick cursed the 
moisture in his eyes.

He was composed by the time he found a diner that was 
open for lunch in downtown Elmore. In a cracked vinyl booth 
with a scarred Formica table top, he ordered coffee and stared 
blindly out the window, his mind reeling with images of his 
wife having a baby without him. When the demons got to 
be too much, he took out a pen and paper and began writing 
down teachers who might testify against him. The list started 
to get long--very long. 

He hadn’t realized he’d made that many enemies. Ross 
Federico, the Special Ed. director, didn’t like him because 
he’d pushed so hard for the Special Needs kids. At first, Nick 
hadn’t wanted to teach the newly formed Special Needs class, 
but he’d had the least seniority in the department at the time 
and the assignment had been forced on him. Would the guy 
testify to Nick’s initial objection? If not, Chuck Jones, the Phys. 
Ed. chairman would. Nick had gone around with him on the 
class until Jones had zeroed in on him with squinty brown 
eyes and a mottled red face. “You may have been a big shot 



in baseball, but you’re just an ordinary human being here, 
Muscato.”

What had Nick responded? Something like he’d never be as 
ordinary as Jones was. Then there was the JV baseball coach, 
who’d wanted the Varsity job. The man had been in the district 
for fifteen years. The position had been cavalierly offered 
to Nick when he applied. Had Nick been kind about it, or 
thoughtless? Had he even considered how the other guy felt?

When depression over his past mistakes started to build 
on his sense of loss over Callie, Nick left the diner and drove 
back to the doctor’s. A little over an hour had passed. Pulling 
up to the spot where he dropped her off, he waited. He sat 
there for fifteen minutes, studying the pattern the snow made 
on the windshield, listening to car doors slam, even seeing 
one happy couple, exuberant over expecting a child, leave the 
office tucked in each other’s arms. But Callie didn’t come out 
so finally Nick threw open the door and headed into the office.

The four-by-four foyer walls were decorated with pictures 
of women in various stages of pregnancy. The sight took 
his breath away, facing the reality of what would happen 
to Callie’s body. With a gloved hand, he reached out and 
ran a finger over the rounded belly of a blond woman who 
resembled his wife. He almost left, but he was too worried 
about her to go. Inside, the waiting room to the right was 
empty. Just ahead of him, a small sign told him the office 
closed at noon on Saturday. “Mr. Muscato?” a nurse behind 
the receptionist window asked. 

“Yes?”
“Dr. Corrigan would like you to go right in.”
“Right in?”
“Yes.” She smiled indulgently. He noticed her white sweater 

was clipped with a stork pin. “Is this your first child?”
His heart pumped in his chest. “My first?”
“It’s common procedure to bring the dad in on prenatal 

visits. The doctor would like to see you.”
The dad.
Before he could protest, Nick was ushered through the 



door to the patient rooms. Dumbstruck, his gut churning, he 
followed. There were pictures back here, too, happy women 
cuddling newborns, their grinning-like-idiots husbands by 
their sides.

The nurse opened an examining room door. Callie sat up on 
a long narrow table with stirrups on the end, fully dressed and 
pale as a ghost. Behind her were more baby pictures--chubby 
little faces, stocky arms and legs that mocked him. To the right 
of the sink was a model of a female form with a baby inside. 
On the far wall were diagrams of the various stages of a fetus’ 
development. Baby, baby, baby. Somebody else’s baby.

The doctor perched across from her on a stool and looked 
over when Nick entered. “Ah, Mr. Muscato. I’m Kaitlyn 
Corrigan.” She shook Nick’s hand. “Sit down.”

Instead, Nick stood by his wife. “Callie, are you all right?”
Eyes wide with concern, Callie swallowed hard.
“She’s going to be fine, Mr. Muscato,” the doctor answered. 

“But I wanted to talk to you about her physical condition.”
His heart rammed against his rib cage. Instinctively, he 

grabbed for Callie’s hand. Hers was ice cold. She clenched his, 
like she did on a roller coaster or at a scary movie. “What’s 
going on?” he asked the doctor.

“Callie is six weeks pregnant. She’s underweight and weak. 
You can tell that by just looking at her, but I’ve done blood 
work that I’m sure will confirm anemia and excessive fatigue. 
She’s been vomiting almost every day, but eating as much as 
she can. That happens the first few months of pregnancy, but 
we need to keep an eye on her condition. I’d like her to take 
some time off from work. Rest. She tells me she can’t, so you 
need to talk to her about that.” The doctor smiled. “She says 
you’re a better cook than she is, so maybe you could make her 
favorite foods.” Corrigan handed Nick a paper. “Also, fill this 
prescription for vitamins.”

Stoically, Nick took the script.
“I am somewhat worried about her age, and I’ve suggested 

an amniocentesis in a month or so.” The doctor went on with 
other advice about Callie’s physical health: walking indoors, 



back rubs to help lower back pain, warm, not hot, baths.
Nick listened to her, tight-lipped. 
“And it’s all right to have intercourse. Being physically 

close helps ease the stress of a first pregnancy and will bond 
you with the baby, Mr. Muscato.”

Nick thought he might puke.
When the doctor finished and showed them to the 

entryway, Nick told Callie to wait while he retrieved the car, 
then got out and boosted her into the front seat. She was 
searching for the seat belt with shaky hands. Her face was 
averted but he knew she was crying. He batted her hands 
away from the belt and drew her to him. She cuddled into 
him, grasping his shirt with fuzzy white-mittened hands. 

“Shh, you’ll be all right,” he whispered into her hair. “You 
just gotta take care of yourself.”

“It’s not that.”
“What, then?”
She dug in closer. She always burrowed into him like this 

when she was sad or upset. “I feel so bad,” she managed 
between hiccups. “That you had to go through that.” Easing 
away, she looked up at him, her eyes awash with painful 
emotion. “But I didn’t know what to do. We decided not to 
tell anybody this wasn’t your baby. So I knew I shouldn’t say 
anything to the doctor. Then she wanted to talk to you, and 
you were here and I--” The sobs came again, racking her body.

Nick drew in a deep breath. “It’s okay, babe.”
She shook her head. “It’s bad enough what I did, but to 

make you pretend--”
“Shh, it’s all right.”
Again, she shook her head against his chest.
Something inside of him pushed to the surface, some 

protective instinct he thought had died when Callie informed 
him she carried another man’s child. “Yes, Cal, it is. We’re 
pretending to be happily married, that nothing’s wrong, for 
me. If I hadn’t been charged for misconduct, we wouldn’t need 
this charade.”

“The charge isn’t your fault. It’s Tiffany’s.”



His anger and resentment dissolved like thin white smoke. 
All that seemed important was to comfort the trembling 
woman in his arms. “Do you have any idea how much your 
belief in my innocence means to me?”

“Does it?”
“Yes.” He gestured out the snow covered window to the 

office. “This is the least I can do.”
“Aren’t you upset?”
He’d be damned if he let her know the slicing pain he felt in 

that room, how long-buried needs and desires had ambushed 
him when he’d walked through the door. “I’m fine.” He 
hugged her close. “Let’s head home before the weather gets 
worse.”

She lifted her chin and stared at him. She wanted him to 
kiss her, he could tell.

He wanted to kiss her.
But it would be a mistake. Despite the emotional turmoil he 

was experiencing, he wasn’t that noble. So he brushed his lips 
in her hair, let her go, and started the car.

o0o

The memories came rapidly, vividly, as they always did in 
the middle of the night…

Her long blond hair flowed over the pillow, and Wedgewood china blue eyes 
gazed up at him. He moved over her, grasped her arms, though he didn’t have to 
because they were tied to the headboard. She cried out when he rammed into her. 
“Tell me you’re mine.”

“I’m yours.”
“Always. No matter what’s happened before.”
She whimpered as he continued to pound into her.
“Tell me.”
“No matter what happens.”
He whispered her name, reverently.
She scowled. “That’s not my name.
“Of course it is.”
“No, you’re confused.”
His head began to pound, like it always did when he came back to the real 

world. When he saw who she was, he had to slap her. Her cheek colored like a 
bruised peach, damn her fair skin. Damn her for dragging him to back to reality. 



When he was finished, he rolled off her. “Please, untie me.”
He smiled. “Not yet, love, not yet.”
Maybe he could go back into that world where everything was all right one 

more time.



Chapter 7

Callie pinned the sides of Melissa Miller’s dress with the 
care of a mother--and the grimness of a funeral director. She 
was working alongside her friend on the Saturday morning 
before the first hearing. She and Phoebe had stayed close since 
high school, even though Callie had left town with Nick for a 
decade. Once Callie came back, at first without Nick, she and 
Phoebe had picked up where they left off. 

“Hold still, Mellie,” Callie said gently. “I’m going to 
puncture you.”

Phoebe’s dark-haired and chocolate-eyed daughter, an exact 
replica of her mother, smiled. “You won’t, Aunt Callie.”

“Okay, done. Now scoot.”
 With childish glee, Melissa left with a quick peck on 

Callie’s cheek and one for her mother. Phoebe looked after her. 
“My little angel.”

“She is. You’re lucky.”
“I know. I wish you’d had a girl.”
Callie’s hand went to her waist and her face darkened. 

Would this child be a girl? Would it matter to Nick? No, she 
couldn’t think that way. He’d softened after the doctor’s 
appointment—it still killed her that Nick had to go through 
that—but basically, his attitude toward the pregnancy was the 
same.

She shook off the negative thoughts and began to gather 
the tape measure and pins. They were working in the new 
addition to the high school drama area. A music wing had 
recently been constructed, containing two auditoriums, 
scenery and props storage areas, and costumes/dressing 
rooms. The “Drama Moms,” as they were called, luxuriated in 



the badly needed space.
“Things sure have changed here,” Callie said lightly. “I 

can’t believe we’re here doing costumes for Guys and Dolls for 
our kids instead you acting in it and me backstage.” Callie’s 
eyes shimmered softly at the memory. “You were the star then, 
Phoebe.”

“It was a lifetime ago.”
Thoughtful, Callie smiled. “Remember when we did West 

Side Story? You were the most beautiful Maria I’d ever seen.”
“Uh-huh. Bobby wouldn’t talk to me for a week because I 

had to kiss Manny Smith. He stayed mad until Nick got him to 
work on the scenery.” She added, “They were so close then.”

Callie frowned. “Nick changed after high school.” 
Though Phoebe had been angry at Nick for abandoning 

Bobby to go to the majors, Phoebe told Callie once that, deep 
down, she’d admired his grit and determination to follow his 
dream, something Phoebe herself had not had the nerve to do 
with her acting. 

“Honey, you sure you’re all right. You look more rested than 
you did a week ago, but something’s off about you. You can 
tell me anything, you know.”

Callie wanted badly to share this burden with her best 
friend. “I--”

“Hi, ladies.”
Both women looked up into Lew’s smiling face. Talk about 

irony. He must have just come from outside, as he wore a navy 
blue pea coat with leather gloves sticking out of his pockets. 
His dress pants and crew neck sweater were updates of the 
clothes he’d worn in high school. 

“Hi.” Callie didn’t want to see him today. She was too raw. 
“What are you doing here?”

“I’m helping with props.”
“That’s two rooms down.” Phoebe scowled. She’d never 

been a big fan of Lew’s.
“I know.” Lew’s voice was gently patient as he locked his 

gaze on Callie. “Carolyn? Are you all right? You look pale 
still. And I’ve never known you to miss three days of school 



before.”
Callie dropped the pins onto the floor. They sprayed all 

over the hard wood. She blanched as she looked from them to 
Lew.

Phoebe moved closer to Callie. “Come on, Cal, I’ll help 
you pick these up, then we need to get those Salvation Army 
uniforms for Act Four into shape.” Phoebe stood. “You’ll 
excuse us won’t you, Lew?”

A flare of temper flashed in Lew’s eyes. But he said evenly, 
“Sure. I’d like to talk to you before you leave, Carolyn.”

Callie nodded. “Okay, I’ll stop by props.”
When he was gone, Phoebe scrambled with Callie to 

retrieve the pins. She was making a mess of them and the tiny 
points pricked her fingers. Phoebe grabbed her hand. “Cal, 
this isn’t good. It gives me the creeps how he’s kept himself a 
part of your life even after you married Nick.”

 “You’re right. I’ve made mistakes with him. I just didn’t see 
it happening.”

Stowing away the pins, Phoebe dragged Callie over to a 
table, plunked her in a chair and got out a thermos of coffee; 
she poured them both a cup. Callie pretended to sip hers. “Is 
that what this is about?”

“Partly.” The cup trembled in Callie’s hand.
“And partly about Nick’s leaving to take the baseball job?”
Over the mug, Callie nodded. “Do you understand how 

lucky you are that you and Bobby have so much in common?”
“Sometimes we have a lot in common.”
“Sometimes you don’t?”
Phoebe shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess working on this 

play makes me nostalgic. Like I gave all this up, my shot at the 
big time, to marry Bobby.”

“That’s the first time I ever heard you say that.” Callie 
frowned. “Especially in that tone.”

“I’ve been thinking about it lately.”
“Have you told Bobby?”
“No, he’d freak. We’ve got a good life. Two great kids. He 

loves his job running the Community Center. We’ve got our 



dream house. Only sometimes, it’s a little boring.”
“Boring can be good.”
“Cal?”
Callie shook her head. “It’s just that Nick and I fight so 

much. That kind of excitement isn’t good.”
“Not fighting can be bad, too.” She squeezed Callie’s arm. 

“You and Nick have had a lot of good times, honey.” She 
smiled fondly. “Remember how Nick climbed in your window 
every night for a week our senior year to see you when you 
got the chicken pox, even though he’d never had them?”

Callie smiled, too. “He got them two weeks later.” 
“And how he filled out all those applications to Columbia 

Teacher’s College and got you accepted before you even knew 
you were moving to New York to the majors?”

Callie’s grin faltered.
With the sisterly affection they’d always felt for each other, 

Phoebe grasped Callie’s hand. “You’ve been there for him, too, 
especially when he got hurt and had to admit he was done in 
baseball. He told me so himself.” Phoebe shook her head. “You 
two have overcome every obstacle life has thrown you--the 
pressures of baseball, his injury, not being able to have kids. 
And it shows in your closeness. I’ve never seen two people 
more a part of each other, even when you disagree. I’ve always 
envied you that.”

“All those things did bring us closer.” Callie’s hands 
wrapped around her waist again. “I’m just afraid some things 
can’t be overcome, Phoeb.”

“They can if you both want them to.”
“Nick won’t now. I know.”
“It would take an act of God for Nick to stop loving you.”
“No, I think an act of man might do it this time.”
“You mean the baseball job offer?”
A freckle-faced redheaded girl poked her head in the door. 

“Mrs. Miller? Ms. Carlo says you can have the dancers now.” 
“Okay, send them back.” Phoebe turned to Callie. “We’ll 

talk more later. It’ll work out. It always does.”
Not this time, Callie thought watching Phoebe stand and go to 



the closet. Nothing short of a miracle could make her and Nick 
work out what was between them.

o0o

Late Saturday afternoon, Lew smiled at the woman who 
sat across from him in the library community room where the 
Cameron City Rebels met once a month. Linda Larimore, who 
assisted him as co-chair in the administration side of their 
Civil War reenactment group, smiled back. She was blond and 
pretty and wore her hair to her shoulders, like Carolyn did. 
He especially liked her china-blue eyes. “I think that’s a terrific 
advertising idea, Linda. Will you call the Nevada Civil War 
Volunteers and see who did their website?”

 “Of course, Lew.”
Giving her another grin, he sipped his coffee. He enjoyed 

Linda, enjoyed spending time with her. She took the edge 
off his loneliness and they had a lot in common. “Anybody 
else have business before I turn over the minutes to Patrice to 
type?”

“I do.” Jake Roncoswsky, with a booming voice and a chest 
the size of a tree trunk, was one of the actors in the group 
and represented them on the board. His scraggly beard and 
rough hewn features made him a real-life embodiment of a 
confederate soldier. “We need new uniforms to loan out. It’s 
time to start planning how to get them for next year.” 

New members to the acting group were required to provide 
their own equipment, but sometimes the initial cost was 
prohibitive so the board had to keep stock to be temporarily 
lent out.

“Are ours that old?” Lew asked.
“Yeah, they look like they’ve seen actual battles.” 
Everybody laughed.
“Fine. Let’s set up a subcommittee for this.” He scanned 

the ten people in the room, all with a vibrant passion for 
Living History that matched his own. Lew had started this 
group after he’d seen a reenactment in Gettysburg, and it had 
blossomed into a decent organization. 



Ham Casewell, a member too, sat at the end of the table, 
nodding his support, but he seemed distracted today. As 
people volunteered for the subcommittee and fund raising 
ideas were brainstormed, Lew suspected Ham was upset by 
the news of Muscato’s hearing. Lew had an ally in Callie’s 
father, and he planned to capitalize on his support.

 When the meeting ended, Ham approached him. Slapping 
him on the back, the older man smiled. “Good job, son. You’re 
the driving force behind the group.”

“Thanks.” He noticed everyone had filed out but lowered 
his voice anyway. “How’s Carolyn?”

Her father’s brow furrowed and one hand fisted at his side. 
“I’m really worried about her. Have you spent time with her 
lately?”

“I saw her working with Phoebe on play costumes this 
morning and asked her to lunch because I thought she might 
need to talk. But she refused, saying she wanted to be with 
Nick as much as possible.” 

“I don’t get it. For a lifetime, I haven’t understood their 
relationship, but especially now. The bastard’s putting her 
though hell again, and it isn’t right.”

Suddenly, the lights overhead began to blare and Lew 
felt warm. He’d thought an accusation of sexual misconduct 
would drive the final wedge between the Muscatos, but he’d 
been wrong. Other than when that idiot had attacked him, 
the discord in their marriage seemed to be dissipating. “I’m 
confused too.”

“I can’t get her to spend time with me either.”
“Maybe you should go over tonight and see how she is. You 

and Catherine. That always makes her feel better.”
“Or you should go. You’re the one who cheers her up.”
 Lew rubbed his jaw. “No, I’m not welcome in his house.” 
“I’ll do it then. I can’t tonight because we have a bridge 

tournament, but we’ll go soon.” In an unusual display of 
emotion for the taciturn man, Ham reached out and squeezed 
Lew’s arm. “We have to work together to support her, Lew.”

“I’d do anything for her.”



Carolyn’s father smiled, though his face was still etched 
with grim lines. “I know.”

As he watched Ham go, Lew thought about Muscato. He 
couldn’t believe the guy hadn’t left Carolyn after he found 
out Lew had slept with her. If Carolyn had been his, he’d kill 
anybody else who touched her.

o0o

Nick knew that often in life bad things piled up on top of 
each other until you could hardly breathe anymore. Callie’s 
infidelity and resulting pregnancy, Tiffany’s accusation and the 
loss of his job were his crosses to bear, but he hadn’t planned 
on more upheaval when he walked into Gold’s Gym. Because 
a punching bag sounded good to him today when he had to 
get out of the house, he changed into navy sweats and headed 
here.

But as he stepped through the door, he collided with 
someone leaving. The big, dark haired guy was staring down 
at the floor.

“Hey, buddy, watch…” Nick’s words trailed off when he 
saw who was exiting. 

Brad Fontaine, one of Nick’s players, a kid he was close 
to. Tiffany’s boyfriend. Oh, dear Lord, Nick wasn’t up to a 
confrontation today. Still, he was the adult here and Brad was 
clearly suffering.

“Brad.”
The boy’s gaze narrowed when he saw Nick. His face 

reddened. Nick wondered if it was his own turn to get 
pummeled. But Brad shocked him when his eyes welled with 
tears and his arms dropped to his side. “Coach…I…” He 
looked around wildly as if for a means of escape. 

Seeing an empty consultation room off to the right, Nick 
dragged Brad inside. As testament to his state of mind, Brad 
went willingly, dropped down into a chair, put his face in his 
hands and sobbed. The wrenching sounds coming from a 
jock like Brad were heartbreaking. At a loss, Nick sat, too, and 
settled his hand on Brad’s shoulder. He remembered the boy’s 



face alight when he hit a grand slam; how Brad had helped 
Nick with the Special Needs kids; how he’d laughingly swung 
his arm around Nick when they jabbed each other. Nick didn’t 
quite know what to do with the distraught young man.

Treat him like one of your sons.
Still grasping Brad’s shoulder, Nick spoke low and 

soothingly. “I’m so sorry about all this. I don’t know what else 
to say.”

Finally Brad lifted his head and shrugged off Nick’s grasp. 
“Just tell me why you’d do all that to Tif.”

For a moment, Nick stared at the boy next to him. Then he 
shook his head. “I didn’t do anything to Tif.”

Now, anger surfaced, evidenced by the flush on his already 
sweaty cheeks. They stood out starkly against his white 
sweatshirt. “You saying she’s lying? Why would she do that?”

“I’m saying that I would never abuse a child.”
“We’re not children.”
“To me you are. In any case, I’d never hurt her or you or my 

family by doing such terrible things.”
“You told me sometimes men had trouble controlling their 

urges. When you caught me and Tif making out in the hall.” 
As if it had just occurred to him, he thumped the heel of his 
hand on his forehead. “Jesus, is this why you yelled at us for 
making out? Because you were doing her?”

Silenced by the comment, Nick was sickened that all his 
actions were going to be scrutinized like this. “I’m telling you 
honestly I didn’t hurt her.”

“Then Tiffany’s making it up.”
“Maybe she’s confused. She hasn’t seemed too happy 

lately.”
“I know.” Brad’s gaze zeroed in on Nick. “Because you been 

doing that stuff to her.”
“I’m sorry, Brad, I’m telling the truth. I didn’t do this!”
Wiping his face, Brad stood, torn between two equally 

impossible theories. “I don’t wanna talk to you anymore. I 
gotta go.”

Nick recognized the tactic. Often, when men were confused 



and didn’t know what to believe, they bolted. Nick had done it 
with Callie in the past.

“Go ahead, son. But I’m telling you the truth.”
Stumbling over the chair in his haste to leave, Brad hurried 

out. Nick sat for a long time having just seen only a miniscule 
part of what this accusation and this hearing was causing the 
people he loved. The realization almost overwhelmed him.



Chapter 8

Though he wasn’t a judge, Kenneth B. Kane commanded 
one of the oak tables set up in front of the conference room at 
the Cameron City Administration Building as regally as any 
officer of the court. He’d been chosen from a list of eligible 
labor arbitrators given to the State Education Commissioner 
by the American Arbitration Association. The accused teacher 
and the school district had to agree on an officer to run the 
3020-A hearing.

As Nick filed into the room and sat down with David next 
to him and Callie behind him, he stared at Kane. The Suffolk 
County Assistant Superintendent of Instruction would decide 
the course of Nick’s teaching career. 

The man read a document through dark-rimmed glasses. 
He was about fifty, trim, with short steel-gray hair. His navy 
suit was cut across broad shoulders, reminding Nick of his 
high school football coach. When he lifted his eyes to Nick, 
they were unreadable. But his credentials had earmarked him 
a good choice for both sides...

“He’s been married for over twenty years, like you,” 
David had explained when he’d suggested Kane from the 
list. “He’s had significant teaching experience at the high 
school level, and was a union man for years before becoming 
a vice-principal. He was a well-liked and respected principal, 
so much so the teachers were sad to see him leave to take a 
district job.” David shrugged. “He’s also a sports fan.”

“What’s that got to do with the hearing?” Nick had asked.
“We don’t want bias against your background, Nick. People 

resent your success in baseball. Some of the teachers they’ll 
call probably have an ax to grind because of it.”



“Why did the other side choose him?” Callie wanted to 
know.

“He’s had experience with 3020-A hearings, most of which 
found the accused guilty.” David hesitated. “And he has a 
daughter Tiffany’s age…”

Kane looked out into the high-ceilinged, well-lit room and 
zeroed in on Nick. Like a little boy, Nick had to force himself 
not to squirm. David had warned him that poise was crucial. 
Kane transferred his gaze to the district’s table, around 
which sat the Superintendent, Clifford Sandstone, red-faced 
and scowling, Madelyn Baird, who was drawn and sober, 
and their attorney. Nick wondered if they’d chosen female 
representation intentionally. Dressed in a black suit and plain 
white blouse, with her hair scraped off an unremarkable face, 
Patricia Wren looked mannish compared to Callie, in a soft 
green skirt and sweater. David had advised both of them 
on how to dress...not too expensive, subdued; Callie should 
appear feminine and Nick not intimidating. He told Nick to 
wear a nice suit, making him feel as if he was taking part in 
some goddamned play, complete with costumes. Sometimes 
the whole thing seemed unreal.

Turning around, Nick glanced at his wife. Outwardly 
composed and calm, Callie was churning inside like he was. 
At least she looked well--her cheeks had regained their rosy 
tint and her hair was full and shiny again. He’d made it his 
personal mission the last two weeks to see that her health 
improved. She gave him a tender smile that made his insides 
contract. He smiled back. Their emotional discussion in the car 
and the two weeks that followed had brought them closer, and 
the tension between them had dissipated somewhat.

“We’re ready to begin,” Kane said, his voice deep and 
authoritative. Except for his words, the room was deadly 
silent. Kane glanced at the stenographer, who would record 
the whole process. She nodded, then positioned her fingers on 
the machine like she was about to start a race. 

“Let the record show the date, February twelfth, two 
thousand eleven.” He scanned the participants. “The purpose 



of this hearing is to state the charges, rule on motions from the 
accused, issue subpoenas to witnesses, disclose evidence on 
both sides, and set the dates for the next meeting.” Clearing 
his throat, Kane held up a copy of the charges and Nick’s 
heartbeat quickened as the man read aloud. “Tiffany Elizabeth 
Owens asserts that Nicholas David Muscato engaged in a 
variety of sexual acts with her beginning on July thirtieth, two 
thousand ten and ending on January twentieth, two thousand 
eleven.” 

Nick’s hand fisted and he had to force himself to relax. July 
was when he and Callie had stopped sleeping together. Was 
his wife thinking about that?

“Ms. Owens cites ten encounters.” 
This was new information. David had said the material 

would be based on an investigation conducted by the district 
and on points gleaned from the psychologist Tiffany had met 
with. 

“On July thirtieth, the accused touched Ms. Owens’ arms 
and hair in the training room of the high school physical 
education wing. On August tenth, Mr. Muscato gave Ms. 
Owens a ride home from cheerleading practice at school, 
detoured to Meacham Park and kissed her on the mouth.”

Nick swallowed hard as he listened to two more 
occurrences--without dates--where the touching and fondling 
progressed. The biggest shock was hearing the statements 
proclaimed as if they were true, though David had warned 
them evidence would be presented in that way.

“On September first, Mr. Muscato brought Ms. Owens to 
the Outskirts Motel, where they had intercourse twice.”

Running his hand over his face, Nick could feel the sweat 
trickle down his chest.

Another instance of intercourse was cited.
“On October tenth, Mr. Muscato and Ms. Owens engaged in 

oral sex in the physical education office after five p.m.”
Nick shook his head; his insides roiled. He felt a hand on 

his shoulder and glanced behind him, then squeezed Callie’s 
fingers.



Two more incidents, on unspecified dates again, were 
recounted--both equally abhorrent. David had said the 
charges would be specific, but Nick wasn’t prepared for their 
graphicness.

“On December ninth through the fourteenth, while Mr. 
Muscato’s wife was out of town at a conference, Mr. Muscato 
brought Ms. Owens to his home on Valley View Drive where 
they engaged in sexual intercourse, sodomy and acts of 
bondage.”

Kane’s voice was hoarse as he recited the last charge. His 
gaze was steely when he looked at Nick. “How do you plead, 
Mr. Muscato?”

David said, “Not guilty. We request dismissal of the charges 
on grounds of hearsay and circumstantial evidence.”

The officer’s facial expression remained neutral but his 
eyes flared with hot emotion. “Motion denied. Evidence has 
been presented.” He opened the folder he held. “A diary kept 
by Ms. Owens. A note written by Mr. Muscato to her. A motel 
receipt.” Kane peered into the folder again. “School records 
which indicate behavioral changes after some of the above 
dates. Copies of all of this are available to the accused.”

David shook his head but kept quiet. Nick stared ahead 
stoically.

“Subpoenas will be issued for the school district to the 
following: Lisa Rossi.” 

Tiffany’s best friend. David said she’d be called. 
“Bradford Fontaine.” 
Poor kid, Nick thought. After the scene at the gym, Nick 

knew testifying would tear Brad up even more. 
“Jack Conklin.”
A Special Needs kid. What the hell for?
“Joan Klass.”
Nick looked to David.
“The psychologist,” David whispered.
Kane continued the damning litany. “Addison Owens. 

Madelyn Baird. Charles Jones. Susan Deforest. Kara Keller.”
Chuck was the head of Phys. Ed., Susan’s math classroom 



was down the hall from the Phys. Ed office. Keller was 
Tiffany’s pediatrician.

“And Elizabeth Hickman.”
Oh, shit. This was a surprise.
David shot him a puzzled glance. They’d talked about who 

might be called. Nick hadn’t brought Libby up. Truthfully, 
he’d forgotten about her.

“That’s full disclosure for the school district, Mr. Muscato. 
Do you have any comments or questions?”

“We’ll need time to investigate the dates, examine the 
evidence and determine a course of action for the witnesses,” 
David said in an official tone. “I’d like to reserve the right to 
call other witnesses than those I’ve indicated in my brief, to 
counteract the new information received today.

“Agreed.” Kane nodded at the school district’s table. 
“Subpoenas will be issued on behalf of the accused to Harry 
Conklin, Mary Jostens and Michael Campbell.”

They were Special Needs parents.
Next Kane named two teachers who had agreed to testify 

about the casual nature of hugging students and to give 
character references for Nick. One of the vice-principals had 
also volunteered to speak on Nick’s behalf. Nick’s father and 
the Special Needs classroom teacher were also listed.

Depressed, Nick sank back into the chair when Kane 
finished. His case seemed a weak contender compared to 
Tiffany’s. He listened as dates for the hearing were set, the 
first three-day session to occur two weeks from today. Kane 
instructed all present about confidentiality, and the danger of 
slander and lawsuits on either side if the proceedings were 
discussed.

And then, like a tornado that had destroyed everything in 
its path in just minutes, it was over. Nick checked the clock. 
Nine thirty-six. Feeling bruised, he stood and turned to find 
Callie beside him, reaching up to hug him. He held on to her 
tightly.

“It’ll work out, Nicky,” she whispered in his ear. “You didn’t 
do it.”



When he pulled away, David clapped him on the back. 
“Let’s go to my office. We need to work.”

Dreading every second of it, Nick grasped Callie’s hand 
and followed his brother out of the room. A condemned man 
heading for the gallows couldn’t be more pessimistic. How the 
hell had this happened to his life?

o0o

“The case isn’t as bad as you’re thinking.” David sank into 
one of the padded chairs at a rectangular cherry table in his 
office’s conference room. Callie had helped his wife Annie 
pick out the soft mauve and blue colors of the cushions and 
wallpaper, and the Monet reproductions on the walls. David 
indicated the documents he’d tossed down in front of him. 
“It’s still circumstantial.” His words belied the grimness of his 
face. The hearing had been hard on everybody.

Callie watched her husband as he shrugged out of his suit 
coat and yanked off his tie, reading him easily. She knew he’d 
either explode or close down completely. Either way would 
indicate he was hurting. The morning had come right out of 
Arthur Miller’s The Crucible, and Callie felt again as if this was a 
witch hunt.

“Like hell,” Nick spat out. “Even to myself I look guilty.”
 “Nonetheless, it’s circumstantial.”
“What about the fucking note? And a motel receipt?”
Reaching over, Callie soothed Nick’s arm. “Nicky, this isn’t 

helping. We’ve got to stay calm.”
His turbulent gaze turned soft when he looked at her. 

“Aren’t you at all upset?” He shook his head. “Doubting me?”
Though her control was fragile, she’d never let him know 

that she was barely hanging on. She remembered how he’d 
pulled through for her at the doctor’s office two weeks ago. 
And in the intervening fourteen days, he’d been responsible 
for her gaining back much of her strength.

First he’d insisted she take three days off from school, and 
only left her alone to begin work at the Community Center. 
When he was home, he rented movies and they watched 



them together like they used to when they were young. He 
also cooked meals her stomach could handle and wouldn’t 
let her do any household chores, and complete only the bare 
minimum of schoolwork. Thanks to him, she had more energy 
than she’d had in months.

“Callie? I asked if you’re upset.”
 “I’m disgusted and stunned. But I have no doubt about 

your innocence.” She linked their fingers and locked her gaze 
with his. “As a matter of fact, the evidence makes me even more 
convinced that you couldn’t have done this.”

“Why?” Nick asked.
“What we heard in that room was so calculated. Almost 

orchestrated. Tiffany’s accusation shows the planned 
seduction of a young girl. They’d have better luck convincing 
me you were swept away by passion once or twice than this 
Machiavellian scenario.”

“Thanks, babe.”
After a moment, David picked up a bound document. 

“This is a copy of Tiffany’s journal. It’s circumstantial because 
she could have written the entries just last week, but it’s an 
unusual piece of evidence. I’ll want time to study the thing.” 
He leafed through plain white pages. Sat up straighter. Stared 
at it closely. “Interesting. There’s no names here.”

“Names?”
“Yes. She refers only to he.”
“Is that good?” Nick asked.
“Of course. And odd. My daughter kept a diary and 

chronicled everybody and everything. Not that I ever peeked,” 
David joked. Setting the book down, he held up the note. 
“This however, does have your name on the front, Nick.” 
David scowled. 

“Let me see that.” Nick retrieved the paper, his big 
masculine hand dwarfing the pink parchment.

Callie scrunched up to him and read the note. “Miss you 
so much,” it said. “Can’t wait to see you tonight. Nick.” Even 
more damning was the scripted Tiffany at the top.

“Do you recognize the stationary?” David asked.



Callie nodded. “I gave it to Tiffany for her seventeenth 
birthday in July.”

“She turned seventeen in July?”
“Yes, why?”
“Seventeen’s the legal age of consent in New York State, 

and anybody planning a seduction might wait for her to be 
legal.”

Studying the note, Nick shook his head. “This looks familiar 
to me.”

David’s brow knitted. “Why?”
“I don’t know. It is my handwriting.” He blew out in a 

frustrated breath. “But I never wrote Tiffany a note like this.”
“Did you write her any notes?”
“No, of course not.”
David scanned the paper again. “There’s no addressee. You 

could have written it to someone else,” he said. “Did you ever 
see this, Callie?”

She shook her head. “No.”
“That doesn’t mean he didn’t write it to you. Just that you 

didn’t get it. Does he leave you notes?”
“He used to.” She smiled wistfully. “I even saved some.”
Nick turned to her. “You did?”
“Yeah. Especially after a fight.”
“Do they all have your name on them?”
“I don’t remember. I’ll get them out.”
“What about the stationary?” Nick asked.
Again, David looked thoughtful. “Tiffany spent a lot of time 

at your house, didn’t she?”
“Yes.”
“Did she leave papers and things around?”
“Sure. Like my own kids do. Last week, I found a pair of 

her shoes beneath the couch.”
“You could have scribbled the note on something she left 

out.”
Nick seemed visibly relieved at the explanation.
“All right. Next, you’ll both need to get your calendars 

and we’ll go over these dates. There must be times when 



somebody can testify to Nick’s whereabouts other than with 
Tiffany.”

“There’s one that jumped out right away. September tenth.”
“Where were you?” David asked, picking up a pen.
“With Jack. Stonewall Jackson. I remember the date because 

there was a minor league All Star game in Rochester during 
the day and he wanted me to go with him, but I couldn’t 
because school started. Then his flight to New York got 
waylaid here due to high winds. I met him and we had dinner 
together. I spent the whole evening with him.”

“Terrific. Will he testify?”
“Sure.”
“I didn’t know about this,” Callie said. 
“You were at a play with Patterson. We didn’t talk much 

when you got back.” 
Actually, they’d had an explosive fight about her spending 

time with Lew. Nick’s eyes turned flinty and flicked down at 
her stomach. It knotted in response.

“Not good that Callie didn’t know, but your alibi still cast 
doubt on Tiffany’s accusations.” David stared back at the 
documents. “Let’s meet tomorrow on the rest of the dates. 
Bring anything you can to substantiate where you were.” 
Scowling, David studied the notes he’d taken during the 
hearing. “Callie, you went to this conference in December?”

She glanced away. “Um, yeah.”
“Did you call Nick from there?”
“No.”
Cocking his head, the attorney surfaced from the big 

brother. “Not even on December 13th?” Her birthday.
“No.” 
“Isn’t that a little odd?”
Subtly Nick edged away from her. She knew what he was 

thinking. No, she didn’t call. She was too busy getting pregnant on her birthday.
“Nick and I had a fight because I went away on my 

birthday.”
“All right, let’s talk about the witnesses they’ll call. Who the 

hell is Elizabeth Hickman?”



When Nick remained silent, Callie spoke up. “She’s a Home 
and Careers teacher at school.”

“What’s your contact with her, Nick?”
Nick’s face flushed. Callie remembered that flush--in 

high school when he’d given another girl a ride home, in the 
minors, when she’d found a groupie nuzzling up to him in a 
bar, and now and then at school when a female teacher flirted 
with him.

“Libby sews the names on the baseball uniforms for the 
guys,” Nick told David. “She also washes them in a pinch.”

“Nick, is there something you’re not telling us?”
Now Nick looked directly at Callie. “One night, when you 

were out with Patterson at some workshop, Libby stayed 
late at school to finish the uniforms. She asked me to go for a 
drink.” He angled his chin. “I went.”

“You can have drinks with women, Nick.” But in her heart, 
Callie knew something more had happened. A wife’s sixth 
sense kicked in.

“I drove,” he said. When I dropped her back off in the 
parking lot at school…” He didn’t finish.

David started to rise. “I should leave.”
His eyes locked on Callie, Nick shook his head. “She kissed 

me.” He swallowed hard. “I didn’t stop it.”
The world tilted. “Is that all?” Callie asked.
Nick ran a hand over his face. “Hell, yes. I was pissed at 

you about Patterson.”
“Are you saying this was my fault?”
“No, I’m saying I gave in to a weakness. I regretted it 

right away. I told her so.” Nick cleared his throat. “She didn’t 
exactly feel the same way. She started hanging around the 
Phys. Ed. office, around me. I finally had to tell her to back 
off.”

Callie’s shoulders slackened. It hurt to hear Nick confess 
to kissing someone else. But a deeper feeling surfaced. What 
must Nick feel at her having slept with Lew? “It’s not a big 
deal, Nick. I hate that you were with her, but I’m glad you 
were sorry about what happened.”



David looked from Callie to Nick. “Is something going on 
here I don’t know about?”

“No, I swear that’s the extent of my contact with her. If 
Libby talks about this, it’ll hurt me, right?”

“Yeah. But I’m concerned that she’s going to do more 
damage than that.”

“How?”
“Implicate you with Tiffany somehow. A woman scorned, 

trying to get back at you. Did she ever see anything between 
you and the girl?”

“There’s nothing between us.”
“Nick, you admitted to hugging Tiffany after a game. Could 

you have done it other times?”
“I guess. I liked her. And Brad. I never thought…” He 

stared at his brother and threw his hands up in the air 
helplessly. “Jesus Christ.”

A knock sounded and David’s secretary eased open the 
door. “You’re scheduled for a noon luncheon with the mayor, 
David.”

“Fine.” He turned to Nick. “Let’s table this for now. I’ll 
stop by your house tomorrow morning. Get together your 
calendars, those notes, Callie, and anything else that might 
help. We’ll talk more then.”

With an encouraging smile, he stood and left them alone.
Callie wished Nick would touch her, say something to curb 

this insidious feeling. Anything to make things easier. 
He didn’t. Instead, he stared down at her stomach, then met 

her gaze. “Now you know a tenth of how it feels.”
“Yes,” she said simply. “I do.”



Chapter 9

“Whatdyathink, Coach?”
Hiding a smile, Nick tossed Jackie Conklin the basketball. 

The young boy’s slightly crossed brown eyes were sparking 
with pleasure at his accomplishments. Nick had missed these 
kids. In the first weeks he’d been off work, he’d come to realize 
the extent of his attachment to the Special Needs students. 
Sure, he missed his baseball guys, too, but working with these 
kids had been meaningful in a different way. He was proud of 
the confidence he’d elicited from them. At first, when he got 
the class, they’d told him they couldn’t do almost every one of 
his suggestions. But he insisted they try and there was nothing 
like success to spur people on. Four out of ten of his students 
in that class from school were enrolled here at the Center, as 
well as six from different school districts. Their hard work 
and obvious pleasure in the challenges Nick presented them 
almost blocked out the nightmare his morning had been.

“I think you’re getting pretty cocky, young man,” Nick said, 
eying the basket that Jackie had made, treating the shot as if 
he’d sunk the winning shot in the NBA playoffs.

Krissy Campbell grinned, the fluorescent lights reflecting 
off her new braces. Agilely she caught the ball Jackie tossed 
her. “My Dad says we’re doing so good here ‘cause of you.”

For years, her father, Mike Campbell, had been one of the 
vocal parents of the Special Needs students and had spoken 
up as soon as Nick had disappeared from school. When Nick 
had begun work here almost two weeks ago Mike had been 
candid…

“Dunno exactly what’s going on Muscato,” the burly 
construction worker had told him. “But you done wonders for 



my Krissy. I been making phone calls to the school and other 
parents. I wanna help you out in that court thing...”

Nick had been choked up by the vote of confidence.
Marianne Jostens’ mother had voiced similar sentiments, so 

had Jackie’s. Unfortunately, Timmy Marks’s father had yanked 
his son from the program after failing to move Bobby with 
complaints that the Center had hired a pervert. Though the 
charge and the proceedings were supposed to be confidential, 
there were leaks that spread the poison of Tiffany’s accusations 
through the small Cameron City community. Many people, 
like the Marks’s, believed Nick was guilty. He could still see 
the wiry little man’s furious dark eyes and contemptuous 
scowl as he ushered Timmy out of the gym. Timmy’s confused 
expression stayed with Nick for a long time.

“All right,” Nick told the kids. “Back to half-court. Red 
team takes the ball out.”

Things went well for a few more minutes, with only Krissy 
scoring. Then Lucy Thompson, not as agile, got the ball and 
headed toward the basket. Jackie, in his exuberance to block 
the shot, knocked Lucy down. Nick blew the whistle and the 
kids all dropped to the floor at the signal he’d taught them. He 
trotted to the young girl.

He could tell right away Lucy wasn’t hurt. Scared, but not 
injured, she sat up, her chubby limbs tense. Green eyes misted, 
and the bangs of her red hair fell into them. Nick started to 
reach over to hug her, but stopped.

I’m objectively informing you that the fact that you hugged female students 
will harm your case. And I think it’s pretty stupid.

 David’s words had him backing off. He only squeezed her 
arm.

Lucy sniffled. “Sorry, Coach.”
“I’m sorry you got run over by that Mack truck.” He 

nodded to Jackie, who hovered anxiously next to the base.
“I’m sorry, Luce,” Jackie said. “Coach says I don’t know 

my own…” He looked at Nick questioningly. Sometimes, his 
condition caused forgetfulness.

“Your own strength.” Nick ruffled Jackie’s hair. “Or your own 
ability.” His gaze swept the others surrounding him on the 



gym floor. “None of you knows your own ability. That’s what 
we’re working on, remember?” He stood, offered Lucy a hand, 
tugged her up and faced the group. “All right, let’s hear it in 
unison.” They stared at him. “All together.”

“We can do it,” they shouted, punching their arms up in the 
air. Several of them stumbled backward, a few did a couple of 
playful dance steps and all were grinning hugely.

When the aide provided to the Center by the state came to 
get the kids ready to go home, each one of them slapped him 
a high five. For now, Nick figured it was an okay alternative to 
hugs.

He was zipping up his sweat suit when he heard beside 
him, “You got the magic touch with them, Nicky boy.” Bobby 
stood in the doorway of the gym, dressed in sweats and a 
T-shirt with the Center’s logo on it.

“Thanks, Bobby. Makes me feel I can do something right.”
“Tough morning?”
“Unbelievable.”
“Wanna talk?”
Nick was about to refuse. Mostly he couldn’t bear to think 

about the charges or the tension with Callie, let alone discuss 
what had happened this morning. The allegations against him 
made his skin crawl and he was trying to forget the obscene 
words that filled his brain—fondle, kiss, intercourse, sodomy. 
Nick also itched to get home to his wife. He’d promised her 
a rematch of Scrabble. He’d won a game they played on the 
days he’d insisted she stay in bed after her doctor’s warnings.

Since that afternoon in the car, they’d been close enough to 
joke with each other again. Her blue eyes had sparkled with 
feigned indignation. Beaten by a jock. I must be sicker than I thought. The 
return of their easy camaraderie was a soothing balm to his 
battered soul.

Glancing at Bobby, Nick started to decline his offer to talk 
when something in his friend’s expression hit a nerve. Nick’s 
intuition went on red alert. Bobby had a problem. “Sure. 
Where?”

As director of the Community Center, Bobby’s office 



was a large, rectangular room overlooking the outdoor area 
compound. An Olympic size pool and decks, tennis courts, 
basketball courts and various soccer and baseball fields 
sprawled across acres of donated land. Today, the grounds 
were covered with mountains of snow, and the evergreens 
shimmered with silvery icicles.

Bobby asked, “Want a soda?”
“Water if you have it.” Nick sighed as he sank down 

into the sofa. “We’re getting old, buddy. I’m having trouble 
keeping up with those kids.”

Bobby didn’t grin at the taunt. His concentration was 
intense, and inner directed, as he opened a small fridge, fished 
out drinks, threw Nick a Poland Spring and took a bottle for 
himself. Settling down on the couch, he said tiredly, “We are 
old.” 

“This from Peter Pan? Phoebe used to say you’d never grow 
up. You’d be a jock and play your games your whole life.”

“She was right.” His hand swept the Center. “These are my 
games.”

“Something wrong?” Nick asked.
“Not with me.”
“With who?”
Bleakly Bobby stared off into space. “What would it have 

been like for you if you’d never made it to the pros?”
Nick realized this was not an idle question. Settling into the 

pillows, he crossed his ankles in front of him and studied his 
friend. “Failing at that would have broken my heart.”

Bobby stared hard at him. “Callie and the kids were never 
enough, were they?”

The question blew Nick away. Is that how this appeared to 
everybody? To Callie? “No, Bobbo.” Nick lapsed into the old 
nickname easily. “One thing has nothing to do with the other. 
They filled different needs. I’d have been miserable without 
Callie and the boys, too. I needed both.”

“Do you still?”
Straightening, Nick shifted uncomfortably. “You mean the 

New York coaching job?”



“Yeah, you sticking around Cameron or are you going back 
to the Show this summer?”

Sad blue eyes swam before him. I’m pregnant, it’s Lew’s child. 
What choice did he really have now? Stay here and watch her 
belly swell with the very thing he could never give her?

“I’m still planning to go.” 
“So it’s never enough. No matter how much you get, you 

always want more.”
“Maybe. Maybe not.” He remembered Callie’s declaration 

this morning. It’ll work out, Nicky. You didn’t do it. If only she wasn’t 
pregnant, he could live a long time on that kind of emotional 
sustenance. “Who knows?” Nick commented, ducking the 
question. It was easier to play dodge ball with his emotions 
than to face them. “What’s this all about?”

Bobby just stared at him.
“I used to be a good listener.”
“I remember. We were embarrassed about how we’d talk. 

And promise not to tell anybody.”
“Your secrets are still safe with me.” Nick found that he 

meant it, and what’s more, wished Bobby would talk to him 
again. He hadn’t realized how much he’d lost in his climb to 
the top.

“It’s Phoebe,” Bobby finally told him. “I don’t think she’s 
happy with me.”

Nick shook his head, disturbed big-time by the notion. The 
Millers’ marriage was as close to Happily-Ever-After as he’d 
ever seen. “Did she say that?”

“No. But she told me she resented not realizing her dream 
to act professionally.” He took a slug of water. “Like you did 
your dream of baseball.”

“That doesn’t mean she isn’t happy with you.”
“It means she wants more. Where does it end? She’s taking 

this acting class in Rochester every Saturday. Now it turns 
out she’s gotta go halfway there to meet some guy to practice a 
scene twice a week during the day.” He glanced at the clock. 
“That’s where she is now.”

Nick had been gone days and nights at a time when he 



coached in the Minors. Was this how Callie had felt?
Dragging his mind back to his friend, he frowned. “Does 

Phoebe know how much you hate this?”
“’Fraid so.”
“And she’s doing it anyway?”
“Uh-huh.”
“It doesn’t mean she doesn’t care what you think, buddy. It 

just means she’s got needs.”
Bobby raised his arm hurled the bottle against the wall, 

startling them both with the violence of the action. Plastic, it 
bounced onto the rug with a thud. “Yeah, well fuck it, I got 
needs too.”

“What?”
“I need her home.”
“Why? You’re not there all day. Neither are the kids.”
He raised his chin. “All right, I want her there.”
“Why?”
“She’s with another guy. That’s how affairs start. How 

marriages break up.”
Nick’s gaze narrowed on him.
“You think I’m being selfish.”
Chuckling self-effacingly, Nick shook his head. “Callie 

would say that’s the pot calling the kettle black.”
Bobby did grin this time, the same boyhood one he’d worn 

when he’d stole a kiss from Susie Smith at ten, when they’d 
pantsed a stuck-up son of a bitch in the locker room, when he 
told Nick that he and Phoebe were getting married.

“If Callie hadn’t let me go to coach in the Minors, I would 
have been miserable, Bobby.”

“But you keep asking for more, Nick. Now you wanna go 
back.”

Nick hadn’t seen it that way before. “Hell, Bobby, maybe 
I’m wrong about that. But--”

Bobby’s cell phone rang.
“I gotta get that.”
As Bobby answered, Nick stood and crossed to the sliding 

door to give him privacy. How ironic. The major league 



coaching job seemed the least of his worries at this point. 
Tiffany’s charge and Callie’s pregnancy were huge roadblocks 
to their happiness. 

“Sorry, that was the woman of the hour.” Bobby had come 
up behind him. “She’s gonna be late. Again.”

Nick turned to face his friend. “Want some advice?”
“Why not?”
“Do everything you can to keep Phoebe and your marriage 

intact. This thing with the drama is surmountable.” I’m pregnant. 
“Some things aren’t.”

Bobby just stared at him. Before he could respond, his 
friend’s phone rang again and Nick was glad. He didn’t want 
to go any further in admitting his and Callie’s situation was 
impossible. He couldn’t bear the thought, not today, not after 
spending so much time with her. Not after she’d stood by him 
when a lesser woman would have bolted. Bobby said he’d be a 
while on the phone and Nick left the office hurriedly.

o0o

“I know you’re worried about him, honey, so am I.” Callie 
clutched the phone, struggling for the words to reassure Tyler 
that his father would be all right. Her golden child had called 
because he knew the hearing was today. She glanced at the 
clock. Seven thirty. She wondered where Nick was. 

Tyler asked, “Is there anything I can do?”
“You can pray.”
“That’s a given, Mom.” He hesitated. “How about you? Last 

time I saw you, you looked like a whipped puppy.”
The image made her uneasy. “I’m a lot better. Your Dad’s 

been taking good care of me.”
“And you him, I’ll bet.”
Callie inhaled the spicy smell of oregano and cheese that 

wafted through the kitchen. “Hmm. I made him homemade 
pizza for dinner.”

“Mo-om. You know that’s my favorite, too. And Joe’s.” All 
three of her men often reverted to little boy whining when it 
came to food.



“I know sweetie,” she said laughing. “How is my rebel 
son?”

Ty hesitated and Callie winced. His silence was revealing. 
She was worried about Joey and didn’t want to lose touch 
with him.

“He’s fine.”
“You never did lie very well.” 
A loud rapping sounded in the background. Someone called 

out. 
“Hang on a sec,” Ty told her.
The phone at her ear, Callie wandered into the front room to 

look out the windows while she waited for her son to return. 
Valley View Drive was dry. Nick finished work at six. Surely if 
he’d gone out with Bobby, he’d have called or texted her.”

Tyler came back on the line. “Mom? I got company.” She 
heard muffled feminine laughter.

“Female company, Tyler?”
“Uh-huh. She’s a real beauty.”
“I’d like to meet her.”
“Soon.”
“All right, go.”
“Tell Dad I called to see how he was.”
“I will. I love you, honey.”
“I love you, too.”
Feeling nostalgic, Callie prowled the house after she 

disconnected. The kids were growing up. Her hand went to 
her waist. And she was going to have another one. 

Alone. She closed her eyes, fearful of how she’d ever manage 
raising a child without Nick. Though he’d been gone a lot, 
he’d always been available to discuss a problem or help make 
a decision about the twins. And he was home for big chunks 
of the year. As a foursome, they’d shared dinners and movies, 
did homework together and relaxed by the fire or in front of 
the TV. What would it be like to bring up a child without him?

The garage door creaked up and her stomach lurched, not 
with sickness but with anticipation. Crossing into the kitchen 
from the living room, she waited by the counter, with a 



schoolgirl-like nervousness, for her husband to come in.
“Hi.” He stopped at the doorway, looking different from 

when he’d left her this afternoon. He sniffed. “You cooked?”
“Yes. Pizza. I hope you didn’t eat yet.”
“No, no I didn’t.”
When he stepped closer, she noticed the lines of fatigue 

etched around his mouth. “You look better than when I left.”
“I had a three-hour nap.”
He squeezed her shoulder and she was grateful for the 

miniscule show of affection. “Good. I worry about you.”
“Work ran over?”
Retrieving a beer from the fridge, he popped the cap. “No.”
Callie bit her tongue to keep from asking. At one time she 

used to worry when he was late, or on the road, about the 
women who hung around professional athletes offering a lot 
more than praise for his pitching. That worry had ended when 
he’d left baseball and was home permanently. But tonight…

She kissed me. I didn’t stop her.
Still, Callie wouldn’t ask.
Nick sank onto a stool at the counter. “I stayed and talked to 

Bobby. Then I drove around for a while, thinking.”
“About this morning?”
“Some.” He hesitated, inching a fingernail under the beer 

label. “Did you know Phoebe’s taking this acting class in 
Rochester?”

“Yes.”
“Bobby isn’t happy about it.”
“I know. She’s angry at how he’s behaving.” 
Hooking the leg of another stool with his foot, Nick yanked 

it out. “Come sit here a minute, Cal.” 
Puzzled, she did as he asked. They were so close she could 

see the stubble visible on his face, detect the turbulence in 
his dark eyes. “Did you ever think that my wanting to play 
baseball meant you and the boys weren’t enough for me?” She 
frowned. “Tell me the truth.”

Callie waited a long time before she answered. “Not until 
this last time. With the coaching position.”



He went very still. Suddenly the air was electrically 
charged, waiting for some emotional storm to break. “Is that 
why you did it?”

“Did what?”
“Slept with Patterson?” The words were wrenched from 

him.
Realizing they had to have this conversation at some 

point, she swallowed hard. “Maybe partly. I think it was a 
combination of things. I was confused and weak and angry at 
you.” Tears threatened and finally fell. Nick’s fingertips, rough 
with calluses, captured the renegade drops, shed for hurting 
the man who comforted her. The meaning of irony had never 
been clearer.

“I don’t want you to ever think you weren’t enough, Cal. 
Especially not now, with this accusation surfacing.”

She hadn’t expected this. “Thanks. For telling me that.”
He sat back. Half-smiled. “I’m hungry.”
She leaned over, kissed him on the cheek, and went to serve 

their dinner.
An hour later, she was snuggled up on the couch in the den, 

where he’d sent her to rest while he cleaned up. “Nick,” she 
yelled to the kitchen. “It’s time for Jeopardy.”

He was grumbling like a teenager told to take out the 
garbage when he joined her. “You know the categories will 
be all literature, drama and famous quotes because we’re 
watching the show together.”

“Coward.”
He grabbed for the remote. “Give me that.”
She pretended to pout. 
He pretended to think about giving in. “Oh, all right. Scoot 

over.”
Pleased he wanted to be close to her, she moved down 

the couch, rearranging the lap blanket. He settled in next to 
her, then stretched his arm out on the back of the sofa. An 
invitation? She slid over and nestled against her husband and 
they focused on the set.

“And the categories are, Famous Athletes. Cooking. 



Baseball. Anatomy and Physiology.” Two more of Nick’s 
strong suits were also listed.

“Hey.” Callie bolted up. “This is rigged.” She held the 
remote. His athletic reflexes kicked in and he snatched 
the little gadget from her before she could click to another 
channel. 

Turning fast, she climbed up on her knees to wrestle it away 
from him, but he twisted his body as she lunged. She fell back 
and he followed to land on top of her. She stared up at him. 
The breath whooshed out of her at the intimate position. Every 
nook and cranny of his body met hers. But he stiffened and 
she thought he’d draw back. Sexual adrenaline gave her the 
strength to clamp onto his arms and hold him there. “Don’t 
go,” she whispered.

He looked torn.
“Please.”
Heaving out a breath, he settled in between her legs. 
“Kiss me.” His eyes narrowed on her mouth. “Please, Nicky. 

Just once. I won’t expect any more. I want--”
He stilled her lips with a butterfly brush of his fingers. 

“Shh. You don’t have to beg. I want to.”
Again her eyes clouded. But she willed the moisture back. 

Nothing was a given with this man anymore. Nothing could 
be taken for granted in their relationship ever again. 

His hands came up to either side of her head. The feel of his 
strong fingers in her hair was an aphrodisiac. He lowered his 
head. His eyes closed, then hers did.

At first, he grazed her mouth with his. Back and forth. He 
increased the pressure. When he teased her lips apart, she 
opened to him as she’d done a thousand times before. But 
this was so different. Dimly she was aware of music in the 
background, of voices. Nick’s chest crushed her. Her breasts 
ached for the touch of his hands and when she felt him swell 
huge and hard against her, she arched into him. 

Nick broke the kiss. He drew back and propped himself up 
on his elbows, keeping their lower bodies fused. He stared at 
her as if he was seeing her for the first time. Wanting her for 



the first time. He cleared his throat. “Cal, I--”
They both jerked back when the doorbell pealed. Damn it 

to hell, Callie thought, what was with all these unexpected 
visitors?

Nick’s shoulders slumped and he lowered his forehead to 
hers. “Fuck.”

“Don’t answer it.”
But he got more irritated when the ringing continued.
“All right, answer it. And get rid of whoever it is there.”
Nick kissed her nose, ordered, “Don’t move,” then 

disentangled from her. But his step was heavy as he hurtled 
down the stairs and second thoughts plagued him. Was their 
physical closeness a good idea? Maybe he shouldn’t let himself 
have her, but his body was humming. Who the hell knew? 
Confused and angry, he yanked open the door.

On the stoop stood the Casewells, looking…ready for battle, 
he guessed. “Ham, Catherine.” Nick’s tone was stiff. The 
last time he’d seen them, he’d informed them of the charges 
against him. He wondered if Callie had visited them after 
that. Oh, God, did she tell them about the baby? Was that why 
they were brazen enough to come to his house after Ham had 
insulted him so badly?

“We’re here to see our daughter,” Ham stated 
unapologetically.

“She’s resting in the family room.”
“I’ll go on up,” Catherine said circling around him.
Her father stayed back. “I want to talk to you.”
“I don’t have anything to say to you.”
“Then I’ll talk.” He put on his doctor face, haughty, know-

it-all. “I want you to leave my daughter.”
“What?”
“For her own good. You’re ruining her with this sexual 

misconduct stuff. It’s all over town they have evidence and 
witnesses to convict you.”

“This case isn’t that simple, Ham.” His words lost their 
bravado because despite how much he disliked Callie’s father, 
Ham was right. He’d seen first-hand today how the situation 



was hurting her.
Hamilton’s gaze narrowed on him. “You’re using her, aren’t 

you? You’re presenting the happy marriage image everybody 
thinks you have to make yourself seem innocent.”

“That’s a horrible thing to say.” But wasn’t it true?
“Lew agrees with me. He suggested I come over to talk 

some sense into her.”
They were ganging up on him. Just like before. Just like 

when he was eighteen and took Callie away from them. 
Suddenly, the fight went out of Nick. As he had when Nick 
was a boy, Hamilton Casewell confused him and leeched away 
his self-confidence.

“Nick? Daddy.”
He turned to find Callie on the stairs, her mother behind 

her.
“Hello, dear.”
“Why didn’t you come in?”
“He can come in, now.” Nick turned and hurried up the 

first flight of stairs. Then the second. Feeling like shit, he went 
to the bedroom, shut the door and leaned against it. When he 
caught sight of the bed, he shook his head. He’d been about to 
make love to his wife. Oh, he wanted it, and so did she; more 
than he needed his next breath, he needed to touch her, feel 
her, bury himself in her body. But her parents reminded him 
that was probably the worst thing he could do to her now. It 
would give her false hope. Ham, and Bobby too, were right 
about him. Nick had always been selfish in his dealings with 
Callie.



Chapter 10

The blood sang through Tyler’s body, building up to a 
sweet crescendo of operatic proportions. His chest pulsed 
heavily, like the deep bass of a viola and every note brought 
the melody higher, louder, more vivid.

The instrument of these remarkable movements was Mary 
Sue McCaffery, who right now was kissing him big-time. 
And he kissed her back. Her strong fingers clutched at his 
shoulders. “Tyler.”

The hoarse feminine alto brought him to fever pitch. His 
tongue mated with hers and his fingers played along her ribs. 

She ripped open the buttons of his shirt--thank God he 
hadn’t worn a sweater. Her hands felt like heaven on his bare 
chest, introducing him to a paradise he’d never known before.

“Ty, touch me like this.”
Somewhere in the cacophony of his brain, he realized they 

were tempting words, said to lure Ty in. He lifted his hand to 
the forbidden seduction.

At the last minute, he drew back. Gulped air. Grasped her 
hands in his. “Suze, wait.” 

Aware now of his surroundings, he remembered they’d 
driven to Mary Sue’s dorm after a concert and were making 
their own music in the front seat of his car. The windows were 
fogged over, letting in light from the parking lot, but obscuring 
the occupants.

“What’s wrong?” Mary Sue was breathing heavily, visible 
under the clingy pink sweater his eyes had been drawn to all 
night.

“Let’s slow down, Suze. This is going too fast.”
The car was warm, as he’d left the heater on, along with the 



stereo. Yet she shivered. “Why?” 
“Things between us are getting out of control.”
She blinked. Her wide brown eyes cleared and she dragged 

long dark curls away from her face. He’d messed her hair 
up. And planted a red spot on her neck. That he remembered 
neither scared him a little.

“I don’t think we’re getting out of control, Ty.”
Tyler flicked off the music. “I’m sorry. I do.” He hated 

apologizing for his values. His dad had told him never to do 
that, no matter what. But this was different. He needed for this 
girl to understand. “You know how I feel about this kind of 
thing. It isn’t right for me.”

Adjusting the sweater, which had ridden up to expose bare 
skin, she averted her face. “Tell me again why.”

“It’s not what I should do.”
“Who says?”
“God.”
“You got a direct line to Him?”
Tyler grinned. “I hope so.”
Her answering smile was weak. Hugging her to him, he 

propped his chin on her head. “I know it’s hard, Suze, but this 
is me. I can’t compromise my beliefs.”

“Don’t you care about me, Ty?”
“Of course I do. I care about you a lot. I think we have 

something special together.” He curled his hand around her 
neck. “Something that might last. It’s just that for now, I know 
sex isn’t right for me.”

After a long moment, she drew back. “Maybe it’s right for 
me.”

“What do you mean?”
“I’m twenty years old, Ty. I want a physical relationship.”
He scowled. This was unfamiliar terrain.
“I respect your views,” she said gaining more confidence as 

she talked. “They just aren’t my views. My values.”
“What are you saying?”
She threaded back her hair again. “I’m not sure. All I know 

is that I don’t want things to be so…pure between us.” When 



she turned her big brown eyes on him, the pleading look in 
them shot right through to his soul. “Can’t you compromise 
just a little bit on this?” She smiled. “You know, improvise and 
see where it takes you.”

Improvise on his values? He didn’t even have to think 
about it. “They’re the Ten Commandments, Suze, not the Ten 
Suggestions.”

“Fine. But our relationship isn’t working for me this way.”
Anger, so foreign, swelled inside him. It spilled over, 

obscuring a Christian response. “So, what’re you gonna do? 
Go find somebody else to screw?” 

“I wouldn’t quite put it that way. But maybe we should date 
other people.”

Turning away, he faced the steering wheel and gripped 
it. “Let me get this straight. You want to date--meaning sleep 
with--other guys, and still see me?” He shook his head. “No 
way.”

“I want to sleep with you, Tyler.”
“But since I won’t, you’ll do it with somebody else.”
“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Mary Sue answered 

sulkily. “I only know that this isn’t working for me.”
He told himself not to be rash, though he felt as if 

somebody had taken a bite out of his heart. “I won’t share you, 
Suze. You start dating somebody else, we’re history.”

“I don’t like ultimatums, Tyler.”
“Neither do I.”
“Suit yourself.” When he didn’t say anything more, just 

stared ahead, she reached for the handle. “Goodbye, Tyler.” 
He heard the door open, then slam with vibrating intensity. 
Reaching up, Ty wiped the fog from the front windshield and 
tracked her until she was safely in the dorm. Every muscle 
in his body tightened as he watched that sassy hair and sexy 
bottom sway in perfect rhythm to her walk. She wouldn’t 
have any problem at all finding somebody to sleep with her. 
The thought of another guy’s hands on her had him going for 
the handle himself. But he didn’t open the car. He swallowed 
hard, and put his head down on the steering wheel. Please God, 



give me strength. Help was a long time in coming, but it did come.
Fifteen minutes later, he trudged to his own dorm, hoping 

Joey was in. They’d worked out their spat over Ty inviting 
his dad down when he knew Joe didn’t want to see him, and 
talked briefly about the charge against his father. Then they’d 
tabled that, and their parents, to find a familiar truce. When he 
reached the room, however, he was beginning to feel like Job. 
A sign, Do Not Disturb, hung precariously on their doorknob.

Ty knew the drill. He and Joe had planned the code for 
privacy. 

How ironic. His brother was in their room screwing his 
brains out and Tyler had just bungled one of the best things in 
his life because he wouldn’t do the same. God sure had a sense 
of irony.

Even lonelier now, he sauntered into the lounge located 
about fifteen feet beyond his room. It was deserted. With 
a bird’s eye view of his doorway, so he could see when the 
coast was clear, he lay down on the couch and threw his 
arm over his eyes. Mary Sue’s pretty, flushed face was there, 
tempting him. His all-male, adolescent mind jabbed brutally 
at his principles. Should he have done what she asked? The 
lower part of his body screamed that he should have. His soul 
objected.

A half-hour later, after more second thoughts that had his 
body strung like a tight violin bow, his dorm room door flew 
open. A tall, stacked red-head materialized in the archway. 
“Bye, sweetie. See ya soon.” Tucking her skin-tight shirt into 
her painted-on jeans, she sashayed down the hall.

Waiting a minute, Ty got up and, as casually as he could, 
wandered into the room.

Joey was lying on his bed, his arm thrown over his head, 
mirroring Tyler’s position in the lounge. For a guy who’d just 
gotten laid, he didn’t look so happy. Well, that made two of 
them.

“Hi.”
Joey opened one eye. “You waiting to get in here?”
“No big deal.”



“How was the concert?”
“Okay.”
Too aggressively Ty kicked off his shoes and unbuttoned his 

shirt. 
Joe studied him, his twin instinct going on red alert. 

“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Saint Tyler looks like he just lost his best friend.”
“Can the comedy routine, will you, Romeo? I’m not in the 

mood.”
Joe’s eyebrows arched. Sensing weakness, he went in for the 

kill. Though they were close, sibling taunts were hard to resist. 
“Lover’s spat?”

“Shut up, Joe.” Ty dropped down on his bed and faced 
the wall. After a minute, he felt a hand on his shoulder. The 
gesture made Tyler’s eyes sting.

“What happened, Ty?”
He shook his head.
“Come on. Tell your brother.”
“You wouldn’t understand.”
“Why?”
“Because your favorite exercise equipment is a king-sized 

mattress.”
Joey gave into a laugh.
The quip even made Tyler himself grin. He flipped over and 

looked up into the face of his other half. The face that would, 
despite his jibes, understand. “Mary Sue and I are through.”

“I don’t believe it. She’s crazy about you.”
“Yeah, that was obvious tonight.”
“How?”
“She made it clear just how crazy she is--about my body.”
“And you told her no.”
“Quite a gender role reversal, huh?”
“I guess.” Joe scowled like he did when he was figuring out 

how to trip up their calculus teacher, who he hated. “So, forget 
her. There’s lots of girls out there.”

“Spoken like Nick Muscato’s son. You got them falling at 



your feet, Joe. It’s easy for you to say.”
“They fall at your feet, too. You’ve just been piously 

oblivious to it for years.”
Ty stared at the ceiling. Finally he said, “Why am I like 

this?”
Joe waited a long time before he answered. “God did some 

things right, I guess.”
“Yeah, well, I’d like to be a little more normal.”
“Normal sucks.”
“So does celibacy.”
“Ty, don’t compromise your principles. I know you. You 

couldn’t live with it.”
“I don’t want to live without her.”
“Is she really worth it if she ditched you over this?”
“She’s human, Joe.”
“So are you.”
He shifted to ease the pressure in his groin. “Tell me about 

it.”
Joe caught sight of the gesture. “Hey, you can go jerk off in 

the shower.”
Ty chuckled. “I suppose.”
Suddenly they were two adolescents again, learning 

the wonders of sexuality together through smuggled-in 
magazines, HBO specials at two a.m. and eavesdropping on 
older guys’ conversations in the locker room. They traded a 
few off color remarks, then Joe rolled to his feet. “Come on, I’ll 
buy you a pizza.” 

“Hmm. Maybe.” Ty got up, too, and headed for their 
private bathroom. 

“Don’t take too long.”
“I’m gonna take a leak, wise guy.”
In the bathroom, Ty did his business then threw some water 

on his face. He knocked a tissue box off the counter to the 
floor and bent to pick it up. A square packet of plastic caught 
his attention. At first he thought it was a condom, and was 
ready to ream God out good for yet another jab. Enough was 
enough.



But when he picked it up, he saw he was wrong.
It was Ecstasy.

o0o

The pounding wouldn’t quit. Drumbeats--dark and 
dangerous--thudded in Tiffany’s head, drew closer. Threatened 
to choke her. She grasped her throat reflexively and raised her 
other hand.

Her math teacher, Mrs. Deforest, hurried to her seat. The 
woman’s eyes were sympathetic. Not all of the teachers were 
nice to Tiffany these days, especially the Muscato allies. Thank 
God Lew Patterson was on her side.

“Tiffany, are you done?” Mrs. Deforest asked.
Done? Tiffany glanced down at the test. Her hand trembled 

and she gripped the pencil. “Um, no. But I don’t feel good. 
Can I go to the bathroom?”

Hesitating, Mrs. Deforest studied her. Tiffany knew this 
wasn’t acceptable procedure during an exam.

“I won’t cheat. I need to take some Tylenol.”
“Maybe you should go to the nurse.”
How to get her way? She clutched the teacher’s hand. It was 

half an act, half honest desperation. “No, please. I’ve already 
caused enough trouble. Let me just go to the bathroom.”

“All right. If you’re sure.”
Relieved, Tiffany grabbed her purse and stumbled to the 

door. Out in the hall, she could breathe better. Rubbing her 
arms, she tried to blank her mind as she staggered to the john. 
Once inside, she dug the bottle out of her bag. Shaky hands 
couldn’t budge the child-proof cap. Breathe deeply, he’d told her. 
Stay calm. Picturing his safe, solid face, she ordered herself to 
settle down.

If only those jumbled images would stop ambushing her 
from all directions. She could hear herself give answers…

Where were you the first time he touched you intimately?
In his car.
I know this is hard, Tiffany, but I need to know how he touched you, where?
M-my breasts. At first he was gentle but after a couple of times…
Oh, God it was too much. “Go away,” she said and 



concentrated on the bottle until the cap popped. 
Take one when you can’t handle it. It’ll calm you down.
Tiffany shook out a red pill. It was thick, oval, shiny, 

promising warmth and release. Cupping water from the tap in 
her hand, she swallowed the small peace-giver. Then another.

Waiting for them to work, she sealed herself off in a stall 
and sank onto the toilet seat. The images came back when she 
closed her eyes. Suddenly, her father’s face was there, taunting 
her. He’d been drunk last night. In his den, groping for some 
brandy in the dark, he’d knocked over what used to be her 
mother’s favorite stained glass lamp and banged into his 
precious locked cabinet. Tiffany had gone running in.

It was a mistake…
Gingerly, she lifted her hand and touched her cheek. It 

stung, and it was still puffy, but she’d covered the bruise 
with ninety dollar make-up that Mrs. Muscato had once, on 
a shopping trip, jokingly told her would camouflage an ink 
blotch.

Mrs. Muscato.
No, don’t think about her. But again, the demons came. She 

saw herself and Mrs. M. chuckling over the sales clerk who 
mistook them for mother and daughter. Buying the same 
shirt. Ordering French fries and a chocolate milkshake and 
pretending they were calorie free. She’d tried to distance the 
woman since the summer, since this thing started, and she 
missed her desperately.

Please, please, let the pills work.
After five minutes, the recollections faded and her 

shoulders relaxed. She heard a noise. Someone in the lav, in 
the stall next to her. Damn, she didn’t want to talk to anybody. 
All those nerdy little girls in the school were constantly asking 
how she was. As if she’d talk to them. Maybe she could get out 
of here before whoever it was saw her. Suddenly, the acrid 
odor of the bathroom made her ill. Tiffany wrenched open the 
door but couldn’t resist a quick peek in the mirror. 

Dress conservatively, he’d told her. Don’t look like a whore.  Her baby 
pink jeans and matching sweater were little girlish yet still 
showed her curves. He loved that combination. She raised her 



hands to fluff her hair. The action caused her purse to spill. 
Female paraphernalia clattered to the floor, pinging the tile 
like hail hitting the roof. As she bent to grab her comb, make-
up, pencils, the rest of her belongings tumbled out. Tiny red 
pills scattered everywhere.

She scrambled for them as she heard a toilet flush. On 
her knees, she glimpsed leather pumps under the stall. A 
teacher. Most of the staff didn’t use the kids’ lavs, only in an 
emergency.

Almost all the pills were gathered up. But where the fuck 
was the bottle?

The teacher came out. Tiffany heard her say, “Oh, dear, 
what’s happened?” as she bent down and retrieved the brown 
plastic container.

Tiffany stood.
Just as Mrs. Muscato did.
Mrs. Muscato gasped and her hand flexed on the bottle.
Tiffany said, “Oh!” and clasped her purse to her chest. Her 

heart pumped a wild tattoo as her favorite person in the world 
stared at her as if she were dog shit. Mrs. Muscato’s pretty jaw 
tensed, then she threw back her shoulders, raised her chin and 
held out her hand. “I think this is yours.” Tiffany had never 
heard that frigid tone of voice from her before, even when the 
punks gave her trouble in the hall, even the last time when she 
saw her in their classroom.

Drowning in regret and shame, Tiffany couldn’t move. She 
felt the air close in on her, smother her. Then, zombie-like, she 
took the bottle and stuffed it in her purse.

But Mrs. Muscato didn’t leave. She watched Tiffany until 
she felt like one of those frogs in biology whose skin was 
pinned open so you could study the inside.

Wrapping her arms around her waist, Mrs. Muscato 
swallowed hard. “You need help, Tiffany. But people can’t do 
anything for you if you lie to them. Please, for all our sakes, 
tell somebody the truth.”

And she was gone.
Tiffany began to shiver again as tears dripped down her 



cheeks. The truth. What did she mean, the truth? What was the 
truth, anyway?

Sobbing, she leaned against the mirror and wished she was 
dead.

o0o

Shaken by the encounter with Tiffany, Callie struggled 
to remain calm as she headed for her classroom, only dimly 
aware of the jostling by students and the hum of adolescent 
voices. She was focused on Tiffany. She missed the girl almost 
as much as she missed Ty and Joe when they went off to 
college, but there was more to it than that. She frowned. Then 
it hit her what she’d seen. Tiffany was closer to the breaking 
point than she had been on their first encounter over the 
charges she’d brought against Nick.

Not your concern, Callie.
But she couldn’t quell the teacher in her that nagged, Help her, 

or the mother that warned, She’s a hurting child.
A child who’s out to destroy your husband.
A child, nonetheless. The pill bottle bothered Callie.
Detouring down a corridor, she strode to the main office 

before she could change her mind. Inside, Wendy was leaving 
Madelyn’s inner office. “Hi, Callie.” Her voice dropped a 
notch, and her gray eyes warmed. “You okay?”

“I’m fine. I wondered if Madelyn had a minute.”
From inside, she heard Madelyn say, “Come on in, Callie. 

Wendy, call Clifford and tell him I’ll be a little late.”
Nodding, Callie stepped through the doorway. Madelyn sat 

behind her desk, a stack of folders in front of her. Though her 
black suit jacket was brightened up by a soft peach blouse, the 
principal looked glum. “What can I do for you?” 

“This will only take a minute.” Frowning, Callie closed the 
door and leaned back against the wall. “I just bumped into 
Tiffany in the bathroom.”

Madelyn’s eyes shone with the compassion. “I’m sorry. That 
must have been hard.”

“It’s not that.” Callie took a deep breath and fiddled with 
the belt of her khaki skirt. “Madelyn, she’s not in a good place. 



She looks like she’s ready to snap.”
“What makes you say that?”
“She spilled some pills on the bathroom floor. They were 

prescription. I picked up the bottle, but was too rattled by 
seeing her to think to read the label. In any case, she was 
glassy-eyed, sniffling, and pale.” Callie began to pace, torn 
between justified anger and a maternal instinct which had 
always colored her dealings with kids. “Oh, I don’t know. 
I guess she reminded me of Will Summers, that day you 
excused me from the faculty presentations to meet with him.”

Madelyn winced. “Oh, no.”
Will Summers had been president of the Honor Society and 

he’d gotten close to Callie through his journal entries. Near 
graduation, he’d written disturbing things and had asked 
to talk to her after school one day. Madelyn let her out of a 
meeting, and after her discussion with the troubled young 
boy, they’d taken him right to the school psychologist, then to 
a therapist, who said he was in immediate danger of harming 
himself. His story, thank God, had a happy ending.

“Take my observations with a grain of salt. I’m not thinking 
clearly these days. But I couldn’t let what I witnessed go 
unreported.”

At Callie’s words, Madelyn’s expression turned soft. 
“You’re a good person to get past an understandable contempt 
for Tiffany right now.”

Callie’s eyes stung. “I loved Tiffany like a daughter. I don’t 
know why she’s doing this to my family, but I don’t want any 
harm to come to her.” She stared at Madelyn. “She is a child.”

“Just the same, I admire you for coming here.”
Callie straightened. “I’ve got a class.”
“I’ll find Tiffany.” Madelyn pushed her chair back, circled 

the desk, and squeezed Callie’s arm. “Thanks.”
On her way down the hall, an insidious thought struck 

Callie, the byproduct of questioning your judgment when 
you’d been so wrong about someone. Had Callie harmed 
Nick’s case in any way? If Tif was ready to snap, would it make 
Nick’s situation worse? Should Callie have kept her concern to 



herself? No, Nick wouldn’t want the girl’s life endangered, no 
matter what she’d done to him. Callie was sure of it.

Thinking about her husband, she made her way to her 
classroom. Oblivious to the scores of kids pouring into the 
hall, Callie kept walking.

“Hi, Mrs. M.” Callie hadn’t realized she was at her door. 
Emily Manson had reached it the same time she did.

“Hi, Emily.”
“I’m with you today, right?”
“Yes. I have half the class for the Lit unit. Mr. Patterson’s 

next door with the rest for the Social Studies unit. We’ll flip 
flop in three weeks.”

“Cool.” Emily smiled. “You look better today than you did 
before break.”

“Thanks. I feel better.”
Inside, Callie got the class quieted and scanned the twenty-

six kids in a circle. Though at first she was angry at Lew 
for his unexpected visit that caused a showdown and the 
subsequent fight between him and her husband, Lew had 
been so supportive that she’d had no choice but to forgive his 
thoughtless visit. When he’d offered to take Brad, Kip and Lisa 
with him for a few weeks so she wouldn’t have to deal with 
them now, any remnant of pique had vanished. Carter Thomas 
was with her, but of all of The Group, he was the kindest. And 
something was going on with him and Emily. In one of their 
allowed personal entries, Emily had written in her journal 
that Carter was seeking her out and she didn’t know why. He 
was from a totally different world. Knowing the ramifications 
of being with someone so opposite from you, Callie had to 
struggle to be objective in her response.

“I hope everybody had a good winter break,” she said, 
smiling at the class.

After the kids filled her in on their vacations, she held up 
an outline. “Then you’re ready to buckle down with this new 
material.”

Good-natured groans all around.
“As you can see, we’re doing a unit on the portrayal of 



women and men in classic literature. We’ll cover some as a 
group and some are independent reading.” She held up a book 
from the stack next to her. “We’ll be reading Henrik Ibsen’s A 
Doll’s House in class. He tells the story of a nineteenth century 
couple and how their relationship is full of stereotypes. Kids 
usually have fun with the play, though the language is hard.”

Briefly she gave them their independent reading 
instructions, then summarized their assignments and 
presented some background on the playwright.

Callie described the setting. “Remember,” she finished up 
with, “this is the early eighteen hundreds in Norway. Things 
were different then. That’s why we’re reading it.”

The class began reading aloud. Carter volunteered to be 
Helmer, the protagonist, and his voice reminded her of a 
young Paul Newman’s, with its deep resonance and sincerity. 
Emily, who’d asked to be the wife, Nora, was strong and sure.

Throughout the fifty minute oral reading, Callie clarified 
some points and made some observations, but mostly let 
them play it out. At the end of Act I, she said, “I hear some 
snickering. Let’s talk about why.”

“Really, Mrs. M.,” Courtney, a star athlete, complained. 
“The husband’s so insulting.”

“Is he? How?”
“Calling her a little skylark.”
Another girl added, “She calls herself his little squirrel.”
“Why is that insulting?” Callie asked.
“Are you kidding?” Courtney again. “He treats her like a 

pet.”
Emily added, “I think he treats her like a child.”
“We do that today.” Carter spoke up. “Use nicknames like 

this.”
Out of nowhere, Callie had a flash of Nick leaning over 

her, his muscular arms braced on the mattress, his black eyes 
gleaming like onyx. I love you, baby. She felt her face color as the 
association with the play hit close to home.

A popular cheerleader confessed, “I like it when my 
boyfriend calls me babe.”



“That’s okay, Julie.” Callie smiled. “Do you think Nora likes 
to be called a squirrel and a skylark?”

“I don’t think she does.” Carter again. “I think she’s doing 
it to manipulate Helmer, make him think he has the upper 
hand.”

“Because of what she’s hiding.” Josh agreed with Carter for 
the first time ever.

Callie nodded. “Let’s talk about that secret.”
The comments came in a bullet burst of responses.
“Married people shouldn’t keep secrets from each other.”
Callie winced.
“She’s afraid to tell him.”
Callie shifted uncomfortably.
“You should never be afraid to tell your husband anything. 

If you are, something’s wrong with your relationship.”
I’m pregnant. I’m so sorry.
Carter leaned forward in his seat. “Nora tells her friend 

she’s saving a secret, to spring it on him when she wants 
something from Helmer.”

“Just like a girl,” one of the boys quipped. “Hit you when 
you’re down.”

“Hey watch what you say,” Julie warned.
Chuckling Callie waited for them to quiet down. “Let’s stay 

with examples from the play.”
“Do you think he treats her right, Mrs. M?” Emily asked.
Callie sighed. “For that time period, I can see why he acts 

this way. Women were used to being taken care of.”
“What about today?”
She thought of Nick carrying her into the house after they 

went to see the boys and she was drained from the emotional 
output. Of Nick tucking her in for a nap over the school break 
every afternoon. “I think it’s nice when people take care of 
each other. We all need it sometimes--males and females.”

That got the kids going again and they debated hotly for 
ten more minutes. Callie didn’t interrupt, except to calm 
them down once or twice. Before the bell rang, she made a 
few generalizations and had just enough time to yell a quick 



goodbye. 
She watched Carter catch up to Emily. “You made a good 

Nora, Emily.”
“I did?” Emily blushed.
“Uh-huh. Do you like her?”
“Not really. I think she’s too much of a doormat.”
“Me, too. I don’t dig chicks like that.”
“Chicks? Geez, Carter.”
Dropping down into her desk chair, Callie smiled after 

they’d all filed out. This was education at its best.
After a few moments to catch her breath, she turned on her 

cell phone and saw she had a text from Nick and a voice mail 
from Ty. She clicked into the latter first.

“Mom, this is Ty. You need to come down here, to college 
right away. I don’t want to explain on the phone. Call me.”

Oh, no, what could this be? Were the boys safe? She prayed 
for them and for strength as she punched in Ty’s number. 
After the day Callie had, she was going to need more to deal 
with whatever Ty was upset about. The fact that he never 
exaggerated or over-reacted had Callie even more worried.



Chapter 11

Callie made the two hour drive to State College in ninety 
minutes. It was one of those crisp, clear upstate New York 
days where the air was frigid, snow crunched under the tires 
and the sun sparkled in vibrant rays off the hood of her car. 
There was little traffic in the late afternoon, which was good. 
She was anxious to get to her son.

Ty’s voice, usually so calm, had been panicky on the 
phone...Mom, you gotta come down...don’t bring Dad. Joe will flip out...it was a 
X.

X? As in Ecstasy? With a mother’s gut-wrenching fear and a 
woman’s determination, Callie had jumped into the car and 
raced down to the college. Alone.

Swerving into a visitor parking spot in front of their dorm, 
she drew in a deep breath to calm herself. Her son. With drugs. 
As an educator, she was savvy enough to know kids today 
used chemicals. As a mother, she hated that was true. In any 
case, she was the responsible adult in this situation and had to 
be strong. Placing a hand on her stomach, remembering Nick’s 
confession of how important the boys and she were to him, 
she longed for him to be with her. She’d wanted to call him in 
the worst way. But Ty knew the situation better than she did, 
she reminded herself. Joe is your first concern, now. The hearing’s next. 
Your pregnancy is the last thing to worry about. With that agenda in mind, 
she exited the car, hurried up the steps and was breathless 
when she reached the boys’ second floor dorm room. No loud 
music or TV sounded from inside as she knocked.

I’ll have him here by five. Ty had said. Just come. Please.
Tyler, wearing a rumpled flannel shirt and jeans and 

looking scared, yanked open the door. Bundling her up in a 



bear hug, he whispered, “Thank God you’re here.” 
“I’ll take care of everything, honey.” 
Letting her go, Tyler moved aside and she had a clear 

view of Joey, sprawled on his bed, taking up the entire length 
with his six feet of muscle. Dressed much like Ty, he sported 
headphones and a mutinous pout on his face. His eyes were 
closed. For a minute she was rocked by an image of a chubby 
ten month old Joey in denim overalls, taking wobbly steps 
toward her, grinning widely, saying “Ma...Ma...Ma...”

Oh, God, what had happened to her baby?
She crossed to the bed. Her weight as she sat down alerted 

Joe to her presence and he opened his eyes. For a minute, they 
reflected an anguish so great she was stunned by it. He was 
only nineteen. He’d been sheltered and protected all his life. 
What could possibly be so wrong?

Tugging off his headphones, letting them dangle down the 
wide expanse of his chest, she said, “Hi, buddy.”

“You shouldn’t have come.” His voice was gravelly and a 
little unsure.

Maternal instinct, which she’d depended on with the 
twins all her life, had helped her formulate a plan on the 
interminable ride down. “No? What should I have done? Sit 
home and eat bonbons when I was just told my son has drugs 
in his room?”

Joey shot a venomous look at Ty. Tyler stared him down. 
Though he was upset, her other son had an inviolable core 
honed by his faith and his love for his family.

“It’s no big deal.” Joe’s tone was surly.
“Yes, Joe, it is.”
With typical teenage bravado, he shrugged and reached to 

replace his headphones. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Callie had expected this. Her hand whipped out to intercept 

the headset and she stood. Joe’s eyebrows arched, the gesture 
identical to one of Nick’s. Joe had teasingly told her once she 
was a cream puff, and that the three of them knew exactly how 
to get around her. Time for a little Callie Casewell Muscato 
show of strength. Her son was in for an eye-opener. “Fine.” 



She turned to Ty. “Where’s his suitcase?”
Hesitating, Tyler nodded across the room. “In the closet.”
She found one of Joe’s black leather bags stashed in the back 

and dragged it out.
“What are you doing?” Joe asked, sitting up straighter.
Judging by the layout, Callie strode to the dresser nearest 

to Joe’s bed. She drew out underwear, jeans, T-shirts, and 
flannels. “Get his stuff from the bathroom, Ty, would you?” 
She sent an all-business glance at Joe’s sneakered feet, then 
returned to the closet and dragged out well-worn hiker boots. 
While there, she snagged his heavy winter parka off the rack 
and tossed it to him just as Ty returned. 

“What’re you doing, Mom?” Joe repeated, youthful 
exasperation creeping into his tone.

“You’re coming home with me.”
“What?”
“You’re coming home with me.”
“Why?”
Ty shifted from one foot to another. “Mom...do you think 

this is what you should do?”
With the haughty princess expression she’d perfected as a 

teenager herself, she silenced Tyler. Then she faced Joey, the 
boy of her heart, the child she loved, along with his brother, 
more than anything else in the world. Though she’d made 
mistakes in her life, she wasn’t going to add negligence or 
indecision to her list of transgressions. She’d never been surer 
of herself than when she said, “If you think, for one minute, 
young man, that I’m going to sit by and let this go with a 
wink, or let you work it out on your own, or chalk it up to some 
adolescent rebellion, you’re very wrong. I’m going to know 
what drugs you’re doing, why, for how long and what I can do 
to help before you set foot on this campus again. You have no 
choice in this matter.” 

Joe stared at her as if she’d turned from June Cleaver into 
Cruella DeVil. He struggled for his sullen, bad-boy look, but 
he couldn’t quite get it right. He was stunned—and scared, she 
guessed, by this side of his mother that he’d rarely seen. 



“And get this straight. When you come home, you’re to 
be respectful to your father. No cheap shots like the ones you 
took when we came down to tell you about the charges against 
him. He’s hurting and I won’t have you make it worse. Either 
talk to him and tell him what’s been eating you up, or stuff 
your feelings somewhere until you can get them out.” She 
stood even straighter. “Is that understood?”

He angled his chin, his face awash with uncertainty. “What 
if I don’t come?”

Folding her arms over her chest, she feigned surprise, 
though she’d planned for this, too. “I can’t believe you’d do 
that to me, Joey. But if you do, I’ll call the dean and tell him 
we’re withdrawing you from school. As it is, I’m going to 
notify him that you’re sick and I’ve got you home for a while.” 
She angled her head at Ty. “Tyler can get your work for you.”

 A nick on Joe’s cheek from his razor reminded her he was 
almost an adult now. But she knew she was right to handle the 
situation this way. Any show of weakness, she’d learned from 
years of working with kids, would be sudden death.

They faced each other in a standoff. Then, slowly, his 
expression grim, Joe stood, grabbed his earphones and some 
CD’s, and put on his parka.

Feeling no small amount of relief, Callie snapped the 
suitcase shut and handed it to Joe to carry. She crossed to Ty 
and enveloped him in a reassuring hug. “I’ll call you when we 
get home.”

He stepped back; his bleak expression made her heart 
clutch. “I can come, too,” he offered.

She shook her head. “No, honey, you’ve got classes.”
When Ty made a move toward his brother, Joe stopped him 

with a murderous glare. It said I’ll never forgive you for this.
Poised to intervene, Callie watched Ty take the jab, then 

shrug back his shoulders and level his chin. Though he was 
hurting, he faced his brother and said simply, “I love you, Joe.”

At Ty’s naked show of emotion, Joe’s shoulders sagged 
and his anger dimmed. Enough to comfort Ty, she hoped. She 
hated leaving him to deal with this alone, but her choices were 



limited.
Once in the car, Joe belted himself in, slouched down in the 

passenger side and buried his face in his parka. Here it came, 
a teenager freezing out his parents when he knew he was 
wrong. It was the best weapon he had in his arsenal.

Callie let it go and waited to hook Joe in and keep him 
there. The day had turned dark and cars whizzed by. After 
about ten miles, she began to talk. She disguised it as chit-chat.

“You were four months old when we got you guys. I cried 
for days just looking at you two. I couldn’t believe you were 
mine. You were smaller than Ty, did you know that? With a 
thick head of black hair and eyes darker than midnight. You’d 
lock them on me as you sucked up that bottle like there was no 
tomorrow. You’d cry when I put you down. Not Ty, he’d drift 
peacefully off to sleep, but you were a fighter, even then…

“I told your dad he could name you guys. We took a lot of 
grief for the DiMaggio and Cobb stuff. Your grandpa bought 
you your first baseball mitt. You wore it to bed. You could field 
better than high school kids when you were ten. Remember 
your junior year, you wrenched your shoulder and couldn’t 
play in the finals? I was so proud of you then--you were the 
best cheerleader the team ever had…

“Mrs. Thomas asks about you at least once a week. She 
never forgot how you kept that bully in her Home and Careers 
course from stirring up the class…”

Not knowing if he was asleep or hearing her, Callie spun 
her favorite memories of her son, hoping her words would 
wrap around him like a comforting blanket. Tears prickled 
her eyes as she recounted some of the tender moments. “I 
still have that Valentine’s heart you made me when you were 
twelve…I’ll never forget the time I was sick and you skipped 
Biology class to come home and bring me some flowers and 
see if I was all right.”

Joe straightened, then. He reached up and dug at his eyes 
with his thumb and forefinger. “Why’d you do it? Adopt us 
when you were so young? You guys were only twenty-three.”

Caught off guard by the comment, Callie covered her waist 



protectively. Reality dawned like a quick uppercut to the jaw. 
This was going to be tricky. “You know the doctors told us we 
couldn’t have any kids early on.”

“Yeah, but why’d you even try so young? You were what, 
twenty when you went to get tested?”

She nodded, cleared her throat. “It was my idea. Your dad 
had baseball. We moved four times in the Minors so I couldn’t 
go to college. I wanted a baby right away.”

“Whose fault was it?”
“Fault?”
“Yeah, who couldn’t have kids?”
Callie’s stomach somersaulted. “Infertility is almost always 

on both sides.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth, either. 
She didn’t know what she was going to tell the boys about this 
baby, but she’d deal with that crisis after this one. Still, she’d 
leave doors open if she could.

“Is that what this is all about, Joe? Being adopted?” The 
thought had never occurred to her before. She and Nick had 
tried so hard to show the boys how much they were wanted.

His teenage snort reassured her. “No. Ty and I used to 
joke about being the luckiest kids in the world to get adopted 
by you two.” Callie held her tongue, walking the familiar 
tightrope of saying enough but not pushing too hard.

About five minutes later, Joe initiated conversation for the 
first time. “How’s the case against Dad going?”

“It’s tough.” She let herself think of Nick for the first time 
since she’d decided to follow Ty’s advice and not tell him. 
“Dad’s upset over it.”

“He’s gonna be pissed at me.”
“I’m pissed at you.”
Something that might pass for a chuckle grunted out of 

Joey. “You’re all jello and pudding, Mom.”
“I meant what I said back there, Joe.”
Slouching back down into his coat, hiding like a little boy 

who thinks if he can’t see you, you can’t see him, he said, “I 
know. Look, can I go to sleep for a while? Ty and I were up all 
night.”



Poor Tyler.
“Yeah, go ahead. You’re going to need your rest, young 

man.”

o0o

Again, Nick paced the floor of the den and glanced at the 
clock. Seven. Where was his wife? The house was silent and 
the phone mocked him with its stillness. He’d texted her 
several times and left voice mail for her. There was no message 
from her on the answering machine. Or his cell. Phoebe hadn’t 
seen or heard from her. If she wasn’t home in half an hour, 
he’d call Madelyn.

Or Patterson. Damn him. Nick hadn’t seen him since he 
attacked the fuckface in his doorway that night he’d come here 
asking for Callie. Brazen and unapologetic, he’d left messages 
here too, whenever he couldn’t get Callie on her cell. Nick’s 
blood pressure shot up. What would Patterson do when he 
found out she was pregnant? He’d use it to his advantage to 
take her away from Nick for good.

Unless we don’t tell him the child is his.
Nick didn’t know where the thought came from, but it was 

there, fully formed by his unconscious mind searching for a 
way to keep things together. To keep Callie. But he couldn’t 
think about it too long.

Where the hell was she?
Relief came quickly when he heard noise in the kitchen; 

she’d come in from the garage. And she wasn’t alone.
He marched out of the den. When he saw Joey was with her, 

alarm bells went off inside him. Something was wrong. His 
gaze flew to Callie’s haggard face. “What’s happened?”

“I drove down to get Joey after school.”
He studied his son. Eyes downcast, Joey kicked the toe of 

his sneaker against the suitcase. “Are you sick?” Nick asked.
 Silence.
“No, he’s not.” Callie assumed her no-nonsense teacher 

voice. “Tyler called me at school today and said he’d found 
some Ecstasy in their bathroom. It was Joe’s. I drove down to 



State College and since our son wouldn’t discuss it, I brought 
him home with me.”

“You did this by yourself? Why didn’t you call me?”
Joe rounded on Nick, a cub defending his mother. “Don’t 

yell at her. This isn’t her fault.”
Nick didn’t think his tone was accusatory--in truth he was 

worried about her driving in the snow and shouldering the 
burden of Joey’s actions alone. “I’m not yelling at her.”

Giving Nick a disgusted look, Joe shook his head, spat out, 
“I’m going to my room,” and stomped out of the kitchen.

Callie’s shoulders sagged as soon as Joe was gone. She 
leaned against the counter and closed her eyes. With her coat 
still on, she buried her face in her hands.

“Callie?”
Finally she looked up at him. “Tell me you’re not mad I did 

it like this, please.”
“Of course I’m not mad. I’m confused. Why didn’t you call 

me? I would have gone with you.”
“Ty thought it best I come alone.” 
As he heard her explanation, the pain of parental 

inadequacy ripped through him. He struggled to get past it. 
“You were right to go. And to bring him home.” He crossed 
to her. Close up, she seemed like a fragile flower wilting. The 
skin beneath her eyes was shadowed and translucent. He 
unbuttoned her coat, then he eased it off her, took her bag and 
tossed both on the chair. “Come on, sit down.”

“In a minute. I’ve got to call David, and Tyler.”
Nick’s pulse spiked. “David? Is Joey in legal trouble?”
“No, no. Something happened today. With Tiffany. Oh, Nick 

I hope I haven’t screwed things up.”
“What do you mean?”
In a weary, I’ve-had-too-much-to-deal-with voice, she told 

him about her encounter with Tiffany. 
“Cal, what else could you have done?” 
She shrugged.
“You’ve had quite a day.”
“Yeah, I guess.”



“Did you eat anything?”
“No, I’m not hungry.” 
“Go call Ty and David.”
Still wearing her boots and suit, she went to the phone. 

Nick felt a tug of quiet possessiveness for his wife. Bad move, 
he knew, given what they faced. But he couldn’t help the 
emotions she elicited in him even after she’d betrayed him.

He kept an eye on her as she made the calls. From the fridge 
he took out eggs, ham and the sharp cheddar cheese she liked. 
When she was finished and sat down, he slid a plate with a 
steaming omelet and hot buttered toast in front of her.

“Nick, I--”
“You’ve got to eat.” Struggling to keep his tone neutral, his 

voice was raw even to his own ears. “Not only for yourself.” 
Jesus, where had that come from?

The color drained from her face; her eyes glistened. And 
Nick knew his wife was on the edge. But she forced herself to 
eat. He joined her at the table and sipped his drink.

“David said I did the right thing.”
“With Tif?”
“Uh-huh.” Fork poised before her mouth, she stared off into 

space seeing something else. “We’ve got to concentrate on Joe 
now.”

“It was right to bring him home,” he reiterated. “We’ll get to 
the bottom of this.”

“I know.”
“I’ll go up in minute.” He rolled his shoulders to ease the 

weight of parental concern. “I think one of us should be with 
him at all times. We’ve got to anchor him.”

“I agree. No phone or contact with other kids, either. His 
cell was on the dresser and I slipped it into my purse. We don’t 
know where he got this stuff.” Her face darkened. “Oh, Nick. 
Joey? With drugs?”

He grasped her hand. It was cold. “We don’t know the 
extent of it. Let’s not panic until we do.”

Nodding, she stared at him.
“Now eat. After you’re done, go lie down. You’re dead on 



your feet.”
She paled even more. 
“What is it?”
“I’m going to have to move into our bedroom like I did 

when the boys were home over Christmas.”
Closing his eyes briefly, Nick remembered that school break 

and how he was forced to watch her come from the shower 
warm and pink, brush her heavy hair at the vanity, wear a 
silky nightgown—and not be able to touch her.

Her face grew sadder. “I know you’re still furious at me, 
but we have to put up a good front.” Her voice strengthened, 
the mother in her surfacing. “I think you may be right. This 
animosity of Joey’s might have something to do with us.”

Stifling his own concern, he traced the rim of his glass with 
his finger.

“I know you don’t want to be with me, Nick, but--”
“It’s not that.” His grin was self-effacing. “More like I’m 

afraid to be with you.”
She put down her fork. “Because of what happened on the 

couch before my parents interrupted us?” They would have 
made love if her father hadn’t come in. But there had been no 
repeat of the physical closeness again.

He nodded.
“I’m not sorry about that. I do feel bad about afterwards.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t handle your father better. It’s hard to hear 

him say those things now. And Patterson’s calling the house 
phone kills me.” He heard the bitter regret in his own voice. “If 
he’s this pushy now, because he slept with you, when he finds 
out about the--” Still, he couldn’t say it. The word made her 
condition too much of a reality, like saying you had a terminal 
illness.

They stared at each other, overcome by the hopelessness of 
their situation, both knowing they’d made a host of mistakes.

Finally Nick broke the silence. “This isn’t helping either 
of us. While I go talk to Joe, you move back in the bedroom.” 
He gave her a trumped up smile. “We’ll manage. Joe’s our 
primary concern now. Let’s put everything else on hold.”



Reaching over, he brushed her cheek with his knuckles. It 
was so silky smooth, so feminine it made his insides ache with 
longing. She leaned into his hand and closed her eyes as if to 
savor his touch, too. She was one tough lady, but she needed 
him now. So did his son.

This time, he wouldn’t let them down.



Chapter 12

Working as a team, Nick and Callie planned a strategy to 
protect their son, elicit information from him, and let him 
know he was loved. Far into the night, on their king-size bed, 
they outlined their game plan, like two world-weary coaches 
ganging up on a rookie.

At nine am on Tuesday, Nick ran the first play.
Dressed in shorts and T-shirt, ready for a surly retort, he 

hovered over Joe’s bed. Last night, the boy had refused to talk. 
Today, Nick was calling the shots. “Time to get up, kid.” 

Joey groaned and buried his face in a mountain of pillows. 
It took Nick ten minutes to get him up, and--still in the sweats 
he’d worn to bed--hustle him downstairs to the exercise room.

Nick adjusted the weights on the universal machine he and 
Joe had picked out with the same care of parents buying a crib. 
“What do you wanna start with?”

Insolently, Joe leaned against the door frame, his arms 
folded over his chest, his mouth a sullen slash in his face. 
“Nothing.”

“I’ll use the bench press first since I’m warmed up. Jump on 
the treadmill for a few minutes. It’ll get your blood pumping.”

Joe stayed where he was. Nick grunted as he raised the bar. 
“You still at two hundred?” No answer. “I guess not. Drugs 
decrease your fitness. You probably can’t even lift half that.”

When Joe’s back stiffened, Nick stifled a chuckle. Were 
all his species alike? A quick blow to the ego and they were 
caught. Nick had used the ploy on his baseball team many 
times.

Finally, Joe crossed to the free weights.
“No, Joe, you’ll strain a muscle. Warm up. If we let you play 



ball in the spring, you don’t wanna get hurt now.” The threat 
hung between them as he meant it to. He hoped Joe also read 
the opportunity to make amends between the lines.

Still sulking, Joey got on the treadmill.
The morning followed the same pattern. Nick egged Joey 

on. Joe eventually succumbed. Surreptitiously Nick monitored 
him and was relieved to see only a minor drop in his son’s 
fitness level. He couldn’t be into anything too bad. Yet.

Nick ordered the boy to shower while he cooked a huge 
breakfast--all Joe’s favorites. Even to Nick, the spicy hash and 
crisp home fries were irresistible. To an adolescent with the 
appetite of a lumberjack, Joe didn’t stand a chance.

“How many drugs have you done?” he asked after Joey had 
eaten.

“None of your business.”
“Anything stronger than X?”
A maddening silence.
Cool as the star pitcher he’d been, Nick hunched over and 

braced his arms on the table. Nose-to-nose with his son, he 
noticed Joe’s shoulders were almost as wide as his. “You can 
try to freeze me out all you want, buddy, but it ain’t gonna 
work. I didn’t make you tell me what bug’s up your ass about 
me, but this is a whole new playing field.” He stood. “And I’m 
in charge.”

At two o’clock, Callie came home to relieve Nick so he 
could go to work. Joey fumed. “Are you two babysitting me?”

With motherly affection, she kissed his cheek. “Yep. Give 
me a few minutes to change. Then we’ll leave.”

“Where we going?”
“You’ll see.”
A half hour later they were at the mall. She stopped in the 

Nautica section of Kingston’s Department Store. Fingering a 
soft wool sweater she said, “Hmm, this red would go great 
with your coloring, Joe.”

Her son pretended disinterest, but he eyed the clothes. Like 
Nick, they were a weakness of his.

“Oh, and look at this shirt. It’d be classy with the black 



stripe across the chest, don’t you think?”
“I guess.”
She measured the garment against him. With real emotion, 

not the happiness she’d been feigning, she said, “I remember 
buying you size two toddlers. How’d you get so big?”

He swallowed hard.
When she turned to find the check out, he grasped her arm. 

“Wait, aren’t you getting anything for Ty?”
Ah…this was the boy she’d raised, peeking out of the 

rebellious teenager he’d become. Through the years, she’d 
heard a hundred similar reminders: let’s get Ty this CD...Ty 
would love pants like this, too…those are Ty’s favorite cookies, 
Mom...

Over spicy fajitas, she took their plan to the next stage. “Tell 
me some of your silly jokes.”

Joe toyed with the straw of his Dr. Pepper.
Reaching over the table, she squeezed his hand. Nick had 

once told her she could charm the spots off a leopard when she 
tried. With her son today, she tried. “Come on, honey. There 
hasn’t been a lot of laughter in my life lately.”

As she’d hoped, Joe relented. “What do they call a blonde in 
the freezer?”

Callie shrugged at the familiar topic of humor, always 
aimed at her.

“Frosted flakes.” He smiled. “Why didn’t the blonde like 
making Kool-Aid?”

“Why?”
“Because she couldn’t get the eight cups of water in the 

little package.”
Four blonde jokes later, Callie begged for mercy.
On the way home, when he was mellow from the bribery 

of good food, laughter and focused motherly attention, she 
pounced. “Are you drinking, too, Joe?”

Silence.
“How much?”
Silence again.
That night, when Joey had finally gone to sleep, Callie 



flopped onto their bed discouraged. Nick was taking his turn 
in the bathroom, after she’d showered and changed into a 
teal silk nightshirt. Last night she’d been too exhausted to 
absorb the fact that she was sleeping here again. Tonight, 
she reveled in the cocoon of her own space, their private 
getaway. Painted a slate blue with white trim, it was the size 
of a huge hotel room, with two walk-in closets, a bathroom 
of spa-like proportions with a Jacuzzi, a teak wall unit with 
a stereo, bookshelves, a big-screen TV and even a stocked 
refrigerator. The skylights, the double doors out to a balcony 
that overlooked the Cameron River did indeed allow them to 
escape the harried world of raising kids and the pressure of 
teaching school.

A few minutes later, Nick came out of the bathroom dressed 
in navy sweatpants and nothing else. “What a day.” He 
stretched out beside her and closed his eyes.

“He wouldn’t let me in.”
“Me, either. Did he say anything at all?”
“Yeah, but not about the drugs.”
“Well, at least he talked to you.”
“That’s something. Like working out with you. He could 

have just refused.”
Nick chuckled. “Pure male ego kept him from doing that.”
“Good thing you’re so well acquainted with it.”
The room was lit only with a small lamp in the corner. Its 

glow cast faint shadows over Nick’s face. His beard looked 
scratchy from Callie’s vantage point about three feet away, on 
the pillow next to him.

He opened one eye. “Is that an insult?”
“Just a statement of fact.”
“If I wasn’t so exhausted, I’d tickle you as punishment.”
“You slept well last night.”
“So did you.”
Neither spoke of how, after they’d crashed at one a.m., 

they’d awakened with their bodies back to back, seeking each 
other’s comfort in the night. Though consciously Nick avoided 
her, his unconscious was apparently not in sync with his 



waking mind.
Callie turned onto her stomach. She winced when her 

breasts squashed into the mattress; quickly she eased back to 
her side. Nick thought of Bobby, who now that he’d started 
talking, was using him as a veritable sounding board...

My favorite time was when Phoebe was pregnant...I used to study her body 
every night to see the changes...she loved talking about being pregnant...used to 
call me at work to tell me every little difference she saw that morning...

Nick thought about Callie, not having a man to share the 
wonders of pregnancy with and--because of him and the secret 
they needed to guard--not being allowed to tell her best friend 
or her mother. She kept the wonders of the event to herself for 
him. 

Crooking his arm and resting his head on his hand, he 
reached down inside himself for the young boy who would 
have walked though fire for her all those years ago. “Are they 
noticeable, the changes in you?”

Shock widened her eyes. “Um, yeah.”
Gently, he placed his palm on her breastbone and spread his 

fingers wide.
“They’re bigger.”
“Yes.”
“Hurt?”
“Tender.” She smiled sheepishly. “Itchy.”
He moved his hand to the left. Cupped her there. Her 

breasts were full, already preparing for the child that grew 
within her. For a minute, he allowed the miracle of it to fill him 
with joy.

Closing her eyes, she moaned. “That feels so good.”
Silently, afraid to break the spell, he transferred his hand to 

the other breast and massaged her.
Then he trailed his knuckles down her midriff, stopping at 

her waist, unable to go further. “You still seem flat here.”
A grin tugged at her lips. “It’s a little curved. You can tell 

when I’m naked.”
Sneaking his hand inside her nightshirt, he rubbed his 

knuckles over her bare ribcage. Callie purred like a kitten. He 
remembered the first time he touched her intimately in the 



car when she was sixteen. She’d been shocked by the feeling 
a man could arouse in a woman. Though it was twenty-five 
years later, that same reaction was on her face. Tonight, as 
then, he was bombarded by a need to give to her.

“What else?” he whispered. “Dr. Corrigan said your back 
might hurt even though you haven’t gained weight. Does it?”

“A little.” Her eyes remained closed. “She said it’s because 
of all the cells dividing back there.”

“Turn over. I’ll rub it.”
She inched to her side. Hiking up her shirt, he massaged 

her lower back. Then her shoulders. Never in his whole life 
had anything felt so good. He kept up the sensual ministration 
until her breathing evened out. Switching off the light, he 
tugged her to him, then pulled a heavy quilt over them.

They slept.

o0o

The next day there was more of the same with Joey.
Nick waited until eleven to get his son in gear, knowing 

sleep was a balm for the teenage soul as well as the body. 
Again at Joe’s bedroom door, he said, “Grandpa wants to see 
you.”

Joey looked up from the bed. The boy’s eyes lit with 
pleasure before he summoned his anger. “Does he know?”

“About the drugs?”
High color flamed Joe’s cheeks. Embarrassment for bad 

behavior was good.
“Hell no. He’d want to beat the shit out of you. Didn’t I ever 

tell you about the time I came home drunk after my junior 
prom? Grandpa threatened to yank me off the baseball team if 
I ever did it again.”

Joe bit back a smile.
Seeing it, sensing weakness in the batter, he threw his son a 

curve. “You into alcohol, too?”
No answer.
Nick shrugged. “Be ready in ten minutes.”
At Nick’s request, his father didn’t ask Joe any questions 



about why he was home because Nick asked him not to. The 
three generations of Muscato men sat at his kitchen table and 
ate meatball sandwiches drenched in marinara sauce and 
discussed the upcoming baseball season. No one mentioned 
that Nick wouldn’t be coaching the high school team, or that 
Joey might not be participating at college. Afterwards, they 
played a slow game of pool in the basement, then Joey helped 
his grandpa clean squid for a dish he was trying out. They left 
in time for Nick to get to work.

On the way home, Nick tried again. 
“Remember when you and Tyler disappeared for a day the 

summer before your freshman year in high school?”
“Yeah.”
“Mom and I didn’t let you out of the house again until you 

told us you were at the lake with those girls.”
“I’m not thirteen, Dad.”
“No? Then act like a man and talk to me.”
Silence once again.
But just before they reached home, Joe spoke. “I don’t do 

much alcohol. Some whiskey on the weekends.” He sighed 
like an exasperated little boy. “I don’t even like how it tastes.”

Pulling into the driveway, Nick faced his son. “You think 
you’re dependent on it?”

“No.”
“That’s good to hear.”
Callie thought so too, later, in their room again.
She’d done her stint with Joe by fixing him homemade 

turkey soup, getting him to help her with her school work and 
watching an old Three Stooges movie with him.

As if keeping up the contentious front took too much 
energy, Joe asked her how he’d catch up at college after 
missing all his classes. She’d let him call Ty, who promised 
he’d bring Joe his assignments on the weekend. Callie hid 
a smile at how Joey dragged out the conversation, sneakily 
touching base with the brother he was used to seeing daily. 
The most effective discipline technique for both boys when 
they were little had been separating them. The animosity he 



felt for Ty had evaporated in light of more serious issues Joe 
faced.

“I think we’re ahead,” Nick joked later that night, after he 
related the alcohol discussion. “Parents two, kid zero.”

“Finally. I was beginning to wonder if we were on the 
right track.” Across the room, Nick had been staring out the 
window, lost in thought. When he turned, he looked tired but 
sexy as hell wearing only black flannel boxers.

“We’re making progress, babe.” The way he watched her 
told her he was not just talking about Joey. After a moment, 
he crossed to his dresser, opened a drawer and pulled out a 
brown paper bag. “I bought you something today.”

Handing her the bag, he sat down next to her on the edge of 
the mattress. Callie pulled out the contents. When she saw the 
books, she was stunned. The First Nine Months of Life: A Guide to Prenatal 
Development. And How Is Your Body Changing?

Too moved to speak, she just stared at him. Though his dark 
eyes were sad, there was something lighter about the set of his 
shoulders and chin.

In the dim light of the bedroom, he said softly, “I feel bad 
you can’t share this with anybody. Well, not him, but Phoebe, or 
your mother.” He swallowed hard. “Me, especially.” His hands 
fisted and he looked at the ceiling. “God this is hard.”

She grasped his arm. “Nick, you don’t have to--”
“No, let me finish. At least you can read about it. I know 

you wouldn’t buy the books because it would hurt me to see 
you with them, so I got them for you.”

Willing back tears, Callie whispered, “Oh, Nicky. I can’t 
believe you’d do this for me.”

He angled himself to face her and reached out. Threaded 
his hand in her hair. Leaned over and brushed her lips with 
his. The books slipped down, forming a barrier between her 
husband’s body and hers.

She didn’t care. She kissed him back with all the love she 
felt for him.

o0o



On Thursday, Nick dragged Joe to work with him because 
Callie had a meeting after school.

“I’m not a freakin’ baby,” he’d shouted at his father when 
Nick told him he had to go along.

Nick held back a victory grin; Joey was practically stomping 
his feet and turning red-faced like he had as a kid, when kept 
from crossing the street alone. Nick could sense his son’s 
weakening and took shameless advantage. “Then stop acting 
like one. Tell us what we wanna know so we can figure out the 
best way to help you; then you can have all the freedom you 
want. In the meantime, them’s the breaks, kid.”

Joey had pouted all the way to the Center but pulled 
himself together, as Nick hoped he would, when the younger 
kids arrived. They all played baseball, and Joey loosened up. 
As he watched his son laugh with Jackie Conklin and tease 
Krissy Campbell until she blushed, Nick yearned for the 
simpler days when Joey had helped him conduct a summer 
baseball camp for youngsters. When he thought his father was 
a hero.

After the kids left, Nick threw Joe a basketball. “Come on, 
boy, how about a little one-on-one?”

Joe glared at him but, again, his macho genes prevailed. 
“All right, old man.”

Not losing a beat, Nick jogged to center court, faked to the 
left then cut to the right, scoring easily.

Joe dribbled circles around Nick and scored, too.
Nick took a three pointer from half-court.
Lightning quick, Joe whizzed by for a fast lay-up.
At the end, both were sucking in air and covered with 

sweat. The score was tied.
Full of Muscato pride, Joe tromped over to his father and 

shoved the ball at him hard. “I’m in as good shape as you.”
“Can’t be you been doin’ too much X, then.”
Angry, Joe turned away. 
Nick grabbed his arm and wrenched him around. “Have 

you?”
Silence.



“Have you?”
“No,” Joe shot back, the armor of teenage stubbornness 

finally pierced. “I do some pot, is all. The X was Sandra’s idea. 
I only took a couple.”

“Dumb, Joey, really dumb. You know how that shit fries 
your brains.”

“All right! I know it was dumb.”
“Just remember if you want to make it in pro ball, you gotta 

stay clean.”
This time, Joe’s silence grew out of surprise. “I never said I 

wanted to play pro ball. I’m not as good as you were.”
“You’re every bit as good as I was. In some ways, better. But 

I didn’t do anything to shoot myself in the foot. Next time you 
pop some X, remember that.”

Joey was subdued on the way home. Not sulky-subdued. 
Thoughtful-subdued. He turned in early, giving Callie and 
Nick a chance to catch up on their strategy. 

The edge to victory came the next night, Friday, at six 
o’clock, when Tyler sauntered through the front door. With 
him he brought a grin and all of Joe’s assignments.

Like a child cooped up with the chicken pox, Joe greeted 
Tyler warmly. On the pretext of showing Ty the clothes they’d 
bought him, the boys disappeared into Ty’s room. They came 
downstairs at nine o’clock.

Joe dropped down next to his mother on the couch in the 
den where Nick and Callie were watching TV. Tyler smiled as 
he sat close to his dad.

Legs spread, hands linked between his bent knees, Joe 
stared at the floor and spoke in halting sentences. “I don’t 
have a problem...at least I don’t think I do...but like I told you, 
I drink, and I’ve gotten into pot pretty heavy. The X was new, 
I swear.” He glanced over at his mother. “I’ll go see Reilly, the 
counselor on campus. He’s supposed to be pretty good.”

Callie leaned back and sighed. “All right. But we should 
talk to him, too.”

“I can go down Monday morning,” Nick offered. “Meet 
with him personally.”



Sheepish and contrite, Joe spoke from the heart. “I wanna 
stay in school. I wanna play ball. Maybe I do need help.”

Biting back emotion, Callie scooted over and kissed her 
son’s cheek. Like he had when he was little and sick, he 
burrowed into her embrace.

But he made no move toward Nick. 
Callie’s heart broke as she watched her husband wait, 

naked longing on his face. When Joe didn’t approach him, 
Nick swallowed back his disappointment, got up and crossed 
to his son. Placing a hand on Joe’s shoulder, he said, “I’m 
proud of you, Joe.”

Joey went very still. “Thanks.”
It was agreed the boys would drive back on Sunday so that 

the next day they could spend some family time together.

o0o

On Saturday morning, across the table over another mouth-
watering breakfast of puffy-as-clouds Belgian waffles and 
heated maple syrup, Callie rolled her eyes at her family. The 
boys poked and prodded each other, squabbling like five-year-
olds, with their mouths full, about what they were going to do 
today.

As he had many times in the past, Nick refereed. “Enough. 
You can each pick an activity, just like when you were little.”

“Ice skating on our pond,” Ty proclaimed. Callie knew he’d 
been making an effort to be cheerful and fun. His smiles and 
good humor had helped to soothe their family strife.

“A horror movie tonight.” Joe grinned at Callie. “We can 
scare the crap out of Mom.”

Nick joined their side, again an established pattern of 
ganging up on the girl in the family. “Only if you guys sit next 
to her.” He then launched into a story about her behavior at 
Alien that had them all chuckling.

By the time they met at the pond, on a back part of their 
property, everybody’s spirits were high. The last to put on her 
skates, Callie lolled on the bench alone, remembering the night 
before, when the boys left for a movie. She’d thrown herself 



into Nick’s arms and hugged him… 
“I feel like we’ve pulled off a minor miracle,” he’d 

whispered into her hair. 
After a moment, she’d drawn back. “Think there are any 

more of those up your sleeve? One for me, maybe?”
He hadn’t drawn away. “I don’t know, babe. Maybe…”
“Come on, Mom, you’re just staring at your skates. Get the 

lead out.” This from Joe as he whizzed by, his blades grating 
into the smooth ice. Already, the ten degree weather had 
colored his ears pink.

“Put your hat on,” she yelled back.
Fat puffs of vapor escaped his lips as he grumbled, 

“Mothers!”
Callie reached for her skates.
“Allow me.” Nick glided up to her, dropped to one knee 

and tugged off her boots; he laced her skates. 
The afternoon was magical. Ty and Callie skated arm and 

arm, chatting about how he was handling things. He vowed 
he was cool and to concentrate on Joe. Then the boys raced the 
length of the pond. As crystalline snowflakes fluttered around 
them, bathing them in healing fun, she watched Nick and Ty 
compete in jumps. At one point Ty fell on his rear, which made 
Callie laugh out loud. The sound tinkled through crisp, see-
your-breath air, and Nick shot her a look saying, That’s good to 
hear.

The sun was low when Callie decided to take one last solo 
skate around the perimeter. As she glided along, picking up 
speed, she was lost in thoughts of when the twins were little 
and they’d taught them to skate and ski.

Which was why she didn’t see the bump in the ice.
She was upon it before she could reduce her speed. Athletic 

herself, she knew how to fall and took the tumble to the 
ground relaxed and easy. Still, her shoulder and hip were 
jarred.

“Oh, God, no.” The loud, masculine protest roared from 
across the ice. Nick was at her side in seconds. Kneeling down, 
his face had drained of its healthy color. “Don’t move.”



“Nick I’m fine.”
“Don’t move!”
She cocked her head at him questioningly. 
From gritted teeth, he said, “Falls aren’t good for--”
Before she could internalize the meaningful remark, the 

boys skated over. Ty asked, “Mom, you okay?”
“Uh-huh. I just wasn’t watching where I was going.” 
“Don’t get up yet.” Nick’s voice was hoarse with worry, 

causing Joe to send Tyler a What’s with him? look.
“Dad’s always panicky with us like this.” Easing up, she 

dusted the snow off her arms and knees. “I, however, am cool 
in a crisis.”

Nick’s dark eyes assessed her. She reached out to grasp his 
arm. “I’m fine, Nick. I barely got jarred.” 

“Go get Mom’s boots, Ty. Joey, I brought a thermos. Pour 
her some hot chocolate and bring it over.”

When the kids took off on the keeping-busy errands, Nick 
reached out his hand. With gentle awe, he covered her tummy 
with his big masculine palm. The protectiveness of the gesture, 
and its significance, made Callie’s throat clog. 

“Are you sure you’re all right?” He pressed lightly. Through 
the layers of clothing between them, she felt his touch right to 
her nerve endings.

She covered his hand with hers. “We’re fine.”
Later that night, after dinner and the movie, when the kids 

were settled in the den munching popcorn and watching a 
reality show, Nick drew Callie close in the center of their bed. 
“You scared the shit out of me today.”

Cuddling into him, she smiled. “Pregnant women are 
tougher than you think. First, I didn’t fall hard. I was hardly 
even jostled. Second, miscarriages come with cramping and 
blood. It’s been five hours and no sign of either.”

He soothed his hand down her hair. “How do you know 
this?” 

“For one thing, I read those books you bought me. But 
Phoebe had a miscarriage between Mellie and Matt and we 
researched it then.”



“I forgot about that.”
“I would have thought you’d be glad if…” She couldn’t 

finish the phrase.
He didn’t say anything for a long time. Then he spoke in a 

hushed confessional-like voice. “Something’s changing, Cal.” 
His pause was heavy with meaning. “I can’t put it into words 
yet.”

“I can wait,” Callie whispered.
Her last thought before she fell asleep was that maybe he 

did have another minor miracle up his sleeve.



Chapter 13

“I know this is hard, Tiffany. But you have to speak up. We 
can’t hear you.”

Like a child given a gentle reprimand, Tiffany wrung her 
hands and lifted a wide-eyed gaze to her attorney. Her breath 
hitched as she stared out, almost blindly. She avoided Nick’s 
gaze, Callie’s stare, anyone’s direct looks. Stone-faced, Nick 
listened to the repulsive details of his supposed seduction. It 
was enough to make any decent man’s stomach turn. 

Kenneth Kane, the hearing officer, nodded to her 
sympathetically. The stenographer, a woman of about fifty, 
kept her eyes on the machine. From where he sat at the 
prosecution’s table, the superintendent looked down at a 
yellow legal pad. Nobody wanted to meet anybody’s eyes 
during this horrific testimony.

With a haunted expression, Tiffany threw back her 
shoulders, sending her long blond ponytail bouncing behind 
her. “I said he...he...told me to get on my knees, in the athletic 
office. After he locked the door.” Her voice quivered. “Between 
his legs...I...I’d never done that before and I was scared.”

Next to Tiffany, Patricia Wren appeared stark in her black 
suit and beige blouse, her hair in a tight knot at her neck. “It’s 
okay, Tiffany. Take a minute to compose yourself.”

Again, Tiffany’s gaze dropped, as if looking for answers 
in the parquet floor of the school’s administration building. 
“He called me love,” she got out haltingly, “...and I thought 
everything was going to be okay.” Her huge blue eyes filled. 
“But then he told me to put it…to do things…I didn’t want to 
do.”

“I think we have the picture for this.”



While she uttered the awful accusations, Nick sat perfectly 
straight, staring at Tiffany, maintaining a lethal calmness he 
didn’t feel. Only his fingers, nervously twisting his wedding 
band--which he’d put back on today--betrayed his angst.

Don’t look away, David had told him. Force yourself to focus on her. 
Be calm, but let your reactions show--especially the disgust, and you will feel 
disgust, Nick. It’ll be bad.

It had passed bad an hour ago. What Nick heard was sick 
perversion that battered his father’s heart and his teacher’s 
soul. He’d seen a lot of seedy things in the amoral world of 
professional baseball, but this took slime to a whole new level.

“He touched me everywhere, he hurt me…”
As her testimony continued, the ugly scenarios worsened. 

At one particularly lurid description, Nick lowered his head 
and dug his thumb and forefinger into his eyes. Then he forced 
himself to look back up. Tears coursed down Tiffany’s cheeks, 
tiny rivers of pain making tracks across her youthful skin.

He thought of his wife, sitting directly behind him. Last 
time he glanced back, Callie had her hands clasped in her 
lap when Tiffany began to cry. She’d cherished Tiffany like 
one of her own babies, nurtured her though four years of 
adolescence, and it would be hard not to comfort the girl. 
David had told her to stay in control, warned them both about 
the method of presentation. She’ll say it like Nick did it. Just remember he 
didn’t.

“Tell us now about the first time you had intercourse. It 
was September second, the charges say. And you went to the 
Outskirts Motel on the edge of town?”

Tiffany giggled nervously, as out of place at this ghastly 
hearing as it would be at a funeral. Her hands fluttered to her 
throat, to finger the gold chain with a heart on the end that she 
always wore. “He said he wanted me on a real bed. It would 
be like we were...m-married. That was the first time he called 
me--” she swallowed hard “--by her name.”

The lawyer stilled. She angled her head, as if hearing 
something for the first time. Everyone in the room seemed to 
hold their collective breath. “Her name. Whose?”



Tiffany stared over Wren’s shoulder. For several seconds, 
she frowned, as if seeing something else, as if going 
somewhere else, then shuddered and shriveled back into the 
seat. In a broken whisper, she asked, “What did you ask?”

Wren cleared her throat. “Whose name did he call you?”
“Who?”
“Mr. Muscato.”
Giggling again, Tiffany’s eyes cleared and she focused on 

Callie. “Oh, by hers, you know, his wife’s. Mrs. Muscato--
Caro--Callie.”

“Did he call you this name all the time?”
Nick cringed. Though he knew this part of her accusation, 

hearing it aloud was creepy. He had to consciously make 
himself breathe through these snippets of testimony. 

But Tiffany’s next words pumped air back into his lungs. 
“I--it--was my first time. You know...having sex...”

Because Nick remembered something. He’d walked out to 
the backyard when Callie and Tiffany were sitting on the side 
of their pool on a sweltering summer afternoon nearly two 
years ago playfully dangling their feet in the water...Brad’s been 
pressuring me, Mrs. M. he heard Tiffany tell his wife. I wanted to do it, 
but I thought about what you said about waiting. Then a few months later 
Callie told him the two teens had indeed done the deed, which 
she wished hadn’t happened, but couldn’t find fault because 
she and Nick had made love in high school. That had led to a 
bout of playful, adult lovemaking…

Obviously, Tiffany was making this part up. Her lie 
loosened the cold knot in Nick’s stomach. But an hour later, 
Nick’s heartbeat kicked into wind sprint mode when Patricia 
Wren asked Tiffany about the December 13th contact--when 
Callie was away.

“He...he made me take off all my clothes...he put her 
sweater on me...told me I’d been a bad girl and made me lay 
across his lap and spanked me...”

Nick shook his head and closed his eyes. What kind of 
monster would do this to a young girl? In a frightened tinny 
voice, she finished the appalling description. Behind him, he 



heard a moan. Instinctively, he shifted to see if Callie was all 
right.

Her face was ashen; she’d folded her hands over her mouth, 
like she about to be sick. The convulsive working of her throat 
told him she was struggling not to cry. Suddenly, he was afraid 
to see what was in her eyes when she turned them on him, not 
sure, amidst the pummeling of Tiffany’s words, that he could 
withstand a blow of doubt.

But he had to know, so he met his wife’s gaze. What he saw 
there made him able to listen to David’s cross examination

 Dramatically, his brother held up the infamous diary. “This 
is your diary, right, Tiffany?”

“Yes.”
“Why did you keep a record of all that happened to you? It 

isn’t very pleasant to remember, is it?”
“No.” She straightened and tugged on the ends of her hair. 

“I don’t know why I did it.”
“Is there a reason you didn’t use names?”
“Names?”
“You never mention Mr. Muscato’s name.”
“Oh. I...wanted to protect him.”
“Why? You say he did horrible things to you.”
“I...I love him.” The stammer was accompanied by darting 

eyes, fluttery hands, bitten lips.
“What did you erase on these pages?”
“Erase?
“Yes. It looks like some headings are erased.”
Her face blanked. Almost eerily, as if she were transported 

somewhere else. Then she said, “I don’t remember erasing 
anything.”

“Not even dates that would prove Mr. Muscato was 
elsewhere?”

The other lawyer objected and Kenneth Kane told David 
not to lead the witness.

“Did Mrs. Muscato help you to apply for colleges?”
Tiffany shot a guilty glance at Callie, who was sitting stiffly 

behind Nick. “Yes.”



“What are you going to major in?”
“Creative writing.”
David’s brows arched; he pivoted so the officer could see 

it. “So, you like to make up stories? Do you write them down, 
too, as if they’d happened?”

“Sometimes.”
“Like this one?” Again, he waved the diary in front of her.
“I didn’t make this up.”
Once again, David switched gears quickly and produced 

the note Nick had allegedly left her. He told Nick he planned 
to hammer the officer with possibilities. “This is a sheet of 
your stationery isn’t it, Tiffany? One that came off a pad.”

“Yes. It’s got my name on it.”
“Did you ever leave it at the Muscato’s house?”
“No. I’m careful with my things.”
Crossing to the table, he produced a notebook. “Is this 

yours?”
Tiffany nodded. “It’s my English notebook. I lost it weeks 

ago.”
“Mrs. Muscato will testify later that she found it under her 

den couch. Could you have left it there?”
“Maybe.”
“And how about these?” He held up a pair of pink sneakers 

from the table. “Are these yours?”
Tiffany nodded.
“We found these in the Muscato family room. You left these 

there, too, didn’t you?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you sure that you never left stationery lying around, 

so that Mr. Muscato might have scribbled something on a page 
without seeing the pad was yours? Say a note to his wife?”

Flushed, she shook her head, the ponytail bouncing its 
objection. “No, he wrote the note to me and left it in my 
locker.”

“Is your name on the note? Is it addressed to you?”
“No...” Tiffany broke down, choking out breathless sobs.
David gave his assent to the district’s lawyer to take a 



twenty minute break. 
When they reconvened, he tackled Tiffany’s credibility. 

He started with the dates, asking about the five instances she 
couldn’t label with a time. He also went after her absences. 
Callie had remembered that on one of the dates Tiffany was 
listed as absent--supposedly overwrought by what Nick had 
done to her--she’d actually skipped school and gone shopping 
with Lisa Rossi. David had let hang in the air that she wasn’t 
too traumatized to have bought a new suede jacket that day.

Nick could tell that the testimony about sex had been the 
hardest part for David to cross examine. His brother had said 
he didn’t know what he would do if somebody did this to his 
daughter. So, as gently as he could, David cross examined that 
part of her story. “Did you tell Mrs. Muscato that you’d slept 
with Brad Fontaine?”

Tiffany’s chin came up and her eyes went cold. Did the girl 
actually think Callie wouldn’t reveal these details? “I did sleep 
with him. After I did it with Nick.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t a year and a half ago, just after you 
turned sixteen?”

“No, it wasn’t, I told you...”
“But you have slept with Brad? Often, right?”
“I guess.”
“How many guys have you slept with in the last year?”
“Just two. Brad and him…Nick.”
Quietly, David changed tactics again, trying to keep her off 

balance. “You love Mrs. Muscato, don’t you?”
Huge fat tears coursed down Tiffany’s cheeks. “Yes, like a 

mother.”
“Have you ever heard of Freud’s term the Oedipus 

Complex, where the son wants to sleep with his mother?”
“We studied it in English class.”
“There’s an Electra complex, too. The daughter wants to 

take the mother’s place with the father. Did you know that?”
“No.”
“Do you think Mrs. Muscato is beautiful?”
“Yeah, sure.”



“Do people say you look like her?”
“Yes.”
“Do you want to be her, Tiffany, take her place so much that 

you dreamed up these incidents with her husband?”
“No, it happened to me...it did...why are you doing this...”
He let her go on a bit, then continued the battering. “You 

asked to be Mr. Muscato’s aide in the Special Needs class, 
didn’t you?”

“Yes.”
“And you hung out at the gym a lot, didn’t you?”
“Waiting for Brad.”
“Brad. Mmm. Did Brad ever tell you to stop flirting with 

Mr. Muscato?” Tiffany started to shake her head. “Remember, 
you’re under oath, even though this isn’t a court of law.”

“M-maybe once,” she stammered. “He was...he was jealous 
of the attention Nick paid me.”

“Did you ever ask Mr. Muscato for rides home?”
“I don’t remember.”
Again, David flipped open a black notebook. “Let me 

refresh your memory. On August 25th, after a student court 
meeting...on September 3rd when your car broke down....
in October when you wanted to talk to his wife...” He cited 
several instances that Nick and Callie had recalled. Finally 
Tiffany confirmed them.

“So Mr. Muscato gave you rides those times and nothing 
happened?” David held up the diary again. “There’s no entry 
in here about those dates because nothing happened, right 
Tiffany?”

“Sometimes nothing happened.”
“I see.”
Again, the switch. “Are you taking medication?”
“Birth control pills.”
David picked up subpoenaed records. “How about 

Prozac?”
“Um...”
He waved the pediatrician’s disclosure in front of her. 
“Um, yes.”



“Are you feeling shaky these days? Scared. Unable to see 
the difference between fantasy and reality?”

“I know the difference,” she shouted. “I know what he did 
to me. I’m not making this up...”

When the session ended and they walked out of the room 
to the parking lot and stopped at David’s car, his brother was 
thoughtful. Nick studied him. “What is it?” 

Bemused, David shook his head. “While I was just 
questioning her? I got this feeling, Nick, that maybe these 
things did happen to her.”

Nick’s world tilted. “Are you saying you don’t believe me 
now, David?”

“Hell no. I don’t think you did this to her. But maybe 
somebody else did.”

o0o

For the second time, Callie wretched violently into the 
toilet. Hammers pounded in her head and every muscle in her 
body was strung tight. Still gripping the bowl, she slid back 
onto her calves, her legs too rubbery to stand.

Damn, she thought angrily. Despite the stiff upper lip she’d 
vowed to keep for the sake of her husband, she’d awakened ill 
at midnight and bolted into the bathroom. She shivered in the 
silent night.

“Callie?” Startled, she glanced up to see Nick looming in 
the doorway. Bare-chested, he wore only navy blue pajama 
bottoms. When her situation registered, he was beside her, on 
the floor, on his knees. “Are you all right?”

She nodded.
He flicked a glance at the bowl. “Are you done?”
“Uh-huh.”
Staring at her for a minute, he reached out, flushed the toilet 

then stood. At the sink, he poured mouthwash into a cup, and 
a wet washcloth. Back at her side, he smiled as he held out the 
cup. “Here, rinse.”

She did and winced at the stinging antiseptic taste.
Nick sank onto the white tile floor, stretched out his legs, 



rested his back against the grass cloth wallpaper, and pulled 
her onto his lap. Gently he nestled her head in his arm, 
tipped up her face and ran the wet cloth over her cheeks and 
forehead. “I’m sorry you’re sick,” he said in a gravelly voice.

“It’s not your fault.”
“Sweetheart, you looked like you were gonna puke all 

day.” This close, she could see his dark eyes were sad. “The 
testimony made me sick, too.”

Swallowing hard, she leaned into him. “It must be so hard 
for you to hear.”

“It’s hell.” 
“I know you couldn’t do those things, Nicky. I know you.”
He choked back emotion. The furnace kicked on and the 

whir of pumping heat echoed in the house. “It’s what got me 
through, Cal,” he finally said. “The absolute faith on your 
face.” 

She gave him a weak smile. “I’m glad I helped.”
Slowly, he eased the washcloth to the neckline of her white 

islet nightgown and bathed her throat and collarbone in long, 
careful strokes. “I’m worried about you.”

“I’ll be okay.” 
Dropping the cloth, he let his hand travel to her waist, 

settle on her stomach. “Is the little one in there okay? All this 
tension. The sickness. It can’t be good.”

“Oh, Nicky.” 
“It’s your baby, Cal. Part of you. How can I not worry?”
Baby. This was the first time he’d been able to say the word. 

“Do you know what that means to me?” 
“Yes.” He stared out for a minute. His chest rose and fell 

heavily. “I want you to move back into the bedroom.”
She shook her head. “Not out of worry, Nick. Or pity. I’m 

getting by.”
“It’s not that. I need you with me. I didn’t want you to 

move out when Joe and Ty left.”
“You didn’t say anything.”
“I should have. I want to sleep with you by my side.”
Nuzzling into him, she nodded. “I want that, too.” She 



hesitated, then asked, “I don’t want to lose you, Nicky. Is there 
any chance for us?”

He waited a long time before he answered. “I want there 
to be. I still need time.” His hand pressed into her abdomen. 
“I wish so much this child was mine.” His voice raw, his eyes 
glistened with moisture.

Her own eyes filled.
“Don’t cry. I know I can’t have that. But...let’s see what 

happens. Maybe I can be a part of this, somehow. Maybe 
there’s a way we can work this out. Let’s give the whole thing 
more time.”

She nodded. “All right.”
Still holding her, he scrambled to his feet with the grace of 

the star athlete he’d been. “Meanwhile, you’re moving back 
into our room. We’ll see what happens from there.”

As Nick carried her down the hall she wanted to tell him 
that she loved him. But she didn’t, afraid to strain the fragile 
bond that was forming between them.

And the one that seemed to be forming between him and 
her baby.

o0o

The clock struck three a.m. Out in the foyer, it echoed 
through the house like an omen. He gripped the glass in his 
hand and swore virulently. He hadn’t had her in a while and 
he felt like a junkie craving a fix. It was the fucking case that 
kept her from him. He hated them for disrupting his life.

Slowly, he walked to the den, unlocked the hiding space, 
and found a DVD. Crossing to the big screen TV, he inserted 
the disc in the player. He took a gulp of bourbon, then turned 
on the set. There she was in front of the mirror in the bedroom 
he’d shared with his wife.

“You’re so lovely.” His own voice sounded raspy, young, 
like when he was in high school. She always made him feel 
that way. He liked it when he was a teenager again.

She stared with wide-eyed innocence into the mirror. 
“Thank you. I love you so much.”



“I know, baby.” He cupped her and she winced. “You want 
me?”

“Y-yes.”
Oh, God, he loved it when she was afraid. It showed the 

power he had over her.
“How much?”
She tried to reach around and up to his neck. He grabbed 

her hands and brought them behind her back. The action 
jutted out her breasts, thrust them forward in the naughty one 
piece black thing he’d made her wear. “How much?”

“More than anyone. Anything.” Her blue eyes glowed, just 
like when she was seventeen. “Let my hands go.”

Instead he reached for the black leather strip he’d put on the 
table and quickly fettered her. “No, you’ll be able to get away 
if I do. To leave me. Like before.” He yanked on the leather. 
“Now bend over.”

Fear glittering in her eyes, she did.
“Say you love me. Say you won’t leave me again.”
“I love you.” Tears streamed down her lovely cheeks.
“Say we’ll get married when we graduate and we’ll always 

be together.”
She’d hesitated and he didn’t know why.
He sighed into the den’s darkness. Watching himself do it 

to her felt good. Once again being with her like this gave him a 
sense of power…

Shit, he wanted her now. He glanced upstairs. Did he dare 
do anything before this hearing thing ended? Hmm. He had to 
think about that.



Chapter 14

Joan Klass’s poise and self-confidence frequently put people 
off. Callie had never been threatened by the Afro-American 
psychologist who had counseled many Cameron High 
students in her private practice. Now, however, the woman’s 
certainty and articulateness did indeed worry Callie. The 
district’s lawyer had asked Joan for her impressions about 
Tiffany. Joan’s ebony eyes had filled with contempt as she told 
Patricia Wren that, in her professional opinion, Tiffany was 
telling the truth. Her layers of beaded cornrows clicked into 
each other when she nodded convincingly to the panel. 

As David approached Joan, Callie prayed he didn’t 
underestimate the woman’s conviction and desire to help kids. 
She glanced at Nick. The joy she’d felt at the breakthrough 
they’d made last night on the bathroom floor was diluted by 
his inability to sleep. At about three this morning, he’d gotten 
up from bed and gone downstairs. Today at nine, he looked 
haggard.

“Dr. Klass, you’ve said that because of the graphic details, 
the nightmares and the need for medication, you believe 
Tiffany is telling the truth.”

“That’s correct.”
“How many times have you met with her?”
“Six. In ninety minute sessions.”
“Just recently--after this charge?”
“Yes.”
“Do you get a lot of referrals from the high school?”
“Several per year.”
“But no one referred Tiffany to you before this--because of 

unusual behavior since July?”



“No.”
“When Tiffany talked about her affair with this man, did 

she use his name every time?”
Joan angled her head thoughtfully. “No, she didn’t. As a 

matter of fact, she often talked in vague terms. But she also 
told me directly on several occasions the man who hurt her 
was Nick Muscato.”

“Dr. Klass, can you positively state that the man in question 
was Mr. Muscato?”

“Positively? What do you mean?”
“Your professional opinion is that Tiffany is telling the truth 

about an affair she’s had. Are you certain it was with Nick 
Muscato?”

“She says it was.”
“What I’m asking is could it have been someone else? These 

occurrences may have happened. That doesn’t mean Mr. 
Muscato was involved.”

“I guess it could have been someone else. I can’t say positively 
that it’s Nick Muscato. I can say that she’s identified him.”

“But not right away.”
“No, not right away.”
“Those are all the questions I have.”
As soon as Joan left the hearing room, witness number two 

entered--Addison Owens.
Nick recognized the expensive cut of Owens’ suit, along 

with the feral glint in his eye. The man’s big beefy hands could 
cause damage in a fist fight and Nick wondered what all that 
brute force could do to a woman.

“She’s been acting odd lately.” Owens’ voice was a low 
growl when he responded to Wren’s question about Tiffany’s 
behavior.

“Odd? How?”
“Defiant. Surly. She’s always been mature for her age, like 

her mother was. Helena would have known how to deal with 
her. I’ve let her have too much freedom. She’s been a handful.” 
He glared at Nick with barely restrained rage. “That man took 
advantage of my daughter. I want him punished.”



To her credit, Wren placed herself in Owens’ direct line of 
vision to Nick. “Let’s stay with the questions, Mr. Owens. Tell 
me what other changes you’ve noticed in your daughter.”

Owens’ hands fisted and the fluorescent lights from above 
winked off of a slim, gold watch. “Bruises.” The man’s face 
reddened. “On my daughter!”

The morning didn’t get any better. Chuck Jones, the head of 
Phys. Ed., took his shots next. The wiry little man with close-
set eyes shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah, he always treated us 
like we were sh--, um, low class.”

Nick shook his head and David leaned over. His brother 
whispered, “It’s okay. He’s making it look like a grudge. When 
I cross him, I’ll emphasize that.”

In response to a question about Nick and the students, he 
was eager to answer. “Always. The girls hang around him like 
fleas on a dog.”

David wrote on a pad, Other male teachers get attention, re: Jason 
Pettrone.

Finally, Jones answered Wren’s last question. “Nah, he 
didn’t want that Special Needs Class. Nobody does. He raised 
all kinds of hell about it. Too good to teach those kids, I guess.”

Nick’s blood pressure spiked. Though the assessment 
had been true initially, he’d done a good job with the special 
students.

David stood to cross examine Jones. “You don’t like Nick 
Muscato much, do you Mr. Jones?”

“He’s okay.”
“Isn’t it true you rib him about his money? And his 

beautiful wife?”
“Everybody does.”
“Oh, everybody does? Are a lot of people in school jealous 

of the Muscatos?”
“I wouldn’t say it’s jealousy.”
“Were you aware of the weight program Nick’s run for 

the Special Needs kids after school? And the personal fitness 
counseling he’s done with each of their parents?”

“Yeah. Seems stupid to me. What do those kids need 



pumping up for?”
David had been right. Given enough rope, Jones showed 

himself to be a biased ass. 
The last witness before lunch was called. Nick wanted to 

slink into his chair when Libby Hickman paraded into the 
room. Callie sat up straighter as the Home and Careers teacher 
took the stand. Libby’s slim pink skirt and white sweater 
showed off a well-toned body and accented her auburn hair. 
Callie hadn’t liked Libby before this, mostly because she was 
so catty...Irene Carlo’s dresses are short enough...Mary Jones looks like Mother 
Teresa again today...You know what I heard about Madelyn’s ex....

Libby swore to tell the truth, then perched on the straight-
back chair, crossing her long legs with feline grace. She 
glanced at Callie and Nick, then her gaze came to rest on 
Wren. This woman was going to hurt them, Callie knew 
instinctively. She reached out and touched Nick’s shoulder. 
Without turning around, he covered her hand with his.

Libby did hurt them--with a detailed account of that night 
with Nick. “Everybody knows he plays around. After all, he 
was in professional baseball for years.”

The attorney asked about the circumstances of the kiss, but 
left it at that.

David didn’t. Callie sensed he was angry as he rose and 
strode to the witness. “Are you married, Ms. Hickman?”

“I’m divorced.”
“Do you find Mr. Muscato attractive?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Did you enjoy the kiss you shared?”
“Yes.”
“Would you have liked to establish some kind of 

relationship after that kiss?”
“I suppose it would have been nice.”
“But Mr. Muscato wasn’t interested?”
“He said he wasn’t.”
“How many times?”
“Excuse me?”
“How many times did he have to tell you he didn’t want to 



take it further? That he’d made a stupid mistake that night?”
“A few, I guess.”
“And were you angry with him for rejecting you? Angry 

enough to want to come here today and hurt him?”
The woman arched a brow. “I was subpoenaed.”
“How did the district find out about this incident in order 

to subpoena you?”
Her chin came up. “I felt it was my duty to tell them. So 

they could understand his real character.”
“I see,” David said knowingly. “No more questions.”
When they arrived for lunch at a local diner, Nick was 

morose. He’d been silent on the drive over, staring out the 
window as Cameron City scrolled past. He slid into a deep 
burgundy vinyl booth with monk-like sobriety. 

“It hasn’t gone badly.” David spoke as soon as the waitress 
took their order.

Scowling, Nick clasped his hands together on the mahogany 
table. Callie covered them with one of hers. “It must be hard, 
listening to all those people say awful things about you.”

“I didn’t realize how unpopular I was.”
“We’ll have our day in court,” David put in. “Then your ego 

will balloon up again to its normal proportions.”
The quip brought a grudging smile from Nick. Callie 

scooted close to him. “This afternoon is the last of their case, 
Nicky. Hang on.”

“I--”
“Hello there.” Callie glanced up to see Lew Patterson 

standing at their table. Dressed in casual slacks and a school 
sweatshirt peeking out of his leather jacket, he had a pretty 
blonde on his arm.

“Hi,” Callie said simply.  She felt Nick stiffen next to her. He 
said nothing.

“Good to see you, Patterson,” David put in. 
Lew cleared his throat. He knew about the hearing sessions 

because Callie was taking personal leave days from school to 
attend them. His gaze flicked over Nick, then rested on her 
with concerned intensity. “Is everything going all right?”



A muscle in Nick’s neck pulsed. He raised his arm and slid 
it along the top of the booth around Callie’s shoulders. “We’re 
doing just fine, Lewis,” Nick said. “Thanks for asking.” When 
Lew bade them goodbye and left, Nick removed his arm from 
Callie’s shoulders. “What the fuck’s he doing here?”

“The school has a conference day today. You know the 
teachers go out for lunch.”

“Jesus Christ, the women he dates even look like you. It was 
bad enough that his ex-wife could have been your sister. He’s 
still doing it.”

Callie flushed.
David intervened. “Let’s not get into this. We should talk 

about the students who’ll testify this afternoon.”
Swallowing hard, Nick visibly tamped down his anger. 

“That’ll really cheer me up.”
Needing the contact, Callie reached under the table and 

placed her hand on his knee, fully expecting to be rejected 
because of Lew’s presence.

Instead, Nick linked her hand with his and held it until the 
meal arrived.

o0o

In the posh, well lighted dining room of Cameron City 
Country Club, Addison Owens sat at a table across from his 
daughter frowning deeply. He couldn’t believe she’d caused 
this much trouble. Still he felt bad for her—her testimony this 
morning had to be hard, though they wouldn’t let him in to be 
with her. He tried to play the dutiful father and reached across 
the table to cover Tiffany’s hand with his. She snatched it back.

“Calm down, Tiffany. It’s going to be all right.”
She stared at him vaguely. Must be the Prozac. Of course 

she needed the pill she took after the horrible morning which 
had transpired.

“You’re done with your testimony. Your part in all this is 
over.”

“Over? How can you say that? It isn’t over. It never will 
be.” Her face had gotten red and mottled in her outburst and 



her nose was pink from crying. For some reason, he thought 
of Helena’s perfect appearance, even when he’d known her in 
high school. His own mother had loved that about his future 
wife. Would she be disappointed in Tiffany? In him, if she 
lived to see all this?

“Dad, you spaced out. What are you thinking about?”
“Your mother.”
Tiffany blushed. “She’d be ashamed of me.”
“No, she’d feel bad.” Very bad. The thought made Addison 

cringe.
From his peripheral vision, he saw a client coming toward 

him across the room. “Addison, hi.” The man looked down 
at the empty plate. “Can I bother you for just one second? I 
waited until you were done eating.”

Grateful for the interruption, Addison stood. “Sure.” He 
nodded to his daughter. “Tiffany, order some dessert while I 
talk to Mr. Jenkins.”

Wanting to get away from his child and all that she 
represented, he crossed to the bar, ordered a glass of wine and 
listened to Howard’s problem.

When he glanced at the clock, he couldn’t believe a half 
hour had passed. He circled around to the table where he’d 
left Tiffany.

She was gone.

o0o

Lisa Rossi pranced into the conference room at two p.m. 
Her curly hair rippled down her back and her dark sultry eyes 
scanned the hearing room without blinking. In black Spandex 
pants and a slinky sweater plunging alarmingly low in front, 
she leaned over to listen to the attorney. Callie was used to 
how teenage girls flaunted their looks, but Lisa’s provocative 
posturing went beyond even what she’d seen.

After establishing Lisa’s friendship with Tiffany, the 
district lawyer cut to the quick. “Did she tell you about her 
relationship with Mr. Muscato?”

“Yeah. She tells me everything.”



“What did she say?”
Her brows raised. “You, um, like, want the details?”
“Some of them.”
“Whew! Okay. She said she was having great sex with one 

of the teachers.”
David scribbled a note on his yellow pad.
“Mr. Muscato?”
“Um, yeah.”
“And you believed her?”
“Sure.” She licked her lips. “He’s hot, ya know.”
A stir rumbled through the room.
“Did she tell you how many times?”
“Lots. Tiffany says all men--no matter how old--wanna 

screw like bunnies.”
Wren asked Lisa about a few specific dates and times and 

Lisa confirmed what Tiffany had told the panel. 
Next, David approached her with relaxed shoulders and a 

casual stance. “Lisa, when did Tiffany tell you about her affair 
with a teacher?”

Cocking her head, Lisa pouted prettily. “I, um, think it was 
last fall.”

“Early or late last fall?”
“Whatever.”
“Try to recall. Before or after Thanksgiving?”
“After, I guess.”
“And did she tell you Nick’s name right away?” He lifted 

a yellow legal pad. “You said she told you she had great sex 
with a teacher. When did she name Mr. Muscato?”

“I dunno.”
“You don’t know?”
She shrugged, gazing up at him innocently. “Sometime. I 

can’t remember when.”
“I see. Lisa, were you out of town from July to November?”
“Nope.”
“You say Tiffany tells you everything. She claims her affair 

with Mr. Muscato started in July. But she didn’t tell you until 
November, and very possibly didn’t name Mr. Muscato until-



-when?” David shot the officer a meaningful look. “Until she 
decided to bring charges? Why didn’t she tell you sooner?”

“Geez, I dunno why. Tif’s funny sometimes.”
“Funny? How?”
“She spaces out. You know, like she’s on another planet.”
“Like she’s in another world? Dreaming up stories maybe?”
Wren objected. David withdrew the question.
The girl shifted, sensing she’d made an error.
“Did you know Tiffany was sleeping with Brad Fontaine?”
“Objection.” Wren stood. “This has been established.”
“I’d like to show when their sexual relationship started.”
Kenneth Kane told him to continue.
“How long has she been sleeping with Brad?”
“Oh, forever. Since I been with Carter, at least.”
“So before last July?”
“I think so, but I’m not really sure.”
“You’re not really sure, but Tiffany tells you everything?”
“Mostly.”
“No further questions,” David said shaking his head.
Callie breathed a sigh of relief.
It quickly turned to a hitch when Brad Fontaine entered 

the room. The boy who’d idolized Nick for years threw him a 
contemptuous glance. Even Callie felt its leveling impact.

As Brad took a chair, Nick’s spirits plummeted even more. 
Brad looked worse than when he’d seen him at the gym. 
He had dark half-moons under his eyes and his mouth was 
pinched. Nick thought about what he would have felt if Callie, 
at seventeen, had accused a teacher of seducing her.

Brad’s voice cracked when he stated his name and 
relationship with Tiffany.

“Tell us about the times you observed Tiffany with Mr. 
Muscato,” Wren asked next.

 “A...a couple of times I told Tiffany to stop flirting with 
Coach. She was always touching him.”

Wren concealed a wince. “Did you see him touch her?”
“Yeah, lots of times. After a baseball game when we won, he 

hugged her. Showing her how to hold a bat in gym class. And 



in the hall. Once I was supposed to meet Tif after practice, and 
I couldn’t find her. I went to the weight room to look there and 
she was by the office with Coach. His arms were around her.”

Nick shook his head. The superintendent looked up. Kane 
leaned forward on his elbows.

“So he was holding her?”
“Yeah, right there in the hall.” Brad glanced at Nick, his 

eyes misting with the loss of innocence. “I--I thought it was 
just casual, like it always was, but I guess not.”

“Brad, did Mr. Muscato ever talk to you about Tiffany?”
“Uh-huh. Lots. He said she reminded him of his wife when 

Mrs. M was her age. He even teased Tiffany about them 
looking alike.”

Nick thought back to his innocent remarks. God, who 
would have guessed?

“And he yelled at us for making out in the hall.”
“Yelled at you?”
“Yeah, he said we should know better. Later, he talked to 

me alone, told me he knew how it was to feel that way, but it 
didn’t look good.”

“He said he knew how it was to feel that way about 
Tiffany?”

“Objection.” David threw back his chair and stood. “Ms. 
Wren is putting words in the witness’s mouth.”

“Sustained.”
“Brad, did Mr. Muscato ever publicly discipline you?”
The boy’s face reddened. “Yeah. When I skipped school to 

go to the lake with Tif, he benched me from a week of games. 
He said he was mad about the skipping. But he musta been 
mad about... Geez, I didn’t know...”

Nick’s hands clenched. The line of questioning made him 
feel sick.

That David went after the boy with both barrels didn’t 
help. “You say you didn’t have any idea this was happening 
between Tiffany and Mr. Muscato. Aren’t you and Tiffany 
close…Did he bench other guys for similar offenses…What 
was on the floor when you saw them in the hall? Books? Then 



Coach could have been steadying her, from a collision that 
made her books fall...Have other teachers yelled at you for 
necking in the hall…”

Brad’s breathing became unsteady; his eyes darted around 
the room. He was torn. If David’s suggestions bore weight, 
Brad’s idol was intact. But then his girlfriend was a liar.

“I have one more question, Brad. When did you start 
sleeping with Tiffany?”

Having not heard the other testimony, Brad’s eyes widened 
at the intimate inquiry. When he didn’t answer, David said 
gently, “It’s okay son, you have to tell us. This won’t go 
further.”

Brad drew in a deep breath. “About a year and a half ago, 
when she turned sixteen.”

There was absolute silence in the room.
Brad had no idea he’d just caught his girlfriend in an 

outright lie.
If Nick’s heart ached for Brad, it broke into pieces when 

Jackie Conklin took the stand. The boy knew something was 
up--Nick could tell by his uneven gait and how he stuttered 
when asked his name. Poor kid.

Wren approached Jackie. “Does Mr. Muscato touch any of 
the girls in your class, Jackie?” 

Jackie nodded as if he was helping Nick. “All the time.”
“After a good play?”
“Uh-huh.”
“For no reason?”
“No reason?”
“Does he hug you sometimes when there’s no reason to do 

it?”
Jackie brightened. “H-he hugs us ‘cause he likes us. Nobody 

else does. Nobody else likes us. ’Cept our teacher Mrs. Elkins.”
Wren looked shocked at the admission. Then she regrouped. 

“Tell me about how he touches the girls.”
 Lifting his chin, Jackie grinned. “I know about good 

touching and bad touching. Mr. Muscato got real mad about it 
once. Mickey touched Lucy...” The boy blushed furiously and 



slapped a hand over his mouth.
“Go ahead, Jackie, it’s all right. You can tell us.”
“...on a private place, where your clothes cover. Mr. 

Muscato sat us in a circle and told us the difference between 
good touching and bad touching.”

Wren realized her mistake immediately. She backpedaled. 
“He talked to you about this in a coed class?”

Jackie cocked his head, his eyes wary. “C-coed?”
“With boys and girls together.”
“Yeah, why not?”
“Some things should be talked about privately.”
Finally, Jackie caught her tone. “Did he do somethin’ bad?”
“That’s what we’re here to find out. Now think hard. Did 

you ever see Mr. Muscato touch anybody in a bad way?”
The boy backed up into his seat and wrung his hands. As 

with most adolescents, he was uncomfortable talking about 
the subject matter in front of people. His gaze flew to Nick. 
“No, he never touched nobody bad.” Jackie began rocking 
back and forth in the seat.

Nick tensed. Jackie was close to losing it.
“Are you sure?”
“Y-yeah.” Jackie looked to Nick again. “I don’t wanna talk 

about this.”
Before he realized what he was doing, Nick stood. “For 

God’s sake, leave the kid alone.”
Seeing an ally, Jackie stood too. Everyone in the room 

watched as the boy clumsily scraped back the chair and 
stumbled around David over to Nick. Nick stepped in front of 
the table just in time to catch Jackie as he hurled himself into 
Nick’s arms and began to cry.

Nick hugged the boy to him and soothed down his hair. 
“Shh, Jackie. It’s okay. You told the truth. Remember when I 
said that can never hurt you?”

After a moment, Nick realized that the room was still. Only 
the occasional honk of a horn outside the window could be 
heard. He scanned the occupants. Kane gaped at Nick. Clifford 
Sandstone fumed at the table. David was scowling. I’m objectively 



telling you that the fact that you hug students will harm your case.  Nick 
finally realized that this didn’t look good. That this touching 
could be misconstrued.

 Then he glanced down at Jackie and thought, Fuck it. Still 
grasping onto the boy, Nick held his head high. “If comforting 
Jackie like this is wrong, if schools are going to say we can’t 
take care of kids like this, then maybe I don’t want to teach 
after all.” When Jackie started to blubber, Nick crooned, 
“Everything’s going to be okay, son, it’ll be okay,” and he led 
the boy out.



Chapter 15

“The answering machine is blinking. Check it, will you?” 
Nick’s request was curt, betraying the emotional upset stirring 
inside him. Callie knew her husband was at his wit’s end and 
wasn’t thinking clearly. Even his eyes looked bruised.

Whipping off his tie and suit coat, he tossed them onto the 
chair. They’d had an extensive debriefing with David and an 
interminable day at the hearing. “I’m sorry, that was abrupt. I 
don’t know what to do with this pent up anger.” He shook his 
head. “Jesus, all those people saying those awful things about 
me. I can see why they think I’m guilty.”

Callie moved in close and put her arms around his waist. 
“Well, I know the real you, the good you, and I believe in 
him.” He held on tight, then drew back. She asked, “What are 
you going to do now?”

“Work out.”
The classic male release of tension. As he headed upstairs, 

the doorbell pealed into the still and silent house.
Nick pivoted on the first step. “Son-of-a-bitch.” He had a 

What now? look on his face.
“I’ll get it. You go ahead.” Callie crossed to the staircase that 

led down to the front foyer, praying the visitor was a paper 
boy or the guy who plowed their driveway or someone else 
innocuous. At the door, she checked the peephole. “Oh, no.” 
Trying to summon strength, she leaned her head against the 
cold wood. “Damn it.”

Nick came up behind her. “It’s not him, is it?”
Callie shook her head still facing the door. “It’s worse.”
He snorted. The bell rang a second time. Gently he 

squeezed her shoulders. “Might as well let your parents in.”



Smiling at his understanding, she pulled open the door. 
Outside, night had fallen. Above the polished, perfect heads of 
Hamilton and Catherine Casewell, the full moon crept behind 
clouds that looked like thin black smoke.

“Good, you’re home.” Hamilton bustled past Callie into the 
foyer.

“Hello, darling.” Catherine kissed her on the cheek and 
followed her husband inside. They both stopped abruptly 
when they encountered Nick, who leaned against the wall, his 
hands jammed into his pockets. His face was blank.

 “Hello, Mother.” Callie took up a position next to Nick, a 
fellow warrior, ready to do battle once again if she needed to.

Briskly, the Casewells greeted Nick. The four of them stood 
in the spacious foyer staring at each other like people at a 
funeral who don’t know what to say to ease the awkwardness.

“What’s going on?” Callie asked. “This is the second time 
you came here without calling.”

Her father faced her. “We did call. Several times. Tonight 
and in the last few weeks.”

Callie hedged. She’d never checked the phone messages 
“We just got in.”

“And before?”
“Father, both Nick and I have had a terrible day. What do 

you want?”
“To take you out to dinner at the Club.”
Depleted, Callie’s entire body sagged and she leaned a 

little into Nick. He slid his arm around her waist, giving her 
wordless support. The last thing she needed was the tedium 
of smiling at all the Cameron City Country Club elite who’d 
leave the Casewells’ table and then go to theirs and trash Nick. 
She’d been on all day and her face and was ready to crack from 
the stress.

“Thanks for asking, but this isn’t a good time to do that.”
“I can imagine. It’s what we want to talk to you about.”
“Nick’s tired, Dad. I’m sure he--”
Ham faced Nick. “Actually, I’d like to take my daughter to 

dinner alone.”



“I see.” Nick’s words were clipped. He gave the Casewells 
a scathing look, then glanced at Callie, his eyes full of emotion. 
“I’m gonna work out. Do whatever you want.” To soften his 
curt tone--Callie heard the hurt behind it--he kissed her cheek.

When Nick left, Callie rounded on her father. She had 
no power to affect what had happened to Nick today at the 
hearing, but she’d be damned if she let Hamilton continue the 
crucifixion in Nick’s own home. “Don’t you ever do that to my 
husband again. If you’re going to insult him, you’re no longer 
welcome in this house.”

Catherine reached out and touched her arm. “Oh, darling, 
your father didn’t mean offense.”

“Yes, Mother, he did.” She faced Hamilton like she’d faced 
him when she’d turned down Vassar, when she’d eloped with 
Nick, and when she moved halfway across the country with 
her new husband to the minors. “Didn’t you?”

“He wouldn’t be welcome at the Club with these suspicions 
hanging over him. For Christ’s sake, the Owens’ belong there.” 
Ham’s tone held the authority so easily rendered to doctors 
and made them believe it extended everywhere.

“I think you’d better leave.” Callie’s voice was frigid.
“No, we have to see you. Talk to you.” Hamilton grabbed 

her hand and for the first time ever, Callie saw vulnerability 
in her father’s eyes. “We’re worried, Carolyn. Please, let us at 
least stay for a drink and make sure you’re all right.”

Trying to decide what to do, she watched him. Underneath 
the long beige cashmere coat, a father’s heart did beat. It just 
got masked by his money and narrow-mindedness. “All right, 
come in. But I won’t listen to anything negative about Nick. 
I’ve had a wretched day, and quite frankly, I can’t take much 
more.”

“All right, dear,” her mother said. ”Just give us a bit of your 
time, and I promise your father will behave himself.”

An hour later, after she ushered her parents out the door, 
Callie sighed and leaned back against it. Though she’d warned 
them not to berate Nick, her father had couched his sentiments 
in parental concern. They were worried. They wanted her to 



move out of this house and in with them. They thought Nick 
was guilty and didn’t want her tainted by association.

A lot of people did. Defenses down, sucked dry by the 
strain of the day and now confronting her father, images 
bombarded her--Libby Hickman’s sultry look. Everybody knows he 
plays around. Lisa Rossi’s He’s hot. Then the agonizing testimony of 
two young boys who Nick had come to love.

The clock in the foyer chimed eight times. Wishing for a 
bath and bed, Callie headed back to the workout area which 
was on the entry level floor. She thought of how Nick had 
designed the area all those years ago when they moved in, 
and then when the boys got older, remodeled it to meet three 
men’s needs.

The room opened up to a slate-floored area that held a wet 
bar and fridge and a few casual chairs. Along two walls a span 
of windows faced the backyard. To the left was another room 
housing the hot tub, sauna and shower. Straight ahead was the 
weight room. Her heels clicked over the floor as she crossed to 
it.

Nick had updated the machines several times and the 
space now sported a sleek elliptical, a Nordic Trac, a host of 
free weights and a universal machine that was as good as any 
health club’s resources. Though Nick belonged to a gym where 
he went occasionally to box, he did most of his workouts 
here. Bright lights beat down from overhead, three walls were 
covered with mirrors, and a huge entertainment unit sat in the 
corner. Her husband lay sprawled on one of the benches, his 
legs spread, his biceps bulging as he raised the heavy weights 
above his head.

“Need a spotter?” she asked as she came closer.
His entire body was slick with sweat. The New York 

Tornadoes T-shirt he’d thrown on was saturated. He let 
the bar rest on its perch and glanced up at her. “Oh, sure, a 
lightweight like you is really gonna help me here.”

At one time, Callie had used these machines, too, in a 
workout program Nick had designed for her. “Hey, I was 
lifting pretty good before--” She stopped when she saw the 



emotion flicker across his face.
He averted his gaze and raised the bar again, grunting.
“You’re overdoing it.”
“So?”
“Does it help get rid of the demons?”
As if her words sapped him of strength, Nick let the bar 

fall to its stand again. “Nothing’s gonna help.” He swallowed 
hard. “Brad’s testimony was bad enough. But I wish like hell 
they hadn’t gotten Jackie up there. The poor kid was shook 
up.” 

Callie dragged over a small stool and sat down on it. “I 
know. He was a confused little boy.”

Slanting his head to the side, Nick stared over at her. “I 
blew it, didn’t I? By hugging him. David warned me before to 
watch that crap and I--geez, Cal, I didn’t think what it would 
look like until it was too late.”

She smiled sadly, remembering the poignant scene at the 
end of the deplorable day. “You know what? If I was that 
hearing officer, I’d have watched you comfort Jackie, and 
thought, ‘How can a guy like this have done those awful 
things?’”

“No shit?”
“No shit. Nick, your actions were so spontaneous. So real. 

I’ve never been prouder of you.”
“Thanks,” he said gruffly.
Callie stood before she blurted out what was in her heart. 

She’d wanted to say, I never loved you more. But a declaration of 
love was not what he needed now. Other than the night she 
told him about the baby, neither had spoken those three words 
in over eight months. Since they stopped sleeping together. 
She was a mess tonight, stretched beyond limits from the 
tension of the day. And something else was happening. She 
simmered with sensual awareness of her husband. Her pulse 
spiked and her hands began to sweat as she watched him on 
the bench. They’d made love in that very spot once. She’d give 
her soul now for the right to touch him again. A right she’d 
unthinkingly given up when she slept with another man. The 



knowledge was a hard slap in the face.
“Callie?”
She cleared her throat. “Yeah?”
“You look like you’re in pain.”
“Um, no. But you will be if you don’t stop.”
He sat up and raked a hand through already disheveled 

hair. She strode out to the Jacuzzi room, flipped on the switch 
to heat the water and returned. She picked up a towel he’d 
laid on the floor and tossed it to him. “Stretch, now. By the 
time you’re done, the water will be hot. Otherwise you’ll be 
sore from what you’ve lifted already.”

“Taking care of me, babe?” The old Nick poked through the 
suffering man and suddenly her heart ached for the people 
they’d been before their life crashed and burned around them. 

“Just returning the favor. You’ve been taking care of me 
for weeks.” She smiled. “I’m going to change and make us a 
sandwich. Do you want anything else?”

“I can’t eat.” His eyes narrowed. “But you’d better. You’ve 
got the baby to consider.” Before she could comment, he said, 
“I’d give my right arm for a Manhattan, though.”

Bending over, she stole a kiss from his lips. “That’s enough 
payment.” As she drew back, he grasped her hand. She hoped 
he didn’t notice it was trembling. “Just relax,” she told him.

When she returned, dressed in baggy melon colored sweats, 
Nick was in the hot tub, his eyes closed. Fat bubbles foamed 
around him and ribbons of steam rose to the high ceiling. 

“Asleep?”
He opened his big brown eyes. “No.”
She set down the tray containing two sandwiches, a glass of 

milk and a big Manhattan and handed him the latter. 
“Thanks.” He took a sip.
Nibbling on her food, she watched him. “I brought you rare 

roast beef, your favorite.”
“No, really, I can’t.”
“Want to talk more?” she asked around a mouthful of 

turkey.
“No.”



Casually, she picked up the remote. “Then here, turn on the 
games.”

The boys had convinced him to mount a large screen TV 
high on the wall. Nick loved to watch the March Madness 
NCAA basketball tournament beginning this week. “Syracuse 
is on tonight.”

He grinned. “A woman after my own heart.”
Callie managed to get down her food and Nick visibly 

relaxed, using the sport as his escape hatch from the tension 
of the day. While the whistles blew and athletes traversed the 
court, the humming of the water and the soft steam shrouded 
them in their own private cocoon. Callie wished they could 
stay there forever.

At one point, an ad for the upcoming baseball season 
flashed on. Nick nodded to it. “Practice has started at the high 
school.” He shook his head. “With my boys.”

“Who told you?”
“David.”
“Do you feel bad?”
“Yep.” He took a healthy swig of his drink. “The JV guy 

who wanted the job all along is coaching the team.”
“I’m sorry.”
Nick said, “I’m getting out,” and stood.
He was completely naked. Utterly, beautifully, completely 

naked. Beads of water dripped from his hair and tracked 
sensual rivulets down to his shoulders, chest and hips. He 
resembled a Michelangelo statue chiseled out of marble with 
loving care. Though forty-one, he was in top shape. Her eyes 
riveted on his groin for a moment. He was heavy and full, but 
not erect. 

“I’m gonna go shower.” 
She slid off the stool and grabbed the tray. “I, um...I’ll see 

you upstairs.”
In the kitchen, she tossed out his sandwich and stacked 

dishes in the dishwasher. But she dropped the detergent to 
the floor because her hands were shaking so badly. Cursing, 
it took her forever to wipe up the grainy mess. Then she 



stumbled to the bedroom. Her knees were weak and her body 
was humming.

Callie wanted to make love with her husband.
She took a shower, but that didn’t help her calm down. 

Donning red silk pajamas, she sat down at her vanity to dry 
her hair and sensed him come to the doorway.

All male, very virile, he lounged against the jamb, sipping 
his drink. Wearing black sweat pants, his skin glowed from the 
heat of the tub and his hair was still damp from the shower. “I 
always loved watching you do that.”

“W-what?”
“Dry your hair. Brush it. It’s such a feminine ritual.” He 

shoved away from the doorway and winced.
“What’s wrong?”
He rubbed his right shoulder. “Too many weights.”
“How about a massage?”
His eyes lit from within. “You’re on.”
From the corner of her eye, she saw him cross the room, 

set his drink down and switch on a small lamp in the corner. 
Then he went to the stereo and put in a CD. Cool jazz filled the 
room. Back at the bed, he stripped off his sweatpants, turned 
down the covers and slipped in between the sheets.

“I’m ready when you are, babe.”
Like a robot, Callie rose, turned off the vanity lights and 

followed Nick to the bed.
“Mind using that?” He indicated a vial he’d taken from 

their drawer.
Slowly, she straddled him. An exotic scent filled the space 

when she opened the bottle. Pouring a dime size drop into her 
palm, she rubbed her hands together to warm the liquid. Then 
she touched his skin. It was taut from years of training. With 
his olive complexion, he appeared tan all over.

After a moment, he mumbled, “Jesus, that feels good.”
For her, too. It was a gift to touch her husband. Working her 

way through the muscle groups, she dug the heel of her hand 
into his spine. He moaned. She concentrated on his lower 
back, which she knew from experience hurt the most from 



heavy weights.
“Oh, God, Cal, I forgot what this feels like.”
“Enjoy. You need this.”
He settled further into the pillows.
Callie kept up the massage as an excuse to touch him until 

her hands hurt. She only stopped when one cramped. Nick’s 
breathing had evened out and she guessed he was asleep. His 
dark head nestled in the baby blue sheets and his whole body 
was relaxed.

Slowly, she leaned over and kissed his neck on the spot 
where the ends of his damp hair curled against his skin. “I 
love you, Nicky.” Tears stung her eyes as she slid off him. 
She sat down on the edge of the bed to get her equilibrium 
and buried her face in her hands. The loss was just too great 
tonight.

Then she felt a strong muscular arm encircle her waist. “I’m 
not asleep,” he said roughly.

o0o

Eyes closed, Nick flexed his hand on Callie’s waist and 
drew her closer. He turned over and grasped her with his 
other hand, anchoring her to the bed. She wasn’t escaping. 
Inching up, he stacked some pillows against the headboard 
and lay back, still holding on to her.

Her hair fell all wild around her shoulders. The top button 
of her pajamas was undone. But it was her eyes that made his 
heart catch, and the flash of fear he saw there--as if she’d given 
away a secret she’d meant to keep hidden.

“Tell me again.” His voice was raspy with an avalanche of 
feeling for his wife.

Her lips trembled. Moisture filled her eyes. He knew she’d 
damned up her feelings all day. “I love you, Nicky.”

Though Nick had always been a gambler, emotional risks 
were difficult for him. But tonight, in the dim light of the 
bedroom they’d shared for years, he took the biggest risk of 
his whole forty-one years. “I love you, too.”

He smiled.



She gave him a watery one back.
In a quick athletic move, he slid over and flipped her 

down onto the bed. The surprise made her tears stop, which 
was what he wanted. He covered her body with his, letting 
his weight sink into her. His throat convulsed at his first real 
bodies-aligned-contact he’d had with her in months.

“I never thought I’d feel this again.”
He flexed his hips into her. “Me either, love.”
She ran her hand down his jaw. “I want you so much. Make 

love to me, Nicky.”
His fingers released the buttons of her shirt and he rubbed 

his knuckles on each patch of skin revealed. Her scent rose up 
to him—the bath soap, shampoo, lotion she slathered all over 
her.

He palmed her sensitive breasts, closed his mouth over a 
nipple. She startled.

 “Easy.”
The silk came off her shoulders, the pajama bottoms slipped 

from her legs. On his knees on the mattress, he looked down 
at the woman he’d loved for almost all his life. “I need you so 
much, Callie, I want you to know that.”

“Touch me so I know it.”
In the darkness…
“Bend your knees…
“Ah, there…”
“No don’t hurry…shh, love.”
She arched against him. “I want you inside me.”
“No, not yet. I’m going to savor this. Savor you.”

o0o

Callie wanted to weep with gratitude, but instead, she 
whimpered with need. Lying on the pillows, she almost 
couldn’t believe that Nick was making love to her. Almost.

When he took a nipple into his mouth, she bowed off the 
bed. So sensitive, the pleasure of the contact speared through 
her.

“Feel good?”



“I-It feels wonderful.”
“I missed this.” He laved her with his tongue. “I missed us 

together like this.”
“Never again, Nicky, promise me we’ll always be together 

like this.”
“I promise.”
Trailing kisses down her rib cage, he stopped to linger on 

sensitive spots he knew so well after decades of lovemaking. 
At her stomach, he kissed her gently, whispered something she 
couldn’t make out and kept going.

When he got to the juncture of her thighs, she pushed on his 
shoulders. “Don’t, I’ll come.”

“I know, I want you to.”
“Not like this. Together first.” When he hesitated, she said, 

“No, Nick, I want to be completely connected with you this 
first time.”

“All right.” He rose up on his knees. “Look at me, 
sweetheart.”

She did. And what she saw there made her heart swell. His 
dark eyes were intense with passion, shining with love. For 
her.

At last he plunged into her.
She thrust back, meeting him.
It didn’t take long. She spiraled as his body bucked and 

when she reached the peak, colors exploded in her head just 
before her mind went blank.

o0o

Nick awoke slowly to bright March sunshine beating on 
the skylight. His head buried in a pillow, he stretched out his 
hand--to empty space. Opening his eyes, he found he was 
alone in bed. Every muscle in his body was relaxed. Good sex 
always had done that to him, but he hadn’t had it in so long 
that its effect was doubly potent.

He grinned. It had been years since he’d had that kind of 
stamina. How many times had they made love? Three? Not 
bad recovery for an old man. She made him feel like Hercules; 



she always had.
Wondering where she was, he turned over and noticed the 

pink stationery on her pillow. Snatching up the note, he lay 
back to read it. 

“Didn’t want to wake you. Had a doctor’s appointment at 
ten. Last night was the best night of my life. I love you. Callie.”

He glanced at the clock. 9:30. She had a doctor’s 
appointment at ten. A baby doctor’s appointment. For some 
other man’s baby.

Reality bites, Nick thought, some of his euphoria evaporating.
Only if you let it. Don’t go that route, Muscato. Don’t backtrack.
He’d made progress. He’d worked himself around to 

thinking maybe he didn’t have to lose her. And they’d 
reestablished something last night, begun to rebuild an 
intimacy that they’d so cavalierly forsaken when they thought 
they’d have their whole lives to work things out.

Linking his hands behind his head, he stared up at the 
leafless treetops visible through the skylights. He pictured 
Callie placing her hand on his shoulder in the midst of 
damning testimony, saw her standing up to her father, rising 
onto tiptoes to better match Hamilton Casewell’s imposing 
height. And last night she’d coaxed her feeling-sorry-for-
himself husband into the hot tub and later made him forget 
his own name. Was he really going to let her go, give her over 
without a fight to the baby and the man who’d created it?

The hell he was. His life was falling apart around him, but he 
had control over one aspect of it. He was in charge of how 
much he was willing to work at his relationship with his wife.

Realization catapulted him out of bed at 9:40. He raced to 
the bathroom, was in and out in five minutes. Running a hand 
over the stubble on his cheek, he shrugged and bolted to his 
bureau. He’d be there, grungy as a bum, but he’d be there. 
Dressed in jeans and an old Cameron City baseball sweatshirt, 
he jumped in the car before ten and arrived at the doctor’s 
office by 10:15. As he entered the foyer, the same receptionist 
as before perched behind the small glass window.

“Hi, I’m Callie Muscato’s husband.”



“Yes, Mr. Muscato, I recognize you. Your wife just went in. 
Go on back.”

Taking the same route as the last time, he marveled at 
how much lighter he felt. How renewed. The babies were 
here again, too, grinning at him from the walls. This time, he 
grinned back. 

Callie was in the same examination room. As the nurse 
opened the door, his wife glanced up from where she sat 
on the narrow table. Her denim shirt was pulled up and 
the doctor stood over her with a small instrument poised at 
her belly. In the light of day, he could see her stomach was 
rounded just a bit.

“Nick? What are you doing here?”
Giving her a mock-stern look, he said gruffly, “You should 

have woken me up.”
“I should have?”
Kaitlyn Corrigan eyed them suspiciously. They were 

behaving oddly for expectant parents. He smiled. The doctor 
was unaware of the miracle unfolding before her.

“Yes, you should have.” He shuffled closer. “What are we 
doing today, Doctor Corrigan?”

“I was about to try to get the baby’s heartbeat. Callie’s 
eleven weeks along, so it’s possible, though not probable.”

Nick’s throat clogged. A heartbeat. His eyes riveted on his 
wife’s stomach. This was real.

And wonderful, you dope. It’s wonderful.
“That’s news,” he mumbled.
“This is a Doppler probe.” She held up the black and silver 

instrument. “It uses ultrasound vibrations.” She smiled at 
Callie. “Now you both can hear baby’s heartbeat at the same 
time.”

Callie shot Nick a troubled glance.
“Great.” He came closer, and took her hand, held it up to 

his mouth. “I can’t wait to hear it.”
Those eyes he loved misted. “You can’t?”
Placing the probe on her stomach, the doctor waited. No 

sound. Callie frowned. Corrigan moved the instrument to the 



left. Still no sound. Callie’s fingers tensed in his. A hideous 
image of the spill she took on the ice taunted him. Once more 
the doctor moved the probe.

And there it was.
Thump thump thump thump thump.
The sound was loud.
Incredibly fast.
Very, very real.
Kaitlyn said, “Ah, a nice strong heartbeat.”
The moisture in Callie’s eyes spilled over. “I can’t believe 

it.”
The doctor’s look was indulgent. “Believe it. That’s your 

baby in there.”
As Nick listened to the tiny drumbeat, his own eyes filled. 

He drew in a deep breath and captured Callie’s gaze. “That’s 
our baby in there,” he said hoarsely. “Ours.”



 

Chapter 16

Nick hated like hell to leave Callie after what had happened 
between them. He wanted to wrap her up in his arms and 
keep her there forever. But she’d made a lunch date with 
Phoebe at one and he’d told Bobby he’d help out at the Center 
for a few hours today. As he parked the car and jogged inside, 
Nick’s step was jaunty when he reached the office.

Just in time to see his friend kick a half-full wastebasket 
across the floor. “Fucking son of a bitch.”

Folding his arms over his chest and leaning against the 
jamb, Nick asked, “What’s wrong?” 

Bobby’s gaze snapped up. “Wrong? What’s wrong? My wife 
spent the night with another man, that’s what’s wrong. I knew, 
I knew if I let her do this drama thing I’d regret it.” Bobby sent 
the waste basket flying a few more feet.

Nick closed the door and crossed to the desk. “Wanna talk?”
“No, I want to smash something. Like Ruben O’Malley’s 

face.”
Surprised, Nick scowled. “She slept with the actor?” They’d 

talked more than once about Phoebe’s meetings with the guy 
to work on acting projects and Bobby’s increasing anger at her 
spending so much time with another man. Had he been right 
to object?

Bobby jammed his hands into his sweatpants pockets. “She 
slept at his house.”

“So we’re talking like, stayed overnight?” Nick glanced 
out the window, where the gray afternoon offered a fitting 
backdrop to Bobby’s mood. “Because of the storm?”

“Yeah.” 
“Shit, Bobby, I thought you meant--”



Angrily, Bobby jutted out a chin. “How do I know they 
didn’t?”

Nick decided to try another tack. “What did Phoebe say?”
“I didn’t see her. She got back just in time to meet Callie for 

lunch.” His gaze became razor sharp. “I know her. She didn’t 
want to face me. She didn’t even bother to call me, she just 
texted that she couldn’t make it home.”

“Aren’t you jumping the gun, then?”
“Fuck, Nick. Something’s going on with them, I can feel it.”
Nick recalled all the feelings he’d had about Lew Patterson--

and he’d been right. Staring at his friend, he was overcome by 
a sudden wish to keep Bobby from making the same mistakes 
he had.

Maybe he could.
“So, what are you going to do about it?”
“I’m going to kill the bastard.”
Cringing, Nick recalled how he’d beat the shit out of 

Patterson when he’d found out Callie had slept with the guy. 
He flexed his fist.

“Sit down, Bobbo.” Nick placed a firm hand on his buddy’s 
shoulder and pressed him into a chair. “Let’s see if we can 
keep you out of prison.” He dropped down across from his 
friend. “First, you don’t know she did anything.”

His shoulders sagged and Bobby closed his eyes, his 
expression like a little kid wanting to hear that the bad news 
he’d just gotten had all been a mistake.

“Second, I got some advice for you.” Nick hesitated. He had 
to be careful. He couldn’t breach Callie’s privacy, but friends 
had a responsibility to each other. And Callie would want 
him to help the Millers. “Some hard-won advice. If something’s 
happened between Phoebe and this guy, it doesn’t mean your 
relationship is over.”

“Don’t give me that crap, Nick. If Callie cheated on you, 
you’d kill the guy she slept with.”

“I’d want to. But it wouldn’t change anything.”
“Nothing’ll change anything.”
“Your attitude can.”



“What do you mean?”
“Let’s just say that if I had to do some things over again, I’d 

find a way to keep Callie happier than I did.”
“I haven’t made Phoebe unhappy.”
“You told me she wasn’t completely content with the life 

she’d chosen.”
“I can’t give her an acting career.”
“You could support her ventures in it better than you have.”
Bobby glared at him and Nick knew he hit a nerve. “I let her 

do this and she found somebody else.”
“And you’re just gonna give up?” 
His friend’s expression was murderous. 
Nick cleared his throat. “I almost lost Callie for reasons I 

can’t tell you. But I came around in time. Think about what it 
would be like without Phoebe after all these years. And take it 
from me, you will lose her, if you don’t handle this right.” His 
voice hoarse, he finished, “I swear, pal, I almost lost my wife. I 
don’t want to see things go that far south for you and Phoebe.”

o0o

“Oh, Phoebe, believe me, this is not good.” Callie toyed with 
the lettuce of her salad and speared Phoebe with a concerned 
look. Tucked away in a corner of Small Things, the two life-
long friends were somber.

Phoebe blushed to the roots of her dark hair. Her soup and 
sandwich sat untouched on the table. “I know, Cal.” Her eyes 
teared. “And I feel so guilty.”

“What did Bobby say when you got home?”
“I don’t know. I, um, texted him that the weather was too 

bad to drive home last night, and his return text was curt.”
“Didn’t you see him today?”
Her eyes bleak, she shook her head. “You know me, the 

Cowardly Lion. I knew he had to be at the Center by noon and 
I timed getting home so I wouldn’t have to face him.”

Callie gave her friend a sympathetic look. Phoebe had 
just confessed to kissing the young actor. She’d wanted to do 
more, but hadn’t. “You can cause irrevocable damage to your 



relationship with Bobby by what you’re doing with Ruben. 
Damage that you can never fix.”

Phoebe cocked her head. “You’re talking from experience, 
aren’t you?”

“Yes.”
“You haven’t told me some things.”
“I can’t. It’s between me and Nick. But Phoeb, no matter 

what you’re feeling about Ruben now, no matter what you get 
from him that you can’t get from Bobby, in the long run, you’ll 
regret it.”

“I--you look so sad.”
“There’s a part of our relationship that will never heal from 

what I did to Nick. I’d give anything if I could change things. 
But I can’t.”

“Callie--”
“No, just listen to me. I’ve got another chance with Nick 

and I’m not going to blow it. But damage has been done. Don’t 
hurt your relationship any more than you already have, honey. 
Believe me, it’ll be the biggest mistake of your life.”

Genuine sadness filtered across Phoebe’s pretty face. “Will 
you tell me the rest someday?”

“Maybe. Someday.”

o0o

Classic literature had taught Callie that life was both 
heaven and hell. Good times and bad. Happiness and grief. 
Over the weekend her life had taken a turn she could never 
imagine. Not only had she and Nick resumed their physical 
relationship, but he’d accepted the baby. That was heaven.

Hell, however, came in the form of two occupants in her 
classroom: Kip Temple and Lisa Rossi. Since they’d switched 
from Lew’s Social Studies class to hers for the literature unit, 
they’d been demons in their hour and a half block together: 
behaving obnoxiously in groups, like they were doing now, 
whispering behind other kids’ backs, tossing who-does-she-
think-she-is looks across the aisles.

“He had a right to off her,” Kip was saying as he cuffed up 



the sleeves of his shirt. “He thought she cheated on him.”
Josh Miller rolled his eyes. Unfortunately, the class 

valedictorian and general outsider had to work with some 
of The Group because they’d picked the same book to read 
independently. “Thought is the operative word, Temple. Iago 
tricked Othello into thinking Desdemona cheated on him. She 
didn’t do it.”

“Whadayou think, Lisa?” Kip was scrounging for 
reinforcements.

Slipping her mirror into her purse, Lisa tossed back her 
hair. Jingly earrings vied for attention with her pouty mouth. 
“Carter’d never cheat on me, so I dunno.”

Unholy glee danced in Kip’s eyes. “Wouldn’t be so sure of 
that. Carter’s pretty tight with Einstein these days.”

Einstein was the unflattering epithet these kids called Emily 
Manson. Callie had thought the twain would never meet 
between The Group and Emily and her friends, so she’d been 
surprised to read one of Emily’s assignments about bridging 
the gap between innate differences. She’d mentioned Carter 
and how confused she was. Sometimes kids asked to talk to 
Callie about these things, but these days everyone was leaving 
her alone to deal with her own life. So Callie had called Emily 
down to her room after school…

“Want to talk about Carter, Emily?”
Pretty brown eyes were troubled. “Mrs. M, you don’t need 

my problems in your life.”
“Actually, it would take my mind off things.”
“Really?”
“Uh-huh. Come on, girl, confess.”
“Well, he’s been nice to me since this class started. We seem 

to think the same on things. Then, when you had us pick 
independent books, he asked what I was reading and chose it 
too.”

“Your project on The Scarlet Letter was top notch.”
“He’s smart, and creative. We spent a lot of time doing it.”
“There’s nothing wrong with all this.”
“He tried to kiss me. I didn’t let him because he has a 



girlfriend.”
“What did he say?”
“That he didn’t have to have a girlfriend…”
And now, that girlfriend was berating Emily. “Don’t make 

me laugh. Carter would never cheat on me. Especially with 
somebody who wears combat boots and glasses.”

From where she’d been watching them, Callie scowled 
and crossed to their group. The gray light of a mid-March 
afternoon cast the room in a dismal glow. “Let’s stay on task, 
guys.”

Josh smiled at her. “We’re on number four, the character’s 
justification for his actions.”

“I heard.”
Kip lazed back in his desk, linked his hands behind his head 

and crossed leather booted feet at his ankles. “What do you 
think Mrs. M.? Should a man go after somebody who seduced 
his wife or should he punish her?”

Callie was struck by an image of Nick hurtling himself at 
Lew. But she quelled it and kept calm. “I think Othello acted 
rashly and out of male pride.” She zeroed in on Kip. “And 
male pride has been a lot of guys’ downfall.” She paused. “Of 
all ages.”

The bell rang, defusing the charged moment. Kip rose lazily, 
a neutral mask in place, grabbed his books and sauntered out 
of the room. Josh gave Callie a grateful look and followed. 
Lisa fluffed her hair, adjusted the large boy’s ring on a 
chain around her neck and glanced at Callie with an angel’s 
innocence. “Ciao.”

As she followed the last student out the door, Callie stood 
in the hall to supervise the end of the day, grateful that 
school was over. She caught sight of Carter and Emily exiting 
Lew’s classroom. Callie did a double take at Emily. Her hair 
was down; it was long and looked like ribbons of smooth 
chocolate. Gone were her combat boots, replaced by pretty 
sneakers. She wore a feminine pink blouse with nice jeans.

And Callie wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. Carter was 
looking at Emily like he planned to start nibbling at the top of 



her head and end with the new shoes. 
Lisa homed in on them, a vulture after meat. She swooped 

down on Carter from behind. Pulling him away from Emily, 
Lisa leaned into him with her whole body and gave him a 
sloppy, open-mouthed kiss. Emily looked shocked and took off 
down the hall. 

Down by his room in the doorway, Lew said to them, 
“All right Romeo and Juliet. Knock off the public display.” 
He smiled at Callie over their heads and rolled his eyes. She 
smiled back.

A pang of sadness swept through her. She missed Lew. 
She’d seen little of him in the past few months, mostly because 
of Nick. Her hand crept to her waist. As Lisa dragged Carter 
away, Callie took a step toward Lew, but Tiffany came up 
behind him.

The girl materialized like an apparition out of the mist. 
Dressed in a powder blue skirt and sweater, her hair curled 
around a face that was almost gaunt. She clasped her books in 
one hand and clutched her locket necklace in the other, then 
touched Lew’s arm. He swiveled around and frowned. Partly 
blocking Tiffany from view, he spoke to her. Tiffany shook her 
head. Lew’s hand soothed her arm.

Tiffany’s said loudly, “I don’t see why--”
But Lew cut her off with another quiet response. Turning 

her back on them, Callie escaped to her classroom and shut 
the door. She didn’t want to see Tiffany today. Sinking down 
on the padded desk chair, she took a bottle of water out of the 
drawer and thought about Nick.

She still couldn’t believe he’d accepted the baby. As his. 
After they left the office, she’d burst into tears again in the 
car…

“I can’t believe you mean this.”
“I do. It’s the only way we can stay together.” He hugged 

her. “It’s worth any sacrifice, Cal, any wounded pride I have 
over this.”

“I love you so much.”
“I love you, too. And I’ll love the baby, I promise. It will be 



ours.” He waited a minute. “Nobody else knows the truth, 
love. And they never can. Everybody has to believe this baby is 
mine.”

“Yes, yes, I want that…”
“Carolyn?”
Disoriented, she looked up into Lew’s face.
Baby. Father. Lew. Nick. Her heartbeat accelerated at the thoughts. 

“Hi.”
He sat down in a student desk across from her. “How are 

you?”
“Fine.”
“Honey, you’re not fine. Last week must have been hell. I’ve 

wanted to talk to you about it, but you’re avoiding me.”
“Lew, it’s difficult between us now.”
His thick brows formed a vee. “Because we slept together?”
“Partly. I don’t feel as comfortable with you as before.”
“Am I putting pressure on you?”
“No, of course not.” She gripped the plastic bottle and 

twisted the top. What she was about to say hurt. “Maybe it’s 
because Nick was right.”

“Right?”
“To object to our friendship. It did lead somewhere it 

shouldn’t have.”
Slouching a bit in his chair, he stuck his hands in his 

pockets. “You know I don’t agree that it shouldn’t have led 
there.”

“I’m a married woman.” She raised her chin. “And I’m 
staying married. Things are good between Nick and me. Very 
good.”

He sighed. “You’re loyal and you want to stand by him 
during this hearing. But after it’s over, you don’t owe him 
anything.”

“Lew, I have no intention of leaving Nick, now or after the 
hearing.”

“Even if he’s found guilty?”
“He’s innocent.”
Her friend stared at her with pitying eyes. The silence in 



the room was accented by the click of someone’s heels in the 
corridor outside the closed door and the occasional shout of 
one student to another. Finally, Lew said, “All right, say he’s 
innocent. He’s leaving in July. For the limelight. You don’t 
want to live like that again.”

Callie hadn’t thought about the Tornadoes’ baseball job in 
so long, she’d almost forgotten there was another obstacle in 
the road ahead. What would happen when it came time for 
that decision? Would she get Nick back just to lose him again?

Suddenly she was very weary. She stood. “I’m not sure. All 
I know is that I love my husband. And my friendship with you 
hurts him.” When Lew started to object, she held up her hand. 
“No, it’s our fault, Lew. We betrayed his trust. I won’t hurt him 
again by my friendship with you.”

Stifling the panic that pounded like thunder in his heart, 
Lew watched Carolyn gather her things. He concentrated on 
the graceful movement of her hands, how lovely she looked in 
her apricot suit and silk blouse. So perfect, like a finely crafted 
work of art.

He stood too. “You’re not thinking clearly now, but I’ll back 
off until the hearing’s over.” He touched her arm. “I don’t 
want to give you more to worry about.”

“Thanks. I appreciate the consideration. But my view on 
our friendship won’t change.”

It wasn’t until Lew was back in his own classroom that he 
gave into his feelings. He scrubbed his hands over his face 
while images of Carolyn reeled past him: graduation day 
and the hug from her after his valedictory speech...when she 
visited him at Yale, while her new husband was at spring 
training...the first time he saw her with Ty...in the classroom 
working miracles with the kids...giving him the Civil War 
pistol he’d been coveting for his fortieth birthday. Naked and 
under him for the very first time.

How would he ever let her go? He’d been so sure the sexual 
misconduct case would drive the final wedge between her and 
Muscato. Had he come all this way, done all he’d done, to lose 
her again?



The door creaked. Maybe she came back! He straightened 
and turned around. Through a haze of despair, he saw her 
standing in the doorway, blond and beautiful, smiling at 
him. Then his vision cleared. “Tiffany.” He battled back his 
disappointment. “Come in.”

o0o

Packed with State College students out for some Friday 
night fun, the frat house was a pigsty. Walls were painted 
dingy beige; on them were a lighted Budweiser sign and 
posters of Lady Gaga and Angelina Jolie. The stuffing in 
the ancient chairs burst out of the seams like tufts of cotton. 
Scarred with years of careless boot and shoe marks, the 
wooden floor was bare. The main room reeked of beer, was 
clouded by a haze of smoke and filled with the earsplitting 
sounds of some god-awful rap.

“I can’t believe you’d want to join a fraternity and live like 
this,” Tyler said as he and his brother stood in the doorway.

Joey surveyed the scene like a director trying to get a fix on 
what was wrong with the set. “Yeah, it’s pathetic.”

Ty shook his head. “And hot.”
“All these bodies crammed in. What do you want to drink?”
“A coke, I guess.”
“Be right back.” A wicked grin turned up the corners of 

Joe’s mouth. “Don’t let some chick lure you up to one of the 
rooms.”

“Fat chance,” Tyler told him.
As he watched his brother thread through the crowd, Tyler 

couldn’t help but smile. His mom and dad’s intervention 
had worked. Joe had been straight for weeks, except for the 
occasional beer he drank. As he waited for Joe, Ty scanned 
the room. Sigma Pi Fraternity was the biggest Greek at State 
College. All the athletes belonged and they’d asked Joey to 
rush this spring. It was also the wildest frat. Tyler had prayed 
hard to God that his brother didn’t take their bait.

His attention was drawn to three guys by the stereo, 
holding cigars as pretend mikes, going through the gyrations 



of a rock band. They were stoned out of their minds, their 
voices as discordant as a piano in need of tuning. It was an 
insult to Tyler’s musical ears. Girls rimmed the perimeter, 
checking out the guys like they were shopping for a new 
brand of lipstick. Couples were everywhere--necking on 
a couch in the corner, groping each other in a set of bay 
windows near the front of the room.

His gaze rested on an archway under the stairs. Another 
pair huddled there. The guy had his arm braced against the 
wall, concealing the girl. When he moved to pick up his beer, 
Ty got a glimpse of long, dark hair. His heart rate speeded 
up. Mary Sue looked up at the frat boy like he was God. 
Mesmerized, Ty watched the guy’s free arm slip to her waist.

“What’s the matter?” Joe handed Ty a coke. Tyler’s gaze 
stayed where it was, and Joey tracked it. “Shit,” Joey said. 
“Let’s get out of here.”

“No, I’m bound to run into her.”
“Ty, this could get dicey.”
The guy bent over and kissed Mary Sue. She leaned into the 

embrace. Ty’s gut began to ache. “Didn’t take her long, did it?”
“She’s not worth it.” Shifting, Joe blocked his brother’s view 

of the couple. “Mom called today.” 
“Weekly check in?”
Joe rolled his eyes. “They’d talked to Reilly. The therapist 

gave me a good report. They said I could play baseball.”
Despite the pain in his heart, Ty smiled. “Great, Joe. When’s 

the first game?”
“A couple of weeks. I’ll play since they let me practice.”
“You gonna start?”
“Give me a break, of course.” Joe tossed back a swig of beer.
“Too bad you inherited Dad’s lack of self-confidence,” Ty 

jabbed dryly. 
Joey’s face darkened. “Have you talked to Dad?” 
“Yeah.” Ty waited a minute. “Baseball season started there.”
“He feel bad about not coaching this year?”
“Uh-huh.” When Joe was quiet, Ty put in, “You dreamed 

about him again last night. You were yelling.”



The look on his brother’s face was the same as when Ty had 
confronted him about the X. Joe scanned the room then rested 
his gaze on Ty. “What’d I say?”

“Something like, ‘You did it, you bastard. I know you did.’”
Joe stared at Ty. 
“You don’t really think Dad did those things to Tiffany, do 

you?” 
“Dad’s capable of a lot of things we’d never guess.”
Ty’s gaze drifted across the room. Mary Sue was plastered 

up against the wall of the staircase; the guy’s body was 
plastered right up to hers. “Yeah, well it seems everybody has 
a dark side.”

Joe said, “You don’t.”
“Maybe it’s just dormant. Maybe, if I’m lucky, it’ll come out 

soon and I can enjoy life just like everybody else.”
Another tune rent the air. One of the pseudo-singers by 

the stereo leaped onto a nearby table, teetering precariously 
so that beer sloshed over his hand. He continued his routine 
and the crowd gathered around him booed. The guy did a few 
dance moves, slipped and slid close to the edge, and toppled 
right off into three other frat boys. Beer splattered on the floor 
and on a few girls unlucky enough to be near them. Two more 
boys stood over the four on the floor and upended pitchers of 
beer on them. 

“Jesus, who’d want to live like this?” Joe mused.
Ty shook his head. “Not me.”
Don’t look, he told himself, but his gaze was drawn to the 

staircase. Judging from the position of Mary Sue’s head, lover 
boy was giving her a hickey now, on that beautiful neck of 
hers. She had this cute little mole a couple of inches below her 
right ear...pain ripped through Ty as he watched the only girl 
he’d ever been serious about make out with another guy.

Setting down his drink with a thud, Joe pulled Ty’s arm. 
“This is stupid, let’s go, Tyler.”

The boy whispered something into Mary Sue’s ear. Her 
head bobbed up and down. He slid his arm around her waist 
and led her to the staircase. Ty watched, feeling like somebody 



had stuck a knife in his heart and twisted it hard.
“Tyler, I said, let’s leave.”
“Leave?” He pushed off the wall. “Nah, I don’t want to 

leave.” 
Joe grabbed his arm. “Where you going?”
“To get a beer.”
“You never had a beer in your life.”
Glancing at the staircase, he scowled. “Yeah, well now’s as 

good a time to start as any.”
“You’re halo’s slipping, buddy.”
“Screw my halo. It’s getting heavy these days.”



 

Chapter 17

Krissy Campbell’s father sat in the witness chair with 
a scowl on his face. Nick had never met a more dedicated 
advocate for his child than the man before him. He’d been 
clear that he didn’t believe the charges and had faith in Nick. 
Still, Wren could trip him up.

“Tell us the role Nick Muscato had in your daughter’s life,” 
David asked pleasantly.

“Nick gave my kid more than ten teachers, several 
therapists and loving parents ever could.”

Kane, the officer, sat up a bit straighter.
“How did he do that, Mr. Campbell?”
The man drew in a heavy breath. “My daughter has a form 

of autism, luckily less severe than many kids. Nick Muscato 
treated her as if she didn’t.”

“In what way?”
“He expected her to play basketball, he got kids like her in 

the weight room, and he…respected my daughter.” Campbell 
gave Nick a sad smile. “Truthfully, I lost my hero status in my 
daughter’s eyes when Nick came into his life. I’m grateful for 
that.”

The accolades continued. When Patricia Wren’s turn for 
cross came up, she approached with a neutral look on her face. 
She was still dressed severely, but her hair was clipped back 
so it fell more loosely around her face. “Mr. Campbell, did you 
know Mr. Muscato talked to the kids about sex?”

“No, not before it came out in these proceedings, then Nick 
told us. Do you have any idea how hard it is to get twelve year 
old girls to discuss those kind of issues?”

Cool Patricia seemed a bit flustered. “Don’t you think Mr. 



Muscato should have consulted you and other parents first 
before broaching such a sensitive topic?”

“Look lady, the school has rights to educate my kid. I’m 
glad he told the group about different kinds of touching. 
Nobody else dared to.”

Nick shot a quick glance at Callie behind him. She smiled 
approvingly. Beneath it, though, was a nervousness she 
couldn’t hide--from him, at least. Her turn to testify was 
coming up.

The next witness called Irene Carlo, one of his and Callie’s 
friends, who walked across the front in a sleek suit and stiletto 
heels. David began the questions.

“Ms. Carlo, do you know Nick and Callie Muscato well?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know Chuck Jones, Elizabeth Hickman and Kara 

Keller who testified for the district?”
“Yes.”
“In your opinion, what kind of teacher is Mr. Muscato?”
Giving Nick a quick smile, Irene lifted her chin. “He’s great 

with the kids. The athletes idolize him. But he does well with 
non-athletes, too.”

“Like Jackie Conklin and Krissy Campbell?”
“Yes.”
“You’re director of the plays at school, aren’t you?”
“I am.”
“Do you hug kids after plays?”
Irene gave him an Are you kidding? look. “Yes, or course. Maybe 

even after class. Or when they come in and talk to me about 
something personal. A lot of teachers do.” She lifted her chin. 
“Especially the good ones.”

Wren took her turn. “You’re a really popular teacher, aren’t 
you?”

“I hope so.”
“Do you hear the kids talk about other teachers?”
“Yes.”
“What do they say about Mr. Muscato?”
“That he’s hot. That he’s a good teacher. That he really likes 



kids. They say that about several members of the faculty.”
“Oh, who?”
“Callie Muscato for one. Tons of boys have a crush on her.”
Wren seemed surprised by the statement. “Why is that?”
“Because she’s hot, she’s a good teacher and she really likes 

kids.”
In the end, Patricia had little luck with Irene.
They took a break for ten minutes. Nick stood and pivoted 

to his wife. Her mauve suit looked good on her but no one 
knew she couldn’t button the skirt. Her face was glowing. 
He liked to think it was good sex, rather than pregnancy that 
brought the pink to her cheeks. He still couldn’t believe they 
were lovers again.

He grasped her hand. “Nervous?”
She nodded. Her hair was around her shoulder, thick and 

luscious. “Mostly that I won’t say the right things.”
David squeezed her arm. “Tell the truth and if Wren trips 

you up, I’ll be there to un-trip you.”
“Thanks David. I’ll try.”

o0o

When they reconvened, Callie walked up to the front of 
the room. The whole atmosphere had gotten quieter, more 
still than it was this morning. She tried to blank her mind as 
she took the oath and sat. But she knew how important her 
testimony and the way she came off was to Nick’s case. You’re his 
best defense, Callie. No one will ever think Nick would cheat with a teenager when 
he had you.

“Mrs. Muscato, how long have you been married to Mr. 
Muscato?”

“Twenty-three years.”
“And have you ever doubted Nick’s fidelity?”
“No, not at all. We took vows and he’s been faithful to 

them.”
“You were separated a lot. Why was that?”
“Away game series. Spring training. What all baseball 

families encounter.”
David stuck his hands in his pockets. “When he was sent to 



the minors after his shoulder injury, did you go with him?”
“No, I came back here then to teach.”
“Why?”
Shrugging a shoulder, Callie forced herself not to tense. 

“Because I had two boys starting kindergarten, I’d finished my 
teaching degree and it seemed time to settle. Both our families 
are here.”

“In that period, do you think Nick cheated?”
She gave a little chuckle. “Not by the enthusiastic reunions 

we had, I don’t.”
His smile bright, David went on to another topic. “Tell us 

about your relationship with Tiffany Owens.”
Biting her lip, Callie battled back the emotion in her throat. 

This hurt. “She and I were close.” Her voice had gotten hoarse. 
“I had her as a student in her first year of high school, then in 
subsequent years for other English courses.”

“Did you love her?”
“I do.”
David stilled. “You do? Even after her accusation?”
“Yes, of course. She was like a daughter to me. But she’s 

confused now, on the brink of a breakdown, I believe, and 
she’s made an untrue accusation against Nick. But you don’t 
stop loving your kids because they do bad things.”

Callie glanced at Nick who was smiling his approval. A 
peek at Kane showed his appreciation for her words too. Callie 
meant them, but wanted badly for them to help her husband.

“Is it common to have students at your house as much as 
Tiffany was at yours?”

“No, but it happens. She’s a special case.”
“Did you like that people mistook you for mother and 

daughter?”
Remembering how they’d both taken pleasure in that, she 

said, “Yes, I guess.”
“Did you ever see anything untoward between her and 

your husband?”
Callie could feel her face heat and was glad. “No, of course 

not. She’s a child. Nick is an honest, ethical man. He’d never, 



ever do what she’s accused him of.”
After a few more questions, Patricia Wren approached 

the front, carrying Tiffany’s diary which she held up. “Mrs. 
Muscato, did you know Tiffany kept a diary?”

“Yes, I require kids to write in journals for class. Many of 
them continue keeping one.”

“Did you ever read Tiffany’s diary?”
“No. But I read her journals.”
“Did you know she was writing about your husband?”
Arching a brow, Callie stared Wren down. “She wasn’t.”
Wren lifted the book and began to read. “’He’s so cool, 

diary. I spend time at his house. He gives me rides. I think I’m 
falling in love with him.’ What do you make of that?”

“I wonder who he is?” They’d talked about this tack and 
what Callie should say.

“Oh, come on, Mrs. Muscato. Who else would it be?”
“She’s close to other teachers. It might be one of them.”
“Like who?”
Uh-oh. This hadn’t come up. What should she say? She 

looked at Nick whose reputation was hanging in the balance 
here. She thought about their lovemaking and their renewed 
commitment to each other. “Lew Patterson. I know she spends 
time with him as many of the kids do.”

“Does he transport her?”
“I know of a few incidences when he did.”
“Has she been to his house?”
“A lot. Groups of kids have. I told you, that’s what 

education is like today. Irene Carlo has play kids over, 
Kathleen McGrady holds sleepovers for her health classes.”

Frowning, Wren read from the diary again.
“Here’s more entries. ‘He touched me in places. Like Brad. 

But it felt better than Brad. Oh, I feel so guilty about Brad but 
I can’t stop myself. I want to be with him. I want to marry 
him.’”

Callie cringed. “If it’s an adult she’s speaking of—you know 
the perpetrator is often a relative in these situations--I think 
her experience, her trauma, is sick. But Nick never abused her. 



I love my husband and he loves me and he would never do 
something so awful.”

“What about when he was kissing Elizabeth Hickman?”
“That was a mistake. He’s sorry for it.”
“Did you know at the time it happened?”
Don’t lie, Cal. You’re under oath.
“I didn’t, no.”
“Are you hurt by it?”
“Some. But married people disappoint each other all the 

time. The trick is to work harder at the relationship after. Nick 
and I are committed to each other, Ms. Wren, and there’s no 
testimony you’re going to get out of me that contradicts my 
belief in our feelings for each other.”

The woman scowled. “Oh, so you’re going to the majors 
with him when he leaves to coach in the summer? You’re 
going to leave everything for him? Let me warn you, Mrs. 
Muscato, there are rumors you’re not.”

“This is a difficult decision to make. I might go and I might 
not. But I’ll tell you this. Even if I don’t move to New York, 
our marriage will stay intact. We’ll do what we’ve done many 
times when we’ve been separated. Nothing is going to break 
us up.”

A few weeks ago Callie couldn’t have made that statement 
and be telling the truth. She’d thought their marriage, their 
life together, was over. But all that had changed and she was 
grateful she could make this claim with such sincerity.

As Callie left the witness chair, she felt good about what 
she’d said. It was all true. If she didn’t go south with Nick, 
things would work out.

But when she went back to her seat, and listened to other 
testimony on Nick’s behalf, she couldn’t get the last time Nick 
had asked her to leave all she loved…

“Daddy’s home.” The four-and-half year old twins made 
a running leap for their father, their high tops slipping on the 
kitchen tile, their arms flailing at their sides.

Nick hefted them both up and cuddled them to his chest. “I 
missed you guys,” he said, nosing into them.



“We saw Bambi, Daddy.”
“His mama got killed.”
Removing his leather jacket, Nick walked to the breakfast 

nook still with a twin in each arm. “Hi, babe.”
“Hi, slugger. Good to have you back.”
After they visited with their Dad, Callie sent the boys 

for baths with their nanny. The comforting sounds of them 
scuffling up the hand-carved oak staircase off the living room 
didn’t soothe Callie’s nerves. Something was wrong with 
Nick, and as usual, when Nick was unhappy, the whole family 
walked on egg shells.

He stared up at her with bleak eyes. “I’m going back to the 
minors.” 

“Oh, Nicky.” She moved close to him. When he didn’t 
budge, her temper slipped. He’d been a prick since his injury. 
For months he’d pouted at the inactivity. At the slowness of 
the medical personnel. At the lingering doubt that he’d ever 
play ball again. In some ways, it was as bad as when he went 
through the fertility testing.

Then he’d progressed enough to go to Florida for spring 
training with the team. They hadn’t seen each other in weeks, 
but on the phone, he’d been grumpy and out of sorts about his 
progress. He’d taken his frustration out on her--and she was 
sick of it.

But he’d needed comfort that day. Callie stood and pulled 
on his good shoulder until he swerved in the chair. She 
removed the beer from his hand and snuggled on his lap.

“Let me in, Nicky, don’t go through this alone.”
His hand came up to her hair. He kissed her head. “I...I’m so 

angry. So frustrated.”
“I know you are.” 
He studied the home they’d built in the suburbs of New 

York and she knew he was thinking about leaving it to go to 
Podunk, New Jersey or some other small minor league town. 
After his success in the pros, it would be a prison sentence. 

“What’s that?” he asked.
Callie tracked his gaze across the table. She’d stiffened 



slightly. “Oh, it’s a video game.”
Nick grabbed it. “This is for Nintendo. We don’t have that 

system.”
“Um, yes we do.” 
“Where’d we get it?”
“Lew gave it to the boys.”
Nick went still. “Jesus Christ, Callie. I don’t want him 

sending the boys presents, especially expensive ones like that.” 
“Nick, you’re not mad at Lew. You’re upset about your 

career.”
Gripping her waist, he set her on her feet and stood. His 

pitcher’s icy veneer settled in place and he leaned against 
the counter. “Don’t play shrink with me, Carolyn. You know 
fucking well he’s trying to get to you through Ty and Joe. 
Especially Ty.” 

 “I’m not going to discuss this now. It’s not what you’re 
upset about.”

”Okay, let’s talk about the move.”
“Move?”
“To the minors. I’m going to South Carolina, where we 

started out. Ironic, huh?”
For a long time, she stared at him. Then she shook her head. 

“Now isn’t the time to discuss this, Nick.”
His glare was flinty. “I want to discuss this now.”
“Fine! I’m not going to South Carolina with you. I already 

did that once. What’s more, I’m not dragging the boys all over 
the country like a band of gypsies. It was bad enough when I 
followed you for over two years. I won’t do that to them, too.”

His complexion reddened. “Well, I’m sorry to have 
inconvenienced you, Princess.”

“The boys start school in September,” she said coldly.
He stared hard at her then looked out the window again, 

massaged his neck with his hand.
Though she hadn’t wanted to do battle now, he’d attacked. 

She might as well tell him all of it. “And I’ve been thinking 
about our life for a long time. I’d like to get a teaching job 
when the kids go to school.”



He whirled around. “What brought this on?”
Angry herself now, she threw up her hands, letting them 

fall to her thighs with a slap. “Damn it, why do you think I ran 
myself into the ground finishing school? I told you years ago I 
wanted to teach. Tyler and Joey will be in kindergarten in the 
fall and I could work then.”

“You wouldn’t be able to come to away games or down 
south when we train.”

“What you mean is I wouldn’t be supporting your career 
anymore. I’d finally be starting my own.” She raised her chin. 
“And I want to move back to Cameron City to do that. I think 
our home town is a better place to raise the boys and for me to 
teach than here in the city.”

“You think. Weren’t you going to discuss this with me?”
“I was, when the season was over last fall. Then you got 

hurt. When you said that going to the minors was a possibility, 
the idea really jelled.” At his hurt look, she said, “Goddamn 
it, if you hadn’t been so self-absorbed about this injury, you 
would have known what was going on in my head.”

“I’m not a mind reader. You should have discussed it with 
me.”

“I would have, if you hadn’t gotten injured.”
“Then get a job in New York. I could be back there any 

time.”
“No. I’m through putting my life on hold for you. It’s my 

turn now. I’ve followed your dream for ten years. This is a 
perfect opportunity for me to follow mine. It’s your turn to 
compromise.”

Because she was right, he attacked. He glanced 
meaningfully at the Nintendo game. “Tell me the whole story, 
Carolyn.”

She jammed trembling hands into her jeans but didn’t 
answer. 

He grabbed her, his fingers biting into her upper arms. 
“There is more, isn’t there? I knew it.”

“All right. There’s a job opening at our old high school in 
the English department next September.”



“And how would you know that?”
She said nothing. 
”Patterson told you, didn’t he? He couldn’t wait to tell you, 

I’ll bet.” She looked away and knew instantly it was a mistake. 
His anger doubled. “Didn’t he?” Nick shouted.

“All right, yes!”
Giving her his back, Nick let loose a string of obscenities 

that would make a street thug blush. Then he whirled on her. 
“Don’t you see what he’s doing? He’s luring you back there. 
Without me.”

“Nick, stop being so paranoid. This isn’t some 
Machiavellian plot of Lew’s to get me away from you.”

“Watch the language, babe. The dumb jock here might not 
understand the jargon you and prick-face use.”

“Stop it. You’re acting like you’re eighteen again.”
“So are you. By running back to Patterson.”
“I’m not running to anyone. I want to settle down and have 

a normal life. I want to raise the boys and teach.”
“You can do that here.”
“I don’t want to do it here. I want to go home.”
“This is your home.”
“Nick, please, it’s my turn. I deserve a chance now. You’ve 

had yours…”
Now, sitting here in this terrible room dealing with 

this awful issue unfolding before them, Callie wished she 
could take that decision back. She wished she’d been more 
understanding. Her hand went to her stomach. Especially 
since he’d accepted what no man should ever have to accept.

o0o

“Wait just a minute, Muscato.” Dressed in a fancy suit 
and tie, the asshole had his arm around his wife and was 
heading to the front door of the Administration Building when 
Addison called out to him. “I want to talk to you.”

“Callie,” Muscato said in a low voice. “Go to the car.”
She linked her arm through his. “No.”
The receptionist was staring at them, as were a couple of 



people waiting in the front area. Good. He wanted to stage a 
public embarrassment. “Your wife needs to hear what I have 
to say.”

“Hear what?” Callie asked.
“My offer.”
“I already heard your offer.” Muscato tugged his wife closer 

and his jaw tightened. “I don’t think we should be talking, Mr. 
Owens.”

Addison angled his chin to the meeting room. “Things 
aren’t going so well for you in there, are they?”

“How would you know that?”
“I have contacts you couldn’t even imagine.”
Muscato said firmly, “I’m not interested in anything you 

say.” Then the couple was started away.
“Even one more chance to drop out. Quit Cameron High, 

surrender your teaching license, and leave town. If you do, I’ll 
put it in writing that no civil charges will be served.”

“I already said no.” From the corner of his eye, Addison 
saw the receptionist pick up the phone.

He nodded to Muscato’s wife who looked like she was 
about to keel over. “Are you that selfish that you’d put her 
through something like this when you don’t have to? Hell, 
you’ve got tons of money. You’re leaving for New York 
anyway. Why play out this charade?”

All arrogant, like the cocky ballplayer he was, Muscato 
lifted his chin. “Because I’m innocent.”

“Like I believe that. Like anyone does. You’re a pervert, 
Muscato. A goddamned pervert.”

Addison saw Clifford Sandstone come out to the foyer. He 
was already angry. “What’s going on here?”

“Ask him,” Muscato said and headed toward the door.
When the Muscatos left, the superintendent approached 

him. “Mr. Owens, you shouldn’t have any contact with that 
man. I know you’re upset, but this isn’t a good idea.”

“You’re right.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I just 
can’t tolerate what’s going on. Who’s going to stand up for my 
daughter?”



“The whole school district is. Your family has all our 
support.”

Good to hear, Addison thought, glancing at the door. But he 
wished he could have persuaded Muscato to take the deal. 
That would have put all this sordid mess to rest and stopped 
people from giving him pitiful glances. Addison could get his 
own life back.

Besides, dropping the case would help his daughter. She 
wasn’t well and Addison was fearful of what she’d do next.



 

Chapter 18

Stonewall Jackson was a hefty pillar of a guy. He’d gotten 
his nickname when a rookie had run into the first baseman’s 
chest and been knocked out cold. Later, in a newspaper 
interview, the young player told a reporter it was like plowing 
into a stone wall. Given Jackson’s last name, the epithet had 
stuck.

They’d just returned from dinner and Jack sat on the living 
room loveseat while Nick and Callie took the couch. “How’s 
the shoulder?” Jack asked.

Nick rubbed the area almost unconsciously. He himself had 
also been a casualty of Jack’s size and sinew. With a batting 
average of .300, a twenty and five pitching record, Nick was 
soaring toward stardom that season. Instead, he’d collided 
with Goliath and his career plans had been dashed. “It’s good. 
It hasn’t hurt in years. But I’m careful.”

Jack shook his head, his hair showing signs of gray. “I’ll 
never forget what happened that day.”

“You should. I have.”
But that was a lie. The memory of that fateful event 

had stayed with him. Even now, he could almost feel the 
September heat that crept into his uniform, hear the murmur 
of a packed house that had come to see the final game of the 
National League. And finally, that split second where they 
collided at first base, the shooting pain in his shoulder, which 
doubled him to the ground.

Callie reached for his hand and smiled. Glad for the 
distraction, Nick squeezed her fingers. She was curled up 
on the leather sofa, her feet tucked under her, cuddling into 
a lap blanket. She’d been yawning for ten minutes. It took 



considerable energy tonight for her to be pleasant to their 
guest, who’d flown in to meet with David about his testimony 
in two weeks. Though he was doing Nick a favor, Jack made 
Callie uncomfortable; he always had. He represented the orgy 
of booze and women that professional baseball dabbled in. 

“Did you buy him that sports coat?” Jack asked. “It’s a 
stunner.”

Jack liked expensive clothes and they hung well on his tall, 
formidable frame. Nick shot his wife a quizzical look about the 
gray cashmere jacket he’d put on to go to dinner. 

“We bought it together in New York, last winter when we 
took the boys down for Christmas.” She yawned again on the 
last few words. “Oh, sorry.”

“Why don’t you go to bed, Cal? You’re dead on your feet 
and you have school tomorrow.”

“I guess I will.” She stood. “It was nice seeing you, Jack. I’m 
sorry it was under these circumstances.” Crossing the room, 
she squeezed his arm. “Thanks for coming in like this.”

“I hope what we discussed with David today helps. I’ll do 
my best when I testify.” Jack’s gaze swung to Nick. “Though 
I gotta say, I don’t know why you’re fighting this, Nicky boy. 
You’re leaving anyway. Seems like one avoidable hassle to 
me.”

Nick glanced at Callie. Under the haze of fatigue, he saw 
a flash of concern on her face. They hadn’t talked about the 
baseball job since she told the attorney she might go with him. 
Actually he hadn’t wanted to deal with it now. He took her 
hand as she bent to kiss him. “Want me to walk you up?”

“No. Visit with your friend.”
When Callie left, Jack stared after her. Some Guns and Roses 

played in the background, reminding Nick of when they’d 
been friends. Flashes of hazy bars, free-flowing booze and the 
fancy women Jack liked came into focus.

Nick sipped his whiskey and reiterated Callie’s comment. 
“Thanks for doing this for me.”

“Hey, no problem.” Jack studied Nick. “What’s going on 
with you two?”



“What do you mean?”
“You’re acting like newlyweds. Before Joanie and I split for 

good, we had a couple of reconciliations. We couldn’t keep our 
hands off each other. Neither can you two.”

“Callie and I have problems.” He stared out the window 
at the dry winter night which would soon turn into spring--
baseball season. He always loved this time of year, especially 
when he was in the game himself or when he coached. “More 
problems lately, but we’re dealing with them.”

“About coming back to the Show?”
“That’s a big one.”
“She doesn’t want to leave here.”
Nick shook his head. “I don’t blame her. Her family’s here, 

she loves her job.” And, as she’d reminded him, she’d already 
done it once for him.

“What’re you gonna do?” Jack asked scowling. “We could 
really use you. I think we’re gonna make it next year to the 
Series. You got another chance to get there, Nick.”

As carrots went, it was the most tempting to hold in front of 
him. “I don’t know, Jack. I still got a while to decide.”

Jack leaned forward and linked his hands between his 
knees. “Don’t you miss it?”

“Like I’d miss my right arm if I lost it.” Visibly, Nick shook 
off the thought. “Now, tell me about the team. How’s that 
rookie pitcher looking?”

With a sense of nostalgia he’d forgotten he could feel, Nick 
listened to Jack’s baseball tales. They talked a while longer 
then Nick drove him to the airport at eleven o’clock. The 
streets of Cameron City were quiet this late on a week night. 
As he made the thirty minute drive home, Nick thought about 
Jack and baseball and about all that had happened between 
him and Callie. She’d hurt him, yes, but standing by him 
during this excruciating proceeding had been totally selfless. 
Could he really leave her now? Jack had been right. It was like 
they’d fallen in love all over again. 

He sighed as he exited the expressway. He’d never made it 
to the World Series as a player. He’d thought he might have 



his chance as a coach. But tonight, in the quiet of Cameron 
City, so different from the hubbub of New York, he knew in his 
heart that wasn’t going to happen. If Callie wouldn’t leave this 
town, neither would he.

o0o

Still awake, Callie was settled in the big upholstered chair 
in their bedroom, watching out one of the windows for Nick 
to come back from the airport. The clock downstairs struck 
eleven. Wrapped in a down comforter, she yawned and closed 
her eyes. She should be in bed, but after she came upstairs, 
sleep eluded her. Because, concealed by the staircase, she’d 
overheard Jack’s question to Nick about baseball.

Don’t you miss it? Jack had asked.
Like I’d miss my right arm, if it was gone.
You got another chance to make it there, Nick.
Callie frowned into the still, dark house. Nick had changed 

the subject, but she hadn’t been able to let go of it as Jack had. 
Maybe it was because of what she’d said in court yesterday 
about not being sure what her own plans were. Was she 
changing her mind about going to New York with him? 
Shifting in the seat, she tugged the comforter around her. 
Nick had lost so much when he was injured. Dark days had 
followed for him and for her, too, though most of them were 
experienced separately. The thought made her feel really 
guilty, considering the declaration he’d made just a few days 
ago.

It’s the only way we can stay together...the baby’s ours... 
Callie was distracted as the lights of Nick’s truck pierced 

the darkness. Pulling back the blinds on the window, she 
watched the car swerve into the driveway a little too fast and 
disappear into the garage.

Soon, the bedroom door creaked open. Nick stepped inside.
“I’m over here.”
“Oh.” Crossing the space between them, he squatted down 

in front of her, rested a big hand on her stomach and pressed 
it gently. His face was visible in the reflection from the street 
lamp. It was lined with fatigue. Losing baseball had cut out a 



part of him and he was reminded of that tonight. “Why aren’t 
you asleep?” 

“I was thinking about you.” She ran the back of her fingers 
down his cheek. “I want to tell you something.”

He smiled.
“I’ll go to New York with you this summer, when we finish 

school.”
“I’m not sure I’ll be finishing--” Her words sunk in. “What?”
“We’ll win the case, finish out the school year, and then 

head for the big leagues. Just like we did twenty-two years 
ago.”

Nick’s eyes widened. “I don’t understand. I thought what 
you said at the hearing was just to help me out. David told you 
to be vague when you could.”

“So much has happened since we first discussed this. 
Mostly, I’ve learned a valuable lesson.”

“W-what?”
“I want to stay with you, Nicky. I love you. And I want 

you to be happy, so we’ll go to New York. You can take your 
second chance at the Show.”

“I--I...this is...what made you decide?”
She brought his hand back to her stomach. “This did. Your 

acceptance of this. It meant more than anything in the world. 
So I’m giving you something back. I’ll go to New York.” Her 
own eyes teared. “I’ll want to stay home with the baby for a 
while anyway. And then, if I chose to work again, I can teach 
anywhere.”

“Oh, sweetheart. I’d decided tonight not to take the 
coaching job, to stay here with you.” He pressed her belly. 
“Because of all this.”

She shook her head. “No. Let me do this for you. I want to. 
And I want to leave Cameron City.”

After a long pause, he laid his head in her lap and said, “All 
right.”



Chapter 19

The punch to her stomach came hard and fast. Callie 
doubled over to protect the baby. But her slender arms were 
poor armor against his big solid fist.

“Please,” she moaned. “Don’t do this.”
Another punch glanced off the side of her rounded belly 

and sent her sprawling on the floor. Pain radiated outward as 
her rear hit the hard wood with a thud and she fell backwards. 
Instinctively she tucked her legs up and her head down--
the fetal position--to safeguard the child she’d wanted for a 
lifetime.

“Callie...Cal...”
Arms yanked her up and imprisoned her from behind, so 

she couldn’t see him. She panicked. He was going to hurt the 
baby. She fought the vise around her. “No, no, I won’t let you.” 

“Shh, love, shh...”
“Please, please, please.”
A hard shake that made her head spin, a harder one. 

“Callie, wake up. You’re dreaming.”
Slowly, her lids lifted. It was dark, with a sliver of moon 

coming in from above. The soft lines of furniture and a 
doorway were barely visible in the dim light. His arms were 
still around her, and her stomach ached. Fear shot through her 
like a drug. “Let go of me.”

“Sweetheart, you’re dreaming.” Nick’s voice was soft in her 
ear. She could smell him, feel the familiar texture of his skin 
next to hers. “You’re home, in bed. You had a nightmare.” 

As his words filtered in, the trepidation receded. Her hand 
sought her stomach. If she was dreaming, why was pain 
tightening her belly? “Are you sure?”



“Yes, I’m sure.”
“Someone was punching me in the stomach.” She pressed 

on her middle. “It still hurts.”
Nick released her and eased her down to the pillows. 

“Nobody’s going to hurt you or the baby.” Smiling, he brushed 
back. “I’ll take care of you both. I promise.”

Nodding, she cuddled into his chest and tried to override 
the pain with pleasant thoughts about how he’d accepted the 
baby and her promise to go to New York with him.

“That’s it,” he whispered.
Consciously, she blocked out the dream and waited for her 

body to relax. Shoulder muscles. Thighs. Arms and legs. But...
not her stomach. “My stomach still hurts, Nick.”

“Yeah?” His tone was casual but he tensed. Moving away, 
he switched on the lamp. “Let’s have a look.”

Her eyes squinted at the light. Nick eased the blankets 
down and she shivered when the cold air washed over her 
naked body. He spread her legs. His hand stilled and his 
breathing seemed to stop. Solemnly, he looked up at her.

 Callie’s gaze flew to the lower part of her body. “Oh 
my God.” She froze at the red stains on her thighs. “I...I’m 
bleeding.”

“What does it mean?”
She shook her head. No, God, please don’t do this. Not when we just 

figured everything out. Not when I waited all these years...
“Callie?”
Swallowing hard, she willed herself not to panic. Forced 

clarity of thought. “I don’t know. It’s...it could mean...I don’t 
know.”

“Lay back down.”
“I have to go to the bathroom.”
“All right.” Bolting off the bed, he grabbed a fluffy terry 

robe from the end of the mattress. When she was bundled in it, 
he braced her against him and they crept to the bathroom. She 
let him help her to the commode. After a moment, she said, 
“I’m bleeding. Still.”

He froze. “Let’s get you back in bed.”



“I’ll need some pads, and underwear.” She told him what to 
get and where; when the physical tasks were taken care of, he 
helped her get settled.

Robe and all, she climbed in. His hands fumbled as he 
secured the blankets around her and tucked another pillow 
behind her head. Sitting on the edge of the mattress, he 
grabbed the phone and opened her address book with the 
other hand, which was shaking.

“What are you doing?”
“Calling Dr. Corrigan.”
Frightened, Callie closed her eyes and sank into the pillow.
Nick punched out the numbers, spoke to someone and 

hung up. “Her service is getting her.”
Hands crossed protectively over her belly, she stared at it. 

“This could mean a miscarriage, Nick.”
He shot a glance at the night stand. “Last week, I took a 

look at some of the books I bought you. Bleeding could mean 
other things, couldn’t it? I remember reading that.”

Callie nodded. “Phoebe had some bleeding with both Matt 
and Mellie. It was nothing. Nothing.”

The phone shrilled into the night. Nick snatched it up. 
“Hello?” A pause. “Callie just woke up and she’s bleeding. 
Yeah, she can talk to you.” He handed her the phone.

Her fingers were trembling so badly, Callie dropped 
the receiver into her lap. She recovered it and said, “Hello, 
Kaitlyn.”

“Hi. Stay calm and let me ask you some questions.”
“All right.”
“Are you bleeding or spotting?”
“Um.” She thought hard. “I guess spotting.”
“Good. What color is the discharge?”
Discharge? That didn’t sound so bad. “Red.”
“Bright red or brownish?”
“Pretty red.”
“Is there cramping?”
“Yes.”
“Bad?”



“It hurts. Like severe menstrual cramps.”
A pause.
“Kaitlyn, what does this mean?”
“It could mean nothing. Vaginal bleeding is common the 

first thirteen weeks. And we heard a heartbeat, which is a very 
good sign.” Again, a pause. “But I have to be honest with you. 
It could be a miscarriage, too, Callie. We’ve got good reason to 
hope it’s not, though.”

Callie felt her eyes tear....overflow...run down her cheeks.
“Callie?”
She sniffled. “I...I’m here.”
“I know this is hard. I could meet you at the office now, if 

you’d like. But we need to see how this is going to shake out, 
so we’d just end up waiting there. The bleeding could stop any 
time. You could fall back to sleep and wake up with none.”

“Whatever you think is best.”
“You’ll be more comfortable in your own bed. Let’s wait it 

out. It’s two o’clock. I’ll be in the office at eight. Come in then.”
“All right. Kaitlyn, what...what could cause the bleeding if 

it isn’t…” She stumbled over the word. Couldn’t get it out.
“Many things. Did you have intercourse tonight?”
“Y-yes.”
“Sometimes the wall of the uterus bleeds after intercourse. 

But, Callie, sex wouldn’t cause a spontaneous abortion. No 
matter how vigorous.”

“Oh, good.”
“Stay in bed and rest. I’ll plan to see you in a few hours.”
When she hung up, Nick slid onto the bed next to her.
“She said it could be nothing,” Callie told him, gulping 

back the knot of emotion in her throat. “Or it could be a 
miscarriage.”

His hands tightened on her arms. “We made love tonight. 
We were kind of energetic.”

 “Dr. Corrigan said intercourse doesn’t cause a miscarriage. 
It isn’t your fault if that’s what this is.”

“Okay, good. So it’s probably nothing.”
“Right.”



He switched off the light and settled down onto the pillows 
with her. “Try to relax.”

Darkness surrounded them, and she confessed her fear. 
“W-when I first found out I was pregnant, I wished for it to go 
away.”

He cleared his throat. “So did I.”
“But I don’t want that to happen now. Really, I don’t, no 

matter what it would settle.”
“There’s nothing to settle, love.” He hugged her tighter. “I 

don’t want it to happen now, either.”
Callie held on tight to her husband.
In an hour, she said, “I need to go to the bathroom again.” 

When she stood, the room whirled and her stomach pitched. 
She grasped onto the nightstand. A sharp pain sliced through 
her belly. She doubled over it, just like in the dream. Nick was 
beside her in a second. “Callie!” 

The pain receded. She stood upright. Arms clasped around 
each other’s waist, they hobbled their way to the bathroom.

In the john, she looked up at him. Swallowed hard. “There’s 
more.”

His face grave, he said simply, “I’m sorry.”
Once again, he assisted her up and guided her to the bed. 

“Don’t turn the light out. I want to see the books.”
He hesitated.
“Nick, I won’t sleep. I need some facts.”
Rummaging through the drawer, he came up with A Guide to 

Pregnancy. He sat next to her as she found the pages. “Read it to 
me,” he said.

“Thirty one percent of all pregnancies end in the first three 
months.”

“You’re just at the end of that. The odds must go up.”
“Fifty percent of women who experience bleeding go on to 

have a normal pregnancy.”
“That’s good.” Neither of them verbalized that fifty percent 

don’t.
She skimmed further down. “If the bleeding gets thicker, 

it’s bad.” She read more. “Cramps are a bad sign, too. With no 



cramping it would be better.”
Again he massaged her belly. “Is the cramping bad?”
She didn’t want it to be, but it was. “Yes.”
He took the book from her hands. “I don’t think this is a 

good idea.”
“Maybe not.” She hid her face in his chest. 
“Do you think it would help to pray?”
Despite the circumstances, a smile tugged at her lips. “Don’t 

let your son hear you question that.”
He chuckled.
They were both silent; they both prayed.
At four o’clock, Callie told him, “I’m going to check again. 

Stay here, I can make it myself.”
When Nick heard the bathroom door close, he smashed the 

pillow with his fist. Fucking son of a bitch. Emotions bubbled 
up inside him, ones he wasn’t sure he could contain. Grief. 
Anger. Guilt. He had wished this baby away. A thousand times. 
But damn it, he’d changed. He wanted it. He wanted Callie to 
have it. Fate had always been fickle for them, but this seemed 
so unfair, to tease them, her especially, with something they’d 
wanted for years and couldn’t have. To take it away now was 
cruel.

Get a grip, he warned himself. You don’t know it’s being taken 
away.

She emerged from the bathroom white-faced and shaky. 
“There’s more blood.” She swallowed hard. “Thicker.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m sorry.” 
Cuddled up to him at five a.m., she confessed into the 

darkness, “I wanted a little girl.”
“Me, too. I’m not giving up.”
“The boys would love her.” 
He kissed her head. “Just like they love their Mom.”
“It hurts a lot, Nicky.”
“Maybe we should call Kaitlyn again.”
“No, let’s just stay here. We’ll know soon enough.”
The sun came up, and Nick went downstairs to make coffee. 

Staring at the pot dripping, an image so real he thought he 



could touch it leaped out at him--a baby girl swaddled in a 
pink blanket, tiny fingers curling around its edge. Her face 
was red and wrinkled and she had wisps of blond hair, just 
like Callie’s. He gripped the edge of the counter so hard it 
hurt.

“Please,” he prayed to Tyler’s God. “Please let us have 
her. I’ll be a good father. I’ll never hold her parentage against 
her. I’ll be as good as I was with the boys, and I wasn’t 
their biological dad.” Tears welled in his eyes, overflowed. 
Impatiently he swiped them away. “I won’t blow it, if that’s 
what you’re thinking. I can do this, I promise. I know I said I 
didn’t want this baby, but I do, I really do.”

He was more in control when he returned to the bedroom. 
Callie lay as still as death in the bed. Her face had gone totally 
white. She’d never seemed as slight, as fragile as she did now, 
wrapped up in the robe, eyes closed. He glanced at the clock. 
Seven.

On the edge of the bed, he brushed back her hair. “We 
should get dressed, love.” 

Opening her eyes, she looked up at him. He would have 
given anything--a chance in the Show, all the material things 
he owned, twenty years of his life--to erase the expression 
from her face. “It’s not good, Nicky. I hurt a lot.”

“Then let me help you.”

o0o

Kaitlyn Corrigan was pacing in the emergency room of 
the hospital when Nick carried Callie through the automatic 
doors. He’d called her at seven and she told them to meet her 
here. Callie’s head lolled on Nick’s shoulder. Even through the 
thick coat he’d wrapped her up in, she was shivering. 

“She’s too weak to walk,” he told the doctor.
Grimly Kaitlyn led them back to a small room. “Put her on 

the bed.”
Nick set Callie down. She moaned when he eased the coat 

off her shoulders. The doctor stood over her. “Hanging in 
there, Callie?”



Wide-eyed, huge smudges standing out in relief against a 
chalk-white face, Callie nodded. “It’s not good, is it?”

Kaitlyn shook her head. “Not with this kind of pain.”
Tears seeped from Callie’s eyes. Kaitlyn wheeled over a 

device on a big cart. “This is an ultra sound machine. I’m 
going to pull up your shirt and take an image of the baby.” She 
showed Callie a tube of gel. “This will be cold.” Callie didn’t 
even startle when she rubbed the sweet smelling gel on her 
skin, took the probe and ran it over her belly. Kaitlyn lifted her 
gaze to the screen. Neither he nor Callie checked the image.

Nick steeled his heart, cleared his head of all thoughts, 
determined to be strong for his wife. Still, a spark of hope 
flared in him as he waited for the verdict. Putting down the 
probe, Kaitlyn opened Callie’s robe, drew down the slacks 
he’d slipped on her. “I’m going to examine you. Nick, you can 
leave for this if you want.”

At Callie’s panicked look, he moved in closer to her and 
took her hand. “Wild horses couldn’t get me out of here, Dr. 
Corrigan.”

“All right.”
Soberly, Nick watched his wife’s face as the doctor 

proceeded with the pelvic exam. He only looked up when 
Kaitlyn snapped off her plastic gloves.

She came around the opposite side of the bed, and took 
Callie’s other hand. “I’m sorry, Callie. There’s no heartbeat, 
and your cervix is opening.”

“What does that mean?” she asked, woozily.
“I’m afraid the pregnancy is terminated.”
Callie started to cry in earnest. Nick sank down on the bed 

and pulled her close. Gentle tears turned to harsh racking sobs. 
Nick felt his own chest heave and tried to stop the onslaught. 
But he couldn’t. He kept seeing pink blankets, lacy dresses and 
ribboned ballet shoes that would never, ever be.

Kaitlyn’s voice intruded. “I know this is little consolation 
now, but you can try again, have other babies in the future.”

Callie cried harder, gripped him tighter. That was comfort 
for other people. Nick and Callie both knew he couldn’t 



give her that solace. Once again he was leveled by the 
repercussions of his infertility. Still, he stayed strong and just 
held onto his wife.

o0o

“Nick, Nick!” Callie awoke with a start, shouting for her 
husband. The room was in gray light; she felt hot and her 
stomach ached dully, reminding her of what had happened.

“I’m right here.” Nick’s haggard face came into view. He sat 
down on the mattress.

Gripping his hand, she settled back into the pillows. His 
mouth was set in a grim line and bracketed with deep grooves. 
“I was afraid you were gone.”

“No, I’ve been right here all morning.”
“All morning?”
“It’s almost noon.”
She tried to focus on what had happened but all she could 

remember was hot pain. “They took me somewhere.”
“You went into surgery for a D&C. Then they brought you 

to this room.” He waved his arm to encompass the twelve-
foot-square space. It was pretty enough with muted wall paper 
and a big window. But a dungeon couldn’t be more gloomy.

Callie remembered. Her body hadn’t done a thorough job 
expelling the baby, they’d told her. She tried to quell the tears, 
but they leaked though, like dismal raindrops. 

From the side of her bed, Nick soothed her cheek. “Go 
ahead and cry, sweetheart. Kaitlyn said letting it out will 
help.”

“Nothing will help.”
“I will. I’ll be here to you get you through this.”
Her eyes grew heavy.
The next time she awoke, she searched for him. His 

presence was the only thing that mattered. She found him 
sprawled out in the green vinyl lounge chair, his head thrown 
back, his mouth slightly open. A heavy growth of beard 
framed his jaw. His legs extended out in front of him and his 
hands crossed over his belly.



The baby was gone. Swiping at her tears, she shook her 
head at the irony. Nick had done the unthinkable. He had 
accepted another man’s baby so they could stay together, and 
now…

“What are you thinking?” He’d awakened and moved to 
the side of the bed.

“About the irony of all this.”
“Life is full of it.”
“We came so far, Nicky. Only to lose everything.”
“We lost the baby, Callie. Not each other.” He kissed her 

nose. “We’ll never lose each other. And we’ll get through this 
like we got through all the other hard things in our life.”

Her hand crept to her stomach again. “It feels so empty. 
That’s stupid, I know, because I wasn’t even showing.”

He brushed back her hair. “Not stupid. Normal.”
“Other women lose babies,” she whispered.
“And they all feel as bad as you do.” His face turned 

bleaker. “You’ve got even more reason to be sad.”
“Nicky, don’t.”
“You do. I can’t give you another baby.” His eyes teared. “I 

couldn’t give you this one. I’m sorry--”
Nick broke off when a gasp came from behind him. He 

whirled around. Callie could see the door now, which one of 
the nurses must have left ajar. 

In the opening stood Lew Patterson.

o0o

Lew’s head was swimming. He shook it hard, clutched the 
doorjamb. “Carolyn, what did he say?”

Muscato stood, his hands fisted at his side. “What do you 
want, Patterson?”

“I’m here to see Carolyn.” This time he wouldn’t be cowed, 
no matter what her husband did. Not after what Lew had just 
heard. He strode to the side of the bed, across from Muscato. 
“Madelyn told me you wouldn’t be in school because you 
were in the hospital.” His gaze dropped to her stomach. “She 
didn’t tell me why.” He looked back up at her face. “Carolyn, 



are you pregnant?”
“You son of a bitch,” Muscato said. “She’s not pregnant.”
I can’t give you another baby…I couldn’t give you this one…
“I know what I heard.” Standing tall, he faced Muscato 

squarely. Lew had backed down too many times to spare 
Carolyn. The jerk started to circle the bed. 

“No, please, don’t fight here.” Carolyn’s voice was a harsh 
whisper. Her face paled.

Muscato stopped.
Lew focused in on her. “I have no intention of fighting, 

honey.” He threw his shoulders back. “But neither will I leave 
until I know what’s happened here.”

Carolyn’s gaze sought her husband’s. For help. That hurt. 
Still…

Muscato picked up her hand possessively. “Callie 
had a miscarriage. She was a few weeks pregnant. We’re 
overwrought about losing our child, and you’re not helping.”

He was lying. Lew could see it in the bastard’s face. His 
athlete’s cocky arrogance was gone, his ingrained, popular 
boy’s confidence missing. Our child. But they couldn’t have any 
kids. “I don’t believe you’re telling the truth. At least all of it.”

“I don’t give a shit what you believe. My wife is upset and 
you’re making it worse. Get the hell out of here, Patterson.”

Lew stared down at the only woman he’d ever loved. Her 
eyes were puffy, her porcelain complexion mottled. “Carolyn, 
for God’s sake, tell me the truth.”

Her lips trembled. She turned to her husband. “Please, I 
can’t deal with this now.”

Muscato took another step toward him. “Get the fuck out.”
Stunned by the events of the last few minutes, Lew’s 

eyes blurred, and for a moment, reality receded. Finally, his 
mind cleared. “All right, I don’t want to cause you any more 
distress.” He squeezed Carolyn’s shoulder. “But I’ll be back.”

Lew didn’t get far. When he left the room he stumbled 
down the corridor. After about five feet, he collapsed against 
the wall. With a jolt, everything fell into place. 

For the last few months, Carolyn had been acting strangely. 



Since the Concord. He’d often thought she was keeping something 
from him. She’d been pregnant. And it sure as hell wasn’t that 
Neanderthal’s child. Gut-sick, Lew moaned and let his head 
fall against the wall. Oh my God, she was carrying my baby. Mine! And he 
hadn’t even known. The sense of loss was so great, it felt like 
something had eaten out his insides.

“Are you all right, sir?” An orderly hovered before him. 
“What?” Lew’s world had tilted on its axis and he couldn’t 

ground himself.
“Are you all right? Do you need some help?”
Lew just stared at him. “All right?” 
No, he wasn’t all right. He’d never ever be all right again.

o0o

The room was deadly silent after Lew left. Outside in the 
hall, phones rang and Callie could hear the low murmur of 
voices. Neither she nor Nick spoke for a long time. He stood 
staring out the window, hands in the back pocket of his jeans.

Finally, he returned to the bed. “I’m so sorry. That had to be 
hard for you.”

“Don’t apologize.” She’d groped for his hand. “But Nicky, 
we’ve got to decide what to tell people.”

Releasing her, he dropped down on the chair next to the 
bed. “Fuck them. I’m just concerned about you.”

Callie forced herself to rise above the pain, to circumvent 
the despair. “We’re in the middle of the misconduct hearing. 
The truth about this pregnancy can’t get out.”

“Shit.”
“We’ll stick to this story,” she decided. “I was a few weeks 

pregnant. It was your baby.”
He started to speak, but her parents appeared at the door. 

Her father’s suit was rumpled. Behind him was Catherine in a 
pale green outfit that washed out her color. “Carolyn?”

 Sensing her parents’ anxiety, Callie calmed her own voice. 
“Mother, what are you doing here?”

They approached the bed and Catherine sat down on the 
edge. “Lew called us to let us know you were in the hospital.” 



She tucked a strand of Callie’s hair behind her ear, like she 
used to when Callie was little and sick. “What’s happened, 
darling?”

Without being asked, Nick stood up on the other side of 
the bed and took Callie’s hand. He, too, must have sensed her 
parents’ vulnerability because his words were gentle as he told 
them the story he’d given Patterson moments ago.

Her father paled. ”We assumed...we always thought 
conception was impossible for you two.”

Callie teared up. Again, Nick intervened. “So did we. But I 
don’t think now is the time to get into the details. The ordeal 
has been hard for us both.”

The Casewells nodded, and Hamilton and Nick took 
chairs on either side of the bed. Though everyone was 
uncomfortable, after a while, they settled into some innocuous 
chitchat.

Finally, Catherine turned to Nick. “If you’d like to go home 
and change, we’ll stay with Carolyn.”

“No!” Callie reached for him.
Nick took her outstretched hand and despite his stubbly 

beard and disheveled hair, shook his head. “Thanks, 
Catherine, but I’m fine.”

Catherine and Hamilton exchanged worried glances.
Before they could comment, Phoebe poked her head into 

the room. “Callie?” 
At the sight of her friend, Callie’s eyes misted again.
Phoebe entered the small room with Bobby in tow. She 

crossed to Callie, Nick moved back and Phoebe sat on the edge 
of the bed, opposite Catherine. “Are you all right? When your 
mother called, all she said was you were in the hospital.”

“I’m...” Callie started crying again in earnest.
Phoebe shot a concerned look at Nick.
“She had a miscarriage, Phoeb.”
“Oh my God.” Her eyes narrowed on her friend. “I 

thought--”
Nick interceded. “Everyone thought that. The pregnancy 

was a miracle.” His voice broke.



Bobby jammed his hands into his sweat jacket pockets. “Is 
there anything we can do?”

“Yeah, get somebody to cover for me at the Center for a few 
days. Callie’s going home in the morning and I want to stay 
with her.”

It seemed to take forever to assure the Millers and her 
parents she was all right. When they finally left, Callie fell 
back into the pillow and studied the ceiling. There were water 
stains on it and for a minute, she tracked the circular pattern 
they created. “Phoebe and Bobby know something’s up.” 

“They’re our best friends. Any suspicions they have, they’ll 
keep to themselves.”

“I want to tell you something,” Callie whispered. During 
the visit her complexion had paled.

Nick smiled encouragingly.
“I’ll go to New York with you, anyway. I don’t want to lose 

you.” Her eyes blurred. “I couldn’t…”
“Shh. You’re upset.”
“No, I want you to know I’m still planning to come.”
He was silent for a long time. “Cal, I’d never ask you to give 

up your job now.” His knuckles brushed her cheek. “Not after 
you’ve lost so much. We’re staying in Cameron City, together.”

The ultimate sacrifice. For her. Callie couldn’t speak around 
the lump in her throat. How had they ever thought they could 
live without each other?

o0o

He came to her late that night. Tiffany lay in her bed, her 
head woozy, the familiar cold seeping into every pore of her 
body. The room was spinning and dots of lights flashed before 
her. How many pills had she taken? Two? Three? At first she 
thought he was a mirage. She hadn’t been with him, like that, 
since the hearing started. And how did he get in here? Hadn’t 
she locked her doors, even the private entrance upstairs? Yes, 
she had. Earlier, her father had been throwing things in the 
den. He’d even raided his precious glass case and had flung 
one of the artifacts to the ground. It was because today was her 



mother’s birthday. But she thought he’d gone out.
“Hello, love.”
Tiffany crowded back into the pillows, wishing the fluffy 

down clouds decorating them would swallow her up. 
Clutching her brown teddy bear to her chest, she asked, “What 
do you want?”

“You.”
She shook her head wildly.
“Ah, yes. I need you. After today.” He stared over her 

shoulder as if seeing someone else.
Then he called her by the name she hated being called. “I’m 

Tiffany, not…not her. Stop calling me that.”
His hand clamped over her mouth. “You’re whoever I say 

you are.” His voice was cold. “Now, let’s start where we left 
off last time.” He eased his hand from her face. When she 
made to scream, he covered her mouth again and reached 
for something from his pocket. A scarf. In seconds, she was 
gagged. Her wrists were imprisoned in his. “There, that’s 
better. Now you can be who I want you to be and make the 
pain of today go away.” He smoothed back her hair. “I love 
you so much,” he said in a softer tone, with the weird look on 
his face that told Tiffany he wasn’t really seeing her. “We’re 
going to be so happy…you’re never going to go away…we’ll 
be together forever.”

Tiffany closed her eyes and wished for oblivion.



 

Chapter 20

When Nick dragged out the Scrabble game at two o’clock 
the Friday afternoon before Easter, Callie guessed what he 
was doing. Some of the darkness inside her lifted, like pulling 
away a curtain, and her heart felt lighter. On the floor, leaning 
against the couch, she smiled over at him. “You hate this 
game.”

“Yeah, but I’m gonna beat the pants off you.” His grin was 
lecherous as he dropped to the floor and set the board on the 
table between them. “Literally.”

“Meaning?” She poured the small beige squares into the 
envelope and shook it to mix them up.

“We’re gonna play Strip Scrabble.”
“In your dreams.” She tried to match his easy tone. They’d 

been grieving for days so it felt good to be playful. And she 
did feel better after Nick’s tender care all week. It was time to 
start healing.

“Chicken? Afraid a jock can beat the English expert?”
“Not on your life. What are the rules?”
“After we each have a turn, whoever’s losing removes 

whatever the winner wants.”
Callie bit her lip and studied his red plaid flannel shirt and 

ragged-at-the-cuff jeans. “Ready to get killed, slugger?”
His eyes sparkled like black marbles. “Here or in bed?”
The remark reminded her of the doctor’s orders. “Nick, I 

forgot. We can’t have sex for a while.”
Bending over the board, he scraped his knuckles down her 

cheek. “Correction, love, we can’t have intercourse. Kaitlyn 
didn’t say anything about sex.”

Thoughtful, Callie smiled. “That’s right.”



“Remember what you told me about Phoebe and Bobby 
when their babies were born? After a week or two, they had 
some pretty hot sessions together.”

She grinned. “Phoebe said the sex was better because they 
couldn’t actually do it.”

“I can’t wait.”
Grinning hugely, Callie chose her letters. As she shuffled 

them around, she said, “I know what you’re trying to do.”
Nick studied his picks. “Shit, why do I always get the 

consonants?” He looked up. “What am I trying to do?”
“Lighten things up.”
His expression was so little boyish, she chuckled. “Is it 

working?” 
“Uh-huh. This’ll be fun. And it’ll pass the time until the 

boys get home tonight.”
He sobered. “Are we gonna tell them about what 

happened?”
“I think we have to. Since the Millers and some of our 

family know.”
Nick’s face darkened. “They’re not the only ones who know, 

Cal.”
Sadly Callie held his gaze. “He won’t do anything. There’s 

nowhere for him to go with this now.”
“Maybe not.” Nick stared past her shoulder. “We’ll tell the 

boys the same story we told everybody else and leave it at 
that.”

“All right.”
 In silence, Nick took five of his squares and made sport with 

them. “Triple word, seven points, that’s twenty one.”
Feigning pique, she scowled. “I thought you didn’t have 

vowels.”
“I lied.” He leered at her. “Take off your shirt, babe. I’m 

ahead.”
“No way. I get my turn first. Now shut up and let me 

concentrate.” 
“Okay, but if you don’t want your sons to find you naked, 

you’d better hurry up.”



She hid a smile as she laid down her letters, forming queens 
with Nick’s s.

“Son of a bitch.”
“Thirty-nine points. You should never leave an s open.” She 

perused him with the same sexual tone. “I think I want the 
jeans to go first.”

Nick arched a cocky brow. He stood. Like a male stripper, 
he tugged open the snap of his pants. Teased down the zipper. 
Kicked off his shoes and, with exquisite slowness, slinked the 
jeans over his hips. She vowed to enjoy this.

An hour later, Callie was down to her underwear--he let 
her keep her socks on--and Nick wore only silky black boxers. 
When she shivered a bit, he groped for his flannel shirt, leaned 
over and draped it around her shoulders.

”I can’t believe we’re tied.”
“Slide your arms in, Cal. I don’t want you to get chilled.” 
She looked up, donned the shirt. “I’d rather have you warm 

me up.”
“You’re just saying that because I might beat you.”
“No, I’m not.”
He smiled.
She smiled in return.
Without a word, he stood, circled the board and scooped 

her up into his arms. Against his chest she breathed in his 
scent.

“Ready, love?” he mumbled into her hair.
She nodded. “It’ll help. It always does. I want to feel good 

again, Nicky.”
Just as they reached the stairway to the top floor, she heard, 

“Oh, great, this is just great.” It was Joey’s voice.
Callie’s head snapped around. The boys were standing 

in the living room, duffel bags in hands, jackets still on, 
apparently having entered the house through the garage. Ty’s 
face was amused. His brother, however, looked like someone 
had just hit him over the head with a baseball bat.

After a freeze frame of about ten seconds, Nick broke the 
tension. “Uh, we didn’t expect you guys until later.”



Tyler drawled, “Obviously.”
Joe said, “Shit.”
Callie stared at her mercurial son, shocked at his reaction. 

She and Nick had always been open with the boys about sex 
and the kids knew, certainly, that they enjoyed a good physical 
relationship. Joe’s reaction was totally unexpected.

Nick let her slide to the floor. She was decent in his flannel 
shirt once she buttoned it up. Facing her son, she placed 
her hands on her hips. “Joey what’s going on? This attitude 
toward your father has gone on long enough. I want some 
answers--now.”

o0o

The blood rushed to Joe’s face. Red spots swam before his 
eyes. For some reason, the sight of his mother and father about 
to get it on unleashed the anger he’d let build inside him since 
last summer. “He shouldn’t be touching you. Not after what 
he did.”

“Joey, if you’re referring to the hearing, he’s innocent.”
“Of that maybe, but not everything.”
His father’s jaw clenched as he stepped up beside his 

mother. Joey knew Nick was going to lie his way out of this, 
and he couldn’t let it happen.

His mother said something else, but her voice melded with 
another female voice, in South Carolina, last summer, out in 
the alley behind the college dorm where Joey was staying with 
the other high school baseball players. The air had been hot 
and sticky with no hint of a breeze.

You interested, lover boy? the woman had asked. She was about 
forty, had a killer body and waist-length dark hair.

In what? 
In sampling what your father had fifteen years ago? She scraped red 

fingernails down his biceps which bunched in response. Let’s see 
if you’re as good as your dad off the baseball field…

Joe’s hands fisted. The image of the woman superimposed 
over his mother and they became one, like those modern art 
paintings she liked. It was all too much. It bubbled inside him 
like an emotional volcano too long held back. Rage, shame and 



fear burst out of him. He lunged for his father. Nick pushed 
his mother out of the way just as Joey’s body rammed into his. 
They fell back to the stairs. His father’s head hit the step with 
a crunch.

His mother’s scream sounded behind him. Raising his arm, 
he drew it back and slammed an angry fist into his father’s 
face. Other hands came around him. Tyler’s. Joe struggled 
to shrug them off, but he was yanked back. When he was 
upright, he managed to shake free and started for his dad 
again, but his mother stepped between them. Joe halted just 
before he plowed into her. 

“Joey! Stop this. Please, honey, please, stop.”
Her words cleared the haze from his head. He no longer 

saw Gina Lawson standing there, sexy and suffocating, but his 
mother, who was pale and trembling. Behind her, his father sat 
up on the steps. His mouth was bleeding and he stared at Joe 
with the brittle edge of disappointment.

“Don’t look at me that way, you bastard.” 
“Joe--” his mother said, touching his arm.
He shook her off. “No, don’t defend him. You don’t know.”
“What don’t I know, honey?”
Joe’s blistering gaze locked on his father. “Tell her, you 

fucking creep. Tell her how you cheated on her.”
Nick scrambled to his feet, breathing fast. His hands 

clenched, he just stared at Joe.
“Oh, honey,” his Mom said. “If you mean that thing with 

Mrs. Hickman, it wasn’t anything. Just a--”
“Mrs. Hickman? I don’t know anything about Mrs. 

Hickman.” He surged toward his father again, but this time Ty 
caught his arms before he made contact. 

“Joe, geez, don’t do this.”
Joey rounded on Tyler. “Stop being so naive, Ty. Your 

father’s a prick. He cheated on Mom. Maybe more than once.”
Still his dad was silent.
“When?” Ty asked.
“When he was in the minors.” Joe circled around to Nick 

again. He tried to quell the tiny kernel of hope inside him that 



this wasn’t true, that his father could make this all right. “How 
old were you, Dad, when you first cheated on Mom? How 
long did it take you after you got married?”

His father remained stoic. His mother backed up and 
touched his arm. 

Her loyalty further enraged Joe. “Don’t side with him, 
Mom. We were wrong about him. He’s not the man we 
thought he was.”

“You’re mistaken, Joey. You must have misunderstood 
something. Tell us what you’re talking about so your dad can 
clear it up.”

“He cheated on you in South Carolina,” Joe repeated. 
“When he went back after he was hurt in the pros. I found out 
last summer when the chick he screwed put the moves on me-
-she wanted to sample the son and see if he was as good as the 
father.”

Nick gripped the oak banister.
“I don’t believe that. Your father wouldn’t do that.” She 

pivoted. “Tell him it’s not true, Nick.”
His father stared at his mother. Again, hope flared. Nick’s 

gaze flew to Joe, then to Tyler, and back to his mother. “It’s not 
a lie, Cal,” he finally said. “It’s true.”

o0o

In the late afternoon, Nick leaned against the den 
windowsill watching spring arrive. Little crocuses poked 
up near the deck below him, and birds chirped noisily. The 
trees were just beginning to bud. A dull thud sounded above 
him from Joe’s room, where his sons had escaped to after the 
showdown. Their mother had retreated to her room, too, but 
not before she got her digs in. No matter how well-deserved, it 
hurt like hell after the closeness they’d shared in recent weeks. 
She’d been incredulous…

“No, no I don’t believe you.”
“It’s true.” He’d reached for her arm.
She shook him off. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you dare touch 

me. After what you did, after how you made me suffer when 



I--” She broke off, glancing at the boys who absorbed every 
word. “You hypocrite. You damned hypocrite.” Then she 
pounded up the steps; the boys followed behind like they 
used to when they were little. Only Tyler grasped his arm 
for a gentle squeeze. It was almost worse, though, seeing the 
disappointment in his other son’s eyes, too.

Nick edged away from the window to fix a drink. Poor Joey, 
to have discovered Nick’s foolish mistake in such a cruel way. 
Now he understood Joe’s animosity. He’d felt the same disgust 
at himself after he’d slept with Gina. That he’d regretted it 
immediately didn’t seem to matter. It had only happened once, 
but that was enough.

He’d been back in the minors for a few months. It was 
August, and he was missing Callie something fierce. They’d 
fought bitterly about his going south alone, about her wanting 
to move to Cameron City. She’d tried to reach him several 
times that day and when he returned to the hotel, he’d phoned 
her…

Only it wasn’t Callie who’d answered.
“Hello.”
Nick was stunned into silence.
“Hello,” the man repeated.
“Who’s this?” Nick had asked, though God help him, he 

knew.
“Lew Patterson.” The jerk’s voice was smug. “Who’s this?”
“Callie’s husband.”
“Hello, Nick.”
After a long pause, Nick barked, “Put Callie on.”
“I’m sorry. I can’t do that. She’s in the shower.”
Nick sucked in his breath. In the shower? With Patterson right 

there? What the fuck was going on?
Patterson said into the phone, “Would you like to...oh, Tyler, 

watch it. Don’t spill your juice.”
Tyler? Nick asked, “What did you say?”
“Sorry. I just gave Ty a snack before we take him and Joe out 

to dinner.”
Nick’s boys. And his wife. With Patterson. “How nice for 



you.”
“Would you like to leave a message for Carolyn?”
Shit.  “No thanks. She’s been calling me all afternoon. I 

thought maybe something was wrong.” He waited a telling 
moment, then he snorted. “But I can see things are business as 
usual.”

Before Nick could hang up, Patterson said, “I’m sure she 
just wanted to share her good news with you.”

“Good news?”
“She’s been offered a job at the high school for September. 

As a matter of fact, we were going shopping at Teacher’s 
World after--”

Nick hung up the receiver.
Images of Patterson usurping his place with his family 

gnawed at him, so Nick grabbed his keys and headed out 
the door. He was fuming as he walked into The Dugout. A thin 
haze of smoke filled the air, as did the smell of stale beer and 
cheap whiskey. Nick shook his head at the dirty linoleum 
floor, chipped paint on the walls and the battered table and 
chairs crowded into the twenty-by-twenty foot space. Christ, 
he’d hung out at the hottest spots in New York. Sometimes, he 
couldn’t believe he was back in the minors.

Sauntering down the bar, he snagged a stool and ordered a 
beer from Tommy. The young wannabe bartender set it in front 
of him pronto. “It’s on the house, Nick.”

Nick watched blankly as white foam ran down the side of 
the tall glass. “Thanks.”

“Great game last night. Those fast balls in the eighth inning-
-wow. They were bullets.”

This time, Nick’s smile was more genuine. He was treated 
like God here. Because of his success in the majors, they 
thought he walked on water.

Sipping his beer, he tried to think clearly about his wife. 
How could any man be expected to take this kind of shit? 
Sending him here alone, dragging his kids back to Cameron 
City was bad enough. But this stuff with Patterson was too 
much. How was he supposed to compete hundreds of miles 



away? He was her fucking husband, he shouldn’t have to 
compete.

“Hi, handsome.”
Nick closed his eyes. Another groupie. God, they’d been 

chasing him like bees after honey since he came south. He 
turned to brush her off. Before him stood a vision. About five 
nine, she looked nothing at all like his wife. She was tall and 
willowy with dark black hair curling all the way down her 
back. Violet eyes stared out at him, innocent and seductive 
at the same time, reminding Nick of old photos of Elizabeth 
Taylor.

“Hi,” he said.
“Can I buy you a drink?”
“Let me buy you one.”
“Sure.” She glanced shyly at the empty seat next to him. 

“Mind if I sit?”
“Go ahead.” He smiled. “What’ll you have?”
“Same as you, slugger.”
He winked at her. “Do me a favor, honey, don’t call me 

that.”
“I’ll call you whatever you want.” Her eyes said, I’ll do 

whatever you want.
His body, only twenty-seven years old, and used to frequent 

sex with a wife who’d abandoned him, responded.
Two hours later, in the dim light of his suite at the hotel, 

Nick pulled the red T-shirt over Gina Lawson’s lush body and 
smiled at the sexy black bra she wore. “Oh, darlin’,” he said, 
his words slurred from a six pack of beer and a joint. “I must 
have been a really good boy.”

“I don’t like good boys,” she murmured in his ear.
The phone rang.
He thought about not answering it.
It rang again.
Backing away from Gina, he picked up the extension by his 

bed. The black bra fell to the floor. “Hello,” he said hoarsely.
“Nick. Hi. It’s me.”
He gripped the receiver. “My long lost wife.”



Gina’s brows raised, but she continued the strip.
“Why didn’t you call me back?” Callie asked. “I’ve been 

trying to reach you all day.”
“How was your shopping trip?” Slim white shorts joined 

the sexy bra.
“Shopping? Nick, you sound funny. Is everything okay?”
“Everything’s just fine.” A black g-string was revealed.
“I wanted to tell you some news.”
“I already heard.”
“What?”
“Congratulations. Prick-face Patterson told me you got 

a job.” The g-string hit the floor. “I hope you’ll be happy 
together.”

“Nick, I don’t under--”
Slamming down the receiver, he watched Gina preen 

naked before him. In moments, the phone rang again. Nick 
unplugged it. Then he reached up to unbutton his shirt…

Now, in the near-dusk of his den, he remembered how 
he regretted his actions that night right away and had never 
strayed again. He’d buried what he’d done so deep in his 
unconscious that he’d rarely thought of his mistake.

But it had surfaced, at the worst possible time. How could 
he explain it to his wife and sons? How could he convince 
Callie he wasn’t being a hypocrite? He’d been furious about 
the pregnancy, not the infidelity, and that had sent him off the 
deep end.

Even to himself, the rationale seemed weak.
Standing, he headed upstairs to try to explain it to his boys.

o0o

From a chair in the corner, Tyler heard the knock on the 
door and looked over at his brother, who was sitting on the 
bed. “That’s probably him.”

“Yeah. You wanna let him in?”
“If you do.”
Joe shrugged. Ty could tell Joe felt better. Why wouldn’t he? 

He’d been keeping a huge secret locked away in his emotional 



closet. It took a lot of energy to keep the door closed for so 
long. “Okay.”

Ty yanked open the bedroom door.
The man before him looked old. His face was lined and 

the bruise on his mouth was purple. The Christian inside 
Ty surfaced and he hugged his dad. Nick grasped onto him. 
When he drew back, his eyes were moist. “Thanks, buddy.”

Joe asked, “Is Mom all right?”
Their father’s expression was grim. “I don’t know; she 

won’t talk to me. I just tried again.”
“I didn’t mean to hurt her.”
“This isn’t your fault, Joey. It’s mine.” He nodded to Ty. “Sit 

down. I want to talk to both of you.”
Dropping onto the edge of Joe’s bed, Ty sat close to his 

brother for reassurance. His entire family structure was on thin 
ice and Ty wasn’t about to skate it alone.

Hands jammed into his jeans, his dad leaned against 
the door. “I made a mistake all those years ago. I did sleep 
with Gina Lawson. It was immoral and stupid. I take full 
responsibility for doing it.”

“Why did you, Dad?” Ty asked. “I always thought you and 
Mom had something special.”

“We do. There’s no excuse.”
With his anger diminished, Joe was more rational. “But 

there must be some reason. I wanna know.”
Nick sighed as if deciding how much to reveal. “Your 

Mom wouldn’t come to the minors with me. I was pissed. She 
went to Cameron City with you guys instead and took a job 
here. I was lonely as hell, but mostly angry.” He hesitated. 
“Something personal happened between us, something I can’t 
go into, but it made me feel like we weren’t gonna make it that 
time.” He swallowed hard. “I went to a bar. Gina was there. It 
happened once, and I regretted it right away.” His gaze locked 
with Joe’s. “But it was too late.”

“You were never with her again?” Joe asked.
Nick shook his head.
“She implied you were.”



His father winced. “I’m sorry you had to hear about my sin 
that way, Joe. But I swear on my mother’s grave it was only 
once. I was weak and I did something wrong. But I never 
repeated my actions.”

Ty scowled. “What did Mom mean about Mrs. Hickman?”
Nick blew out a heavy breath and confessed the incident 

with the Home and Careers teacher. “I’m not proud of that 
either. I’ve made mistakes that I hope you guys can learn from. 
Trust between people is fragile. You need to treasure it, not 
abuse it like I did.” He pushed away from the wall. “I’m not 
going to ask you or your Mom to approve of what I did. I just 
want your forgiveness.”

Ty started to speak. But his dad held up his hand. “No, Ty, 
think about it first. You’ll have a lot of unresolved feelings 
about this.” He looked at Joe. “You, too. We’ll talk again.”

Their dad walked out the door.
Ty watched his father leave with a sinking feeling in his 

chest. “What do you think, Joe?”
“I think he’s sorry.”
“He is.”
“So am I. I wish I hadn’t said anything in front of Mom. Did 

you see her face?”
“Yeah, but like Dad said, what happened just now isn’t 

your fault.”
“You think he slept with her only once?”
“Yeah.”
“Groupies have always been after Dad.”
“I know. It’s amazing he only slipped one time.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. He loves Mom.”
“I know.” Ty shrugged. “And we all do stupid things. 

Things against our values.”
 “You mean like you getting as drunk as a skunk last 

week?” Joe performed the required brotherly razz, though at 
the time, Ty’s condition had been far from funny. 

Ty pressed his hand to his belly. “Please, don’t remind me. I 
thought I was gonna puke my insides out.” He’d never forget 
the next day when he was so sick he wanted to die. 



Joe stared after their dad. “You learned a lesson. Like I did 
with the drugs, I guess.” Cocking his head at the door, he 
asked, “Think he did?”

“Yeah. You?”
“Maybe. I feel bad for him, especially with this Tiffany 

thing hanging over him. And for how I acted all these months. 
I wish I’d told him sooner, privately, man-to-man, and had it 
out then.”

“You know, Joe, I’ll bet if you told him that now, it’d really 
make him feel better.”

“You think so?”
“I do.”
“Then I will.”

o0o

Like a person with frostbite, an icy numbness settled over 
Callie as she huddled in the silent bedroom. Though she’d 
changed into a heavy sweater and jeans, she was cold. Only 
one light broke the darkness, casting the room in an eerie, 
desolate glow. Her literary sensibilities appreciated the 
ambience.

Feeling lethargic, like she did after she woke up from a long 
nap, she stood and paced the rug, remembering how Nick 
had taken care of her the last week. Like a man in love. Was 
he? Did they have that, or was it all smoke and mirrors? She 
pushed back the question. She’d break down if she thought 
about him too much, and she needed to sustain the layer 
that formed around her heart when Nick told her he’d been 
unfaithful.

 But so had she. Which made it all the worse. How could 
he have treated her as he did when he’d committed the same 
crime? How could he?

Another knock. He’d come to the locked bedroom door 
three times, but she couldn’t face him. “Callie, it’s me. I’m not 
going away this time. Let me in.” He waited, then knocked 
again. “Please.”

She couldn’t have said why she opened the door, forced 



herself to look at his face. There was suffering there, in the 
bleak brown eyes, in the sculpted jaw, in lines creasing his 
forehead. His devastation penetrated her icy barrier and made 
her hurt, like the frostbite warming up.

“Can I come in? I have some things to say.”
“All right.” She crossed to the window and looked out.
The door closed. Footfalls sounded behind her. “I need to 

tell you why I acted like I did when you told me you slept 
with Patterson.”

Rounding on him, she tried to control her voice. “How 
could you lie like that? Play holier-than-thou and make me 
suffer when you’d committed the exact same act.”

“It wasn’t the sex, Cal. It was the pregnancy. That’s what I 
couldn’t handle.”

Her hand went to her stomach. She’d lost everything. 
“I wasn’t punishing you. I couldn’t deal with the fact that 

another man could give you what I couldn’t. It was the baby.”
Baby...pregnancy...miscarriage...
“I love you, Callie,” he said. “Please, tell me we’ll work this 

out.”
Before she could say anything, the doorbell downstairs 

chimed.
They heard from below, “Mom, there’s somebody here to 

see you.”

o0o

Callie was shocked to find Emily Manson and Carter 
Thomas in the living room where Joey had led them. God, she 
didn’t feel like dealing with these kids. But she raised her head 
and gave them a faint smile. “Hey, guys.” She studied their 
faces. “Everything okay?”

Carter shifted on his feet. “No, not really. We gotta talk to 
you.” He glanced at Emily and she touched his arm. “And you 
too, Coach.” Nick had come in behind her.

“All right.”
They all sat, the adults facing the kids.
Carter leaned forward. “You know I go out with Lisa 



Rossi.” He grabbed Emily’s hand. “Or at least I did. I broke up 
with her tonight.”

Praying for strength—she couldn’t imagine how she’d deal 
with their adolescent romances now—Callie nonetheless said, 
“Yes?”

“She threw a fit, screamed, yelled.”
Emily sighed heavily. 
“Is that why you’re upset?”
He shook his head and Callie noticed how bleak his eyes 

were. “She told me something. It’s big. She said I couldn’t 
break up with her now because everything was going wrong. 
She needed me.”

“Carter,” Emily said gently. “Just get to the point that 
concerns Mr. and Mrs. Muscato.”

Cold dread shot through Callie.
 “Lisa said something had happened and she had proof. 

She said I had to stay with her to, geez, I don’t know, get her 
through this, or something.”

“It’s about Tiffany, Mrs. M.”
Grabbing Nick’s hand, Callie moved in closer to him. 

“Tiffany Owens?”
Nick froze beside her. 
Gravely, Carter nodded. “And the misconduct case with 

you, Coach.”
“Tell us, Carter.”
“She told me Tiffany slept over last night and they got 

into the booze. Apparently, Tiffany went off the deep end. 
She started babbling. She told Lisa some stuff. About who 
molested her.”

Nick frowned. “Tiffany accused me.”
Carter nodded. “We know it wasn’t you Coach, not that Em 

and I ever believed her accusation. But it did happen.”
Just what David had thought. “Who was it?” Callie asked.
He drew something out of his pocket--a gold locket. Callie 

recognized the jewelry right away. Tiffany wore it like a 
talisman. She said that it belonged to her mother. “Lisa said if 
I told anybody, she’d deny it. So I stole this. As proof, I guess.” 



Standing, he handed it to Nick. 
Nick opened the locket. And gasped. When Callie saw what 

was inside, so did she.
The phone rang in the house again. This time Ty brought it 

to them. “Mom, Mrs. Baird is on the phone. She said she has to 
talk to you right away.”

With a quick glance at Nick, Callie took the phone with 
shaky fingers. “Madelyn?”

“I have something to tell you, Cal.”
“I have something to tell you, too.”
“Let me go first. Tiffany’s in Cameron City Hospital.”
“What?”
“She tried to commit suicide last night. She took a tumbler 

full of pills.”
“Oh, God. Is she--” Callie couldn’t get the words out. 
Madelyn cleared her throat. “She’s alive, but she’s in a 

coma.” 
Callie started to cry and Nick took the phone. He listened, 

then said, “Madelyn. We have to talk to you right away. Can 
we meet right now?” A pause. “Yes, we’re home. Come over. 
There are some kids here who need to tell you something.”

When Nick hung up, Callie noticed Emily and Carter were 
holding hands, like little kids waiting for bad news. They 
stared owl-eyed at her.

Nick told them what happened.
“Oh, God,” Carter said. “Should we have gone to Tiffany, 

helped her out?”
“No!” Callie told him adamantly. “None of this is your 

fault.”
She was sick of finding fault, blame, everybody feeling 

guilty. Jesus, sometimes, life just sucked.



 

Chapter 21

On Tuesday morning, he crumpled up the subpoena and 
tossed it to the floor of his den. It landed next to his briefcase. 
Stay calm, he told himself. There could be a thousand reasons 
why he’d been called to testify today. When he’d phoned the 
school district, they’d only told him they needed information 
from him. And to bring last year’s calendar about some dates. 
He crossed to the desk to get it.

The picture in the gilt frame by the window reflected the 
April sunshine. She was so lovely, so beautiful. As he stared 
at it, like he had so many times, he thought of how she’d 
always been his only...only what? What had happened? He 
couldn’t remember. But it didn’t matter; he didn’t have long 
to wait. He’d have her all to himself soon. Then they’d spend 
their whole life together, like before...before what? Again, he 
couldn’t remember.

From one of the drawers, he drew out his day planner. 
Behind it was a paper napkin. Where had that come from? It 
was old, judging from the yellowed edges. He turned the thing 
over. And found lipstick. Ah, he remembered. They’d been 
eating out, she’d gone to the ladies room and he’d pocketed 
the napkin. As if it had been drawn with an artist’s brush, a 
perfect imprint of her lips graced it--lips he’d once kissed, once 
considered his. He put the napkin in his briefcase. Then he 
added the day planner.

An odd fear stole over him as he scanned the room and his 
gaze landed on the locked display case. In a moment of clarity, 
he realized there was a chance he might need...something in 
there. With exquisite care, like he treated all the things she’d 
given him, he retrieved the object from the case, lovingly 



placed it in the briefcase and headed out of the den, to the 
door, to keep his appointment at the Administration Building.

o0o

The hearing room was the same, but everything about it 
looked different to Callie today. The lights above blared down 
at them, like the ones in Van Gogh’s Night Cafe. The windows 
were open and the sound of the cars outside was sharper. Even 
the air was heavy.

When she crossed to the table where Nick had sat the last 
few months, she felt as if a cement block was crushing her 
chest. She looked up at her husband, who again had turned 
into her rock. Who again swept away all the animosity 
between them with his clear thinking. I know you’re angry at me, Cal, 
but we’ve got to deal with this.

And she’d let him take care of her. He’d even picked out the 
blue silk blouse and slim black skirt she wore today after she’d 
stood staring into her open closet for several minutes. Though 
he was dressed impeccably in a gray pinstripe suit, white 
shirt and tie, his face was haggard as she imagined hers was. 
Neither had slept much in the last few days.

“You okay, Callie?” David asked. Even his skin was drawn 
and smudged under his eyes. Today would be easy for none of 
them. 

She nodded.
“I want her to sit at the table with me,” Nick said. “Fuck 

protocol.”
David agreed.
Before they took seats, Callie felt a hand on her shoulder. 

She turned to find Madelyn Baird behind her. Lines framed 
the principal’s pretty blue eyes and her mouth was tight. “I 
don’t know what to say, Callie.” She glanced at Nick. “To you, 
either.”

Nick answered. “It’s okay, Madelyn. You were just doing 
your job. And you came through in the end for us.”

“You’re kind to say that.” She focused on Callie. “Are you 
all right? You haven’t been out of the hospital that long.”



“I’m fine.” Callie leaned into Nick’s solid strength. “We’ll 
get through this.” She drew in a deep breath. “H-how’s 
Tiffany?”

“A little better. She showed some responses late last night.”
Callie felt her eyes tear. “You’ll let me know, won’t you? 

How she is?”
Nodding, Madelyn left when the hearing officer entered the 

room. Grim-faced, Kane sat. Everyone else took seats.
“Are you ready to begin, Mr. Muscato?” Kane asked. 
Standing, David buttoned his navy sports coat. “Yes. I am. 

I’d like to call a witness that wasn’t included on the list.” 
Kane nodded. 
“We call Lewis Patterson to the stand.”
The door opened. As Lew entered the room, Callie watched 

from almost outside of herself. She couldn’t internalize what 
she’d been told. She stared blankly at the man she’d never really 
known. 

He looked so normal. His hair was combed with the same 
precise part on the side. He was dressed in a tan jacket, 
brown slacks and a blue shirt. Callie recognized his dark tie, 
decorated with union flags, as one she’d given him. For some 
reason, the sight of it brought a fresh threat of tears. What part 
had she unwittingly played in this macabre scenario? The only 
sign of stress in him was how tightly he gripped his briefcase. 
Fleetingly, Callie thought it odd that he brought it with him.

After he reached his seat, he stood solemnly and placed his 
hand on the proffered Bible. “Do you swear to tell the truth, 
the whole truth and nothing but the truth so help you God?” 
the district official asked.

In his familiar, deep voice Lew responded, “I do.”
She chanced a glance at Nick. His shoulders were as stiff as 

stone; his hands clenched on the table. Callie could imagine 
what he was feeling about the man on the stand. Lew had 
done so much damage to their lives--and others’. Again she 
wondered how much of it was her fault? When Carter and 
Emily had told her what happened, she didn’t want to blame 
anybody. But in the intervening hours, nothing seemed black 



and white.
David approached Lew. “Do you know Tiffany Owens, Mr. 

Patterson?”
Lew gave him a quizzical look, as if David had asked him 

whether it was day or night. “Yes, of course, she’s been in my 
classes for three years now.”

“And which class is she in this year?”
“All About Adam and Eve.”
“Ah, the one you teach with Mrs. Muscato.”
Lew beamed a brilliant smile at Callie. “Yes, Carolyn and I 

teach it together. We do everything together.”
Callie’s stomach lurched and she turned her face into Nick’s 

shoulder. He unlinked his hands and grasped one of hers. 
When she looked back to Lew, he was scowling at her and 

Nick. Oh, God, how perverted had his thinking gotten?
“How well do you know Tiffany, Mr. Patterson?”
He shrugged. His fingers stroked his chin as he thought 

about the question. “As well as any teacher knows a student, I 
guess.”

“Do you like her?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Patterson, do you think Tiffany looks like Callie 

Muscato?”
In a split second, Lew’s face hardened. “Her name is 

Carolyn.”
“Carolyn?
“Yes, Carolyn Casewell. Not Muscato.”
Movement in the room stilled. The woman stenographer 

shifted in her seat and Kane’s brows drew together. 
David stared at Lew. “All right. Does Tiffany look like 

Carolyn Casewell?”
“Yes. Only Carolyn’s lovelier.”
“How do you feel about Carolyn, Mr. Patterson?”
A sappy, high school grin transformed his face. Even from 

where Callie sat, she could see his eyes glaze over. His voice 
took on a youthful tenor. “I love her. I’ve always loved her.”

“But Carolyn’s married, isn’t she?”



Lew cocked his head. “Carolyn? Married? No, you’re 
mistaken. Carolyn isn’t married. She and I are going to be 
married. Soon.”

“Excuse me?”
Lew grinned again. “She chose me, finally. Sure, she sowed 

some wild oats, but in the end, she chose me. We’ll be married 
soon.”

Her heart pounding, Callie swallowed hard. Someone 
coughed and a few people shuffled in their seats. Their looks 
darted from her to Lew.

“Mr. Patterson, have you been involved with anyone the 
last few years? I know you’re divorced. Are you seeing any 
women?”

For a moment, Lew’s face blanked. “Of course, I’ve been 
involved with someone. With her.”

“Her?” David rounded on him. “You mean Tiffany Owens?”
“Who?” Lew asked.
“Tiffany Owens, your student.”
He shook his head. “I don’t know any Tiffany Owens. I’ve 

been involved with Carolyn Casewell, sir. I told you that. 
We’re getting married. I don’t understand all these questions.” 
Lew’s gaze snapped to Callie. “Tell them, Carolyn. That we’ve 
been seeing each other for months. That you’re ready to marry 
me.”

Unable to bear looking at him, Callie turned away. Nick’s 
arm came around her and drew her close.

She heard Lew repeat, “I don’t understand, Carolyn. What...
what are you doing with him?”

Placing his hand on the back of her head, Nick tucked her 
into his shoulder, as if to protect her from Lew’s words. But 
after a brief respite, she forced herself to look back at Lew. 
She’d been a blind coward long enough, and partly because of 
that, things had spiraled out of control.

David came to stand right in front of Lew. “Mr. Patterson, 
how old are you?”

A pause. “Eighteen.”
David didn’t seem shocked. He turned to Kenneth Kane. 



“I suggest we recess and meet in private with the district’s 
officials.”

Kane, white-faced for the first time in the whole process, 
nodded. “I agree. Mr. Patterson, you need to stay here.”

“Of course.” Lew smiled congenially at Kane. 
When the school people filed into the Superintendent’s 

office, Lew watched Muscato put his hands on Carolyn again. 
He didn’t understand why she was letting him touch her. For 
months now, she’d been telling Lew she only let him touch her. 

The room had emptied of everybody but him and her and 
Muscato, and the stenographer. He wasn’t going to sit here 
and do nothing. He glanced down at his briefcase. Stood. 
Picked it up. Walked toward them. 

Muscato saw him first. “Oh, Christ.”
Carolyn grasped onto Muscato’s arm, but didn’t speak.
When he reached them, Lew said, “Carolyn, get away from 

him. I told you I wouldn’t tolerate you seeing him anymore. 
You promised it would be just me now.”

Slowly Muscato stood. “Cal,” he said quietly. “Get up.”
Immobilized, Carolyn sat where she was, mouth agape.
Muscato leaned over and dragged her out of the chair. 
“Don’t touch her!” Lew shouted. Still staring at Carolyn, 

he softened his voice. “Come with me, love.” He held out his 
hand. “Now. It’ll be just you and me.”

Carolyn got to her feet and, like the goddess that she was, 
she stood before him. He waited to hear her proclaim their 
relationship openly to the world. 

“Lew, I’m not going with you. You’re confused.” She 
clutched Muscato’s arm again. “Nick’s my husband. I’m 
married to him.”

“You married him? When?”
Muscato’s eyes flared. “Jesus Christ, Patterson.” The 

jerk threw his chair back and pushed Carolyn behind him, 
blocking her with his body. 

Lew’s head began to pound. Deep inside, he felt the familiar 
gnawing rage demanding to get out. Then the voice began 
chanting. There’s only one thing to do. Do it! Do it! He dropped down to 



the floor, unsnapped his briefcase, and drew out the authentic 
Civil War pistol Carolyn had given him for his fortieth 
birthday. No wait, it couldn’t have been his fortieth. He was 
only eighteen. He didn’t understand. But Carolyn could clear 
it up. 

Nick saw Patterson sink to his knees and reach in his 
briefcase, but he couldn’t tell what he pulled out until Lew 
stood. Then Nick caught the glint of steel in the guy’s hand. 
Before he realized what Lew held, there was a gun pointing at 
his face. 

“She’s mine,” Patterson said. “Give her to me.”
“Over my dead body,” Nick gritted out.
From behind him, Callie gasped. He pinned her with his 

hands so she’d stay where she was.
Patterson stared at the gun. Then at Nick. Nick remembered 

that the pistol was one of the few Civil War artifacts in 
existence still in working order. Callie had been so happy to 
find it in good condition for him.

Before he could stop her, Callie stepped around Nick. When 
she saw the gun, she yanked out of his grasp and drew up 
beside him. “Put the gun away, Lew. I won’t go with you even 
if you hurt Nick, so hurting him won’t do any good.”

Patterson’s hand shook and the gun wavered in front of 
him. 

Again, Nick tried to push Callie behind him, but adrenaline 
gave her strength and she stood her ground. 

Patterson’s finger went for the trigger.
In a lightning quick move, Nick shoved Callie down to the 

floor and dived on top of her just as a shot echoed in the still 
room. Time froze. The air was charged.

A second shot rang out.
Nick’s heart thrummed in his chest, drowning out sounds 

around him. Then some registered. A scream. A person 
moaning. Callie crying beneath him. 

“Oh my God,” someone said. 
“Jesus.” Another voice.
 Nick dragged himself off Callie. When she tried to get up, 



he held her down. Struggling to stand, he gripped the chair, 
came to a crouch and looked out over the table.

His stomach lurched at what he saw. An incoherent sound 
escaped his mouth. 

Lew Patterson lay in a heap on the floor. 
With a bullet through his head.



 

Chapter 22

Two months later

Nick strode out of his bathroom just as Joey sauntered into 
the bedroom. The June sun slanted in through the skylights, 
bathing the whole room in a soft glow. 

“Hey, Dad.” Joey’s nose was buried in a copy of The Leader. 
“You made the paper again.” 

From the doorway, Nick grunted. “Oh, hell.” 
“Grandpa called while you were in the shower to tell us.”
Wearing only khaki shorts, Nick rubbed his wet hair with a 

towel. “How nice of Grandpa,” he said dryly.
“You got an awesome headline.” Obviously enjoying 

himself, Joey plopped down on the bed, stuck two pillows 
behind his head and read aloud. “Local hero turns down 
second chance at pros.”

Nick halted midway to the bed. “Damn. How’d they find 
out?”

Joe skimmed the article. “Says here they contacted the 
Tornadoes after Stonewall Jackson was spotted in Cameron 
City.” Joe thought for a minute. “Must be when Jack came to 
try to talk you out of saying no.” He read further in the article 
and chuckled. “Here it is again. My favorite story. ‘Baseball 
great Nick Muscato was in the news last April when, in a 
shocking event that occurred at the school’s Administration 
Building, he faced down gunman, Lewis Patterson, the high 
school teacher who had endangered the lives of Muscato 
and his wife, Carolyn. Eyewitnesses said that, in a heroic act 
worthy of James Bond, Muscato pushed his wife to the floor 
and covered her with his body to protect her.’” Joe looked up. 



“James Bond! It gets better every time.”
Nick made a playful grab for the paper but Joe evaded him. 

“Nah, Dad, I’m not done.”
“Yes, you are.” Diving onto the bed, Nick wrestled for the 

paper. Joey tossed it to the floor and they grappled like little 
kids. In a quick reverse, Nick had Joe pinned. “Not bad for an 
old guy,” Nick said as Joe struggled to throw him off. 

Staring up at him, Joe shrugged. “Hey, what’d you expect 
from a hero?”

Sobered by the comment, Nick rolled off Joe, stood and 
crossed to his dresser. 

He could feel Joe studying him. “Dad?” 
Slowly, Nick turned, T-shirt in hand and cocked his head at 

his son. “I’m not a hero, Joe.”
“Yeah, Dad, you are. You know what I decided?”
Nick poked his head and arms through the State College 

Baseball shirt Joe had given him for Father’s Day. “What?”
“A hero’s not somebody who doesn’t make mistakes. It’s 

somebody who admits them and makes up for them.” 
“You sound like a Hallmark Card.”
“So? You were the one who taught me to say what I think.”
Nick’s eyes misted. He’d shed a few tears the last few 

months, as had they all. “Thanks, kid.”
His own eyes conspicuously bright, Joe nodded then 

vaulted off the bed. “I gotta go, or I’ll be late for my class.” 
“Doing okay in Physics?”
“Yeah, it’s easier if you read the assignments.” Though 

Joe had made it through his first year of college with passing 
grades, he’d signed up for two summer courses at Cameron 
City College to bring up his GPA.

“That would help.”
“Remember Ty and I are leaving to go to school for the 

weekend.” There was a student council planning weekend that 
Ty wanted to be part of and Joe was keeping him company.

“Are you coming to the Center?”
“By two. Who else is working today?” Joe liked helping out 

with the special kids. He was considering a minor in Special 



Education because of it.
“Brad, you and me. We’ll be busy.” 
“Bobby won’t be there?”
“No. He’s home painting their bedroom while Phoebe’s 

away in New York at that drama workshop.”
“I don’t get what’s going on with them. They act like 

freakin’ newlyweds most of the time.”
“You don’t have to get it. But what’s happening is good.” 

Nick grew serious again. “Do you like working with Brad?” 
“Except for the fact that he thinks you walk on water, he’s 

okay.” 
Though Brad had turned on him after Tiffany’s accusation, 

Nick was back on the boy’s pedestal these days. Nick couldn’t 
be more pleased about that or the fact that Brad was attending 
State College in the fall. Joe had been playing big brother to 
him.

As he headed for the door, Joe glanced over his shoulder. 
“Oh, I forgot, Mom called while you were in the shower, too.”

Nick pivoted fast. “Joe!”
Joey shook his head. 
“What did she say?” 
“You’re pathetic, Dad.”
“Joe.” 
“All right. She said she’ll be home Sunday night.”
“Didn’t she want to talk to me?”
“No, she sounded kind of funny. After I told her Ty and I 

were going away, she seemed anxious to get off the phone.” 
At Nick’s scowl, Joe chuckled and headed out. “Get a grip, 
Romeo.” 

Nick glared at his son’s retreating back. Grateful as he was 
for the return of the boy’s affection, signified by his razzing, 
there had been times the kid had driven him nuts over the 
month long trip Callie had taken with her mother. 

Getting socks and sneakers, Nick sat on the bed to finish 
dressing and the newspaper on the floor caught his eye. 
Though the reporters had glamorized the events of that day 
in April, it had been a waking nightmare for all of them. Lew 



Patterson’s suicide had had a profound effect on the whole 
family, as well as the entire high school. Sometimes, at night 
when he was alone in bed, Nick could still see Patterson on the 
floor, the results of a gunshot wound at such close range equal 
to the gore of a horror movie. Though he’d tried to shield 
Callie from the sight, she’d gotten a glimpse of it and had bad 
dreams for weeks. 

He and Callie had sought counseling together to 
understand the chain of events that led to the morbid scene, 
but it all hurt like hell. Nick knew Patterson had been obsessed 
with Callie for years, but not to the psychotic degree he’d 
shown at the end. The psychologist believed that Patterson 
had been emotionally stuck in high school, and at times, still 
thought he was a teenager in contention for Callie’s affection. 
He’d vacillated from fantasy to reality and his condition 
had worsened when he’d gotten involved with Tiffany 
Owens. From journals Patterson kept that were later found 
at his home, he seemed to believe Tiffany was Callie. They 
also discovered a closet full of memorabilia of Callie--notes 
she’d written him, cards she’d sent, a pile of pictures of her 
at various ages, a sweater she thought she’d lost, even some 
napkins that she’d blotted her lipstick on, for God’s sake. 
Thinking about that gave Nick the creeps. 

It had been the last straw for his emotionally beleaguered 
wife, and the deciding factor in taking a leave of absence for 
the rest of the school year. Nick had wholly supported the 
move, as had Madelyn Baird, though Nick himself had gone 
back to teaching. 

And when Catherine suggested the mother/daughter trip, 
Nick had encouraged Callie to take the hopefully relaxing 
vacation, even though nothing had been decided about them. 
His wife needed time to heal and Nick had learned patience-
-never his strong point. The only indulgence he’d allowed 
himself was nightly phone calls to her. He couldn’t fathom 
why she wouldn’t talk to him today.

Shrugging off the quandary, he scooped up the newspaper 
from the floor. Senior pictures of Carter Thomas and Emily 



Manson smiled up at him. The caption read, “Local graduates 
headed for Yale.” Thank God for the integrity of some kids. It 
was one reason he decided to stay in education and not take 
the pro baseball job. Carter and Emily had saved his hide 
because they were strong enough to brave the wrath of The 
Group. Nick wanted to be a part of the lives of kids like that--
as well as the Special Needs students--a while longer. 

Besides, leaving Callie was no more an option than flying to 
the moon. Though they hadn’t talked about their relationship-
-she’d been in no shape to make plans--he was hoping that 
she’d opt to stay married to him. What would she say when 
she returned?

It took several minutes to pick up his dirty clothes and 
straighten the bed. From the nightstand, he pulled out the big 
drawer to make sure his homecoming gift to his wife was still 
there. The slim eight-by-ten box was wrapped in her favorite 
pink and silver paper. He was hoping the present would go a 
long way in cementing their relationship. He didn’t care if it 
was the worst kind of blackmail--he’d do anything to keep her. 
He grinned foolishly into their empty bedroom and set the box 
on the bed.

o0o

At seven o’clock that night, a cab pulled into the end of the 
Muscato driveway behind the little red Ferrari Nick drove 
in the good weather. Joe’s new black Jeep was gone. Callie 
stared at the cedar house with the setting sun glinting off the 
shingles. The windows sparkled and big pots of geraniums 
overflowed by the garage and front porch. A lawn mower 
purred in the backyard. God she missed this place. And the 
men in it.

As the driver retrieved her bags from the trunk and set 
them on the asphalt, Callie thought about the trip she’d taken 
with her mother. Catherine and Hamilton had softened toward 
Nick since he’d put his life on the line for her. She could still 
see her dad awkwardly embracing her husband after the 
news had broken. So she felt comfortable enough to go when 



Catherine suggested the vacation. And also, Callie needed 
to think. And to heal. And to make some decisions about her 
marriage and her life.

After paying for the taxi, Callie picked up her small leather 
tote, left the majority of the luggage in the driveway, and 
walked up to the house. It was still hard to believe Lew had 
had a psychotic break. Originally she felt partly responsible. If 
she hadn’t insisted on staying his friend, and hadn’t slept with 
him, he might not have snapped. But the psychologist she’d 
seen for two months had helped her see Lew’s psychosis was 
deeply ingrained. His actions with Tiffany had the earmarks of 
a madman. When Tiffany had started to crack under the strain 
of his assault on her--apparently he’d had a sexual relationship 
with her that rivaled the worst kind of pornography and 
which would leave scars on Tiffany for years to come--he’d 
convinced the young girl to play along with him that it was 
Nick she was sleeping with. After a while, the psychologists 
said, Tiffany began to believe it herself. Callie hoped her visits 
to Tif in the private institution where she’d gone to recover 
had helped the girl in some small way.

As she reached the slate pathway to the front door, Callie 
stopped short. Her breath hitched when Nick came around the 
house pushing the lawn mower. Though they’d paid to have 
outside chores done in the past, this spring Nick and the boys 
had taken to gardening, landscaping and enjoying the simple 
pleasure of nature.

He looked like a million bucks in khaki shorts and battered 
work boots. His bare chest gleamed with sweat and his hair 
was damp. He reminded her of the young ballplayer she’d 
married all those years ago.

Crossing to the edge of the grass, she caught his attention 
and he looked up. For several seconds, they just stared at each 
other. Then, he shut off the motor and circled the machine. He 
took two steps toward her before she moved. She was grinning 
by the time she reached him. He opened his arms and she 
threw herself into them.

He twirled her around. “Callie, baby. What are you doing 



here?”
She kissed his shoulder. “It’s so good to see you.”
“You’ll ruin your suit,” he said as he pulled back his sweat-

soaked body.
“I don’t care.”
He cradled her to his chest and walked down the pathway 

to get her bags. “I’m so glad you’re home. But you had another 
week left. What happened?”

“I’ll tell you inside.” They entered the house and Nick 
headed upstairs with the luggage. She followed him to their 
bedroom.

Once there, she stood by the bed. “I decided I’d been away 
long enough. I told Mother I needed to come home early.” She 
grasped his hand, where he stood before her. “To see you.”

“I’m so glad.”
She sat down and her arm hit something. A package, all 

wrapped up. “What’s this?”
“A present.”
“For me?”
“Uh-huh. Open it now.” Sitting next to her, he kissed her 

nose, suddenly somber.
Quickly she ripped off the paper. Inside was a stack of 

forms. She raised questioning eyes to him. “What are these?”
“Read the top one.”
She skimmed it. “This is a consent form. For me.” She 

studied it closely. “From a doctor...” She checked the address. 
“He’s from a fertility clinic here in town.”

“Yep.”
“What did you do, Nicky? What are these consent forms 

for?”
His eyes deepened to the color of the sky at midnight. 

“While you were gone, I went back to the specialist we 
originally saw for more testing.”

“Oh, Nick, you hated that poking and prodding. All the 
embarrassing procedures made you cringe. You said you’d 
never go through that again.”

He looked humbled, intense. “I never knew before the 



miscarriage how much having a child meant to you, Cal. I 
should have gone back a long time ago.” She just stared at 
him. “I was hoping they’d made miraculous strides in two 
decades.”

“Did they?” She was afraid to hope.
“No, I’m sorry, they didn’t.”
“Oh, Nicky.” She hugged him.
He drew back. “I want a baby, sweetheart, of our own.”
“I don’t understand. You just said...”
“That I couldn’t father one. But I told the doctor we know 

you’re capable of conceiving. He suggested we consider a 
sperm donor and artificial insemination.”

Callie was aware of how hard this was for Nick. In his 
younger days, he’d balked at that procedure; actually he’d 
made some nasty, immature comments about it. But Callie 
could see that he was older now, wiser, and wanted her to 
have a child of her flesh, even if it couldn’t be of his. 

The sentiment was utterly unselfish. Her eyes filled.
“Shh, no tears. No more tears. I want this, love. He pressed 

his hand to her belly. “Give me a little girl.” He kissed her 
nose. “I want her to look just like you.”

 “Oh, Nick. I want that, too.”
 He grasped her hand. “I want you as my wife. I want our 

life back before all this happened.”
“Is this why you gave up the job in New York?” He’d told 

her that on the phone. “For me?”
“Nope. For us. We paid a high price to learn what we did 

this winter. I’m never going to forget the lesson.”
“Me, either.” She kissed his cheek. “Though it was worth 

it.”
“Yeah, babe, it was.”

o0o

A year later

“You better quiet down, or I’m gonna start calling you the 
Wicked Witch of the North instead of my little Princess.”

Her baby blues rounded, Nick’s infant daughter peered up 



at him and stopped squalling. Then she gurgled and smiled, 
and Nick lost his heart all over again. For the past three 
months he’d been a sap for this child, experiencing a need to 
shield and nurture her that rocked him.

When he didn’t say more, she squirmed and screwed her 
face up. “Okay, okay, I’ll talk.” Sometimes, his little girl would 
calm only to the sound of his voice. It made his chest swell 
more than the one no-hitter he’d pitched.

“Let’s go check out the wall.” Rising, he cradled her in the 
shelter of his arm and carried her to the other side of the den 
where a rebuilt set of shelves proudly displayed the new and 
improved life of the Muscato family. Though they’d salvaged 
some of the old mementos, mostly the wall reflected the 
changes in their lives. “Now, what would interest you here?”

A soft coo came from the baby and she tugged on the navy 
blue thermal top he wore with jeans. “Hmm, something about 
you? All right. See this?” He angled her up. “That’s your 
birth certificate. What? Read it to you? It says, Nicole Carolyn 
Muscato, born September 1, 2011. Leaning over, he pressed 
his lips on her forehead and cuddled her into the safe harbor 
of his chest. “Proud mother, Carolyn Casewell Muscato.” He 
cleared his throat. “Father, Nicholas David Muscato.” Pausing, 
he whispered, “Shh, it’s our little secret.”

Besides, who knew what miracles were afoot. As the 
doctors had suggested, he and Callie had made love right 
after the artificial insemination each time. When she’d become 
pregnant, Nick had taken insurmountable joy in each phase of 
baby’s development, watching with awe as Callie’s stomach 
swelled with their child. That was topped only by catching 
Nicole as she slid out of Callie’s body in the delivery room and 
being the first to stare into her beautiful face that did, indeed, 
look just like Callie. In every way that counted, he was her 
daddy.

Nick nuzzled the baby with his nose, the familiar smell of 
her powder warming him. In his low baritone, he continued 
the litany of their lives. “That’s your big brother’s baseball 
trophy for MVP this year. You know him, the one with the 



smelly feet.”
“Hey, I resent that.” Nick glanced over his shoulder at his 

son, who’d crept up behind him. Dressed in disreputable jeans 
and T-shirt, Joe was home on vacation. 

“Excuse us, please, we’re having a conversation.”
“Couldn’t keep the screaming-Mimi quiet, huh?” Joe joked 

about the strong vocal cords his sister had developed. When 
they were home, the boys complained about her in the middle 
of the night, yet they often rushed to get her before Nick could.

Passing over his own award from the State Special 
Education Department for revamping the Phys. Ed. program 
in his school, Nick also ignored his baseball trophies and some 
pictures they’d had copies of as well. It was impossible to 
believe he’d destroyed this wall almost two years ago when he 
thought his life had gone down the tubes. He remembered that 
night with a deep sense of shame--and gratitude for a second 
chance.

“Dad?”
“Huh?”
“She’s fussing.”
Nick rocked back and forth and pointed to the wall. “Right 

there next to the twins in the Tornadoes jackets, is a picture of 
you and your Mommy when she brought you home from the 
hospital.” His voice was raw as he recalled that day.

“Oh, geez. He’s getting goofy again, sis.”
Nick coughed back the emotion and shot Joe a glare. “And 

there’s Mom’s Educator of the Year Award--you were in 
her tummy, Princess, when she earned it.” Again he kissed 
Nicole’s head, her soft blond hair sporting a small pink 
barrette. “Next to it is Tyler’s certificate from his Summer 
Institute at Julliard.” 

Joe said, “He’s gonna be almost as famous as me some day.”
“You could learn some humility from your brother.”
“You guys talking about me again?” Tyler loped in from the 

doorway and peered over Nick’s shoulder. “Hey, she’s awake. 
It’s my turn to watch little Pavarotti, isn’t it?”

Playfully Joe elbowed Ty away. “No, it’s my turn.”



“No way. Mom said I could.”
“She did not!”
“She did too!”
“Knock it off, guys. Nobody’s getting her this afternoon.”
“Why?”
“No fair.”
“’Cause you’re babysitting tonight when Mom and I go 

to see Phoebe at the new community playhouse. You’ll have 
her all to yourselves.” Nick grinned at his boys who seemed 
to have developed a whole new nurturing side to their 
personalities. They pampered their sister almost as much as he 
did.

Ty leaned over and grabbed her hand. “It’s okay, kiddo. I’ll 
let you bang on the keys all you want when they’re gone.”

From next to him, Joe added, “And I’ll dress you in 
something more comfy, like those cool baseball pj’s I got you at 
college. Then we’ll work on your pitching arm.”

Nick sighed at their doting. Did life get any better than this? 
“Grandma and Grandpa Casewell paid megabucks for this 
Baby Lauren dress--” Nick tugged on the lacy pink garment 

“--and these Claiborne shoes.” He remembered the day of 
the miscarriage how he’d wished for a little girl to dress in 
pink just like this. “Don’t let your mother hear you mock these 
rags.”

“Where is she anyway?” Joe asked.
“Grocery shopping.”
When little Nicole began to squirm, Nick propped her up 

on his shoulder and patted her back. 
Joe snorted. “God, Dad, you’re embarrassing yourself.”
“So, I’m a little excessive. Nicole likes it, don’t you 

sweetie?”
The baby responded by gnawing on his shoulder.
“She’s hungry,” Joe said.
Ty chuckled. “Dad can’t help you there, kid.”
“I can!” Callie’s voice came from behind them, all soft and 

full. Nick knew when he turned around, she’d be emotional. 
The sight of her family together did that to her. For both of 



them, normal occurrences that others took for granted were 
miracles. Coming close, she said, “It’s time for your snack, 
isn’t it, baby?”

Nicole pounded her fists and kicked in response to her 
mother’s voice.

“Uh-oh, I’m outta here.” Joe made a beeline for the door.
“Me, too.” Ty followed.
Both boys still felt some chagrin at watching Callie nurse 

the baby. Nick, on the other hand, had never seen a lovelier 
sight than his wife breastfeeding his little girl.

“Bring the groceries in from the car, guys, okay?” she called 
out, taking Nicole from Nick. “And put away the stuff that 
needs to be kept cold.”

Nick wrapped them both in his arms for a minute and 
caught a glimpse of Joe and Ty savoring one long look at them 
before they bolted. 

They settled on the couch and Callie unbuttoned her blouse. 
Nicole latched on like a pro and began suckling. Nick’s heart 
stuttered in his chest. He had to turn away to get a grip.

Callie reached for him. Leaning over the child, she tugged 
his head around and gave him a searing kiss. “Feeling 
sentimental?”

A little embarrassed by his show of emotion, Nick shook his 
head. “I guess.” He sat back. “Really ruins my macho image, 
though.”

“I like your image these days.” She smiled meaningfully. 
Nick returned it. “Yeah, me too.”
To defuse the charged moment, her gaze raked his body. “In 

a lot of ways.”
His laugh was deep and male. “Keep that up, love, and you 

won’t get to see A Chorus Line tonight.”
As she soothed the baby’s head, she smiled. “Oh, I think we 

can manage both.”
He arched a brow. “Promise?”
She nodded. “I promise.”
Nick sighed heavily. He’d once thought baseball was the 

end all and be all of life. Staring at Callie and the baby, he 



couldn’t believe how wrong he’d been. He thanked God he’d 
come to his senses and realized what was truly important to 
him. He had everything he needed now and promised himself 
he wouldn’t ever endanger their happiness again.

And that was a promise he intended to keep!

-o0o-
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Author’s Note

It’s wonderful to see A PRICE WORTH PAYING available 
to readers. The concept for this book started years ago when 
I was still teaching high school, but it took me this long to get 
the story right. For a myriad of reasons, not the least of which 
I’ve seen sexual misconduct cases happen in my school, I love 
this book—which may sound odd to you because it deals with 
such difficult material. As you found out as you read, some 
of the scenes are disturbing but those were necessary to show 
the reader that the young girl wasn’t making up her story. In 
so many real life cases, when there’s an accusation like this, 
the abuse has happened, and I didn’t want to discredit the 
statistics. So the issue became, “Who did this awful thing?”

I also know that some readers will have difficulty with the 
infidelity in the book. Truthfully, I have trouble with it, too. 
But I wasn’t looking to write an easy book. People cheat, and 
the central issue is one of forgiveness and redemption. Ask 
yourself this: Do you really think Nick and Callie would have 
been happier divorced? I don’t.

Finally, at the crux of the story is the notion of whether Nick 
can ever accept Callie’s pregnancy. I think it was particularly 
difficult for Nick—a jock, proud, so taken with his sons. Under 
ordinary circumstances, I believe he wouldn’t have been able 
to do what he did. But when Callie staunchly supports him 
when he’s accused of sexual misconduct, when she believes 
in the kind of man he is, a new path opens up for them and 
he’s able to get beyond all of his hurt feelings and forgive 
his wife. Every time I proofread the book, I cried at the scene 
where Nick prays to God Callie isn’t having a miscarriage, 
and promises he’ll be a good father despite the circumstances. 



Regardless of his flaws, you gotta love a man like that.
The other reason I chose such difficult topics is because the 

older I get the more I believe in redemption, forgiveness and 
not casting stones on other people’s behavior. Life is short 
and we are all flawed. Since I myself want understanding for 
my faults and mistakes (and it’s clear Callie and Nick realize 
they’ve made mistakes), I wanted to write a novel where the 
couple does the unforgivable and is able to work their issues 
out because they love each other.

A PRICE WORTH PAYING is basically a love story of two 
people whose relationship simply can’t be shattered. I hope 
you enjoyed it.

Kathy Shay
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If you liked this book, you might want to post a review of it 
at Smashwords.
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undercover in a typical American high school that has been 
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Chapter Excerpt, The Father Factor

“Hi. You look dead.”
“I am.” Nick DiMarco closed the door to his small 

apartment and crossed the worn rug to plop down at the table 
where his sister Beth was working at her laptop. “Tony sent 
me home early because he said I was too tired to do my job. 
And because I was grouchy.”

Beth smiled at him. “Can I get you something?”
“No, it’s bad enough you have to waste your nights here. 

You’re not going to wait on me, too.”
“I wouldn’t call spending the evening with my two favorite 

people a waste of time.”
Nick gazed fondly at his sister. At thirty-one, Beth was an 

attractive woman. Three years her senior, he’d been driven 
nuts as a teenage older brother trying to shelter her from the 
leering looks of eighteen-year-old boys. But he’d learned to 
enjoy how men made fools of themselves over her now. Mary 
Elizabeth DiMarco was more than capable of handling herself.

She added information to her computer as she talked. 
“Besides, the kids have been in bed for an hour and I’ve been 
working on the figures for my bookstore. I think I’ll be able to 
open by next fall.”

“I still don’t like all the sacrifices you make for us.” Nick 
scanned the cramped quarters—another thing in his life he 



didn’t like. An exact square, the apartment in a downtown 
neighborhood of Syracuse, New York had an L-shaped living/
dining area, a narrow galley kitchen off to the side and three 
bedrooms straight ahead. The mismatched furniture needed a 
good face-lift.

He rubbed his eyes, thinking of all he couldn’t give his 
family, of all he wanted for them. Wearily he propped up his feet 
and laid his head back. Still wearing the black-tux-and-white-
shirt uniform of all the waiters at Muscato’s Italian Restaurant 
in Armory Square, he tried to summon the energy to go 
change into something more suitable for the night of studying 
that lay ahead.

“How are the plans coming for the layout of the store?” he 
asked. “Will it be similar to the place you’re at now?”

Discussing her imminent entry into the world of small 
business usually delighted Beth, so her frown concerned him.

“What is it?”
“I’ll tell you about the store later.” His sister stopped typing 

and stared over at him. “Right now, you have to call Heather’s 
English teacher. She phoned earlier.”

“Her English teacher? Don’t tell me my perfect child is in 
trouble. Not that I’d be too upset. It would do her good to act 
out a little bit.”

“No, not trouble exactly.” Beth seemed thoughtful. 
“Though she wouldn’t tell me what it was about, the woman’s 
concerned enough to insist you call her back regardless of 
what time you get in.”

Nick’s stomach knotted. As he got up and strode to the 
phone, he tried to quell his uneasiness. “Was Heather okay 
tonight?” He dialed the number Beth had scrawled on a 
message pad.

His sister closed down her laptop as she spoke. “Yeah. We 
did each other’s hair and she played on the computer. She 
didn’t eat enough at supper to keep a bird alive, though.”

Beth’s words unnerved him. His thirteen-year-old’s eating 
habits had been erratic lately and she was already too thin. 
She’d also been unusually quiet.



The English teacher answered on the second ring. “Ms. 
Sanders? This is Nick DiMarco. Heather’s father. You wanted 
to speak to me tonight?”

“Thanks for returning my call. I’ve thought long and hard 
about contacting you, and once I decided it was the right thing 
to do, I wanted to talk to you immediately.” The woman’s 
voice was soft and soothing, and Nick could understand why 
Heather liked her.

“I’m concerned about what Heather’s been writing in 
English class these past few weeks. They were written in a 
journal format that we’ve all agreed would be confidential. But 
you need to know that they’re very disturbing.”

His hand tightened on the receiver. “What kinds of things?”
The teacher sighed and Nick could hear her hesitation 

across the lines. “I don’t feel I can go into detail. But I’ve 
shown them to a guidance counselor at school and she’d like 
to meet with you as soon as possible.”

“Can’t you tell me any more than this?” Nick tried to stifle 
his irritation, knowing the woman was simply worried about 
his daughter.

“I’m afraid not. I don’t want to be mysterious, but I try to 
respect the kids’ privacy. I told Heather I was going to speak to 
you and to her counselor, because I was concerned about her 
writing. She wasn’t pleased, but I feel you need to be aware 
that she’s been very sad these days and she requires some 
extra attention.”

Nick closed his eyes. Heather had never been a happy child. 
“Of course I’ll meet with her counselor. I want to do it as soon 
as possible.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. I took the liberty of 
scheduling an appointment for you at three-thirty on 
Monday.”

Right in the middle of my Securities Regulations class. A familiar 
frustration washed over him. Trying to balance a schedule, 
jam-packed with law school and two jobs, and be a good father 
was close to impossible. He ran his free hand over his face. “I’ll 
be there. Thanks for your concern. Heather’s lucky to have 



you.”
After he hung up, he pinched the bridge of his nose and 

expelled a heavy breath before he recounted the teacher’s 
comments to Beth.

His sister shook her head when he finished. “She’s right, 
Nick. Heather’s an unhappy little girl.”

“Hell, Bethy, I know that. Why wouldn’t she be?” Raking a 
hand through his hair, Nick sank onto a stool by the phone. “I 
know I’m not at home enough for her.”

“It won’t be for much longer,” Beth said. “And it’s not your 
fault, though it’s too bad you can’t quit one of your jobs while 
you wrap up your courses.”

“I can’t. I’ve got to make ends meet. Working at Muscato’s 
and the construction site is the only way I can pay Jason’s 
doctor bills and keep food on the table.”

Her sympathetic eyes met his tired ones. “I know.”
“I’ll be home more when I finally finish school in May. 

Maybe that will help.”
Beth went over and hugged him fiercely, then drew back 

and faced him. “You’re doing what you can and you’ll keep 
on doing that. Go to Heather’s school on Monday and hear 
what her guidance counselor has to say. You’ll make the right 
decision. You always do.”

Edgy, Nick stood. “I’m going to get a beer. Want one?” 
When Beth shook her head, he walked through the swinging 
doors that led to the kitchen, grabbed a can out of the 
refrigerator, then went back and sprawled on a chair again.

“Did something else happen tonight to make you so 
irritated?” Beth asked after a moment.

He started to deny it, but his sister leveled her knowing 
gaze on him. “Yeah. Some people at the restaurant were 
insufferable.”

“Rude customers usually don’t bother you.”
“I know.”
“Why tonight?”
He shrugged. “They ordered me around like I was a slave, 

for one thing.”



“You deal with domineering clientele all the time.”
Nick took a long swig of beer. “I guess it’s because they 

reminded me of the Sullivans. The older guy had the same 
silver hair and tan Suzanne’s father did, and the woman 
looked just as plastic as the condescending Mrs. S.”

Abruptly, Beth’s gaze turned frosty. It always did when they 
talked about Nick’s ex-wife and her family. Suzanne’s parents 
had objected strongly to the hurried, youthful marriage of 
their only child to a construction worker’s son. They’d never 
considered Nick a suitable match. Thank God the only contact 
his kids had with their grandparents was occasional mail from 
Europe, where they’d retired.

“Do you think about them often? About her?” Beth asked.
“Not much. But the younger woman in the restaurant 

tonight reminded me of her.” Even now, Nick remembered the 
customer they’d addressed as Amanda. Wheat-colored hair. 
Wide blue eyes. High sculpted cheekbones. She was probably 
Suzanne’s age, just shy of thirty, slender and average height.

“I’ll bet she was the most condescending.”
Begrudgingly, Nick remembered the slight blush that had 

colored the woman’s cheeks and how apologetic her eyes had 
been. “Actually, she seemed embarrassed.”

“Still got a weakness for that type?”
“Naw. My ardor for rich, spoiled blondes was cooled ten 

years ago when one of them stuck a crying infant in my arms, 
left a frightened three-year-old with my mother and walked 
out because she couldn’t live without diamonds and gold.” 
The words came out sounding more vehement, and bitter, than 
he’d intended.

“I’m sorry for bringing it up, Nick.”
His grin was genuine. “Little sisters are entitled to snoop.”
After Beth left, Nick sank into the chair once more and 

finished his beer, thinking back to the event that changed his 
life so many years ago...

Things had been rough right from the beginning, but they 
took a turn for the worse when Suzanne got pregnant a second 
time, and his son Jason was born paralyzed from the waist 



down. It could have resulted from the birthing process when 
the umbilical cord had wrapped around his stomach, cutting 
off the supply of blood and damaging nerves irreparably. Or it 
could have been caused by Suzanne’s irresponsible behavior 
during the pregnancy. Most likely, it was a combination of 
things. A multifactorial birth defect, they called it.

Whatever the cause, Suzanne hadn’t been able to handle 
the boy. Nick came home early one night when Jason was two 
weeks old because a strange foreboding had plagued him 
all afternoon. He’d been working on a building not far from 
their apartment and had entered the house tired, hungry and 
apprehensive.

When he opened the door, he heard Jason squalling. The 
baby was not just fussing. He was in a fit of crying. Nick 
strode to the nursery, picked up the child and cuddled him to 
his chest. “It’s okay, little guy,” he’d crooned as he made his 
way to the bedroom. The sight of Suzanne, sitting on the bed, 
her bags packed, a bottle of Scotch in her hand, would forever 
be etched in his mind. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and Nick 
wasn’t sure if it was from crying or booze.

She’d stared at him helplessly. “I just can’t do it anymore, 
Nicky. I’m not strong enough. I have to have more. These 
children,” she said, holding up her free hand as if discussing 
some alien species, “they demand too much. And he needs 
constant care, so many doctors’ appointments, and he’ll never 
be right. I’m...not capable of doing this. I don’t want my life to 
be like this.”

Nick remembered the picture she’d created. Suzanne was a 
stunning woman with long silky blond hair and come-hither 
blue eyes that blazed with sensuality. She had a knockout 
body that she’d resented having spoiled by childbearing. But 
he’d never despised anyone more than at that moment when 
he realized what his wife was going to do. She was turning her 
back on him and two innocent children. Without a word, he’d 
returned to the nursery. Heather had been staying with his 
mother in an attempt to give Suzanne some time to get used to 
the new baby, so he was alone with his child.



“Shh,” he told his imperfect son, rocking the infant back 
and forth, long after Suzanne had gone. “I’ll make it up to you. 
I’ll take care of you. I promise.”

His hand clenched reflexively on the beer can, and the 
crushing sound brought him back to the present. Exhaling, 
Nick set it down with a plunk. “Damn, where have these 
memories come from?” he muttered, knowing exactly the 
source. Table number four. And the beautiful Amanda.

He rose, threw back the chair and went into Jason’s room. 
The bedspread was uneven, the drawers half-open and action 
figures spread in some kind of square-off on the desk. Though 
the boy tried, he simply couldn’t keep his room straight. Small 
wonder, since he was in a wheelchair. Nick walked over to 
the sleeping child, brushed the light blond hair from his eyes 
and kissed his forehead. Ironically, he looked perfect lying 
there. His skin was porcelain clear, his nose turned up in a 
mischievous pug. “Good night, buddy.”

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the slip of yellow 
paper Tony Muscato had sent home to Jason. Small and stocky, 
with a heart as big as his bank account, the swarthy restaurant 
owner had no children of his own, and had practically 
adopted Jason as a surrogate grandchild.

Nick unfolded the note and chuckled as he read: Why did the 
football team go to the bank? To get their quarter back. Jason would love it. 
Given the fact that the child had never and would never walk, his 
sunny disposition and delight in corny puns like this one was 
a blessing and a miracle.

He placed the note on Jason’s pillow and left his son to 
peaceful slumber.

When he entered his daughter’s room, not a thing was out 
of place. An army sergeant would be proud of its orderliness. 
Nick winced. He, himself, was a stickler for neatness. But he 
tried not to be obsessive with the children. Apparently, on that 
score, he hadn’t been too successful with Heather.

Squatting by the edge of her bed, he tucked the covers 
closer around her. She was as angelic looking in sleep as she 
was awake. Her almost waist-length blond hair fanned across 



the pillow. It was a shade darker than Jason’s but she had the 
same translucent skin.

He spoke into the darkness. “Oh, sweetheart, what’s going 
on with you?”

But there were no answers, and after a few moments he left 
the room, feeling a sudden streak of despair. He crossed to a 
rickety bookshelf in the living room, picked up his Securities 
text and dropped onto the worn sofa. The words blurred as he 
began reading, and he tried to sit up straighter to keep awake. 
Knocking himself out to take care of his family and become the 
best tax attorney in upstate New York carried a high price—
one he was willing to pay. But ten minutes later, when his eyes 
began to close, he gave in to the fatigue and slumped down 
against the cushions. At least oblivion didn’t hurt.

o0o

“HEY, Nick, how are you doing?”
Nick smiled at the short, gray-haired chemistry teacher he 

met in the hall as he walked through Eastside Junior/Senior 
High the following Monday and reached out to shake hands. 
“I’m fine, Mr. Damon. How about you?”

“Ready to retire,” the teacher said, his brown eyes 
twinkling. It was the same line he’d used fifteen years ago 
when Nick had been a student at Eastside.

Although many people criticized and feared inner-city 
schools, Nick had had a positive experience here and hoped 
Heather would, too. Not that he had a choice, he thought 
ruefully. He couldn’t afford to send the kids to a private 
institution. Not yet, anyway. Maybe when Jason got older, 
Nick would be able to fork out the money for a school that had 
special programs for the physically challenged. It was one of 
the things he was working so hard for.

“Your daughter’s here, isn’t she? I’ll probably see you at 
open house,” Damon said, interrupting Nick’s thoughts.

“Wouldn’t miss it.” Nick liked going to school events. Many 
of his former instructors still taught here and hadn’t forgotten 
him.



He’d been so different then, so cocky, so sure the world held 
only great things for him. Blessed with a high IQ, he’d worked 
fairly hard to maintain excellent grades and was captain of 
the football and baseball teams. Life had looked good then, he 
thought as he made his way to the guidance office.

Walking down the hall, he recalled the conversation he’d 
had with his daughter at breakfast. He’d purposely waited 
until the weekend was over…

“Heather, your English teacher called Friday night.”
She’d tensed instantly, dropping the slice of toast she’d been 

nibbling. “What did Ms. Sanders want, Dad?”
Touching her arm gently, he smiled. “She’d like me to see 

your counselor today. Do you know why?”
Nick had seen tough football players sick with 

apprehension before a big game. Heather’s face mirrored that 
look now. His grip tightened. “What is it, honey? It can’t be 
that bad.”

Staring at his hand for a moment, she’d turned wary eyes 
to his face. “No, not exactly. Well...see, the counselor is...” 
Heather broke off, shaking her head, unable to continue. Then 
she’d bolted from the table. “I have to catch the bus. Just go 
see her, okay?”

When she’d left, Nick turned to Jason. The boy’s eyebrows 
lifted innocently. “Maybe it’s PMS,” he quipped.

Nick’s jaw dropped. “What do you know about PMS?”
“Aw, nothing.” Grinning mischievously, Jason shredded 

his napkin. “I just heard it on TV and knew it was something 
embarrassing ‘cause I asked Heather and she told me to ask 
you. Just like the time I wanted to know what a virgin was and 
she got all red in the face.”

Nick chuckled and ruffled his son’s hair.
“Hey, Dad,” Jason had said then, obviously sensing his 

ability to ease Nick’s mind. “How do you know an elephant 
has moved into the neighborhood?”

“You smell him?”
“Nope. You see his trunk.”
Nick laughed, his somber mood suddenly dissipating.



What a kid, he thought now, as he headed down the corridor 
to the guidance office.

o0o

AMANDA CARSON WAITED for Heather DiMarco’s 
father with some degree of apprehension. She fidgeted with 
the row of buttons on the front of her black-and-white dress as 
she thought about the upcoming conference. She’d wanted to 
phone Mr. DiMarco herself, but the English teacher felt proper 
channels should be followed so Heather wouldn’t feel anyone 
had acted inappropriately.

Consequently, Amanda didn’t know what to expect. 
Would he be open to suggestions or would he be angry and 
defensive? She hated confrontations. Which was one of the 
reasons last Friday night had been such an ordeal for her.

She’d dreaded the dinner with her parents and Craig, but 
her father was so incensed at the changes she’d made in her 
life, she’d been reluctant to refuse the invitation. He’d been 
horrified that she’d divorced Porter last year and then doubly 
horrified when she’d taken this job. But Amanda didn’t care. 
She knew what she needed and gone after it.

Cringing, she thought of how badly her father had treated 
the waiter. Though the waiter himself hadn’t seemed flustered. 
He’d appeared amused at times, annoyed once or twice, but 
all the while had stood tall and broad-shouldered, diffusing 
her father’s treatment of him with the aplomb of a diplomat.

“Excuse me?” a deep male voice said behind her.
Amanda swiveled her chair toward the office door, and felt 

her face redden. She gripped the arms of the seat. “C-can I 
help you?” Shock made her sputter.

He pinned her with his gaze. “You look familiar.”
Oh, God, how embarrassing. Though she knew her blush betrayed 

her, she stood up and faced him bravely. “You were our waiter 
at Muscato’s Friday night.”

Leaning back against the doorjamb, he surveyed her with a 
discerning stare. “You look different today. No jewels. Casual 
hairstyle. Less makeup.”



She tilted her chin, uneasy with the way he’d said that. “So 
do you.”

Actually, he looked sexy. And big. At least six-two. His 
wide shoulders were encased in a gray T-shirt that hugged 
his muscular torso and trim waist. Over it, he’d donned a 
wool jacket. His eyes were steel gray, framed with long, dark 
lashes a woman would kill for. His hair was sable and just a 
shade too long. His cheekbones and jaw were stern, accenting 
the angularity of his features and here was a cleft in his chin. 
Overall, it was a rugged face. Yet there was kindness there, too.

Her response to his physical appearance today, and Friday 
night—she’d noticed him right away—had been so unusual 
for her, she almost didn’t recognize it. None of the men she’d 
known had made her look at them with such…interest.

“I’m sorry my father was so demanding at the restaurant. 
He—”

But the man cut her off with a chop of his hand in the air. 
“It’s irrelevant. I’m only here to talk about Heather.”

“You...you’re Mr. DiMarco?”
Nodding, he scanned the room as if he was trying to get 

his bearings. Every inch of wall of the ten-by-twelve office 
was covered with a poster or a saying or a witticism. His eyes 
focused on one: When you come to the end of your rope, tie a knot and hang 
on. Then his gaze traveled to the bulletin board labeled Joke of 
the Day. It read:

Question: What does a baby ghost call his mother and father?

Answer: Transparents

He smiled, then took in the window behind her and the 
three chairs facing her desk. Not that you could find the top of 
that particular piece of furniture. It was buried beneath paper, 
folders, books and phone messages. He frowned at her mess. 
When he noted the floor-to-ceiling bookcase, jammed full, she 
watched his expression turn into a scowl. The titles included 
Problems of the Young Adolescent; Sexual Abuse and the Average Teenager; Teen 



Suicide, Did You Ever Want to Kill Yourself? and Would My Father Do That To 
Me?: Facts on Incest.

Amanda realized a moment too late what he must be 
thinking. He glared at her before she could explain that she 
didn’t suspect him of abuse. His mouth had thinned and his 
nostrils flared, and he sucked in his breath. “What is this all 
about?”

She faced him without flinching. This job was too important 
to her to back down with her first angry parent. And it was a 
chance to atone for Lisa. “I’m concerned about Heather, Mr. 
DiMarco. Her mental health, not her physical well-being.”

It took a moment, but his whole stance relaxed. He folded 
his arms and leaned back on the edge of the table that butted 
the wall. “Okay, what’s going on with her?”

Matching his casual pose, she slid her hands into her 
pockets. “Your daughter has been writing disturbing things 
in English class for the past few weeks and Ms. Sanders sent 
them to me to read. I spoke with Heather about it today.”

The grooves around his mouth deepened. “The teacher 
mentioned Heather’s writing. But she wouldn’t tell me what it 
was about.”

Amanda automatically softened her tone. “How much did 
she tell you?”

“Not much. I expect to get some answers from you.”
The dilemma was becoming familiar to Amanda. 

Confidentiality was vital to teenagers. Yet school personnel 
had a legal and moral responsibility to inform parents of 
their concern. Earlier that afternoon she’d received Heather’s 
permission to talk to this man, but it hadn’t been easy…

“Heather, the feelings of despair that you’ve written about 
need to be dealt with,” Amanda had told her. “I’d like to talk 
to your father and get his permission to see you on a regular 
basis.”

“No, please, Ms. Carson.”
Amanda had waited for her to continue. When the teenager 

seemed unable to do so, she’d prompted her. “He’ll worry?”
Heather nodded. “He works hard and he’s always tired. 



He’s got so much on his mind already. I don’t want to add to 
it.”

“Why don’t you let me talk to him I think I can ask him in a 
way that will ease his concern.” 

In the end, Heather had agreed.
Now, Amanda decided to give the father some of the facts. 

She moved to the front of her desk. “Heather is a sad young 
lady, Mr. DiMarco. It comes out in her writing. She feels a lot 
of responsibility and guilt.”

Nick cocked his head. “What does she have to feel guilty 
for?”

For being so healthy when her sibling is not, for one thing. Amanda 
glanced to the side at the picture of Lisa on her desk, then 
said, “I can’t get into specifics. We strongly believe in 
confidentiality, and the kids’ trust is hard enough to earn 
without betraying them.”

“All right, I can accept that you can’t say much.” 
Straightening, Nick took two steps and towered over her. “Just 
give me the things she’s written and I’ll talk with her about it 
myself.”

His clean masculine scent, undiluted by cologne, gently 
assaulted Amanda. Surprised at she even noticed, she 
admonished herself. This man was a student’s father, for God’s 
sake.

She crossed her arms and tried to ignore his physical 
presence. “I’m afraid I can’t do that. The writings are 
Heather’s to share or not to share at this point. It would be a 
breach of confidence for me to give them to you. You’ll have to 
ask her for permission to read them.”

“So why am I here today?”
“I want you to allow me to help her.”
“I don’t like to bring outsiders into family matters,” he 

stated bluntly.
“Your daughter turned to outsiders, Mr. DiMarco. She’s in 

trouble. And she needs the help of a professional. She needs my 
help.”

Nick’s face paled as she spoke. “Why you sit down and 



we’ll discuss this?”
Shaking his head, he stared over her shoulder. “I don’t 

mean to insult you, Ms. Carson, but judging from what I 
witnessed Friday night, you aren’t the one to help my family.”

“Why is that?”
“Let’s just say we’ve got some bad scars from women like 

you.”
“And you’ve known a lot of women like me?” 
“One too many.”
Amanda stepped back and fought to control her temper. 

“Mr. DiMarco, I don’t know why you dislike me on sight, but 
I asked you here because Heather’s in trouble. Despite your 
preconceived notions, I have a master’s degree in counseling 
and a hundred and twenty hours of intensive study with some 
of the most prominent child and adolescent psychologists 
in New York City. I know I can help Heather. I told her this 
afternoon that I needed your permission to spend time with 
her after school. That’s all I’m asking from you today.”

He looked thoughtful, maybe even a little torn. But finally 
he shook his head. “I appreciate your calling this problem to 
my attention. I’ll deal with it myself, though. Heather and I 
will talk. I really don’t think we need to involve anyone else.” 
Then, he walked around her and strode from the room.

Amanda circled her desk and sank into her chair 
openmouthed. She’d been so sure a plea to his fatherly 
instincts would get him to agree to counseling for Heather. But 
she’d been wrong and though he’d hinted at the source of his 
negative attitude, she had no idea how to break through it to 
help his troubled daughter.

Glancing again at the picture of her sister, she picked it up 
and spoke softly to it, a habit she’d taken to lately. “We know 
just how high a price they’ll pay if she isn’t helped, don’t we, 
Lisa?”

For notification of Kathryn’s new work and information 
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