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Chapter 3

MEREDITH WORKED ON her laptop for a while on the plane, and finished reading the material she had prepared for Callan. Paul Black, the partner she was traveling with, slept for most of the trip, and they chatted for the last half hour about the next morning’s meeting. He was confident that she had laid all the groundwork properly, and as always, he was sure she would impress the client with everything she had organized for him.

Black had actually brought the client in, but Meredith’s expertise in high-technology fields had led him to turn Callan Dow over to her. One thing they could always be sure of with Meredith was that they could be certain she knew what she was doing. He said as much to her on the flight but she was irritated by the fact that she thought he sounded condescending. She always half expected him to punctuate his sentences to her with “girlie.” Paul Black was one of the senior partners of the firm, and he had never been one of Meredith’s favorite people. She thought he spent most of his time boasting of his social connections and resting on his laurels, neither of which were pastimes Meredith indulged in. His original tie to Callan Dow had been a social one through one of his wife’s brothers. But after landing him, like a giant fish, Black had done very little about it. It was Meredith who had done all the work so far in taking Dow Tech public.

The plane landed at three fifteen, and Callan Dow had a town car meet them at the airport. He had booked them into Rickie’s in Palo Alto, which was close to his office. And once settled there, Paul Black left her to have dinner with friends in San Francisco. Wherever they went, he seemed to have connections, and he didn’t invite Meredith to join him.

She was just as happy to stay at the hotel, and go over her material for her meeting with Dow again, and when the phone rang at eight o’clock, she was sure it would be Steven. Knowing him, he was probably still at the hospital, and she had left her phone number on his voice mail.

“Hi, sweetheart,” she said as she answered the phone. No one else knew where to find her.

“Hi, sweetheart to you too.” The voice on the other end was deep, and he was laughing when he answered. But it wasn’t Steve, it was a voice she didn’t recognize at first, and she was startled. “How was the flight?”

“Fine. Who is this?” For once, she was slightly off balance.

“It’s Callan. I thought I’d make sure you were comfortable and you liked the hotel. Thanks for coming out. I’m looking forward to our meeting.”

“So am I,” she smiled in embarrassment, “I’m sorry … I thought you were my husband.”

“I figured. Are we all set?”

“Just about. I want to show you the final draft of the red herring, and go over a few final details for the road show.”

“I can hardly wait,” he admitted to her. For all his expertise and sophistication and success in the business world, he sounded like a kid he was so excited. He had worked hard building his company, and the challenge of taking it public had been a long time coming. “When do we begin?”

“The Tuesday after Labor Day. Everything is pretty much set up, except for a few final details in Minneapolis and Edinburgh. The other cities are all pretty well locked in. I really think we’re going to be oversubscribed. Everyone is excited about you, there’s already been a lot of talk about it.”

“I wish I’d done this sooner,” he said in a voice that was an intriguingly low rumble. His voice was deep and in other circumstances she’d have called it sensuous, but all it sounded to her now was warm and friendly. She had enjoyed working with him all summer.

“I think the time is right now, Cal. If you’d done it sooner, you might not have been ready.”

“Well, the time seems to be right now, Meredith. Although I’m still having trouble with my CFO. He’s still fighting me about taking the company public. He believes I should have kept ownership myself,” he said to her apologetically. He knew how hard she had worked on the public offering, and how little help she’d gotten from his CFO. He had resisted her every step of the way.

“That’s a pretty old-fashioned point of view,” she said, smiling. They both realized that it was going to be difficult traveling with Charlie, because of that, for two weeks.

“He’s already complaining about the trip.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get him on the bandwagon tomorrow. I’ll let Paul Black talk to him, he’s about as conservative as they get, and even he’s excited.”

“Where is he now? I thought you two might be having dinner.”

“Actually, he went to dinner with friends in San Francisco. I was going over the red herring one last time, and some notes for tomorrow.”

“You work too hard. And are you telling me he left you all alone? Have you had dinner?”

“I had room service an hour ago, and I’m fine. Believe me, I brought plenty of work with me.” She always did that. Meredith never went anywhere without her briefcase. Steven always teased her about it.

“What about breakfast tomorrow, Meredith? I thought maybe we should get together before you come to the office.”

“That sounds fine. What about seven thirty here at the hotel? I saw a dining room when we checked in. I’ll leave a message for Paul tonight, and we can all meet there tomorrow morning.” She was all business, and anxious to get going, as he was. “Do you want to bring your CFO?” It seemed an appropriate question.

“Actually, I’d like some time with you without him. We can meet him at the office.”

“Fine. I’ll see you in the morning then.”

“Don’t work all night, Meredith. We’ll have time to get it all done tomorrow.” He sounded almost fatherly as he said it. He was still a young man, but some fourteen years older than she was. He was fifty-one years old, and he barely looked older than her husband. Callan Dow was what everyone expected men to look like in California, healthy, energetic, suntanned, and good looking. But her only fascination with him was with his business. Nothing else about him intrigued her.

“See you tomorrow,” she said, and after they hung up, she left a message for Paul on his voice mail and told him about the breakfast meeting in the morning. And after that, she took a shower and went to bed. She tried calling Steven again, but he didn’t answer her page, and she assumed correctly that he was too busy with patients. And when he finally did return her call, she was sound asleep and he woke her. It was two o’clock in the morning in California.

“Hi, baby…. Did I wake you?”

“Of course not, Paul and I were just sitting here playing poker.” Her voice was sleepy, but he was too wired to hear it.

“Really?”

“Yeah, sure … you know what a fun guy Paul is.”

“Sorry … I didn’t mean to wake you. It’s five o’clock here, and I’ve been in surgery since midnight. I just got your message when I came out.”

“How’d it go?” She yawned sleepily as she asked him.

“We won this one. For once. A drunk driver hit a seven-year-old and gave him a hell of a headache. But he’s going to be fine, he’s got a couple of broken legs, and his rib cage is a mess, but there’s no permanent damage.” One of his ribs had pierced his lung, but Steven had done some fancy footwork, and some very intricate repairs.

“What was he doing out at midnight?”

“Sitting on a hydrant. It’s hot here.”

“Did you ever go home?” she asked with another yawn, as she rolled over in bed and glanced at the clock. It was late, but she was glad to hear him.

“Nothing to go home to. I thought I’d just stay here and sleep. I’ve got to be back here anyway in three hours.”

“You’re the only human I know who works harder than I do, Steven Whitman.”

“You taught me everything I know on that score. So how’s it going? Did you see your client?”

“Not till breakfast tomorrow morning … or in a few hours, I guess. But I’m ready. I finished all my work on the plane. I spoke to him tonight, and he sounds pretty wound up.” She was awake then, and couldn’t help wondering if she’d get back to sleep again before morning. She had too much to think about now that Steve had gotten her going again.

“I guess I should let you get back to sleep. … I just wanted to tell you that I love you, and I miss you.”

“I miss you too, Steve,” she smiled into the darkness, holding the phone, thinking of him. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Yeah, and I’ll be trapped here, like a rat in a cage, as usual. Do you ever think about how crazy our life is?” he inquired, staring into space at his end, thinking about her. They were both so goddamn busy. Sometimes far too much so, but he also knew that she enjoyed what she did, and so did he.

“I was mulling it over today when I left. I was thinking how impossible it would all be to juggle if we had kids. We could never lead the life we do now, Steve. I guess that’s why we never had one.”

“We could manage if we had to. Other people do, who’re just as busy as we are.” He sounded wistful as he said it.

“Name two,” she said doubtfully, “name one for that matter. I can’t think of anyone who lives like we do. You’re never home, for days at a time, and I’m always on the road or in the office. What a great life for a kid. We’d have to wear name tags that said ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’ so they’d recognize us when they finally saw us.”

“I know, I know … you think we’re not ready. I’m just afraid that by the time you think we are, I’ll be too old to do it.”

“You’ll never be too old to ‘do it.’ “She laughed at him, but she knew he was serious about the subject, far more so than she was. She just wasn’t ready to think about having children, and still wasn’t sure she ever would be. She couldn’t imagine fitting them into their already overburdened existence. And the idea had begun to appeal to her less and less over the years, although she hated to disappoint him. She knew how much having kids meant to him. And she hadn’t closed the door on the subject permanently. But it was never something she was aching to do.

“We’ll have to have a serious talk about this again one of these days, Merrie.”

“Not until I take Dow Tech public,” she said, sounding surprisingly alert. His talking about their having kids always made her defensive. But there was always some company she was taking public, some IPO that was the most important thing in her life at the moment, some company that needed her help, some deal she had to make, some road show she had to finish. In fourteen years, there had never been a right time for her to think about it, and he was beginning to think there never would be. And he had a real sense of loss when he thought that they might never have children. But he had always wanted children more than she did. He felt the lack of family more than she, she always said that he was all the family she ever needed.

“I’d better let you get some sleep, Merrie, or you’ll be dead on your feet tomorrow.” He knew she had a long day ahead of her, and she was taking the red-eye back to New York, and would be landing in New York at six A.M. Tuesday morning. And knowing her, she’d go home, shower and change, and be at her office by eight thirty.

“I’ll call you tomorrow when I can,” she promised, stifling a yawn, hoping she’d get a few hours’ sleep before she had to get up at six thirty.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll be here. You know where to find me.”

“Thanks for calling,” she said with another yawn. “G’night…. I love you.” They hung up then, and it took her half an hour to get back to sleep, thinking about him, and then her meeting with Callan Dow in the morning. And it seemed like only minutes later when her alarm went off and woke her.

She got up and showered and dressed and did her hair in a neat French twist that seemed appropriate for her meeting. She had brought a dark blue linen suit with her, and she looked impeccable when she appeared in the dining room, in the suit, high heels, and pearl earrings, carrying her briefcase, at precisely seven thirty. And although she was unaware of it herself, she made a stunning impression. She looked more like a model posing as an executive, and several heads turned as she walked swiftly to the table where Paul Black was waiting. He had on a dark gray summer suit, a standard white shirt and conservative tie, and looked just like what he was, an investment banker from Wall Street.

“How was your dinner last night?” she asked him politely as she sat down, and ordered a cup of coffee.

“Very pleasant. It’s a long drive to the city though. I came back later than I thought I would. You were smart to stay here.” She didn’t point out to him that he hadn’t offered her an option, and went on to tell him about her call from Callan Dow the night before.

“He’s very pleased about everything we’ve done to set up the trip.”

“He should be. I think it’s going to be a good one, from everything you’ve told me, Meredith. I think it’s going to go very well for them.”

“That’s what I told him.” But before she could say more, she saw Callan Dow standing in the dining room doorway and glancing around the room, looking for them. And he looked exactly as she had remembered. He was tall, well built, a handsome man with sandy hair, lively blue eyes, and an athletic air about him. He was almost too good looking, and although she knew he originally came from the East, he looked very California. He had a deep tan, and was wearing a blue shirt, a blue and yellow Hermes tie, and a well-cut khaki suit, with well-polished loafers. He looked like a GQ ad, and her description of him to Steve, as a Gary Cooper look-alike, seemed more apt than ever. He spotted them quickly and came over with a broad smile, and he shook hands with both of them with a look of pleasure.

“It’s nice of you both to come out here,” he said easily, taking a seat at the table, and a minute later they ordered breakfast. He ordered scrambled eggs and a bowl of fruit, and Meredith opted for toast and coffee. Paul was having eggs benedict and oatmeal.

They talked animatedly about the deal and his plans, and the due diligence tour, and Meredith calmed any fears he had, addressed all his latest concerns, and handed him the red herring, which he skimmed quickly while he drank his second cup of coffee.

“Looks like we’re just about up and running.”

“We’d better be. We start in Chicago two weeks from tomorrow.” They had chosen to start the trip there because it was a less important city for them, and would give them a chance to get the kinks out of their presentation. From there, they were going to Minneapolis, and then on to L.A. and San Francisco. He was going to spend the weekend at home, while she flew back to New York. And on the Monday after that, they were going to meet in Boston, make their final presentation in New York, and then on to Europe. She had already set it up for the most part in Edinburgh, Geneva, London, and Paris. And then her job would be over. She hoped that the syndicate they would have formed would have dissolved, and his stock would be sold over the counter on the burgeoning electronics market. His eyes danced like a child’s as they talked about it.

And as they chatted over the last of their breakfast, he commented again on the problems he was having with his chief financial officer, Charles McIntosh. He was still dragging his feet about taking the company public, and it was obviously a source of serious annoyance to Callan. Because of his objections to Callan’s goals for the company, he was determined to cooperate as little as he could get away with.

“I’ve had a hell of a time convincing him we’re doing the right thing. And I know he believes he’s right when he tries to dissuade me. He’s a good guy, and I’ve known him for years. He is incredibly loyal, but he’s also unbelievably stubborn,” Cal said, looking worried.

“He’d better get on the bandwagon before we start the road show,” Meredith said with a look of concern. “It’s going to worry people if he sounds like a dissenting voice, or looks as though he has reservations about it. People aren’t going to understand that his objections are personal, and could misinterpret his position,” she said firmly.

“Don’t worry, Meredith, if he does that, it won’t be a problem.”

“Why not?” she asked with a look of surprise.

“Because I’ll kill him,” Callan Dow said with a rueful laugh. “We’ve worked together for years, and he’s basically a grouch. He’s just one of these people who’s always heading upstream when everyone else is swimming downstream. He’s a hell of a smart guy, but some of his ideas are back in the dark ages.” Callan had such clear visions for his company. But he was younger than Charlie, and incredibly forward thinking.

“I’m not sure he’s your greatest asset,” Meredith said, smiling at him. She trusted Callan’s judgment, and his ability to handle his people. He hadn’t come this far by being a poor judge of horseflesh. And if he said he could control his CFO, she had to trust him on it.

“Actually, Meredith,” he admitted to her as Paul Black signed their check, “I don’t disagree with you, but that’s another matter. For now at least, he’ll be fine. I can’t look too far into the future. He’s been with me for a long time, and I’m hoping he’ll come around on this one.” Meredith nodded, and the three of them left the restaurant and walked out to the parking lot together. Callan had a car and driver waiting for him, to take the three of them to the office. And they chatted easily on the way about his company, his house nearby, and his three children. She had forgotten that he had kids, and was surprised when she heard him talk about them. It was evident from what he said that they lived with him, and she wondered where his wife had gone, if she had died or they were divorced. But it struck her as odd that a man as successful as he in the business world would be single-handedly bringing up his children. He had said that all three of them had been at his house at Lake Tahoe for the summer, and he had just brought them home with him for this business meeting, and they were going back for the weekend. He said he liked to keep them with him.

“I usually take the month of August off to be with them. But this summer, I seem to be commuting.” There had been a lot to do at his end, and from what Meredith could see, so far, he had done all his homework. And she was even more impressed when they got to his office. Everything was impeccably prepared, and all the information she and Paul could possibly have wanted had been analyzed for them. As she had been before, Meredith was enormously impressed with his knowledge of technology, and the way he ran his business.

The only fly in the ointment, as the day went along without a hitch otherwise, was Charles McIntosh. He seemed to have a thousand unfounded objections to everything they were doing. What’s more, he was highly suspicious of them, and even less pleased that the IPO was being handled by a woman, although he never actually came right out and said so. But he made it so plain to everyone that when he left the room finally, Callan Dow turned to her and apologized for him.

“I’m afraid Charlie is a dyed-in-the-wool chauvinist, Meredith, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.” Cal actually looked embarrassed and she laughed it off graciously, although more than once he had seriously annoyed her.

“Don’t worry, I’m used to it,” she said quietly. “Paul isn’t our most liberated partner either.” In fact, the two had gone off together to continue their own conversation in Charlie’s office, leaving Callan and Meredith alone to clean up the final details. Traveling with Charlie was going to be a real pain in the neck, she knew, but at least while Callan was around, she knew he wouldn’t say anything too inappropriate about the company going public. She could see that he was mildly afraid of alienating Callan. But he certainly was no fun to be with, and could barely bring himself to endorse the project. “You’ll have to keep control of him on the road show.”

“Charlie will be all right,” Cal said optimistically. “And the truth is he loves the company, and wants what’s good for it, even if he doesn’t agree with me. He’s extremely loyal, even if he is painfully shortsighted.”

“I’m surprised he let you do it at all.”

“He had no choice,” Callan said firmly, and she could sense in the way he said it that Callan wouldn’t have tolerated anything less than Charlie’s full support, and the CFO obviously knew that. “But I’m sorry if he’s a thorn in your side.”

“I’ve dealt with worse. I can handle a little chauvinism. He doesn’t frighten me. I just don’t want him giving people the wrong impression.”

“He won’t. I promise.”

The four of them had lunch together in the conference room, and after that, Charlie offered to give Paul a tour, and ignored Meredith completely, which suited her to perfection. She was just as happy spending the rest of the afternoon with Callan, polishing up the risk factors for the red herring. And by the time the two older men returned, Meredith and Callan had done everything they needed, and it was nearly five thirty.

“What time is your flight?” Callan asked her with a look of concern. He hadn’t even thought of it till then, they had worked straight through since lunchtime, but they had done everything they wanted to accomplish, and Meredith was extremely pleased with their meeting. There were no remaining unanswered questions. And even Charlie McIntosh seemed to have relaxed a little by the time she and Paul were ready to leave the office. Paul seemed to have won him over.

“We’re on the red-eye,” Meredith explained, glancing at her watch. They had several hours to kill, and didn’t have to leave for the airport till eight thirty.

“What about an early dinner?” Callan Dow suggested, but Meredith didn’t want to impose, or tie up more of his time than she had to.

“We’ll be fine,” she assured him. “Paul and I have plenty to talk about. We can have dinner at the hotel, and then leave for the airport.”

“I’d much rather take you to dinner,” he said, graciously including Paul in his invitation. Charlie McIntosh had left them by then, and had been barely civil to Meredith when he said good-bye to her. It was almost as though he were jealous of her, and her influence on Callan. He really did have a problem with her, and Callan seemed to be as aware of it as she was. Charlie blamed her for making it possible to take the company public. He had told Cal repeatedly that once they had stockholders, Cal would lose control of the company, and he saw that as a potential disaster for them. He overlooked entirely the enormous influx of money and opportunities that selling stock would bring them. And more than anything, Charlie saw Meredith as the source of all their potential future problems. And he was unrelentingly angry at her for it. He had long since chosen to forget that it was not Meredith’s idea to take Dow Tech public, but Callan’s.

“Do you like Chinese food?” Cal asked Meredith directly, and she nodded, still hesitating, but while she was trying to decline gracefully, Paul happily accepted, and the three of them left the office together to have dinner.

And as it turned out, it was a very pleasant evening. After working together since early that morning, the three of them felt completely at ease with each other. And even Paul relaxed and seemed less condescending than usual. And he told some very funny stories about old road shows. By the time Callan dropped them off at the hotel, the three of them felt like old friends, and Paul and Meredith were sorry to leave him.

“I’ll see you in two weeks,” Callan said with a broad grin as he shook her hand in the lobby before he left them.

“Call if you have any questions,” she encouraged him, “or if you’re worried about something.”

“I’m probably too ignorant about all this to even know what to worry about.” He laughed good-naturedly, and like Meredith, he looked as impeccable at eight o’clock that night as he had at seven thirty in the morning. They had that same kind of effortless style and impeccable neatness in common. With their blond hair and light eyes, and similar style, they looked almost like brother and sister. And he waved easily as he left them, and strode across the lobby to the car waiting for him outside. He had promised to send the car back in a few minutes to take them to the airport. He was going back to the office to pick up his Ferrari. Meredith had noticed it in the parking lot at Dow Tech that morning and wondered who it belonged to. It was bright red and convertible, and very striking.

“He’s a nice guy,” Paul Black said, sounding almost surprised as they went back up to their rooms to pick up their luggage. “You’ll have a good time with him on the road show. He’s got a great sense of humor.”

“Yes, he does,” she agreed easily, “and he knows what he’s doing, which is refreshing. And he’s not afraid to admit it when he doesn’t.” Although she suspected he probably had a big ego in some ways, humility at the appropriate times was one of his strong suits, and it was more than a little unusual in his business.

“I think you’ll do just fine with this, Meredith,” Paul said, and they left each other to pick their bags up in their rooms and met in the lobby again half an hour later. She had called Steve, but he was unavailable as usual, and she left a message on his voice mail. And half an hour later, she and Paul were on their way to the airport.

The plane left on schedule, and she worked for a while, while Paul fell asleep beside her. And eventually, she turned off the light, put her papers away, and closed her eyes, and the next thing she knew they were landing at Kennedy and it was six o’clock in the morning. And just as Steven had predicted, she took a cab home, showered, and changed, and by eight thirty, she was at her desk, in her office, writing up notes from her meeting with Callan Dow, and working with the lawyers to put the finishing touches on the prospectus.

Steve called her at the office at noon, between surgeries, and he was pleased to know that she had returned safely.

“I like knowing you’re back in town,” he said with a relieved tone. “When I know you’re that far away, I really miss you,” but she couldn’t help wondering what difference it really made, since they couldn’t see each other anyway. Sometimes it felt as though she and Steve existed on different planets. His world seemed so far from hers and when she thought about it, it made her feel lonely. But she couldn’t think about that now. She had too much to do, taking Dow Tech public. She talked to Callan Dow later that afternoon, and he was ecstatic about their meeting the day before. He was flying high on the thrill of what they all knew was coming.

“It won’t be long now,” she encouraged him, feeling like a mother hen waiting for a chick to hatch. But the truth was that her clients and their companies were the children she had never had. They were her babies, and the only ones she wanted for the moment. She would never have said it to Steve, but she suspected that she didn’t have to. He knew that, just as he knew everything about her.

And as she sat at her desk late that night, finishing her work on Dow Tech, she glanced out the window into the New York night, and thought about her husband. He was in the trauma unit somewhere, saving a life, or comforting a child, or reassuring a mother. It seemed like such noble work to her. And yet, for her in her heart of hearts, she still thought that what she did was more exciting. She loved everything about it. She thought of calling him then, but she knew she probably wouldn’t get him anyway, so she didn’t bother. She stayed at her desk until two A.M., and then with a satisfied smile, she left her office, locked her door, and went downstairs to hail a cab, carrying her briefcase. This was the only life she knew, everything she loved, and all that she wanted.


Chapter 4

IN THE NEXT two weeks, Steve and Meredith hardly saw each other. She was at her office until nearly midnight every night, working with her partners to set up the syndicate of other investment banking firms to underwrite the offering of Dow Tech to the public. A syndicate of nearly thirty investment banking firms was going to underwrite it. She spent hours talking to the analysts in her firm to make sure that they would support the stock in the beginning. And she spent an equal amount of time talking to the salesmen in her firm, to confirm that they were lining up the key institutions in the cities they’d be traveling to, and that they sent their people to see the road show. There were insurance companies, large universities, anyone with large funds to invest had to be made aware that they were coming. And of course she met with the firm’s lawyers constantly to prepare everything for the SEC, to make sure that all their questions about Dow Tech were getting answered. In addition, she was thinking about the final number of shares to be sold, and the final price, although there were going to be ballpark figures in the prospectus, which was now well over a hundred pages. It was an unbelievable amount of work that required her constant attention, and she felt as though she were leaving halfway through the day when she went home every night after midnight.

Callan Dow was immensely impressed by what he heard whenever he spoke to her, and particularly so with the way she had turned the risk factor section of the prospectus into an almost positive treatise on the company’s behalf, an art form she had carefully developed. In fact, he was delighted with everything she did, and couldn’t believe his good fortune in working with her.

A week before the road show was to begin, the lawyers they used sent the final prospectus to the SEC for approval, and Callan was understandably nervous about it, but once again Meredith reassured him. She told him it was one of the best IPOs she’d ever worked on, and he didn’t need to worry about it.

By the end of the last week, all the loose ends had been tied up, and she felt confident that they had thought of everything. The syndicate was set up, the analysts were pleased, the salesmen were as excited about Dow Tech as she and Callan were, and even the SEC wasn’t giving them any trouble. The only thing she was worried about by the end of the week before the Labor Day weekend, was how little time she had spent with Steven, and she could tell from her phone calls with him that he was upset about it. But there was very little she could have done about it in the last two weeks. She had too many important details to attend to, to spend time with her husband.

“I feel like I’m married to an imaginary friend,” he complained on Thursday night when he called her from work. She was still in the office at one A.M., and mercifully he had just come out of surgery himself and wasn’t due to get off duty until noon on Friday. He had been at the hospital on and off since Tuesday morning. And he’d been called in four times for emergencies when he was on call over the weekend, so he couldn’t complain too much that she was busy.

“I’m sorry,” she said, sounding tired but pleased. She was thrilled that everything had gone so smoothly. It had been an unusually good deal for the firm, and one of the rare ones where no unexpected dragons reared their heads with surprise disasters at the last minute. “It’s just been crazy for the past two weeks, but it’s been worth it. I don’t think we’ve ever been as well prepared for an offering as we have this time.” She felt good not only about the validity of the company, but about the quality of its products. Even Steven had told her that the instruments they made were exceptionally good ones. Meredith had talked to him about it right from the beginning, and he had reassured her on that subject.

“If you have to work this weekend, Merrie, I’m going to kill you.” And for once, he sounded as though he meant it.

“I swear I’m going to try to wrap up everything by noon tomorrow, and I’m all yours till Monday.” She had promised herself and him that she would keep the Labor Day weekend sacred for him. He deserved it. “You’re not on call, are you, sweetheart?”

“No way. I don’t care if half of New York bleeds to death or if a volcano erupts in Central Park, I’m off call, and I’m throwing my goddamn pager in the garbage can at noon tomorrow. I intend to spend the weekend in bed with you, if I have to handcuff you to the headboard.”

“That sounds pretty kinky,” she giggled as she listened to him, but she could hear that he was tired too. And when he finally came home at noon the next day, she was already there waiting for him. It was another one of those steamy humid days that everyone in New York expected at the end of August, and she was wandering around their living room in her underwear when he walked in, in wrinkled scrubs and a two-day-old beard he hadn’t had time to attend to. It had been a hellish week for him, but as promised, he had walked out of the unit at noon, and when he saw his wife, he grinned, and tossed his pager on the kitchen counter.

“If that thing goes off in the next three days, I’m going to kill someone,” he said as he helped himself to a beer and sprawled across the couch with a look of admiration at his wife’s white satin bra and panties. “I hope this isn’t a preview of what you’re wearing on the road show. You might sell a lot of stock, but you could cause a riot.”

She leaned over and kissed him, and he ran a practiced hand up her silky thigh, and then took another sip of the icy beer before setting it down on the coffee table. “God, I’m tired,” he admitted. “Half of New York must have shot each other this week, and the other half fell on their asses and broke something. If I see another damaged body, I think I’m going to have a psychotic break.” He smiled at her then, beginning to unwind from the pressures of three days straight at the trauma unit. “It’s good to see you. I was beginning to wonder if we were still married. It’s like being married to a flight attendant, every time I’m here you’re not, and when you’re home, I’m working. It gets a little old sometimes, doesn’t it?”

“It does, but I just couldn’t help it for the past two weeks. When I get back, everything will calm down again. I promise.”

“Yeah, for about two minutes,” he said, looking uncharacteristically weary, but he’d had roughly a total of six hours’ sleep in the past seventy-two hours. She wondered how he did it. At least she got to come home at night, and get some rest, before rushing back to the office again the next morning. “I hope you don’t have another IPO for at least another six months,” he said, and she smiled.

“I’m not sure my partners would be too thrilled with that,” she said, taking a sip of his beer and sitting down next to him on the couch. Even with the air conditioning on full blast, it was still warm in the apartment. It had been over a hundred degrees all week, and still in the nineties at midnight, and several times that week they’d had a brownout in her office, but she and her associates worked right through it. Only the hospitals were unaffected by it, as they had their own generators and couldn’t afford to lose power, in the midst of surgeries, and with all their essential life-preserving equipment.

“What do you want to do this weekend?” he asked, looking at her lovingly, and running a hand gently over her pale blond hair. He was dead tired, but he couldn’t help noticing that she looked sexy and pretty. She never looked like an investment banker to him, just a very beautiful woman. Her professional expertise was purely coincidental, and about as unimportant to Steven as her income. He was proud of her, but he had never cared about how much money she made. When he married her, when she was in business school at Columbia, she had been on a full scholarship, and didn’t have a penny. And all the good fortune, and rich rewards that had come her way since seemed nice to him, but he wouldn’t have cared if they’d been starving and living in a studio apartment somewhere on the Upper West Side, which they would have been, if they had been living on his wages. But the financial disparity between them had never been an issue to either of them. She made a huge salary, and had made some excellent investments over the years, but he regarded it as a bonus for them, and in truth, it was of no real importance to him.

“I’d love to go to a baseball game,” she admitted with a grin. She was an avid baseball fan, when she had time, and so was he, but for once he was less than enthusiastic about the suggestion.

“In this heat? I love you, but I think you’re crazy. How about a movie … after I spend the next twenty-four hours in bed with you. First things first, Mrs. Whitman.” He smiled at her lasciviously and she laughed. He had a healthy appetite for her, even when he was dead tired. It was rare for him to be too worn out to have sex with her, except when he’d had a particularly depressing day at work and lost a patient. Only she knew how much he suffered when he lost them, particularly children.

“Actually, I was thinking of getting my packing out of the way this afternoon, so I won’t have to bother with it all weekend. Why don’t you relax, clean up, have a nap, and by the time you wake up, I’ll be all finished.”

“That’s not a bad idea. I’m beat … but I’ll only agree if you swear you won’t sneak back to the office while I’m sleeping.”

“I swear. They don’t expect to see me for a full two weeks, and I just want to remind you that I’m coming home to be with you next weekend, after we finish San Francisco. Callan is going to spend the weekend with his kids, and I’m taking the red-eye on Friday night. I’ll be home at six o’clock Saturday morning, and I’m here till we leave for Boston on Sunday.”

“That’s something at least. I guess I should be grateful for small favors.”

“You know, you could meet me in London the following weekend, or Paris, when I finish the road show.”

He looked momentarily intrigued as he thought about it and calculated briefly. “What weekend is that? Two weeks from now?” She nodded in answer. “Shit, I’m on call. Lucas has to be in Dallas for a meeting, and I’m in charge that weekend.”

“Don’t worry about it, I’ll come home. We can go to Paris some other time.” She leaned down to kiss him, and then wandered off to their bedroom to do her packing. And Steve headed for the bathroom and stood in the shower for nearly half an hour, to wash away the smell and the exhaustion and the sorrows of the trauma unit. And after that, he lay on their bed, relaxed and naked, and watched her moving quietly around the room to pack her bags, and within five minutes he was sound asleep, looking like the handsome man he was, as she stopped once or twice to smile, and watch him sleeping. As challenging as their lives and schedules were at times, they were still very much in love with each other, and she didn’t overlook the fact that part of why their relationship worked so well was because he was so understanding and so patient. She knew that a lot of other men would have felt threatened by the demands her work put on her. But Steve never did, he was happy that she enjoyed what she did, and fulfilled by his own work. It was the perfect combination.

Meredith zipped her last bag shut just after four o’clock, and then sat down to read a magazine and relax, something she did too little of, but she had finished all her work, and even the endlessly revised red herring was complete now. Her briefcase sat next to her packed bags, and she had nothing to do for the next two and a half days except enjoy her husband. He was still sound asleep on their bed, and snoring softly when she heard an odd buzzing sound from the living room, and when she walked into the room to see what it was, she realized that it was his pager. She looked at it suspiciously for a long moment, like an animal that might attack if she got too close to it, but she also felt guilty on his behalf ignoring it. They knew he was off call and if they were paging him, she suspected it had to be important, maybe someone in dire straits needed an expertise that only Steve could offer. She walked slowly to where the pager lay, still on the kitchen counter, and glanced at the display. A flashing red light was going off on it, and the numbers 911 were repeated all across the screen. Whatever it was, there was no question that it was urgent. She picked it up, and stared at it, and then knew what she had to do. She was still holding it in her hand, when she walked softly back into their bedroom and ever so gently touched his shoulder. He stirred after only an instant, and smiled in his half sleep, and then reached out to find her breast with his hand. He was more than ready to make good on the promises he had made earlier, but with a frown, he heard the buzzing of his pager. He opened his eyes to look at her, and without a word, she handed it to him, and he saw the same numbers she had.

“Tell me I’m having a nightmare,” he said, rolling over, and taking it from her. “Lucas is there this weekend, they don’t need me.” He groaned as he said it.

“Maybe you should call them,” she said softly, sitting on the bed next to him. “Maybe he wants to consult with you about something important.” He and Steve worked together very closely and had enormous respect and admiration for each other.

Steve sighed deeply as he sat up, and reached for the phone next to the bed, with an unhappy expression. “This better be good,” he said, as he punched in the numbers and waited. As always, in his opinion, they took a little too long to answer, but they were understaffed and always busy. “Dr. Whitman here,” he said tersely when they did. “I just got a 911 on my pager, with red lights. Tell me it was a mistake, Barbie,” he said, recognizing the voice on the other end, and then for a long time he listened, and Meredith couldn’t assess what he was hearing. His face looked blank for a long moment, and then he squeezed his eyes shut. “Shit. How many? And how many did we get?” He groaned audibly when she responded. “Where are you putting them? The garage? … are they crazy? What are we supposed to do with a hundred and eighty-seven criticals? It sounds like Gettysburg, for chrissake…. all right, all right…. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” He hung up the phone and looked at his wife mournfully. They had not only blown his night all to hell, but his weekend, and possibly his entire week. “You’d better turn on the news. Some fucking crazies tried to blow up the Empire State Building at four o’clock, just in time to get everyone still in their offices, and all the tourists. Nearly a hundred people were killed, over a thousand injured. They’re sending us somewhere between two and three hundred critically injured people. They’re splitting up the rest of the minor injuries between hospitals all over the city. I have seventy-five trauma beds available, and over a hundred people in the halls now, with paramedics, and another hundred coming in, in the next hour. They’re calling in medical personnel from Long Island and New Jersey. There goes our weekend. I’m sorry, baby.”

He looked like his best friend had died, but in fact a lot of people’s best friends had died, and husbands and wives, and children. It sounded like the Titanic. Meredith flipped on the TV while he dressed and there were bulletins about it on every channel. There was a gaping hole in one side of the building, from what they could see, and so much smoke surrounding the building, from fires the bomb had caused and the explosion itself, that it looked like a volcano.

They both stood staring at it for a moment, and then the cameras panned to the snarl of ambulances and fire engines on the street below, people still being ushered from the building, some of them having crawled down a hundred flights of stairs in smoke and darkness, covered with blood and lacerations, and then there were some grisly shots of tarp-covered bodies. It was an abysmal example of what the human race was at times capable of, and what gave Steve his business. “How can anyone do something like that?” Meredith asked in a choked voice as Steve pulled the drawstring on his scrub pants, and stuck his bare feet into clogs. At least he had slept for two hours, and felt human again. It was going to be a long haul for him now, and they both knew it. “Can I do anything if I come with you?” She hated the thought of sitting at home, useless. And her heart ached at what they had just seen on the news bulletin.

“I don’t think so, sweetheart. Volunteers aren’t much help in a mess like this. The city will give us some civil defense people, and Barbie said something about sending us National Guard medical personnel from New Jersey. I’ll call you when I get a minute.” She knew it wouldn’t be anytime soon, from what they had just seen on television.

He was dressed and gone in the next two minutes, and she sat down on their bed, staring at the TV in disbelief and horror, as they interviewed dozens of victims. She switched to another channel then, and it was even more gruesome. She couldn’t begin to imagine what Steve would be seeing at work, especially if they were only sending them the critically injured. It reminded her, but much worse, of the 1995 bombing in Oklahoma.

And for the next twenty-four hours, she heard nothing from Steven. She stayed in the apartment, afraid to miss his call, if he had a free minute to call her, which he didn’t. And she went over her materials for the trip again, for lack of anything better to do. He called her finally on Saturday, at midnight. It was thirty-one hours since he had walked out of their apartment. He said he hadn’t sat down, slept, or eaten anything but potato chips and doughnuts since he’d last seen her. They had lost fifty-two of the nearly three hundred critically injured that had been sent to them, and the others were still in grave to critical condition. There had been some children, too, inevitably, and an entire day camp group among the tourists.

“Are you okay?” she asked him, sounding worried.

“I’m fine, babe. This is what I do for a living. I could have been a dermatologist if I wanted holidays and weekends. I’m just sorry not to be spending this particular weekend with you before you leave.” But that was the way their life worked, and they both knew it. It was something she had long since accepted. “I don’t think I’ll get home before you go,” he said, sounding apologetic.

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you next weekend.”

“I’ll probably be here till then. I’ll call you later. I’ve got to go now.” He was still doing surgeries, and they were still getting transfers from other hospitals that couldn’t cope with the severity of the cases they’d gotten. He knew he’d be dealing with chaos for days, and when he called her again later that night, things hadn’t improved much. And she didn’t hear from him again after that until late Sunday morning. And by then, he sounded exhausted. He said he’d managed to sleep for a couple of hours the night before, but other than that, he hadn’t slept since he left her. He was living on black coffee.

“You’ve got to get some sleep, Steve.” She worried about him being too tired to make sense, or making poor decisions, but that never seemed to happen. He tried to keep his hours within a reasonable time frame most of the time, but in major emergencies all limits and guidelines went right out the window. And in a case like this, she knew he’d stay at the hospital as long as he had to. He seemed to be able to stay on his feet forever, and in truth, she knew he thrived on it. He didn’t like what had happened to his patients to bring them to him, but once they were his, he gave them his all, and would have died for them. It was what made him so good at trauma. He had the stamina of a warhorse.

“I’m going to sleep for a couple of hours now,” he promised her. “I’m scheduled for surgery again in a few hours. But Lucas is here, and he’s covering for me.” They were a great team, and Meredith was sure that they had saved countless lives since the explosion. Earlier that day, a group of militant lunatics had taken responsibility for it, but so far, none of the perpetrators had been apprehended. “I’ll call you before you leave tomorrow.”

It was hard to believe it was already nearly Monday. Even to her, her trip seemed mundane by comparison, and so shockingly unimportant in the face of this tragedy that had claimed so many innocent people. “You’d better get to the airport early tomorrow, sweetheart,” he warned, “they’re going to be tightening security everywhere, and it may take you awhile to check in.” It was a good reminder, and she made a mental note to leave early, although she was only going to Chicago.

“I’ll call you from the road, if I can get through to you. Don’t worry if you can’t call me. I know you’re busy.” He laughed at the word, busy didn’t even begin to touch it. You could still hardly walk through the halls of the trauma unit. There were people on gurneys, on stretchers the paramedics had left them on, some even on mattresses on the floor. They were filled to the rafters, and the whole trauma unit staff was exhausted.

“Thank God most of them are on IVs and we don’t have to feed them,” he said ironically. The National Guard had provided food trucks outside to feed the staff, and the Red Cross had sent them a battalion of volunteers trained on advanced first aid to help them. “Have a good trip, Merrie … knock ’em dead in Chicago!!”

“Thanks, sweetheart. Take care of yourself. Don’t get too worn out if you can help it.”

“Yeah. … I thought I’d play some tennis tomorrow and catch a massage afterward … be a good girl … don’t wander around the road show in your underwear … or that Dow guy….” He still remembered the Gary Cooper comparison and didn’t love it, but he trusted her and knew she had always been faithful to him. He just hated it when they didn’t have time together, and they hadn’t in weeks now. He was hoping to improve on that once his disaster and her travels were over. “Maybe we can go away for a weekend.”

“I’d love that.”

He called her again just before she left for the airport on Monday afternoon, but he was between surgeries and had to get off the phone in a matter of seconds. And with that, she picked up her bags and her briefcase, and went downstairs to catch a cab to the airport. It was a zoo there. As Steve had predicted the day before, they had tightened security every step of the way, and it took her over an hour to check in for her flight to Chicago. She felt as though she were leaving a war zone. There were even armed security guards and soldiers at the airport carrying machine guns.

It was a relief to get on the plane finally, and to get off in the relative calm of O’Hare in Chicago. An hour later she was at her hotel, and when she checked, Callan Dow hadn’t arrived yet. He called her from his own room half an hour later, and he sounded like a kid going to camp for the first time, a little scared and a lot excited.

“That’s some city you live in,” he said, without preamble. “I’ve been watching all that on the news since Friday. Christ, it’s awful!”

“Yes, it is. My husband works at the principal trauma hospital in New York. They’ve had over three hundred critically injured patients transferred in since Friday.”

“He must be a busy guy,” Callan said admiringly.

“He is. I haven’t seen him since then. It sounded terrible every time I talked to him. There are nearly two hundred fatalities now from the explosion. Anyway, how about you? All ready for the big show tomorrow?” They were starting with a breakfast meeting in the morning, where they would make their presentation to representatives of the institutions that were their potential investors. There would be a slide show, she would speak for a few minutes and introduce Callan Dow, who would then make a presentation, followed by one given by his CFO, Charlie McIntosh, who had come with him, and a brief time for questions and answers. And at lunch time, they would start all over again and do it for another group of potential investors. She knew that by the end of the week, it would all be familiar to him, but for the moment, before it all began, she expected him to be nervous. This was the big moment they had all worked so hard for. And Meredith wasn’t anxious at all. To her, it was a thrill seeing who was there, and orchestrating it all with infinite precision, particularly if they were well received, and the book was oversold, which meant they had far more orders for shares than they had shares to sell. Their goal was always to be oversubscribed, by having more orders than they could meet, which would ensure a strong price in the aftermarket, if there were not enough shares to go around. In that case a “green shoe” of five to ten percent more shares, would have to be added to what was previously available, which would add some more shares, but not enough to supply all the orders. It was highly desirable to leave potential investors hungry for more, which would be a real victory for Callan’s firm and the underwriters. And she was hoping that in this case, that would happen.

“I hate to admit it,” Callan said sheepishly, sounding boyish, “I think I’m a little jittery. I feel like a virgin.”

“You won’t for long,” she laughed. “By the time we hit New York, you’ll be a pro at this, and I guarantee you’ll love it. It’s addictive.”

“If you say so.”

She gave him the details of who would be there both at the breakfast and the lunch meetings the next day. And after lunch, they were flying to Minneapolis to do a dinner there, and breakfast again on Wednesday morning. And then, on to Los Angeles for another dinner, and a full day in L.A. on Thursday, and up to San Francisco after dinner, for yet another breakfast and lunch on Friday. He was going home then, and she was taking the red-eye back to New York, hopefully to see Steve for the weekend. She wouldn’t have seen him for a week by then, and she was sure they would both be exhausted, but she wanted to be with him. But she had a lot of work to do in the meantime.

“I’m worn out just listening to our schedule,” Callan said, sounding pleased about it. “If any of our flights are delayed, we may blow the whole deal,” he said, sounding worried.

“I have backup arrangements for chartered jets in every city, if we need them. We’ll see how it goes. But tomorrow is a quick hop from here to Minneapolis.” She sounded in full control, as always. She had thought of everything. She was used to this, and to handling all the most minute details. She had even found out from his secretary what he liked to drink, and there was a bottle of his favorite Chardonnay and the makings of a Sapphire martini in his room at the hotel, which was a little touch that he appreciated when he looked around his suite. She was quite a woman. “You’d better get lots of rest tonight, so you’re fresh for our first show tomorrow,” she said, sounding like a house mother in a boys’ school, and he laughed at her.

“Actually, I was hoping you’d have dinner with me. We can make it an early night, Meredith. But if I sit here by myself worrying about tomorrow, it’ll drive me crazy.” She seemed to hesitate for a long moment. She had spent a quiet weekend at home, without Steve, and dinner appealed to her.

“I’m not sure I should let you do that, but maybe if we make it early, Cal. I don’t want you staying up late.” He laughed again and promised to go to his room immediately after dinner.

“You sound like me with my kids. I’ll be good. I promise. I’ll just come back here and drink martinis till tomorrow morning.”

“Oh great,” Meredith laughed. “Maybe I should take those bottles away. I think we may have to just give you a sleeping pill and knock you out. You’re going to be fine, you know. You’re going to be very proud of Dow Tech when this is all over. We all will be.”

“I’m just so grateful to you for everything you’ve done for me, Meredith. You’ve been incredible.” He sounded sincere and very humble.

“No more so than anyone else in the firm, Cal,” she said modestly. “There were a lot of people involved in this, and the analysts and the market makers have been very supportive, as have been my partners.”

“Even the SEC has been pretty good to us,” he said, sounding pleased. The prospectus had been very straightforward, and so far, they seemed to like it. “Anyway, let’s go have dinner and celebrate. It’s probably the last decent dinner we’ll have all week.” He’d already heard that road show meals were traditionally inedible and usually featured what was referred to as “rubber chicken.” But he didn’t really care what they’d be eating, he just wanted the presentations to go well. And in Meredith’s capable hands, he was beginning to feel as optimistic as she did.

They agreed to meet in the lobby at seven thirty and he said he’d make a reservation at the Pump Room, which was actually one of Meredith’s favorite places in Chicago. She had been there often, and loved it.

As promised, she met him promptly at seven thirty. He had arranged for a limo to take them to the restaurant, and it was waiting outside, and he looked as handsome and well dressed as he always did, with his healthy California suntan. He always looked more like an actor or a male model than a businessman to her, but she had worked with him for long enough that she no longer paid any attention to it. And what she liked best about him was his bright mind, quick wit, and easygoing sense of humor. She always had a good time when she was with him.

They chatted on the way to the restaurant, and were shown to a quiet corner table. And after they had ordered steaks and wine, he turned to her with a smile, and asked her a question she hadn’t expected.

“So tell me about this Dr. Kildare you’re married to, Meredith. Trauma work must be pretty intense, particularly after a disaster like this weekend. You mustn’t see much of him.”

“Sometimes I don’t,” she smiled, “but I’m pretty busy too. We’re a good balance for each other.”

“Have you been married for a long time?” He seemed to be intrigued about her, and she never talked about her personal life. All he knew of her was how she handled her professional dealings.

“Fourteen years. We got married when I was at Columbia, in business school.” Their wine had arrived by then, and the waiter poured it for them.

“Do you have children?”

“Nope.” She said it in a surprisingly firm tone, and he raised an eyebrow at the way she answered.

“That sounds like a resounding nope. I take it the idea doesn’t appeal much.” He was curious about her.

“Not at this point. Neither of us has time. I always thought we’d have them one day … but I just can’t see when. I’m beginning to think it may never happen.”

“Would that be a disappointment to you, if it didn’t?” He seemed hungry to know more about her, but she was comfortable talking to him. And in the next two weeks, they were going to see a lot of each other. There didn’t seem to be any harm in knowing more about each other.

“It wouldn’t be a disappointment to me,” she said honestly. “In some ways it would be a relief, not to worry about it, or have to figure out how and if we could do it, and still be fair to the kids and each other. But it would be a disappointment to my husband, if we didn’t have children. He’s been talking about it a lot lately.’’

“And you? Have you been talking about it too?” Cal pressed her.

She smiled in answer to his question. “I’ve been talking about your IPO, and your red herring, that’s what I’ve been talking about.”

“That says something, doesn’t it?” He smiled at her.

“I just can’t see the point of having kids when you’re in the office till midnight most of the time, and sometimes two in the morning. And when things get crazy at work, Steve works sixty-eight- to seventy-two-hour shifts, until there’s a real emergency, and then he’s gone for however long he has to be. Where are we supposed to fit kids into all that? On the occasional long weekend, or for a week in the summer? It wouldn’t be fair to the kids. They deserve more than that from their parents. What about you? How do you manage it? You said you have three children, the last time I was in California.”

“I do. Their mother was a lot like you. She’s an entertainment attorney. She was working in L.A. when I met her. I was living down there too then. She didn’t even want to get married. I talked her into marrying me, ‘forced her’ to, as she said later, and when I moved up to San Francisco to get involved in Silicon Valley years ago, she refused to come with me.”

“And that was the end of it?” Meredith looked surprised that his wife had been so adamant about it. San Francisco didn’t seem like a bad place to live, and she assumed there had to be entertainment lawyers there too, though maybe not of the magnitude of those in L.A. But Callan smiled as he answered her.

“No, that wasn’t the end of it. She commuted. It was a crazy existence. We were never in the same city at the same time, and when we were, we were either annoyed about something, out of touch with each other, or exhausted. The only surprising part of it is that that was when we decided to have children. Maybe decided isn’t the right word exactly. The first one was an accident, and the next two were a result of my convincing her that it wasn’t fair to have an only child.”

“I’m an only child,” Meredith said with a look of amusement.

“So am I,” Callan said, and didn’t really surprise her. He had the kind of intensity and drive and urge to succeed typical of only children. “It’s all right now, but I didn’t think it was much fun as a kid. And I thought that as busy as we were, it would be better for them to have siblings.”

“I’m surprised she went along with that theory.”

“She was a good sport. She really tried for a while. We both wanted to make it work, but I guess I wasn’t very realistic. She was never very maternal, and she was far more interested in business than in her children. She hired a nanny, and as soon as she had each of them, she headed back to L.A. on the next plane she could get on. She acted more like a visiting aunt when she came home on weekends, when she did, than their mother. And eventually, she came home less and less often. She said it was too noisy and too confusing. The truth is, I’d never say it to them, but the kids drove her crazy.” It sounded sad to Meredith, and exactly what she didn’t want to happen in her life. She wondered how they were now, and how high a price they had paid emotionally for their mother’s bad behavior.

“Where is she now?”

“That’s another story. What I didn’t realize in the midst of all that was that she and her partner had been romantically involved for several years before we met, and for most of our marriage. We’d been married for seven years before she told me. And by then, we had three kids, and she wanted out. She gave me custody of the children without batting an eye, they closed their practice in L.A. a year later, and moved to London to open up an office there. We’ve been divorced for eight years, and she finally married him a few years ago, and I think they’re very happy. Needless to say, they don’t have children.”

“Does she ever see the kids?”

“She flies over a couple of times a year for a few days, usually if one of her clients is making a movie in L.A., and then she comes up to see the kids. And she takes them to the South of France for a few weeks every summer.” She sounded heartless to Meredith, and she couldn’t help feeling sorry for his children.

“Do they hate her for it … or are they just heartbroken?”

“Neither one. I think they accept her as she is. They’ve never known anything different. And I’m around most of the time. I try not to work too late usually, and they can always call me at the office if they have a problem. My house is only about five minutes from the office. Weekends are sacred, and I take a month off to be with them in Tahoe every summer. It’s worked out pretty well, though not exactly what I had in mind in the beginning. I thought we were going to have one of those perfect little families with a mommy and a daddy and a flock of little children. Instead, it’s just me and the flock … or rather, the flock and I.” He smiled at her. “We have a good time together, and they keep me pretty busy, mostly on weekends.”

“I’m surprised you never remarried,” Meredith said honestly. “It can’t be easy bringing up three kids on your own.”

“In some ways it’s easier,” he said with surprising candor. “You don’t have to argue with anyone about how to bring them up. There are no battles over what’s right or wrong or good for them. You get to make all your own decisions. We have a good relationship, and I think they respect me. And to be honest, I think Charlotte cured me. I’ve never been anxious to get into that kind of relationship again. There’s something incredibly artificial and dishonest about marriage.” Particularly if your wife spent the entire marriage sleeping with her business partner. But Meredith was careful not to say that. After all, they may have been friends, but he was still a client.

“You must have been pretty badly hurt when she told you the truth,” Meredith said gently. “Were you surprised, or did you suspect it?”

“I never suspected it for a minute. I thought she was the most honest woman alive. And so did she. In fact, she was very proud of herself that he was the only ‘other’ man she had ever slept with while we were married. In her eyes, that was almost as good as being faithful. I didn’t see it quite that way. I was pretty bitter about it for a long time.”

“And now?” Meredith asked, as they finished their first glass of wine and started on dinner. It had been an interesting conversation, and a surprising glimpse into the private man. It was a story that made her sorry for him. If Steve ever had an affair, she knew she would have been heartbroken. In Steve’s case, she knew he never would. But Callan’s wife sounded like a different breed completely. “Do you think you’re still bitter about it?”

“Bitter? No, not now. I still get angry about it sometimes when I think about it. It wasn’t exactly fair play, but that’s the way it works sometimes. I’m just not inclined to do anything as foolish as that again. I don’t need to put my head on the chopping block and offer someone the opportunity to knock it off, or rip my heart out. Marriage can be kind of a tough playing field at times, kind of like the Colosseum. I just don’t have the urge anymore, to offer myself up to the lions.” The images he used were strong, and so was the picture he painted with them. He had been betrayed by the one woman he had loved and trusted, the mother of his children, and it was obvious that he had never forgiven her for it, or entirely recovered from it either. And Meredith wasn’t sure she blamed him.

“How old are your kids now?”

He smiled as soon as she asked the question. It was easy to see that he was crazy about them. “Mary Ellen is fourteen, not an easy age, I might add. She thought I was great until about a year ago, according to her my IQ has been slipping ever since then. She thinks I’m senile. Julie is twelve, and still thinks I’m okay, but she’s starting to slip into that same red zone. In another year I’ll be heading downhill with her pretty quickly. And Andrew is nine. By some miracle, he still thinks I’m terrific. I hope you meet them sometime, Merrie.” Without prompting, he had adopted the same nickname Steve used, but she didn’t mind it.

“I hope I do too. They sound like nice kids.” But she couldn’t help wondering how hard it was for them not having a mother figure around, particularly for girls going into their teens. She couldn’t imagine that it was easy for them, or for Cal either. And it was a very intriguing story. He was a man of many faces, and it was interesting knowing something more about him. She didn’t want to ask, but she wondered if he had a girlfriend, or if he was one of those men who, once bruised, was satisfied to have a chorus line of temporary companions, maybe even one at a time, to be disposed of any time they got too close to him. He didn’t sound like a man who was willing to entertain the idea of commitment, not after what he’d experienced the first time, and in a way, she felt sorry for him.

But he surprised her with his next question. “Why do you think you don’t want kids, Meredith? You’re missing out on a wonderful experience, but people who don’t have them don’t know that.”

“I’ve never had time to have a baby. I’m just too busy. It wouldn’t be fair to my children. I don’t want to do what your wife did, hire a nanny, and rush back to my office. I think children deserve to have full-time mothers, and to be honest, I think I’d hate that. I have too much fun doing what I’m doing.”

“Do you really think it’s that, or is it more a statement about your level of commitment to your husband?” She was stunned when he asked her the question, and she was quick to shake her head when she answered.

“I think Steve and I are about as committed to each other as two people can get. That’s never been the issue between us. It’s really entirely career-related.”

“That’s what Charlotte said when I first suggested we have kids. But the truth was something very different. She was in love with another man, who had never wanted to marry her. And I don’t think she was as sure of her feelings about me as she thought she should be. I think when a woman really trusts a man, she wants to have his children. Maybe you’re not as sure of Dr. Kildare as you think you are, Meredith, or your feelings for him.” It was a shocking theory, and she didn’t even like hearing it. There was certainly no truth in it for them, whether or not Callan Dow believed her.

“I promise you, it’s not that in our case. We’re very much in love with each other. Maybe I’m just one of those women who don’t need to have children, and I’m smart enough to know it. I probably wouldn’t be a very good mother. But it has nothing to do with a lack of commitment to my husband.”

“I’m not sure I believe you, Meredith. You may think you’re committed to him, but I think it’s only natural if you truly trusted the relationship, you’d want to have his children.” Just listening to him say it to her suddenly annoyed her.

“That is utterly ridiculous, Cal, and you know it. I can’t believe you actually think something as chauvinistic as that. You’ve got to tell me you’re joking.”

“I’m not. You don’t have to admit it to me. But think about it when you’re alone tonight. Why is it that you really don’t want his children?”

“Because I’ve spent the last twelve years doing exactly what I’m doing for you, organizing syndicates, writing red herrings with the legal staff, and taking clients on road shows. Just how much time do you think I’d have for my children?”

“As much as you wanted to. Your clients are no substitute for a baby in your arms, Meredith. We all come and go, a child is forever. But maybe your marriage isn’t.” At a glance, he saw then that he’d offended her, and with a kindly look, he changed the subject. And for the next two hours they talked about his IPO and the road show. But in spite of the assurances she’d given him, he had nonetheless managed to unnerve her. And when she went back to her room at the hotel, shortly after ten o’clock, she was still thinking about it. What he had said was ridiculous. She had the kind of valid reasons women used all the time not to make a terrible mistake, in having children when they didn’t want them, or if they weren’t ready. Her career was as important to her as his was to Steve, and in its own way, hers was equally demanding. Unless she wanted to cut back radically, or leave the firm, there was no way she could reconcile her business life with having babies. Even Steve understood that, and she couldn’t imagine why Callan Dow didn’t. Just because he had three kids didn’t mean that everyone else was suited to it, or would even enjoy it. God knows his wife certainly hadn’t, and what she had done seemed worse to Meredith, having them, and then giving them up and virtually abandoning them for a man, a career, and a life in another country. That was something Meredith would never consider doing, once she had them. She preferred not to put herself in the same bind Charlotte Dow obviously had, and then renege on her responsibilities as a mother. Meredith would have had her tubes tied before that, and had often thought about it, but she knew that Steve would be upset if she did that. He had in fact begged her not to.

But she couldn’t understand why she couldn’t convince Callan Dow that she was completely committed to her marriage, and the simple reality that she didn’t want kids certainly didn’t mean she didn’t love Steve. On the contrary, she loved him so much, she didn’t want to share him.

She was still upset by what he’d said when she got into bed that night, and after lying in the dark for half an hour, stewing over it, she decided to call Steve, just to tell him she loved him. The nurse answering the phones at the trauma unit said she didn’t know where he’d gone, she’d seen him only ten minutes before, but she thought he was on another floor, picking up some X-rays, so Meredith paged him. She punched in her number at the hotel and waited for his call. But twenty minutes later, he hadn’t called, and she wondered if he was back in surgery again. And as she waited for his call, she drifted off to sleep, thinking about him, but even as she did, she had a gnawing, uneasy feeling. She knew in her heart of hearts that she was entirely committed to him, in fact very much in love with him, and she didn’t give a damn who believed it, as long as Steve did. And the fact that she didn’t want kids was irrelevant, all it meant was that she had other priorities in her life, she assured herself. But once she slept, she tossed and turned all night, pursued by dreams where Steve was shouting at her, and as he did, he was surrounded by armies of children who howled and screamed and clawed at her like little demons.


Chapter 5

THE DUE DILIGENCE tour that Meredith put on for Callan Dow went brilliantly. Chicago was a huge success, his speech went over very well, and even the CFO performed admirably. The questions the audience asked were intelligent and to the point, and Cal’s answers were exactly what they wanted to hear. And Minneapolis went even better.

By the time they got to L.A., Cal and Meredith were both on a high, and they were already nearly fully subscribed. There was almost certainly going to be a “green shoe” on this one. They were going to have far more investors than they needed.

She was in such good spirits, and had had such a good time with him, that Meredith had almost forgiven him for the ridiculous thing he’d said in Chicago about her marriage. She had decided by then that his point of view was based on his own bad experience with marriage. Neither of them had ever mentioned it again, and they had fallen into an easy camaraderie as they moved from city to city. And she had spoken to Steve twice since then. He had finally gotten home for a night, and things had calmed down considerably in the trauma unit. She could hardly wait to see him.

She put on another dinner in Los Angeles, and three more presentations the next day, and between breakfast and lunch they had had time to meet privately with two major investors. Things were looking great for their offering, and after the second dinner in L.A., on Thursday night, they flew to San Francisco. They landed at ten fifteen, and she had a car and driver waiting for him, and another to take her to the Fairmont Hotel. Cal was planning to go home to his children and would meet her for their breakfast presentation at the Fairmont. It had been a long three days for both of them, but it had been extremely fruitful.

“Will you be okay?” he asked solicitously. They were constantly exchanging roles. She took care of him during their meetings and presentations on the due diligence tour, and he acted like her older brother as they traveled, or chatted between meetings. “I feel guilty just leaving you here at the airport.” After three days of being together night and day, they felt like old friends now.

“I think I can manage,” she smiled at him. “Go home and enjoy your kids. I’m just going to go to the hotel, take a hot bath, and relax. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“I’ll be there at seven thirty,” he promised. The presentation was scheduled for eight. They were doing another one at lunch, they were seeing two more private investors after that, both of them universities, and then she was catching the red-eye. “Maybe you can come to dinner with the kids tomorrow night, after our meetings.”

“See how you feel by then,” she said sensibly. “You must be sick of me by now. I don’t want to intrude on you with your kids. I have plenty of work to do.” She was still carrying the ever-present briefcase.

“You need some time off too. And my kids would love to meet you.”

“Let’s play it by ear tomorrow,” she said as they walked out of the airport together. “See you in the morning.” She waved as they went their separate ways, and as soon as she got to her room in the hotel, Steve called her.

“When are you coming home? I miss you!”

“I miss you too, sweetheart. I’ll be home by seven Saturday morning. Are you working?”

“I am now. But I’m off tomorrow night. Just climb into bed when you get home on Saturday and wake me.”

“That’s the best offer I’ve had all week,” she smiled. The ugly things Cal had said about her marriage were all but forgotten. She knew they didn’t apply to her. He was just a cynic.

“I should hope that’s the best offer you’ve had all week. That guy’s not hitting on you, is he?”

“Of course not. This is strictly business.”

“How’s it going?”

“Terrific. I can’t wait till we get to New York. We’re doing Boston on Monday, and then New York on Tuesday. I don’t have to leave for Boston till Sunday night, by the way. We’ll have almost two whole days together.”

“Shit. I was afraid of that. I’m working on Sunday, for Lucas.”

“That’s all right, at least we’ll have Saturday.”

“I told you, it’s like being married to a flight attendant. The only thing you don’t do is serve me dinner.”

“I’ll bring home some of those little bottles of tequila from the flight tomorrow night if you want.”

“Just bring you home. I can’t wait to see you.” It had been a long week for both of them, and she was equally anxious to see him. She had been following the aftermath of the Empire State bombing on the news, and they still hadn’t caught the men who did it. More people had died since the initial blast. The death toll was up to more than three hundred, in spite of Steve and his colleagues’ best efforts.

They chatted for a few more minutes then, and she took a bath. And as she was reading in bed, Callan called with a few casual questions.

“It seems odd not being in the same hotel with you, Merrie. This could become a habit.” He sounded relaxed and friendly.

“You’ll be happy to see the last of me after Europe, trust me. But first we go to New York. That’s the biggie.”

“I know it is. I’m still a little anxious about it.”

“Don’t be. It’s gone great so far. And the word is out on the street now. The book is going to be oversold by New York. And the tombstone is going to read like a Who’s Who of investment banking.” She was referring to the ad that would appear in The Wall Street Journal the day following the offering that would announce the completion of the deal, listing all the underwriters in the syndicate. And in this case, they would be impressive.

“Thanks to you, Meredith,” he said gratefully. “I could never have done this without you.”

“Bullshit,” she said irreverently, and he laughed. He had come to enjoy working with her, and he was sorry it was going to have to end soon. “How were your kids when you got home? Happy to see you, I’ll bet.” Especially with no mother around, she knew how important Callan must be to them.

“They were asleep actually. My housekeeper rules the roost with an iron fist. It’s good for them. I’ll see them tomorrow night when I get home. I thought I’d stop by the office first. Maybe you’d like to come with me.”

“Sure. I can come by on the way to the airport.” She had every intention of sitting in the first-class lounge with her reading material, having a sandwich quietly, and catching the red-eye.

“We’ll talk about that later,” he said discreetly, and then told her to get some sleep and he’d see her in the morning.

And after they hung up, she lay in bed thinking about him. He was a nice man, and had the makings of a good friend, but in a way she felt sorry for him. It was so obvious, even to her, that he had been badly wounded by his wife’s betrayal, and eventual desertion. He loved his kids, but there obviously was no longer room in his heart to trust another woman. It was as though Charlotte had destroyed a part of him, and now, eight years later, there was a piece of him still missing. As a result, he couldn’t understand the kind of bond she had with Steve, and he was suspicious of it. Thinking of it brought her mind back to Steve again, and she smiled to herself, thinking of how much she missed him, and how happy she would be to see him on Saturday morning. They were lucky, after fourteen years, they still had something very special. And Cal’s theory that she didn’t love or trust him enough to have children with him seemed like nonsense to her. She drifted off to sleep thinking of Steve, as usual, and her dreams that night were peaceful.

She met Cal the next morning in the lobby at seven thirty, as agreed. They took a short walk around Huntington Park to get some air, and then came back for a cup of coffee. Meredith was surprised at how chilly it was, there was a brisk breeze and a halo of fog still hung over the city. But it felt good to get out for a change, instead of sitting around in stuffy rooms, giving their presentation.

“Ready for the next round?” she asked him as they shared a blueberry muffin.

“All set. What about you? Tired of Dow Tech yet?” He looked energetic and refreshed after a night in his own bed, and he had been happy to see his kids as he left the house to meet Meredith for breakfast.

“Of course I’m not tired of Dow Tech,” she smiled at him, as the waitress poured them each a second cup of coffee. “We still have new worlds to conquer.” But they both knew that San Francisco was going to be easy for them. It was his hometown, and people in San Francisco were familiar with what he had already accomplished in Silicon Valley.

Their first presentation of the day went well, they got a brief break after that, and she got a chance to call her office. And then they went right into lunch, and their next presentation. They had the ritual rubber chicken, and by two thirty they were finished, and everything was packed up. Callan glanced at his watch, and said he thought he might go back to his office, and he invited Meredith to join him.

“I think I might try to catch an earlier flight,” she explained. There was a five o’clock she said she could be on, which would get her home to New York by one o’clock in the morning. And she knew Steve would love it.

But when she called the airline from the hotel, they told her the flight was booked solid. She was stranded till the red-eye. She told Callan she’d wait at the hotel, and do some reading. But he was insistent. He wanted her to come to Palo Alto with him to see the people at his office again, before she left San Francisco. And he wanted her to come to the house, if she had the time, to meet his children.

“You’ve been gone all week, you’ll have plenty to do without having me underfoot,” she insisted.

“I like having you underfoot. Besides, I’m always open to free advice.” He had enormous respect for her opinions, and she knew almost as much about Dow Tech now as he did. He was so proud of his company and family that he was anxious to share both with her. He was so insistent about it that, in the end, it seemed rude not to go with him. She went upstairs and got her bags, and joined him ten minutes later in the lobby. And by three thirty, they were in Palo Alto, everyone in his office seemed pleased to see him, and wanted to know about the road show.

“It’s gone off without a hitch so far,” he said with a broad smile, and a glance at Meredith. “Thanks to Mrs. Whitman,” he told his colleagues. Charlie McIntosh had gone home after the lunch at the Fairmont. He wasn’t a young man, and he was tired after a solid week of presentations. Meredith would have hated to admit it to Cal, but it was a relief not to have his cantankerous comments and negative opinions to deal with. It had been a strain working with him. And as they sat in Cal’s office that afternoon, he commented on it. “I don’t know what to do about him, Merrie. I thought he’d be on the bandwagon by now, but he’s still mad as hell that I’m taking the company public. He’s fundamentally opposed to it, for entirely sincere reasons. But it’s counterproductive at this point. But because he feels so strongly about it, he resents the work it’s going to represent for him, dealing with analysts, and the SEC, and shareholders. He just plain thinks we’re wrong about all this. And he doesn’t want anyone looking over his shoulder, not even me at times. He’s going to make money on this, but I’m not even sure he cares. He just doesn’t want me to do it.”

“Let me talk to him,” Meredith said. She still thought she could bring him around. Charlie hadn’t said anything that had hurt them yet, but he hadn’t helped them much either.

“I’m not sure that’s the right tack,” Cal said cautiously. Charlie’s resentment of Meredith had not abated, and he didn’t want to aggravate it any further. “Let’s wait and see if he calms down, and can make the transition on his own. I really don’t want to push him.” Cal had a lot of respect for him, and Charlie had been a friend of Cal’s father.

“If he doesn’t adjust his attitude,” Meredith warned, “your shareholders may not find him too charming.” She was still worried about it, as Cal was.

“Poor old Charlie,” Cal said, and they went on to other subjects. He showed her a number of reports, and they talked about some new ideas he was developing, and once again, she was impressed by how creative he was, and how far ahead in his thinking. It was an important part of why he was so successful. And at five thirty he looked up at her, as he sat back comfortably in his chair, and asked her a strange question. “Have you ever thought about leaving investment banking, Meredith?” She was extraordinarily good at it, he knew better than anyone, but she also had a profound interest in high-tech business. “You’d be good at the kind of thing I do, and you’d probably make a hell of a lot more money.”

“I do all right,” she said with a shy smile.

“You’d make more here,” Callan Dow said gently. “If you ever decide to make a change, I’d love to hear from you, Merrie. I hope you know that.”

“I’m very flattered. But I’m not going anywhere for the moment.” She and Steve were too tied into New York to think of going anywhere. He had a good job in the trauma unit, and she was married to Wall Street.

“That could be truer than you know,” Callan Dow said. “In an old-guard firm the size of yours, Meredith, how high can you go? You’re already a partner, but there are a lot of very old, very solid, very well-entrenched senior partners. You’re never going to run the place. They’d never let a woman do that, and you know it.”

“They might someday,” she said calmly. “Times are changing.”

“Times have already changed just about everywhere else. Things are a lot slower moving in investment banking. It’s the last bastion of the gentlemen who used to run the world, and still do in some places. I think you’ve already carved a remarkable spot for yourself, particularly in dealing with high-tech companies for them. But the reality is they’re still sending guys like Paul Black out to see clients with you. Those guys still have more power than you do. You do the work, and they get all the glory.” It was something she had thought herself for years, but she didn’t want to admit it to him.

“You’re a real rabble-rouser, aren’t you, Mr. Dow?” She looked at him with a broad grin. “What do you want me to do? Go back and quit? They’d love that.”

“No, I guess I’m just shit-disturbing a little bit. When I see a good thing, I hate not having a piece of the action. We work well together, Meredith. We think alike in a lot of ways. I hate to waste that.”

She couldn’t help agreeing with him, but they hadn’t exactly wasted it either. “I wouldn’t say we’ve been wasting time, would you?” They had put together a hell of a good IPO, working together.

“Of course not. I’m just already thinking about how much I’m going to hate it when our stint together is over. I may have to call you for advice every day. I’m already having withdrawals, thinking about it.”

She laughed at what he said. “I told you, you’ll be sick to death of me by the time the road show is over. But you can always call me.”

“You’ll probably be on the road with some other novice, whining and sniveling and needing you to hold his hand while you take his company public.”

“Not for a while anyway. I’m going to take it easy for a few weeks. Steve and I have hardly seen each other all summer.”

“I don’t know how you do that,” he said admiringly. “Maybe that’s how you’ve kept your marriage together for fourteen years. Maybe it works better if you don’t see each other all the time,” although that hadn’t been true for him, and he knew that.

“Steve says it’s like being married to a flight attendant.”

“Not exactly,” Cal smiled at her, and seemed to relax at the end of a long week. He was looking forward to spending the weekend with his children before he left for Boston on Sunday. “How about an early dinner with my little monsters? I’ll take you to the airport myself in time for the red-eye. You won’t have to leave the house till eight thirty.”

Although she had agreed to meet them, she had resisted the offer of dinner earlier, but it seemed too awkward now to keep insisting she didn’t want to impose on him, she enjoyed his company, and was curious about his children. “Are you sure they won’t mind your dragging a stranger home from the office?”

“They’ll survive it. They’re used to businesswomen, like their mother. They don’t pay much attention to what I do. At this point, all the girls are interested in is short skirts and makeup. And all Andy cares about is my Ferrari. I don’t talk about work much with them.”

“That’s probably just as well. They’ve got plenty of time for that later.”

“We just got back from Tahoe last weekend, and they started school yesterday. They were all complaining about it this morning.”

They walked out of his office together, and almost everyone else had gone home by then. His Ferrari was in the parking lot. He had driven Meredith down from San Francisco in it, her bags were still in the trunk, and as she got back in now, he put the top down.

“We’re only five minutes from my house. It’s nice to get a little air,” he said easily. It was at least fifteen degrees warmer in Palo Alto than it had been in the city. And Meredith enjoyed the brief ride with the top down.

They were chatting comfortably, as he pulled into a driveway with hedges on either side, and a gate opened automatically when he pressed a button on his visor. And once it opened, she saw a handsome stone house, with a large expanse of lawn to one side, several beautiful old trees, and a big swimming pool, with a bunch of children in it, and several others sitting on deck chairs wrapped in towels. And there was a nice-looking woman in her midthirties watching them, while a golden retriever stood next to a little boy and then ran after a ball he’d just thrown him. It was an idyllic scene, and in total contrast to his high-tech business life. This was the world he loved to come home to. Several of the kids waved as he drove in, and parked the car, and Meredith could see one of the girls watching her with interest.

“Hi, kids,” he shouted in their general direction, and walked across the lawn toward them. There were at least ten children there, and Meredith realized that some of them had to be friends, but as soon as they approached, it was easy to see which ones were Callan’s. The two girls he had described to her, Mary Ellen and Julie, looked exactly like him, so much so that it was almost funny. And Andy looked like a miniature of his father. All three of them stared at her as though she had just arrived from another planet, as he introduced her.

“We’ve just been on the due diligence tour together. In Chicago and Minneapolis and L.A. And next week we’re going to Europe,” he explained as Andy eyed her with suspicion.

“Are you my dad’s new girlfriend?” Meredith smiled at the question, and Cal was quick to reprimand him.

“Andy! That’s a rude thing to say, and you know it.”

“Well, is she?” he persisted, as the dog brought the ball back and dropped it at the boy’s feet, but Andy ignored him. Interrogating Meredith was more interesting than playing fetch with the retriever. And his sisters seemed to be listening with interest. 

“Actually, I’m married. Your dad and I are just working together. My husband is a doctor,” she said, hoping to gain safe passage from them. Their friends were circling nearby, and the two girls seemed anxious to rejoin them.

“What kind of doctor?” Andy asked her. “Does he take care of kids?”

“Sometimes. He takes care of people who have terrible accidents, he’s a trauma doctor.”

“I fell off my bike and broke my arm once,” he said, smiling at her. He had decided that she was pretty, and not necessarily after his father.

“That must have hurt,” Meredith sympathized.

“It did. Do you have children?”

“No, I don’t,” she said, wondering if she should apologize for it. The two girls were still watching her, but neither of them had said more than hello when their father introduced them. But they didn’t make any move to step away either. They were listening to her answers to their brother’s questions, and seemed satisfied by them. “I’m going back to New York in a few hours,” she said, as though to reassure them. She somehow sensed that they thought she was a threat, even if she was married, and she wanted to assure them that she would be gone soon.

Cal offered her a glass of wine, and the children went back to their friends then. And half an hour later, as he and Meredith sat on the patio, drinking wine and chatting, the last of the friends left, and his kids went upstairs to change for dinner.

“Your children are beautiful,” she said after they’d gone in, “and they all look just like you.”

“Charlotte always said that Andy looked like my clone, even as a baby. And both of the girls look just like my mother. I think it was actually part of why Charlotte never bonded with them.” But from everything else he had said to her by then, Meredith suspected that there were more severe reasons for her not bonding with them, mostly her long-term affair with another man, and the fact that she had never wanted children. “They’re not used to seeing anyone come home with me. They’ve only met one or two of the women I’ve gone out with.”

“Why is that?” She was startled by what he said, and it explained why they had seemed so suspicious of her.

“I don’t think that part of my life is any of their business,” he said bluntly. “There hasn’t been anyone serious enough in my life to warrant introducing them to the children.” It was hard to believe that in the eight years since his divorce he hadn’t been seriously involved with a woman. It made her wonder about him, and come to the same conclusion she had come to before, that he was commitment-phobic ever since his wife’s betrayal, although he claimed to have recovered.

They sat outside for a while, enjoying the balmy evening, and then he invited her to come inside to the large elegant living room, filled with English antiques and handsome works of art. And a few minutes later, the housekeeper told them dinner was ready. And like clockwork, the kids trooped downstairs, and then stood in the door of the living room, staring at her. She felt like an animal in the zoo, as the two girls glared at her, and she couldn’t help wondering what they were thinking.

Callan got up, and walked slowly toward them. “So how was school, guys?” he asked easily, as Meredith followed behind him.

“I hate school,” Andy announced, but without any particular fervor. It sounded like a standard response, and Julie said grudgingly that she liked her new teacher. Mary Ellen said nothing.

“Are you in high school?” Meredith asked her politely as they walked into the dining room, and Cal pulled out the chair next to his and Meredith sat down in it.

“I’m a freshman,” Mary Ellen said tersely, and the word that sprang to Meredith’s mind was sullen. She was totally unlike her easygoing father. She was a pretty girl, but her lack of enthusiasm and seeming lack of warmth made her appear somehow less attractive. From what Meredith could see, there was very little charm about her, and more than anything else, she seemed unhappy. Meredith couldn’t help wondering if she was always that way, or if it was just due to the presence of an unexpected guest, and seeing her father with a woman.

Conversation during dinner was awkward and slow, with the children saying little, and Callan pretending he didn’t notice. And Meredith eventually gave up trying to engage them in conversation. The one thing they made plain, without actually saying it, was that they had no interest in talking to her, or even in answering her questions. And she wasn’t all that at ease with children. After a while, she had no idea what to say to them, and even Callan couldn’t seem to draw them out much. They asked to be excused immediately after dessert, and ran upstairs so fast when he let them go, they almost knocked each other down in the doorway.

“I’m sorry, Meredith,” he turned to her apologetically as the housekeeper served them coffee, and Meredith relaxed visibly. It had been a strain having dinner with his children. “I think they were worried about you. They’re not usually like this. They’re good kids. I think they just couldn’t figure out who you were, or why you were here. I’ll have to talk to them about it.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said politely, “if you never bring women home, no wonder they were worried. Isn’t that a little unreal, though? Don’t your dates want to meet your kids?” It seemed an odd way to live, to her. And it obviously had disadvantages, if his children sat like stones when he finally did bring a woman home, even if she was a friend in business.

“What my dates want and what they get are two different stories,” Cal said, smiling at her. “There’s no point introducing them if they’re not going to be around long.”

“That’s a hell of a statement, Cal. How do you know that right from the beginning?”

“Because that’s the way it’s been for a long time, and probably the way it will be for a lot longer. If I change my mind about it, I can always do something about it later. It’s a lot easier to introduce someone to the kids down the road, than to explain to them why I’m not seeing her anymore. They don’t need to know that.”

“I think not dealing with it must make them very possessive of you.” Which was a polite way of saying that they had looked like little ax murderers as they sat there. Their eyes had bored holes into Meredith all evening, and she hadn’t enjoyed it. No one would have. But she was afraid to say too much. They were his children after all, and it was hardly her place to tell him that he wasn’t bringing them up right. She suspected they probably were nice kids. They were healthy and good looking, and seemed intelligent, but they sure hadn’t been friendly. In fact, given a bit of rope, she suspected they would have been hateful to her, especially Mary Ellen. Meredith couldn’t help pitying the woman who would walk into that, because she was in love with Callan, and it might happen someday, in spite of his protests.

They talked about business again then, and at eight thirty, right on schedule, he drove her to the airport. He helped her check her bags in, and then walked her to the first-class lounge, and she thanked him for an interesting afternoon and a pleasant evening, and told him she had enjoyed meeting his children.

“I wish I believed that,” he said apologetically. “They weren’t exactly terrific, Merrie, and I know that. I guess I need to start introducing them to people, friends like you, if no one else.”

“It might make it easier for them in the long run, if there’s no threat involved. They have nothing to fear from me,” she said candidly, and he frowned.

“I’m not sure they believed that. Maybe they thought I was lying, and that I am involved with you. Maybe they thought you made up the story about your husband.”

“Why would I do a thing like that, Cal?” She looked shocked at the suggestion.

“Because it’s the kind of thing their mother would do, if it suited her purpose. She lied to them about the man she eventually married. They suspected her involvement with him long before she admitted it to them. I’ve tried not to do the same thing to them, by telling them nothing.”

“Maybe the right thing to do is somewhere in the middle.”

“I’ll have to try that,” he smiled, and then wished her a good trip, and told her he’d see her on Sunday night at the Ritz Carlton in Boston.

“I probably won’t be there till midnight,” Meredith told him. “I wanted to spend a little time with my husband, but as it turns out he’s working, as usual. At least we’ll have tomorrow together. And I’m on a ten P.M. flight out of New York on Sunday.”

“I should be at the hotel by seven,” he explained. “If you’re bored after he goes to work, come on up and have dinner with me.”

“I’ll call if I decide to do that. In the meantime, have a good weekend.”

“I’m going to play tennis with the kids tomorrow, and spend the rest of the day lying around the pool. I can hardly wait,” he admitted, and she laughed at the contrast.

“I’m planning to do my laundry.”

“Somehow I can’t envision you doing that, Meredith,” he laughed. She seemed too beautiful and too glamorous to be spending time in a laundromat, or over a hot washing machine anywhere. He couldn’t imagine her doing housework.

“Someone has to do it, and Steve draws the line at cooking. I’m not sure I blame him.”

“I’ll have to meet this guy one of these days. He sounds too virtuous to be true, saving lives, and doing the cooking. The perfect husband.”

“Pretty damn close,” she smiled at him.

He left her in the lounge with her briefcase, and half an hour later she boarded the plane. And shortly after takeoff, she took out her laptop. But she only worked for an hour, and then she finally put it away, and lay back against the seat and closed her eyes. She was thinking of Cal. She couldn’t imagine the kind of woman he was drawn to. She wondered if they were just pretty faces, or great minds, bimbos, or soul mates. With his aversion to marriage and long-term relationships, it was hard to envision who he went out with. But she also realized, as she thought of it, that it was none of her business.

It had been a long week, and she was tired. And she could hardly wait to see Steven. As she thought of him, she drifted off to sleep, and the flight attendant woke her when they landed. She was one of the first to disembark, pick up her bags, and hail a taxi. And at ten minutes to seven on Saturday morning, she was letting herself into their apartment.

She set her bags down in the front hall, took off her shoes, and walked on tiptoe into their bedroom, so as not to wake him. He was sound asleep in their bed, naked as usual, and she peeled off her clothes, and slipped under the covers beside him. He stirred slightly and pulled her close to him, as though she had been there all night, next to him, and then he opened an eye and realized what had happened.

“You’re back,” he whispered, and she smiled as she nodded and then kissed him. “I missed you,” he said, pulling her even closer, and she could feel the warmth of his flesh next to hers, as he kissed her.

“I missed you, too,” she said, and meant it. He ran a hand slowly along the gentle curves of her body, and she realized with longing how long it had been since she’d last seen him. It had been more than a week, nearly eight days, much too long, and they were both starving for each other.

There were no words between them after that, only the passion that had burned between them like an eternal flame since the day they met. It was something they both cherished, and wanted, and desperately needed. And however little time they spent together, it made every moment more precious between them. It was a long time before they spoke again, and when they did, her blond hair lay tousled and silky on his pillow, and he looked down at her with a familiar smile, and she put her arms around him again, and kissed him.


Chapter 7

THE PLANE STOPPED in London, and then flew on to Edinburgh, and Meredith was surprised that she slept for most of the flight. It was morning in Scotland when they arrived, and they went directly to the location where they were to make their presentation to the officers of several of the Scottish trusts. It was part of the standard ritual of the due diligence tour, and one of the routines Meredith knew well.

As it had for nearly two weeks now, the tour was continuing to go very well, and Callan was ecstatic when they got a fax from her office in New York, telling them that the order book was oversubscribed ten to one now, which meant that they had ten times more demand for stock than they needed.

By evening they were ready to move on, and they flew back to London that night. And by the time they got to Claridge’s, even the indefatigable Callan looked exhausted. It had been a long day, after flying all night before they arrived. And the next morning, they had to be fresh to make their presentation again in London. Callan was pleased with everything, the tour was going extremely well, better than he had ever dreamed, and he had Meredith to thank for it.

“What are you up to tonight, Meredith?” he asked as they checked in, and a liveried desk clerk showed them to their rooms. Charlie McIntosh was on another floor, but their rooms were side by side.

“What am I up to?” she asked. “Sleep, I hope. I don’t know about you, but I’m beat. I thought I’d go to bed so I don’t screw things up for you tomorrow.”

“There’s no risk of that. Do you want to go out for something to eat?” Even as tired as she knew he had to be, he wanted to go out. Callan Dow liked to work hard all day, and then go out to play at night.

“Not tonight, thanks. I’m going to order room service, and then hit the sack.”

“Party pooper. What about dinner at Harry’s Bar, and then Annabel’s tomorrow night?”

“Where do you get your energy, Cal? Don’t you ever get tired?”

“Look who’s talking. You never stop,” he said admiringly.

“I think I just have,” she said, looking tired. The jet lag and the long day and long flight had finally caught up with her, and she could hardly keep her eyes open as the porter set down her briefcase and her bag, and then let Cal into his room. Hers was handsomely done in Art Deco style. His was all done in pale blue taffeta with pastel chintz covered in flowers. And they both looked like they’d been recently redone. But Meredith would have been happy to sleep in a haystack that night, and she wanted to be fresh for the next day. They were doing their first presentation at eight A.M. But she didn’t feel as pressured here as she had in New York. The European market was of slightly less interest to them. Traditionally, they tried to keep the size of the European investments down. It was important to have them participate for the long haul, but they preferred to keep the bulk of hot IPOs for U.S.-based investors, who would spin the stock more often, generating more commissions.

Cal wandered back into her room after they had brought him his bags. He tried to convince her to go out again, but she said she was in for the night. And a little while later, she heard his door open and close, and knew he had gone out. She was in bed and sound asleep by nine o’clock. And she was bright and cheery the next day when they met for breakfast.

“What did you do last night?” she asked him over scones and coffee in the dining room. His CFO hadn’t joined them yet.

“I caught up with some old friends. I know a lot of people here, some of them through my ex-wife.”

“I was dead to the world by nine.” She smiled at him.

“We’ll do better than that tonight,” he smiled, as Charlie McIntosh arrived at their table. He was in a fairly decent mood for once, and the three of them chatted amiably as Charlie ordered sausages and eggs. And by eight o’clock they were making their now familiar presentation. It was a huge hit, just as all the others had been.

They met with private investors at noon, and at one o’clock made their presentation again over lunch. And by four o’clock, all three of them were back at the hotel. Charlie had plans to spend the weekend in France with friends, and they were to meet up again in Geneva on Sunday night. In an uncharacteristically generous gesture, Charlie wished them a nice weekend before he left, and Meredith allowed herself to hope that it meant he was mellowing a little.

“Ready for a night on the town?” Cal asked as he walked her back to her room at five. They had reservations at Harry’s Bar at eight o’clock, and were still planning to go to Annabel’s to dance after dinner.

“Are you sure you don’t mind wasting time with me?” Meredith asked comfortably. “You can probably have a lot more fun with a real date,” she said honestly, they were like brother and sister by now, and they both seemed to enjoy it.

“I’d rather have dinner with a good friend anytime,” he smiled, as they stood in the hall and chatted a little bit about their afternoon. The presentations had gone even better than expected.

“I thought Charlie did better here too,” Meredith said charitably. Even at his warmest, Charlie McIntosh was no ball of fire. But at least he didn’t seem as truculent as he had in Los Angeles and New York. Cal said he had noticed it too. “It’s a shame it took him so long to warm up.” Callan didn’t comment on it, and after a few more minutes, they went back to their respective rooms. He said he’d come by to pick her up at a quarter to eight, which gave her plenty of time to unwind, relax, and take a bath. And as soon as she slipped into it, the phone rang in her room.

She was wrapped in a towel and had wet hair when she answered it, and she smiled the moment she heard the voice on the other end. It was Steve.

“How’s it going, sweetheart?” He sounded in good spirits, it was early Friday afternoon for him.

“Everything is great,” she answered with a broad smile, pulling the towel closer around her in the air-conditioned room. “We’re almost through, and we’re oversubscribed ten to one. It’s a sure green shoe on this one.” He knew that meant they’d be adding five to ten percent more shares. After a dozen years of her Wall Street career, the jargon was familiar to him. “Callan is really pleased.”

“Is his CFO still being a pain in the ass?” he asked with interest.

“He’s been a little better here. He actually smiled today, he left for the weekend with some friends in France. It’s kind of nice to get him off our necks.” Most of the time he was like having a crabby grandfather around. But Steve didn’t sound pleased to hear it.

“Does that mean you and Dow are alone?”

“More or less. Along with about eight million people in London, I think it’s pretty safe.” She was amused by his concern.

“You know what I mean. He’s not coming on to you, is he, Merrie?”

“Of course not. He’s smarter than that. And by now, we’re good friends. After these due diligence tours, you either end up best friends for life, or you never want to lay eyes on each other again. He’s been a good sport, and I think he’ll stay a good friend. I hope one of these days you’ll meet him.”

“All right. … I don’t know why, but I don’t trust him. I’d much rather be spending the weekend in London with you myself.”

“Then come,” she teased. “You can still meet me in Paris next week.”

“Very funny. You know I’m stuck here. Just get your ass back here as fast as you can. What are you doing this weekend?”

“Just hanging around. I thought I’d do some shopping tomorrow, and Cal and I are going to have dinner tonight at Harry’s Bar.” Given what he had just said, she didn’t tell him they were going dancing at Annabel’s afterward. She knew there was nothing to it, but there was no point upsetting Steve. It was all harmless, and Cal was a perfect gentleman, just as she had said he would be.

“If he gets drunk, just take a cab home by yourself. Don’t take a chance.”

“Sweetheart, stop worrying. No one is going to get drunk. We’re going to have dinner, and go home. That’s all. It’s better than room service, but it’s no big deal.”

“All right,” he said, sounding mollified, but still slightly unsure. The guy was too young, too successful, too good looking, from everything he’d read and heard. He couldn’t imagine any man being able to resist his wife. But even if he was suspicious of Callan, he trusted her completely.

“What about you? What are you up to tonight?” she asked him.

“Sleep. I’m back on call tomorrow. But I’ve got nothing else to do this weekend anyway. I’m off next weekend at least. I traded it so I could be with you.”

“Why don’t we go away somewhere?” She sounded happy at the prospect.

“We’ll see.”

They hung up a few minutes later, and she went back to her bath, which was cold by then. She ran some more hot water into it, and sat smiling in the bathtub, thinking of him. It seemed cute to her that he was still jealous after all these years. He had no reason to be, and he knew it. She had never even remotely for a single instant thought of being unfaithful to him. She was still very much in love with Steve, just as he was with her.

When Callan picked her up shortly before eight, she was wearing a short black cocktail dress, high-heeled evening sandals, and a string of pearls. She was wearing makeup and her hair shone like gold. She looked very striking and very pretty, and Cal took a step backward to look at her and seemed impressed. She was always fairly conservatively dressed when she worked, and was given to wearing navy or black suits. She usually looked very much the part of a banker, but tonight she looked young and sexy, and the back of the little black cocktail dress was fairly bare.

“Wow! If I may say so, Mrs. Whitman, you’re a knockout. Maybe you should have been wearing that when you made your speech on the tour. If you had, we’d be oversold a hundred to one.”

“Thank you, Callan,” she said, blushing slightly. It was fun getting dressed up for a change, and going out with him.

And when they got to Harry’s, all the trendy in-crowd, well-known names and faces, and aristocrats were there. It was still one of the most exclusive restaurants in London, and because it was a club, it looked more like a dinner party in someone’s house, than a public place.

They had drinks at the bar, and when they were taken to their table, Meredith recognized the people at the tables on either side. One was a group of important international bankers, some English, some French, one Saudi, and two from Bahrain. And at the table on their right were two movie stars and a director and a well-known Italian prince. It was a star-studded crowd, and it was fun being there with him.

And for once, they didn’t talk about business. They were just two people out for dinner on a Friday night. Except for the fact that she was married and he was a client, it was almost like a date, but better in some ways. Neither of them had to worry about the outcome, or the impression they were making, the intentions or agendas of the other, they were just friends enjoying a fun evening.

“Steve must be pretty open-minded,” Callan commented as the waiter poured them each a glass of Chateau d’Yquem with their dessert. It was a sweet sauterne that Meredith had always loved, and it tasted like liquid gold as she sipped it.

‘‘What makes you say that?’’

“I’m not sure I’d have wanted my wife going out to dinner and dancing, when I was married. I’m not sure I ever trusted Charlotte that much,” and they both knew he hadn’t been wrong to distrust her.

“Steve knows he has nothing to worry about. I’m a sure thing,” she said with a smile, as she noticed a very stylish-looking dark-haired woman walk into the restaurant in a red dress. Several people seemed to know who she was, and she was with a very attractive older man. Meredith thought she looked familiar, but she couldn’t figure out who she was, and finally, watching her chat and laugh from table to table, Meredith asked Cal if he recognized her. And he looked at her for a long time. “Is she an actress?” She was too old to be a model, but not by very much. And she could have been, when she was younger.

“No, she’s an attorney,” he said with a last glance, and then turned around to face Meredith again with a somewhat pinched expression.

“Do you know her? I’ve seen her somewhere, but I can’t place the face.”

“You’ve seen her in W, and assorted magazines. She’s very social, and fairly well known by association, most of her clients are very important. She moves in a very jet-set crowd,” he said simply.

“Who is she?” Meredith looked puzzled, and Cal looked unconcerned, but there was suddenly something hard about his eyes as he answered.

“That’s my ex-wife,” he said, looking right across the table into Meredith’s eyes. He did not look pleased about it.

“I’m sorry,” she said. She could see that it was a reminder he didn’t need. And it was unfortunate that she’d been there.

“Don’t be. We’re on good terms now. I see her whenever she comes to visit the kids.” But Meredith could sense easily that no matter how he covered it, the encounter was painful for him. She wondered if they were going to say hello to each other, but as the thought crossed her mind, the woman in red was suddenly standing at their table, and holding a hand out to Cal with a dazzling smile, which glittered almost as brilliantly as the diamonds on her ears and fingers. “Hello, Charlotte,” he said simply, “how are you?”

“Fine. What are you doing in this part of the world?” She glanced at Meredith in her simple black dress and string of pearls, and the elegant young investment banker was instantly dismissed as unimportant.

“I’m here on business. And this is Meredith Whitman,” he introduced her politely, and a minute later Charlotte moved on and joined her friends at a table in the rear, for a private party. It struck Meredith after she left that she had never bothered to inquire about their children. She said something about it to Callan, and he shrugged and looked at Meredith with a wry smile. “I told you, Meredith, children aren’t her thing. She likes glamour and the jet set, and business, and glitz. All that interests her are the big stars she represents. She’s very happy here.” Meredith wondered how much it upset him to see her, but didn’t press him about it.

“She’s very striking,” Meredith commented, and very beautiful. It said something about the kind of women he was attracted to. It was hard not to be somewhat dazzled by her looks, and from everything Cal had said, she was obviously smart too. It was the important things, like values, and compassion and integrity, which she seemed to lack, from what Cal had told her.

“She was a model as a kid. I think it kind of went to her head. She liked all the attention, and the money, but she knew it couldn’t last. So she built something for herself that would. She’s actually a very fine attorney, and she loves that whole entertainment world. She adores all her little movie stars, I think she lives vicariously through them. And they’re all crazy about her. Maybe that’s why she’s not as interested in her own kids. Her clients are her children, and she gets all her strokes from them.”

“Kind of like me,” Meredith grinned. “My clients are my kids. Like you. I get everything all set up, and then I send you out into the world to make lots of money and be a big success.” He laughed at the comparison and shook his head.

“I think it’s a little more than that. But what do you get out of it, Meredith, other than the obvious?” They both knew she would make a lot of money on his deal, but he also knew she did it for more than that. She loved what she did. And she was brilliant at it. In the months he had worked with her, and particularly lately, he had been enormously impressed by her.

“I love what I do,” she said in answer to his question. “And it’s true in a way, my clients are my kids. I don’t need children. I get everything I need from them and Steve.”

“It’s not the same thing, I promise. You’re missing out on something important,” he glanced across the room then at the table where Charlotte sat, “so is she. She never understood what she was missing. And in her case, it’s a real crime. At least you haven’t had children, you’re not hurting anyone by your decision, except maybe yourself, or Steve. In her case, she’s not only missing out, but she’s cheating our children out of having a real mother.”

“Maybe it’s time for you to remarry,” she said bravely, “not only for your sake, but for the kids’ sake.”

“Great. And then what? Let them live through a divorce again? At least last time most of them were too young to understand what was happening. Mary Ellen was six, and it was heartbreaking for her, but Julie and Andy were four and not quite two. It was a lot easier for them. Next time it wouldn’t be. They’re older now. Old enough to be hurt by it.”

“What makes you think you’d get divorced next time, Cal? Don’t you think you learned something last time?”

“Yeah, not to get married,” he laughed, but it wasn’t a sound of humor, but of bitterness and remembered pain, “and not to trust, and not to be as stupid next time. Charlotte started her business in London on the settlement she got from me.”

“Lucky for her.”

“I thought so,” he said, as he signaled for the check. “Besides,” he said with a look of amusement, “my kids wouldn’t let me marry again. I think they’re pretty clear that they want me to themselves now.”

“That’s not fair, and it’s not good for them, or you.”

“It’s very good for me. They’re like three little guardian angels, who keep me from making a fool of myself, or doing something stupid.”

“You’re too smart to be that cynical, Cal, or that cowardly.” She was speaking to him as a friend, and he knew it.

“Why are you trying to sell me marriage?” He was intrigued by her persistence.

“Because I think it’s a great thing. Best thing I ever did.”

“Then you’re very lucky,” he smiled warmly at her, and seemed to relax again, “and so is Steve. Come on, kiddo, let’s go dance.” He took her hand, and led her out of the restaurant, without a glance back in his ex-wife’s direction. For him, it was a closed book, and Meredith was relieved when they were back on the street. She had sensed his tension, and his pain over running into Charlotte. He clearly had no warm feelings about her, no matter how many children they’d had together.

They chatted easily on the way to Annabel’s, in the chauffeured Daimler he’d hired at the hotel. And Meredith loved it when they got to Annabel’s. He ordered champagne for both of them, and led her out to the dance floor, and it was an hour later when they came back to their table. She was having a great time with him. He was a wonderful dancer, and fun to be with. And she was sorry for him that in some ways he was still so bitter. He had been badly wounded, but in every other way, he was an immensely appealing man, and she thought he deserved more than he was willing to allow himself to have. Somehow, his work and children did not seem enough for a man like him, although she didn’t know what else he had in his life. In all the time they’d been traveling together, he had never mentioned a girlfriend or a companion, or a woman in his life, and she couldn’t help wondering what he did for fun, other than work, and go dancing with his investment banker.

They stayed at Annabel’s until two o’clock in the morning, and then went back to Claridge’s. They were laughing and happy and tired and relaxed. And without a thought of anything more than friendship, she could have easily danced with him all night. He held her comfortably in his arms, dancing slow or fast, moving perfectly with her, but still never out of line, and never too close. She wasn’t uncomfortable with him for an instant. In fact, she felt even closer to him than before. And seeing Charlotte at Harry’s Bar, and his reaction to her, had been an intriguing glimpse into his past for her.

“What’s on the agenda for tomorrow?” he asked as he left her at the door to her hotel room.

“I thought I’d do some shopping. I love the antique shops here.”

“So do I,” he said easily. “Mind if I come with you?”

“Of course not.” But she remembered the treasures she’d seen in his house. “You may want to go to some fancier places than I do. I was just going to browse a little.”

“I can’t think of anything I’d like better,” he said comfortably, and then added, “I had a great time tonight. You’re wonderful company, Meredith.” Maybe, but she certainly wasn’t as sophisticated or as striking as his ex-wife. Charlotte was a whole other breed, and she wondered if in comparison, Callan found her a little dull. She was far more conservative than his ex-wife. But also a great deal more real.

“I had a good time too. Thank you, Cal. Dinner was terrific, and I loved dancing. I never get to go dancing with Steve. He’s always either too tired, or at work, and I’ve come to the conclusion over the years, that most surgeons just can’t dance. This was fun. Thank you,” she said warmly, and meant it.

“I’ll come to New York and take you dancing anytime. We can be the new Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire, dancing partners and good friends.” She laughed at the comparison, and after she said good night to him, she closed the door to her room. She was tired, but she had had a great time, and when she glanced at the phone, she saw that the message light was on. And when she called in for her messages, they told her Steve had called three times, but she was tired and decided to call him in the morning.

She tossed her dress on a chair, kicked off her shoes, brushed her teeth, put on her nightgown, and went straight to bed.

And she was still asleep at eight o’clock the next morning when the phone rang. It was Steve.

“Where were you all night?” He sounded annoyed this time.

“I told you I was going out with Cal.” She was half asleep, and she yawned.

“What time did you get in? Four A.M.?” 

“No. Two. We went to Harry’s for dinner, and then to Annabel’s afterward for drinks.” She had no secrets from him. She had always intended to tell him about Annabel’s, she just didn’t want to worry him beforehand.

“Did you dance with him?”

“No. But I danced with several waiters and the maitre d’. Of course I danced with him, silly. It was no big deal.”

“Maybe it is to me.” He sounded like a petulant child and she was mildly amused. He knew better than to worry about her with another man. Even if they had gone dancing.

“Well, it shouldn’t be. It was a perfectly respectable evening. We even ran into his ex-wife.”

“That must have been fun. Anyway, I’m sorry if I’m being stupid. I just miss you, and I don’t think I like you traveling around with another man.”

“I’ll only take female clients from now on, I promise. I’ll be sure to let them know at the firm.”

“All right, all right, so I’m a jerk. But I love you, and you’re too goddamn beautiful to be traveling all over the world with handsome single guys.”

“He’s a perfect gentleman, baby, I promise.” She was awake then, and sorry that he was upset about it. It was one thing to tease him a little, and another if he was genuinely worried. Making each other intentionally jealous was a game neither of them had ever played. “We won’t go dancing again, I promise. It was just a one-time thing because we’re both stuck here for the weekend, and we’ve been working so damn hard. I think we wanted to celebrate our success, but he really is harmless, and we’re just good friends. You’ll like him.”

“All right, I’m sorry, Merrie. I trust you. Do whatever you want. What are you doing today?”

“Nothing much. Some shopping. I asked the concierge to get me theater tickets.” The theater was so good in London, she always went when she was there. “I’m leaving for Geneva tomorrow night, and then we’ll be back at work.”

“I’m just glad you’ll be home soon.” He sounded antsy and worried, and she was sorry about it. She hadn’t meant to upset him. He was far too decent to deserve that.

“He keeps trying to talk me into having kids.”

“Hopefully not his.” Steve sounded mildly worried again and she laughed.

“No, yours. He keeps telling me how lucky we are. I think he was pretty badly burned by his ex-wife. He’s been divorced for eight years, and I think he’s still one of the walking wounded. You should see his ex-wife, she’s gorgeous, but a real piece of work. She lives here. She left him with the kids, and took off with her partner.”

“Nice woman. I’ll have to take a look at this guy sometime.”

“He’s short, fat, ugly, and has warts.”

“Yeah, and looks like Gary Cooper. I remember that part. I don’t remember Gary Cooper having warts.”

“Maybe you never looked that close.”

“Well, don’t you look that close either. Come home soon, baby, I miss you.” It was odd but he seemed totally unnerved by Callan Dow, which was unusual for him. Most of the time, he was unconcerned about the men with whom she did business. But for some reason, this time seemed different. Maybe he had read too much about him. The newspapers always made Callan sound glamorous and dashing and like a financial wizard. He was all of those things, but like everyone else, he was human. And Meredith was very much in love with her husband.

“What are you up to today?”

“I don’t know. I’m off as of nine this morning. It’s three now. But it’s so boring when you’re not here to play with.”

“I’ll be home next week, and we can play all weekend.”

“I can’t wait to see you.” He was lonelier than usual, and for some reason, he seemed restless to her. Maybe he really was jealous and unnerved by her traveling around with Callan. She was almost sorry she’d told him they’d gone dancing, but she never lied to him. And he knew that about her. “Have fun shopping today. Call me when you get back to the hotel.”

“I will,” she promised, and she meant it. But as it turned out, she and Callan dragged around the shops until six o’clock, and then rushed back to change for dinner and the theater.

They went to Rule’s, and sat upstairs in a private room, and then dashed off to see a new production of Romeo and Juliet, and thoroughly enjoyed it. They went to Mark’s Club, which he was a member of, for drinks afterward, and by the time she got home, she was too tired to call him.

She called Steve on Sunday afternoon before she left for Heathrow, but he was out, and she tried again when she got to Geneva, but by then he was working. So she gave up and had dinner with Callan and Charlie McIntosh, went to bed early, and the next morning they made their presentation to the Swiss investors. Charlie was in a much better mood than he’d been, and was actually civil to Meredith after the meeting. And Callan was pleased to see it.

And at four o’clock, they were on a plane to Paris, and all three were surprisingly congenial on the trip, which led Meredith to hope that Charlie had finally begun to understand the wisdom of what they were doing. And his benevolence toward her had been considerably enhanced by two martinis on the flight to Paris.

They were at the Ritz by dinnertime, and before Meredith could say a word, Callan informed her that he had made reservations at the Tour d’Argent for them. Charlie had other plans, and she put on the only other dinner dress she’d brought, a pale green silk the color of her eyes, and when she appeared in the bar at the Ritz, a number of heads turned, and Callan beamed at her.

“You look smashing, Meredith!” he said, without hesitation.

“Thank you.”

Dinner was predictably fabulous, and they spent most of the evening talking business, despite the sumptuous meal and the elegant surroundings. She wanted to prepare him for their presentation in the morning. The French weren’t always easy, but news of their offering had already reached the important French investors, and they were as anxious to get on Callan’s bandwagon as everyone else. Meredith didn’t think they’d have any problems with the French.

The car brought them back to the hotel, and she and Callan walked slowly around the Place Vendôme, to get some air. It was mid-September by then, and a beautiful, balmy evening. And as they walked back to the hotel, she felt chilly in the thin dress, and Callan put his jacket over her shoulders. It smelled of his cologne, and they looked like a happy couple as they chatted and laughed and glanced into the jewelers’ windows. It had been a very pleasant evening. And after their presentation the next day, they were spending one last night in Paris, and then flying back to New York early on Wednesday, in time for their final meeting with her partners, about the pricing of the stock. The stock would be traded the next day, the syndicate would dissolve as soon as all the stock was sold, and his work with Meredith would be over. He seemed to feel almost nostalgic about it as they walked slowly back to the hotel across the most elegant square in Paris.

“What am I going to do without you to talk to every day, Meredith? I’m going to have withdrawals.”

“No, you won’t, you’ll be too busy worrying about your shareholders and what they want to even think about me.”

“I feel like I’m being pushed out of the nest to fly on my own now,” he said, as they walked past Boucheron and Meredith admired an enormous emerald necklace.

“You did fine without me before you met me,” she said confidently, and then she laughed, pulling his jacket a little tighter around her. “Besides, you have Charlie to talk to.”

“That’s a frightening thought,” Callan said, looking more handsome than ever in a white shirt, and dark blue tie. He always looked impeccable, and had an enormous amount of style. He looked like more of a clothes horse sometimes than the head of a successful high-tech venture in Silicon Valley. It made her think of Charlotte and what a handsome couple they must have been years before. He seemed like the right kind of man for a very beautiful, glamorous woman, and there was something very pleasant about being seen with him. People always looked at them when they were out together. “Anyway, my dear, I’m going to miss you.”

“You can call me for free advice anytime you have a problem.”

“If I can even find you. If you’re not away or too busy to return my calls,” he said wistfully. He actually looked sad about it, as she smiled at him.

“My office always knows where to find me,” she reassured him, as they walked up the steps of the Ritz and into the lobby.

They passed down the long corridor of vitrines full of jewelry and gifts, and he left her at her room, with a look of regret, as she handed him back his jacket. It had been another lovely evening, and she had agreed to dine at Lucas Carton with him the next day, but she was charging that one to the firm. He had picked up the tab at the Tour d’Argent, as he had at Harry’s Bar, and both had been pretty impressive. He liked dining in fashionable four-star restaurants, and he didn’t mind paying for it himself, even when he didn’t have to.

They met again the next day, with Charlie McIntosh, and made their final presentations. And the French were as anxious to invest in Dow Tech as everyone else had been, right from the beginning. Their results for Callan had been beyond what her wildest hopes for him had been, and far better than their analysts had predicted. They were going to make an impressive entry onto the scene when the stock was first traded on Thursday. And the tombstone in The Wall Street Journal, announcing who had underwritten the deal, was going to be full of impressive names. She had explained to Cal that there were going to be “majors out of order,” which meant that some of the big firms had agreed to take less stock and were willing to appear beneath the names of the smaller firms specializing in high-tech issues. It was the sign of a very hot deal, and would be very prestigious for them. It was yet another goal she had accomplished for him.

By the time they got back to the hotel at five o’clock, it was clear that they were entitled to a victory celebration. At that precise moment, their due diligence tour was officially over. It had succeeded beyond everything she’d hoped for him, and even Charlie McIntosh was smiling. Although he still didn’t agree with what Cal had done, officially, he had to concede a job well done and thoroughly accomplished. He even commented to Cal that Meredith was an extraordinarily competent woman. And Charlie shook hands with her and congratulated her on how well they had succeeded. He had to leave them a few minutes later, as he was catching an eight o’clock flight that night, back to California. Cal was flying to New York with her the next day, for the final meeting with her partners at her office. And they were hoping to hear that their prospectus had been approved by the SEC by then.

She wore a simple black suit to their dinner at Lucas Carton that night, and it was a leisurely evening, and an extraordinary meal. He said he had talked to his children, and they were fine, but anxious for him to come home.

“So is Steve,” she said over coffee and brandy. “We’ve done a damn good job though.” She looked pleased, and happy for him. She loved what she did, and it had been fun traveling with him. She had enjoyed him more than most of her clients. They worked well together, and seemed to have a lot in common. They shared a number of views about the financial world, and she had always been excited about the high-tech companies she worked with. She had pretty much specialized in them for the past five years, and she knew her stuff, which had vastly impressed Callan. He’d been warned that he might have to do a lot of educating with the investment banking firm he chose. But she had actually educated him about the entire IPO process, and the investment banking world, and he admired her for it.

“So where to from here?” he asked her, as they sipped their brandy.

“The next public offering that comes my way. Same old game. And you? What are you going to do now for excitement?” she teased him. They had a great camaraderie between them. But she had a fairly good idea what he was going to do next. He had already talked to her about a whole new range of high-tech surgical products that he wanted to develop.

“Actually, I’m thinking about acquiring another company,” he confessed. “Give me a couple of years, and Dow Tech will be ten times the size it is today.” He was counting on it, and planning to work toward that.

“I’d love that,” she smiled. They chatted about it for a while, he hadn’t mentioned new acquisitions to her before. He was full of good ideas, and he wanted to strive for new horizons. He wasn’t a man who rested on his laurels, and she liked that about him. She wasn’t one to do that either. They were both ambitious in a very similar fashion.

They were still talking about his ideas when they went back to the hotel, and sat in the bar for a little while. He had another brandy, but she only sat with him. She didn’t want to have a headache when they flew to New York the next day.

And he looked comfortable and relaxed as they sat side by side in a booth and chatted till long after midnight. There was always so much to talk about and share and discuss. They agreed about a lot of things, but she also challenged him, and dared to disagree with him, which he enjoyed about her. They shared a world that few people either enjoyed or understood, and he said that to her with a look of admiration.

“Do you talk to Steve about all this?” he asked, curious. There had never been another woman he could talk to as he did her. It was very rare, in his field, and he knew that.

“Some of it. Not the high-tech world. But he’s gotten pretty knowledgeable about investment banking and how it works. He impresses the hell out of people when he talks about IPOs and red herrings and green shoes. Some people think he’s a banker instead of a doctor.” She smiled as she said it.

“I still think he’s one hell of a lucky guy, and I hope he knows it.”

“He does,” she smiled again. “I’m lucky too. We’re very different, but it works. Maybe because we’ve been together forever. Nearly half my life.” She’d been married to him for fourteen of her thirty-seven years, and that was pretty impressive.

“I was only married half that long, and I felt like I’d been sent to Vietnam and was being held hostage by the Viet Cong. In fact, I enjoyed my two years in Da Nang a lot more than being married to Charlotte.” Meredith could see why, but she still felt sorry for him.

“At least you got three wonderful children out of it.”

“I did. I’m grateful to her for that. Sometimes, it’s hard for me to believe they’re hers. She seems so removed from them, but that’s how she wants it to be.” It didn’t surprise Meredith, she hadn’t looked like a very warm person when they’d run into her in Harry’s Bar. Beautiful, and charming, but ice cold. It made Meredith question what Callan had been looking for when he fell in love with her, if only appearances had been important to him then. And perhaps they still were now.

They sat for a long time talking in the bar that night, holding on to the last moments they were going to share. The next day they were going back to their own lives again, their offices, the people who were important to them, his children in his case, and in hers Steve. But for this one moment, this last evening, they were celebrating their joint victory, and the common world they had so briefly shared.

Knowing that, it didn’t surprise her when he touched her hand, and looked at her very gently. “I want you to know how important all of this has been to me. You did an incredible job, Meredith, and you’ve been a wonderful friend.”

“I’ve enjoyed working with you, Cal.” And traveling, and laughing, and talking about everything from IPOs to having kids. She had also learned a lot from him.

“I hope we have a chance to work together again sometime,” he said, looking wistful.

“Well, if you’re serious about acquiring another company, I might be able to introduce you to some prospects. I’ll keep an eye out for the right one for you.”

“That’s almost reason enough to do it, in spite of Charlie’s objections,” he said, with a smile, and a little while later, he walked her back to her room. He left her outside, as he always did, but this time, he lingered for just an instant, seemed about to say something, and then stopped as she opened her door with the heavy brass key. “Good night, Meredith,” he said simply, watching her. And then, without word or explanation, she leaned toward him, kissed his cheek, turned away, and took a step into her room.

“Good night, Cal,” she said softly, and then as he walked away, she quietly closed the door. She sat down in a chair for a long moment, looking out the window, and thinking about him. A lot had happened in the past few weeks. And she hoped that, whether or not they worked together again, he would always be her friend now.


Chapter 8

THE FLIGHT TO New York on Wednesday seemed to go too quickly. Cal slept, and Meredith worked. Her office had sent her a stack of faxes before they left Paris. And she was still working when they landed at JFK.

Cal woke up and looked at her with a sleepy smile, and then glanced out the window. The landing wheels had just hit the runway.

“What time is it?” he asked, stifling a yawn.

“Two o’clock local time. They’re expecting us at four o’clock in my office.” It would take them that long, she knew, to get through customs, claim their bags, and take a limo into the city. “Everyone wants to congratulate you.”

“They should be congratulating you, Meredith. I hope they realize that.” There were times when he worried about her. He had seen very clearly that Paul Black didn’t appreciate her, and Cal wondered if her other partners were any smarter.

“They do realize it,” she smiled, slipping her papers into her briefcase.

But when they met with the senior partners at four o’clock for the pricing meeting, everyone shook hands with Cal, and all the partners who had come congratulated him and each other. In the melee of people in the conference room, Meredith was all but forgotten. Paul Black made a point of telling her it had been a job well done, but most of the others were intent on talking to Callan and the other senior partners. She was used to it, and it didn’t shock her. They were an old boys’ society of sorts, a secret fraternity that still had trouble acknowledging women. Knowing that, it had meant a great deal to her when she made partner. But as Callan had said during one of their many talks while they were traveling, there was some question as to how far she would go in the firm, and whether or not she had already hit the glass ceiling. For the moment, she still refused to believe she had.

“Meredith is the one you should all be talking about,” Callan made a point of saying to them. “She’s the magician who put it all together. She was incredible,” he said more than once, but no one seemed particularly interested in hearing what he was saying, and it annoyed him. And they were all interrupted by the phone conference with the salesmen of all the firms in the syndicate to handle the last aspects of due diligence. Meredith announced to everyone that the deal had been approved by the SEC, and would be effective in the morning when the market opened. They were all pleased to hear that there would in fact be a green shoe, and the only thing left to do was determine the size of the offering, and the price per share. And Callan agreed to stick with the number of shares indicated in the red herring, and to set the price at only a twenty percent premium over that in the prospectus, so that in the initial trading, given the tremendous oversubscription they had, the stock would rise sharply and quickly. Meredith explained it as “leaving something on the table,” which she knew would make everyone feel good about the offering, and allow the syndicate to dissolve immediately. It was the perfect deal, and it had come to the ideal conclusion, and Callan had no doubt that she was responsible for its success from beginning to end.

He said something about it to her two hours later when he dropped her off at her apartment in a limo. He was on the way to the airport, and heading back to California. Their venture was done, the book was oversubscribed eleven to one, they would go effective the next day, and the tombstone would appear in The Wall Street Journal the day after, on Thursday. Mission accomplished. But Callan still didn’t feel that Meredith had gotten her fair share of the glory.

“They practically ignored you at the meeting, Merrie,” he said with a look of irritation. “What’s wrong with those guys?”

“That’s just the way they are. It doesn’t mean anything. They know what I do. They’re just not very vocal about their recognition.”

“Bullshit. They take you for granted, and you know it. You could have screwed this up royally for them, or done a half-assed job of it, and you didn’t do that. You did a first-rate job every step of the way, better than that. I don’t believe for a minute that we’d have an eleven-to-one oversubscribed book on this if it weren’t for you. The least they could do is say so.”

“That’s not important,” she said simply.

“You’re a better man than I then. I’d be mad as hell right now if I were you. You worked like a Trojan on this offering. They ought to be carrying you around on their shoulders.” He was really angry, and she smiled as they reached her apartment building.

“I’m okay with it, Cal. Honest. I’m a big girl. All I’m interested in are the results. They don’t need to make a fuss about me. This is my job.”

He had made plenty of fuss over her, that was enough, and the stock had been well priced. Meredith was expecting the stock price to rise at least twenty percent above the offering price. Everything had gone exactly the way she wanted. And he felt they owed her more than just cursory thanks for it.

“Have a good flight home,” she said with a smile, as the limo stopped at her front door, and the doorman took her bags from the driver.

“I’m going to miss you,” he said, looking sad.

“I’m going to miss you too. We’ll talk tomorrow when the stock starts trading. I’ll keep you posted.” She hesitated for a moment before leaving the car, and he held her hand for a minute.

“Meredith, thank you for everything.” It was an emotional moment between them. She had helped him fulfill his greatest dream, and it meant a lot to him. “Take care of yourself. And tell that lucky guy of yours that you both have a friend in California.”

“Thanks, Cal.” She kissed his cheek and left the car, and then stood in the doorway and waved as the limo sped off to the airport. And it felt odd after that going upstairs to her apartment. It seemed so anticlimactic now to be home, and even more so when she found the apartment empty.

Steve had left her a note, he’d had to go back to the hospital that night, but he promised to be home the next day, by the time she got home from the office. “Welcome home … I love you,” he’d said, and she smiled as she read it.

She wasn’t upset that he wasn’t there, she was used to it, and she could use the time to read her mail, get her papers in order, and do her laundry. And she was happy later that night when he called her. She was reading in bed, and she jumped when the phone rang.

“Welcome home, Merrie. Sorry I’m not there with you.”

“That’s okay. I’m tired anyway. I’m going to go to bed early.” It was six hours later for her, by French time, roughly five o’clock in the morning. “How’s work?”

“Crazy as usual. Two head-ons, the usual gang members shooting each other up just for the hell of it, and some lunatic who jumped in front of the subway.”

“Sounds like an ordinary night in your part of the world,” she smiled. By his standards, that was business as usual.

“Yeah. It shouldn’t be too bad tonight. I’ll be home tomorrow. Everything okay with you?”

“Fine. I’m just tired.” And depressed for some reason. But that happened sometimes when she came home from a road show. It felt good to be home, but there was a kind of a letdown. Her baby had left the nest and flown, and her job with it was finished. On to the next one. But there was an emptiness in the lull.

She slept fitfully that night, thinking of it, and when she got to the office the next day, she saw the proof for the tombstone for Friday’s Wall Street Journal. It was just as she expected it to be, their name was on the left, which indicated that her firm had been the keeper of the book, and there were several majors out of order, which meant that some of the smaller firms were listed above them, a sign of how hot the deal was, as she had told Callan, when she explained it to him. And she had been in her office in time to make sure that the stock was trading well.

Everyone was talking about Dow Tech. The stock price was already rising, but not so fast or so much that it made her look foolish for not having priced it higher. It was a textbook offering, and what everyone wanted to happen when they took a company public. She was sitting at her desk, feeling pleased with all of it when Cal called her.

“So what’s our next stop, Meredith? I’m ready for the next city.” He was teasing and she laughed.

“Me too. I can’t believe it’s over. Looking back it all seems so easy.” She smiled as she said it, but it had all gone very smoothly.

“Yeah, like childbirth. It only seems easy now because everything went so well, thanks to you. I don’t know what to do with myself now that I’m back.”

“You’ll think of something.” She knew he had plenty of new projects on the back burner, they had talked a lot about them.

“How was Steve when you got back?” he asked politely. They seemed like old friends now.

“I haven’t seen him yet. He was working. He’s taking the weekend off, and he said he was going to lock up my briefcase.”

“I don’t blame him. I would too. Tell him to take you dancing.” She laughed at that. Steve was no Fred Astaire, like Callan. In fact, he hated dancing. He’d rather sit home and watch TV with a glass of wine.

“That’s not his thing, I’m afraid. We’ll probably go to a movie tomorrow. That’s more his speed. What about you? How are the kids?”

“Great. I don’t think they even missed me.” Cal and Meredith were like two kids home from camp or boarding school, they didn’t know what to do at home now. “They have endless plans to torture me all weekend. The girls want me to take them into town, and I have to take Andy to soccer practice. Pretty exciting.” They both led fairly quiet lives, although Meredith suspected that wasn’t always the case for Callan. Charlotte had been a good indication on that score.

“No big social doings this weekend?” She was still curious about him, even after the time they had spent together, or perhaps even more so.

“You mean like bingo at my church?” he teased. “I do that on Tuesdays.”

“Yeah, me too,” she laughed. “Actually I’m meeting a new client next week about an IPO, it sounds pretty interesting. They’re a small high-tech firm in Boston.”

“I’ve been gone for less than a day, and you’re already being unfaithful to me. I thought you’d want to hang up your spurs after this one, and just live on our memories.” He sounded poetic as he said it.

“How’s Charlie doing, speaking of memories? Happy to be back in the fold?”

“I’m not sure,” Cal said vaguely. “He scheduled a meeting with me this afternoon, and I get the feeling something’s brewing. He’s still ticked off that we went public, but that’s no secret. You knew that.”

“Charlie doesn’t exactly keep his feelings secret, does he?” she laughed. She didn’t miss him. He had remained ornery right up to the last few minutes, but he’d been momentarily gracious when he left them. And even he had to admit that the entire process had gone far better than anyone had expected.

“Well, have a good weekend, Meredith, and a good rest. You’ve earned it.”

“So have you, Cal.”

“I’ll call you sometime next week and see how things are going,” he promised.

She hung up, and got caught up in her office all afternoon, and when she got home at six o’clock, Steve was waiting for her. He swept her off her feet as soon as she walked into the living room, twirled her around, and kissed her.

“Boy, have I missed you.”

“I’ve only been gone a week, you goof.”

“It seemed a whole lot longer. To me at least.” He smiled and kissed her again, poured them both a glass of wine, and an hour later, after they chatted for a while, he started dinner. He had been hungry to talk to her, and see her, and feel her next to him in bed at night.

He made pasta for them, salad, and garlic bread, and halfway through the meal, he got amorous with her, and the rest of the meal went untouched as he carried her into their bedroom. They never got up again that night, and when she got up the next morning, she threw the remains of their dinner away and put the dishes in the dishwasher. Steve was still asleep, and when she checked The Wall Street Journal, the tombstone she had proofed the day before looked exactly as it was meant to.

She left for the office quietly, and Steve called her at the office when he woke up at noon, and for once she managed to go home early. Steve was waiting for her in the living room, he already had dinner on, and as soon as they finished, they went to the movies.

In every possible way, it was an idyllic weekend. They talked and laughed and went for long walks in the park. The weather was still warm and balmy, it was that perfect time of year in New York that felt almost like spring, that happened nearly every year in the last weeks of September.

And on Saturday night, they went out to dinner at a neighborhood restaurant they both liked. It was a far cry from Harry’s Bar where she’d spent the previous Saturday night with Callan, but this was just what she wanted. She and Steve managed to spend uninterrupted time with each other for the first time in months. He was off call all weekend, and she lived up to her promise to him not to touch her briefcase. Everything was perfect. And on Monday morning when she left for work, he put on his scrubs and left for the hospital. He was going to be gone for two days this time, some of it on call in the hospital, and the rest actively on duty. And they both had easy weeks ahead of them, or at least Meredith did. With him, he could never quite predict it.

She checked on the Dow Tech stock when she got in, and it was still going up at a good clip, which pleased her. She was thinking about calling Cal to congratulate him again on it, when her secretary buzzed her.

“Callan Dow on the line for you, Mrs. Whitman,” she said briskly, and Meredith stopped what she was doing and took the call.

“Hi there. I was just about to call. The stock’s still going up very nicely.” She had bought a fair-sized chunk of it for herself right after the opening, as the SEC permitted, so she now had a personal interest in it as well. “What’s new in California?”

“Well, Meredith,” he said, sounding strange to her for a minute, “things have been moving and shaking out here.” A lot had happened since Friday, and he hadn’t had a chance to call her all weekend. He’d been busy with his kids.

“What does that mean?” Meredith sounded puzzled, but intrigued by the way he’d said it.

“Charlie handed in his resignation on Friday, which could be a problem, if it upsets the stockholders, or triggers a lawsuit, but I’m hoping that won’t happen. We had a long serious talk, and he just can’t make his peace with the fact that we’re a public company. He doesn’t want to answer to shareholders, and he’s violently opposed to my acquiring another company eventually. Actually he was pretty decent about it, and he says I’ve outgrown him. He says he’s too old to make the adjustment. And I honestly think he made the right decision, given how he feels.”

Meredith nodded as she thought about it. “It may be for the best, Cal, although I know you have a lot of history with him. You need to find someone now who fits the direction you’re taking and is willing to grow with you, and is even enthusiastic about it.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” he said simply.

“Do you have anyone in mind yet? How much notice did he give you?”

“The answers to both those questions are ‘yes,’ and ‘two weeks,’ in that order.”

“That’s hardly a generous notice.”

“To tell the truth, I think he made his mind up before the road show, and he was just waiting to tell me when we got back. He doesn’t think he should stick around now that he’s decided he’s going.” And it was hard for him to go too. Callan knew that, in his own way, Charlie loved Dow Tech and what it represented to him. Callan knew that better than Merrie.

“So who are you thinking of for the job? Someone on the outside, or within the company?” she asked him, sounding pensive, trying to think if she knew anyone for him, but she didn’t offhand.

“Outside actually.” Sitting at his desk, he was smiling, but she couldn’t see it. “I wanted to see what you thought of my idea.”

“Do I know them?” She sounded interested. She had a maternal interest in Dow Tech now, and was touched that he had called her to advise him.

“Intimately, actually. In fact, I think this person is the ideal replacement for Charlie.”

“I’m dying of curiosity, Cal,” she said, smiling. “Who is it?”

“Go look in the mirror, Merrie,” he said softly, and there was a long pause as she absorbed what he was saying to her.

“What does that mean?” She sounded startled.

“I’d like you to be our new CFO, Meredith. You’re exactly what this company needs … and what I need. You have the same kind of vision I do, the same goals for the company. You know everything there is to know about this business. And I’ve shared all my secrets and future plans with you. Merrie, you’re perfect.” At first, she thought he was kidding. At least she hoped so. It was very flattering, but there was no way she could do it. She already had a job, a home, and a husband, and there was no way she could leave New York now. What would Steve do?

“That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in years, Cal.” She hated to turn him down, but she knew she had to. “But you know I can’t do it.”

“Why not?” He didn’t sound as though he were going to take no for an answer. “Of course you can do it, if you want to.” And he sounded as though he was going to be insulted if she didn’t.

“I’m an investment banker, Cal. And I really don’t know enough about your business to be an effective CFO. As impossible as he is, Charlie knows a hell of a lot more about it than I do. What’s more, I’m a partner in my firm, and I have a husband who works here. I can’t just drop everything and move to California.”

“People do it all the time, Meredith, and you know it. They change careers, jobs, fields, that’s what life is all about, changing and growing. You’d be terrific at it. And what’s more, you’re heading for a dead end where you are, and you know that too. It’s written all over the walls there. They don’t appreciate you, they don’t have any concept of how extraordinary you are, but I do. You would be invaluable to me here. And if you want me to be crass about it, you’d make a hell of a lot more money. This could be a great thing for you. And Steve could get a job here. We have trauma units here. SF General has one of the best in the country. Does that answer all your objections?” She was overwhelmed for a moment as she listened.

“Some of them. But I can’t just make a decision like that at the drop of a hat. I’d have to discuss it with Steve. He has a great job here.”

“As the number-two man. Maybe he could be the number-one guy here. Why don’t you talk to him about it?”

“And say what? That I’m giving up a career I’ve spent twelve years on, and I want him to drop everything too, and follow me out there? Cal, this is an enormous decision.” She sounded breathless as she answered. He had really stunned her.

“I know that, Meredith. I didn’t expect you to do it lightly. But as your friend, I can tell you that I think it would be the best thing that ever happened to you. Why don’t you come out this week and talk to me about it?”

“I can’t,” she said, sounding panicked. It was the first time he had ever heard her sound ruffled.

“Why not?” He was relentless when there was something he wanted, and she felt as though there were an express train heading toward her. There were reasons why Callan Dow had been so successful. When he wanted something, he pursued it, until he got it.

“I have meetings this week,” she said weakly.

“Then come next week, or this weekend. But let’s at least discuss it.”

“I know the job, Cal. I know the company. I know you. That’s not the problem. You don’t need to woo me. But I have a life here.”

“You’d have a better life here. Do you want me to speak to Steve about it?”

“No, I’ll talk to him myself. But he’s going to think I’m crazy, or you are.” She sounded worried, but he seemed euphoric, which scared her. He didn’t want to listen to her very sensible objections.

“Maybe I am crazy, but it’s the best idea I’ve had in years. I think Charlie McIntosh did me a great big favor.”

“I think he turned my life upside down is what he did,” she said, laughing, catching her breath finally. Cal was amazing.

“Will you consider it at least? Talk to Steve and see what he thinks. He’s a smart guy, from what you tell me. It could just be he’ll see this as a tremendous opportunity, which it is. Meredith, I’d be willing to give you options to acquire up to one percent of the company, and I could pay you a lot more than they do.” There was no question about it, with the stock options he was talking about, the offer was very tempting. But they still had a life in New York, and Steve’s job to consider. Palo Alto was a long way from Manhattan, and everything they had and knew there.

“Cal, your offer is incredible. But I just don’t know. I don’t think it would be easy for Steve to leave the trauma unit. I hate to even ask him to do it. It’s just not fair to him.”

“And if the shoe were on the other foot, and he were getting the fantastic offer, which involved moving, would you go?” He was putting her feet to the fire and she knew it.

“He wouldn’t ask me to, Cal. He’s too decent to do that.”

“It’s not a matter of decency, Merrie, this is business, big business, and a chance to make some real money for both of you, and have a good life here.”

“I’ll talk to Steve,” she said finally, “but don’t get your hopes up. I have to respect the fact that he has a good job here, and might not want to relocate. You probably need to find someone right there in California, maybe someone right in the company that you’re not thinking of at the moment.”

“No one in my outfit can hold a candle to you, Merrie. Even Charlie suggested that I talk to you. He was very impressed by you. Come on. … I need you. … You can’t let me down now, not after everything we’ve just done together. This is my baby, Merrie, and a little bit yours too. Don’t you want to help me make it even better than it is now?”

“Stop guilt-tripping me,” she said, laughing, “you’re terrible!”

“I just want you to come out here to talk to me about this. The sooner the better. Will you come out this week, Merrie?”

“Let me talk to Steve about it. He’s at the hospital but he’ll be home on Wednesday. I don’t want to talk to him about this on the phone.”

“I don’t want to wait that long. Go see him. You could come out on Wednesday.”

“And what am I supposed to say to my partners?” She sounded flustered again at the prospect of dropping everything and running out to California to discuss a new job with Callan. This was beginning to sound scary. But intriguing.

“Tell them you need a vacation. You’ve earned it.”

“I hate to lie to them, Cal.”

“Oh for chrissake, then tell them the truth, that they don’t appreciate you, and don’t know their asses from a hole in the ground when it comes to treating you right, and they don’t deserve to have you, I do. So you’re coming out to California to see me.” 

“They’ll really love that, Cal.”

“It’s the truth, you know, Merrie. And they know it too. Now go talk to your husband at the hospital, and call me tonight.”

“Don’t push me.”

“I will push you till you agree to come out here, to talk to me at least. You owe yourself that much.”

“I owe my husband a lot too, Cal. I can’t just rip his career out by the roots and tell him to find a job in California, because it suits me. He may just tell me to forget it.”

“Not if he’s the guy you say he is. I think he may surprise you.”

And as it so happened, he did, when Meredith met him that night in the cafeteria at nine o’clock to report the conversation to him. She felt half crazy telling him about it, but as she stumbled along, explaining what Cal had offered her, Steve looked at her intensely.

“Is that what you want, Merrie?” he asked her bluntly.

“I don’t know what I want, sweetheart,” she said honestly. “It’s a hell of a good offer, and his company is very exciting. But we have a life here. I’ve been where I am for twelve years, and I love being a partner in an investment banking firm that’s a major player on Wall Street. And you have a great job here. I don’t think it’s fair to ask you to just walk out on all that, and move to California.”

“Why not, if it’s better for both of us in the long run? We might like it out there.” The thought had crossed his mind almost immediately that if he could get her away from Wall Street, she might finally want to have children. And California would be a great place to raise a family.

“Would you really be willing to move out there?” She looked startled by what Steve was saying to her.

“Maybe. If I can find a job, and I don’t see why I couldn’t. People shoot each other in California too. They even have gangs there,” he said, smiling. He had taken it a lot better than she’d expected him to. He even seemed enthusiastic about it, possibly even more than she was. She was still very nervous about it. It was a big change for her, into a whole new career, although Cal’s offer was undeniably very tempting. “Why don’t you go talk to him at least?”

“That’s what he said.” She still seemed hesitant, but Steve didn’t. He was excited for her.

“I think you should do that. When did he want you to come out?”

“Maybe Wednesday. I have a meeting with a new client tomorrow.”

“So go. And if you love it, I’ll fly out to meet you on Friday. I’m off again this weekend.”

“How’d you manage that?” She looked intrigued, and touched by how open he was to Cal’s offer. It was obvious Steve wanted what was best for her, and he was willing to make sacrifices himself, even big ones, to help her achieve that.

“I sold my soul to get the weekend for us, Merrie. Sounds like it was lucky I did. Maybe we can talk to some hospitals while I’m out there. He must have some connections. And I know a couple of guys at Stanford. They trained here.”

“You’re incredible, baby,” she said, reaching across the table to hold his hand. He was even more wonderful than she had told Cal he was.

“So are you. So go home and call him.”

“I can call him tomorrow.” But in the end, she didn’t. She called him as soon as she walked into the apartment, and he was thrilled to hear her.

“So what did Steve say?”

“He wants me to come out and see you. He’s incredible. He isn’t even opposed to relocating.”

“That’s because he’s smart and knows a good deal when he hears it. And besides, he loves you.”

“I love him too. He has to be the most decent man alive to be willing to do this. He said that if I want him to, he’ll fly out to meet me over the weekend, and take a look around. He knows some guys at Stanford.”

“I can help you with that, Merrie. I know plenty of people in hospitals. He can have any job he wants here. And you can be my CFO, and we’ll all live happily ever after.”

“You make it sound so simple,” but they both knew it wasn’t. It wasn’t easy to transplant two careers across a country, or maybe he was right, and it wasn’t as complicated as she thought. She didn’t know what to think now. The obstacles that had seemed so huge to her at first seemed to be dissolving one by one, and she really had to decide now if this was what she wanted. But before she could make that decision, she had to talk to Cal.

“It can be simple, if you want it to be, Meredith. If it’s right, it will be,” he said confidently. “So when are you coming out? What about tomorrow?”

“I have to meet a new client,” she reminded him.

“With any luck at all, you could be wasting his time. At least I hope so.”

“We don’t know that yet, do we?” she said firmly. She still had responsibilities to her partners in New York, and she had to respect that. “What about Wednesday? I could spend three days out there with you, if you like. The rest of my week is pretty open.”

“That sounds perfect.” He sounded delighted about it, and she was too. Everything was happening so fast it was a little bit terrifying. “I’ll pick you up at the airport, just let me know when you’re coming.”

“Are you sure you’re not making a huge mistake, Cal? Just because we did a successful IPO together doesn’t mean I’d make a good CFO for you.” She had never done anything like it. But she knew a lot about Dow Tech and she loved it.

“Trust me, Meredith. I know what I’m doing. One thing I do know is talent when I see it, and I haven’t been as impressed in years. If I’d known you’d even consider it, I’d have kissed Charlie when he resigned. This is the biggest favor anyone’s ever done me.”

“Well, don’t get too excited. Let’s talk first.”

“We’ll do lots of that, I promise. Ask me anything you want to know when you get here, Merrie. I have no secrets from you.” She loved that about him. He was an honest man, with integrity and a brilliant mind. It was a terrific combination, and she already knew they worked well together. But still, it was an enormous decision, and she couldn’t let Steve risk his career for her either. She had to look out for his best interests, even if he was inclined to be kind to her. She wanted him to be happy too, that was vital to her. “I can’t wait to see you,” Cal added.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again this soon.” She laughed. This was all so new and so unexpected. She had never dreamed anything like this would happen as a result of his public offering and their road show. It seemed almost providential to her. But she was still worried about it. She wanted to make the right decision for all of them, and it was an awesome responsibility to do that.

“I was afraid I’d have to start another company just so I could take it public and see you again. This is great news, Merrie. And you and I do such great work together.”

“We do, don’t we,” she smiled. She was still so pleased with how his stock was doing. “Well, let’s see what happens when I come out to California.”

“I’m going to start burning candles, Meredith … or doing rain dances or something. I’m going to do my damnedest to talk you into this. I hope you know that.”

“I kind of suspected you might,” she laughed again. He wasn’t the kind of man to take no for an answer. But she was also very grateful to her husband for letting her go out there, he was being incredibly generous to encourage her to do it, especially if it represented a sacrifice to him, which was entirely possible. But for her sake, he was willing to chance that, and she loved him all the more for it.

“See you on Wednesday,” Cal said cheerily as they hung up, and after they did, Meredith sat silently in her living room, staring at the phone, and wondering what would happen in California.


Chapter 11

THE WEEK IN New York flew by too fast. Steve had taken the week off too, and the time they shared was idyllic. They played in the snow, and went sledding in the park. They went for long walks, and out for dinner. They made love more than they had in years, as though they were both desperate to cling to each other. And after the first few days, they finally talked seriously about their problem.

“What are we going to do?” Meredith was the first to ask. “We can’t live like this forever.”

“I hope we won’t have to,” he said sadly. With Meredith there, and so obviously in love with him, he was calmer than he had been in a while.

“Do you want me to quit my job? I will if it’s what you want,” she said honestly. They had been apart for almost three months, and with no job for him on the West Coast, there was no end of their separation in sight.

“Of course I don’t want that. I want what’s good for you. Something will turn up sooner or later,” Steve said calmly.

“What if it’s later? What if it takes six months? Or a year?”

“Then we’ll live with it. And if nothing great turns up, I’ll take a job in some ER and wait for the right opportunity while I’m there. This is not a tragedy, it’s just a tough time. Other people seem to do it.”

“Some of them don’t make it,” she said, looking worried. The incident with Cal on Christmas Eve had told her that no one was invulnerable, and no matter how much they loved each other, living on opposite coasts presented a real danger for them. For Meredith, it had been a warning, but she had no intention of saying that to him. She didn’t want to hurt him.

“What does that mean?” Steve asked, looking confused.

“It means that some people’s marriages fall apart, living like this. It puts a hell of a lot of pressure on both of us. Things haven’t exactly been easy lately.”

“I know that. But we can do it. It’s worth it. I don’t want you giving up a job you love, or an opportunity like the one Cal gave you. You love working with him, it’s the most exciting job you’ve ever had, and you’re making a goddamn fortune.”

“It’s not worth losing you for,” she said clearly. “Nothing is worth that to me, Steve. No job on the planet would be worth that, and no amount of money.”

“I know that,” he said, pulling her into his arms, and kissing her. “I’ll be out there in a couple of months, and we’ll look back on all this and laugh. We can do it, Merrie. I promise.” She felt as though she were being pulled away from him sometimes, by a force that was bigger than they were, as though the fates were conspiring against them. But she didn’t want to say that to him. “Let’s just try and spend the weekends together more often.” From that standpoint, the past few months had been a disaster for them. She seemed to get tied up in Palo Alto every weekend, and he was always on duty at the hospital, and between colds and meetings and blizzards and bad luck, they had hardly seen each other.

“I think that’ll help,” she said pensively, and he nodded.

“And I’ll keep beating the bushes for work in San Francisco. I can’t go anywhere right now anyway for the next two months, until Lucas recovers from his hip. So we know I’ll be here for that long. And maybe by then a job will open up in the Bay Area.” He sounded hopeful, more so than he had in a long time. Being with her had really boosted his spirits.

“Christ, I hope so,” she said, and with that, they fell back into bed. They even managed to spend New Year’s Eve together, without interference from the trauma unit, which was mostly thanks to Anna Gonzalez, who was covering for him. Steve said that she had absolutely forbidden anyone to call him. “I owe her a giant thank you,” Meredith said, as she packed her bags on New Year’s Day, to go back to California. They were both sad she was going, but it had been a great week for them, and even Meredith felt more secure about the relationship than she had on Christmas morning. She felt as though they were safe again. And everything he had said made sense. A job would have to turn up for him sooner or later. And if not, he said he’d come out anyway, even if he had to be a paramedic, although she knew he didn’t really mean that.

“I want you to meet Anna the next time you’re here,” Steve said over the dinner he cooked her before she left. “She’s an amazing woman. She’s from San Juan, and grew up dirt poor. She got a full scholarship to Yale, and then another one for med school. She was married to some rich kid at the law school, and I gather his family was none too pleased about it. They eventually forced him to ditch her, but not until after she had a baby. He left her high and dry during her residency with no money and a newborn baby. The kid is five now, and she’s living in some miserable walk-up apartment on the West Side. She’s an incredible physician. We were lucky to find her.”

“What does she look like?” Meredith asked, and Steve laughed.

“You sound just like a woman,” he teased her.

“I am a woman.”

“So I noticed.” They had just made love again an hour before. “One for the road,” as he called it. “She’s nice looking, not gorgeous. A little thin, a little nervous, a lot stressed out. She has a kid to support, and she seems to live hand to mouth, doing locum tenens. I’m trying to get them to hire her permanently. We could really use her in the unit. And when I leave, she could replace me. She’d love it.”

“She sounds like a paragon of virtue.” Something about the way he talked about her made Meredith uneasy. And somehow his vague physical description of her seemed just a bit too sketchy. “How old is she?”

“Thirty-three. She’s no kid. And she’s pretty bitter about her ex-husband.” He sounded sympathetic.

“Doesn’t he have to support the child?”

“He sends her two hundred bucks a month. Apparently, he won’t even talk to her, won’t see the child, and has since remarried some debutante, and just had twins.”

“Nice guy,” Meredith commented, and then realized that she was jealous, which was ridiculous. Steve wasn’t the one who’d kissed Cal on Christmas Eve. She was still sorry that had happened, and feeling guilty about it, because she knew Steve would never have done that. He had always been faithful to her, and so had she. But she also knew it would never happen again. Cal knew how upset she had been, and she also knew she wouldn’t let it happen.

Steve took Meredith to the airport when she left, and they looked like newlyweds as they hugged and kissed and held each other. She had promised to come back in two weeks, no matter how busy they both were. She knew now, more than ever, that their visits were vital to them. She left him with a last kiss, boarded the plane, and thought about him all the way to California. But she felt a lot better than she had a week before, when she’d arrived the day after Christmas.

She got back to her apartment in Palo Alto just after midnight, and she fell asleep dreaming of Steve. And she was up bright and early the next morning. She was at her desk, looking busy and pleased when Cal got in, and he stood in her office doorway for a moment. He was searching her face for signs of awkwardness with him, but there were none. She looked up and smiled at him. And he could see that things were different than they had been ever so briefly. She looked happier than she had in weeks, and he was pleased for her.

“How was New York?” But he didn’t need to ask. He could see it.

“Terrific. How was Mexico?” She sounded at ease with him, and he was relieved.

“Hot and sunny. Lots of tequila and margaritas.”

“No turista?” She laughed at him and he grinned. He was so happy that she wasn’t angry or ill at ease with him, after his stupidity in kissing her on Christmas Eve. He had learned an important lesson. And he’d been lucky. This time. She might have quit, or been furious with him, but she obviously wasn’t.

“I think the booze kills all the bugs. It was fine.”

“I’m glad. How are the children?”

“A little jangled. They always are after being with Charlotte. She always seems to unnerve them.”

“They’ll settle down now that they’re home.”

“How was Steve?” he asked cautiously as he walked into her office carrying the briefcase she had given him for Christmas. He loved it. And she was wearing the Bulgari watch he’d given her. She had left it in San Francisco rather than upset Steve with it, when she went to New York. But all was well in the world for both of them now, and business was booming.

“Steve was off all week for once.” She looked pleased as she said it. “And he’s being very reasonable about the job situation. He’s stuck there for the next two months anyway. I’m just going to have to make more of an effort to go home on weekends. I’m going back again in two weeks.” And her saying that reminded him of something.

“I’ve organized a retreat, for top management, in Hawaii in three weeks. I was going to tell you. I think they can use it.” He gave her the dates and she jotted them down on her calendar.

“Sounds good to me,” she smiled at him, and then reminded him they had a finance committee meeting in ten minutes.

“Slave driver. Where’s my margarita? Where’s the beach?” She laughed and wagged a finger at him in answer.

“Never mind that. The vacation’s over. We have a lot of work to do, Mr. Dow.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he saluted, and disappeared to his office to collect his papers.

They worked together after the finance meeting all afternoon, and he could detect only the faintest change in her attitude toward him. She was a little more businesslike, a little more cautious with him, but by the end of the day, everything seemed back to normal. And when she left, she waved cheerily and said she’d see him in the morning. It was as though she had shut him out just a little bit, but he couldn’t say that she was wrong to do so. He had thought about her a lot when he was in Mexico, and worried about how things would be when they met again. But worse than that, he had missed talking to her every day, and he was surprised himself to realize that morning how glad he was to see her.

He invited her to dinner with the kids that weekend, but she said she had too much work to do. She spent the day in the office on Saturday, and on Sunday she went to look at more houses in the city, and this time he didn’t offer to go with her. And when his kids asked where she was, he told them she was busy. They complained about not seeing her, but he realized it was just as well that he and Meredith backed off from each other a bit. They had ventured into dangerous waters for a little while, and luckily swam clear of them. It was better this way, he knew. But every time he looked at his briefcase over the weekend, he was startled to realize he missed her. He felt oddly close to her, closer than he had been to anyone in years.


Chapter 13

THE RETREAT THAT Callan had planned for Dow Tech’s senior management was scheduled to last four days, and was booked into the Mauna Lani, on the island of Hawaii. More than thirty of his staff had been invited to attend, and eighteen of them were bringing spouses. It was a large group, and managing the arrangements was like organizing the transport of an invading army. Meals had to be planned, activities for every night, luaus, dinner parties, hula displays, and of course meetings.

By the day before they left, Meredith was ready to throw them all out the window. And when she complained to Cal about it, he thought it was funny.

“People turn into children when they go somewhere,” she moaned, as they went over the last details for the meetings. They had to be planned in the morning, so people could play tennis or golf, go to the beach, take island tours, or go shopping. The meetings weren’t supposed to be too long, too demanding, or too boring. In truth, it was more of an excuse to get everyone acquainted, but suddenly there were requests for special rooms, special meals, and in two cases, massages.

“Just do the best you can,” he told Meredith and the two women who were in charge of arrangements. Meredith was involved, because she had to keep track of expenses, and he trusted her judgment.

“Why don’t we just send everyone a check, and tell them to go to Las Vegas for the weekend?” Meredith grumbled.

“We’ll try that next year,” Cal agreed, remaining good humored. He was looking forward to it, and only sorry he couldn’t take his children. He knew the hotel well, had been there before with them, and knew they would have loved it. But this trip was strictly for adults, although they were behaving like high school kids going on tour with the school band. Before they even left, there were squabbles about room assignments. Several people were familiar with the hotel, and had preferences about floors, corners, heights, views, and air conditioning.

Meredith had told Steve about it, and asked if he wanted to come. But he was on call, and he knew she’d be busy. And with his schedule, he really couldn’t get away.

“I’m going to miss you,” she said to him on the phone the night before they left.

“You won’t even know I’m not there. It sounds like you’ll have your hands full keeping everyone happy.” He was pleased for her. It sounded like a nice change, and in spite of the headaches, he was sure she’d enjoy it. Meredith was far less certain. Everyone had been real pains in the neck so far.

But on the day they left, as they congregated in the airport wearing everything from Hawaiian shirts to white linen suits, they were all in good spirits. It looked like a traveling cocktail party, and when she finally settled into her seat on the plane next to Cal, in first class, she was exhausted. Only a handful of them were traveling first class, the chief officers of the company. The others were in coach, in a large block of seats she had gotten for them at a healthy discount.

“Do I want to know what this is costing us?” Cal asked her with a look of amusement, as a flight attendant served them champagne, and Meredith declined it. At nine in the morning, it was just too early, and she asked for coffee instead.

“You only want to know, if they let me give you oxygen on takeoff,” she said, sipping her coffee.

“That’s what I thought. Don’t tell me. It’s good for morale. Or it’s supposed to be anyway.” And once they took off, she relaxed, and settled into her seat with a stack of reading. He scolded her for bringing her briefcase with her.

“I can’t go anywhere without it, Cal,” she smiled sheepishly. “It makes me feel too guilty.”

“We’ll have to sign you up for hula lessons to distract you. I don’t want you working too hard on this trip, Meredith. You have to get a little fun out of it. Everyone else will.”

“Not if they don’t get their special diets, or their rooms are on the wrong floors, or they can’t get into the luau.”

“They’ll survive it.” They went over the schedule for the meetings, and the groups, and the outlines he had drawn up for discussions, and eventually, Meredith put her papers away, and let Cal talk her into watching the movie. They were on a direct flight to Kona, and the flight was just long enough to allow for one meal, a snack, the movie, and a short nap between takeoff and landing. And halfway through the flight, she saw Cal looking pensively out the window, and couldn’t help wondering what he was thinking.

“Are you okay?” she asked him gently.

“I’m fine.” He looked at her. “I was just thinking. We’ve brought this company so far in a short time. I feel very lucky.”

“It’s not luck, Cal. You’ve worked hard for all of this.”

“So have you in the past four months.” No one had ever worked harder. He was grateful, every time he thought about it, that Charlie had left, and Meredith had joined them. She was one of his greatest assets. “I hope you’re as happy with us, as we are with you,” he said gratefully.

“I am. If we ever get Steve a job out here, my life will be perfect.” She looked sad as she said it. It was so hard never having him part of her daily life anymore. He seemed so far away now. And he was. He was someone she visited once or twice a month, like an old friend, or an old boyfriend. There were times when he no longer seemed like her husband. He was no longer part of her daily activities, never there to laugh with or talk to, or share her problems with, except when she could reach him on his pager. He seemed to be home less and less often these days. Like her, he was always working. He had nothing else to do without her.

“I know it’s hard on you, Merrie,” Cal said quietly. “I wish there was something I could do about it.”

“Maybe one day there will be. In the meantime, we just have to get through it.” But it wasn’t easy. He was one of the only spouses who hadn’t come on the trip. And she hated the fact that he wouldn’t be there.

“It’s a damn shame his job fell through in the East Bay. That was rotten luck.”

“Maybe it was fate,” she said philosophically. “Maybe something better will turn up soon.” She was still hopeful.

“I hope so.” Cal sounded sincere as he said it. More than anything, he wanted her to be happy. Because if she wasn’t happy, there was always the chance that she would leave the company, and the thought of that terrified him. Dow Tech needed her now, and so did he, to run the financial end of his business. More than that, he needed her personally. He told her everything, and shared all his fears and joys and confidences with her. They were almost like partners in the business. And there was more than that to it now too. He even confided in her about his children. They were confidants and coconspirators, and best friends.

“It’s too bad he couldn’t come on this trip. It would have done you both good,” Cal said. He genuinely regretted it for her, and he knew she’d been disappointed when Steve said he couldn’t come.

“It’s probably just as well. I’ll be too busy working.” She was making three presentations with Cal, and another on her own in a separate meeting.

“You’d better make time for some fun too. I don’t want you running yourself ragged to keep everyone else happy. Let them fend for themselves a little bit. You’re not their tour guide.”

“Tell them that,” she laughed. “You’d never have known it, from the lists of requests I’ve been getting.”

“Tear them up. And that’s an order.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, and saluted smartly while he chuckled.

They talked about other things then, and he told her some funny stories about past retreats, and the crazy things people did when they were in an environment as totally different as this. Charlie McIntosh had gotten drunk and actually slept with one of the hula girls years before, and never lived it down. The story had circulated for years, and he always denied it, but everyone knew it was true, except his wife.

“I’ll try to behave,” she said, laughing over it with Cal, and then he looked at her pensively for a long moment, and she was suddenly reminded of Christmas.

“I hope not,” he said softly. She didn’t answer him, but they were so close sometimes that it frightened her. In some ways, Cal filled the role that Steve had, when they were living in the same city. There was nothing she didn’t tell Cal. And whatever lack of ease had developed between them over the foolishness on Christmas Eve, had been dispelled when she came back after New Year. They were back to their comfortable friendship. But there were moments when the strength of his personality was like a magnet that drew her to him, not necessarily romantically, but she had a sense more often than not, that they were soul mates. It was as though they had been destined to meet and work together, and build an empire. They were like two halves of one entity that fit perfectly, and at times, she didn’t understand it. It was hard to believe they hadn’t known each other all their lives. It felt that way sometimes, even more so than with Steve. In some ways, she and Cal had more in common, they shared the same goals, the same needs, the same drive, the same passion for business. Steve lived in a different world, his motives seemed purer to her, he was a different kind of human being. And he cared absolutely not at all about money. He didn’t understand the work she did, and he really didn’t want to know about it. He just wanted to know that she was enjoying what she did. How she did it, and why, was of no importance to him. But Cal understood everything about it. In some ways, that was easier for her.

The plane landed shortly after noon, local time, and she and Cal herded their charges off the plane, and managed to get everyone on the bus to the hotel. The luggage would come later, and whatever was lost would eventually be found. They were all free that afternoon, and they didn’t have to meet up until dinner. A luau had been arranged for them, and afterward there was to be dancing. The meetings weren’t scheduled to start until the next morning. She and Cal were going to kick them off with a short speech, and after that, there was going to be a slide show. She had it all organized, and they had talked about it on the plane. There was nothing left to do except relax, go to the beach or the pool that afternoon, and then meet the others for dinner.

“Do you want to have lunch in my room?” Cal asked as they checked into the hotel. His room was next to hers, and as it turned out, they shared a terrace.

“Sure,” she said easily. “I want to go swimming afterward. Maybe we can escape the others until dinner.”

“Sounds good to me,” he said, and then carried her briefcase to her room for her. She was surprised to see she had a suite, and so did he, and then she realized he had personally reserved hers for her. It had a large, handsome living room, all done in sandy tones, and a beautifully done white bedroom. It looked like a spread in a magazine, and there were huge silver-dipped conch shells on the coffee table. She had a small kitchenette, a bar, and there was music playing when she walked into the room, with Cal just behind her. “This is spectacular,” she said to him, as she looked out at the palm trees that framed the view of the ocean.

“I thought it would be pretty at sunset. And I wanted you next to me, so the others didn’t bother you.” They were all on other floors, which had been clever of him. It didn’t even occur to her that they might think it was odd that their rooms were side by side. There had never been any gossip about them, and everyone knew she was married. She talked about Steve often.

Cal went to his own room then, and settled in, and their luggage arrived a few minutes later. Nothing had gotten lost apparently, which was nothing short of a miracle, with a group that size. Cal had ordered club sandwiches for them, and everything was set up on his terrace, when she joined him. He had even ordered her a mai-tai.

“I’m going to be following in Charlie’s footsteps if I don’t watch out,” she laughed, “and getting drunk at lunch time.”

“If you start chasing hula girls, Meredith, I’m going to send you home.”

“I’ll try not to,” she said demurely.

The sandwiches were delicious, and the mai-tai was too strong, but she sipped a little of it, and they sat on his terrace for a long time, admiring the view, and relaxing. And then finally, she got up and told him she was going swimming.

“I’ll keep you company,” he offered, and they both went to change, and she came back a few minutes later in a bikini with a long shirt over it, and sandals, and she looked as impeccable as ever. So did he in a bathing suit with a matching shirt and a pair of driving shoes. They made a very handsome couple, and no one would ever have suspected they weren’t married. They seemed so intimate and so comfortable with each other, it would have been hard to believe that they had never slept with each other. Cal commented on it as they went downstairs, and she looked surprised.

“Do you really think people would think we’re married?” It seemed to amuse her. It seemed an odd assumption to make, to her at least.

“Yes, I do. We even look alike. We’re both blond, and our eyes are almost the same color. We like the same things, we even dress alike sometimes.” He had noticed it more than once, but she shook her head and laughed at what he was saying.

“That proves you’re wrong. People never come in matched sets like us. They look like me and Steve, one dark, one fair, and he always looks like he dressed in the dark at Goodwill. I love him, but he looks a mess. I could have killed him when he came out the first time, to meet you, in his thousand-year-old jacket. I keep trying to throw it away, but he loves it. I’ve finally given up and accepted the fact that he’ll keep it forever. And wear it.”

“He looked fine to me,” Cal said charitably. But she was right, Steve looked odd with her. She was always beautifully dressed, and everything about her was neat and in order and perfect. Cal guessed correctly that Steve was more at ease in his hospital garb than in real clothes, or a proper suit. He wondered if he even owned one. He did, in fact he owned several, thanks to Meredith, who bought them for him, but he never wore them.

They went down to the beach, and one of the beach boys set them up on deck chairs with towels, and Meredith took off her shirt, and lay down in her bikini. And although he was tempted to, Cal made no comment. She looked incredible in her bathing suit. More so than he had ever dreamed. He picked up his book, but with Meredith in such close proximity, with her smooth flesh and gentle curves, he found it impossible to concentrate on his reading.

“Don’t you like your book?” She had noticed him staring into space, and smiled at him. He had an odd expression as he looked out at the horizon. As though he had suddenly seen someone or something he hadn’t expected to find there.

“No … no … I mean, yes … it’s fine. … I was just thinking about something else.”

“Is something wrong?” She wondered suddenly if she had done something to offend him, but he only shook his head, got up, and walked down the beach by himself. She was worried about him, and followed him slowly a few minutes later. She didn’t want to intrude on him, but she had an odd sense that he was troubled. “Are you okay?” she asked as she caught up with him. She was reluctant to bother him, but he had looked so upset for a moment that it concerned her. And this time he hesitated before he answered. His head had been down as he walked down the sandy beach, with his feet in the water. He looked up at her then, and nodded.

“I’m okay, Merrie.” But he wasn’t convincing.

“What’s up?”

“Oh, I don’t know … life, I guess. Do you ever just stop and question yourself, and wonder if you’ve had your head up your ass for the past ten years, and didn’t know where you were going?” She was surprised that he looked so unhappy. It was like a dark cloud that had suddenly passed in front of the bright sun, and everything was instantly in shadow, which seemed unlike him.

“What brought that on you? You seemed fine a minute ago.”

“I was. I am. I just wonder about my life sometimes. I get so focused on some things, I forget others.”

“We all do that,” she said gently, as they neared the end of the beach, and sat down on the sand together, with the surf lapping near their feet, the ocean ahead, and the hotel behind them. There was no one around them. “You haven’t lost track of the important things, Cal. You have great kids, a good life, an important business. You haven’t been wasting your time.”

“What makes you so sure of that? And how do any of us know what’s really important? How do I know my kids won’t hate me ten years from now for something I did, or didn’t do, or failed to see or understand? I think I’m right so much of the time, and once in a while, I wonder if I’m headed in the right direction. Sometimes I think I’ve got it all ass backwards. In fifty years who is really going to give a damn about Dow Tech, and everything I think is so goddamn important? Maybe all that really matters are the people you care about,” he hesitated and then finished his thought, which was what had upset him in the first place. “Or the lack of them. I’ve been so busy being pissed off at Charlotte for the last eight years, that there’s never been room enough in my life for anyone else. All I had room for was my anger. All I cared about was how much she’d hurt me.” It was the first time he had ever said that to her, or anyone, in just that way. “You know, for a long time I thought I hated her. Now I feel like I wasted all that time on feelings that got me nowhere. And now what?”

“What do you mean, ‘now what’?” She was startled by what he was saying to her. They were serious thoughts to have while lying on a beach in Kona, getting a tan.

“Now what? I’m fifty-one years old. I’ve been pissed off at someone who’s been gone for the last eight years. I’ve got three great kids who’ll be grown up any minute. And my whole life is my business.”

“It sounds like you’re eating nails to me, Callan Dow.” She was always honest and outspoken with him. “You’re feeling sorry for yourself. You’re fifty-one, not ninety. You’ve got a lot of time to do things differently, if you want to. No one says you have to stay alone for the rest of your life, if that’s what’s bothering you, and you don’t have to stay pissed at Charlotte.”

“I don’t think I am anymore actually. Maybe that’s the problem. Other than what I feel for my kids, hating her has been the main emotion in my life for nearly ten years. Without that, what have I got? Maybe not enough, Merrie.”

“Maybe it’s time to look in a new direction,” she said simply. She had a way of cutting through complicated emotions and situations and getting right to the core of the issue. It was one of the things he liked about her in business. But there were a lot of things he liked about her. Too many. In some ways.

“What are you suggesting? Where am I supposed to look? To my kids to be my whole life until they leave and get their own lives? To some unimportant woman I don’t care about who I can take to dinner half a dozen times before I figure out that she bores me, or someone else who is excited about what I have instead of who I am? Merrie, there’s not much out there.”

“That’s bullshit,” she said, stretching her long legs across the sand toward the water, and letting her toes play in the wet sand as he watched her. “Not everyone is boring, and not everyone is after your money.”

“Don’t bet on it. What about you?” he asked, looking unhappy. ‘‘What are you going to do if it falls apart with Steve? Have you ever thought about that?”

“I try not to.” But the truth was, she had lately. Living on separate coasts had put a tremendous strain on them, and at times now, she was frightened. She felt as though they were being pulled apart by fate, destiny, and a force greater than they were. She had never felt that before, and it was a terrifying feeling. “I don’t know what I’d do,” she said honestly. “Steve has been my life for so long, I’d be lost without him. He’s good for me, and I love him. My life would be a huge dark hole without him.” And she felt that way now, as though she would fall into an abyss of misery and terror if she lost him. She hated to even think about it. But she knew that if things didn’t get better, and one of them didn’t make a move soon, it could happen. She was just beginning to face that. After nearly four months of living apart, they seemed to be heading in different directions, and they had to do something about it soon.

“What would you do if you two got divorced?” She hated even hearing the question, much less thinking about it.

“Kill myself,” she said too quickly to mean it, and then pondered the question. “I don’t know. Pick up the pieces and start over, I guess. But it would take me a long time to do it. Just as it’s taken you a long time, Cal. That’s not surprising. You had a lot invested in that marriage, three kids, seven years, you obviously believed in her and trusted her, and she betrayed you. I think it must take a long time to recover from something like that, if you ever do completely.”

“It has taken me a long time,” he admitted quietly, lying on the warm sand next to her, and admiring the way she looked as she lay there. She was completely unaware of her effect on him, for which he was grateful. It was simpler that way. He wasn’t about to make the same mistake he had at Christmas. “Maybe too long,” he said. “I’m beginning to feel like I’ve wasted the last eight years. I just wanted to show everyone how hard and cynical I was, so they wouldn’t know I was hurting. But I was. Too much, for too long,” but he looked better as he said it.

“And now?” she pressed him. But he didn’t mind. He was always open with her.

“I just want to move on and have a life again. Suddenly I miss everything I haven’t had for all these years, and I’m sitting here wondering where the hell I’ve been and what I’ve been thinking.”

“And you want it now,” she laughed at him. As he was about everything, he was impatient and wanted instant results and immediate solutions.

“Of course,” he beamed at her, feeling better than he had in years. He loved talking to her. Not only was she a brilliant addition to his business, but she was the best friend he’d ever had. He had been standing under a lucky star the day he found her. “Okay, so find me the perfect woman.” He treated her like the friend she was, since he had no other options with her. For all their theoretical talk about what would happen if things didn’t work out with Steve, he knew she was still very much in love with him, and deeply devoted to their marriage. The only man she wanted was Steve, and Cal as her best friend.

“Was pimping for you part of my job description?” she asked, looking amused.

“Of course. It was in the fine print.”

“Great. And where am I supposed to find her?”

“Damned if I know,” he said with a boyish grin. “I sure haven’t. I don’t think there are too many perfect ones out there. Lots of damaged goods, and boring stupid ones, as my kids say. The perfect ones seem to be hiding.” He looked at her long and hard as they lay there side by side. “Or they’re married.” She understood the compliment and was touched by it, but she said nothing to him.

They lay there quietly for a while, and finally he got up and pulled her to her feet, and they walked back down the beach, hand in hand, like two kids. He felt better after talking to her, and after they found their way back to their chairs, they discovered that some of the others had come down to the beach as well, and were lying near them. But Cal looked like himself again, and the cloud that seemed to have overshadowed him for a while had been dispelled. They ordered drinks on the beach, and chatted with the others. And after a couple of hours, Meredith and Cal went back upstairs to change.

She took a shower and put on a white silk dress, and some turquoise beads, her hair was clean and shining, and she was wearing high-heeled white sandals when he next saw her. She looked incredible, but he could no longer forget how she had looked on the beach in her bikini. Everything about her was unforgettable, and when she smiled at him on the terrace they shared, he could feel something go weak inside him. And she knew him so well that he was worried that she’d see it. But she gave no sign of it.

“Ready for the onslaught?” he asked her, handing her a glass of white wine. They stood drinking together for a moment, watching a glorious sunset. “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?”

“Too much so.” It made her sad seeing something like that without Steve to share it with. There were so many special moments they missed now. And she hadn’t been able to reach him since they got there. The nurses had told her when she called that he’d been in surgery on and off since that morning. “I almost wish we didn’t have to join the others, and we could just sit here on the terrace and have a quiet dinner tonight.”

“No such luck, my dear,” he laughed. They were going to be sharing dinner with fifty people, all of them hell bent on having a great time, and a noisy one, at the luau. But he shared Meredith’s wish that they could have a peaceful evening.

As always, she was gracious with everyone, introduced people to others they hadn’t met, kept an eye on what was happening, and seemed to dissipate problems before they occurred. Everyone was unaware of it except Cal, but he was well aware of everything that she did to ensure that the evening was a success for everyone who’d been there.

“You’re amazing, you know, Merrie.” He commented on it as they went back to their rooms at midnight. “You’re like a magician passing through the crowd, you see everything and wave your magic wand and keep everyone happy. Even me.” She knew he disliked Hawaiian food, he had confessed it to her once when they were planning the trip, and she had seen to it that they served him steak and french fries, and a salad. He had been startled when they set it down in front of him, and knew instantly how it had happened. “Is there anything you don’t think of?”

“Hopefully, not much,” she said, pleased that he noticed. It wasn’t her job to take care of all the things she did, but she liked doing it, and it was obvious that no one else was going to.

“Thanks to you, it was a great evening. It couldn’t have been much fun for you though, you were always working.”

“I actually enjoyed it too.” The setting had been spectacular, and the atmosphere comfortable and festive.

“Do you want to sit on the terrace for a while?” he suggested, and she nodded. He had a bottle of champagne in his bar, and he poured a glass for each of them. She hadn’t had anything to drink since the glass of wine they’d shared at the beginning of the evening. The others had all indulged themselves on scorpions and mai-tais, and she knew there’d be a few headaches in the morning. But she was clear and fresh and sober as she sat next to him in the warm, tropical night, and he was too. They just sat there quietly, at ease with each other. They didn’t need to say anything, they were just enjoying a sense of harmony and fulfillment, and relaxing.

Meredith set down her glass after a while, and without saying anything, he reached out and took her hand, and they smiled at each other.

“Thank you for being such a good friend to me, Merrie.”

“You’ve done an awful lot for me, Cal.”

“This is just the beginning.” They were going to take his company far, and he was even thinking of starting a new division with her. They had been talking about it for months, but he wasn’t thinking of that now as he looked at her, and as he had six weeks before, he leaned over, unable to resist the pull he felt, and kissed her. He felt an electric current go through him as he did, and a sense of panic that he was doing the wrong thing, but he couldn’t help himself, and neither could she. Her arms went around his neck, and she kissed him, and they sat that way for a long time, holding tightly to each other. He knew he should apologize to her again, but this time he couldn’t bring himself to, because he knew the apology wouldn’t have been honest. “I shouldn’t say this to you,” he whispered finally, “but I love you, Merrie.” It was a cry from his heart, his soul. He had known it for a while. And she knew it too. She had known it without knowing, and she nodded. That was the force she had felt pulling her away from Steve. It was Callan.

“I love you too, Cal,” she said softly. It wasn’t just desire that raged between them. It was so much more. It was as though they were part of one body, one soul. And whatever happened next, she knew that for this one moment in time, she was his right now.

He took her in his arms again, and held her, and every inch of him hungered for her. He had longed for her for so long. She kissed him with a passion she had never felt before for anyone, not even her husband. Her hands slipped beneath his shirt, and felt his chest, and he gently slipped her white silk dress off her shoulders. And as she stood up, it fell to her feet, and she stood there in all her glory, in white satin bikini panties, and her high-heeled sandals. She took his breath away as she had on the beach, and a moment later, he picked her up and carried her into his bedroom. He laid her gently on the bed as she kicked off her shoes, and he took off his shirt and his trousers, and then he slipped off her underwear and admired her beauty.

“You’re incredible,” he whispered.

“I’ve never done this before,” she said softly, sounding frightened.

“I know.” She had told him long before that she’d been faithful to Steve. But this was different. This was a need so profound and so powerful that neither of them could resist it. “Don’t be afraid, Merrie….” His hands roamed all over her, and as their lips met, she moaned softly. “I love you so much. … I’ve never loved anyone like this before,” he said, echoing everything she felt for him, and had known in some part of her since the beginning. She wanted to believe this was wrong, but in her heart of hearts she couldn’t. And she knew in her very soul, that this was what, and who, she had been born for, and where she had to be.


Chapter 15

WHAT ARE YOU doing on Saturday?” Cal asked Meredith cryptically on Friday morning.

“Nothing much,” she smiled at him. She knew what day it was, and what he probably had in mind. Saturday was Valentine’s Day, and she was staying in California for yet another weekend. Steve had already told her days before that he was working and there was no point in her flying to New York. They had canceled yet another weekend, and it was worrying her that they seemed to be drifting apart so swiftly. It concerned her even more that the life that she was building with Cal was becoming more solid by the minute. They saw each other nearly every night, and he stayed over whenever he could get away with it. She had dinner with him and the kids, and went to basketball games and movies and other places with them, every weekend. She was becoming a fixture. And he was beginning to feel like her husband.

No one at work had spotted anything yet, and they were supremely careful to see that that didn’t happen. And his kids didn’t seem to have any suspicions either. Everyone seemed to assume that they were the same friends they’d always been since she’d started working for him. But sooner or later she knew that someone might discover them, and then they would have a serious problem. It would hardly have been appropriate for people to know she was cheating on her husband.

“How about dinner at Fleur de Lys tomorrow night?” he suggested casually, and she smiled with pleasure.

“I’d love it.” It seemed odd not to spend Valentine’s Day with Steve, and she felt guilty about wanting to be with Cal in San Francisco. But the truth was, she wanted to be with Cal, not Steve, for the time being.

“Why don’t you come over and hang out tonight? I’ll rent some videos and we can make popcorn,” he suggested.

“Do you want me to bring the videos?” she offered as she put her work into her briefcase. But she seemed to be taking less and less work home on the weekends. She was spending time with him instead, and not really in the mood to do “homework.”

“Sure, you bring the videos. I’ll make dinner for us after the kids eat,” he volunteered. It sounded good to both of them, and Meredith tried not to think of what they were doing. They were living a fantasy that felt good now, but it couldn’t go on forever, particularly once Steve found a job and moved to California. No matter how they avoided it now, eventually they knew they’d have to face it. But not yet, she told herself. Not yet. What she was sharing with Cal was too sweet to abandon. She knew it was selfish of her but she couldn’t bring herself to break it off yet, no matter how guilty she felt about Steven.

“I’ll come over in a couple of hours,” she promised. She wanted to take a bath, and relax, and give him some time with his children before she joined him. She didn’t want to wear out her welcome with them.

She drove home to the furnished apartment she was still living in. She still hadn’t found a house she liked, and she was spending less time working on it. She’d been busy, and as long as Steve was still in New York, she couldn’t see the point of living in the city. And she wanted to stay in Palo Alto to be near Cal now. He had told her she could keep the apartment she had for as long as she wanted.

She let herself into her apartment with her key, and as she walked in, she suddenly had an odd feeling. She sensed, more than saw anything different. There was just an eerie feeling as she walked into her living room, and set down her briefcase, and as she did, Steve walked out of her bedroom with a huge bouquet of flowers. She nearly jumped a foot when she saw him. The last thing she expected was to see Steve there.

“What are you doing here?” she said, as though he were an intruder, and he looked at her with an odd expression, as he walked toward her with the flowers.

“I thought you’d be happy to see me,” he said, looking disappointed.

“I am.” She covered her tracks immediately, and moved toward him. “I just … I didn’t expect … you said you were working this weekend.”

“I wanted to surprise you,” he said, setting the flowers down on the coffee table. He put his arms around her then, and she prayed that he wouldn’t sense any resistance. She hadn’t seen him since things had changed with Cal, and she was desperately afraid that he might sense it. But she was sure he didn’t when he kissed her. “Happy Valentine’s Day, Merrie,” he said happily, pleased with what he’d accomplished. It had been obvious from her expression that she didn’t expect him, and her mind was racing.

“What a great surprise!” she said valiantly, and he didn’t tell her it had been Anna’s suggestion.

“I figured it was easier for me to come out than to get you away from your work here. You’d better be free this weekend. I want to take you out to dinner tomorrow.” So did Cal, she thought almost the moment he said it. But that was impossible now. She had to spend Valentine’s Day with her husband. As long as he had gone to the trouble to come out, she knew she had to spend every moment with him. And it seemed like something of a mixed blessing to her. “So what’ll we do tonight?” he beamed at her. He knew what was at top of his list, but after that, he was thinking of taking her to dinner or a movie.

“I don’t know. Why don’t we just stay here?” She felt completely disoriented, and for some odd reason, she felt as though she were entertaining a stranger. Having slept with Cal, she felt as though her whole life was out of balance.

“I can cook if you want,” Steve offered, “or we can order a pizza.”

“Sure, sweetheart,” she said amiably, “whatever you want. You must be exhausted.” At least she hoped so, but he looked surprisingly refreshed, despite the time difference and the endless string of days he’d been working.

“I slept on the plane, I feel great actually.” He put his arms around her again then, “I’ve really missed you.” They hadn’t seen each other in five weeks, and for three weeks she had allowed herself the delusion that he no longer existed. But he was all too real now.

“I’ve missed you too,” she lied, feeling flustered and awkward as she moved his flowers to the dining room table, and thanked him. But as he watched her, he didn’t know why, but he sensed that something was different between them. Maybe it was the surprise, and she hadn’t had time to absorb it.

“How was your week?” he asked casually.

“Okay.”

“It sounds like you’ve been working day and night since Hawaii.” He’d called her, but she had hardly ever answered, and she’d only spoken to him from the office, because Cal had been there every evening.

“I’ve been pretty busy,” she said vaguely.

“Why don’t I take a shower, and we can relax for a while,” he said with a smile. She knew what that meant. Sometimes when they’d been apart for a while, making love got them back on track and comfortable with each other again, but this time, at the thought of it, she felt panicked.

“I’d love that, but I’ve got one bit of bad news.” She actually blushed as she said it, for a variety of reasons.

“What’s that?” He looked momentarily worried.

“It’s the wrong time of the month for hot romance….” She tried to let him come to his own conclusions.

“You’ve got your period?” She nodded. It wasn’t true, but she suddenly realized that she didn’t want to deal with the physical aspects of her double life, and their complicated situation. She hadn’t had time to prepare herself for what it would mean when she next saw him. “That’s no big deal,” he smiled at her. “It never used to bother us when we were in college, did it?” She looked stunned and felt trapped when he said it. “If we’re going to live on separate coasts, we’re going to have to take what comes, if you’ll pardon the pun, when we do see each other.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, as he disappeared into the bedroom to undress and take a shower. And when she heard the water running, she reached for the phone and dialed Cal. He answered on the second ring, and was happy to hear her voice.

“When are you coming over? I bought a couple of steaks, and a nice bottle of wine.”

“I can’t come,” she said quickly.

“Why not? Is something wrong?” He could hear the strain in her voice, and although she didn’t need to, she was almost speaking in a whisper.

“Steve is here. He surprised me.” There was a long pause, and a painful silence.

“I see … well, that’s interesting. To what do we owe the pleasure … no, let me guess. He came out for Valentine’s Day, for a little romance.” Cal sounded cynical to cover his hurt as he said it. But it was the price he had to pay for having an affair with a married woman.

“I guess so. I don’t know, Cal.” Now she was lying to him too. The dream was slowly turning into a nightmare, but they had known it would. They had been kidding themselves for the past few weeks, but now the truth was staring them both in the face. The only one who didn’t know what was happening was Steven. “I can’t see you tomorrow,” she said sadly.

“Obviously.” And then he seemed to recover. “It’s all right, Merrie. I understand.” They had put off having any discussion about their future because they realized that until Steve appeared they could live the fantasy. But now he was here and they had to face the truth and all its implications. “We’ll have dinner next week and talk about it. I’ll see you on Monday. I assume he’s going back Sunday night on the red-eye.” In spite of himself, he sounded hopeful.

“He hasn’t said yet.” The water had stopped running and she knew she had to get off. The entire situation was making her extremely nervous. “I’ll call you when I can.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll spend a quiet weekend with the kids. Just remember one thing.”

“What’s that?” she whispered.

“I love you.” As she listened, she realized that he was more than she deserved. They both were. She felt guilty about both of them. They were good men, and she loved them. But giving each of them half of her heart was less than either of them deserved and it was driving her crazy.

“Me too,” she said as Steve wandered into the living room wrapped in a towel, still dripping water. “Have a nice weekend,” she said and hung up, as Steve looked at her with a smile.

“Who was that?”

“My secretary … Joan … I needed her to do some work this weekend.” The lies were endless, and Meredith hated herself for them. But there was no way she could be honest with him. What was she supposed to say? That it was Cal, and that she had just told him she loved him?

“You all work too hard,” Steve announced as he walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. He liked beer, and she had none. All she had was some white wine Cal had left there. “You’re out of beer,” Steve said, looked at the wine and raised an eyebrow. “You’re drinking mighty expensive stuff these days. You never drink wine when you’re alone,” he said, but it was more a question than an accusation.

“I had some people over. The Japanese people last weekend.”

“Too bad you didn’t buy sake for them. I like that better. We can go buy some beer later.”

“I wasn’t expecting you, so I didn’t buy it.”

“No prob,” he said with a boyish grin. He seemed like a big kid now, compared to Cal’s sophistication. It was odd to realize that she was more comfortable now with her lover than her husband. The last four months had not been kind to them. “Why don’t we hop into bed for a while?” he suggested with a look of mischief, as he took her by the hand and pulled her into the bedroom. She was still wearing the navy blue suit she’d worn to work, with a gold necklace and a pair of pearl earrings. She looked businesslike and cool, and the last thing on her mind was sex or romance. But there was absolutely no way she could refuse him. She had already tried time of the month, and he hadn’t bought it. And in the days before Cal, she would have been anxious to sleep with him after all the time they hadn’t seen each other. They had always had an active sex life.

She took off her suit, draped it over a chair, kicked off her shoes, took off her jewelry, and pantyhose, and a minute later, she slipped into bed in her underwear, after a quick stop in the bathroom. She felt like one of those legendary brides who lock themselves in the bathroom and refuse to come out, but if she had done that, he would have thought she was crazy.

And for a minute, he just lay there and held her, but she could feel how much he wanted her, and suddenly all her feelings for him came rushing back, not in the form of passion, but of pity.

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?” He knew her too well, and he was shocked to feel that she was shaking.

There were tears in her eyes when she answered. She had been so unfair to him. She had made a mess of everything, and she couldn’t even tell him about it. It would only have hurt him. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say to him. What could she say? That she was having an affair and in love with another man? It would have been so cruel to tell him. “I don’t know,” she struggled to explain, without actually saying anything too damning to him. “It’s hard not seeing each other for so long, and then coming together like this … it feels strange, doesn’t it?”

“Not to me,” he said in a gentle tone, his voice husky with desire for her, “but women are different.” Yes, she thought to herself, as Cal had once said of Charlotte, they are fundamentally dishonest. She hated herself for what she was doing to him. And she thought she was no better than Charlotte.

“I’m sorry.” She clung to him like a lost child as he held her. He had been her friend, her comfort, her mentor, and now he felt like a stranger to her.

“Don’t be sorry, Merrie. Just let me hold you.” He did for a long time, and eventually she relaxed, but when he tried to make love to her, she was so stiff and miserable that she wondered if she was becoming frigid. With him, at least. It had been a different story with Cal since Hawaii. “Maybe surprising you like this wasn’t such a great idea,” he said finally. He didn’t want to force her to make love with him, but he couldn’t stand not having her either. He got out of bed and walked around the room, and then he saw the gold watch she had left on the table. “What’s that?” he asked casually, as he picked it up. It was heavy and looked expensive.

“My watch,” she said, watching him.

“I can see that. Where’d you get it?”

“Bulgari. It was a Christmas present from Cal.” There was no point lying about that too. She had to be honest about something.

“That’s quite a gift,” he said, looking unhappy about it. “It must have cost him a pretty penny.”

“He’s very generous with his employees,” she said coolly, as Steve turned to look at her, his eyes filled with pain and questions.

“Do I need to ask you if you’re more than that to him?” he asked, and as their eyes met, she shook her head slowly. She didn’t want him to know, and she wasn’t going to tell him. She was sure now. It would have been easier to shoot him than to tell him. And she had neither the desire, nor the courage.

“No, you don’t. The watch doesn’t mean anything.” He nodded, and set it back down on the table. And Cal’s name never came up again for the rest of the weekend.

They went out for pizza that night, and hung around the apartment the next day. He took her out for hamburgers on Saturday night, which was his idea of a Valentine’s Day celebration. And finally, on Saturday night, she made love with him. It had none of their old spark and flame, and he knew something was wrong afterward when he held her.

“This lifestyle of ours isn’t doing us any good,” he said quietly. “We’re going to have to do something about it one of these days. Things are going downhill fast, aren’t they?” It was more a statement than a question.

“I know. We just have to be patient,” she said softly.

“It’s taking too big a toll on us,” he said, as he went to help himself to a beer. They had bought a six-pack that morning. But what he didn’t know was that the toll had already been taken. “I’ll call around again, when I get home, and see what I can drum up. This can’t go on forever.” She nodded and said nothing in answer, and she lay awake for hours that night as he slept next to her. She was aching to call Cal, but she didn’t dare. If Steve had woken up and heard her, it would have been a disaster.

They sat around and read the paper together the next day, and he looked at listings for houses in Pacific Heights. He was upset that she hadn’t found one yet, but she told him she had been too busy.

“I guess we both have,” he said, and told her that they had to fly back and forth more. The awkwardness they’d experienced this time had truly upset him.

He didn’t attempt to make love to her again. The night before hadn’t been much of a success for either of them. She had been in tears by the time it was over. They had a late dinner at the airport before he left, and she stood watching his plane after he got on the red-eye. He had kissed her before he boarded, and she had held him tightly as they stood there. She felt as though she would lose him forever if he left again, and she wanted to beg him to stay, but the words wouldn’t come, and she knew he couldn’t stay anyway. He had to go back to New York and his job there.

As the plane headed toward the runway, she turned and walked away, and she cried all the way back to her apartment. It had been a ghastly weekend. And when the phone rang, when she got home, she thought it was Cal, and picked it up. But it was Steve from the plane.

“Just remember one thing, Merrie,” he said.

“What’s that?” The words had a familiar echo to them.

“How much I love you.” It was exactly what Cal had said the last time she talked to him on Friday.

“I love you too,” she said in a choked voice. “I’m sorry it was such a lousy weekend.” She owed him so much more than that, but it had all been too much for her, and she didn’t know what she was going to do about Cal now.

“It wasn’t that bad. It takes a little readjusting when we get back together. I’ll try and come back in two weeks, if I can. And why don’t you try and come home next weekend? We’ll get back on track, sweetheart. And if I don’t find a job soon, I’ll come out and drive a cab if I have to.”

“I wouldn’t let you do that,” she said sadly.

“Let’s see what happens when Lucas gets back. That’s only two more weeks. Maybe I’ll just pack up and come out there.” The words sounded like a death knell to her. She would either have to face the music with him, or end it with Cal, and the prospect of doing either was terrifying.

“I love you, Steve,” she said, and meant it this time. She was utterly miserable, and more confused than she’d ever been. And what’s more, she knew she deserved to be.

“I love you too, babe,” he said before he hung up. And she sat crying for a while, not sure what to do now.

The next call, an hour later, was from Cal. He sounded a mess, and confessed that it had been a nightmarish weekend for him. He had been going insane thinking about her. He didn’t want to tell her how jealous he had been, imagining her in bed with Steve. All he wanted now was to see her.

“Can I come over?” he asked, and she wanted to tell him he couldn’t, but she felt the same pull toward him she always did. It was driven more by chemistry than by reason.

“I’m a mess,” she warned. “This has been the worst weekend of my life.”

“Mine too. Let’s try and get over it together.” She had no idea what she was going to do when she saw him again, or how she’d feel when she did. But the moment she opened the door to him, she knew. She fell into his arms and dissolved into sobs, clinging to him. And all he could do was kiss her and hold her, and within minutes they were in the bed she had shared with Steve the night before. But she couldn’t even think of that now. All she wanted was Cal, as badly as he wanted her, and he took her with all the strength and power of the passion they shared, and they lay together in each other’s arms, clinging to each other like two lost souls until morning.


Chapter 18

WHEN STEVE FLEW back to New York, he called the hospital to see if Anna was at work that day. The nurse in charge checked the schedule and said she was off till Tuesday. He didn’t have to be at work himself until Monday at noon, so he went to her apartment on Monday morning to see her. Conveniently, Felicia was at school, and he found Anna alone when he rang her doorbell. He had called before to say he was coming over, and she sounded pleased to hear him.

But as soon as she saw his face that day, she knew that something was brewing. He looked more serious than usual, and he seemed quiet when he sat down on the couch, while she made him a cup of coffee.

“Should I ask how it was?” she asked quietly. “Or should I mind my own business?” She wasn’t sure what had happened out there, but she could see in his eyes that something was different. And he hadn’t called her all weekend. She also knew he was due back on Sunday night, and he hadn’t come over.

“It was all right,” he said, and took the mug of coffee from her and set it down on the table. “It wasn’t as bad as last time. We did a lot of talking.”

“Good talk or bad talk?” she asked, watching him, trying to read his face, but he looked guarded. Their affair had been going on for four weeks, and although she knew him well, she also knew that there were times when he was very private. Particularly about Meredith, and the situation in California. She didn’t want to pry, but she wanted to help him.

“Good talk, I guess,” he answered her, and then he took a breath, and dove into the deep water. He knew it would be hard to do, but there was no point stalling. More than anything, in spite of what he had to say, he didn’t want to hurt her. “Anna.” Just the way he said the word, made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. She sensed more than she knew what was coming. “I’m moving out there.”

“That’s not exactly news,” she said calmly. She was stalling for time, in order to maintain her composure.

“I mean now. Soon. In two weeks. I’m going to give notice.”

“Did you find a job?” In spite of herself, she looked startled. Her face had the look of an animal being hunted.

“More or less. I found something as low man in an ER. It’s not great. But it’ll do for now. You mean a lot to me,” he said carefully, choosing his words like diamonds, but he knew that whatever he said, he would wound her. It was why he wanted to end it now, instead of later. He had realized he was falling in love with her, and because of that he had decided to press Meredith about his moving out there. He knew that if he waited, the damage to Anna would be greater. And he wanted to stop it before he hurt her too badly to recover. “I’ve got to make the move now,” he said. “If I wait any longer, it’ll be worse later when I do it. I don’t want to fuck up your life any more than I have in the last four weeks. We’re living a dream here. It’s a dream I love. I want to be here with you, working with you, sleeping with you at night, playing with Felicia. But I can’t. I’m married to Meredith, and we have fifteen years behind us. No matter how lousy the situation is for me right now, I’ve got to go out there and try and put it back together.”

“Is that what she wants?” Anna asked. Her arms were crossed and she seemed hunched over, as though her stomach hurt, or her heart, and Steve hated what he was doing to her.

“She agreed to it. I think she knows what I do, that if we wait, it’ll be all over. This is the eleventh hour for us. We’ve either got to set it right, or give it up. And I don’t want you to wait for me. You have to assume that I’m going to stay out there. You have to forget me.” He said it softly but firmly, and for an instant, she thought the words would kill her.

“That’s not so easy,” she said as tears filled her eyes. “Forgetting you is a tall order. You’re kind of an asshole at times, but I love you.”

“Just remember that I’m an asshole.”

“That shouldn’t be hard,” she said, with her usual bravado, but he could see that he was killing her. And he didn’t even want to think about Felicia. He had fallen in love with her too, she was the little girl he’d never had, and she deserved so much more than just what Anna could give her. She needed a father. But he couldn’t sign up for the job, he already had one, as Merrie’s husband.

“I don’t know what to say to you,” he said, choking on his own words. “I love you. I want to be with you. If I were free, and you were dumb enough to have me, I’d marry you. But I can’t offer you anything this way. I’m cheating you, and myself, by staying here. I have a responsibility to Merrie.”

“She’s a lucky woman,” Anna said hoarsely. And then, “What if it doesn’t work out? Will you come back?”

“No,” he said, and the word sounded harsh even to him. He didn’t want to leave her any hope. It wouldn’t be fair. Because, with luck, he would stay with Merrie. And if he didn’t, God only knew what would happen. “If it doesn’t work out,” he said, convincing himself as much as her, “I’m going to do something very different. Maybe what you suggested, I might spend a couple of years running a clinic in an underdeveloped country.’’

“You rich guys are lucky,” she said bitterly. “You can do whatever the hell you want, and you don’t have to worry about feeding anyone, or paying the bills, or supporting your kids. You just pick up your feet and pack your bags, and go wherever the hell you want to.” He knew that she would have liked to do what he was talking about, probably more than he would. But he actually thought it would be a good idea for him, if his attempt to save his marriage failed. It was time for him to put something back into the world, instead of just patching up guys who shot each other.

“I’m not rich,” he reminded her. “My wife is. That’s very different. And what she has is hers. I don’t want anything from her, except kids one day. I’m stealing something from you, Anna, I have been for a month now. The chance to meet the right guy, someone who can marry you and take care of you and Felicia, and give you more kids.” He knew she wanted them, but could barely afford to support her daughter at the moment. “I don’t have the right to take that from you. I’m giving that back to you now. I’m giving you back your life, and your freedom.”

“How noble,” she said sadly. “Do I get a voice in this?” she asked, slowly getting angry at him. What right did he have to make all the decisions, especially one that affected her so deeply? She loved him more than she had any man, and she had known the ground rules from the beginning. She just hadn’t expected to fall in love with him to the extent she had, and so quickly. It made it harder to let go now.

“You don’t have a choice here,” Steve said firmly. “You can hate me if you want, or decide never to speak to me again. But you can’t affect my decision to go out there.”

“I wouldn’t presume to,” she said bluntly. “Nor would I want to. You were always free to do what you wanted, and so was I. I knew what the deal was from the beginning. I just didn’t think you’d go so soon. I figured it would take you months to find a job, or maybe longer. I didn’t realize you’d be willing to go without one, or with a job that isn’t worthy of you.” It made her realize again how desperate he was to save his marriage to Merrie, and Anna didn’t think she was worth it. But the important thing was that Steve did. “Is there anything else you want to say to me?” she asked, standing up.

“Not really. Just that I love you, Anna. I want good things for you. I want you to have a happy life, without me.”

“I get that. I always got it. You don’t owe me anything. I want you to know that. I never wanted anything from you, except some time. You were a warm blanket in the winter.”

“You were more than that to me. I want you to know that. I really love you.”

“So what? You’re still going.” she said, as the tears swam in her eyes. “Felicia’s father said he loved me too, but he didn’t have the balls to stand up to his parents. Maybe you don’t have the guts to face the fact that your marriage is already over.”

“I don’t know that. That’s why I’m going out there. And if it is, I’ll have to face it.” She nodded and walked slowly to the door, and opened it. He wanted to hold her again, and kiss her, and make love to her one more time, but he loved her too much to do that to her, and he walked slowly to the door, watching her, as though to etch her in his memory forever. It would be tough working with her for the next two weeks, but at least he could see her.

He took a single step over the threshold, as she held the door, and with a last look at him, without saying another word to him, she closed it. He stood there for a long moment, wondering if she would open it again, and he could hear her crying softly just inside, but he didn’t knock or ring the bell, or say anything, he just stood there. She never opened the door again, and after a few minutes, he walked slowly downstairs, thinking of what it had meant to him for four weeks to be there. It had been a home to him, a haven, and a refuge. And now he had cast her back into the world, and exiled himself to a life he was unsure of in California.

He went to the hospital from there, and he spent an hour with Harvey Lucas, and told him he was leaving. Harvey was disappointed, but he understood. He told Steve he was grateful that he had stayed after his accident. But he knew that Steve wanted to be with Merrie. He was sorry about the job Steve had taken in the ER, but he understood that too. If he wanted to stay married to her, he knew he had to be there.

“What did you do to Anna Gonzalez, by the way?” he asked Steve at the end of the meeting.

“Nothing. Why?” He felt awkward as he answered, and wondered if Harvey had heard about their affair. Steve and Anna had both been convinced that no one knew about it, and thought it was better that way.

“She called just before you came to work. She said that you’d been hard on her recently, over a difference of opinions, and she doesn’t want to work on your shifts anymore. She asked me to change the schedule, and keep you away from each other. I get the feeling she doesn’t even want to see you.” Steve felt it like a physical blow, as he listened to Harvey Lucas. He had been counting on at least seeing her every day until he left, and working with her. But she was right. She wanted a clean break, and he had to let her have it, if that was what she wanted. He wondered what she was going to say to Felicia, and what the child would think, maybe that all men deserted her and her mother. It wasn’t a pretty picture. But neither was his desertion of them, and he knew that.

“I guess I’ve had my head up my ass, as usual,” he confessed to Harvey. “We had a couple of long days and rough nights, with no sleep, and I bitched at her. We had a disagreement about a diagnosis. She was right of course, and I apologized. But she’s pretty tough herself. I guess she didn’t forgive me. She’s a hell of a good doctor, Harvey. You’ll enjoy working with her.”

“I already do. I’m sad to lose you, Steve. And of course you just blew my shot at research all to hell. I’m never going to get out of here now. It’ll take us two years to replace you.”

“That’s bullshit, but I’m flattered. And I’m sorry about your research project.”

“So am I. If it doesn’t work out in California, come back. I’ll take you back in five minutes, and get my own ass out of here in five more. I’m burnt out here.”

“You love it, and you know it,” and then he said pensively, “I’m going to miss it.”

“No, you won’t, unless you’re bored to death putting ice packs on bruises. That could wear a little thin pretty quick. But you’ll find something else. Keep me posted.”

“I promise.” And then, in as even a tone as he could produce, “Take good care of Anna. You’ll be nicer to her than I was.” He wanted to cry as he said it.

“Godzilla would be nicer to her than you are when you’ve been on for four days and haven’t slept in three. Christ, when you get like that, I even hate you.” They laughed and walked off to the operating room together. They both had surgeries scheduled that afternoon, and Steve wondered if he would ever see Anna again. He didn’t think so. And he didn’t.

For the next two weeks, he was at the hospital on a different schedule from hers, alternating days, and taking more time off than usual, so he could get organized, pack, and show their apartment. The realtor had a buyer for them at the end of the first week, at a lower price than they had wanted for it, but it was in the ballpark, and he and Meredith discussed it. In the end, she decided it was easier to sell it than to keep it empty or try to rent it. It was in escrow before he moved to California. And he had everything packed up and shipped to Palo Alto. He stayed at a hotel for the last three days, and on his last day at work, the nurses gave him a party. Anna wasn’t there, as usual, and most of the nurses cried when he left. No one could imagine the trauma unit without him.

It was raining the day he left New York. He carried his medical bag, and one small suitcase. He had sent the rest with the movers. And as he boarded the plane, he realized that it was April Fool’s. But all he could think about was seeing Merrie. He had missed Anna terribly the past two weeks, but he knew he had done the right thing, for her, as much as for him. If he had stayed, and continued the affair with her, it would have been worse for both of them in the end, and he knew that what he had said to her was true. She had a right to more than he could give her. He wanted her to find a great guy, neither married, nor an asshole. She deserved the best, he thought, as they circled slowly and flew west, and New York disappeared behind them.


Chapter 20

MEREDITH STAYED HOME from work for two days, and when she finally went back, she was unusually quiet. Callan was as disagreeable to her as he always was now, and she said nothing to him. Her personal life was no longer his problem. And she had nothing to say to him, except about what concerned his business.

As the shock of Steve’s departure settled a little bit, she began to realize he had been right. They had been carrying a dead body around for seven months, and it needed to be buried.

And as she calmed down, she felt better able to deal with business. Steve had called from New York, to make sure she was all right, and he said he was staying with friends, and left her the number. But as lonely as she felt at night, she didn’t call him. He had a right to his new life, and she knew she needed to recover.

She was thinking of quitting her job at Dow Tech and going back to New York. But she had decided to wait a month, and see if things got any better with Callan. He still seemed angry with her, but she was firmer with him now, and when he was unreasonable with her, she pushed back, and he was slowly backing off and getting the message. The respect that they had once shared seemed to be returning, if not the friendship.

And three weeks after Steve left, he asked her to help him entertain some analysts from London. She wasn’t anxious to go out with him at night, but he said he was taking them to dinner in the city, and it was easy for her to join them. He told her he’d made a reservation at Fleur de Lys, and he’d pick her up on the way. She said she’d rather meet him there, but he insisted.

The dinner went very well, and he seemed to relax. She wore a new dress, and had her hair cut that morning, and she was finally beginning to feel like her old self, not the one who’d been in love with Cal, but the person she’d been even before she’d met him. And he seemed to sense it. He was respectful of her at dinner that night, and almost pleasant, but not quite. And after dinner, he drove her back to her apartment.

“How’s Steve?” he asked politely as he pulled up in front of her building. “Does he like his new job?”

“Very much,” she answered, and thanked him for dinner.

“How are the kids?” she asked, and he said they were leaving in a few days to spend a month with their mother. It was late June and school was out. She didn’t tell him how much she had missed them, or ask if they’d inquired about her. His children were no longer any of her business, just as her life wasn’t his. They were simply employer and employee now.

“Are you enjoying living in the city?” he asked her as she started to get out.

“The commute is a little rough, but I like the apartment.” It was a lie too. But he had no right to the truth now. There were a lot of new things she had to get used to. Being alone. Being divorced. She had called a lawyer and started divorce proceedings. It was all very simple. Steve wanted nothing from her. He had walked away empty-handed, and preferred it that way.

“I’d like to see your apartment sometime,” he said, as he walked her to the door of the building, and she wanted to ask him why, but didn’t.

“You’ll have to come by for a drink the next time you’re in the city.” But it was only idle conversation. She had no intention of inviting him anytime in the future.

“Which one is it?” he asked, looking up. It was a fairly pleasant building in Pacific Heights, but nothing special.

“The top floor,” she said, and then realized it was dark.

“Is Steve at work?”

“No, he’s in New York,” she said honestly, and then decided that it didn’t matter if he knew the truth now. It was over between them. “Actually,” she hesitated for a fraction of an instant, “he doesn’t live here anymore. We’re getting divorced. He left last month. He’s in New York right now. He’s going to do pro bono work in an underdeveloped country.” Callan looked as though she’d slapped him.

“Why didn’t you tell me, Meredith?”

“I didn’t think it was important.”

“It would have been once,” he reproached her. He looked hurt that she hadn’t told him, but it told him something. It told him that she expected nothing from him, and she didn’t.

“That was three months ago, Cal. And we had an agreement. Whenever Steve came back, the affair was over. You never said you wanted more than that. I didn’t want to press myself on you when he left.” And she had realized since Steve was gone that she didn’t want just an affair again, she wanted more than that, a real life, with a man who wanted to make a commitment. “I didn’t think it was right to call you when Steve left. And you’ve been pretty angry at me since it ended.”

“I was hurt. And I was mad at myself for being so stupid. I was afraid to commit, Meredith. And maybe it was easier to let you go back to him, no matter how much I loved you. Besides, you needed to do that.”

She nodded. She couldn’t deny that.

“And if I hadn’t? What would have been different? You don’t believe in commitment, Cal. You said so yourself. I respect that.”

“It must have been a rough three months,” he said gently, without challenging what she’d said about his feelings about commitment. But what he had said about loving her brought tears to her eyes, and she didn’t want him to see them.

“It was rough. But I learned a lot. Not only about Steve, but about myself, who I am, and what I want.” Something about her had softened in the past three months, and he could sense that.

“What do you want, Merrie?” he asked, watching her carefully. She seemed different to him, and he liked it.

“I want a lot of things. Honesty, somebody, and something real. What I did was wrong. And I paid a price for it. A big price. But I know that I’m willing to be there for someone, and I want someone to be there for me. Not just for the good times.” She smiled at him, but from a great distance. “I might even want kids one day. You were probably right about that. I don’t think it was ever right with Steve, or not for a long time anyway. We were too different, and I think I knew that.” And then she surprised him further. “I’m thinking of going back to New York. I was going to talk to you about it in a few weeks. I don’t really belong here.”

“I thought you loved it here.” He looked personally wounded as they stood talking on the sidewalk.

“I thought so too. But I think it was a bad decision to come out here.” It had cost her her marriage. They might still have been married if she’d stayed in New York, but it was too late for that now. She had felt compelled to come out, and she and Steve had been pulled apart by irresistible forces.

“I think you’d be wrong to go back there,” he said firmly.

“Don’t worry, I’ll give you plenty of notice, Cal. Not like Charlie.”

“I know you would. I was thinking of you when I said it.”

“I’ll let you know what I decide.”

“I want to be part of that decision. Let’s talk about it.”

“Let’s not,” she said quietly. “We don’t have a lot to talk about, do we?”

“I thought we were friends.” He looked hurt by what she had said to him, and confused by everything she had told him. It was a lot to digest at one sitting.

“I thought so too,” she said quietly. “Maybe we weren’t.”

“You did some wonderful things for me, Merrie. Not just for my business, for me. I was very upset when you went back to Steve. You know that.”

“I know,” she said sadly. “You had a right to be. I’m sorry I put you through that.”

“I knew what I was doing. I just didn’t know how it would turn out. Neither did you. I actually thought it would work with you two. I’m surprised it didn’t.”

“I missed you too much,” she smiled at him, honest with him. “I changed too much once I left New York. I did a lot of growing up here. Some of it thanks to you.”

“So I gather. Would it be inappropriate if I asked you what you’re doing tomorrow night for dinner?”

“Not inappropriate,” she smiled, “but probably foolish. We’ve already been there. We’ve given it up. We’ve gotten over it. Why do it?”

“Because I want to talk to you.” He looked intense as he said it.

“Let’s not do that. What would we talk about, Cal? Your hatred of commitment? The reasons why two people shouldn’t trust each other, and can’t count on each other? I don’t want to talk about that. I’ve heard it. I got it. We’ve had our time. We’ve done it. We’ve both moved on. Let’s leave it at that.” She looked determined as she said it.

“You’re not giving me a chance here.”

She laughed softly. “I’m trying hard not to. I don’t want you to confuse me.” She didn’t want to start an affair with him again, and take the risk of hurting each other. She felt older, wiser, and far more cautious.

“Let me try at least,” he smiled at her, and she saw the man she had once fallen in love with. But she no longer wanted to see him. Steve was gone. And Cal was gone too. All she wanted to see in him was her CEO now. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said firmly. And she told herself she wouldn’t answer the phone, thanked him for dinner again, and left him on the sidewalk, while she walked upstairs to her apartment. He was still standing there when he saw her turn on the lights, and then got in his car and drove away, and she stood at her window, thinking about him. She wasn’t going to dinner with him. There was no point. For her at least, it was over.

He called her the next day, as he said he would, and she told him she was busy that night, and had forgotten. And when the phone rang late that night, she didn’t answer. She had nothing to say to him. And there was nothing she wanted to hear from him. She felt strangely peaceful as she let the phone ring.

And on Sunday morning, when she went out for a walk, she found him waiting outside, and she was startled.

“What are you doing here, Cal?” she asked, looking confused, and he laughed, looking somewhat sheepish.

“Waiting for you. Since you won’t answer your phone or have dinner with me, you leave me no choice but to hang around like a juvenile delinquent.”

“You could have seen me at the office.”

“I don’t want to discuss business with you, Merrie.”

“Why not? I’m good at it.”

“I know. We both are. But we’re lousy at this other stuff. At least I am. I think you’ve gotten a little better at it, but you’ve had more practice. And I’m not as brave as you are. In fact, I’ve been scared to death for the last nine years … scared of everything you represented. Love, caring, sharing a life with someone, trusting, believing in them, being vulnerable. … I love you, Merrie. Come back to me. Teach me to do this.” He looked every bit as vulnerable as he said he wanted to be, and she wanted to reach out and hug him, but she didn’t.

“How can I teach you anything, when I’ve made such a mess of my own life?” There were tears in her eyes as she said it.

“You haven’t made a mess of it. You’ve done the right things. I think we were both scared. I thought I’d go crazy when you went back to Steve. I was lik