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Prologue

| now pronounce you husband and wife . . .

Grady Roberts felt as if he’d been hearing that phrase
more often lately than “Have a nice day.”

It still echoed in his head as the reception shifted from
the dinner phase to the dancing phase.

He smiled reflexively at the knockout redhead who'd
ignored her date to make eyes at him as he’'d sat with
the others at the head table. She was truly a knockout.
He was stupid to let it bother him that she looked at him
like a succulent chocolate dessert she wanted to devour.

Then the bride and groom moved into the open
expanse of polished wood floor to begin the dancing,
and his smile softened.

God, Michael and Tris looked good together.
Rightness glowed from them. A rightness that had
spurred them to move up the date of their wedding three
times, until the caterers, dressmakers and gift givers
could only sprint like mad to keep up with the bride and
groom’s eagerness. A rightness that left a hole deep
inside him. Or maybe the hole had been there a long
time, and the fact of his best friends getting married one
after the other had simply brought it out of hiding.

Paul and Bette joined them on the dance floor. Then
other couples.

First Paul and Bette, now Michael and Tris.

How could you be so happy for people and also feel
so left out and so . . . what? He’d say lonely except that
was an odd word for someone who'd never spent an
evening—or night—alone unless he wanted to.

Even odder, he'd recently found himself spending
more and more of his evenings and nights alone.

Maybe he just needed to get out more. Maybe that
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was all that was the matter with him.

“Grady? Grady, come back to earth.” He blinked into
focus on Bette Wharton Monroe’s smile. “Paul’'s dancing
with the bride. Are you feeling brave enough to dance
with a pregnant lady?”

“For as long as the pregnant lady’s husband will let
me. Which we both know won’t be long.”

A dance and a half later, Paul claimed Bette. Then
Grady danced once with Tris before Michael claimed
her. Even his dance with Judi—Paul’'s kid sister and
practically his own— ended with her father claiming her.

He looked around for Leslie Craig, the remaining
member of the wedding party, Tris's co-worker and her
maid of honor. He wouldn’t mind dancing with her. She
didn’t look at him like a high-caloric goody. Leslie more
likely would slip in some pointed remark than gush or
stumble over her words.

But she was still dancing with a man Judi had
informed him was someone’s recently widowed uncle.
Grady frowned.

The man looked young for an uncle and a widower.
Some might even consider his gray hair and dark
mustache distinguished. And from the way Leslie smiled,
at least one person found them charming.

Grady turned away and danced on. The redhead.
Friends’ mothers. Michael's boss, U.S. Senator Joan
Bradon. Leslie moved on to other partners, though the
uncle showed up a couple more times, and Grady never
could reach her before someone else did. He danced
with miscellaneous relatives of Tris or Michael and
assorted wedding guests. The redhead again.

She made it clear she was willing and eager. Trouble
was, he wasn't either one.

The dance ended, and she stayed at his side.

“All right, everybody, while the band takes a break, my
cousin Tris is going to toss the bouquet.” Paul had a grip
on the microphone and the crowd. “Will the unmarried
ladies please move over there by the doorway.”
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The redhead gave Grady a look under her lashes, slid
her hand down his sleeve until her fingertips brushed the
back of his hand, then started across the floor to the
designated area with a walk that should have gotten her
arrested for attempted arson.

Maybe he just wasn’t flammable lately.

To let another bouquet candidate pass, he moved to
his right, and bumped squarely into Leslie Craig.

‘I don’t object when men trample on my affections,”
she said in that faint drawl of hers, “but | draw the line at
my toes.”

He grinned. “Sorry, Leslie.” He stepped back to open
her path to the growing group of would-be flower
catchers.

She didn’t move.

He stepped farther back, making the opening more
obvious, even gesturing that the way was clear.

She arched a brow. “What're you doing there, Grady?
New dance step?”

“That would be the closest I'd come to dancing with
you tonight.” Her hazel eyes glinted with humor at his dry
response. “But what | was trying to do was politely let
you past so you'd have a chance to catch the bouquet.”

She shook her head. “Thanks, but I'll stay here.”

He saw Tris, already with her back to the growing
group of women, glance toward Leslie.

“I think Tris is looking for you.”

“She’ll understand.”

“You object on feminist grounds?”

“‘Not me. I'm from the feminist school that says a
woman can do anything a man can do—including love
and marriage. No, | think bouquet tossing is a quaint and
archaic tradition, and I'm all for that. You learn to cherish
your quaint and archaic traditions when you're from
Virginia. It's just that I'm too archaic myself to go in for
this one.”

Grady had been watching Paul consult with Tris some
eight feet away, but now turned to consider the woman
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by his side. He knew from Tris that Leslie was older than
his thirty-three, but it couldn’t be by much.

Besides, he’d spent time with enough attractive
women to qualify as something of an expert, and her
appeal was the kind age didn’'t diminish. It came from
her bones, and her brain. He'd spent many childhood
hours with old movies as his only companions, and he
could see a lot of the young Katharine Hepburn in Leslie
Craig.

But he was too late to make his observations. She’'d
continued the conversation without him.

“Believe it or not, Tris and Michael want to get things
moving faster. You'd think moving their wedding up from
June to late April would be fast enough for anybody.”

She smiled at him, a friend sharing their mutual
friends’ happiness, and he felt the uncharacteristic urge
to ask her if she didn't have any of the feelings he'd
been experiencing. The left-out feeling. The wondering
about when—or if—it would be his turn.

Doubly uncharacteristic. To have the feelings, and
then to consider confiding them. Even Paul, who'd been
his first friend, would be astounded if Grady Roberts
ever said what he’d just been thinking.

Leslie’s smile had slipped and she studied him in
some puzzlement.

In their encounters since Tris introduced them last fall,
he’'d realized Leslie was a perceptive woman. Danger-
ously so. He turned on his smile. “They do seem in a
hurry, don’'t they?”

In the background, he heard Paul giving final instruc-
tions.

All Leslie’s puzzlement didn’'t disappear, but her smile
returned. “I heard Tris telling Paul that if he wanted her
to throw this bouquet he’d better get a move on because
she had a honeymoon to start. And Michael flat out said
he wasn’t going to waste time throwing the garter. He
was going to hand—"

A missile struck Grady a glancing blow on the right
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shoulder, deflected straight at Leslie Craig’s chin and
shed three petals before dropping into the hands she’'d
instinctively raised.

A whoop went up from the general direction of Tris,
Michael and Paul, quickly picked up by the rest of the
crowd.

Leslie’s head was bent over the bouquet that had
landed in her hands, so Grady had to bend to get a look
at her face.

She looked stunned.

“You okay, Leslie?”

“Okay?” She still stared at the flowers.

“You took it square on the chin. It wasn’'t a knockout
punch, was it?”

“No. No, I'm okay.” She finally looked up, but not at
him. “You're a low-down rat, Tris Donlin.”

Grady looked around as Tris, Michael, Paul and Bette
converged on them. In the background the women who'd
waited in vain dispersed, most smiling, a few—including
the redhead—Ilooking put out.

“Tris Donlin Dickinson now,” the rat corrected with no
embarrassment.

“You should have seen that throw, Grady,” enthused
Paul. “She could have been playing for the Cubs with
that pickoff move. She winds up like she’s going to throw
to the plate, then—whoosh—zips it over to first base.”

Leslie’s narrowed eyes bored into Tris. “Only she
threw to somebody sitting in the stands. Happily sitting in
the stands.”

‘I wanted you to have it. It's my wedding day.
Shouldn’t | get to decide who gets this bouquet?”

“That’'s low-down and sneaky, appealing to my senti-
ments that way and—"

“I learned it from the best,” Tris tossed back at her.

“You could have just handed it to me instead of pelting
me with it, not to mention setting up false hopes for all
those girls over there.”

“Those were exactly my thoughts,” said Michael.
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“That’'s why | decided to skip the part where the groom
throws the garter. Here, Grady.”

When a friend extends a hand to give you something,
it's automatic to take it. You don’t stop to consider
whether you really want to accept the item. At least,
Grady didn’t stop to think. So he ended up with a circle
of flowery lace resting in his wide palm.

“What's this?”

“It's the garter, what do you think it is?” demanded
Paul. “You can't tell me you've never seen one before.
But this one’s special,” he added with a wicked grin.
“This one means you'll be the next one married.”

Feeling as if he’'d also taken a blow to the chin, Grady
looked around the circle of his friends, then at Leslie.

“But right now what you do,” continued Paul, “is go out
in the middle so everybody can see, and then you put
the garter on the leg of the woman who caught the
bouquet. That's what you do.”

“Oh, no, he doesn’t.” Leslie was adamant.

“It's the tradition,” Paul persisted.

“No way."

Grady looked from one to the other. Sounded as if
Leslie had no intention of cherishing this tradition. Come
to think of it, he didn’t remember this particular tradition
being followed at Paul and Bette’s wedding last August.

“But—" Paul started before Bette stepped in quietly.

“How about if we make our own tradition.”

“Bless your heart,” breathed Leslie.

“What? What did she say?” Paul asked.

“She said, ‘Bless your heart,” ” Tris told her cousin.
“She says it a lot. It's a sort of multipurpose Southern
expression Leslie uses for any occasion. Right now |
think she’s using it to say thank-you to Bette for saving
her from the garter-on-the-leg tradition.”

On cue, Bette went on, “Why don’'t we have the man
who has the garter dance the next dance with the
woman who caught the bouquet. That'll be the new
tradition. Okay?”
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Grady heard the band start up. He heard Leslie
muttering about there being a big difference between
catching a bouquet and fending it off out of self-defense.

Maybe he just needed to get out more. Maybe that
was all that was the matter with him.

And maybe not.

He closed his hand around the scrap of lace and took
Leslie Craig in his arms for their dance.

Chapter One

Grady Roberts opened his top left-side dresser
drawer, repository of all the things he didn’t know what to
do with, and, first thing, he saw the garter.

He thought he’'d packed everything he'd need for this
trip to Washington, but more business trips than he
cared to count had taught him to take one last look.

And there, amid single cuff links, hotel shoe-shine kits,
toothpicks, an old pocketknife, matchbooks and spare
change—in fact, right on top of them—rested that white
band of fabric Michael had handed him at the wedding
two and a half weeks ago.

He’'d shoved it in his tuxedo pocket after that single
dance with Leslie Craig. Later he’d seen it on the
dresser when Harriet, his housekeeper, sent the tux to
the cleaners before last week’s museum board benefit.
He’'d left it on the dresser because it didn’'t seem right to
throw it out, but what did you do with a bride’s garter?

Apparently Harriet had figured the best thing to do
was to put it back where she’'d found it, because he'd
discovered it in his pocket during the benefit. He couldn’t
blame the garter for his not enjoying the company of his
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stunningly beautiful and stunningly boring date, but the
fact was, when he came home—early—that night, he'd
taken the garter out of his pocket and dumped it in this
drawer with something close to irritation.

And there it had stayed until now.

He could throw the thing out. He stood there looking at
it, making no move toward the wastepaper basket. Or . .

“What the hell.”

With that fatalistic mutter, he picked up the bit of mate-
rial, tossed it in his open suitcase and slammed the
drawer closed.

* * % %

“How about this?”

Leslie Craig looked at the massive Chinese gong
Grady Roberts stood next to. It was the largest thing in
the Georgetown antique store he’d made their first stop.
An antique store in Georgetown and one in a trendy
mall, for heaven’s sake. The man didn't have a bit of
shopping sense.

He’'d called out of the blue Thursday, said he'd be in
Washington over the weekend and would she be
available Saturday to help him select a housewarming
gift for the home Paul and Bette had just bought in
suburban Chicago. With Tris and Michael still off on their
honeymoon, he really could use some help shopping in
D.C., he’'d said. She’d said yes.

She sighed mentally. Grandma Beatrice had always
said men had to be schooled in gift buying just the way
they are in world history. Grady Roberts, she feared,
would require remedial work.

“I don't think so, Grady.”

A tuck appeared between his brows. Lord, even the
man’s frown was more appealing than most men’s
widest smiles.

“Why not?”

She moved closer so she could lower her voice out of
hearing range of the supercilious clerk lurking in the
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vicinity.

“If your heart's set on an antique, there are some
towns a little way out we could try. They’re much more
reasonable.”

His frown cleared. “The money doesn’t matter.”

She’d tried the oblique approach, now it was time for
direct. “Maybe not to you, but how about to Paul and
Bette? How do you think they'd feel having something
sitting in their living room that cost as much as half a
year’'s mortgage payments?”

He looked stubborn.

“Of course, when | say sitting in their living room,
that's only a guess. Where exactly do you put a genuine
Chinese gong? And what on earth would you use it for? |
can’t imagine Bette calling Paul and their kids-to-be in to
dinner with it.”

“Not everything has to be useful,” he argued, but the
stubborn look had disappeared.

“True, but then it should be something the person get-
ting the gift can truly love. You think Paul and Bette
would love this?”

The surface didn't ripple, but Leslie thought she saw
reactions flicker across the clear blue of his eyes. Poor
soul, it was a whole new concept for him. Wouldn’t do to
throw someone at the remedial level right into a
graduate course. Better to ease him into it.

“Why don't we look around a little more,” she
suggested smoothly. “And you can tell me more about
the house Paul and Bette are buying.”

He let her ease him out of the antique store and on to
other shops that shared at least one theme—outrageous
prices. So, she confirmed to herself, he hadn'’t really had
his heart set on the gong or even an antique, because if
he had she didn’t fool herself into thinking Grady would
have been so easily swayed.

Why on earth had she agreed to accompany him on
this shopping expedition?

Because she couldn't resist.
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Not because of his looks, though looks he certainly
had—a couple inches over six foot, no extraneous
inches anywhere else, blond hair, blue eyes, features
both regular and manly. Women definitely looked twice.

That was not a recommendation in Leslie’s eyes, how-
ever. If anything, his handsomeness and easy charm
had made her dismiss him when they met last fall.

But Tris and Michael, Paul and Bette—people Leslie
liked and admired—had been friends with Grady for a
long time, so surely there was something. And then
she’d thought she’'d caught glimpses of it herself,
especially at the wedding.

Well, there you had it, as Grandma Beatrice would
say. A challenge ready-made for Leslie Aurelia Craig. A
lost soul—all the more lost because he didn’t know he
was a lost soul—clearly in need of a little gentle
guidance.

Besides, she liked Paul and Bette, and for a couple
starting off in their first home to be saddled with
something like that gong . . . Especially since Grady
would be too near at hand for them to sell the thing at
their first garage sale.

This was not going the way Grady had planned.

They’'d wandered in and out of Georgetown shops for
nearly two hours. He would guide them in, hoping to get
this gift bought and shipped, and she would usher them
out, not satisfied with any of his proposals. Finally he
talked her into a glass of wine and some fruit and
cheese in the tree-shaded courtyard of a small
restaurant he knew.

This was more like it, he thought as he considered
Leslie. Elbows propped on the table, she rested her chin
on the backs of her hands, which she’d templed over the
wineglass. The position displayed the clean line of her
profile beyond a sweep of brown hair glinting with red
and gold.

She had beautiful hands. Long, slender fingers and a

10
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narrow palm. Soft, but not the least bit fragile. They were
hands that accomplished things with a delicate touch.

He’'d tell her that, but not right now. Too early. And if
there was one thing Grady knew about dealing with
women it was timing.

For now, he remained content to let their interaction
fall into the familiar rhythm.

But he'd barely settled back in his chair before she
started plying him with questions about the house Paul
and Bette had just bought.

‘I don’'t know. It's just a house. It's in Evanston, just
north of the city. It's two stories, kind of big. Not too far
from Lake Michigan.”

“I don’'t know,” he repeated to inquiries on neighbor-
hood character, construction date and architectural style.

“What's the outside look like?”

“I told you, two stories.”

She shot him a look that might have been disgust.

“How about the yard?”

“It has big trees.” That was fairly safe. A lot of Evans-
ton had big trees, especially that area. And then he
remembered another tidbit. “Paul said something about
the previous owner being elderly and very frail, so not
much got done to the outside. He said he wouldn’'t have
to worry about getting a lawn mower because there’s no
grass to mow—ijust dirt.”

But that didn’t satisfy her, either.

“Are they planning on renovating? Redecorating?”

“I don’t know.”

“They must be doing something. At least a room
they’re going to make into a nursery for the baby.”

“l don’t know.” What was the hurry? The baby wasn't
due until August.

“But they must have talked about it. People getting a
new house can't help but talk about it.”

“Yeah, | guess they did. | just didn’t pay much atten-
tion.”

She took her elbows off the table and sat back, openly

11
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studying him. This was not part of the familiar rhythm.

“Well then, how did you expect to buy them a gift?”

What, was she crazy? “I expected to walk into a store,
find something and pay for it.”

“But how could you know if that something was right
or not?”

“Right?”

“Appropriate for them. Something Paul and Bette
could love. Something that would make them remember
you every time they looked at it, and it would make them
feel good.”

He smiled at her. “Isn’t that an awful lot of burden to
put on a present?”

She didn’'t smile back. “Not if the present buyer’s truly
willing to give.”

The trouble with hazel eyes was that they sort of
snuck up on you. They seemed just like ordinary eyes
one second and then the next they were boring right into
you.

He shifted in his chair and slanted his grin. “Hey,
you're the one who said that antigue gong was too
expensive. | was willing to give.”

She flipped one hand dismissively. “Money. That's not
what I'm talking about.”

What was she talking about? What was she doing?

She removed her red knit jacket from the chair back
and slid her purse strap over her shoulder. “Thank you
for the wine, Grady. It's nice seeing you. Hope your
business goes well Monday, and have a good trip back
to Chicago.”

“But—but | don’t have a present yet.”

“You're not ready yet. You've got more thinking to do
before you’ll know what to get them. And it wouldn’t hurt
if you paid more attention to what they tell you about the
house. Give them my best when you see them.”

She stood.

“Wait a minute. Please sit down.” She looked at him
with polite inquiry, but did sit. This was definitely not

12
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going the way he’d planned. “I thought we'd go to
dinner.”

“Why?”

He’'d never been asked that before. Not in the more
than half of his life he’d been dating. He’d had women
say no before—a few—but he’d never had one ask
“why.”

Mildly annoyed, he said the first thing that came to
mind. “To get something to eat.”

“It's only three-thirty in the afternoon and we just had
something to eat.”

“Well, we wouldn’'t go now,” he said in exasperation,
and for some reason that brought the spark of
amusement back into her eyes. “I thought we’d go later,
take the opportunity to get to know each other.

“After all,” he went on quickly in case she had another
“why” ready, “we’ll run into each other more when I'm in
D.C., through Tris and Michael, and | know you’ve gotten
to know Paul from his trips for the Smithsonian, and
Bette when she comes along. But we don’t know each
other very well. I'd like to get to know you better.”

That was true, he realized with a bit of surprise.

He reached across the glass tabletop and took
Leslie’s hand in both of his. “I think you're a very
interesting woman, Leslie. And very lovely.”

She detached her hand.

“Thank you. And I'm sure we will get to know each
other over time since, as you've said, we have so many
friends in common. But for now . . .”

She stood again. This time he stood, too.

“But the gift— You said you'd help.”

He started to cover the odd note in his voice with
more talk, but stopped when he caught her expression.
Something Tris had said about her friend’s propensity for
mothering people shot to the surface of his memory.

The one thing Leslie can’t resist is someone she
thinks is a lost chick.

It wasn't a role he felt any affinity for, but any portin a

13
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storm . ..

“I really could use your help, Leslie.”

“But we don’t seem to be getting anywhere, Grady,
so—"

“But we will. Give it more time.” That's what he
needed, more time.

“—there’s no sense—.”

“Wait a minute, wait a minute. | have an idea.”

“An idea?”

A stroke of genius, and one bound to keep them
together for at least a couple more hours. And that would
make it late enough that going on to dinner should be no
problem. Then . .. who knows?

“You said | need to think about Paul and Bette, and
what they love. | know where to do that—the
Smithsonian.”

“The Smithsonian? Oh . ..youmean...”

“Right, the exhibit Paul's been working on isn't ready
yet, but he’d consulted for them even before he started
this regular position last year, so there’'ve got to be other
displays with artifacts like the antique toys Paul ap-
praises. Americana, that sort of thing.”

“National Museum of American History,” she mur-
mured. She was weakening.

“Right, we’ll go there.” He tossed money on the table
for their bill plus a generous tip, and took her arm. “That
should give me lots of ideas. You can’t say no to that.”

She couldn't.

* % % *

They saw the Star-Spangled Banner that Francis
Scott Key wrote a country’s anthem about. They
watched the pendulum that swayed with the earth’s
rotation knock off a few more increments of time. They
studied Dorothy’s ruby slipper from The Wizard of Oz, Al
Jolson’s sheet music, Mister Rogers’s sweater, Edith’s
and Archie’s chairs from All in the Family and Fred
Astaire’s top hat.

She discovered his love of old movies.

14
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He found out that her grandmother had taught her to
play the piano and had a saying for every occasion.

They spent a very agreeable two hours. And when
they walked out into the setting May sun and headed
across the grassy Mall to where Grady had parked his
rental car, he felt they had, in fact, gotten to know each
other better.

What he hadn’t done was come up with an idea for a
present for Paul and Bette.

“I guess you're right,” he told her. “I am hopeless
when it comes to buying gifts. My personal assistant
does a lot of that for me, and the rest of it | usually get
the first thing that hits my eye.”

“I never said you were hopeless. You've just never
been taught.”

Maybe he’'d always assumed that if it cost enough no
one would notice the lack of thought. Discomfort at that
notion was quickly edged away by the pleasure of the
moment. To his left the Capitol dome rose, bathed in
sunlight. To his right the stark Washington Monument
was etched against the blue sky and beyond it the solid
serenity of the Lincoln Monument. And by his side
walked a woman, a very nice woman.

How often had he stopped to consider the “niceness”
of the women he’d spent time with?

“So today was first grade in the Leslie Craig School of
Gift Giving?”

She responded to his teasing straight-faced, but with
her eyes giving her away. “Make that preschool, Grady.”

He laughed and took her hand as they jogged across
Jefferson Street ahead of a slow-moving car.

“Oh, look, the roses are blooming.”

Leslie started to move away, but he didn’t loosen his
grip on her hand; instead he followed along where she
led.

Most of his experience with roses came in ordering
them by the dozen from florists. But here, several beds
entirely filled with rosebushes occupied a triangle of

15
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space between the original Smithsonian building—
“Dubbed The Castle,” Leslie said—and a building with
Centennial 1876 Exhibition above double front doors.
Colors tumbled over one another. Buds still encased in
green nestled next to flowers opened so wide that
gravity had drawn some petals to the dark earth below.
And perfect blossoms regally posed for their moment of
glory against velvet green leaves.

“Aren’t they wonderful? Look at that one—Peace. That
color...”

Leslie moved from plant to plant. She slipped her
hand out of his, but he went with her, observing her
reaction more than the flowers. She breathed the
scented air in deeply and let it out. Abruptly he
remembered what it felt like to hold her while they
danced, the feel of her back under his hand, the brush of
her arm against his, the soft presence of her hand on his
shoulder.

“The first time Grandma Beatrice came to visit me in
Washington, we came here and sat on these benches
one whole afternoon, watching the people and feeding
the squirrels. We come every year when she visits me.”

Such a simple thing—some dirt, plants, a few
flowers— and she got such pleasure out of it. Year after
year, from what she said.

“That’s it,” he said softly. Then louder, “Hot damn,
that's it.”

She looked at him, a reminiscent smile still softening
her mouth.

“What's it?”

“The idea. The gift. I'll give them this.”

He gestured at the flowers around them. She looked
around, then back at him, eyebrows raised in question.

“A garden, Leslie. I'll give them a garden,” he
explained, and her puzzlement started to fade. “I mean,
they can choose what they want and everything, but
there’s a man | know—I helped sell his old business so
he could do what he really loved—Ilandscaping. And |
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know he’d be happy to do it. He can help Paul and Bette
figure out what they want, and then he’ll landscape it for
them.” His enthusiasm dipped for an instant. “That's
something they’ll like, don’t you think?”

“Yes, | think that's something they’ll like very much.
That's a great idea, Grady.”

The momentary dip smoothed before a renewed surge
of certainty. “And they’ll remember it, like you said. And
they’ll look at it for years and years and think about me
giving it to them and they’ll smile. Hey, this gift giving
can be pretty good stuff, can't it?”

Her smile changed, and he stared at her mouth.

“It sure can."

Pleased with the scent of roses, pleased with the sun-
shine, pleased with the idea, pleased with himself and
pleased with Leslie, it seemed the most natural thing in
the world to take her in his arms and kiss her.
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