
ONCE BURNED

CHAPTER ONE

Oh, no! There he is! I nearly ran right into him!

Chris stared down the aisle of the mall, gasping for breath, her heart beating hard.

Chris Lovell was beautiful, even in panic. She was also five foot four inches tall, petite, and stylishly dressed in good taste. Added to that, she was a natural blonde and everything about her was attractive except what she was doing at the moment. 

She was hunched over, cringing, trying to make herself smaller as she tried to hide behind a big sign proclaiming marked down to the world in general and the mall customers in particular. She looked at the large but flimsy thing she was clinging to in dismay. Marked down! That figures! She muttered under her breath, grinding her teeth in frustration.

She tried to tuck in her hips a little farther, thankful she'd decided against a doughnut with her coffee that morning and looked down to make sure her size sixes didn’t show beneath the edge of the sign. Her toes clenched against the soles of her shoes as if that would help, and her face burned an unbecoming red with indignation at the jerk who was causing all this discomfort. 

If he had been an ogre out of one of the fairy tales her mother used to read to her, she couldn't have been more shaken, or more resentful of being shaken. But he was certainly no ogre. Chris was a fighter, no one who knew her would bet on the ogre winning in an encounter with her if that had been the problem. The man she peered at from behind her sign was a normal man. Better than normal. She begrudged the opinion innate fair play made her acknowledge. 

The man she observed was a very good looking man. Worse than that, just her first look at him had made her knees weak and her heart skip enough beats to strike her dumb. She had stood staring at him like a bumpkin until in horror at her reaction, she got her legs to working and ran as fast as she could from his disturbing presence and her embarrassment. 

From her hiding place behind the sign, she could see his reflection in a window across the aisle. Dark hair, good build, Roman nose. He had it all. Then she watched his back as he walked away from her, unaware of the panic he'd caused in her foolish heart. 

Not until he was safely out of sight did she straighten up and come out from behind the sign. She rubbed her back as she took a deep breath and stretched her cowardly toes. Felling better, she still felt shaken by the close encounter that more than half of her rebel hormones would have welcomed. Acknowledging that did not improve her temper. She was just too honest to deny it, even to herself. Thank heavens, he's finally gone!

Having slid behind the sign like a jalopy on an oil slick, she had still had time to long to be held in his arms and picture herself looking up into those amused brown eyes. Those brown eyes and that amusement had stuck in her memory and lurked on the underside of her eyelids to taunt her every time she closed them. That she did remember every detail of that handsome face was the most disgusting part of it. The magnetic, undeniable attraction she had felt for him the first time she laid eyes on him. 

It's something at first sight all right, embarrassment? I've never heard of embarrassment at first sight! Something inside identified it. Chemistry at first sight? Thats what it was, I guess. I didn't know that was possible either. Well, whatever(I'm certainly not going to investigate.

Angry at herself for feeling disappointment along with relief at avoiding him again she stepped out and walked on to the drugstore where she had been heading when she had spotted the Mystery Man.

Mystery Man. Humpf! Sounds mysterous, maybe even  exotic? He would probably like that name I gave him. Her resolve that he would never know hardened. She would see to that. Psychotic is more like it, anyway. We've never seen each other before. He will give up looking around for me soon. Most men have about the same attention span as a cocker spaniel and ones who look like that, well, give it a lot less. 

Feeling like a refugee from some sort of near miss disaster she drove back to the office fussing at herself for starting this crazy game of hide and seek. But it wasn't her fault, she defended herself. She definitely wasn't encouraging his seeking and it wasn't planned. It just happened. Like stepping into a pile of dog poop or getting the wrong bingo card. She applied logic even if it was weak.
Her heart ignored her logic. She faced it head-on like she did everything else. Attraction, that’s what it was. Just pure, chemical, animal attraction was the only thing it was.

Registering and recording every detail of those eyes, the dark hair, the Roman nose, the good build, the strong arms, and the whole set of physical goodies the Mystery Man was blessed with she fought down a hysterical giggle. Maybe my biological clock is an alarm clock!. This close encounter also sent a disturbing memory of the first time she had seen that handsome face.

A couple of weeks ago, Christine Louise Lovell, intelligent, realistic, normal looking from the outside, professional to the point of dullness, insurance claim adjuster-with-her-head-on-straight, had parked in the oversized lot of the Super Saver grocery store to buy the few things she used enough of to buy them in bulk. It was just another sun kissed day. Normal as rain in the springtime. Then Fate pulled the rug out from under her.

Restocking staples was not an unpleasant chore, it was a break to do something different. She found time to sandwich it in between other things necessary for her work and personal needs. Refusing to make work out of it Chris did her planning as she went along, according to what was on sale and what her plans were for the next couple of weeks. It didn’t usually vary much unless there was a flurry of claims for some reason. There weren't any problems on her mind during that particular shopping trip except wondering how people had ever managed without microwaves and freezers, when her brows drew together in a frown.

She was more than halfway down the cereal aisle and still hadn't found the brand she wanted. 

Drat! They've got every brand of cereal known to man, hot or cold, from miniature pancakes to instant grits-ugh! Except the one I'm looking for. 

Having looked the aisle over twice to no avail she tiptoed up to look more closely at an empty space. 

Maybe this is where it was and there's a couple of boxes farther back.

Reaching up, she pushed the nearby boxes out of her way to see behind them. But instead of more cereal or the back of the shelf she found herself looking directly into a pair of brown eyes!

Those eyes were set in a very handsome masculine face framed by dark hair and they were looking back at her with a definite gleam of interest in them(and to her horror, amusement! 

She and the face the eyes belonged to stood in startled silence for several seconds, speechless, before Chris hurriedly pushed the cereal boxes back in place. Her cheeks flaming fire engine red with embarrassment she almost ran down the aisle pushing the loaded basket ahead of her.

I can't believe I just stood there and stared at him with my mouth open like that! Like I'd never seen a man before! He must think I'm a mental case(or desperate!

Her face hot, she realized she had come to the end of the long aisle and looked desperately around for an escape route. 

Ah! There! Without looking back she used the basket's weight to push quickly through the double utility doors into the back of the produce department.

Safely several feet inside, she stood still, getting her breathing under control. He wouldn't be able to see her back there. Even if he looked around for the impressed idiot who stared at him, she was safe. She rested, leaning on the basket to catch her breath from excitement and the brief run.

"Hi, Chris!"

Startled, she turned to see a boy of about seventeen. He was at the thin and lanky stage typical of the high school set whose shopping lists always included something to clear up their complexions. 

She smiled at him and he grinned self-consciously, wiping his hands on his work apron. There were bits of celery and radish leaves clinging to the apron from the produce he was stocking and watering down.

"Hank! Am I glad to see you! Can you take a few minutes to do something for me?"

"Sure." Hank came closer to talk. "I've still got quite a while left on my lunch break. I'm brown bagging it this week," he explained. "What is it you want me to do?"

"This basket of groceries, I came in to stock up on a few things-"

"Oh, yeah, you want me to check these things for you?" he eyed the loaded basket. "No problem."

"Yes, if you have time. I want you to take these things and check them for me then bring them back here after they're sacked. After you get them checked, I'll bring my car around back so I can load them and get away without having to go back out into the store." She slowed down, realizing she was talking too fast. 

Her request set off some warning signals for Hank. His brows drew together and he assumed a comic book hero stance. "Is there someone out there causing you trouble? We can take care of that," he quickly assured her. "You don't have to be afraid." He gave her his Sunday best protective look, already picturing himself leaping tall buildings in pursuit of anyone foolish enough to threaten a friend of his. 

"Oh, no." Chris denied any such danger, acutely aware of the glass insert in the door behind him. She lowered her voice. "It's nothing like that, Hank. It's just that there's someone out there I'd rather not run into, that's all. Would you mind getting these checked for me?" She added incentive, "I'll give you a five. That will fill your brown bag a couple of times. If you don't mind using the rest of your lunch hour?"

"You don't have to do that, I'll be glad to. I've got time." He turned the basket around as if it were light enough to twirl above his head, wheels and all. He smiled confidently as he looked back and pushed it toward the swinging door. "You just wait right here."

Chris smiled, "I will." Wild horses couldn't drag me out of here!

When the doors closed behind Hank, Chris followed far enough to risk a look out the glass insert in the door closest to her. Standing well back in the dimness she saw the stranger at the end of the aisle where she had been when she opted for her cruise through the back roads of produce land. 

The handsome face was turning, the eyes searching instead of amused. He was looking around in all directions. Looking for her! Her treacherous, foolish heart fluttered with pleasure at the thought. 

Logic muttered sarcastically, Must have an opening in his fan club. Well, no thanks! I won't be joining. 

Unfortunately there was no way short of blindness to keep from noticing the Mystery Man with the handsome face was also handsome from the neck down and looked as interesting going as he did coming. She moved back even farther, still cautiously watching.

He went up the next aisle out of sight and came out the one beyond it, still searching. She giggled nervously at how perplexed he looked. But embarrassment still clung like a wet blanket, she was glad to be so well hidden.

That's got to be the best looking man I've ever seen, she moaned softly to herself. And I made a complete monkey of myself, staring like that. He's probably got a ball and chain or several idiots like me fighting over him. He couldn't be hunting me for anything but to ask how it happens I've never laid eyes on the male of our species before. Well, I'm not desperate as it must have looked like I am, let someone else feed his ego.

She tore her eyes away from the small window feeling sorry for herself and sat down on a nearby crate of cans to wait for Hank.

Why couldn't any of those nerds Will and Amanda are always trying to fix me up with have looked like that? She pictured two or three of them who still didn't look good even from a time distance of several months, comparing them unfavorably to the Mystery Man.

Of course, I wouldn't trust him as far as I could throw him anyway. Just look at the way he looked up and down the aisles! Thinking, no doubt, I'd swoon right into his arms if he could just find me! But, she added wistfully, If Will or Amanda had introduced us without my making such a ninny of myself, it would at least have been a normal meeting.

At that point, she was relieved to see Hank coming. He came in through the back, grinning like a 'possum that had beat a semi across the road. She smiled at him as she got up to meet him. "Thanks, you're a life saver, Hank."

"Since the keys were with the wallet you gave me, I went on out and loaded the groceries and brought the car around for you." Hank dropped the keys in her hand on top of the wallet. "All double sacked and near the door, so you won't have to reach in too far"

Chris laughed at that and made a face. "I'm not so old as all that, Hank, just chicken. And thank you." She handed him the five. 

"No, no. I don't want that! I was glad to do it." He shied away.

"Hank, I insist. I might want another favor some time and I want to feel free to ask." She tucked the five into his apron pocket. He walked to the car with her, still protesting.

"Who was the person you didn't want to see," he asked curiously. "I'll keep an eye out. Or do you not want to talk about it?"

"It's not important. Anyway, not anything discussion would help."

She smiled up as he carefully closed the door for her. "Thanks again."

Since that time, Chris and the Mystery Man had seen each other at other places, always from a distance since Chris had always managed to get away before he could get close enough to speak to her or get her attention. It hadn't happened often and it only made her more determined to avoid him.

Chris looked for a parking place as she neared the office, firmly putting the Mystery Man out of her thoughts. She finally found a place in walking distance that didn't require feeding a meter.

Will Tuttle, whose claim office she worked for, saw her coming. "Hey, here come our first aid supplies," he called back to someone as she went in. 

His younger sister, Amanda, the self styled computer expert and general secretary, stuck her head out of her office. "Good! I could use some aspirin." She frowned, using every one of her worry lines. "I've really come to hate the end of the quarter!"

While Chris and Will got the supplies put up, Amanda took her aspirins and went back to her computer and the end of the quarter headaches.

Having put away enough coffee and aspirin to get them through several days of claims and Amanda's end of the quarter headaches, Will perched on the edge of her desk as Chris got out a file. He made no move to get up and get on with his own work. She ignored him.

"Why so quiet? Something on your mind?" His look was speculative.

Will was a good friend, a couple of years older than she was, and her boss. The relationship between her, Will, and his sister, Amanda, was comfortable enough to be candid as family. Chris looked up when he didn’t move. 

"Anybody ever tell you you're nosy?" She wrinkled her nose at him as if he were a bad odor. 

"All the time," he nodded complacently. "It's my modus operandi."

"Yeah, it’s an occupational hazard. I forgot," Chris conceded.

"Hazard, heck! It's essential. So, how long do I have to bug you until you tell me what's bugging you(besides me? Beat you to that one!"

"Will, do you have to know everything? You're curiouser than a cat. Make that a whole litter of cats. Kittens, even!"

Insult didn't pry Will loose from the desk. "There's no such word as curiouser. And why shouldn't I know everything? That's the advantage of owning a small business with only yourself, your sister, and an old friend." He gave it some thought, "Unless you count the ones who only work when hunger demands or when the CAT pay is good. We're a close team."

"Oh, well(” Chris sighed, knowing confession was the only way to get him off her desk. "Remember that Mystery Man I told you about? The good looking one that I stared at and have seen several times since?"

"Hey," Will brightened hopefully. "Don't tell me you finally met him?" His face fell, taking on a tragic look as he slipped into teasing mode. "And he's got a wife and six or eight yelling yard apes and rug rats? What a bummer!" His face seemed to be trying for deep sympathy, but he only managed to tone down the grin a little.

Chris didn't answer, her eyes searched the desk for something to throw. 

Will persisted. "Is that it? You saw him again?"

Chris nodded. "Just saw him. He didn't see me and I still don't know who he is or anything about him except that I don't want to be embarrassed by meeting him face to face." She left out the part about her heart skipping a beat when she saw anyone who looked like him from a distance or that she would probably faint dead away if she did suddenly run into him. And her heart kept painting impressions on her imagination of how it would feel to be held in his arms, to gaze into those eyes up close and personal. Imagination, or maybe wishful thinking, blotted out the office and the present. She drifted off into silence.

"Where did all this nothing happen?" Will propped a foot on an open drawer. 

"At the mall,” Chris dragged herself back. “I nearly ran right into him before I saw him." She shrugged, exasperated with herself, "I guess it sort of shook me up, isn't that silly?"

"Silly isn't strong enough. The whole thing is dumb as dirt! He's probably just a nice guy who would like to meet you. If not, you're a big girl, you can handle it"

"I don't want to handle it. That's as unnecessary as this conversation. Will, I know you and Amanda mean well when you try to fix me up with friends but I'm not interested." She closed the file and picked up another one. "I'm glad you've finally stopped trying"

Will shook his head. "We haven't quit trying, we've just run out of friends! In case you haven't been paying attention, they're getting married or paired off in droves instead nailing up the door when opportunity knocks-like you do."

Chris raised an eyebrow and shook her head. "Not guilty on that one. I haven't even got a hammer!"

"Once burned, twice shy," Will nodded sagely. "That's what your trouble is. You've got to get over it and move on."

"What was that?" It came out more sharply and exasperated than Chris meant for it to.

"You heard me," Will stuck to his observation. "Once burned, twice shy. Hey, this is me, Will. Remember? I was a Senior when you were a Junior. I remember you and Johnny Archer always being together. And I went to the prom when your class graduated and you and Johnny went to the prom together. And I remember when all of your class and your group left for college. You went to different schools and Johnny somehow wound up with Anita Torrence." 

He gave her a straight, serious look, "Or was it with Torrence Imports?" 

"That’s not nice, Will." Chris said it quietly. Then she looked sideways at him, not quite grinning. "True, but not nice." 

They both laughed though hers was a little forced. She brushed it aside, glancing down at the file in front of her. "Oh, well, it's been years, Will. And I heard not long ago they, Johnny and Anita, have twin girls, so they must be happy. I'm not carrying a torch for Johnny. He was just not the guy I thought he was." She paused, “My pride was hurt too, I guess."

"And I know you. It also shook your faith in your own good judgment, didn't it?" There was no answer. "Didn't it," he insisted.

"Yes, I guess it did." She touched the file and gave him a pained look. "Losing my Dad to his secretary I already felt like the bottom fell out of my world, but Mom and I were always so close.” She smiled, “And Mom liked Johnny, he could be a charmer when he wanted to. She never exactly put it into words but I think she felt I had found a prince who could make up for Dad’s walking out on us. I remember the look in her eyes when she went to the school with me on parents’ night and other things. Seeing the couples sharing their pride in their children. Being alone hurt. It hurt both of us, I never forgave him for that.” 

Chris paused, remembering her Mother. She had been killed in a car wreck not long after Johnny eloped with Anita. Remembering the coldness coming home to the empty house still brought a chill to her heart. She looked up at Will, “You know me too well. I'm going to seek employment elsewhere!" She giggled, letting go of the frown.

Amanda came from the breakroom with three cokes. She handed Will and Amanda one and pulled up a chair to join them.

"It sounded like you were having more fun than I am and the aspirin kicked in, so I decided to take a break."

"Chris saw her Mystery Man again. At the mall." Will immediately informed her.

Chris threw up her hands and rolled her eyes. "My life is an open book!"

"Say, I'm curious about him. Is he really all that good looking?" Amanda sipped her coke, nosy as her big brother, eyes on Chris.

"Yes, he's good looking all right." Chris got a dreamy, unfocused look in her eyes trying to find a way to describe him. "He looks sort of like Vince Edwards used to, only better. Or maybe, Cary Grant, and he has a cleft in his chin."

"Sounds like an old movies review to me," Will remarked.

"That's because you have no appreciation for good looking men." Amanda put him in his place.

"Thank heaven for that!" Will raised his coke to toast the condition.

"Gosh," Amanda sighed, "A cleft in his chin! I saw an old Cary Grant movie on the late show last night. The one with Ingrid Bergman, Notorious or something, I can't remember the name of it. But I sure do remember him! He was a gorgeous thing, even in black and white.""

Will squinted at Chris suspiciously. "Has anyone but me noticed how closely Chris must have looked at this Mystery Man to be able to describe him like that? Especially for someone who doesn't want to be looked back at?" He moved quickly to avoid Amanda's hand and continued. "I think we should take a vote on whether Chris lets him catch up and speak to her next time they meet. All in favor?"

"No, you don't. Forget it!" Chris was emphatic. "He'll give up looking soon, and we won't have to worry about him anymore. Probably the only reason he still appears to be interested, and I could be kidding myself about that too, is the way I just stood there and stared at him like I've never seen a man before."

"Aw, Chris, you take all the fun out of life," Will complained. He finally got up and left.

Alone with her work, Chris surveyed the office. The windows across the front gave her a view of the businesses across the street and whoever might be approaching the front door. There were four desks, two besides hers and Will’s and enough filing space to make her glad it wasn’t full of files demanding attention. The little hall beside Amanda’s office ran back to the breakroom where there was always coffee if there was a warm body anywhere on the premises to fix or drink it. She smiled, surveying it. Her own, safe little world. She pushed back her chair.

“Want a cup of coffee, Amanda?”

The answer was negative and Chris sat down in the breakroom to sip alone. Will’s remark about her faith in her own judgment had struck a nerve still sensitive from her childhood. She remembered her room and her stuffed toys and her Mother reading to her, her Dad coming in to say goodnight when he’d got home before she went to sleep. She knew now why he got home so late, when he came at all. Then, there was the divorce. She’d not understood the word until she got older. Chris had cringed in her room a long time after that, braced for him to divorce her, too, as he had her Mother. He didn’t want them anymore. A child’s eye view of grown up things is frightening. She and her Mother had still had their home and a comfortable living, but any contact with her Father had dwindled to an uncomfortable phone call once in a while until He had had a heart attack and died. 

Her heart warmed and Chris smiled to herself, picturing her Mother. She had liked Johnny Archer and there were still pictures of all of them in the album Chris had. Pictures of a happy time when she felt secure in spite of her Father’s leaving them. Her Mother’s love was her safe refuge. And there was Johnny(
Chris got up abruptly and washed her cup, seeing memories she would rather put behind her.

After the divorce, to lose her Mother in a tragic accident so soon after Johnny’s betrayal had hardened her determination to stand squarely on her own two feet. Even people who loved you were not promised to you forever. She would survive quite nicely, thank you, without depending on anyone. She was a fighter, capable of fending off any more hurts Fate had in store. She marched back to her desk and the stack of work she knew she could handle. Her job. Where she was needed. Where she was safe.

CHAPTER TWO

The next couple of weeks everyone in the small insurance claim office was too busy to ‘complain or get into any trouble’ as Amanda put it. Chris was determined to close at least half the files on her desk, Amanda was finishing up her quarterly reports, and Will was doing the leg work on the awesome stack of files on his own desk.

Chris glanced at him from the corner of her eye, glad he had been too busy lately to try fixing her up with anyone else. She thought briefly about one of the candidates he’d got her a date with that even Will could see was a huge mistake. He’d wanted to move into her apartment ‘till he got on his feet.’ It turned out he’d been out of work most of the time and was being thrown out of a girlfriend’s apartment that week! Even Will called him ‘a real loser,’ and hadn’t tried for a couple of months to fix her up with anyone else. She didn’t let her smile show at the attempts they had made. He and Amanda were the only family she had now, and that was all right with her. She looked up at Will when he spoke. 

"I'd like us to be in super good shape by the time tornado weather gets here." He never mentioned tornado weather without a fearful glance toward the windows. "You know this business comes in bunches like bananas when the wind and catastrophes hit us." 

Chris agreed. "You're right about that, we'll be swamped in more ways than one. Have you checked to make sure all our numbers are current on the Help Available roster?"

"Yeah, all but Charlie. Remember, he got a chance to go to Hawaii and work on those commercial fires and storm claims on the islands." Will's face took on as worried a look as it ever got unless there was a class ten calamity which included family. His unwritten rules for injury and storm calamity were: not breathing; blood pumping from an artery; or winds in excess of a hundred miles an hour. 

Charlie was an experienced adjuster and rated a slight frown as Will continued. "From the look on his face when he told me about it, he may not come back at all. But I'll check the number I have again in a couple of days. I also told him to call us if and when he gets back, so, we'll see."

"I hope he's tired of pineapple and coconuts by now." Chris held up one hand with crossed fingers to add her hopes to Will's. "He's good help."

Will nodded. "He's the best I've seen when it comes to fast tracking catastrophe claims." 

He shrugged and grinned at Chris. "Changing the subject, may I compliment you, Ms. Lovell, on your efficiency("

"Excuse me. Efficiency?" Chris tilted her head as if she smelled some kind of catch 

"Of course, efficiency. On getting yourself born just before the storm season. You can take Friday off if you want to. Go shopping or just sleep late, or whatever melts your butter."

Chris made a face. "You surely don’t think I'm still counting birthdays? I'm just going to stop right here and evade the issue from now on if anyone has the nerve to ask how old I am."

"At the tender age of twenty-eight?" Will raised his eyebrows.

“Twenty-seven!" Chris quickly corrected. "But what the heck, since it won't go any higher. I'll just ignore any higher numbers."

"That could be dangerous," Will warned with his phony serious expression.

"Can, huh? And how do you figure that, Mr. Smart?"

"I thought I was Mr. Nosey."

"That too. You were saying?" 

"I had a good buddy in service that started messing around with his birthdays. What he did was he'd take a year off every year instead of adding one on."

"Right on! Good plan. In fact, that's the best idea I've heard yet!" Chris was clearly impressed, her pen stilled above her file. 

"Wrong!"

"Wrong? Why, for heaven’s sake?"

"Well, as I said, we were in service together. We got out of boot camp, and were stationed at some of the same places for the rest of our service time(" He watched her from the corner of his eye, holding back a grin.

"Um-hum, so? Can we get on with this?"

"Well, he stuck to his new system, taking a year off every year(" Chris waited.

"Then one birthday it happened(he was too young to buy beer!"
He ducked the box of kleenex Chris threw at him. "I should have known better when it started sounding like a shaggy dog story." She glared at him. "Go close a file or something."

Later that afternoon Will came by with two more files and sat down beside her desk to tell her what was needed on them.

She put a paperweight on what she was working on and turned her attention to the files where he wanted her to help.

"I'm doing the leg work and closing on these, but if you could help me with some phone calls they can be closed in the next few days at most.”

"Okay, shoot."

He picked up the first one. "On this one, I need prices to establish an actual cash value on the three items checked. Three sources on each should do it." 

Chris clipped a note to the front of the file and looked at the next one he was placing before her.

"This one is a bodily injury, but it seems like a suspicious BI to me. I want you to check the index bureau and see if you can come up with something on this fellow. He may be making a living out of these minor injuries. These two are the closest I've got to closing but there are plenty behind them."

"Okay, I'll start on them first thing in the morning. I'm closing these three this afternoon," Chris nodded toward the files on the left corner of her desk. "In case there are any more that just need calls or something more I can help with if I get more than these closed. We'll get all of them we can, we're not too bogged under."

"Thanks. You're good help too."

"Ah, compliments(" Chris basked in the glory.

"Oh, well, it's close to your birthday." Chris had already thrown the kleenex and was out of ammunition. Will laughed as her eyes searched for weapons then added, "Looks .like we're going to be in pretty good shape when the wind starts blowing. I don't want to lose any business by turning down claims. It's hard enough to convince these companies to use our service. I don't want to make any of them mad."

"We won't. We'll manage." Chris said it firmly, the fighter genes she got from her Mother showing.

"Hang onto that attitude for the storm season." Will patted her on the back as he left, "See you tomorrow."

Chris finished updating the file she was working on then laid it on top of the other three on the corner of her desk. She was alone in the office, her desk lamp making an island of light around her. Amanda had gone home and locked the door behind her. Chris pictured Amanda busy preparing dinner for her husband, Pat, and their two children. As she cleared her desk and got up, her imagination painted a cozy family picture of Amanda, Pat, and their two junior high boys enjoying a home cooked meal together.

At last! I'm going home and soak in a nice warm bubble bath till the water gets cold! She stretched the tired muscles in her shoulders and back, her mind drifting back to the brown eyes and handsome face that lurked in her memory ready to haunt any idle moment. There are worse things than being alone, I just can't think what they are right now. She fought a tendency to feel sorry for herself as she cleared off her desk. She paused to turn on a dim night light and left making sure the door was locked, more aware than usual of being alone.

Shame I can't get Mr. Mystery Man to come over tonight and rub my back. I know, I'll stop by the drug store on the way home and get something that smells heavenly, maybe the Jasmine I saw last week. I wonder if he likes Jasmine? Her eyes turned dreamy at the thought and she sighed, feeling somehow bereaved. That's one of the things I’ll never know(
There weren't many cars in the parking lot and Chris was in the drugstore and out in no time, pleased with her scented bubble bath. The wind was blowing and she stopped briefly to look at her reflection in the drug store's glass front.

Thinking it sure was windy all of a sudden, she patted her hair, then froze. On the other side of the window those brown eyes she'd first seen between the cereal boxes were staring intently back at her. She quickly patted her hair again pretending not to see him, and hurried away.

Thankful that window was a long way from the outside doors Chris dashed for her car before he had a chance to make his way out of the drugstore and pursue her on the parking lot.

Safely in her car, Chris looked in her rearview mirror and thought with about equal parts of regret and interest, It's been a while since I saw him, maybe he works around this area somewhere. 
Dangerously close to admitting to herself she was hoping to see him she let her eyes wander back to the mirror. With a twinge of disappointment so strong it surprised her, she saw no sign of him.

I wonder who he is, what he does? It's no one's business if I just wonder about him. Will thinks he's probably a nice guy. But then, Will thinks about everyone is a nice guy, she smiled to herself. She firmly dismissed the Mystery Man from her thoughts. They had enough to worry about with the storm season coming on to waste time daydreaming.

Still, I can't help wishing he had been one of those 'loose ends' Will and Amanda tried to fix me up with before I broke them of the aggravating habit. But I know it's just as well, I’m sure he must think I'm some kind of mental case. And anyone who looks like that is probably so stuck on himself he can't understand why I'm not stuck on him too. I don't want to meet him. Men! 

Her birthday finally rolled around on Friday the thirteenth. It figures, she thought ruefully as she looked at the calendar. But there's only one open file left open on my desk plus these two I've got some things to do for Will. The phone calls on the ACV, the bodily injury to check out with the index bureau. She pulled them over to the middle of the desk, promising herself to get started on them. 

Will came by the office looking pleased. He stuck his head in the door to tell her, "Hey, good news! Charlie answered the phone when I called. Said he'd just got in last night. He's back and available, raring to go!" Will's relief at having Charlie back was shared by all of them. Chris shared his joy about Charlie and gestured toward a floral arrangement on her desk.

"Thanks, Will. They’re lovely. And that sure is good news about Charlie. She smiled, turning away to answer her phone.

"Chris?" A somehow familiar voice asked.

"Yes, this is she." She looked up in surprise at Will, who had come over and was lingering near her desk.

"Why, thank you." Chris said glancing up at Will who was studying the look on her face. "You mean you remembered my birthday?" She hesitated, Will sidled a little closer. "Lunch? No, I haven't been yet. Nothing special I guess. I don't know. Are you and Anita in the neighborhood?"

Will's eyebrows went up at the name, Anita.

It was Will's turn to look surprised. "Anita?" He inquired softly. He sat down at his own desk and waited for her to finish her conversation.

"I see. Well… I guess so. Sure. I'll see you there." Chris put down the phone looking uncertain. "Well! That's a surprise!” She spoke loud enough for Amanda to hear her.

"What is?" she called from her office.

"Johnny Archer calling to wish me a happy birthday-and treat me to lunch!"

Amanda came out and looked over at her. Chris sat gazing into space and thinking about the phone call. Chris felt terribly uncomfortable for some reason. Will hadn't said anything. That was unusual too, given the curiosity traits he and Amanda had inherited usually ran rampant until satisfied.

A slight frown appeared where Chris's puzzled smile had been. "I wish I'd told him I have other plans for lunch. Now that it’s too late I'm not so sure I even want to see Johnny Archer, much less go to lunch with him."

"What's the matter, Chris?" Amanda arrived at her desk and tilted her head, "You look like a laxative commercial!"

"Thank you, but flattery will get you nowhere," Chris laughed.

"I heard you say something about someone named Johnny remembering your birthday." Amanda gasped, "Oh! Was it the 'old flame' Johnny?”

"The same. But don't pay attention to anything you hear from Will. He's not any old flame. I went to high school with him. Dated him and we went to the Senior Prom together a hundred years ago.”

"That's an old flame all right," Amanda giggled.

"No, I wouldn’t say that. The flame went out a long time ago. He's married now and they have, at least I've heard they have twin girls. He'll probably have pictures to show me. He wants to take me to lunch for my birthday. I can't imagine what suddenly made him think of that," she said wonderingly. "I haven't seen him in years."

"That’s neat, where are you going?"

"I'm going to meet him at Mario's. It's not too far." Chris still looked thoughtful. Will paid no attention to them, concentrating on his files.

"Is something bothering you?" Amanda demanded. "You don't have to go if you don't want to, you know. It's your birthday, after all."

"Oh, I don't know. It's just, after I hung up the phone, I decided I didn't want to see him." She hesitated just long enough that Amanda noticed. "And I asked if Anita, his wife, was with him, and he acted sort of funny. I don't remember what he said but I got a negative feeling somehow." 

Chris took a deep breath, "Anyway, I'll go and have lunch with him, and look at his pictures, and that will be that." She still looked uncomfortable.

"But Chris," Amanda insisted. "If you don't want to go, don't go. That's my very best friend to friend advice. I'll call Mario's and leave word you were suddenly taken busy or something. No problem."

Undecided for a few seconds Chris finally shook her head. "No. No, I'd hate to do that, now that I've said I'd be there. I'll go, and just get away as soon as I can." She looked at the clock. "And I guess I'd better get started too, since I'm going to walk over."

"Okay, be careful."

"Really, Amanda, you sound like my Mother used to." Chris pasted on a smile she didn't feel and headed for the door. "I'll see you in a little while."

It was only four blocks to Mario's. Chris admired the sun on the manicured shrubs and flowers along the way. She stretched muscles that weren’t used much due to sitting behind a desk and forgot about Johnny as she enjoyed the fresh air and exercise. That pleasant enjoyment came to a halt when she turned the corner. She saw Mario’s bright red awning halfway up the block first. A little further down, someone was getting out of an expensive looking car.

It's Johnny!

She stopped and watched curiously as he got out, feeling like time must have turned backward for a brief moment.

It's been so long since I've seen him.

In motion again, she gave him a serious look as she got closer. 

He's still nice looking. But not as handsome as I once thought he was. I guess that's just sour grapes surfacing. She mocked herself, feeling guilty.

Johnny Archer stepped up on the sidewalk after making sure his door was locked, and saw Chris as she approached him.

"Hi, good lookin'," he greeted her and grinned just as he had a lifetime ago.

"Hi, Johnny," Chris answered a little more seriously than she had meant to. Goodness, she thought. It's been more than seven years!

When he got close enough Johnny reached for both her hands and held them, smiling at her. "Still the prettiest girl in the Senior Class. You still look pretty in blue." His eyes admired her blue eyes and blonde hair.

Chris's lips parted strengthening her smile, but she thought with dismay, Did he always sound this phony? Her eyes took in his five foot ten, well proportioned height. Just right for dancing she thought, remembering the prom. His hair was the same, blonde like hers. She remembered the picture she still had of them of together when they were ready to go to the prom. Her Mother had taken it. It was in an album stuck somewhere in a closet. No, he was definitely not as handsome as she had thought he was seven years ago. 
She removed her hands from his. "You haven't changed much either, Johnny. Swapping in your jeans for a three piece suit is the only difference that comes to mind."

He laughed at that. "I still feel a lot better in jeans and a sweat shirt. That's my at home suit these days."

As they entered the restaurant the hostess came to show them to a table. Mario's was family owned and their dark eyed hostess flirted with Johnny even as she smiled a welcome to Chris. 

And I don't care! I guess I've grown up. Chris felt nothing but relief, inwardly laughing to herself. 

"Your waitress will be with you in just a moment. Would you like something from the bar while you're waiting?" The dark eyes seemed to imply that ordering something from the bar would be the sophisticated, masculine thing to do.

Johnny looked at Chris who shook her head. "I'll have a screwdriver," he decided. "I missed breakfast this morning. I guess orange juice is as close as I'll get."

"I'm not too big on breakfast either," Chris confided. "I'd rather sleep as late as possible and get a cup of coffee when I get to work."

"Speaking of work, you're working for Will Tuttle, aren't you?"

Chris nodded, wondering who had told him. "Yes, I'm an insurance claim adjuster." Chris didn't feel any further explanation was needed, and sipped her water. She stifled the urge to ask if the car he was in was one of the Torrence Imports he was selling.

"How do you like the adjusting business?" At her curious glance he added, "I have a selfish reason for asking."

"I like it fine. There’s quite a bit of it that's more or less routine, but sometimes it gets exciting, or you have an interesting case that comes along. Yes," Chris said thoughtfully, almost to herself, "I hadn't thought much about it, but I do like it."

"Well, I guess I'm out of luck then." Johnny sighed, looking unhappy. It was probably a pose he was good at, Chris thought, unimpressed.

"Don't tell me you were going to offer me a job selling cars?" Chris laughed shortly at that. "I'd be no good at it. And if they're like the one you're driving today, the customers would know more about them than I would."

"Oh, you noticed the Bentley. " His pride in it showed in his face. "It's a good little machine."

"I'll have to take your word for that. Think how it would scare our clients, to see me drive up in something like that!" She pictured the reaction the Bentley would get.

Johnny kept to the subject of jobs. "What I was thinking about when I asked about your work was, we’re about to lose our Credit Office Manager. She's getting married in two months and will be moving out of state." Johnny looked down, not quite hiding a speculative gleam as he added, "I just thought that since it came up after I called you, I'd mention it to you."

The job didn't interest Chris. "Giving you two month's notice will give you plenty of time to find a replacement for her. Good jobs are not all that easy to come by, you'll find someone."

Johnny ordered the largest steak on the menu, rare. A macho entree-and rare? Chris didn't look up at him. She looked at the steak on the menu and the other lunch specials before she ordered. She decided on spaghetti and meatballs and handed back the menu.

"If I ate like that or the pasta I ordered every day, I'd have to park my car and walk everywhere," she told Johnny. "That's why I walked over here today, for the exercise.”

"You walked? I wondered about that when I saw you coming. But I always was luckier than you at finding a parking space." His familiar, mischievous grin flashed.

Chris retorted, "You just had more nerve-scooting in ahead of people!"

Both of them laughed and giving her a sentimental smile Johnny said with a longing that looked real, "I've missed you, Chris."

Chris paused, at a loss for words. "I don't know how you could have time to miss anyone, Johnny," she said slowly. "I hear you and Anita have twin girls. I figured you'd have a wallet full of pictures to show me today." 

"Oh, as a matter of fact, I do," he smiled proudly. "But, here's our soup"

The soup was good and Johnny pronounced his steak just right. "I hate beef that's tough or too well done.”

Looking at the platter before her Chris said, "This looks good, too. It's certainly a generous helping, should satisfy my pasta craving for at least a month!"

"Let me know when the month is up, we'll come back," Johnny promised with a grin as he cut into his steak."

Vaguely uneasy, Chris said, "In a month, I'll be up to my eyebrows in storm claims. But bring Anita over. Anyone who likes good food will enjoy Mario's."

"Anita." A frown formed around the name on Johnny’s lips but he said nothing further.

Lunch was pleasant. Johnny and Chris talked about the few people they had run into lately from their graduating class.

"You’d think we'd be bumping into each other all the time. Memphis is a great town, but not all that large a one." 

Johnny shrugged. "I guess everyone is just like us, too. Busy with their own jobs and business, no time to get off the beaten path and bump into each other."

"What about those pictures you were going to show me of the twins?"

Johnny looked like his mind was on a distant hill somewhere and he had to coax it back. "Oh, sure. It's so good to be away from my usual routine I guess I was just coasting on automatic pilot." He glanced affectionately at her as he reached for his wallet.

Chris took the pictures he handed her and spread them out on the table.

"Johnny, they're darlings!" She raised her eyes to smile at him and looked back at the pictures again.

Johnny had pulled out eight pictures, some older than the others. "I ran out of space and put the more recent ones on top. Here's the first one taken of them." He pointed.

The one he pointed out was of Anita and the twins at about two months. She had them gathered close in her arms. They were both fast asleep as she held them to her and looked lovingly at the camera. At Johnny, Chris thought.

"You're a very fortunate fellow," Chris said sincerely without looking up. 

The waitress refilled their cups and laid the check on the table. Johnny looked at it as if he didn’t want the meal to end.

Chris felt ashamed of herself for not wanting to see him. The little girls are precious, she thought. But Johnny doesn't look like he's happy, somehow.

"I've enjoyed dinner, Johnny. It's the nicest present I got." Chris complimented him. "I got flowers and candy and the offer of a day off. And a day off is quite a lot, quite a lot, considering the little group of realists I work with."

"Chris, I'd really like to do this again in a month, when you start wanting pasta again." He said it lightly, looking at her hopefully.

"Johnny, I don't feel like that would be a good idea. And I'm not too sure what Anita would think about today, birthday or not." Her eyes held his. "Did she know about this," she asked. "Or was it just an impulse?"

"No," Johnny admitted. "She didn't know. I was squaring away things on my desk when I glanced at the calendar and thought about your birthday. And I didn't tell her about it."

"Well, it was a nice gesture, and thank you for the thought, impulse or not. It was a pleasant birthday surprise." Chris smiled to soften what she was saying, "But, I don't think it would be a good idea to see each other again. You're very fortunate, Johnny. You've got too much to lose." She waited until he looked up, making him meet her eyes.

"You're right, of course. I've known for quite a while I shouldn't have got carried away and eloped with Anita, but by the time I faced it, we were expecting the twins. You must have thought I was the prize heel of all times."

Johnny's still boyish face pleaded for understanding. "But it wasn't the way some people thought, that I married Torrence Imports." 

Chris didn't answer. 

Johnny looked into her eyes, "I want you to understand. I thought at the time I was in love with her. I know it was sudden and silly, a spur of the moment thing. I'm sorry I didn't have sense enough, or nerve enough, to face you and tell you what happened."

Chris still didn't say anything and Johnny looked away. After all this time, he was embarrassed. He always thought he could fix anything by just saying he was sorry, Chris thought back to her senior year when they were dating. Time hasn't changed that either. 

"I wanted you to know that it wasn't that," Johnny continued. "I don't particularly care about the rest of the world, but I wanted you to know." He gazed at her, wanting to convince her, to get back her good opinion of him.

"Johnny, I never thought that about you. Anita was and is, an attractive and interesting person. But I did think Torrence Imports made it a 'fairy tale perfect' thing for you, the way you like cars. And I don't think you’re a heel." 

I just really don't care any more if you're a heel or not, she realized with a start. I guess I'm the one that's changed.

Johnny's face was a study of hope, relief, and sadness, all mixed together. "Thanks, Chris. As I said, I don't really care much about anyone else, but I'm glad you don't think I'm a heel. I'm glad too, you're happy with your job. Is there a special person you're seeing? Or is that too personal a question? I know I've got no right to pry."

"Well, I'll forgive you this once," Chris smiled. "Let's put it this way, there's no one that I'm considering on a permanent basis right now. I hope when I do start a family, my twins will be as cute as yours.”

They laughed together again as Chris got up to leave.

“Thanks for the birthday dinner, Johnny.”

"Thank you for coming, Chris. I always did feel better after seeing you. You've made my week-month(whatever!"

Johnny paid the bill and signaled to Chris to wait. She stood at the restaurant door looking out, knowing she was right about not seeing him again and feeling relieved about it. Glad this lunch date was over.

At least I know I'm not carrying a torch for him. What we had, or thought we had, those feelings must have been puppy love. Looking at him now, I don't feel attracted to him at all. She suddenly felt free enough to fly back to the office. It was a good feeling.

In the midst of her good feelings the Mystery Man's face came to mind unbidden and her heart turned over. She blushed, glad Johnny hadn’t seen the rush of color. She was shocked at the feelings that handsome face called up. And I've never even spoken to him!

She pushed all thoughts of him out of her mind quickly as Johnny touched her arm.

"Let me take you back to the office in my Torrence Import, it's a jewel," Johnny gestured toward the Bentley.  

Chris looked at the sporty little car, admiring its lines. "Why not," she chuckled. "It's probably the only chance I'll ever have to ride in one of these. What did you say it is? And what's that glint in the paint, you surely wouldn't call a thing like that plain old brown?"

"It's metallic brown, it's supposed to shine like that. And the car's a Bentley and it really is a jewel. It's my favorite and the one I take when I leave the lot for any reason."

He grinned, "Climb aboard!" He stood holding the door open for her, pleased as a little boy showing off a new toy.

The Bentley was small and elegant and impressive in its uniqueness. It was a glistening little foreign jewel with its metallic brown paint job and the softly expensive feeling, darker brown leather upholstery that looked like dark chocolate. With a flush of pleasure that gave her an insight about Johnny's pride in the car, Chris noticed several people who were passing by turn to look at the car as she got in.

"I feel like the Duchess of Go or something!" Chris giggled, pleased with the car.

"Why not? You're royalty in my book," Johnny quickly assured her with a grin that hadn't aged seven years. "Think about coming back to Mario's next time you want pasta. That's all I ask," he added quickly. "Please. Just think about it." 

CHAPTER THREE

Johnny pulled up in front of the office like the Bentley was a limo carrying royalty and whether by design or happenstance, he stopped the little metallic brown jewel where it could be seen in all its expensive glory by anyone at the office and most of their neighbors across the street for Chris to get out. 

Couldn't have been better. She glanced casually around but didn't see any admiring eyes anywhere. She stood watching as Johnny pulled the Bentley away from the curb and waved goodbye, feeling like Cinderella must have when her chariot turned back into a pumpkin. She still didn't see a soul up or down the street who might have been impressed. 

Or in the office either, darn it. Where is all that raging, nosy, aggravating curiosity when you want to show off a little? 

Looking as disappointed as she felt she went on into the office. Will and Amanda were nowhere near the windows where they could have caught a glimpse of the Bentley.

She opened her bottom desk drawer and put away her purse, glancing at Will who sat bent over some papers on his desk.

Humph, so much for my grand arrival. And my one chance to be seen riding in a Bentley or any other Torrence Import. She shrugged, putting it behind her, and reached for the stack of files on the left side of her desk.

A noise made her jump. It sounded like some sort of sneeze or miniature inward explosion. She peered closely at Will. Apparently, he didn't hear it. He didn't look as if he’d moved at all. She shook her head and opened a file. Then the sound came again, unmistakable this time. It did sound like an aborted sneeze. 

Her head swiveled again to Will, suspicion taking over her features. Will's shoulders were heaving. Then behind her from Amanda’s door, she heard a half surpressed giggle.

Will stood up, giving up pretense. He and Amanda both came over to her desk and stood grinning down at Chris.

"Just what's going on here," she demanded. "Have I missed something important?" She eyed them both suspiciously, "Must have been fun, judging by your expressions."

"We weren't going to let you know we saw your grand arrival in that metallic, super expensive, leather upholstered Bentley, that's all." 

"But we couldn't hold it," Amanda admitted. "Tell me, is that thing as comfortable as it is gorgeous? As if anyone would care if it wasn't?" 

"Yes. It's comfortable, and it's gorgeous all right. And I was hoping everyone we knew would be looking out the windows as we drove by and I got out. Killjoys!"

Will smirked, showing no sympathy at all. "And how was the birthday dinner? And has Johnny lost any of his boyish charm? We were too busy looking at the Bentley to pay any attention to him or what condition he was in."

"Yeah, he would have to have been on crutches or wearing as many gold chains as Mr. T to compete with his car."

"Well, you're right about that." Chris shrugged, "I was more impressed with the Bentley, too. To answer your question, which I know from experience is the only way to get rid of you(" Will grinned, looking smug. "Johnny's still a nice guy, and it was sweet of him to take me to dinner on my birthday. But that's all there is to it now as far as I'm concerned. He’s just a nice guy I used to know. He's a little heavier than he was, but not much, and he showed me pictures of the twins. They’re four and a half and they're pretty little things who look a lot like Anita. He's a lucky fellow, and I told him so." 

The last sentence came out with a finality that was not lost on Will and Amanda.

"So that's all there was to it, a dinner for your birthday and pictures of his twins?" Amanda's lips turned down at that. “I was hoping for more of a soap opera plot than that, it gets so boring around here. I'm disappointed." Amanda was a ponytailed young mom. A romantic, starry-eyed five foot two inches of Soap Fan who was always looking for a romantic plot of some sort.

"Didn't try to make a move on you, huh?" Will always believed in getting right to the nitty gritty.

Exasperated, Chris scolded. "Just listen to you two! You're like buzzards on roadkill when you’re pecking for information." She raised her eyebrows at Will, "You'd better be nice to me. He offered me a job. I'm not sure how serious he was, but he did offer," she finished triumphantly.

"Hey," Will hitched his chair closer, "We’d better hear about this, trying to steal our good help!" He put his elbows on her desk and Amanda sat down on the edge of it to listen, too.

"Oh, it really wasn't a serious offer, I don't think." Chris backed up .a little. "He didn't even mention it until we were about half through with our lunch. He said his Credit Manager was getting married in a couple of months and would be moving out of the state. He asked me what I did, and if I was happy in my work, or words to that effect."

Will sat listening with a more serious expression when the offer of a job was mentioned. "And what did you say to that?"

Chris let him stew a few seconds, then shrugged. "I lied like a dog and told him adjusting claims was exciting and rewarding, and I just couldn't wait to get to work every morning!"

Amanda put her arms over her head looking fearfully up at the ceiling, expecting it to crack after a whopper like that; and Will shook with laughter.

Trying to assume a serious expression with his lips twitching up at the corners Will said, "I'm glad to hear that. We're beginning to get calls already about the first hurricane nearing the coast. I'll not have to remind you of how much fun it is to close claims." 

Still chuckling, Will reached for his note pad. "I'm going to a couple of offices right now and pick up some files, there are lots more claims coming in the last few days. Enough to warrant some outside help from us locally. Mostly claims from the winds farther south of the big blow that's heading our way."

"Will," Chris called after him, "Do you want me to call the list and alert them?"

"No, but thanks. Two of them I've already talked to and the others I left messages for, except Charlie. He called here while you were gone. He told me again he's ready to wade into what's coming to meet us."

"Hallelujah! I'll just work on what's in front of me then, and try to close as many as I can."

"Good girl-have fun!" His laughter floated back from the door.

*** 

The next two weeks went fast and Chris was too busy to think of anything except the claims she had to work. Also, two of their extras had already been sent to work storm claims out of town. Somewhere in the hustle and bustle Johnny sent a little nosegay of flowers which Chris gave to Amanda.

"But, they're yours, Chris, and they're pretty." Amanda touched the greenery lightly. 

"He's probably just feeling sort of guilty. He should be. Anyway, I don't want them. If he calls again, I'm out-whether I'm here or not."

"Okay. I don't blame you."

Chris left, looking at the darkening sky as she got in her car. That hurricane is due to hit the coast sometime tonight, and another storm forming right behind it. I'll swing by the drive-in window somewhere and get home in time to look at the six o'clock news. I didn't tell Johnny too big a lie at that, I do like this business. And goodness knows, I feel like I’m performing an important service. Her fighting genes were looking forward to the yearly challenge.

She remembered some of the people she had helped and guided through their troubles. Without her sympathy and expertise on their property damage claims, their losses would have been traumatic. It warmed her heart to know she had helped ease their hurt and mitigate their losses.

Chris made it home in time to get settled in front of the television with her hamburger and onion rings just before the news started.

There was evidently already quite a bit of wind damage south of them in Mississippi and nearby coastal areas as the storm moved north. Pictures of debris and missing roofs were shown as the reporters covered the scene. Winds were estimated to be as much as one hundred ten miles an hour in the big one still at sea and it was approaching at between thirty and forty miles an hour. 

After the news Chris climbed into her bubble bath and thought about the coming storm and its aftermath. She knew if it was as bad as the reporter seemed to anticipate she would be taking a commuter plane as close as possible or driving down to the coast or wherever she was needed to work catastrophe claims.

I'll wait and see what Will wants to do. In the meantime I've only got about three more piddling files to close and I'll be ready for whatever he needs me to do. My slacks and jeans are even done and ready.

She lay back in the scented bath and smiled, picturing her 'CAT ensembles.' Comfortable was the key word when it came to working claims. She soaked in the warm, scented bath feeling efficient and needed, and what was even better, capable. To heck with Johnny Archer and his car lot! And the Bentley he rode in on, she laughed to herself.
*** 

