
CODA TO “A HAPPY LIFE”

by Lynette Combs

From the darkened dashboard the digital speedometer glowed redly-- 87 mph. Slow down,
Chandler, she gritted tersely to herself, knowing that she would never be able to stand it if she
were pulled over for speeding and made to wait  another agonizing 20 minutes while the
policeman wrote out a ticket. The indicator inched fractionally downward to 85. Slow enough.
She'd just have to chance it. Because she was going to expire from sheer longing if she didn't
get to his embrace soon. 

Nancy's  words from an hour  ago were like  a talisman, and she lip-synched them to  the
running dialogue in her mind as she veered quickly off the interstate and onto the Manhattan
thruway. 

“When all is said and done, you've got to follow your heart. It's the only thing you can ever
really count on.” 

Thank God she'd gone to Nancy's,  and not to her aunt's home in Newport,  or some off-
season tourist haunt where she would only have heard the sound of her own confused voice.
What was it  about the love of good friends that  put  you in touch with your  own deepest
longings—t he things you knew to be true, but couldn't uncover as easily for yourself? She
shuddered to think that but for Nancy she might still be out there, sobbing around somewhere,
only eventually arriving at the ultimate truth about her passionate commitment to Vincent. And
to the best part of herself. 

What if he was lost to her? The thought jabbed cruelly, keying her into the fact that it needed
to be examined. He had seen the uncertainty on her face that night, and had given her her
freedom as freely and unselfishly as he had always given everything else. Nothing in her life
had ever moved her like the pain in his eyes as he had whispered that last goodbye. Would
he cling to his resolution despite her new knowledge of her own heart? 

Don't, Vincent, she thought desperately. For once in your life, don 't be self-sacrificing and
high-minded. Reach for me with both hands. I'm reaching for you. Oh God, I'm reaching. 

Wheels skidding crazily, she rounded the corner of 82nd and 5th. The tree-rimmed opening of
the Central Park Drivethru loomed before her, sidewalks glinting wetly from a recent shower.
Why couldn't she feel him coming toward her? Was it because her own emotions were so
overcharged that there was no room for anything else? Or was it because he wasn't coming?
She glanced at the clock. 5:30 a.m. If he wasn't there, she'd go looking. And she wouldn't stop
—ever-- until she found him. 

The car lurched to a slamming halt from her foot's sudden lunge at the brake, and she was
out of it before remembering that it was Central Park in the middle of the night, and that she
should at least turn off the headlights, for God's sake, and shut the wide-open door to the
driver's side... 

The admonitions scattered like straws in the wind when she saw his huge silhouette emerge
from the drainage tunnel opening and turn toward her. Vincent…



She thought later that the mad dash toward him was a perfect metaphor for the wild release
of the feelings churning inside her-- feelings she had always reined in strongly, because the
dangers of indulging them had seemed too great. Not the dangers of their differences, she
realized suddenly,  or their  widely divergent  lives, but  the dangers of loving someone that
much. Of allowing someone to become that important, that close to the center of who you
were and what you hid... 

But none of it mattered now. All that mattered was that he was there, waiting so eagerly that
he was bouncing lightly on the balls of his feet, ready to catch her in arms that, as long as she
had known him, had been thrown wide open to her. And she could feel the damp grass,
springy beneath her running feet as she dashed headlong to the place where he stood. Only
a few yards more--- the momentum of her flight whipped her hair back as she streaked the
last bit of distance and hurled herself with a glad cry into his arms. 

“Ohhh,” her voice, as he clasped her into a tight embrace, was muffled by the dark folds of his
cloak but  she knew that  word were  no longer  necessary.  Her  hands reached up to  lock
around his neck as she pressed her body into his frantically, unable to take in enough of the
sight and scent of him to satisfy her hungry heart. 

“Forgive me for doubting!” she cried, raising her head to stare at his beloved face. In his eyes,
hope flared eagerly, no longer shadowed by doubt. “Our love is all that matters. It's worth
everything!” 

“Everything,” he echoed tightly. 

She felt her eyes fill at the first sound of his voice, and for a long moment they stood together,
as the passion they had long denied rose up like a flame to envelop them. And as Catherine
gazed at Vincent, she knew. The carefully erected barriers were tumbling tonight. The longest,
most heartbreaking day of her life had become a day filled with endless possibility. There was
no turning back now. The love between them was too complete to be denied. 

Do I dare? a tiny voice whispered inside her. Do I dare to touch him and caress him, knowing
the depth of his doubt and fear, his secret shame? And suddenly, it seemed as if all her life
had been but a prelude to this one, shining moment. Absolutely. To deny this was to deny
what was possible for them as a man and a woman, and thus to deny her own destiny. She
had been born to love Vincent, and she would, before any further time passed. In every way it
was possible for a woman to love a man.

She lowered her head to his shoulder, and felt his lips skim lightly over her hair before he
sighed in complete happiness. He knew, then. 

“Where shall we go?” he asked hoarsely, his hand clasping and unclasping around hers. 

“Anywhere... I don't care... anywhere we can be together. Oh, Vincent,” she nestled against
him more closely. “I’m so sorry.” 

His deep voice held just a hint of teasing tenderness. “Your apologies take my breath away,
Catherine. But there is nothing to be sorry for. I only wanted your happiness. I still do.” 

“My happiness is with you,” she murmured, punctuating her words with a daring nuzzle into
his neck. Under her lips, his pulse raced an unspoken but eloquent response. 

“Ah, Catherine... another day I might argue with you but tonight I am too blissfully happy,” he
sighed. “When I felt you through the bond, reaching out to me, the feeling was indescribable.”

“Well, you'd best get used to it,” she whispered against the warmth of his ear. He inhaled
sharply. 



“Catherine, you are so radiant tonight.” 

“Because of you.” 

“And you are sure you wanted to come back? Very sure?” 

“Yes,  Vincent.”  She  moved  slightly  away,  though  her  hand  still  held  his,  and  faced  him
resolutely. “You could look all the way down into me, and not see any doubt at all.” 

“Come, then,” he moved her into the strong circle of his arms and hugged her as he moved
toward the tunnel opening. Suddenly he stopped, his eyes on the treeline. 

“Wait... shouldn’t we do something about your automobile?” 

“My what? Oh...” In the soul-satisfying moments of closeness, she had completely forgotten
Nancy's car, abandoned wide open on the drivethru. It would be wise to move it to a parking
garage, she acknowledged reluctantly, instead of just wandering blissfully off and leaving it to
the mercies of Manhattan's delinquents. 

“I’d better take it home and...” she looked down at her clothes, “while I’m there, I suppose I
should shower and change. Will you meet me in the basement, Vincent? Say... half an hour
from now?” Any longer was unthinkable. 

“Half an hour then,” he agreed softly. 

“And can we have the whole two dare together? Please say yes, Vincent. It's only Friday
night-- Saturday morning, rather-- and we could have the whole weekend. I just want to be
near you. It  doesn't  matter what we do. I...  I  just can't  be separated from you right now,
working up cases in my apartment, longing for the night to come.” She hesitated, hearing the
new eagerness in her voice as she spoke. So much time together was a luxurious departure
tram their routine. Perhaps he wasn't ready for such a change, so soon. 

But she needn't have worried. His face was as full of anticipation as she knew her own must
have been. 

“A whole weekend,” he said slowly, his voice deep with feeling. “What a gift, Catherine. I...
can't wait for it to start.” 

“Vincent, when you look at me like that I want to give you a lot more than just a weekend,”
she said steadily. She hugged him hard as he stared at her, wanting suddenly to hide her face
after the bold words, and just as suddenly to pull his head down to hers and finally feel his lips
on hers... 

“I’ll hurry.” she promised huskily, and wheeling, jogged lightly up the incline to the car. When
she turned for a final looked, he hadn't moved. Even from 50 yards away, she could see the
joy and longing in every line of his splendid body. She threw him a kiss, jumped in the car,
and gunned the accelerator. She had exactly 30 minutes to get breathtakingly gorgeous. 

“Yes!” she shouted exultantly. The errant thought surfaced that her grandmother would cluck
her tongue at the unfettered strength of her exuberance (“a lady is never loud, dear, never
boisterous”)  making  her  chuckle.  How easy it  was  to  laugh  when  she would  be  melting
Vincent in half an hour. 

“I  love you, Vincent,”  she whispered softly.  The indignant blaring of a horn told her she'd
nearly side-swiped an early cab. Better pay attention to business until she was safely in her
apartment. 

A sleepy garage attendant took the keys as she bounded out of the car. She'd call Nancy
tomorrow night,  after  she got  back Above,  to  give  her  a  heartfelt  thanks and to  arrange
delivery to Paul’s office on west 77th. Time for all that later. Now, she had only one thing on



her mind. If she hurried, she could shower, dress, and make her way down the sub-basement
steps before he got there. 

The tidy quiet of her apartment was the same as it had always been when she returned from
one of her jaunts, the lush blue of the expensive Edwardian settee shimmering in the first, dim
rays  of  morning  sun.  She  stared  around,  musing.  Would  he  come  in  here,  eventually?
Suddenly it mattered so much. The very thought of him sitting in her apartment, watching her
as she moved about the familiar environs of her home was blood-quickening. But not nearly
so much as the thought of him in her bed, his tall body pressed to hers, their lips and hands
exciting each other... 

She trembled involuntarily. Strange and wonderful, to think of she and Vincent locked in a
lover's embrace, when all they had ever shared was... 

Everything. She smiled and slowly shook her head. It was no use. Her rampaging emotions
took her to the same irrevocable spot every time. Vincent as her lover, as well as her friend.
Don't fight it, Cath, she told herself. You know you don't want to. 

Hurriedly she showered, scrubbing her face and body briskly with a loofah mat. If there was
ever any day that she wanted to appear pink-cheeked and glowing, it was today. 

“Maximize that beauty potential, Chandler'” she muttered to herself, as the subtitle of a recent
Cosmopolitan cover asserted itself from an untidy pile of magazines and law journals in the
corner. Rapidly, she toweled dry. A quick search through the bureau drawer uncovered a pair
of jeans and a sea-green turtleneck, and she donned them hastily. Shoes, a hasty brush of
her hair, a flick of blusher and mascara, and she was ready. 

More ready than she had ever been in her life. Catherine laughed softly to herself as she
switched out the lights and headed back out the door. 

She had not beaten him to the sub-basement after all. He was there waiting for her, and she
ran to him with that new, trembling feeling of excitement stirring in her body, propelling her
limbs as if  they had a will  of their own. He caught her close and the feel of him was so
powerfully evocative in the straining silence that she wrapped her arms tightly around his
neck, as if they had just now met again, and hung on for dear life. 

“Catherine,” he said, the sound of her name resonating in her ear as his breath softly teased
her hair. 

She sighed lightly, because she couldn't help it, and fit her body more tightly to his. Standing
like this, pressed together so closely, was so thrilling she wondered how she could have ever
left his embrace before, to go Above. Now, she wanted nothing but to be held like this forever,
and she told him so. 

He groaned softly. 

“Catherine, please, what are you doing to me?” he asked hoarsely. “I was truly prepared to
give you up for the sake of your happiness, but now...” 

“Stop,” she said gently, lifting her head from his chest to place a finger on his lips. How odd
that she had never touched them before. “I could never be happy without you. I know that
now. I’ve really known it all along. I’ve just been too foolish and short-sighted to see past the
obstacles.” 

“And now?” he asked. 

She leaned her head closer, her lips a scant inch from his. 

“What obstacles?” she asked dreamily. 



“They still exist,” he said painfully, emphasising the adverb. Clearly, he was fighting to remain
rational for her sake, but she wanted none of it.  Rationality was for fools,  and for foolish
women who talked themselves out of utterly outrageous happiness, too frightened to reach for
what was deep and real.

“Only in your heart, Vincent,” she said clearly. “They do not exist in mine.” 

“But they did,” he said doubtfully, though his arms had not released their tight hold. “They
might return.” 

“I can convince you, Vincent,” she said steadily. “If you kiss me.” 

She could feel the shiver pass through him as she spoke the words. 

“Catherine… I... have never felt... I had the right,” he whispered with difficulty. 

“It's  yours.  I  can't  wait  for  you to kiss me, Vincent.  I’ve only just  realized how much I’ve
wanted it since that first night we parted here, after you nursed me and cared for me. I never
knew how much until now. Please...” her voice was suddenly shy and a little forlorn. “If I need
to beg, I will.” 

“Oh, Catherine.” His hands moved to tightly clutch her shoulders. “I would give you anything
you asked, but I’m... frightened. You are taking me someplace so enchanted... I am losing all
reason...” 

His voice trailed off as his head bent closer and she felt the delicious shock of his lips on her
neck. Arching against his first, unbelievably sensuous lover's caress, she threw her head back
as his searching mouth found the soft hollow at the base of her throat and nuzzled it urgently
through the tendrils or her hair that had somehow fallen between his eager lips and her skin. 

“Please,” she whispered, and the word became a chant, a litany of wanting. “Please, please.” 

She reached around his broad back, hugging him to her, inviting him... god, how she wanted
and needed to be with him like this... to finally give vent to the passion that had always lain
hidden  under  the  surface  of  their  incredible  friendship  and  now  founted  upward  like  an
erupting volcano. She was trembling with desire, and so completely aroused that the dank
walls of the sub-basement had receded into oblivion, banished by the throbbing of her body
and the aching need to be finally one with him... 

He must have sensed her thought. He gasped suddenly, and his head jerked up, his hands
pressing her to him convulsively. Then he moaned, a deep, wordless sound of desire, and
lowered his mouth to hers. 

She had long anticipated his kiss-- had spent delicious moments contemplating how sweet it
would feel, and how right, before reality had invaded her senses and she had suppressed the
notion yet again. But nothing in her musings had prepared her for the deluge of sensations
which flooded her mind and body at the touch of his mouth. 

It was the same for him-- she knew the moment his body went into delirious override, taking in
the taste of her, needing to hold it, hold it, as his hands on her shoulders pressed her close,
and his rapid, gasping breath met her ears. She had a single, blazing thought-- that she was
far, far more vulnerable to him than she had ever been to anyone-- and then she was lost as
she whirled and skidded into a vortex of unimaginable delight. With no thought except to get
closer, ever closer, she opened her lips and slanted them across his in greater invitation. He
took it immediately-- she was suddenly aware that he couldn't help it, couldn't stand against
the rushing, delicious tide of their closeness, any more than he had been able to leave her in



the park that night to die.

Everything that Vincent was and stood for cried out for union with another soul, and if he still
needed to come to that realization, she did not. She could feel it in the way his lips trembled
as they touched hers, in the way his body pressed so hungrily into her own. 

Catherine’s delicious torpor shattered abruptly when a loud thumping sounded five feet above
her head. Vincent, ever vigilant, tensed immediately, and cocked his head, listening. But the
spell  had not,  even then, been broken. His eyes gleamed eagerly in the darkness as he
looked at her. 

“It's just the building super, moving around Hrs. Haggerty's boxes,” she whispered. “She's
always after something that she packed away by mistake.” 

“It would be best if we move into the tunnels, Catherine,” Vincent answered swiftly. “There
may be no danger, but I am hardly myself today. I don't want to jeopardize your safety.” 

She smiled at the absurdity of the thought, but allowed him to lead her down the winding
passageway that led to the deeper reaches of the tunnels, and his home. Once beyond it,
however,  a  small  unlighted niche at  the  intersection  of  two  adjacent  passages  drew her
attention immediately. She couldn't wait... not after feeling his lips on hers... 

“Vincent,” she breathed, and threw herself full force into his arms at the very moment when
he, propelled by prescience or his own desire, caught her hungrily to him. 

“Catherine, Catherine...” he rasped. “I can... scarcely believe this is happening, and yet...” 

“Yet you know, you've always known. It was meant to be, Vincent,” she whispered. 

This time there was no hesitation. His mouth descended eagerly, caressingly, as one hand
moved urgently to the nape of her neck and the other pressed her so close against his body
that she could feel the straining of his muscles. Crazily, she plummeted into the moment, all
other reality banished. 

“To kiss you...” he panted raggedly, as his lips left hers to explore the softness of her cheek
and ear. “To hold you in my arms and kiss you Catherine... oh... it is everything...” 

“Not only for you,” she gasped. His lips left a burning trail as they sought her own, evoking
thrill after thrill in her trembling body, leaving her stunned and shaken. 

I want him to take me now, she realized foggily. The place doesn't matter, the time... nothing
but the feel of him…

His hands, clutching her head tightly were the signal that he had read her thought almost as
quickly as it had come to life. With a strangled groan she pulled frantically at the fastenings of
his cloak, nearly throwing it off his shoulders when it was free. His shirt had five buttons and
her fingers worked them fiercely as he stood, heaving, before her. She parted the opened
garment, bent her head... her lips made contact with his naked chest, laying irreversible claim
to it and to him... 

Suddenly  she  found  herself  lifted  off  her  feet  and  up  into  the  air,  held  and  kissed  with
devouring yearning that  seemed to plumb and caress the deepest well  of  her being. For
several heartbeats he claimed her thus, willing prisoner to his passion, until he let her go and
she slid slowly down the length of him, igniting them both with the sensuous journey. 

“I think... I am... going... to die,” he gasped, as his hands ran feverishly up and down her back.
She laughed shakily. 



“It is... So unlike anything I have... ever felt... so dazzling... so uncontrollable...” 

“I think that's what it's supposed to feel like, Vincent,” she said softly. “At least, that's what I’ve
heard. I wouldn't really know. Because I’ve never felt anything even approaching this.” 

“Never?” His voice was incredulous. 

“Never.” The confirmation hung in the heated air between them. He stared at her, and his
hands moved urgently over her shoulders, as if he were feeling his way into acceptance of
her admission. 

“Catherine, I can't think... no, let me... grapple with this.” His sudden movement released her
and she was conscious of a smarting sense of loss as he let her go. He half-turned away, his
expression somber. 

“You care for me,” he said slowly. 

“A statement of the obvious.” What was he getting at? Could he possibly not see how much
she wanted him? 

“And it is... an emotional caring.” 

“To say the least. A more accurate way of putting it would be to say that I care for you more
than I ever believed it was possible to care for anyone, and that it encompasses emotions I
never knew existed.” 

He looked at her then, and his eyes softened wonderfully,  but she saw a hint  of  the old
hesitation, too, and waited breathlessly for the question to come. 

“And... to spell out the obvious, as you put it... there seem to be some feelings as well which
are... physical?” 

“Vincent!” Unbelievable that he could ask that after what had just transpired. Did he really
need for her to spell it out? 

Yes. He did. The longing in his eyes spoke eloquently or him isolation, and his fear. He had
lived so long with his terrible apartness that he doubted even this. She swayed slightly toward
him, wanting desperately to be back in his arms. 

“I guess you could say that, since I want you to make love to me more than anything in the
world. And I want to make love to you.” 

There. It was out, and she could see that even the words drove him nearly crazy. His huge
body rippled with tension, and the mere sight of him so strongly moved caused desire to
course, vivid and unchecked, through her own body. 

“Why?” The word cracked like a bullet from a shotgun, and her mind whirled confusedly. 

“Why?” she echoed in amazement. Did he still not see? Could he fail to understand, even
after the closeness they had just shared, and the desire she had voiced? 

His eyes were wide-open and pleading, and as she stared into them it seemed as if she could
suddenly  see  into  the  depths  of  his  heart  as  well.  For  Vincent,  the  force  of  his  all-
encompassing love and the force of his sexuality were the different sides or the same coin. In
him, love and desire moved in a single, unified purpose: to become closer, ever closer, to the
one he loved. She saw in a flash that Vincent would be physically incapable of dividing the
two, as most men could. He could never make love a woman he did not revere with his whole
soul. This was what he needed her to accept-- the totality of his commitment to her, body and
spirit. 



This was what he was begging her not to reject. Some unknown, hidden place in her heart
realized this simple yet profound truth of Vincent's life. He would have loved her, desired her,
needed her fervently had she remained scarred, or maimed, or broken from the attack in the
park. Nothing which mattered above--beauty, breeding, money-- mattered to him. Yet he knew
that the standards of her world harsh and impossibly narrow, and that he could never fit them.

How long had he desired her in secret? The rigid tension in the lines of his shoulders and
back  told  the  story  of  a  silent  passion,  buried  deep  beneath  his  fear  and  insecurity,
acknowledged only in his dreams. If her love for him had grown with each passing hour and
day, his had always been as immutable as the ages, unconquerable and unquenchable. 

From the beginning, she had cared for him, and now she loved him beyond rationality. But
Vincent had felt that way all along. So deep and compelling was his passion that it needed
only a spark from her to set it into a raging inferno that would eclipse him utterly. 

Such was the depth of his love-- and his fear. He could love her totally, because it was his
nature. He could spend he rest of his life loving her, asking nothing in return that he could not
give, content merely to see her face, hear her voice, and hold her close in his heart. Yet he
could not believe that she, a creature from a world which would shun and deny him, could
open her heart to invite him in. 

Invite? The hysterical mirth bubbled to her lips, and he checked it just in time. She was so
impossibly, crazily in love with him that emotion eclipsed reason. If he didn't love her back in
precisely the same way, she'd spend the rest of her life begging him to. 

The thought surfaced, took shape. This, then, was what she had really been running from
when she had taken flight to Connecticut. Not a fear that their love wouldn't succeed, or hat a
life with him wouldn't bring happiness. But an unconscious terror of giving so much of herself
over into the care of another. She had run from the risk of loving him too much. 

The way he had loved, risking everything, all along. 

“Oh, Vincent.” Her eyes tilled with tears, and she ran to his arms. “I  never knew. I never
knew.” 

He clearly sensed that something momentous had been settled. His embrace was close and
complete, as if his own demons had been vanquished along with hers. 

“I know now why I ran away. I... I thought it was because I was torn between loving you and
wanting a life Above. But that wasn't the reason. I ran because I loved you so much it terrified
me.” The shoulder under her cheek was rocklike in its strength, and she pressed her face into
it fiercely. 

“You knew?” she asked presently.  He was too attuned to  her every emotion not  to have
known, even though she herself had been blind. 

“I suspected.” His arms tightened. “Even with my own doubts and tears, I knew something of
what was in your heart. Just as you knew something of mine. But I couldn't... try to move you
toward me, because the choice was yours alone. It had to be, Catherine.” 

“Even feeling as you did?” 

“Because I felt as I did. How was I to know which was your need... and which was…” his
voice trailed off uncertainly.

“What, Vincent?” 

“My... passion. My desperate need to be a part of you. I had to let you find your own path,



either toward me or away. I could do no less. I love you.” 

Catherine raised her head from his shoulder and reached up with both hands. Tenderly, she
cradled his face. And the words which had haunted her own dreams came softly out. 

“Vincent... will you make love to me?” 

Azure blue fire set her whole being ablaze. 

“Yes,” he whispered. 

“Viiincennnt!”  The shout from deep in the tunnels wrenched them apart to stand, panting,
against apposite walls of the narrow passage, both still reeling from the implications of the last
brief exchange. Vincent spoke first, tearing his hungry eyes from hers with obvious effort. 

“It sounds like Kipper,” he said. 

“Yes”, she repeated helplessly. She passed a shaky hand through her hair and straightened
her shirt, only to completely lose composure again when she found that his eyes had returned
to her face, burning with a desire so deep that it was impossible to misinterpret. 

“Vincent, it you don't want me to turn into a... a puddle right here on the tunnel floor, you'd
best stop looking at me like that.” 

“A thousand pardons... my love,” he whispered, in a voice so husky that she moved toward
him again, oblivious to any reality but the potent spell his words had cast. Kipper's voice from
three feet away jolted her in mid-stride. 

“Oh, here you are. Hi, Catherine. Didn't you guys hear my calling?” asked an exasperated
Kipper. He surveyed them in the dimness, hands on his hips. 

“No,”  said  Vincent  quietly,  his  eyes  still  on  Catherine.“I’m  sorry,  Kipper.  We were  in  an
important discussion, and weren't listening.” 

“It was my fault,” Catherine supplied. “I had this... well I had this problem and Vincent...” she
flashed a quick look at him, only to find his gaze smoldering with a sudden fire that quickened
her blood and sent her pulses racing again. 

“Well, Vincent... was helping me with it,” she finished lamely. 

“And did I help you, Catherine?” Vincent asked carefully. 

“Not yet,” she said clearly, her eyes suddenly filled with mischievous, loving challenge. She
saw his breath catch. Kipper looked from one to the other in puzzlement, but he might not
have existed, so deeply immersed were they in their own delicious dialogue. 

“But you're going to.” 

“Well, you have to help Michael first,” interjected the boy placidly. “That's why I hollered. He's
been hunting all over for you.” 

Vincent's eyes swiveled abruptly to Kipper. “Michael?” he asked blankly. 

“Vincent, are you okay today?” Kipper asked impatiently. “Today is the day Michael takes his
Scholastic Aptitude Tests. You told him you'd review analogies and geometry again before his
afternoon.” 

Vincent shook his head as if to clear it. 

“You're right,” he said, and the dismay in his voice as almost comical. “Please tell Michael to
meet me in Father's study. I’ll be there in a moment.”

Kipper  nodded  and  disappeared  down  the  passage.  Catherine  grinned  over  at  Vincent,



feeling a giddy rush of purely feminine delight. What woman wouldn’t want the man she loved
so enchanted by their closeness hat he forgot everything else? 

Vincent sighed. 

“You're smiling, Catherine. You don't mind, then? This is not what I had planned for us. The
disappointment is...” he paused, then said wryly, excruciating, to say the least.”

“Mind? That you promised to help a boy struggling to get into college? I could never mind
your generosity to others. It's what makes you irresistible to me.”

He caught her in a sudden, hard hug. 

“It will not take long.” His lips moved from the crown of her head to the tip of her ear, sending
rampant chills of delight along her spine. 

“In your chamber”, she breathed. “I’ll  take a nap, I  think. I’ve hardly had any sleep since
yesterday. But Vincent… ” Green eyes gazed steadily into blue. “If you want to help Michael,
then you'd best block out what I’m feeling. Because I’m going to be lying there, on your bed,
surrounded by your  things.  And asleep or  not,  I’m going to  be having fantasies like you
wouldn't believe.” 

She felt him shiver at her words. “Fantasies?” he whispered. 

“Hmmm. And I’m going to be counting the minutes until you can come to me and make them
all come true.” 

His gaze caressed her face. 

“It is so strange, Catherine,” he mused softly. “To feel so much joy, so complete a happiness. I
am unused to this.” 

“It's only a prelude, Vincent,” she promised. 

She put her arms up around his neck and stood on tiptoe, thinking only to hug him before they
separated for the morning. But the moment her body pressed his again, the hunger rose,
unbidden. She heard Vincent groan as his hands pulled her to him. The wild, sweet aching
which dissolved time and place jolted her anew and she buried her face in his throat, unable
to resist moving her hands yearningly over whatever part of him she could reach. 

“You have to go.” she said huskily, even as the sound of her name, whispered over and over
in his hoarse, eager voice, fired her blood with swift, violent need. 

“No,  please… ”  he  pleaded.  “One  moment  more.  You  are  so...  enchanting...  I  am lost,
Catherine, lost in you… ”

Blindly, she moved her hands under his cloak and lifted the heavy layer of his vest, the silkier
one of his shirt. Her fingers splayed eagerly over the warm, solid strength of his back, reveling
in the feel of his skin beneath her hands. Vincent threw back his head and inhaled deeply.
With every inch of her body, Catherine could feel his exhilaration at that intimate touch. 

“I... I can't stop my hands. Vincent. They want to touch you everywhere”, she said. Her last
words were smothered on her lips as he moved his mouth aver hers, kissing her with slow,
drugging tenderness that made her senses reel. 

“They can,” he whispered thickly. “Later. As my... hands will touch you... and touch you... and
touch you...” Then, abruptly, he stopped, clenched his fists. and stepped away. 

“I cannot take any more of this,” he rasped. “Not if I wish to keep my sanity. It will... be hard
enough, as it is, just knowing that you are waiting. The moments... will pass like lifetimes.”



He was right, tough it took all her resolution to admit it. It was unfortunate that a promised
obligation took precedence at  the very moment when their  love  and passion were freely
expressed, but three it was. Intimacy would have to wait, impossible as that seemed.

“Okay,” she said, sighing resolutely. “Let’s go.”

He made no move to take her hand and she was thankful. In the heightened state of arousal
they were in, she knew the slightest word or look would catapault them right back into that
new,  raging storm of  need.  Silently,  they walked through the tunnel,  not  touching,  yet  so
thoroughly aware of one another that the very air seemed charged. With sexual electricity,
Catherine thought, stealing a quick, longing look at his set face. About a thousand volts of it.

All too soon, the familiar outer perimeter of the tunnel community, with its forked passages
and  sloping,  flowstone  archway,  came  into  view.  The  left  branch  would  take  her  to  his
chamber. The right connected to the main traffic artery which opened into Father’s study.

He pulled her hard against him then, in another of those convulsive embraces so new to him,
and so passionate that it sent her heart knocking wildly against her ribs. His hands moved
with feverish tenderness across her back.

“I love you,” he whispered. He released her, turned, and headed down the tunnel.

She leaned shakily against the rough-hewn wall as she watched him disappear. The flood of
emotions she had experienced in the past hour made the feelings which had propelled her
flight to him earlier seem pale by comparison. 

What a staggering depth of  passion they had uncovered in  each other!  Yet  Vincent,  she
mused happily, was the astonishing one. As caught up as he was in the intoxication of their
closeness, he lost none of the selflessness which had moved her to love him in the first place.
He would protect her, guard her, cherish her even as he caressed her-- and it was driving her
insane with desire.

She had always known somehow, even before the idea had surfaced to conscious thought,
that the merging of her body with Vincent’s in physical union, as her heart had merged with
his long ago in an emotional one, would be the most fulfilling act of  her life. Suddenly,  it
seemed the sanest as well. Why was that so? The words of Cervantes drifted through her
mind, giving her the answer she sought: perhaps too much sanity is madness. And maddest
of all, to see the world as it is and not as it should be.

“The world as it should be”, she murmured dreamily. “Vincent and I, feeling love, expressing
love,  making love.  Oh God!”  She flung out her  arms,  embracing the dim confines of  the
shadowed passageway. “What a perfectly incredible, wonderful day!” 

“Indeed.” Father's cultured voice sounded somewhat dryly from the gloom behind her and she
pivoted. He stood only a few feet away, leaning on his cane, his expression reflecting obvious
ambivalence as he regarded her somberly.  Suddenly,  her need to communicate with  this
reticent, loving man was immense. 

“I love him,” she said simply. 

“I know. I was far more certain than Vincent that you would return.” 

“You were? Why?” 

“Because,  Catherine,  you  are  not  one  of  those  human  beings  who  loves  carelessly  or
incompletely.  Like  Vincent,”  he  paused  and  smiled  gently.  “You  do  not  necessarily  love



wisely... or perhaps I am imposing my own definition of wisdom. But you love well. I knew that
your own heart would lead you back to him... Welcome.”

“Don't welcome me yet, Father. I have something to say.” She faced him resolutely. 

“May I escort you to Vincent's chamber? I assume that's where you're going to wait. He and
Michael are in my study. Getting off to a rather lagging start on the review session. I’m afraid,
Vincent's mind is clearly on other matters.” Gesturing, he motioned her forward, and they
started off together at a slow walk. 

“Er, yes, well... that's what I wanted to talk to you about.” 

He nodded. “I think I know something of what you are about to say. I was in love once.” He
sighed. “Seeing your faces this morning-- the light they hold, the joy--makes the ... memory
come back rather sharply, I’m afraid.”

“I’m sorry, Father.”

“Don't be. It's not your responsibility.”

“I’m still sorry.” 

“Yes, well… ” his eyes softened and he smiled. “Thank you, Catherine.” The high-ceilinged
common room loomed ahead, its empty expanse lit by a score of thick, heavy candles. 

The soft light threw flickering shadows over the muted pinwheel of stained glass that marked
Vincent's adjacent chamber. Her eyes flew there eagerly. His room. Suddenly, she couldn't
wait to be there, among his books and worn blankets, among the memories of the time they
had shared there. But first... 

“Shall we sit here, Catherine?” Father pulled out a chair for her at one of the many battered
tables that furnished the chamber. She had never been here, she mused, when the room was
empty of people. Somehow, it still seemed imbued with their presence and vitality. Faintly, she
could hear he distant sound of drilling as she sat, the chattering of group of children, the ever-
present tapping on the pipes. 

“A wonderful room,” reflected Father, as if sensing her thoughts. “It was in this very room that
made John and I choose this particular section of the tunnels for our home. I envisioned
tables, and chairs, people laughing and sharing. John, on the other hand...”  he grimaced.
“John saw this as an auditorium where he could advance his ill-conceived philosophies for our
small society. One of our first disagreements happened here, actually. He wanted to install a
speaker's platform on that ledge.” He gestured to the left, where a small granite outcropping
jutted from the rock at shoulder-level, a natural podium. “No one agreed. I think they feared
even then how John would use it. He always blamed me for that.”

“I imagine you were to blame,” Catherine supplied. 

“As a matter of fact, I was, I told everyone ahead of time what the choices were, so that we
could put the matter to a vote. It was their room, after all. John was furious.” 

“And the room stayed as it should be.” Catherine said softly. “It's a wonderful place.” 

“Yes.” Father looked down. An awkward silence ensued. 

Your  ball,  Chandler,  she  thought  grimy,  feeling  a  strange  sense  of  deja  vu.  Daddy,  I’ve
decided to leave the firm. No, I can’t tell you why. I just have to. What made moments like this
so emotionally loaded? She took a deep breath and leaned forward. 

“Father,  we love each other.  And we want  a complete relationship.  Emotional  intimacy is



wonderful, but it isn't everything. There's something else that puts a seal on those feelings,
enhances them. And we want that, too.” 

“Want it, Catherine?” he interjected dryly. “Or can't live without it?”

“Something like that,” she acknowledged uncomfortably. Damn. Were they that transparent? 

Father sighed heavily. 

“Somehow, I’ve always known this day would come, as well,”  he said slowly.  “Believe me
when I say that I appreciate your candor. I imagine the urge to keep me uninformed for as
long as possible was almost irresistible.” 

Catherine grinned. “You do tend to be a bit... intimidating,” she said. “And I know how much
you want to protect Vincent.” 

“That, Catherine, is precisely why I must question the advisability of this. I know how much
you care for him, but… ”

Quickly, she held up her hand. 

“If you're trying to change what's about to happen, you're talking to the wrong person,” she
said firmly. “My mind's made up.” 

“But you left him not one week ago!” he protested. “Forgive me, but under the circumstances I
must question the maturity of your decision, even if its sincerity is indisputable. He was so
unhappy. Vincent is different... he's more sensitive... he can be damaged so easily… ”

“ALL of us can be damaged easily, Father. That's a big part of what makes us human.” 

“But you ran from him… ”

“No!” The word echoed with resounding force in the candlelit chamber. “I ran from myself. I
could never run from Vincent.” 

“I’m afraid there's a difference in semantics only. You still ran. But have it your way. What
happens if you 'run from yourself', as you put it, again?”

“You mean like Margaret?” She hadn't meant to say it. At least, she thought she hadn't, in the
beginning, wanting to spare him the painful backward look into his own troubled past. But the
comparison  was  inevitable,  and  right  on  target.  She  could  see  that  from  his  suddenly
blanching face. 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you think I'll run like Margaret did. Sell out when the going gets rough. Leave Vincent
alone here to  cope with  loving and losing me, and in the process losing everything that
matters. That's what she did to you, isn't it?” 

She saw him pass his hand aver his eyes and felt a sudden tab of regret. Damn, damn. Why
did children have to fight their parents for the things in life they needed? 

“I’m sorry, Father,” she said helplessly.

“No, don't. You may be right, Catherine. My own emotional reaction tells me that, I’m afraid.”
He paused, and continued heavily. “So you think that all this time I have been re-living the
fears of my relationship with Margaret through you and my son.”

“Not totally,” she said carefully. “You're too wise for that. I think you've been sort of torn. Half
of you loves Vincent and wants to protect him. That protectiveness is a natural outgrowth of a
lifetime of vigilance, and I’ve no doubt that many times it has saved his life. But I think there's
another part of you that gets Margaret and me mixed up in your mind. You look at me and see



her. And that stirs up a lot of the old pain and wariness.”

“Perhaps you're right. Still, I’m afraid. You left.”

“I did,” she acknowledged. “My own folly. But my leaving brought me to a place where I could
never have been, otherwise. I learned how deeply I’m committed to Vincent. This is not a
shallow thing, Father. I won't be moving on. Not ever.” 

“Well, then,” he interposed. “I suppose that's what I’ve been waiting to hear.” 

“You approve?” Funny, how important this had become to her. And she knew it  was also
important to Vincent, though he would act as his own feelings dictated, regardless. 

“I bow to the inevitable,” he correct wryly. “I seem to remember how... impervious I was to
sage advice when I was love.” To her relief his eyes twinkled suddenly, and she realized that
his memories had turned to happier moments. Impulsively, she leaned up out of her seat and
hugged him. 

“Thank you,” she said simply. 

“You're welcome. I’m going to see how the tutoring is coming along. Quite a talented boy,
Michael. I'll see you later, perhaps?”

“Perhaps,” she nodded. 

“Yes, well...  goodbye.”  He turned and moved through the tables to disappear through the
passageway. 

Well, at least that treacherous terrain had been safely negotiated. She had expected far more
resistance on Father's part. But then, he loved Vincent so much. Enough to want for him the
love that he, Father, had been denied. That had to figure in somewhere. She blinked sleepily,
feeling  the  thought  disintegrate  into  a  comfortable  lassitude  that  signaled  her  body's
tiredness. She hadn't slept well  in a week. And there was a waiting bed right around the
corner. 

Vincent's. 

Entering  his  room  was  like  coming  home.  She  paused  in  the  doorway,  surveying  the
comfortable clutter that revealed the soul  of  the man who lived there. Thick candles,  the
lifelight of existence in this world beneath the city, glowed everywhere-- on the battered stand
beside the bed, on the ancient table brimming with books, even in the niched surfaces of the
walls. What would it be like to make love to Vincent here, his body bathed in that luminescent
glow? 

The thought caused her heart to trip and hammer, and her soft smile broadened. She'd better
reign in her fantasies until his tutoring session was safely over-- at least, if she wanted the
unknown Michael to do well on his SATs. 

The bed beckoned like a welcoming friend and she padded over to it, her feet whispering
almost soundlessly on the heavy rugs that layered the floor. Yes, she thought. It was right that
he should find her here, in this most intimate space, when he returned. She had never slept in
his bed since her first time in the Tunnels, nearly a year ago, when he had saved her life. Her
presence here now would remind him of the new promises they had made to each other, and
the new possibilities they were ready to explore. 

She chuckled delightedly at the thought, then felt the anticipation give way to a quick, sharp
pang of longing. 

“Sleep, Chandler,” she muttered, sitting resignedly down and bending to pull off her shoes. A
nap would make their time apart pass quickly, if she could curb her leaping thoughts long



enough to actually doze off. 

But the soft tangle of patchwork coverings was yet another stimulus to seductive imaginings.
No amount of resolve could banish the delectable thought that Vincent had lain here for every
night of his adult life, save those few that he had spent in her company, on her terrace. 

Lightly, her fingers outlined the variegated textures, a patch of wool, sewn to cotton, sewn to a
small, nubbly rectangle of what felt like French brocade. All of them had touched his body,
had covered it while he slept-- that powerful, well-muscled body that moved with such catlike,
easy grace, and that, such a short time ago, had strained against hers so longingly... 

She sighed in exasperation. Sleep would bring him to her, yet the curious, swooping pull to
savor and re-live every sensation of the morning was virtually impossible to banish. Perhaps
she should just give in and remember how that first kiss had felt, so tentative, yet so filled with
hunger... and the words he had whispered... and the things his hands had done... 

A swift,  vibrant  chord sang to  her  through the bond,  and she realized suddenly that  her
excitement had reached Vincent, inflaming his senses as well as her own. How clearly she
could picture him there in Father's study, his head back, eyes closed, electrified by the images
he was experiencing through her! Mentally, she touched his face, felt the compelling blueness
of his eyes devour her. It was so easy to lose herself in the way he looked at her... it always
had been... I 

Deliberately, she shut out the compelling image. She was only making matters worse with this
delicious torture. 

“Sleep,”  she  mumbled  desperately  into  the  softness  of  his  pillow.  No  amount  of  mental
bludgeoning could conjure up a herd of sheep in her mind, but she decided to begin counting
anyway. At least it would help the time to pass. 

“One, two, three...”

A soft sound pulled her from slumber. She turned her head and looked up. Vincent stood
beside the bed, his eyes immeasurably tender. 

“I've been watching you for 10 minutes,” he whispered.

Eagerly, she scrambled up and threw herself into his arms. Her lips found the soft hollow at
the base of his throat and moved over it he clasped her to him. 

“I didn't dream this morning, did I?” he asked softly. “I thought I might have. But now... the way
you feel...” 

“No,” she breathed. “It was real. It is real.” She felt his hands gently message her back, the
motion sending ripples of pleasure through her body. “Oh, Vincent, I thought you'd never be
finished!” 

“I’m not, quite”, he replied, his arms tightening. “But almost. Michael is finishing the last of his
algebra now. He's bringing it here for me to correct.” She felt his lips press into her hair. 

“I could wait no longer, Catherine,” he confessed. “I felt your thoughts an hour ago, and they
set me on fire. I had to come here... to be sure I wasn't imagining.” 

“Then I am living something I hardly dared to imagine,” he said simply. “I love you, Catherine.”

The utterance, for all its brevity, served only to produce another wave of longing in Catherine. 

“Vincent,” she began unsteadily. “There are no words I'd rather hear from you, but they sort
of... well... send me someplace totally irresponsible.” 

He pulled a little away, cradling her in the wide arc of his arms. 



“I’m sorry about the interference to our plans,” he said regretfully. “It was the worst timing
imaginable.” 

“Abysmal,” she agreed with a smile. “How many problems did Michael have to do?” 

“Twenty-six,” he said, so mournfully that she laughed softly. 

“What? he asked. 

Lightly, she fingered a loose tendril of his hair, for no other reason than to touch it, and him. 

“I’m just so happy to be with you like this”, she said. “Are you feeling as carried away by all
this  as I  am?” How delightful,  this  framing of  a  question to  which she already knew the
answer. 

“There are no words to express how I feel.” His hands moved warmly over her shoulders. “All
morning, I have dreamed of the place I want to take you.” 

“Today?” 

He nodded, and his eyes gleamed eagerly. “A wonderful place, Catherine. I used to go there
as a boy. I can't wait to share its beauty with you.” 

“Well then,” she grinned. “Let's get this show on the road.” 

“I beg your pardon?” he asked politely. 

“Sorry.  Father's grammar classes didn't  leave much room for  slang, did they? It's  just  an
expression that means I’m more than ready to go wherever you want to take me... in every
sense of the word.

“Oh, Vincent,” she hugged him fiercely. “I’ve never been so happy. Even this morning, as
eager as I was to be with you, I was so... I don't know... immeasurably content.”

He nodded. “I know. I felt it.” 

“And you?” 

“I’ve always felt joy in your presence, Catherine,” he replied softly. “But this morning it was so
potent that I was driven to distraction. I wanted...” 

“What?” The urge to hear him voice his hidden desires was irresistible. “What did you want,
Vincent?” 

“I’m still not sure I have the right...” 

“You do. Believe me. Even the idea that you have fantasies is giving me goosebumps. What
can I do to fulfill them?” 

She stood on tiptoe, her lips inches from his, parted in invitation. 

Just then, a soft footfall sounded outside the chamber. 

“Vincent?” called a young man's voice, as they hastily disengaged. 

“Come in, Michael.” 

A  handsome,  dark-haired  teenager  appeared  in  the  doorway,  garbed  in  faded  black
sweatpants and a navy NYU stadium jacket. He looked over at Catherine as he entered, and
smiled with disarming friendliness. 

“You must be Vincent's Catherine,” he said. “I’ve heard so much about you from everyone.”

“And you're Michael.” 



She liked him at once, a reaction she commonly had to the denizens Below. Whatever their
reasons for leaving the harried world Above, and they were many, Catherine knew, none of
them had been hardened by the pain that had driven them Below. The people she met in the
Tunnels tended to be generous, community-minded, and unassuming-- qualities that made
them often easier to relate to than the majority of people in her world. 

“I know it's a very big day for you. Best of luck.” 

“I  owe it  all  to Vincent.  He's been my tutor ever since I can remember.”  The young man
touched  Vincent's  arm  in  a  gesture  of  affection  so  unselfconscious  that  Catherine  was
charmed, and held up a sheaf of papers.” 

“This is the last of them. I just came to tell you that Father already looked them over. He says
they're fine.” 

“Good.” Vincent's eyes quietly reflected his pride in his protegé. “You're ready, then?” 

“As ready as I’ll ever be.” Michael looked again at Catherine and smiled shyly. 

“I know you'll do well,” she said warmly. “And when the time comes for you to begin college,
let me know. I’ll help all I can.” 

“Thanks.” Michael flashed her another smile, and smothered a yawn with the back of his
hand. “I think I’ll go catch a few hours of sleep. I’ve been up for most of the night.” 

“We'll be thinking of you, Michael,” Vincent told him. “Good luck.” 

When he was gone, they stared at one another ecstatically. 

“Does this mean… ” she whispered. 

“Yes, I  think it  does.” He walked a step closer, as if to take her in his arms, and paused
reluctantly. 

“I should probably tell Father that we will be leaving for the day.” He grimaced wryly. “For
obvious reasons, I’m loathe to do so.” 

“You don't need to bother. He knows what's coming. I met him in the Tunnels this morning.” 

“You did?” Vincent's eyebrows rose. “And?” 

“And I... told him that I loved you desperately and that you felt the same.” 

“A situation which causes his quite as much consternation as it does joy.” 

“Exactly. I also said, in so many words, you understand, that we were teetering on the brink of
an all-consuming physical passion.” 

His eyes blazed eagerly at her words. 

“You are adorable,” he said, so feelingly that her breath caught. “And Father's reaction?” 

“Well, let's just say he accepted it gracefully. He's seen it coming, I think.” 

“Perhaps more than I,” Vincent said softly. “This morning, I could scarcely believe what my
own thoughts were telling me. That you were in my room... waiting. That reality could hold this
much happiness.” 

His voice thickened, paused. “I never dreamed,” he said simply. 

“You don't have to dream anymore, Vincent. After today, all you have to do is remember.” 

“You're very sure, Catherine?” 

“Trust me. Sure isn't the word. More like obsessed.”



“Shall we go, then?” 

“Please.” 

In a swift motion, Vincent pulled the blanket from his bed, folded it under his arm, and took
her hand. “Come,” he said gently. 

They passed along the outer perimeter of the tunnel community proper without encountering
anyone, and for once Catherine was glad. Though she normally loved the feeling of extended
family that pervaded this community, even embraced it as an antidote to her own memories of
an often-lonely childhood, she wanted only Vincent's presence today. She sighed with relief
as they reached the cross-tunnel  intersection which marked the western boundary of  the
normal traffic area, and squeezed Vincent's hand. 

“No more people,” she whispered happily. 

“No. We are finally alone,” he said, and his eyes smiled. 

The sudden impulse was irresistible. “And if I wanted to, Vincent, why I could just stop right
here...  and put  my arms around your  neck...”  her  hands traveled slowly up his  vest  and
reached under his hair to join warmly at the top of his spine. Dizzily, she felt his hands pull her
shoulders closer to his chest as he bent his head. 

“And if I wanted... could I kiss you, Catherine?” 

“Oh yes.” 

Their lips met, opened. She hungrily tasted the warmth of his mouth and felt again the surging
onrush of feelings that signaled the spiraling of her body's desire. 

I'm like a woman possessed, she thought dreamily. And I don’t even mind. I just want more,
and more... His hand caressed her cheek, moved down her jawline to trace the column of her
neck. 

“Catherine...  such  utter  enchantment...”  he  muttered  hoarsely.  “It  makes  me  bold...  and
reckless. I want...”

“What, Vincent? Tell me.” She heard the trembling in her own voice, induced by the fervor in
his. 

“To lift your clothing... to feel the warmth of your skin on my hands.” 

Her low moan gave assent as she yanked her shirt loose from the waistband of her jeans. It
seemed an endless age until his hands moved to her waist, though it was, in reality, only an
instant. She felt him lift the loose cloth. His broad, warm hands touched the naked skin of her
back,  worshipped  it  with  such  slow,  loving  stroking  that  she  moaned  again.  Her  body's
response was instinctive and immediately sensual-- she could feel the tips of her breasts
harden as she arched toward him.

It's only my back, she thought hysterically. It's not even... all he has to do is touch me and I'm
lost…

They were both panting when he let her go. 

“Our destination… ” he said, somewhat desperately. 

“Right.” She passed a shaky hand through her hair. “I forgot.” 

He  grimaced  wryly.  “Since  this  morning,  forgetfulness  seems  to  have  become  my most
prominent character trait. That and loss of control... oh, Catherine. I have never... in my life...
felt so helplessly and deliciously out of control.” 



She smiled tenderly, willing her body not to press one more time against his. 

“Then let's get where we're going, Vincent. You won't need any control there.”

She had no idea how far they traveled, or how long. The journey that they made hand in hand
to their first trysting spot marked the happiest hours of Catherine’s life thus far. They were far
from his home, she knew. The tunnels twisted and criss-crossed endlessly, and she was lost
after the first few loops and intersection. Her only guide was the light pressure of his hand as
led her deeper into the Earth, past waterpools with miniature, terraced rimstone dams, past
huge,  fluted  columns that  reached  from floor  to  ceiling,  past  the  twisting  helictites  in  an
amazing array of  colors--  creamy white,  buff,  chocolate,  orange and red.  She had never
traveled so far from any semblance of civilization. Yet her trust in him was so unerring that her
step never faltered. 

When the path grew steep,  he stood below her,  hands on her waist,  to catch her if  she
slipped. When fissures appeared in the earth, or the smoothly-hewn trenches that told them
they had stumbled across a long-forgotten arm of an ancient ocean, he jumped first. Then he
held out his hand to her, lovingly imitating his gesture nearly a year ago, when the trauma had
destroyed every vestige of her confidence, and he had led her home. But now he did so with
his heart in his eyes. And if she had managed before, when his touch gave her strength, she
soared now. Borne aloft on the strength of his love, she sailed across the chasm as if she had
been leaping eight foot river beds all her life. Surely, she could have flown, as well, had he but
asked.

“We're almost there,” he said presently, and she saw that they had moved out of the narrow,
angled passageway and were now traversing what seemed to be a series of large, vaulted
rooms. The granite walls and high arched ceilings looked amazingly smooth. 

“It seems less dark in here,” Catherine said wonderingly, for the way ahead was faintly lit,
even beyond the pool of space illumined by Vincent's lantern. “Almost as if the walls were
holding a light source.” 

“They  are,”  Vincent  answered.  “The  granite  is  mixed  with  aragonite  crystal,  which  is
phosphorescent.” He paused, and laid a hand on the planate surface. “I’ve read that there are
whole caverns like this under the Andes mountains, lit so brightly that no light is needed to
show the way.” 

“Amazing. And that rushing sound... is it water?” 

“Let me show you.” He led her forward, through another widening tunnel, its smooth sides a
testimonial to the remote geological processes which had fashioned it long ago. 

“Look,” he said, pointing. 

She followed the sweep of his arm, and her eyes widened. 

“Why it's a beach!” she cried delightedly. “A beach beneath the city!” 

The underground chamber was small, yet so picturesque it was almost surreal. Twenty feet
away, a small waterfall gurgled and splashed over a bed of pebbles to a pool of water below,
bordered  by  an  improbably  beautiful  beach  of  pale  yellow  sand.  They  were  standing,
Catherine noticed, on a ledge of flowstone about ten feet high. A short row of iron spikes to
the left accessed the tiny, fantastical hideaway, whose beauty made Catherine’s throat ache.
The interior of the cavern was covered by pink and white translucent crystals that glowed in
the wan light. Large rock formation composed of a myriad of smaller features--feathery boas,
braided wreaths, and needlelike stalactites-- loomed like bright spectres around the quietly
gurgling  pool.  Near  the  edge,  the  water  reflected  the  sheafs  of  pink-  and  brown-striped



draperies  suspended  from  dark  niches  and  dripping  slowly  onto  the  conical  stalagmites
standing on the floor of the chamber in timeless, continual rhythm. 

“What an incredible setting for our first time,” she whispered. 

Vincent's voice from behind her sounded low and almost wistful. 

“You speak as though once will not be enough.”

She turned, surprised out of her wonderment. 

“Of course I do, Vincent. This isn’t only about now. It's about forever. The first time is just the
beginning.”

“I had not dreamed of even once, Catherine,” he answered. “Already, we are far beyond my
imaginings.” 

“Then what are you waiting for, Vincent?” she queried tenderly, her arms stealing around his
neck. “Take me down there.” 

“The descent is steep,” he said, his voice suddenly eager. “Come. I will go first.”

He grasped  the  top  spike  with  one hand and stepped off  the  ledge,  beginning  an  easy
descent. 

“The spikes are strong, Catherine,” he called, and she moved from the ledge to the makeshift
ladder. Swiftly, she climbed down, her hands shaking slightly, for Vincent was at the bottom,
and in only a few brief seconds... 

She felt his hands on her waist just as she toed the last spike and jumped gleefully off. But
her  abrupt  movement  jarred  his  hands  and  his  grip  slipped,  moving  upward.  One  hand
splayed momentarily across her rib cage. 

The other brushed against her breast. 

In every muscle, bone, and cell of her body, Catherine felt that inadvertent caress. It scalded
her through three layers of clothing, hurtling her from the world as she knew it into a universe
where nothing existed but an endless, endless longing for his touch. The fire in her blood
ignited and consumed all rationality.

With a sudden, thrusting movement, she butted the back of her head against his shoulder and
arched her upper body strongly into his hand. The move brought the greater contact she
blindly sought. His fingers opened involuntarily, and all in an instant, his hand was cupping
and cradling her. Behind her, she could feel his frozen stillness. 

“Vincent”, she moaned wildly. “Please… ” The yearning was around her and through her and
totally uncontrollable, too absolute for anything but release. She ached savagely for his hand
to caress her there, to touch her with an intimacy he had never before permitted. Now, her
overwrought senses shrieked. Please, God, now. 

She felt him draw a long, tremulous breath, and she knew that no mystic bond was needed
now. The messages of her straining body were impossible to mistranslate or misunderstand.
Slowly, his hand began to move on her breast. 

If she had melted before, she dissolved now, at the reverence of his tender touch. She heard
her own throat make small, mewing noises, felt her body give itself over to the bliss of his
hand, stroking her with such slow, insidious gentleness that she shuddered. 

“Vincent,” she moaned, and the sound of his name on her lips seemed to fuel his long-pent
passion. 



She felt the heady sensation of his lips against her neck and pressed closer into him. Her soft
contours seemed to mold themselves to his body as his other hand spanned her waist. Its
seeking touch sent another shiver of unbearable longing through her. He nuzzled her neck,
and his uneven breath fanned softly against the sensitive skin. She moaned again, glorying in
the velvet warmth that mounted with every caress, soaking her in sensation. She felt him
reach slowly for her other breast, exploring its soft curves through her clothing. Instinctively,
she began to pull her sweater loose from the waistband of her jeans. 

“Catherine, Catherine,” he muttered thickly. “I am lost... stop me, please... if I frighten you...
please… ”

“No,” she whispered fervently. “Touch me, Vincent. Please. I need you to touch me so much.” 

“Ohhh... hhh.” His sigh was light and giddy, the sound of a man overcome with desire. 

Both hands moved to the flesh she had just exposed at her waist, trailing deliciously up and
across her rib cage. She sucked in breathlessly as he caressed the sensitive skin under her
breasts. A thumb reached further upward--came into contact with a soft swell of flesh-- and
with  a gasping groan,  Vincent  moved his  fingers to  cover  her  breast.  Under  his  delicate
fondling, the nipple, already hardened, thrust its tiny peak into the roughened palm of his
hand. Like a magnet it pulled his hand closer, until he was fully caressing her there, exploring
her intimate contours so tenderly and yet so urgently that Catherine felt her knees, already
weak, suddenly give way. She straightened them quickly, though she could hardly stand. Any
shift in position would mean an instant away from his touch, and even that small space was
too much with her senses strained to breaking point and every nerve screaming in pleasure.
His other hand skimmed up her side-- and then his hands were fully on her naked breasts,
feeling, exploring, loving the soft rounds thrusting into his hands. 

The sensual message was more than Catherine could bear. It was a soul-quake, shaking her
to the core of her being. She could stay there forever, she knew, lovingly pinned by is fingers
as they moved slowly over her flesh, working their devastating magic, leaving her with heart
fluttering, chest heaving, nipples hard to bursting, burning for more intimacy still... 

Swiftly, she unzipped her jeans. His hand was on her abdomen before she could even will it to
be,  slipping inside her clothing as she squirmed against  him. A moan of ecstasy slipped
through her lips. Dimly, she heard him say, in a voice bursting with urgency and anguish:

“I truly cannot stop... Oh, Catherine, the feel of you... tell me if you need me to wait, if this is
too sudden, tell me quickly… ”

“No!” she gasped. 

The single word, his permission to indulge in a boundless passion which frightened as well as
enchanted  him,  was  almost  impossible  to  utter  through  the  deluge  of  sensations  which
splintered through her body. Frantically, she pushed her legs against his fingers. His hand
moved more deeply into her jeans... and then one long finger slid past the soft petals of her
womanhood, to the core of her... stroked her once... and she was set spinningly adrift on the
waves of pleasure his hand induced, reaching heedlessly for more and more. 

Frantically, he twisted her in his arms, crushing her to his in a soul-searing embrace. Their
bodies locked tightly as his lips hungrily sought hers. He parted her mouth with his own, took
it with such ardent ruthlessness that her knees gave way completely.

She sagged against his as he plumbed the depths of the kiss, plundering her with a sudden
need that shook her to the core. Once, twice, thrice, he thrust his tongue against hers in
haunting metaphor  of  the act  of  lovemaking.  It  was the kiss of  a man at  last  freed from



demons of self-doubt, a man who finally understood that she was his and his alone for the
taking. 

He lifted her in his strong arms and carried her to the water's edge and the hastily opened
blanket.  There, he knelt and laid her gently down. The smoldering flame in his eyes was
unlike any look Catherine had ever seen there, and as she lifted her arms to pull her down to
his, her whole being seemed filled with wanting. The prolonged anticipation, stoked by the
long morning of waiting and dreaming, seemed impossibly long in retrospect. But it was over.
For  Catherine  saw  in  the  heartbreaking  tenderness  of  Vincent's  searing  gaze  that  he
embraced this moment as fully as she herself did. Whatever his fears and recriminations, they
had fled before the raw heat of their passion. Vincent was willing to let himself be loved. At
last. 

“Oh, Catherine”, he whispered brokenly. And then he was kissing her. 

Accustomed  as  her  body  was  becoming  to  the  sensations  he  aroused,  the  heat  of  his
devouring  lips  sent  a  shockwave through her.  Her  lips  opened as  she kissed him back,
savoring every touch and taste. She felt his hands outline her shoulders and move to lock
against her spine as he pulled her closer still. He showered kisses around her lips and along
her jaw, then moved to graze her earlobe. Scarcely had his mouth left hers when she felt a
burning desire, a ravaging need, for another kiss, and she arched up against him, groaning,
as she followed his face with her own and pulled his mouth back to hers. Greedily, she drank
in the sweetness of him as her hands tangled helplessly in the rough gold of his hair. She
heard her name, breathed with the reverence of a prayer. 

Her fingers found the fastening of  his cloak,  impatiently undoing it  and pushing it  off  his
shoulders to caress the hard bulges of muscle underneath. The hardness of his body,  in
contrast to the soft wetness of his lips, was intoxicating, a blatant invitation to her stroking
hands. Without interrupting the spiraling sensuality of their shared kiss, she slid her hands to
the buttons of his vest and undid them one by one. His breathing grew harsher the hand
caressing  her  back  tightened  convulsively.  With  suddenly  frantic  fingers,  she  moved  his
clothing aside, and moved her mouth to his now-heaving chest. 

“Vincent”, she whispered as she laid claim to the nest of golden hair with her eager tongue.
“I’ve dreamed of seeing you like this. You're so beautiful it makes me hurt inside.” 

Her eyes lifted, expecting to see doubt in his. But the blue depths were clouded with desire,
and held no contradiction. Her tongue touched the hardness of a rigid nipple, lingered as she
breathed in the faint soap-scent of his skin. One hand slid down his taut stomach to rest
lightly on his thigh. The other trailed over his chest as she kissed a path downward across the
broad expanse laid bare to her caresses. He shuddered. 

Suddenly, she found herself gathered tightly against his body. For only a moment she was
held there, lying almost on top of him, her curves molded to his harder contours. Then, he
began to slide his hands up her arms slowly. Then he reached her shoulders, he lifted her
bodily and laid her on the blanket, his body looming over hers. He lifted the bottom of her shirt
with trembling fingers and she half-raised herself to help him ease it over her head. Then,
cradling her tenderly in his arm, he captured her mouth with a series of slow, shivery kisses
as he eased the cup of her bra aside and moved his hand over her breast. 

She gasped in  delight  at  the return  of  the intimate contact,  feeling  the  light  caress  race
through her body like wildfire. Swiftly, he lowered his head. His lips brushed one thrusting
nipple as his hand caressed the surrounding globe. She felt the featherlight drift of his hair
between her breasts, a tiny contact, yet so unmistakably intimate that her senses reeled as if



short-circuited. She heard his ardent groan and felt him transfer his sensual attention to the
other breast, laving it with the rough moistness of his tongue until Catherine ached with the
dizzying current racing through her, wondering how any more pleasure could be possible. 

Lovingly, he showed her. He raised himself up and reached slowly for the waistband of her
jeans. The splashing of the tiny waterfall  echoed in her ears as he undressed her slowly,
worshipfully, whispering his adoration for each part of her body as he uncovered it, shoulders
and breasts and tiny waist, and hips that hid, under a riot of provocative curls, the essence of
her femininity. Then she lay naked, he rose to his feet, and quickly shed his own clothing.

Catherine had the random, detached thought that she should help him-- a fleeting instant of
normal cognition. But she was pinned beneath his gaze, utterly captive to the desire she saw
blazing  so  hotly  there,  and  scarcely  able  to  breathe,  much  less  summon the  necessary
momentum to move. 

And then he was standing revealed to her, and the sight of his powerful nakedness sang in
her veins like a drug, rendering her completely powerless. She could only look at him with
eyes narrowed by passion and promise, and woo him with her suddenly twisting body to
hurry, hurry and come to her. Wordlessly, he lowered himself. 

Flesh covered flesh, and the world became filled with him-- his trembling hands, his eager
lips, his soft, impassioned cries, and his thrusting manhood, moving against her abdomen in
rhythmic, questing movements. She felt the heat of it course down the entire length of her
body and without conscious volition, parted her legs. He shifted his weight and captured her
gaze with his own. As she looked into his eyes, mesmerized by his heat and hunger, she felt
the broad tip of his manhood press against her softness. 

Slowly, very slowly, Vincent sheathed himself in the welcoming warmth that was Catherine.
Her breath came in short, ragged bursts as he filled her, a staccato counterpoint to his long,
blissful sigh. She felt his arms tighten around her as he drove deep, blotting sound and sense
and sight, blotting everything but the feel of his body merged with hers. She heard a woman's
voice give a low, hoarse moan of passion and then realized dimly that it was her own. Above
her, he loomed-- eyes closed, head up and back, totally enveloped in the moment of absolute,
primal sharing.

This was it, then-- the moment she had been living for, waiting for, dreaming for. It was like
nothing she had ever imagined, so intense was its intimacy, so absolute its impact. She lay
impaled by his first, loving thrust, shivering with longing and excitement, unable to keep her
body from making  the  slow,  wanton,  rubbing movements  that  would  inflame him further.
Unable to do anything except feel, and react, to him. 

He shuddered, and she could feel his body clench. His mouth suddenly found hers in a kiss
as unrestrained as the wind that whistled through the caverns, so wild and harsh that it stole
the breath from her body. Her fingers locked fiercely behind his head, pulling him into her
mouth as she had pulled him into the core of her, eagerly and without any reservation. 

With a groan that softened into her name, he broke the kiss to stare down into her eyes. In
the dim light of the cavern, his eyes seemed lit from within by eternal blue fire, devouring and
worshipping  all  at  once,  passion  inseparable  from reverence.  She  drew  a  sharp,  shaky
breath. Her body arched and began to undulate, and she saw cobalt blue flame kindle to
conflagration. Then, his eyes tightly shut, he answered her unspoken demand. He lifted his
hips slightly, and began to move within her. 

With all her being, Catherine felt the blinding pleasure of those first, slow thrusts, just as she



felt his surging delight through the bond. The knowledge of Vincent's sensations, flowing over
her through the intimate channel,  carried her to even greater heights as she writhed and
moaned beneath him. From deep within some distant corner of her mind the thought emerged
that only one recourse existed in response to this much ecstasy. Her body tightened and she
knew he felt its hungry demands. She strained upward against him as his motions became
frantic with need. He drove into her again and again, and as he did so his plea whispered
across her whirling, skidding thoughts. 

Hold,  hold,  love.  Don't  let  the tide overtake us yet,  this  precious,  precious first  time,  this
incalculably perfect moment. Aaaahhhh, it's too soon, too... 

His  control  broke  at  the  same  moment  hers  did,  she  felt  it  at  the  moment  of  absolute
unraveling, when all the restraint in the world could not hold back a passion so long fettered,
so often denied. No matter how much they wanted to prolong the exquisite magic of this first
moment, they simply could not. Their mutual hunger, feeding each off the other, was far too
great. Vincent's body stiffened like iron and began a great, shuddering tremor. Catherine felt
him spewing hotly within her and was lost. Pleasure erupted within her with explosive force, in
a climax so intense that she was drenched in ecstasy, captive to the spasms that were her
body's reaction to the rapture bursting within. 

Oneness. Fusion. Completion. 

*****

And only the beginning. She murmured those words over and aver as she cried softly into his
chest afterwards, moved to weeping by the beauty of what they had shared. She needed no
bond to tell her how profoundly Vincent had been affected. For the past two hours, he had not
let her move even an inch from him, but had kept her tucked against his side in an attitude of
fierce possession, stroking her face and hair with soft, fervent motions. Every now and again,
he would lift her chin with his fingers and restlessly seek out her lips for hot kiss. In his eyes,
she saw wonder such as she had never seen before, and love, and a new, poignant gleam of
hope. 

Never, she vowed, would he lose the hope. Not as long as she existed on any plane, in any
farflung universe. And suddenly, any part of her being that had every been at odds, for awry,
or isolated seemed fused and integrated into the deepest reaches of her soul. 

A happy life. This, then was what her mother had meant. 

For life could hold no greater happiness than this. 

“I love you, Vincent,” she whispered into his chest. “I’ll always love you.” 

She knew that he understood all that she offered with the simple words, and all that she held
out  to  him.  Fanning  across  her  gladdened  senses  through  the  bond  was  the  added
reassurance that he had finally realized the most important truth of her life: that she saw this
as no sacrifice, but the source of her own richest and deepest happiness. Catherine wanted
to belong to him, and none other. 

“I love you, too”, he whispered. “Oh, my Catherine, I love you, too.” 

She smiled as his hands began again the slow, yearning stroking across her skin. 

Only the beginning. 

END


