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“Il don’t want to cause
you any trouble...”

Paula's voice trailed away under John-Henry’s
unwavering stare.
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Sthce then, \'th he had adquired
athalf inter Sirac se, formed a
cqnspirac an e| t -t -year- oId oman

against ner g ."* aused an
uproar at the bank by departmg from customary
procedures.

And now, it seemed, he was falling in love!
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Author’s note: With apologies to those horse lovers
who know that real racehorses never train with
cookies, and certainly not before or after an actual
race. (We may know that, but has anyone ever
explained it to a broken-down, also-ran, lop-eared
Thoroughbred named No Regrets?)






CHAPTER ONE

BECAUSE SHE HAD CALCULATED so carefully, Paula Trent
was early when she pulled her ancient little Volkswagen
into a parking space in front of the imposing Hennessey
Bank in downtown Oklahoma City. She had left the
house in plenty of time; appearances were so important,
especially when one was asking for money, and she
hadn’t wanted to be even one minute late. But now she
had ten of them in which to fidget, forget her meticu-
lously prepared speech, and in general become more of a
nervous wreck than she was already. What if the bank
said no to her request?

They won’t say no, she assured herself, rubbing her
cold hands together. Inclining her head, she peered up
through the car windshield at the brick building in front
of her.

But what if the answer was no?

It won’t be, she told herself, and wished she had a stick
of gum, or a cough drop, or anything that would make it
easier to swallow over the growing lump of fear in her
throat.

Maybe she should just start the car, drive away and
pretend she had never come, she thought. Now that she
was actually here, it seemed pure folly to have made an
appointment with an investment banker. If the sight of
the building alone struck such terror in her heart, how
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much worse would it be when she was confronted with
the head of the bank himself?

Oh, what had she been thinking? she wondered in
sudden despair. Selling cookies for a living had seemed
like a good idea at the time, but now it seemed ridicu-
lous, like something kids might do on a Saturday morn-
ing on the sidewalk in front of the house, with a plank
table and a sign lettered in crayon: Homemade Cookies,
Only a Dime.

Wincing, she sat back. If she kept on this way, she was
going to make herself sick. She had already been over it
a thousand times; she had no choice. She knew what she
had to do; now she had to steel herself to go in and do it.

‘““Easy for you to say,’’ she muttered, and rubbed her
hands together again. Her fingers were icy, and she
couldn’t blame it all on the brisk air. Oklahoma weather
could change at the drop of a hat, but she hoped that it
would stay mild for a while longer; if her plans went ac-
cording to schedule, she would need all the balmy days
she could get.

That reminded her again of the reason she was here. It
was almost time to go inside, and she used the rearview
mirror to check her appearance. When she saw how pale
she was, and how frightened her dark eyes looked, she
shoved the mirror back into place. Despite her efforts at
makeup this morning, she looked colorless and scared,
and if she sat here much longer, she knew she wouldn’t
have the courage to go into the bank.

Well, she had to go in, whether she wanted to or not.
She couldn’t just drive away, no matter how frightened
she felt; too much was at stake. All she had to do was re-
member the facts she had learned, she told herself. If the
man inside laughed in her face and told her that no one
sold cookies for a living, she’d remind him of Maggie
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Rudkin, the Pepperidge Farm lady. And if he told her she
was a silly housewife who had nothing better to do than
cook up schemes because she was bored, she would set
him straight.

Thinking about it, Paula’s mouth set. Oh, she could
tell Mr. Banker a thing or two, she thought. For one
thing, she was not a bored housewife. Randy had walked
out on her last year, just after their eighth anniversary.
Since then, she hadn’t been a housewife at all.

And she had never been bored. She’d always had a
job—that is until a couple of months ago, when the real
estate office where she’d been working closed up shop.
She had been going to school at night to get her license,
but she’d had to drop out of school, too. Without a job,
or husband to help pay the bills, she couldn’t afford the
tuition, and all because Randy had felt—what was the
word he used? Oh, yes, constricted.

Well, now he was unconstricted in California, or so
she’d heard through her lawyer. He’d gone to make his
fortune, but apparently things hadn’t worked out quite
the way he’d hoped. Much to his surprise, she guessed,
the streets there had not been lined with money after all,
but with other people looking for work.

She couldn’t spare any sympathy for him. She’d been
looking for work, too. When she realized that Randy had
taken all the money with him, she hadn’t panicked; oh,
she had been furious all right, but not scared. After all,
she reasoned, she had her job. And even when that fell
through, she wasn’t worried. She was young—well, she
was thirty-two, but that wasn’t old—and she wasn’t
afraid of work. She was sure she’d find something.

She hadn’t, however, found anything. And she’d
looked. And looked. And /ooked. When the want ads
didn’t turn anything up, she had gone to the Unemploy-
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ment Agency for help, but it seemed that she was either
overqualified or underqualified for every job they had
available. Finally the only thing left was waiting tables at
some greasy spoon for minimum wage. She hadn’t balked
at the idea of being a waitress; desperate for work of any
kind by that time, she had rushed over to the diner, ter-
rified that someone else would get there first.

Someone had. Paula needed the job to pay the bills;
the girl who got it wanted to buy designer jeans. The
gum-snapping, smart-mouthed teenager she saw leaving
turned out to be the owner’s niece. He was sorry, but
family was family, right? That’s when she panicked.

“‘Don’t worry so, my dear,”’ her grandmother, Heddy,
had told her. ‘‘Something will turn up.”’

Paula loved her grandmother, who was usually so wise
in all things. But right now she had no faith in old-
fashioned homilies, however well-meant. Her situation
was getting grim. She hadn’t had time to build up her
savings again before the real estate office had closed, and
she didn’t have much of her severance check left. And,
despite Heddy’s robust health she was, after all, eighty-
two years old.

Shuddering, she remembered Heddy’s bout of bron-
chitis last year. Her grandmother had weathered that
successfully, but Paula still had nightmares about pneu-
monia. She didn’t know what she would have done if
Heddy had had to be hospitalized. Heddy had her Social
Security, but there was no other insurance. Paula felt re-
sponsible for her grandmother because she and Heddy
only had each other. Paula’s parents died five years ago,
within months of each other, and her only brother had
been killed by a drunk driver the night he turned twenty-
one. If Paula didn’t take care of her grandmother, no one
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else would. Without a job, and little prospect of one de-
spite all that searching, the future seemed bleak indeed.

That was when she had thought about selling cookies
for a living. Everyone she knew raved about her cook-
ies; people were always asking her to make up a batch or
two for parties, or meetings, or bake sales, and she had
always been happy to oblige. At first, the idea of charg-
ing for her baked goods had embarrassed her. But after
two months of unemployment, her pride seemed a very
expensive luxury. She kept thinking how she would feel
if something awful did happen, and Heddy had to go on
welfare.

Feeling anxious and desperate, she had taken to walk-
ing the floor again at night. She’d started that when
Randy left, trying to figure out what had gone wrong and
when, and whether it was her fault, or his, or if in fact
anyone was to blame. The speculation had been futile,
especially after she got word that Randy wanted a di-
vorce. She decided right then to give him one. By that
time, she wouldn’t have taken him back again. She’d
never forgive him for walking out on her. After all her
fruitless soul-searching, hearing about the divorce had
almost been a relief.

She had just started sleeping again at night when she’d
lost her job. Sometimes it seeemd to her that one event
merged into another. She had no sooner begun to adjust
to the fact that her marriage had gone wrong, before she
had to worry about more practical things, like whether
she was going to lose the house, and how she was going
to pay for car insurance, or buy groceries, or any of a
hundred other things.

Heddy, bless her, had offered to help as much as she
could. But her grandmother didn’t have much money,
either, and in any event, Paula could never have taken
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money from Heddy. She was supposed to take care of her
grandmother. After all, she was the one who was young
and strong and resourceful; it was up to her to figure out
a solution.

And she had hit on one. The cookie idea had come to
her during one of those long, sleepless nights. After she’d
sat up several more nights working out the details, she’d
tried the plan out on her grandmother.

“It’s a wonderful idea, Paula!’’ she said enthusiasti-
cally. ““You make the best cookies in town, and you’ve
got a good head on your shoulders. I know you’ll be a
success.”’

Paula wasn’t so sure. Sadly, she said, ‘I don’t know,
Grandma. I wasn’t so successful with my marriage, was
I?”’

Heddy’s mouth had tightened. ‘“That wasn’t your
fault. If that Randy had the least amount of gumption,
he wouldn’t have walked out on you like that. How could
you fix it if you didn’t know what was wrong?”’

Paula hadn’t answered right away; she got up to put on
the water for tea. She and Heddy were sitting in her little
kitchen, with the scarred table and the chairs that needed
refinishing. Randy hadn’t been the handiest man in the
world, and he disliked doing chores around the house.
Paula had to nag him just to get him to mow the lawn.
Now he wasn’t here even to do that.

““I don’t know, Grandma,”’ she’d said, from the stove.
““Maybe I should have realized something was wrong.”’

“You did realize it, as I recall,”” Heddy pointed out
stoutly. ““And you asked him and asked him to talk to
you. He never did, did he?”’

““No, he always said everything was fine.”

Heddy’s tone became even more crisp. ‘‘Well, then, I
wish you’d stop thinking you’ve got to take all the blame.
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Randy has some responsibility, too, you know. You did
ask him. If he didn’t want to tell you, that’s not your
fault.”

“Yes, but—"’ _

‘“‘No buts about it,”” Heddy interrupted, folding am-
ple arms over her cushiony stomach. ‘‘Now, I’'ve said it
before, but I’ll say it again. You’re many things, Paula—
most of them wonderful. But as far as I know, you
haven’t learned to read minds yet. What did Randy ex-
pect?”’

Heddy looked so affronted it made Paula smile. Com-
ing back to the table with the pot of tea, she set it down
and then gave her a quick, affectionate hug. Heddy was
always so supportive and sympathetic; sometimes she felt
as though her grandmother was her best friend.

““I think you’re prejudiced,’’ she murmured.

““So what if I am?’’ Heddy said complacently. ‘“‘I’m
eighty-two years old. I’ve earned the right to my own
opinions. Now, tell me more about your cookie busi-
ness.”’ |

So Paula had told her what she’d worked out. After
going to the library and poring over books on small
businesses, she had quickly realized that she couldn’t
work out of her own kitchen; if she wanted to succeed,
she had to commit herself to a store where she’d have
room for commercial ovens, and big counters to work on.

“But that takes money, doesn’t it?”’ Heddy said
doubtfully. ““Do you have that kind of cash?”’

Paula shook her head. ‘“No, I’'m going to have to ask
for a loan.”

““At a bank?”’

Heddy looked so horrified that Paula had to laugh.
““Of course at a bank! Where else?’’
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Heddy belonged to the old school of cash-and-carry;
she had never understood buying on credit, or the rea-
sons why anyone would trust those little plastic cards
when everyone knew real money was better. Growing up
influenced by that attitude, Paula had the same philoso-
phy. She had always paid her bills and she’d never bor-
rowed a dime. But this was different. She had to have a
loan; no matter how she figured it, there was no other
way.

‘“‘Have you...have you gone to a bank?’’ Heddy asked,
still looking uncertain.

‘““Not yet,”’ Paula said, reaching for the folder she’d
put on the counter. She extracted a newspaper clipping
from it and handed it to her grandmother. ‘‘But I have an
appointment with this man to talk about it.”’

Heddy took the clipping. ‘‘John-Henry Hennessey, of
the Hennessey Bank, Oklahoma City,”’ she murmured,
reading the caption below the picture. ‘““Where did you
get this?”’

‘“‘From an article in the Daily,”’ Paula told her. *“It said
that Hennessey is an investment banker.”’

Heddy handed back the paper. ‘““What’s that?”’

Paula hadn’t known either, until she looked it up in the
library. ‘‘Someone who invests in other people’s ideas.”’

Her grandmother still seemed doubtful. ‘“‘And he’ll
invest in yours?”’
~ *‘1 hope so,”’ Paula said fervently, staring at the clip-
ping. She couldn’t believe she’d had the good fortune to
stumble across the article. She didn’t usually read the fi-
nancial section of the paper, but for some reason she’d
turned to it that day, and John-Henry’s picture had im-
mediately caught her eye. The accompanying article said,
because so many of Oklahoma’s banks had failed a few
years back with the drop in oil prices, the Hennessey
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Bank—one of the survivors—was considering new in-
vestments in the hope of stimulating the state’s econ-
omy. Although the column hadn’t been very detailed, the
information it did provide was all she’d needed to con-
vince her to make an appointment with John-Henry
Hennessey. That, and the picture of the bank’s owner,
she thought.

Even though the photo had that grainy newspaper
quality, she had felt that John-Henry Hennessey was the
man to approach for her loan. She liked his name, his
face...everything about him. Of course, she couldn’t tell
much from his picture. But a man named John-Henry
had to be down-to-earth, didn’t he? And even if he was
awfully handsome, with thick dark hair that curled back
from his forehead, and a square chin in which she could
discern just a suggestion of a cleft, she was sure he would
at least listen to what she had to say. After all, the article
said that he was interested in new businesses, and she
certainly qualified there. She couldn’t have felt newer at
this than if she had been six years old and thinking about
setting up her first Kool-Aid stand.

To her amazement, things had worked out perfectly.
She had looked up the bank’s number, and then it had
taken her another two days to screw up enough courage
to make the call. She nearly hung up when a frighten-
ingly efficient-sounding woman answered the phone, but
somehow she managed to ask for an appointment with-
out stammering. The secretary put her on hold for what
seemed an interminable length of time, but then, sound-
ing surprised herself, came back on the line.

““Mr. Hennessey can see you at eleven o’clock on
Tuesday,’’ the woman said. She paused. ‘I hope that will
be convenient.”
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Convenient! Paula would have accepted if she’d been
told he could only see her on the Capitol steps for two
minutes at five o’clock in the morning.

““That will be fine,’’ she managed to say politely, and
then let out a whoop of delight as she hung up the phone.

SHE DIDN'T FEEL like whooping at the moment, now that
it was five minutes to eleven on the appointed Tuesday.
Realizing she had sat here daydreaming long enough, she
licked her lips, glanced at the forbidding-looking build-
ing again, and got out of the car. |

The breeze whirled her cream-colored coat around her
as she emerged, revealing a glimpse of forest-green wool
jersey—the new dress she’d bought for the occasion. She
hadn’t wanted to spend the money, but she knew how
important first impressions were, and she wanted to look
exactly right.

Not that it had done much good, she thought, remem-
bering the pale face she had just seen in the mirror, but
she had taken more time with her makeup than she usu-
ally did. Most days she just wore mascara and lipstick, if
she remembered to put them on; today, she had given
herself the full treatment: blush, shadow, the works.

Deciding to check her appearance one last time—for
courage—she bent quickly and looked in the car’s side
mirror. To her relief, the breeze had whipped up some
color in her cheeks; now if she could just get inside the
bank before the wind made a mess of her hair, she’d be
all right. With no money for a haircut, she had let her
hair grow down to her shoulders in a soft bob, and she
kind of liked it that way. Today she hoped it made her
look sophisticated. Pulling her coat firmly around her,
she grabbed her purse, and went inside for her appoint-



