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Love reincarnate

Adam Cabot was back from the dead and determineectaim Georgia as
his bride! But Georgia had no intention of comingekly to heel. Hadn't
she finally recovered from her love for him and washe planning to marry
safe, rich Steven? Adam had caused Georgia mortgabka than he could
possibly guess at, and now he thought he merelytd&ell her he wanted
her and she would fall back into his arms, andd&d! Of course, she
wouldn't! But why, oh, why was she finding it sdfidult to say no?



PROLOGUE

IF sHE hadn't been so preoccupied with entering the #ggcoode and
locking the door to the studio before she steppédrio the quiet square,
she might have realized sooner that he was wgiistgor her. But she was
too busy making a mental checklist of all the tsise had to do before her
wedding day to give much attention to the street.

He emerged from the shadow of the building, a @ett stealthy smudge
superimposed on the deeper blackness of the @glorgia felt his presence
before she saw him and knew the raw November waudlrfothing to do

with the chill of awareness that inched past threchllar of her coat and
shimmied the length of her spine.

Belatedly, she noticed that the moon had disappebehind rain-filled

clouds, offering him anonymity. But she, halfwayeen the building and
her car parked at the curb, was fully revealechenlight spilling from the

wrought-iron street lamp. With her high heels alahder build, she was
unmistakably a woman, unmistakably alone.

She was not afraid, however. Mildly curious, peshdput definitely not
afraid. She refused to admit to such a possibility.do so would negate
everything she'd struggled to achieve in the I&sEin months. Like passion
and rage and wild, obsessive love, fear shreddpdrson’'s soul beyond
redemption.

She knew. She was a survivor—but only just, ang txelcause she had
divorced herself, firmly and irrevocably, from alose raw emotions
capable of inflicting pain with supreme indifferento a person's capacity to
bear it.

Refusing to acknowledge him by so much as a glateecontinued toward
her car. Whoever he was, the man could not toueh $lee was too
well-defended, cocooned in the pleasant, fuzzy dirsbe had built around
herself. If he was a panhandler, he would be vesgmpointed to learn that
she had only about ten dollars in her purse. IliMas a mugger after her
personal jewelry, he'd get her engagement ringchvhias insured. But he



could nottouch her. Nothing could violate her inner self like tthaot
anymore.

Or so she believed. But five yards from her carlbseed in. She could hear
the rustle of his clothing, see the condensed qufis breath.

It was not his hand reaching out to touch her,her feel of his fingers
closing softly around the nape of her neck thaghater differently. It was
the supernatural premonition, as his aura collidé@t hers, that sent the
terror shooting through her veins.

Her breath stopped and so did her heart, albegflypriShe opened her
mouth, praying for the wherewithal to cry for help.

And a voice from the grave said softly, "Don't stre sweet pea. It's just
me."



CHAPTER ONE

... THEY HAD MET three years before, at the Dog Days of August Batc
the Riverside Club. He'd looked up as she camem the terrace, brought
his smoky-blue gaze to bear on her, and suddenBetlsorny lyrics from
South Pacifichad made perfect sense. He was a stranger, laungth
narrow-hipped grace against the bar on the otllerafi the room, chatting
with Steven Drake, the most eligible bachelor mripbut when he'd seen
Georgia, he'd let the conversation lapse, stranguteo his full height, and
shrugged his black, open-necked shirt into plackisfiabulous shoulders.

Just then, the band switched from a classic 196%Xsot to the pulsing beat
of Time of Your Lifefrom Dirty Dancing, and she'd known with fatal
certainty that he was going to saunter over, takehand, and lead her out
onto the floor. And that the way he'd dance with Wweuld set staid old
Piper Landing on its ear, and that she'd nevehbsame again.

"How could you?" her sister, Samantha, had squawkednext day.
"Everybody's talking about the exhibition you maafeyourself with the
grandson of that crazy old hippie, Bev Walsh."

"Hardly a hippie, dear,” their mother had said wibmewhat less
vehemence, "But Bohemian, certainly, and eccentoi@, Definitely not
someone we care to cultivate.”

It couldn't have mattered less to Georgia if heddrorelated to Lucrezia
Borgia. They'd spent the rest of that first eveniriggether,

danced—disgracefully, no doubt—until dawn, barebeib able to tear
themselves away from each other, and continuetidokslocal society for
the remainder of the time he was in town.

It had been instant romance, complete with evengless clich6, the only
flaw being that he belonged to the United Stated-Arce and was on leave
in Piper Landing for only a week or two.

"You cannot possibly intend to pursue this relaglap?" her mother had
gasped when Georgia made it plain that her affath whe dashing



Lieutenant Colonel Adam Cabot was no passing fatibgar Heaven,
Georgia, isn't it time you settled down and rememthevho you are?"

That had been yet one more round in an ongoingyal disapproval over
the fact that Georgia had turned up her nose athihace of a university
education, and opted instead to don a leather agmdriearn the jewelry
business from the bottom up.

"Chamberlaines do not serve apprenticeships,” hathen had decreed,
upon learning that, at eighteen, her eldest dauglaie signed over the next
several years of her life to Giovanni Bartoli, tfenous designer who
worked in Vancouver.

When her father heard she was traveling to plagesGolombia, Brazil,
South Africa and Thailand in pursuit of her cardwrd been sure she'd end
up at the mercy of rebels or bandits or worse.@drgia had thrived on the
experience. Up until the day she'd met Adam, tlggdst thrill of her life
had been her first solo trip to the diamond excleangAmsterdam.

"Get married?" she'd scoffed when her parents sigdehat, at the ripe old
age of twenty-six and with her apprenticeship sssftdly concluded, she
might want to give the matter some thought. "Né&ely! | value my
independence too much."

"Get married?" her mother had gasped, practicallinfy victim to a stroke
when, a mere two years later, Georgia had annouthegdshe and Adam
were engaged. "To that man? You can't be serioysiaar!”

But Georgia had never been more serious in hemdehad she ever been
happier. Sadly, it had all been too good—too vigatito last.

The shrill summons of the telephone brought het bptight from what

more properly resembled exhausted collapse thap.sl@roping for the

receiver, Georgia squinted blearily at it. Awaskihva number of conflicting

emotions, she couldn't drum up her usual courtgoesting and managed
only to croak furtively, "Yes?"



Her mother's normally well-modulated voice cut thewith the staccato
urgency of rifle fire. "Georgia? You're not ill,eayou? Ye gods, don't tell
me you've come down with something at this late!ldaeorgia, are you still
there? Why don't you say something?"

"I'm here, Mother,"” Georgia managed, emotions shilirning.

"You are ill," Natalie accused with woeful certainty. "O&gorgia, how
could you?"

Georgia would have liked to tell her mother nogéd herself into a state but
that would have been misleading since, when shedhiée news, the
mother of the bride would have every reason to dny upset indeed. So
Georgia offered a half-truth in the hope that ightibuy her a little time.
“I'm not ill, Mother."

"Well, you sound like the wrath of God."
"Probably because I'm still half asleep.”

"Why? It's almost eight and you never sleep in."
"l did today, Mother. | had a restless night."

"Oh, well, that explains it." Natalie's sigh wadl fof relief. "Pre-wedding
nerves, dear. All brides get them."

Not like mine Georgia could have told her, but decided discretias the
better part of valor at this hour of the morninge$ieeded to fortify herself
with a dose of good strong coffee before she relayder mother news that
threatened to sabotage yet another wedding plamméer behalf. "I've got
a client coming in at ten, Mother, and | really btigp get a move on, so
unless there's something in particular you wartedlk about...?"

"Nothing that can't wait until lunch, dear."

"Lunch?" Georgia's stomach rolled over in protésha mere thought.



"My goodness, Georgia, you realfre a nervous bride." Her mother's
laughter trilled merrily down the line. "We madeetiiate last week,

remember? One o'clock at the Club, just you, meSamdantha, to go over a
few last details. We'll pick you up at the studomat half past twelve. Don't

keep us waiting."

The abrupt click as the line went dead lent an ichawy to the request that
propelled Georgia into action as little else coddve done. In her present
state, she was in no condition to see anyone, téadt her highly strung,
socially correct mother and sister. She neededitdprself together, fast.

Reeling a little, she sidled past the full-lengtirror on her closet door,

trying to ignore its mocking reflection of her rmN-eyed face, and headed
for the bathroom. Was it possible, she wonderedt thshe subjected

herself to the pulsing force of the hottest wakém and bone could tolerate,
what had happened last night might dissipate itéamns and turn out to be
nothing more than a very bad dream?

Certainly, it had all the earmarks of make-belighiger all, how many other
women found themselves face to face with an excéamho, believed dead
for over a year, showed up very much alive two vgdaéfore his one-time
bride's marriage to his best friend? And &lael fainted dead away at the
sight of the apparition, could still feel the lurmp her head from when she'd
keeled over, which was enough to make anyone hiadlteca little.

But could she possibly have imagined the soundhaif voice with its lazy
American drawl, or the feel of those arms that Badoped her up and
bundled her into the passenger seat of her carll@ayone other than the
real Lieutenant Colonel Adam Cabot, retired— suppbs—U.S. Air
Force, have driven her home with such efficienpaish?

No. That had been no passing stranger playing Gaodaritan. That had
been Adam, the man who, in choosing career oves, load driven her to
cancel their wedding fifteen months ago and madethe pitied topic of
conversation at every dinner party in Piper Landmgmost of the time
since. And when her mother found out that he wiag and about to wreak
havoc in her life a second time, all hell woulddkéoose.



Because havoc he would indeed wreak. He'd maderthel plain during
the time it had taken him to deposit her, weak-knea her doorstep, last
night.

"l realize, Georgia," he'd murmured wryly, castivgr a sideways glance as
he followed her directions to the house she noediwn, "that the notion of
creeping up on you unannounced tonight might haemlill- conceived on
my part and that you're understandably shocked, Ibcan't say I'm
especially flattered by your less-than-enthusiasti@gction at seeing me
again.""I'm having trouble believing my eyes," shguiavered, with a feeble
lack of originality. "You don't seem real.”

"Oh, I'm real enough,” he'd assured her, a trabésadld sexy grin gleaming
in the streetlights of Piper Landing's tree-linedscents, "and if it's proof
you're looking for, this ought to do it."

And he'd clamped a warm, very alive and very pasgesiand on her knee.
She'd shied away from the contact and almost sededth fright.

He'd noticed. He'd withdrawn his hand and whenpuke again, that sexy
drawl had taken on a distinctly caustic edge. "bgou're not happier to see
me," he said.

"l don't quite know what you expect me to say,"dheplied defensively.
"How about, 'Gee, honey, what took you so longhimwsup?’ Or, 'What's a
nice ghost like you doing in a town like this?™

"Are you a ghost?" she'd whispered, with a mixtfrdread and hope.

"Not on your life, Georgia. I'm the real thing, analining your lovely face
away won't make me disappear, no matter how muchmyght wish it
would."

Nor had it. He'd shifted in the driver's seat, angghimself so that he could
watch her and the road at the same time. Steernthgcasual, one-handed
skill, he'd pushed back a lock of her blond had secured it behind her ear,



leaving her profile exposed and vulnerable. "Yowx@vn your hair long,"
he remarked.

"Not long," she'd muttered, swinging her head awayst longer than |
used to wear it."

"It changes you, makes you less.. .vibrant."

She'd felt his gaze on her, sharply observant. ATieft at the next
intersection,” she said, "and keep your eyes omdaeé. | don't want to end
up in the ditch.”

But what she really meant waStop trying to look inside me. There's
nothing there anymore.

It was true. Losing him had left her heart so imgrashed it could barely
function. Oh, it pumped out its daily quota of kioall right, but the real
heart was gone and left a space where the trueofdwer life had once lived.

"This is a far cry from your old place,” he'd sastbwing down for the
approach to her house. "Practically country, framlboks of it. What made
you decide to move out of the apartment?”

She didn't bother explaining that she'd wanteceawe behind everything
associated with him because remembering was tatfybainstead, she

leapt from the car as fast as her still-tremblieggsl could carry her, anxious
to put as much distance between him and her asopmss

He'd sensed her aversion and had dropped her gaiirke her hand with
curt formality. "I know we didn't part on the mdsving of terms," he said,
"but | had hoped you'd since found it in your jespinsecure little heart to
get over your pique. Apparently | was wrong."

"I'm sorry," she'd said, aware that the words wespelessly inadequate.
"I'm too dazed to know how | feel or what | shobklsaying."

"So it seems."” He'd shrugged and looked aroundeathlbuse and its
winter-bare garden that sloped down to the rivien You mind phoning for



ataxi? I'm not sure where we are exactly, buguiess it's a bit too far for me
to walk back to Bev's place.”

"Of course. Would you... do you want to wait insttie

His gaze had zeroed in on her again with brutatloar’Yes. | want to see
where you live, where you sleep, what you weared, land if you keep my
picture on your nightstand.”

"Oh...I" She'd quailed at the prospect and withdisguieting insight of an
old lover, he'd detected her dismay.

In that bossy way of his that before had alwaystéavher defiance, he'd
continued, "But I'll wait to be invited. Get insider Pete's sake, and pour
yourself a stiff drink. You look as if you couldausne. I'll walk back to the
service station we passed a mile or so down the Boad call for a taxi from
there. We can put off the glad reunion until anothee."

She'd been happy to comply. "Thank you!"

The heatrtfelt relief in her response had sent mape skittering over his
features. "l said 'put off', sweet pea, not ‘forgéou will be seeing me
again. We have so much news to catch up on."

Then he'd turned and marched down her drivewayirthe¢hud of his stride
gradually diminishing into silence.

If only he'd chosen to disappear in a puff of smoke

Stepping out of the shower, Georgia swathed heimaitowel and checked
the clock on the wall. Eight twenty-five. Four hsugive or take a few
minutes, before she met her mother and sister. lik@uns in which to digest
the reality of Lieutenant Colonel Adam Cabot's resttion from the dead
and make her peace with it.

She had thought herself safe from such upheavalspgan a cocoon around
herself so intricately woven that she'd been sothing could threaten it.



Not passion, or hate; not rage, or joy. Just cdfetaon, subdued pleasure,
serene indifference.

She had turned to Steven, her new house, her wankd-yes, the thousand
and one busy things associated with a wedding thit time, her family
wholeheartedly approved of—hoping these things ddu¢ enough to
compensate for what she had lost.

Beverley Walsh, Adam's grandmother, had tried tonweer, the day they'd
accidentally met downtown about six months afteadhad supposedly
died. "It takes two years, foolish child,” she'ddsaeferring to the fact that
Georgia and Steven were spending a lot of timethage "After that,
although you won't have forgotten your first loyeu will have accepted its
loss. Then, and not before, will you be ready @rtstver with someone
else."

Georgia hadn't been able to wait that long; th@ pas too crushing, the
guilt too severe. It wasn't just the fact of Adadesth, it was knowing she'd
sent him to it.

She'd been with him, the day he received the aaththis C.O. asking him
to postpone his retirement for an extra two morjast long enough to put
this prototype fighter jet through its paces arehiify the bugs bothering
our other pilots. You can spare me that, can't you?

"I'm afraid | can't sir. I'm getting married in sikeeks,” Adam had said, but
Georgia had seen the flare of excitement in his ey sudden longing he'd
tried to hide, and she'd known that, if it had baprio him alone, he'd have
snatched at this last chance to fly the most exgifighter aircraft yet to
leave the drawing boards.

"l think you should go," she'd said, after he'd dnup the phone.

"No. All that's behind me." He'd tried to sound equting but she'd heard
only the regret, the sudden resurgence of uncéytéat had dogged the
months before he'd finally reconciled himself teigg up military life and
settling down as a civilian.



Sensing this, and because she loved him, she hacdthim an escape,
manufacturing a reason that had everything to db what she thought he
needed, at the cost of what she desperately wamtedn she adored for her
husband—and a father for the child he did not ksbe had conceived.

"I'm not sure getting married is such a good idehg"d said, giving voice to
the most barefaced untruth of her life. "I thinkamling-off period might be
very good for us."

"Have you lost your mind?" he'd said. "What abbetthree hundred guests
your mother had to invite to the wedding? What aloe dress and the veil
and all that other paraphernalia?"

"What about the things that really matter to usf?&'¢ countered, and
because they'd once been valid, she was ableawiinviction that left him

stunned and angry, to rattle off all the reasonsié going ahead with their
wedding.

"Are you trying to tell me you don't love me, GeiagJ' he'd asked at last.

To deny that was more lie than she could bringdikets utter. "No—just
that I'm not sure either of us loves the other ghao give up our freedom.
Let's put the wedding on hold for now and see hafeel when you get
back."

It had been a not unreasonable gamble, she'd thaighe time. She'd
found out only the day before that she was fiveksgaegnant. Once his
two month term was up, they'd still have plentyimie to get married before
the baby was born.

"I thought we'd decided we couldn't be happy awaymf each other,
Georgia," he'd said, but although his voice hachlsmanber, his eyes had
betrayed him. He was behaving like a gentleman velfidme really wanted
was to be an officer on active duty again.

She hadn't been able to bear it. "Oh, please!dshad. "Just go, and stop
pretending it's not what you want, too."



Some of the light had gone out of his eyes at tisance you put it so kindly,
maybe | will."

"Terrific!" She'd wrenched his ring from her fingand flung it at him.
"There, now it's official. The engagement's offiuybu finally decide you
can live without the Air Force. Go and fly your daadl toy. Fly it off the
edge of the earth if it pleases you!"

He'd caught the ring, deftly tossed it in the e la coin, and tucked it into
the breast pocket of his shirt. "Okay,"” he'd s&tlyf.

Then he'd done as she'd asked. Without a toughs adt another word, he'd
turned and left her.

In the dreadful days that followed, she had notwkmdiow she would
endure the rest of her life without him. But novatthe was alive after all,
she could have outlasted eternity before havirfgde him again.

She was not granted more than two hours. Shortr &fer ten o'clock

clients left the studio, the buzzer at the fronramce sounded. When she
peered through the burglar-proof glass double diworging onto the street,

Adam stood on the other side. Clad in narrow naang, a royal blue

turtleneck sweater and a doeskin suede jacketptieet] so thoroughly

gorgeous that, for a very little while, all the plems and complications

inherent in his reappearance took second placéecheer miracle and
pleasure of being able to look at him again.

He had changed. Was thinner, cut closer to the,buittgout sacrificing any
of that startling male beauty that had first drdven to him. His cheekbones
carved a more austere angle beneath the smogfht/glianned skin, and in
the revealing light of day she noticed that hislyciack hair was now
touched with gray at the temples. His mouth, tisatuto laugh so easily and
often, assumed a severity that was new. But hisilydashed eyes were
exactly as she remembered them, smoky blue andtdeaeen though the
lines fanning from the outer corners were etchedendeeply.



A feeling like nothing she'd ever known rolled o¥&eorgia, much like a
door that had been firmly locked and bolted sudgdenéaking ajar and
threatening to release all kinds of demons. Itheft panic-stricken. "What
do you want?" she asked through the intercom.

"To talk to you, obviously,” Adam replied grimlythbugh not with me
standing out here on the street for all and sumaldyear, so you might as
well let me in. You and | do, after all, have rathdot to say to one another,
don't you think? And just because | was gentlenmaugh last night not to
push you into a mutuaxposeof everything that's befallen us since the last
time we saw each other doesn't mean I'm willingubit off indefinitely."

She could have made excuses; said she had a dpptahtment in another
country or something, but what was the point? Soonkater, she'd have to
deal with him and time wasn't exactly on her side.

"Some fancy system you've got here," he observedeaslectronic device
that protected her inventory admitted him througg outer door and then
the inner. "When did you become so safety-cons@ibus

She blushed a little at the lightly sugared scomeulying his words. "When
it was pointed out to me that my stock makes nagget for theft on a grand
scale. Taking precautions seemed the safe anch#etisng to do."

"'Safe and sensibkeThe Georgia | used to know never concerned Hersel
with being either safe or sensible."”

"She changed in the months after..."

"l died?" He stepped closer, his smile so remimiscé his old sweet smile
that she almost mistook it for the real thing. ABhdlt's okay, sweet pea,”
he assured her dryly. "You can say it."

An absurd, unreasonable guilt made her hide hehéafd behind her back.
"It's not okay," she blurted out, retreating. "Apolu can't call me 'sweet
pea’, not anymore."



"Why not?" His smile didn't slip an inch but shalized now what made it
different. It did not touch those blue eyes whoaeegdissected her with
such acute, unwavering interest.

"Because..." She faltered, the words damming uplfdhat she wished she
could let them spill out and be over with.

"Because you're wearing another man's ring?" Hededdalmly at her
startled gasp, and unzipped his suede jacketths ifvere just another in a
long list of social calls he had to make that da&fes, | know. You're

engaged to my best friend, Steven."

"Who-how did you...?"
"Beverley told me. Who else?"

Georgia sagged against the desk at her back. "Qfseol should have
known."

Adam lifted his shoulders disbelievingly. "Did yeupect her to keep quiet
about it?" he asked, and she realized that, berfeathbomposed facade,
disgust warred with cold anger. "She's my granderptand very loyal to
those she loves—unlike some | could name."

"l bet she couldn't wait to tell you."

He continued to pin Georgia in that sharp, unfargjwgaze. "She waited
over a year. Nearly fifteen months, to be exactinduwhich time she
mourned my apparent death. How did you spend the,tiGeorgia, my
love? Running want ads in the Lonely Hearts coluwhtihe Piper Landing
Daily New® How many poor slobs did you reject before youidizt to
save yourself a lot of bother and settle for gottl Steven, who was so
conveniently handy once I'd vacated the scene?"

"It wasn't like that," she said, flushing at thaden contempt in his tone. "I
didn't date anyone, not even Steven at first. Butand he had been friends
for years, and he was the only one who really wided what | went
through when you—when | thought you were... dead."



"You're wrong. He wasn't the only one. Beverley lddwave understood, if
you'd cared to give her the chance to share whatewell portion of grief
you decided | deserved."

There were many things Georgia could have saidtaliation, among them
that Beverley Walsh hadn't particularly wantedhare her grandson in life
and had been damned if she'd allow anyone to iatamdher sorrow at his
death; or that Georgia's own anguish had been ao that, for a while, it
had taken all her strength to face each unrelerdmg or that many had
been the time that she'd wished for nothing bugrahto her own miserable,
guilt-ridden existence, so empty and pointlessihagemed without Adam.
But his greatest misconception—that she'd turnesilyeao another
man—was the one she felt most compelled to address.

"Steven was never more your friend than in the @gaybweeks after you..
.disappeared. | think | would have died without hiHe gave me back my
sanity when | thought I'd lost it forever. He healpme to accept what |
couldn't change and would never understand. Andsked for nothing in
return except the solace of sharing memories of {tsuonly over the last
four or five months that we've... grown closer."”

"And how close is that, Georgia?" Adam leaned agjarglass presentation
cabinet with careless disregard for its fragilit§lose enough that he makes
you forget the times you made love with me? Claosrugh that you cry out
his name instead of mine when the passion takel?@lose enough—"

"Stop it!" Georgia clapped her hands to her eaes,darlier flush a pale
imitation of the real thing as a wave of embarramsnand indignation left
her face flaming. "It's no longer any of your biess!"

"I guess not." His deceptively lazy gaze missedhimgt as it swept over the
studio's costly display of jewelry before finallpraing to rest on her. He
stared insolently at her full-skirted silk and casne suit, the cameo brooch
at her throat, the baroque pearl studs in her dad.last of all, he looked
long and hard at the two carat diamond solitairgagement ring on her
finger. "l guess life goes on, no matter what. Gichange, people change.
For a thirty-year-old woman, you've achieved impnes success, Georgia.
Grief has worked wonders on you."



She rounded on him, stung. "How dare you cheapenlielt and turn it
into something contemptible and shallow?"

He shrugged, his shoulders lifting easily underghpple doeskin jacket.
"Those are your words, sweet pea, not mine," hetediout softly.

"But you're thinking them," she cried, "and you @awo right. You don't
know the half of what | went through after you gigaared off the face of
the earth.”

"No, | don't," he said, "any more than you know waetually happened to
me. One of the reasons I'm here now is that | thieke both entitled to
some enlightenment. But let's strike a deal: | wask your forgiveness for
my sins of omission, if you won't ask mine for ypaf commission."

"I don't need your forgiveness because | haver‘teda damned thing
wrong," she shot back, an anger she'd almost ftaigsparking in response
to his. Wasn't this how it had always been betwwkem? Raging passion, or
raging fury? Sudden disagreements that eruptedlartong rows, followed
by reconciliations whose intensity left them bothided and exhausted?

She sank into the chair behind her desk, the Bgkping out of her. "You
know, we never would have made a go of marriageg' said wearily.
"We're too much alike, both strong-willed—"

"I'm strong-willed,” Adam contradictedYou'rejust willful. Your trouble
is, you were indulged as a child and grew up belgeyou had a right to
whatever your little heart desired. It probably ma@erfect sense that, when
you realized you'd made a mistake in dismissing potential marriage
candidate, you should simply turn around and shadjtst available man to
take his place.”

"Is that your explanation of why you were so quiclaccept the decision to
end our engagement?" she countered. "To avoid beHamed to such a
spoiled brat for the rest of your life?"

"Hardly!" He pushed himself away from the glassicaband she thought,
as he crossed over to sit in a chair facing hbed, e limped a little. "If I'd



wanted out of our engagement, I'd have said soarg-fYour family might

have programmed you to believe it was your sodidy do stop tongues
wagging all over town by marrying the man you wsleeping with, but
they never carried that much clout with me."”

Privately, Georgia felt her family ran a poor satdo his grandmother
when it came to trying to manipulate other peoplgiss but she wasn't
about to get sidetracked by the issue now. She h@asever, forced to
accept the truth of the rest of his statement. \Mle&telse his faults, Adam
Cabot had never been a coward.

"Why don't you stop trying to outdo yourself in utis and tell me what
happened to you?" she said. "Where did you disagpefar so long, and
why have you shown up now, when it's too late ftrez of us to go back
and change things?"

"To answer your last question first, because—sitlg!—I thought you
might be pleased to discover I'm alive. And becdudlkeught you deserved
to hear the news from me before it became commanlkge all over
town. As for the rest, official reports to the a@my, | didn't go down with
my aircraft. | managed to eject and bail out, gegst miles off course by a
howling blizzard, and ended up breaking a numbebafes and doing
various other bodily damage when | landed in tlezdn wastes of the
sub-Arctic. That | didn't get eaten alive by pddaars or die from exposure
is entirely due to the kindly intercession of adbah nomadic Inuit hunters
who, for reasons that escape me, find traipsing the Polar Ice Cap a
stimulating winter pastime.”

He made it sound so utterly reasonable and orditiatyshe knew he was
leaving out a good deal more than he was telliigat might have kept you
away for a few weeks, Adam, but it hardly explajosr being gone fifteen
months."He shrugged. "Some things take time," ieaabiguously. "And
considering the way we parted, you can't blame onenbt being in too
much of a hurry to get back to you."

Any sympathy she might have felt for him evaporaéedthat. "You're the
one who put our future together in jeopardy andvedd your ego to lure
you out of retirement for one last chance at flyghgyy."



"And you're the one who threw my ring in my faceldald me to take a
hike. 'Fly off the edge of the earth, for all | earyou said. Well, | did the
next second-best thing, sweet pea."”

"You know | didn't really mean that!" Georgia's eifaltered for a moment
as other memories of that last time together cangirgy back, but she'd be
damned if she'd let them overwhelm her. She'd @dirtee crying she was
going to do over this particular tragedy. "In cgea've forgotten, Adam, we
both said harsh things to each other. | calledsgdfish and chauvinistic and
a lot of other things I'm ashamed to recall.”

"And | accused you of being cold and ambitious,chwas equally unkind
and untrue. It was your independence, the factyimatvere as much a rebel
as | was, that first attracted me to you."

His voice was grave and sincere enough to softemtgr. If she let him, he'd
throw her life into turmoil a second time and hartocent bystanders in the
process. Under cover of the desk, she dug herrfimgés into the palms of
her hands and plowed through the rest of what sldett say. "I'm not a
rebel anymore, Adam. Ten days after you left, doumed stranger showed
up at my door and told me that pieces of your eifighter jet had been
found scattered over miles but that there was gn and absolutely no
chance that you had survived. In the space of finreutes my world
collapsed and nothing has been the same sincesialbpeaot me."

"| agree. The Georgia | used to know would neverehmade such a
remarkable recovery from grief that she'd be rdadgarry someone else so
soon."

"Recovery?" Her voice cracked with emotion andfeltehe tears pricking
behind her eyes despite her most stringent efbokeep them in check. "I
fell apart almost literally! | didn't sleep for wee didn't want to eat or go
out of the apartment. | wished | had died with yAdam, because I'd lost
everything that truly mattered to me."

More, in fact, than you can begin to guess!



She squeezed her eyes shut, even though doinga the tears escaped
and drizzled down her face. "l felt guilty. And angAnd alone."”

"You don't know the first thing about being aloiYeu had your family."

"Who were no help at all. My mother could scarcatyitain her relief at
being spared having you for a son- in-law." Geosgvged at the tears with
the back of her hand, angry and appalled at the wiék which the misery
was finding chinks in her armor.

Adam leaned over, plucked a tissue from the bothercorner of her desk,
and passed it to her. "But your father must hawvedcaHe was never
mean-spirited like that.”

"He was sympathetic but..."

"Too henpecked to dare take a stand.” Adam noddahh, I'd forgotten
how thoroughly your mother and sister keep poorAsttiur in line."

"Precisely.” She drew in a deep breath and manameget herself under
control again. "And that's when | found out whaeal friend Steven was."

"Well, good old Steven," Adam jeered softly.

"He saved my life,” Georgia shot back, decliningnention that it was
thanks to Steven that she hadn't hemorrhaged tth dehen she'd
miscarried Adam's baby in the kitchen of her apantim”If it hadn't been
for him, I don't know how | would have gone oneltfresponsible for what
had happened to you."

"Rubbish!" Adam scoffed. "The prototype's malfunatihad nothing at all
to do with you."

"But | didn't know that. | nursed the idea that \ybheen too preoccupied
over our disagreement to pay proper attention tatwbu were doing. The
guilt festered, made more complicated by the reaabf everyone | met.
Pity is a corrosive thing when it's flung in yoacé every time you turn
around. Steven saved my sanity."



"So what are you telling me?" Adam wanted to kntvhat you're marrying
him out of gratitude? That it's no great love affai

They were the same questions that had kept hereamalst of last night.
"It's not quite that simple," she wailed.

"It is to me," Adam said bluntly. "When a man firfdsself staring death in
the face, things become very simple. It's a cadegbf or go under. So do
you love Steven, or don't you?"

"Of course | love him!"

"Well, that's one of the things | came back to foud. Now that | know, |
guess you and | have nothing more to say to edwdr.bHe rose and zipped
up his jacket. "Have a happy life, Georgia," he&lsand turned away.

Eyes suddenly swimming again, she watched as hered\the distance to
the front doors. Sometimes, it seemed that was shw®remembered most
vividly of all their times together: her watching lae walked away from her.
And every time, it broke her heart all over again.

IM him go\the voice of sanity beggebo it just one more time and you'll
never have to do it again.

Yes, she thought.
And promptly accused, in a woebegone little vol@ehat's what you did

after we broke up, too. Just turned and walked amthout even kissing me
goodbye."



CHAPTER TWO

He stopPEDand turned back to face her. He looked at her land
thoughtfully then, as he retraced his steps, s#id eminous intent, "Did |
really? Well, that's one mistake | certainly ddmaite to repeat.”

Georgia's heart flapped around behind her ribsdikgicken trying to save
its neck from the hatchet but Adam didn't careju$¢ kept moving until he
loomed no more than twelve inches from where shedstooted to the
plush blue carpet under her feet.

Trapped by the desk behind her and the recklesdsagire'd flung at him,
she did the only thing she could without losing tvas left of her pride.
She tilted her head to one side and with regal escehsion, offered him
her cheek.

"Oh, no," he murmured, capturing her face in caofjérs and turning it
back toward him and bending his head to hers. 'liketthat at all. Like
this."

As soon as he touched her, she fell apart. A saitimg filled her mind,
dimming her hearing and clouding her vision. Hgslbuckled, sending her
reeling into him for support. She grabbed at himd, intending only to
anchor herself upright, and instead found hersetiathing her hands over
his face in tactile renewal of its beauty.

His mouth lowered. She felt the warm drift of higdth against her lips.
And then, in excruciating slow motion, he kissed he

It wasn't aggressive, as kisses between a man amohen often were.
There was no audacity, no thrusting invasion ofgmy. He simply settled
his lips on hers and let them rest there. Yetafothat, it was a lover's kiss,
delicately, temptingly erotic. A hothouse flowerttie brink of bursting into
fragrant bloom—or more accurately, an echo so pHinfsweet of a

splendor she'd once known that she couldn't belat tbend.



She pressed herself to him, winding her arms ardisydeck and softening
her mouth in acquiescence. A murmur escaped heilleaafgr just a little
more, just a little longer—soft enough that onlydoelld hear it, yet able to
deafen completely all those parts of her brain Whette trying so hard to
scream out a warning.

The hopeless, helpless longings she'd stored awewng found a crack
through which to escape, took full advantage betwhs too enthralled to
notice. All she cared about was that Adam responddter overtures by
sliding his arms tightly around her and directihg seductive finesse he'd
always employed so well to a different turn, onelooger defined by

propriety.

His mouth grew bold, investigative, cajoling. Asshe weren't willing
enough to surrender to its assault! He testedip®rthsted them and, when
they opened to him, accepted the implicit surremioey offered.

At least, she thought he did. Was so convinceéhah that it took a while
for her to comprehend that he was declining afie\t that he was so
ungallant as to shove her away and remind herstiivas supposed to be
engaged to another man. He merely ended thingalyslcegretfully even,
but quite firmly, leaving her no choice but to abialy his refusal.

"Will that suffice?" he asked.

She wrapped her arms around her waist as the fteohath of his rejection
infiltrated every pore of her skin to lay an icyeath around her heart.
Drawing in a great shuddering breath, she managadd. "Yes," she said.

He prepared to leave again and had one foot owdtdbebefore he tossed a
final word over his shoulder. "Liar," he said.

Adam strode across the sidewalk and out into time stick road, narrowly
missing being hit by a van that turned the corwer quickly. He barely
noticed. It wasn't his time to die; he'd alreadyved that with the business
up north a year ago. And he had weightier thinghismind right now, like



the lingering feel of Georgia in his arms, andft that some parts of him
hadn't been the least bit impaired by crash-landgindpe frozen tundra of
the Arctic.

"Hah," he muttered with fake insouciance to thenamstatue of Eugene
Piper that presided over the little public gardethie middle of the square,
"that'll teach her!"

But it had taught him, too—a lesson he'd brieflgmdisposed to forget: she
was about to marry another man. While he'd beesveztng from multiple
fractures of the thigh, a dislocated shoulder ang broken ribs, not to
mention a coma brought on by trauma to the brashnaajor bruising of just
about every internal organ he owned, she'd bedmgdser net at Steven
Drake.

The woman to whom he'd given his heart and his, i@amg for whom he'd
been willing to give up a career that he'd trulyeld, had taken his apparent
death in stride and gone ahead with her life withmissing a beat. So what
did he think he was doing, getting himself all dinep over a kiss when he
ought to be congratulating himself on his luckyags?

"Not that | expected her to spend the rest ofifeenlone, draped in widow's
weeds and burning a candle under my photo, youratad®l,” he grumbled
to Eugene. "But couldn't she have waited a deceatval? And chosen to
look a bit further afield than my best friend?"

Eugene stared sightlessly ahead, rain drippingisfface mournfullySome
best friend, Adam, old buddy!

"I don't blame him," Adam said defensively. "Helsiee guy who didn't see
what was headed his way until it was too late tckdédnd at least he didn't
sweep me under the carpet the way she did. He sh@ame sort of
conscience about the whole affair."

In fact, from what Beverley had said, Steven haded® lot more than that.
During the weeks immediately following the jet'sabtrous test flight, he'd
been a frequent visitor at her house. He'd takea tut from consoling the
bereaved fiancée to offer comfort to an opinionadedocratic old lady who



didn't have another soul in the world who reallyga damn about her once
her grandson had apparently shuffled off.

"He actually asked my permission to court thati&othild,” Beverley had
told Adam, stemming her pleasure in his survivagl@nough to allude to
Georgia with the customary disdain she reservedlfahe Chamberlaines.
"Under the circumstances | gave him my blessing wisthed him luck.

Heaven knows he's going to need it, marrying intd straitlaced lot."

She'd been referring, of course, to the long-stapdeud between the
Walshes and the Chamberlaines, two of Piper Largliognding families.
It went back two generations, to the time whenrh&ernal grandfather,
Simon, had dumped Georgia's paternal grandmotheleste@, to marry
Beverley. Well, the tables had been turned nowh aitvengeance!"In the
long run it's probably just as well that thingd &gdart between Georgia and
me," Adam confided to Eugene. "Hell, there's enoggkf in the world
without a man finding himself caught in the crossfbetween warring
in-laws, wouldn't you say?"

Although Eugene continued to stare commiseratingiy space, a young
woman pushing a baby carriage through the littlek paeard Adam
muttering to himself, flung him a startled glanaed gave him a wide berth.

Just then, the Courthouse clock struck the quadar, reminding him that
he was taking Beverley to lunch at one. "Well, egioof this rubbish,” he
decided, turning up the collar of his jacket andadieg for his

grandmother's 1979 Rolls-Royce which he'd prudepésked on the far
side of the square, just in case Georgia had spdtiend decided not to
answer the door to her chichi little establishméAtl | need is to have it
rumored abroad that I've come back from the dedld half my marbles
missing and was spotted wandering around townngho myself!"

The minute they were seated at their usual windabletat the Riverside
Club, Natalie Chamberlaine went into a recital loé fprenuptial affairs
being hosted during the coming week in Georgia®hd/Nhat she forgot to
mention, Samantha, Georgia's younger sister, ®gpli



Georgia bent her mouth into what she hoped passedddmile and tried to
look interested. Apparently, she didn't try hardwgh.

"You know, Georgia," her mother commented, viséntyoyed, "people are
going to quite a lot of trouble for you. It seerasite that the least you could
do is show a little enthusiasm and appreciatioretarn. It is the second
time they've done this, after all.”

"Yes." Samantha nodded smugly, secure in the krdgelehat, unlike her
older sister, she'd managed to get married oniitstetrfy without making a
botch of things. "Smarten up, Georgia. It's notfase're just recycling
leftovers from the first time."

Except for AdamGeorgia thought, and fought to stifle a burshgséterical
laughter.

"Are you sure there's nothing wrong, dear?" Herheotpeered at her
narrowly. "You really don't seem yourself today."

Georgia toyed with her spinach salad. All morniogd she'd debated on
when and how to tell her family the news that was\g a great job of
turning her nicely ordered world upside-down. Bug'd held back because
she knew there'd be an uproar from both her mathdrsister when they
heard. On the other hand, Adam wasn't exactly sngakound in secret, so
how long could she afford to wait before lettingrtnin on the fact that he'd
turned up again?

Perhaps now was as good a time as any, aftef albthing else, it would

keep the outcry of protests down to a dull roarabiee nothing less than
seeing her daughters held up at gunpoint wouldvalatalie Chamberlaine
to indulge in public hysteria. It wasn't considerseemly behaviour for
members of the upper echelon of Piper Landing spcie

"Actually, there is something | need to tell yoG&orgia admitted.
"I don't like your tone of voice," Natalie broke playing nervously with the

string of pearls around her throat. "I don't likati all, Georgia. It's not bad
news, is it?"



"That all depends on your point of view, | suppase.

"Oh, for God's sake, Georgia!" Samantha leaned ivela&r chair and rolled
her eyes, very much the smart young matron thoilgughcharge of her
own affairs and unable to comprehend why everytsewmudn't follow her
fine example. "Are you going to spit it out, whade\t is, or would you like
us to drag it out of you, one syllable at a time?"

When they had been children, Georgia had sometiowesl Samantha so
intolerable that she'd forgotten she was alwaypasgd to act like a little
lady and had hauled off and smacked her sisterfebtiéke doing the same
thing now.

"I'm trying to find the words to lead up to thisnglg, Samantha," she said.

"It's not something | feel | can just 'spit out'.

Doing her best to ignore Samantha's heaving sigkexakperation, she
glanced around the dining room, searching for tispiration that would
enable her to detonate her little bombshell cagwald discreetly, with a
minimum of aftershock. However, when her gaze feedeon the sight of
Adam and his grandmother entering the dining roachlzeing shown to a
table not ten feet away, all thought of nonchalaraestraint fled her mind.
"Adam isn't dead," she blurted out.

Natalie's head shot up, though not quite as hidieasoice. "What did you
say?"

"Adam isn't dead, Mother. | saw him last night, again this morning."”
"Georgia, if this is your idea of a joke..." Nattiroped for her wineglass.

But Samantha, too, had seen, and was staring yalbss the room. "She
isn't joking, Mother," she confirmed faintly.

Natalie swiveled round in her chair, her gasp ey attesting to what
most of the other people in the room also wereci@i the not-so-late
Lieutenant Colonel



Adam Cabot, large as life, sitting across from Bgisndmother and
inspecting the menu.

Gradually becoming aware that the dining room hraevg unusually silent,
he looked around and found himself the object oérgame's stunned
attention, not the least among them Natalie anda®#ima. Excusing himself
to his grandmother, he rose from the table. Gewsgjgposed it was too
much to hope he wouldn't come over to theirs, dredvgas right.

"Hello, Mrs. Chamberlaine,” he said, as easilyfdseid last seen her only
the week before. "How are you?"

If there was one thing a person could depend oargsethought, watching
the exchange with horrified fascination, it wasttNatalie Chamberlaine
never forgot her manners. She rose beautifullgh#kily, to the occasion.
"Very well, thank you, Adam. And you?"

"Never better," he said, all charming smiles.

Samantha didn't fare quite as well as her moth#&te thought you were
dead," she said.

Adam's smile assumed an edge that would have ass.gfLovely to see
you again, too, Sammie."

"People don't call me by that name now that I'mrreds’ she said,
smoothing her impeccably cut hair.

"Married? Little Sammie?"
Only Samantha could have missed the amused irohigitone. "Yes," she
said, and held out her hand defiantly to show af broad platinum

wedding ring.

Adam inspected it with the tolerant awe of an uredeniring his niece's
latest toy. "Very nice, Sammie."



Flushed with annoyance at his continued lack operaespect, Samantha
unwisely attempted to punish him. "In case you havesard, Georgia will
be wearing one, too, next month at this time."

His smoky blue gaze switched then and settled fyawe Georgia. His
smile faded. "Will she?" he said softly. "Are yawrea?"

If his first question was directed at her sisteis becond was meant
exclusively for her. Georgia knew Adam too welb®mistaken about that.

She tried to look away but he held her prisondrisrgaze and refused to let
go. To her horror, she felt herself being drawm ithiose sultry blue depths
and suffused with another bout of unspeakable fangi

"Very sure," she croaked, her mouth so dry shedcecaircely get the words
out. But when she tried to relieve the situatiortdiing a sip of wine, her
hand shook so badly that she had to set the gtags dgain in a hurry.

No, you're nothis eyes saidyou're remembering how it felt when | kissed
you this morning and you're no longer sure of amgh

"Why are you here?" Samantha asked belligerently.

"To have lunch with my grandmother. Does that affgrou?” Adam
answered, never once allowing his gaze to stray f&zorgia.

"Of course not, Adam. That wasn't what Samanthanimatall. You can
understand, I'm sure, that we're.. .well, 'takesclibscarcely describes it."
Fully in control of herself again, Natalie flickduer serviette much as a
matador might have tried to deflect the attentibra evayward bull. "I'm
sure you have a quite remarkable explanation for yisence and we'd
love to hear it, but this is not the time. Your mplenother is obviously
anxious to have you rejoin her. Please don't kespwaiting on our
account."

"Oh, she's waited fifteen months for the pleasdimaypcompany at lunch,”
Adam said, ignoring the hint and keeping his gdaedjto Georgia. "I think



she can wait a couple of minutes more, or as lengtakes for me to offer
my congratulations to the bride and her family."

"Listen, Adam!" Samantha, who never had learned nwtte leave well
enough alone, wagged a finger at him. "We don'tkndere you've been
for the last year or more and we don't particuladye, but one thing we do
want to make clear. we won't stand for your caudirggible for the
Chamberlaines again and disrupting another wedding:.re not going to
make us the laughingstock of this town a second.tim

"Were people laughing the last time?" he inquiredcimevously. "How
very unkind, considering that everyone thoughtli&tl a hero's death.”

Samantha puffed up with righteous indignation. pStwisting my words.
No one wished you dead in the first place and redoes now—as long as
you don't try to disrupt Georgia's plans. But sli@ally making theright
marriage and we won't put up with your trying teisghings for her."”

Adam lifted his shoulders in a puzzled shrug. "Vdhg you so worried?" he
said smoothly, his gaze continuing to burn into @&os soul. "If, as you
claim to believe, everything's perfect, nobamy spoil things. But if there
are hidden flaws..." He smiled and dropped hisggaio Georgia's mouth,
then down her throat to where her heart was flmggemadly beneath her
silk blouse. ".. .well then, I'm afraid they'll $ace sooner or later, no matter
how hard you try to ignore them. Have a nice luhaties."

"I never did like him," Samantha declared, statimg painfully obvious as
he wove a path back to where Beverley Walsh wadgedim. But her sister
was in a minority, Georgia decided, watching agphigjress was hampered
by a number of other diners eager to express pleasthis return from the
dead.

Natalie, however, had other things on her mind ta&img a poll of Adam's
enduring popularity. "Georgia," she said urgertby, pretty brown eyes full
of anxiety, "you're not having second thoughts al8taven, are you?"

"No," Georgia said, feeling as if an intolerableigid were compressing her
chest.



"Are you sure, dear?"

"Yes," she said, because she wanted it so badig toue. But the sad fact
was, she couldn't tear her gaze away from Adam Ghtimg merrily with
the waitress who'd come to take his order, andigji@ sliced like a blade
through Georgia's heart. What had happened to thmgsble lines of
defense that had served her so well in recent ,s@nttihy had they fallen
apart now, when she needed them most?

"Because you know, dear, everything's in place tf@a wedding,” her
mother went on. "The flowers, the caterers, thedu-"

"Not to mention all the loot,” Samantha cut in. t¥don't want to go
through that routine again, do you, Georgia, hatengturn all the gifts and
write those tedious little notes of explanation atdff. Remember how
embarrassing that was?"

"Yes," Georgia said, clenching her hands undercoivthe table to prevent
herself from racing over and yanking out that byddsend waitress's hair by
the fistful. Wouldn'that set Piper Landing on its ear!

Completely out of patience with her daughter'steraion, Natalie gathered
up her purse, gloves and daughters. "Girls, | tiinekshould get out of here
before another disaster occurs."

"l agree,"” Samantha said, her first sensible coniraéthe day, as far as
Georgia was concerned. "For God's sake, Georgp,staring at him like
that. You'll be drooling next."

They hustled her out of the club and into the ciéin & speed that verged on
panic. "You drive, Samantha. | want to talk to yeister," Natalie ordered,
handing over the keys to the Cadillac before climgbnto the back seat with
Georgia.

And talk she did, all the way back to the studi@nstop and frantically,
pointing out all the things that Georgia alreadgwnthat she'd got her life
on track finally; that Steven was the most eligibéehelor in town and was
completely devoted to her; that Adam Cabot had ydvieeen too much of a



maverick to make good husband material and shelweag—blessedin
fact— not to have ended up marrying him becauseiild have spelled
disaster.

And somehow, Georgia wrapped herself in the remaiitisat fuzzy shroud
of remoteness that had been her salvation in tee pad managed to nod
and smile in all the right places. Did it so wetideed, that when they
dropped her off in the square outside her studie,ssood on the pavement
and waved calmly until the car turned the corner.

Then she let herself into the studio, pulled thiedotiown over the window,
turned out all but the security lights, and setdla@m system before letting
herself out into the street again and locking tleerd She wouldn't be
designing any more custom jewelry that day, nomike, either.

It took very little time for her to drive home améck a few essentials.
Steven arrived just as she took the last loadabet car.

"Well," he said, taking in the suitcase stowed lyeiatthe open trunk. "It
seems | got here just in time.""| was going to dbgpgthe bank and leave a
note,"” she said.

"Note, Georgia?" The gentle reproof in his tone madef&er very, very
small and unworthy. "Don't you think | deserve bethan that?"

"You know what's happened, don't you?" she saicraidy. "I wondered
when you'd find out.”

"Everybody knows," he said. "The whole town's bogzi
"l imagine he'll be in touch with you before theydaover.”

Steven eyed the suitcase again. "l gather headgldeeen in touch with you
and that's why you're running away."

"I'm not running away," she insisted. "I'm in atstaf shock and I just need
to spend a little time alone to sort through afieivgs.” She made a helpless
gesture with her hand. "I can't do that here, Stese | thought I'd go up to



your family's chalet. Between commissions at wamll a social calendar
that's fully booked from now until the wedding dawon't have a minute to
myself and--"

He watched her, his honest gray eyes full of cosipas"Are we still going
to have a wedding day, Georgia?" he asked, whé&stshe dribbled into
silence.

He was a good man, a fine man. He was her bentlfrleshe married him,
she would never know a moment's insecurity or widetwould love her,
cherish her, and gladly forsake all others for drthe very least, he
deserved her honesty now. "l don't know," she said.

He nodded sadly. "Then you must go and find oukeTyaur time, love. I'll
cover for you here."

The fine thread by which she'd been hanging oretocbntrol snapped at
that. Like a child, she covered her face with heards and burst out crying.

He reached out and held her, sheltering her iafs, and she wished with
all her heart that she could stay there and na¢ kaface tomorrow. "I hate
him," she sobbed. "I don't want things to be spbilike this, and it's all his

fault.”

Steven stroked her hair. "It's nobody's fault, @eot

"But | was so sure about us, until he showed undga

"I know." He pulled away a little and just for a ment his resolution
wavered enough to let his own pain show. "Georgery me tonight. Let's
just go away and leave all this behind. So whati#&m has come back? You

and | have been happy together, haven't we? Weeagain."

Temptation lured, promising the easy road. Buhfow long? She shook her
head. "l can't," she whispered.

He sighed heavily and slackened his hold. "No ppsise not."



She pulled away and accepted the handkerchief tegedf "Will your
parents mind my using the chalet?"

"Of course they won't. But will you be all right lygurself? There's already
been snow in the mountains and more is expectezlr@dd might be bad."

"I know. I'll be careful.”
He held open the driver's door of her car. "Them'¢better get going.”

She had never loved him more. Heavy with the kndgdethat she was
playing fast and loose with a man who was a primcany standards, she
backed down the driveway and drove to the outskirtewn, stopping only
at the supermarket where she stocked up on enowgerges to get her
through the next few days, and again at the sestaten to fill up with gas.

Daylight was just beginning to fade as she lefePipanding and took the
highway north toward the mountains.

Adam went for a long walk along the far side of theer that afternoon,
partly as therapy to help restore the muscle toresi injured leg and partly
to get away from the general curiosity that higppEsmrance was arousing.

He supposed it was natural enough that people wm&reested, but what
they didn't seem able to appreciate was that he feit like a goldfish in a
bowl. And it was a difficult adjustment for a maheid spent over a year in
an isolated hunting camp in the Arctic.

What had really rattled him, though, had been nougninto the

Chamberlaine women at lunch, with half Piper Lagdsiociety witness to
the confrontation. He thought he'd acquitted hifmgadll enough in the
verbal exchange, but when he'd happened to glgmbaléway through his
meal to see Georgia being whisked away, he'd beable to stop himself
from swiveling in his chair and gazing after hettvthe lovelorn fascination
of some twerp in an old black and white melodrama.



The plain fact was, she'd changed, and he wantaddoaint himself with
the new woman. Where before she'd been sculptdésafrgm her short,
smart haircut to her elegant suits, now she flomesbftly feminine lines.
Her hair kissed her shoulders, swirling over thi#led nonsense of her
blouse collar.

Her coat, winter-white where once she'd have choséror black, flared
almost to her ankles. Her boots, her sole concegsithe late November
weather, were suede, with little dainty heels asdels. Dancer's footwear,
delicate enough to performpas de deux.

But most of all, her eyes were different. Not ieitlcolor, that brilliant teal
blue arresting enough to stop traffic, nor in tragriamatic, heavily lashed
shape borrowed from God knew which exotic ancebtdrin their intensity.
The sharp, dissecting focus was gone, replacednyted dreaminess. Her
gaze seemed to slide over the world, a hazy bluerfa#l that didn't quite
notice the objects in its path.

It disturbed him. More, it annoyed him. He wantedhake her, shock her
into awareness, before it was too late.

Too late for what? For them? Hell, there was nertih anymore; hadn't
been since she'd told him to forget marriage. Aadgally must be missing a
few marbles to be freezing his butt in the coldngamist rising from the
river, and rehashing something which he ought,dw,ro have accepted.

His grandmother was intensely annoyed at beingdefier own devices all
afternoon and let him know it the minute he let $@hin the house. "May
one assume you intend to dine at home tonight, Adashe inquired
frostily, appearing in the doorway to the libraryttwher thick white hair
skewered in a knot and held in place by a knittiagdle on top of her head.
"Or do you plan to abandon me for the evening,'too?

He grinned, his good humor restored by the rodfinegand the good, stiff

Scotch she had waiting for him. "I thought I'd kteround and wipe the
floor with you at cards since | don't have a bettér," he said, not the least
bit perturbed by her sharp tongue.



She snorted and mumbled that absence hadn't docle fmuhis manners,
but once dinner was over and she was three hurpbieds up on him at
two-handed bridge, she mellowed a little.

"Pour me another vodka," she ordered, and thouglkiidn't notice that she
leaned over to sneak a look at his cards whendtk Wwas turned.

"You're the only eighty-one-year-old | know who dwwodka like water
and who cheats at cards," he said, refilling hasgl

"Don't be a sore loser, boy," she said, delving itite box of Russian
Sobranis at her side and lighting up the one cigaishe allowed herself
every evening. "It's the mark of poor upbringing.”

The doorbell spared him the necessity of havinfield an answer to that
observation. "Expecting company, Bev?"

"No," she said. "Get rid of them, whoever they'are.
But that was easier said than done. When Adam ap#reedoor, the man
who knew him better than almost anyone else orheeaited on the other

side. "Hi," Steven said. "I heard you were back."

"Yeah," Adam said, an unsettling mix of pleasurd amge taking hold of
him at the sight of his one-time best friend. "bshl have called you."

"Why haven't you?"
Adam threw him a level look. "You know why."
"Yes. And | think it's time we talked about it."

His grandmother's imperious tone floated out frowe library. "Who is it,
Adam?"

"Steven," he said, then added to the man stilldstenon the front porch,
"You'd better come in. This might take some time."



Beverley greeted the visitor with a marked lackafviviality. "Why aren't
you out celebrating with all your male friends astteering raucously as
some half- naked female jumps out of a cake, St®rake, since

| know for a fact that you're getting married vehortly?"

"Because | don't know that for a fact," Steven s&hd that's the reason
I'm here now."

"Why? It's none of our business how you chooseiito your life."

Steven's gaze swung from Bev to Adam and remaima@t"I'm not sure
Adam and | agree with you, Mrs. Walsh."

They had met when they'd been assigned as roomnratdeeir first
semester of boarding school. It had been one akthough establishments
whose Latin motto loosely translated into: WE MAKEN OF THEM IF
WE DON'T KILL THEM FIRST.

In that sort of environment, a kid of thirteen negdn ally he could trust.
Adam and Steven had liked each other on sight@mgl dgo had perfected
the sort of telepathic communication that existsvieen true friends. There
was no need for Steven to elaborate on his statemoen

That didn't stop Beverley, however. "I hope youi@ accusing Adam
of—" she began, tottering to her feet.

"Shut up, Beverley,” Adam said, and when she pexp&n protest such
uncavalier treatment, said again, "Sit down and spuThis is between me
and Steven."

"Is it?" Steven asked levelly, cutting to the hexdrthe matter. "Or is it still
between you and Georgia?"



CHAPTER THREE

FIFTEEN miles from where the private lane to the Drakdetharanched off
from the main highway, it started to snow, densdd&es that cut visibility
in half and added quickly to the foot or more thad fallen during the
previous week.

Cranking up the car heater as high as it would3gmrgia huddled over the
steering wheel, stepped gently on the acceleratat,prayed she wouldn't
come to grief on the last long incline that ledthie cabin. If the car got
stuck, she'd have no choice but to climb out iheoteeth of the blizzard and
try to fit her tires with the chains she kept ie thunk in case of emergency.

The problem was, she was far from certain she kmew to go about the
task since such an emergency had never beforenaAse crouching on a
mountainous back road, in the dark, in the middla snowstorm, didn't
strike her as a propitious place to find out.

As it happened, she had nothing to worry about. &wra had taken a
blower and cleared a swath wide enough to enalsléohdrive right up to
the property and park in the lee of the chaletdewoverhanging balcony.

The same someone had turned on the electric genenadl split enough
wood to heat a church. In the big main room, a mydaof kindling lay
waiting in the fireplace, with a basket of seasoakter logs close by. A
lamp burned on a side table, next to a thermosf¢e.

Although her down-filled coat shielded her from therst of the weather,
by the time Georgia had unloaded her supplies antet them inside, her
hands and feet were numb with cold. Before stovewgrything away, she
set a match to the kindling and poured herself g afuhe coffee.

She was only partially thawed when footsteps cluinpe the steps and a
fist banged on the door. It was Arne Jensen, ttek&x's nearest neighbor
and the only year- round resident of the area.llAgdpare man in his late

fifties who lived alone and socialized little, gsle concession to modern
amenities was the telephone he'd had installedsiiFrame cabin three

winters before.



"Oh, ja, you got here then," he declared, his singsongdoavian accent
as pronounced as the day he'd first come to Nontterica. "l wanted to
make sure."

Georgia smiled for what seemed like the first timelays. "I might have
known you're the one | have to thank for all thisje. How did you know to
expect me?"

"Mr. Drake, he phoned late this afternoon. Wantedtancheck up and see
that you had everything you need.”

"That was thoughtful of him, and | do, thanks."

"Good. Then | will go. The weather is getting wordée're in for a very big
storm tonight.”

He was right. In the last half hour, the wind hesem to a mournful howl, a
fitting accompaniment for Georgia's mood. How cosited jeopardize her
future with Steven like this, she wondered, clogimg door on Arne. What
perverse streak of madness had brought her up dees, from a man who
loved her enough to make sure she was safe anddabie, even when she
was running away from him?

Except it wasn't Steven she was trying to escapegs Adam, and she'd run
about as far as she could go. It was time to dtoge the memories he
resurrected, and exorcise them forever.

The fire had taken hold and was throwing out a deleeat, enough to make
the room cozy. If it wasn't quite enough to thaw thill inside her, the

liberal dash of brandy with which she spiked hdfempromised to do the
trick.

This far from town, radio reception was nonexisteut there was a stereo
with a CD player on a shelf next to the fireplaShe selected five discs at
random and set the volume to low. Linda Ronstdtédfithe room with
soulful nostalgia, crooning a lament for love gewreng.



Until today, the chalet had always been speciahvits wide-planked
wooden floors covered with woven rugs, its pinegled walls, its great
floor-to-ceiling stone fireplace. A happy place,esh Steven had proposed,
how could it now seem so spoiled?

Deciding she had neither the energy nor the agpttitprepare a meal,
Georgia stored the groceries, added more woocetbrthand turned off the

lights. And then, because there was nothing elsecshld do to put off the

inevitable, she climbed into the chair, pulled @ duilt over her knees, and
tried to figure out a way to banish the uncertaitigt had beset her in the
last twenty-four hours.

It was quite straightforward, really. All she hadl do was accept that
although Adam might not be dead, the love theyadesthwas, erased by too
many tears and the sweet, generous devotion ohanotan.

Once she came to terms with that, she could dae& to Piper Landing and
pick up her future, the one she and Steven hachethtogether The nice
conventional, predictable future that her familpagved of. The kind any
normal, healthy woman would give her right arm for.

She was past the first flush of youth, after alidAsurely, at thirty-two, she
knew better than to hang on to the sort of romadaals in which only the
very young and naive believed. Didn't she?

Even if it meant settling for second best?

She closed her eyes, hoping that by doing so glid sdence the tiny voice
that clamored to be heard. Immediately, Adam swatm her mind's eye,
his image startlingly clear.

"Steven's not second best,"” she whispered. "Hastlgxvhat | want."

Want? the voice mocked.You haven't known the meaning of the word
"want" since you thought Adam had died.

Well, so what if, this time, there wasn't the passhe'd known with Adam?
How could she expect there would be when she agwk8thad decided to



wait until after marriage to make love? She'd névan the kind to leap
easily into physical intimacy, and Steven was taacima gentleman to
coerce her into abandoning the principles thatdesmded her for most of her
life.

Unlike Adam. She'd succumbed tos advances on their second date,
tumbling shamelessly into the back seat of his dmaother's Rolls and
discarding her twenty-seven-year-old virginity vathh a moment's regret.
During the two weeks before he was due back atht®n in Alaska, they'd
made love again and again at more spots aroundttmnGeorgia cared to
remember. Anywhere and everywhere; recklessly, rigvy,
magnificently.

She'd have married him then if he'd asked herhbutadn't. And she, the
avowed career woman in the family, the one wholliply declared that
she had no room in her life for marriage, had sofjdesanted it with a
passion that verged on obsession.

To her dismay, she soon realized that she had a. rNot another
woman—even in her madness, she'd never have adcefhtat
humiliation—but Adam's career. His love affair witler had been placed
repeatedly on a back burner while he catered tmthisr mistress, flying.
And it did everything it could to rob her of himyitg literally placing his
life in danger every time he took to the skies.

They had begun to quarrel. The times when theydcbeltogether, that she
anticipated so eagerly, ended more often thanmatguments. The times
apart were even worse and she'd worry that perthagslast disagreement
had killed his love for her; that, this time, hewdn't come back. But he
always did, and the passion would flame anew, aonsy them both.

"Let's not spoil things by getting married," he&ys"What we've got is too
good to fall victim to the rot that killed the sgdvetween your folks—not
that mine were any better."

He didn't often mention his parents. She knew lileat been the only child
of a U.S. military man and his Canadian wife, aptewho were absent so
much that when they drowned in a boating accidénthe coast of West



Africa, their death caused barely a ripple in the df the child who'd split
his time between Beverley Walsh and boarding schéiill ever have kids,
they'll never grow up the way I did," he'd onceldsdrhey'll be able to count
on their old man to be there when they need him."

Was that what had finally wrung a proposal from Pifthe need to feel part
of a family? A jealousy of her career that almosteched her fear of his?

She'd never known, had simply accepted with prayegfatitude his

decision to retire from active service and settte marriage. If, sometimes,
he'd seemed unusually moody, she'd chosen nobkotém closely for the

cause. She'd thought the worst was over, thatitmeahd on her finger was
a talisman that would ward off all evil and makee thacrifice seem
worthwhile.

She'd learned differently the day the call camenfios old Commanding
Officer. She'd known then that she'd had to give thie chance of freedom,
even though she could have told him about her @megnand clipped his
wings forever.

In the background, Natalie Cole held the stagelgimg the chasm between
life and death in poignant duet with a father shedl when she was still a
child. Unforgettable...

The images in Georgia's mind blurred, one merginth \&nother and
assaulting her without mercy. Stueben crystal amds@an Dior china, and
Adam gatecrashing the first bridal shower, hisverence for tradition
turning the sedate affair into a riotous party.

A wedding dress of white satin and French lace,sehowith care to

complement the irresistible glamor of Adam in dneisgorm. Tea roses and
orchids, romantic and formal—and the sheer delwfhfinding her bed

scattered with dozens of sweet peas, filched fromebody's garden, the
night before she sent him away.

Her last tangible link with him, the baby neithdrtbem had planned but
which had been conceived anyway, broken when skssamied three
weeks later, the frail new life torn away by tooahugrief.



Life and laughter; death and tears.

And afterward, the silence. Vast and empty as tteti@dlandscape that had
taken him from her, it deserted her only for dre@mmseal that she'd wake
with her senses full of him. His scent, his toutle, sound of his voice...

A swift flare of light arcing across the paneledlsanapped her back to the
present. Its engine, muffled by the snow and oickidg the wind outside
and the music within, had prevented her from heatie approach of the
vehicle until it growled to a stop next to her car.

Trailing the lap quilt after her, she opened theordand waited. The
newcomer was just a smudge in the gray opalesadnite snow-flocked
night, but she knew him, would always know him, matter how many
years or tragedies kept them apart.

He climbed the steps, stamping snow from his b@otd ,strode past her into
the cabin without a word. A layer of flakes clumghts hair; a few others
slid off the shoulders of his leather jacket. Hekied tired, the limp she'd
thought she detected that morning more pronouritksht a severity to his

mouth, bracketing it with narrow grooves of tensibat his eyes were as
blue and unflinching as ever.

She was not surprised to see him. She'd knownstheafrom the moment
his headlights had flashed a warning through tloero

His arrival stripped her clean, leaving her neithappy nor sad, fearful nor
angry. Instead, she felt removed from herself, ectgtor of human folly
about to witness a mighty battle to end, once amdali, a war that had
started three autumns before.

Her mistake, she recognized disinterestedly, hateen in coming up here
to resolve the issues. It had been in thinkingcsh#d do so alone. An arena
containing only one adversary was nothing more thaacuum.

"Was the road bad?" she asked, closing the doogaing to the fire to add
more wood.



"Yes." His voice emerged muffled and she glancest ber shoulder to find
him toweling the melting snowflakes from his hair.

"There's coffee in the thermos over there, or byahgou prefer it."

"Is that how you've been passing the time?" Thrgwhre towel over the
back of a chair, he picked up her mug and sniffeel ¢old contents
suspiciously. "Sitting here getting plastered tanbuyou to the reality of
what you've done?"

No need to ask what he meant by that. The firstlstd been fired and there
would be no backing off now until one of them sadered. "All | have
done is try to put the fabric of my life back tdget,” she said.

"And torn apart two others to do it."
"Two?"

He nodded, supremely confident that he had alatisvers. "Steven came
to see me earlier. We've known each other for tyvéné years. He's the
closest thing to a brother I've ever had. Fromtiime we were teenagers
until our careers made other demands on us, wedlkeaery birthday, every
Christmas. He has remained my best friend througdddimes and bad.
Until tonight when, because of you, we were baadie to speak half a
dozen words to each other."

She recognized the edge in his voice that warnex@ tivas fire beneath his
icy calm but she wouldn't— couldn't—allow it to @érate the apathy that
was now so much a part of her. "Really?"

"Does that please your vanity, Georgia?" he asked.

"No," she said calmly, "it does not. | am not azprto be awarded to the
winner in some neolithic male ritual. And if anytmeanity is involved
here, Adam, it's yours. | did not agree to beconsveéh's wife to punish
you, or to make me forget you. | agreed becausd tie fine and enduring
gualities that make him the man he is, and bechilseight we could have
a good and satisfying life together."



"Keep this up long enough,” Adam sneered, "and goght convince
yourself, but don't expect me to buy it for a menut

"You don't enter into it,” she said, experiencihg tmild satisfaction of
knowing that she'd scored a hit without leavingsk#ropen to further attack
from him. "I'm afraid you played no part at allnmy decision because you
were part of the past and if there is one thingdure of it's that, no matter
how badly we might wish otherwise, there is no gdiack to what used to
be."

"You're aliar," he said flatly. "Ever since | rgegared, you've been so mired
in the past you're barely able to function. And @mdy thing you're sure
about is that it's not over between you and me,iandver will be. What
you can't decide is if your dishonesty extenddltméng you to marry one
man when you know you're lusting after another.”

She'd known that, sooner or later, the fighting ldoget dirty. She just
hadn't known exactly when and that it came so saaght her off guard.
But she also knew that her best refuge was to renmside that now
habitual cocoon of indifference, so she shrugggiatly and turned toward
the kitchen. "You wish."

"l know,"he said, following after her.

She edged around the circular pine table and fbairg which separated
kitchen area from living room. "You don't know bsdrshe said recklessly,
goaded by his certainty into forsaking cautioneV@n's too good a lover for
me to be harboring sexual fantasies about you yo#rer man."

He prowled after her, his laughter making a mockarirer assertion. "Is
that why you begged me to kiss you, this morning®d Avhen | was
gracious enough to comply, is that why you kissesl lmack with such
devouring hunger?"

"You're letting your imagination run away with ybu.

"And you're telling lies again, Georgia."



On her way around the table, she pulled out ortbeothairs in an effort to
impede his stalking maneuvers. "You're as infurgats ever, if not more
s0."

"And you're still as selfish," he said, casuallpgiing over the chair.
"You're arrogant. Conceited."

"With reason." He smirked.

"I'm glad | gave you back your ring."

"Good," he said, closing the gap between them dlgad."

Oh, God! she thought numbly. They were doing iiagaesorting to cheap,
nasty shots, just like before. Silly, juvenile tésjrmeant to hurt. As though
behaving like children would camouflage the deeigsues. As though
dealing with each other honestly would bare marthg than either of them
had the courage to face.

She pulled out another chair and almost tripped d@vkerself trying to

escape him. "l don't know why | wasted a single teayou,” she fumed,
any hope she had of maintaining a serene frontedirg in the heat of her
exasperation. "l should have married Steven adoher."

He pounced then, his anger outracing hers andmgrwild as a forest fire.
Picking up the chair, he flung it aside so violgrithat one of the legs
snapped as it crashed to the floor. "Then whatyate doing, holing up
here?" he snarled, reaching out and grabbing hist with unforgiving
strength. "If you're so certain that's what you tvget your stuff and hit the
road. | won't stand in your way."

"Take your hands off me!" she snapped, as he stiamnged her toward the
door. "I'm not going anywhere on your say-so, estlgaot on a night like
this. I'd be a fool."

His anger didn't so much fade as assume a differeargy. The compressed
line of his mouth softened, the blue of his eyesp@®@ed to wood smoke, as



his gaze fastened on her. "You'll be a bigger fbglou stay,” he said
hoarsely. "Wait until tomorrow and it'll be toodat

She glared at him, refusing to let him know thesekif the upheaval his
threat stirred in her. "'l take my chances,” se&d rashly, discretion
definitely not evincing itself as the better pdrialor.

Adam looked away first. "Suit yourself," he mutiréetting go of her and
putting a safe distance between them.

What in God's name had he thought he could accemply following her

up here? That sheer physical force would be entughestle a confession
from her? That belitting her motives and denigrgther feelings would
convince her of the error of her thinking?

It had seemed plausible enough a few hours agohankhew that was
precisely the reason Steven had volunteered hereabeuts. "She's caught
between a rock and a hard place and she's runatrgf tme," he'd said. "If
you and | are ever going to be friends again, dngsds going to have to
force the issue with her. Under the circumstantdsink it had better be
you."

"Why me?" Adam had asked, all the while knowingdh®d intention of
being the one left behind. "Why not you?"

"Because I'm not the loose cannon around hereag@muand we both know
it," Steven had replied, shaming Adam with his @and

And he had the nerve to call Georgia dishonest!

He picked up the brandy bottle and waved it in demeral direction. "Do
you want another shot of this?"

"Why not?" she replied, in that zombie fashion ttla¢ appeared to favor
these days. He'd shake her loose from that befsdedone!



He found two glasses in the cupboard and pulleghapher armchair before
the fire. For a while, they said nothing to eacheot merely nursed their
drinks and private thoughts, and stared into thends.

"What are you going to do?" he finally asked.

She bit her lip and downed the rest of her bramdgre gulp before she
answered, "I'm going to marry Steven in two an@la\weeks' time."

Adam hadn't ached quite so painfully since theyedalys of his recovery.
"You really love him, huh?"

"Yes," she said. "We're good for each other."

He was a bloody fool to ask, but he did it anyw#s much as you used to
love me?"

"It's different,” she said. "With you, it was allagsion and rage and
suffering. With Steven, there's a kindness, a fialance that soothes and
quiets the pain.”

He grimaced. "Sounds like a headache remedy to me."

"Not quite," she replied piously. "More like somieilp to ease the
indigestion resulting from a meal that was alwajittla too..."

"Rich?" He arched one eyebrow derisively. "Are yelling me you prefer a
blander diet?"

"Perhaps," she said, plastering a saintly, londesuiiy expression on her
face.

"Heavens, Georgia!" he exploded. "You used to bea pistol! What
happened to you?"

She turned her head away and didn't answer. Haedaround and grasped
her chin, forcing her to face him again. "Georgia?"



Her eyes were sparkling with tears. "l just waragedul, easy loving, the
sort you and | were never able to find. | don'tédnehe energy to fight all the
time."

It had never been her style to bow to defeat silye&he'd always been the
kind to fight back, a prime example of the old nmaxhat when the going
got tough, the tough got going. "Why, Georgia,"nmermured, "don't you
know that settling for so little is sentencing yboth to a lifetime of
misery?"

"It won't be misery," she quavered, her mouth tremgb"l won't allow it to
be. I'll make a career out of being happily marriBidat's what women had
to do a hundred years ago and | can do it now."

He wanted to kiss that mouth but dared not, becthisgs wouldn't stop
there. A kiss had never been enough to stem thgemnumhere she was
concerned.

Before temptation got the better of him, he toakitand away from her face
and said, "Do you really think Steven won't knoattit's all an act?"

"I'll make him happy enough that he'll never hagason to suspect,” she
said, with an intensity that hinged more on dedpmrahan conviction.
"And his happiness will rub off on to me so thdteaa while, it won't be an
act anymore. There'll be other children and we'ladamily, and then I'll be
able to forget—"

She broke off suddenly, and clapped a hand to leerttmbut he was too
wrought up himself to question why. The thoughhef conceiving a child
that wasn't his was more than Adam could bear. idblged the bottle and
splashed enough brandy into his glass to dull apheint's misery. "All
right, | get the picture!"

"Does that mean you'll go away and leave us alosk@"asked in a small,
hopeful voice.

He wasn't going to make it that easy for her. Bif,that, you mean will |
conveniently disappear off the face of the eartirad'm afraid not. You're



not the only one with obligations to someone eldg.grandmother went
through her own hell when she thought I'd died bowe it to her to stick
around for a while."

"But what about the Air Force? Don't you have foore back soon?"

"Only for a short time, just long enough to retugain, this time for good,"
he said wearily. "It took a while but I finally canto the realization that you
were right, Georgia. I'm past my prime as a flyaog and it's time to hand
over to the bright young sparks coming up behind' me

Her lovely aguamarine eyes scrutinized him. "l tibalieve that," she said
softly. "You're the best test pilot they ever had ¢&hat's why, when they ran
into problems, they called on you to help them éund you thrived on the
danger.”

"Then let's just say that, during the long montlismy healing and
convalescence, living to a ripe old age acquirechjgpeal it never had
before. There's something about coming face tovaitehis own mortality,
Georgia, that gives a man a new perspective ondhe of life."

"But what will you do instead?"

He shrugged, unwilling to tell her that, in hisgeat frame of mind, nothing
held much attraction. "I'm looking at a number pfions."

"In Piper Landing?"

"Perhaps.” He held her gaze. "Does that bother'you?

"It shouldn't,” she said miserably.

"But?"

"I think it would be better if we weren't alwaysning into each other."

"Better for whom, Georgia?"



"For all of us." Her troubled gaze implored him.d#m, please don't make
this any harder than it already is."

"I'm not doing anything, sweet pea. You're the dm&osing to run headlong
into trouble."

She sighed and compressed her sweet mouth intstthdtorn line he knew
so well. "I can see that appealing to your bettgure is a waste of time."

"Jeez, what do you want of me?" he snapped, théstmaa of emotions she
stirred in him suddenly boiling up anew. "l suff@months of agony but
manage to hang on in the belief that when | gekkbae'll both be older and
wiser and our little spat will have blown over. Buhen | miraculously
show up alive, you make no secret of the factlitddtave done you a bigger
favor by staying dead. Your mother and sister maiee feel about as
welcome as warts on a princess. Not once do aypwiask me what I've
gone through, or how | managed to survive whethalbdds say | shouldn't
have. But do | snivel or make a scene? Do | threedgenge or ill-wish
you?" He glared at her. "Well, do 1?"

"You haven't exactly—"

"The answer," he roared, "is, no, | don't. On tbetaary, I'm being a bloody
good sport, all things considered."”

"A good sport,” she replied self-righteously, "wadnik try to make trouble
by kissing me the way you did this morning."

"If | was interested in making trouble for you, ®t@ea," he drawled, "we
wouldn't be sitting here now arguing the point. &Vieé stark naked and
doing what we've always done so well together. Arsdl to set the record
straight, you're the one who got things started thorning, as well as the
one who showed no inclination to call a halt whieaeytshowed signs of
getting out of hand. Yet you have the goddamnegentr accusene of
lacking a better nature.”

"This conversation is getting us nowhere," she,satklicate flush running
under her skin.



"You're right. We're going over the same old saiifl getting no further
ahead, so why don't we just can it and get sonep stestead?" He shoved
himself to his feet and stretched, when what hiiyreanted was to punch
his fist through the nearest wall. "Which do yoefpr, the bed in the loft or
the pull-out sofa down here?"

“I'll take the sofa."

"Fine. I'll see you in the morning."

"Not if | can avoid it. | plan to be out of herefast light.”
"Rushing back to your bridegroom's arms?"

"Exactly. It's where | belong. The pity of it isathl didn't realize it sooner. |
could have spared myself the ordeal of driving epetthen, not to mention
the greater tribulation of having to deal with you.

Exactly what had triggered his fury he didn't knowt had he expected it. It
had come sneaking up and taken him as much byiserps it had

obviously taken her. Worse, it showed no sign @itizg and he didn't like
that. It left him too much at the mercy of his eiaos; too liable to say
things he'd live to regret.

It was a funny thing, he thought, shucking offtalk his briefs and diving
under the goose feather duvet on the old-fashistegdh bed in the loft.
There'd been a time not so long ago when he'd have bartered any
amount of regret in exchange for the guaranteemfrning alive. But that
was when he'd thought Georgia would be waitinghion and they could
start over again.

The mattress had lumps in it and sagged in the Imidibd, where had the
Drakes acquired it, he wondered irritably, punctimgpillows and trying to
find a position that gave relief to his aching &gl back. And how the hell
could it still be so cold up here when it was wasrtoast down there where
she was getting settled for the night?



He could hear the sound of her undressing, the stakable rustle of silky,

secret underthings sliding over heat-flushed skimd suddenly it wasn't the
ache in his back or his leg that had him thraslargund. It was desire
fueled by despair, and a host of kaleidoscopic #sagf how she used to
look without clothes, all smooth, delicious femalerves as warm and
inviting as paradise itself.

"Son of a bitch!"

Flinging aside the pillows, he sat up and rakedkbhe hair from his
forehead. Reflection from the fire downstairs thigyht across the cedar
beams overhead, tempting him to lean over the walf of the loft and
sneak a look at her, but hell would freeze oveoteehe'd give in to the urge.

Ramming the pillows behind his head, he tried agaigettle himself for

sleep. During the early days of his recovery, wihéad hurt excruciatingly

even to breathe, one of the Inuit men had taughtahsort of auto- hypnosis.
He'd learned to focus his concentration so thorugh some external

object that there was no room for the internal paigain ascendance.

He tried the same technique now. High on the opposall, a circular
stained-glass window just below the apex of thd ghowed ruby in the
subdued firelight. He fixed it in an unblinking gazforced himself to
breathe deeply and evenly, relaxed every taut rayaaold waited.

Without success.

From somewhere behind the head of the bed the fe@intt entry through a
crevice and streamed inside the loft, a wickedrickle that crept down his
neck to dilute the feeble warmth beneath the duvet.

Jeez, but it was cold! Colder than it had ever beetime Inuit camp and
certainly cold enough to kill any lustful notions might have harbored a
half an hour earlier. He could use another shdirahdy to chase away the
chill and numb his brain. Hell, he could use theolgldamn bottle!



He raised his head and listened intently. Aparftbe odd spit and crackle
from the fire, it was quiet downstairs with the tsof deep and peaceful
silence of a house at rest. At leasewas able to sleep.

He inched out of bed, cringing a little as his bi@et hit the floor, stole to
the head of the stairs and listened again. Nothdeast, nothing from
inside the cabin though the wind still howled odksi

He tried to be quiet. Just how well he succeededrne apparent when he
reached the bottom stair and saw that Georgia wasle'ep, after all. She
wasn't even under the covers of the sofa bed.ddsthe sat crouched on
the edge of the hearth, her head bowed and herbtorgl hair hanging
forward to obscure her face.

He froze, unable to tear his gaze away. Appalledhait he saw. Terrified of
what to do about it.

He knew she'd lost weight since he'd been gonetiytnow, seeing her in
nothing but a nightgown, did he realize to whatektShe was elfin in her
fragility, almost transparent. And she was cryinghwquiet, contained
desperation. The sight slammed him in the solatyddike an iron fist.



CHAPTER FOUR

UNCERTAIN what to do, Adam hesitated and must have made stigig
noise because she looked up and saw him hoverithg &ot of the stairs.
The firelight turned her tear tracks to strandgjolid before she smeared
them with the back of her hand.

"l thought you were in bed," she said.
"l was."
"So what are you doing spying on me?"

"I'm not. It's freezing up there and | came dowméd something to warm
me up."

"Oh, sure!" Saturated with tears, her scornful leag floated across the
room. "And you thought I'd do nicely for the job."

"Actually, 1 came to get that." He indicated theufdy bottle on the table
next to the sofa. "And just for the record, it's noy style to move in on
another man's woman when his back is turned."

His shot found its mark. Even in the semi-darknesssaw the blush that
flared across her cheeks before she turned herafaag from him. "Then
why did you follow me up here?"

"Because | thought my being here might help yoddoide what it is you
really want. Why were you crying?"

Wrapping her arms around her legs, she resteddaer dn her knees and he
thought again how fragile she looked in a way thant beyond the
conformation of bone and flesh. There was a dimnoihthe spirit about
her, as if she'd turned off some vital inner ligfaecause I'm miserable and
confused," she confessed, staring into the fired'Aightened."



He wove a path around the sofa bed and pickedeiprdmdy bottle. "The
Georgia | once knew was never afraid of anything.”

"I've changed.”

"Yes," he said, "you have. The fight's gone outyofi, Georgia. How
come?"

"I've grown up."

"Is that what you call it?" Her hair shimmered pajeld about her
shoulders. He couldn't help himself; he bent dowd sifted a handful
through his fingers. It felt warm and alive in tvay that she used to be. "It
strikes me as more like giving up. You're goingotlgh the motions of
living, doing and saying all the things other peopkpect of you, but your
heart's not in it, and though you might fool everg@lse, you don't fool me.
What killed the spark, Georgia?"

She flinched at his touch and almost said, "Grigvihd it. | lost so
much—you, your child—that | became one of the walkdead myself.
Perfectly preserved on the outside, perfectly lollathin. And now you're
back and I'm afraid to trust my heart to you admnause you've changed,
too. There's a wariness about you that's newpltdistance between us
and you're not willing to meet me halfway, andnmat—darenot— bridge
the gap alone."

But that called for more honesty than she dared/elelso she skated

around the full truth and settled for a half measwith a question of her

own. "What would you do if | called off the weddi?g

"I'd respect your decision."

Dismay flooded through her. "Is that all?"

He picked up the brandy bottle and tilted it, fose way, then the other, so

that the liquor flowed back and forth in an ambdet"What else would
you like me to do?"



"Well, would you...?" She stopped and ran her tengwer lips grown dry
with apprehension. "...Would we...?"

He held the bottle very still between both his lsadd looked at her. She
tugged her nightgown tight around her ankles asghadoing so would

shield her from that perceptive gaze. She alwayséked to Adam. Not

just stripped of clothes but of those human defetisat afforded privacy of

soul. He saw inside her, just as he always hacknde what she wanted
and he wasn't going to give it to her.

"What are you trying to ask me, Georgia?" he ineplicoolly. "If we'd pick
up where we left off? If I'd ask you to marry measg"

She looked away, at the fire, at her fingers kmbteound her ankles.
Anywhere but at him as the blood thundered in leémssand her heart leapt
painfully within her breast. ".. .Um... | just womed if that's what you..."

"No, it isn't," he said harshly. "If you think I'going to bail you out of the
mess you've got yourself into, think again. You taut of your marriage to
Steven? Fine, get yourself out of it. Becausebélldamned if I'll let you
make me the scapegoat.”

"Thank you for confirming what I've suspected &tlng," she said, aghast
at the utter desolation his reply invoked in h&mu never really wanted to
marry me in the first place—God knows it took yang enough to
propose—and you probably welcomed being handedeunse to wriggle
out of it, just as you're now rejoicing in the fabat someone else has
stepped in to rill your shoes."

The anger that never seemed far from the surfase up in him again.
Slamming the bottle of brandy down on the tablerésched down and
yanked her to her feet. She tried to shrink awayningly conscious that he
wore next to nothing, but he grasped her arm amtheired her toward him.

"Look at me, you selfish little witch!" he ragedy¢ing her to acknowledge
his body by pointing to his left thigh which wasdbascarred. "See this?
And this?" He angled his left shoulder toward mevealing another mark,



less vivid but jagged, as though the skin had emd been left to heal
without proper suturing.

Again, she tried to turn away but he wouldn't let. A/And what about this,
Georgia?" he said, his voice subsiding to a savdggper as he grabbed the
fingers of her free hand and slid them along theven ridge of his collar
bone. "That's how bone feels when it's been br@tehnot set properly.
Not quite perfect any more."

You're perfect to mehe thought, at once appalled and fascinatedebfet
of him. Involuntarily, her trembling hand strayedeo his shoulder. His
flesh was firm and resilient. Strong, invincibleké him.

And she was a coward.

He watched her from hooded eyes and relaxed hisdroher wrist. When
he spoke, his voice was hoarse though not with rar§ghat sort of
masochist do you think | am, Georgia, that I'd gohtese lengths to avoid
honoring my commitment to you?"

What was there to say in reply to such a questfor?even if there were an
answer, how could she have formulated it when mgiree being was
drowning in the sensory pleasure of touching him?

Mesmerized, she splayed her fingers over the sst@fluscle on his chest.
She swayed toward him, slid her hand around histveaid down the lean
curve of his hips.

She leaned into him, filling herself with the scetite texture of him;
smooth, strong, vibrant. She felt the tempo ohleiart beat quicken, felt the
hard arousal of his response and caught her biredtdicious shock.

"Yes," Adam said, capturing both her hands in hid olding her at arm's
length. "You still have the same effect on me, @eorSatisfied?"

"No," she whispered, dissolving into a pool of desfil want more."



"Well, you won't get it from me," he said. "ThaBseven's ring on your
finger, not mine."

Eyes glazed with hunger, she begged him. " Adaitease..."

"No," he said implacably. "I'm not going to abetyia this. You can't have
it both ways, Georgia. Either you want to marrw@te or you don't, but it's
a choice you're going to make on your own. | wiat'tyou use me as the
excuse for calling things off."

She stared at him numbly. "You want me to end ngagement, but you're
not willing to be named an accessory after the?fact

"This isn't about me, it's aboybu having enough faith and trust to go after
what you really want, whether or not there's argrgatee that you'll end up
getting it."

Well, he could hardly have sent a plainer messagBPon't count on me to
be there if you end things with Steven.

Why was she surprised? He'd never been there fonbiereally. Oh, they'd

known passion and desire, but once the physicajdnsrhad been satisfied,
he'd jumped at the chance to go back to his warddeft her to bury herself
in hers. There'd been no real sharing of livesermfrthe give-and-take she
knew with Steven. And there never would be.

So why did she feel devastated all over again, vahenought to be feeling
grateful that he'd at least been honest enougdlltbdr before she made a
fool of herself a second time? Why was she allowiimg to tear apart the
fabric of that safe woolly cocoon that protected e well from all the
jarring, unpleasant things of life?

"Here's the brandy,"” she said, thrusting it inte hands and waving him
away. "Take it upstairs and go back to bed. Itts, Iém tired, and | want to
make an early start in the morning."

"You really intend to head back to town so soon?"



"Yes."

"You've made your choice, then?"

"Yes."

"Just like that? No giving it some more thought?"

"There's no need." She tossed her head defiamty'fe right. I'm the only
one who can decide what | want and | want to m&tgrven. And | can't
wait to get back to tell him that | was a fool etehave doubted it. So I'll
say goodbye now, since I'll probably be gone beyorgre up tomorrow."

Things didn't work out quite as neatly as she'cwpdal, however. For a
start, Adam was awake before her the next day. SMgbrising, really,
considering she'd spent the night alternating betwmouts of restlessness
and dreams in which Adam figured so vividly thaé'shhalf expected to
find him lying beside her when she woke up.

She must have fallen at last into a sound slegpgfere daybreak because
she knew nothing more until the front door of thalet opened, letting in a
blast of cold air at the same time that it admi#ekm.

"No need to rush getting up,” he informed her,ibgtsnowflakes from his
eyebrows. "You won't be going anywhere any timensoo

"Why not?"

"Take a look for yourself. The drifts are waist linigut there and it's still
coming down. We're stuck here until the weatheesadf, whether or not
you like."

She didn't like it. The more time she spent with fthe more he eroded her
certainty that she was doing the right thing inlstig to her wedding plans.

"I don't believe you," she said, draping a duvetuad her, cape-fashion,

and trudging to the door. "It can't be that bad.”



But when she pushed past him and looked out, itwase than bad, it was
disastrous. Last night's lane had disappeared umddoping blanket of
snow that had completely buried the steps to thend=a and spread even to
the firewood stacked against the wall of the baiddiBoth cars were buried
almost to the roof, with nothing but two slightpunded humps to indicate
where they were parked.

She swung back to face him, panic simmering closke surface. "You've
got to do something!"

He stood there, that damnably sexy grin on his,fééted his broad,
beautiful shoulders in a shrug. "Like what? Ordier $un to shine?"

"Steven will be worried."

"Steven's already worried, and has been since goudled to cut and run up
here."

"All the more reason to let him know there's nodyéshe said. "My mind's
made up, Adam. I'm going to marry him in two wedkse, exactly as
planned.”

Not a flicker of expression crossed his face. "Gangations—but that
doesn't alter the fact that we're stranded herayttd

Her composure, so hard won to begin with, threatémerack in the face of
his calm acceptance of a situation that struck dgemothing short of
calamitous. "l don't want to be here with you," sieled.

"I'm not particularly enjoying the experience, etthGeorgia, but howling
about it isn't going to help. One thing | learnédting my enforced stay in
the wilderness, is to bear with fortitude what tha'changed, and | suggest
you try to do the same thing now. The snowplows gét up here in a day
or two and it's not as if we don't have a roof awer heads."

"Accept being housebound with you for a day or twdfere was no
mistaking the edge of hysteria in her voice.



"What's the matter?" he asked slyly. "Afraid younitdoe able to abide by
your plans?"

"No," she replied heatedly. "I'm afraid of how ilMook to everyone else."

"Oh, Georgia!" He shook his head dolefully. "Whed glou become so
conventionally hidebound that what other people hhithink is more
important than what you know in your heart to he®"

"Since | became the object of everyone's gossat'stivhen! No one really
believed I'd been the one to end our engagemerm/ ebuld they have
been expected to when she'd shown all the symptoina woman

abandoned and bereft? "I remember what it wasttikeave people smile
pityingly at me and change the subject as soorncamk within earshot of
what they were saying. And | wouldn't put Steverotigh that for the
world."

"Care for a little free advice from the man's pahtsiew?" Adam strolled
back to the fireplace and lifting down the pokendiag on the wall, stirred
the embers. "He doesn't give a good goddamn what @eople say. It's
what his woman says, and how she looks at him vdiensays it, that
counts. You and | could be holed up here for a motigether night and
day with no one to witness anything that took plae®veen us, but none of
it would matter to Steven if he knew he could trustyour love and
loyalty."

He picked up a log and booted it with unnecessanmgefinto place among
the embers before continuing, "If, on the otherdhame had reason to
suspect you were lying to him—or worse yet, lyirg ytourself—he
wouldn't rest easy knowing you'd spent the nigha munnery."

"I have always been completely honest with him."

Adam brushed one palm against the other and tuggedweater down
around his hips before turning to look at her iatttirect and penetrating
way of his. "Until now," he said. "Or are you goitm confess that you
practically begged me to make love to you last ti@dr that you'd consider



breaking off your engagement to him if you thoulyhte there to pick up
the pieces for you?"

What disturbed her was not that he had, with himusnplacable bent for
accuracy, stated the unadorned truth, but thatjismped here with him for
another two days, she might fall prey to the sareakmess again. Because
no matter how firmly her head told her she'd beprapwith Steven, a
treacherous part of her heart yearned for Adam.

"What Steven and | might have to say to each othemone of your
business," she said, scooping up her clothes aadirgefor the bathroom.
"I'm going to get dressed so please don't comarmang until I'm finished."

She went to brush past him but at the last minigstbdnd shot out. Catching
her by the elbow, he dragged her close. "Do yoliyrlank you can hide

your lies under a layer of clothing?" he whispeiad, eyes shooting blue
sparks. "Don't you know that infidelity starts hretheart, not in the flesh?"

The scent of him filled her senses, drowning hethin barely perceptible
drift of after-shave mingled with snow-kissed pin&he stared at him,
helpless to refute his words.

"You've already betrayed Steven, and you're gadptit again and again.
And he's going to know, because every time he taeget close to you—"

He jerked his wrist and sent her off balance so sha stumbled against
him, her legs meshing with his, her breasts crusigathst his chest, "—like
this, Georgia, he's going to know you're going tigto the motions only.

That when he tries to kiss you, like this—"

He held her chin between thumb and forefinger,siefy to let her twist
away from him. "Yes," he sneered, "that's it exacWou'll squirm and
clamp your lips together and suffer his attentidresause what if word got
out that you're not honoring your conjugal obligag? Think what people
would say!"

"Let go of me,"” she panted. "You have no right—"



He bent his head and covered her mouth with hisinguoff her breathless
objection. His lips were warm and demanding andpdetaly irresistible.

Awash with desire, she sank into his embrace, eperg in her body
opening to him, welcoming him.

Nothing could smother the moan of pleasure tha no$er throat; nothing
could hide the hunger with which she submittedito.And nothing, not

pride or shame or outrage, could induce her toofdhg brief ecstasy he
chose to bestow.

It was a kiss to remember lost ecstasy by, a kistart the river of regret
flowing all over again. But all that mattered ta leas draining every last
perfect particle of pleasure from it, to hoard agaa future she feared was
going to be a lot less than perfect.

He took as he pleased, at his leisure. He tastelipse nudged them apart,
slid his tongue inside her mouth, teasing and temggier unbearably. He
tasted of mountain air and freedom and passionsditeshe'd never know
with any man other than him.

And then, when he had subjugated her completeligtheer go. She raised
eyes glazed with desire and found herself impaiewvin fires of icy blue
contempt. "And you will never ever give him whatyast offered me. You
will lie and pretend and offer him duty and affecti And when he takes
you..."

His hand snaked from her waist to settle possdgsatder breast. His knee
found entry between her legs. And she cringed @diér nightshirt,

knowing there was no hiding the swift rush of hesponse. Her nipple
throbbed against his palm, the flesh of her thightvered and closed
around his knee imploringly.

"...When he takes you," Adam ground out, "you wither close your eyes
and tolerate his attentions like the dutiful wifeuwre determined to be, or
you'll close your eyes, pretend you're with me, lehflim think he's the one
who brought you to orgasm."



Shock blended with desire, racing over her skia geries of invisible jolts.
"Adam... please...!"

"Either way," he said flatly, "you'll be lying tarh. And sooner or later, he's
going to know it." Grimacing, he let go of her amigped his mouth with the
back of his hand as if he'd tasted poison. "Gogeatdiressed, Georgia. The
sight of you is beginning to turn my stomach."

She rushed to escape his scorching disdain. Bundllrher clothes to her
breast, she ran into the bathroom.

| cannot face him agairshe thought, pulling on her slacks and sweatdr wit
trembling, frantic hands and thrusting her feed imér high-heeled boots.

The bathroom was located down a narrow corridor I off the main
living area. Next to it was a sauna which couldalceessed either from
inside the cabin or by way of a door that led diyeto the outside.

Under cover of the noise Adam made rattling pot$ @ems in the kitchen,
Georgia let herself into the sauna and slid openotlitside door. Bracing
herself against the biting cold, she plunged ihtodeep snow and began to
fight her way down the lane in the direction of Ardensen's cabin.

Almost from the start, she knew she'd set herselirgossible task. The
snow ambushed her every step of the way, fillinghgh-heeled boots and
fooling her into thinking she was on the firm sedaof the lane when, in
fact, she was veering into the broad ditch thatoeside it.

Once when she fell, she was barely able to struggleer feet again. The
drift was deep, insubstantial as a cloud, and ¢hignfree taxed her strength
alarmingly. But she floundered on because she loadtimer option. She
would rather freeze to death than face Adam's dtdatiscorn again.

She had covered perhaps thirty yards when he caughtith her,
snowshoes strapped to his feet. "Georgia,” he garking her upright with
ungentle hands and brushing the snow from her swedtalready know
you're a fool. You didn't have to prove it by podlia stunt like this."



"Leave me alone," she wept, the tears slushinghamasdly down her face
and mingling with the snow. "I don't need you oulaasty remarks."

"You need me, sweet pea,” he said. "You just havgot around to
admitting it yet. Where do you think you're going?"

"To Arne's," she wailed, trying unsuccessfully lmge him out of her way.
“I'm going to phone Steven and he'll come and esca and until he gets
here I'll stay with Arne who wonrholestme all the time, the way you do."

"That's a very good idea. | should have thoughit ahyself. We'll go
together.”

"l don't want your company."

"Tough," he said. "You're stuck with it. Now quiaifing around like that
before you disappear in another drift, and comé bathe cabin with me.
You're hardly dressed properly and even if you wgoel're not going to
make any headway without snowshoes."

"Quit bossing me around. You're not in the Air Forow," she snapped.

He grinned cheerfully. "We'll get some breakfas, tvhile we're at it. Eggs
and toast with plenty of honey to sweeten your nibod

It galled her to admit it, but he was right. Sheaten nothing since her
spinach salad the day before, and the scramblesl &dgm whipped up
with such efficiency while she changed her clotbreelled wonderful.

Fortunately, there were spare sets of just abaryéhving in the cabin that a

person might need to ward off winter: sweaters skigants, warm boots

and jackets, socks and mittens. "Show me how tohese snowshoes,"” she
urged Adam, the minute they'd finished eating, "lt'd get going.”

“In a hurry?" he inquired, lacing up his bootsratating leisure.

"Naturally. I'm anxious to speak to Steven."



"Well, try to contain your impatience. Learning tige snowshoes isn't
easy."

What an understatement! The wide-spaced, shufftnog, that Adam
managed as effortlessly as if he'd been born vhth damned things
attached to his feet, she managed to reproduceasrdy awkward, trudging
motion that set her abused muscles to screamingdeforerance. It took all
her concentration and every ounce of determindbomer not to collapse
in a heap after the first ten minutes. And at te @ it all, Arne wasn't to be
found, a fact which Georgia was slow to absorb.

"No point in battering the door down," Adam rematkas she banged and
called out to no avail. "He's not home."

"Of course he is," Georgia replied, thumping wigklble vigor. "Where else
would he be in this weather?"

"Out,” Adam said smugly, "which is why his crossiotry skis are
missing."

He pushed open the cabin door and went inside.d&etmiled after him,
dismayed. "But he's got to be here!" she wailed.

"Sorry," Adam said, sounding anything but. "I'm r@otmagician. | can't
make him appear on command.”

Georgia collapsed into the nearest chair, a straliitked wooden rocker.
"He's probably out back, bringing in more wood emgthing."

Adam, who'd been going over the place like somel&éctive looking for
murder clues, didn't so much as spare her a symip@atilance. Instead, he
placed his bare hand on the top of the cast-iroodsbove which heated the
place. "Wrong again," he said. "Although the finghis stove's ready to be
replenished, there's a box of wood right here."

The way he refuted her every word had her fightingpverwhelming urge
to scream with frustration. Was he ever wrong alamything? "Fine. ['ll



simply use the phone and leave a note explainiag Itthad to make an
emergency call.”

Adam picked up the phone receiver, listened foroaent, then dropped it
back in its cradle. "You won't be doing that, erthée said, unmoved by
her growing dismay. "The line's dead—probably btdudown in last
night's blizzard."

"You mean I'm cut off from the civilized world? 8trded here, with you?"

"Yes," he said grimly. "And if you'd stop worryingbout your own

problems for just a minute, you'd be bloody glad's@ not stuck here by
yourself. You might even find it in your selfishtle heart to show a little
concern for what's happened to Arne."

"He's a very capable man," she retorted sharpfysirey to acknowledge
the stab of fear his comment roused in her. "Hetbdse, living in such
isolation. And he's used to the winters up here."

"Exactly. He knows better than to leave his woaystow on fuel. Which,
as far as I'm concerned, means only one thing: evieerhe is, he's been
gone too long."

Despite her best efforts, Adam's concern was caniagforcing Georgia to
confront what she'd been trying to avoid. "You ksomething's happened
to him, don't you?"

"I'd lay money on it." He drummed his fingertips ttve windowsill. "Look,
see if you can round up a couple of blankets, yali?"

"Go snhooping through his closets, you mean? | wotttteam of it. It's not
that cold in here."

Halfway to the back porch, Adam stopped and flueg d contemptuous
glare. "Do me a favor, Georgia, and try to put @sidur painfully proper

upbringing long enough to help me get some saesfue kit ready, unless
you want yet another man's future well-being onrymnscience. Collect



blankets, a first-aid kit, and anything else yoinkhmight be useful, and
have it ready and waiting by the time | get back."”

She shot out of the chair, leaving it rocking wildi\wWhere are you going?"
she whimpered, the prospect of being completelypalin such a hostile
world infinitely worse than being stuck with Adar fcompany.

"To locate the sled and other emergency equiprhaini'm certain a man of
Arne's experience will keep on hand," he said.

The shame he aroused in her competed with whatiosthderself was the
pure dislike he also inspired. Hatred, even, foelipg away the soft,
comforting layers of her cocoon and exposing hairatp all those harsh
emotions she'd learned to suppress. Within twemtly-hours of Adam's
return, she'd experienced rage, vulnerability,rée$ear. Dear Lord, next it
would be love!

"Do you really think something serious has happaoddm?" she asked, in
a small voice.

"Yes," Adam said. "Better strap on those snowshme&s you find the
blankets and stuff, sweet pea. If my hunch is riglgt have no time to lose.
Arne might be badly hurt—or dead."



CHAPTER FIVE

IT TOOK nearly half an hour before they found any sigthefmissing Arne.
Half an hour of punishing effort that had Georgiavding in great gasps of
icy air that seared her lungs until she thoughy'theurely collapse. But
Adam plowed forward with dogged, tireless deterriiamg towing the sled
and sparing her neither a glance nor a word of syhypor encouragement.

She was ready to drop in her tracks when suddealyeral yards ahead of
her, he stopped and she knew, from the utter stifirthat seemed to flow
over him like a mantle, that he'd found something.

"What?" she whispered, drawing abreast of wherstded at the edge of a
frighteningly precipitous gorge.

He lifted a gloved hand, pointed to a spot on theioside of the chasm, to a
clump of dark evergreens. "Look over there andnelwhat you see.”

His tone was neutral, chillingly calm, giving awagthing of what he might
be feeling. She squinted across the distance, ehbzi a fine veil of snow
blowing horizontally over the lip of the hill onghfar side. And then she
saw them, the narrow strips of wood propped uprighthe snow, their
curved tips pointing skyward. "Skis," she saidning to face him. "That's
good, isn't it? It means Arne isn't far away."

But Adam had edged close to the rim of the gorgesmtoo close for her
peace of mind. "And there's where the telephoreedaame down," he said,
crouching to tug on a strand of ice-caked wire Ingacross the space to
some point lower down on the opposite cliff, beyoimeir field of vision.

"Adam," she begged, a thread of panic crackingvioge, "please come
away from the edge before you end up at the bottom.

"You're right. That wouldn't help much, would it?e straightened, backed
up a couple of feet. "How familiar are you withglirea?"

"I'm not," she said. "Why do you ask?"



"Because there has to be a way across the gorgee sort of bridge. |
thought you might know where it is."

She shook her head. "No."

He shrugged, his calm unruffled. "Then we'll juavé to search out Arne's
tracks and follow them. You check over to the righitgo this way. Yell if
you find something."

That he should have spotted the skis and the dowetephone line didn't
surprise her. Keen observation was all part ofplilst's training. But this
other side of him, this stoic refusal to bow to giements, she'd never seen
before.

"You're crazy!" she cried into the wind. "At thiate, our own tracks will
soon be obliterated. We'll never find him."

"What do you suggest we do then? Abandon him tortbentain?"

"No," she said, trying to stall him because she wafagid of how much

danger he was prepared to expose himself to inr dodgave Arne. "l just

don't see the point of us risking our necks looKimgsomeone who might
not even need our help. By now, Steven will hawardthéhe weather reports
and with my not having phoned or anything, he'lilli® something's

wrong. He'll alert the mountain rescue unit andytheend out a search
party. How will they know where to start looking fias? We didn't leave a
note or anything to indicate where we might b&ink it makes a lot more
sense for us to go back to the chalet where ittssaad warm, and wait for
professional help to get here."

His gaze swept over her, colder than the windelryone thought like
you, Georgia, I'd have stayed conveniently and paantly dead, and you'd
be up to your elegant eyebrows in truly criticalies—Ilike whether people
should throw rice or confetti at your wedding. Ls$fa real bitch, sometimes,
isn't it?"

"Wnen you're around, yes, it is," she retortedjngathat, with a few
well-chosen words, he could uncover her weaknessedl their stark,



pathetic glory. "But if you're determined to trag&wn Arne, | suppose |
have no choice but to go along with the idea.”

"Damned right you haven't,” he snapped. "Now gusivng time and start
searching. Ski tracks aren't going to show in egdaaeas like this but we
should find something under the shelter of thestfee

He was right. She found them almost at once, twiroges sliding along a
narrow track that curved snakelike between theksuand came out
eventually on a small, exposed plateau about halilefurther down from
the place they'd seen Arne's skis.

The gorge was narrower here, its banks juttingward each other to form
a neck spanned by a fallen pine stripped of itadiras.

"Ah!" Nodding with satisfaction, Adam bent down astdrted unstrapping
his snowshoes. "Take yours off, too, Georgia,” h#eed. "Here's our
bridge but we can't cross it wearing these. WaVlento carry them over to
the other side.”

Georgia's heart almost stopped with fright. "AdarBtie caught at his
sleeve. "Surely you're not thinking of trustingttharrow old tree trunk to
support your weight?"

"Of course. What's more, | expect you to do theesamd follow right
behind."

"l can't." Her reply emerged on a terrified whimp#im afraid of heights,
you know that."

He spared her a brief, scornful glance before ifigker off with a jerk of
his elbow. "Then don't look down."

How hard he'd become, how uncaring! Not that heghdeen disposed to
pamper her. "Don't make me do this, Adam, please!"

He sighed, disenchantment written all over his fd4Eer crying out loud,
will you put your own fears and concerns on thekdaaner, just this once?



A man has disappeared in a blizzard. We've fousdskis propped up on
the far side of a canyon beyond which there's ngthiut terrain that's
barely passable in summer, let alone at this tihyear. And whether or not
you like it, I'm not about to place any faith oretludicrous hope that a
rescue helicopter will miraculously descend outhaf sky in time to save
him. It isn't going to happen, Georgia. Whatevet 86 mess Arne's got
himself into, you and | are his only way out of3b quit whining, get those
snowshoes off and sling them on your back."

He paused just long enough to sear her with andilast of contempt from
those unflinching blue eyes. "Or else be prepaceHave another man's
death on your conscience—one that won't pull arresting act at the
eleventh hour."

He shamed her into obeying. While she fumbled wiib straps, he
unloaded two ropes from the sled and looped theen lois shoulder, then,
when she was ready, held out his hand to her. "Okayp a hold.”

The blood roared behind her eyes, a blinding reg hd'm scared, Adam!"

"I know." His voice softened. "l know, sweet peaut Be'll take it slow and
easy. Angle your feet, like this...that's righten just slide them
forward...and look at me."

She tried. She clung to his hand, pushed one fodtont of the other.
Beneath her, the tree trunk bounced gently, sendlogps of snow
spiraling into the depths of the gorge.

Her gaze followed, saw nothing below but swirliqgase rushing up to
meet her. Her heart leapt, battering fearfully at hibs. The breath
stampeded out of her, eager to escape before shggua to her death.
"...Ah..I"

"Look at me"

Out of desperation, she did. In the speckled, sridigd light, his eyes
blazed, twin beacons flaring brilliant blue.



"Good woman." He nodded, gripped her hand morédyirthen swung his
glance ahead again. "Now, one step at a.time

Warmed by his encouragement, she followed himrasy by terrifying

inch, he talked her across, his words floating ket chaining her to him
with hypnotic tenderness. "Easy, darling...easyittla bit this way...just

another couple of yards... there, you see...? Wientad

The deep, soft snow billowed around her anklescevelng her back to
earth. Everything inside her trembled, her knegged, and she wanted
nothing so much as to sink down and weep from siedief.

But Adam hauled her roughly upright. "Oh, no, yaun'd" he muttered, his
warm, sweet breath fanning her face for a briebiésite moment. "We keep
right on moving. Strap the shoes on again, Georgia, and letthénitrail.”

They retraced their path, but from the opposite sicthe cliff this time, and
came out at the place where Arne's skis postedepeel of his having
passed that way.

The snowshoes came off again. Adam edged to thad tipe gorge, leaned
over with what struck Georgia as brazen defiandbefaws of gravity, and
swung his head this way and that, searching. Adtterhe breathed, "Oh,
Jesus!" and backed up to where she waited.

"He's down there,” he said, forestalling her questi'Slipped, from the
look of it, and landed on a ledge."

She swallowed, a great gulp of icy air. "Is he...?"

"He's not moving and from the way one leg's doubileder him, I think it's
probably broken. Pity we couldn't have broughtdleel across the bridge. It
would have made shipping him back a whole lot edsie

All the time he talked, Adam's hands were busy uimgpthe ropes, looping
one end of each around the nearest tree and sg¢hem. That done, he
attached the other end of one around his waidgdtihe spare and clipped
it to his belt.



Georgia watched the whole performance in frozebddisf, refusing to
acknowledge what she knew was coming next.

"I'm going down there to tie a bowline around Asnehest,” Adam declared
matter-of-factly, "then I'm coming back up and tibge you and | are going
to haul him to the surface, because there's noonagarth | can carry him."

"Going down there?" Her question fumbled past gtenturned suddenly
thick with fear and emerged in a muffled shriek.H&/do you meargoing
down ther@ You can't go down there after him, Adam. Youst gourself
killed."

His eyes glimmered with ironic laughter. "Well, tidecertainly solve a few
problems for you, wouldn't it?"

"Don't joke about this!"

"Who's joking? Wish me luck, sweet pea. This igxactly my area of
expertise."

"...Adam...!" Dread choked hebon't go,she wanted to begjcan't bear to
lose you againBut to admit that would strip away the last renvagnayer
of self-preservation and leave her vulnerable tottzr onslaught of the
terrible hurt she'd barely survived before.

He stood on the rim of the gorge, his broad, stftouge dark against the
muted white of the snow still falling. Rooted t@tbpot, Georgia watched,
her heart slowing to a labored, erratic thud. ldeth sank into her lower lip
deeply enough to draw pinpricks of blood, yet urablinflict a pain sharp
enough to numb the terror.

Part of her wanted to go to him, to touch him. fiolk one more time the
feel of his body close to hers. Another part scrednDon't torment
yourself with what you can't have. He was nevertrigr you; he never will
be. This is how things will always be with him—ohigih-level risk after
another. It's how he gets his kicks.



Adam turned and gave her the thumbs-up sign, songelie always did in
the old days before he left her for his other lofiging. And then, as
suddenly as if he'd fallen off the edge of the @atdelf, he stepped out into
space and disappeared. His lifeline vibrated ag#wesree trunk, twanging
like a guitar string, then subsided into a serieguivering jolts.

With a cry, Georgia sprang forward, her mind engdtgverything but the

need to know where he wasew he was. Flinging herself down, she
crawled to the very edge of the cliff, wedging le¢frbetween up-thrusting

chunks of rock to preserve an illusion of safetiith8red another few

inches, opened eyes she didn't remember closiddgpand herself looking

down into a fallen moonscape.

Nausea rose in her throat. Boulders, pillowed iowsiio disguise their
bone-crushing ferocity, cradled tusks of naked rasksharply evil as
spears. And far below, the muted rush of water. feooThe unwary body
falling to those depths would travel miles befdreas recovered.

Then she saw Adam, midway between heaven anditett,and spinning
helplessly yards away from the concave wall of¢heyon; a marionette
with no one to pull his strings and haul him basksafety. The absolute,
utter devastation to her spirit shattered her.

Only then, with everything to lose once more, did admit to herself what
she'd secretly known ever since he'd walked baickher life: there were
no barriers high enough, no defences strong endogprotect her from
Adam Cabot. As easily as other men crossed fronsmieeof the road to the
other, he'd marched in and turned her life upsiolerdagain.

Like a flower deceived by January sun into beligvin false spring, her
heart had begun to stir from its safe hibernatioly t find winter returned
with vengeful, killing cold. She wanted to die. @iy, without fuss.

"Adam..." she mourned, pressing her face into tlhe@vsand closing her
mind.



How long before sound penetrated again? One céhliuyp? Or when she
heard the string of obscenities uttered with therit, violent sincerity that
only an alive and very irate Adam could produce?

Trembling, she raised her head, brushed the srmw lfrer face, and dared
to look over the edge again. He was lunging attreon wallpropelling
himself toward it with his legs, much, she supposexhe might try to
control a parachute descent. The momentum tookamdslammed him
against the unforgiving rock face. She heard aasereossed away by the
wind and only after realized that it had come frber lips, because his
energy was directed elsewhere.

Again and again, he lunged, letting out more raplaeawent, and bounced
with feet extended until he'd swung clear of thevkshaped cavity in the
canyon wall to a spot where a vein of rock projecams and legs spread,
he clung like a butterfly trying to anchor itsedf & ledge too narrow and
ice-glazed to provide footing for a flea.

To his right and perhaps six feet lower, the wilibelge where Arne lay
jutted into space. From Georgia's perspectiveptits of Adam succeeding
in the task he'd set himself were negligible. Naittnan had a ghost of a
chance of making it back up alive.

But Adam didn't know that. With the tenacity of semne prepared to defy
God if he had to, he scrabbled for hold after holdwing with his hands,

digging with his toes. And by some miracle he traed the distance,
cursing richly every slow inch of the way untiléh@aneuvered himself to a
point roughly eighteen inches above Arne.

Unlooping the last of his lifeline as he went, eusg down next to the
injured man and landed with a crunch that echoé¢dealepths of the gorge.
He unhitched the spare coil of rope and stoopedi®éise motionless body.

Heart and breath suspended, Georgia watched. Aydg@he hadn't risked
life and limb for nothing.



Suddenly, the line beside her hummed with tensitwe. scrabble of boots
against rock began once more, coming closer tmis &s he hauled himself
back to her, hand over hand, until she could alroasth him.

Concern for him outweighing fear for herself, skaahed down to him.
"Here, let me help you."

"Get the hell back," he rasped, his chest heaVigu damn fool, get away
from the edge before you send us both to our de@tise up the slack on
the rope—run it around a stump or something."

She practically fell over herself rushing to com@g busy trying to ensure
his safety that she didn't notice he'd reachedtince until, suddenly, he
was there beside her, swatting ice crystals from jacket with bare,
impatient hands. She opened her mouth, intenditgjltbim how glad she
was that he'd made it back in one piece; how retle¥o her astonishment,
the words drowned on a flood of tears, harsh, legsetobs that tore at her
chest and left her throat raw.

"Hey," he said, reaching for her. "Sweet peaait'sost over."

She grabbed blindly for his fingers and crushednthie her hps. Tasted
blood and realized it was his. "Your hands," shetwstaring horrified
through the endless rush of tears at his knuclklegped raw.

"It's nothing, Georgia, just a few scratches. Siging."

"l can't," she sobbed, adding pitifully, "and | koso ugly when | cry!"

"You little twerp!" There was laughter in his voic&ou couldn't look ugly
if your life depended on it."

"It's your life I'm concerned about,” she blubbemaubing at her tears and
smearing more than she wiped. "What happened togtoues?"

"l took them off to get poor old Arne properly tsesl, then forgot to put
them on again. They're down there with him, forth# good they'll do
him."



A ripple of fresh dismay chased over her. "You mém’s...?"

"Not dead, no, but | was right about his leg. Ibisken, though how badly
we won't know until we get him back to the cabie'dHalso suffering from
exposure but not as severely as he would haveibberhadn't dressed for
the weather.” Untying his own lifeline, he gestutedher. "Lift your arms,
Georgia, so that | can tie this around you."

"What for?" she quavered, eyeing the rooe withthadl apprehension of a
woman confronted by a boa constrictor.

"Because I'm not about to take any chances onlgsung your balance and
diving face-first off the cliff when you hang oviére edge "

Her eves flew wide. "You want me to hang over thge®" she echoed in a
thin voice.

"More or less. I'd do it myself but | can't bewntplaces at once. Someone's
got to haul Arne back up and since I'm the one altithe muscle, that
leaves you to take care of the easy part.” Hetliediast knot in the rope and
gave it a tug to make sure it was secure. "Okay'rgon business."

"Isn't there another way?" she asked without hope.

"No," he said flatly, grasping Arne's lifeline iroth hands, tug-of-war
fashion, and digging his heels into the snow te®itamself. "All you have
to do is make sure he doesn't crack his head opé¢hose chunks of rock
when | bring him up over the edge."”

"Adam...!"

"I know. I'm asking a lot." He let go the rope agrdzed his palm down her
cheek. "But we havertiome thisfar to lose him now. And trust me, sweet
pea, | won't let anything happen to you."

He'd always asked for more than she felt able te.ghnd always in that
cajoling way that had her acquiescing to his dersaeden when she knew
doing so was nothing short of foolhardy.



But after all, it wasn't so bad, though where Adaond the strength for

what he had to do, after the energy he'd alreaggreded, was beyond her.
But find it he did and brought Arne up the clificiin half the time he'd

made his own ascent. And then she forgot her own feo caught up in

cradling the injured man's vulnerable skull andhemsing it from the slabs

of granite impeding its safe passage.

"We've done it!" she cried jubilantly, as Adam gaast heave and hauled
the inert body well clear of the edge.

"Not quite." He knelt beside Arne, his expressioavg, and searched for
the man's pulse. "We still have to get him acrbasltridge.”" He looked up,
impaling her in that irresistible blue gaze. "A@uyup to it, Georgia? Can |
count on you?"

"You could always count on me," she whispered, gena regret washing
over her. "It was | who couldn't count on you."

"Yes, you could,” he said softly. "You just gavearpme too soon, that's
all.”

"Better not waste time taking him to his place,"aAddecided, after they'd
navigated the bridge and had Arne loaded on tlik '4Hs stove was nearly
out this morning and it must be cold as a witdwsdx in there by now."

But the Drake chalet was warm and snug, even thtuglfire had died to
little more than a handful of glowing ashes. WiAlgam coaxed it to new
life with fresh kindling and logs, Georgia searcloed extra quilts and two
hot water bottles she found under the sink in gidioom.

"Good." Adam nodded approval when he saw. "Filhtheiill you, while |
strip off his outdoor clothing and take a look &tleg?" And to Arne, who'd
regained befuddled consciousness, "You're goirtate to bite the bullet
on this, pal. It's frontier surgery at its mostutive, and it's going to hurt
like hell.”



Adam had not exaggerated. Hearing the injured m@udans, Georgia
cringed. "Here, Arne," she murmured, tipping arhion€ brandy into a cup
and holding it to his lips, "maybe this will help."

"You missed your calling,” Adam told her. "You makgreat nurse."

As youshe could have said, observing the gentle surafdss touch as he
straightened the limb and bound it to a makeshlihg would have made a
wonderful doctor—and how much different things miggve turned out
between us, then.

With uncanny telepathy, they worked as a team abilste the patient,
anticipating each other's need for assistancer &ftey each showered and
changed into dry clothes, it was past five andaalyedark. And suddenly,
there was nothing to keep them busy anymore; ngthincushion the
awareness vibrating between them.

"Just as well we didn't wait for that rescue umitam remarked, staring out
of the window at the blowing snow. "They aren'trgpio make it up here
today—or tomorrow, either, at this rate. Anothegh¢iinches must have
fallen since this morning."”

Trapped in the same tension that drove him to napaorestless tattoo
against the frost-etched glaggorgia didn't reply. Morning was a distant
memory in a day that seemed to have lasted hoyantdats normal time
span. She had done things—dangerous, life-and-limeatening things
that she'd have thought no one could persuade fukr. t

She had seen Adam save a man's life, had put heirojgopardy to help
him do so. He had asked her to trust him and, Isectnere'd been no other
choice, she had. And he had not let her down. Véfigr all that, was it so
difficult to talk to him now?

"Lucky it's just a simple fracture.” Unlike her, &th seemed driven to break
the silence between them. "The leg should healevelgh, once the bone's
been properly set.”



She nodded mutely, but of course he didn't know bexause he was
making a determined point of not looking at hereikhough night had
obliterated the world outside, he continued to gareugh the window as
though mesmerized by the view.

Unhindered, she feasted her eyes on his tall, gd@gance, his narrow hips,
the black hair that dared to curl at the nape sfiack, and wondered how
she could possibly have thought she could ignove $exy he was.

The admission opened the door to a flood of meradhat had been shut
away for a very long time. So many things she'cseds private things that
only a lover could have known. The texture of ki svelvet stretched taut
over steel. The way his lashes drooped to hidditdén his blue eyes just
before he lost the battle with desire. His voicehigr ear, whispering
outrageous, intimate words of love and encourageragrhe taught her
what passion was all about. The scent of him, gss#ntially male, erotic,
tantalizing.

"Got any more of that soup you made for Arne?" Abigy he swung
around and caught her in the act of staring. "ltdarow about you, but I'm
starving."

So aml, Adam she thought wildly. Dampening her lips with the @f her
tongue, she said, "It was jusinsommeéout of a can—nothing very filling,
I'm afraid—but I could broil a couple of steaks andke a salad."

"Better yet. Need any help?"

"No." She shied away, terribly afraid of where leerant thoughts might
lead her if he came any closer. "No, thanks, Ircamage."”

He shrugged. "Then I'll raid the wine cupboardv8ies not the kind of guy
to leave it unstocked."

Stevenlt had been hours since she'd spared him a thowgirse, straining
to picture him in her mind's eye now, she foundfaaures blurred and
unfocused, usurped by the sharper image of the shald spent fifteen
months trying to forget.



"This ought to do." Apparently not nearly as distatulated by her
presence as she was by his, Adam set a bottle rfeBox on the counter
and searched out wineglasses and corkscrew. "Gai@ $nort while you
cook?"

"I'll wait," she said. She had eaten nothing sibmsakfast and wine on an
empty stomach could quickly lead to the disastroysairment of good
judgment. Any number of unwise declarations weablé to fall from lips
loosened by alcohol.

"Suit yourself." He poured a glass and wandered tuvéhe fireplace with
it. "How about some music?"

"If it won't disturb Arne."

"Not likely. With all the brandy you poured intonhj he'll sleep the clock
around. What would you like to hear?"

Anything but that sexy drawl of yourshe almost screamed. Good God,
couldn't hefeelthe tension that sent goose bumps prickling oeershalp?
"Anything—I don't care—Louis Armstrong."

"Good choice. There's a whole slew of his stuffctmose from." He
whistled softly, tunelessly, and selected CDs. Aromg's singular,
unmistakable voice, half gravel, half honey, flontadbugh the room in a
string of timeless favourite§tormy Weather, Kiss of Fire, Dream A Little
Dream Of Me.

Bad choiceGeorgia decided, axing a tomato in half with afshienife as
the lyrics wove spells around her and planted alhner of cockeyed ideas
in her head. "How do you like your steak, Adam?"

He slouched in the armchair, legs stretched ofromt of him, eyes closed,
glass of wine dangling negligently from one handegt for the times he
raised it to hidips. Supremely comfortable, supremely relaxed. Shedchat
him.



Satchmo understoodill Be Glad When You're Dead, You Rascal Ybe,
crooned.

"l said, how do you like your steak, Adam?"

He turned his head and pinned her in a lazy g&ami know how | like my
steak, Georgia. Don't pretend you've forgotten."

"Rare," she fumed.
He smiled. "Right. Just a little this side of blue.

"Then you'd better get yourself to the table. Dirspust about ready and
I'm not serving it to you on your lap."

He ambled across the room, endearingly rumplecde Y& this crabby with
Steven, too," he inquired, pouring her a glass imevand topping up his
own, "or is it the one thing you reserve especitdlyme?” "Shut up,” she
said ungraciously. "l want to listen to the music."

Right on cue, Louis gave his bestitonly Have Eyes For You.
Across the table, Adam raised his glass. "What stetoast?"

She chewed her lip and tried to dig up somethiramdbland innocuous.
"How about, to having survived the day?"

"It isn't the day I'm worried about,” Adam saidptiaring her in a watchful,
unblinking gaze.

And she knew then what was causing the tensiondstwthem, why they
couldn't talk like normal people sharing a meal.wes right. It wasn't the
day. It was the endless hours of the coming night.

And the fact that a man with a broken leg occupiee of the only two beds
in the place.



CHAPTER SIX

AT FIRST, she didn't know what disturbed her. She lay inHadf of the bed
and let her eyelids flicker open, surprised to aver she'd slept at all.
Instantly and acutely alert, she waited, listening.

Nothing. Even the wind had died, leaving the bladehof night to fold
thickly around the chalet except where a slivemmfonlight pierced the
little round stained- glass window, high up near épex of the roof.

And then she heard it again, the noise that hatedaher awake:
unintelligible mutterings that sank into a gentlean. The sort of sound a
man in pain might make, but much too close to heeA

Suspicious, she tensed.

"We can build a barrier of pillows between ust'lf make you feel better,"
Adam had offered, in response to her somewhat hgsteeaction at the
idea of their sharing the bed in the loft, "andt@nel we're in a remake of
that old Clark Gable movie."

Feeling thoroughly silly, she'd replied stiffly, H&at won't be necessary,
provided we agree to respect each other's space.”

Later, as he'd divested himself with unselfconssicefficiency of
everything but a pair of briefs that truly meritée description, she'd found
her gaze drawn again to the ragged scar runningeleet his left knee and
groin.

Misinterpreting her strangled gasp, he'd shakerhéasl. "Your virtue has
never been safer," he said with a yawn, stretcaimyshowing a great deal
of broad muscular chest in the process. "I'm pratlyi comatose with
exhaustion."” And to prove it, he'd collapsed onhal of the bed and fallen
asleep almost immediately.

That, though, had been hours ago. Had she beemgwodielieve he'd honor
their agreement until morning?



She lay on her side, rigid as a barge pole, preasly balanced so near the
edge of thenattressthat a deep sigh would have been enough to tdygple
to the floor.

It had taken hours before she, too, had slept. ifmdably cold hours,
enough that, had it been anyone other than AdanotGwibng next to her,
she'd have cuddled up to his sleeping body andrs®little of its warmth.
But given her predisposition to dissolve into aghed willing flesh the
instant she came within touching range of him,relsested the urge.

Cautiously, she rolled onto her back, prepareddicevher outrage in no
uncertain terms if Adam attempted to ambush her under colerght.

"... Aagh..." From the other half of the bed, theetf moan rose again, then
sank into a whisper. "...can't get back to... Rreho time..."

Eyes gradually adjusting to the gloom, Georgiaatiat the feather duvet to
her chin and raised her head. On his half of tlilg Adam lay in a tangle of
covers, his breathing punctuated by sighs that edemtear his soul apart.

Suddenly, he hunched over, grasped his scarreditbgboth hands and
dragged it close.Don't touch mE' The words bounced to the rafters, angry,
authoritative, followed by others she didn't untend. Garbled syllables of
some foreign language, brittle with consonants.

"Adam?" Georgia reached out and placed a tentaawel on his shoulder.
His flesh burned to the touch.

He jerked as if she'd stabbed him, moaned agaem #aid urgently,
"Firefly, Firefly, this is Red Dog. Do you read ntarefly?"

At once fascinated and horrified, Georgia rose® @bow and leaned over
him. "Adam," she whispered again, "are you all tRjh

"The bloody cold is enough to kill a man, you knbwe informed her
conversationally. "Better get a move on if I'm gpto save this poor slob."



But she could feel the heat emanating from himwalnat he muttered made
no sense. "You're dreaming," she said. "Wake upyiti

"...losing control, Firefly.oh, Jesus...He kicked at the duvet, sending it
flying in the air. Another sigh moaned through thght, and by the moon's
pale glimmer she saw tears clustered along his$ash..Georgia..." he

murmured, tormentedly. "... Georgia, please...-wdit

It was more than she could bear, to lie this ctogem and not comfort him.
Feeling his pain, aching for his misery, she redahg and slipped an arm
around him. "Hush," she whispered, pillowing hisdeat her breast. "I'm
here."

Why couldn't she have taken the sweetness of theenbin stride?
Accepted it as the unlooked-for gift it was, dditbecret treasure to hoard to
herself through all the years of the rest of hier, land let that be enough?
She might have, could have, if only he hadn't diggdl in sleep the sort of
stunning vulnerability he'd never deign to exposemwhe was awake. It
was that which undid her.

He turned to her in the night, sighed with heasdkneg relief, and left her
craving more. Hunger ravaged her, a staggeringttinat melted her inner
resources to a pool of liquid wanting. Wanting kiss, his touch, his
possession; the feel of his naked body pressedrs) within hers. Wanting
him so badly, she could have screamed.

The nightmare had become so familiar that it haabat lost the power to
traumatize him. As long as he didn't resist, dithy'tto alter its course, it
always passed and eventually set him free. He'cewugk devastated all
over again perhaps, but alive. And given life, &img was possible, even
the miracle of finding his way back to Georgia.

But this time was different. The gremlins were maletermined, the
remembered agony more acute. The sense of utf@desshess he'd known
as the jet spiraled out of control grabbed holdhiof and wouldn't let go.



The roaring filled his ears and he felt himselfnspng... nose-diving
through eternity.

Except this time, it was worse than usual. Therg saaneone with him, the
Norwegian who lived next door to the Drakes onrttmuntain, and all that
stood between the old man and certain death washAdabot in all his

frailty. «

Muscles locked, he anticipated the end, braced difinfisr the shattering
impact of blasting through the earth's crust ard the vast jaws of hell.
And instead found himself buoyed up by clouds,bdgdhe soft, hypnotic
beat of drums to a place beside which Eden paled.

There were flowers all around him, filling his seaswith their perfume.
Breezes riffling through his hair and caressingdmeek. "A man can take
any amount of this sort of punishment,” he murmutadrowing deeper
into the sweet warmth and wrapping his arms around

"Adam...?" The voice he'd never thought to heairabackoned to him,
drawing him closer tparadise. Coolfingers slipped down his face and the
drums he'd heard became her heartbeat. It was¢hencending he'd always
hoped for and never realized.

She was all around him, warm, alive. Just him adtnaveling across time
and space to find each other agafiou're still dreaminghe told himself,
denying cognizance long enough to allow the wealgni resolutions his
daytime self had promised to honor.

Reaching into the night, he found her. Closed arsds around her softness,
rolled to his side and drew her against him, cmugtier sweet breasts
against his chest, tangling her legs with his.

If he could simply hold her, touch her, kiss hét,thought hazily, it would
be enough. But wherngreviously the destructivpower of the dream had
sapped the life from him, this time it transmutetbiaraging passion that
brought him fully awake even as it engulfed him



He ran his hands over her body, shaping her higswaist, her ribs. He
moved back to find her breasts, cupped them irhargds and felt them
bloom, full and eager, against his palms.

He wanted to savor the moment, make its small peofe suffice, and not

think about tomorrow until its bleakness stared irthe face. But she rose
up to meet him, her mouth hot and sweet on hierAltat, small perfection

wasn't enough.

No longer befuddled by dreams, he consigned finestige same unhappy
fate as restraint. Shoving haphazardly at the foldser nightgown until
nothing separated her from him but humming antiaymeand the beguiling
fragrance of her skin, he pulled her on top of him.

The old Georgia, her flame restored, dropped had hand whispered his
name into his mouth. Her hands, restless, magadlhim what he wanted
to know; led him to the destination he'd never tiduo find again, in a
silent ritual that required no words.

He held her poised above him, petitioned her withudging of his taut
flesh, and felt her lustrous quiver of acceptarieglling her close once
more, he held her hips and sank deep into the sleekth of her.

To say they fit together as comfortably as a paold shoes would have
demeaned the splendor, but the fact was she cammteasily, with
flawless grace and familiarity. Softly, deliciousBccommodating his
tempered strength. Driven beyond caution or conseighe capitulated to
the primitive rhythm driving him, possessed by sh@en ecstasy of the
moment.

Morning came with crystalline brilliance, exposiadl their nocturnal

self-deceptions for what they really were: an erdasindulge their sexual
greed for each other at the expense of someonenalsely Steven. Never
in a thousand years, no matter what the provocatimuld he betray
Georgia as she had betrayed him.



Sunlight bounced from the snow piled up on theidets/indow sill to the
unrelenting candor in Adam's eyes as they encoemtBers across the
breakfast table.

Unable to face him, Georgia threw on her jacket amoht out to the
veranda. Soon after, he followed and came to siartito where she leaned
against the railing. Together, they stared downldhe, as if, by doing so,
they could conjure up the means of their escapa tioe another.

At length, he spoke. "Look, about last night, Irdidntend for us—"
"I know. Neither did I."

"l wasn't prepared.” He cleared his throat. "Shawtdworry that you might
be—?"

"No," she said, knowing what he was asking, and\ng that, once again,
she couldn't tell him, even though the timing coubd have been worse and
it might well turn out that they had every reasombrry. Whatever else her
sins, entrapment wasn't one of them.

"How can you be sure? Surely you and Steven—?"

"Of course. | saw a doctor.” She drew in a shagathr and let the lie fall
with only a slight twinge of conscience. It wasteafall, such a small
deception in the greater scheme of things. "Wedseki'd take care of...
that."

With a sudden, abrupt movement, Adam got up andg#ee width of the
veranda. "There's something obscene about thisecsaton,” he said
harshly, staring out at the blinding morning. "Wend know how to
communicate with each other any more. We talk—leltevnot in touch.”

It struck Georgia that, depending on one's deénitof communication,
they'd managed to get in touch rather well in tighnjust past. It did not
seem a politic time to say so, however; the briteof the morning allowed
for none of the self-delusion arrived at under cafedark. They had made
a terrible mistake. The best they could hope fov n@s to effect immediate



damage control to make sure no one else paid far ttter lack of
judgment.

"Yes," she said, hating the awkwardness that ekisetween them, and
wishing she could blame him for it. But the truthitee matter was that, from
the moment he'd rested his head at her breasttrddiher name in that
heartbroken voice, she had aided and abetted ary evove.

She could have stopped him. All it would have tales a word, a sign
from her. Whatever else his failings, Adam was aainan to coerce a
woman against her will. But she had allowed herselee past the dark
good looks, the broad, charming, utterly seduagjwe, to the private hurts
he guarded so jealously, and that had been anfasédhke.

It had stripped her of her resistance as little elsuld have, leaving her at
the mercy of the desire that trailed through het,dand sweet as syrup, to
converge in pulsing expectation between her thigimsl now she had to
live with the knowledge of what she'd done.

Adam paced back to her, his tall, loose-limbed #arowding her into a

corner of the veranda. "I've always believed guoilbe a waste of energy,"”
he said, "but that doesn't mean I'm without regraemorse—for things |

couldn't help, and for some that | encouraged.”

"l don't want your regret or your remorse," shaltbim. "l don't want
anything from you."

"The trouble is,"” he went on, sweeping aside hadwas if they hadn't been
uttered, "that, unlike money, time is not a nedddacommodity. | can't go

back, and neither can you. Our only choice lieghich direction we choose
to march forward."

"And | have made that choice," she lied, becauséhsld no other option. A
sequence of events had been set in motion montharait was more than
she could face to bring them to a halt. "I've magebed and I'm perfectly
prepared to lie on it."



Adam teetered back and forth on his heels. "An af@te choice of
metaphor under the circumstances, Georgia," hensaakingly. "Do | take
that to mean you intend to go ahead and marry 8tevith him none the
wiser for your... little lapse?"

"What purpose would it serve to tell him, exceptitot him unbearably? It's
not as if what..." Swallowing to relieve the suddieyness in her throat, she
tried again. "What happened between us last night—"

"When we made love?" he supplied.
"Love?" She looked at him searchingly.

His gaze flickered away. "All right. Had sexualdrtourse. Does that sound
better?"

"It doesn't sound real,” she said. "I have diffigubelieving it actually
happened.”

"Oh, it happened all right," he assured her, "lbytou want to pretend it
didn't, that's your business. In fact, I'll makedtsy for you. Once we get
back to town and I've tied up a few loose endballggo away."

If he had ripped out her heart and ground it bdnlkeistheel, the agony could
not have been worse.

Something of the pain she endured must have showireoface because,
after a moment during which she felt his gaze retaiher, he said, "I do not
like to think I'm the sort of man who goes aroundtimg other people,

Georgia, yet | seem to make a habit of hurting yidus time when | leave, it
really will be for good."

She would hurt for the rest of her life, she thauglmbly. The skill would
lie not in surviving it, but in concealing it. "Wteswill you go?"

She felt rather than saw him shrug. "Why do yoe®4ar



Because | can't bear not knowing where you are, ydure with."l was
thinking about your grandmother. Won't she miss?jou

"Probably not as much as I'd like to think. Weltelspensable, I've found.
She compensated for my absence by turning to hends, her
charities—just as you turned to Steven." He flelisdshoulders and looked
away. "She can meet me in other places. Piper bgnsin't the center of the
universe."

Unbidden, another intrusive question she had nmbss asking popped out
of Georgia's mouth. "Will you ever get married,yin think?"

His reply devatated her. "Sure.” he said carelessly, scooping afaaof
snow from the veranda railing into a ball and mglit out into the brilliant
sunshine. "I might also takep ballet.”

His glib response more brutally exposed their sharght together for what
it hadreally been: sexual gratification, pure and simple. May&, whether
his or someone else's, still was not somethingol& seriously. As for
her—her weakness was slightly less despicablelibapromiscuity.

She wanted to weep for the things she'd forfeltedfirst love, her innocent
belief in happy endings, her lost child. Her figlgtispirit.

How typical of what she'd become, to weep and whieghands over those
losses, instead of striving to repair them. And haterly cruel to have
compounded the sin of indolence with cheap, shaklyindulgence.

Nothing less than the need to flagellate her cemea prompted her next
guestion. "Was there... anyone else for you.. savljibu were away, |
mean?"

He fixed her in a cool stare. "l don't think yowhany right to ask that, do
you?"

She flushed. "You're right. It's none of my bussés



But saying that, believing it even, didn't previtr@ thoughts from swirling
in her mind.Who had nursed him back to health? Wiped awaystineat
when the fever took hold, held his hand when the gagulfed hinh Bathed
him, comforted him, during the long months of lesavery?

He placed his hand flat on the door leading badkd& the chalet and
pushed it open. "l expect they'll clear the roamtay and we'll be free to
move out of here. I'll find out from Arne what Ircelo at his place before we
leave, to make things a bit easier for him whely teehim out of hospital.
Even a man of his indomitable self-reliance wilhdia cast on his leg
something of a liability, at least for a little viéi"

It was noon when she heard the grind of the snowplaming up the lane,
and half an hour after that before Steven arrivethe four-wheel-drive
Jeep his family used to negotiate the mountaingalading the winter.

"l am so glad to see you," he said, his voice ayebs drimming with the
sincerity of his love as he ran up the steps torevBbe waited to greet him.
"I have missed you dreadfully.”

She went into his open arms and hid her face againshoulder, weighed
down by the enormity of the wrong she had done h8teven," she choked,
"there's something you should know."

He lifted her chin and looked gravely into her ey&®u are safe and | am
here to take you home if you are ready to comeo haot need to know
anything else," he said with unwavering certainty.

She knew then that she could not destroy him witradmission of her
infidelity unless he asked her point-blank aboutsamething he would
never insult her by doing.

"l thought you would never get here," she said téaes clogging her voice.
"I've missed you, too."

He held her away from him and gazed at her seagbhitHave you?"



"More than | can tell you." Oh, how convincinglyriengue shaped a truth
cloaked in deceit!

"And you're ready to come home again?"

"Yes!" she cried, the desperation almost surfaclAg.soon as possible. |
never should have come here to begin with."

"Your family will be glad. Your mother—"

"My mother must be a basket case!"

He laughed. "Just about. She must have phonedsittigenty times in the
last two days." He lifted his eyebrows questionyngl told her there was
nothing to worry about. Was I right?"

What sort of person would it take to crush the Isdpe held out to her with
the same unspoken plea that a starving child nmoffet an empty plate?
Someone more honest, more honorable? More cours@dtodidn't signify;
what mattered was that she was not that sort sbpef'You were right.”

"Do you think," he said, touching her cheek lightlihat you could smile
when you say that? | have always found your snallogely."”

She thought her face would shatter into a thoup&tks. "Oh, Steven," she
said, turning and pressing a kiss to his palm, "siiso much more than |
deserve. How would | have managed this last yetout you?"

"Who cares? The situation never arose." He clehredhroat. "When do
you want to start back to town?"

"As soon as we've taken care of our casualty.”
"Casualty?"

"Yes. Arne broke his leg trying to find where hiephone line came
down."



A change swept over Steven's face, a subtle retexat the little grooves

of worry pinching his features. "Ah, so that's wigati were going to tell

me," he said, following her inside to where the mlan lay with his bad leg
propped on a rolled-up duvet. "l confess | was tacbncerned when |

couldn't get through to you on the phone, butwen@ccurred to me there'd
been an accident. Good thing Adam was here todemahd.” He hesitated
fractionally, casting a quick glance around themo8Where is he, by the
way?"

"At my house," Arne supplied, unwittingly addingtlaenticity to the overall
deception being perpetuat&th, he knows that winter in the mountains is
not a time to leave a place alone."

Was that relief that briefly rolled over Stever@sd before he could mask it?
Fresh shame rose up in Georgia, bitter as poidda.rfeeds to get to a
hospital so that the bone can be set properly,“ssié rushing to fill the
silence before guilt had her spilling out a conf@ss"Can you take him?"

"Yes." With the selfless capability that was hesdiemark, Steven sized up
the situation and took charge. "There's room far tgolie in the back of the
Jeep, Arne, but it's a good thing the new hospit&tiddlets Run is open
because I'm afraid you'd find it a long, rough radlethe way back to Piper
Landing. Will you come with us, Georgia?"

"No. I'll stay here, pack my stuff, and clean ug tihalet so that we're able to
leave as soon as you get back.”

"That makes more sense, now that I think abouSigven said. "The road's
pretty clear and the sanding crews are out, botdafoont has moved in and
icy conditions are expected once the sun goes dbadvrather you weren't
driving after dark, love, though we could, of cayravait until tomorrow if
you'd rather."

"No," she said hastily. "Let's head home today."

As soon as possible!



She wanted to put the last two days behind heevyer. No reminders, no
lingering at the scene of the crime. She would negme to this place again
as long as she lived.

Adam heard the sound of gears shifting on the itadine to the Drake
place, threw more logs in the wood stove and pohmedelf another snort
from the contents of the stone crock he'd foundrime's kitchen cupboard.
Cold, colorless, and definitely alcoholic, it wasl estuff, strong enough to
take paint off the wall and even numb the permaaehe in his thigh. But
not quite potent enough to erase last night's miesior

One good thing about the land of the midnight s@as that it limited the
hours in which dreams, as well as nightmares, conglep up under cover of
dark and take a man by surprise. Dreams were &pultorting reality,
impairing judgment, and raising a person's hopéspmssible heights.

The door on the cuckoo clock hanging on the walaisg open. Twelve
times the damn bird chirped, enough to drive a rardrink if his
conscience hadn't chased him there first. Adaedtilhe glass, squinted at
the bead of liquor rolling smoothly down the sided contemplated his next
move.

Give it another hour, he figured, and they'd beegdrack to their socially
correct wedding and the rest of their socially eottives. Then he could go
pick up his own stuff and drive back to civilizatibimself. Maybe bypass
Piper Landing and head straight for Vancouver, oityoright lights and
faceless, nameless, available women.

On the other hand, he could stay right where he avaksget thoroughly
plastered. Of the two choices, the second preséenest risks and required
a lot less effort.

Everything, it seemed, was conspiring to keep Gagmgsoner at the site of
her downfall. First, Steven was taking much lontpan she'd expected to
deliver Arne to the hospital, then, when she hadshécase packed and



ready to load in the trunk, she realized that ai¢othe lane might be clear,
her car was still buried in snow.

It would take a good half hour to dig it out, anditing for Steven to do the
job would prolong the agony of delay, not to menfiacrease the likelihood
of Adam's showing up again before she was gone.

The snow shovel she found was one of those widgyjialdy things
designed for masculine brawn. Meant to be push#terahan heaved, it
probably worked very well on the paved residerdraleways for which it
was intended, but it balked at the unevenness eftdélrain around the
chalet. Sheer annoyance at the repeated obstael&e gt encountering was
all that gave Georgia the energy to persevere théldamned thing.

"Planning to dig mine out, too, while you're at'it?

She had not heard Adam return. Startled, she satmgd with the shovel
at shoulder height, missing his head by a matténdafes. "When did you
get back?" she demanded ungraciously.

He grinned. "About eleventy-seven seconds ago."

A faint whiff of something vaguely alcoholic drittefrom him. She
wrinkled her nose fastidiously. "You've been drimidi You smell like a
still.”

He rounded on her with startling, furious speedndAyou sound like a
nagging wife," he raged in a low voice. "l am raiywever, your henpecked
husband—nor am | nearly as drunk as I'd like toBm®ze is not one of my
weaknesses."

"Why couldn't you have stayed away another hour?"

He whistled tonelessly, banking his anger. "Geegr@ia, you don't sound
any more pleased to see me now than you did wheinalculously came

back from the grave. Kind of makes me wonder why geer bothered with

me in the first place. Could it be this is the onlgy you can show a man
you love him?"



"If what | feel for you is love," she said, her hesplintering in ruins at the
deadly thrust he aimed at it, "then God help meéver want to see your
face again after today."

He shucked off his jacket. "In that case," he samstling the snow shovel
away from her, "allow me to speed you on your wégu'll be here until
next week at your present rate of progress."

It galled her that he made the task look so edsgisturbed her that he
looked so utterly gorgeous. It appalled her thatglght of him, drunk or
sober, was enough to turn her liquid with longing.

She was ready to scream with frustration. Three dayp, she had been in
control of her destiny, looking forward to a nicedding, a nice husband, a
nice life. Dull, by some people's standards perhbpsoh, so safe. How
could it all have changed so dramatically in sushart time?

"Steven's here, you know," she said, as thoughrtéetion of his name
would be enough to ward off the evil spell underchitshe'd fallen.

"l figured as much."”
"He's taken Arne to the hospital.”

Adam halted his efforts long enough to register $usprise. "In Piper
Landing? That's a six-hour, round- trip drive."

"There's a new hospital opened at Fiddler's RunR&dgort in the next
valley. He should be back here any time now."

"I should have figured something like that." Adagsumed his attack on the
snowbank. "It's not Steven's style to abandon aemain distress."

"Unlike you!" she said sharply.

That was her second mistake. The first was in awingy believed Adam
when he said he wasn't nearly as drunk as he'dtdikee. Indeed, the



speculative gaze he brought to bear on her toldiarhe was completely
sober."Would you care to explain that remark, Ge@'ghe asked softly.

"No," she mumbled, turning away to hide her cordosi'l mean, there's
nothing to explain. Suffice it to say that, as Idtgou the other night, the
alacrity with which you seized the chance to esdhpemarriage trap left
some people unconvinced it was my decision toatabbur wedding."

Another in her growing list of little white lies dn blatant
misrepresentations, but who was keeping score?réabat Steven knew
she'd been pregnant at the time Adam had lefthanslould never tell.

But Adam was even more perceptive than she'd gmencredit for. He
closed iron fingers around her wrist and spun laekho face him, bringing
her up sharply against the unyielding strengthi®thest. From a distance,
they might have been lovers about to embrace.

Fragrant with mountain air and caraway-flavoredudigr, his breath
winnowed over her face. "Why do | feel as if th@tef us are involved in a
game, Georgia," he murmured, his gaze seemingroibto that corner of
her mind where she hoarded all her secrets, "laitythu're the only one
who knows the rules?"

She didn't know how she'd have answered him ihatmoment, the Jeep
hadn't swung around the bend in the lane. "Plessgplbefore Steven sees
you clutching me like this and wonders what's bgeimg on behind his
back," she said calmly. "I would not like him tomp to the right
conclusions and question the wisdom of marrying Asefor games, | grew
tired of them about the same time that | grew toggou."

Adam dropped her as if he'd been shot. Quickly,aetely. "If | thought
you really were the unfeeling bitch you pretendbéo | could quickly learn
to despise you—and | certainly pity Steven."

Without another word she tore herself free fromgbern in his eyes and
turned to greet her fiancé. Opaquely wary, Stevgldace flickered to

Adam, then back again to her. He touched her el@gvihat's going on

Georgia?" he asked.’



CHAPTER SEVEN

"NOTHING." Hearing the breathlessness in her voice, Gedaiiasure
Steven must correctly ascertain it stemmed fronit.glivhen can we
leave?"

"As soon as you're ready." He indicated her sutedth her car keys slung
carelessly over the handle, and the box of fooddstleared out of the
refrigerator. "Is this everything?"

"Except for my jacket and purse."
“I'll get them."

"No!" She had not meant to sound so shrill but,amed by the raking scorn
in Adam's eyes, she didn't know which was worsaviteg him alone to say
God knew what to Steven, or being left alone wiilm therself. "What |
mean," she added apologetically, "is that | knovereh left them, so I'll do
it."

"All right." Steven nodded slightly and picked uertkeys. "Then I'll start
your car while you're gone. It'll take a while tbe engine to warm up.”

She raced inside the chalet, wanting above alltelsbort-circuit any sort of
conversation between the two men. In his presenbdnddam was
dangerous and liable to say anything.

Her coat lay over the back of one of the kitcheairshbut it took precious
moments for her to locate her purse which shedups$tairs, in the loft
where she had spent the night with Adam.

Without premeditation, she sank again to the betllaid her face on the
cool, smooth duvet. The night...and Adam. Wouldeler separate them in
her mind?

That was, of course, the real reason she and Steagtmever made love.
During the day, her impersonation of a woman caughih passion would
be too apparent, and the nights were not for spailihey were the times



when she took out her hoard of memories and relirech. How could she
contemplate marrying one man when another invadeaights?

Below the window, her car horn tooted a remindet the afternoon was
passing quickly toward evening. Scooping up hes@tirom the little pine
dresser beside the bed, she hurried down to the @foor again just as
Adam'’s voice floated through the still air.

"If you wanted to prove something by sending mehepe, Steven old
buddy,” she heard him say, "you succeeded. Weteivais in love. The
lady is all yours. Take her with my blessing."

He was loading her suitcase in the trunk of herasane spoke, and Steven
stood beside the driver's door, with his back to Bée did not catch his
reply but whatever it was, it made Adam laugh. Tthal could attempt a
joke at such a time alienated her to the pointfrabat hating both of them.

"That's very sporting of you, Adam, I'm sure," sim@pped, marching down
the steps and sweeping past him, "but | am not snamémate trophy to be
handed back and forth between friends."

"You give a pretty good imitation of one at timels¢' drawled.

"Georgia, love!" Steven swung around in consteamatiYou've got it all
wrong. Adam didn't mean that the way it sounded."

"Yes, | did," Adam said. "Every word."

Temper flaring and emotions raw, Georgia consigogeerdition what was
left of her socially correct, scrupulously morabupging. "Drunken sot!"
she spat, sweeping past him with a killing glarel aimbing into the
driver's seat. "Horse's ass!"

Her last impression, snatched through the rearméwor as the car skidded
down the lane, was of Steven shaking his headviilderment—and Adam
leaning on the handle of his snow shovel, doubfedith mirth.



From the day she had moved in, her cottage had texeimaven. She loved
its honey-colored oak floors, the view of the rilem its paned windows,
its curving staircase and brass light fixtures. Buist of all, she loved its
absence of painful nostalgia..

There was nothing of Adam in this house. No reagllhis filling the
doorway with his height, or slouching with leanpeaemical grace to scoop
up the morning newspaper. No mental image of hitimgiacross from her
in the sunny, south-facing window of the breakfasbk. No memory of
him stretching out beside her in the four-poster iyestairs, his hand toying
with her hair or his mouth igniting her passion.

Yet when she let herself in the front door on leum from the chalet, he
came in with her, if not in the flesh then undetyah spirit. He took up

residence with such swift ease that she knew simydoeen fooling herself
in believing she'd ever been free of him. He'd Heeking in the shadows
all along.

She carried her suitcase up the stairs and whel@ispacked, listened to the
calls on her telephone answering machine. Predyctafough, most of
them were from her mother whose distress became pronounced with
each message.

"Georgia, | just spoke to Steven. He told me wlyene are and I'm terribly
worried. Why couldn't you have come to your familystead of running
away? Call me the minute you get back, dear, please

"I had hoped to hear from you before now, Georgur father and | are
very concerned.”

"This is unforgivable, Georgia. What am | suppotsei@|l people when they
ask where you are? The wedding's only fifteen dayay."

"l spoke to Steven again this morning. He puts dmaave front, but | see
Adam Cabot's fine hand in all of this. Don't yointhSteven deserves better
than to be put through such anxiety at this late?la



Last, in the unlikely event that Georgia had somenasunderstood her
mother's concern, came Samantha's dire predi¢libis is your sister." As
if there was any mistaking those righteous tondsst'in case you haven't
yet realized it, Adam Cabot is nothing but troulble!s incapable of giving a
woman what she needs and you're driving Mothenteaaly grave with all
your last-minute nonsense. If you let Steven $lipugh your fingers, you'll
regret it for the rest of your life. You'll end aplonely old woman with no
one to take care of you and it will be nothing lgss you deserve. | cannot
believe you're gambling with your future like thu must be mad.”

Adam nothing but troub® Undoubtedly, Georgia thought, trailing
discarded clothes on the floor from bedroom to twathn. But,unable to
give a woman what she needed?

She filled the old cast-iron, claw-footed tub, adide lavish capful of
perfumed bath oil, then lowered herself into theenaFragrant ribbons of
steam wound protectively about her, attempting kockb the sensory
memories that sliced through her mind with unpatadl clarity, but they
outmaneuvered her from the start.

She lifted one foot, absentmindedly examined iseraipped toes, and
acutely relived the touch of Adam's hand as it swleplength of her thigh.

What he gave her covered the entire spectrum ofnuemotion. With him
she knew grief, ecstasy, pain, joy. He brought hdlly alive again,
tempering regret with hope.

Gambling with her future8he soaped a big fat sponge and smoothed it over
her breasts to the place where her baby once B&sbreShe had buried her
future along with her past, the day she'd sent Adatof her life. At best,
she was marking time; at worst...

Steven deserves better.
Ah, yes. When it came to an accounting, this waswwst sin: making

promises before God to love, honor and cherish mwiegen she knew she
had nothing of true value to give him.



She let the sponge fall into the water with a ptdp and curled up, hugging
her arms around her knees. Her hair fell forwasdng without success to
shield her from her shame.

Of course she could not marry Steven. It had begfothe question from
the first. If she did not love him as she loved Ajahe at least loved him
enough not to condemn him to the role of second d&ed expect him to
pretend it was enough. He had the right to a wiie was free to accept and
treasure what he had to bring to their relationstithout her yearning for
what she couldn't have with someone else. Stevesrded to come first.

And she? What did she deserve?

Exactly what she'd got. Nothing but heartache. thadvery real possibility
of another unplanned pregnancy.

Her culpability lay not in her having made lovetlwine man while she was
engaged to marry another, though God knew that beaksenough. Her

greatest sin had been the perpetuation of her elfssceit which, from the

moment he'd stepped back into her life, Adam hambgsed with the brutal,

uncompromising honesty that was his trademarka# time to shed the role
she'd so conscientiously assumed and go back eptiecg who she really

was: a rebel, perhaps, but at least one true tonbst deeply held beliefs.
The charade was over.

Wearily, she toweled herself dry and slipped intivegsh nightgown. She
would sleep that night, if not with the innocenéahild then at least with
the knowledge that, tomorrow, all aspects of théhtvould emerge and the
painful business of reparation begin.

She went first to Steven, catching him before fiehis apartment for the
bank. "I hope this isn't too early,” she said withpreamble when he
opened the door, "but | needed to see you as spassible.”

"Yes," he said quietly, leaning forward to kiss fobeek. "I thought you
might. Have you had breakfast?"



"No."
"May | get you something?"
She shook her head. "No, thank you. Steven, I—"

"Coffee, then?" He lifted a half-full carafe frorhet breakfast bar in his
smart, compact kitchen. "I could use a second istyself."

What she wanted was to say what she had to saklgubefore she lost her
nerve: that she had done him a terrible injustitdetting him assume
responsibility for her happiness; that marriageolaed a great deal more
than the sharing of "for worse" and with her, haulddind little to celebrate

in the way of "for better."

She could see, though, that her arrival had distlirthis usual
imperturbability and that he needed breathing spacegain command of
himself. "All right. Cream, please, and no sugar."

He looked at her with gentle reproof. "l know hoauytake your coffee, my
love," he said, filling a mug and pushing it acrasser before refilling his
own and coming to perch on the stool next to hetiseabar.

"Of course you do," she said. "After all this timgu know just about
everything about me."

"Yes, | do," he said, and took a long, deep bredtitluding the fact that
you've come here this morning to tell me what | ldali let you say
yesterday at the chalet.” He sighed again and tbalkéer. "I'm listening
now, Georgia."

How he must be hurting! And how typical that hdxketded her, fighting
her battles for her even though he must have krallatong he would wind
up the loser.

"l cannot marry you, Steven," she said, her voliakeg almost as much as
the hands she closed around her coffee mug. "Amd $0 sorry that | ever
let you believe | could.”



"You're still in love with Adam."
"Yes."
"Have you told him?"

"No. It wouldn't do any good. He doesn't love me, ib he does, not
enough.”

"I had hoped | could be the one to make up for,'tt&teven said, loosening
the knot in his tie, "but that's not how these gisimork, is it?"

She blinked furiously, trying to dam the tears tlese up in her throat. "I
wish they did," she quavered. "Oh, Steven, | wistould be you. | want so
badly to love you the way a bride should love heog1. You make me feel
warm and safe, and | am so afraid to be without'you

He pulled out a linen handkerchief and offeredbither. "Isn't that what
marriage is all about, Georgia? Leaning on eachr@th

"Yes," she sobbed, "but not if it only comes ong/yva

"l suppose not." He picked up his mug, then pudatvn again without
drinking. "Have you told your family?"

She mopped her eyes. "No," she sniffed. "l feléd it to you to come here
first."

"When you see your mother, will you apologize to tog me? I'm afraid |
misled her badly when | told her not to worry, d@hdt everything would be
all right.”

"How could you have known it wouldn't be?"

His smile broke her heart. "Oh, my darling Georgegryone knew, even
you. You just fought accepting the knowledge lontjam the rest of us,
that's all. But your mother and your sister..." Blerugged and even
drummed up a creditable imitation of a laugh. "Wdayyou think they were



so appalled by Adam's reappearance, if not becthese recognized it
spelled the end of their hopes for you and me?"

"l don't know how I'm going to tell them.’
He covered her hand with his. "Would you like meltoit for you?"

"Of course | would," she cried. "I'd like you toahder all the problems and
relieve me of having to do a damn thing but thitlowt myself. It's the

perfect definition of our relationship—your givingnd my taking without

once considering the cost to you."

"You know better than anyone that that's what kwdf about, Georgia.
Why else did you end your engagement to Adam?"

"Because | didn't want him to feel he was beingrogaded into marriage
when | found | was pregnant.”

"Exactly. And perhaps," Steven suggested gently,déserves to be made
aware of that fact now. It might make all the diéiece to the way he
presently sees things."It was something she muiest during the drive
across town to her family's home. But if she detitte follow Steven's
advice, it would have to wait its turn. Before tledte had to face her parents
and her sister— the latter sooner than she'd esgecthe realized,
recognizing Samantha's car parked next to theihentstin the driveway.

To her vast surprise, neither woman reacted tobaess as she'd expected.
Natalie reeled a little but, after a moment, wrapper arms around Georgia
and held her close in a show of affection that asmsare as it was warm.
"My darling girl," she said quietly. "I had a femfj this would be the
outcome."

Astonishingly, Samantha's eyes filled with tea¥®hy?" she wailed. "Why
do you have to be different and always do thingshidwd way?"

Misunderstanding, Georgia sighed and said, "I'nmmys@ammie. | tried to
be the sort of person you all want me to be, butst don't fit the same
conservative mold that suits you so well."



"We don't care, as long as you're happy—and yoe weith Steven."

"No, dear." Their mother, who'd gone to sit quiettythe sofa in front of the
fire, spoke up. "Georgia hasn't been really happgesbefore Adam went
away. She just worked hard to make us happy an@ that quite the same
thing."

Georgia sat down next to her. "Mother, I'm sorrknbw I've disappointed
you but my conscience—"

"Conscience, my foot!" Tears still sparkling, Sammanglared. "Adam
Cabot's at the bottom of all this, isn't he? Whwyn'tlgou just admit it,
Georgia?"

"All right.” Georgia raised her hands in resignatitBut not in the way you
think, Samantha. I'm not tossing one man asidake up with another.
Adam doesn't even know that I've called off the aved."”

"It won't make a bit of difference when he doeslfout," her sister predicted
heatedly. "He broke your heart once, Georgia, altldo it again.”

"You're probably right,” Georgia said. "It's a chart'll have to take. But I've
learned something over the last two days, Samndeather be miserable
over my own broken heart than be responsible forezme else's, which is
what eventually would have happened if I'd goneadhand married
Steven."

Brave words—as long as she didn't have to actemtland for the next two
weeks the busywork entailed in canceling a weddicaupied all her time.
But at last there was no excuse for further prdicrason. On the third

Monday after her return from the mountains, shenpldoAdam and asked
him to stop by her house sometime.

"Why?" he wanted to know, clearly not thrilled thetinvitation. "The last
time you saw me, you said you never wanted toyset en me again.”

"I know, but it's important that | explain certdhings. Please, Adam," she
said, sensing a refusal.



"Beats me what we have to talk about,” he repligdandedly, "but if it's
that important, sure. How's Sunday evening, araigkit or so?"

Almost a week before she could unburden her sool® ebuld she bear to
wait that long? "Fine," she said.

She kept herself busy in a flurry of seasonal d@gtihs usual for the days
leading up to Christmas week, business was brigleastudio. During the
evenings, she spent her time cleaning her house tiop to bottom, filling

the rooms with fresh flowers, stringing dozens iafy twhite Christmas
lights through the wisteria vine climbing up thelwautside her front

door,and laying in a supply of the French MerlotaAdused to enjoy so
much.

On the Saturday, she closed the studio at noontraated herself to the
works at the town's most upscale beauty salon—évery from a facial
and haircut to a pedicure. On the way home, sheepaa boutique that
specialized in items costing more than most pespémt on a month's rent,
and succumbed to the temptation of a pair of mintrigue velvet lounging
pajamas displayed in the window.

By Sunday evening, bathed, perfumed and jitterg &senager on a blind
date, she posted herself at the window overlookiegdrive and practised
what she would say. All of which was more tharttéelridiculous.

What, after all, did she expect of this meetingatidoming clean about her
own motivations and feelings would convince Adam abandon his
mistrust of matrimony and snatch at the chanceldatphis ring on her
finger again, now that Steven's had been convdypidisposed of? Hardly,
if their last private exchange had been any indboabf how he really felt
about her!

Even the setting for this command performance cedlé the new Georgia,
Adam decided, as the Rolls whispered to stop afrbet door. Demure and
graceful on the outside, the house was neverthblaigo last; a survivor
with a core of inner fortitude, just like its owner



She opened the door before he could ring thelelhad a brief impression
of rich, soft velvet anchored at her tiny waisthwat gold silk-tasseled cord,
and immediately averted his eyes before they werd visual rampage of
the rest of her. Safer by far to concentrate ordéwr surrounding him.

"Sorry I'm a bit late,” he said, blatantly takirtgak of his surroundings.

Unlike the spare elegance of her old apartment wattblack lacquered
furniture and artfully arranged bird- of-paradiswers, this place
displayed a montage of pastels and mellow old wawgglimmer of brass
and the old-fashioned charm of roses and baby&hore

Slim hand resting on the newel post at the foathef stairs, she watched
him, gauging his reaction. Sliheft hand, he noticed, and ringless, as he
knew it would be, courtesy of his grandmother'seogable sources.

"Where'd you hear that?" he'd asked with studieiffarence, when she'd
told him the Chamberlaine- Drake wedding was off.

"At the hairdresser's, darling grandson of mineeV'B eyes had sparkled
with merry malice. "Where else?"

Should he comment on the news now? Offer his cembels? Or had
Georgia asked him here to rake him over the coalday the blame for yet
another aborted wedding at his feet?

Briefly, his glance collided with hers. "What?" &gked irritably, when she
remained silent.

She blinked and ran the tip of her tongue over liEs, evoking an
outrageous quiver of desire in him. "l beg yourdoer?"

"Why the inspection?" He scowled and willed hisfléo more circumspect
behavior. "Do | have broccoli stuck between my fri@eth, or something?"

She clutched the newel post at the foot of thesstaore firmly. "Broccoli?"
she echoed dazedly. "No. Why do you ask?"



"Because you're staring at me as if there's somgtsadly amiss with the
way | look." He brushed his hands down the fronthaf sweater and
shrugged. "Is it the clothes I'm wearing? Not forereough for the occasion
perhaps?”

"You look perfectly..." She did it again, tormenteien with the tip of her
tongue. "... perfectly fine," she finished on ahsig

"In that case, why don't you tell me why you askesito come over?"

"Yes." She hesitated, and he was all set to warnKeep your damned
tongue in your mouth where it belongs unless ydo'ok&ing for trouble,
when she loosened her death grip on the newelgmaissort of gave herself
a little shake. With a dainty flourish, she wavead howard an archway
leading into the living room. "Come and sit dowrsti May | pour you a
glass of wine?"

"No." In front of the fireplace, two love seats éalceach other, separated by
a coffee table on which sat a large crystal brasdifter filled with
red-berried holly sprigs and white roses. He pathkeaself smack in the
middle of one sofa and spread his arms along gkioned back, taking up
as much space as possible to preclude the possiilher coming to sit
next to him. There was a limit to how much he caake of her particular
brand of subtle attack. "What do you want to talknte about?"

She looked a little taken aback at his brusquefiégsll, actually, it's rather
a long story, but | suppose | should begin witteitding. Steven and | called
off the wedding."

"Why are you telling me?"

"Because you're the reason, Adam."

He rolled his eyes. "You told him what happened tla¢ chalet?
Georgia—confession might have been good for yout, dmut did it once

occur to you that it might not have been partidylgood for Steven's? That
it might, in fact, have caused him needless pain@idh't that-?"



"l didn't tell him," she said.

It took a minute for her words to sink in. "What?"

"l didn't tell him. That's not why we decided todethings."
He eyed her narrowly. Wedecided—oryou?"

"l did."

"Well, shoot, why not? You've had more practicégradll.”

She winced and twisted her fingers nervously. Fah#e nothing but the
muted tick of a grandmother clock in the corner dradcrackle of the logs
on the fire disturbed the screaming silence. Tlana rush of breath, she
said, "The reason | had to break off my engagemaeBteven is that I'm still
in love with you, Adam."

He refused to acknowledge the leap his heart gaware that her teal blue
gaze was fixed imploringly on him, he spread hispalm face up. "You
have the strangest way of showing it, my dearslse, what are some of
the sentiments you've expressed since | came lmdokybur life?" He
enumerated them, one at a time, on his fingetsvish you'd stayed dead',
'nobody has ever made me cry the way you do', kdnusot', ‘horse’'s-"."

"Don't!" A blush of color flooded her face. "Pleasen't remind me of what
| called you. I'm embarrassed enough already."

"Then there's the small matter of your having tole to take a hike in the
first place," he continued heartlessly. "Gee, I'ladgyou don't hate me,
Georgia."

"You felt pressured into asking me to marry yolhe shot back. "You'd
made it clear from the start of our involvement y@u weren't interested in
settling down and the way we argued over eveig litifle, once you'd put a
ring on my finger, seemed to bear out the fact. WVheffered you your
freedom, you leapt at the chance to take it."



"As | recall," he said, "what yodemandedvas putting our relationship on
hold long enough for me to take the Air Force uptsoffer of a two month

extension of duty so that | could test out thewriighter jet, and you could
decide if you were ready to become Mrs. Adam Cabot.

"Remember it any way you please.” Agitated, sheugolrom her seat in a
swirl of exotic perfume and dark blue velvet. "ljuning to pour myself a
club soda. Are you sure you won't change your raimout the wine?"

When he shook his head, she went on, "The factinsntiaat when you left
so willingly, I knew I'd done the right thing."

"Very decent of you, I'm sure. Your family must kbaveen so proud that
you didn't demean yourself by begging me to stay."”

"I could have," she said, her voice suddenly tigith anguish. "I could
have tried to hold on to you with the best reasothe world.”

Premonition laid a cold finger along his spine, loapthe furor her other
disclosures had aroused in him. "And what reasdimaits Georgia?"

The glass she held rattled against the bottleutf sbda in her other hand, a
musical tinkling as if a breeze had disturbed andie&er. "l was pregnant at
the time," she said baldly.

"What?"

"And | thought," she continued, "that if you canmeek to me voluntarily, it
would be a sign that we really were meant for eattter. And if you

didn't—" Her voice rose and fell, tossed on a walvenshed tears. "—then
| didn't want you on any other terms, especially aot of a sense of
obligation."

"You withheld from me the fact that you were pregim&nowing as you did
how | feel about children being deserted by thairepts? Knowing that |
would no more turn my back on a child of mine thdr—"



"I had only just found out, Adam. It was early daysl | thought there'd be
plenty of time to tell you, when#—"

" Where is my baby?"

She half turned toward him and shook her head. r&&eno baby," she
whispered.

He lunged up from the love seat, a red haze blyifria vision. "You killed
my child?"

Soda water splashed out of the bottle, missinglass and puddling instead
on the silver serving tray. "No! You know me bettean to ask such a
thing!"

"I don't know you at all," he informed her savagélyou've proved that
over and over again. First, you manufacture a reaso break our
engagement, then you decide to withhold the newafsyibu're carrying my
child. Then, when it seems you've been cheated ajuta grand

reconciliation, you glom on to my best friend andka him jump through
hoops instead. You aren't the woman | fell in lovith, Georgia. You've
become a control freak who manipulates people @drostances to suit
her whim."

"Well," she said shakily, "you did say, when we gvat the chalet, that you
almost hated me. I'm beginning to believe you méant

"So am |, Georgia," he said. "So am |."



CHAPTER EIGHT

HE HURLED the words at her with the deadly accuracy of albénding
its mark. The silence in its wake was deafeningeliRg from the shock,
Georgia pressed her lips together in an attemsiiltaheir trembling.

He looked as dismayed as she felt. They stare@ddlt ether across the
width of the room and Georgia knew they'd reachewses point. Either she
told him all that was in her heart and risked Iggnim, or she guaranteed it
by retreating into that wasteland that had beerehestional shelter for so
long.

"I have always loved you," she replied, dredginghgcourage to make the
admission. "Enough to let you follow your dreamnth&dam, and enough
to bare my soul to you now."

For the longest time he simply stared at her. Tieepassed a weary hand
across his eyes and, coming to where she stobé &lble, said, "Oh, hell, |
can see this is going to turn into a long eveningybe I'll have some of that
wine, after all.”

Caught squarely between dismay and optimism, Gaongidded and
swabbed ineffectually with a paper serviette at pedle of club soda
before reaching for the Merlot. "All right."”

"Better let me," Adam said, removing the bottlenfrber hands, "before you
make an even bigger mess of things."”

"That does seem to be what I'm best at, doesh'sit® remarked, with a
faltering stab at levity. "Pity it isn't a markelalzommodity."

"Go sit down, Georgia," he replied, not ungentlgiping her aside. Even in
the midst of uncertainty, part of her warmed totbigch. "And stop berating
yourself for not living up to your own impossibligh expectations. We all
make mistakes but they become unpardonable onlg Keep on repeating
them."



While she dwelt on the wisdom of that observati@filled two glasses and
placed them on the coffee table, then resumedehisaxross from her.

"It seems to me," he said reflectively, "that wenetiow have to figure out a
way to air our grievances—and there's no denyindhardor more than a
few toward one another—with a modicum of respect dach other's
feelings. What | said, a moment ago..." He blew aubreath. "... was
inexcusable. I'm sorry if | insulted you."

"You ought to have known better than to think | Wwbbave aborted our
baby."

"And you ought to have told me you were pregnanivas my baby, too,
and | had a right to know."

"l planned to tell you eventually, but not thent méhen you were torn
between two alternatives. It was more importantyfou to find out what
you really wanted, me or your work."

His lips tightened in annoyance. "It's a real pitgt, in deciding what was
important, you failed to include the fact that lomeolves trust. The bottom
line, Georgia, is that you didn't love me enouglrist me."

"l loved you enough to give you your freedom," shied. "Maybe | loved
you too much."”

"No!" He chopped his hand through the air in derfiddbu manipulated our

relationship and you're still doing it. You alwayave to have control, and
that's how we arrived at the point we're at nowt berause you loved me
too much but because you didn't believe | loved goaugh. And having

decided that, you thought you'd better take stesdtect yourself, even to
the point of depriving me of the knowledge of myppa

She bowed her head to hide the despair that sive\kas flooding her eyes.
"So what are you saying, Adam? That too much hppédraed and now it's
too late for us?"



"l think a more relevant question might be, i®d soon?" Heaving a mighty
sigh, he swirled his wine moodily. "You've alwayaimed to be the rebel in
your family, the one that didn't follow the conviemial route, but that's not
really true. You want the house, mortgage, andana a half children just
as badly as Sammie wants them. You just go abdtihgehem a different

way, that's all.”

Surprise had her snapping to attention. "That'sytta

"Is it? When we met, you claimed to be a free smriwoman too involved
in her work to have the time or inclination for ties of marriage. Yet—"

"I know—I know!" Beleaguered by the uncompromisitagic of his
argument, she slumped against the cushioned atheafouch and leaned
her head against her hand. "When | met you, alié¢lime resolutions flew
out of the window. That's what love does to a wopdalam. Takes over her
life and redefines its parameters.”

"You call that love?" There was no mistaking thawding cynicism in his
voice. "Then how do you explain that when | seemedbe gone
permanently, you took up with Steven? Or how, nbat I'm back, you're
ready to drop him and pick up where we left off 2 Maay | see it, that
doesn't spell 'love’ so much as 'desperate to ggied', Georgia.”

"l already told you, | never loved Steven the waye you."

"But you were willing to marry him when you thougjdu couldn't have
me, and that brings us to real question of why geked me over here
tonight.”

As though he found the atmosphere too stiflingsurged up from the couch
and went to stand at the window. Her gaze followad, recording how

well the cranberry sweater and white shirt he warer dark gray slacks
showcased the austere grace of his figure.

Without turning, he suddenly rapped out, "What tisyou want now,
Georgia? Another proposal from me? Another ringd At decide I'm not



interested, what then? Will you go running baclSteven and tell him it
was all a big mistake, thae'sthe one you really want?"

She couldn't blame him for his misgivings. All fwld do was face them
without flinching or attempting to refute themfArén'tyou interested?" she
asked in a low voice.

Time slowed to the agonized ticking of millisecondsefore he
condescended to face her again. She saw his brawstdgether, his chest
rise and fall beneath the cranberry sweater. iissr normally deeply blue
as summer dusk, blazed into smoking passion.

"l wish | weren't," he growled. "And if that's taouch to ask, then | wish to
God that | could lie as easily as you seem abtotd

Her hopes crumpled in a tinkling heap. "If thattsvhyou see things between
us," she said, "then we're no further ahead thaweve fifteen months ago.
I'll get your coat."

Vision blurred with disappointment, she groped way to the front hall.
Her hands closed over the soft leather of his jaakd it was all she could
do not to bury her face in it and howl. But sheate fool enough of herself
for one night; she'd save the hysterics for wheéd gene. Heaven knew,
she'd have the rest of her life to bewail havirgj lkom.

"I think you'd better explain that remark," he sh@mn close behind, which
was the first indication she had that he'd follove. Just how close he
was, though, didn't become apparent until she spoand and found
herself brought up short against his chest.

"I'd have thought it was plain enough," she saighedessly enmeshed in the
warm, masculine scent of him. "When it comes toretlationship, we both
shy away from the truth. The thought of commitmstiit has you reacting
like a man being led to the slaughter, and I'nh afrhid of what it will cost
me if | let you know how deeply | care for you. Oténg, howeverhas
changed: | no longer want anything from you unlkgssre able to offer it
without reservation. If | have to grovel to get yimuadmit you love me, I'd
as soon do without.”



Even to admit such a thing was pure anguish. Hgngmto her composure
by a thread, she tossed the jacket at him. "Youlskelisten to your advice,
Adam. I'm not making the same mistake again."

Flinging aside the jacket, he let fly with a shaxkiobscenity. "You make
me crazy, do you know that?" he whispered savag@éfhen I'm around
you, | don't function up here—" He stabbed a finggdnis temple in disgust.
"All I want is to strip you naked and lose myseifyou, and never mind
whose ring is on your finger."

"Yes, well..." Her breath jerked raggedly. "Thatteore or less what
happened that night at the chalet and then, ong'd got what you wanted,
you told me it meant nothing, that it was just s@rother big mistake,
right?"

"What happened that night at the chalet was toeflgriclandestine to
qualify as anything other than what it was, an anpkd coupling that didn't
begin to satisfy either one of us," he said hogrdedcing fiery circles over
the palm of her hand with sensuous intent.

"Speak for yourself." She tried to sound coolly wwed but conviction was
hard to project with desire weaving from that onepof contact to suffuse
her entire body with heat. "In fact, why don't yialke your own advice and
stop trying to second-guess—"

He leaned forward and kissed her, taking her b sucprise that she was
caught with her mouth open. And once his lips tedgchers, she had no
desire to close it. Quite the opposite, in facte Siearned toward him,

offering herself so blatantly that he could notgbly have misunderstood
the message for anything other than what it wasmigsion, pure and

simple, to have his way with her.

Because he was the most contrary and infuriatingn mmathe world,
however, he contented himself—and tortured her—Hmosing to sample
but not possess. Holding her hands firmly by hde,she kept her at just
enough of a distance to prevent her from suppohergelf against him, and
bent his energies to reducing her to a moaninghimg mass of submission
barely able to keep itself upright.



"I might have known you'd take advantage of me¢' stoaned softly.

"Rubbish!" Barely lifting his mouth from hers, hesng their joined hands
in a wide arc to meet behind her back. "If you waetto stop, all you have
to do is tell me. It's your call, Georgia."

How could she make the decision with her body asalthin frightening

conspiracy against the rational part of her thained: This is not the way!
First, we must resolve the differences, reestalthshtrust, before we give
way to passion.

But trust was a vague commodity, not easily ideedifexcept by its
absence, whereas passion was unmistakable imrtsclkfor recognition.

She searched avidly for his mouth again, hoping bbebose to interpret
correctly her little whimper of acquiescence andstlspare her having to
make the choice, but he would have none of it.

"I'm waiting, Georgia," he said, his voice vibraideliciously against her
lips. "Tell me what you want."

Desire ran too high to be denied. "l want you," atimitted on a defeated
sigh. "l want you. Now."

She couldn't know how close he was to flash pdietdidn't want to think
about it himself. If she had refused him...

But she had not. She had given him permission Isecthe fever that had
taken hold of him had reached out to infect hew, tder blue-green eyes
were wide and glazed, her breathing ragged, amelwas hard with arousal,
so was she. Not even the rich drape of velvet cdidduise the almost
visible pulsing of her breasts or their tautly plelktips.

The need to touch her, to inhale the fragranceeofskin, to taste it, damn
near destroyed him. Reaching out, he tore her tfooge from its buttoned



closure and bared her shoulder. One more swiftpsheg and she was
naked to the waist except for the lacy peach alitsustiher bra.

It was the first time in over, a year that he hatllaoked at her from the fog
of dreams and darkness. With an aching fascinatematched the rise and
fall of her breasts, observed his thumbs hook entié band holding up her
wide-legged trousers and eased it past her wadsetsweet slender curve of
her hips.

Infected by the same compelling urge, she movetuoh him, her gaze
roaming in the wake of her fingers as they tradedn the flat plane of his
abdomen to his belt buckle and beyond until, watiurous delicacy, they
found his groin.

"Now, Adam," she repeated on a scrap of breatm,thea gesture so
artlessly generous and erotic that he could hay,wank to her knees and
pillowed her cheek against the swollen ridge ofansusal.

The stamina of Hercules would not have been enaoghithstand such
seduction and Adam was long past the point of pcetg he was immortal.
With a growl of agonized pleasure, he bent and stvepinto his arms. "Not
yet, and not here," he muttered against her throat.

Taking the stairs two at a time, he shouldereduag through a half-open
door on the left of the landing and found himselfai room awash with
subdued lamplight. He retained a blurred impressibmich mahogany,
white eyelet cotton, wallpapered pink cabbage rodembing over a
slanting ceiling, but his chief focus was the bdthwts pencil-slim posts
and fat pillows.

The mattress sighed gently beneath their weiglatated with well-sprung
long-suffering the stripping away of their clothjreqnd settled quietly about
their bodies as they came together, nesting from th toe in perfect
alignment.

"Now, Adam," she said again, her lips reaching blindly fis and her
fingernails digging into the flesh of his shouldeg®on," he assured her,



the last rational corner of his mind determiningtthhis time, reckless haste
would not mar the glory.

He didn't know what came after tonight. If whatythveere about to share
marked the end, he intended to preserve in pecfadty the memory of it.
If, on the other hand, it should turn out to dereteew beginning, it would
serve as a banner for the rest of their lives. thethold you first.. .let me
get to know you again."

Memory had not deceived him, except in his peroggtiof how long he
could withstand the temptation of her. She wasdi€ately fashioned as
ever, at once reed slender and softly femininehdfcould bottle the
fragrance of her, he'd be a millionaire overnigiat thought hazily, burying
his lips in her hair. He wanted to kiss her for tspunvestigate at leisure the
exquisite texture of her skin, feast indefinitelythe rosy tip of her breast.

He might have succeeded in all three had she beeterd to accept his
homage but she was a fiend disguised as an angakting him withher
mouth,herhandsherlips. When, in retaliation, he slid his tongue lgregth
of her and tasted her milky sweetness, time becathan ally but a foe.

Sensation rippled through Georgia, fiery, intoximgt Quivering with
sudden shock, she arched above him, crying outh&iee with a lost
hopelessness. "... Please,” she begged. "Adanseplea

She heard the pleading and didn't care that, omytes before, she'd sworn
she'd never beg him for anything, ever again. Whatsuch a promise

matter compared to the imperative demands of the loe the silent call of

the soul?

He touched her again, delicately, deliberatelyntmting her with pleasure.
The tide within gathered speed, and she was akehslfp stop it as she was
to hide it. He had to know he had her at his meng that, if retribution
reigned uppermost in his mind, now was the timpuwoish her. All he had
to do was push away from the bed and leave th&eneint touch of night to
cool the fever running through her blood.



There was nothing uncertain about his intentioougf, nor, unlike that
night at the chalet, anything drowsy or dreamlikeowt his loving.
Everything, from the merest whisper of his lips okier skin to the liquid
throb of desire invoked by his clever hands, forgself in her memory in
acute and vibrant detail.

Blindly, she reached for him, urging him to comehgr fully, to end the
aching void and fill her with his vitality and watm

"I never wanted any other man, Adam...only yoshé& whispered raggedly,
imprinting the shape and texture of him on herédnigps.

She should have remained quiet. Should have caudmrself by showing
him, instead of trying to convey something thatchesal too far beyond the
scope of words to serve any other purpose thannceimim that shéiad
tried, however unsuccessfully, to turn to Steven.

Bracing himself with a hand on each side of hedh@aam raised himself
to arm's length and stared down at her. In théysstitdowed room, his eyes
were haunted and she understood fully, perhaphédirst time, how much
she had hurt him by her defection.

"No!" She touched his mouth with trembling fingéosstill the accusation
before he could voice it aloud. "We were never feve

She felt rather than saw the doubt flicker throbgh and knew that if she
didn't convince him now, there would never cometla@otime. Trapping

him in her gaze, she slid the palms of her hangisiisapast the corrugated
symmetry of his belly. Flagrant and unashamedijratiged him to new fire.

"If it can't be you, Adam," she vowed huskily, Will never be anyone. |
know that, now."

She heard his strangled moan of pleasure, sawltizedb his eyes turn
sultry with contained passion. Quickly, before fael hime to consider the
wisdom of succumbing to the temptation she offest strained against
him, cupped her palms over his buttocks and tudpgeddown to meet her
willing flesh.



He groaned softly, cursing himself and her, andrad her. Blindly and

utterly, pressing her into the mattress and mowaithin her with the

frenzied discipline of a man striving not to belped too quickly beyond the
limits of his endurance.

He filled an emptiness in her that went beyond dhatification of the
moment. He buried his mouth at her ear, found tstrsensitive spot, and
with his tongue delivered a string of tiny raptutiest threaded to her breasts
and ended in a knot of tension low in her wombthesrhythm of his loving
took hold, all the sensual awareness which hadlstued through most of
the last fifteen months exploded into life. Thesffidistant spasms of
completion quivered down her spine.

She tried to delay it, to savor the moment. To dp@lll her senses in the
preservation of it. But Adam drove her hard, radmig own heart to the
finish and sweeping hers along with it. The exmasiwhen it came,

shattered the silence and rocketed them both betymedor place. All she

could do was cling fiercely to him and accept theither of them retained
control. In the throes of such raging splendorsmasruled the moment.

* % %

The night stole back softly, leaving her with tleduid perception of
having survived a sort of holocaust. That, in itske;, she and Adam found
themselves still meshed together, their limbs emddiand their bodies
outwardly intact, struck Georgia as ludicrous. Thehould have been
shattered into a thousand parts and flung beyomguh of earth's gravity.

Beneath her breast, her heartbeat stabilized. &hadain the fine cotton
sheet at her back, saw the cabbage roses stilbicignrmerrily over the

ceiling, heard the distant hoot of an owl. For jastery short time, she felt
completely happy. Until Adam stirred.

He lifted his head and subjected her to a longtandough scrutiny. She
waited for him to speak, to put an end to the sigennspooling around
them, but he said nothing. Instead, he rolled afn@y her and swung his
legs over the side of the bed.



She laid a tentative hand in the small of his bagkdam?"

He didn't so much flinch away from her as withdiatw himself. The way
he did it, with an infinitesimal shrug that barejused a ripple beneath her
hand, left her feeling as though she'd committeldeadful breach of good
manners to have dared touch him in the first place.

He leaned forward, his spine flexing long and ehega the lamplight, and
reached for his clothes. Only after he'd buckledadilt to his slacks and was
shrugging into his shirt did he speak.

"Well," he said, deftly slipping buttons into pla¢ehat next?"

"Next?" Intimidated by his tone and the absolutecratability of his
expression, she touched the tip of her tongue tdigeenervously. "I'm not
sure what you mean."'What do you expect of me, Ga@rWhat am |
supposed to do or say now?"

"Whatever you want to say or do." She lifted hevudtlers sadly. "You're
not under any sort of obligation, Adam."

He tugged his sweater over his head. "That's gdwsaid, finger-combing
his hair into place. "Because | might as well y@lu right now that | won't
let you use what happened tonight as a weapon.”

"To do what?"
"Coerce me into reciting things you want to heat thm not ready to say."

She sprang up, clutching the sheet beneath her $pots of anger burned
holes in her cheeks. "l would never do that, amd ylou would think, even
for a minute, that | would, tells me that you weght earlier when you said
that you don't know me at all.”

"No, I don't," he said weatrily, turning away frorarh"What's worse, | don't
know myself, either. The future isn't staring mehe face, all neatly laid
out and waiting to be picked up where the pasoléfi'm not the same man



| was and you sure as hell aren't the same wonmasorhe ways, we're
strangers in familiar bodies."”

She'd known that physical loving alone wouldn'tem@ugh to wipe away
the hurt or restore them to what they'd once be@&ath other. But even so,
strangers'?'You're wrong, Adam," she said, watching him. "8tgers don't
connect the way we did tonight."

He paced to the door, his shoulders cutting a @agigle from his neck, his
stance parade-ground perfect. "Sure they do," lte sEmming his hands
into his hip pockets so violently that the fabhedgatened to rip away from
his slacks. "All the time. Only fools pretend itshasting significance."

"I do not believe," Georgia said slowly, "that tweople can share our sort
of..." She reached her fingers in the air and sptkam wide, searching for
exactly the term, "...intense harmony of body aedrty unless there is
something deeper involved than mere—" She stopgethagroping for
words.

"Lust?" he supplied, tossing the word over his $theu

"No," she cried, looping the sheet beneath her amdsholding it in front of

her as she scrambled from the bed and went to s&xtdo him. It was, she
supposed, a rather ridiculous gesture of modestyjrgy at that particular
time, but the pain of what he was saying was haodigh to bear. She didn't
think she could endure his scornful gaze raking treg, as well. "It meant
much more than that to me, Adam, and | believea$ wore than just—"

She swallowed, "—a roll in the hay for you, too."

She didnt know quite how she expected him to nmedpto that.
Surprisingly, he chuckled, and if the sound wasntirely without reserve,
it at least lacked the satirical ring that had redrhis laughter of late. "No,"
he agreed, his eyes dancing with sapphire amusetidmt | don't think
that's what I'd call it, either.”

"Thank you for that much,"” she said.



Sobering, he touched the underside of her jaw gathtle fingers. "Right
now, it would be very easy for me to tell you thidve you."

"I wish you would,"” she whispered, her eyes sudddmimming over.
"Because, Adam, | love you, | truly do. More thaever guessed.”

With the ball of his thumb, he diverted her tedrsnce thought love was all
it took, sweet pea. Now, I'm not sure it's enough.”

Hearts had no business shattering so silentlyhétery least, there ought
to have been the faint chime of crystal smashirgyall pieces. She pressed
her lips tightly together as the tears threatemzina Drawing the sheet and
her dignity around her like a shroud, she tippadhead in mute defeat and
pushed her way past him.

Once inside the bathroom, she locked the dooramthe shower full-force.

The water scoured her pitilessly but she scarceticed. What mattered

was that it drowned out the sound of her sobbirdythat she stayed under
its pulsing spray long enough to give Adam timenike a tactful exit. She

did not want to face him again. She could not.

When she finally turned off the taps, the silentthe house closed around
her so completely that she knew he had gone. Autoallg, she dried and
powdered her body, combed the tangles out of hey $rmoothed night
cream over her face and neck. Then, with only heutm slightly swollen
from his lovemaking and the puffiness around hersetestament to its
unhappy aftermath, she went down to lock the fowatr.

Her blue velvet pajama suit hung tidily over thevekpost at the foot of the
stairs.Abandoned like meshe thought, and was in the process of securing
the dead bolt when his voice floated out from jusyond the living room
arch and halted her.

"l was just about to come up and see if you'd dexyhhe said, moving
forward and casting a long shadow over the walideeiser.



CHAPTER NINE

"AND I thought you'd gone,"” she said, in the same &fonppity tone her
sister, Samantha, was wont to use on bad waiterise lhadn't known
Georgia better, Adam would have withered at thdl cispleasure she
emitted. But although she tried to appear calrmdteed the tremor of her
hand as she fumbled with the lock.

"Before we've finished our conversation?" He redchbeer her shoulder
and clicked the dead bolt into place for her. afflwould have defeated the
whole purpose of my coming here tonight, wouldft i

She turned her head the other way. "I can't imatiatthere's anything left
to say."

"Perhaps not by you, but there are a few thingski&dto explain.”

"Please don't," she said, unlocking the door agéiman exaggerated snap.
"I've heard enough for one night. For the rest pflifie, come to that. If you
wanted to spoil my romantic ideals, it should mgke happy to hear that
you succeeded. | will never again make the mistekeninking love can
overcome any obstacle. Now, please go."

"No." He shoved the dead bolt into its sleeve asddime and spun her
around to confront him.

"Don't!" she snapped, pushing at her wet hairotkllike hell."

"Yes, you do,” he conceded. "Isn't it nice that Weally agree on
something?"

At that, her lower lip pouted deliciously and halhia remind himself that
the reason he'd waited for her to come out of #terbom had nothing to do
with wanting to kiss her and everything to do witlaking her understand
what had prompted him to utter those destructivedg/apstairs.



"You're no oil painting yourself," she said waspyshust the way the old
Georgia would have when she was ticked off with kibout something.
"You look as if you've been put through a meat dgini'

He grinned, seizing the chance to lighten the aphese a little. "Rolling
around with a sex fiend tends to have that effecaoman,” he teased,
expecting that she'd lash out at him with anotltirey rejoinder.

To his horror, she burst into a fresh bout of téassead.

"Hey, sweet pea...!" Abashed, he caught her loagdhys arms. "Stop this,
please! | was joking. For a minute, | forgot thatiye not as hard-boiled as
you used to be."

"I never was," she wailed, wiping her streaming seys his shirt. "I
pretended to be, because that's what | thoughtwamted."

"Maybe that's where we went wrong, then—both opretending, just to
keep the other one happy. Relationships can't weiren that sort of
foundation.”

She sniffed. "Exactly. So, since we're mutuallyesgr we're better off
without each other, why are you still hanging ai2in

"Because | want to tell you about my recent pasth&s then you'll
understand why the immediate future isn't as dlmare as you claim itis to
you."

"l already understand.” She pushed away from hidtiemled down the hall
to the kitchen. "l got the message loud and cleatryou no longer want me
in your life. There's no need to repeat it."

"l cannot marry you at this time, Georgia," he s&tlowing her, "because
| am not free to offer you the absolute commitntéat | know you want,
and half measures create nothing but uncertaindynaisery. That sort of
thing is corrosive. It eats at a relationship,af sooner, then certainly later
as we both well know, and a wedding ring simplytisaisman enough to
prevent it. Which is why | said that love isn't egb."



"Being with you is all I need to make me happy € shid stubbornly, filling
a white enameled teakettle and setting it on theest

"Is it?" He swept an arm around the room. "Evdrtatd you | wanted to go
back to the Arctic, to a place where the closasgtto a designer kitchen is
an oil stove and a year-round refrigerator courtelspature? Where the
only long-distance transportation is a sled pubgd team of huskies, and
long winter underwear is a staple item of ladiegjdrie?"

As he'd expected, he caught her attention with. t8ae swung around
incredulously. "Are you seriously asking me to eed that you want to go
back and live in the Arctic?"

"I have to go back there,” he amended, but sheereitissed the fine
distinction or chose to ignore it.

"Why?" The question emerged as a wail of dismay.

"Because | have a debt to pay and that's what tegato explain to you.
Now are you ready to listen?"

He took it as assent when she reached for a jagaramester and said, "I'm
making tea. Do you want a cup?"

"Sure."

"You won't like it," she declared perversely. "lifee herbal kind that you
always said tasted like perfume.”

You aren't going to like hearing what I'm abouteibyou, eitherhe thought
grimly. "I'll put up with it, just this once."

She indicated a small round table in the bay windbwihe other end of the
kitchen. "You might as well sit over there, then."

He waited until she'd poured the tea into china sraurgd was seated across
from him before he began. "l spent most of thefiftsen months learning
the language and life-style of a group of peopleowby choice, have



decided to reject the corrupting influences of timeeties and return to the
ways of their forefathers."

"I know. You already told me, you were picked upayribe of nomadic
hunters somewhere in the Arctic, and couldn't get phone."

"Which you clearly don't believe."

"Can you blame me?" she inquired, with a lofty aahher brows.
"Everyone has access to some soft of telecommumictiese days, even
Santa Claus."

"Not everyone, Georgia. The people who found madpeost of their time
in a remote area thousands of miles from civil@atias you and |
understand it. In order to survive, they move frone site to another,
battling a winter so endless and vicious that I'damow how they find the
guts to face each new day. The men take terribks to keep their families
fed, and the women—"

He closed his eyes and as though they'd been gadiattack, the images
filled his mind, unforgivingly stark. A bride's stoacceptance of her young
husband's death from exposure during a blizzagdaadmother's vigil as a
newborn struggled to survive a premature birth; amast of all, Ateka's
silent, ongoing grief as she watched Ikut sink idespair after the polar
bear attack. Yet not once had they allowed thensqel troubles to
interfere with their care for the man they'd founadf frozen to death on the
ice.

"The women," he said with difficulty, "manage teate a feeling of home
despite the deprivations and hardships. No telavjsno hospitals, no
schools- nothing but stamina, native lore handedndioom one generation
to the next, and an abiding belief in the importan€ the family unit that
we, in our pursuit of other goals, have somehow'los

"Just like in the movies," Georgia said snippiloiv quaint!"

"Let me assure you, there is nothing the leasHoitywood' about the daily
grind of their existence," he snapped, ready tdeslneer for her refusal to



accept the truth of what he was telling her. "Srakrou like but they
revere life and thank God they do, or I'd be dé&ad.all that survival's such
a struggle, when | gatecrashed into their world {het their own concerns
aside and took the time to care for me as if mypvery were the most
crucial thing on earth.”

He stretched his legs and massaged the chroniciadhis left thigh. "I
won't bore you with the details. They're not impattand you're obviously
not interested in hearing them. It's enough toteaypacking along a fully
grown man too helpless for months to feed himselpull his weight in the
ongoing battle for survival, was a burden they didaed."

"I'm grateful to them," Georgia cried. "And I'm iing to understand, | really
am. But if you were such a burden, why didn't yeave as soon as you
could, instead of staying on with them and causwen more disruption in
their lives? What was it that kept you from comiogck to me sooner,
Adam?"

"By the time my injuries were on the mend, it waayMThey had moved
further north, to their summer camp, and travelt ias easy as it is in the
winter. They had more important things to take adrduring the daylight

hours than shipping one man back to civilizatiod &y then | was well

enough to be able to help a little. Besides, witht tlave to rush home to?
You'd told me in no uncertain terms to take a Hike.

"Fair enough." Her big, beautiful eyes pleaded with. "But it sounds like
the vacation spot from hell, so why do you wantetmirn?"

"Because there is someone | left behind that | gadiack and find."
There is someone | left behind—

At last, the truth about what had kept him awajosg!

Georgia sucked in a gasp of air. Hadn't she woidenere than once since

his return, if, in the end, it would all come dowanthis? He had been gone
over a year, been embraced by a community in wtiiehwomen stayed



home while the men, in ancient, time-honored fashient out to hunt—all
the men, that was, except the handsome, blue-¢rgatysr.

She tucked clenched fists out of sight under tidetand fought to gain
control of her breathing which had grown painfidhallow.

Oblivious of the absolute devastation he'd wrougldam took a draught of
the tea, grimaced at its exotic hibiscus flavod blithely elaborated on his
statement. "We grew very close, Georgia. Duringstlmmer, the days are
so long—Land of the Midnight Sun and all that, yowow—and the men

were sometimes gone for weeks at a time. We—"

"Oh, please!" Stumbling to her feet, she put theglle of the kitchen
between him and her and wished it could have beeanéire continent.
"You don't have to draw me a picture. | understpadectly why it was so
difficult for you to tear yourself away and why yowst go back."”

"Do you?" he said without inflection.

"Yes." She swiped at the mist of tears that pexdigt clouding her vision.
"What amazes me is that you had the gall to castigee for turning to
Steven when | thought I'd lost you. Yet during tibse months that |
struggled—"

A sob sheared her voice distastefully high. Shercheand didn't care,
"—struggled,Adam, with the guilt of believing I'd sent you your death,
you were making time with someone else. And yowehhe bloody nerve to
say | never gave you proper credit for having loresat least as much as |
loved you!"

"Are you quite done?" he asked levelly.
"Oh, yes," she said, the tears racing down her. faed | thank God it's
finally over! Perhaps now | can get on with theibass of healing, too,

because you're not the only one who suffered, Adgexrinby a long shot.”

"Will it make understanding any easier if I—?"



"Nothing about our relationship has ever been éasy!

"—tell you that the person I'm going back for isigteen-year-old boy who
lost a leg last year as the result of a polar b#ack?"

In contrast to her heated outburst, Adam delivaredinformation with
damning courtesy. It took her fully half a minute @absorb its impact.
Finally, she echoed thinly, "Sixteen-year-old boy?"

"l should think 'lost a leg' might be the more valet phrase, Georgia," he
chided.

"Yes," she said, shame washing aside hurt in aifyiag blush. "Of course
it is. How awful for him! I'm so sorry that I.. muped to the wrong
conclusion.”

She stole a glance at him. He remained still seatethe table, his
handsome, beloved face inexpressibly sad. "I'nys@u have so little faith
in me," he said.

She felt like a child who'd been entrusted with s@riceless treasure, then
carelessly smashed it. "I love you," she whispdregelessly, her face
crumpling.

"And | love you. But without the trust to go with the love doesn't stand a
chance, Georgia."

She heard him push back the chair, heard his weaatie floor, and knew
with dull certainty that nothing short of a mirael®uld prevent him from
walking out of her front door and out of her litkis time for good.

She flung herself after him. "Adam, please don;t gbe cried, catching up
with him in the hall where he'd stopped to put anj&cket. "I know | said |
wouldn't grovel for your love, but I'm begging yqease, don't do this to
us, not now, just when we've been given a secoadash”

He bathed her in a sorrowful glance. "You're the with the destructive
bent, not I," he said wearily. "Do you know thag¢ tbne thing that kept me



going when things were at their worst was the thotlat, if only | could be

reunited with you, | wouldn't make the same missaigain? | promised
myself there'd be no more wanting the moon, no reeparations, no more
infantile bickering over things that didn't mattgrst you and me making a
life together, and to hell with all the rest."

He jerked the zipper of his jacket closed and sedppe studs at his cuffs.
"Thanks to the Inuit, |1 did more than recover fromy injuries, | grew up,

too—a bit late by most people's standards, | gu&ent away with part of
me still a kid yearning for adventure, and came @é@man who'd finally

got his priorities in order. It hasn't done us mgold, has it?"

"Because it was different for you, don't you sea&t?h Shewasgroveling
and didn't care. If she had to prostrate hersejetdim to listen, she would.
"All during that time, you knew a future togetheaswstill possible for us.
Eventually, you could come home to me. But | ditia¥e that to cling to. |
had nothing—not even your baby." She started taaggin. "l spent over a
year learning to live with your death. | stoppeg@sting miracles, Adam. |
stopped believing in happiness.”

"And my coming back did nothing to restore thatidfé! he said flatly.
"Face it, Georgia! We've done a spectacular jopespetuating our misery
when we should have been reinforcing our bonds."

He had his hand on the door. In horrible slow mutghe watched his long,
graceful fingers close around the knob and turrtifelt as if he were
draining the life- blood out of her.

"No," she wept, wrapping her arms around his waaisthanging on for dear
life. "Don't you dare walk out on me! | won't logeu again!”

He felt like granite to the touch. Hard, cold, iffelient. "What if | refuse to
stay?"

Desperation made her crazy. "I'll follow you," gfvemised rashly. "l don't
care where you go, I'll be right behind you."



"'And what if | told you the only way you can camee me that we might
have a future together is to let me go again, tawdver long it might take,
with no promises and no guarantees between us tetheep will continue to
love you just as | always have?"

The questions hammered inside her h¥dly do you have @o?What can

you possibly hope to accomplish? How will you femdsmall band of
nomadic hunters in the vast and empty wildernegh@fArcti®? But she

knew that to ask them was to destroy the last temnumpe of their ever
finding their way back to each other."l would d6 ghe whispered, quickly,
before she lost her courage. "l would do it in artieeat.”

"Even if it meant having no contact with me for Weepossibly even
months?"

"Even then."

"Finding Ikut is one thing, you know; convincingto leave his band and
move maybe thousands of miles away is another. noh likely to
accomplish it overnight. And when | succeed—becabskeve me,
Georgia, | do not intend to come back until | had-make sure he's
adjusted and settled into his new environment leefabandon him. This is
one life that isn't going down the tubes for la¢kopportunity, | promise
you."

"l understand. | won't ask you to leave the jold dahe and I'll be waiting
for you, however long it takes."

He turned back to her then and she saw that his ewgee suspiciously
bright. "When did you become such a devil for poment, sweet pea?" he
murmured hoarsely, taking her into his arms.

"The day | met you," she whispered against his mmout



They talked far into the night but, more importahiey listened to each
other and in doing so let down many of the barrihind which they'd
tried to protect themselves.

"I never really confronted fear," Adam confidedntilil felt that fighter jet
start buffeting around me during the test flighttem, all of a sudden, with
death staring me in the face, | found myself womdewhat the hell | was
trying to prove."

"I never really faced up to living without you," Gmgjia confessed. "Instead,
| retired into a sort of limbo where nothing coudlly touch me. | drifted

through the days and would probably..." She camtraous glance at him,
loath to bring up a subject that might cause anmatficbetween them but

knowing that they could make a new start only whknhe skeletons had
been dragged out of the closet, "...have driftéd marriage with Steven if
you hadn't come back when you did. He mourned ymost as much as |
did, Adam. He really is your friend."

"Yeah." Adam shrugged. "l know. | guess | knewrtight he told me where
| could find you, then stood aside and gave mesarchot at trying to win
you back again. Did he know about the baby?"

"Yes. He was the only one who did."
"If you hadn't miscarried, would you still have agd to marry him?"

"I don't know. Perhaps, if I'd had the baby, | winil have needed anyone
else. Your child would have been enough. But llets talk about what

might have been." Or what, God help her, she stsganight be to come.

Her period was only a few days late; it was muchdoon to be certain that
she had become pregnant that night at the chalel—eate again, much

too late to share her suspicions with Adam.

She drew him down to the rug in front of the fiféell me about the boy you
want to find," she said. "What is it you want tofdo him?"

"Give him hope for the future. He was the pridéisfcommunity before the
accident—good-looking, bright, a skilled hunter,aaunal leader."



"But surely, if his people valued the life of aastger, they wouldn't turn
away from one of their own?"

"No, never." He pulled her head into the crook isf$houlder and combed
his fingers absently through her hair. "He's the tmning away from them
because he feels useless. The body is incomplédteviaite, in our culture,
we might not view that as calamitous, for him iekp disaster. The future
stretches in front of him, empty of all the stamt¥aoy which a whole man is
measured. He sees himself as a long-term burdebnarmdraid that, sooner
or later, despair will get the better of him. Hedlul himself outside one day
and just disappear into the snow, unless he fimdghar way to give of
himself."

"Will a prosthesis help him, do you think?"

"It might, to some extent. But even if it doesn'especiallyif it doesn't—I
want to give him the chance to broaden his optamtksrealize other ways of
leaving his mark. He's got a fine mind, Georgiaefghare things he could
learn—technology, medicine... Hell, | don't have fimal answer; | don't
even know for sure thergan answer! All | am certain of is that he deserves
another shot at life every bit as much as | did, lantend to see he gets it."
"He'll need money."

"I've got money. Plenty of it."

"And emotional support.”

"Yes." His hand slid to her chin and tilted herddo his. "This won't be a
one-shot effort. I'll be involved with him for arg time, maybe for the rest

of my life."

And this was the man she'd once labeled selfish uawéring? "It's no
wonder | can't help loving you, Adam Cabot."

"If you and | eventually do get married—"



"I'll be involved, too," she assured him. "l alrgaaan. Where do you plan to
take him?"

"Not to Vancouver or any city like that. The cubtushock would be too
much, coming on top of everything else he's gomeutyh, but there are
good facilities up north that aren't such a longpurom home. I'll look into
all that later. Right now, I'm more concerned witiding him before it's too
late. The long, dark days of winter encourage depo@ and | don't know if
he'll hold out until the Spring."

He'd given her the perfect lead-in for the one joeshe'd tried to avoid.
"When do you have to go?"

"In the morning," he said. "My leave's up tomorroight and that's when |
have to check in with my C.O. since, technicallgtill belong to the Air
Force. | was AWOL for over a year, remember, but depriefing is
complete and | expect to be a free agent withiouple of weeks. As soon
as that happens, I'll get started."

She closed her eyes and prayed for the couragealondth the rest. "And
how," she asked carefully, "will you go about fingilkut, once you're a
civilian again?"

"Fly the first leg of the journey. I've got a psetjood idea of the circuit the
band follows and know where to start looking."

Oh, God, it was a variation of the same nightmbhat had taken him away
from her before! "Alone?"

He heard the tremor in her voice that she trielad to conceal. "I'm not
planning to crash-land on the nearest ice floe jagtistart hiking, sweet
pea,” he said, a smile curling over his wordd. bl in the same way | came
out. There's an air field used by men on the g8 that serves as a supply
base for the Inuit hunters, too. I'll pick up adgiand start from there. Don't
worry, | won't come back in a body bag. Besidesehd | already proved
that only the good die young?"



She was grasping at straws, she knew, but shercbh&ldp herself. "But the
days are so short. Wouldn't it be easier to wait the summer?"

"No. | already told you, travel's more difficulteth. And if | leave it any
longer, | could be too late—if I'm not already." Bighed. "Are you having
second thoughts, Georgia? Am | asking for more fftancan give?"

"No," she said, knowing in her heart that his waaswhe only way. If she
reneged on her promise now, their future woulddrvever flawed. There'd
always be that niggling doubt in his mind that didn't trust him enough,
and the awful fear in hers that, one day, he'dhlpern both to the test again.

Just as the sky to the east showed a sliver df ligey made love for the last
time. Slowly and exquisitely.

Shortly after, he kissed her goodbye. Kissed heh wguch ineffable
tenderness and regret that the river of fear stdldging again.

Don't go,her heart cried outDon't endanger our love again.

But because she knew that only by letting him gdatshe find out for sure
if he would come back to her, she clung to himdoe long, last moment
then pushed him out of the door.

"Go," she said. "Do what you have to do and knoat thove you for it."

Before climbing into the Rolls, he stopped and dasethe thumbs-up sign,
the way he always had before when his furlough wgaand it was time to
leave her again. "I'll be seeing you," he calleftlygd'Trust me."

She nodded and waved and smiled brightly. "Safepy my darling,” she

replied, closed the door, and before he'd drivefianss the end of her
driveway, burst into the worst bout of tears yet|emnsing torrent that she
indulged until she was too exhausted to cry anadhap.

Then she washed her face, dressed, and drove toetirest pharmacy
where she bought a home pregnancy kit. It didki fang, once she got
home again, to find the answer she sought.



At half past nine, just about the time that AdansMiging out of Piper
Landing on the first leg of his journey back noghe sat down to a solitary
breakfast, determined to get on with the businéssing.

It wasn't going to be easy, knowing she was preigagain and not knowing

how long it would be before she could tell him. Bae thing she was sure
about: she wasn't going to be robbed a second Nmteof Adam, and not of

his child. Not if she had any say in the matter.



CHAPTER TEN

ALL THINGS considered, Georgia coped remarkably well in tleeks
that followed. She ran the studio, worked in hedga when the weather
allowed, turned the smallest bedroom into a nursdgnmgn it didn't, and
generally managed to present a calm, unruffled fadbe world. All this
despite the fact that she was plagued with morsiciness and hadn't heard
a word from Adam since the phone call he made dlyebdfore he'd left with
his guide to find the Inuit camp.

So it struck her as nothing short of a stroke afaserved and vicious bad
luck when, just as she was leaving her doctorisetifter her twelve week
checkup in the second week of February, she cdllvdi¢h her sister right

outside the medical clinic.

"What are you doing here?" Samantha wanted to kiawe. you ill?"
"No," Georgia said. "Not exactly."

"Well, you look it." Samantha eyed her critically.don't know why you
wear beige, Georgia. With your fair coloring, it kea you look faded and
anemic."

"Thank you," Georgia said, her stomach rolling eaghkntly. "I needed to
hear that, Sammie. What are you doing here?"

Samantha looked coy. "I'll tell you, but you musbrpise to keep it under
your hat because Charles and | haven't told angtseebut our parents. I'm
going to have a baby."

Georgia thought she might be sick, right therenensidewalk. Not because
she wasn't glad for her sister but because it honee to her just how much
she wished that she, too, had a husband with wiootelebrate the news.
"Congratulations,” she said weakly. "When is thbybdue?"

"Not until late September." Samantha patted hen triaistline. "I'm only
about six weeks along."



By late September, Adam's baby would be over a moldt \Would they be
a family by then? Would he be by her side for thithB

"It's good news, Georgia. Charles and | both waistc¢hild." Samantha was
regarding her curiously. "Look, I'm sorry if youteeling left out at being
the last in the family to hear, but you've beerit afoa stranger with us ever
since you broke up with Steven. Mother says shatsllyn seen you in
months."

"I know. I've been meaning to call or stop by bué been... Throwing up a
lot. ".. .busy."

Samantha laid an unusually affectionate hand oraher "You look about
ready to burst into tears. Are you sure you'reigiit?"

"Yes," Georgia said. "I'm really very happy for y@8ammie. It's just that..."

She stopped, unable to go on as a wave of uttefit@ss swept over her.
For a minute or two, all those vague half promi&ddam had made, all her
fierce belief that, before long, he'd come back tey'd be together again,
seemed a very flimsy basis on which to build dreafithe future.

"What?"

Was it impending motherhood that lent Samantha i mympathetic edge,
or simply that pregnancy had Georgia's emotionsingcloser to the
surface than usual? Whatever the reason, her abibied alarmingly and
she was actually debating the wisdom of telling $ister the whole sorry
story when the decision was taken out of her hands.

Maureen Bailey's curly red head popped aroundlthie door. "Oh, good, |
was hoping I'd catch you before you left, Georgthg nurse-receptionist
chirped. "I forgot to make your ultrasound appoient It's standard
procedure for all new moms these days. Just a ieoca you
understand—nothing for you to worry about. If yaulyot the time, | can
take care of it now."



Georgia would have been quite happy if the eartd bpened and
swallowed her whole. Aware of Samantha at her sithck-jawed with
shock and bristling with outrage, she said faintctually, Maureen, I'min
a bit of a rush. Why don't you give me a call opoa've got it all set up?"

"Sure thing. Oh, hi, Samantha!" Maureen waggledingers gaily. "Guess
the folks are going to be inundated with grandchbkitdall at once, eh?"

"Apparently,” Samantha croaked, snaking out a harhlt Georgia as she
sidled toward the parking lot. "Georgia, where da yhink you're going?"

"To the studio,"” Georgia replied. "I—"
"Have you told our parents?"

Georgia shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. Yxttl thought | still had
plenty of time. But now that you know, | supposevdn't remain a secret
much longer."

"You suppose right," Samantha said darkly.
"I'll tell them in my own time, Sammie."

"Hah! And when will that be? When it's so obvioasteryone else around
town that a person would have to be blind not ticce@"

After that remark, it really shouldn't have comenasch of a surprise to
Georgia when the bell rang shortly after eightaxklthat night and she
opened her front door to find the entire familyelihup outside: mother and
father, Samantha and Charles, their expressiongingufrom grave to

scandalized.

They scarcely waited to observe the social amenitedore the reproaches
and questions began. "Samantha told us your ndwes father said. "Why
didn't you come to us yourself, Georgia? You cga'through something
like this alone and while we don't exactly condyoer situation, we're
prepared to stand by you. We are your parentg, alfte



"I wasn't ready to confide in anyone yet, not eyen," Georgia said.
"Samantha had no business poking her nose intdfiaiysa’

"l don't suppose it's Steven's?" her mother ast@thpsing with a heartfelt
sigh on one of the love seats in the living room.

"Of course it isn't,” Samantha scoffed. "If it wemay sister would be a
respectably married woman by now. It's that AdarbdTa baby, isn't it,
Georgia?"

"Yes," Georgia said. "May | offer anyone a drink?"

"No," Samantha replied, seemingly having appointeztself family

spokesperson. "Instead, you may explain to uspuf gan, why that man
isn't here now, offering to make an honest womarobyou."

"He's out of town."

Samantha rolled her eyes knowingly. "I bet he isledout of town,
probably, as far away as he can get."

"Yes," Georgia said again, more than a little peewy her sister's
attributing the worst possible motives to Adam'seadze. "Somewhere in
the Arctic, if you really want to know."

"Somewhere in the Arctic?" Georgia's brother-in-|&harles, spoke up for
the first time, preempting Samantha'’s role of griadisitor. "I don't think
we like the sound of that. Exactiyherein the Arctic, Georgia?"

"I don't know," Georgia said.

"When is he coming back?" Her mother and fathekspo worried unison.
"I don't know," she said again.

Charles went to stand with his back to the firepld@lasping his soft, white

hands behind him, he cleared his throat and puriselips into a ludicrous
little rosebud. "Do you care, Georgia?" he inquipednpously. "Or doesn't



it matter to you one whit that your family is desight over your latest...
error of judgment?”

"Believe it or not, Charles,"” she informed him lrt'’how the outcome
might affect the rest of my family wasn't uppermstny thoughts at the
time conception occurred. And | no more consider lmapy an error of
judgment than you do yours."

"It's no good appealing to her finer senses, ChArlSamantha said
petulantly. "She doesn't have any where Adam Cababncerned and
never has, since the day she first set eyes onira.has to wonder what it
is about the Lieutenant Colonel that she findsasallly attractive, especially
since his most outstanding talent appears to baviliagness to walk out
on her at the drop of a hat—in addition to his knfoe making our family
the target of gossip all over town."

"Don't upset yourself, Samantha, my love,” Chargglied soothingly.
"Stress isn't good for you or our infant." He fludgorgia an accusing glare.
"As for you, young woman, it's just as well youwvéo isn't here now
because if he were, I'm afraid I'd have to take butside and teach him a
lesson."

Georgia had never been particularly fond of hetHawin-law but, for the
sake of peace in the family, she had always bedtego him. This last
remark, however, struck her as so absurd that@hidrct help herself. She
burst into gales of laughter. "Don't talk like afoCharles," she choked.
"You'd wind up in a body cast.”

"I'm afraid you're the fool, my dear," he repliegctuously, "building your
hopes like this. Adam Cabot won't be back and lyeatl up with nothing
but regrets for the fine opportunity you let pagghe day you sent Steven
Drake away. And in the meantime, your whole farslpaying the price. |
fail to see how you can be so insensitive to tbeincerns."

"And | fail to understand how the news of one ddagh pregnancy is cause
for celebration while news of the other's is trdatgth all the repugnance of
the bubonic plague. Since you seem to think yogetall the answers

neatly sewn up, perhaps you'd like to explain thaihe, Charles?"



At the unexpected sound of a sixth voice joininghie fray, Georgia's heart
lurched with such joyful disbelief that she wonakeh®w it remained feed
behind her ribs. Even overlaid with scourging angeere was no mistaking
that sexy drawl.

Swinging around, she fixed her gaze on the mirasulitesh and blood
reality of Adam filling the entrance to the livimgom. Feet planted apart,
thumbs hooked in the side pockets of black cordwgiagks, and two-
day-old stubble smudging his jaw, he stood thereingprage and sex
appeal.

He looked travel-weary, furious and formidable. léeked absolutely,
incredibly beautiful.

This was not how he had imagined coming back tpvign the whole gang
forming a welcoming committee. In fact, when heiched in the driveway
just in time to see her whole family trooping imatgh her front door, his
first inclination had been to head the Rolls bagkdwn and wait until
tomorrow to announce his arrival. But throughowt ltng, arduous journey
home to Piper Landing, he'd planned to surprisenliér such anticipation
that to be cheated at the last moment had leftféa@ling as disappointed as
a kid who'd misread the calendar and woken up fors@nas a day early.

Intending to sneak upstairs and wait in her bedrooil they'd all gone
home again, he'd quietly let himself in the froabdjust in time to hear the
thoroughly married Samantha accuse, "It's Adam Cababy, isn't it?"

It was the kind of announcement that tended to makman forget
everything he'd ever been taught about the ungeatiey practice of
eavesdropping. Without so much as a twinge of dense, Adam had
posted himself out of sight and brazenly absorlvedyavord of the ensuing
debate.

He'd managed well enough to hold his peace, despéstartling revelation
after another, until the man with the plummy vonae piped up again, at
which point Adam had decided to ditch his origipén and make his
presence known forthwith. It was almost worthustjto see the looks on the
assembled faces.



Natalie Chamberlaine gaped in a most unladylikermagrwhile a comically
relieved expression rolled over her husband's f&esenantha turned an
angry shade of puce and, clutching the arm ofileeg beside her, pointed
and whispered, "That's him, Charles."

Charles, whose dapper three-piece suit and neatipned mustach were so
relentlessly correct that he couldn't possibly Ibgoame other than her
husband, drew himself up to his full five-eightdnatever, and tried to look
important.

Becomingly flushed and lusciously curved in all tight places, Georgia
simply stared from her position by the window, leal blue eyes so
luminous with joy that, disapproving audience ndtwianding, Adam was
hard- pressed not to sweep her into his arms ark gaod on all those
erotic treats he'd promised himself during his tggbsence.

The fact that he was considerably ticked off atfbeicalling a conference
and divulging to her family news that he shouldénheen the first to hear,
cooled his ardor and helped him contain himself.

"Well?" He rocked back on his heels and surveyedithole damned lot of
them unsmilingly. "Isn't anyone going to answer guestion? What's the
difference?"

Samantha was the first to recover. "I'm marriedHe scawed
sanctimoniously. "That's the difference in a nulisielam Cabot."

“I'm sure you can understand our concern, Adang"ntlother chipped in,
for once at enough of a loss to sound uncommonrdkesih "Georgia has
been through a terrible time in the last year oHsr father and | think she's
due for a little lasting happiness, for a change."

"It was never my intention to cause her unhappinasthe past, Mrs.
Chamberlaine."

"I think | speak for everyone here when | say ttisityour intentions for the
future that interest us now," Charles of the plumwoyce announced.
"There's little doubt in my mind that you shoulddrepared to do the decent



thing and marry her. You owe it to the family tcasp them any further
embarrassment. | know that if | were in your posi+"

"You don't know diddly squat,” Adam informed him tiwvi sublime
impudence. "If you did, you'd get your fat hide otihere fast. Before | boot
it out.”

"Don't let him speak to you like that, Charles!'n&mtha yelped.

"Adam...!" Georgia tried to look appalled but cautdjuite manage it due to
the undimmed radiance of her smile.

Tempted to smile back, he scowled instead and bakeay. He wasn't
letting her off the hook that easily. She had afatxplaining to do.

"Good to have you back, young man," her father nueal, ushering his
wife to the door. "Come along, everyone. Adam istequight, six is
definitely a crowd. Good night, Georgia, my dear."

In the postscript of silence following their exshie hovered by the window,
leaving the next move up to him. The quiet glimndebbetween them with
the expectancy of a bubble that, sooner or lateu)dvgrow too large to bear
its own weight.

He was the one who finally punctured it. "Is itdruGeorgia?" he asked,
moving a step further into the room. "Are you rggltegnant, or were you
just stringing them along for the hell of it?"

"It's true,” she said.

"And am | the father?"

Her smile wavered. "What sort of question is tiiatam? Of course you
are!"

"Then how the hell come,” he exploded softly, "anmé last to find out
about it—again?"



This was not the homecoming she had envisaged fifigtdlash of glad
reunion had evaporated somewhere between his acingunimself and her
family's leaving.

"I had intended you to be the first. Samantha fooundhis morning quite by
accident and took it upon herself to spread thestiew

"And when did you find out, my darling?" There wagthing remotely
tender in the way he tossed out the endearment.

Her determined confidence in a happy ending somewi@dermined by his
attitude, she said hesitantly, "I knew for certhi@ day you left town again.”

"That soon?" His gaze narrowed. "Then it must Hesygpened—"

"That night at the chalet.”

"You told me you'd seen a doctor, that you wereguted."

"I know. | lied."

His voice grew chill. "And how do | know you're nigtng now when you
say I'm the father? How do | know it's not Stevéralby?"

"You could always ask him," she replied, angertidoding through her.
"For God's sake, Adam, you've been gone nearly nvamths and you
haven't so much as bothered to say hello beforéakmiover the inquisition
where the rest of my family left off. If you cardt, won't believe me when |
tell you you're the only man I've ever slept witim not sure | want to hear
anything else you might have to say, especiallyihits part of another
little homily on trust.”

That shook him. His gaze homed in on hers with imgrmtensity. "I do

believe you," he muttered, raking a distracted htanalgh his hair. "Come
here."

"No," she said. "You come to me. I'm tired of makall the concessions, of
always being in the wrong. In fact, I'm just pléned."”



He crossed the room in two strides and pulledriterhis arms. "Why didn't
you say something before I left? | never would hgeee if I'd known."

"Precisely. And | was no more prepared to use gfammed pregnancy to
hold you this time than | was before. Some thindgsngver change, Adam.
Either you came back of your own free will or I'd gn without you."

Gripping her by the shoulders, he held her awamflom. "What are you
saying?" he demanded. "That we're right back wheee started last
November?"

She filled her senses with his presence, drinkintipé sight and texture of
him. She'd been mistaken in believing she'd remeadbeim exactly as he
was. Memory would always run a poor second totyeadnen it came to the

long-lashed intensity of his blue eyes, the sensuale of his mouth, the
irreverent curl of his hair. And nothing but theitig presence could ever
convey the magnetic force of his personality. "Nghé said, cupping his
unshaven jaw in her hands. "This time | believedgan. | trusted you to

come back to me as soon as you could. | believadox@d me as much as |
love you. Now may | please be kissed?"

His mouth came down on hers, warm and ardent.véndreamed I'd miss
you so much," he said, when they both came upifofou were in my

mind every minute. | thought I'd go nuts when | wg&®syging through the
snow-blown wilderness and had no way of keepingpucth with you. |

must've asked myself a hundred times a day whatehd thought | was
doing, putting thousands of miles between us wildmanted was to be by
your side."

"You were a man with a mission," she said. "You aatebt to repay. How
did it go?"

"l don't want to talk about it right now. | don'awt to talk about anything. |
didn't travel nonstop for three days to get backda so that we could
indulge in an all-night gabfest. | had somethirggeh mind." He hooked his
forefinger inside the collar of the high-neckedhdesleeved jumpsuit she
wore. "What is this thing, a chastity shroud destyjto keep a man frothing
at the mouth as he tries to figure out his waydesi?"



"It's an original creation from an internationalsiison house and the
designer would be dreadfully upset to hear it reféto as a shroud."

"I'm going to be dreadfully upset in another mintfedam warned her, his
sexy drawl inciting her to delicious anticipatidit's been far too long since
| made love to you and I'm in no mood to be thwmew. In fact, I'm
approaching such a dangerously high level of fatitn that | just might rip
the damned thing apart unless I find out how tip #toff in a more civilized
fashion.”

The unbridled passion smoking in his eyes leftyieak at the knees. "In
that case," she whispered, swaying against hirerétk a full-length zipper
built into the back seam.”

The words had scarcely cooled on her lips befoeehbavy jersey silk
whispered around her ankles. "You feel differehg"decided huskily, his
hands and mouth charting her body with fatal teneles. "You feel fuller
and rounder and fabulously fecund."

She choked with laughter. "I've gained only fouupds. Your child has
cost me breakfast every day for the last six wéeks.

"Little brute," he murmured, swinging her into lisns and heading for the
stairs. "I'm the only one allowed to cause you Huat of grief."

But over the next two hours he brought her suchtamdance of pleasure
and happiness that she decided all the long maftloseliness and despair
had been worth it, especially when, just beforg fie#t asleep, he promised,
"l love you, Georgia. | will never leave you again.

* % %

As Georgia had foreseen, her mother and sistentosime following up on

their unscheduled visit of the night before. Willilze zeal of bloodhounds
on the scent, they showed up at her studio the mexhing minutes after
she arrived there herself.



"So," Natalie asked expectantly, "do you know whgou're getting
married?"

"Not exactly,” Georgia said, poising silver neediesed tweezers over the
twelve small diamonds and a rare three-carat yelapphire lying on the
black velvet pad in front of her.

Samantha huffed ominously. "That doesn't sound tBxacomising. But
then, Mother and | could've told you he'd balk witsztame right down to
proposing, couldn't we, Mother?"

"Oh, he proposed,” Georgia said, taking wickedglelin teasing the pair of
them. "We just haven't finalized the details, thall. We might have got
around to them this morning, but Adam had othemass to attend to first.”

Her mother looked apprehensive. "What's more ingmbrthan setting a
wedding date, dear—especially given the circum&sidime isn't exactly
on your side, you know."

"For a start, buying the privately owned Piper LiagdTV station which
recently came on the market. Now that he's officialt of the military,
Mother, he has to find something else to do withtime."

".. .besides," as he'd pointed out that morning bveakfast in bed, "making
love to you night and day, that is."”

"Buy the Piper Landing TV station?" Samantha gaveualadylike snort.

"Oh, for heaven's sake, Georgia, don't tell me Agdéans to step in as local
news anchorman? It takes more than flashy goodsltmko a job like that,
you know."

"Yes," Georgia said, kindly refraining from poingiout that when it came
to good looks, flashy or otherwise, Samantha hagdbfified as an expert if
her husband exemplified her idea of male beautgriés was many things,
but handsome was not one of them. "And fortunatdyam has plenty
more to offer."



"l want to initiate a kind of televised corresponde school," he'd confided,
securing a towel round his waist after his showed Ethering his jaw.
"Something that covers the whole spectrum of pestsdary opportunities
from trades to professions. The basic programésdir in place, | know, but
| want to take it further, make it more a sort oformation channel that
brings the rest of the world to people who carscaver it firsthand for
themselves. | realized when | was trying to get Heitled up north that he's
not alone in being isolated from opportunity. Thare people living in
some pretty remote areas in B.C. as well, and Ripeding is ideally
situated to provide them with this kind of service.

"It sounds like a wonderful idea,"” Georgia had sdolt will it keep you
busy enough?"

"Probably not, but I've also been offered a comsltposition with a
commercial aircraft company, a job | can do fronrehaith only an
occasional trip out of town. I've got a lot of teackogical expertise that isn't
classified as privileged information. Then there Bev's holdings, which
she's been begging me to manage ever since | cackehb the scene so that
she can devote all her time to what she callsreeréational endeavors'."

Georgia had ogled him through the mirror. "Willthde any time left over
for other things?" she'd teased."Like this, you m®8de'd replied, flinging
off the towel and nuzzling her with his soap-ladtejaw. "Always."

"Should we assume, from the sappy smile on yous,fdaat you've got a
pretty good idea of when you will get married?" Sawha inquired.

"Yes." With her tweezers, Georgia made a minor gtdjent in her design,
shifting the diamonds into closer alignment witte tiiellow sapphire.
"We've narrowed it down to sometime a week fronu&ity."

As she'd expected, that small tidbit of news sennmother and sister into a
complete flap.

"A week from Saturday?" Natalie yelped, gatheripgpurse and gloves.
"Then why are we sitting here as if we have alltthee in the world?"



"I have a business to run,"” Georgia pointed outat't just close shop any
time | feel like it."

"Leave everything to me, dear.” Her mother squaexdshoulders with the
fortitude of one about to face a firing squad. "Maoly is it my right as
mother of the bride to take care of all the detailg, with both my girls in a
delicate condition, it is also my duty. Heaven fdrbither of you should
endanger your health at such a time."

"You'll need my advice," Samantha informed her. imow you'll forget
something crucial, otherwise."

"I'll accept your help with gratitude,” her mothmyuntered. "Collect your
gloves and let's get started. We have a weddingganize."

"A shotgun wedding no less," Samantha mourned. ‘tWiid people
think?"

"l really don't care,” Natalie said. "I'm abouttecome a grandmother twice
over and quite frankly what other people think aktbe timing isn't at the
top of my list of priorities right now."



CHAPTER ELEVEN

"Y OUR MOTHER said that?" Adam asked incredulously over luncthat
Riverside Club. "l don't believe it."

"I think she's decided she quite likes you. Nowyéf can just persuade Sam
to give you a second chance..."

"It's how you feel about me that matters," he skadning over to plant a
kiss on her mouth in full view of everyone elsdhie dining room. "By the
way, | saw Steven when | was in the bank this nmayrii

"Oh." Georgia put down her fork, her appetite distved by the guilt that
washed over her at the knowledge that her presappihess had been
acquired at Steven's expense. "Did you tell him—dabs?"

"Yes. Everything, including the baby. | felt it wiéne least | could do. We've
been friends for too long for me to let him find gome other way."

"How did he seem to take the news?"

"Surprisingly well. In fact, he'd like to extendshibest wishes to you in
person, so | invited him to join us here tonightdadrink before we go over
to Bev's for dinner."

"l see."

Adam covered her hand with his. "Do you mind, G&#§

She shook her head. "Of course not. | just wisbhdwdd find someone and
be as happy as we are."

"Maybe he already has. We didn't have a lot of tion&alk earlier, but | got
the impression that he wasn't too surprised whargshdidn't work out
between you and him. He's getting on with his Bfgeet pea, andunless I'm
mistaken, it includes spending quite a bit of timh the new Personal



Loans Manager working in the office next to his—ahdlon't mean
spending time in a business sense."

"If that's true, it would be the best wedding prése the world for me,”
Georgia said.

Without warning, Natalie descended on them, waaisbeet of paper in the
air. "Hello, children, | thought I'd find you her8orry to interrupt your
lunch, but | wanted to bring you up to date onweelding plans.”

"Sit down and join us for coffee,” Adam invited,ltimg out a chair.

"I'll sit just for a moment, but no coffee, thankw Adam. | really can't
spare the time. Now, | practically had to go downbended knee and beg,
but I've persuaded Victor from the Mansion On THaffBto close his
restaurant for the day and let us hold the recephiere because, of course,
the Riverside Club has been booked for monthsaadhe Royal Landing
Hotel. But never mind, the Mansion's a charming-sgolovely old house
with that gracious dining room which easily seaxsys You did say you
wanted to keep the guest list small, didn't yowpiGa?"

Sixty? Georgia nodded faintly, her visions of twenty av guests
evaporating. "Yes, Mother, small is what | had iman’

"Good." Natalie ran a smart red fingernail down hst. "The church is
booked for one in the afternoon with the receptmrollow immediately

after—not as chic a time as late afternoon or exgeriim afraid, but | had to
take what was available—and Caroline from the Bridsle has a couple of
gowns set aside for you to try because she soldrnkeyou'd ordered for
your last wedding, not that you'd want to wearéreif you could still get in
it and—oh dear! Am | being terribly tactless?"

"Not at all,” Adam assured her dryly. "But you'ight, you don't need
coffee. You're wired enough without it."

To Georgia's amazement, her mother giggled almdsthdy. "It's called
running on nervous energy, my dear," she said, thighmost warmth she'd



ever exhibited toward Adam. "Now, Georgia, when gamu stop by
Caroline's and try on gowns?"

Georgia felt as though she'd accidentally stepped merry-go-round that
was spinning out of control. After months of limbeyerything was
happening a little too fast. "Tomorrow, maybe?"

"Good Lord, no!" Her mother looked aghast. "It lasbe today, in case
alterations are required and so that we can coateliamantha’'s dress. She
will be your matron-of-honor, won't she?"

"I really hadn't envisaged anything quite so elab®rMother."

"I had," Adam said. "I want to make the most of yaredding day, sweet
pea, because | don't intend for you to get the @hémdo it over again. This
marriage is for keeps." He smiled winningly at Niatavtho beamed back at
him as if she couldn't have come up with a beteria-law had she gone
out and snagged one herself. "Take her with you, M. Chamberlaine,
and I'll hold down the fort at the studio.”

"You don't know anything about jewelry," Georgigeited.

"I don't have to, to hang a Closed sign on the ddte kissed her again. "Go
with your mother and have fun. Take all afterndoyou need to, as long as
you leave enough time to put your feet up for anrii@fore we go out again
tonight.”

It was the start of a frantic race against timeergone joined in, rushing
from one task to another. In the midst of the madn&eorgia and Adam
maintained a little pool of calm and went aboutrigre important business
of rediscovering their pleasure in each other.

While everyone else talked flowers and champagudecamiar, she craved
bananas and celery—preferably together. While hather and Samantha
watched her waistline as if they feared it mightlede momentarily, Adam

rested his head on her abdomen and told his untdultt how much he

loved its mother. While her friends wanted bridabwers and teas and
hoopla, she wanted to lie in bed with Adam and make by moonlight.



Even Beverley was cordial, her beloved grandsassrrection from the
dead seeming to have mellowed her former disappobtaeir relationship.
"This is cause for celebration, grandchildren ofneji she caroled,
descending on them in a cloud of purple chiffon dedsica McClintock
perfume the night Adam took Georgia over to the aivamansion to
celebrate their renewed engagement. "You've bezsséd by the Almighty
and given a second chance. Adam, | do believéotéigo my usual vodka
for champagne.”

Later, between puffs on her Russian Sobrani citgrehe eyed Georgia
speculatively. "You're not quite your usual sylgbliself, child. Is there,

perhaps, another reason for the haste with whishvitedding is being put
together—apart from the fact that you and my grandsbviously can't live

without each other, that is?"

"Well..." Georgia felt herself turn several shadégink.
"Yes," Adam said. "She's pregnant.”

"In that case, dear boy, may | suggest you locks@ues in a closet until
it's time to leave for the church, just to avoie thossibility of another
tedious postponement? | do not fancy a great-gtaldaf mine bearing the
stigma of illegitimacy."

"There will be no more delays," Adam said. "You cawunt on that.
Nothing is going to go wrong this time."

Georgia believed him. Was so intoxicated with happgs, in fact, that she
agreed to several things that might have giverphese, had she been less
elated. First, she moved in with her parents ferl#st few days before the
wedding, "because,” her mother argued persuasitadtiough | know you
and Adam don't have a lot of use for doing thirgs traditional way, it
would mean so much to your father to have yoududeas a bride from your
old home, and | would love to spend this time siaall those mother and
daughter customs that make weddings so special."”



Not to be outdone, Samantha planned a little dipaety. "Charles and |
thought the evening before the wedding would beoadgtime,” she
announced, in the saof grande damenanner guaranteed to provoke. "Of
course, we'll invite your grandmother, Adam, angl tov make it a true
family affair."

"Very noble of you, Sammie, I'm sure,” he replidéasantly enough,
adding in a wicked aside that only Georgia heafdarit to bet she'll have
our food poisoned?"

Then, with only seventy-two hours left before trexemony, Adam was
called to Vancouver for an urgent meeting with &kylAeronautics, the
company who'd hired him as a consultant."Afraid,'hbe said, when

Georgia asked if business couldn't wait until aftex wedding, "but don't
worry, sweet pea, we'll be back in plenty of tiroe $ammie's dinner party.
We'll fly out tomorrow morning and get the six ock flight home on

Friday."

"We?" Samantha fumed, when she heard. "You metail tme you let him
go roaming around on the loose in Vancouver wite ohhis Air Force
cronies? You must be mad!"

"I'm his fiancee, not his keeper," Georgia snapgetlitle edgy herself.

"Furthermore, he's with his grandmother who has esdast-minute

shopping to take care of, so | hardly think theesig cause to worry that
he'll go looking for trouble."

"Adam Cabot doesn't have to go looking," Samantieaipted dourly. "It
finds him regardless."

She was right. Seven o'clock on Friday came and wéh no sign of
Adam. Then, just when Charles had decreed thatgheyldn't hold dinner
a moment longer, Georgia was called to the phone.

"Afraid we've hit a bit of a snag,” Adam told herdasshe didn't need to hear
what came next to know that he was calling lon¢pdise. "We missed our
flight—"



"Adam!" She couldn't help the dismay that she kfided her voice. "There
isn't another until tomorrow afternoon, and wengpmsed to be getting
married at one."

"l haven't forgotten, sweetheart. As soon as | #wngs out here, I'll rent a
car and drive back. | can't say when I'll get iat Bl be at the church on
time, come hell or high water."

Georgia was not a superstitious person. She phdestlf on her common
sense and refused to allow her life to be govehyatie random presence of
black cats or ladders or any other manifestatiat lnfck. But presentiment
crawled over her skin with the creeping horromsfact feet. "Adam, what's
happened?”

"Nothing for you to be concerned about,” he said, His tone belied the
confidence in his words. "Look, I've got to go, bming paged. Apologize
to Sammie for me and—" She heard him sigh, "—tnust okay?"

She swallowed, ashamed of the doubts crowding hed tout unable to
dismiss them. "Of course. I'm having a last-mirattack of bridal nerves,
that's all. I'll see you tomorrow."

"At the church, if not before."

Common sense be damnétllot before—it's bad luck!"

"Right." Again that sigh. "Let's not tempt Faternhélove you, Georgia."

If there'd been a hint of softening in her familgtsitude toward Adam in
recent days, it evaporated when Georgia returnéketprivate dining room
and relayed the news. "I could have told you somgtlike this would

happen,” Samantha moaned. "My God, Georgia, heg ¢go stand you up

at the last minute."

"No, he's not," Georgia said.



"The man's a bounder," Charles huffed, viciouslgasmg the olive in his
predinner martini. "Plays fast and loose with a \@aimgets her pregnant,
and then pulls a stunt like this. You're bettenvathout him, if you ask me."

"I'm not asking you," Georgia said.
"Darling," her mother began, shredding a perfestnicured fingernail.

"Don't you start, too, Mother," she said. "l reallgn't need another load of
doom and gloom right now. What | would like, verych, is for us all to
have a pleasant dinner. Tomorrow is the day | mémeyman | love and if
you can't bring yourselves to approve of my chovad,you at least save
your criticisms for when I'm not around to heamti?&

To give them credit, everyone tried, but the budysmwod was gone,

deflated by old doubts, wild imaginings and gloosuyspicions. When

Georgia returned from the ladies' room in timeearmhCharles remark, "He
wouldn't be the first man to pull a sneaky disapipgaact at the eleventh
hour,"” there seemed little point in perpetuatirg¢harade of one big happy
family having a whale of a good time.

"Adam isn't the sneaking kind," Georgia informedr hother-in-law
wearily. "He's the most forthright man | know whishprobably why you
all dislike him so much."”

"It's not that we dislike him," Natalie cried, spging up and flinging her
arms around Georgia. "It's that we love you, dgrtliand we're terribly
afraid he's going to let you down."

Surprisingly, Samantha hugged her, too. "We warni y@ be happy,
Georgia. It's all we've ever wanted. But things ehavappened so
quickly—why, here it is, the eve of a wedding thaty weeks ago, none of
us had any idea would be taking place—and evergopesent and
accounted for but the groom.”

Trust me Adam had said, and she would, because it watalhad to get
her through the next few hours. "Everything's gdimgvork out,” she told



them. "Please, everyone, just stop worrying, godand get a good night's
sleep. In another couple of hours, it'll be my waddlay."

Early March in Piper Landing was usually lovely;lanisunny, fragrant.
However, it had been raining when Georgia awokenie morning but
she'd adamantly refused to admit to her mind tka ithat anything could
spoil this day. Nothing was going to go wrong, ee¢n the weather.

"Oh, dear,"” her mother had murmured, joining hethie dining room and
glancing outside at the clouds racing across the sk

"It will clear up by noon," Georgia had insisteghening the window and
leaning out to inhale the heady scent of damp earthhyacinths just as
Samantha's car turned in the driveway.

"I hope so," Natalie said. "After all, 'happy thede the sun shines on’, you
know."

"I'm going to be a happy bride even if it snows,tivay."

"I do admire your spirit, darling. Come and eaitttel breakfast now, before
the hairdresser gets here. It's after nine alréady.

"Aren't you going to join me?"

"No." Her mother had shuddered delicately. "I coltléat a thing. I'm too
worried that.. .did Adam say when he expected tdgek?"

"No." Georgia had helped herself to a Belgian veaffieaped with
strawberries Romanoff, deeply grateful that her mmayy sickness had
disappeared. "I thought | felt the baby move dutimgnight. Do you think
that's possible so soon?"

"Well, you are fourteen weeks along.” Natalie, wihoeen pouring coffee,
suddenly had set down the pot and started to wekgtessly. "Oh, Georgia,
| never thought it would be like this... all un@@ntand back to front and you



not being able to fit into your dress. | always sgou as the radiant,
picture-perfect bride."

"I'll still be radiant,” Georgia had said softly.

"But will you be a bride, darling?™Yes, so pleas@n't cry and try not to
worry. Adam will be waiting when | get to the chirdde promised me he
would."

Her mother had dabbed at her eyes with a linenetegv"And you believe
him, do you?"

"If 1 didn't, I'd have no business marrying him, Mg

"Oh, God!" Samantha had exclaimed from the doorw&ow what's
happened?”

"Nothing," Georgia had replied, determinedly seréiMother's exercising
her prerogative to weep buckets all over the brilat's all. What's that
you've got, Sam?"

"A blue silk garter,” Samantha had said, addindslglarand I'll throttle that
man of yours with it if he lets anything happerspoil this day."

Praying that her optimism would not fall victim sach manifest votes of
nonconfidence, Georgia had fixed a smile on hez.fa&nd if Charles gets
out of hand, I'll return the favor."

Now, three hours later and draped in bridal satid l&ace, she wondered
how she'd managed to fool everyone for so longy éegself. There hadn't
been a word from Adam and although she might lomkmosed on the
outside, inside she was a mess.

Natalie swept into the room, resplendent in orchkitk. "Here are
Great-Grandmother Chamberlaine's diamonds," stk baiding out the
antigue teardrop earrings that every bride for grens had worn.
"Something old and borrowed, darling."”



"And you've got your garter for something blue aesv," Samantha said.

Her father poked his head around the door. "Theusmes have arrived,
my dears. We should be leaving in a few minutes.gdgdness, Georgia,
you're a vision."

Samantha pressed the outsized bouquet of sweeapdastephanotis into
her hands. "Just remember to hold it so that pesptet notice your bulge."

That sense of being trapped on a merry-go-roundhtaup with Georgia
again. What if Adam wasn't waiting at the churchf?alif, next week at this
time, she was right back where she'd been thebgfare? What if...?

"Come along, my dear." Her father's hand was finmher elbow, guiding
her down the stairs and out the front door.

"The sun is shining," her mother cried. "You waght, Georgia, it's going
to be a lovely day, after all.”

"Of course it is," Samantha said, and blew her mossly. "Good God, | do
believe I'm going to cry. This is all that Adam ©@#b fault, Georgia."

Somehow, everything always came back to Adam. dt ieen that way
from the moment she'd first set eyes on him. Itididae like that for the rest
of her life. Suddenly, Georgia knew a great serismlon. "Make sure you
tell him that, when we get to the church, Sam."

"Always assuming he's there," her sister said.

"He will be," Georgia said.

And he was. As was his grandmother. In a wheelchair

"We were on our way to the airport, dear child, wher taxi was involved

in a collision at a stop sign," she explained, lagKike a gypsy in dangling

gold earrings and a long, fringed shawl. "I havmaédly sprained ankle, and

I'm sorry to say your bridegroom suffered a slighticussion although he's
quite recovered now and should not find himseltkhtimpaired on the



honeymoon. But those fools at the hospital didhirtk he should drive and
insisted on keeping him overnight, but he didn'tira tell you that when
he phoned yesterday evening. We got back to towwoutalan hour

ago—scarcely time to change into our wedding firergut | thought it

unfair to expect you to promise to love, honor ahdrish a man without
knowing the reason he stood you up at dinner,decided to waylay you
before you started down the aisle. Now, kiss myekhehild, and get that
nice young man over there to push me to my rigipate in the front pew."

"The old bat!" Samantha muttered. "Trust her tadrypstage the bride."

But Georgia didn't reply. All her attention was deed on Adam, who'd
turned and impaled her in his dark blue stare.

Something rolled over in Georgia's stomach. Notltaby, but a wave of
emotion made up of all those things that spelleé loetween a man and a
woman: tenderness and passion; trust and desire.

The organ rolled out its notes. The processionghbe Samantha swept
forward, nodding graciously at the guests, and tuakplace to the right of
the altar. In the front pew across the aisle froevddley Walsh, Natalie
dabbed at her eyes with a lace handkerchief.

Georgia hitched up her bouquet to hide her bulge taok her father's arm.
Everyone turned to watch but she saw only Adam.

She'd covered three of the ten yards separatingrber him when his

mouth twitched. Another yard, and his eyes crinklegdo more yards and
he was grinning that damnably sexy, irreverent.gfour more yards- eight
steps—and she was beside him.

"What's so funny?" she hissed.

"I never saw a pregnant angel before," he whispeweapping his fingers
around hers. "Give that hothouse garden to youramabf honor, my
darling, so | can say good morning to my baby, tle¢s get this show on
the road."”



