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The last thing Sam had wanted was a stranger imdhese for three long
months! David was always there - making her angrgking her laugh,
giving her all the fun she'd been missing...andjnduthe long, sleepless
nights, showing just how much he desired her. Samitdvant to fall in love

- but David's irresistible charms were slowly briegkdown her defenses.
But in just three short months he'd be gone...wdultk?



CHAPTER ONE

THE man stood stark naked in the bright light of d fabon, all of his
masculine splendor on full display. Samantha stdppeher tracks and
stared at the man poised at the edge of the pNol"l know I'm going
nuts,” she muttered to herself. "I'm hallucinatisgeing things."

The strap of her heavy book bag bit into her righoulder; she'd been
carrying it around for the last mile home, havie§ her car by the side of
the road with an empty gas tank. She was exhauStesld lived on five
hours of sleep a night for the past two weeks am@s no wonder she was
hallucinating. For a moment she closed her eyes) dpened them again.
No naked man by the pool. She let out a deep seglizing she'd been
holding her breath. All she wanted was to get iesithve a shower and go
to sleep.

She stumbled to the front door and let herselfdmmpped her bag, and
practically crawled to her bedroom. Collapsing be bed, she kicked off
her shoes, picked up the phone and dialed Ginadeuat the hospital.
Gina was a nurse and worked the evening shift.

"I'm going crazy," she told her friend. "I'm goistark raving mad."

"Did that bald instructor make another pass at Yyou?

"Yes, but that's not it."” Samantha unbuttoned hamrde and struggled out of
it. "I can handle him, but I think I'm seeing thindg/ly mind is playing tricks
with me. Is that what happens when you delve imeonbysteries of business
law with only five hours of sleep?"

"What do you mean you're seeing things?"

Sam began to laugh. She couldn't help it. "Youategoing to believe this. |
ran out of gas a mile from home and—"

"I believe it, Sam," Gina said dryly. "lt's a wangi a metaphorYou're
going to run out of gas if you don't stop and radage in a while. So tell me,
what are yowseeinghat's so funny?"



"I came walking up the driveway just now, a few otes ago, and | saw a
man standing near the swimming pool."

"A marf"

"Yes." Sam closed her eyes, seeing the man agautk'naked. All his

God-given glory illuminated by a full moon. He Iaaklike some Greek or
Roman statue. He looked like MichelangelBavid. He was gorgeous.
Artistically speaking, of course."”

"Of course," said Gina.

"He looked very much like he belonged there, nearool, amid all those
big trees, and that fat moon overhead. Like astdle." Revelation struck
her. "Oh! That's why | saw him! Somebody showed Inee vacation
pictures yesterday—all these Italian paintings fanehtains and statues. No
wonder. Just a trick of the light, | guess."

"Phew," Gina sighed. "What a relief. | was worngml were going nuts and
it was all my fault because of what | said yestgrta

Sam frowned. "I forgot about that." Gina had to&f it was high time to
start thinking about romance, to find a man, tad fiove. She'd been alone
too long and she deserved a good man. Well, Girsmtweell, but Sam was
not in the mood for romance. She was too busy wgrknd going to school
getting her degree. She was determined to be egeofjraduate before she
turned thirty next year.

She sighed. ' 'What | need right now is not a nbaha shower and a good
night's sleep. I won't have to get up and studpémorning, so I'll sleep in
till seven.”

"Wow. Seven. I'm impressed. What about your car?"

"Oh, shoot, yes." Sam raked her fingers throughdaenp hair. Thick and
curly, the only way to keep it tamed was to pionttop of her head or gather
it back in a pony-tail with a scrunchy. Maybe shewdd just have it cut
really short. It would be cool and easy in the refagummer. Except then



she'd have to keep it trimmed all the time to kiéépoking neat and when
was she ever going to have time to go to the ladan® She let out a weary
sigh. Always this struggle for time. And now an @yngas tank to deal with.

"I'll take Susan's car and go to the gas statiohgah a can of gas and fill my
tank, drive it back here, walk back to my cars. gibing to cost me an hour."
She groaned. "There goes sleeping in." She unzipeedkirt and pulled it
off. "I can't win. God, what a miserable day. Tivecanditioner at the office
wasn't working and there was one crisis after arotind | had to stay late
and almost didn't make it to class in time." Sloavfied. "I never had dinner,
come to think of it. | should be hungry, shouldtl don't think | am,
though. Oh, well, in this heat, who wants to e@®ly June and it felt like
August, the sweltering air humid and thick. Sheptd off the rest of her
damp clothes and staggered into the bathroom thained her bedroom,
taking the portable phone with her.

She looked at herself in the mirror, which was atake. Light blue eyes,
pale face, brown hair—she looked washed out, petitk and blush long
worn off. Maybe it was the light. Right, sure, sheught with a grimace.
She turned away from her reflection.

"Anyway," said Sam, turning on the shower, "howsrgthing with you?"

"Fine, same old thing. What's that noise?"

"The shower. I'd better get in before | have nersgith left to stand on my
feet. Talk to you soon."

"Take it easy, Sam," said Gina. "Hallucinating atimaked men is definitely
a warning sign. Your feminine self is trying toltgbu something."

Sam rolled her eyes at the ceiling. "Yes, Mommy."

She had a shower, washed her hair and felt malgirttter—still
exhausted, but clean. Wrapped in a short cottoe,rebe looked a little
better, too, the blue of the robe brightening hggse Her stomach was



grumbling now, and she felt thirsty. Having driest hair and tied it back to
keep it out of her face, she went to the kitchefind something to eat. A
banana, a glass of milk. She wasn't sure what shddwiind. She hadn't
shopped for food in days.

The hardwood floor felt cool and smooth under reelfeet. It was such a
beautiful house and she was happy to have the typiyrto live here for a
while, house-sitting for Susan and Andrew, friendeo were on a
six-month tour of southern Europe, making a docuargnSuch a stroke of
luck, too, just when her apartment building hadegoa-op and she'd been
forced to move out.

House-sitting for Susan and Andrew was a perfdatisn. The McMillans
owned several acres of wooded land in Virginia, toat far from the
civilized world of Washington D.C. The one-storyulse was an irregular,
sprawling structure built to fit in with its natlirsurroundings. It had a big
wooden deck and an in-ground swimming pool in taelyinside, the house
was airy and spacious and furnished with casuatfadable furniture and
colorful artwork. Being used to apartment livingn$ found all the space
simply wonderful, although sometimes, when shenadtbherself the luxury
of a moment of introspection, all that space maatefdel a little lonely.

Light came from the kitchen. Had she left it orsthiorning? No, she was
sure she hadn't. Besides, she hadn't noticed ngban when she'd come
home. Trepidation gripped her. She stepped intkiticeen and her heart
stopped as she took in the scene.

A red towel wrapped around his hips, Michelangelesid was pouring
himself a whiskey.



CHAPTER TWO

Sam froze as she stared at the man. He was tall amethand well-built.
Very short black hair damply hugged his well-formsdill and his dark
eyes looked at her with surprise, but only for ammeat. An amused
half-smile curved his mouth.

"I didn't know you were home," he said, putting thieiskey bottle on the
counter. "l didn't mean to frighten you."

Sam couldn't talk. Here he was, a stranger in basé, huge, naked apart
from a towel, and he hadn't meant to frighten Wénat had he expected? A
hug? She swallowed with difficulty, aware he wak gbserving her. Who
was this man? This very good-looking man—she cduldelp noticing,
tired as she was. He had strong, angular feathagsviere not quite regular,
a square jaw, a nose just a bit crooked. Dark, elimg eyes. A very
masculine face. All of him was definitely very makee—the broad chest,
the muscular legs and arms, nicely tanned, albtamj a disturbing virility.
She was aware of it even through the fog of hagdat Gina would be
happy to know all her female hormones were stiMleahnd kicking.

"Didn't you get my messages?" he asked, takingnk thom his glass. Feet
planted squarely on the floor, he looked as if iwaexd the place. "l called
several times yesterday and today and left messagé#ise machine." His
voice held a vague note of reproof, which she didappreciate.

"No, I didn't," she said tightly. She hadn't chatklke answering machine,
which was in Andrew's office and out of sight. Sh@een too busy and too
tired and too preoccupied. Actually, she'd plamgéiten. Not having had an
answering machine in her apartment, she was nibteirhabit of checking

one.

"You must be Samantha," he stated.

He knew her name. "And you must be David,” she gaamptly, and
watched his eyebrows shoot up.



"l thought you didn't get the messages | left you?"
"l didn't." She took a step back. He was loomingrdver.
"But you know my name."

Oh, no. This could not be true. She swallowed tie llaugh. "l was just
guessing," she said, trying to sound casual. D&lislname wa®avid!

"Just guessing?" he repeated. "Out of thousang@esHibilities, you come
up with David? Why?"

Because you reminded me of Michelangelo's Davittatg there naked by
the pool.

She wasn't about to tell him that. Instead, sheggied and managed a cool
look. "Yes. Sometimes | do that. Guess, | meanpketmok like their
names sometimes. You look like a David."

"Ah," he said. "Well, good. | wouldn't like to lodike a Flip or a Bucky."

His tone was dry, and she caught a glimmer of huimdnis eyes. She
wondered if it had been there all along and he laaghing at her. She
shifted her weight from one foot to the other andssed her arms
defensively in front of her chest, wishing she dideel so puny with her
five foot three inches and one hundred and eighnh@s. "So who are you
and what are you doing here in my house?" Oddky fsh no fear. This big
man emanated strength, but she registered no thrkat physical safety. "I
could call the police, you know," she added bravely

He was not impressed by her threat. He quirkedyabrew, his expression
indicating that the very idea of his being mistegistvas rather amusing.

"This is not-your house," he said calmly, takingtuer leisurely drink.
"This is Susan and Andrew McMillan's house and |Bavid McMillan,
Andrew's cousin."

Yes, Your Majesty, she was tempted to say.



"Oh," she said instead, sounding not very brighe Squared her shoulders.
"But | am house-sitting for them and what right ylmu have to come
barging in here disturbing my privacy?"

"'It was not my intention to do any barging anstutibing," he said soberly.
"That's why | made all these calls, none of whioh yeturned. However, |
do need a place to stay for the next few monthd amdihave a key and—"

"What?" Sam's heart crashed into her shoes. "Ygoirgy to move into the
house?" A surge of adrenaline momentarily revived She put her hands
on her hips and glared at him. "No way! You acg moving in here!" So
brave she sounded. As if she could prevent him fdwimg anything he
might want to do—this man with his perfect physicaued well-trained
muscles.

He tossed back the rest of his drink and smileddgoén "Oh, yes, | am,
Samantha Bennett."

She stared at him, feeling helpless rage. Her hegdn to throb. She was so
tired. She had the sudden, frightening urge tothousinto tears, which she
hadn't done in years. Something was seriously wrenty her. First
hallucinating, now crying. No, she hadn't been uaatlating, after all.
Seeing David McMillan standing starkers in the magbr had not been the
delusion of an overwrought mind. It had been ptaglity. She rubbed her
forehead, trying to erase the image from her m8fte was in no state to
contemplate a naked male.

She was uncomfortably aware of his scrutiny, thek @ges intent on her
face. He moved toward her and put a hand on hedd#io "Sit down," he
ordered. "You look as if you're about to collapdée'eased her into a chair
at the kitchen table. She sagged down like a bggptidtoes, too tired to
fight his order. A moment later he put a glass witmeasure of whiskey in
front of her and seated himself across from hénatable.

"You have nothing to worry about,” he said calmlym not a mass
murderer or a rapist or a con artist—which is dasyme to say, I'm well
aware, but we can try to contact Susan and Andgephbne tomorrow so
they can set your mind at ease."



"We can call thenmow," she said. He was taking control of the situatioth a
she didn't like it.

"We could, but it's the dead of night in Turkey dird not sure they'd
appreciate it. Now, drink up. It'll calm your nesvé

She gritted her teeth and glared at him. ' ‘Do gtways order people
around?"

Surprise flared in his dark eyes, as if he had newesidered the issue. Then
the left corner of his mouth lifted with faint anement. "Yes," he said.
"Now, relax, woman, and have that drink."

Sam gave up. She gazed down into the amber lioqndavenced at the smell
of it. "l can't. It will make me sick. | haven't thaanything to eat since
breakfast."

"You do have a bit of a hungry look about you, coenmented. "I'll fix you
a sandwich." He came to his feet, all six-two dwee inches of brown
muscled manhood towering over her. He was a mathtodegeing in charge,
that was clear. A man used to giving orders. Anddebeyed.

She didn't have the strength to oppose him, del@h have the strength to
come to her feet and walk to her bedroom, so dhtbeee like a zombie and
watched him deftly assemble a huge ham and chesskvih, adorned
with lettuce and tomato.

"Milk?" he asked. "Tea, coffee?"

"Milk. If there is any."

"There is. | brought some groceries with me whearhe this afternoon."

A good thing, too, Sam thought, because there wasrch in the house. She

watched him take a carton of milk out of the redregfor and pour her a
glass. His hand was big and strong, like everytleisg about him.



It all seemed so ordinary, sitting here in a kitcheth another person who
was fixing her something to eat. It wasn't ordin&tye didn't know this man
and he was sharing this house with her. And hergdsg wrapped only in a
towel, and she herself with nothing on under h@npk little robe.

Maybe all of this was a dumb dream and she woukkwg and find it was
morning and none of this had actually happeneshéftold Gina about this
nocturnal fantasy, her friend would tell her it vizeam's feminine side trying
to get through to her on a subconscious level. ¥eed a man, she'd say.
Well, Sam didn't need a man. She needed a collegeed and financial
security, thank you.

"l didn't hear you come home," he said. "I didet & car." His voice was
deep, resonating somewhere deep inside her, disguher in a way she
didn't want to be disturbed.

"I came home walking." Between bites and sips s@ him what had
happened to the car, not caring he might thinkai$ ywretty stupid to run out
of gas.

"You look exhausted," he observed. "Like someone tisn't had a lot of
fun lately."

"I haven't.” Well, it was the truth. "I work for mgrandfather, and he's
getting old and temperamental and | worry about'hifhy was she saying
this? It wasn't her habit to say things like tlistrangers.

"What do you do?"
She gave a low laugh. "That depends on who youHssK.tell you I'm his

little granddaughter helping him out at the offiek owns a furniture retail
store."

David gave her a considering look. "But you're ingrthe whole show?"
She nodded. "He pretends he doesn't know it, lnusdire he does. Business

has been slowing down a lot over the last few yaads| don't know how
long we can hold out, but..." She sighed. "It'e lile doesn't want to see it."



She hadn't had a raise in years; the money simpgnivthere. With more
and more big furniture super-stores opening iratie@, there was no chance
of survival. That was why she was getting her degoaper qualifications to
back up her working experience. She intended thdijob that would offer
her good career possibilities and decent moneyh&téwer son to plan for.
Kevin was only ten now, but in another eight ydse'sl be off to college.

She sighed and took another bite of the sandwielvirkwas spending the

summer in Florida with her sister and brother-w-laho ran recreational

and educational camps for kids all year aroundwile having a wonderful

time, and it gave Sam the opportunity to take egfases at night and not
worry about whether she was leaving him alone tachmsSitill, she missed

him and looked forward to the end of summer whéd be back. She'd have
to find an apartment by then, too. Closing her ggks rubbed her forehead.
She didn't want to have to think about that now.

"Are you all right?" Concern in the man's voice.

She glanced up at him, standing near her cham. fiie...just tired." Her
plate was empty, the sandwich finished. She'd bt wolfed it down.
"I've got to get some sleep, though."

In order to do that she'd first have to get up fitwen chair. She wasn't sure
she could summon the strength; she felt as if seghed a thousand
pounds—inert, immovable. She had no choice butytdPushing her chair
back, she came awkwardly to her feet, felt her b@@ying, struggling for
balance.

"Easy..." He moved forward, reached out a handeady her.

Devoid of energy, her body would not obey. It lashd®ftly and neatly
against his, like a rag doll.

She was dizzily conscious of his arm around hek baalding her. Felt her
cheek against the warmth of his naked chest.

It felt very nice, very safe.



Safe. She let out a sigh. It had been a long timeeshe'd felt safe.

Drawing in a slow, deep breath, she smelled thenyanale scent of his
skin, felt the chest hair tickling her cheek. Thigs a dream. Her mind was
playing tricks with her again, but she didn't cddesaming was safe.

He had a strong chest, a strong, hard body that hadding her so
comfortably, as if she belonged there and she lmadarries and all was
well with her world. Ah, bliss.

Then she felt something else, something more tbarfart. The pounding
of her heart, or was it his? The warmth rushingulgh her body. And the
heat of his, against her.

She froze as the realization of what was happeégned on her, clearing
her mind instantly. Fearful embarrassment rushezutfh her on a wave of
adrenalin and she drew back, her legs tremblinggpiausly.

"I'm sorry... I..."

He gave a crooked smile. His hands were on herrugpes, steadying her.
"Don't be. I like goodnight hugs."

She'd noticed. She stared at him. "l..." She cduten think of what she
was trying to say.

"Come on, let me walk you to your room."

She drew back some more. "No, no. I'm fine, reaBhe turned quickly.
"Goodnight," she managed.

"Goodnight, Samantha." Did she hear amusementsindice? She wasn't
sure.

Am | nuts? she asked herself as she lay in bedul&Hqust be going to
sleep with that stranger roaming free in the housestranger she had



unintentionally managed to get sexually excitednSgroaned into her
pillow. Did she believe what he'd said, that he wadrew's cousin?

Well, he did look like Andrew, actually. They baotlere dark and tall, both
had that air of confidence and command. They chalde been brothers
instead of cousins. Which proved nothing about Bapurity of character
and intentions. What was he doing here, anyway?hade't even asked.
What was the matter with her? Where was her brain?

She pulled the sheet up over her head. She dahe'twehere it was. All she
cared about now was some sleep. Deep, restorétiep. s

Birdsong awoke her the next morning. The room w#f sunshine. For a
moment she lay basking in it like a lazy cat, thka leaped out of bed. The
car! She needed to get gas. She was late!

The man! There was a strange man in the househé#at turned over as
disturbing memories flashed through her mind. T¢ens of his skin, the
feel of his hard body against her. She took a teeath. She had no time to
think about that now. She didn't even want to tlabkut it whether she had
time or not.

She had a quick shower, dressed in a navy skiraamhite blouse, twisted
her hair on top of her head, put some lipstickgmt,her things together and
rushed to the kitchen. The smell of fresh coffesetgd her, and she noticed
David in shorts and T-shirt sitting on the deckdiag the paper, looking as
if he owned the place, looking as if he had alltihee in the world. Well,
maybe he had. He came to his feet when he caugitttad her, wishing her
a good morning. He followed her into the kitchen.

"Feeling better?" he asked.
''Yes, and | apologize for the... er... Victonargin routine last night," she
added before she could think about it. She glaraveay. "I really didn't

mean to...uh—"

"Neither did I," he said smoothly. "Breakfast? dit the honors."



Cool as a cucumber, he was; she had to admireShatshook her head.
"I've got to run. I'm late.”

"You're out of gas," he reminded her.
She closed-her eyes and sighed. "l know." She pdueeself some coffee.
"I'm going to take Susan's car to get some gasit putmine, bring back

hers, walk back to mine and leave."

"Much too complicated,” he stated in a no-nonsdase. "I'll come with
you. That'll save you the hike back to your car.”

"You don't have to."

"Of course | don't have to." He put a piece of vehairain bread in the
toaster. "But | will."

It would be a big help, of course, yet his takergkaattitude irritated her.
"Why?"
He cocked an eyebrow. "Are you always so suspiéious

She shrugged and sipped the coffee. It was wonlgdesfuy strong and

flavorful. "When it comes to men, yes." Her wordgssised her—she
wasn't normally so confrontational with strangeeg, this man had an odd
effect on her equilibrium. And she felt defensilmmat her idiotic move of

practically fainting in his arms last night and #abarrassing result.

"Sorry to hear that." He reached for his cup. "{bd have a bad experience
for which all men will pay for ever and ever?”

She stared at him, feeling an odd quiver of fead He guessed? Could he
tell?

She thought of Jason, who'd left her stranded avitiewborn baby. They'd
married right out of high school and Jason had a@nbthing more than for
them to have a baby right away. Yet four montherdfievin was born he'd



had enough of fatherhood, packed up and left. Tthags later he'd died in a
construction accident, leaving her a widow at reeatwith a tiny baby to
care for. She couldn't believe what had happené&etoto him. How could
he have left her and the baby he'd said he wantetush? He'd planned and
saved, saying he made enough money as a construaider for them to
afford a baby; really, there was no need to waiil she'd finished college
and had a job, too. It had taken a long time be$twd ever understood
Jason's true motivation for wanting a baby, atédn't really had anything
to do with fatherhood. It'd had everything to dothwsabotaging her
education because he'd felt threatened by her mmbNot that he would
have ever owned up to such a feeling of inadequacy.

Things had not been what they seemed. Jason had kat® to him she
hadn't known. It terrified her to realize how f@bliand naive she had been
to allow herself to be manipulated by him, howlditthe had understood
him, herself.

And here was David, asking if she'd had a bad esipee as if he could see
straight into her soul.

She took a sip of the hot coffee. "I'm just notildy trusting,” she said,
trying to sound casual about it. "That's all.”

He nodded thoughtfully. "I see. Well, my motives Wanting to be helpful
are based on the fact that | prefer peace over Siace we're going to be
sharing this house and this kitchen, it appearsa@ahat being able to get
along is not a bad idea." He smiled. "So, if ydiritl the keys to Susan's car,
we can get going and solve your little gas problem.

Sometimes her imagination got in the way. It hadnbeell-applied when
Kevin was little and she'd spent hours telling antastic tales she'd just
made up on the spot, wild stories and adventurdgtidoved hearing. Her
active imagination was not necessarily a blessiog, rbut there it was.
What if this guy wasn't who he said he was? Whiagifvas a sophisticated,
clever con man? What if he took off in Susan's d#lat if he emptied out
the house after she'd gone to work? She grew sltydtdehand cold with
trepidation. She had taken on responsibility for freend's house and
possessions. Shouldn't she do something?



"Do you have some form of identification?" she ldear

herself ask. "I was so tired last night | couldige straight." He probably
was not used to having his identity, or his commaudstioned, but if it
made him angry then so be it.

His mouth quirked, or maybe she imagined it. Withaomment he
whipped a leather wallet out of his back pocket panobluced a driver's
license.

David Colin McMillan, it said. And even on the pice he was drop-dead
gorgeousNobodylooked good on a driver's license mugshot.

"So, where's your car?" she asked, aware her bagytense. It wasn't easy
guestioning this big, intimidating man now that sfees in full control of her
faculties. "l didn't see one in the drive when iheahome last night."

"Don't have one."

She handed him back his license. "You don't havara How did you get
here?"

"l was dropped off." He put the license back invaglet and fished the toast
out of the toaster.

"But what are you going to do without a car?"
"I'll be using Susan's until I get myself one."

She didn't like the sound of this. How could he Ima¢e a car? Who in this
day and age could get around without a car unkesglived in a big city?

This was the boondocks. It was miles and miles ftomn. No buses, no
trains, no public transportation of any sort.

Maybe he didn't have a car because he had justreésased from prison.
Or had escaped. Just because he was Andrew's dbuliim't mean he
wasn't a criminal. What a nightmare.



Oh, pleasea more rational part of her sagkt a grip.

He gave her a sideways glance. "Relax, Sam." Tlwaseno escaping the
humor in his voice and it annoyed her.

"l am relaxed,” she said tightly.

"Right. Like a violin string. | don't have a cardagise I've just returned from
living overseas for three years."

Good story, she thought. Just substitute jail f@rseas and there you go.
Oh, stop it!she said to herself.

"l want to talk to Susan before we leave," she,daythg to sound assertive.
"Just a moment, please.” She went into Andrewisegffound the number
they'd left her, and dialed. Somewhere in Turkeyghone rang and rang.
No one answered. She replaced the receiver withng,bfrustrated and
angry. Now what was she supposed to do?

Oh, to hell with it, she muttered to herself, takBusan's car keys from the
desk drawer. She found David in the kitchen makirsgndwich out of two
pieces of toast with cheese. "Let's go," she sh&lsmell of toast making
her feel suddenly ravenously hungry.

"Here," he said, handing her the toast sandwiclu'¥an eat it in the car."
She took the proffered food. "Thank you." She madcbut of the kitchen
into the garage with him right behind her. Sheeddsm the keys. "You can
drive."

"Thank you," he said dryly. "Did you talk to Susan?

"No. No one answered the phone. | thought they weaehotel. Don't these
desk people pick up the phone when it rings?"

"Not necessarily, no," he said dryly.



He opened the door for her, like a true gentleraad, she disposed of her
book bag on the back seat and slid into the passesgat. She took a big
bite from the toast. The cheese was melting atalsted delicious. Sharp
cheddar, she noted. She liked strong flavors—ampadraptly he did, too,
because he must have bought the cheese.

"Why the book bag?" he asked as he sat down, gukkegemote control to
open the garage doors and started the enginenidylask.”

With her mouth full of food, it took a moment bed@he could answer. "I'm
going to night school. | don't have time to comenkafter work, so | bring
my stuff."

He eased the car out of the garage and down thkie,dhe door closing
behind them automatically. "What are you studying?"

"Business administration."

He nodded. "Very practical, very marketable,” henogented, his voice
level.

She didn't know why his comment put her on therg{e. He was echoing
her own opinion, so why did she feel this way? Wiaas wrong with being
practical? With learning skills that were markegbl

Nothing. Absolutely nothing.

Not that it was where she'd dreamed of being, lagg, when she was
younger and freer. She'd wanted to be a kindemyadacher, always.
Instead she'd ended up in her grandfather's fueniiusiness.

Because of Jason.

No, because she'd allowed herself to be manipuldtgdJason. A
treacherous mixture of anger and regret sneakexhuyper. She pushed the
feeling aside impatiently and took another bitéhaf sandwich. It was nice
of David to have made her this. Last night he tealdhfer, tooYou do have a
bit of a hungry look about yolhe'd said. Well, next to his huge frame she



didn't amount to much, and it might be getting Iéts skirts had been a bit
loose lately.

She had finished eating by the time they passetebyar, sitting forlornly
by the road. It was a ghastly shade of green arslhaad to miss. She'd
bought it second-hand some years ago and in spite loirid color it had
done her excellent service, for which she thankedybds.

"That your car?" he inquired, as if there were mdohbt. It was the only
unattended vehicle they had passed.

She nodded.
"Interesting color," he stated.

She gave him a suspicious look and caught the gfimimusement in his
eyes. "All | care about is that it's reliable amukesin't break down on me
every other week."

"Very practical, aren't you?"

"Something wrong with that?" she asked with a toofdmauteur, feeling the
little defensive devil stirring in her again. Shied not to give it space.

"Certainly not." He looked straight ahead at thadro"Where's the gas
station?"

"Take a right at the next intersection, then thméles down."

She couldn't help looking at his hands as they lednthe steering wheel
with competence. No rings. He was in his mid-tastishe guessed, and she
wondered if he was married, or had been marriedl,iiahe had kids, and
why he was staying at the McMillans' house. Ditie'thave a place to call
home? The thoughts came automatically, and shewasyed with herself
for giving them room. She didn't care about thenams. She didn't even
care why he was staying at the house, otihat he was staying there.
Because she didn't want him there. It was distgrber peace and reeked of
trouble.



She had no time for trouble.
She had no time for anything except studying arssipg her tests.

"So, what did you do overseas?" she asked, for songeto say. Actually,
if she were honest, she was a tiny bit curious aibou

"Built a bridge." He was a civil engineer, he tdidr, working mostly on
foreign contracts, building roads and dams andgesdHe'd just returned
from Bolivia, where he'd worked on a constructioojgct building a bridge
across one of the tributaries of the Amazon. Befoat he'd been to places
she wasn't sure she could find on a map.

It was easy to see him in some exotic, tropicatgldoare-chested, with a
hard hat on his head, directing a crew of constnatorkers.

They'd arrived at the gas station and David leapgaf the car before she'd
even opened her door.

"I'll take care of this,” he said, and strode aweafore she could object. She
sat back and shrugged. Okay, let him, she tho®jtd.watched him come
out of door with a container, watched him fill ioin one of the pumps,

having first slid a credit card through the paynmatchine.

"How much was it?" she asked when he got backerc#n.

He waved his hand. "Forget it."

"No," she said tightly. "I will not.”

He flashed her a probing look and fished the rededymn the breast pocket
of his T-shirt. "Here you go."

She glanced at it, got the money from her purse temrted it to him.
"Thank you for helping me out.”

"You're welcome," he said soberly.



There was something about him that was beginniraptmy her. She had
this suspicious feeling that he was laughing at thext for some reason he
found heramusing.

Back at her ugly green car, he emptied the contaiihgas into her tank. She
thanked him again for his help, and with a sighedief she took off down
the road, alone again, oh, bliss, and not even late

Now, if only he didn't steal Susan's car and th&eats of the house...

David watched her drive off. He couldn't remembé&ew he'd last seen a
woman looking that tired and vulnerable and sodachof a warm hug. He
grinned. Well, he'd given her one, even if it hathtentionally turned out to

be more than a hug of the brotherly variety. Ttstant physical reaction he
had experienced at the feel of her body in his dratssurprised even him.
He wasn't exactly eighteen anymore.

She had gorgeous big, expressive eyes and a wohdeass of naturally
curly chestnut hair that tempted touching and stgpkShe stirred up his
protective instincts, but clearly that wasn't all.

He sat in the car without moving for a while, sispd by his feelings. Good
feelings, healthy feelings. Feelings he hadn'tféelt long time, and a deep
longing suddenly filled his heart.

Then fear rushed in.

He rubbed his face as if to clear his mind andedriine key in the ignition.
The engine purred into life. He drove back to tbade and went to work,
writing an article on managing engineering projéctdeveloping countries,
where time was a stretchable commaodity, skilledtatas difficult to find
and cultural differences imposed unexpected problaforking for three
years in the jungle without losing your mind was small feat, and he
certainly had learned a lot—about himself as welihe job.

Come to think of it, he was tired, too.



Mostly, though, he was tired of being alone.

When Sam arrived home that night after class, sigeafraid to look in the
direction of the pool in case she saw David imedlunclad glory standing in
the moonlight.

She looked anyway; she just couldn't help herself.

Nothing. Nobody. She let out a sigh, struggledaduhe car with her book
bag and purse and trekked to the back door andhetbouse.

Music greeted her, rippling and dancing joyfullyahgh the air. Wearing
jeans and a black T-shirt, David sat at the dimogn table pounding away
at a laptop with impressive speed. The table waesvst with papers and
blueprints. His concentration was so intensiveodkt him a full minute

before he noticed her. He grinned at her as hissfateared.

"Ah, you've returned from the world of commerce aeddemia. How are
you?"

"Exhausted."

He leaped to his feet with an explosion of enetgt took her off guard.
"How about a swim?" he asked. "And a glass of win&ind down?"

A swim. A glass of wine. It sounded heavenly. Itswa balmy night. It
would feel good. She imagined herself in the pathWwavid, sipping wine,
her body floating in the warm water, the sky fullstars above, and her
heart began to gallop. Her imagination was runmiid again. It was crazy.
She didn't even like the man. He was looming owgr &nd she didn't like
that either. She took a step back.

"No, thank you," she said. "I've got things to dodundry, for one. More
useful than gazing at the moon.

"You're a very busy person," he observed.



"Yes, | am."

He put his hands in the pockets of his jeans and bar a searching look.
"What do you normally do in your free time?" he eglkconversationally.

"l don't have any."

"Never?"

" Not lately, anyway." Not since she'd taken th&a@&summer courses. "I
work, go to classes, study, take care of the hblsetunately housework
didn't require much time; Susan had insisted hguleg cleaning lady keep
coming at least once a week, and the yard was tedenof by a gardener.
She never saw either of these people because sheewar at home during
the day. "If there's time left, | sleep,” she add€at at least | try."

His left eyebrow arched up. "No frivolity at alloNomance, no fun?"

"I haven't got time.'"Romance3he added silenthAre you kidding?And
now, if you'll excuse me?" She trekked down thd khalher bedroom,
changed into shorts and T-shirt and headed toatlvedry room. The dryer
held clothes she'd done two days earlier and haet'taken out. She
dumped them on the folding table and found Davidrher as she picked
up a pair of cotton panties to fold them. He wasieg against the door, a
glass of white wine in each hand.

"Have one of these while you're doing that," hel aisily.

The last thing she needed was for him to stana tivatching her fold her
underwear, her practical, serviceable cotton pantie'd been here barely
twenty-four hours and he was getting on her nealready. She suppressed
the urge to tell him to get lost.

What she'd really like was a drink to help herxeknd he was offering her
one. Oh, what the heck, why not? She dropped thiggsaback on the pile,
accepted the glass from him and took a sip. "Thark" she said politely,
caving in to civility. She tried not to see how dgduae looked wearing just
jeans and a T-shirt-lean, muscular, fit. Of cosise saw anyway.



"I've been trying to contact Susan and Andrew tgdag said, "but it seems
they've disappeared in the Turkish hinterlandtriilagain tomorrow."

She frowned. "Why were you trying to contact therA®tér all, he wasn't
the one worried about the situation.

"So they can reassure you about my presence helleyau I'm an
upstanding citizen and not an escaped convict @tevier you might have
imagined,"” he said levelly. Again the humor insce. As if the very idea
of someone finding him suspicious was exceedingiyical.

She took another sip of the wine. "l see. Wellp lile to hear from them."
She picked up a towel and folded it, hoping he'cagray, but he seemed
perfectly content lounging against the doorposinkiing his wine in a
leisurely way.

She concentrated on folding the towels, trying twoiook at him. She
wished he weren't so damned good-looking. It wagnigaa disturbing
effect on her equilibrium. She had enough problemser life; she didn't
need a man to add to them. And certainly not a-thleege type like this
one.

"So, what have you been doing all day?" she askedally. Not that she
cared, of course.

"Had a good long run this morning, made some phwaiks, did some
reading, some writing."

"Sounds pretty strenuous,” she said evenly.

"It was very restorative, actually."

Restorative? He didn't look like anyone in needestoration.

"More wine?" he asked, reaching for her empty glasd before she even

thought about it she had agreed, and he left to ¢joe kitchen to get it. She
was an idiot. She'd never get rid of him this way.



And, of course, the inevitable happened.

The wine loosened her tongue, as it always did.tlhessmall glasses was
all it took. Fifteen minutes later she found hefrsiting at the kitchen table,
telling him about her horrible day and her crankgngifather who lived in
the Stone Age when it came to running a businesktreat she was worried
about him and the future of the store, and thatidieen friends with Susan
since high school, and how she'd cried for dayswiez dog had died when
she was twelve, and that she needed to find artraparr by the end of
August because Kevin had to start school again, ainlinds of other
boring things he couldn't possibly be interested in

She stopped talking, embarrassed suddenly. Whapdsskssed her to tell
all this to this man? It was that sexy voice of, lasvoice that beckoned,
tempted:Come here, let me hold you, I'll make you sAteif she lived in
the Dark Ages and needed protection. Like the Bricmming to rescue
Cinderella from her dreary lot.

The wine...it was the wine making her say thinggk things, making her
all maudlin. Good thing she hadn't started tellmmg about Jason leaving
her and her parents drowning, or she'd be sittarg how bawling her eyes
out.

"Kevin?" he asked.

She swallowed. "My son. He's at summer camp right.rin Florida."

"You have a kid," he said, as if trying out thesowf it. "Imagine that. How
old is he?"

"Ten."

His eyes widened, his brows archeden? Good Lord..." A quizzical
expression darkened his face.

She could imagine what he was thinking. She logkeathg for her age and
could easily pass for twenty-four or -five insteddwenty-nine. She really
couldn't blame people for wondering about her hgnarten-year-old son,



yet it irritated her. She looked straight at himAnd just for your
information, no, | wasn't an unwed mother, and dndi ‘have to' get
married."

"Well, that's a relief," he said dryly. "I'm notrsul could have lived under
the same roof as you—you being a loose woman Withase sinful secrets
in your past and all.”

She glowered at him and he laughed.

She came to her feet. "I've got to get some slesye'said, and moved to the
door.

"And I'm going to have a swim." He rotated his ddets as if they felt
tight. "It's a great night. Sure you don't wanjdim me?"

"Yes—no, thank you."

She lay in bed thinking about him swimming in theolp Would he be
wearing swimming trunks?

She turned her face in the pillow and groaned. "doeiso pathetic,” she
told herself out loud.- "You're acting like a tegeaobsessed with nudity
and sex. Get a grip on yourself, will you?"

Well, it had been an awfully long time since sheen in the arms of a man.
And under the right circumstances, and with thitrigan, that was really a
very nice place to be. Last night her tired bramd Iplayed tricks with her
and she'd been momentarily deluded. She shouldgrgst about it.

"Oh, go to sleep,” she muttered into the pillow.

So she did.

And she dreamed.

She was swimming in the pool with David and theg ha clothes on. It felt
wonderful and quite all right because they'd knamach other for a long



time and he was so familiar to her. And then theyenn bed together and
he was holding her, just holding her.

Heart pounding, David watched her lying on the gdhther clothes muddy,
a dry leaf caught in her pale hair. She made nmdono movement. He
could not help her, he could do nothing but wateh, ipowerless, while

birds chirped cheerfully in the trees and a swaetraer breeze whispered
through the lush greenery. He stood there, pardlyastil pure panic hit

him and he was awake, drenched in sweat, his haang in terror.

He sat up in bed, turned on the bedside lamp anddhis face in his hands.
"Oh, please, not again," he muttered. " Not again.”

After some time he got to his feet, pulled on a paboxer shorts and went
into the kitchen and poured himself a measure oftchc He carried it out

onto the deck and drank it slowly, standing atrtikng. He stared up at the
stars, concentrated on his breathing and trieanoty his mind, to think of

nothing—a meditation technique someone had taughiten he'd found

himself in the derelict little hospital on that dosaken island in the China
Sea. Giggling little nurses, cats in the hallwaydAhen that runny little

Buddhist monk.

And then, to his own surprise and relief, he fohidself smiling.

The night air was pleasantly cool. Crickets anceptihsects cheeped and
buzzed, vibrating the air. For a long time, he dingbood there.



CHAPTER THREE

"ARE you crazy?" Gina yelled at Sam over the telephbeaaext afternoon.

"You're letting that guy stay with you in the hods&nd you don't even

know if he's telling the truth?"

"I don't have much of a choice,"” Sam said, leatiack from her desk at the
office. "l can hardly throw him out, can I? He's ®ot two or three and he's
got muscles on him you wouldn't believe. Not bodylder muscles, mind

you, but the real, natural variety."

There was a silence, then a smothered laugh. "€dth,yMichelangelo's
David. So, what's his name?"

Sam grinned into the receiver. "David, of course.”
"Oh, no! You're kidding!"

"No, I'm not kidding. David McMillan. Andrew's cous or so he says.
Well, actually, | believe him; | saw his driverisdnse.”

"Oh, wow," Gina said. "Think of the possibilitiegre! The two of you in
the same house!"

"l don't want him in the same house!"

"It could be such pleasant distraction, Sam, tlaib&ut it."

"l can't afford to think about it! I've got to styd've got to get my degree!"
Next year she'd be thirty. No longer young, bueast educated.

She felt a sudden, treacherous longing. She wdoted young and have

some fun, go places, do things, not worry so misehfree. Being the
mother of a small child, she hadn't had much of ithder twenties—and



she wasn't going to have much of it for the restasflife if she didn't make
charge of her future—get educated, get a caresst. Fi

Gina's long-suffering sigh floated down the phane.|"Your aspirations
are all very commendable, Sam, but surely you ttan & little fun with a
handsome guy once in a while, before all your heresadry up?"

Now, that sounded lovely. "No, | have no time," shal stubbornly. "It will
have to wait."

"Is he rich?"

Is he rich?"Sam groaned and rolled her eyes. Gina, in oneeoptetend
shallow moods. "I have no idea." Being one of theMdlan clan, he
probably was, but she hadn't given it a thought.

"Well, does hdookrich?"
"Like how?"

Gina sighed. "You're hopeless. His clothes, his, das watch, his
briefcase—you know, that sort of thing."

Sam pushed her cold coffee aside. "I haven't sdereftase. I've paid no

attention to his watch and, besides, | wouldn'tvkacdesigner watch from a
dime store special. And he just wears shorts asHiifs and he doesn't have
a car. He's buying one, he says."

"What kind?"

"l didn't ask! Sheesh, Gina, what's with you?"

"This floor is no fun today—my patients are notp@sding to my tender

loving care by getting better and waltzing out efd) so I'm in serious need
of a fantasy to keep me from wallowing in despaind this sounds like a

really good one, so work with me, will you?"

"Having a rough day?"



"Nothing but tragedy. You don't want to hear abigubelieve you me. So,
tell me, what type is this David? | mean, what kafccar do you think he
belongs in?"

Sam contemplated this for a moment. "A fancy speds | suppose.
Something low and sleek and very expensive.

"Cool. Just my kind of man. If you don't want himight come over and
have a look at him. By the way, is he married, ttached?"

"Last time | heardyou were attached,” Sam said dryly. "Engaged to be
married, in fact. To the most wonderful man in weeld."

Another sigh. "Oh, right. | forgot."

An old pick-up truck lounged in the driveway wheansarrived home at
ten that evening. It was a garish red and had aideme of the fenders. A
purple bumper sticker proclaimed that the end efworld was near and it
was time to repent.

"Whose pick-up is that?" she asked when she foumddwatching the
international news on television.

"Mine. | bought it today."

"Wow," she said, dropping her purse and book bagd"l had you pegged
as a Ferrari type.”

"Really?" Again the spark of humor in his eyesm"fmore of a Maserati
man. But | had to be practical."

"Practical?" Now this was getting good. She tucaesdray curl behind her
ear.

He nodded. "I had to consider the fact that I'litt@sporting construction
material rather than loose, empty- headed blondtsleng flowing hair.”



"How depressing,” she said mockingly. "You'll newgat them into that
truck."

He sighed. "I know. | suppose I'd better get myad\faserati as well."
''Why did you buy a used car instead of a new ‘bne?

He shrugged. "l don't need a new one. I'm only gg@gmuse it for a few
months. Besides, | just happened to see it sittynidpe road with a 'For Sale’
sign on it and it spoke to me."

"It spoketo you?"

"Yes. It has...character, a cert@me sais quawith that sexy dent, and that
passionate red color and that purple sticker."'

She laughed; she couldn't help it.

"And | think it looks just perfect parked next that lurid green car of
yours."

"Don't offend my car."

"Okay," he said amiably, and leaped off the cougdirg the way he had the
night before. He might be a laid-back sort of pardmt there certainly was
plenty of energy hiding in that body.

An image flashed through her mind—a tiger lounginga tree branch. The
vision so surprised her, she almost sighed out loud

David switched off the television set. "There'svafrom Susan for you," he
told her. "It's in Andrew's office."

And so there was. Sam read it standing up by thenfachine. Susan said
they'd been stuck in a remote Turkish mountairagél with car trouble, but
they'd had a wonderful time. She waxed lyrical dliba food, the people,
the beauty of the landscape. They'd just returondtidir hotel in Istanbul
and David had called them on the phone. She wgsseery they'd been out



of reach for the last few days and had been uriabllEassure her that David
truly was Andrew's beloved cousin and an honorablestworthy human
being, if a bit off-center at times, which was te éxpected of people
roaming the globe and sojourning in exotic places.

Sam grinned. Off-center. Well, that would expldiattred truck.

David, Susan went on to explain, had been expéotsthy with them in the
fall, to build himself a cabin on the north endludir property. But, since his
plans had changed, Susan hoped sincerely Sam dithdtif he stayed at
the house while she was there.

Since she and Andrew would be asleep by the timeseuld come home,
she'd written the fax instead of calling later.

Sam read the fax twice. Well, there it was. Justealsad told her. Except he
hadn't said anything about building a cabin—-buwntlshe hadn't asked,
either. That was why he had bought the pick-upkirabe realized.

There was something odd about it all, though. Wiag Wavid McMillan
building a cabin? The McMillan family was wealtrshe knew that from
Susan's stories about her in-laws. Why not bubdagper house? Why not
buy a house?

She'd seen him naked, but she knew very little &thasi man—his life, his
work, his character. Nothing except that he wasrtiminal on the loose,
and that he was going to share the house with her.

She didn't like it. She wanted peace and quiet. \Bdmated the house to
herself. It was not to be. She looked down at #xeiri her hand, crumpled,
her hands clenched into fists.

Back in the living room, she found David with a t®itof champagne and
two glasses. Music undulated through the room, smnmg vibrant and
seductive—Brazilian jazz? David McMillan seemedhi@ve a thing for
sensuous music.

"Shall we celebrate?" he asked, filling the glasses



"Celebrate what?" There wasn't anything to celebest far as she was
concerned. On the contrary; she felt like mourrihmgloss of her precious
privacy and isolation.

"The truth,” said David. "That | am a man with onllye purest of
intentions.”

"Susan didn't say that. She said you were a tactefter.”
His brows arched. "She said | waf$-center?™
"Didn't you read the fax?"

"Certainly not. It wasn't addressed to me." He leanlder a glass, then took
his own and lifted it. "To a pleasant cohabitatidre toasted.

She had no choice but to lift her glass and clinkith his and meet his eyes.
Brown eyes with the devil dancing in them.

A pleasant cohabitation. Oh, please! What a nightina

And then it got worse. He invited her to dinnerSaturday night when she
had no classes, and she said, no, she didn't imwgeshe had to prepare for
a test and do some grocery shopping. And, as skesayang this, a small

voice somewhere inside her inquired if she werarnes Here was a

handsome man with pure intentions inviting heritmdr and when was the
last time she'd come across a man with pure imctes(?

She took a sip of the champagne, felt the musiksther senses, triggering
images and feelings. She'd never known music doailsb...intoxicating.

She took another close look at David's handsome, fi@ gleam in his
brown eyes. Pure intentions, my foot, she thought.



Sam's heart made a crazy little leap when Davi@gagal in the kitchen the
next morning. She was standing up at the counédinga piece of toast,
and she almost dropped the knife.

Dressed in a suit and tie, David looked like aetght man. Formal,
imposing, dynamic... intimidating. Sharp creaseBigtrousers, high gloss
on his black leather shoes. His suit jacket figpedfectly over his broad
shoulders, and his white shirt practically blindeer. A modern god of
business and high finance, dressed for battle.

She swallowed her food; she'd stopped chewing a%l sttared at him,
practically awestruck.

"Nice tie," she managed.
"Thank you." He gave her a crooked smile and redhébethe coffee pot.

"l take it you're not playing construction workeday," she commented,
gathering composure.

He poured coffee in his cup and put the pot dowuw, 'hot today. Have to
take care of a little family business this aftenmdo

She wondered what kind of family business requeesuit and tie, but
thought it better not to ask. She glanced at thekglput her plate and knife
in the dishwasher and picked up her purse and bagk"Well, I'd better go
and help Grandpa."

He moved toward her unexpectedly, put his handéenshoulders and
kissed her lightly on the mouth. "Don't work toordhaTake care of
yourself," he said, moving away.

She stared at him, heart galloping. "Why did youltda?"

"Because | wanted to and it seemed like a nicgyttordo.” He smiled. "I'll
see you tomorrow, Samantha."”

"Tomorrow? You're not coming home tonight?"



He grinned. "Don't look so delighted."
She shrugged. "Just wondering."

As she dashed out the door, a sleek, silver-grapusine glided up the
driveway. She caught a glimpse of a chauffeur iifoam.

She sucked in a deep breath. "Oh, boy," she mdtt&tee climbed into her
ugly green car and drove to work.

Before leaving the house, David glanced in the oniand adjusted his tie,
smiling as he remembered Samantha's expressieeiagshim dressed in a
suit. Whenever he thought of her, he found himsililing.

It had been a while since he'd last worn a suitgiieaced. Well, he was on
family business now and he'd better wear the apjatepcostume. Meeting
with one of the outside shareholders and convinttiegnan of the error of
his ways was hardly a big job, and a small prigeatp for family happiness.
He knew how to talk to people, how to get themddtdngs, how to change
their minds and, although he was not involved emdhy-to-day running of
the company, his talents in the verbal-persuasiepadment were
sometimes called upon.

He found good old Lester waiting for him with thedbusine and he smiled
in greeting. The man must be a hundred years-okioly, he thought with
affection. Lester had been around when David had ldittle boy roaming

the woods of his father's property, pretendingg@i explorer in the jungles
of Africa.

"Good morning, sir!" said Lester, his wrinkled faaesmiles.
' 'Good morning, Lester. How are you?"
"Fine, sir, just fine."

"And the arthritis?"



"Livin" with it, sir. Just livin' with it."

Yes, thought David, some things you just learndd/eowith. For a fraction
of a moment Celia's face flashed through his mihdn it was gone. He
settled himself in the back and opened his briefcadook over his notes
and get ready for his meeting.

Instead, he thought of Samantha, seeing her asaghkeft that morning to

go to work in her grandfather's store. She wore lttla skirts, ending just

at the knee, and proper little blouses. She worlggald hoops in her ears,
and she fiddled with them when her hands were awigdsomething else.

Her shoes were simple flats or low-heeled pumpsshedgave a general
impression of tidiness and neatness that drove dramy. He wanted to

ruffle her up a bit, loosen a button, hang somegliliag earrings in her ears,
take her hair down, run his hands through the @nts kiss her silly. She

had the sexiest hair he'd seen in a long time, anldl untamable, doing its
own thing, in total  contrast to the rest of hanpand proper appearance.
She obviously tried to tame it by gathering it ilband at the back of her
neck, but curly strands were always escaping.

Yet all he had to do was look into those big blyeseof hers and know that
there was more to Sam than the neat package skenped to the world.
There was a lot of not-so-tidy stuff churning iresiger.

And for some unfathomable reason he felt the neéidd out what. And the
growing urge to put his arms around her and teltbeelax.

* % %

In the muted early-evening sunlight, the largenstand wood plantation
house looked as it always had—solid, immutable, weh an elegant
Southern charm. He had lived here all his childh@sdhad his father and
grandfather before him. His parents still occuplesihouse.

The place was surrounded by luxuriant, well-teng@dlens beyond which
stretched several hundred acres of unspoiled woddlall part of the

property. His mother awaited him at the door anddged him. "How did

your meeting go?" she asked.



"Everything's fine, Mother, don't worry about ari."

He found his father in his study, a cigar in onachand a whiskey in the
other, both strictly against doctor's orders. Hes wahandsome man with
compelling dark eyes and a commanding presence.

"So tell me about your meeting with Sanchez," hibédr said after David
had poured himself a drink.

"Nothing but a misunderstanding blown out of albgortions. It's all
straightened out and he'll drop the suit. We'llcheeaccommodate him on a
few points, but | don't think it presents a problém

His father was pleased with the news, asked fothéur details and
commended David on the way he had handled ther.afiéou're sure you
don't want to join us now that you're back in tbartry?" he asked. It was
almost a rhetorical question by now, posed whendher occasion
presented itself. The answer had always been noywas again today.

The intercom buzzed. "David, Tara is here to sag"ylis mother's voice
announced. "She's in the sitting room."

"I'll be there in a minute."

Having finished his business with his father, Daweht in search of Tara.
She was sitting in a chair and leaped to her féwtnahe entered the room,
her glossy black hair swinging loose around heuklers. He had not seen
her for a long time, but she was as gorgeous as eve

He smiled at her. "Hello, Tara."

"David!" She hugged him. "How's my favorite cousin?

He grinned at her. "I'm fine. How about you?"

"Oh, I'm all right." She stepped back from him émaked him over. "Wow,
a suit. You don't look like you've just come outloé jungle.”



"It's been a few days."

She sat back down in her chair, crossing her legg.|
get that humongous bridge built?"

Did you manage to

He sat down. "Yes, | did." Against all odds. Evegssible complication
had presented itself. Still, in the end he'd lei tountry with the job
completed.

"Of course you did." Tara laughed. "Why did | exastk the question? What
David McMillan starts, David McMillan finishes."

"You make it sound like a character flaw," he sigy.

"No, I'm just jealous. You're so disgustingly congoe. | always screw
everything up.”

An odd tone of voice, setting off a ripple of alaimmhim. "What's wrong?"

"Oh, nothing. Just a general statement.” Her vaiae breezy. She stood up
again. "Let's find your mother and see if shelliteame to dinner."

He came to his feet as well and put an arm aro@ndimoulders. "You're
invited, Tara."

It was a pleasant evening. David enjoyed being wishparents, sitting at
the familiar table, eating good food, and Taragpressibly cheery, was
always good company.

After dinner he excused himself for a few minutesiake a phone call. He
dialed the number and a moment later Samantha gigge She had no
classes today, he knew, and she was home.

"Hi, it's David," he said.

A short silence. "Hi. Why are you calling?"

"To check up on you."



"Check upon me?" Her tone of voice indicated she was not
pleased with that news.

"To see if you're home." He grinned into the moighe.
"Where else would | be?"

"By the side of the road, out of gas, or with adbown."
"Very funny."

"Not funny, because I'm all the way here and | doltllcome and rescue
you.II

"I don't need any rescuing," she said coolly.

"Good. I'm glad. Then | won't keep you. Goodnig@d#mantha."”
"Goodnight, David."

He put the phone down. He didn't like that oldlestap of a car of hers, but
she was home safe and sound. He went to the sithogn where the
after-dinner coffee and liqueurs were served.

"How long will you be in the country this time?'shfiather wanted to know.
"For the rest of the summer." He told them abagpritagect in Mexico in the
fall, and that he was building himself a cabin lue tvoods on a piece of
property Susan and Andrew had sold him. It wasrdieia was news to
them and the family grapevine had failed.

"You're building acabir?" Tara asked, wide-eyed.

"With my own bare hands," he said with a grin.

Silence reigned. His mother stared at him. Tareedtat him. His father

stared at him. "1 thought you'd outgrown that bg thme you turned
twelve," his father said finally.



David laughed. Building forts, tree houses and hutke woods had been
fun when he'd been a kid. It would be fun now,raadult. It appealed to the
pioneer in him.

"I think I'll enjoy it. Using a hammer, saws, naddbow grease." He picked
up his coffee cup and smiled at the perplexed fao@snd the room.

His father gave a long-suffering sigh and closexl dyes briefly. "And |
keep hoping you'll turn out normal eventually.”

David laughed. "Give it up, Dad,"” he said.

Sam was in the kitchen cleaning up spilled orangeejwhen David came
home the next evening. She'd only just come horreetichad dropped her
bag, kicked off her shoes, grabbed the juice froenftidge and promptly
dropped the carton.

He came striding through the door, wearing a diffiersuit, equally

impressive. He radiated power and energy, looksd lae'd conquered the
world, or at least a piece of it. And here she vwasefoot, clutching a mop
like a true Cinderella. Late in the day as it was,still looked dynamic

and...well...gorgeous. So gorgeous, in fact, theatbreath caught in her
throat and her heart skipped a beat at seeinpgisaliriale splendor.

Then she saw his smile, and the familiar gleamisnbhown eyes. "Don't
look so awestruck, Sam. It's just a suit."

Of course it wasn't just the suit. Thousands of cwrd wear that suit and
not look the way he did. The suit only accentuatedt was already part of
David—she just hadn't seen it before, at leastiigptiayed in this way. She
gathered her composure and gave him a breezy smile.

"Well, you look quite impressive to a simple coyrgirl like me."

He waved his hand. "It's just packaging. Underndathjust a simple
construction worker."



Oh, sure.She laughed. "That's a relief.”

"Why are you mopping the floor at this hour of ttey?" he asked.

"l spilled orange juice. The carton slipped right of my hand."

"Maybe you weren't supposed to have orange juicsv BHbout a brandy?
Or a glass of wine? I'll slip into something contédnle and you can tell me
about your day." He said this with a straight fabaf his eyes were
laughing.

"I've got to study.”

"It's past ten."

"l knowit's past ten,” she said irritably. "Believe m&nbw." Every part of
her body knew, including her brain.

"All right." he said calmly, "I'll see you in theaming, then." He picked up
his overnight bag and briefcase and strode dowhahleo his room.

He changed into shorts and T-shirt and ambled tuattie kitchen, where he
kept his own bottle of whiskey for convenience'kesalrhe wet bar was
elsewhere in the house, well-stocked.

He found Samantha sitting at the kitchen tablejrsgaat a bowl of fruit.

"l thought you had to study.” Her book bag lay be tioor, untouched.

"l do. | just can't make myself."

She looked tired. "Go to bed, then."

"l think maybe I'll have that glass of wine you rtiened."



He took the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc out of thdde and poured her a
glass, then had himself a whiskey. He sat dowheatdble with her.

"So, how was your day?" he asked.

She took a sip of the wine. "I don't want to talboat it. Tell me about
yours."

"I had a good day, two good days. Visited with naygmts, took care of a
little business problem, and that's about it."

"What kind of company is it your family has? Susand something about
commodities, but | can't remember."

"The company deals in commodities, buying and rsglion the world
market—cacao, sugar, soy beans, rubber, buyingelhdg futures, crops
that have not yet been planted.™

"Seems strange," she said. "I mean, making mongyn@and selling stuff
that doesn't even exist.”

Her observation pleased him. "Yes, to me, too. Mytbrother Anthony
loves the game, as he calls it. He seems to tloivéhe challenge, the
hair-raising stress of it."

A half-a-cent drop in price could lose them a faduA half-a-cent increase
could make them one.

"But you don't?" she asked. "You're not really wogkfor the McMillan
company, are you?"

"No, I just do odd jobs here and there." He toakiak. "I've never been
interested in numbers on computer screens. | veattiuich things with my
hands, build, construct, create a final product.”

"Like bridges and dams?"



"Yeah." He loved the challenge of doing this in ttm®st difficult of

circumstances—dynamiting tunnels through mountdéssi carving roads
through seemingly impassable terrain. And in thel ée loved the
satisfaction of knowing that the structure he'digiesd, fought over,
struggled with and completed would improve the divé he people who
used it. That decades, maybe even a century from movould still be

there.

He gave a crooked grin. "Numbers on paper aredgstl stuff.”

She rubbed her forehead. "Numbers on papers repnesmey, or the lack
thereof," she said.

"You're right. But it just doesn't do a thing foerh

She raised her eyebrows at him. "You don't like ey@n

He grinned. "l don't like the numbers game. | likeney itself just fine." It
could buy you things—Iluxury physical comfort, pespltime. What it
couldn't do was buy you happiness, love, innerexament. A lesson had to
learn the hard way. He watched Samantha, pragtitaling asleep as she
sat there. She'd drunk only half her wine.

He came to his feet and reached for her hand. "Gomgou need to go to
bed," he said.

She stared at him fuzzily. "I'm not going to bedhmayou."
He almost laughed. "Why not? It would be nice."

She sighed. "It would be stupid.”

"You're too hard on yourself, and much too seribus.

She pulled her hand free from his and straightemé&er chair. "Meaning?"
She looked quite awake now.



"A little relaxation is good for the soul. A littleecreational lovemaking is
good for the soul.”

She gave him a scathing look. "I'm honored yourec@ncerned for the
welfare of my soul, and so eager to be of assistanc

He laughed. He couldn't help it. "I live to servie¢' said.

Samantha was trying to think how they'd arrivetha topic, but couldn't.
She glowered at him. "Is there anything at all §eat take serious in life?"
she asked, exasperated. What was the matter wihhtan? He treated
everything as a joke, or as inconsequential.

"Not much," he said amiably, "but some things, Yyes.

"Like what? Please tell."

"A good meal is important. And my health. | takattkery seriously. And
having friends. And, of course, the agreeable comppé a good woman."

Theagreeable companyf a good woman? Now she was impressed! "Is that
what you're looking for? Thagreeable compangf a good woman?" she
asked with mild mockery.

He gave a weary sigh. "Yes, but it's not a simpiesty Good women aren't
easy to find." He held her gaze and smiled wicketllyn thinking you
might be one," he said slowly.

"Me? Are you out of your mind?"

"Aren't you a good woman?"

She gave a derisive little laugh. "But I'm agfreeable.”

He gave her a considering look. "You'd be goodiet"

"Me? Hah! Why would | be good for you?"



"You make me laugh.”

"I make you laugh?" she asked, affronted. "Wellcétrtainly isn't my
intention to make you laugh."

"Well, you do." He smiled crookedly. "You are sanfly, sweet Samantha,
with all your intensity and seriousness araivete."

"Naivete?"Why was she standing here listening to this laffabid she
need this? No, she didn't. She had better things teith her time.

She picked up her purse and book bag. "I've heaydgh of your nonsense.
I'm going to study.”

"Right. Don't waste your time having a little fuam." His tone was mildly
teasing, but it hit a raw nerve.

"Well, youmay have time to laze round and do nothing, man't! | have
responsibilities and duties and work and schoosme a favor and leave
me alone!" She swung around, her bag hooking dwedborknob. It went
flying. Her books, notebooks, paper, all ended mphe floor.

"Damn!" she yelled, and went down on her kneesatbey her things. He
was next to her, helping her, and there he wasjitgpher business law test
with the big fat red F on it. She grabbed for igrtified, but he evaded her
reach, his gaze on the paper.

If he was going to make a wisecrack she'd kill kiith her bare hands.

He didn't. He gave her back the paper without comngathered up the rest
of the stuff on the floor and came to his feem"happy to help you with
your business law, if you'd like," he said casuakaching out to help her to
her feet.

His hand was rough and hard, a working hand. Sppesl hers out of his
grasp. "l can manage, thank you," she said politely

"Just ask when you're stuck."



"Thank you," she said again, a tad coolly.

"Hey." He put a hand lightly on her shoulder. "Agteg help when you
need it is not a sign of weakness, you know. No¢nevor strong,
independent people.”

Her body went rigid. She felt as if he'd lookedbiher soul and seen her
fear. Oh, God, she couldn't stand it. She didntitvieém looking into her
soul. She didn't want him anywhere near her.

He was very near her. She could smell soap and v&kim and that
undefinable, sexy man-smell. Felt the magic spadfitbits work.

"Sam, relax," he said, smiling a little. And thas &rms slipped around her
and his mouth was on hers, gentle, but firm.

Her heart slammed against her ribs. She stood inietbin his arms. So
much for relaxing.

Then her body softened, melted. Heat. A tinglingthal over, rushing
through her blood. Instinctively, her mouth opertedhis and his kiss
changed from a gentle stroking into an eager,@litilie dance. She felt her
body yielding, molding against his. It was wondérfa feel the hard
strength of him against her, the support of hissaanound her.

She should not be feeling this at alll.

But she was feeling it.

And she wasn't struggling against it, either. Stses Wissing him back,
leaning into him, awash with wanting and needind tre promise of an
enchanted universe full of light, freedom, the sbaohmusic.

She gave a soft moan of rebellion as he gentlysel@ her. She did not want

to stop, did not want to open her eyes. Her legmiited and she grabbed a
chair for support. Why did she let this happen? Wheas her sanity?



"Well, that was very encouraging,” he said witheaitish glint in his dark
eyes. "You're a good kisser for someone who'smetested in romance and
frivolity."

He was making fun of her. ' 'What do you think yeere doing?" she said,
trying for outrage but failing miserably. Her voieeas a feeble whisper,
truly pathetic.

"Actually, I'm not sure | was thinking at all," aid, his eyes gleaming. "All
thought magically left me. How about you? Were tlunking?"

Well, what could she say to that?

"I don't think you were," he answered for her. "Ysremed quite wrapped
up in the passion of the moment."

Passion. Oh, great.

"Don't look so appalled, Sam. Passion is not alssgift. It's magical and
wonderful and—"

"Oh, shutup!" she managed to say.
He laughed. "What's wrong, Samantha?"

"What's wrong?/'ouare wrong—your presence in this house! | wanttgou
stay out of my way. | don't want you to touch meiss me again."

"But you enjoyed it so," he said soberly.

"That's what you think," she snapped, knowing shended ridiculous the
moment she heard her own words. "I don't want tonelved with you. |
have—"

"No time for that," he finished for her. "Of cours@inderstand. I'll see what
| can do. I'll try to keep my animal instincts undmntrol." He gave a
theatrical sigh. "It will be hard, because I fingself very much attracted to
you, and—"



"Oh, go take a cold shower," she said irritablyhdive work to do."

She worked and studied like a maniac for the nexesal days, declining to
have a break with David in the evening, avoidingn land his charms to
protect herself. Avoiding the music that was alwphying when she came
home—exotic rhythms and sensuous melodies thateevimkher emotions
and desires she didn't want to feel.

He appeared to be obliging her, minding his owrirmss, leaving her
be. She was relieved. Or so she told herself.

Still, in the back of her mind he was always théke, the refrain of a
distant song chasing the shadows of her days.

And then one day, just after twelve noon, she foDadid standing in

her office door at the store. Her heart lurched wds the last person
she'd expected to see, but here he was, dressepnkhakis and a
Greek blue polo shirt. Calm and relaxed, he radidtealth and

wellbeing. Not a molecule of stress anywhere. Steghtened in her
chair and wiped a rebellious curl behind her ealling her heart to

calm down. So the man was handsome, so the maghzac. She

could handle him.

"What brings you here?" she inquired, picking ugr@en paper-clip,
twisting it with her fingers.

He smiled his hundred-watt smile. "I'm taking yaw Iinch," he
announced.



CHAPTER FOUR

DAaviD watched her expression as she took in his wordshanknew she
wasn't going to jump up and down with enthusiasmd say, Cool! I'm
hungry, let's go! or something equally cheery.

Cheer, come to think of it, was not what came tadnseeing the shabby
office in which she spent her days. He'd be happyke her out to lunch
every day of the week just to get her away frompllage for a while.

She looked at him coolly. "Oh? You are?" He did mi¢s the derision in
her voice.

"Yes." If he had to carry her out bodily and fofeed her something
nutritious.

"Well, this may come as a shock to you, but | cke@te just because you
want me to."

"You can't? Why not?"

"I'm busy, and you're not my boss."

"But you run the show and you're in charge."

"True." A defiant look in her eyes. She was destrgyhe paper-clip in her
hands. She was wearing another one of her prita btbuses, pale blue,
with pearly buttons down the front. Prim—exceptttthee top little button

had come undone and was showing a teasing bit ivé 'ette from her bra.

He smiled charmingly. "Is there anything you'rerdpright now that can't
wait for an hour?"

"No," she said.



"Okay, good. So really, if you wanted to, you cogtdout to lunch."
"If | wanted to, yes."

"And you don't want to?" He was enjoying this, Blt slightly guilty for
egging her on, knowing perfectly well why she wesisting him. He'd tried
to leave her alone, had managed for about a werkydw...he jushadto
do something, if it was only taking her out to lhnc

"Correct. | don't want to," she said.
"Why not?"
She looked straight at him. "Because | don't likeng told what to do."

"Not even when it's about a nice lunch, with read, wholesome, healthy
food that will build your stamina and give you emefor the rest of the day
to do your work in a more efficient and expedieaty®"

"No," she said stonily.

She was a tough one, this woman, and she knewwrenond. Infuriating
as she might be at times, he found her irresistie crossed his arms in
front of his chest and studied her, seeing thelys¢éousled hair, the firm
chin, and what he wanted more than anything wéski® her away from all
this and make wild, passionate love to her on sdaeserted beach, away
from work and other responsibilities.

Warning bells began to ring deep inside. He igndhedn. Nothing wrong
with a little romance, was there? It would be géadthem both. There'd
been other romances in his life, harmless, enjeyaflairs with career
women who valued their freedom and had no intemestong-term
commitments. Relationships that had ended withoiges and broken
hearts.

The way he liked it.

The only way it was ever going to be.



"What if | told you you were coming with me on @apé and | was whisking
you away to a Caribbean island for rest and relaxat

"I don't answer hypothetical questions,” she saftily. But for a fleeting
micro-second he saw naked longing flash acrossalcer It made him feel
instantly guilty. What had possessed him to sayetbimg stupid like that?
She dropped the tortured paper-clip, rested hes amthe desk and leaned
forward a little. "You may be in the habit of ordey people around, David,
but I'm not a good one to try that with. May | rechiyou I'm not on your
payroll?"

"True," he agreed, trying not to smile. If she westee probably wouldn't act
any differently.

"I don't like people taking charge of me. Just sa know."

"But somebody's got to." He simply couldn't repigivoking her. Shame on
him.

"Go take a long hike off a short pier," she saidtlgu"and don't come
back."

He leaned against the doorframe and narrowed ks atyher. "I'm not good
at taking orders, either," he said softly.

"Then stand there."

Obviously he wasn't going to get anywhere and a ayggvoach was called
for. "l have a better idea. I'm going to start thlisover."

She rolled her eyes at him and said nothing, pdatgrto busy herself with
the papers on her desk.

"l want to apologize," he said pseudo-humbly. "baving a little fun with
you and I'm sorry."

"No, you're not." She kept shuffling papers.



"Samantha?" he said nicely.
She looked up. "Yes?"

She really had the most gorgeous blue eyes. "lichage to my attention
that, apart from a fast and furious minute in treemng, we hardly ever see
each other in the daylight." He paused and wattieed

"True," she said coolly, and glanced down at hekde

"So | had the idea to come by and see if you miighinterested in having
lunch with me," he said politely.

She did not answer immediately, apparently contatimg his suggestion.
She leaned back in her chair and studied him, hiked) to the side a bit,

twisting a pen in her fingers. Her blouse gapeitle more, showing the
soft upper curve of her left breast. For a skirnigd, she had surprisingly
full breasts.

She lifted her chin, swiveling her chair left tght. "Considering the fact
that | have a lot to do, and the fact that I'm suoe 1 like you very much,
why would | want to have lunch with you?"

He could think of a couple of reasons, one beieguthinspired sandwich in
her bag, made with some revolting compressed turkegt and limp
lettuce. He'd seen her throw it together in a hthiry morning.

"The food?" he suggested.

She seemed to consider this. "Am | allowed to ordgrown food?" she
inquired.

He grinned. "Yes, you are. And you can have desasrivell—two,
even—if you want."

To his enjoyment he saw the corners of her mouttciw"Goodie,” she
said, and broke out in a full smile. "I'll be readya minute and a half."



He loved that about her: she caved in, and thepdatg was over.

"So, tell me about your son,” David said—giving hemother order.
Samantha let it pass, feeling rather magnanimaouisoht of her a luscious
shrimp salad tempted her. So she told him abouirKéying not to sound
too much like a gushing mother, but it was diffidadcause Kevin was such
a lovable kid and he was hers and she was prolbminofShe wondered why
David was interested; most men she'd met wereragy@bout her having a
young son. He even wanted to see the picture sthefrlaim in her purse.
And he looked at it longer than just politenessunesyl.

"Is his father in the picture?" he asked. "Doesée him?"

He thought she was divorced. She glanced downrgilate. "No. He...his
father died when Kevin was only four months oltd even then his father
wasn't interested in himshe added silently. For Kevin's sake she was
always glad she didn't have to say Jason hadefiht For her own sake as
well. My husband left mdt sounded so... well, as if maybe there was
something wrong with her.

"I'm sorry," David said, his eyes suddenly dark aalmn.

"It's all right." She smiled. "It's a long time afo

"You have other family, apart from your sister gndndfather? Parents?"
She told him about her parents, that they had diemlyned, when Kevin
was two, the same year her sister had married awveanto Florida. It had
been a terrible time and she'd felt lost and lonaly she didn't tell him that.
"You've worked for your grandfather all that time?"

She nodded. "Yes."

And he asked her about her work and why she h&ointd another job
years ago.



"l thought about it a lot. | even went on a couplenterviews."
"Then why not?"

"Because my grandfather wouldn't have found anafetified person to
take my job for the money he's paying." She gawe dichallenging look.
"I'm very good at what I'm doing. And I'm nuts egbuo put up with him."

“Not a doubt in my mind," he said, "but finding @ptacement isn't your
responsibility."

She gave a crooked smile. "I know. But he's my dpraather and this
family loyalty thing really gets in the way. Helslpand | can't just abandon
him."

His eyes looked into hers and he was smiling. "Yawe a soft heart,
Samantha, no matter how you try to cover it up."”

"He's my grandfather,” she said. "He used to bnmggcandy and stuffed
animals. What can | say?"

"Why is the business not doing well?"

"A combination of factors. Mostly the competitiorom the new, big
furniture stores they've built in the area in th&t ken years, and the fact that
he's losing touch with what the customers reallptwaShe sighed. "It's
time for him to retire, but he's alone and theesisrhis life."

"So what's going to happen?"

"I don't know. He can't sell the business; it's wotrth anything. It's not
generating enough income anymore for anybody ta veabuy it, and the
building is in disrepair.” She frowned as she stalewn at her plate. "What
worries me most is what it's going to do to hinadmit the fact that what he
thought he had isn't there anymore. We can't gmoch longer." She put
her fork down. "And, of course, I'll be out of &jdNo small matter, either."

"You love your grandfather.”



"Yes." She sighed. "I love him but he drives mahgpwall. He's grumpy a
lot and he's not well. He smokes these disgusiiggre and he won't quit
and he refuses to go to the doctor for a check-up."

"Are you sure you don't want a glass of wine?"sleed, humor in his voice.
She felt reckless suddenly. "Sure, I'll have agtaswvine."

She couldn't remember the last time she'd had wittelunch. Of course
she never went out to a real restaurant for luficlvas nice, she had to
admit, to sit in this bright and cheerful placetirg wonderful food. She
studied the framed pictures on the wall, scenes fre south of France, she
guessed. Rustic villages, lots of flowers, brigginted window shutters.
She sighed longingly.

"You like them?" He was watching her looking at ghetures.

"The stuff of fantasy," she said, taking a drintrir her glass.

"Your fantasy?"

She gave a little smile. "Not realistically, no."

He laughed. "Fantasies aren't about realism."

"There are fantasies and fantasies." She gave bhmalkenging look. "Some
fantasies have the potential to become true. Otpmusknow will never
happen.”

"So, tell me about one of your realistic fantasies.

"l want to sleep for three days straight. And doslitme that is a pathetic
fantasy. It only means you have no idea how goaabitld feel."

"Oh, there was a time in my life | had that fantasg. So you think this one
might actually come true?"



"I'm going to give it a try. There will be no classfor the third week of July,
a break between two sessions. | intend to gethatband not come out for
three days."

He nodded solemnly. "I'll bring you food in bed—issants, smoked
salmon, chocolate mousse."

"l do not want to be disturbed."

"All right, I'll try my very best to be quiet anabndisturb you." He raised his
glass to her. "However, | wish for you that thedimill come when you'll
be able to have less prosaic fantasies."

"Such as?" She regretted her words the momentahattered them.
"Fantasies about the sweet things in life. Romamckfrivolity. A midnight
swim, a stroll on the beach, a passionate loveraffae held up his hand to
stop her from responding. "You want to know my &sy?"

She smiled sweetly. "I'd rather not.”

“I'll tell you anyway. | want to go for a walk ihé dark with you. Show you
Venus in the sky, have you smell the roses andtfeefrass under your
bare feet."

She raised her brows at him. "That's it?"

"All right, kiss you silly under a full moon, tala#f your clothes and ravish
you in the grass.”

"That a pretty tame fantasy, for a man."
He laughed. "l didn't say | have no others."
Mercifully the waiter appeared to fill their winéagses.

She took another bite of food, knowing she wasyngthe meal, enjoying
sitting here with David with the devil in his eyésjing to charm her.



No, she wasn't going to allow herself to fall underspell, allow herself to
be seduced by sexy smiles and shrimp salad.

It was too dangerous.

Then again, it was only lunch, really, and it waserand she was enjoying
herself. And in another hour she'd be back in thieeowhere reality would
instantly rescue her. Really, how dangerous cduié?

So she sat back and relaxed, sipped her wine, @wienl a very luscious
dessert.

David tromped around his property and once agapdaoted the foundation
that had been laid the day before, and the stackmber that had been
delivered and piled at the edge of the cleared lot.

It was a truly beautiful place, with the woods be back side and a front
view of the sloping fields and the Blue Ridge Mains. He stood quietly

for a moment, taking it in, and unbidden came thage of Sam standing in
the kitchen earlier that morning, looking at thewiwith a dreamy look in

her big blue eyes. In the two weeks that he haa bé¢he house he had
never actually seen her stand still, doing nothing.

He'd watched her for a few moments, sensing thariterof newly found
feelings reach out and curl through his blood.

Impatient with himself, he began hauling out equeptmand material from
his truck. He'd be leaving again in the fall. Hal hantil mid-October to
build this cabin and when it was finished he'd hay#ace to call his own
again, even if he wouldn't live in it very often.

He tried not to think of the magnificent old colahcountry house he had
once owned and shared with a beautiful woman—tlaeephe'd called
home.



It had been the last time he lived anywhere onrengeent basis—a long
time ago now. And he would never have again whétakelost then. He had
reconciled himself to that, determined never agaexperience the hell he'd
gone through. He wanted his life simple, easy, ouitlrisk.

He frowned, impatient with his own thoughts, andnsined the truck’s
tailgate shut with a little more force than necegsa

Two-eleven, the bedside clock told her when shekaw8am sighed and
turned onto her other side. She was doing this rmoedenore lately: waking
up for no apparent reason and then having trowgiteng back to sleep. Her
mind would begin to churn with worries—about workpout her

grandfather, about Kevin. He'd been gone for ageseemed, and she
missed him. She missed the sparkle in his blue, é&ygsense of humor, the
general noisiness and activity of having him arouBwt he was having fun
and there was no reason to feel guilty. He waodgloving hands, doing
good, healthy boy things. Her brother-in-law wageat male role model.

What if something happened to him? An accident?

She broke out in a cold swe&top it!she told herselflust stop it!'She got
out of bed and went to the kitchen to make hersaffie tea. While she
waited for the water to boil she ate a nectarimeet and delicious. As she
stood there with the juice running down her chie flecame aware of
noises coming from the office—music, a voice, sdnmgf else. Was David
up? The water boiled and she took the kettle afitrner, then wiped her
mouth with a wet paper towel and went to invesggat

She saw light coming from Andrew's office, heard thttling of the fax
machine mixing with the strains of classical musie could not identify.
The door was open and, coming closer, she hearddDalking on the
phone. His broad back was turned to her and he esteémbe focusing
focusing on the paper spewing forth from the faximae.

Her heart made its familiar little leap just seelmign. She tried to ignore it.



He must have sensed her standing in the doorwayelysbhe could not
have heard her—and turned around. As he saw héadgswent very still,
then relaxed into a faint smile. He gestured for tee come in as he
continued talking into the phone.

She was suddenly aware of her appearance—barefeating only a long
white nightgown, thin cotton, wrinkled from sleegimn it, her hair all
tangled and standing out in all directions.

"I'll call you when I've reviewed this—oh, in a qua of hours." David
finished his conversation and put the phone down.

"Did | wake you?" he asked her.
She shook her head. "No. | can't hear you at therand of the house. |
heard you when | was in the kitchen, making sorae\i¢hy are you up at

this hour?"

He came to his feet and stretched, as if he wéfdrsim sitting too long.
"Work."

" Work? At half past two in the morning?" She triect to notice the way
the muscles flexed in his body.

"It's afternoon in Singapore.”

She stared at him. "Oh," she said then, not sognidimibly bright. Well,
what could you expect in the middle of the night?

He ran his fingers through his hair. "Why are y@?'u
She shrugged. "Just woke up and couldn't go basle@p, so | thought I'd
make some tea." The fax machine stopped its noidelse music rippled
unchallenged through the room with passionate sitynClassical, with
exotic eastern overtones—romantic and seductive.

For a moment they both listened, captured by thsienu



Behind the glass doors, the night was dark andengsis. He was looking
at her and the air around them seemed chargedavgtacret, sensuous
energy. She felt an odd apprehension quiveringitiirdner.

Was it the music? Was it him?

"Well, I'd better go," she said, hearing the steatwne of her own voice,
low and husky.

"You don't have to."

Such simple words. Sam tried to move, but her legsuldn't obey. It was
the music, hypnotizing her, stroking \ the secretachs hiding in the
shadows of her heart.

And the look in David's eyes.

He was standing in front of her, looking down at. lt¢e seemed awfully
big, and she felt very small standing there barefoo her flimsy
nightgown, and she couldn't move, couldn't get away

He smiled into her eyes, saying nothing, and thsienfilled the silence

between them with an erotic energy that ' maddrkerble. Her heart was
beating fast and it was suddenly hard to breathe.ifAisible power

seemed to radiate from him, surrounding her, captig her like a witch's
spell.

"You smell very sweet," he said then, and he benhbad and kissed her
full on the mouth.

She stood perfectly still, her heart racing, anelfelt his arms slide slowly
and gently around her, holding her very | carefutligsing her with such
warm sensuality that heat | rushed through herdlike warm wine.

Touch meshe thought dizzilytouch meBut the words stayed silent in her
head. She wanted to feel his hands on her bodyyahted...



And then she did feel his hands on her, felt higtoon her breast, warm
through the thin material of her night-gown, a ¢eraressing that felt so
exquisite her breath caught in her throat. Therhhisds moved down to
her waist and he straightened away from her. "Andtaste delicious,"” he
added softly.

The nectarine, she realized. Looking at his fabe, lsxew it would be the
easiest thing in the world to move back into hiesrthe easiest thing to end
up in his bed, where he would touch her and kisalhever and make love
to her and...

Instead, she backed away from him, turned andidféedk to her room, her
heart pounding.

"You are such an idiot,"” she muttered to herseltaspushed her face into
the pillow. "You act like an frightened virgin. Yare so pitiful.”

She didn't sleep much after that. She kept fe€hagd's mouth on hers, his
hands on her breasts. Kept hearing the deep, seeydf his voiceYou
taste delicious.

David sat at the desk and stared at the report fisdidd out of the fax

machine an hour ago. But instead of the words amdbers and graphs on
the paper, he saw Sam in his mind's eye. He'd ¢deghoff guard. She'd
stood there at the door into the office, wearingpray white nightgown,

looking like a sexy angel with her curly hair widdlound her head like a
messy halo. She'd been nervous, her fingers figdlith one of the tiny

buttons on the front of her nightgown.

It was a good thing he'd been on the phone; higticgato her had been
instant and powerful and he'd needed a minutetteegais composure.

But he had not been able to resist kissing herham@membered the feel of
her soft mouth under his, her slim body againstdws. He'd not been
wrong about the hunger he'd felt in her; he'd se@m her eyes, felt her
reaction when he'd caressed her breasts. But hefamhings had frightened



her and she'd fled as if he'd been the devil himider body might be ready,
but her mind was not convinced.

What the hell was the matter with him? He shoulkehaore sense than to
keep kissing and hugging her. It wasn't fair ta ltewasn't fair to himself.

But why not? They were both grown-up, mature pedflbat was wrong
with a little romance, a little fun? Nothing at.alind the gods knew he was
ready for some.

He yawned and tossed the report aside. He'd redacthdrrow. He'd better
get some sleep before the night was over.

Quietly he moved down the hall, seeing Samanthats Half open. She
must not have closed it properly and it had slidropf its own accord. Faint
light came from the room.

He glanced inside, unable to resist. The curtaier®wot drawn. Sam lay on
her back, asleep in a pool of moonlight, hair sgreat on the pillow, the
sheet pulled up to her waist. She looked peaceidl relaxed and he
watched her, feeling a little guilty. Her lips weskghtly parted, her long
eyelashes lay like a dark fringe on her skin. She lareathing quietly.

A sweetness filled him, warm and tender, and hélpasew back from the
doorway, and went to his own bed. When had heldagied at a sleeping
woman with such overwhelming emotion? And why ndf?y Samantha,
this evasive, stressed-out, always-in-a-hurry wonvao had no time for
fun and laughter?

He had no answer, which was nothing new. There weney unanswered
guestions in his life.

All he knew was that she stirred something deeigéisim, and it made him
feel alive. It made him want to tease her and ntakelaugh, feeling a
lightness of spirit that he'd thought had dieddedhim a long time ago.

Fear whispered through his mind, pushing at a Heatid not want to open.



He should leave her alone.

He wasn't sure he could.

Sam sat cross-legged on her bed, staring at thie ihdeer lap, and gritted
her teeth. Business law. Shatedit. How could she not understand this
stuff? She wasn't stupid, so why didn't she geflien, in a fit of frustration,
she threw the book across the room, which was fortunate impulse. The
book hit the lamp on the dressing table and thedswvoe crashing down on
the floor, taking a glass of water with them. Thasg shattered, the water
splashing everywhere.

A moment later David was pounding on her door. "&atfma!" he shouted.
"What's going on in there?"

"Nothing!" she yelled back. "Just..."

He opened the door and barged in. "What's goinfjlom@demanded. "What
was all that noise?" Then he noticed the lamp erltdor and the water, and
the book.

She took a deep breath and tried for a semblancemsposure. "The lamp
fell, that's all. I'll handle it."

He rescued the lamp from the floor and put it barckhe dressing table. The
shade was all askew. Then he picked up her bookkshe water off it and
handed it to her. She was still sitting on the tsorounded by papers and
notebooks, feeling like a schoolgirl with him towsy over her in all his
calm, competent, masculinity. It was not one ofltetter moments.

"Throwing books, are we?" he said lightly.

She glared at him, saying nothing.



"Sam, why are you so bloody stubborn? Why won'tlgbme help you? It's
no big deal, for heaven's sake." He moved to the,dwt waiting for an
answer. "I'll pour you a drink. Bring your stuffdwe'll have a look at it."

The door closed behind him.

She closed her eyes. He was trying to be nice;tivbry did he make her so
mad? She forced herself to take a few deep bréatiose she climbed off
the bed. She'd better take care of the mess slaeld.rA bedroom floor was
not a good place for shards of glass.

Cleaning up gave her time to calm down. He wag rigihhcourse. She was
being stubborn and it wasn't going to do her anydgid she didn't learn
what she needed to learn.

She gathered her book and papers and went in sefngi. He was sitting
on the porch, doing nothing. Well, reading a spyabtowhich was as good
as doing nothing.

She straightened her shoulders. "I'd appreciateedwstp,” she said, trying
to sound dignified rather than desperate.

"Sure." He leaped to his feet.

So there they were, minutes later, sitting nex¢d@oh other at the kitchen
table, and she realized the terrible mistake skdenede. She couldn't keep
her mind on business law. Her mind was tormentargabout his closeness
and the warm, male scent of him, and his hand,digastrong, competent
hand, moving a pencil across the paper, writingn€ée, for all she
understood, and the sexy sound of his voice as a®& explaining a
particular problem she'd been struggling with. tbsce... setting off little
flames inside her.

She was struggling with an entirely different peshlnow.
Her body grew warmer and warmer; her blood tinghed she couldn't

think straight. Some alien force was taking overrhiand; it was terrifying.
She had to get away from him before the little #gnurned into a bonfire.



Before she threw herself at him and begged him akeriove to her, to
make her feel alive in his arms.

Which would not do. It would be so needy, so pitifand she was not a
needy, pitiful person. She was strong and independ@&d she was
absolutely, positively not going to succumb to thdiculous, frivolous,

physical attraction to a man she hardly knew. NaneMichelangelo's
David in the flesh.

"I'm sorry," she said, moving her chair away. "jirat too tired to think. My
brain is scrambled. Would you mind :: we did thether time?"

His looked into her eyes. "Of course not," he saienly. She stacked book
and paper and came awkwardly to her feet. "Tharskse"said, not looking
at him. Straightening her spine, she tried for gndiied exit, which got
sabotaged before she'd even left the room whetrigiped over the corner
of a colorful Navajo rug, which made her stumblaiagt a chair, where she
got her foot stuck behind one of the legs. And frinv@re on all hope for
dignity was lost as she crumpled to the floor m@st undignified heap.



CHAPTER FIVE

DaviD was with her in a flash, helping her back to restf"Did you hurt
anything?" She was too damn skinny, he thoughtfardhe first time. She
looked as if she could break a bone without ewandr

"No," she snapped. "l just tripped.” She lookedidus and embarrassed and
he wanted to gather her into his arms and holdigler and comfort her.

He guided her to the sofa and gently nudged hendsiiting down beside
her.

"Sam," he said, "you're not just tired, you knoveuYfe stressed out."”
"So is half the world's population.” She rubbed dekle.
"And the other half is not," he said calmly.

"Which includes you, | suppose. Well, lucky you.Ta®se curl was hanging
in front of her eyes. She tossed her head inftioita

"You're overworked, overstudied, and overwroughg"went on, deciding
to ignore her comment. Somebody needed to talk semse into her. "You
don't get enough sleep, you don't eat one decegitarday, if I'm any judge,
and you never take time to just relax. Where do ik this is going to
lead you?"

"To a business degree, a better job, more monelypuse, a college
education for my son!"

"If you ever live that long."

He saw her clenched jaws, watched her grit hent&#te said nothing. She
sat like a statue next to him, her body -tiff waiihger, and he could tell that
she was going to break down in tears at any monknsat there, wishing
she would, so he could comfort her and persuadeHet him help her.



She did not cry.

"I admire your goals and ambitions, Sam," he sdidt there's something
wrong with the way you're going about getting them.

"Oh, really?" Her voice trembled. "And who are yoor make that
judgement? What do you know about my life?"

"Enough,” he said, remembering the hell he had gue through, the
years of trying to forget, years of too much wonkl @oo little rest. He hadn't
wanted to sleep, tormented by nightmares. "The yeoaylive, Sam, you're
going to make yourself sick, one way or anotheesstdoes that to people.”
It had done it to him.

"I'm not going to get sick. I'm perfectly healthlgank you." She was trying
very hard to be calm, he could tell.

"Tell me, what would be so bad about stretchingymutr courses over a
longer period of time?"

"I haveno time! I'll bethirty next May. | have a son who needs to go to
college in a few years and | have no money. Andubl appreciate it if
you'd mind your own business!" She jumped to het, ieeady to march off,
but he grabbed her by the arm to stop her.

"Why are you doing this?" he ground out, feelinguaden wild frustration
rushing to the surface. "I'm just— I'm just tryitg help you! What's so
terrible about that? Why are you acting as if ha énemy?"

"Let go of my arm," she said, her voice shaking.ddald feel her body
trembling.

He let go of her arm.
They stared at each other in silence, the air @thvgth tension. Her eyes

were dark pools of anger—despair? He couldn't te#r hands were
clenched by her sides.



He could feel the beating of his heart. "Sam, lohthe enemy."

He saw her swallow. She looked scared and vulnerabdl he wanted to
take her in his arms.

"Don't," she whispered, as if she'd guessed hisghis.
"Sam..."

"Please,"” she said huskily. "Please, just leavealore." She turned and
rushed out the door. He made no move to stop her.

He groaned in utter frustration. He'd blown it. Rlby.

He should do as she'd asked and leave her alonease her or try to help
her or touch her...just leave her alone.

Why was it so hard?

He thought of the other women he'd known in the fmsyears. Not many,
and none had touched him deeply.

That was how he had liked it. It was easier thag.we lived in far-away
places, often not under the most comfortable afuoirstances, and being
free to go where he pleased and to do as he pleaseithportant to him. He
loved his work, too much probably. It took all eisergy and time and there
was no room in his life for a permanent relatiopsta commitment to a
woman. He didn't want the complications.

He didn't want to feeHe didn't want to feel.

So what the hell was he doing?

She didn't like him and his laughing eyes. Samddgcsff her shoes and they
went sailing across the floor. He was presumptuiowaded her space, and
she absolutely, positively didn't want anything ent do with him.



This morning she'd complained to Gina about Dawhdp so disgustingly
distracting. "Love's like that,” Gina had said gryl

Well, she wasn't in love. Sam yanked her T-shidgrdwer head and sent it
flying after the shoes. She hardly knew the maryskehl attraction, lust,
was all it was. Her long- dormant hormones dancipga storm. He was
leaving for Mexico in the fall, so he'd told herrwlas useless to even think
about giving in to her feelings.

"So, have a love affair for the rest of the summ&ina had suggested,
apparently of a different mindset. "Have a littlmf Sam. God knows, you
deserve to have some fun."

Gina was an idiot. An affair with David—what a nigtare that would be!
She ripped off the rest of her clothes and flureprttacross the room. Next
thing she knew, he'd be rearranging her life,rtglher what to eat, when to
eat, what to wear, what job to take. Telling hesttap taking classes.

Like Jason.

Fear swept through her. She'd done what Jason &wieeh had a baby, quit
college. Then he'd left her.

Never again would she let a man tell her what to do

Turning on the shower full blast, she climbed id atood for a long time in
the pelting water, trying to calm herself.

She had a long list of goals, but she'd betteraaxbdher one and put it on the
top:

STAY AWAY FROM DAVID.

Which was easier said than done, of course. Lataext morning a florist's
van stopped in front of the store. Sam watchedutjinathe window as a



delivery man with a blond ponytail and a ring thghthis nose carried in an
enormous flower arrangement.

"Samantha Bennett?" he asked.
She nodded, speechless.

"Okay if | put it down here?" Without waiting fonaanswer he placed the
flowers on one of the tables on the sales floor.

"Thank you," she said to his retreating back. Sheed at the extravagant
display of blooms and reached for the little carcked into the greenery,
feeling suddenly a little breathless.

| was thinking of you this morning and felt insgreo send these flowers to
help you remember the sweet things in life. David.

All day she kept glancing at the flowers, beautiKotic blooms whose
names she didn't know. Delicate colors, fragilelsetexquisite forms and
shapes. All day she inhaled the intoxicating fragea seeing the
shimmering of visions on the fringes of her conssitess...forgotten
fantasies, hidden dreams, lost imaginings.

The sweet things in life. A walk in the moonliglitye and romance, kisses.
And then other images floated through her mind. kmxPalm trees,
colorful markets, Mayan ruins, wonderful music. Slseen pictures, knew
people who had been there. She visualized hegsetf hext to David on a
beach, doing absolutely nothing, sipping sometliingy from a coconut
shell, getting drunk on the sound of the waves.

She, Samantha Bennett, doing absolutely nothinddauig on a beach. It
was ridiculous. It was wonderful.



David leaped in his truck and started the engiredkccomplished a lot
today, but now it was time to quit. He lurched daiva rough track to the
road and turned toward home. He sighed and trietktr his mind. A rabbit
scooted across the road, barely escaping his wheels

He glanced at his watch. He needed to write a fevais and read up on the
Mexico project. But first, a shower. He was hotfydand sweaty, but it felt

good. He liked the feeling of doing physical wookit in the open air. An

image of Sam, sitting in her dismal little offick day, flashed through his
mind. He thought of the flowers he'd sent her thigning and hoped they'd
cheered up her day.

Flowers. Not very original, but for the moment @is\the best he could come
up with on short notice. What she needed was tagaly from that dreary

office, away from her books and obsession withyahgibefore she had a
nervous breakdown. Away. Far away.

An idea had been forming in his head and he'd haying with the
possibilities. It was a wild and crazy idea, foresuimpossible, maybe.
lllegal, probably. An idea that appealed to himéhese of its audacity. And
if he had a little help, he could pull it off.

She would hate him for it.

For a little while.

She'd never forgive him.

Sure she would. She was a woman. He would...ex@aow her...

He grinned. It was such a nice idea. The wickedoégisappealed to him.

He reached for the cellphone on the seat besidedmdpunched in a
number.

"l want to thank you for the flowers,"” Sam told Dhwhen she came home
at ten that night. "They're beautiful." Music wdaying, something lively



and cheery. A man and a woman were singing songe@ry in Spanish.
She was beginning to wonder if the music David @thgt night was some
subtle attempt at seduction.

"I'm glad you like them," said David, putting dowre book he was reading.
Not a spy novel, she noticed. Something technid¢alsmiled. "I hope they
reminded you of the sweet things in life." He gedn"You know, stars in
the sky, the smell of roses, crickets in the gtass.

And hugs and kisses and making love, came the dahidhought. Her
treacherous heart began an uneasy rhythm.

"It's nice to have something beautiful to look atjé said noncommittally.
He waved at a chair. "Sit down, relax. Have a dfink
She shook her head. "I've got to study for a test."”

He said nothing, just looked at her. She hesitatédhy do you bother with
me, David? Why not just let me be?"

"It disturbs me to see you so overextended. It nelsime of myself, some
years ago, and it was...not good." He gave a Bghig. "Anyway, besides
that, well..." he grinned crookedly ".like bothering you."

"And you're thinking that if | were less preoccupiwith my work and
classes, I'd have more time to frolic with you?"

He laughed. "I like your choice of words. Yes, Iwabbe very pleased to do
some frolicking with you."

She anchored her feet to the floor and took inepdeeath. "Well, then, |
really want you to understand this, David: | devent to frolic with you."

"Maybe you don't know how nice it would be," hedsaleadpan.



"Oh | think | do. You're a very..sexy man and I8are you're very
experienced with women and | imagine we'd haveeatgime together, but
having a great time right now is not on my program.

He came to his feet and nodded. "You have no tilme ¢dommented.
"Right."

He stood in front of her and observed her calnmbarhietimes we have to be
flexible and make time for things or events we haglanned. I'm sure
somewhere in your business management coursassbhescomes up."”

He was too close. Her skin tingled with his neasn&he took a step back,
away from him. "l can't afford the luxury of a suraniling, David. I'm sure
it would be wonderful in many ways. I'm sure yowide and dine me, you'd
take me places, we'd walk hand in hand in the mglaihlyou probably
make wonderful love and all that, but the pricéois high, David."l can't
afford a broken heartl just—"

"You sound like an accountant,” he interrupted fent amusement in his
voice. "Afford, luxury, pricel was talking about getting to know each other,
enjoying each other's company. Enjoy the presenhemb, have a little
fun."

"I know the kind of fun you're—"

He silenced her with his mouth, his arms sudderdyrad her. It took her by
surprise and his kiss sent her senses reelingep, dgotic kiss that left
nothing to the imagination—passionate and demandingiming
possession. Her body leaped to life and there wasa thing she could do
about it. It happened. It just happened. She watatdidht him, really she
did, but he was so big and strong. His hands mowecher hair and stroked
her head. It felt so good, so good. Her heart racether blood sang. It
wasn't fair, it truly wasn't, not with all her hoomes making war with her
common sense.



He released her mouth, his hands brushing softbsater cheeks and chin,
her shoulders. "Did you know," he said, ' ‘thatskig and fondling and
stroking and caressing are very good for the imnmayséeem?"

She stared at him, her mind blank for just a secdrttkn her sanity
returned. "Did you know," she shot back, "that Ménaabsolutely no
intention of having an affair with you?"

And with that she turned and marched off to henro8he tried not to hear
the buoyant sounds of music undulating after hevrdthe hall, tempting
her. Tempting her to do what?

Turn around and walk right back into the sittingmoand throw herself at
David and tell him she'd changed her mind and sheted nothing more
than a wild, passionate love affair. Whatever thiesequences.

In her room, she ripped the scrunchy out of heytghand shook her hair
loose. "You are such a sap,” she told her reflactothe mirror. "So he
knows how to kiss— does that mean you have tddahim?"

She got ready for bed, talking to herself. "Yourda want an-affair with

David McMillan. It's all way too convenient for hirklere you are, right in
this house. He'd spend his days building his cabthhis nights in your bed.
What a wonderful arrangement. When hell freezes, bshe muttered, and
crawled into bed.

She didn't want to be anybody's plaything. A playghjust to be tossed
away when he got back on a plane to depart for sdi@e location, where,
needless to say, he'd find himself another plagthondally with.

David McMillan. So charming, so sexy, such a wofekisser. She
groaned in her pillow. Why him? Why now?

The house was silent and empty when Sam came homenight the
following week.



Her classes had been canceled due to air-condigoproblems at the
college and it was only just after six.

She wandered through the house. No David. No miisfelt strange to
come home to this quiet emptiness. David was alwlagee, even though
she avoided spending time with him. There was adwaysic.

Another flower arrangement had arrived at the effihat morning,
accompanied by a tantalizing little note.

Look at these flowers and remember, there's magithere. David.

It gave her an odd sense of excitement, of darigeknow she was so
blatantly pursued. She shouldn't be accepting fltewieom him. She

shouldn't be accepting anything from him. Yet itswaonderful to be

thought of, to evoke in a man the wish to send éimvFew men had ever
sent her flowers and there was something wondgnfathantic about it.

"Oh, grow up," she muttered to herself. "Don't benaive. He's just trying
to get you into bed."

In her room she dropped her book bag and purseeddvening beckoned.
Not really free, of course, because there was sthrtaudo, but at least free
of classes. Maybe she should take a walk befordnisiikee books. A long,
healthy walk, get some of that woodsy air in hagkl The worst of the heat
was over and she really needed some exercise.

She pulled on shorts, a sleeveless shirt and rgrstines. Having gulped
down a glass of water, she struck out down theyskbadntry road and
swung her arms. Her body felt in need of movemamdjr, of...she didn't
know what. Freedom. A small plane flew overhead simel glimpsed it
through the small openings in the canopy of treestead. Flying free.
How wonderful it would be to be able to fly! Sheiked at the sudden,
whimsical thought.



She walked without a particular destination in mipgt followed the
road, then turned down the track through the waassomehow found
herself at David's building site. She surprisedéker She hadn't planned
to go there, but here she was just the same. Amazin

A framework had been built, the outlines of theioalow visible. And
there was David, up high, wearing jeans and bootssporting a bare
upper torso, hammering away.

Her heart skipped a beat on seeing him. His backtwaed to her and
she moved a little into the shadows, not wantimg ta spot her.

She watched him. Watched the agile movements diddy, the muscles
rippling in his bare back, the swing of his armdiasvorked. He moved
with such confidence and ease, his body beautiftihé muted evening
sun, all male strength and virility.

She knew she shouldn't just stand there watchimg Wwithout his
knowing it, but she couldn't resist. Her head light, and sweet desire
whispered through her blood. She couldn't stopdtieir®m enjoying the
sight of him.

Well, she wasn't dead, was she? She was twenty-ameif a man like
David left her stone-cold she'd have somethingdoryvabout. Only, what
she was really be- | ginning to worry about was fiet that she might be
affected by more than his body. There was sometang appealing about
David McMillan, something that had nothing to ddiwhis muscles or his
big shoulders.

The sweet things in life.

She closed her eyes to block him out. Am | crah asked herself. Why
am | standing here? Go home. Do something prodeictiv

She swallowed and opened her eyes, and as she @idvd swung down
from one of the support beams and jumped to thergtevith all the ease of
an athlete.



And then he saw her. For a fraction of a seconstbed very still, then his
face broke into a huge smile. "Sam? You're honeady?"

It was the look on his face, the tone of his voibaf went straight to the soft
spot in her heart, the place where her dreamsaartddies lived, the spot she
was trying so very hard to protect.

She nodded and moved toward the structure, towaxidDher heart doing
a cheery little dance.

"My classes were canceled,” she told him, staringis bare chest. She
loved that strong, wide chest; she just couldnf ite

"Lucky you." He reached out a hand. "Come on in Hhdhow you my
castle.”

She listened as he pointed out the floor plan|dbation of the kitchen, the
living room, the fireplace. The open staircaseupiio a sleeping loft, or an
office, he wasn't sure yet.

"You've done so much already,"” she said in awe.

"I've had help and I've worked on it every day."

She hadn't known, not really. She'd hardly seen dmah she felt a little
guilty that she'd not been more aware of what teleen doing with his

days.

She liked listening to him as he talked about wieatvas doing, and noticed
the obvious pleasure he took in the work.

"l thought you'd be more interested in dams andigas and roads," she said.
Big, impressive he-man stuff, she added silently.

"This is an interesting little diversion," he sdltive spent years doing the
big stuff, but I've never built a house." He gridnd like the idea of living
in a house I've built with my own hands. Primitemaotion, isn't it?"



She laughed. "I like it." Her heart was beatingdasand faster, also from
primitive emotions.

"But you're not really going to settle here, are¥bHis work took him to
live in foreign places for long periods of time.r8ly he wasn't giving that
up?

He shrugged. "I'm beginning to like the idea ofihg\a little place that's
my own, a place that | can come home to afterdeen gone." He stood
very still for a moment, his eyes unreadable, andrdamiliar expression
flashed across his features. Sadness? Pain? Sadm'toell; all she felt
was a sudden, odd disquiet as she looked at has e shook his head a
little, as if shaking off something—a thought, amoey. Then he looked
at her and j smiled.

"Did you have dinner yet?"
She shook her head. "No."
"I'll take you out, then, somewhere nice."

She should refuse. He wasn't exasking-,he was stating. As if she had no
choice in the matter, as if he couldn't ' conc@ivBer not wanting to go.

Well, of course shdid want to go. On some level. What healthy woman in
her prime wouldn't want to be wined and dined lnaadsome, sexy man
with the devil in his eyes?

A healthy woman with good sense in her head, tlaatwho.

"Let's go to Au Gourmet," he said. "Wonderful Frerigod."

"l didn't say | was going out with you," she saalraly, | compelled to let
him know not to take her acceptance for granted. ~

"Oh, but you will," he said with a deliberately agant lady-killer smile.
"Why wouldn't you? You have time, you haven't hadegent dinner in



weeks, and you'll have my stimulating company argintdiating
conversation to entertain you."

She tried not to laugh. The man was impossible.cdBse you're
insufferable," she said, "that's why."

His brows shot up. "Really? No one has ever cafledhat. | think it's you
who brings it out in me."

"Oh, great! Blame me for your character deficieathow | really want to
go out with you!"

He grinned. "Please?"

She felt very reckless suddenly, a delicious feglieally. She did not want
to be sensible. She was sick of working, of stugyof going to classes, of
always being in a hurry, of never having time fomgthing nice. Apart

from their lunch together, she couldn't rememberlést time she'd had a
meal in a restaurant other than a fast-food handsyognt.

She wanted to be free, to feel carefree, to haneedan, to eat some really
good food.

To spend some time with David McMillan, even ifted a way of pushing
her buttons.

Her common sense made one more feeble effort &treong her that going
out with David McMillan, charmer and good kissegsaa bad idea.

A really bad idea.

"All right," she heard herself say. "I'll be reaidyan hour."



CHAPTER SIX

SHE ran home, light on her feet, feeling free and lexk Feeling almost as
if she were flying.

In her room, she flung open her closet. What to r&e@he searched
frantically through her meager supply of clotheem®thing nice and
feminine, something a little dressy. She didn'tehavany dresses, mostly
skirts and blouses she wore to work, practicaljfasslike clothes. One
dress was too big, another so old-fashioned sheldhbrow it away. A
third was just a little sundress that made her lidtéen.

She felt despair welling up. She was going out \ittirop-dead gorgeous
man who was used to women with style and moneyeapdnsive clothes,

elegant women who knew how to dress. She was dgoihgve dinner with

him in a swanky French restaurant where they'd gblybhave a whole

line-up of forks and knives she'd have no idea tmwse. Well, she'd just
have to watch him. And wine. She wouldn't know wioaask for...

"Oh, stop it!" she said out loud. David had prolydifured out by now she
wasn't a rich, sophisticated female with a clogkoff fancy clothes and lots
of experience of eating in classy restaurants. Anlde hadn't, he was
dumber than she'd thought.

So, what to wear? She sighed and bit her lip. Iy she were a little taller
and a size bigger, she'd borrow something from 1BSuSasan wouldn't
mind, she knew, and she had lots of wonderfuljstydlothes. But nothing
would fit, she was sure.

A skirt and a blouse, then. It wouldn't be inappiate, just not very
imaginative or special. Well, that was all she had it would have to do.
She picked out a cream- colored skirt and a sirhfalek blouse. Black at
least was supposed to be a sophisticated color.

What about jewelry? She didn't have much of thitieei

Grandma's peacock necklace!



She had never worn it before, never known whendanit. It was antique,
unusual, and had long ago come from India. Theelakgl pendant, Jaipur
enamel and gold, displayed a beautiful peacock almges were tiny
rubies. It would certainly dress up a simple blalduse.If she had the guts
to wear something so exotic. Well, why not? sheigfd bravely, the rest of
me is going to need some help.

Of course David noticed the pendant, it was imgmesiot to, and so she
told him the story of her English great- grandmotliko'd been engaged to
a young man who'd served in India and had brougbk lthe necklace for
her as a gift. His passion for her had only beepaased by his patriotism
and, postponing the wedding one more time, heldnmet to India where

he'd died of snake bite. Her great-grandmother lagt married another
young man and they had emigrated to America, wtieeg'd intended to

make a fortune, but hadn't. Instead of money, thendde babies, twelve of
them.

And David told her a colorful story of one of hanb- departed relative's
search for riches, which involved pirating in tharibbean and other shady
dealings.

The restaurant was very ritzy, but Sam forgot todous because she was
talking and David was talking and she was genetadlying a very good
time. The first course was a delicious warm gadittese salad. David chose
the wine, and when it came to knives and forksisiitated what he did and
it seemed easy enough.

She told him about Jason, that he had left hertl@daby before he had
died. She tried to keep her tone light, not wantm@e emotional about it,
just wanting him to know the facts. She wasn't sulngshe wanted him to
know, really.

He frowned. "He left you with a newborn baby?"



"Yes. He said he was tired of the baby cryinghadl time and he wasn't cut
out for all that baby stuff." He'd had the gallactually say that, after all
the talking he'd done to convince her he wantedlsy to be a father.

She was talking about herself too much. She tosip af wine, smiled at
David and asked him lightly if he'd ever been netyiassuming he hadn't,
moving around the world the way he did.

"Yes," he said, and she noticed an unfamiliar ighs about his mouth. "A
long time ago." He lifted his glass and took a $ovalof wine.

His answer surprised her. He had never mentionesif@a and she
wondered why. She looked at him, full of questi@eging the sudden dull
darkness in his eyes, knowing instinctively sheusth@t ask any of them.

Maybe he'd had a really awful, ugly divorce anddmn't want to be
reminded of it. Well, she could under- j stand that

He glanced away. "Here comes our food," he sagdydice calm.

The waiter arrived with their Chateaubriand, whizdvid had ordered for
both of them.

"This looks wonderful," she said.

"Bon appetit."He smiled at her as he reached for his fork amig Kho her
relief she saw that the darkness had gone frorays.

They began to eat, talking easily again, the temsment past.

She'd never had Chateaubriand before and it wasiaie. And she
enjoyed the wine, feeling herself mellowing, | sang the luxury of her
surroundings. How wonderful to | sit here so legyrto not be in a hurry.

Over a luscious dessert of brandied peaches, Datatked about his
childhood, drawing a picture of himself as a kidowhoved spending time
outdoors, much like Kevin did.



"My friend Corky and | were always tromping throudje woods. We built
tree houses and forts and constructed dams inttb@nss or built bridges
over them. Then we'd sit on or in these contragtiand fantasize about
being explorers or spies, making up elaborate dadven" He gave a
half-smile. "It was magnificent.”

Sam laughed. "And look at you now, building bridgesl building a cabin.”

"l suppose it was meant to be," he said. "What algou? What did you
want when you were a kid?"

She shrugged, feeling awkward suddenly. "I wenbugh the usual
fantasies. | wanted to be a nursery school teadrat, | wanted to be
married and have a whole bunch of kids."

"And when you were older? In high school?"

He expected her to have had more lofty ambitiongleals, even if they
hadn't manifested into reality. The problem was bhadn't. She'd never
wanted to be a doctor or a scientist or a conéanigt. She'd wanted to be a
teacher and she'd wanted to have a big family.

"Same thing," she said, looking down at her desgertl here | amshe
thought, not uttering the word®©ne child, no husband and studying
business administration.

Still, in the deep recesses of her mind her sedneam was still there, a
dream she was not supposed to have in this daggeaavhere women had
careers and developed their talents outside theuitional role as
housewife and mother.

She wanted to be a teacher, but not forever. Shdeddaa home with a
husband and Kevin and more babies and no outdid&jee wanted to wake
up and go to sleep in the warmth of a husband's.astne wanted to play
with her children without hurry, braid the long haf a daughter, read fairy
tales to her brood. She imagined a house full ahtsl and books and
children’s music, a house strewn with toys. A hapayppy home. A life full
of sweetness— sticky children's kisses, laughtbysband's loving.



And she wanted never to have to worry about money.
"You still want a lot of kids?" he asked.

She glanced up. "It's a little late for that.Bd thirty next year." Not to speak
of the lack of a husband, money, a roof over hadhe

He nodded. "Ancient, over the hill, finished."
She put her spoon down. "It's not funny."
He nodded, laughing. "Yes, Sam, it is funMpuare funny."

She didn't see it. She didn't like him laughintp@t. Anger rushed into her
head. She swallowed, clenching her hands in herTlagher horror, tears
sprang into her eyes. Pushing her chair back, aime ¢o her feet.

"Excuse me." She almost ran from the room, intoldaées’' room, which
gleamed and sparkled with polish and shine. Takirigep gulps of air, she
ran cold water over her wrists. She'd read someavtiet that would help
you calm down. What was wrong with her? She wasatjpg too close to
the edge these days. She'd never been the weaepsgrigmow the tears were
so close to the surface it was frightening.

It was embarrassing.

She tucked in a loose curl and applied more ligst®o, she had once
wanted to be a teacher; she'd wanted a husbandharelkids. Youthful
dreams, not necessarily practical. Life did notaglsvgive you what you
wanted. She was no longer nineteen and she wag ttwrbest she could.
Straightening her back, she walked out of the Edeom and found David
waiting for her in the entryway.

"Are we leaving?" she asked, surprised.

"l thought you'd like to."

"Oh, I'm fine," she said lightly.



He studied her for a moment, then held the oudad® open for her. ' 'We
can have coffee somewhere else, if you like."

She shook her head. "No coffee for me at night."

The valet drove up with Susan's car and momerngs ey were on their
way.

"My apologies for upsetting you,” he said. "I didmiean to hurt your
feelings, Sam."

"I'm fine," she said again. "You obviously lookli# differently than | do,
but of course we all have our own vantage poirti¢ @anufactured a smile.
"It was a wonderful dinner," she went on, tryingcttange the subject. ' 'l
felt very pampered, just sitting there and beingee all that delicious food.
And | don't even have to clean up afterward.” Sleamh what she said, but
her tone was just a tad too cheerful.

During dinner she'd sensed a lowering of the barfetween them. Now
they were back.

She felt a sudden sense of loss.

In his bedroom, David tossed his jacket on a chadr tore off his tie, his
teeth clenched. He was appalled at how he had sdrapin the restaurant.
It was so easy to tease her a little, to push b#pihs. She was so tightly
strung, anybody could do it. He could not resist, ibhad never been his
intention to hurt her—never that.

He stripped naked, pulled on swimming trunks aratlee for the pool. He
swam laps, hard and fast. He kept seeing Sam's face

It was clear her emotions were easily stirred. To@trong, competent Sam
had got tears in her eyes because he had thouglsitftunny she was
worried about being old. The veneer was almostsparent. She was
stressed- out and scared, trying not to show anymmtending she was



tough and could do it all. He wished he could caken down, wished he
could give her some fun and pleasure.

He thought of the plan he'd set in motion.
What was he getting himself into here? Again he¢ tle¢ fear hovering

around the edges of his consciousness and shriiggedy. He had to do
this. He could not stand by and watch her selfrdest

The next morning Sam managed to escape the hotlseuvseeing David.
Sitting in her office, she stared at the flower&ltsent her the day before.
Magic. There was magic out there. She sighed askdlher eyes. She had
no time for magic. She wasn't so sure she believédanyway.

The phone rang. She picked up the receiver. "Gowchimg, the Furniture
Place, may | help you?"

"What size shoes do you wear?" Gina asked, notebiothp with good
mornings and other civilities.

Sam laughed. "Seven."

"Perfect!"

"Thank you. May | know why you ask?"

"You won't believe this. You know my sister-in-latkie fashion queen?"
"Pauline?"

' 'That one, yes. She cleaned out her closets emgylt me the stuff she
doesn't want any more—like I'm the poor relativéjchi of course | am,
being a nurse and severely underpaid, but let naligoess. | wish you

could see me sit here in the middle of this pilbads and boxes of clothes.
It's more than I've owned in my last three lifetaniegether."



"Lucky you."

"Like | needthis stuff. | spend my life in a uniform. Anywaiere are some
fabulous things here, although not all my tastengrsize. There are about
four different sizes—she diets constantly, loseggiteand then gains it
back. Why don't you take the morning off, or astemcouple of hours—I'm
sure you've got it coming—and see if there's somgtou like? You might
want to have something in case you go out with Mi@hgelo'David."”

"That was yesterday. Where were you when | needa@'y

"You went out with him! Oh, Sam, | am so proud oty This is so great!
Now you really have to come over and tell me eVl dirty detail.”

Sam had no idea what came over her, but she gof bet chair, left a note
for her grandfather, who had not yet arrived, aatked out the door. Going
out to dinner with David last night had made hesl fickless; and now,
leaving in the middle of the day on a whim...shea@aring herself with her
sudden impulsiveness.

| don't care,she thought, and got into her car.

"You made it! You did it!" Gina said as she opeined apartment door to
Sam. She had very short dark hair, clear gray eyesa big, laughing
mouth. She gave Sam a warm hug. "I'm glad you kirself be
irresponsible! | am so proud of you! Come on inu¥eant coffee?"

They tried on clothes, drank coffee, ate pastriega®ad bought from a
Swiss patisserie, and laughed till they hurt. Isvike being young again,
and silly and without worries. Sam could not rementhe last time she had
laughed so hard.

Gina was parading around in a white flowing cornettsweet as spun
sugar. "l look like a fairy in this thing," she dal'All | need is a wand and |
could make your dreams come true.” She swirledontfof the mirror,
waving an imaginary wand. "All right, tell me, Sawhat do you want?"



"'l never want to see another sales journal. en@ant to go to another
management class. | never..."

"No, no. Tell me what yodowant. Tell me the fantasy you want to live."
Gina's voice dropped to a husky whisper. "Your nsestet fantasy."

"I want to be a domestic goddess," said Sam, and @illed a face.
"Yuk," she said.

"l want to be a genius in the kitchen,” Sam went’an earth mother, a love
goddess in bed, all of that. | want to bake breatiaarange flowers and play
the piano while my seven children sing lovely soragsd | want to wear
loose, flowing clothes and smell heavenly, and nsband is a prince who's
totally besotted with me and can't keep his harfisne and ravishes me
every chance he gets. And if you ever mention thisanyone | will
personally kill you."

"I'm silent as the grave," said Gina, making anothee. "You want tdake
bread!"

"Yes," said Sam. "So shoot me."

Sam drove back to the office, still laughing, ag&arcardboard box of
expensive clothes and shoes in the back of therdmore on hangers. She
sat at her desk and looked at David's flowers. ®ladiell, maybe there was
magic after all.

She made a pot of coffee and had a cup ready wdregréindfather came in.
It was past noon. He gave her a grumpy good mormamigdisappeared into
his own little office which was cramped full of future catalogues, fabric
samples, trade magazines and assorted other jliekted over the years.

Her good mood sank like a brick to the bottom ofiaky pond. She wasn't
happy with the way her grandfather looked. He sekemere tired lately and
he kept coughing. She wished he'd quit smokingdussmelling cigars,
but she'd given up hope after years of trying.



She put a cup of coffee on his desk. ' 'Grandplayau please let me make
an appointment for you with Dr Miller?"

"l don't need to see the doctor," he grumbled.ch'tineed a doctor to tell
me what's wrong with me. | already know."

"What?"

He puffed on his cigar and gave her a wicked ¢iim old, pumpkin, I'm
old. There's no cure for that."

A sleek red sports car was parked in the drivewhgrmSam came home
late one night. The first thing she noticed ascdrae into the kitchen was a
pair of expensive- looking taupe-colored high-hdeshoes irreverently

discarded under the kitchen table. Two wine glapseshed on the counter.
She stared at them. One sported a faint touclpstidk on the edge.

A woman. There was a woman in the house. Her Bartmed against her
ribs. Her stomach churned.

This is crazy, she thought. What is the matter wah? What do you care?
It's none of your business. Maybe it's not what §ook. Maybe his mother
IS visiting, or his grandmother, or his sister,, INe didn't have a sister.

Maybe it's exactly what you think it is. Maybe hmufhd someone more
agreeable to his charms and desires. Someone testiby busy with other
pursuits. Someone who has time to put lipstick ad aoney to buy
designer shoes.

There was no one in the living room and she mowegndthe hall, seeing
light coming from under David's bedroom door. S¢ledick.

She went into her own bedroom and sagged downtbatedge of the bed,
taking in deep gulps of air, clutching her stomaShe wanted to do
something terrible—scream, break something, batettears.



There was a woman in David's bedroom and she wantdig.

How dared he do this? How dared he flaunt his depuisguits in front of
her, in this house?

She closed her eyes, trembling. It wouldn't maftshe didn't care. She
didn't want to care, but the truth was that she 8tk cared more than she
was willing to admit, even to herself.

She heard a door open, voices: David's, and a woffjan's voice. She
couldn't hear what they said. Maybe they were hyrajter their little

exercise and were going to the kitchen for somérgasmic restoration.
She didn't want to hear. She went into the bathrama turned on the
shower and got in.

She stood in the hot, steaming water for a verg lome, trying to calm
herself. In bed, she turned on the radio to sonfieckassical music and
managed, by some miracle, to fall asleep.

When the alarm awakened her at five, the housequeet, as usual. She
tried to study, but her mind kept producing visiaiavid asleep with a

woman in his arms, not images conducive to higkarning. Later she

heard movement in the house, probably David. Aesédifteen she was

dressed and ready to slip out of the house, hdpiegcounter no one on her
trek from her room to her car.

No such luck.

No sooner had she stepped out of her room inthdlehan David's door
opened and out came a woman in a silk robe. Shegyowayy, beautiful in a
dark, exotic way, and had gorgeous, gleaming btk

Well, of course, Sam thought bitterly. She woulthe'told and wrinkled and
bald.

The woman smiled at Sam. "Hi," she said. Her fackeéd soft with sleep,
or maybe sex. Sam wished she could fall into a bolé hide, or, even
better, die.



"Hi," said Sam automatically, politely.

"You must be Samantha,” the woman said. She hauftahsisky voice.
Very sexy. Her fingernails were perfectly manicured

Sam nodded, hoisting her book bag strap higher loatshoulder, feeling
like a clumsy donkey. No way was she going to ster@ and have a cozy
chat. She moved forward, excused herself and dastethe living room,
through the kitchen and out the back door.

She didn't know how she made it to the store—oaraatic, no doubt. All
she could think of was David making love to the ui#al dark-haired
woman with her perfect nails. How she despised kitnat an idiot she was
to care. How lucky she was to find out what kindran he was before she
really fell for him.

She stared at the flower arrangement he'd sent ddgs earlier. She got up
from her chair, picked it up, went out the back dobthe store and tossed
the whole thing into the garbage can. Damn Davith Wis flowers!

She was in no mood to contemplate magic, nor threesthings in life.

She didn't want to go home that night, but sher@mdhoice. She'd not let
him see his behavior had affected her. It was &ftewhen she walked into
the kitchen, finding no one in the house. Good.iBwas only five minutes
later when she heard the front door open. She itagysat the kitchen table,
spooning a carton of yogurt and skimming throughrtwspaper.

She'd just read her horoscope, which promised npportunities for

expressing herself and that something that had lesemwould be returned.
Having lost nothing, she had no idea what this nigkan. It went on to
suggest she take a vacation and find some resthwhias not useful
information. In fact, it was irritating. The wholeorld seemed to be telling
her she needed to relax.



She heard David's deep, vibrant voice, then the ansnsoft, husky one.
Sam’'s felt her heart trip, then start a nervoushrhyas they entered the
kitchen. David wore tan trousers, a shirt and ti¢ a navy blazer, and he
radiated relaxed, manly confidence. The woman Idokiee a fashion
model, wearing a simple silk summer dress thatdlyodraped over her
perfect curves. The glossy black hair framed hatuies beautifully, and
elegant shoes accentuated long slender legs.

They made a stunning couple.

"Sam," said David. "Glad we caught you. Where wene this morning?"
She'd left without eating anything, without evecup of coffee to keep her
awake at the wheel. She hadn't needed it. Heragielone a better job than
caffeine. "l was running late,"” she said, tryingstund casual, trying not to

feel dowdy in her navy skirt and white blouse.

"Sam, this is Tara, my cousin. | hope you don'tdrnfrshe stays here for a
couple of days."

Sam almost gaped. Housir? Was this the best he could do? Did David
think she was an idiot?

"Tara," David went on, "Samantha, Susan's friend."

Tara smiled and extended her hand. "We met in &fighis morning," she
said.

Sam manufactured a breezy smile and shook herlréafty. "Nice to meet
you, Tara," she said blandly. She glanced up aid&Boy, cousins keep
coming out of the woodwork, don't they?" She gothar feet. "It's my
bedtime. See you in the morning."

"No time for a drink?" asked David.

"No, thank you," she said coolly, moving out of tichen. Did he really
think she was going to sit there with the two adrth sipping wine and



discussing the stock market or whatever rich peeagletime on their hands
discussed?

She'd barely entered her room when she heard enptrey knock on her
door. "Samantha?" came David's voice, curt, denmandi

She gritted her teeth and opened the door. He miotedher room without
her invitation and closed the door behind him.

"What's going on?" he demanded, his jaw tense.odméd over her, his
dark eyes probing hers.

Anger rushed to her head. "I should ask you trst& said, trying hard not
to shout at him. "Not that | don't know, of coulse.

He frowned. "And what do you know?"

"That it's not exactly discreet behavior to brimg® woman into the house
like this, don't you think?"

"Some woman?" He cocked a brow.
"Tara, whatever her name is."
"My cousin."

"Oh, please," she said with mocking contempt. "Haupid do you think |
am?" Since she was always busy,

she rarely watched the talk-shows on TV, but frohatxshe'd heard they
frequently featured women who were capable of daugithemselves in

amazing ways, usually by believing the most outvagestories men would
tell them. She wasn't going to be one of them.

She looked straight at him, daring him to defensl $tory or make up
something else. To her amazement, he gave a sinitd \guite relaxed his
face. "Sam," he said slowly, "are you jealous?"



"No!" Her heart lurched. "I just think your behawie despicable! You can't
stand the fact that | don't fall on my knees fou go you find yourself some
floozy to flaunt in front of me!"

He threw back his head and laughed heatrtily.

"You think this is funny?" Her body was rigid wiémger.

"Yes," he said, "it's very funny."

Everything was funny to David McMillan: her fear leéing old, her desire
to get a degree. He was forever amused by herlantiated it. She hated

him.

"Get out," she said, her voice shaking. "Get ounhgfroom!"



CHAPTER SEVEN

DaviD didn't move an inch, his feet anchored to therfbif he owned the
place.

"Get out of my room,"” Sam repeated coldly, tryingsteady her trembling
legs.

"Not yet." He took a step closer. "Sam, just calowd, will you? You're
getting yourself upset over nothing."

"I'm not upset!" she yelled. Oh, God, she thouligtien to me. I'm losing it.
"Sam—"

“Leave me alone!"

"No." He moved closer toward her.

She clenched her hands into fists. "What do youtWan

"l want you to listen to me, and then I'll leave."

Crossing her arms in front of her chest, she glatdgdm. "Fine."

"Tara is my cousin,” he said calmly, looking rigitt her. "We grew up
together. Her father, my father, and Andrew's fathee three of four
brothers." He hesitated for a moment, frowningdtkeli"She's going through
a hard time and she needs a place to stay whereusband won't easily
find her, and she needed someone to talk to, soengmcould trust.”

He could be lying, but somehow Sam didn't thinkMaybe she was naive,
wanting to believe him, just like all these womentloe talk-shows. She felt

herself break out in a cold sweat.

"Does her husband abuse her?" She held up her aody, | shouldn't
ask. It's none of my business."



"He's abusing her money,"” he said dryly. "He's alglang addict and

refuses to get treatment. She's decided to divbioe and he's not
cooperative. He's not a very stable character #stetter for her to be out
of the way for a few days until her father and lagryer can take charge of
the situation."

"Oh, I'm sorry. How awful."

"Yes," he said. "But she'll be all right. She'sgbuwand she's known this
would happen for a long time."

"l thought—"

"I know what you thought." He gave a crooked smile.

"l saw her come out of your bedroom this morning."

"l gave her my room. I'm camping out on the sofAmdrew's office.”

He could have given her the master bedroom, omtékieimself, but she
was not surprised he hadn't. Susan and Andrewtstwedvas an intimately
personal space, decorated by Susan herself, andvaleing in there made
f you feel you were trespassing into someone's dbholies.

She was beginning to feel better, but her angerdmaeh her away, she
knew. David thought she was jealous. Well, sheliesh, of course. Even

to her own surprise.

"I misunderstood,” she said, trying to put a litlignity in her voice. "And
I'm sorry | lost my cool."

He gave a soft laugh. "I'm not. I'm finding it qu#éncouraging." He put a
hand under her chin and lifted her face to hisn"glad you're not as
indifferent as you profess to be. Not that | redibubted it."

She tensed and took a step back, wanting distance.



"l wish you'd allow yourself to enjoy life a littl&am. Smell the roses, look
at the moon."”

"Have an affair with you," she added derisively.

"That, too," he said blandly. "I want to take yanding and sailing. | want
to walk outside with you in the dark and make lewgou in the grass."

"Mosquitoes," she said. "No, thank you."
He laughed. "Oh, I'll find a way, Sam."
"Find a way what?"

"To rescue you from your follies. To make you lauflb make passionate
love with you—in a big bed, or on a beach, or ie Woods."

She shook her head, fighting against the imagedethible temptations. "It
isn't that simple," she said.

He came forward and rested his hands on her shaulldeked deep into
her eyes. "It doesn't have to be complicated, Samd'then he kissed her
softly on her mouth, a seductive little strokinghdd lips over hers. "This is
not complicated, is it?"

"Maybe not for you," she said tightly, fighting theed trembling inside her.
"But | don't sleep around just because it's singplé convenient and fun."
She was filled with an aching need—a hunger foinigy for trust, for
happiness. A need not to feel so terrified.

Terrified of being stupid and naive again. Terdfig getting hurt again. Of
being left and discarded.

But David would not take away her fear, only monaeihy allow her to
forget it.



And she wanted to forget, if only for a night. Skas so tired of being
afraid, of worrying about the future. She wanteglglure and freedom and

Joy.
But she didn't want the crash that no doubt woolde& afterward.

"Please," she said thickly. "Just go."

"Well," Tara said with dry humor, "sounded like shas happy to see you."
He did not reply, sat down and picked up his drithkould hear her yell at
you all the way over here. What did you do to quet? Put a pillow over
her head?"

"I told her the truth," he said.

"Wow, and that worked? And what truth are we tajkatout?"

"That you are not a loose hussy out to snare nyeun net."

Tara nearly choked on her drink. "Oh, my. And shkeved you?"

"Of course," he said with a touch of hauteur.

Tara laughed. "She was upset about finding me'here.

"Sleeping in my room."

"She's jealous?"

"Oh, not at all,” he said wryly. "Merely outragdtht | had so little class as-
to bring a female into the house while having th# @ pursue her. Never

mind that she keeps telling me she's not interastady attentions.”

"Oops. Not so good for your ego."



"My ego is fine, thank you." He tossed down the tdsis drink and put the
glass on the table. He could see Sam's face, tiexr anher eyes.

"She's a skinny little thing," said Tara.
"All she does is work and study. She hardly edts;@n't sleep.”
Tara arched her brows at him. "Sounds familiar?"

He gave a light shrug. Tara knew his story. "She'stressed-out. | know
she's going to crash one of these days."

"Like you did."

He didn't want to think about it—that dark timehis life when he hadn't
cared if he lived or died. A nightmare he never tgdrio relive again.

"l keep wanting her to...relax, to enjoy life alét" He didn't dare tell her
about his plan yet, although he would require ledp soon.

Tara sipped her wine and looked at him thoughtfulljow serious are your
feelings for her?"

"l..." He rubbed his forehead. "l wish | could hé&ler. | want to..."
"You want to rescue her."

He grimaced. "Sounds a trifle dramatic, doesn't it?

She made a small gesture. "But it's true."

He glanced out the window, seeing nothing but thkmkess of night. "
suppose so, yes."

"And she doesn't want to be rescued. She wantstoyauind your own
business."

He glowered at her. "Did you talk to her behind bbagk?"



She laughed. "No. | can guess." She put the gkdsdn the table. "And I'm
guessing that, jealous or not, she's not interastedcheap summer fling
with you."

He didn't like her choice of words. "I don't haveeap summer flings,” he
said, knowing he sounded defensive, which irritatial.

"Then whatwouldyou call it? A mature, no-strings- attached relaship?"
"What's wrong with that?"

Tara shrugged. "Nothing, if that's what you botntv8ut I'm thinking she
doesn't. She probably figures that in the end stwite out the loser.”

"The loser? Well, thank you, that makes me feeldgbo

Tara arched her brows. "Don't look so wounded.nl wall imagine what
she's thinking. From what you've told me, she'saglot on her plate. And
here you are, a charmer with lots of money, andwaant fun and games
and—"

"You're not being fair!"

"Well, then, what are you thinking of? May | remipou that in a couple of
months you're back on a plane, which would leaveédpick up the pieces
of her shattered emotions. She's protecting hetbaifs all."

"Sheesh, you make me sound as if I'd just dump' her!

"Well, what else did you have in mind? Marry her8uYhaven't exactly
shown any interest in being married again, or beiogqimitted in any
meaningful way. As a matter of fact, it seems yeudeen burying yourself
in places where the subject probably doesn't evareaip.”

True enough. He said nothing.

Tara reached for his hand. "Are you scared?" skedasoftly, and he heard
the concern in her voice, felt touched by it.



"That wouldn't be rational, would it?" He wantedstound casual, but he
failed, he knew. He didn't like where this convéitsawas going.

"But very understandable.” She hesitated. "Davidatwhappened was so
awful, how could you possibly be rational aboutHt®v could you not want

to protect yourself from... from—"

He felt his body tense. "Don't analyze me, Tara."

She bit her lip. "It's been a long time, David. Yaed to move on. Don't tell
me you want to stay alone for the rest of your Mé&ander around the world
from place to place, without any permanency."

He came to his feet, almost symbolically, as ifiseto run.

"I like what | do. | don't want permanency. | wamy freedom. No hassles."

She met his eyes. "That's what you tell yourself."

His chest felt heavy. His head ached. "I'm notiggtnarried again, Tara.
There's no way in hell."

"Because you're scared.”

"All right," he said roughly, clenching his handall right, I'm scared.”

It was all wrong.

Sam was brushing her teeth with the vigor of arslegalady scrubbing a
kitchen floor. From the living room she could hélae barely discernible
voices of David and his gorgeous cousin.

David wasn't the man for her. He was way out ofleague. He was too

sophisticated, too well-traveled, too rich, toorgtleing. She made a face at
herself in the mirror. Her hair was a mess. Toatkgaribbled down her

chin. She looked demented.



He was leaving the country again in a few monthsely she wasn't so
stupid as not to see the writing on the wall? Streldbed a little faster,
harder. He was a man on the move, a man who'd lplsobad numerous

temporary relationships, a man with the motto: ldtvem and leave them.
She spat out the toothpaste and rinsed her mobh#id $een there. Done
that. She'd loved. She'd been left. Left with aybaleft without education

and without money. Once was enough.

She couldn't sleep. She lay in bed thinking abaut liging on the sofa in
Andrew's office. All she wanted was to go to himaka love to

him—wonderful, totally uninhibited love—forget aldidaeing sensible and
realistic and practical, forget about what waslyeahportant: her career,
her independence, her son, her future.

She pushed her face into the pillow and moanedc8ukeln't allow herself
to get distracted and side-tracked. If she allowerself to fall for David
she'd end up hurt, her plans would be off-courskeham focus shattered.

| have to stay focused on what needs to be doretdt herself. Stay
focused. Stay focused.

The sea roared in his ears and terror seized hiavidDwatched Celia

standing in the sand, her long white dress flapgiropnd her ankles, one
hand holding down the big floppy sun hat. Her fa@s in the shadows, but
he saw her body silhouetted against the backdrgpeain hills and blue sky,
her feet bare. He could see her pregnant bellytawbig yet, but clearly

visible. His baby.

Again the wrenching pain, the overwhelming senspmferlessness, the
lack of air in his lungs, his chest caving in. ligs were anchored into the
sand and he could not move. He could not reachdoeid not pull her
against him and protect her, save her.

He could not breathe.



Then she turned and started coming toward him,ingntaughing, and her
hat flew off into the sea and it wasn't Celia. #saSamantha.

Sam, flying straight into his arms.
Relief flooded him. Air rushed into his lungs areldwoke, gasping.
He was drenched in sweat, his heart pounding.

It was raining—a hard, drenching, summer rain lizabmered the windows
and poured down onto the leafy greenery outside.

There had been no sand, no sea. They'd been mdhetains. She'd been
wearing walking shoes and a baseball cap. The dvessrall wrong.

But it hadn't been Celia. It had been Samanthaimngniinrough the sand
towards him.

It was a cozy scene that greeted her when Sanmeeritee kitchen the next
morning. Tara, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, glddagk hair pulled back in

a pony-tail, was fishing a tray of hot muffins aitthe oven. The table was
set for three. Orange juice poured, cups and saueady for coffee, a bowl
of blueberries in the middle of the table.

Tara straightened and put the muffins on the couHier face was flushed a
little and she wore no make-up apart from a dustihfjour on her left
cheek. She was still beautiful, but looked lessngleous than the night
before, which did Sam's soul good. Tara smileceat h

"Good morning," she said. "I hope you like to eaddifast.”
"Good morning,” Sam said, somewhat surprised bg'Saisplay of kitchen
know-how. The muffins looked and smelled wonderdinil they were made

from scratch; they'd had no mixes in the pantry.

"They look wonderful. You made them?"



Tara nodded. "l woke up early. | didn't know whatb with myself." She
gave a helpless little shrug. "I love cooking, siiidught | might as well
make myself useful. | hope you don't mind my takimg liberty."

Sam had to laugh. "This isn't my house, you know."

"But you live here. Anyway, | made a big farmerfaatet, too—cheese,
ham and tomato. Would you like some?"

David stalked into the kitchen before she couldaaans
"I'm starving," he announced. "Is this breakfast poomised about ready?"
"Yessir." Tara grinned. "Sit yourself down, bothyoiu."

It was hard not to like Tara, Sam found out in nlegt few days. She was
easy to talk to, made no demands and cooked warndedd. Coming
home from classes at night, Sam always found sangettelicious waiting
for her. The best thing yet was the fact that Bggeesence made it easier not
to be alone with David, who kept looking at herhwain intensity in his eyes
that stirred up all her suppressed longings anotedes

After dinner on Saturday, Tara asked Sam to conte er for a walk.
David had returned from the cabin and was now arsmb in the office,
talking on the phone in Spanish and not showingsagnys of being finished
in the near future.

The worst heat of the day had dissipated and ttimgesun washed the
world with a golden sheen. Sam took in a deep braatl swung her arms.
"I should do some regular exercise,"” she saidntivk | need it, it's just...l

don't know where to find the time."

"You're a busy person, I've noticed. Maybe oncehae your degree, your
life will calm down a bit."

"l sure hope so." Sam let out a long breath. A ¢giwccurred to her. "But
don't give me any lectures, all right? David isnoycase already."



Tara laughed. "He told me. Okay, no lectures froea'm

They'd walked through the woods to the cabin. dtie@en a week since Sam
had last seen it and the progress David had magd@kwaous. Exterior and
interior walls were up, and it was beginning toetakore shape. It would be
a nice place.

"I think it's great he's building this little hoys&ara said thoughtfully. "It's
a start."

Sam looked at her. "A start of what?"

"He's been on the run for a long time now, you know

And building this little place might be a sign hiiigking of at least a little
bit of permanency, having even this small placeaib home. He's not had

that for years."

Sam digested this information, not sure what ilygaeant, but feeling an
odd apprehension. They sat and observed the qakitence.

"Why was David on the run?" Sam asked finally. ‘tRrevhat?"
Tara gave her a quick sideways glance before |gokiread again, into the
woods. She was biting her lip. "From himself, | gsl& She came to her feet,

restless, suddenly. "Let's go."

Tara was uneasy, Sam realized. Maybe Tara wasl afaid said something
she shouldn't have.

And there was more, much more she wouldn't tellm Silt the
apprehension grow.

David didn't seem like a man running from himsklé seemed like a man
quite comfortable with who he was and what he 8ite glanced up at the
sky, peering into the endless, limitless blue.

But how well did she know him, really?



Every few days a new flower arrangement arrivethestore, each one of
them beautiful, each one of them with a little nivten David. It made her
feel increasingly uneasy.

"There's no reason for you to keep sending me tHesers," she told
David one morning as she was ready to leave fokwbara had left and
David had made scrambled eggs, toast and coffee.

"You're wrong," he said. "There's a very good redso

"I know, | know," she said impatiently, waving ape of toast in the air.
"To remind me of the sweet things in life." Shengd impatiently. "David,
stop sending me flowers. It makes me uncomfortable.

He stopped sending her flowers. Instead, he sana lex of handmade,
imported French chocolates so outrageously exteauatyat for a moment
all she could do was stare at it.

What to do about David?

Take the box home and give it back to him? Tell bonstop sending her
chocolates?

Eat them, and then tell him to stop sending more?

Eat them first, definitely. She was a weak persdmenvit came to
chocolate. After all, if he wanted to waste hisdimnd money sending
them to her, that was his decision. She could tBdim she'd thrown
them in the garbage. Yes, right, he'd believe that.

She grinned to herself and carefully selected eidus chocolate, which
she popped into her mouth just as her grandfathtsred her office,
ruining the special moment by blowing a cloud afati smoke over her
desk. Quickly she covered up the chocolates to kkem from being
contaminated.



He tossed the paper with the end-of-month salagdgonto her desk,
saying she must have made a mistake: the numbeegsoeelow. He'd said
this every month for almost a year now.

"I didn't make a mistake, Grandpa,"” she said wign mouth full of
chocolate, saying it automatically, as she alwags d

He puffed on his cigar and gave her a narrow-egeH.|"So what do you
think, pumpkin?" he asked.

She almost choked on the chocolate. He had nevYercbasked her that
guestion.

"I think it's time to face the truth," she saicgliag a sadness creep through
her, a pity for her grandfather who'd built up tsisre fifty years earlier.

"And what's that?" he growled.
She sighed. "The big guys are winning. GrandpayTéeloing us in."
He nodded. "I'm glad you figured it out, pumpkinutB

don't you worry about a thing. It'll all work out."

* % %

Sam’'s heart beat in fear. It was pitch dark andvasestranded by the side of
the road in her car, with Kevin next to her, cryingcause he was hungry
and thirsty and tired.

She was all alone in the world, her grandfathedgdea job, no education,
no apartment. Susan had said she could no longemlithe house, so she
and Kevin had been sleeping in the car.

Every time she applied for a job, people laughedeat She had no college
degree and she didn't qualify and her experienckingfor her grandfather
didn't really mean anything. The Furniture Places wathing but a little
dump.



She had nowhere to go, no one to turn to. Ginannaekd to California to
become a movie star. There was nobody to ask fpr he

And Grandpa was dead. She felt terror and griefadliéd into one. And
Kevin was crying. He was hungry and all she had sudg-two cents in her
purse. And here they were sitting by the side efrtiad in her green car, out
of gas.

Out of gas. She'd run out of gas, just as Ginagnadicted. And she didn't
even have any shoes on. Where were her shoes?

She didn't have any shoes.
Sam awoke in tears, her heart beating fast.
Three-forty, the clock said.

She wiped her teary face with the sheet. It wag ardream. Thank God it
was only a dream. She took in a deep, shudderieatibiand tried to calm
herself down.

She couldn't get her thoughts under control. Shedod sleep. Horrible

scenarios raced through her mind. Rational thinlsegmed to have no
effect. Rational thinking such as that she wadrggtter college education,
that she had friends and family and wasn't at lathein the world, that

working for her grandfather was valuable experiesiog that there was no
doubt she'd be able to find a decent job in theréut

She was competent, intelligent, hard-working. Slas werfectly qualified
to have a successful career.

None of these thoughts was able to chase awaydpeesking images of
destitution and despair.

"Oh, hell,” she muttered, and got out of bed. Agetly as possible she
moved to the kitchen to make some tea. The firsgtbhe did was drop the
tea cup, which shattered on the marble tile flomh\a crash.



Tears sprang into her eyes and she felt a sudden efaespair mixed with
anger. What isvrongwith you? she asked herself. She bent down toygck
the larger pieces and found David's bare legsiiviegv.

"What's going on, Sam?" he asked from above heat.hea

She straightened up and tossed the shards in tbie Wwasket. "I broke a
cup,” she said tightly, not looking at him. Her a®isounded thick and she
hoped he wouldn't notice. She moved to the utditset and took out a
broom to sweep up the rest of the shattered cup.

"Sam? Have you been crying?"
"No," she muttered.

He put a hand on her shoulder, turned her to faoe taking the broom
from her hand. "What's wrong?"

She heard the concern in his voice, felt new tdaesto the surface. She
fought them back.

"l had a stupid dream, that's all," she said tremsly. "And | couldn't get
back to sleep so | thought I'd make myself some &lae swallowed hard.
His hand was warm on her shoulder. He was wearipgiaof running
shorts, which was all he had on, and his nakedtchas treacherously
close. She took in a steadying breath, fightingstiéden, insane impulse to
put her face against his chest, to hear his heatt ko feel the comfort of his
arms around her. To feel, for an instant, thatvgag not alone.

It was a dangerous impulse, a dangerous decefiomoments of fear and
weakness it was too easy to want to lean on someleagmake the wrong
choices. Too easy to be blind.

His arms came around her, one hand on the baclkrohéad, holding it
against his chest.

And then she was crying, mortified, helpless. "$anry,"” she sobbed. "I'm
sorry."



CHAPTER EIGHT

"IT's all right, Sam," he said quietly. "Why don't yeelltme about your
dream?"

She shook her head. It was too embarrassing. She/@nted to stand there
in his arms, feel the warmth of his bare chestregjdier face. Feel his hand
stroking her hair in comfort. Allow herself for aoment the luxury of tears
and the illusion...

lllusion of what?

Love. Comfort. Not being lonely.

He was kissing her. She was kissing him back, hiyngiesperately.

She gathered her composure with an effort, takm@ ideep, steadying
breath, still feeling his hand on her head.

She drew herself out of his embrace, raked her shhdimebugh her hair,
which was a tangled mess. "I'm sorry...l...1 didmik 1'd run into you." She
was aware of standing there only in her nightgown.

"You're covered adequately enough,” he said, dseihad guessed her
thoughts. ' 'Not that it seems to temper my imagpna’

She closed her eyes and sighed. "Please, David."

He took her hand. "Please what? Please make lane®dPlease don't make
love to me?"

"Please don't talk like that."
"It's what | think about, Sam. About making loveytwu. | think of what—"

"Don't, please, David."



He put a hand under her chin and lifted her fadedoHis eyes looked deep
into hers. "Why not? Is it so terrible that | wgou?"

She swallowed miserably. "I don't want you to wauet" It would make life

so much easier if he didn't. If he were just a indng in the same house,
nothing more. A man who didn't send her beautifolvérs, a man who
didn't put his arms around her, a man who didnkerfger blood sing and
her heart dance every time he was near her.

"And what about you, Sam?" His voice was low anfi. 3¢e cradled her
face in his hands and touched his mouth to hers ydd want me?" he said
against her lips.

Longing surged through her. She closed her eygsgaothing.

He released her gently. "l think you do," he angdehnis own question.
"And you don't want to want me. Am | right?"

It was no use trying to deceive him; he alreadykttee truth. "Yes."

He gave a crooked smile. "Well, I'm afraid we'railot of trouble."”
"Trouble? Why?"

"Because our feelings aren't just going to go away, know. | don't even
want them to go away. | like feeling what I'm fegliwhen | look at you,
when | think of you."

"You're leaving for Mexico in the fall.”

"That's almost three months away, Sam."

Everything inside her ached to just give in. Toskigm, to make love with
him, to feel the magic. Three months of happineas Wree months of

happiness. But just thinking of the grief she'ddfewith in the end made
her turn cold with fear.



"Well, we'll just have to control our feelings, théshe said, stepping back
from him some more, while her whole body ached watiging. "And |
think I'll make that tea now and see if | can gamne more sleep.” She
reached for the broom, which he'd leaned agaiestolinter. David took it
before she could.

"Make the tea," he said. "I'll take care of this."

She took the kettle and ran water into it. The wincbove the sink offered
nothing but the inky blackness of night. It wasetififty in the morning,
she saw on the clock. Remembering her fantasiepariding time with a
man in the middle of the night, this scene waswiait came to mind—him
sweeping the floor, and her making tea.

They could have been in bed, making love.

It was time. This could not go on any longer. Wherning came and Sam
had left for work, David reached for the phone draded. "Tara?"

"David! How are you?"

"Tara, | need your help."

"Anything, as long as it's more or less legal.”
"I'm not sure about that."

She laughed, and he told her what he wanted.
"You can't do that, David."

"Oh, yes, | can.”

"She'll sue you."

"l don't think so."

"David, you're nuts! Are you sure you want to dis’?h



"Yes." Strangely, he was. Very sure.

She gave a helpless little laugh. "All right, ajht, I'll help. But you'll have
to go to her room and look in her closet and hesskr drawers and—"

"l am going to do no such thing."
"Yes, you are. In love and war, etcetera."
"You met her, for heaven's sake! You saw her!"

"If you want me to do this right, you'll have to ds | tell you. Believe me,
it's important.”

He felt like a thief, a criminal, rummaging throug§amantha's clothes while
talking to Tara on the phone, following her instrogs.

He stood there with a white bra in his hands, andduld not believe he was
doing this. He was out of his mind.

* % %

Stop sending me chocolat&mantha had told him after he'd had a second
box delivered. He'd expected this, of course. Ssthpped sending her
chocolates and had ten huge red balloons delivterdte office. Each one
sported a grinning happy face.

"You're not going to give this up, are you?" shieedswhen she came home
that night, her expression one of amused exaspgerati

He shook his head, his face impassive. "No. I'velen&a my personal
mission to bring fun and frivolity into your lif&low, you told me you have
no classes next week."

"Right. And—"

"And you intend to sleep for three days straight.”



"l want to." She sighed. "Oh, bliss."
"How about coming flying with me on Monday?"
"Flying?"

"How about if we hitch a ride on the company plam&ew Orleans, have
some lunch there and..." “'Hitch a ride to Newe@nls?" Her blue eyes
were huge with amazement.

"Two of the company executives have meetings tloereMonday. The
plane's flying, so we can come along."

She stared at him. "On a company plane. A privat®'|

"'Just a small one, not like these huge commejatial that fly from here to
Paris. It's very comfortable, though."

He saw her mind work, wasn't sure what she wasitigin except her face
showed a variety of emotions: eagerness, temptadmurot, then plain old
naked longing.

"We'll have a quick tour of the French Quarter,abtte to eat, and then get
back on the plane.”

She asked more questions, and he answered themonastly as he was
able to. Unfortunately, a few lies were of the esge He was feeling guilty
for not being truthful, but only a little.

She agreed.

The first part of his plan was working. The restswaore tricky. Monday
morning. Sam settled in the very comfortable claaid looked at David
across from her and smiled. "This is really amaZistpe said, glancing
around at the plane's luxurious interior. It hacerbditted with plush
carpeting, wood paneling, wonderfully designed iftwmne, including a desk.
There was a computer, a telephone and a televiaihthe cabin looked
like a cross between a sleek office and a luxutglhoom.



A smiling attendant had come and gone, bringindeeo&nd fresh pastries
from a fancy bakery. The two men in suits sittirtpind them were deep in
discussion, searching through files and lookingpsst They were working,
clearly, and seemed not at all impressed by themoandings. So this was
how the rich and famous did business. No traveliiip the masses, no
waiting in noisy airports, no cramped legs.

An assortment of newspapers and glossy magazipemlthe coffee table
in front of her. Fashion magazines, travel magazingerior decorating

magazines. The lush, elegant covers lured herwdni@ David read the

paper she leafed through the pages, fantasizingt alearing the gorgeous
clothes, traveling to exotic cities—Bangkok, RioXeiro—and living in

one of those sprawling mansions somewhere in Galdpor Hawaii.

The stuff of romance and fantasy. This was notvined, but she could
dream for a little while. Pretend.

At the airport in New Orleans the two men went ithveay and Sam and
David were met by a chauffeured car and had adbtive French Quarter.
She'd seen it on TV, she'd seen photographs in ziregg but it wasn't the
same. Driving through the streets, Sam was truiglied to see for herself
the old-world charm of the buildings with their yaconwork balconies, the
hidden courtyards, the tropical flowers everywhdtewas a place of
romance and mystery, even in the bright late-ma@yhiours.

It was a place very far from home, from the offit®m her classes. She
pushed the thought away. She was enjoying thistamals only a day.

"So, now for lunch," said David, as the car cameatstop in front of a

restaurant. And some restaurant it was. Not jliit@eatery to have a quick
lunch. The elegance and opulence overwhelmed ltkslaa stopped in her
tracks as she stood in the door looking around.

"You said we were going to have a bite to eat,” Sard accusingly.

"So we are."



"l thought you meant a sandwich or something. hdithink you were
taking me to this...fancy place.” She looked aroahall the luxury and
glitter, and felt uneasy. "This is too much, Daval, Pete's sake!"

He took her elbow as they followed th®itre d'."No objections, please.
Just sit down and enjoy it."

She sat down and looked at him across the tableitsiflowers and candles
and starched linen. He was smiling at her.

"l don't like this," she said.
He raised his brows. "You don't like this place?"

"That's not what | mean. | mean, you're doinghali,tand there's no way for
me to reciprocate. It makes me feel in your debtlaton't like that feeling.”

"You can reciprocate."

She stared at him. "By having an affair with you? mot for sale, David."
He laughed. "Lighten up, Samantha. This is all fastfun, all right? You
can reciprocate by giving me the pleasure of yaumgany, in whichever
way you feel comfortable. Just indulge me in myiget® show you a good

time, give you a few laughs."

"Now you make me feel as if | am one of your prtgecThe
Make-Samantha-Happy Project.”

His eyes glinted with humor. "Sounds good to me."
She rolled her eyes at him. The man was irrepriessitith his flowers and
chocolates and balloons, and now this. Well, it thas what he wanted,

why should she object?

She had a choice. She could sit here and be offelndeshe could sit here
and have a really yummy lunch.



It was an easy choice.

She smoothed her napkin on her lap and met hisdetfsl right," she said,
"I'll indulge you. You want to show me a good tintg@ for it."

He laughed. "Oh, Samantha, you are a piece of Work.

Back on the plane later, she could not keep hes epen. She was full of
luscious food, and the two glasses of wine didma ¢hing to keep her alert,
either. Her chair reclined to an almost horizopasition and with a sigh
she closed her eyes.

When she woke up, David was not in his chair. Heraught the sun, very
low on the horizon. She must have slept for hdsing glanced at her watch.
Six-thirty. It couldn't be. In Virginia the sun didl set until much later in
July. Surely they should be there by now.

David emerged from the cockpit. He must have balmnig to the crew.
"Hey, you're awake," he said with a smile. "You tveut like a light."
"What time is it?"

He sat down across from her and glanced at hishwéd&ix-thirty, just
about.”

Something wasn't right. Apprehension crept throhghblood. If the sun
was this low at this hour at this time of the yehey were far, far south of
Virginia.
"David?"

llYeS?ll

"We aren't anywhere near home, are we?"



"Not right now, no."

"What do you mean, not right now?"

"I mean we're not going back to Virginia just now."

He said it as if it was the most normal thing tg. sshe felt suddenly cold
with anger, and fear, too. What was going on h&te® glanced out of the
window, but she could only see the pink-coloredidk

"Where are we going?" She tried very hard to styc

"We're going to have a couple of restful days oting island in the
Caribbean."

"We what?"
"You're going to have a very luxurious restoratinmi- vacation. You can
sleep all you want. Why sleep in Virginia when ygan sleep on a romantic

island? Sleep on the beach under the palm trees?"

She was stunned. This was surreal. This was cfaayhe was sitting there
all cool and calm as if this was the most ordirtaigg.

"l don't believe this! You'r&idnappingme?"

"l think it's called abduction, actually. Kidnappginusually implies a
ransom."

"You can't do this!"

"I'm doing it as we speak."
"l could sue you!" she said.
"Good idea," he said.

She stared at him.



"You could win, and be rich. All your problems sedk"

"Don't tempt me." She groaned as suddenly thetyeafliher situation hit
her. ' 'Oh, no, what about my grandfather?"

"He's fine. | talked to him. He thought it was aafridea."”

"You told my grandfather you weikednappingme and he thought it was a
great idea?" It was getting crazier and crazier.

"No, | said | was taking you on a surprise vacattéa was all for it. He said
it was about time for you to have a little fun. We'found someone
temporary to hold down the fort while you're awaywhat about my sister,
my son in Florida? | can't just disappear and—"

"You're not disappearing.” He gestured at a phaseby. "Call them. But
they might know already because your grandfathebadsly told them.
Also, | changed the message on the answering maeahith gave the number
of the place where we will be."

"It's not going to work, you know. You can't just this. | don't even have a
passport!"

He laughed. "Don't worry. It's a very small islaantt they know me there."

"And | am with you. And that's enough? Do you ouyéamily own this
island?"

"Not officially, no."
Not officially. Unofficially. Well, there were othrevays, she assumed.

He laughed. "Don't look so suspicious. Nothing f&r going on. The

family has owned a villa on the island for yeard gears. Various members
of the family use it during the year. We know tle®ple who run the place
and do business there. One of my cousins is matodtie daughter of

the—"



She laughed. "Oh, please, not another cousin!"

"Well, I've got a few—what can | say? Anyway, thielgt you in. Not to
worry."

"You've thought of everything, have you?"
"So far so good."

"What about clothes? Did you think of that? | ddvdive a thing—clothes,
shoes, toothpaste, all that stuff."

"Don't worry. I've got you two suitcases full ofufit Clothes, shoes,
toiletries, whatever. Tara bought it all for yolheSconspired with me, so
you can sue her, t00."

For a moment she was too stunned to speak. "Tamghbone clothes?"

"l hope you like what she got you."

"This is so crazy," she muttered. "It's like sonmgghout of a movie." She
straightened in her chair and gave him a hard look.

"You lied to me," she said.

"l did. But only out of the goodness of my heartvdnted to give you a
surprise vacation, so maybe | can be forgivenHat.t

She glared at him, in no mood to forgive. "You'a#ean charge of me.
You're manipulating me into doing something | devéint to do. You think
this is going to make me happy?"

"You don't want to laze on a Caribbean beach fteva days? Eat great
food? Drink rum punch? Get pampered? Relax?"

"Sleep with you?"



"Only if you want to." His smile was true-blue chraand she steeled herself
against it.

"Well, | don't. I don't like to be forced to do ahing!"

"I'm not forcing you. This is meant to be a nice surprise, not sawieil
ordeal. If you don't want to do this, I'll take yback tomorrow morning
first thing."

A nice surprise. Carrying her off to some islanthie Caribbean as if it was
nothing. She pulled her legs under her and closeéyes. Any minute now
she was going to wake up and find she'd been dregthis.

"Samantha?"

She opened her eyes. She was still on the platiagsacross from David,
and she wasn't dreaming. "What?"

"Look outside."

She glanced out the window, took in the green cléme white beach, the
turquoise ocean, the orange sun hovering aboviedheon. Wonder filled
her, in spite of everything.

"It's just like the postcards and the tourist broels— the colors,
everything. | never believed those colors were, 'teshle said.

"They are."

In the next hour there were other things she'd megkeved could ever
be real. Such as the fact that she herself woidd le® riding around in a
open car on a tiny Caribbean island, or that shestaying in a beautiful
room in a villa surrounded by tropical greenery dash blooming
flowers. That she had two suitcases full of newhas, bright, cheery
summer things—shorts, tops, trousers in variougthes) long skirts,
short skirts, several dresses, some sexy, onerglegjzoes and sandals of
various sorts. Two bikinis, a one-piece swimsuantes, bras. All
beautiful, expensive garments. It Was like somefloiat of a fairy tale.



Tara hadn't forgotten a thing. Toiletries, robghtgown, even a selection of
make-up. And, as a touch of whimsy, two novelfqi\wiry sexy covers.

Sam sat on the bed surrounded by all the colorcheér of the clothes
and tried to take it all in. It seemed unreal. 8idn't know what to think
or feel. There was even a card, a picture of adabgunset.

Samantha, | enjoyed shopping for you! | hope yke iy choices, and
that the clothes fit you. Relax and have a wondiérhe! You deserve it.
Tara.

Sam drew in a deep, fortifying breath. Well, shdnti know about
deserving it, but since fate had brought her hieeansight as well enjoy it
as much as possible. She was tired of always delrag was right and
sensible. Maybe this was not sensible, but the metikit. Everything
happened for a reason. She might as well deciddlttsahad happened
because she was meant to enjoy it.

She showered, slipped on a fluttery little summesd and stared at
herself in the mirror. Was this her? Wearing thatsy, whimsical dress?
She'd never have bought it for herself, but shesdlikhow she

looked—sexy, carefree,

pretty. Another deep breath and she sashayed dbheabom and went to
join David for dinner on the verandah.

Just indulge me in my desire to show you a good, ravid had said.

David was up early the next morning, went for a,fobad a swim, ate a
solitary breakfast and at nine Samantha still hatdnmade an appearance.
Clearly she was catching up on some well-deseresg s

She'd been very quiet after they'd arrived at ilia, wverwhelmed by the
course of events and not sure what to say or de Mweedie, the
housekeeper, had served them a light supper aretaadah, and soon after
that Sam had gone to her room saying she was tired.



He sat out on the verandah and read. It was ctosent when Samantha
finally showed up, wearing white shorts and a skiyeliop that made her
eyes look even bluer. She looked fresh and lovely.

"Good morning," he said. "I trust you slept well."

"Like a rock. The sound of the sea is very soothilsgit too late for
breakfast?"

"You can have whatever you want whenever you waMrns Tweedie is at
your service."

"I'll have whatever is easy. Coffee, some toasybad

Mrs Tweedie produced a cheese omelet, fresh mdiugs,sfresh orange
juice and warm rolls.

Samantha sighed. "Oh, my, this is wonderful.”

He watched her eat. "So," he said when she washidi "You want to go
back home now?"

She gave him a deprecating look. "You think I'msfiit
He laughed, feeling relief flooding him. Her answexs true to form.
"What's so funny?”

"You. Being all outraged, putting up a brave stleggnd then capitulating
so completely.”

“I'm not capitulating. I've simply reconsidered rogtions and made an
informed decision."

He grinned. "To let me have my way?"

"Oh, no. To enjoy what fate has brought my way.é $iade a sweeping
gesture. "This glorious place."



"Fate? | thought it was me who brought you here."

She offered him a serene smile. "You are merelyrtbigeument of fate,"”
she said loftily.

"Touche,"he said dryly. "So | am merely a pawn in the greatheme of
things? Manipulated by higher powers to serve you."

"Something like that."
"Then | guess I'm off the hook."
"Off the hook for what?"

"Having so shamelessly abducted you. Sort of like devil made me do
it. It's not my fault. I'm merely being used.”

She shrugged carelessly. "Whatever makes you é&trbin the meantime,
I'd like to go to the beach. How do | get thereRelthose steps down?"

"I'll show you."

They spent time on the beach, went sailing in fkerr@oon, and had a
wonderful dinner on the verandah. He was happgéder enjoy herself,
as if really she had left behind the realities eff life.

Just as they finished dessert, unexpected compaogkkd on the door.
Old friends, a Danish couple who also owned a wailiahe island and had
heard through the coconut telegraph David hadedtron the island. Any
other time David would have been delighted to $eant but he felt

vaguely annoyed that they were intruding on hisetiwith Samantha.

Still, there was nothing to do but invite them mdaoffer them a drink.

Two hours later they were still there, and Samantiaa practically
falling asleep in her chair. He told her she sh@ddo bed.

"I'm sorry,"” she said, "I don't mean to be rud& the island air, the
sailing. Please, excuse me." She escaped to her. roo



* % %

Samantha struggled out of sleep some time lategnmg in protest.
Something had awakened her. A sound. She lookedhat clock.
Two-seventeen. She held her breath as she listeeadng only the waves,
and the rustling of the breeze in the palms outidevindow.

Then she heard it. A noise. Something inside hemtd&Gomething making a
raspy, scratchy sort of noise. She lay dead stii@r back, her heart beating
uneasily. Something alive and moving was scurrgngund in her room,
somewhere behind the dresser. Something with sotais scratching
along the wooden floor.

A mouse. It had to be a mouse. Did they have nicthis island? She had
no idea.

Reaching out an arm, she turned on the bedside. [Ahmgpnoise stopped.
Sitting up straight, she glanced around, but sathing. Where was it?

She should just go back to sleep and worry abdchicey it tomorrow. A
mouse wasn't going to do her any mortal harm. Bubuld keep her awake.
And maybe it wasn't a mouse. Maybe it was someteisg, something not
so harmless, although she couldn't think what. &'t familiar with the
island fauna. She swung her legs over the edgdeofoed. She wasn't
staying here with that creature in the same rooming) her crazy, keeping
her awake.

Tearing the sheet off the bed and grabbing heowilkhe evacuated the
room and tiptoed down the hall into the living raddhe installed herself on
the rattan sofa. The cushions were thick and flaffg she'd be fine.

She tried to relax, taking deep breaths and lettiegh out slowly. The faint
fragrance of the Danish woman's perfume still Inegan the air. Something
fresh and herby. Nice. She sighed and stirredessdl. A full moon
decorated a patch of night sky visible betweemtdm fronds. Silvery light
filtered into the room through the curtainless vand



She didn't get very far in her effort to relax. Rbs door opened and she
heard his steps come down the hall. His big frameerged into the
moonlight, naked apart from a pair of running sidrter heart began to race
and she held her breath.

"l thought | heard something,” he said. "I wondeifetlwas you on one of
your nocturnal prowls."

"l wasn't prowling," she said, her voice breathlé&® back to bed, David."
Please she begged silentlflease go back to beHe looked like a living
sculpture standing there washed in moonlight.

He rubbed his chin. "Why are you parked here?"

"Couldn't sleep. I thought I'd try a change of sagt' If she told him she'd
been chased away by a mouse, he'd really have Bioigpésd laugh at. She
didn't need him laughing at her any more than he alleeady doing.

He moved toward her. "I'll keep you company."

Her heart lurched. "Please, don't. | want to sleBpease don't stayshe
prayed.

He didn't turn back, but sat down at the end ofdibi@a, near her feet. He
must have pulled on the running shorts as he'dogotof bed. He was
obviously sleeping naked, or he would be wearirgrpas. This was not an
image she wanted to deal with at the moment andahbed it out of her

mind and scooted herself into a sitting positioging to make distance
between them.

"Samantha?" he said softly.
She looked at him. "What?"
"We've got to stop doing this."

"Doing what?"



"Have these semi-naked nocturnal rendezvous."

"I'd love to," she said dryly. "I'd love to be aktesleep through the night
without waking up once. Actually, | did, last night

"Sleep seems to be a much eluded state for you,'sdieé mildly.
Fortunately, he had the grace not to point outeonthat insomnia was a
significant indicator of stress.

She rubbed her face. "I can't do anything abouttitied sleeping pills a
couple of times, but they make me feel awful in therning, and | don't
want to get used to them anyway." She yawned. Sfsese tired she could
barely keep herself upright. "I'll be fine thougthink I'll sleep now."

His arm came around her. "This sofa is no plactgep,” he said. "Are you
sure you won't sleep if you go back to bed?"

She shook her head. "There are noises in my robom’b thing to say, she
realized. She sounded like a child.

"What kind of noises?" he asked promptly.

His arm felt very nice around her. "A mouse, | ijirshe said, too tired and
sleepy to try and make up a story.

"A mouse. Hmm." He stroked her hair. "I didn't hgau scream."
"l didn't."
"I'm very impressed.”

He wasn't laughing. Was he? His hand played witthag. How nice it felt.
She let out a sigh and closed her eyes.

The sun was warm on her face when she awoke. Tdhéelieso good, so
safe. Eyes closed, she turned over and buriedauer ih the pillow. Oh,



heaven not to wake up to the sound of an alarmbbBey felt wonderful, as
if she'd come out of a deep, dreamless sleep.

Shehadcome out of a deep, dreamless sleep.

And she wasn't in her own bed. She jerked uprigbked around her. She
didn't know this room.

She was in somebody else's bed. Someone elsed@dskt to her, she
could see from the dented pillow and the rumplexkth

David. Her heart lurched, thundered. She was indated and she had no
clue how she'd gotten there. No idea. She groanddraked her hands
through her hair.

The door stood ajar. Then it was pushed openelividy and David came in
with a tray.

"Good morning, darling," he said cheerfully. "Brésst in bed."
Speechless she watched as he put the tray ondh€b#ee, hot croissants,
a beautiful orchid in a water glass. He sat dowxt t@ her on the bed and
leaned back against the pillows. He was wearinigoat lack robe, which
looked like silk. It probably was. Classy, ritzyeking. She swallowed.

"How did I get here?" she asked, her voice husld/warcertain. Not of her
own volition, she was sure of that.

"l put you here, darling,” he said gravely. "I dgegl you and we made wild,
passionate love, but I'm sure you don't remembelaive some coffee.” The
devil danced in his eyes as he handed her a cup.

She took it from him and gave a soft groan of desffalease, don't give me
that."

"You look lovely this morning, darling,” he said.

"Oh, shut up," she snapped, and he laughed.



"I do love your hair when it's all wild like thaand that vulnerable, sleepy
look on your face. Not to speak of that sexy nigktg you're wearing. It
really does something for me."

She glowered at him. "Tara bought it, not me."

"Do you want to know what happened last night?"

"You told me." Not that she believed him, of course

"l lied," he said, sipping his coffee. It smelleéry good. So did the
croissants.

"l know you lied."

He nodded. "You're a smart woman. Drink your coffeéore it's cold.”
She had a drink from her coffee. "I fell asleefirgiton the sofa last night,”
she said. "And | guess you carried me in herenttdeelieve | didn't wake
up."” She remembered thinking how nice it had fehave his arms around
her. And then nothing. He'd carried her throughlitheg room, through the
hall to his room and she'd never even noticed.

"You were very tired."

"'You could have carried me here and awakenednué would have been
putty in your hands."

He smiled. "Really?"

"You know | would have. So, why didn't you?"

"l didn't think you'd respect me in the morningg' $aid deadpan.
She smiled sweetly. "And that matters to you?"

"It would be pretty short-sighted of me if it didnvouldn't it? It may
surprise you, but | do have more than sex on mydrhin



"And you a man. I'm really impressed," she said.

He nodded. "I thought you might be."

She laughed. "So what else is on your mind?"

"Oh, lots of things," he said obtusely. "And havaa@issant. Why not enjoy
a romantic, leisurely breakfast now that we're tbgein the same bed?" He

picked up the orchid and held it out to her. "FouyPicked it my- self.”

Dewdrops still clung to the velvety petals, and fitagrance floated in the
air around them. It was exquisite. Her heart mafisay little leap.

She lifted her face slowly. "David, why are youmpall this?"

He looked into her eyes and warmth and sweetnhesseied through her
blood. He took her hand and held it.

"Because you touch my heart," he said.



CHAPTER NINE

"I DON'T understand,” she said, looking down at the orciNdthing seems
real to me."

"We don't have to understand something for it todae."

She heard the smile in his voice, wasn't sure whaay. What was real?
What wasn't? Here she was, sitting in bed with a wilao'd swept her off to

a magical tropical island, a man who made her Heaptand stumble, who
made her blood sing. Was he real? Were her feetew® Was she trapped
in an illusion and was all this just theater?

On one level it all was so impossible, so full @nder and impending
heartache. On another it was full of magic andcit®lis shivery feelings,
full of wanting and needing. Of hope.

If only she knew what real was.

David watched her face, the expressions of unegytaof fear and longing.
Sitting there in his rumpled bed in her lacy whitghtgown, her hair a halo
of tangled coppery curls, she looked like a lost fiightened angel. Once
again he suppressed the instinct to gather ham bjsiarms and tell her she
was safe.

Instead, he leaned forward a little and took hemhdSam? How about if
you'll let me be your friend?" He was surprisedhtar himself say the
words, didn't know where the idea had come from.

Her blue eyes widened in wary surprise. "Justenti®"
"Just? Friendship is a good thing, nguat thing.” "I know, | know. But

that's not exactly the vibes you've been sendingvany. Don't tell me you
don't want sex?"



"No sex," he said, trying to look solemn. "Sex éwoverrated."

She stared at him, her mouth dropping open, atabk an effort not to
laugh.

"You don't like...sex?" she asked, her voice oweerihg with disbelief.
"Not generally, no," he said, trying to sound besslike.

She gave him a silent, derisive look, eyebrowserhis

"It's true," he said sincerely.

"You've been after me from day one," she statedu"¥arry me off to this
idyllic island, serve me this romantic breakfastegme an exotic orchid,
and now you feed me this ridiculous line and yopeet me to believe

you?"

"Is this a problem? That I'm not crazy about sdk®Was not easy keeping
his face straight.

"I never met a man who said he didn't like sex. that | believe you for a
minute."

"What | like a lot better than sex is making love."

"Oh." Surprise flared in her eyes. Then she loottewdn at her hands and
was silent. He wondered what was going on in hedhend a sudden
apprehension stirred his thoughts.

"Sam? Is lovemaking a...bad thing?"

Her head snapped up, her eyes widened. "No, olh,mean, noper se."

"Good." He took her hand. "But what I'm saying, S#rthat if you're not
ready for that, I'd like to be your friend."



"Why?"

Well, yes, why? "Because | like you and | admir@irydetermination and
your loyalty. You have strength of character, arsgrcore, and | like that in
people.” And she was sexy as hell and he wantsigbtthat nightgown right
off her body and make love to her and take careecfHe knew better than
to express those thoughts.

His words seemed to surprise her. She was silenafmmoment, as if
digesting what he had said, as if it was sometkimg had never heard of
before and wasn't sure if she should be pleasedtoAn odd, hungry look
suddenly came into her eyes. It made him ache éoy to think she'd
deserved loving and cherishing and she'd done uilittoo so many years.

And so have yqucame a little voice.

Sam looked into his eyes. "You've only known méaerstime.”

"But close up."” He couldn't resist reaching out amahing his hands
through her hair, stroking it back behind her stets. It felt heavy and

warm on his fingers. "And sometimes a short timallig takes."

She nodded, thoughtful again. "Well, | don't thitilat we can be just
friends, David."

"Why not?"

She drew in a deep breath. "You know why. We...vemuh other too
much."”

He loved her for her directness and honesty. "Yas Said.

They looked at each other and Sam felt warmth flogpdhrough her.
Every cell of her body seemed to quiver with awassy with
expectation. Around them the air was electric amehs hard to breathe.
Suddenly nothing mattered but the fact that shehegasin David's bed,
and that she wanted to make love, and that it Waigat.



She was not aware that she had moved, nor thatlad moved, yet
they were suddenly in each other's arms. Her faaeam his shoulder
and she felt the warmth of his neck against heekharew in the scent
of him with her breathing. She belonged here,dkltestraint and fear
rush away. Turning her face a little, she reachpdand found his
mouth, hungry for touching and loving.

It was as if a fire whooshed to life between themi#ehand hot. Her
heart was racing, flames of desire licked throughbody. His hands
began an urgent, sensual dance over her body, libaohed the
nightgown and pulled it up over her head and arntstassed it over
the end of the bed. His robe followed.

The room was full of early-morning sunlight.

Sam swallowed hard as she looked at him, his na&dd sitting next to her
on the bed. Her breathing grew shallower yet, leadifelt light.

He looked at her, his eyes full of dark desire.

On the fringes of her consciousness she heardoffmi$ chirping of the

birds outside the window. She took in a shallowf mifair as her gaze

traveled over his lean, muscled body, beautiful amadised, and her mouth
went dry. "We need some—"

"l have it," he said. "And I'm safe, Sam. Don't wor

"Me, too," she whispered. Safe. Such a wonderfutforting word. She
drew in a trembling breath, feeling every cell ef lguivering. He reached
out a finger, traced her mouth, stroked her lipsf &he were something
fragile and precious, looking at her...looking at ith his eyes filling her
with heat and need.

"You're beautiful," he whispered.
She loved the look in his eyes, loved the sourtd¥foice, the touch of his

finger on her mouth. She closed her eyes, felhhisds gently lower her
body against the mattress, felt his hands caredsengoreasts, then the



warmth of his mouth... He was kissing her breasasing her nipples,
setting sparks shooting through her.

"Oh," she whispered, her body arching, moving. 8hewv him closer,
wanting to feel all of him against her. They movwegether as if they'd done
this together a hundred times, kissing and strqkmgching and loving. Her
blood danced and her head was light with sweet@iugmhHow long had it
been since she had truly felt loved in a man's argie could not remember
ever having felt the intensity, the sweet hunger whs feeling now. Had
she simply forgotten? Or was this—

All coherent thought took flight in the feverisinsations that followed. She
let herself go, making breathless, wordless lisibeinds that came from
some deep, secret place. She opened herself UphHe epture and passion
David evoked in her, giving back in turn, holdingck nothing— caressing
him, stroking, kissing, tasting. Wild. She felt dvéind delirious, intoxicated
by the feel and taste and scent of him, the sooaasng from his throat.

Urgency, fever. They clung together, trembling,abinéess, and tumbled
over the edge together, miraculously, gloriously.

For a while they lay spent in each other's armsdigss. Sam felt her
heartbeat slow down and a delicious languor ové&rtwer. She snuggled
closer into him.

"Sam?" he asked softly, and she heard the noteewfietness and
amusement in his voice.

"What?" she whispered.
"That was very...good," he said.

"Yes," she whispered. Her own passion and wildhessoverwhelmed her
a little, almost made her shy. She buried her &gaenst his chest.

"Look at me."



She raised her head and met his regard. He smmigdoaiched a finger to
her mouth. " You... surprised me."

"l surprised myself."

He laughed softly, hugging her closer. "You feelveoy nice here in my
arms," he said.

It was like living in a romantic movie, driving arod this idyllic little island
with its coconut palms, its friendly people, thelden beach coves where
you could be all alone under the stars at nighanalwith David, who made
her laugh, who made her feel as if she was thewalyan in the universe.
They made love on the beach, in the bedroom, irddiest by a waterfall.
He showed her tenderness, passion, fun, and shé cotiimagine ever
wanting to live without it again.

They drank rum punches and champagne and wine. &teeyish they
bought straight from the fishermen after they'dohat them pull in their
nets. They sat in small roadside stalls and atelcénitters and talked and
laughed with the other customers. Everybody knewidaor so it
seemed— shopkeepers, restaurant owners, and padpke streets. They
all wanted to know where he had been and what Helbae and how his
family was doing. Everybody had stories. Everybbddg time to tell them.
Life seemed easy and casual and full of fun. It easy to forget about
home, the shop, her studies.

On Wednesday night they had dinner at Pirates’ Cavemall outside
restaurant overlooking Sugar Bay. The sun had gomen and a big moon
hung over the water, silvering the waves. Tree drapeerp-cheerped,
hidden in the greenery.

"Imagine living here all the time," she said witkigh.
"Imagine going stir-crazy in about two weeks," heddryly, then laughed

at her surprised look. "It'sery small, No entertainment to speak of, no
shopping worth mentioning. It's great for a hideagiype vacation, if you



like reading and hiking in the woods, and doingtaobsailing, but other
than that, keeping your brain stimulated would lobalenge.”

"I suppose you're right, talking long-term. For nothough, I'm quite
stimulated enough. Just look at the food on myepl&¢ll me again what this
is?"

Walking through the rainforest, she amazed henrsglffinding herself

intrigued by the plants and flowers, the birds hrards and weird-looking
insects. For a long time she'd focused so mucheorbboks she'd hardly
looked at the life going on around her.

She felt herself more and more intrigued by Dawelt treacherous
thoughts and hopes hovering at the fringes of bes@ousness.

"Tell me," she said one afternoon as they sataeasuntain stream taking a
rest from a long hike, "why haven't you remarried?"

He didn't respond right away. He was staring domta the water and she
couldn't see his expression.

"There are a lot of reasons | could give you, Ipage," he said finally,
"but I'm not sure they're valid." He looked up, tieg her eyes. "The
most honest one is probably that | just never watde'

Later, as she lay next to him in bed, she thougbtiawhat he had said,
and about his wife. He never mentioned her. Shedexad why.

They stayed for the rest of the week, coming hom&aturday night.

Sunday morning. David watched Sam dozing in hissarfiney'd made
love and he enjoyed watching her afterward, sediagrelaxed and
satiated, all soft, sensuous sweetness. It hadd&eg time since he had
felt so whole, so profoundly content with a womarhis arms.



She gave a contented little sigh, her eyes stisedl. He smelled the
flowery scent of her hair, felt the softness of blein as she stirred in his
arms. How could she have lived all these yearsowitltoming across a
man to love her? He looked down at her tangledscudndering how this
was possible.

She glanced up. "What are you thinking?" she askéoli're looking at
me funny."”

He grinned. "l was just wondering about you, abyauir life, why you've
been alone for so long."

"Alone?"
"I mean, why you haven't married again."

She made a face. "It's not so easy, David," slteraddly. She sat up in
bed, flipped her hair away from her face.

"Why isn't it easy?"

She shrugged. "l suppose 1 dress up nice, butdtrhexactly a prize catch,
you know, not where marriage is | concerned.”

Her words surprised him and he frowned. "What earth are you talking
about? You're smart, independent, beautiful—" Aexi/sand passionate, he
wanted to add, but didn't get the chance.

She laughed. "Oh, come on, David. Be realistice"ghlled up the sheet and
tucked it under her arms, covering her breasts.wdadered why she
suddenly felt the need to cover herself up. "Thabkut it,” she went on. "I
was nineteen when Jason left me and died. | waste®en and | hadlzaby.
After that | had a small child, and now | have xyear-old son. Not many
men want to start with an instant family. Oh, theylappy to move in, have
an affair, whatever. But marriage? That's not Sy.dan not alone; Kevin is
part of the deal. And, besides that, | wasn't dilely to be able to
contribute a lot to a family income, having no eatian or professional
training, and—"



He stopped her with an impatient gesture. What tlvasmatter with this
woman? Her insecurities baffled him. "Educationitisvhat makes you a
lovable person, or a valuable one, or a respeated-mot on the human
level."

He saw her body stiffen, saw the softness leavdduoer. "It sure makes it
easier to get a good job and have a better quallitife—on the human
level," she returned. "And what do you know of afythat, David?" she
asked, her tone defensive. "You've never had to rywaabout
money—wonder if you could pay the rent for anotimenth because your
fridge went on the blink and you had to buy a new,@r if you could afford
a new pair of shoes for your son, or if you shocéhcel your health
insurance because it's too expensive... You—" 3$imagged. "Oh, just
never mind." She moved away from him in the big bed he grabbed her
hand, not wanting her to leave.

He felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, felt theeetness of the morning
dissolve between them. "I'm sorry, Sam. It wasiytimkention to devalue

your efforts, please understand that." He squelkeetland. "You are smart
and capable; you'll make it in life no matter what.

He watched her square her shoulders. She lookieichatard. "I intend to.
And as far as marriage goes, right now | don'tlyeaten want to get
married, even if there was somebody dying to dragarthe altar. It would
complicate everything."

He couldn't imagine why. It would only make it easfor her, better.
Someone to share her problems and concerns, somedredp ease the
financial situation. "Why?" he asked, still holdiag to her hand.

"Right now it's just Kevin and me, and with me s studying and sorting
things out for myself | just haven't got time. lane I've got to get myself on
a career path first." Determination in her blueseyé want to know I can
make a decent living myself, be independent. Mgerign't a solution for
that. | was married once, and Jason—" She bitipearid looked away.
"Well, you know where that left me." She was albkeess and distance
suddenly, and it made him sad.



She swung her legs over the side of the bed. "Exoes"
"Sam, I'm worried about you," he said, feelingsgyely desperate.

"You don't need to worry about me,” she said tightlYou're not
responsible for me." Yanking her nightgown on oler head, she hurried
out of the room.

He knew better than to follow her. He lay back aggihe pillows, threw his
arm across his face and cursed himself for havisugesl the discussion, for
ruining a perfect Sunday morning.

In her own bedroom Sam dragged on a pair of slamdisa T-shirt, shoved
her feet into running shoes and went outside. # m@ause, no use. He didn't
understand her, would never understand her. Shelsinot have gotten
involved with him, should never have started aaiaffvith him.

Sunshine. The scent of roses. It was a gloriousnimgr Birds chirped,
flowers bloomed, trees whispered in the breezeel&lration of life and
beauty and joy. Less than an hour ago she'd made—glorious,
passionate love— and it had felt so right. Now,rgtleng felt wrong.

The illusion was over. The dream was finished. #svbetter to just be
realistic about it.

She ran until she could run no longer. She sat dmwa tree stump by the
side of the road, buried her face in her handsveeyt.

David stared at the TV screen, where a balding @mean was relaying the
late-evening news of which he heard nothing. Heghdittle of Sam all day,

and when he had seen her she was either alooétamaling to be cheery, as
if nothing was wrong, as if nothing had happened.

He felt like smashing a window.



His instincts told him to leave her alone, but &#sm't what he wanted to do.
He wanted to make her talk. He wanted to tell leer. h

He took the remote control and zapped the TV, slachout of the house
and walked down the dark country road, his bodi ragnd tense.

What could he possibly tell her?

Friday afternoon. Sam gave a weary sigh and lehae# in her creaky
office chair. It had been an endless, miserablekwadnot, miserable day.
The air conditioner had expired first thing thismmag and the place felt
like a Turkish steam bath. Not that she had evenhe a Turkish steam
bath, but she could well imagine. She was hotkgt@mnd tired.

At the house, she'd moved back into her own rooas, sleeping in her own
bed. Actually, she didn't sleep much. Mostly shyed@ake. David had tried
to talk to her, but she had said she'd made a keisthat the time on the
island had simply made her stupid and she waswingan affair with him.
He was going to Mexico and she had no time to ihwesa dead-end
relationship.

She was so tired.

Sam rubbed her face, then put her head down oarhes on the desk.
She'd finish the sales journal for the week and 8te'd be done for today.
If only she could go home and relax instead of hg\tb go to classes.
Have a glass of wine with David, came the unbidti@ught.

Have dinner with him on the deck.

Watch the stars and make love in the grass.

Her heart turned over. All week he had tried tonloe to her and all week
she had tried to avoid him in pure self- defense.



Still, in the secret corners of her mind, she Weptasizing about him,
making up lovely stories. But fairy tales.,, wetsstjillusions, so why
waste her time with them? She should never haveertag with him.

Now she had the memory of those wonderful dayshernigland to haunt
her and the terrible longing for more of the same.

A few more weeks and her summer classes would be &evin would

come back from Florida. She saw his freckled lititgy face in her mind.
She missed him, longed to give him a big hug ahdhite she loved him,
that he was more important to her than anythingnybody in the whole
world.

She sighed. Her head felt too heavy to lift. Shartheroices in the sales
room. Customers looking for a table, a sofa, adeurset.

A soft knock on her half-open door.

"Come on in," she said wearily. She managed te raes head halfway
and stared down at the sales journal in | frorfteat

"Mom?"

Her head jerked up. Her breath caught in her throat
Kevin.

Kevin, grinning, eyes bright with joyful expectatio
For a fraction of a moment Sam could not talk, move.

Was she dreaming? Was she seeing things again?shieenas out of her
chair and he threw himself into her arms. She hddga hard.

"Kevin!" she said. "Why are you here? How—"?"

Over his shoulder she saw her sister standingeimltior, smiling.



"Hi there," said Joni, cool as a cucumber. She bpltder hand. "Nothing's
wrong. Just thought we'd come for a quick visis theekend."

A quick visit. As if it was nothing.

"Mom!" Kevin had extricated himself from her embeatl was on a plane!
It was so cool!"

"A plane?"

And then she saw David, just outside her officerda@tching her, and her
heart made another tremendous leap. David was dehis. David had
brought her Kevin.

Kevin turned around and pointed at David. "It was plane, Mom! Mr
McMillan's. He came and got Aunt Joni and me! Ahavas so cool! He
showed me everything! And when we got to the atrploere was dimo

waiting for us! A huge one!”

She looked from David to Kevin, saw her son's bregles and wrapped him
up in her arms once more.

"There was a television in the plane, Mom!" he sagdinst her chest, his
voice muffled by her embrace. "And a telephone erefything!"

She laughed. "I'm so glad you're here," she said tears jumped into her
eyes. "I'm so happy to see you."

And then she hugged Joni, who was laughing, and Bevid, who was
right behind her, because it was the natural thondp.

"Thank you," she said, her cheek pressed agamstiaist, her throat aching
with the effort not to cry.

"My pleasure." He hugged her back, arms tight agloloer, as if he wasn't
going to let go of her any time soon. She liftedfaee and looked into his
eyes, and for a fraction of a moment the worlddelhy, and it was just the
two of them holding on to each other.



| love him, she thought, and there's no help for me

"Mr McMillan said we can all go out to dinner, tfsi all right with you,"
said Kevin. "And after that you have classes andtAoni says | can stay
up till you come home, if it's all right with you."

"Everything is all right with me,” Sam said, "buhink I'll skip my classes
tonight and make them up some other time." Shdldna of the other
students and ask to borrow her notes.

"Are you sure?" asked David.

"No, but what the heck! I only have one son."

"So," David said to Kevin, "what would you like ¢at"” tonight?"

"Pizza!"

Joni declined the dinner invitation, saying shggdnsl the weekend with
Grandpa and keep him company, see how he was doing.

So Sam, Kevin .and David took off to a nice Itali@staurant where
Kevin got his pizza, and the adults indulgegasta tuti di maralt was
delicious, but Sam could have eaten sawdust fahallcared about food
right now. She didn't say much. She watched atehléex! to her son, who
was totally absorbed in a conversation with Dandw fishing and the
benefits of various kinds of bait—live worms, fli@sit-up raw meat.

It was wonderful. Sam's heart flowed over.

She found David on the deck after she'd put Kewibhdd on the sofa in
Andrew's office.

"Come join me," he said. "It's a beautiful night.”



"Yes, itis." She stood next to him at the railarg | looked up at the stars.
She felt light and happy.

The moon was a sliver of silver in the dark skye $emelled the rich scent
of green, growing things, heard the symphony oéehéfe in the grass and
trees.

"l want to thank you for bringing Kevin here," sé&id, her voice unsteady.
"We've never been apart for such a long time anddgm't know how much
it means to me to see him."

"l think 1 do." He put one arm around her and ghgea crooked smile.

Her heart began a little dance at the feel of msaound her. "Why did you
do it?"

"You didn't want flowers or chocolates or balloo¥su didn't want to talk
to me. | had to come up with something that woehklly make you happy."

"You did. It was a truly nice thing to do, Davidddn't know how to thank
you."

"You already did," he said, "by being happy." Heked down at her. In the
moon-shadowed darkness it was hard to see thessxpmneon his face. She
wanted to reach up and kiss him, press herselhaghim, feel her blood
sing again like it had a week ago. It was suddealyl to breathe.

It was a terrible thing to feel so much hungergeesgly because she knew it
might be misinterpreted. He'd think she was justdpgrateful, yet what she
was feeling had nothing to do with gratitude. Sheeswery sure David

wasn't looking for sexual favors in exchange fongasomething nice for

her. David McMillan wasn't a man who had to buywesy into a woman's

arms.

He lifted his arm away from her, as if he'd readtheughts. "Sleep well,"
he said. "No waking up, no dreams, no mice, no yuogr"

She sighed. "No."



And so she went to bed alone and tried to sleep.

Which didn't work at all. Her mind was too full tfoughts, her body too
alive with desire.

She slipped out of bed and softly made her wayawids room.



CHAPTER TEN

THE door was ajar and she nudged it open furtherfuddrenoved into the
room. The curtains were open and faint moonligimsfered through the
open windows.

She stood in front of the bed. "David?" she whisder

"Sam?" He sat up.

"l want to be with you."

He held up the top sheet in invitation and shepsighin beside him, moving
into his arms as if she'd done it a hundred tirBbs. pressed her face against
his shoulder. "I'm not here because—because of whatdid, bringing

Kevin here," she said awkwardly.

"Oh, Sam," he said, his voice spilling over withrmgh and laughter. "I
know you well enough not to even consider thafanoment.”

"Oh, good." His reaction reassured her.

"So, why are you here?" As if he didn't know.

"Because | want to make love," she whispered. ‘Hitwau, | need you, and
I'm so tired of denying myself." She raised herchaad found his mouth,
kissing, him. "And | don't want to talk about it."

So they didn't.

He held her, touched her, kissed her, made her bmdy She loved him
back, without thought, just relishing the feel o tvarm body against hers,

the pleasure and the joy of it. It was the mosidilil feeling.

She loved him.



It was a happy weekend. Kevin was in awe of Daviéwe of the cabin he
was building. David took Kevin fishing, giving Sasaveral hours of time to
study. Joni and Grandpa came on Sunday afternodrthey barbecued
chicken. At six the limo arrived and took Grandpane and Joni and Kevin
back to the airport.

Suddenly the house seemed very quiet. Kevin whgn'tout his presence
took up space and filled the air with energy anahsb

"He's a great kid, that son of yours,” said DaV¥bu told me so, and it's
true."

Pride warmed her and she smiled. "Yes, I'm lucky."

"Maybe it isn't just luck, you know. You're a goobther.”

"Thank you." She felt ridiculously pleased. "I tryshe'd been aware of
David observing her over the weekend, of his awenShe'd felt light and
shivery at times when his eyes had met hers atpgoted moments. What
had he been thinking?

She knew she was in love with this man, and all sbeld see was
heartbreak when she looked into the future. Thok tvas not to look into
the future. At least not a future with him in ibé&needed to be realistic and
she was good at that—she'd spent the last ten lgearg realistic.

"Are you very much behind in your work?" he ask&hould | feel guilty?"

She laughed. David feeling guilty? No way. "I'ltcaup, and I'd better start
right now." She sighed. "I don't feel like it, thgiu"

"Do it anyway. And later I'll bring you a glasswine and seduce you."

She grimaced. "That will do wonders for my concatdn."



Sam twisted her unruly hair on top of her headetamined her face in the
mirror. She was sleeping in David's bed, she wakwe, and she was
wondering if it showed. She'd slept better, fettdre Better? She grinned at
herself as she put in her earrings. She felt iilgsfgloriously alive; ithad
to show in her face.

A little lipstick, some mascara. Shoes would bedydoo. Glancing
around, she located them, slipped them on, picketiar purse and
book bag and sashayed out of the bedroom to thkéktfor a bite of
breakfast.

There was no reason, she told herself, why a gnapvevoman of
almost thirty should not have a responsible, temgorsexual
relationship with a man. Not all good relationshige destined to last
and end up in a happy marriage with a housefuhodien.

There was no reason why she and David could nalyexqch other. No
strings attached, no expectations. A couple of hmoof this would do her
good, remind her she was a woman with womanlyrigsliand needs. She
deservedt-- a little male attention.

Taking a break with a cup of coffee in the middleh® morning, she
called Gina. Gina had been on vacation for two \weeld had returned
last night.

"How was your vacation?" Sam asked her, and redea/dull and
colorful report on the joys and terrors of campingthe wilds of
Vermont. Gina's fiance was an avid naturalist.

"So," said Gina finally, "how goes it with you?"

"I've taken your advice."

"What advice is that? | give so much of it | harauble keeping track."

"I've taken a lover," Sam said solemnly, then batdtlaughing.



"Be still my heart,” said Gina. "I am so proud afuy | can hardly
contain myself. It's David, | presume?"

"Yes." She told Gina about the island, which haddwte impressed,
and about Kevin's visit, which impressed her evenem

"Sounds like a winner to me, Sam."
"l know.' | also know he's leaving for Mexico in

October, so I'm going to be very cool about thi® know, just enjoy it
while it lasts, no strings attached.”

"Excellent,” said Gina, "but don't do anything sthmkay?"
"Like what?"

"Like quit your classes or some such foolish themyou'll have more time
to spend with him. Remember Jason."

"I remember Jason. And | will do no such thing."

"And don't get pregnant.”

"l will not get pregnant.”

"Good. And may | remind you that | still have nog¢inthis paragon?"

Sam laughed. "I'm not sure | want you to. How aeewedding plans?”

"I don't want to talk about it,” said Gina, instagjdom in her voice. After
which she did talk about it. It was a tale fulvede. There was too much to
do, too many arrangements to be made, too manymemgs with her
mother and her fiance. "l just want to elope anddothe whole thing.”

"You can't do that!" said Sam.

"Don't hold your breath,” Gina said morosely.



She might feel sophisticated and mature in theisi@ytbut at night, in

David's arms, that wasn't what she felt. He madefda cherished and
loved. He made her feel as if she was the sexiestam on earth.

She started hunting for an apartment in earnest idng was not a very
uplifting experience, but she tried to keep heritspup. Woodmont did not
have a great number of rental properties, and ties that were available
were either too run down or too expensive.

"I'd like to help you," David said one day whendaeight her figuring with
her calculator.

“No, thank you." She was independent and she ietkta stay that way.
"I knew you would say that," he said.

"Then why did you ask?"

"To open the subject for discussion."

"There is no subject to discuss."

"I'd like to help you so you can take things ddittasier. So you don't have
to worry so much."

"You're talking about money, | suppose,"” she saichty.

"Or whatever else would help. | could find you dtéejob, get you an
apartment, make it possible for you to take anegyaiar to get your degree."

"l see," she said. "l appreciate the offer, but,thank you."

"Why not?"



She sighed. Why was it so hard for him to undetbsthis? "Because | don't
want to be dependent on you, David, or on any atiean. | want to know
that | can stand on my own two feet and take chneyoson."

"You have done that for ten years, Sam. What havelgft to prove? Tell
me, what would be so terrible about acceptingtie litelp from me?"

She tried for dignity. "Because it's never been ampbition to be a kept
woman."

He laughed. She should have known he would lauige ggared at him, and
he kept right on laughing.

"l hate you," she said, but she didn't sound verwmcing. She jumped up
and headed for the door.

"Where are you going?"

"To Andrew's office. To look upoisonon the Internet.”

David was working on his cabin, thinking about S&ta.thought about her
too much for his peace of mind. His cellphone ratg.straightened, and
reached for it and wiped the sweat out of his fate day was overcast but
hot.

"David? It's Tara."

"Hi, Tara. How are you?"

"Fine, thanks." A slight pause. "Jonathan has apbre¢he divorce. It's now
just a matter of paperwork."

She sounded so businesslike. "Any time you waoty@n my shoulder—"



"I'm finished crying. | should never have marriechin the first place." She
sighed. "To tell you the truth, David, | think lgealing with wounded pride
more than a broken heart, so don't feel too samryrfe."

He laughed, he couldn't help it. "All right, onlyitlle, then."

"So tell me,” she said, changing the subject, "Bote cabin coming
along?"

David smiled as he surveyed the work he had dolemsed with his
progress. "I'm still on schedule. The building iesjors have come and
gone, plumbing and electricity are in place andtribg unexpected
complications, I'll have it finished by the timgédt on the plane to Mexico."

"How's Sam doing?"
"She's fine. She's looking for an apartment in Woont."
A short silence. "Maybe she could live in the cdbin

"l thought of that, Tara. | offered it to her, bitd too far for Kevin's school.
She wants to be in town, close to work and sch@bse to her

grandfather.” He gave an exasperated sigh. "l é@anthe world figure out

how to help her. She's so damned pigheaded, sut imtestanding on her
own two feet."

"Go figure,"” said Tara.

"l didn't say there's anything wrong with it, foetB's sake, but why can't she
accept help when it's offered?" He could solvegneblems if only she'd let
him, but she wouldn't. There was a reticence aheutthat annoyed him
severely. In some way she kept herself aloof fram, mot wanting his
interference, as if she was afraid of somethinmetbing he might do. Like
what?

"You're a typical man, David. You see a problem yma first inclination is
to fix it, and—a"



"And what's wrong with that?"

"l think Sam is one of these people who like tosedheir own problems.
You can't just butt in and take over, David. Simgta failing engineering
project in need of management.”

"Thank you for that insight, Tara. I'll keep thatmind."

"You can try and be creative about it and ask denarry you."

His heart made a sickening leap. He swallowed nggiyothing.

"You love her, David. Don't even try to deny it."

He didn't want to hear those words. He searchecthimd for something to
say to shut her up.

"She doesn't want to get married." Sam had saisl hieirself. "It will
complicate matters for her, so she told me."

"Really?" Tara sounded doubtful.
"Yes," he said irritably. "She wants to get thaetehed business degree
before she's thirty and over the hill and she hagime for a husband.

Besides, I'm not in the market."

Tara laughed. ' 'Well, 1 guess you two will justveao figure it out for
yourselves."

"You are a big help." He kicked a stone out ofvagsy.

"Now, why | called,” she went on, unperturbed, Asthony's birthday
party. | wonder if you could..."

He listened to her with half his attention, hisugbts with Samantha.

"Why don't you bring Sam to the party?" Tara sutgpks



"I'll ask. She might not have time."

"Abduct her again. We can send Lester with the lisiioe. He'll help you
drag her bodily into the car if you ask him."

"You're full of ideas, aren't you, Tara?"
She chuckled. "Bye, David. See you Saturday."
David clicked off the phone, picked up his hamnmed eammed in a nail.

His cellphone rang again. With a frustrated groeltbssed the hammer
aside.

The chirpy voice of a project assistant at the Whaghn consulting firm
greeted him. She was making his travel arrangemsaokeduling the air
freight of his meager amount of personal effecsul@ he please give her
some more information?

Sam wondered what drove David to build that cathie,real reason behind
it. Although at times he had the help of some ottmakers, most of the time
he worked by himself, alone in the woods. Evenightnhe was usually
home when she returned from her classes. She dibeing home at night
and finding David waiting for her, ready to fix h@mething to eat or pour
her a glass of wine. It gave her an opportunityelax for a little while,
enveloped in the seductive rhythms of the musidikesl to play, to talk
about her day, about his.

She remembered what Tara had said about David mgnaway from
himself all these years and wondered if it had laingt to do with his
marriage.

"Is this the first house you ever owned?" she askesinight after he had
told her about the progress he had made.

He shook his head. ' 'No. | had an old coloni&ichmond for a few years."



"l like old colonials, with their big porches anttiavooden floors and high
ceilings and creaky stairs. Was it nice?"

"Yes. Very nice."

He was not very forthcoming. "Was that where ymedi when you were
married?"

"Yes."

Her heart thundered. "You never talk about youeveihd your marriage,”
she said softly.

He looked at her. "Do you want me to?"

"Sometimes. Why don't you?"

"It's a long time ago," he said evasively. "Antls.nhot easy to talk about.”
She nodded. "Okay, | understand.”

She would not ask him again. When he was readydwadnell her, if he
wanted her to know.

Samantha found an apartment. It was small but clead in a decent
neighborhood. She could move in on the first ofabet, which meant that
she'd have to drive Kevin to school in the mornifagsa month, and he'd
have to come to the store to wait for her to finisirk.

"l found a place,"” she told David when she came dtimat night. "Signed
the papers and paid the deposit.”

"Congratulations.” He put his arms around her assgldd her. "Yours is the
first face I've seen all day, and it's good toygme smile. Tell me about this
new abode of yours. Can | see it?"



She sat down at the kitchen table and proceedé&slltbim the little there
was to say. "And what did you do all day by yourdly self?" she asked.

"Same as yesterday. Worked on the floors. I'mgbsiut finished."”

"Don't you mind being alone so much?" she asked.i®agined that when
he was working on a project overseas he'd be authstarrounded by work
crews.

"I'm getting used to it," he said evenly. "Howevedo feel the urge for
some convivial company and stimulating conversatoming up, not to
speak of some of my brother's superior brandy.'ykiened. "As luck will
have it, festivities are planned to celebrate igyt-fifth birthday. Saturday
night." He met her eyes. "I'd like you to come writle."

"Oh, no," she said, raising her hands in deferlde.Way."

"Please. Because if you say no you'll force me ¢tondy caveman
routine—fling you over my shoulder, tie you up,rgayou off." He gave an
evil grin.

"You can't make me."

"I can,” he said solemnly, "but please don't male mwould be much
more pleasant if you would come willingly."

She spooned some yogurt. "l don't belong at fararyigs.” Not that she
didn't have anything to wear. One of Pauline-tlshi@n-queen's dresses
would probably be perfect. The dresses she stidl fram her island
adventure might be a little too risque for a fivisit to the McMillans'
mansion.

"Why don't you belong?"

"Oh, get real, David! You know why! | don't haveetknow-how. I'm not
sophisticated. | don't have any idea what to thkku."



"And you don't have a thing to wear," he addedydrgs if he thought she'd
forgotten to mention the standard excuse.

"As a matter of fact, | do," she said loftily, "gmb, it's not that sexy black
number Tara picked out for me. But even if | wéwr ight clothes it doesn't
mean | know how to act and what to talk about.”

"Do you have any trouble talking to me or to Tara?"

"No."

"Well, there you go."

She sighed. "I'd feel like a fish out of water, RaWVhy would | want to go
to a family party with you when | don't know a sgul

"To meet the rest of my cousins?"
She smothered a laugh. "Oh, please."

"You might even like some of them," he said blandRhey're just people,
you know, and they speak English, all of them."

"I wouldn't know what to talk about." She swallowadre yogurt.

"You've been studying business. Use it. Talk abloatstockmarket, or the
world market price of soy beans. They'll love you."

She rolled her eyes. "l can't wait."”
David was irrepressible. Her curiosity was irrabist

Saturday afternoon found her in the limousine \Rigtvid, on her way to the
McMillan ancestral home, sipping champagne.

She did not feel sophisticated and mature.

She felt like a nervous wreck.



On the one hand she was curious about the pagyebple, the house; on
the other hand she was terrified she'd be blingealllbhat glitter and wealth
and stumble and stutter. Fall on her face, sayioeg thing. Look like a
fool.

However, compliments of Pauline the fashion quebke,had a great dress,
sheathed in a bag, hanging on a brass rod in & gspecially designed for
such things. She had a glass of champagne in hel, tacalm her nerves,

and David next to her, which had the odd effecbath calming her and

exciting her at the same time.

She took a deep breath and decided she was goidg ftioe. She would
listen rather than talk, smile a lot and try toHKaatelligent. She'd walk
straight and keep her chin in the air—slightlyt jrsough to look confident.
After all, attitude and confidence was what muclthig was about.

She was going to meet his parents and see theie hitva location of the
party, the place where David had grown up, whictebym resemblance to
the modest little house in which she and Joni hragvg up, she was quite
sure.

She would meet his brother, Anthony, the finangeius who bought and
sold soy beans that had not yet been planted,evstad of his cousins who
were either involved in the business or pursuingdtive careers in other
fields. And their wives. Maybe she was more tezdfioy meeting the
women. She was grateful Tara would be there: omdita face at least.

As she was sipping champagne, David talked abaufamily, trying to
convince her of the fact that they were just pedfielax," he said.

She gulped down the rest of the champagne, leaeetidad against his
shoulder and closed her eyes. David was playinky gt hair. It felt nice.
She sighed and felt his hand move down her cheskehin, her throat. It
felt good to be touched.

He was unbuttoning her blouse. She gave a littlarmio protest and pushed
his hand away. "David, the driver!"



"Can't see us. The window is closed and he cam'trseugh the glass from
the other side.” He kept on unbuttoning her blotRelax," he whispered in
her ear, his hands now unclasping her bra.

Oh, sure. Here she was, sitting with her breast®sed in the back of a
fancy car while outside it was broad daylight arfelt as if the world could
watch the show.

"There are people outside and—"

"They can't see us, Sam. This is as private aslebm."

"It feels..."

"It feels what?"

"Decadent, illicit."

He chuckled. "I'm all for having a little decadeititcit dallying with you.
It's a long ride; we might as well enjoy ourselvdde turned her face
toward his, kissed her slowly, sensually. She gavdittle moan,
half-enjoyment, half-protest.

"We can talk," she said feebly. "That's enjoyable."”

"We could. Only right now what | really want is yddere. Now." He kissed
her, teasing her lips with his tongue. "And thergsa reason in the world
why we can't indulge ourselves."”

He fondled her bare breasts, smiling wickedly dmelsjuirmed beneath his
touch, feeling a mixture of excitement and embaireent. The driver was
right behind the partition and outside cars wenreimly right past them. She
could see the people in these cars.

"I'm noticing certain signs that you're not indréat,” David said.

"You're seducing me, and I'm helpless."



"l like to hear that."

She closed her eyes. She felt his hand on her,thgliing slowly upward,
under her skirt, slowly, slowly, teasing her.

She sighed and capitulated. He knew how to drivenild. How to make
her forget everything, even that they were trageima moving limousine.

She was bad. A wicked, wanton woman. It felt prgtipd.

The McMillan residence was a gracious old mansktnirs immaculately
sculpted and manicured gardens. His parents wese gilacious and
well-manicured, if not as old as the house. Theyeshand wished her
welcome. She smiled back, feeling a little dazeging not to look too
overwhelmed by the elegant surroundings.

Hoping they couldn't see she had been thorougkighiad less than an hour
ago.

In the back of a limousine.

By their son, who now looked perfectly composed incontrol of all his
senses, as if he'd spent the last hour in a bissmesting rather than fooling
around with her.

A maid took her to her room, up a wide, curvingrstese straight out of the
movies. She found her luggage waiting. The place g@geous. A big
canopy bed, antique furniture, soft rose-coloretheing underfoot, a
breathtaking view of the lawn and the woods beyond.

Just after the maid had left, David knocked ondber that connected his
room with hers—very conveniently, very discreetly.

"Everything all right?" he asked.



"l hope that's a rhetorical question," she saichisTis great. And what a
view! Are those the woods where you used to roathexiplore?”

"Yes." He stood next to her and glanced outsiddjregn "My father thinks
if only we'd lived in a penthouse apartment a hadditories up or so, I'd be
working for him instead of draining swamps, as h#iscit." There was
humor in his voice, not bitterness.

Sam laughed. "They seem to be fond of you, anyway."

' 'Fortunately, there was Anthony to take the pressff me."

"Didn't he play in the woods when he was little?"

"Not much. He loved riding horses and playing chegsch my grandfather
taught him when he was five. In his teens he ger@sted in the workings

of the company and he's been there ever since."

He wrapped both his arms around her. "Just enjoigi, Sam. There's no
pressure, all right? Just be yourself."

No pressure®he almost askedre you kidding?

"Okay," she said instead.

Sam listened to the fragments of conversationsrardwer, which were not
the sort of things she heard from customers ingnandfather's store or in
the supermarket.

"He's selling the house in St Tropez. He's buymgkand somewhere in the
Grenadines."

"...prices quoted in Egyptian pounds..."

"I'm English, darling. We don't do sexy..."



"...just inside Damascus Gate, on the left whére...

For a birthday party, it was quite a glamorous iaff8he heard a few
murmurings of French, and a man in a white turb@neyes black as onyx,
was holding forth on the problems of corruptiorhigh places.

There was talk about business and politics, ancesomwas discussing a
charity fund-raiser, a dinner for which the papamts would shell out two
thousand dollars per plate.

David was deep in discussion with a funny-lookiragdoman with big

ears and no chin. David looked magnificent in bisrfal clothes, and for
a moment she felt a shiver of trepidation. TheyenvBom different

worlds, no matter that most often she saw him wegajans or shorts,
working with his hands, building a cabin in the wiso

"So, what do you think of this?" a voice said nexher. She turned her
head, seeing Melissa, wife of one of the McMillausins, standing next
to her with a glass of champagne in her hand. Sire & gorgeous black
dress, slinky and sexy in a tasteful way, if th@es such a thing.

"I've never been to a birthday party like this,'hSsaid. Why pretend?

Melissa nodded. "I know what you mean," she sayti/dtThe balloons are
missing, and the Kool-Aid , punch.” She gave a &sb grin, totally

without malice. "Not to speak of a birthday cakétvblue frosting. It takes
some getting used to, all this glitter.”

Sam looked at her in surprise. Melissa was tafissied in an expensive
gown and looked elegant and sophisticated. Notdikgne who'd come
in contact with blue cake- frosting. Melissa laugh&ot everybody in
this room grew up in all this opulence. Hey, myh&atis a high- school
teacher and my mother is a dental assistant.”

Sam felt herself begin to relax. "You look like ybelong here."



"Well, it takes practice, but there's nothing wromgh my 1Q, so |
learned. Besides, the McMillans are really nicegbean spite of all that
money."

Sam laughed. "I don't suppose nice and money ataathy exclusive.
How did you meet your husband?"

"In the dentist office. It was the end of the dayg any mother's car had
broken down and | came to pick her up in my boxeels. Alex had
just had a long session in the chair and lookeitl @drse for wear, and |
made some smart comment...| don't even remembdr.\bohhe seemed
to think it was extremely funny. And the next day

he called me and asked me out to lunch. | had ea who he was. All |
knew was that he was drop-dead gorgeous and duned was always
welcome since | was in college and had very litileney."

Sam decided she had made a friend. Her spiritsedetp, her mood
lightened and her nerves calmed down.

They talked; they laughed.

"Il show you a picture,” said Melissa, speakinfgher twin daughters.
"There's one of them in the library—it's real cu@eme on."

They left the room, moved through another one, davmallway, and into a
room with shelves full of books, a huge desk, aséating arrangement in
front of a big fireplace. One wall was devoted #&mily photographs.
Melissa pointed out her two girls, dressed in Haéen costumes designed
as sunflowers. They were, indeed, cute, and Sathdrcobhelp but smile.

Then her eyes skimmed over some of the other phagtbg and she felt the
smile freeze on her face.

There was a candid wedding photograph of a yowakihg David and a
pretty blonde bride. They were sitting at a taldaning toward each other,
kissing, or almost kissing, their mouths puckened aot quite touching.



Sam felt her heart lurch as she looked at the hagpion their two faces,
wondering what had happened to the two of them.

And then Tara came into the room. "Sam, there yeulavas wondering
where you'd escaped to. Oh, hi, Melissa."”

Melissa excused herself and went in search of helpdnd.

"She showed me the picture of her two girls," Sard,ointing at the two
sunflower girls.

"They're adorable,” said Tara. "I'm glad they dedido have fun, candid
pictures in here, rather than those formal podrdihey're so stuffy.”

"Yes." Sam swallowed hard. "l was looking at thi®oDavid and his wife."

"It's a great picture." Tara stared at the photplgf@ar a moment. "She was
such a lovely person,"” she said then. "We werdealastated when she died,
| mean, it seemed so unimaginable, so pointless."

Sam's mouth went dry. "Died?" she whispered.

There was a silence. "He didn't tell you about &alid he?" Tara finally
asked, her voice low.

"I know he was married once, a long time ago. I'damow what happened.
| thought he was divorced. David...never mentiaesiife, and | sort of felt
it was better not to ask."

"Divorced?" Tara's eyes widened in shock. "Oh, beayno." She bit her
lip. "She was five months pregnant when she diedsalay boy. They
couldn't save him."

Sam's heart contracted. She could barely breathdidh't know," she
whispered. "Oh, how awful."

"'Yes. David was.. .-in shock, | guess. He solirthouse and everything he
owned and took on a job in some godforsaken plaea't even remember



now. He was gone for four years before he surfaggln, looking like
death warmed over. Next thing we knew, he wasgdfra It's been like that
ever since. He was never home long, never setti@hanever bought
himself a place or anything. It's just in the lestiple of years that he seems
more like the old David when we see him on occaskamny, relaxed.
Well, you know."

"Tara? Oh, there you are!" An older woman of impnes girth and
sparkling smile came sailing into the room. "Theyraving a toast and
David is giving his speech, come on."

They trekked back to the main room, but Sam ditetr much of the toast
or the speech, and at the first opportunity thasented itself she escaped
into the garden. Behind some shrubbery she founeinah and sat down.
She rubbed her face, feeling sorrow and pity. Sineto know more, an
urge that was instantly squashed by fear.

What if she knew more? What if she liked what gleeried? What if she fell
even more in love with him?

She would not allow that to happen.

He hadn't told her for a reason. He didn't feel fmotable enough to share
with her his private memories, his innermost feggdinrhey had a temporary
relationship and, wonderful as it was, it was dhit: temporary. She knew
that. She should not be hurt by this, should nbtieeper in love with him.
That was all there was to it.

She came determinedly to her feet, her jaws clehclied marched back
into the house. She would enjoy the party, enjogdwith David, and that
was as far as it would go.

David slept with her in the big canopy bed and shek away into the
oblivion of sleep almost immediately, his arms aher.



She dreamed a colorful, noisy dream filled witls laihd pieces of the party,
and then she was running away from the house ibdrerfeet, and the next
thing she was in her car stranded by the road.althéamiliar dream that
made her wake up terrified and crying.

"What's wrong?" David asked, holding her tight.

She took in a deep, gulping breath. "Just a stdpgdm."

' 'Let me get you some water. Or would you rath@vensome tea, or
brandy?"

"Water, please."”

He went to the bathroom and came back with a géaskshe drank it,
feeling calmer. He got back into bed.

"What kind of stupid dream?" he asked lightly.

"Just irrational nonsense." She tried to sound alaswaving a hand in
dismissal. "l was all alone in the world, poorldéitme, and | couldn't get a
job and | had no place to live and | had run oujasg and was stranded by
the side of the road, and Kevin was hungry andlif@amoney

and no shoes." She laughed. "It was truly pathbtit,t seemed quite real
when | was dreaming."

"Is this a recurring dream?"

She shrugged. "I've had it before once or twidewds a lie. She'd had it a
lot more often. "Anyway, I'm fine now. Let's getdiao sleep.”

He drew her close against him. "l have a bettea,ldee whispered.

Monday Sam was back in the office and life was aakormal, including
her grandfather puffing away at a cigar and coughin



"Grandpa, I'm worried about you," she told him ldtat afternoon.

"Nothing to worry about, pumpkin. I'm not goingdee just yet. I've got a
business to run."

"Grandpa, if something happens to yte got nobody."

"That's a lie, pumpkin. You've got Joni and Mitahd your friends, and that
nice young man—what's his name? He'll take cag@of"

"David, you mean?"

Her grandfather sucked on his cigar and noddedn Tieeslowly blew out
the smoke. "Right. He was in here this morning wj@m were sorting out
that mess at the bank. | thought I'd better hatadkavith him."

Sam felt her heart sink. "What kind of talk?" sis&ed.

"l told him you're special and not to make you whaor he'd be sorry."
Sam swallowed. "l see.”

"He promised to take real good care of you."

Sam closed her eyes and reminded herself she leregtandfather and that
he meant well, which did not prevent her from hgvisome other
unmentionable thoughts about his interference.

And then the phone rang, which was a good thing.

Later, in bed, she asked David about what her dgasimel had said.

"He's worried about you," said David.

"He is worried aboume?™

"That's what he said. He wants you married, batedad pregnant.”



"Oh, no," she moaned. "And | suppose he wantedgaypply for the job?"
"He said I'd better not break your heart, or else."

"Sheesh..." Then she chuckled; she couldn't hetpeltfe "And you are
qguaking in your boots."

"You bet."
"Barefoot.Is that a word he used?"

"I don't remember the exact words. But the essamsethat he wanted your
future safe and secure."

She grimaced. ' 'And he thinks marriage will dottiek. Well, he's a bit out
of date. It didn't make me safe and secure thetiime around, so | will take
care of my own safety and security, thank you."

"Spoken by a truly emancipated, independent womatt, shoes on her
feet."

"'l need to explain this to him, obviously. Andill tell him you are leaving
for Mexico soon and that he should mind his ownress."

"I love it when you talk tough,” he said, and niatblat her ear. "Of course,
you could always come with me to Mexico and be mgtkvoman."

"Oh, sure," she said. "Goodnight, David."



CHAPTER ELEVEN
"Mowm, he's cool! He's so cool!"

Sam laughed. "I'm glad you had a good time." Kevwaa returned from
Florida two days ago and had started school agais.afternoon David had
picked him up after school in his truck and taken to buy supplies, then
on to the cabin to do some work.

"He's like Dad, Mom! He's just like Dad!"

| sure hope notgcame the instant, unbidden thought. She lookéérason's
happy, innocent face and her heart contracted. i/dr known his father,
yet in many ways he claimed him as a reality inlifés He needed a father,
and from stories and pictures he'd made himseathage of Jason. He knew
Jason had died when he was four months old, bid skger told him Jason
had walked out on the two of them before thatpitesof her own pain over
what had happened she'd forced herself to remethbegood things, the
good times, so she could tell Kevin about them whermasked. Was there
any use in making him feel bad about the fathdndtenever known?

"He's like Dad? How?" she asked
"Well, he's a construction worker, like Dad was!"

Sam smiled to herself and decided not to correat. FiHe's building a
house," she said. "Your dad used to build houses."

"He said this is only the first house he's builditmgpugh,” Kevin said, with a
note of charitable forgiveness in his voice, "dmak the's still learning a lot.
And | told him that Dad built lots of houses andwes really good."

"What did he say?"
"He said it was important to be good at what youathal that when you're a

good construction worker you make good housesateasafe for people to
live in and that it's responsible and importantkvbKevin's voice had taken



on a note of pride. "l want to do important workemhl grow up, like Dad
and like Mr McMillan."

He chattered on and she listened, feeling warnitgdattoward David who
had nourished Kevin's image of his father rathantimake himself look
good by telling him about his career as an engidesigning and building
bridges and roads and airports in far away places.

Kevin went off to wash his hands.

A little later he came back into the kitchen anchped up on a stool to
watch her prepare dinner. ' 'Mr McMillan says tt@horrow we're going
into town and we're getting me a pair of work batd a hard hat,” he said
importantly.

"He wants you to help him some more, right?"

"Yes! He says I'm good with my hands and my brathly He grinned.
"That's what Uncle Mitch said, too!"

"l guess they must be right." She grinned backiratdnd ruffled his hair.
"Of course, | knew all along you were a geniusnéw it from the day you
were born!"

He laughed a little self-consciously. "You did riot!

August steamed humidly into September. The nightset cooler, but the
days were still sunny and hot. One day Sam hearddOalking on the
phone about the project in Mexico with one of thigeo team members. It
sounded complicated and complex—words, sententess, problems, all
concerning a job and a life a world away from Woodin Virginia—alien
and distant. Soon he would be part of that ali@cel living and working
every day, eating different food, speaking a faréemguage, and she would
no longer share his life, his bed. How often wdwddthink of her? Would it
be easy to forget her when nothing around him woeldind him of her,



when his attentions would be so absorbed by hismesponsibilities, new
people and strange surroundings?

She felt her heart contract. Why was she doingtthieerself? Why was she
thinking these thoughts that made her stomach caadnher chest hurt? It
made her furious with herself because she had vowedo fall into that
trap. He was going; that was that. She'd knownlialang; it was no
surprise, no betrayal. Still, her emotions did@itecabout her common
sense; they operated quite independently of it.

As the time of David's departure came closer aoskelit was getting harder
and harder to be sensible and realistic. She waigg him. Kevin would
miss him.

The truth was, she loved him.

And knowing this made her even more miserable. $h& couldn't talk

about it, couldn't let him see. So she smiled aetepded all was well with
her world.

"Pumpkin, it's time."

Her grandfather had a stack of papers in his hanbgh he dumped in
front of her on her desk.

"Time for what, Grandpa?"

"To close up this joint and look for greener passul He blew a cloud of
cigar smoke into the air.

She stared at him. "What do you mean?"
"I've tried to keep this place going until you'difhed with school, but it's

not gonna work. So, I've done some considering.pidied over a chair and
stiffly lowered himself into it.



Sam glanced down at the papers, seeing the fatieynlead of a real-estate
agency. Her heart began to pound. "Grandpa, whet yau done?"

“I'm giving my house to you and I'm moving to Ftaiwith Joni. | can help
with the camps there. Plenty of work for me. Widlep me young, being
around kids. Getting old is a big .bore, you knawd this..." he waved his
cigar around, indicating the office, the stordHis is a bore, too."

Sam forgot to breathe. "Grandpa, does Joni knos®thi

He glowered at her. "I'm old, but I'm not stupidpgokin. She invited me, if
you want to know the truth."”

Joni had told her nothing. Was that what she ham dbe weekend Kevin
had been home? Sat down with Grandpa and disctissesituation with
him without telling her?

"Why are you giving me the house, Grandpa?" It exald and gloomy
place in disrepair, with a grassless yard withrt@my ancient trees that kept
the small house in perpetual darkness.

"So you can have it—or you can sell it if you want.

"You lived in that house all your life, Grandpaliessaid softly. "You want
me to sell it?" For years, after Grandma had dseé,and Joni had tried to
convince him he should sell the old house and niimicesomething more
manageable. He had not wanted to hear of it.

"You can do whatever you like with it," he said ffifu "I'm done with it."

"What about Joni? Shouldn't she own half of it?"

"Why? I've underpaid you for years. You desenadl jtand she knows it. It's
not much of a place to start with."

Sam rubbed her face. "What about the shop?"

"We close it."



"Oh, Grandpa," she said miserably. "You've had dtose all your life."

"And it's given me a living all that time, and natg time to close it. The
business is not worth anything, but the land i$& Saw a dark sparkle of
humor in his eyes, which surprised and worried her.

"What have you done, Grandpa?"

"I've sold the property—the building and the lamtis is prime real estate,
now that all this developing is going on."

"You've sold it! And you didn't say anything to me?

He puffed on his cigar. "It's none of your busingssmpkin,” he said
mildly. Then he gave a wicked grin. "We've got fawnths to sell our stock
and get out of this place."

He turned and walked out of her office.
Four months.

Sam felt as if she'd been mown down by a bullddzeras all too much. It

would be Christmas and she'd be out of a job. Batdshave the house.
She'd look into selling that. Or maybe not. Shedgento—she couldn't
afford the necessary repairs. She could not thirgkght. She stared at the
door that stood open into the salesroom full ohitwre. They'd have to
have a close-out sale. Four months. And in the timaarshe'd have to go to
class and study. She'd already signed up and pattld next semester. «

She'd sell the house to someone looking for thdesige of a "handyman
special.” She might have enough money for a dowmpat on a small,
new townhouse on the outskirts of Woodmont. Thesevi@vely and clean
and bright, with lots of other kids for Kevin toggl with. Only she couldn't
get a mortgage if she didn't have a steady income..

She was going crazy thinking. She called Joni ori&. She called Gina.
They told her to breathe, first of all. Then théfeced help.



Afterwards, she felt better, but only a little.

She wasn't sure how she managed to make it thriheghest of the day;
mostly she functioned on automatic pilot.

She had no classes that evening, and after worlcaime home to find
David helping Kevin with his homework and the smefl something
delicious cooking in the kitchen. It was warm, dethelittle scenes like
this that made her feel even more poignantly hovehmehe would miss
David. It took all her courage and strength ndétat show, to stay cheerful
and undemanding. To keep some emotional distaoce fiim, no matter
how hard.

"Hi, guys!" she greeted them. "What smells so g6od?

"Jungle stew!" Kevin called out, laughing. "I hetbmake it. Mr McMillan
showed me. He ate it in the jungle all the tim& ¢jot snake in it and
bugs...." He broke off, laughing. "Oh, Mom! I'm Hidg! It's only chicken."
"Phew, | was worried there for a moment!"

"And mushrooms, t00."

"l thought you didn't like mushrooms?"

"I do now. I'm gonna pretend they're jungle bugs!”

"Kevin!" She couldn't help laughing. She turnedtavid. "What are you
doing to this child of mine?"

David held up his hands in defense. "Nothing. Hated to know about the
rainforest, so | told him."

She let it go, just rolled her eyes at him.
Later they ate together in the kitchen. The jursjav was delicious, and

Kevin was saying that Mr McMillan had told him s important for a real
man to know how to cook, so he could take cararotélf. He was telling



her this as if it were important news he had netrtidoefore, although she
had told him the same thing for years. Apparenthemw the information

came from a real man, it carried more weight. S ioticed before that
when Uncle Mitch, Joni's husband, told him someghitevin gave it great

value.

It made her heart ache for him. He needed a fatheran to look up to, to
teach him how to be a man. They'd done so wellthegeand he was a
happy child, but perhaps she should have trieddnaodfind a husband who
could be a father to him. She felt suddenly awaish guilt.

What she had done was find herself a man who wtedde again, a
temporary relationship with no strings attached.dAmere was Kevin,
clearly getting attached to David. She should @eehdone this. She should
have thought more about her son and the effeabuladvhave on him.

And then she thought of what her grandfather hagmid in her lap that
afternoon and the lightheartedness of dinner flattloe window.

"What's wrong?" David asked a while later. Kevird hdisappeared to
watch television and the two of them were stiliiisg at the table, finishing
a glass of wine. "You look rather down."

So she told him about the store, which was only glathe reason she felt
down, but the other she couldn't talk about.

"Maybe it's for the best," said David calmly. "Yomanted him to
understand the situation and apparently he does.ghing to Florida and
being around kids might cheer him up and give hnotlaer lease on life."

She felt suddenly selfish, having given so muchugiind about how this
would affect her rather than seeing the positide sff it for her grandfather.
"Yes, you're right," she said guiltily.

"You'll be fine, Sam," David said.

His comment annoyed her. How did he know she'dna®f That's easy for
you to say,” she said, trying not to sound too pisp "I'm not



complaining, David, but you don't know what it medn live from pay
check to pay check." She sighed, pushing her emlpss away. "I don't
want to sound bitchy or—resentful, but it's allessy for you."

For a moment he just looked at her, his face espekess. "There's a lot in
life besides money, and not everything has alwagnheasy for me." No
laughter in his eyes now. "I'm not saying that having to worry about
money isn't nice, but it doesn't solve all probleand it doesn't buy love or
happiness.”

She felt herself shrink in her chair, wanted tomnato a hole. How could
she have forgotten? How could she be so stupidnsedsitive? No, money
did not solve all problems. It had not solved thabtem of Celia dying, the
woman he-had loved. No amount of money or influerrce

power had been able to do that. Not everything dlagys been easy for
David.

"I'm sorry," she said. "You're right. | shouldn&ve said that.”

He reached for her hand. "It's okay. So, | am gbtingpy it again, because |
mean it and know it: it might not be easy, but fde fine, Samantha. |
have every confidence in your abilities."

"Thank you," she said.

"Is there anything | can help you with?" he askeweting her eyes.
"Anything | can do?"

She bit her lip, shook her head. "No, thank you."

What she wanted from him he wasn't able to give.

He had a pile of background reading to do abouptbgect and he found it
impossible to concentrate, his thoughts going ek and again to Sam.



He poured himself a whiskey and drank it too quickPoured himself
another one.

He didn't want to leave her like this, go far awaag not know if she was all
right. But she didn't want his help, didn't wanmhhb worry about her. What
if he told her he loved her? What if he asked benarry him?

Panic seized him, clutched at his chest. What veathimking? He didn't
want to be married. He...

He took another swallow of whiskey, saw Sam's stuabliace in his mind,
the set of her chin, the fear in her eyes.

He wanted to shake her, loosen up her fear. Takéohdexico with him.
Take care of her. Keep her safe from her nightmares

Mexico. He'd be alone again.



CHAPTER TWELVE

"l THINK you should come and visit me in Mexico," Daviddsalayfully. He
couldn't resist testing the waters. Sam herselftinadght up the subject of
Mexico, asking if he'd been there before, if hedikt.

"That would be nice," she said blandly, snugglieg face into her pillow.

It was Saturday morning and they were lingerindgpeéd. The more David
thought about it, the more he wanted her to contie lwin, leave behind that
dreary little office, that cramped apartment she tegated. He recognized in
her all the pent-up dreams and desires of endbes$yl years. He wanted to
see her flower in a place where there was timesaade to enjoy life, each
other.

"We'll laze on the beach, eat lots of good Mexifaod. It'll be wonderful.”
He longed to see her carefree, happy, without esrmvithout running
herself ragged trying to do everything for hersedft son, her grandfather.

She let out a longing sigh. "Don't tempt me," shiel,smimicking his light
tone. "lI've never been that far away from home. ¥énaadventure.”

"l can show you the Mayan ruins."
"Oh, wow. | can take pictures and show my friends."
She was playing along, not taking him seriously.

"What | really think you should do is come with teeViexico and stay," he
said, nibbling at her earlobe.

"l don't think so, thank you." She moved away. Hi fier withdraw from
him.

"Why not?" He tugged at one of her curls.



''My Spanish consists of half a dozen words, lenany classes to think of,
not to speak of a son who needs to be in school.”

"They have schools in Mexico. And you can bringrybaoks and do what
you can, and finish after we get back in two yéars.

She stared at him. "You can't be serious, Davaanit just pack up, leave
everything behind and follow you to Mexico like sertovesick puppy.”

There was challenge in her voice.

Lovesick puppy. He loved that one but tried nolatagh. "Sometimes you
have to be a bit adventurous, you know, takela ligk," he said seriously,
and saw anger leap in her eyes. He watched herot@nt

"Oh, it's all so easy for you to say, isn't it? Bot not going to postpone
getting my degree, David, and | can't leave my djfiaher in the lurch. |

have to sell off the inventory, close the stordp Iném get to Florida, sell his
house. I'll have to find a job."

"You wouldn't have to find a job if you came witherh This was not the
type of incentive Sam was looking for, he shouldehlenown.

"l told you—"
"You don't want to be a kept woman." He shook leac "Oh, Sam."
"l have other responsibilities."

"Someone can be hired to close out the store; drerevays. A real estate
agent can sell your grandfather's house. You thané to be there."

"Hiring people costs money." She leaned on hervelaond looked straight
into his eyes. "You have a problem, you know?"

"l know. | want you to come with me and you won't."

"That's not the one | am referring to."



"Then, what is?"

"You think all my problems can be solved by throgvimmoney at them." She
smiled sweetly. "I have news for you, Mr McMillahhaven't got money.
And if you haven't got it, you can't spend it."

How wrong she was. "Sweetheart, the whole Amerezamomy thrives on
people spending money they haven't got. It's calledit.”

"So now you have me going down the deep hell-hbfenancial debt. No,
thank you. And don't you sweetheart me." She starédmn hard.

He sighed and offered her a regretful smile. "Sbunderstand it correctly,
you will not go into debt to be with me, you wilbihpostpone getting your
degree to follow me like a lovesick puppy to Mexdto

"You understand correctly.” She clambered out af. be
He reached for her. "Are you angry?"

She raised her brows, looking at him coolly. "Arigiywhy should | be
angry?"

Her heart was racing as she pulled on her robes@was mad, all right,
but she wasn't going to show him. She'd once giyelmer education and her
independence for the love of a man, a man sherhatkt. A man who had
subsequently left her. She was not going downrtiead again.

Without looking at David she walked out of the rqdaeling sick suddenly.
He did not understand her and he never would.

Well, what had she expected? One thing she haexpscted was to be
invited to go to Mexico with him.

She had expected nothing. She had expected hieate,| period, and for
her to stay here, period. She'd had no hopes éofutfare, nothing beyond
the present. In a couple more weeks she'd movédartnew apartment. She



had a life full of responsibilities and he expechtedt to just pack up and
abandon everything and follow him to Mexico likeoge-drugged groupie.

Mexico. Palm trees, color, dancing, music, joy. &ekdoscope of bright
images whirled though her inner vision, leaking p¢stion like poison.

Two years...it wasn't so long.
The thought crept through her consciousness likxia weed.

And wouldn't it be good for Kevin to be exposedatwther culture? To
learn another language? It was easy for kids, sla@y: they picked it right

up.

And she could learn Spanish herself, which wouldvbey useful for
building a career in business. And she'd havedisss, more time to be a
real mother to Kevin.

"Stop it, stop it," she muttered to herself. "Ddrét a moron." She poured
water into the coffee pot, spooned coffee into fitier. There were no
guarantees, no safety and security. Going to Mewitlo a man she'd only
known a few months would be the utmost stupidity ahe'd be asking for
trouble. If their situation didn't work out she'aMe to go home, and she'd be
up the creek without a paddle. She'd never forgarself.

| can't do it, | can't do it, | can't do iShe kept repeating the refrain in her
head, to chase away the seductive images of ldvawyd, of free time and
fun and sunshine and joy.

She didn't have to go to work. The store was opanshe'd never worked
on Saturday, had always put her foot down about Stze'd been looking
forward to having a relaxed breakfast before spepdome time with her
books, but the joy had gone out of the morning. ®ished Kevin were

there to cheer her mood, but he'd gone home wsthést friend after school
yesterday to spend the weekend with the boy's yamiley were making a
trip to the Air and Space Museum in WashingtondHbe full of stories on

Sunday afternoon.



"I'm going for a run," said David, standing in tkiéchen door, wearing
shorts and a T-shirt. I'll be back in forty minutes

She took her coffee to the deck and stared oliteatvbods. She was aware
of a growing anger at David—at his ignorance ansl dnrogance and
presumptions.

He was leaving in three weeks. That would mearmtiteof their affair. That
was what she knew. Why did he have to start memgpiMexico and
seduce her with the possibilities?

It was too hot even at this early hour to be oetsithe sweltering, steamy
weather had been unrelenting for days. The weatpart had predicted
rain for the afternoon. It would be good to havmsaain, she thought. The
trees and bushes and flowers needed it.

| need some rain, she thought. Something to clgamu thoughts and
emotions. Some sort of exorcism.

She went back inside and cranked up the air-camdlitg and felt better. By
the time David came back from his walk she haddieusder control again.
She made breakfast, acting carefree and cheeHalw@s proud of herself.

It was later that day, while she was studying inroem, that she noticed
that the sun had gone and the sky was dark andlcl&he heard David
come into the house, back from working on his calirwas where he
always was, putting in windows, kitchen cabinetnpng walls.

David came into her room, dirty, disheveled andiog tantalizingly male
in his old jeans and faded green T-shirt. "It's tyagut there,” he
commented. "I'm going to run through the shower teah I'll make some
coffee. You want some?"

"Please."

An hour later the storm hit with full force, bruig the sky with
inky-colored clouds, tormenting the trees with gimte. Clouds swirled and



trees groaned and finally the rain crashed dowmranth and vegetation.
Thunder rolled through the heavens and lightnisgda and flashed.

Sam turned on the lights. The darkness in the raidtlh summer afternoon
was eerie. Although normally thunderstorms didfrighten her, the power
of this onslaught carried with it an ominous enefjye shivered a little and
wondered where David was. In Andrew's office, wogkior reading,
probably.

She sat back at the desk, trying to study, buibfied was too occupied with
the raging power display outside. She was abogetoup when a knock
came on her door and David called out to her. Hmeg the door without
waiting.

"There's a tornado warning for the area,” he s&@dab a pillow and come
with me."

She froze. "Tornado?"

He took a pillow from the bed, grabbed her arm jradttically dragged her
out of the room down the hall. The closet door dt@pen, the space
emptied out of coats and jackets. A large flashliggamed upward and a
small radio crackled ominously.

David nearly pushed her in and she sat down orfltioe of the closet,

clutching her pillow, her heart pounding wildly Wwifear. David sat down
next to her, the space so small they were presggdhter awkwardly. She
shifted to be more comfortable.

"I don't believe this," she muttered. "I've nevend this before."

"l was watching television. The weather channel waming the warning.
They've spotted several tornados in this areayaaie in the path of one of
them. They said to take shelter immediately, se@med wise to heed that
advice. With the woods all around we have no distansion and can't see
the damn thing coming."



"It sounds like a train, they say, when it comé&heé clutched the pillow to
her chest.

"Yes. But you might not want to sit and wait foathOnce you hear it
you've got precious little time to hide."

Thunder cracked the sky. She took in a deep br&asndoor to the closet
stood open to make it easier to hear. She triedi todisten for the sound of
a train, not wanting to hear it.

David was turning the dial on the radio, but a#iytlyot was the vague sound
of the broadcasters washed over by heavy statigade up and turned it
off. "It's no use," he said. He leaned back agdhesivall.

"Have you ever done this before?" she asked, fmiesioing to say. "l mean,
taken shelter from a tornado?"

"Not from a tornado. | sat through a hurricane ondeen | was a boy. We
were vacationing on the island when it hit."

"Was it bad?"

"Very bad. Not for us, but for many of the islanslerhose houses aren't
built terribly well. The devastation was unimagitebyou see pictures on

television, but that doesn't reflect the realityemwtyou see it with your own

eyes, when it's literally everywhere around yowergwhere you turn.”

She gave a shudder and wondered what might hapgentornado struck
the house. They'd get buried in the closet, deaypm or alive. How long
before anyone would find them?

She was breaking out in a cold sweat. This wasugnds She took in a deep
breath. "May | use the phone?" she asked. He'dgbtom the portable
phone, which sat on the floor next to him. He hahidéo her.

She called Gina at work. She was on duty all weekannistering to the
ailing. The hospital was thirty minutes away, otith® danger zone.



"l just want to let you know that I'm sitting incdoset with this phone, a
pillow, and a flashlight.” And David. She didn'ysa

"You're what?"

"There's a tornado warning here. It said to tala@teh so here | am, on the
floor in the hall closet. | just wanted somebody there in the safe world to
know this. Call me later to see if I'm still alivill you?"

"Are you alone?" There was concern in Gina's voice.

"David's here, too. Kevin's in DC with friends."

"David's with you in the closet?"

"Right."

Mirth won out over concern. "You're in the closathaDavid! How cozy,
Sam! Think of the possibilities!"

"l don't think so,” Sam said dryly. "The atmosphareund here is not
conducive to feeling cozy. The noise outside igdmmtous. Any moment
now this tornado could demolish the house or onéhe$e ancient oaks
could come crashing down on the roof and bury we 4l

"Are you scared?" asked Gina.

"Hell, no," said Sam. "I'm terrified, that's all.”

"You'll be fine,” said Gina. "You won't die or ahyng, don't worry."

"How do you know that?"

"I'm a nurse. I'm gifted and know that stuff. BoiwmI've got to go. Grandma
Moses stripped naked again and is streaking doe/haH."

"Ah, give her a break.”



"She's ninety-four years old, Sam. It's not a prsitjht. We've got heart
patients on this floor; we've got to be careful.”

In spite of thunder, lightning and tornados, Saugleed.

"I'll call you back later and check up on you, oRagaid Gina, and they
hung up.

Sam handed David the phone. It made her feel bb#éent least one person
knew of her sitting in the closet with David, adszal by the powers of
Mother Nature.

"What was so funny?" asked David.

She told him. "Gina has some great hospital stdries

"I'll bet. Tell me some."

He was trying to make small talk, to keep theiemtion diverted from the
turmoil outside. Not so easy. Still, she tried, amade him laugh.

"Are you afraid?" she asked after a while.
He considered this for a moment. "No, not really."
"Why not? This is dangerous."

"It is, but 1 have a sense we'll be all right. A fgeling, but I've learned to
trust it."

Sam sighed. "l wish | trusted my instincts. My bralways seems to tell me
not to, you know, to be rational and not believehmypches."”

The noise from outside was frightening. She fedt land squeezing hers.
"Have you ever been scared?" she asked. "I mealhy,resally scared.”

He didn't immediately answer, and she wonderedrifigps he hadn't heard
her. "Yes," he said then.



"When was that? What happened?"

He shifted his position, leaning his head back ragjaihe closet wall. He
looked up into the darkness above. There was anptugese. "When my
wife died," he said, and his voice was toneless.

Her heart made a sickening lurch. "I'm sorry..dwdln't have asked."
He squeezed her hand. "It's all right. I...shoalbyiou."

"No, you shouldn't. You don't have to." She wasdaundly filled with dread;
she didn't know why.

"l want to." He released her hand and rubbed rok.rn&/e were walking in
the mountains,” he began. "Nothing too strenuob® Was five months
pregnant, but she was very fit. She was very athietlways had been." He
was still looking up into the top of the closetfdse could see it happening
again in front of his eyes. "She climbed up a roelgyvation, nothing much,
and she stood there, enjoying the view over ayadled | watched her."

His tone was even, emotionless. Suddenly he loweietiead and closed
his eyes. "l can still see her silhouetted agaimstsky, her hair blowing
around her face, her belly sticking out.”

Sam sat very quiet, barely breathing.

"I remember what | was thinking. That all that heahattered in my life was
right up there—my wife, my baby. | felt this...owdrelming sense of
gratitude for having such happiness.” The wordsecant with difficulty
and he sucked in a deep, shaky breath.

Sam wasn't sure she wanted to hear more.
"She laughed,” he went on, his voice rough, unev&me called out

something about how glorious a day it was, and virmutes later she was
dead."



Sam felt her heart crash. Her breathing came witltwlty. "Oh, David,"
she whispered. "What happened?"

"She shifted on her feet, took a step sidewaysi@moed over a loose rock
or something. She lost her balance, fell, and dotlewn that little slope,
cracked her head on a big boulder and broke hée'nide covered his face
with his hands and gave a tortured groan. "l célrsse it. Still see the look
of surprise on her face.”

The horror of the simple little tale made her blead cold. "Oh, David,"
she said, her voice breaking.

"That's when | was scared," he went on. "When kéaobat her face and |
knew she was dead. The terror of that moment Inveller forget.”

Sam sat motionless, trying to see in her mind's thge scene he had
described, remembering her own experience of sekisgn in the hospital
where they'd taken him after the accident. Jasdntewand still and no
longer breathing. The man who had callously left, Heut was still

technically her husband.

She didn't know how long they sat there, next whezther, arms and legs
touching. Until she felt his arm come around heawndng her even closer.
She felt his face against hers.

"You're crying," he whispered. "Your face is alltwe

She drew in a trembling breath. "I'm okay." Sheitagsd. ' 'Tell me what
happened later. Tara told me you went away, thaitl went on the run."

"l couldn't get far enough,” he said dryly. "I speeveral years building
roads and airstrips on a bunch of Indonesian islafidere are thousands of
them out in the ocean there, unbelievably primitivéid nothing but work
from sun-up to sundown, which is about twelve haarshe tropics. At
night | did paperwork. There wasn't anything etsdd but drink, play cards
and read. Thank God | like to read. | had termbgghtmares and | didn't like
to sleep.”



Nightmares about what had happened to his wife.dg8het need to ask.

"I would go for days without sleep. Eventually,rashed. They hauled me
off in a helicopter to the nearest island with strimg they called a hospital,
but it wasn't much. They drugged me stupid.”

"Sounds lovely," she said.

"An uplifting experience, so to speak."”

"Then what?"

"l got better."

"Just like that?"

"No, not just like that. It took a long time, bwtentually the nightmares
stopped coming and | could sleep better and lestditing a more normal
life."

He was absently stroking her hair and she wasdfilleth an aching
tenderness for him, for this big, tough guy whosefdnad broken him. And
he had told her, trusting her with his story. Sfied her face to his, found
his mouth and kissed him. "Thank you for telling,fr&he said against his
lips.

"It's a long time ago."

"Yes. But sometimes memories... they're so powérful

"Yes, but there's a truth I've learned, and thiags-we cannot let them
overpower the present. The past is gone and tiseprenoment is what we

have now to live in, to enjoy."

The present moment.



She closed her eyes, thinking about it, and a sustiiging of mirth relieved
the sadness and tension. "And in this present miingme said, "we're
sitting in a closet with a flashlight and a pill6w.

He laughed softly, and it was a wonderful soundesYAnd listen.”
She listened. The noisy racket outside had losesoints force.
"It's going away; it has passed us over," said ®aVithink we can get out.”

Which they did. It was still dark and stormy outsicand the lawn was
littered with broken tree branches and a collecbdpunk that had been
picked up by the wind.

Miraculously, the electricity was still functioninghe weather channel on
television confirmed their impressions: the tornagas moving away,
further west, leaving a trail of destruction thrbube forest.

It was still raining and the temperature had drabgeamatically.

That night, in bed, he clung to her, making loveh&s with an unfamiliar
fierceness and passion that made her blood rusihhmigh her body.
Afterwards, she lay awake in his arms, and thebierthought came to her
that he might have been thinking of his wife. Hel haved her deeply,
which was a good thing. It meant he was capablevoig. But had he loved
her too much ever to love again? She remembereddids when she'd
asked him why he hadn't married agélrjust never wanted to}ie'd said.

She watched his sleeping face, peaceful and relaxed the pain of
knowing she loved him, of knowing she would lose tsoon, seared her
heart. She got out of bed, wandered through thedydwad a drink of water
and finally returned to bed. He stirred as shetu®ipped between the
sheets. His arm reached out to her, his hand glemitiing on her breast.

"Sammy?" he muttered sleepily.

"I'm here," she said softly.



"Good..." He drifted off into oblivion and she lthere, feeling his hand still
on her breast.

He'd been barely conscious, but he'd s@aimmy,not Celia. She felt
ridiculous tears rush into her eyes, felt such

relief that she nearly woke him up to hold him| ke she loved him and
would follow him to the moon.

To Mexico. Give up everything. Love was worth ioMe meant taking
risks. She didn't want to live without him.

But she didn't wake him, and she didn't say theda:or

It rained all through the night, was still rainimgthe morning when they got
up. She loved the sound of it and she opened wiadavd sliding glass
doors to hear the dripping and pattering of thgdran the leaves outside.

Together they cooked an elaborate breakfast, aftéch they sat in the
living room reading the Sunday paper. The domegtiaf it all
overwhelmed her with longing.

Stop it!'She told herselRead.
She read.

It felt like such a luxury to sit here for suchang time and just read the
paper—read about movies and cooking and the ndassbn trends. She
tried not to feel guilty. There was so much to do.

The rain stopped a while later and slowly it gréghier. The world was
green and smelled wet and damp, foliage still dnigpvith water. The wind
had stilled and nature seemed oddly quiet. Birdsewe hiding. Now and
then the sun peeked out, giving the world a hopeghiden glow for just a
minute. Slowly, birds began to venture out of thieiding places and
chirped tentatively.



David folded the paper and came to his feet. "timg to have a look at the
cabin,” he said. "l won't be long."

She was peeling apples for an apple pie—the fir ;m at least a
year—when he came back not much later.

"The cabin,” he said flatly. "It's gone."
Her heart turned over. "Gone? You mean..."
"Destroyed. Not much left of it."

She could not believe it. "Oh, David." She droppleel apple and paring
knife in the sink. "l want to see."

She almost ran down the muddy road, with Davidtroghind her, reaching
the clearing almost out of breath.

She looked at the scene in horror, taking in theasi&ation, the heap of
twisted metal and broken beams, uprooted treedpthevegetation. Tears
ran down her face. "Oh, David," she breathed. '@4vid. It's awful.”

"Don't cry,” he said. "Don't cry over a house."

"It wasn't just a house..." She wasn't sure whydséed that, but she'd had
the feeling all along that it meant more to Dawidrt walls and a roof to
keep him sheltered.

He took her hand and they walked back in silenbe.®&dn't know what to
say.

She noticed that the sun had come out and thawvdhkel had come fully
alive again. Birds were everywhere and the air fligsl with their joyful
chirping. Everything gleamed with new life, ever tjround soaked with
water. The world around them seemed to mock theimivg beauty.



"David, | want to come to Mexico with you." The wigrwere out suddenly,
as if of their own accord. "If you still want me'teshe added hastily, feeling
her heart pounding in her chest.

He stood still, shook his head. "No, Sam, no. |-aas

"l want to! | can take classes over the Internet keep studying, even if it
takes a little longer...I don't care, I—" She colbé&hr the desperation in her
own voice. Her heart was pounding louder and loater she felt the tears
run down her cheeks. "All | care about is you!"

She was crying and he put his hands on her shaultfeam, calm down!
Listen to me!"

"l don't want to lose you, David. | need you. Kemeeds you. | don't want
him to see you go." Words followed words. Stumblovgr each other, they
came pouring out of her. "Please, please let useawsitih you."

"Sam, we need to talk." He took her hand and ledrtte the house and she
felt herself grow cold with fear.

He didn't want her. He'd been kidding. He'd neeally meant for her to
come to Mexico with him.

She'd made a fool of herself. Her worst fears leadectrue. She'd fallen in
love and now she had to pay the price.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

SHE yanked her hand out of his grip, wanting to rume 8idn't want to hear
his reasons, didn't need to feel any worse tharalkbady did.

He caught her hand again, held it tight. "Listenmie, Sam. | made a
decision. I'm not going to Mexico."

She was too stunned to do more than stare at him.

"I'm staying here," he said, to emphasize his pdihey were still standing.
He led her to the sofa and drew her down nextra hi

"I don't understand,” she managed finally. "Whabwhbthat big project,
your job?"

"I'm not indispensable.” His smile was wry. "ThEffid someone else who
can take over. | may go for a couple of monthsedessary, to get it started,
but that's it."

She swallowed. "What are you going to do, then?"

"I'll find something else to do here. They must éa@wamps to drain in
Virginia. Or | can start my own consulting firm. Mae do short-term
projects.”

Sam clasped her hands in her lap to keep them tirambling. He wasn't
leaving. It was too much suddenly to absorb—fedalimgpd needs and
dreams swirled through her in a dizzy dance of h@a#m down, she told
herself. Calm down.

"Are you going to build another cabin?"

He shook his head. "No. | doubt I'll have the timeg what | want is a house
closer to town, or in town."



"But you wanted that cabin,” she said softly. Thieegl been something
special about it. The cabin had meant somethingertmhim than just a
place to live.

"No. It wasn't about the cabin itself, Sam, | usti@nd that now it's gone. It
was more...symbolic, about wanting a place to lgland that's never really
about a building, is it?"

"No." Her heart beat a nervous rhythm. Her bodtdeivery, as if she had a
fever.

"Home is about people,” he went on. "And the plabelong is wherever
you are. You and Kevin. | don't care where thatSam, only that it's a
happy place where we can be together.” He toolclasped hands, pried
her fingers loose. "And if that place is here, so gan finish your degree
and do what you need to do so you can be the pgmomwant to be, then
that's where | will be."

His words overwhelmed her, made her throat ache. Slallowed hard.
"You're giving up your job in Mexico for me?"

He smiled. "No, for us. | want to be with you. Y\eei'said you don't want to
be married, but I'm asking anyway. 1 love you. hista marry you and have
more kids and a home and a happy wife. You carshedependent as you
like, work, study, anything."

She thought her heart would stop. "Oh, David."

"Oh, David, what?"

"l...1 didn't expect this." She took in a steadybrgath. "You love me? You
want to marry me? Really?"

"Yes, really."

"l thought you just wanted an affair—I mean, sonregliemporary.”



"l did. I was fooling myself, Sam. | want you fdnays. And | promise you
can wear shoes, even when you're pregnant.”

And then it hit her full force, the meaning of whe was saying, as if it
hadn't quite sunk in, and the joy of it threatene@dverwhelm her. She
threw her arms around him, trying not to cry, andded him hard.

But the tears came anyway, the relief and joy tocmto contain.
"Sam, you're crying," he said, his mouth in her.H&Vhat does that mean?"

"It means, yes. Yes, | want to marry you." Shestifher face to his. "I love
you, David. | love you so much."

He let out a deep sigh. "Phew. Was it the shodgditdat?"

She drew back and laughed tremulously. "Yes, aed tbve you.That
helped, too. It was a winning combination.” "

He pulled her to him, kissed her full on the mouirell me again you love
me."

"I love you," she said promptly. "I've wanted ty $hat so many times, you
have no idea." She sighed. "It hurt so much tokthimas losing you. |
thought you were going to leave."

"So did I." He stroked her face. "But | couldnarsd the idea of not being
with you. | had to come to terms with...with my Irézelings, and when |
saw that cabin destroyed, well, it made me realizat a fool | was."

"l didn't ask you not to go to Mexico," she sagkling a sudden trepidation.
Would he resent her in the future, even subconsbjiptor having—

"No, you didn't, Sam," he said promptly. "It's myrodecision, and | take
full responsibility for it. | love you, and thatsore important than anything
else in the world. | don't want to be anywhere aithyou."



"That sounds so wonderful," she said, and fely $dhars spring to her eyes
again.

"You're not going to cry again, are you?" he sdidou, a tough,
independent woman?"

"l tried, you know. | mean, | tried to be all caatd sophisticated about it,
but—"

' 'Cool and sophisticated about what?"
' 'About us. About this just being an affair, notipimore. Temporary."
"It didn't work for you?" Humor in his voice.

She shook-her head. "No. | was trying not to b&enand set myself up to
get my heart broken to smithereens, but I...| cotleelp loving you."

"And | couldn't help loving you." He smiled intorheyes. "Although | didn't
want to admit it to myself. | told myself that | s/pust trying to help you, but
that didn't work very well because you didn't waryt help. And you didn't
want to come to Mexico with me and be my kept wom&that was | to

do?"

"Go to Mexico without me, like you planned.”

He shook his head. "That wasn't going to work ejthecause | didn't want
to be without you. Believe me, | was in deep treubl

She laughed. "Oh, David." Then she frowned. "Il gfibn't want to
be...dependent. | mean, | want to know | can take of myself and Kevin
in case... in case something terrible happens.”

"Like what?"

She swallowed. "Well...if something happened to.y&he didn't even
want to think about it, but she couldn't help id 'be stuck again. | wouldn't
have my degree. I—"



"You'd be a rich widow," he said, deadpan.

She stared at him. "Oh," she managed. "I hadnighioof that."

He laughed and hugged her closer. "Oh, Sam...Iyoue'

She bit her lip. "What about a prenuptial agreerfient

He drew away, looked at her with raised brows. "Yi@nt one?"

"l imagineyouwould want one."

"For what?"

"To protect your money, your assets."

"From what?"

She sighed. "Oh, come on, David. From me, from any 1 case...oh, you
know why people have these agreements!" She loakeg. She hated this

discussion, the materialistic, grabbing, awful iroaiions.

He put his hand gently under her chin, made hek lmbhim. He was
laughing. Laughing!

She pushed against him. "Don't laugh at me!"

"But you make it so easy."

"l don't want you to think I'm marrying you for yomoney!"

He laughed harder.

She glared at him, but then humor and happinessgossession of her and

laughter bubbled up in her. He hugged her to hird @ren they were
laughing together, and the joy and lightness wfas a glorious feeling.



"l love you," he said again. "And | don't want a&epnuptial agreement.
What's mine is yours, as long as what's yours meri

"I haven't got anything!"

"You have something better than money."

She frowned. "What?"

He smiled crookedly. "You have a son, Sam."

She stared at him, her mind in turmoil, and no wawduld come.

"l want to be his father, if he'll have me. I'ddiko adopt him and make it all
legal.”

"Oh, David." She could barely get the words out teaits of overwhelming
joy flooded her eyes. She buried her face agaissthest. "Tell me you're
for real," she said. "Tell me you're not a figmehmy imagination." For a
moment the image of David standing naked on the efighe pool flashed
through her mind.

"Oh, | am real," he said. "You'd better believe it.



EPILOGUE

SAMANTHA never did get her degree in business administraibe got one
in early childhood education, instead. She and @had two more children,
a boy and a girl, after which they decided that emsugh.

The whole family spent two years in Venezuela, whieavid worked on
another bridge-building project and Sam was a &aahthe international
school. They now all speak Spanish and hope teltraere.

Kevin is growing tall and is a star basketball glagt Woodmont High. He

is a whiz at math and next year he's off to Cortwefitudy engineering. He
and David built an elaborate tree house for thie ladnes, who love to hide
there and pretend they're living in the jungle. Sawes to play with them,

sing songs, and bake jungle cookies. She doesaket loread. There's an
excellent bakery right there in Woodmont.

And, of course, Sam is a love goddess in the bedrdits easy—David is
there.



