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ONE NIGHT. ONE MAN. ONE BIG MISTAKE.

Was there a woman alive who could resist Matt @zl If given a choice,
most would have said Ashley Kendrick, the eldesigti¢er in the Kendrick
dynasty. Ashley's poise and reserve were worldweed. But the night
Matt reappeared, Ashley's inhibitions had endedmufhe floor next to her
clothes!

The one-night stand was coming back to haunt hanley had to work with
Matt on a charity project building houses for theadvantaged. She knew
too well how good Matt was with his hands, his gsscas a contractor
notwithstanding. But Ashley was a public figure tefeed by the world. A
scandalous affair with her brother's best frienduMobe completely
inappropriate...and somehow inevitable....
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Chapter One

Ashley Kendrick's day had started out badly andegdownhill from there.
She'd thought the worst was the snag she'd hdat when a paparazzo had
followed her into a deli and drawn so much attentio her that she'd left
without her lunch. She figured it had actuallyroitk bottom about twenty
minutes ago.

She had learned to live with people who unsetterd $trangers on the street
routinely pointed or stared. Paparazzi and repodarerged from nowhere,
startling her with the flash of their cameras, als& her with questions
inevitably designed to expose something—anythingrsqoeal or
sensational about any member of the Kendrick family

She was accustomed to the attention. She wasiyaleomfortable with it,

but she had come to accept the near constant pgulhiat came with being

a Kendrick. Her baby pictures had appeared in #teomal press, as had
those of her siblings each time her wealthy, notive@ senator father and
her mother, a princess who had given up an eningdiom to marry him,

had produced more progeny. America had watchedytosy up, and over

those years she had learned to handle the disd¢onpesituations that

occurred with astounding regularity.

She pretended she could handle them, anyway, wiashhe best she could
hope for considering how unsure of herself shendfteded to be. But when
Matt Callaway had answered her knock on her br&tlugor, she had been
forced to admit that no one had ever unsettledninae than her brother
Cord's best friend.

She hadn't seen Matt in ten years, but he stituthed her. Not the way
strangers did when they encroached upon her privBgly in a far more
fundamental and primitive way. The man was six,féao inches of
sandy-haired, carved and sculpted muscle, tensiontestosterone. His
steel-gray eyes had a way of looking at her thatlenber feel totally
exposed, totally vulnerable. And she had never digan in his presence
without feeling she would be totally susceptiblénib if she didn't keep her
guard in place.



He had also just become the only man who'd eveediher to drink.

Granted, the drink was a rather excellent Califorchhardonnay that she'd
found in her brother's wine cellar. And having asgl gave her something to
do while she waited on Cord's deck for him to gainh. But discovering
that Matt Callaway could still make her uneasy @moto seek the first
available excuse to avoid his company had her frogvat the nearly empty
crystal goblet. That, and the fact that she didait to be where she was to
begin with.

She had planned to work tonight. As far behindresvgas, she desperately
needed those uninterrupted hours. But her fatheemsasted her work could
wait. He considered it far more important that sised her time to track
down her brother and have Cord sign a trust amentiheehad forgotten to
sign when he'd been in Richmond last week. Her ddth ruled the
Kendricks' multimillion-dollar empire from a suitef offices ten stories
above her decidedly more modest one, had inforreedie could work late
tomorrow night.

Having to make a two-hour drive from Richmond towgdert News
frustrated her enough. In the time she spent onrthand-trip alone, she
could have done serious damage to the piles odesér But her mother had
started exerting her considerable influence on tivee, too. Just that
morning, her mom had informed Ashley that she wdade to give up her
position as director of the scholarship programistiped administer if she
intended to assist with fund-raisers like the gaiarity auction she was
currently working on twelve hours a day to havelgefor next week.

It hadn't mattered that the auction was for the Easst Shelter Project, her
mom's new favorite charity. Or that Ashley had stesil that she truly could
handle both. Her mother had said there was ab$plnteneed for her to
work that hard.

What Ashley did had nothing to do with need asrhether had meant it. It
had to do with feeling that she was earning her osay.



Smoothing the hem of her short red jacket ovemiete slacks, she settled
back in the deck chair. Not liking her mood, hoptogchange it, she told
herself she might as well enjoy the break.

The effort lasted long enough for her to cross kimee over the other. One
low-heeled sandal dangling from her French-manttuoes, she restively
swayed her foot and glanced past the wide, tieeszk @nd her brother's
sailboat moored fifty feet beyond the cedar railing

She knew that working for her family must be likerking for any other

employer. Suspected it was, anyway, as she watttfteegdun set on the
sailboats in the long inlet on Chesapeake Bay.dShever worked for

anyone else to know for certain. She loved herlfarShe truly did. But she
was twenty-eight years old, had never in her ldaa anything that wasn't
by the book, and she was getting really tired ahdpe¢old what to do and
when she could do it.

Ten feet away, the glass deck door rumbled opés track.
"Do me a favor, will you?"

The sound of Matt's deep voice had her foot goiitigas instant before she
carefully uncrossed her legs. Knees together, staratically crossed her
ankles, abandoned her mental mutiny and set hex @nnthe glass-topped
table beside her. As she did, she glanced towardlidnd jock filling the
doorway.

Matt was still dressed as he had been when heldesed the front door. His
loose gray tank top exposed enough of his bealytifwit arms, shoulders
and pectorals to leave no doubt about what haé smlbmpressive six-pack
of abdominal muscle. Below the baggy hem of hisyngym shorts, his

powerful thighs glistened with sweat.

The front of his shirt was stained with it, too.

He'd obviously finished the workout she'd interagotvhen she'd arrived.



"If I can," she said, hurriedly dragging her eyesf his chest, "l just need
you to listen for the phone." His glance slid ower, bold and assessing,
much as it had when he'd opened the front dood $#2med as surprised to
find her there as she'd been to find herself fadgddhis decidedly large and
impressive body. Within seconds of her unconsciosspping back, he'd
also seemed just as edgy with her as he'd alwags. BEm getting in the
shower and won't be able to hear it. Cord said ¢edldf he got held up.”

Without looking up, swearing she could feel thagiadss radiating toward
her, she nodded. "Sure."

"If he does call, tell him he doesn't need to dtggghe construction site. |
have the reports he left there."

The construction site. That would be the major nviditt's company was
building outside Newport News for Kendrick Investitee Apparently, he'd
come down from Baltimore to check on its progress was staying with
Cord while he was here.

She might not have seen Matt in years, but thab'ditiean she didn't
occasionally hear about him through the somewhagléa family
grapevine.

"I'll do that," she quietly assured him.

Restively pushing his fingers through his hairtimmed away. A heartbeat
later, he turned back. "And tell him that if he wsame to help him with his
boat, he's going to have to pick up some graphiig.ignition switch is
jammed."

"You're working on his boat?"

"I'm helping him get the winter kinks out of it &g as I'm here. He just
had it brought from dry dock yesterday."

She gave him another nod, tried not to stare athigbis. At least now she
knew why he was here.



"I'll pass that on, too."

She thought he would leave then, go inside andeld®r to stew in the
lovely late-June evening. She hoped he would, agysiace she couldn't
think of anything else to say with him watching Iserclosely. She could
practically feel his quiet scrutiny move from hewl ponytail to where her
bare toes were now tucked, ladylike, beneath hair.ch

He was about to say something else. She felt ceofat.

Or, so she was thinking when she saw him slowlkatas head and the
door finally rumbled closed.

Her breath escaped in a long, low rush.

All Matt had said when she'd asked if Cord was heras that he expected
her brother in about an hour. He'd then steppekH, lmacre to allow her her
space than to get out of her way, told her she tr@giwell come on in and
disappeared in the direction of the weight room.

With him going one way, she had immediately decitedvait for her
brother in the other—which had put her out on teekd

She picked up her wine again, took a healthy sip.

In the space of seconds, he'd thrown her backeansy She hated that he
still made her nervous, but she'd at least growrenpugh to carry on a
relatively normal conversation with him. When shig'dt met him at the
tender age of fourteen—a full year before her garbad banned him from
the house because he'd turned out to be such anbBimdnce on her
brother—he'd intimidated the daylights out of her.

He'd been big even back then. Tall, broad-shouttarel filled out more
like a man than a prep-school senior. The yearschaagded an appealing
maturity into his beachboy good looks, and his affen her now was
actually rather intriguing considering how muchditmad passed. Yet every
time she'd seen him back then, her teenage hehddree a pirouette in her
chest. The way he would narrow his beautiful stggalf eyes and tell her she



could at least say hello had tied her tongue dikgistolen any clever thing
she might have said right from her head.

Then, she had begun to overhear the concerns hentpehad expressed
about him. About how Matt had been suspended framod for fighting.
About how he'd stolen liquor from another friendsne. About how they
could no longer trust their son in his company beeaCord had picked up
his unruly behavior and Cord had already beendtifffienough as it was.

Had she been the rebellious type herself, she s@gpshe would have
found Matt's defiance of authority terribly attiaet And she had—in a
safe, James Dean teenage- fantasy sort of wayh&uparents pampered
and protected their children. Their girls, espdgigdhe had been sheltered
all her life from people who lacked manners anatmg and, being a good
and dutiful daughter, she had avoided him like gh@verbial plague long
before he had been declared persona non grata Ketidrick estate. Even
after Matt and Cord had hooked up again in collebe, had found herself
avoiding him.

Not that their paths had crossed often. Until she drrived at her brother's
that evening, she hadn't seen Matt since his amd'<Coollege graduation.
And then, only at a distance. The most exposure $iag to him was to hear
his name in connection with the astonishing growiftthis company and,
occasionally, to hear her mother complain that Gad taken off with him

yet again to risk his neck in pursuit of an adrarehigh.

She crossed her legs once more, her foot slowlyisgas she nursed her
chardonnay. She had the distinct feeling that Blatid her brother's mutual
love of adventure was why they had remained suokl §ieends despite the
temporary ban from each other in their youth. Cdithbed mountains
simply because they were there. He sailed, scwsaddind flew his own
plane. If there was a force to be conquered, hetineethallenge head-on.
More often than not, according to her mom, Matt whs one who
introduced the challenge in the first place.

Still stewing about her day, she rather wished Ishe that sort of nerve
herself. Make that guts, she thought, unladylikeh@sword sounded. She
rather wished she had sugttsherself.



She would never admit such a thing aloud, of coutrseouldn't be dignified
and heaven knew she needed to be that. At that mtotm®ugh, feeling
constrained by her parents, her life and her ovability to buck the tide,
she couldn't help thinking that she would love baradon the conventions
she lived with and lose herself in something thatlenher feel truly...free.

She finished the last of her wine. Vaguely awar@séffects draining the
tension from her muscles, she also decided it waes $he stopped letting
Matt Callaway get to her. Years had passed. Pedaged. As she had
already reminded herself, she was twenty-eight, arotimpressionable
eighteen. More importantly, not letting him intiraié¢ her would at least
return some control to her day.

By the time she decided she wouldn't be able tokwam her little
self-improvement project without seeking Matt asmmething she hadn't
quite worked up the nerve to do, she had retrigkiedbottle of wine from
the refrigerator. Twilight had settled deeply ottee tranquil view and she
had polished off a second glass. Feeling quitxeelaand certain she would
soon feel brave enough to venture inside, she paamether splash simply
because sitting there sipping it was the most plgathing she'd done all
day.

She sank back in her chair.

Across the wide inlet, the trees had turned blazkrest the last light of day.
An occasional pinpoint of white indicated a housesalated as the one her
brother had chosen for his escape. Water lappethsaghe dock. Her
brother's sailboat, its sails furled and masts ,bareked gently with the
incoming tide.

It was peaceful here. Something that surprised Be wouldn't have
thought Cord could stand all this lovely quiet.

Ten minutes and another splash of wine later, dh&bte of the door put an
end to tranquility.

Her strappy red sandal slipped from her toes.titha deck as she glanced
up hoping to see her brother standing there.



Matt leaned against the doorjamb.

He didn't bother to turn on the porch light, bueewn the low glow of the
lamps coming from farther inside, she could eas#ly that he had showered
and changed. He'd combed his damp hair straiglk tvam the angular
lines of his face. A loose V-neck sweater hung abgwver comfortably
worn jeans. She couldn't tell the sweater's c@be could tell only that it
was pale and that it clung rather impressivelyisobnoad shoulders.

The clothing covered him commendably. It didn'tadthing, however, to
disguise the power in his big body. Or, maybe,tebeaght as he crossed his
arms, that power was just the latent tension tinabanded him like a force
field.

"Cord just called.”

Reminding herself that she wasn't going to reatirtoany differently than
she would any other guy, she toed at her shoe.sBbeeeded only in
pushing it farther away. "l didn't hear the phone."

"You probably couldn't hear it through the doorg heplied, his face
shadowed in the deep dusk. "He won't be back tortibrrow."”

Ashley glanced up. ' 'What time is it now?"

"About seven-thirty."

She'd been there since six-fifteen.

"He knew | was coming. | left a message on his gletine."
"l don't know anything about that."

"Did he say why he wouldn't be here?"

"I think her name is Sheryl."



Give Cord a choice between a good time and respditsi and
responsibility lost nearly every time.

"Great," she muttered, and set her goblet down avithnk beside her purse
and the manila envelope beneath it.

She didn't feel relaxed anymore. The drive had laetatal waste.

"Tell me," she said, leaning forward again to $ehé could see her sandal,
"is he really playing tonight, or is he just dowdat he tends to do when it
comes to his family and avoiding me?"

"He didn't say what he was doing."
Liar, she thought. He and Cord were as thick as/tds.

"Tell me where he is and I'll take the papers tm.hAll |1 need is two
minutes."

"He didn't say where he'd be."

Exasperation threatened to surface. Years of bitagk anything that might
sound less than agreeable kept it from her toneu"don't have to protect
him from me," she assured him, drawn by his loyakymuch as she was
annoyed by it. As a Kendrick, it wasn't easy knaywaho to trust. Cord
could obviously trust Matt, though. "I'm not askimgn to donate an organ. |
just want his signature.”

"He'd probably give you the organ.”

"Then, tell him | need a lung and that I'm on mywa

The corner of his mouth crooked, the expressiorgeiausly close to a
smile. "For some reason, | think he might not beli¢hat." With lazy

masculine grace, he pushed himself away from tlee.dbeave me the
papers. I'll see that he gets them."



"l can't leave them with you." Still probing forhghoe, she barely noticed
the way Matt came to a halt at her flat refusakridw my brother. He'll let

them sit around until | have to come back for th@mhe'll lose them," she
decided, hearing boards creak as Matt resumedrids.s

"Then the lawyers will have to redraw them andHdlve to waste hours
chasing him down again. He could have signed thesalays ago, but he
was in such a hurry to get out of his meeting gmtéiouNew York for some
concert that he totally spaced it."

"Maybe he spaced it on purpose.”

"l can't imagine why. It's not as if he's getting out of anything. It's just an
administrative formality that Dad wants taken cafréhis week."

She nudged her chair back farther, pine legs stgaguyainst cedar.
"Would you turn on the light, please? | can't see.”

There were times she would like to take a hike fresponsibility, too, she
thought. At the very least, she would love, for@ro know what it felt like

to do what she wanted to do, the way her brotheyridstead of what was
expected of her. There were times she felt sedtshe could scream.

But that wouldn't be dignified, either.

A while ago, she'd only felt frustrated by her paseand her life in general.
Now, she felt frustrated by a brother who obviousdy never learned the
value of other people's time. It didn't help tha souldn't find her shoe.

The clean scent of soap and something hinting todis;i musk and warm
male filled her lungs an instant before she glangedJatt crouched in front
of her. With one hand braced on the arm of herrchaireached under the
table. His arm brushed her leg as he did, thedéél as solid as granite
against her calf.

He picked up what was little more than a daintyl laee a few intersecting
ribbons of leather. In the dark, the crimson leati@s practically invisible.



"Is this what you're looking for?"

Ashley's glance slid from the breadth of his sherddothe dainty shoe he
held in his big hand. With it extended toward liner ppenly studied her face
and waited for her to take what he offered.

From the unblinking way he watched her, it was ahas if he were daring
her not to.

She had no idea where the odd thought had come ffOmank you," she
murmured, taking the shoe from his hand.

Without a word, he rose, dwarfing her, and stepmstk so she could slip
the little straps over her foot.

Dismayed by how quickly her heart was beating,glhaced up to see him
hold out his hand.

Refusing to let him rattle her was her goal fordlag. Utterly determined to
have at least that much go her way, she curvegdlen over his, willed
herself to ignore the heat seeping into her skdhrase from the chair before
she could spend any time thinking about the flutiter contact put in her
stomach.

She stood too fast. Suddenly light-headed, wartbrignore that, too, she
turned to pick up her purse, keys and the envdiepeath them.

The quick lack of equilibrium wouldn't be overloaké&waying just enough
for her to consider that the last splash of winghtinot have been the best
idea, she steadied herself against the first tisimg could reach—which
happened to be Matt's chest and a forearm thdikelhammered steel.

The man wasn't just solid. His body felt as hardagrete. Even his fingers
felt as if they had no give at all when they autboadly locked around her
upper arms to keep her upright.

Beneath her hand, she felt the steady beat ofdaid.h



"Are you okay?"

"I'm...fine." She was aware of the scowl in hiscegimore aware of the heat
wherever her body touched his. Each little pointcoftact seemed to
physically burn—her palm where it had flattenediasgfahis chest, her arm
where it lay against his. "l just got up too quickl

She shifted, getting her footing, trying to easekba

Still holding her by one arm, he picked up the leodf wine and tipped it.
The scowl deepened. "Was this full?"

"It was when | opened it."
"You sat out here and drank half a bottle by ydif?se

She was tempted to point out that he could haveegbher. He just didn't
give her a chance. His frown had settled hard emmwoaith. The displeasure
carved in his face seemed to be slowly fading, ghott turned to something
that looked far more like curiosity. And heat.

The air in her lungs went thin. She wasn't surevedigeeven breathing when
his eyes finally locked on hers once more.

"Give me your keys."
"Excuse me?"

"Your keys," he repeated, finally deliberately ilegt her go. "You're not
driving anywhere."

She had already realized that she'd had more Wwaredould be considered
wise. She'd realized, too, that his power to rdtée went a tad beyond
anything she might be able to physically controkt,Yall she truly cared
about at the moment was that he was the third pehsa day to tell her what
she couldn't do.



Curling her fingers around her key ring, she tipgeat chin, reminded
herself not to be intimidated and politely saidp'N

The sound he made leaned heavily toward exasperdbon't do this."

"I'm not doing anything," she replied ever so reedaby. "You asked for my
keys. | said no. End of discussion."

"It might be the end of the discussion, but it's the end of the issue.” The
determination in his eyes met the uncharactergtibbornness in hers.
"Don't make me have to take them."

"Well, I'm afraid you're going to have to," shedmhed him.

Her tone mild, her expression faintly mutinous, shgped her hand under
her jacket, beneath her blouse and tucked them hetobra. She was
perfectly capable of keeping her keys in her passasvhile she figured out
how to get home without driving there herself. Sfesn't drunk, but she
doubted she could walk a perfectly straight linthex. The last thing she
wanted was to be stopped for driving under theuerite. Worse, harm
someone in an accident she caused. The press wawutda field day with

that one.

Remembering that the press was always out tharey Ig wait for some
mistake in judgement or unguarded comment to el nothing but add
another layer to the sense of frustration she veggnhing to feel with her
life. Or, so she was thinking when Matt's glanagppsd to the V of flesh
between the lapels of her jacket.

Seconds ago, he had sounded considerably lessplbased with the
position he found himself in. Now, with her keystied between her breast
and her bra, he simply seemed intrigued by it.

"Now, that's a move | never would have expectegbot"

"Maybe I'm tired of doing what's expected," she mured, a little surprised
by it herself. "Chalk it up to a bad day."



"All the more reason for you to not get behind aelh\nd by the way," he
said, his voice surprisingly patient, "l wasn't igipg that you had to stay
here. If you give me your keys, I'll drive you."

There was a deep cleft in his upper lip. Realizzhg was staring at it,
hoping he didn't, she jerked her glance up. "Adl way to Richmond?"

"l was thinking more along the lines of a hoteleldis a Hyatt right down
the road."

"It wouldn't look right to check into a hotel withbluggage.”

Especially if someone recognized me, she thought.

Having encountered yet another thing she couldn'tstie picked up the
goblet. Since she wasn't driving, there was nooreast to finish what was

in it. It was far too good a vintage to let it gowaste.

Watching her, looking unwillingly intrigued, Matarrowed his eyes. "Why
was it such a bad day?"

"It wasn't really that bad. Not in the overall sateeof things," she qualified.
It really hadn't been any worse than any otherefkéor running into him,
it hadn't even beemnlike any other.

She glanced toward the sky, wondering if she'd &irfidll moon. That might
help explain the odd sense of dissatisfactioniibdtsunk its claws into her.

She didn't see the moon at all.
"It was just...frustrating."
"Because your brother didn't show?"

That sounded so petty. And it was. But it wasnyt@me thing getting to her.
It was the accumulation.

"Among other things," she murmured.



There was a time when Matt would have told himiselét it go. To pack her
into a cab and get her out of there. This was tbeman who had backed
away from him every time he'd come within ten fefetter, who had barely
said a word to him even when he'd gone out of faig o get her to speak.
From the time he'd first laid eyes on her, wheridsheen all legs and long
hair and all of fourteen, she'd done everything twitch her nose to
disappear in order to avoid him.

He could have sworn she had intended to contindee&d him like one of
the great unwashed when she'd first arrived. Meteemed that he had
misread her. She didn't seem at all intent on arngidim now.

He watched her swirl the pale liquid. Her expresgensive, her thoughts
clearly troubled, she seemed far different from thr@ouchable little

princess he'd last seen nearly ten years ago. Mmseno mistaking her
polish or refinement. There was a grace about ha&tr went beyond the
impeccable clothes and flawless skin. Yet, evekitlgpas privileged as she
truly was, she seemed softer to him, more... tdoieha

In the muted light spilling through the windowsr air looked like pale
silk. The way she had it caught at the back ohlead fairly taunted a man to
undo the intricate clasp restraining it, free ituable over her shoulders.
And her skin. In the shadows it looked as smootharfect as marble. Her
eyes were what drew him, though, the gentlenesawehere.

Curious, taunted by a vulnerability he never wchdde expected, he heard
himself ask, * 'Like what?"

"Well for one thing," she said, looking as if sheght be struggling to admit
it, "I've discovered that | lack... guts,”

"Guts?"
"You know. Nerve."
Fascinated by the admission, he watched her frown.

"Anything in particular you want this nerve for?"



"To do something freeing."
"Freeing?"

The pinch of her delicate forehead deepened, heriyEexpression making
him wonder if the wine might be making her a littteore thoughtful, or
more candid, than she might have otherwise been.

"Make that something...outrageous."
"For instance?"

"Oh, I don't know." Looking very much as if she eenly now considering
it, she moved to the railing and lifted the goltetvard the dark water.
"'Maybe taking that boat and heading off where ne could find me."

"You sail?"

She shook her head, turned her glance back to #terwA faint breeze
tugged at her hair, loosening a few of the shateands around her face.
"Not without a crew. And that would defeat the wdplurpose.”

"That's not outrageous. That's just escape.” Hegrazed that need easily
enough. He'd just never expected that she wouldtfédlext choice?"

' 'How about throwing my dinner at the next waiéro interrupts eight
times to ask if everything is prepared to my likifig

"A food fight at Four Seasons. Yeah,” he mutteraddding as he
considered. "That might be a little shocking." Haled. "What else?"

She pondered for a moment, clearly searching fatwior her, would be
scandalous behavior. "Skinny-dipping."

His glance cut to where she stood at the rail. lda'dknow how tall she
was. Five-five maybe, without the heels that bradggr to his chin. But he
had no trouble estimating the size and proportioth@® rest of her slender,
supple- looking body.



He'd been conscious of her since the moment he'deapthe front door. He

had not, however, been prepared for the jolt oéalrysical awareness he'd
felt when he'd caught her by the arms moments gt barely had his

hands on her, barely breathed in her subtle, fagnbtic scent and every
nerve in his body had gone on alert. Then, sh&kdd up at him and his

glance had settled on the gentle part of her Hgs.lush mouth had looked

soft, moist and as ripe as a peach. And the prospéasting her had turned
certain parts of his anatomy as hard as stone.

"You think you'd do that?" he asked casually.

"No." She sounded disappointed. "But it sounds $igmething that would
take nerve."

"For some people.”
"Have you done it?"
He lifted one shoulder in an offhanded shrug. éWater's warm in Tahiti."

Ashley's glance moved from his broad shouldersigmbrrows hips, then
jerked back to where the low security lights madusd®ws on the boat in the
distance. She had a profound appreciation forradlliits forms and his
body, magnificently, gloriously naked would defaiit be a work of art. As
for experiencing the freedom of being naked in Weter herself, she
couldn't imagine the sheer lack of inhibition doisgmething like that
would take.

At the moment, growing more relaxed by the wineptgeted by the
darkness, she realized she truly hated being itelibi

"What does it feel like? Being that...free."

She felt rather than saw the faint lift of his shiew above hers. "Good, |
guess."”



"I mean really." She waved her glass toward thé dakness beyond them.
' 'How does it feel to not care about conventiod @ust go where the
moment leads you?"

"What makes you think | know?"

She knew he did. Actually, she was dead sure bfégt.memory about why
that was just seemed a little fuzzy at the momémd, as relaxed as she was
and, surprisingly, not feeling nervous at all,idrdt seem to matter anyway.
"You don't?"

Matt reached over, slipped the glass from her fingéMaybe," he
conceded. "But we're not talking about me. We'liertg about you." He
took a swallow of wine. Rather than handing thelgioback, he kept it for
himself. "In your mind, is going for a swim withowt suit the most
outrageous thing you could do?"

He spoke quietly, thoughtfully, as if he really weshto know her secrets. As
if learning them might tell him something he hada}s wanted to know.

The thought that he might have always wanted tawkmore about her drew

her eyes to the shadowed angles of his face. Téws yxad carved character
into his compelling features and made him far ndaegerous than he had
ever been in his reckless youth. Dangerous bedausas far easier to talk
to than she ever would have imagined. Dangerouauseche drew her in

ways she didn't totally understand, didn't trusdl am the moment really

didn't care to consider.

Looking from the sensual line of his mouth, wondgrif it would feel as
hard as it looked, she could easily think of sonmgtifar more shocking than
diving naked into a pool. For her, anyway.

"No," she heard herself quietly admit. "It's not."

"So, what is?"

She shook her head. The thought of curving her aroand his neck,
stretching herself up against his chest and thagtts unabashedly kissing



him felt bold enough. No way would she say it alokdpecially no way
could she tell him that, at that moment, what sbald really like to do was
tug off his sweater and let her hands roam ovethalie beautiful muscles.
She'd never fantasized about seducing a man béiatrd,she were to do it,
he would definitely be her fantasy.

Realizing shevasfantasizing, her eyes widened. Dragging her gldrcra
his mouth, she heard Matt chuckle. The deep dekcspund washed over
her like the caress of warm velvet.

"Come on," he gently coaxetn vino Veritas."

"In wine there is truth,” she translated, smilitihat does seem to be true."
She'd already exposed far more of herself to hamn ghe had anyone else.
"But some things are definitely better admittedydol oneself.”

"But | already know you have a deep-seated widsthrtow food and swim
naked."

"That's just between you and me." She quickly gtancip, her eyes
suddenly serious. "Okay?"

"l won't tell a soul."
"Promise?"

"Promise," he replied, and reached over to tuck blae strands of hair that
curved by her mouth.

His touch was light, oddly reassuring and, at thatment, felt like the most
natural thing in the world. It seemed strange thta¢ should feel such
certainty about him, but she didn't doubt that sbald trust him with
everything she said. Not once in all the years kieavn her brother had he
ever said a word about a Kendrick that had showm gpint.

Even in the lovely fog relaxing her body and miglde knew that alone was
worth its weight in platinum.



His hand slowly fell. Over the tranquil lap of wgtehe heard the faint clink
of the goblet touching wood as he set it on thiéngaledge.

"S0." His eyes glittered on her face, down the bh&er throat.

"So," she murmured back, feeling strangely warnryviere his glance
touched.

"Are you going to give me those keys or not?"
She swallowed, drawn by that delicious heat, draywhim.
"I hadn't planned on it."

Humor glinted in his eyes, tugged the corner ofnhdgith. "Do | have to go
after them?"

Her heart bumped her breastbone. The thought obigishand slipping
inside her jacket and inside her bra pooled that lesv in her belly.

"You wouldn't." She swallowed, thinking she shofddl far more alarmed
than she did by the thought. Or, at least, alarbyethe jolt of anticipation it
brought. ' ‘Would you?"

He edged closer, making her tip her head backdatthlook up at him. His
grin was as seductive as the deliciously dark tafdsis voice when he
slipped his fingers along her jaw. "There's sonmgthyou need to know
about me, Ashley."

His head descended, making her pulse leap, hethbgeashallow.
"What's that?"
His mouth hovered inches from hers. "I've alwayefbit hard to resist a

challenge. Right now," he said in response to leemg¢ "yes, | would. And
not because I'm in any hurry to get you out of Here



The heat of his body seemed to radiate toward renspunding her,
drawing her closer. She wasn't in any hurry to deasither. "Oh," she
whispered.

"Yeah." His breath caressed her cheek. His lipstied hers, the touch light,
incredibly tender and far too brief. "Oh."

Lifting his head far enough to see her eyes, héeddo see what she would
do.

When all she did was draw a shivery breath, hislfiéigped again and he
covered her mouth with his.

Ashley's first thought was that his lips werenynahere near as hard as they
looked. They were soft, warm and, when his tonguehed hers, the shock

of that small invasion turned her insides liquidl@hreatened to turn her

legs to mush.

He kissed her slowly, deeply, his unimaginable lgaatss melting her bones
by slow degrees. He eased her closer, his toutihdgdar more like promise
than demand. It occurred to her vaguely that slienleger been kissed the
way he was kissing her. It was almost as if hedde perfectly content to
simply savor the shape of her mouth, her taste |erner decide just how
much more she wanted.

She sagged toward him, opened to him a little meexting more of the
promise. Or, maybe, it was the feel of his handiemgdentle pressure at the
small of her back that had her flattening hersghiast him as she had
imagined only moments ago. She wasn't entirely. 1ot in the sensations,
in the haze, she wasn't even sure it mattered.

All she knew for certain was that she hadn't wamigednouth to leave hers
when he trailed a path of moist heat along hettgathie sensitive shell of her
ear.

"Are you going to tell me what you were thinkingklé whispered the
words, his warm breath causing a delicious shiwemrdace along her
sensitized nerves.



She let her head fall to the side, giving him bedtecess. "l don't think that
would be a very good idea."

He chuckled, the sound vibrating against her skin.

"Then just tell me if I'm getting hot or cold.” Hiice darkened, grew more
intimate. "Did it have anything to do with this?"

His lips trailed down her neck, touched the pulserming between her
collarbones.

"Warm," she murmured.

"And this?" He lifted his head, brushed his lipseoWers, the sensation
deliciously teasing.

"Warmer."

His mouth still hovered over hers when he lifted in@nd, pressed it to his
chest and murmured, "This?"

Her heart jerked. "Maybe."
"Hot or cold?"

As close as he was, every breath she drew brougbtéath into her lungs.
"Hot," she whispered.

"Do you still want to do something no one would reeepect of you?"

Slipping her hand over hard muscle, the feel dfaiving her closer still, she
smiled. "I'm not going skinny-dipping."”

"l wasn't even going to suggest it. The water'scold."
"What, then?"

"Ever make love in a sailboat?"



She didn't know what she said. She didn't knoweéfsaid anything at all. As
she raised up on tiptoe and lifted her lips to $l& just knew that while she
didn't have the nerve to seduce him, she had noblgoroat all with him
seducing her.



Chapter Two

Ashley should have known something would go wrdMen it came to
something she needed to have go well, it almosaydvdid. That was why
she drove herself nuts trying to imagine every idsslisaster and come up
with a plan to cope with it. Especially when therere cameras around.

She stared across the ballroom of the Richmond¥Y&at Club, her heart

beating in her throat and her grip tight on theipod Even with her totally

obsessive attention to detail, she hadn't congidéis particular possibility.

Since she'd slipped from her brother's house lastii&sday morning, not
an hour had gone by that she hadn't felt shock#utketoore by what she had
allowed to happen with Matt Callaway—or prayed thatould be at least

another ten years before their paths crossed again.

She'd made it three days. He'd just risen fromafitiee tables at the back of
the room.

She had just auctioned off the last item of théniriga weekend in Aspen
that had gone for eight thousand dollars. It hashlt@e highest bid of the
evening, the frosting on the proverbial cake f@& ¢fala dinner and auction
to benefit the East Coast Shelter Project. Entltisiapplause rang through
the crowded and glittering room of beautifully gadrand tuxedoed guests.

She barely heard it.

Looking totally at ease in black tie and cummerhuvdtt moved toward
the middle of the tables. He drew the eye of e¥ermyale he passed. The
men noticed him, too. The aura of quiet power surding him had them all
sitting taller, straightening their shoulders aslemawho competed for
money or power often did when faced with a primaregle of their own.

With an easy smile, he motioned to the assistantlirg the portable
microphone.

Ashley had long ago learned to cover nerves witdtgyr disappointment
with a smile, challenge with composure. Now wasrtefly not the time to
forget what she'd been taught. Not with the soaelyor of theRichmond



Times- Dispatchand five hundred of the wealthiest and most inftis
citizens in Virginia as witnesses.

Applause was still ringing when other guests begdarn in the direction of
her frozen stare.

"Before you conclude the auction, Miss Kendricdl.like to bid on one last
item."

Matt's rich, deep voice filled the ballroom. Appgauquieted. Conversations
died.

Ashley made herself smile as her own microphoneethher voice back to
him. "I'm afraid those were all the donations we.hBhere isn't anything
left.”

"Sure there is." His tone was deceptively, gooduemt. Almost
dangerously so. "There's you."

She could swear her heart stopped. Sheer willtkepione unremarkable. "l
beg your pardon?"

"You," he repeated easily. "I'll bid fifty thousaddllars for you to actually
help build a Shelter Project house yourself."

Murmurs rolled through the crowd as the cream afMia society looked
from the undeniably attractive man casually holdimg mike to where she
stood on the dais in her strapless pink gown.

Over the years, Ashley had learned to pretend se &t was never truly
present in public. She madly pretended that eageasathe low rumble of
speculation and approval faded to expectant silence

With a thousand eyes on her, aware mostly of teelsgray pair locked

hard on hers, two thoughts collided in her mindde&imo circumstances did
she want to do anything to embarrass herself ofdmeily. And she would

give half of her sizable trust fund to have nevehdved so irresponsibly
with a man who obviously still behaved irrespongitiimself.



"Mr. Callaway," she said, feeling frantic, feignioglm. "Your bid is most
generous.” Pride and duty nudged hard. So dichaerdesperate need to get
him away from that microphone. "l would be morerti@ppy to work on a
Shelter Project house."

"Start to finish,” he qualified. "You have to stiekound toseeit through.
You can't just show up, then disappear."

He was too far away for her to see the challengefsh certain must be
glinting in his compelling eyes. But she didn't boit was there. She could
practically feel it radiating toward her. She coukhr it, too. An edge had
slipped into his tone that indicated far more megnn his last words than
what anyone else was likely to hear.

You can 7 just show up, then disappear.

He was angry. At the very least, it seemed he'd lnéfended by what she
had done. Or, more likely, what she hadn't. She'hadhkened him before
she'd left. She hadn't left a note. She hadn't émyghing but hurry away
before he could wake up and see that she was abtlie the woman who

had eventually pulled off his sweater, unzippeddasis and played out her
little fantasy of feeling totally unrestrained.

Embarrassed to death by what had happened, shé& hetdmed the call
he'd made to her office the next day, either.

"Tell you what," he said, "you see it through atfidrhake it a hundred
thousand.”

Low gasps went up around the room. Regatta We&idhmond drew the
movers and shakers, old money and new, and anyboewas anybody
spent with abandon. Yet, even that rather exclusivewd seemed
impressed by the sum. Or, maybe, what impressed tes Matt's nerve.

Determined not to lose hers, she glanced arounatm. Her expression as
good-natured as her tone, her stomach in knotsasked, "Are there any
other bids?"



A smattering of laughter drifted through the roomgaests craned their
necks to see who might want to top him.

It seemed no one wanted to steal his thunder. Bitlag¢ or they'd maxed out
on their charitable spending for the night.

With all the other items, she had rapped her sgalkel against its block
when the item had been won. It was a fair signa¥ hattled Matt had her
that she forgot the gavel now. "Then, one hundnedgsand it is."

Matt's golden head dipped in a deferential nod.

The flash of a camera caught her as the crowd buaotstenthusiastic
applause for the unprecedented bid. The goal sifigaa quarter of a million
dollars to build adequate housing for the workimgpmphad not only been
met. It had just been quite handsomely exceeded.

Ashley barely heard the ovation that was for hemmash as the man
someone had just handed a glass of champagne. &@mmore aware of
Matt as he lifted the glass to her in a subtledbearly triumphant toast.

Conscious of the press, her peers and her pastr@siodded back, smiling
when smiling was the last thing she felt like doiBpe didn't trust what Matt
had just done.

She wasn't even sure why he was there. His nam@&thegpeared on the
guest list.

She knew Cord hadn't brought him. Her second brotieser did "the
charity bit," as he called it. She doubted Cordnekeew about the event,
involved in his own world as he was. She would@tveh thought Matt
interested in mingling with the local glitteratitheer.

The thought that he had shown up just to get badleasomehow added
more color to the subtle blush accenting her chee&b. The fact that he'd
chosen to do so in front of her friends, her pa‘efitends and several
hundred total strangers only increased the discdmsfee was desperately
trying to hide.



Hoping that anyone who noticed would only think Brcited by the size of
his donation, she stepped aside so the gray-haretl bespectacled
president of the Shelter Project could take the ipnd As the
distinguished-looking gentleman thanked Matt, ttehker and thanked
them all for their generosity, she quietly slippetithe stage.

Hiding was not an option. Since it was also doubifiat a hole would
conveniently open up and swallow her, or that aetorould strike and end
the world as she knew it, it seemed she had no offteon but to face Matt
and be as gracious as possible with so many otiretsnd. She did not,
however, have to do it until it was absolutely reseey.

Buying herself time, she headed toward her tabk taled not to look
anxious while she accepted congratulations fobanell done from guests
who stopped her on the way. At any moment, she @ggethe society
reporter from the newspaper to pounce, photographeitow. Her

acceptance of the check from the man everyone wastalking about
would be a photo op no self-respecting journalistilg pass up.

Ashley had to concede that the passing of the chvecitd also be excellent
publicity for the charity—and raising funds for tBeelter Project had been
the entire evening's goal.

Her goal now was to prepare herself for the morskatwould turn and find
Matt behind her. The effort, however, was wasted.

The reporter appeared as predicted to obtain eecalmdut how delighted
Ashley was for the opportunity to actively partigip in the building of a
Shelter home. Ashley also told the woman that steiddeed, know the
gentleman who had put her up for bid. His nameMag Callaway, and he
was a friend of her brother Cord.

Looking as if that association alone was enougkxmain the man's clearly
unpredicted—and unprecedented— actions, the rapibrée directed her
photographer to get a shot of Ashley and her cotemiand went off in
search of Matt.

Matt, however, had disappeared.



She was one hundred thousand dollars short.

Ashley sat in her modest office with its art priatsthe walls, blinds tilted to

mask the less than impressive view of a rooftomftbe tenth floor of the

Kendrick Building, and frowned at the neat colunaf$igures on the sheet
in front of her. Every single item that had beenated for the auc-tion had
been purchased and paid for. Season tickets tpira, to the symphony, to
Washington Redskins games. An original oil paintiBgskets of gourmet
foods. Cooking lessons. Dinners at some of the'safegest restaurants.
Massages. A facial peel. Golf clubs. A spa memiyrsh

The list went on.
The totals added up.

Everything was accounted for. Everything other tham last item of the
evening, which one of her committee members hattemrion the recap
sheet a#\shley K.-$100,000!

Ashley would have smiled at the exclamation poed the bid come from
anyone but Matt. And had she not dreaded havimg tafter him to collect
it.

She reached for the coffee cooling by her neaitynatl in-box, stapler and
mouse pad of Monet's water lilies. She would seledter first. If that didn't
work, she would send her no-nonsense, very maagsistant Elisa Jenkins
to ask for it, since Elisa could sweet-talk her wiatp or out of just about
anything. She just didn't want to have to talk tm fmerself. She was too
embarrassed, too confused by what she had donesoamelwhere between
baffled and furious about what he had done in retBeing painfully honest
with herself, however, she had to admit she wasfane upset with herself
than she was with him.

She had spent years going out of her way to avaydsduation that could
embarrass herself or her family. For most of Her 8he had lived in fear of
proving that she would never be as refined as lethen, as capable as her



younger sister, or that she would make a mista&ewil wind up all over
the press the way it so often had with Cord. Like didest brother Gabe, a
senator now running for governor, she understoodng to her family and
its reputation, and had learned long ago to suppresry rebellious instinct
she'd ever had.

Or so she'd thought before last Tuesday night.

She set the blue mug with its bright sunflowerskbdown, rubbing her

forehead as if the motion could somehow erase #maary. It seemed to be
one of those annoying paradoxes that the more sopdried to forget

something, the more she thought about it. And thoplabout her behavior
with Matt piled guilt on top of regret and a whailest of other emotions she
knew she didn't deserve to escape. She'd neveasrihfé had a one-night
stand. Never even considered it.

Until Matt.

She'd always been afraid she was susceptible to$teid just had no idea
how susceptible she truly was. It seemed he'd péoached her and she'd
not only thrown caution to the wind, she'd flat-éargotten caution existed.
A movement across the room rudely interrupted bBEr #agellation.
Dropping her hand, she felt her heart jerk agdiestribs.

It seemed she wouldn't have to go after Matt afieHe filled her doorway,
a six-foot, two-inch wall of raw male tension cizéd by a beautifully
tailored navy-blue suit.

His steel-gray eyes skimmed from the neat twishef hair, down the
buttons of her tailored black jacket and moved bagko settle with an

invasive jolt of heat on her mouth.

The inhibitions he'd stripped away right along whiér clothes returned in
spades.



Taking a step into the functional but feminine rodm lifted his bold glance
to her eyes. "You didn't return my call.”

There was a reason for that. "I... didn't know watay."

"How about, 'l made it home fine.' Or, 'l had a gdione. Yes, I'd like to go
to dinner sometime. Maybe take in a play.™

He didn't understand. The woman he'd been withotieeit seemed he'd
wanted to see again, hadn't really been...hera8@lé She rose, glancing
past him, uneasy with fear that her assistant magtive any moment and
overhear. "Would you close the door."

"No need." His chiseled features seemed as tighhesleep tones of his
voice as he crossed the industrial-gray carpet. iibirhere about anything
but the auction, Ashley. 1 got your message loutc@ar." He stopped in
front of her desk, the overhead lights catchingtshiof silver in his
sun-bleached blond hair. "l just came to bring tfos."

Reaching inside his jacket, he removed a check itsrimner pocket and
held it out to her. "You don't need to work on fireject. I'll donate the
money, anyway."

She looked down at the bold writing on his persamack. He'd written it
out to the foundation in exactly the amount hetl But it was his hand that
held her attention. He clearly didn't run his besmfrom behind a desk. His
hands were a working man's. Broad, blunt fingeceghable. There were
calluses at the base of his fingers. She knew.dSb#' them when he'd
cupped her face, skimmed them down her naked back.

The thought brought other memories she'd despgtaiesd to erase. Taking
what he offered, she forced herself not to -snatchher haste to mentally
change the subject.

Her glance barely grazed his chin.



"| appreciate the donation,” she murmured, relietleat he seemed as
anxious as she did to forget what had happenedl TAappreciate that you
want to let me off the hook. But | do have to de tork.

"The story about you bidding for me was in the sycsection of yesterday's
paper,” she informed him, politely, because manmene the shield she
used to get through just about everythingntéertainment Tonightnd
People magazine have already picked it up, and a netwatled this
morning to send a crew to film my progress for awdonentary. The money
they offered to the foundation for the rights waillild a hundred houses. I'm
not in a position to back out now."

That had not been at all what Matt had been preparbear. He'd thought
he'd walk in, hand over the check, tell her he etg@nothing in return and
let it go at that. But then, he had to admit thathladn't been prepared for
anything that had happened with her lately.

He could feel the acid in his stomach churningiaglance moved from her
impeccable clothing to the painfully neat and orgea space surrounding
her. Not so much as a paper clip was out of platled cool blues and grays
of the surprisingly unassuming office. The printstbe walls—a Monet, a
Renoir, a Degas—were nicely framed but inexpendies. oak desk and
blue chair were very much like the one her absetriesary or assistant used
in the outer office. He'd been under the impresstmat Kendricks did
everything on a grand scale. The ones he assoaigifetow certainly did,

anyway.

The modern thirty-story building was populated rodby law and

accounting firms that rented space from Kendricknbgement Company.
The upper four floors belonged exclusively to Thendrick Group, Inc.
Located there was an enormous boardroom, her fathdgte of offices, an
office Cord saw maybe once a quarter, and theasffaf the sizable staff it
took to oversee a conglomerate involved in evenglitom computers and
commodities to wineries and world-class sports team

Everything upstairs spoke of wealth and power.



By comparison, the offices of the Kendrick Founaiativere downright
austere. What he saw here was pleasant enoughstadarene, he supposed,
but it spoke of an almost obsessive bent towardrord

The rigid control she seemed to surround herself piobably explained a
lot about her, he thought. But with her studiowslpiding his eyes, he was
far more interested in how her air of untouchal@inement could still
provoke defenses in him.

There had been a time when she had made him félehasvere nowhere
near good enough to deserve her attention, wasnthywenough for even a
few moments of her time, much less her interesé Why she would turn
away when she saw him coming, or hurry past witlspataking had only
added to the quiet rage of inequity that had sineeh@rside him for so long
he hadn't even known it was there.

He could have sworn he had grown beyond the bamngeér and resentments
of his youth. After the other night with her, hthdught she'd grown up, too,
or at least grown beyond the snobbish, pamperextgss stage that had
made it nearly impossible for her to go anywherar igm.

It seemed little about her had changed, thoughatggly, her mood and a
half a bottle of one of California's better vintagead only masked her
feelings about him. She hadn't even had the deden®turn his call when
he'd phoned to make sure she'd made it home htl rig

She was clearly back to avoiding him again. Whi@s fine with him. The
less he had to do with her himself, the better hadfwould be. It felt
demoralizing enough to think that she'd had to Igeget drunk to let him
touch her. It only added insult to injury that loeiltin't get the feel of her out
of his mind.

He was working on it, though. He just wished herftatbtally forgotten
about the media attention she would attract.

Jamming his hands into his slacks' pockets to Kemp jamming them
through his hair, he mentally kicked himself foratie'd done. Watching
her the other night, seeing her so cool and polsethad simply wanted her



to acknowledge that he existed. He had no ideawloyvthat had mattered.
He wasn't feeling particularly proud, of his acspeither.

Picturing her on a construction site was impossible

"l suppose you don't have a lot of choice now,cbaceded, figuring he
should probably be grateful all that polished paises there. Considering
what he'd gotten her into, it probably kept hemfrgoing for his throat. *
'When do you plan to go?"

"I haven't planned anything yet."

"There are a couple of projects scheduled heredhri®ond for the first of
September. Those will be the easiest in termsafipnity."

She shook her head, strands of champagne gleamioggashades of pale
wheat. "September is when our scholarship recipistart school.” There
would be child care to help the ladies arrange eReqrk with the various
colleges to complete. Part-time jobs to find. "iistoo busy a time for me
to be gone then. The only time I'm free is the fsAugust.”

"The only projects then are in Florida. August imigerable month there."
"It's the only time | can go."”

"Go earlier. Get someone to cover for you." Hiscedightened as he looked
up from her smooth, perfectly manicured hands. lds tkying to help her
out here. He was trying to help both of them, dbtudYou really don't
want to go to Gray Lake, Florida, that time of year

"l don't want to ask anyone to cover for me." Heliaghte brow pinched.
"And how do you know so much about Shelter's scleédu

He knew the schedule because he'd helped drawthitaig donated a project
supervisor and manpower to each Shelter projech filoe construction
company he'd started ten years ago. He didn'ttcaegplain that, though.
He especially didn't care to explain how he'd bexanvolved with the



charity in the first place. Not to her. "The schiedwas in the publicity
material.”

"In the newspapers?"
"At the dinner. It was on the tables.”
"Why were you even there?"

It seemed she couldn't imagine any reason for hesgmce at such an
event—except, possibly, to make her life miserable.

His defenses already up, Matt ignored the anxietyer tone. All he heard
was the phrasing that seemed to suggest he hadloriged in the socially
and politically prominent circle she ran with.

Two seconds ago, he'd struggled with guilt and & &mount of

self-reproach for letting her get the better of hidow, any guilt he felt
about what his actions had committed her to disaguklike water drops on
a hot griddle. Any desire for further discussiomgorated right along with
it. Although he might have pointed out that shertftaseemed to mind his
lack of pedigree the other night had his basic eafisdecency—and his
friend—not stopped him.

"Hey, there you are. Dad's secretary said I'd yioud here.*

Ashley's glance jerked to her brother Cord as tygpstd in the doorway. She
couldn't remember the last time she'd seen himtia.&dis nod to family
convention today had been to throw a sports jackebver his collarless
shirt and slacks. It didn't matter that the blakktsvas imported silk, the
slack's cashmere and the jacket a beautiful halotdd Italian cut that were
hardly the uniform of a rebel. She suspected hesesf to wear a tie simply
because their father and their older brother did.

His rakish smile died as his glance bounced fromtti¢he side of Matt's
head. "What's going on?"



A muscle in Matt's jaw bunched as he pulled hisdsdrnom his pockets. "I
needed to hand over a check. | thought I'd dofareeour meeting.”

"Dad's on his way to the conference room now. lig&eourselves up there,
we can be out of here in an hour.

"Hey, Sis," he said to her, oblivious to the strammaking through the room.
“I'm sorry | missed you with those papers. Ednd pmnered me with
them."

Edna was their dad's personal secretary, had lweemetirly thirty years.
Knowing the amazingly efficient, no- nonsense woraarshe did, Ashley
could almost picture the sixty-something matroningkCord by the ear,
sitting him down in his office and insisting that tvasn't leaving until the
document was read and signed.

As much as Ashley had hated being pulled off hemn @b to chase down
her brother, she'd hated even more that she Haekert able to accomplish
what her father had sent her to do.

It had been a day of system failures all the wayiad.

"Come on, Callaway." Cord's voice cut through ttrais. "As soon as we
get through this proposal, I'm heading home. Shieagl a friend in town.
Want to go for a sail?"

It sounded as if the two of them had put togethmattzer project for the
real-estate development arm of the Kendrick congsmanDespite his
penchant for play, Cord had proven himself a bitajenius at spotting
potential business properties and buying them f@goag—which was
undoubtedly why their father hadn't disinheritednhover some of the
messes he'd gotten himself into. Flings with madelsale rock stars and
incidents with race cars and gambling establisheeaised their socially
and politically conservative father's blood presseinough. But a paternity
suit last year had nearly put him over the edge.

"I'll pass,” she heard Matt mutter. "I need to lggtk to Atlanta.”



"You just came from Atlanta."”

"That's because I've got another project goingether

"You need a break," Cord grumbled.

"Call it my own form of risk management. Work keeps out of trouble.”

Standing the same impressive height as Matt ankl g blue eyes and
sun-streaked hair. Cord could have more easilygpbfss the brother of the
big man radiating tension beside him than the enadtually had. Gabe was
dark like their father. So was their little sistéess. Ashley and Cord had
both inherited their mother's fair coloring.

Any other similarities between her and her nextestdsibling, however,
ended there. As much as Cord tended to distanceelfifrom family, other
than for business, she felt she barely knew hiallaThere were only three
years separating them, but with their differencenterests and attitude,
those years could be measured at the speed affigith the time he'd been
a teenager, it seemed he'd gone out of his wasketklihe rules.

Matt's influence back then hadn't helped at all.

If she remembered correctly, it had been Matt wisbidwn him how to
hot-wire a car.

"You're turning into a bad example,"” Cord inforntad friend. "If | hang
around with you much longer, | might almost turspectable myself. Are
you through here?"

She could practically feel Matt's finely honed ienswhen he glanced
toward her.

"Your sister and | have nothing else to discuss,s&id, speaking to Cord,
looking at her.

"Then, let's get out of here." Cord slapped hinthenback. Without another
word to her, they both turned to the door.



"What was the check for?"
"That auction."

"Oh, yeah," she heard her brother muse. "I catig\®you got her to agree
to that. Are you really going to let her do it?"

Matt was already out the door. Cord was right behin

She had no idea why her brother thought Matt hgdsag in whether or not
she worked on a house. They gave her no clue,reltiigh their voices
fading with their footsteps, she couldn't hear haothing they said.

She could, however, still feel the tension Matt ledtlin his wake. It rubbed
her nerves like sandpaper, making it impossibktay still.

Crossing her office, she closed the door beforgakdould arrive and walk in
as she always did, eager to share whatever it eigsracious six-month-old
daughter had accomplished the night before andchaunto her usual

lecture about what Ashley really needed was a mdlaad babies. She
would adore having a family of her own. Now justswa the time to think

about how useful it would be to first meet the tighy.

With her hand still on the knob, she rested heetiead against the smooth
wood. All she could think about now was what haggdened with the
wrong one.

It seemed that the Fates weren't satisfied witinggher stew in her own
disappointment in herself. To make up for her lapgedgement with Matt,
she must now suffer a situation she truly did nabito be in.

She knew nothing about building a building. Heemests were in her family
and in her charities, in the scholarship programsingle moms and in the
impoverished women and children she tried to helgditding out where
their needs were and raising funds to meet thenr. thlents lay in
organization and an eye for detail. That was whyrhether had entrusted
her with the Shelter Project fundraiser. But justduse she could raise the



money to buy bricks or boards, didn't mean she khew to put them
together.

Worse than that, the press would be around whetieewanted them there
or not.

She lifted her head, slowly turned back to the pam® her desk. Only
months ago, the press had had a field day with Galfere he'd married
their head housekeeper's daughter. Cord's namé lsadwn up in at least
six weeks, so he was due to fall off the good-ba&ravagon any day now.
Their little sister, Tess, had settled into donwastiwith her husband of
barely a year in Boston and rumors were rumblirag tier marriage was
already in trouble. Tess staunchly denied it. Bet dmile had seemed
awfully strained to Ashley when they'd met a fewek&ago for lunch.

Staying out of the limelight seemed impossibleXshley, too. Just trying to

avoid it had caused her problems enough. Shett lyrieg low a few years

ago and speculation had ranged from her bein@ ilidr being a recluse.
She'd had no problem overlooking the tabloid'sntaithat she'd been
abducted by aliens, but her mother had finally mlagieface the fact that
their family would never have the privacy others .hadnless she wanted to
live her life in total seclusion, her only defenseuld be to hold her head
high and give the world as little as possible itiaze.

She would do her best to do just that. But shedrduhelp feeling a disaster
coming on with the building thing. It seemed to tieat the only positive in

the situation was that what she would do woulddreafvery good cause.
That, and now that she had his check, there wasaginable reason for her
to have to deal with Matt again.

Or so she thought until she came across his naroengeks later in a
volunteer packet Shelter's home office had maikyd The sponsor material
she had seen for the fundraiser hadn't listed ®alfaConstruction among
its benefactors. She was almost certain of it. igyhit on the back of the
single-page brochure that listed the basics foh eatunteer, listed under



project management was Callaway Construction, Mattld. Callaway,
President.

The connection certainly explained his presencehat auction. It did
nothing, however, to ease the trepidation sheateut what she had to do.

Preferring to be optimistic, she told herself thegdieting little discovery
had no effect one way or the other on her. Her tattmer had his name on
dozens of companies. Some of which he rarely s#tifo He made the
decisions, but other people did the actual workeWshe arrived in Florida,
Matt would be off building major real-estate deystents in Newport
News, Atlanta or somewhere equally distant.

That logic stayed with her until the second weekAoigust when she

stepped off a chartered plane at the landing stripide the little backwater
town of Gray Lake, Florida. She'd barely glancemtlgh the heat waves
rising from the tarmac when she saw him standingsacrossed, beside a
big, bull-nosed silver pickup truck.

Converging ahead of him were three reporters acaireera crew.



Chapter Three

Ms . Kendrick. Paula Littleton. WFAZ out of Saraas06tA tall brunette in a
pale blue blouse and navy skirt stuck out her hemdshley reached the
bottom rung of the commuter plane's short flightetfactable steps. The
woman had amazingly white teeth and a grip thatdcowal any man's.
"Will you be staying with the rest of the crew whitou're working here?"

Ashley made herself smile as she glanced at tha-fé@ped microphone
the woman thrust in front of her face. "l imagingnh. I'm not being treated
differently from any of the other volunteers."

Pulling her hand from the Amazon's grip, she tnetto glance toward the
man watching her from fifty feet away and poppedthg handle on her
black travel bag. Her smaller bag hung from heugter.

"What is it exactly that you'll be doing?" the ref@o asked as Ashley started
forward with her luggage.

"l don't know yet. | understand that I'll get mys@mment at the site.”
"Are you really going to work on this project untls completed?"
Ashley kept her smile in place. "That's my intentio

"Miss Kendrick." Another microphone appeared besidefirst, this one in
the hand of an attractive gentleman with thick dadir wearing an
open-collared dress shirt. He apparently used dmeestoothpaste as his
female counterpart.

"Tony Shultz.Sun Daily News,he said, not bothering with a handshake. "It
seems Senator Kendrick's constituents have welcdnsedew wife with
open arms. They're calling her marriage to himariph for the working
girl. How do you feel about having one of your sems as an in-law?"

"I'm perfectly fine with it," she replied, decidifg wasn't so attractive after
all. He was after dirt.



"But doesn't her background as your parents' gardand the daughter of
their housekeeper make it awkward for some of you?"

"Addie Lowe Kendrick is family," she replied, pdly. "And | don't discuss
my family with the press." She flashed him a sniilel. be happy to talk to
you about the Shelter Project, though."

Slanting her male counterpart a look that cleaaig $ie should have known
better than to ask a Kendrick about a Kendrick,thanette edged herself
closer—only to be aced out by another reporteridden by Tony.

"Susie OrtegaEvening EntertainmentMiss Kendrick," came the voice
attached to a white sleeve and a microphone, hoyoddeel about Jason
Roberts's engagement to Sarah Bradford-Hill?"

"They're engaged? I'd heard he was seeing somiegiedidn't know they'd
made it official.” Her smile turned pleased. "I'mlighted for them both."

Jason was Ashley's ex-almost-fiance, a charmingjiabt, socially
prominent attorney whose rising success had uldlpahade her realize
how totally ill suited they were for each other.egdvhe two years they'd
been together, the more well-known he had beconeemiore he'd craved
the publicity and attention she had always sought/oid. With him, parties
and a constant stream of strangers would have degjor part of her life.
She might have forced herself to cope with sudfestyle had he been able
to understand her need for occasional downtime.Hgubhadn't, and they
both eventually admitted that they simply werepinly fair to each other.

They had broken up over a year ago, quite amicabiypdeh to the
disappointment of the tabloids.

"Are you still seeing Eric Parks?" asked thatertainmenteporter.

Eric? "I've only been out with him once." And thHad been over three
months ago, if she remembered correctly. She'dtlmeyoung senator at a
political dinner with her brother Gabe, and beetallp impressed by his

seemingly selfless interest in his causes. Oneg diithe'd been interested in
was himself and getting her influence with her beot



"Will you see him again?"

Not in this lifetime, she thought. "I'm sure Ilirinto him somewhere." And
others just like him, which was pretty much why kecial life was limited
to a few highly trusted friends.

Paula closed the gap. Ahead of them two camerammsh three

photographers walked backward, cameras rolling.y'tiike Shelter Project,
Miss Kendrick?" she asked, edging out little Swsie blocking the male
reporter as Ashley continued across the aproneofihway. Heat radiated
up from the black tarmac, adding twenty degreethé¢oalready sultry air.
Matt had been right. It was hot there in Auguste hlamidity was also thick
enough to cut with a stick. ' 'There are a hundidé@rent charities you
could lend your name to," the woman continued. "Whsg one?"

"Because of what it does." She did her level besivbid the pull of Matt's
eyes. He was still watching her. She could feasishe tried to focus on the
guestion and the woman who'd posed it. When a mpihooe was in a
person's face, she'd always found it wise to add@ttactions.

"It's actually one of my mother's favorite causes)& explained, terribly
distracted anyway. "I've become interested thrdugyh Shelter's goal is to
put decent roofs over the heads of the working @oat their families. A
large percentage of that group is single women wépendent children.
That's where my passion lies."

"With disadvantaged women and children?"

"Absolutely," she said, and would have mentioned pavileged she felt to
work with them had Matt and a dozen questions ab@ifpresence not
eroded her focus anyway.

A fourth reporter and camera crew of two hung bae#r a van parked six
sedans and a couple of SUVs away from Matt's trattkof which were

lined up on the other side of the chain-link fetita separated the parking
lot and tiny one-room terminal from the single r@ywThe man in charge of
the crew appeared to be the short, baby-facecbalhergy in a backward



baseball cap who bustled through the eight-footigdipe fence and headed
straight for her.

Refusing to let anyone ahead of him, Tony-the-Eastljockeyed back into
place. In the heat, his aftershave was almost ovexpng.

"The Shelter Project is a nonprofit organizatidre'began. "Are you or your
mother on its board?"

"No," she replied, not at all certain where the g@ag going with that query.
"Are you friends with anyone on the board?"

"I've met the board members," she admitted, cogcher words carefully.

"They were all at the fund-raiser in Richmond lasinth. | would say I'm

acquainted with them."

"What about your brother?"

"My brother?"

"Senator Kendrick."

He was fishing. For what she had no idea.

"My brother has more friends than | can count. I8e &as a staff that is far
better prepared than | to answer questions aboot bin here to build a
house."

Taking advantage of his momentary silence, Paytgped back in.

"When do you actually start work on the project?"

"Today. | was told to arrive ready for work."

The short guy stuck out his hand.



"Ron Conway. Network special projects,” he saidhat terse way media
people had of identifying themselves. "I'm diregtthe documentary. The
guy in the red cap over there is Andy," he saidlidiog to a young man who
barely looked old enough to shave. "He's audio. Jinewith the ponytail
behind the camera is Steve. Just go about younéssiand pretend we're
not here. We can pick up most conversations froemtyfeet away, so don't
worry about us missing anything. We'll be with ybe whole way."

She couldn't begin to tell him how thrilled she wasear that.

"I'm pleased to meet you, Mr. Conway. Just let mevk what you need me
to do."

"Nothing other than what you're supposed to dor&\fet staging anything.
Just ignore the camera.”

"Ours, too." Paula gave a "cut" signal to one @& tAmeramen in front of
them. "We want some footage at the site."

Microphones were turned off and cameras swung @saveryone headed
for the open gate. But not by a single nerve diblé&grelax. Six cars down,
she saw Matt straighten his long, muscular frarmenfivhere he'd leaned
against his vehicle's front fender.

The uneasy thought that he was apparently her aahepeted with the
voices behind her. The WFAZ cameraman complainedtaiiow hot it was
going to get. Someone else wanted to stop for doiks.

"Hey, Tony." Ashley heard the tall female repodemand as she watched
Matt emerge from the rows of cars, "what were ydterawith those
guestions?"

"A story,” came the terse reply. "I want somethwith some meat to it. |
can't think of anything more boring than coveriogne pampered celebrity
whose trauma of the day will be ruining her marectur

"She's a Kendrick. Ratings will be up ten pointsamy station that has
anything on her."



With their voices low and walking several yards ibdhher, Ashley didn't

think they knew she could hear them. Not that ittevad. She knew it

wasn't really her people were interested in. It We@smystique created by
her mother's royal blood, her father's carpetbaggeestors and his own
family's wealth. Few people truly knew her at slhat they knew was an
image, the one she felt honor bound to maintairerd@tmost definitely

wasn't anyone on the planet who knew her the waty 4d. Not even the

man she'd once considered marrying had known ofiéep-seated craving
for freedom, or so completely destroyed her nomesgrve.

The fact that she had let her guard down so coelglatith him now pulled
that guard firmly into place. She had never blantedwine for what had
happened that night. She'd never even consider&hat knew she had let
the barriers fall because he'd made it easy tdécause something about
him had made her not care about propriety or obtigao a family image.
She was afraid of what he now knew about her, of dasily she'd allowed
herself to be seduced. Afraid of what he thoughtefbecause of it. And
seeing him again was truly the last thing on esinénwanted to do.

The knot in her stomach felt the size of a Flondange when he stopped in
front of her.

A white T-shirt stretched over his broad shouldensl chest. Well-worn
jeans hugged his powerful thighs. Beneath the wowidb hair falling over
his forehead, black sunglasses hid his eyes. Shld see nothing but her
own reflection in those concealing lenses, buthdd practically feel his
glance work its way from the collar of her casuakgpolo shirt and over her
designer jeans to her new boots before he reaclercaad took her bags.

"I hope you brought cooler clothes," he said, loige® flat as he headed back
to his truck. Reaching it, he lifted her luggagmithe pickup's bed. "We've
been hitting the nineties every day. The humidityp there, too."

"My clothes are fine," she assured him, far moreoanmfortable with him
than the sticky heat. "l like warm weather."

With her bags stowed, he walked past her to opepdksenger door. "Then,
you're going to love it here."



The documentary crew's camera had them in themtssid\ware that they
were being filmed, she should have felt relievedptd some distance
between the lens and the reporters. Instead, shenéee as if she were
stepping from the mouth of the lion into its threditen she climbed into the
truck and Matt closed the door with a solid thud.

She barely had a chance to blow out an uneasyhbbe&bre he climbed in
on the other side.

Not knowing what to make of his impersonal attitutidling herself she

should probably just be grateful for it, she shifteer glance toward the
floorboard. His feet looked huge in his heavy wbdots. The bottom of his
jeans were frayed, the fabric so worn in spotsithvaas nearly white. A few

more washings, or one deep knee bend, and théhtileyabove his knee
would become a split.

It didn't look to her as if he were dressed siniplplay chauffeur.

"Why didn't you tell me you were involved with StezP"

"It didn't seem important.”

Keys rattled as he stuck one into the ignition.

"It seems important now," she quietly replied.

The engine rumbled to life, hot air blasting frame @ir- conditioning vents.
"All that matters right now is that we both havph to do, Ashley. You're

here to work and so am I. Let's just let it gohait '

Looking as resigned as he sounded, he put the imtwkjear to back out of
the space. Behind him was the white van. Its dnvas clearly waiting for

him to go first.

Seeing the vehicle in the rearview mirror, Mattidatk a sigh. Ahead, a blue
WFAZ TV van sat waiting for him to go so it coulolibw them, too.

He had no one but himself to blame for the fact thay all were there.



Beside him, Ashley finished buckling her seat lzeltl folded her hands
almost primly in her lap. Her pale pink nails weaserfectly polished,

perfectly shaped. Her shining hair was swept snipdblack from her

delicate features and caught at her nape with a gadd clip. Her flawless
skin looked as smooth as satin, her lips lush aodtn

He knew exactly how soft those lips were, and hoowsing her hands could
be. It was the way she smelled that got him, thottgr light, fresh scent
had been instantly familiar, its effects on his@uiscious immediate, and
definitely unwanted.

"I saw in the volunteer brochure that your comparanages these projects,"
she said, her voice dripping with caution. "l jutin't think you would
actually be working here yourself." Especially knogvl would be here, she
could have added, but didn't.

"l wasn't until yesterday." He'd felt frustratedeevbefore she'd arrived. He
felt even more so having to deal with the effe¢tises scent on the primitive
part of his brain that clearly recalled the pleadue'd experienced with her.
"l donate a foreman and a couple of craftsmen ¢b @b to work with the
volunteers," he explained, forcing himself not towl the words. "But | had
to relieve the foreman on this job."

"I hope he wasn'till."

Her quick, almost instinctive concern pleated loiefiead. "He's fine. I'm
just taking over because you're here." And becafisay big mouth, he

thought, pulling ahead to get their little showtbe road. "I couldn't ask one
of my foremen to deal with you."

Her calm was as impressive as the regal arch oéyelorow. "Deal with
me?"

"And your entourage."” He checked his side-view amitvefore he turned
onto the road leading from the little municipalpart. Sure enough, the
news van had pulled out right behind the one with documentary crew.
Right behind that was a tan sedan that belongeddmf the reporters.



It seemed she didn't have to look to know they veaiding a parade.

"You knew the press would be here," she quietlyineled him. "You knew
about the documentary people, anyway. | have ktiarol over the rest.”

For a moment, he said nothing. Of course, he'd knaivout them. That was
why he'd taken over himself rather than dumpingrésponsibility for this

particular project on one of his men. It could stmes be difficult enough

working with untrained workers, as good-hearted aedl- intentioned as

they were, without having the distractions of abeity in their midst.

He had told himself before she'd stepped off tlelthat he would do
exactly as he had already asked everyone else sitéto do and treat her as
they would anyone else. He would overlook the fawat she had
undoubtedly never done a hard day's work in her jifst as he intended to
ignore the events that had brought them both togo@here neither wanted
to be. If he'd learned anything in thirty-one yedrsvas that there wasn't a
thing he could do about the past, but he could aareell see that it didn't
repeat itself.

When it came to everything but business, he livaely in the present.
Presently, sticking to business was all he caratbto

"Then, we'll concentrate on what you can controg'finally said. "I didn't
send anyone else to get you because | wanted te suak you understand
that | can't cut you much slack."

"I'm not asking for any."

"l didn't say you were," he defended, patientlyut'Binless you've been
moonlighting in maintenance at your country cluly, et is that you don't
have any skills that are going to be immediatelgfuison a construction
site." He frowned toward her hands. "Have you ewssad a hammer? For
something other than a doorstop, | mean."

From the faint pinch of her mouth, he doubted skekl even held one. It
was entirely possible, he supposed, that she'd eee® seen one up close.



"How about a tape measure? A level?

"My point,” he continued, making himself behave whe&hat he really
wanted to do was remind her that he knew exactly pootected and
indulged she'd been, "is that every volunteer hasbeé capable of
accomplishing her job. If you're going to be hgwy have to work just like
the other volunteers. Getting the house up is ost friority. We're on a
schedule and we have to keep to it.

"I'll show you how to do something that doesn'iiegja lot of instruction. If
you don't understand what you're doing, ask fop.hel

"Is this the orientation speech the brochure preai?s

He wondered how long all that cool composure wdasil once she was on
the job. "l suppose it is," he conceded. "Everyelse got theirs when they
started a few weeks ago."

"l thought | was supposed to do this start to hriis

"Like | said, there's a schedule. We couldn't watil you were ready before
we started. If the weather holds, we should besliad in another three
weeks."

She opened her mouth, judiciously closed it agad glanced out the
passenger window. He had a feeling she wasn't aigeckit the view. As
intent as she seemed on maintaining that annoyingffled poise, she was
probably biting her tongue.

He'd actually liked her better when she didn't Hmddk, when she said what
was on her mind. But, then, she apparently hacetmla rebellious mood
and half-inebriated to do that with him.

He forced his tone to stay even. ' 'Do you havecmstions?"
She looked as if she had a ton of them. She atdetbas if she didn't know

if she should pose them to him, or save them faeadlier face. He wasn't
fooled by her quiet manners, or the composure slaligently maintained.



From the rigid way she sat, he figured she waadartable with him as
she would have been with a water snake.

"We have to work together,” he pointed out flatiyou might as well ask."
The edge in his tone drew her faint frown. "Onlyalu'll answer."

"Of course, | will."

"Then, how did you get involved with this?"

That wasn't at all the sort of question he had indnTalking to her about
his turbulent youth definitely was not on his ageonéthings to discuss with
her. Especially when that youth was what had setda clearly apart from
her and her breed.

"A friend told me about it," he replied, knowing i@&s being deliberately
vague, not caring as he pulled his glance fronmimuth. The nerves low in
his gut tightened. So did his voice. "You shouldvear perfume here."

From the corner of his eye, he saw her blink at HExcuse me?"

"You shouldn't wear perfume,” he repeated, hertssgih taunting him.
"Scents can attract bugs."

"I'm not wearing perfume.”

Puzzled, she watched his jaw lock. Preferring ¢mlget this ride over with,
she also changed the subject.

"How far is it to the job site?"
"About half an hour. We'll drop off your bag at tmetel first.”
They were heading east, away from the commercialdpment she had

seen from the air along the coastline. The few knm&hgle-story
manufacturing facilities they'd passed had alregidgn way to little more



than a flat landscape, lush with low vegetation aochsionally punctuated
by majestic umbrella-like palm trees.

Matt reached over and turned on the radio. "l wauttch the weather," he
muttered over the blast of the air conditioner.

What they got was the news. Specifically a tratfigort for Sarasota, ninety
miles northwest and an ad to be sure to visit ty@€ss Slough preserve out
of Fort Myers where visitors could take a mile-longardwalk and see

wetland inhabitants such as wading birds, turttesalligators.

The thought of seeing an alligator gave her defipsuse. She hadn't even
considered the local wildlife when she'd thoughtef trip here. But the
noise from the radio prevented silence from becgnawkward, and she
was pretty sure that was all Matt was really irgézd in, anyway.

The Cypress Motor Inn sat right off the two-langhway on the outskirts of
Gray Lake. It was flanked by a doughnut shop on side, a field of
vegetation on the other and had the nearby amerofi@ two-pump gas
station and a convenienatore a couple of city blocks down. A pool, crysta
blue and sparkling, occupied the middle of the gdsu Patches of green
lawn hugged it on three sides, punctuated herdtaard by the same sort of
tall palm that surrounded the entire building. @ed white seashells filled
in the other side and served as a parking lot.

The motel itself definitely needed a coat of paifihe tan cinder block
building wrapped itself around the pool in a deepAlldoors faced center.
And all doors were paired with a large window wahslightly rusted
air-conditioning unit protruding from beneath it.

The Shelter office had given her the name of theéehmas the one being
closest to the site. Since every volunteer madeWwerreservation and paid
her own expenses, Ashley had already been prepares®mething a tad
less luxurious than she was accustomed to. A pegsbwhat she paid for,
and what she'd paid for was costing her $59.9§lst nthe'd upgraded to get
a room with a kitchenette.



Matt caught her looking with some trepidation dowe long, empty
breezeway. The Vacancy sign in the office windowokkd permanent.

"There's no place to lock up your bag at the sitdll leave it in the office,"
Matt explained, as he pulled to a stop by a rowiok plastic flamingos.
"You can check in when we call it quits for the day

"That's fine," she said, thinking it best to beesgble.
"Did you bring a hat?"

The suggested clothing list she'd been sent hablyhiggcommended
sun-protective clothing, along with the un- faslably sturdy practical
boots she wore. Since a purse would only be intth the list had also
suggested that ladies either carry what they negdtietir pockets or use a
very small waist pack. The little black pack on sleat beside her had been a
good-luck present from her assistant. Elise h#etffit with headache tablets
and sunblock.

"l have a baseball cap.”

Since it was in one of her travels bags, she clan# after him and was
promptly greeted by the rumble of the three vekiglalling in behind them.
A sound boom was thrust through the window of thé&ewan even as Matt
lowered the truck gate and set the bag she indicatet.

The door on the side of the van rolled back toagétree kid with the ponytail
hoisting his camera onto his shoulder.

"Roll," she heard someone call.
"Are you going to open this?"

Matt's question had her glance jerking to his ¢han to her bag a moment
before she quickly unzipped it.

If Ashley knew how to do anything well, it was pa&@he could get more
into a suitcase that stowed under an airline $eat imost people could get



into a Pullman. Her technique was to roll. EvenmythiEverything that could
be bent, anyway.

Neat little sausages of lace, mostly pale beige]l-gink and ice-blue,
nestled in a long neat row next to rows of lightta@os, silks and white
socks.

Reaching under her blow-dryer and makeup bag, ahedpout the white

cap she'd rolled by tucking its bill into its baskap, grabbed the pair of
work gloves her assistant had bought for her and gte lid before the

camera could get a good shot of her underwear.

With the bag zipped back up, she calmly met thi rieMatt's chin.

"Thank you," she said, and headed back to herdfidbe vehicle with a
smile and a wave for the camera.

The day would never come when she would relax atdbe press. Yet,
caught between a lens and the man whose tensi@taadoward her like
heat waves, at the moment, the latter definiteqyrsed friendlier.

"Got it!" the guy who'd introduced himself as Roalled and gave her a
thumbs-up before he motioned his cameraman to ghbtaof the motel's
neon sign, missinyl and all. Fifteen seconds later, he signaled hiruto

and close the door.

Matt was back from the office in less than a minute

Less than five minutes after that, he led theelitthravan through the sleepy
little town of Gray Lake, with its dubious claim bking the fishing and
crane capitol of Lee County, and down a residerstidet of small neat
houses that ended with a few vacant lots, a doadeed cars and two more
TV vans.

Ashley could hear the high-pitched scream of a saen before Matt
silenced the blast of the air conditioner and thasible talking head on the
radio. The rhythmic pounding of hammers becameldeidin instant later.



Except for several large royal palms, the lot atfdr end of the street had
been cleared back to a stand of what looked likntgpineapples and
primordial plants with leaves the size of turkegtters.

"Hang on a minute," Matt told her and was out laerdbefore she could say
a word.

They'd parked behind a battered green pickup ttinak held construction
supplies. Right behind Matt's truck came theitdittaravan. Her attention
remained on Matt, though, as she watched him walaid the skeletal,
roofless frame rising from a cement slab.

Approaching the burly man at the saw, he madecanglmotion across his
throat. A moment later, the saw went silent aneéss\of the dozen workers
scattered over the lot turned toward him.

She had no idea what he was saying. Two womenusadgnverged on the
truck, a blond cheerleader type in a tan oxfordt simd khaki skirt and an
older, more seasoned- looking redhead who had tdmaedvild curls by

cutting them as short as possible without sheahieself bald. Ashley
would have known who, or what, they were even dytihadn't clutched
microphones and had their cameramen on theirAsaithey simultaneously
whipped off their sunglasses, she caught the datechgleam in their eyes.

Feeling like prey, making herself overlook it, $heng her own sunglasses
from the neck of her shirt, unclipped her hairse sould pull it through the
back of her cap and pulled the cap on. Seeing iMaitling for her again, she
opened her door before she could let dread slowddwn.

"Miss Kendrick," the blonde said as Ashley's feittlhhe ground, "Tahlia
Bernstein, WRTX, Naples. We've been talking witk theople you'll be
working with. What do you plan to do now that yeurere?"

"Meet them," Ashley replied, her smile engagingntAfind out what I'm
supposed to do."

"Miss Kendrick," the other woman began, only to betself off when a
sound boom slid in front of her face.



"Sorry about that, ma'am," the angular young maherblue ball cap called.
His drawl sounded pure southern Texas. "I'm jysb¢yto get it past y'all.”

Matt stopped behind them, a full head taller thanyiouthful-looking Andy,
and totally dwarfing the women. One dark brown egebarched toward
her.

"May | see you for a minute?"

"Excuse me," she murmured to the microphones dpdesl past the boy
with the boom to get past the blockade of onlooKersning near the
reporters.

She hadn't noticed the locals before. They'd apgigreeen sitting in the
shade of the palms and cypress on the vacantdmbye@nd emerged when
they'd recognized her in the truck.

Ashley smiled at a middle-aged woman in a stravahdthot pink muumuu,
but most of her focus was on the group of Shel&nteers gathering in the
shade of the newly erected block walls. By noon shade would be gone.

Looking as if he figured he might as well get inlnotions over with, Matt

started to take her arm, seemed to think betteyuahing her and motioned
her toward the tattooed bruiser by a wicked-lookpogver saw. The burly

carpenter pulled his safety goggles farther up isrrdd bandana-covered
head and gave her a nod.

"That's Dale," Matt told her, seeming oblivioughe fact that the man was
missing a front tooth. "The guy by the block palletver there is Ed. He's our
lead carpenter,” he continued, indicating the wezkald guy wiping sweat
from his forehead with his forearm. "They're frorall@way Construction.
I'll let our volunteers introduce themselves."

The ten men and women in old work clothes gaveshates that ranged
from curious to nervous to merely polite. Wantiregwmuch to be part of
their team, and knowing first impressions wereildyrnmportant, she took
the initiative and held her hand out to a forty-stimmng woman in a Shelter
Project T-shirt and a slouch hat.



"Hi. I'm Ashley," she said, as if everyone therérdi already know that, and
more conscious of Matt than anyone else, procetdewrk her way down
the line.

Behind her cameras rolled, making some of the wekns look nervously in
their direction. A couple of others grinned and e@&vA boy of about
seventeen, his skin almost as red as his haigcc&¥o, Mom!" and gave his
potential viewing audience a V for victory sign.

"Okay, everybody. That's it," Matt called, mercijututting off the last
woman in line, who had just asked Ashley to autplyrber lunch sack.
Despite the edge Ashley sensed in him, friendiyenitty marked his tone.
"Let's get back to it before the heat hits. Okay?

"Gene," he called to the retired engineer who loédihier this was his sixth
Shelter project, "do you need any help mixing m@ta

"We've got it covered. One more batch and we'reutlin with the exterior
walls."

"How about you, Ed? Can you use her for framing?"

The craggy-faced lead carpenter squinted in hectian. "Can you use a
nail gun?" Ashley opened her mouth.

It was Matt who answered. "You can show her howe' ¢hve a shrug.
"Sure." He waved her toward him. "Come on. I'll geti a work apron and
get you started." A nail...gun?

Ashley turned to Matt, but he was already walkimgap. "Hey, Miss
Kendrick," she heard Ed call. "Let's get going, Pilh



Chapter Four

Ashley couldn't help the relief she felt when skalized Matt had just
handed her off to someone else. She couldn't helpdtice that he hadn't
wasted any time doing it, either.

Resigned to do what she must, determined to dbekejob she could, she
turned to Ed Wyckowski. The gravel- voiced carpetek a long look at
her, pulled the toothpick from his mouth, told bemput on her gloves and
led her to a stack of wood piled inside the opeltswa

"So you're here 'cause the boss bid on you, huh?"

"He told you about that?" she asked, not quite surat to make of the
twinkle in his pale blue eyes. He was amused. Gétecpuldn't tell if it was
with Matt, her or the situation.

"Wife did. She eats up all that entertainment asmety stuff. She can tell
you who's married to who, who broke up, who gotgtawoing what. She
reads thatPeoplemagazine and thslational Enquirer.Me, | don't read
much but the sports section adidtor Trend.

"We're going to be framing in this wall," he conted, pretty much
establishing that he was through socializing fownd/Ne're taking those
two-by-fours over there and nailing 'em to the glalee soon as we get the
plate attached.”

Stuffing his toothpick into his shirt pocket, heetbthe long strip of wood
lying where gray block wall met cement foundation.

"You know anything about construction?"

"l can spell it," she offered gamely, looking arduhe totally unfamiliar
spaces. White plastic pipes stuck up in three s¢pgslaces from the
foundation. Sawdust covered the ground under twialrsewhorses and had
scattered to reach just about everywhere else.ai df it led out the
openings for the front and back doors. Lumber sateat piles inside and
out.



"Well, you're going to be a lot more familiar witlthan that by the time you
finish. What we're going to do is frame out thelw/alith studs so down the
line we've got something to nail Sheetrock to arsdiliate. This here's one of
the easier jobs at this stage. Takes muscle torhariar and lay block.” He
glanced at her slender arms, clearly thinking Ingtrang but sturdy. "Don't
worry," he said, apparently seeing that she wéss'Itl be a piece of cake
once you get the hang of it."

Bending his sinewy, rawboned body, he picked uptwdaked like a large
silver drill with a two-foot long metal strip hamg from the business end.
The awkward-looking tool was connected by a thisehto a green tanklike
object on wheels.

"That air compressor supplies the energy to diinertail. This magazine,”
he explained, indicating the long metal thing, dsohails that are glued
together in long strips.

"Here," he continued, pulling his safety gogglesiiraround his neck. "Put
these on. Anytime you're working around anythirgg tten chip off and fly
at you, you wear 'em. Hear?"

Ashley frowned first at the large clear plasticsgies, then at the man who
suddenly looked as if he expected her to objectthe decidedly
unfashionable accessory.

"Safety's the rule around here, miss. Matt's &Istidor it."
"But these are yours. If | take them, what will yoaar?"

The determination in the man's sharp eyes gaveovthe slow arch of one
bushy graying eyebrow. "There's more around héeedssured her over the
conversation of the documentary people setting hugp snear a trio of
protruding pipes. Their camera already had theitsisights.

"Stay put and I'll get 'em. You're going to neewark apron, too. The

pockets are handy for carrying your tools and sustiddenly aware he was
being filmed, looking self-conscious about it, Har®d off, only to turn

right back. "You might as well start measuringwffile I'm at it."



He undipped a silver tape measure from his tool. b&bom his faded
Hawaiian-print shirt pocket, he pulled a flat y&lipencil. "We'll start with
a soleplate along the length of this wall. We Ibarti-by-fours against each
other end to end. Start from the end of this baard measure off every
eighteen inches. Use those two-by-fours over there.

Popping his toothpick into his mouth, he headedubh a door-size gap in
the block wall, his pace unhurried in the slowking heat.

"What kind of preparation did you do to work onsthil

The question came from Ron, the documentary direkte stood six feet
away, shoulder to ribs with his lanky, ponytailesrmeraman. His soundman
stood ten feet back, holding the boom over them.

With three cameras rolling—two she couldn't idgnbécause she couldn't
read their affiliation printed on the equipment ahd one that would be
following her all day every day—she replied that $ladn't done anything.
Thinking she'd barely understood a word Ed had, s#id added that she'd
been told by the Shelter office that no preparatvas necessary. While they
appreciated skilled labor, they could find a jobriearly everyone.

Since her job at the moment was to measure, thatwkat she prepared to
do as voices drifted beyond the opening for a dagrw

Matt was out there. She could only hear bits aedgs of what he said, but
the press had him cornered, too. She would bdideseats at the ballet that
he didn't want to deal with the press any more theamwanted to deal with
her. With them right there in his face, however, gretty much had to
answer their questions about how he felt aboutrttglier on his crew.

She didn't doubt for a moment that his honest respavould have been that
he didn't think much of her or her presence adradl that he wished he'd left
well enough alone when she'd failed to return lails. 8eing more of a
gentleman than her parents would have once thdwghould be, he opted
for a more politically correct reply. He told théme welcomed her support
of the organization, and that he hoped her presarmédd heighten the
public's awareness of the need for adequate hotmirnige working poor.



She missed whatever other questions the reportedsdt him. When she
pulled out the coiled metal tape, the thing immedyasnapped back into
place. The only measuring device she'd ever usedtdikn't have to do
with cooking, anyway—was a ruler. Trying to figuvat how to make the
tape stay out, she also heard Matt mention togperters that they were all
standing where wet mortar had been spilled.

A gentleman with a gray beard and glasses, Geeagshembered, walked
over and showed her how to lock the tape. Aftemgiyiim a grateful smile,
she measured off her first eighteen inches on thedbon the ground,
marked it with the pencil and listened to Matt ¢allsomeone to run yellow
construction tape around the perimeter of the ptgpe keep the spectators
off the property. Beneath his surprisingly easygonequest were the
murmurs and mutterings of reporters who, apparghdg just taken a look
at their shoes.

Within minutes, she was doing what she'd spent noidihe past month
doing—trying hard to not think about Matt at allner knees on the
cement, measuring, she was also trying to ignaeémnspiration she could
feel running between her shoulder blades.

She'd been on the site for all of ten minutes &ecdready needed a shower.
Working inside the open structure had the advantddocking her from
view of the crowd outside and, for the moment, sfas in shade, but the
nine- foot-high wall also blocked the breeze, rghle as it was.

Swatting at something that stung her neck, shegbtened. She needed Ed.
She'd reached the end of the board.

Whatever had bit her the first time either camekldac seconds, or it had a
friend. Another pinprick stung the back of her aRabbing at it, she turned
to see the tall brunette from the Sarasota stati@nching through the
doorway.

"I'l do my intro over there," the woman said ta lkameraman, heading to
where sunlight could illuminate her, and steppegr dhre hose to take up her
position. Straightening her collar, she turnedaiefthe lens. "We can splice
it ahead of the bit with the boss and what | get.fio



As the reporter put on her camera face and weathat spiel about being
"Paula Littleton, on site in Gray Lake with Ashli€gndrick,” another power
saw joined the whine of the first. In the din, thgthmic thud of hammering
all but disappeared.

Not caring to be caught doing nothing, Ashley heéafie the stack in the
middle of the foundation to get another board. fdp®rter was right behind
her.

"Would it be possible to get an interview with yaway from the noise?"
she asked as Ashley grabbed the end of what Eddikedl a two-by-four.

She'd barely lifted it when she felt the weightvieaher hands. The
redheaded teenager had caught it in the middlevasdifting it for her.

"I'll get it," he insisted, his voice surprisingigep. "Where do want it?"

"By that one over there," she replied, smilinglas sotioned to where she'd
left the tape measure. "Thanks so much."

As ruddy as he was, she didn't think it was possibt him to turn any
redder. Still, he managed to do just that as hstémithe long, narrow strip
of wood onto his skinny shoulder and headed pastiticumentary crew.

"How about down by the news van?" the reporter ipid, one finger
pressed to her ear. "That saw is interfering withaudio."

"I'm sorry. | can't." Ashley's expression lookedngathetic, but felt more
like relief that she could avoid playing twenty gtiens for now. Every time
she opened her mouth in front of a mike, there dasger of saying
something that could be misquoted. "The gentlemasissshowing me what
to do will be right back."

"Do you want some more of these?" the teenagerdvhtvoduced himself
only as Kenny called.

"That's okay. | can do it."



"It's no trouble."
"l just want a couple of minutes," the reporteristed.
"l really can't."

With the cameras following her, she headed badtikéaup the board Kenny
had brought her with the one already there. She amaker knees again,
measuring, when her back started to prickle.

It wasn't sweat this time. The sensation had twitlo the big man walking
toward her. From the way her stomach jumped, st@tdhave to look up to
know who she would find there.

"Hey, Kenny," Matt called as the rangy teenagentestiato pick up another
board. "I thought you were helping Dale. Let'skstigth one job, okay?"

Matt hadn't heard what Ashley had said. But heltdybaher easy smile as
she chatted with the reporter and seen how sheda e kid blush when
she turned that smile on him. For someone who lddktlly out of her
element surrounded by studs and sawdust, she seanfigltly comfortable
with the attention.

Stopping to stand over her, he watched her remiegsthie marks she'd
already made.

"Twice is enough."” She didn't look at all as if dbelonged there. Even
dressed as casually as she was, an air of refirtesoerounded her. Or,
maybe, that air was just an unmistakable atmospifgravilege. "You can
go ahead and nail."

Reminding himself that he was going to ignore whe svas, afraid the
thought was going to become his mantra, he wattleedody go still a
moment before she glanced up. A pair of safety sggung around her
neck. Rising, she brushed at the sawdust alreddddaan her knees.

"l don't know how to use the nail gun.”



"Ed didn't show you?"
"He gave me his goggles so he went to get som@rwelf. And an apron.”

Ed, he knew, had just been sidetracked by oneeobther volunteers. He
could be two minutes or twenty.

Determined to make progress before the real hebheafay set in, he flipped
a switch on the compressor. With the drone of @sofjne-powered engine
joining the scream of the saw, he picked up the gh crouched down
beside her.

Her scent drifted toward him, warm and taunting.

"You have to be careful with these things," he sawdare of a twinge low in
his gut. "It won't tire until it's pressed agaisstnething. That pushes back
this catch release and triggers the nail," he éx@th dutifully ignoring the
instinctive reaction. "The problem is that if ipsshed against your leg or
you bump someone with it, it'll go off then, todhal's why you're to keep
this safety on here and use the pull trigger evieng you want to drive a
nail. We try to make as few trips to the emergemom as possible around
here."

Her glance moved up from the tool he held betwaemt her eyes barely
meeting his. "I'll be careful," she promised.

"I mean it. These things can be dangerous."

"l said, I'll be careful.”

She met his eyes then, the blue of hers as cleasasnmer sky and filled
with restraint. If she could have stepped back flom, she would have, he
thought, except she was blocked by boards andla wal

Beyond that wall, other boards clattered.

"Put on your goggles," he told her, and pulleddws from the tool belt he'd
retrieved on his way over.



Bracing himself on one knee beside her, goggledace, he picked up the
gun again to show her how to use it. Wishing hen'tlidave to breathe, he
pressed the barrel to the strip of wood on the dation.

A quick pop later and Ashley was staring at a hedd.

"Your turn," he said, rising, and handed it to her.

The awkward object felt even heavier than it haukéal.

Grasping it with both hands, Ashley, still croucheotined to face the board.
"Brace your weight and get over it this way."

Her heart jerked against her ribs at the feel af $trong hands closing
around her upper arms. He turned her sideways.eStme gun was too

awkward and heavy for her to hold as easily asdtednd with the block

wall in the way of her head, it was the only waygt her weight straight
down over the gun.

She could have sworn his hands were still on hesrmghe glanced up and
saw them on his hips. Unnerved by the sensatiorhifoy she pulled the

trigger.

He caught her before the slight buck could throwditbalance.

"You need to be over it more."

She frowned up at him. "You weren't."

"I don't have to use both hands to hold it, eithidis glance raked over her.
His tone sounded amazingly even. His eyes lookeavkig, and as hard as
flint. "I know for a fact that | have more uppereyostrength than you do."

Ashley felt herself flush. Caught totally unpreghfer his blunt reminder of

how well he did know her body, she turned her heady, blinked at the
gray wall and hoped fervently that no one had catlt.



"Here." He reached to position her himself.

His arm ran the length of hers, skin to skin, fasdhchest to her back. The
contact clinched her stomach, nudged hard at mesori

Matt remembered, too. Pressed against the curhero$lender back, her
head bent as she looked down, he remembered hbadheirned her in his
arms and pushed the hair from her neck. How his hpd teased the
sensitive flesh behind her ear. How his hands haded her sides, slipped
over her flat belly and skimmed up to cup her higm breasts.

He remembered her groaning at that exquisite contac

He could recall far more than that.

"Get your finger on the trigger," he said, his wsuddenly trip-wire tight.
"Thumb through here."

He positioned her hand, profoundly aware of her skah, her fragile bones.
"Keep your weight over it."

She swallowed. "l am."

She felt as stiff as a plank. Feeling stiff in @adimself, Matt muttered,
"Squeeze."

A quick pop and the nail was in.

The moment it was, he slid his hand from wheread blosed over hers and
pulled away from her body as if it had just turtedhot coal.

A flash had them both looking up.

"l couldn't get your faces." A new addition to timedia circus lowered his
camera. He was either newspaper or freelance. Simeee wasn't a
microphone in their faces, she strongly suspedttedatter. "Could you turn
this way a little more and hold that thing betwgen?"



Matt looked as if the only place he wanted to hblel nail gun was to the
stocky guy's dark, curly head. "I don't think sbe'snapped, and sent that
same steely glare to a television technician rgisinlight reflector on a
tripod. A cable from another piece of photograpdgeipment ran around
the lumber in the middle of the gray cement andugh a window opening
at the far end of what would eventually be a verdest three-bedroom
house.

"Hey, buddy." The tightness in Matt's voice madewty to the muscles of
his neck as he motioned for the guy to move. "idn% a sound stage. That's
got to go. There can't be any cords around heteltrét belong to a power
tool. Those shoes have to go, too."

His irritated glance slid from low pumps on a budgdiBarbara Walters
picking her way toward them to the sandals on twithentary guy with the
pony tail.

"This is a construction site," he informed them'aflou want to be here, you
wear boots or running shoes. And | don't want ahyau inside the
structure. We need room to work here. You wantaiogharound, you do it
on the other side of that tape out there."

Ron twisted the bill of his hat around on his headthe word Fox was
visible. Lifting his five feet eight to five feeime, he stepped in front of the
man everyone else was backing away from. "We has@n#ract to follow
Miss Kendrick...."

He knew all about that blasted contract. "Except.yble motioned toward
his cameraman's sandals. "But he goes until hesgets boots.

"Ed," he said, seeing his lead carpenter approaithamvhite canvas apron
and a pair of old goggles, ' 'make sure these giaysout of everyone's way.
I'm going to call the supplier and make sure thdepof two-by-sixes gets
delivered this afternoon.”

A lot of grumbling joined the shuffle of feet as gdve his boss a faintly
puzzled look, then ushered the reporters back terevithe crowd was
fanning themselves beneath umbrellas. Ashley keptfdtus on the gun,



determined to master it if for no other reason telaa didn't want Matt to
show her how to use it again. Not that that wasdyiko happen. Not the way
he'd behaved just now.

She felt badly that he'd taken his dislike of hat @n the reporters. As she
heard Ron hand over his keys to his cameramanedirttié guy to do as the
man said, she felt bad simply about being there I&d truly found an
upside in the awareness her participation wouldgoto Shelter. But Matt
had made it clear that he had a schedule to majretad her presence clearly
disrupted the work of the volunteers also donatiiregr time to the project.

One of the burlier volunteers had been relegated tdsk of keeping
reporters and cameras out of the structure andigegn eye on the
documentary crew. From what she could hear on tiwer side of the wall
after Dale cut the saw, Gene and another voluhi@ebeen enlisted to keep
an eye on the crowd.

That was at least three people whose productivitylevbe down.

Then, there was Matt. Dealing with her, he obvipughsn't getting a whole
lot accomplished himself. Neither was Kenny, whptlkabandoning his job
hauling wood for Dale to haul wood for her.

A couple of the reporters hung around for the ofghe day. So did the
curly-haired guy with the camera, who totally igedMatt's directives and
camouflaged himself in the foliage, snapping piesuof Ashley through a
window opening,,

When Matt noticed him, he didn't bother to rout laiat. It wasn't like him to
take his frustrations out on strangers. Not anymamgway. But Ashley had
his nerves stretched paper-thin, so he figuredlbelthture take care of the
persistent press. The bugs would run the guy offner or later.

He also figured the heat would take care of theerotieporters and the
crowd. And it did. By noon, fewer than a dozen geaopere still hanging
around hoping for a glimpse of the woman hidderiHgywalls. By three,
only two die-hards remained. The only problem noaswhat work had
slowed to nearly a crawl.



Kenny and the masons kept rushing to help Ashlegneiier she picked up
a board or looked at all puzzled by what she wasgdo

Even in jeans and a ball cap, wearing a work aprahsafety goggles, she
still managed to look like a lady—something thagreed to bring out the
latent chivalry of every male member of the crew.

She seemed to lap up the constant attention. Weewesuld turn her smile

from one man to the next while they held boardslaee for her, or they ran
off like besotted suitors to get more nails whea &n out, it was almost as
if she expected someone to be there for her thannhshe needed help.

Even the female volunteers deferred to her, lettieggo first at the water
cooler, cautiously asking if she would pose fori@yse with them or sign

something for one of their children. She seemedjliield to meet their

requests, even if it did mean taking time from wthaty were all supposed to
be doing.

Since he suspected he wasn't being totally ratiwhate she was concerned,
he made himself keep his mouth shut for now.

Every worker was a volunteer. Good-hearted peoateecand went from

these projects as their own valuable time allowéany were quite skilled.

For all of those reasons, he hated to pull rankmnof them. As annoyed
with himself as he was, he didn't even try sugggdtiat they might want to
get on with their own jobs. Add heat and the fratsbn of dealing with a

supplier late with a delivery to the mix, and hgufied he'd be light-years
ahead of the game by staying out of everyone's way.

He left Ed in charge and climbed into the swelgcab of his truck to drive
to Fort Myers. He couldn't let a late delivery hthe@m up, so he'd pick up
the toe plates and brackets the framers needecehirBy tomorrow, the
novelty of having her around should have worn d&.hoped.

"That's it, miss. Let's get things cleaned up aatita day."



Ed wiped his forearm over his forehead and turrféthe air compressor,
removing the noise from the stifling air. The whiofethe saw had quieted
half an hour ago. Five minutes ago, so had the reimm

Ashley wiped off the layer of dust coating the fadener watch with her
finger. It was four-thirty and everyone around texs putting tools either
into their own cars or Dale's pickup and headinghfume.

Pressing her hand to her back, she straightenedvittere she'd just nailed
the last stud to the soleplate and said she'dnsse tomorrow when they
said the same to her. Dale, the red bandana orhdad soaked with
perspiration, shouldered in one last load of lumdued eased it onto the
cement with a clatter. The carpenter, who had ctrora Matt's crew in
Maryland, was a big barrel of a man with a tattbbarbed wire around one
biceps and an inordinate amount of chest hair isitound the edges of his
tank top.

He was also surprisingly soft-spoken, almost shshldy decided as he
dragged the bandana off his head to wipe his faehend gave her a
friendly nod.

He had just replaced the pile she and the otherera had worked from.

Wiping her own face with a damp tissue from herigbcshe forced back a
groan. She was hot and tired and that pile wascadeldly unwelcome
reminder that she would have to repeat her engreopnance tomorrow,
unimpressive as that performance had been. Evdn valp, she'd only
nailed a dozen studs, a few cripple studs and plead trimmers into place.

She'd picked up the terminology in no time. Becayrpnoficient with the
physical aspects of the job was going to take haddonger.

Mercifully, Matt hadn't been there to withess reak of progress.
Ed tipped the compressor onto its wheels and ratledward the door.

"Bring the hose and the gun, will you? You can tiaiéhe motel with Dale
and me.



"There's a barbecue place not far from the matel Continued, frowning at
the documentary crew tagging behind them. He sg#imed self-conscious
having them there. Every time he'd look up to eecamera aimed at him,
he'd start scratching at his chin or his head amdaway. He scratched at his
chin now. "We're going there after we clean up. ¥welcome to join us if
you'd like."

She was starving, and just the mention of foodatered a decidedly
unladylike grumble from her stomach. But, at thabnment, with the
cameras still behind her, knowing they'd be evesmslshe went, privacy
felt far more important. She was exhausted fromritpto watch every word
she said, every move she made. And it was onlyits¢day.

"Would you mind if | take a rain check on dinneB&ttling the hose on her
shoulder, she coiled it as she would a horse's lepé. "I'm not all that
hungry right now." she said, lying through herteéand I'd like to just turn
in early.”

"Suit yourself," he muttered, frowning at the laakmeat on her arms. '
'Want me to bring you back something in case yduhgegry later?"

"Would you?" she asked, hoping she didn't soundaggr to jump on the
offer as she felt. "If it wouldn't be too much tlde, | mean.”

"Less trouble than having you pass out from huiegedhe job. What do you
want. They got pretty much anything that can bewmron a grill. Can't say
it's fancy, but it tastes pretty decent.”

"Anything on the menu will be fine."

"Sure you don't want to change your mind and coritie us?"

She told him she was sure. And thanked him agaam eéhough going with
them would fill the void in her stomach that mucioiser.

Ron, his hat backward again, hustled up beside 'fvau're not going
anywhere but to the motel?"



His crew of two, one sporting a pair of stiff newds, moved in. The one
with the camera swung around in front of her, wajkbackward as easily as
most people could sit or stand.

"I'm in for the night," she told him.

"Well, let me know if you do leave, will you? We'seipposed to capture
your whole experience here. I'm at your motel."

He told her his room number, then motioned to lemniOkay, guys. That's
a wrap. What time are you leaving in the morningssvKendrick?"

She looked to Ed.

"Matt likes to be on the site by five-thirty," Edumbled. "Don't lose any
daylight that way. We'll probably leave about fiiigeen."

The thought of having to be up at the crack of dawarly made Ashley
groan. Not wanting to be impolite, what she dideasl was draw a deep
breath, smile at Ron, who groaned for them botén theaded for Dale's
truck while the documentary crew headed for tham.v

Twenty minutes later, she had checked herself thecCypress Motor Inn
with a minimum of fuss. Wanda, the clerk working tthesk, couldn't have
cared less what her last name was. But then themmuwearing woman
with the cigarette-husky voice and a pink foameuainchoring a curl above
each temple gave the impression that she wasnitegssed by much of
anything.

"No room service here," she informed Ashley afte'd asked. "Gianetti's
Pizza delivers. Stay away from the clam specialgiin. | wasn't right for a
week last time | tried it."

"Do you have a laundry service?"

"Laundromat's on Third Street. There's a cleanerSrane."



Ashley bit back a sigh. Reaching for the key thenan pushed at her, she
smiled, said, "Thank you," and dragged her bagcklwhhe woman had

charged her five dollars to stow, down the crackedcrete breezeway to
room 108.

The relief she felt to be inside, alone, immediatakt with hesitation. Her
accommodations for the next three weeks—or howelogrgy she
lasted—were the polar extreme of what she was tmmiesl to. Her own
two-bedroom condo was actually quite modest in. $Vlaiscule compared
to the mansion where she'd grown up, the family dnghre still loved. But
every inch of her own private space was decoratesbothing creams and
taupes, rich fabrics, vibrant paintings and deagting furnishings. It was a
place filled with books, family photos and musitieSoved listening to
music—classical, alternative, bluesy jazz. She lbeeh told before that a
person could walk into her condo and immediated &®mfortable, which
was exactly how she wanted her friends to feekinhome and at her table.
Her one true indulgence was in her kitchen. Shedaw cook and owned
nearly every gourmet gadget and style of saute parthe market. She'd
even brought her favorite with her.

She just wasn't sure she wanted to subject it & dhipped electric
two-burner stove she could see on the far sideeofdom.

She hadn't expected anything resembling her hooreés39.95, she had also
known she wasn't getting anything even remotelylaino the hotel suites
to which she was accustomed. The sort with six-heshadount Egyptian
cotton sheets on the bed, Godiva chocolates opiltber and French milled
soap in the bathrooms. But as she leaned agamstdbed door and let go
of her bag, she couldn't honestly say, either, shatd been prepared for
something that looked as if it had been due foovation in 1960.

The carpet was pea green. The double bed withedsiynflat pillows and
blond Formica nightstands, sported an aqua spredd Rmuge green
philodendron leaves. Matching prints of pink whoaprcranes framed in
faux bamboo hung above it. So did a moth with gvangs.

Leaving her bag by the door as if subconsciousgparing for a quick
escape, she ventured past a television boltedangalow dresser, avoided



looking in the mirror next to it, gave the kitché&eewith its dubious-looking
stove and narrow refrigerator a skeptical glanakgurardedly decided that
nothing about the place mattered as long as iahsttbwer.

Next to privacy and food, a shower was the thing @laved most.

Within minutes, the moth was part of the seweresysand she was in the
tiny bathroom with its yellowed mirror and showbat ran like a kinked

garden hose. In the other room the air conditidil@sted away, trying to

move the heavy sticky air.

She had no idea how long she stood under the drittikht teased with
occasional surges of something that actually retsimkater flow. She just
knew that when she'd left Virginia that morninge $tadn't counted on the
draining humidity, how truly physical the work waube, or the mosquitoes
that had sent out a couple of stray scouts fordaglier in the day and
returned with their troops for the actual attaaksel to evening.

Scratching at the back of her leg twenty minutésrJahe resolved that she
would just have to handle the bugs, along with evat else nature and her
stint on the project threw at her. The red markenetihe goggles had dug
had faded from her cheeks, but she had splintengrirfingers despite her
gloves and, in the sticky air, she still felt weer though she'd dried off
twice with the tissue-thin towels. Since she'd cotted to the project, she
would simply look at this entire experience as dwen version ofSurvivor.
Bugs simply seemed to be part of the enduranceAsdbng as she didn't
have to eat them, she would be fine.

She just wished she could muster a little of tmavado toward Matt.

The thought had her empty stomach churning. Inaverall scheme of
things, she really knew so little about him. Befohe one night they'd
shared, she'd thought of him as mysterious, relml]ias a man who played
by his own rules and who pretty much ignored eveeyelse's. Between the
arrogant stunt he'd pulled at the auction andlber cismissal of her the day
he'd brought her the check, it also seemed prpgigrant that he didn't like
not getting what he wanted when she hadn't calladblack. What threw her
completely, though, was how generously he donatetirhe and his men to



Shelter. It took no effort to give money. Time wdsferent. Ed had
mentioned that Matt had worked these projects Hiniseas long as he'd
known him. And that had been nearly ten years.

She left her hair wet because it was cooler that aval pulled a short silk
robe on over fresh underwear. With her feet in ia giabeaded flip-flops,
she carried her dirty work clothes to the closethaf white block-walled
room and pushed back the folding door.

Matt was the other reason she hadn't gone to diwmiter Ed and Dale
tonight, she admitted, taking the white plastic fragh the shelf holding an
extra pillow. Ed hadn't said a thing about him jogn them, but the
possibility of Matt showing up where his men atesmiexactly remote.

Stuffing her clothes inside the white plastic layndag, she dropped it in
the back of the closet and forced a mental chahgelypect. Thinking about
Matt upset her stomach. What she needed to thioktakas how she was
going to keep it filled, which meant figuring ouby to get groceries to
stock the little refrigerator.

She was thinking about calling Wanda when a knaaktrer turning toward
her door.

Anticipation of food had her spinning toward it.eSliould have thought for
certain that it would have taken Ed longer to claprand eat. But as she
edged back a corner of the aqua drape to make isusasn't some
overzealous reporter rather than the man she ahadrfully hug for being
so thoughtful, her anticipation evaporated likeaste

Matt stood outside her door. She could only segiusle, but his jaw was
locked tight enough to shatter his back teeth.



Chapter Five

Ashley unlocked the chain and cautiously openeddiar. Matt held a
white paper bag in each hand.

"l know you're used to servants and staff,” he baifdre she could even say
hello, "and | expected the day to be a waste aasfarork went, but my crew
doesn't need to wait on you after work, too. Fraw ion, I'd appreciate it if
you'd get your own dinner just like everyone else."

He held the smaller of the two bags toward her. $hadow of sandy
evening stubble shading his jaws made him look edg@he way his gray
eyes were narrowed simply made him look annoyed.

Ashley couldn't remember having done a consciouslg thing in her life.
But with Matt making it sound as if she were somme of prima donna who
had actually expected all the unsolicited assigtae'd received, she was
sorely tempted to go for a personal first and ctbgedoor on his handsome
face.

Instead, deliberately refusing to let him make te&ct so childishly, she
said, "Come in," and stepped back so he coulchdfet was a camera out
there somewhere, she'd really rather not riskttirggea shot of her having a
disagreement in the doorway in her robe with wat d&r@d no makeup.

"Just for the record, 1 didn't ask anyone to ddtang."”

Hoping she didn't sound as defensive as she fedt,tgok the sack and
quickly closed the door behind him. Public imagemiaon her mind nearly
as much as the feeling she always had around araaiffe feeling of being
exposed—which is exactly how she felt, anyway, wkle@ looked over to
see Matt's glance move over her bare legs.

"Everyone was just being helpful,” she explaingkhd Ed offered to pick
up something for me for dinner. | accepted. Tradt's

A muscle in Matt's jaw jerked. "You could have gaevith him and Dale and
saved him the trouble. He said he invited you."



"l could have," she agreed easily enough, "bubkemot to."

She had no idea how he'd intended to respond to\Wiaatever he would
have said was bitten back when his glance setthetth® navy silk crossed
between her breasts. A slice of pale blue lacgbeked from one side.

Giving the thin fabric a self-conscious tug, shé the sack oa the long
dresser supporting the television. Uneasy withtéimsion that had come in
with him, totally unfamiliar with the edginess awsed, she blew a calming
breath and forced a guarded smile.

"I certainly didn't mean for you to get stuck brimg that." Unconsciously
scratching the side of her neck, she nodded towardlinner. "But thank
you for it. | was starting to get a little hungry."

It appeared that he didn't quite know what to dthviier attempt to play
nice. He was displeased with her and her presemté@aseemed to want to
stay that way. But faced with her attempt to besoeable, or maybe just too
tired to waste energy arguing, he backed down eéméarchis jaw to unlock.

"I ran into Ed and Dale at The Pit," he finallycdiEd ordered it while | was
waiting for mine and asked me to take it."

"l honestly didn't mean to impose on anyone's tifiertainly not yours,
she thought, wishing rather desperately that tleeydcsomehow go back to
the moments before he had answered her brothen's do

It took her aback to know that he so obviously adered her spoiled and
self-centered. And she hated not knowing what hghtrsay in irritation
with others around. She just didn't know how to askan she had literally
run from to please not let on that they had bed¢mate because her
one-night stand with him wasn't the sort of thihg svanted the world, or
her parents, to read about. She didn't know, eitieav to ask if he really had
called her the next day because he'd truly beeoetnad about whether or
not she'd made it home all right.



He was probably right about the self-centered [&ire'd been so wrapped
up in her embarrassment over her encounter withtmatrhis concern hadn't
even registered until long after he'd walked outdféce door.

"I'll be happy to get my own food and cook it mysed soon as | can figure
out how to get groceries delivered. | just got lesbe reminded him, an itch
high between her shoulder blades demanding atteriso | haven't had a
chance to accomplish much. | haven't had time fwack, much less go
through the Yellow Pages."

"The Yellow Pages?"

"To find a grocer who delivers. And a cleaners,& seminded herself,
thinking she needed one that picked up, as well. B¢ organized by
tomorrow night,” she promised, "so you don't needarry about me taking
up anyone else's time, either. The only thingnékd from anyone is a ride to
and from the site. If you'd prefer, I'll arrange fo rental car and drive
myself. | was told that wouldn't be necessary tatutvill help, I'll be glad to
doit."

"You won't need a car."

"Then, I'll need the ride," she concluded. "Evenygrelse, I'll handle."

She was unwilling to give him anything else aboerttio criticize. She was
perfectly capable of making her own arrangementw/fatever she needed.
She would also obey his rules on the project andeligob to the best of her
ability. If everyone would just let her.

She might have told him that, too, had he not emmning at her.

"What?" she asked, whavhat now?vas more what she was thinking.

She dropped her hand, only to have two little bumpsier arm take their
turn.



Matt watched her hand snake around to her back agle motion pulled at
the silk of her short robe, tugging it against thigh firm shape of her
breasts, accentuating the slenderness of herliepsyaist.

The robe was actually quite modest. Except forflegh at her throat it
covered her from elbow to knee. It was being intethafamiliar with what
was under the expensive fabric that had him tightehis hand on his sack.

"Did you bring anything for those bites?"
"I wish | had. It wasn't on the list, and | didifiink to add it."

Her hair looked darker wet, her eyes softer, hatuies even more delicate.
Without makeup, she didn't look anywhere near gshisticated as she
usually did. She looked almost... sweet.

Matt reached for the door. He could handle herroesd. He had defenses
for that. It was that vulnerable, open look he f8o dangerous. It was what
had gotten him into trouble with her in the firéage.

A half dozen angry red spots dotted the smooth skimer legs and arms.
Not caring to think about how many more there wereyhere, he pulled
back on the latch. "I'll be right back," he muttéreesigned, and left her
working on a bite above her ankle.

He headed for his room, his boots heavy on the nemalkway, oblivious
to the leggy pink plastic birds lining a planted@iv palms.

He wondered if she had even considered going tgrbeery store herself
rather than having someone bring groceries toSiacerely doubting it, he

opened the door two down from hers and droppediiniser next to the

laptop and files covering the table by the wind&wcept for the kitchenette,
his room looked just like Ashley's, right down tetcrane prints above the
bed. Hers smelled better, though. Like soap andstiempoo he had
mistaken for perfume.



Knowing he would smell a whole lot better himsdteaten minutes under
the shower, he grabbed a small pink bottle fromshaving kit and cranked
the air conditioner on to High on his way backie toor.

He'd be eating alone in his room tonight, the sasée had the last two
nights he'd been in Gray Lake. As much as he woale liked to spend an
hour or two with a cold beer and his men, he singplyldn't afford the time.
Besides the multimillion dollar project for Kendkicinvestments in
Newport, he was breaking ground for a sports anendacksonville.
Normally, he enjoyed the week or two a year he @¢quit into a Shelter
house. The time he spent working on their projects hands-on, a chance
to do something physical, to stay in touch withltb@es of his work and, in
a way, to pay back the chance he'd once been giveself.

This year, though, the project seemed only liketlagroobligation. The
timing was lousy. The weather reports were becormoge ominous. And
the woman who'd gotten under his skin years agosandhere festering
would be sleeping two doors down from him for hoarelong she lasted.

The thought that she might fold after a few daysecbd him considerably.
At least it did until he headed back to her roord &und himself inside
alone with her once more.

If he were a nice guy, he supposed he would offérdat the bites on her
back that she couldn't easily reach, but he wésgling particularly nice at

the moment. He wasn't feeling particularly masdahigither. Just getting

as close to her as he had that morning had lefbduly feeling as taut as
finely tuned piano wire. If he had his hands ondgain, he'd never get any
sleep at all.

"Keep it," he said, handing over the small botfieadamine lotion. "l need
to buy a bigger bottle for the first-aid kit, anywa

"You don't need it yourself?"

"I haven't so far." Ignoring the quick concern ierteyes, refusing to be
seduced by it, he stepped back. "Ed said he'dytaldvhat time we need to



be at the site. There's a doughnut shop next dgouiwant breakfast. Just
be at my truck at a quarter after five."

Ashley made it to his truck with a minute to spam@mean feat considering
how she'd felt when she'd wakened.

She'd slept the sleep of the dead, something thatttuly surprised her
considering the sag of the mattress, the underlyistie in the air

conditioner and the dampness in the air that se¢mpermeate everything,
including the sheets.

She hadn't realized the toll the day before haértabn her. At least she
hadn't until her travel alarm had gone off. Onetsatahe offending little

instrument and she'd come awake with a gasp anoba.gHer arm felt as if
she'd been lifting hundred-pound weights.

When she'd propped herself up on her other elblogid sliscovered that that
side ached, too. So did her thighs, though it teekuntil she'd put on a coat
of mascara, lip gloss with sunblock, moisturizethwsunblock and sun-
blocked her arms and the tips of her ears, todgut that the soreness there
was from all the squatting, rising and squatting'@ldone nailing studs to
soleplates.

The achy arms took no time to figure out at alleBvmotion as she pulled
on an older, thinner pair of jeans that looked wmrhhad cost a fortune, and
the thinnest T-shirt she'd brought with her madeduese the eight-pound
nail gun that had strained muscles she hadn't levewn were there.

Her underarms ached. She'd also discovered arbdistber trigger finger
last night where her glove had rubbed. But she &#ter little aches and
pains to herself when she heard Ed crunch his weysa the shells in the
parking lot and she looked up to see Matt appragchith him.

Matt's focus seemed to be on the clouds that hacgkdhim overnight. That
blanket of gray added yet another layer of humittitsir already heavy with
it.



The thermometer she'd passed on her way by theeafiad seventy-three
degrees. With the damp air, it already felt moke kighty. Yet, warm or
not, she would have given up her shiny new BMW&foup of the coffee the
men were carrying. Had she not been loathe to tesp waiting, she would
have headed for the doughnut shop herself. Hacheh&een moving so
slowly when she'd first awakened, she could hawn libere and back by
now.

"Mornin'," Ed called, brushing bits of powdered audrom his old work
shirt.

"Good morning," she called back as the door ofvide beside her rolled
open.

Ron-the-director poked out his head. "Hey, Miss dtak. We thought
you'd be heading over there with them." An obsceradeerful smile
stretched his boyish features. "Are you going owex?"

A pink doughnut box sat beside him on the seathérfront seats, his crew
sipped coffee. It seemed that they had been som#heofshop's first
customers.

"We're going to the site."

"Got it." Giving her a thumbs-up, he rolled the dotwsed again. They had
obviously been lying in wait, not wanting to missr@ment of her little
adventure.

Before she could do more than wonder if there \@@seother reporters she
should be aware of, Matt's glance met hers. Fooment, she thought he
might say good morning, or ask if her bites werkdoe

"Glad you're on time," was apparently his idea obedial greeting.

"l told you | would be."

His response was to dig his keys from the pockgtaris even more faded
than those he'd worn yesterday. That pale denindedohis powerful



thighs. A white Shelter Project T-shirt clung te Horoad shoulders, the
fabric stretched taut and looking far more wormtttzose she'd seen on the
other volunteers.

She chose to focus on Ed. "Is Dale not coming?"
"He's already gone. He went into Fort Myers to pipksome drill bits."”
Matt lifted his cup toward the truck. "Let's getirggp, okay?"

Ignoring the hint of impatience, or maybe just hearing it, Ed motioned
her ahead of him and reached to open the door.

"You think anything's going to come of this?" hdedto Matt. He looked

toward the sky, much as his boss had done only mtaago. "Not sure |

like the sounds of what that guy in there was sagibout how they're due
for a big one here."

"Due for a big what?" Ashley asked, as conscioudatt as she was of the
smell of his coffee when she slid across the baeett.

Ed pulled a wrapped toothpick from his shirt pocked poked it through the
white paper. ' 'We got us a couple of tropicalrsbuilding out at sea." He
squeezed her more toward the middle. "It's too sodmow if they're going

to turn into anything. This here's hurricane seasonit could go either
way."

"Hold this." Matt held out his cup. Arching an eyel at her when she
hesitated, he nudged his coffee closer. "I cad th@nd shift."

She was sorely tempted to remind him that he csajd'please.” With Ed
right there, it seemed best just to let it go-

The scent of his coffee filled her lungs as shé tiboThinking it cruel and
unusual punishment to have to sit there and hal@igp when she wanted a
cup of her own so badly, she looked back to Ediggy, but friendlier face.
"How soon will we know if we need to worry?"



"Not for a day or two. Might not need to worry 8t &hese things can peter
out to nothing in a matter of hours or keep butdimtil they turn into a
problem. We'll just keep an ear on the radio."

Rather like Matt had been doing yesterday, sheghiu
Her glance fell once more to the cup.

From the corner of his eye, Matt caught what hddcewear was longing in
Ashley's expression. She wanted coffee. Cravée iyas guessing from the
way she swallowed when she looked up. Yet she saitling about
stopping to get herself some. Not even when thg@yagehed, then drove
past, the doughnut shop.

A tiny sliver of guilt poked his conscience. It wasssible, he supposed, that
her silence had something to do with his commesttrigght about imposing
on people's time. He knew she had no food in h@emrand while her room
had probably come with a coffeepot because sheahastjuipped kitchen,
the Cypress Motor Inn was so cut-rate that itsquatiwere lucky to have
soap to wash with, much less complimentary cofbeleréw.

Not sure if she was being stubborn or considedseiding he didn't want to
bother figuring it out, he caved in and dippedheaad toward what she held.

"Go ahead."
Her glance darted to his.
"Go ahead," he repeated. "Help yourself."

For a split second he thought she was going t&Reayly?It was that kind of
gratitude in her eyes. But all she did was smileymur, "Thank you," and
close her eyes to inhale the aroma of freshly gidtnench roast.

As she did, his glance skimmed from the ponyta@'dipulled through the
back of her white ball cap to the white pearl studser ears. Sunglasses of
the designer variety dangled from the V of her whibtton shirt. A tiny
Ralph Lauren emblem embellished one short sleeve.



With her fingernails still perfect, thanks to thiewes lying in her lap, the
subtle sway of her shining hair and the luxuriowsep of her dark lashes,
she practically screamed high maintenance.

He couldn't imagine any other woman who would weearls to a
construction site. Nor could he imagine any otheman who had been
raised as she had who wouldn't have called it qfits yesterday. She had
been born into the lap of luxury. She'd grown upaarestate with its own
private lake, tennis courts, stables and ridinchgaMaids made beds,
answered doors and kept chandeliers gleaming.ati@ifyf had a cook and a
chauffeur, groundskeepers and a stable master.

He hadn't been inside the condo he knew she naed lin; the one he'd
driven by a few weeks ago out of what he'd asshi@delf was nothing but
idle curiosity. But the address was one of the neastusive in Richmond.
Knowing how well her brother lived from the proceedt his trust fund and
his salary and perks from the Kendrick companies,fdit certain that
Ashley could have pretty much anything money cdoulyl.

That was why he wouldn't have been surprised agallshe found fault with
the decidedly low-rent accommodations. At the Veagt, he'd expected her
to balk at the lack of room service and having aodie her own care and
feeding. Last night, he'd expected to hear comgdaihout the dirt, the heat,
the inevitable splinters, blisters and the evesen¢ bugs—some of which
didn't bite, but were as long as his thumb andedrdbout a nine on nature's
ugly scale.

She hadn't said a word about any of it. She'd ld@lditle uneasy about a lot
of things, but she hadn't voiced a single wordashplaint. Not to him. And
not to Ed. He knew. He'd asked his lead carpeastmiight just how much
of a problem she was and Ed had said that, exoeptié people following
her around, she wasn't a problem at all. Compacedheir regular
volunteers, she actually caught on pretty quick.

She may have won Ed over, Matt thought, but she defisitely moving
more stiffly than she had yesterday. He noticed Wi¢hin a minute of
arriving at the site. But the instant she noticech lwatching her, she
straightened her shoulders and, smiling at theroto&inteers and the



reporters who'd been waiting like a pack of hungojves, picked up where
she'd left off last evening with the framing.'

The moment she did, Kenny, wearing a bandana arbismbead the way
Dale did, started bringing her the boards she shbalve been carrying
herself.

Matt decided it was less annoying to let the boykwehere he wanted and
put another volunteer to work helping Dale. He hiiden workers today,
the full contingent that had signed up for the j&ill, with the heat,
progress proceeded at the pace of a geriatric slug.

By midmorning break, the higher humidity had gotterone of the older
women and she'd decided to go home. Five of ther etblunteers had only
signed on for half days, so they headed off tortb#ier obligations while
everyone else cooled off in the air-conditionedulyxof The Hamburger
Shack for lunch.

When the remaining crew returned to work, the paeenained
exasperatingly unhurried. But Matt knew that hastlin the heat would
only bring on dehydration headaches or heatstreiea nice easy pace,
along with frequent shade-and-water breaks were mihae it possible for
work to continue.

He also knew that the physical discomfort of thath®ontributed to bad
moods and tempers. Specifically his own when halstd down from a
ladder where he'd been driving bolts through taigs and saw that Pete,
one of his framers, and Gene, his veteran volunheet started catering to
Ashley, too.

He swore that every time he turned around yet @motlorker was at her
side. All the woman had to do was look puzzled thmele guys would drop
their hammers to go see it they could help out.

With the saw buzzing in the background, he wipeds¥veat from his face
with the tail of his T-shirt and headed tor wheré fiad her framing an
interior wall that would help support the roof. Eeuldn't do a thing about
the people who had gone. There was nothing he acmuabout the heat. But



he could make it clear to Ashley that she needelistmurage all the "help”
she was getting. At the rate they were going, iildde Christmas before
the roof went on.

With the threat of a storm looming over his deaglle needed this house up
in two days.

"Hey, Gene. Kenny. Pete," he said, hands on his hmd his smile as
friendly as he could make it "We have two bearirajlsvthat need to go up.
How about you three working on that one over trerd let Ed finish up
here with Ashley?"

"I don't mind helping here," Kenny announced. Heepl voice cracked,
sending a rush of red over his cheeks "You domdmae helping, do you,
Ashley?"

Lowering the safety goggles to dangle around hek risshley daintily
wiped the perspiration from beneath her eyes wéhihdex finger. "Of
course I don't "

The retired engineer with the neat gray beard daskgs held a level up to
the stud he'd just nailed in. "I've been tellingsMKendrick about all the
projects I've been on, this is my sixth, you know."

"I know. Gene." Patience fairly dripped from his¢g that s why | could
really use you to oversee building that wall. I'tittée short of skilled help
today, so | need someone who knows what he's doitgke over down
there.”

Gene's chest didn't puff, but he did stand a Igtiaighter. "Be glad to," he
replied, adjusting the brim of his tan bush hat.®aybe, he was tipping it.
"Enjoyed the visit, Miss Kendrick."

"Come on, Kenny," he said and grabbed the blushaygby his shirtsleeve.

Kenny didn't protest. But Matt didn't doubt thae thoung man who was
putting in his community-service hours for one toany speeding tickets



wanted to as he was hauled past Ed by the lumlzeapd handed a nail gun
of his own.

With her gun dangling from one hand, Ashley gingetbbed her biceps
and watched them go.

The thin white shirt she wore sported a V of sweaativeen her narrow
shoulder blades. The top of her white cap had adgmof dirt where she'd
apparently scratched at an itch under it.

"This isn't working."

Her ponytail swayed as she turned to look up at. FAnfine sheen of
perspiration glowed at the base of her throat. "V\4rat?"

The documentary crew's sound boom had swung w#dBene and Kenny.

Lowering his voice anyway, Matt looked into hertalb-innocent eyes and
tried not to clench his teeth. "I need you to danjob and let everyone else
do theirs. | told you before, everyone has to pisllown weight around here.
If you can't, you have to go."

He didn't know how she did it, but in one slow kliwf her feathery lashes,
the expression in her eyes went from incomprehertsiace. The rest of her
features remained remarkably even. "I'm not gomgdoere. Matt. When |
make a commitment, | stick to it. Will you excuse,nplease? | need that
level."

She bent, reaching past him to pick up the yard-tevice with the bubbles
that could indicate perfect horizontal or vertical.

He stayed right with her, his voice as low as haldanake it without
dropping to a hard whisper. "You're going to havga if this keeps up," he
insisted. "Do you know how many people it usuadliges to frame a wall?"

"I have no idea."

"Two," he said flatly. "Do you know how many you'liad here?"



"No," she replied, the patience dripping from hard making it sound as if
the heat might be getting to her as well. "I'll peti're going tell me, though,
aren't you?"

Damn right he was. "Over the course of the day; six

Beneath the bill of her cap, her perfectly shapsgbeow arched. "Does that
include Ed?"

"He's supposed to be working with you."
"But he's not," she pointed out ever so reasonably.
"That's because there isn't room for anyone else loare!"

"In that case," she concluded, her voice now egesef than his had been, "I
guess this is something we're both simply gointggiee to deal with. And by
the way, as for doing my job, | would love to dd iveryone would just let
me. | don't need all the help I'm getting, but hdevant anyone to think |
don't appreciate their offers. Everyone is beiny k&nd, and | don't want to
be rude.”

An arm thrust itself toward them. Staring down ahiarophone in a very
feminine hand. Matt bit back a curse and glancethattall brunette in a
blouse, skirt—and tennis shoes.

"Is there a problem here?" the woman asked, hecevdripping with
anticipation.

Ashley's reply was immediate. "Not at all." The l®ss vanished,
unmasking what looked like genuine consternatibmvas just telling Mr.
Callaway that | don't want to be rude, but | reallgn't understand his
concept of crew distribution. He was about to eixpisagain.”

Looking as if she might be doing a little mentalasobling, consternation
eased to a smile. "l had no idea what all went th&® construction of a
house," she said to the woman who'd spent a faiuatrof time watching
from her air-conditioned car. "Did you?"



The reporter blinked like an owl. "Ah, no," she lre@, clearly more
accustomed to asking questions than answering them.

"So," the woman continued, turning to Matt. "How wa you explain
something like that to someone with no construcérperience?"

It was as clear as the camera lens over his shothldeMatt had no interest
whatsoever in enlightening this meddlesome femadeigthe finer points of
personnel management. It also seemed to Ashleyhihavasn't terribly
pleased with her implication that perhaps the mwblvasn't solely hers and
that he needed to manage his crew more efficiently.

Needing to remove that telltale frown before hal smimething she might
come to regret, she surreptitiously nudged his, feitgntly begging him to
go along with what she had said.

All that did was deepen the scowl.

"I was about to tell Miss Kendrick that | don't leatime to explain it to
her...again," Matt emphasized, going along withgieply because it was
the easiest way to escape the microphone. "Wead to get back to work."

Fighting the urge to push the camera out of the Wwayook a step back. The
press had become as pesky as the bugs. "Ther®sna lrewing off the
coast," he continued. "If it decides to land anykeheround here, I'd rather
have all this lumber nailed into place than sittiege for the wind to scatter
halfway to the highway."

News of a potential storm appeared to be newstogporter. At least as far
as it affected her present story. Latching on értbw slant, she trotted off
after Matt, asking how a storm would affect thejpcohere and what they
would do if it did hit.

Ashley had no idea what Matt said that had the wofnawning at him
before she headed back to her nice, probably dghinrichilly,
air-conditioned car. As she turned back with a soglall the work left to do,
she didn't care. She wasn't a carpenter. She Waigdshe was doing. Hated



the heat. Hated Matt for getting her into this. Amated herself for not
having handled the entire situation with him diéetly.

She shared as much blame for their current situn@sohe did. If she hadn't
simply disappeared that morning, if she had justnasome time to consider
what it was about him that had made her drop hardyso completely, they
could probably have avoided all of this.

Sex had proved itself a lousy way to start a rexheinip.

Feeling every bit as edgy as Matt had looked, st@vifor certain that she
couldn't handle another day like today. The heat hideous, but if she
paced herself and stayed hydrated she could man&gtween the aches
she could still feel and the queasiness she batttest of the morning since
she'd had only coffee for breakfast, she'd beemptennto leave more than
once. Lunch had taken care of the slight nauseaaarldng as she didn't
have only coffee for breakfast from now on, she deftain she would be
okay on that front, too.

What she wouldn't suffer—what she refused to suff@ras another day of
working with Matt acting like a bear with a thomits paw.

They needed to talk.
Alone.

And they needed to do it tonight.

Ashley waited until the digital numbers on her gbalarm hit seven-thirty
before she left her room. It took her that longhower, put away the two
sacks of groceries she had ordered last eveningtfie local Piggly Wiggly

and bribed the assistant manager to deliver at 8100, eat and figure out
exactly what she was going to say to Matt.

He was perfectly capable of listening to reasore Btew he was because,
while he had little patience for most of the prelss, seemed infinitely



understanding with other members of the crew. Witem he was
reasonable, logical and fair. Beyond that, he hax distened to her. Really
listened.

The fact that he had, undoubtedly played a hugeiparhy she'd so easily
dropped her guard with him. That night at her bedth) Matt had truly heard
what she'd said about wanting to break free. Evenly for a while. Had
she told any of her friends or her family that shighed she had the nerve to
do something outrageous, they would have laughedita off as a joke, or
whisked her off for an emergency spa session &xfedr obviously stressed
mind. But Matt hadn't just listened. He'd encouchge

Granted, he'd ultimately encouraged her straigit s arms, but it wasn't
as if she hadn't wanted to be there.

The blunt honesty in that admission made her bhacself as she picked up
the key to her room. The sooner she got this ovtr, \the better off she
would be.

It was dark as she moved past the bugs clusteoethéthe glowing yellow
door lamps. The mosquitoes were worse in the egeda were the gnats.
Robbed of the opportunity to take her time, shenggad from her room to
Matt's and quickly knocked on his door.

Light leaked around the aqua drapes, but she coutee inside. She
knocked again, wondering if he'd gone out, and atmmit to leave when the
door opened.

He wasn't wearing a shirt.

Her glance met the snap on his jeans and the wasthb@ples of his
stomach.

"Do you have a minute?" she asked, the nervesriowue belly tightening
as her eyes jerked up.

Not looking at all surprised that she was thereanaybe just resigned to the
fact that she was, he stepped back so she coliéiselIf in.



Without a word, he headed across the room. Hisfeatanade soft thuds on
the green carpet as she stepped inside and closetbor. Blueprints and
files nearly obliterated the bedspread. The glovdaggen of his laptop on
the table beside her held a complicated graph.

It seemed he'd done as she had and eaten in his again tonight. An
empty red-and-white box with the smiling face ofwhite-bearded
gentleman occupied the only part of the table Wesn't also covered with
work.

"I'm not going to keep you," she began, watching pull a T-shirt from a
black-leather duffle. The beautifully defined muscbf his back and arms
shifted with the movements, his tanned skin golidehe light of the lamps
he'd turned as bright as they would go.

Pulling the clean shirt over his head, he turnetiy@mked it over the equally
hard muscles of his chest."l| won't keep you lorsié murmured, rather
grateful for what he'd just done. He stood on tttenside of the room,
twenty feet of tension separating them, yet herybded reacted
immediately to the sight of his. The flutter lowher stomach felt exactly
the same as it had when his chest had curved todogryesterday. Exactly
the same as it had the first time he'd kissed her.

"l just want to keep what happened today from hapmeagain,” she said,
disconcerted by the insistent tug of her body taWas. "With the reporter,”
she clarified. "They thrive on controversy. So pkeaon't give them any
more of a story than they already have by gettipgptiwith me in public.

"l know the press is causing problems with youresithe," she hurriedly
continued, fighting the urge to back up as he aggred. "But the best way
to get rid of them is not to give them anythingwate about. They're bound
to get bored with the routine sooner or later.”

His hair looked as if it had been combed with mngérs. Plowing them
through it again, looking a tad exasperated asidhé,che stopped an arm's
length away.

"You think so?"



"l can't imagine that they won't."
"They're not there to watch the routine, Ashleyeyl want to watch you."
"l can't imagine that they won't get tired of tHap."

"l wouldn't count on it,” he muttered. "There doeseem to be any logic to
what some people regard as entertainment."

At least they agreed there. "Look," she murmureithking this would be so
much easier if he would stop scowling at her. "bWrnyou don't want me
here. | don't want be here, either. And | woulbe'if you hadn't done what
you did at the auction,” she reminded, her toneeasonable as she could
make it. "But arguing isn't going to change anthatt. Especially if we do it
in front of a camera.”

The air conditioner gave a wheeze and a rather aumsiclick. In no mood
for the thing to go out again, Matt sent a warngigre in its direction.
Dealing with Ashley was dead last on the list ah¢js he wanted to do
tonight. He had the daily-activity report on theefiér job to complete, a
dozen e-mails from his site managers to answelaasubcontractor with a
shipment of conduit hung up in a shipyard that Wwalsling up electrical
installation on the Newport job.

He also had no desire whatsoever to have her stanel looking as if she'd
just walked in from a day under a beach cabanaiittle coral shift and
dainty sandals and tell him he couldn't feel fratgtd with her if he wanted
to.

"I'm quite aware that I'm responsible for you belrege,” he informed her
tightly. "It's a fact I've reminded myself of on readhan one occasion, and
something | sincerely regret.”

She blinked as if she'd been punched.

True to her refined roots, it was only a momentobether cool control
kicked in. Her tone even, she tipped her chin. fitvby did you do it?"



Hands on his hips, jaw working, he glanced away.

"No, Matt," she insisted. "You just said you regteaind I'm having to live
with your aversion to me, so let's get it out andelwith. Why did you do
what you did at the auction?"

He wasn't about to tell her that he'd just wantdtt acknowledge him. No
way on God's green earth would she ever know tgltlsonce made him
feel as if he wasn't good enough, refined enouginied enough for her to
associate with the likes of him.

Lifting his head, defense fairly leaking from hisres, "How about, | was
bored."

"Bored?" The delicate arches of her eyebrows spotYou were...bored?"
"It happens."

"Bored," she repeated, as if she couldn't beliew@ething so common
could possibly be the cause of her present disaasaftAs in 'there wasn't
anything all that interesting going on so you thaugou'd break the
monotony'?" She shook her head, swiping her hai tadnen it brushed her
face. "Haven't you outgrown that yet?"

His brow slammed low. "Outgrown what?"

"Your need to cause trouble like this."

"What could you possibly know of my needs? Untilweund up in bed a
month ago, we'd never had a single conversatidrgtitgpast 'hello.' Every
time you'd see me coming, you'd turn the other wawalk by so fast |

damn near got windburn."

Ashley had held her ground until he mentioned bed.

Stepping back, his big body far too close, sheagdrto his chest. "There
was a reason for that."



"I'm surprised you'll admit it."

"Well, it's not like | knew what to do about it."df chin came up. "You
were..."

"I was what?" he insisted when she cut herself off.
She shook her head once more.

"I was what?" he repeated, canceling the step stakdn. A fist of
frustration clenched in his gut. This woman hadnbeg&ting at his peace of
mind far longer than he should have ever allow&@u'brought this up,
Ashley. You're the one who doesn't like the waytteating you. Maybe we
should just go ahead and clear the air here," meetted. "Maybe you
should tell me why it is that you'd see me coming aun."”

She didn't seem to think that was a very good adedl. "I didn't 'run.™
"What you did was close enough.”

"That was years ago," she insisted, wariness angapto her eyes. "l don't
understand why it's even important now."

"Humor me," he growled.
"Matt—"

"Why, Ashley?" His tension radiated toward herpifer. "It's the same
reason you ran from my bed, isn't it? The sameoregieu wouldn't return
my call.”

"Yes," she shot back. "It is. Was," she amendedalise her reasons now
were so much more complicated. ' 'l was afraidoaf. YOkay? You were big
and male and I..." Her voice caught, losing iteéor"...I'd never met anyone
like you."



For a moment, the only sound to be heard was #rka@nd whir of the air
conditioner. Matt stood over her, her admissiomseg to echo in the
sudden, deafening silence between them.

With a disbelieving blink, the accusation and arggved in his face melted
to what looked an awful lot like confusion.

She had no idea why he'd wanted her to admit wiehad. As she stood
there watching his eyes search hers while her lfedags if it would pound

right out of her chest, she just hoped he coutdit'how wary she still was
of him. There was so much about him she didn't krsmvmuch about him
she hadn't given herself a chance to understanerytvng about him

provoked a reaction from her at some level. Shenivascustomed to
anyone affecting her as strongly as he always had.

She watched him step back, slowly releasing heatbras he did. The
effects he'd had on her in the past month weré-{ighrs beyond anything
she'd felt around him as a naive young girl.

His confusion now looked far more like disbelief.

"You were afraid of me?" He shook his head asyihg to comprehend.
"You thought | might physically hurt you?"

Her eyes widened. "No. No," she repeated. "Notlkethat."

"Then, what?"

"You were...what | said. You...intimidated me." S¢tf@ok her head, not
knowing how else to explain how he'd affected lighase years ago. "And
| didn't know how to act around you," she concludedking very much as

if she really just wished he would let the wholaghgo.

Matt was actually more than willing to do that. Idt as if he'd been
poleaxed.

Until that moment, he'd had no idea how big a ¢f&jol once carried on his
shoulder. Or, how that chip had weighted his atétand perceptions. It had



never once occurred to him that he was the onehalldeld the power with
her. She was the one with the status, the moneyhenbloodlines that ran
back to European kings. He'd been a mongrel thersysad pulled off the
streets. The one nice mothers didn't let their citédren associate with.
Especially nice girls.

And she had avoided him because she'd been afrhitho,
Fear was the last hold he would ever want over a@ym any form.

The thought that she was still fearful of him somehhad him taking
another step away in the suddenly heavy silence.

The quiet warble of his cell phone had her lookaisgelieved as he felt at
the interruption.

He nodded toward the phone by the laptop, tooktatee step toward it.
"I'm expecting calls about the other sites.” Thi¢ s@mmons sounded again.
"l need to get that."

Totally confused by his reaction to her admissshgken at having made it,
Ashley gave him an uneasy nod. "I should go, anyivay

"Hang on."

He snatched up the phone with a brusque, "CallaWegh, Don," he said,
his eyes never leaving her face. "Hold on a minutk you?"

He lowered the small instrument. With it facing thide of his thigh, he
watched her move to the door.

Ashley saw the heavy slashes of his eyebrows nwrgethe disquiet in his
eyes. For a man who had been quite insistent aibeating the air, it now
seemed he didn't quite know what he wanted to say.

Finally, all he said was, "See you at five-fifteen?

“I'll be there."



"Okay."

"Okay," she murmured. Feeling as confused as héodokéd moments ago,
she turned to let herself out.

She had no idea what she had accomplished. Shet aadine if he had
grasped the concept of keeping a lid on any actroraction he didn't want
to risk seeing on the six o'clock news.

All she knew for certain was that, by noon the riey, the strain between
them had an entirely different edge to it.



Chapter Six

She had been afraid of him. It hadn't been disdaidisapproval that had
colored her actions toward him after all. It hag¢thesome combination of
female wariness and timidity he didn't understand aever would have
suspected her to possess.

Twelve hours later, the knowledge still jarred Matiat knowledge taunted
him, too. Ashley had felt shy and susceptible adoum all those years ago,
and it did things to a man to know he affected anao in such a way.
Especially when he could easily recall how bealljifshe had responded to
his touch.

The thought had made for a very restless night.

It also put an entirely different perspective oastjabout everything she'd
ever said or done around him. It definitely putifiedent perspective on
everything she did around him now.

The staccato beat of pounding hammers melded Wwihvbices of men

unloading roofing trusses from a flatbed truck. Thewd that had gathered
today had been roped back even farther, resultirgy fair number of the
curious becoming rather creative in their attenptglimpse Ashley. Or,

better yet, get a picture or an autograph. He'dyliaumore than one
Kendrick fanatic slipping past the yellow tape wegra tool belt and work
apron—and more than one reporter trying to usednstruction ladders to
get a different angle on a shot.

It wouldn't matter that it was their own fault ignoring barriers and safety
warnings. If someone tripped over construction debr fell and broke a
body part, they'd still probably sue.

The thought of legal hassles, however, wasn'titessdoncern as he looked
to where Ashley worked near Ed and another grodpaaiers.

He'd watched her like a hawk all day. Just as likylesterday and the day
before. Only now, rather than watching to make sire didn't cause any
problems or get herself and someone else into leauith her inexperience,



he realized he was keeping an eye on her more ke swae people weren't
causing trouble for her.

He didn't know if he hadn't let himself see it lrefoor if the stress was just
beginning to show, but as the afternoon wore omdteed little signs of
strain creep into her smile. They were there asqunaphers persisted in
photographing her at the water cooler, wiping svirgah her neck, trying to
pull her weight. The hard work and the drainingtiveare clearly getting to
her as much as they were everyone else. Yet, evesafety glasses, a
ponytail and a ball cap, she still had the photagepiality the cameras
loved. It was in the tilt of her head, the delicaxdfyher features, her soft
appealing smile as she continued on. She seemednileéd to work as
hard as the next person, and just as determinkeejp any complaints she
had to herself.

Not, he thought, his muscles bunching as he hefypest a massive roof
truss into place, that she was likely to complaithva sound boom right
over her head catching nearly every word.

Balanced atop the wall of a future bedroom, hegoutiis hammer from his
battered leather tool belt and nailed through tie¢ahconnectors to fix the
truss in place. Except for the man doing the samthe wall opposite him

and the one below who tilted up the cumbersome exstigped supports
with a long board, the area below had been cleafrecew. Ashley worked

at the opposite end of the structure, framing kitehen wall.

At least, that's what she had been doing. At theerd, he was aware of her
handing a bottle of water to one of the women she&h working with and
pointing to the blue canopy the workers all usedsfade.

He'd noticed her doing the same sort of thing ydate watching out for the
person next to her, taking care to see they wegetting overheated. At the
time, he'd figured she was doing the Good Sammeudar the benefit of the
cameras. Now, remembering when he'd taken heotiom Ifor her bites and
how quick she'd been to make sure he wouldn't be&d of it himself, he
suspected her concern would have been there eveouvan audience.



A twjnge of guilt hit with the downswing of his haner. Catching the

corner of his thumb, he jerked it back. A split@ed later, he grabbed the
truss to keep his balance, swore at himself foipaging attention, swore at
the throbbing pain and grabbed his thumb to mag&®fi hurting. Had he hit
the thing dead-on, he'd have cracked the nail iia As it was, a red bruise

was already forming under one corner of it.

Making himself focus, he edged himself along therowa ledge to slide
another of the heavy trusses into place.

Sweat trickled past his temple to his jaw. Ignoringiong with the pulse in
his thumb, he muscled the prefabricated roof supgmrght and waited for
the crew member on the other side to get his empdhice.

From the corner of his eye he caught a glimpsesifléy's pink shirt and
ponytail. The documentary crew had circled for & aegle—and a reporter
he didn't recognize had a microphone practicallyenface.

A new crop of press had shown up, along with méshe batch from the

day before. The new guy, though, was already pgprinre aggressive than
the others. From what Matt could suddenly heasgeégmed he'd gotten so
close that he'd nearly encountered her nail guhle{dooked to either be

apologizing profusely or asking if he was hurt.

He held his hand out to the man working opposite. [@ver the pounding
and the buzz of a saw, he hollered out to maketherbeam was secure and
headed for the ladder.

He had blamed the strain he'd seen in her smilgark and the heat. As his
boots hit the ground and he crossed the concretighpanad the feeling there
might be more contributing to her stress than that.

She had gone straight to her room both nights skebkeen there. She had
declined offers from Dale and Ed to join them fanrgtr, and she had
refused to go to the grocery store herself. Hethadght at the time that she
was just being antisocial and spoiled, that beihg whe was she wouldn't
condescend to something so common as stocking \Wwar acabinets or
sharing a meal with people who worked with themd®for a living. He had



ignored the fact that she'd been working with heamds herself. Since she
had been pressured into that, he'd figured it dmnint.

Yet, now, as he watched two more reporters duclerhd perimeter tape,
both apparently feeling that if the new guy coutdl @ quote, they could, too,
it occurred to him that he might have read her \grthrere, as well. Instead
of thinking she was better than everyone elsedsjust been protecting
herself. Or trying to. Her room provided the on$gape she had. It was the
only place she could get away from people who sdepeat on watching
her every move.

"What's the problem?"

Four reporters turned at his quiet demand. The ony who held any
interest for him was the reporter he now recognizenh the airport, &5Q
sort with unnaturally white teeth and a fake-bake that seemed rather
redundant in Florida.

"She nearly tripped me with the thing," the guy tered, motioning to the
cord leading to the air compressor. "I'm Tony Sthi@un Daily NewsAnd
you are?"

"The boss."
"Do you have a hame?"
"You answer my question first."

The man looked annoyed. Or maybe he was tryingdk important. "Fine.
The problem is this whole operation. What are yoingl letting a novice
handle a tool like that?" he demanded, looking ebéras self-righteous as
he sounded when he motioned toward what Ashlelytsid. "She said
herself when she got here that she didn't knowng tiibout construction and
you turn her loose with a nail gun? That thing dobe dangerous,” he
pronounced, holding the microphone so his recorceuld pick up
everything he said. "Does OSHA know about this? Wh@ns?"



"We're volunteers here,” Matt replied, his tonegptwely even. "Union
agreements don't apply. And we're in full complamé safety standards.
Or, would be, if you weren't compromising them."

The cameras that had caught Ashley apologizing wedeenly trained on
Matt. Aware of the quiet plea in Ashley's worrieges, ignoring it, Matt
looked from the microphone the reporter held.

"Is that thing on?" he asked, his expression deedpt dangerously calm.
The guy with the teeth had totally overlooked Madiccusation. "You bet it
is. It just came over the wire that Cord Kendriglgetting serious about the
daughter of an ex- Enron executive. | want famdynment.”

"You won't get any here. We're trying to build auke and you're in the
way."

"Miss Kendrick," the reporter began, ignoring hitygur brother has caused
your family embarrassment on more than one..."

"Excuse me," Matt cut in, patience thin, tone stllen as he turned to
Ashley. "Miss Kendrick," he said, his smoke-grag®gteady on hers. "Do
you have anything you want to say to this man?"

"l already told him I don't."

"You're sure?"

She gave him a barely discernible nod. "Quite."

Aware of others now joining them, Matt fixed hiseaition on the man who
stood nearly eye level with him. ' 'Did you getthwhen you walked into her

nail gun?"

The reporter's forehead pinched at the abrupt eéhahgubject. Or, maybe,
Matt thought, it was his phrasing that broughtginft frown.



"I didn't think so," Matt concluded as the man ogebihis mouth. "And, by
the way, she's getting the same supervision ag/ etber volunteer. Her
supervisor tells me she's getting quite proficiem, If anyone is creating a
safety hazard here," he informed him, "it's you."

He nodded to a couple of the cameramen behind him.
"Can you guys get a shot of him standing on thepmessor hose?"

A hint of hesitation diluted the smirk on the rejgeos square-jawed face as
the cameras panned down. Another camera flashednaent before he
jerked his foot off the dull gray tubing.

"Got it," his own cameraperson acknowledged, onlyave his smile killed
by his co-worker's quick glare.

"Good." Matt gave a satisfied nod. "Nothing likplzoto for evidence.

"You asked who | am," Matt reminded him. He gawe ithan his name, his
hands loosely on his hips, his failure to offer h#&hd deliberate. "I'm the
person responsible for this project, and you're anghorized to be here.
There's a reason that construction tape is ouéthies to keep people like
you from hurting themselves or causing an accitlleatyou almost did with
Miss Kendrick."

He nodded to the tool she'd eased onto a pile afifg. "The gun she's
using fires nails at about fourteen hundred festcnd. If it had gone off in
your leg, it would have driven a three inch naihght into your thigh. |
understand that's painful. Especially if it goe®ibhone. And by the way,"
he added, gratified by the way the man flinchedat'tvould have been your
fault. Not hers. Now, unless you want me to callryoewspaper and report
you for trespassing, | suggest you get back bethattape.

"All of you," he said, his glance pure steel asntpt over the more familiar
reporters who'd joined them. "I've asked you beforgtay back and | really
don't want to have to do it again. Nothing is gaiodiappen here that you
haven't seen already. Go home. Let us work."



"But Callaway, we have a..."

"I know," he muttered, all but sighing when theedtior of the documentary
piped up. "You have a contract. The three of ystitay back and out of the
way. And you're going to have to figure out somieeotway to get your
audio. You can't use that sound boom in here dmedrusses are up. The
rest of you. Go. Now."

There was no mistaking the finality in his voiceshfey suspected that the
same decisiveness also marked his features asashd at the line of sweat
down the back of his shirt.

She had no idea how Matt would react if he knewtlsdek been the one to
bump into the reporter and not the other way aro&Gh@ hadn't done it on
purpose. She'd just been trying to avoid the gugniine’d come up on her
other side and startled her so much that she jurapédumped the gun into
him. The moment she'd seen him, she'd known he'tithsne to ask if she

planned any tours of the area While she was thdrat her typical day was
like, or what sort of sunscreen she used. She rdéraed him from the

airport. He was looking for juice, meat, a scandal.

There hadn't been anywhere she could go to esaape h

Matt turned toward her as two of the burlier woskescorted the reporters
away. Reaching past her for the gun, he checkedate sure that she had
kept the safety on.

"That was my fault,” she confessed, her voice yemwhisper.

"No, it wasn't. He shouldn't have been here." lbis® was quiet, too. It was
his expression she couldn't read. He hadn't sachrtmiher all day. Nothing
that hadn't been necessary, anyway. But the antagorthat had
underscored his attitude toward her had totalligdbio surface.

"If he comes back again," he said, handing hegtime "use this thing on his
foot."



Ashley would have bet her next shower that Matt lchdsed off the
reporters solely to allow everyone to get back tokaT he faint curve of his
sensual mouth told her he'd done it for her.

The last thing she would have expected from him aveesscue.
Embarrassingly grateful for what he'd done, toudned, she wondered if
he had any idea how it felt to have someone intex¥er her when she'd felt
so helpless to escape herself.

"Don't tempt me,” she murmured, unable to imagima kver feeling
helpless about anything. "I know they're just tgyto do their jobs. And I'm
sure there are some who are fair and less cuttiBaasome of them can be
such—"

"Jerks?"

Her smile came easier. "I've called them worse."

"Probably not in mixed company."”

"Actually, | have," she quietly confided. "Just rmwbund my mother."

One corner of his mouth kicked up again, his sragdeunexpected as his
kindness had been as his glance eased over her face

"l don't imagine you would have done that,” he dthdi He took a step
back. "Tell you what, you get to work and I'll ddwat | can to keep them
away from you."

She gave him a nod, her eyes cautious on his. K'aun."

She could have sworn she sensed that same cantiomi She just wasn't
sure why it was there.

"No problem."”



"Matt?" she said as he started to turn away. Siecdidn't seem nearly as
antagonistic as he had before, there was somegtiegeeded to know. '
'Did you know about Cord's girlfriend?"

"I can't say that | did." In deference to the doemtary people fiddling with
their sound equipment a few yards away, his voroppkd. "But | won't be
surprised to read that the Feds are now investigdtis holdings."

"And probably our family's," she concluded, justasetly. "Dad's going to
kill him."

Matt shrugged. "Cord never does things the easy'way

Ashley had the feeling that Matt didn't, eithereBwvith the careful distance
she sensed in him now, there was that edge th&esgfchidden scars and
lessons learned through conflict and confrontafidmere was just no time to
wonder what those conflicts had been.

The deep buzz of one of the power saws died, atigulhem to hear the
quick commotion that had them both scrambling throuhe maze of
upright studs. The alarmed sounds led them to wbaite, Ed and a half
dozen others hovered over the bearded man seaetheaenetal legs of the
big saw.

' 'What happened?" Matt called as he jogged Stddav yards.

Dale looked up, his blunt features worried bend¢haéhred bandana on his
head. "Hit a knot in the wood. Board bucked andalaee got his thumb."

"Did it take it off?"
Ed's head came up. "Still attached. But he's gtwngeed stitches.”
Matt crouched next to where Gene held his hand withlood-soaked

handkerchief. From where Ashley came to a haltdeelsim, she caught the
quick tightening of his jaw an instant before hpped Gene's shoulder.



His deep voice sounded amazingly calm. ' 'Can yeepkpressure on that
long enough to get you to a hospital?"

The retired engineer looked about as gray as lisdb&lostly, he looked as
if he was about to get sick. "l think | can.”

The less-than-certain reply wasn't good enougtMiatt. With his hand on
the man's shoulder, he glanced up. "I need someande with us and hold
pressure on this. Not you, Ed," he said, when tderoman opened his
mouth. "I need you here."

There was an awful lot of blood. Crouched besidét Mer hand on Gene's
leg and her eyes on his pale face, Ashley swallovéd was the most
expendable person there. "l can do it," she saidnstant before cameras
appeared over everyone's shoulders.

Gene gave her a weak smile. Matt, however, murmaiaadet, "No," before
he looked up at a volunteer with a dark moustactte aasunburn. "How
about you? Can you help us out?"

The guy she knew only as Bert looked uncertainithatblood dripping to
the sandy ground. He was clearly squeamish. Beialg,nme also wasn't
about to admit it. "Yeah. Sure." His Adam's appleblied when he
swallowed. "Just tell me what to do."

"Here's some paper towels." One of the women hakstveral from the roll
by the water cooler and folded them into a thicH.[fhe thrust it between
them. "Take the roll, too," she added, shoving tbatrd Bert, as well.

Suddenly aware that she was now only in the walheysedged back. As
she did, Matt glanced toward her:

"Thanks for the offer,” he finally said, voice lcag he helped Gene to his
feet. "But there'll be less confusion if you juttyshere."

Her help would be more of a liability than an asktitt hadn't needed to say
the words for Ashley to know exactly what he'd ntedinshe went with
them, the media would be right behind. Reporterslavdollow her right



into the emergency room, hot on the trail of whatestant they decided to
put on her part in the poor man's misfortune.

As she watched Matt and Bert lead Gene away andi Heé encourage
everyone to get back to work, she silently concatdatl Gene and the E.R.
staff were definitely better off without her help-e-matter how much she
would have been willing to give it.

The thought left her feeling oddly disheartene@lsb did nothing to make
her feel a part of the people working the proj€xutto alleviate the sense of
isolation she felt, even surrounded as she wakdgrew and the crowd and
the cameras. The very reason the crowd and theraamere there set her
apart from everyone else, and made it impossibilenfust people to regard
her simply as one of them. They didn't even seecate that a man had just
been hurt.

"Ashley! Look over here!" The face of a woman ifughsia sun hat was
hidden behind a camera. "l want a picture for mygiaer!"

"Ashley!" Over the head of an older gentleman ibright shirt, Bermuda
shorts, dark socks and sandals, she saw a book be&iwed in the air.
"Would you sign this? It's Monte Morison's biogramf your family!"

Oh, yes, she mentally muttered, as the thronghhdtswelled to nearly a
hundred continued calling out. The infamous biogyad he three-year-old

unauthorized one that had detailed her parentstaarsial courtship and

the scandal that had rocked a small nation whewtimean next in line to be
gueen had given up her claim to the throne to marwealthy American

politician. The sensationalized biography had reted all of Cord's public

aggressions to that point, uncovered a few thegrmia and the public hadn't
known about and implied that her health nut ottéelsister, who wouldn't

even allow caffeine past her lips, had an eatisgrdier.

It had also gone into great detail and speculatibout Ashley's sudden
obsession with privacy a few years ago. The reledsthat voyeuristic

expose had started the rumors about everything &omrvous breakdown
to having gone into seclusion because she'd besketinearted after her
breakup with an actor she'd never even dated. Abdp desire to escape



from constant public view, all that had ultimatacomplished was to make
her a more attractive target for the press.

Just grit your teeth and smilshe reminded herself, recalling what her
mother had ultimately advised hand don't give them anything to criticize.

"Come on," Ed said to her as she waved amiablyeaidy with the camera
and a few others who'd eagerly lifted lenses indirexction. If the owner of
the book wanted it signed, she could track dowmiuthor. Ashley wasn't
about to endorse the blasted thing. "Matt said lle¢lads know about Gene as
soon as he has anything to report."”

"Gene isn't going to lose his thumb, is he?"

Ed shrugged. "Hard to say. Didn't look too gooduth.” Shaking his head,
he stuck one of his ever-present toothpicks incttraer of his mouth and
headed inside the skeletal structure.

With a new appreciation for the roof over her oweadh, specifically for
those who'd labored to build it, Ashley batted aveapug and dutifully
followed.

Matt called Ed on his cell phone an hour later. tMoas that the veteran of
six Shelter projects wouldn't lose his digit anattine hadn't needed a
transfusion, news that relieved them all, but Geam come close enough to
serious harm to put the fear of God in every singlinteer about the

importance of paying attention around power toble object lesson wasn't
lost on the press, either. Especially after Mégtsure to the journalist who

had grudgingly taken his photographer and disajgoedtor the rest of the

day, the only media who came anywhere near her terthree guys doing

the documentary, who, she decided, had to havendst boring job on the

planet.

Now that she could stop worrying about Gene, Ashkiesided she couldn't
think of anything worse than hanging around dagnd day out watching



one person do the same thing over and over. Uitlass being the person
doing the same thing over and over while she wasybeatched.

"Hey, Ron," she called, toeing the switch on theypressor to turn it off.
The noise level dropped by half. "Do you know hawdugh out a door?"

The director in the backward ball cap and sunglssmightened from
where he lounged in the shade of a wall near apwtable fan he'd plugged
into his own newly purchased generator. Aside froaving the sticky air, it

blew away the bugs. "l can't say I've had thatgqlea"

"You want to learn?"
He glanced over one shoulder, then the other. "Me?"
"Sure. It would give you something new to film."

As if a lightbulb had suddenly popped on, he putiéichis glasses and gave
a bobbing nod. "l see what you're getting at,” hesed, mental wheels
clearly spinning. "We get footage of you passingwdrat you've learned.

Good angle. | like it." Satisfaction with the id&arly glowed in his eyes.

"But it would be better if we used one of the otkielunteers. One of the
locals."

"They already have jobs to do. That's why | askaayShe tipped her head,
smiling at his reluctance. "You're not really doiagything else,” she
pointed out. "And what about Andy?" The twenty-stimey soundman in
the red cap looked bored out of his mind. ' 'liche set a mike somewhere
around here, you can both do this."

"Group lesson. Better yet. Hey, Andy," Ron calledading toward him,
"let's get that mike on a stand. We need it statiph

From the corner of her eye, she saw Ed walk upwhireg, he pulled his
toothpick from the corner of his mouth and scraticte stubble on his jaw.
' 'What are you doing over here?"



"Helping us all out.” She didn't want to tell Echtrafter only two days, she
felt ready to crawl out of her skin being so onpthy. She had agreed to
allow it. She knew that. And she reminded herseléast once an hour that
what she was doing was for a good cause. More hamell be built
because of the money the network had paid for th®mods privilege of
having her name and face on an hour- long spd&uglit just seemed easier
to have the guys usually behind the camera in fobrttwith her.

Her voice dropped to nearly a whisper. "Since weten one of your best

men, | thought I'd get us a couple more voluntdeygerheard Andy say he

used to help his dad build furniture, so we knoveast one of them can use
a hammer.” She hesitated. "Matt won't mind, wilP'he

"Matt never minds help on these projects. But yguing to teach them?"

"As much as | know," she offered, not offendedliavyathe hint of doubt in
his question. She was far from expert. Three dggsshe hadn't known a
casing from a crowbar. But she'd proven hersdbieta quick study and had
picked up the basics of her job well enough to mass'l just need you to
double-check me."

Ed's mouth formed an upside-down U as he slowlydaddLight danced in

his eyes. "You might be on to something here," kienmured, sizing up the
potential addition to his crew. They were both tiealyoung men. If he

could get even a few hours worth of work out ohtheach day, the time he
spent with them now would be worth it. "Get therfesaglasses. We've got
about half an hour before we start cleanup. Trgtk us a start.

"Oh, and Miss Kendrick," he said as she startedyawslatt won't be
coming back to the site today, so we'll be ridiaghto the motel with Dale.
Matt's staying at the hospital until Gene is setthup, then he'll take him
home."

"That's very nice of him."

Ed shrugged. "That's just Matt."

That's just Matt.



Ed's easy conclusion stayed with Ashley the retetlay. He had offered it
as fact, as if he had never known Matt to be ahgroway. But the more she
thought about the quiet conviction in his simplatesment, the more she
realized the statement wasn't actually all thapgm

It implied that Matt was a kind and caring man. leughtful man who
considered the needs of others as well as his odrwéao went out of his
way to see that those needs were met.

She supposed she'd already known that about hinplysibecause of the
time, money and men he donated to Shelter. Butvsisealso beginning to
see how his men respected him, and how dedicated$i&o his obligations.
A man didn't accomplish what he had by spendingspare time causing
trouble as she'd accused him of doing. Considehegize of the other jobs
she knew he'd undertaken, and based on what sheekadn his room last
night, she doubted he had any spare time as itAfees. working all day at

whatever was required of him, he probably tacklsdaperwork long past
the time everyone else had gone to bed.

The man she'd once shied from had never strucksbeing so tireless, so
conscientious, or anywhere near so... respondsoleback then, he hadn't
been, she reminded herself as she sat proppedsag@n pillows in her
motel bed that evening, staring at the pages @sésbller she'd been dying
to read and getting nowhere. Back when she'driiegthim, he hadn't been
responsible, reliable or any of the other redeentings he seemed to be
now. The only trait he'd seemed to possess beydalért for trouble was
the raw masculinity that had made her feel lik@ang mare around a wild
stallion.

In some ways, he still made her feel that way.

The admission had her trying one more time to cotnate on the book. But
she got no farther than rereading a paragraph already read twice when
she heard the heavy thud of footsteps outsidedoen.rThe beat of her heart
skipped at the sound, then went into double-timemthe sound passed her
drape-covered window and abruptly stopped.



She had listened all evening for Matt to get baoknftaking care of Gene.
Part of her wanted very much to know how the mas deing. Another
part, a less sensible and purely instinctive sanply wanted to see Matt.
She wasn't entirely sure why, either. It was pdeditat she just needed to
let him know that she appreciated what he'd donédo with the reporters
that afternoon. Or maybe she just wanted a chancmderstand who he
really was. She didn't even know what she wouldsayond asking about
their co-worker.

Thinking she'd figure it out when the time cames shipped from the bed,
pulled her short robe over her shorter sleep ahuttpeeked out the corner of
the drape to make absolutely certain it wasn't smaeslse lurking outside
her door. Twice in the past two nights, she'd sthtd slip out for ice from
the machine in the alcove three rooms down. Batlesi she had spotted the
paparazzo with the dark curly hair watching hernmmofstom one of the
walkway pillars across the motel's center pool arehpromptly closed the
door.

Going without ice was merely an inconvenience. iRgas if she were one
step from being stalked made her infinitely moreamfortable.

She cautiously nudged aside the end of the falrien as she did, she saw
Matt already moving away, his broad back to her hisdfootsteps once
again heavy on the walkway.

Her first thought was to go after him. The thougfthe paparazzo promptly
cancelled it. As she slowly closed the tiny gap time drapes,

doubled-checked the locks on the door and theipositf the chair she'd
pushed under the knob, she considered that goteg lam wouldn't have

been a very good idea anyway. It seemed he wdbtttah certain about

talking to her, either.

That uncertainty was the last thing on her mind nvebe wakened three
hours later, her heart pounding. It took a momenthkr to be certain she
wasn't dreaming and the rushing pulse in her eadent difficult to discern

the sounds, but something had just wakened herw@ka't even certain
what it was that had snapped her awake with swgthrg but there was no



mistaking the shift of shadow outside her windowobe that shadow
suddenly disappeared.

Her first thought was that the paparazzo was arethp to something.
Her second was that it could be just about anyone.
The latch on her door moved.

Her heart lurched against her ribs. The flow ofeadiine jerked her bolt
upright, her mind scrambling to remember what laepts and the security
people she'd often been surrounded with had talduhe her siblings to do
should they ever find themselves pursued by anzeadéwus fan— or
someone looking to make a small fortune by holdomg of them for
ransom. She knew it was entirely possible thastte@low only belonged to
a common thief, but the thought hardly eased herdmbhe was totally
unprotected there.

The sliver of light that cut across the foot of bed from the bathroom gave
her just enough light to see the phone on the sightl. To call another
room, all she had to do was dial seven and the rmamber. She knew Matt
was in number one-sixteen.

Quietly picking up the receiver, it never occurtedher to wonder why her
first instinct was to turn to him.



Chapter Seven

"Matt?" The soft voice crowded into his consciowss)ats tone whispered
and urgent. "There's someone outside my room."

Matt rolled to his back, dragging the phone corbsg his bare chest, the
receiver pressed to his ear. Even wakened fronad seep, he knew that
voice. It had haunted his restless dreams far taoymights.

"Ashley?"
"Can you see who it is?"

The panic in her plea jerked him conscious. It gisded him upright.
"Hang on."

Pale light seeped around his nearly closed bathrdoan. Dropping the
receiver onto the bed, he snatched his jeans fhenchair across from it.

He'd barely zipped them when he reached the doiin. té flip of the latch,
he stepped into the tropical night air before henegonsidered who he
might encounter farther down the long walkway.

"Hey!" he called, scowling at the trio of skinnyeteage girls outside
Ashley's door.

A light hovered over every room number along théumm-lined and
covered corridor. In that pale yellow glow, he wead all three spin toward
him. Mischievous smiles died on the way. The littkende who'd just
reached toward the door handle, her hand tentgtex¢énded as if she'd just
been dared to touch it, went as red as her longdhanavel-ring-wearing
counterparts.

Matt started toward them. "What are doing out here?

Three sets of eyes widened on his unsnapped jeehbaae chest before
they collided with the glare darkening his sleepased face. Not waiting to



reply, or, more likely, not having a valid one, tjids backed up, turned in
unison and ran, giggling, for the parking lot.

It wasn't worth the effort to go after them. He&kh in enough real trouble
himself years ago to recognize kids who were hasbnd those with a
mean streak. He was more concerned with the womaheoother side of
the door, anyway.

Walking past the crickets jumping on the concrieéeknocked lightly below
Ashley's peephole.

"It me," he called quietly. "Open up."

The door remained closed.

"Ashley?"

He didn't know if she didn't believe it was him,jfshe'd closed herself into
the bathroom and couldn't hear. Rather than pogndarder and waking

any other guests who might have been trying tgpslee headed back to his
room.

Closing his door with a muffled click, he crossecdts bed and flipped on

the nightstand lamp. The receiver still lay ongheet. He absently held it to
his ear, expecting a dial tone.

The line was still open.

"Ashley?"

"Is he gone?"

The anxiety was still clearly there.

"It wasn't a he. It was just some kids dinking awau

"Kids?"



"Girls. Teenagers. It looked like they were daraagh other to touch your
door or something.” Or, maybe, they were just wantd touch something
she had touched. He barely understood full-growmeam@ What went on in
their minds in the adolescent stage was totallyphdyhim.

"It wasn't that guy with the dark curly hair?"
Matt's brow slammed low. "What guy?"

"That guy with the camera and all the big lenseswdas at the airport and
the site the first day. And he's been hanging atdware the last few nights."
She hesitated, her quiet voice suddenly quietehdlight it might be him."

It was Matt's turn to pause. "He's been here tke flaw nights?" Like

everyone else, he'd heard stories of how bold papacould be, and the
lengths to which they'd go to get a shot the talslovould pay serious
money to publish. But the thought of some sleaymdrto take pictures
through her drapes to catch her dressing or nakdchim going dead still.
"Why didn't you say something?"

The instant the question was out of his mouth, belevhave given just
about anything to pull it back. "Never mind,"” he rmured. He already
knew the answer. She hadn't said anything becagideniade it clear he
didn't want her asking for his or anyone else'p.hel

"It wasn't him." Sobering possibilities and conseees began to sink in as
he forced assurance into his voice. "It was jusisKHe turned to the
window, taking the phone with him to nudge asidedrape. His room was
at one corner of the U-shaped building, which madelatively easy to
check out the other long corridor angling from kamd the corridor across
the dark and deserted lawn and pool. As late asm#, and as visible as
Ashley was during the day, he'd never considered anyone might be
skulking around at night. But then he hadn't exgecivhat he'd just
encountered with the girls, either.

He definitely hadn't expected the fear he'd hearishley's voice.

"They're gone now. There's no one out there."



For a moment, the only sound on the line was thmistakable rush of an
uneasy breath being slowly released.

Guilt joined a massive dose of concern as he tufreed the window. He
had never considered what coming here would meaheio He had never
given any thought at all to what treating her om$yanother worker would
mean. He hadn't intended to extend any speciahtesd to her. Not in her
job assignments, nor in her accommodations. Anchsldeasked for none.
But she wasn't like the other volunteers. She wasesne the public loved
to see, to know about, to encounter. Consideriegntbalth of her family,
she was also someone who could be a target shoolde s
less-than-upstanding individual or organizationidethey needed to make
a quick million.

The possibility of being kidnapped would never acmumost people, and
would sound crazy to the rest. He wouldn't haveigi of it now himself,
except for what Cord had once requested of him.régeest had been made
years ago, back when his friend had barely beeaksapg with his family.
But Cord had asked Matt that he notify the Kendridkhe ever went for
over a couple of weeks without hearing from him.

That was the first time Matt had realized that liften reckless,
thrill-seeking, fun-loving friend could feel vulregsle.

He had never given any thought at all to how muarerendangered a
woman in such a position would feel.

"Are you all right?" he asked, sitting back dowraing

"l am now."

"Do you want to come here to sleep? Or have mége?"

The question was out before he even considerediguom of it.
Her response was just as immediate.

"l don't think that would be a very good idea, Matt



Of course she didn't, he thought. There was oné/lmed in either room. If
she would even let him in it, he would want hehtigvhere he'd had her
before. In his arms, under him, moving with him amaking him crazy with

the feel and scent and taste of her.

He wanted her there even now.

If he were to be honest, he'd wanted her ever $iateseen her step off the
plane.

"It wouldn't be good for you to be seen coming intg room so late," he
heard her murmur. "Or, leaving so early in the nmagn Thank you,
though.” The line hummed quietly. "Really."

Her first concern hadn't been about being with himhad been with
appearances and rumors.

He hadn't thought about that, either. "Do you hgug bolt on the door?" he
asked, when what he really wanted to know wasefwbuld have let him
into her bed had publicity not been an issue.

"The bolt and the chain. And | have a chair untderknob."

Matt closed his eyes, blew a breath himself. Sbhaidicaded herself in.
Wondering if she'd done that every night, suspgdime had, he opened the
drawer of the nightstand. Next to the Gideon biisdes a phone book.

"You don't have any other outside doors in theoeyal?" he asked, taking
the book out and dropping it on the pillow. "Thenebthing to the back or
connecting to another room?"

"Except for the kitchenette, my room is just likeuys."

One door. One large picture window. "You shouldkay, then."

"I will be. I'm sorry | woke you, Matt." Apologyltiered over the line. "I just
didn't know who else to call.”



"Don't worry about it." He had been her only porthe storm. The thought
had his voice turning quiet, too. "Get some rest."

"You, too. And, Matt?" she said, sounding the whg bad after he chased
off the reporters. Truly grateful. And a little gyifor having been a bother.
"Thank you," she whispered, and quietly broke thenection.

Matt slowly lowered the phone. He didn't bothegtestion the concern he
felt, or the sense of protectiveness he passedsotibligation. It was his
fault she was there. Therefore, he would do whatwegessary to make sure
she stayed safe.

He looked up the number of the local police. Wrainanted was hardly a
911 situation, so he called the main number, erpthito the dispatcher
what had happened with the girls and that he'ddigatrolman to stop by the
Cypress Motor Inn a couple of times on his pawolght if possible to make
sure no one was hassling Miss Kendrick.

The dispatcher had sounded half asleep when sh&kaed. Hearing who
was in need of assistance, she'd been wide awakeeltyme she assured
him that the Gray Lake police department would &gy to be of service to
a member of the Kendrick family.

In the morning, he would call Cord and see who faisily used for
bodyguards. He knew they had them. Or, at least thiey had used them in
the past. One had followed Cord around all thromgip school and college.
He assumed now that his other three siblings hagebgimilar shadows.

He shoved the phone book back in the drawer, thisyeans onto the chair
by the file-covered table and crawled back into. li#tthing his bodyguard

had turned into one of Cord's favorite sports. AattMay staring at the
shadows on the ceiling, he wondered how Ashley haddled being

followed by muscle everywhere she'd gone. It waseedhan thinking of

her in her bed, alone and frightened.

Ashley overslept.



She hated being late. She especially hated to xegple waiting. But since
she'd arrived in Gray Lake, she craved sleep alasstuch as she'd started
craving orange sickles from the ice-cream truck tdaane by the site every
afternoon.

Obviously, the physical exertion took more out @r lthan she'd first
realized.

Being awake in the middle of the night hadn't he|pgther. It had taken
forever for her to get back to sleep.

She didn't have time to eat breakfast or make epffie she stuffed a granola
bar in each back pocket and settled for a glassrarige juice while she
slathered on moisturizer with sunblock and trietitastab herself in the eye
with the mascara wand.

Matt would already be at the truck. Hopefully, hasw't pacing. As kind as
he'd been last night, the least she could do wamliene.A solid knock on
her door preceded a deep, "Ashley?"

The sound of Matt's voice had her jamming the whack into the tube,
grabbing her white cap and pressing her hand tstberach.

The orange juice didn't seem to be settling ali well. The queasiness was
hardly surprising, though. Her stomach was othexv@mpty, she'd been
rushing since the moment her feet hit the hideaasrgcarpet, and, even
with the air conditioner turned up full blast, tftemm was warm and sticky
from the outside humidity and the already climbiagt.

The blast of heavy, eighty-degree air when she egpéhe door promised
that the day would be even more miserable thafatie

"Are you okay?"

She couldn't see the concern in Matt's eyes ateked from the print on
his snug gray T-shirt that proclaimed it to be @y of the MIT athletic
department. His dark sunglasses hid them. It wdssivoice, though, and
the pinch of his brow.



"I'm sorry. | didn't hear my alarm." The upsidehtving overslept was that
she hadn't had a whole lot of time to think abobatwhad kept her awake
last night long after she'd hung up the phone.dSahted badly to accept
the offer he'd made to stay with her. Once he'dragisher that there'd been
nothing to worry about, much of the apprehensiagicsfelt not knowing
who'd been outside her door had actually fadedval$ the unexpected
realization that she very much wanted to feel hmssaaround her again that
had kept her staring at the shadows on the cdibimg past the numbers on
her clock had registered 3:00 a.m.

He hadn't offered his arms, though. After the hamdslemonstration with
the nail gun, he had gone out of his way not tahduer at all.

She couldn't see his eyes, but that didn't meaobleln't read hers. Feeling
totally disadvantaged by him, she glanced fromréfection in his glasses.
"I had a little trouble getting back to sleep.”

Matt watched her pick up her room key, ID and a felded bills by the
television and push them into the front pocket ef jeans. The shirt she
wore today was pale apricot, the color almost agilie as she looked as she
pressed her hand to her stomach and picked uphglasses.

Hooking the glasses over the neckline of her shatrying her cap, she
stepped out the door and closed it behind her.

"l should have told you last night that | callece tholice,” he confided,
wishing now that he had. She looked tired as sbkeld up at him, and as
pale as milk. "You might have slept better.”

She tipped her head, her expression suddenly csutitYou called the
police?"

"l wanted them to put the motel on their patroleyH be checking to make
sure no one bothers you while you're here. Buttudie safe, I'm asking
Bennington's to send a man."

Ashley's caution promptly turned to consternation.



Bennington's was the security agency her paremtsubed for years. From
what she had learned from her father and the vammards she'd had off
and on over the years, everyone in the compamngsaas either an ex-cop,
ex- military or ex-CIA. Everyone had been highlgitred, could be as
visible or invisible as a client needed them toabd not one that she had
ever met had a neck. None of the men anyway. Tiee ttemale guards
who'd rotated shifts with her during her four yeat8ryn Mawr and the

Sorbonne had looked pretty normal. They'd just @emuscle.

The agency was also as exclusive as its cliently. g@ople who had need of
them knew of them.

"How do you know about Bennington's?" Her alreadietjvoice dropped
to nearly a whisper. "You didn't call my parentisi you? They'll be on me
in a heartbeat to come home if they think therggeohlem. You said it was
just a few teen—"

"It was just teenagers," he assured her. "And &leno is what | want to
prevent. | didn't call your parents. | called CbrHe'd been around her
brother long enough to know that parental influemaes still huge. As
intensely as he valued his own independence, hielitbimagine anyone
having any power at all over his personal decisiomsch less enough to
make him change his plans the way the Ken- dripksently could hers.

"He gave me the name of a guy he uses once inla.iwkiostly when he's
gambling heavily in Vegas, he could have told beit,didn't. "I'll call him

this morning to see if he's available to park hiffneatside your door at
night. If he isn't, I'll get someone else."

He was getting her a bodyguard. "You don't hawaotthat."

"Yeah." A strange note of apology in his tone.dl &f you want one during
the day, that can be arranged, t0o."

Her response was a quick and definite, "No! Pléades added, instantly
softening her abruptness. "One at night will bee,f she concluded
lamely. Being able to sleep securely would be asgond. "But one during



the day will only set me further apart from evergaise." She glanced up,
then glanced away. "l really don't want that."

It wouldn't have surprised him at all to hear thahley wouldn't want to be
shadowed by a guard during the day because a guard be yet another
person watching her every move. He hadn't suspatt@tthat would make
her feel different..

"Hey, you two! Are we working today, or not?"

At Ed's good-natured demand, Matt stepped backbeglss carpenter from
his Florida operations had planted his bandy-ledgade halfway down the
breezeway. He now motioned for them to hurry up.

"We're working,"” Matt called back and watched Aghldt her shiny
ponytail to pull it through the back of her capshe fell into step beside him.

The ends of her hair caught under the band.

He lifted his hand to release them. Catching himsktconcerted to find
how easy it would have been to touch her, he pusimedands into his
pockets instead and watched Ed give her a nod.

"Morning, Miss Kendrick. Say, Matt," he continudagfore she could do
anything more than smile, "how was Gene last niglg@oing to be able to
come back by next week?"

"We'll have to wait and see." Ed's footsteps joitieglrs. "He asked if he

could come back just to supervise, but | don't vieimt on the site until he's

off his pain medication. We don't need anotherdet because his reaction
time is impaired.”

Concrete gave way to crushed shells as they heattethe open parking
lot. Ahead of them was the white van that follovieem everywhere. The
side door hung open, exposing the crew loungingléng?arked among the
empty cars directly opposite were two cars fulirofidle-aged women who
had apparently arrived to watch Ashley leave ferghe.



"Next week will be a lousy one for him to be gonéd' grumbled.

"Any week would be a lousy one," Matt concludedeaitly. Beside him,
Ashley politely ignored her audience as they camthtoward his truck.
There were no cameras, no requests for an autagraghstares.

"Yeah, well, next one in particular. I'm taking tBeventeenth and the
eighteenth off. Remember?”

For a moment, Matt didn't say a word. He just starethe cowlick on the
side of Ed's head before Ed disappeared arounérttieof the truck and
came to a halt by the door. Ashley offered a quaicé friendly hello to the
guys in the van and moved ahead to join him.

He had totally forgotten that Ed had asked to takeveekend early. They
were working seven days a week to stay on scheslollschedules for him,
Ed and Dale varied to make sure that at least fwbeothree of them were
always there.

With Ed and Ashley climbing in from the passengdde she slid behind the
wheel and turned the key in the ignition. As he thé engines of three other
vehicles kicked in.

"Do you really have to take time off now?"

"Only if | want to have another wedding anniversar'g my thirtieth."

Ashley's head swung toward the man by the far dd@ur thirtieth? That's
wonderful, Ed. Congratulations.”

"Thanks. I'll pass that on to the missus."

"Two days?" Matt asked, frowning at the lineuplia tearview mirror when
he pulled out.

"We're going to have dinner and spend the niglat m¢w hotel outside of
Jacksonville." Jacksonville was his home, seveval$i drive north. "I told
Doris | wouldn't be gone on this job for more tliewe days at a stretch, but



I've already been gone over a week. | can't tell'nenot coming home for
this.

"If you were married, you'd know how important suittings are to a
woman. Birthdays and anniversaries," he pronoumgttda profound shake
of his head. "Any man with a sense of self-pres@malearns those are
dates you flat don't forget." He turned to Ashl&gn't that right, Miss
Kendrick?"

A faint smile touched her mouth. She liked Ed. 8ggecially liked that he
wanted to do something romantic with his wife. ‘duld say it's definitely
advisable to keep them in mind."

"See?"

Beside her, Matt's features folded in a frown.ntlarstand what's important
to women," he muttered.

"Sure you do," Ed teased. "That's why you're stiigle"

"That's exactly why I'm single.”" What Ed saw asaadicap, he seemed to
regard only as an advantage. "What women want mdst a man to be

there when she thinks she needs him. Not when'it's.

The word Matt bit back wasonvenientAshley felt absolutely certain of
that in the moment before he muttered, "Anywayd aroved on before he
said something intended only for another male's.ear

"Your time isn't your own," he concluded.

"Well, you do have to share it,” Ed agreed easilgugh. "You can't just

come and go. Especially the way you do when yowadptrr to go skiing at

the spur of the moment, or kayak rapids, or..."

"Or dangle over the side of a cliff on a rope,” kshoffered, when Ed
couldn't seem to come up with anything else.

The older man turned a curious frown on her. "H@wdu know that?"



"Because my brother instigates the trips Matt doesme up with himself.
The two of them have come up with vacations thaeHaeen turning my
mother gray for years."'| take it your brother's naarried, either."

Matt made a sound that was half laugh, half chtRerd? Not hardly."

"So what about you?" Ed asked, as she adjustechiateoeget some air.
"What are you waiting for?"

That was easy. "The right man."

From the corner of her eye, Ashley caught Mattislgand curious frown.
"You want the whole home and family routine?"

He sounded surprised, almost as if he hadn't fagbes for the type.

"Very much," she admitted, uncomfortably aware dfatvtype he might
think she was. The impression she'd left him wibkildn't possibly have
been good. She'd spent the night with him, theumsesf to return his call. It
wouldn't be out of line for him to think her loogend easy.

"l can't think of too many things | want more," si@mitted, feeling awful at
her thoughts. She wanted very much for him to ksbevwasn't like that at
all. At least, she hadn't been like that with are/bat him. It seemed terribly
important that he know that. Yet, saying anythinghwed there was

impossible.

Her glance fell to her lap.

"You sort of struck me as the domestic type," Echigtebd, his graying head
bobbing. "Can't exactly put my finger on why, bti inice to know I'm

right.”

He grinned.

She smiled back. "Maybe it's because I'm so notdmstruction type."

He chuckled, but he didn't deny her conclusiomegit



Matt didn't say a word.

Ed didn't seem to notice his silence, or her uneétbet. He was right about
her, though. She was a homebody to the core, amctcahldn't imagine
wanting anything more than a home and family ofdven.

From what she'd just heard, Matt didn't want amghbeyond what he
already had.

She couldn't believe how disappointed she felt kngwhat. Mercifully,
there wasn't much time to dwell on why that unexgeadisappointment ran
so deep. Matt had driven past the doughnut shopaamie down the road,
pulled into The Hamburger Shack's drive-through.

"What do you want, Ed?" he asked, looking overltfeakfast menu on the
board outside his window.

"Black coffee and two of those bacon-and-egg beestlsandwiches."

He looked to her, his dark glasses still hiding tadshis expression from
her.' 'How about you? If you overslept, you didvdive time for breakfast.
Did you?"

She told him she hadn't and leaned forward tolseddard. Still aware of
the orange juice working at her stomach, and tpotdiécomfited by the
thoughts Ed's comments had so unwittingly raiskd, lsaned right back.
"I'l have one of those sandwiches, too, withoet ¢igg and the bacon."”
"You want a plain bagel?"

"Please."

He shrugged, the motion brushing his arm against H&/hat do you want
in your coffee?"

Amazingly, coffee didn't even sound good to herm tdffee."



She couldn't fault the skepticism that slasheddatures. Not after the way
she'd practically inhaled half of his French raastother morning.

"Are you sure?" .

She was positive, she told him. Aside from thatyats too warm to drink
anything hot. The air conditioner was busy movimgair, but it hadn't done
much to cool it yet. "The bagel will be plenty."

It actually was. And after she'd finished it on tway to the site, the
gueasiness vanished, which left her wanting théeeadfter all. Iced and
whipped into a frappe. But, she would have setfladanything cold,
actually. Especially if she could slather it oveardelf somehow. Or dip
herself in it.

By one o'clock the temperature had reached thenmig- ties. So had the
humidity. As she had for the past three and ad®aj§, she tried to ignore the
heat, even though its effects today seemed alnedglitdting. It drained the
energy from her muscles, making it hard to liftrrgaand breathe. She
wouldn't allow herself to admit it aloud becausaduldn't have sounded
very sporting in front of the cameras, but she wdmvery much to drop the
nail gun right where she stood, walk off the sitel anever see another
two-by-whatever for the rest of her life.

Instead, with the gun seeming to grow heavier asrttermittent sun sapped
more of her strength, she switched to a hammer.

The problem there was that, while the hammer fdinitely lighter, it
actually required more energy to use. As if sensiagplight, Ed finally
asked her to just hold studs for him so he coultthem into place.

With $ long two-by-four braced upright against Istoulder, she tugged
down her goggles and wiped at the perspiration liaak pooled on her
cheeks. The wide plastic safety glasses with tlesed bottoms and sides
made her feel even hotter.

"Where's this storm you were talking about?" Giaasts of wind sounded
like pure heaven to her at the moment. "Any charithit soon?"



From his position near her feet, he popped anataiéinto place. The edges
of his beige cap were soaked with sweat, the barasa the bill was dark
with it. "Last | heard, it had stalled somewheratboof the Keys."

"We don't even get any rain?"

Rain would have brought blessed relief, if onlyilutite sun came out and
turned everything back into a sauna, but any respibuld have been
welcomed just then.

Ed must have heard the disappointment in her tifeat starting to get to
you?"

"Maybe. A little," she conceded.
He glanced up, frowned. "Why don't you take yodradireak?"

"Because it's not break time," she replied, andianed to position another
metal bracket for him. "I can do these shorter gsgtshe told him, and
picked up her hammer again.

His mouth thinned at her, but dealing with the heemself, his only
response was to hand her the nail gun. "Use thisake you all day to drive
those in with a hammer.”

Ashley stifled a groan as she took the unwieldy &oal went to work with it

again. She knew it was only her imagination, b sbuld practically see
heat waves rising off the sawdust-covered cemerdryetime she bent or
rose, it felt as if those waves washed over hekimgeher almost dizzy with

their intensity and adding another layer of peegmn to her skin and her
clothes.

She reminded herself not to move quickly. To paasdif the way she had
heard Matt instruct them all to do. There were zethoother people working
under the same conditions, and since they weralfihg it quits, she wasn't
about to, either. Or so she was thinking when sl&dd over and found
Matt's size-eleven boots where Ed's had been ofdwy aninutes ago."How
are you doing over here?"



His worn jeans had a hole in the knee. She glapastliit, past the creases in
the fabric that fanned out low on either side sfzipper and past the brown
leather tool belt slung low on his hips. He'd rdllthe sleeves of his
sweat-stained T-shirt, exposing the corded musocfekis biceps. Like
Dale-and every other male worker who wasn't weaangap, he'd tied a
bandana around his head to keep the sweat frorpidgifn his eyes.

He had looked totally comfortable wearing Armanie fboked totally
overwhelming in torn denim.

Resting back on her heels, she dragged the babkrofiand beneath the
brim of her cap. Beneath the white cotton, her Felirstuck to her head.
"I'm doing fine."

He crouched down next to her. Without safety omgtasses, his eyes were
easy to see, easy to read. She was just a litggised by the concern she
saw as his glance swept her face. "Ed seems t ybunneed a break."

"Why?" Behind her, a power drill competed with theessant pounding of
hammers. ' 'No one else is taking one right now."

Matt felt himself frown as he looked at her moreselly. Her skin was pink
from the heat, her lips oddly pale. Ed hadn't neered that. All he had said
when he'd come to him a moment ago was that hegttdle heat might be
getting to Ashley because she seemed to be swayttig when sfle'd stand
up. He'd also said she'd refused to go rest whiemmentioned it.

Had the documentary camera not been right therd, Wies pretty sure Ed
would have taken care of the situation himself. Bt cameras seemed to
intimidate the normally unflappable carpenter arel grobably hadn't
wanted to get pushy with her in front of one.

Matt had no problem getting pushy. Especially nbat he'd seen her.

"Take a break."

"After | finish this."



"Now."

She wiped a trickle of perspiration from her nedks not necessary," she
said, sounding utterly determined to stick out $text for the afternoon to
the bitter end. "I can finish this, then I'll gotg®@me water. Okay?"

This was his fault, he thought. He was the one @vharped at her about
everyone pulling their own weight. He was the oe#-bent on staying on
schedule. What she didn't seem to realize wasaticauple of the workers
had already gone home because they couldn't takeoppressive heat.
Those who'd remained were all accustomed to lieamdj working in it.

Preparing to point that out, he reached over aok tiee gun from her.

Knees cracking, he rose. Looking annoyed at whdtdane, or maybe just
annoyed that she'd have to expend energy takinguth®ack, she rose, too.

The moment she did, he saw the pink in her face toanatch her pale lips.
The moment after that, her knees buckled.



Chapter Eight
Ashley's peripheral vision had gone gray. She'tthed ground tilt. For a
moment there had even been silence. Then, shédeelf being lifted,

heard a low curse above her, a quick shout belendrd the gray cleared to
reveal a patch of blue in a sky of clouds and threl fine of Matt's jaw.

He was carrying her, her side against his chest,aom beneath her knees
and the other across her back. Bewildered, shedlifter head, pulled a
breath and drew in the scent of warm musky male.

The motion of bringing her head forward broughttaeowave of dizziness.
But she was conscious enough for confusion to g to embarrassment
and an acute need to be on her own feet. She wastét sure what had
happened, but she didn't want to waste time asking

"Put me down." Her voice sounded oddly distante&Be."

"No." "Really." She lifted her hand to her foreheat bumped the brim of
her cap. "I'm fine."

"That's what you said before you passed out."

"l didn't pass..."

"Be quiet, Ashley." She saw a muscle in his jaw.jé&s close as she was,
she could also see a vein throbbing in the sideibtrong neck, the fine
baby-fuzz hair in front of his ear and the begigsirf the golden-brown
stubble that would shadow his jaw by evening. "&dt me some water."
"Got it right here, boss."”

"Get the door of the truck, will you?"

Ed looked worried. "Is she okay? You okay, Miss #mck?"

Ashley opened her mouth.



"She just needs to cool off," she heard Matt sesldmg strides carrying her
toward the twenty some die-hards who'd turned Ashlatching into an art
form. Beach umbrellas, beach chairs and cooletedithe area on the other
side of the construction tape.

Reporters bolted from their cars.

"What happened? Is she hurt?" a female reportexdagk Matt swung his
leg over that tape, and kept going.

"Where are you taking her?" another voice called.

Ashley saw Ed reach for the door of Matt's truckndment later, Matt had

set her on the seat and pulled a white handkerétuef his back pocket.

Taking the bottle of water Ed uncapped for himgbased the handkerchief
with water, nudged her head toward her kneesdlltr ponytail and draped
the sopping, deliciously cool cloth over her neck.

"Keep your head down. It'll help keep you from pagsout again,” he
insisted, his voice gruff, his touch on her shoukteady and reassuring.

Ignoring the reporters, Matt slammed the door amdetd to Ed. ' 'Have
everybody take a break. And make sure everyon@xing plenty of
water."

"You got it."

He turned to see a photographer taking a pictur@sbiley through the
window.

"You guys are unbelievable.” He pushed his handront of the guy,
flattening it on the glass. "Leave the lady alone."

"Hey, man. I'm just doing my job."
"Well, do it somewhere else.”

"Are you taking her to Emergency?" someone called.



He was taking her to the motel. At least that wiasplan when he swung
himself behind the wheel of the stifling cab andlguli out with more
cameras flashing behind them.

Beside him, Ashley had lifted her head. She heldiih both hands, her
elbows resting on her knees.

He hit Max A/C on the dash and swore at the evétehair that first blew

out. "Here," he said, handing her one of the twtilé® of water that had
been thrust into his hands. Ed had pulled them fifwerice chest they kept
under the break canopy. Moisture beaded the plastite.

With a murmured thanks, she took the bottle andga it to her cheek.

"I meant drink it. You need to cool off from theside."

She said nothing. After rubbing at a heat crampeinleg, she untwisted the
cap and drank deeply. Recapping the bottle, sgegad it to her cheek once

more.

"How are you feeling?" he asked, wondering if h@oclooked marginally
better, or if he was only wishing it so. "And dosety ‘fine.™

She cast him a sideways glance. "How about 'b&tter’

Her color hadn't improved that much, he decided.tBe faint arch of her
eyebrow told him her spirit was alive and well awing fine.

Not caring to consider why she felt so compelleth&sk that spirit, not sure
at all why she'd once chosen to let it free witimHne watched her push the
bottle between her legs and slowly pull her capfteer head.

As she did, he caught sight of a familiar car is tear- view mirror. It
belonged to one of the female reporters who'd la¢éime site for at least an
hour each day. Right behind her was the white van.

The motel suddenly didn't seem like such a good.ide



He practically ran the traffic signal at Crane &mched left instead of right.
With the other vehicles caught at the light, heteared past the road he
figured everyone else thought he would take—the maeling to the

hospital— and headed for a spot he'd discoverechvile& met with the

Shelter board last year to buy the property theseveilding on now.

It took a couple of minutes for Ashley to realire$ad no idea where they
were. Between the cool cloth on her neck and the water in the bottle,
she focused only on the bits of relief they offertde still-warm air blasting
against her face and the watchful silence of the beside her.

She still didn't understand what had happenedsirdom the other night.
She had replayed that encounter a dozen timesandn come up with a
thing that would explain why he'd backed down sauptty when she'd
admitted how intimidated she'd felt by him. But §ilgered that was actually
the least of what she didn't comprehend about Keid become almost
protective of her, and she didn't understand thall.a

"Where are we?" she asked, when he turned oméoraw rutted road in a
dense grove of trees and foliage.

"At the lake. You need to cool down and | didnihkyou'd want reporters
pounding on your motel-room door."He glanced irtte mirror centered
between the visors. "I know of two we lost back éight."

She sat up straighter, pulled the wet cloth fromreek. She still felt shaky
inside, though she was only now realizing how shstkg truly had been.
Suspecting the trembling she felt now might havenash to do with the

way he'd so easily carried her as it did with theltering heat, she watched
the vegetation open up to reveal glimpses of nygplvater.

They went another quarter of a mile before he leatangine and climbed
out. She'd barely reached for her own door whempuiked it open and
planted his hands on his hips.

His eyes narrowed on hers, searching, assessing.

"How steady are your legs?"



He had no business looking as attractive as he tdedd pulled the

handkerchief from around his head, leaving thessiofehis sun-bleached
hair flat and damp where it had been tied. A teaid sweat had left a clean
path through the construction dust on his neck.dtbthes were as damp
and flecked with sawdust as her own and he smékedsweat and hard
work. Yet, there was no mistaking the uncomprongisimength in his body,
and the quiet nobility in the carved angles andgdeof his face.

The darker slashes of his eyebrows merged oveyunksilver eyes.
"If it's taking you that long to figure it out, light as well carry you."

"Oh, that's not necessary. I'm fine,"” she insisted, felt herself being swept
out and up into his arms.

Turning, he bumped the door with his hip and therdtammed closed.

"You don't listen very well,” she accused. She himdwet handkerchief in
one hand, the bottle in the other. Draping the aith the bottle around his
neck, she frowned at the hard line of his jaw.

"I listen just fine. You're just stubborn.”

Not nearly as light-headed as she'd felt a white age muttered back. "l am
not."

The patient look he gave her as he headed for #tervold her she could
argue all she wanted, but he wasn't changing argst Lacking the energy
to argue anyway, and thinking it best to conceatoat something other than
the feel of his arms and what the totally unrefisednt of warm male did to
her nerves, she was about to tell him he couldheutiown when he did just
that.

They had reached the edge of the lake.
Easing his arm from beneath her knees, he let éetr Hit the ground.

Apparently not trusting her not to crumple on higaia, he kept his other
arm snug across her back, his touch sure and singl§i possessive as he



guided her to a lichen-spotted log. Tall slash girend low palms
surrounded them. Blue-gray water lapped a foot rzkliier. An empty
fishing pier jutted into the water fifty yards away

The humidity felt even thicker surrounded by ak tfoliage. She could
swear she saw steam rising from the broad leavesméthing that looked
an awful lot like the rubber plant in her foyer.

Matt crouched in front of her. "You are stubborh¢' insisted, his fingers
busy with the ties on her boots. "At first | jusbtight you were going along
with all of this because you had to. But after vaatg you, | decided it's not
just duty pushing you after all. You're actuallynawight mulish."

"Mulish?" She blinked at the top of his head. Maishe mentally repeated.
"How flattering."

"It's not my job to flatter you."
His job? "Maybe I'm just...determined."

"l don't think so." Tugging loose her laces, hesged her boot by the heel
and pulled it off. He stripped her thin white sadkright after it, revealing
her pink, perfectly pedicured toes. "I definitelydw the difference between
stubbornness and determination.”

"How can you be so sure?"

"Because stubborn is what | was for the first eaghtyears of my life. No
one could tell me what to do. Kind of like you nbWwe pointed out, working
on the other lace. "You were told to take breakisikdblenty of water and
head for the shade if the sun was getting to yoma Pknow Ed has told you
more than once that you don't have to redo songtha@tause your nail
holes didn't line up or the grain of the wood didméatch.

"You haven't listened to any of it," he informed,hieis voice tight as he
pulled off her other boot and sock and rolled uplégs of her jeans. "You
could have made yourself even sicker trying to keppHeat exhaustion



isn't a joke. And you're going to drive yourseltsitrying to do everything
perfect.”

Ashley opened her mouth to tell him that gettingrgthing perfect wasn't at
all what she was trying to do. But her conscieneptkhe words from
forming. She knew she was guilty as charged. Stespant years obsessing
over details so no fault could be found with anythshe did.

"l just wanted to hold up my end of the job," sledethded, ,not that crazy
about being on the receiving end of a lecture. "fndo it right.”

"You can't do everything right all the time, Ashl®o one can. Cut yourself
some slack, huh?"

His hands closed over her upper arms. "Turn ardumal,muttered, and
turned her to face the opposite side of the log.

The delicious shock of her feet hitting the suipgly cool water had her
pulling in a deep breath. The sight of Matt yankaff his shirt when she
glanced behind her, stalled that breath halfwayrdber throat.

The log rocked a little when he sat down besidefaced the opposite way,
he wiped his shirt over his face, down his chest démopped it on the log
between them.

The tanned skin of his arms and thick shouldersshek with perspiration.
His corded muscles bunched with his movementsbbHdy was hard and
honed and with him sitting only two feet away, sloelld easily see little
nicks and scratches through the golden-brown hahie forearms.

No Roman sculpture could compare with the maleegoéidn of his body.
And she couldn't deny the tug of awareness shénféler own. But seeing
the little injuries he'd earned working alongsitierh all moved that tug
from low in her stomach up toward her heart.

Lifting her limp ponytail, she pulled the handkeeftfrom her neck, gave it
a shake to cool it, and draped it over his.



"You look warm, t00," was all she said, before Bhrded the bottle over, as
well.

He looked from it to her. "Your color is better& baid, taking it.

She'd had men tell her she had pretty eyes. Skaed'dahman once tell her
over the two-dozen roses he'd brought that shendedi him of an angel.
Jason had told her she was beautiful. But sittege with Matt, squishing
her toes on the muddy lake bottom and being bukyesdmething after her
blood, none of that seemed to matter as much tastdre way Matt smiled
when he told her her color was better.

Either the heat had affected her more than shetdytit, or he was getting to
her on levels he had never touched before.

"Thanks," was all she could think to say.

The cords of his neck convulsed as he tipped beckdad and drained all
but the last few swallows.

"So0," she murmured, turning her glance to a buggyrcircles on the water
a few feet out. "Do you mind if | ask what you mebefore?"

"About you being a perfectionist?"

"I'm afraid | already understand that one," shemmured ruefully, splashing
water over her calves. "About what you said aboutyirst eighteen years."
Her tone was casual, her interest was not. "Yod saione could tell you
what to do."

Matt planted his elbows on his thighs. With histfepread and the clear
plastic bottle dangling between his knees, he gdlydglanced toward her.

A few days ago, he couldn't have imagined confidingthing about his past
in her. There were so many things about himseitmply wanted to forget,
things few people even knew. But he now recognithed insecurity in
Ashley that he had once battled himself. The resfitat uncertainty existed
for each of them were poles apart, yet they stiired it. Hers had first



manifested itself in the timidity he'd mistaken &mobbishness when she'd
been younger. Now he could see it in the way shshgull herself to gain
everyone's approval. She tried to please her faanitiythe public and totally
stiffed herself in the process. He knew she di&'&hs much as told him so
herself at her brother's.

He, on the other hand, had dealt with his inseegriby letting everyone
know he couldn't have cared less about their agband thumbing his nose
at anything that might have helped him gain it.

"I had a little problem dealing with authority,” heplied, understating
considerably.

"When you were in prep school," she concluded, beeat had been so
blatantly obvious then.

"Actually, I had a problem a long time before théte kept his focus on the
bottle between his knees, absently picking at tapper. "There wasn't a
social worker or a cop | trusted, and | tendeddth from whatever foster
home | was in. By the time | was thirteen | wadtyrset in my ways."

Ashley stared at Matt's profile. For a moment, wieltl said didn't seem to
want to compute. He was speaking of a childhootlhhd been light-years
from her own.

"Foster homes?" she asked, questions piling updéss in a train wreck.
"Where were your parents?"

"l have no idea who my dad is," he said, still pick "And they took me
from my mom when | was ten. She had a little probleith alcohol.”

"Where is she now?"
"Dead."

"Oh," she murmured, turning to watch the methodicay he peeled a strip
of the water-bottle label halfway down.



She wanted to tell him she was sorry. Fearing syinypanight make him
withdraw, suddenly desperate for him not to do,tbhe tried to keep it to
herself.

The quick, sharp ache she felt for the motherlé$le Iboy made it
impossible. "I'm sorry. Matt." He tore anotherstfil really am."

"It was a long time ago," he replied, making itsdas if it hadn't mattered,
hadn't hurt. "It wasn't long after that anyway ttte principal of the school
| kept skipping made me an offer | couldn't reflise.

"How old—""Thirteen," he said. "I'd been arrested $hoplifting a six-pack
and Mel, Mr. Hughes," he amended, identifying thiegpal, "went with
me before the judge. Everyone in school had takeressort of aptitude test
a few weeks before and | happened to ace it. Heedahe judge to know
about it."

He had always liked to read. He'd devoured spodsaaventure magazines
and novels like candy, and math had been a nodir&m him. He'd just
hated being told what to do in school. Just as Inetdd being told where he
could live and with whom after his mom's drinkingdhput them on the
streets and the authorities had taken him from her.

He didn't mention that latter part to Ashley. Thatpabout being on the
streets. Part of him was already wondering if helld@ee aversion in her
eyes were he to look at her. Another part wondereg what she thought
mattered so much.

"You were in a foster home, then?" she asked.

Insisting to himself itdidn't matter now, he made himself tell her just to
prove it. ' 'l was probably on number four or fiwethen. We'd been on the
streets for about six months when they put my momhetox and me in the
first home. | sort of lost track."

Steeling himself, his gut oddly tight, he lookedatbere she sat toying with
the sleeve of his abandoned shirt.



All he saw in her expression when she lifted he&rsayas quiet interest, and
an odd sort of empathy.

"l know it's hard when you feel everyone else isning your life. Even if
they're only doing what they think is best for yo8he tipped her head,
ducking it to catch his eyes when he glanced at&y,. what happened with
the judge?"

The tightness eased. She had accepted what hd'dvghout a trace of
judgment—and caught him completely off guard wign inderstanding.

He had never considered that she would have aray hogv it felt to be
locked into a system she couldn't escape. He szhtipw that she had been
trapped as surely as he had, and that she hadabled#frher life. The cage
had just come with a different lining.

Time and fortune had allowed him his freedom. Bu& would never escape
who she was.

"This was my third offense at that point,” he adedt unable to deny a
certain empathy himself. "He told me | could eitltggr into a juvenile
detention home for the next four years, or takepitecipal up on an offer
he'd made. Mel had been offered a position as hasteémat a private school
in Virginia. St. lves," he identified, fairly certathat by now she had to be
wondering how an angry, incorrigible ward of thatethad become enrolled
in one of the more exclusive boys' college prepayaschools on the East
Coast.

"He and his wife didn't have any kids," he contithuénd he seemed to
think 1 had potential. He was convinced that a ceaand a change of
scenery were all | needed.”

"They became your guardians?"
"Yeah. And | gave them a helluva time. | hadn't tedntheir charity,” he

confided, his voice quiet, his thoughts cloudedilite old memories, "but |
didn't want to spend four years locked up, either.”



So he'd gone with them, he told her. He knew tledtysiorry for him, and

he'd hated that. He'd actually hated pretty muary®mne and everything
about then. He hadn't a thing of his own but hidgrand he'd felt that if he
buckled down and followed their rules, that thosghwauthority over him

would have taken even that and he would have ngteith at all.

He had quietly defied Mel and Linda Hughes at neaviery turn, broken
their rules, broken the rules at St. Ives and ypneitich followed his own
code. Still, they had refused to give up on himefEwhen the police
brought him home the night he'd hot-wired a carictviCord happened to
help him with, the Hughes hadn't sent him away.tiAdly had done was ask
if he needed a vehicle of his own badly enoughteéalsone. Deciding he
apparently did, Mel told him he would find him &jso he could earn one
himself.

He had put him to work the next day with a congtamccrew on a Shelter
project. The job itself didn't pay, but Mel paigrhand between the foreman
on the job who taught him the hands-on skills, #n@dproject architect who
recognized his curiosity about how everything wegether, he ultimately
found his career.

"I loved watching a building go up," he mused, shghis head. "It was like
this giant 3-D puzzle and | couldn't imagine anythi wanted more than to
take an idea for a structure and make it happen the ground up."

From the pensive lines in Matt's carved featutesas amazingly easy for
Ashley to see that the thought of creating somgthwth his own hands

completely fascinated him. Or, maybe, it was jushg responsible for its

creation that completely captured his imaginatiewven battling those who

had wanted only to help and, undoubtedly, himsethe process, his heart
had hungered for a way to channel his intelligearoe his drive, and latched
on hard when it had found that route.

His broad forehead furrowed as he tugged anothgr ef label. He

suddenly looked very much as if he hadn't intenechention anything
about what had mattered to him, what he so obwocated about now.
Seeming surprised that he had, he set the bottleitsi skirt of shredded
paper on his shirt and muttered, "Anyway. That wéeen stubbornness



gave way to determination. And you," he said, tyeareparing to shift the
focus from him, "are just plain stubborn.”

"I'll concede that I'm...persistent,” she decideecause she was about to
prove just that. She wasn't ready for him to chahgesubject. There was
too much she needed to know. "Did you eventuallyogwork for Shelter?"
"NO."

"Then, how did you start your company?"

"l got good at economics,” he said with a shrugstdrted investing every
spare dollar | earned in tech stocks. By the timas twenty-four, | had an
engineering degree, practical experience and enougley to hire good
men who knew what they were doing to work for ni¢e"nudged the bottle.
"You should drink the rest of this water."

He didn't want to talk about himself anymore. Tée#med as clear to her as
the rings of silver around his smoky-gray eyes.

"Do you still see the Hughes?" she asked, rubkiag &chy spot on the side
of her face.

"Yes," he said flatly and reached over to turnfaee so he could see what
she'd scratched. With his blunt-tipped fingers uriter jaw, he pulled the
wet handkerchief from his neck. "It's just dirtg pronounced.

If it was his intention to distract her, he wasmgpto have to try harder.
"Where do they live now?" she asked, conscious isf tbuch, more
conscious of the concentration etched in his fabenshe drew the damp
cloth from her cheekbone to her ear.

"Melbourne."

"Australia?"'Florida."

"They retired here?"



His glance cut to hers as he lowered the cloth.otabive years ago," he
said, not bothering to drop his other hand. "THadw we started building
houses down here. There are other programs iroth&ny, but Shelter had
been only in Virginia. We wanted to expand it."

"So you work these projects to give back what yat,"gshe quietly
concluded.

"Something like that." With profound patience, hetrher eyes. "Are you
through now?"

He wanted to know if she was finished with her goes. He couldn't deny
the odd relief he felt at how easily she had aazépihat he'd told her. It was
the reason that relief felt so profound that batdehim. It hinted at
something unfamiliar, dangerous and far more caraf®d than he had any
desire to deal with.

Especially with her watching him so closely witlogle big blue eyes.

"Are you?" she asked quietly.

"Ami what?"

"Finished with what you're doing."

His glance drifted over her face, the gentle, @dfdines of it. There was
nothing wrong with her color now. The glow of h&irslooked as inviting

as it felt beneath the tips of his fingers. Herhldips were again a soft
seductive shade gf peach. "It won't come off," &, sreferring to the spot
on her cheek. "It's pitch."

"Pitch?"

"From the lumber. You got it on your hands and wigeon your face." His

fingers drifted up, touched the spot he'd thoughwipe away. "You'll need

soap to get it off."

Ashley swallowed.



She knew she'd been pushing to get those lastfhiitformation out of him.
But something in her had needed to confirm whathgttebegun to suspect;
that the work he did for Shelter came out of a sewfsgratitude for the
chance the project and his guardians had afforded Matt had a good
heart. He was loyal to the people he cared abowwinhg how loyal he was
to her brother, she didn't doubt that for a moment.

Her thoughts stalled there. With the brush of hisib to the corner of her
mouth, he finally accomplished what he'd set oudto She was now
distracted. Completely.

They were alone, surrounded by nothing but thegrdisounds of the water
and the foliage that hid them from everything bl tmotorboats that
bobbed like toys farther out from the shore.

Ashley was barely conscious of anything beyondritent way Matt carried
his touch along the fullness of her bottom lip.deshed it gently, his touch
exquisitely light, his expression growing taut watbncentration. It was as if
he was memorizing the feel of that soft, plumptlegdr, maybe, testing it to
see if the feel of it was what he remembered.

His own lips parted with a slowly drawn breath. 8exly wanting him to do
exactly what he seemed to be thinking about ddweg,own breath grew
thready. She knew how soft his mouth could be.®l@sv how deliciously
demanding it could become. She knew how free sived felt in his arms.

She touched her fingers to the back of his harndthe warmth of his skin
enter hers.

His eyes went dark at her unspoken invitation. nghis hand, he captured
her fingers, slipping them through his. Hands daaspalm to palm, he
brushed the backs of his work-scarred knuckles bgecheek.

"It sounds as if we're about to have company." Hienmured the words, his
eyes never leaving hers as he drew his knuckldeetanderside of her chin.

Caught in the seduction of his touch, his wordsenamlsense. He seemed to
realize that in the moments before he tipped hasllieward the road.



It was then that she heard the distant sound af amgine.
"It could be anybody."

"Could be," she quietly echoed, and thought hertheauld pound out of
her chest when he drew her hand toward him. Foeatlhless moment, she
felt certain he was about to put her arm arounchéek and ease her into his
arms. The pull of his body already had her leaginger, its magnetic effect
scrambling her mental radar, robbing her of thesigglity that should have
had her moving away, looking to see who might demmt Or, more
importantly, looking to see if a camera was abouwapture the moment on
film.

The thought that she truly didn't care if she wowipdon the cover of a
tabloid with him collided with the warmth of his ot on her palm when he
opened her hand and pressed a kiss there.

"Come on," he murmured, easing back to pull henaoWith a soft splash,
her feet left the water. "l need to get anothert stmid get back to the site. I'll
leave you at the motel.”

She ducked her head, fervently hoping he coul@®@ttie disappointment
she feared burned on her face. Or the bewilderstentelt at herself over
her totally unfamiliar lapse in judgment. Heaveitydmew what headlines
would accompany a shot of the two of them gettipglose and personal.
Her brother Gabe and his wife had only been friemialsn a shot of the two
of them had fueled rumors that they were havingféair. Considering that
she and Matt already had been intimate, speculaten the two of them
would actually have credibility.

"I'm going back with you." Head still down, she mtad at her watch. "It's
only for another hour,” she pointed out, as intedjas she was disturbed by
his ability to dissolve constraints. "It'll be easif | go back now, anyway.
There will be questions and I'd rather answer tlarthe site than at the
motel."

The protectiveness surging through Matt wasn'tl éniliar. It felt almost
as dangerous as the pull he'd felt toward her mtsvago. But he was a man



who had learned to pick and choose his fights anditin't argue with her
now, especially not knowing who might appear thfoube trees any
moment. Despite the incident with the girls laginj Ashley had managed a
degree of relative solitude at the motel. Exceptlie paparazzo she'd seen
hanging around and the documentary crew who weypaaed to be there,
the media had respected at least that much ofrhercy.

The minute that changed, however, he would haulbbéemof there. In the
meantime, he had a bodyguard from Maryland arri@nhgeven o'clock.

That evening, Ashley was a thirty-second spotlpesbre sports on the local
news. After years of having bits and pieces ofltierpop up heaven only
knew where, she gave no thought to how the stotyeofdropping in the
heat had made it all the way to Virginia when hetimer called wanting to
make sure she was all right.

"I'm fine, Mom. Honest. It's just this humidity. iBg here is like living in a
sauna." She stood in front of her little stove,pameng her dinner. The
turquoise terry shift she wore was actually hehioat suit cover-up. She
found it served just as well to cover her matchbrg and French-cut
underpants. "l don't think I've been dry sincerivad here."

Her anxious mom didn't seem interested in the gyaldNell, you didn't
look fine, Ashley. You looked limp. The newscassaid he didn't know
which hospital you'd been taken to. If you hadm$veered just now, I
wouldn't have had any idea where to call. | wasridrsick."

"Oh, Mom." The pat of butter in her saute pan hed jnelted. Holding her
cell phone in one hand, she set the cutting boarithe® edge of the pan and
slid sliced mushrooms into it with a knife. "I had idea you knew about
this. 1 would have called if | had. It really isthong," she assured her, hating
that her mother had worried. She could cheerfulilgke the newscaster her
mom had seen. She just had no idea which one ihéawl. She hadn't turned
on the television herself that evening. After siséidwered off the dirt, she'd
filled the tub to her chin with cool water and blésband lain with cold aloe



pads on her eyes enjoying the goose bumps. "#t$pt here. I'll take more
breaks and get into the shade more often. I'lirbe'f

"You're sure?"
"Positive."
"You're going to see this through, then."

The cultured tones of Katherine Kendrick, born kaithe Teresa Sophia
Renaldi of Luzandria, held motherly concern. Thispdore a distinct note
of foregone conclusion.

"Of, course | am," Ashley replied, smiling. "Thanit all that different from
that time in the sixties when you went to Alaskabtmng attention to the
slaughter of baby seals. Except it was freezingethéou had to stay in an
igloo and nearly wound up with frostbite,” she reded her. "I saw the
pictures.” She set the knife aside, gave the psimaie. "You didn't think
about not seeing that through, did you?"

"Of course, | thought about it." Her mom's voicédne smile, too. "l never

got warm, the polar bears terrified me and | stlih't stand the thought of
yak meat, but that's what separates strong wonoen tihe weak. We think

about retreating when a situation becomes diffjcalt about it to ourselves,
then buck up and do what we know we have to do."

Duty, Ashley thought. There was no escaping thérelés see it through.
That need to do what her heart knew was right vggus there in her genes.

"Just make sure you don't push too hard, deanowkrmow you are when you
take something on, but you're not accustomed talémeands of physical
labor. In all honesty, | can't picture you doingawlou're doing," Katherine
confided, sounding as if she was shaking her piyfeoiffe'd head at the
thought of her refined offspring working up a swéhtit the cause is truly a
worthy one.

"By the way," she continued, as if she wanted tatinea something before
she forgot, "in that news clip, was that Matt Calg carrying you?"



So that was what her mother had seen. Matt habengff. Wondering if a
similar image would appear in the morning papenkihg it a senseless
waste of newsprint if it did, she murmured, "It wike's overseeing the
project.”

"l didn't know he was involved with Shelters." Gemusurprise hummed
over the line. "I'm certain | didn't see his nammoag the officers or
directors when we did their fund-raiser. | would/@éaoticed."”

"He stays more at the hands-on level." Ashleyteekhife and cutting board
in the small sink and absently reached into thesgha equipped utensil
drawer for a spatula. She wanted to ask if her erotlad been aware all
those years ago of what Matt had been going throwlat he'd been up
against. She wanted to know if her mom knew theezl tbeen
understandable reasons for the anger and , distioent that had caused
him to lash out as he had.

She couldn't ask, though. If she did, she mighehawexplain how she had
come by the knowledge herself, and she couldrihalo Part of her wouldn't
betray what he had shared because she sensee thed Baid far more than
he'd intended. Another part, a more private pagnted to horde those
moments she'd spent with him that afternoon, t@ kikem to herself simply
because they felt too personal to share.

"He donates some of his men to every project,” fetaly added. "He's
actually been involved with the construction endyfears."

That seemed to be news to her mother, too. "Isk@vement why he bid
on you at the fund-raiser? To get this publicityit@"

He'd said he'd done it because he was bored. Astillegidn't know what to
make of that. "He's a friend of Cord's," she sagtaad, absently poking at
the contents of the pan. "Who knows why he did it."

The sound her mother made was something betweigih asd a tsk. "It's
possible he doesn't even know. | know Cord doesierstand why he does
what he does," she admitted, exasperation compeithgsadness over her
son's scandalous behavior. "And they're very miikb.a&At least, they used



to be," she qualified. "From what | hear about Mlad¢ise past few years, he's
outgrown the unruliness | recall and made quitecess of himself.

"l don't know if you remember,” she continued otle sound of a quick
double knock on Ashley's door, "but there was & tivhen your father and |
didn't want him anywhere near your brother. Notave the feeling he's the
only person who can keep him on track. Those ptmsathey're developing
are the best thing that ever happened to Cord."

The knock sounded again, demanding Ashley's atienthen she would
have much rather not interrupted her mom. Shetdidit to ask questions
about Matt herself, but she was more than willmdigten to anything her
mother offered on her own.

"I'm sorry," she said, interrupting anyway. "Therebmeone at the door.
Will you hold for just a second?"

"Oh, that's okay, Ashley. | have to go. Now th&hbw you're all right, we
won't cancel meeting the Meyers at the club fomdimtonight. | need to
change. Call me tomorrow, will you?"

Holding her phone to her ear, Ashley headed pastlitle table she'd
carefully set for one and skirted the bed. She kinemmother worried about
her. Her mom worried about all four of her childréter quiet concern had
followed Ashley and her siblings every time theyl heft the estate when
they were younger. Even though they were all nawgr, Ashley knew that
concern still existed. She suspected it would oometito exist as long as her
mother still breathed.

"I'll call,” she promised and was saying good-nighen she peeked out the
corner of the drape to see who'd knocked on her. doo

Matt stood in the fading evening light, his hands les hips, his head
lowered, his jaw working.

He hadn't touched her since those moments by kige Tdhough she'd been
aware of him watching out for her when they'd nedédr to the site, he
seemed to have gone out of his way to avoid phlysargact.



It was almost as if the message she'd tried tovelelbout the media's
presence had finally become clear. When she'd gohé room the other
night to ask him to please not give the press angtto print, she had been
thinking only in terms of him getting upset withrhi@ front of them.
Remembering how he had been the one to pull baitleatound of a car at
the lake, she had the feeling he was now just @seaas she was that any
interest he showed in her could be of intereshéopress, too.

When she opened the door and saw his head corseipad the feeling he
was no more certain than she was how he felt abaut



Chapter Nine

Ashley opened the door and was about to step b&adnwatt's glance
darted down the walkway. She'd thought he lookestralited. Now, he
simply looked annoyed.

She didn't have time to wonder why that annoyara tere.

The eager face of a college-aged young man suddepkyared beside him,
all smiles and anticipation. Right behind him catime jerk-of-a-journalist
with the teeth and the tan, microphone and recardeand. Ashley figured
Tony Shultz of theSun Daily Newsnust keep a stack of freshly laundered
blue shirts in his car, along with a gallon of bidogne. His collar looked as
crisp as the other man's did limp. He also reeksgdmething that needed to
be applied in much smaller doses.

"We're following up on Miss Kendrick's fainting dbwday," the younger
reporter replied. "Our readers want to know howsvikendrick is doing.
May we have a minute.

Miss Kendrick?" he asked, turning to her. "We jhstve a couple of
guestions."

His wire-rimmed glasses and bright eyes made hok jost as eager as he
sounded. He appeared to be an intern. Or, possiliyffer. Tony Schultz
hadn't been around since Matt had tossed him effsite yesterday. He
didn't appear too eager to be where he was nohereiProbably, Ashley
assumed, because he didn't want to be coveringahall. She still
remembered the comment he'd made the day shexdrthe one about
how he wanted to cover a real story, not one ah@piiled celebrity who'd
be worried about her manicure, or something toeffatt.

"It's all right,” she said to Matt since it lookad if Matt was getting ready to
toss Tony and his little tiger off the motel pragetoo. "I don't mind."”

Just because the one reporter was rude didn't siearmad to be. Tony
hadn't liked her before he'd even met her. Thatninkea'd be looking for



anything negative he could find to print. Familath his sort, she wasn't
about to provide him with fodder.

"What are your questions, Mr....?" she asked thengoman who was
apparently so new he hadn't yet learned the ideatibn protocol.

"McGraw. Lewis," he added.
"Sun Daily News,she supplied, helping him out.
"Right. Lewis McGraw.Sun Daily News."

"And the questions?" she reminded him. She liket tie'd been polite
enough to ask if he could ask them, rather thagirigrahead the way his
partner did. If he needed more than a minute, dbe'dappy to give it to
him.

"Were you treated at a hospital today?"

"That wasn't necessary," she replied, telling Ha same thing she'd told
the reporters who'd found their way back to the #itat afternoon. "Mr.
Callaway just took me where | could cool down. lswathe only one who
had problems with the heat today," she explaineshtivg him to know the
problem hadn't only been hers. "A couple of oueotiolunteers had gone
home earlier in the day because of it. Our supersiare very aware of our
working conditions and are great about making ke taater and shade
breaks," she added for Tony's benefit. "I just Maobid attention to them."

"So you've suffered no lasting effects?" the jumegorter asked.

"None at all. | went back to work this afternoondalil be at the site
tomorrow."

Tony stepped forward, sounding earnest, lookinguating. "Is there
anything else you can tell us about your episodgedfiernoon? Have you
ever fainted before?"

"No, Mr. Schultz. | haven't."



"Is there any history of epilepsy or stroke in yéamily?"

Oh, for Pete's sake, she mentally groaned. "I'nfepty healthy," she
replied, seeing no point in answering somethingdbald lead heaven only
knew where.

"If you're in good health, could there possiblysbeason other than the heat
for you fainting this afternoon?"

It took only moments for Ashley to realize how psety he'd phrased his
guestion. That was also about how long it tooktfe younger reporter's
eyes to widen at the subtle, but entirely persasgect of the man's
insinuation, and for Matt's jaw to lock.

Her own expression immediately cooled.

He wanted to know if she could possibly be pregnant

Ignoring the man as well as the query, she turwetis more civilized

protege before Matt could jump in and tell him haswtotally out of

line—which would have only given him something tonp She wasn't

about to justify the uncouth question with any sfntesponse.

"l believe I've answered your questions, Mr. Leviisiou will excuse me
now?"'

"Yeah. Sure. Thanks," he said, lifting his hand.

"Just one more—" Tony began, only to cut himsdifwdien Matt, his eyes
as hard as flint, stepped forward.

"It sounds like she's finished," he said as Asllgyped inside.
"What are you now? Her bodyguard?"

"Actually, he's in another room,” Matt replied, nooing vaguely behind
him. "I'd be happy to get him, though."



Matt's voice held deceptive calm. He had the feglithough, that his

expression didn't appear quite so accommodatitigeimoments before the
younger man gave him a nervous little smile andhtbee jaded one turned
away, muttering that his underling was going toeheovwork on asking the
tough questions rather than the obvious ones vérgted to survive in the
business.

Matt had no idea what junior said in reply whileyhwalked off. As he
pushed the door to Ashley's room wider and steppmde, his only concern
was with the woman who'd hurried across her roomesecue something
buttery from her stove.

"You didn't have to talk to them,” he said, shujtiout the heat and the
intrusions. The radio on the nightstand played étiyi so quietly he could
barely make out the strains of Celine singing altiéigoing on.

"Yes, | did." Using the end of a hand towel fora pad she slid a large pan
onto the back burner and flipped a knob to turrttedfheat. "I tried avoiding
reporters and all it did was make them more detezthito get to me. It's
almost easier to give them what they want so thgy'away.

"I'm just grateful he didn't come right out and agtat he was insinuating,”
she murmured, tossing the towel on the aqua Foromoater. "And that he
didn't have a cameraman with him the way televisegporters always do.
The way sound bites can be manipulated, who knohat would have
wound up on video."

"Or in the headlines."
"Exactly.”

Matt watched her turn to where he'd remained bydita and thread her
fingers through her loose hair. The vibrant, anedaoman standing in the
middle of the shabby kitchenette bore little reskemée to the wan and
wilted woman he had watched himself carry on tkeo&lock news while

he'd bolted down a hamburger and talked to hisrsaaager in Newport.
The chic woman in the short sleeveless cover-uglamdatching turquoise



sandals with their little silver beads, didn't loak if she'd ever set foot near
a construction site, much less held her own on one.

The overhead light caught strands of silver andl golthe shining hair
tumbling to her shoulders. She looked totally duplace in the rundown
accommodations. She also appeared totally obliviotisem.

"I don't know how you do it,” he confessed as sluwed toward him. He
was only now beginning to appreciate that she lived fishbowl. He was
also only beginning to understand what the expoessieant. She could
seek the privacy of the castle nestled in the reiddikhat bowl, hide among
the feathery ferns, but she couldn't come out &g/ without being on full

display. "I'd either go crazy or wind up in jaillihad to live like that."

The delicate wing of one eyebrow arched as shepstban arm's length
away. "In jail?"

"I'm afraid I'd be tempted to hurt people with noighones or cameras."

A faint smile glowed in her eyes. "There's nothimgng with temptation.
It's acting on it that causes problems."

She had a point, he thought, thinking she lookettyptempting herself just

then. When she smiled, she seemed to light frorhinvieven when that

smile was restrained. And whenever she smiledptned his eyes inevitably

drawn to her mouth. As enticing as her lips weosggd and shiny, he found
them even more so as they were now, totally naturdlfree of anything but

her softness.

Pushing his hands into his pockets, he remindegdilirthat he hadn't come
there to act on temptation. "So have you thougltuaht?" he asked,
wanting to ignore the way his body reacted to yiveay. "Hurting someone
with a camera?"

"I've actually fantasized about it." Absently kneggthe tight muscles in
her neck, she watched him smile. She liked thateh&l admit such a thing
to him and not have to explain why it was so. Skedl the way he
championed her when the press was around, toa 8&eér had a man do



that for her before. They usually just stepped balt disappeared. "But
mostly | just live with it."

"Because you can't escape it," he concluded.

"Something like that. Like | said, I've tried avirid them. | dropped out for
almost a year, but all that did was make thingsse/dr

"When did you do that?"

“I'm sure you didn't come here to hear about miedaattempt to gain
control over my life." The quick certainty in hexpeession faded to
curiosity. "Why are you here?"

"To talk to you about changing rooms. But that waiit," he decided. "What
do you mean, you dropped out?"

"Why do | need to change rooms?"

"Because this doesn't have an adjoining door alw't like the idea of Bull
not being able to get in here if he needs to. He adjoining rooms will
make it more secure for you."

"Bull? He introduced himself as Jeffrey Parker."

"Bull is how he was introduced to me a couple adrgeago. It's what your
brother has always called him."

The rather large, bald and extremely courteous mian had presented
himself at her door an hour ago then left for dirshid look a bit like a bull,
she conceded. Stocky. No neck. And she knew hethdrohad
recommended the man, which went a long way in ngaker comfortable
with her temporary bodyguard. But then, she'd néesm uncomfortable
with any of Bennington's people. She just hadlized that Matt had met
him before, himself.

"Anyway," he continued, even as she realized thatkhowing Jeffrey
Parker put her even more at ease, "when did yahid®"



"After | graduated. | wanted to live the way evergeelse did. | wanted to sit
down in a restaurant without half the patrons starl wanted to lie on a
beach without fearing that the world's most undiatiy shot of my backside
would wind up on tabloids in supermarkets all ower country. Since that
hadn't seemed possible," she said, starting togstthe twinge in the
muscles stopping her, "I moved back to the estadewsorked by computer
for the foundation. | never left except to go to grgndmother's.”

"For a year."

"Thirteen months actually. That last month was wiertabloid speculation
went from the ridiculous to the damaging.”

"By the ridiculous you mean..."

"Alien abduction."

He lifted his chin. "Ah, yes. So how are the litjjleeen people?"
"l couldn't understand a word they said.""And tlaen@ging?"

' 'The one that bothered my mom the most was thatsl in an institution
following a breakdown. Reporters were hounding mmify and friends
because I'd become this big reclusive mystery n® cvuld solve and
speculation was getting completely out of hand.

"All I wanted was to be left alone." Self-recrimtitm entered her voice as
she sat down on one of the platter-size leaveseatrion her bedspread. "I
just didn't realize how selfish that was until Insalered what the rumors
were doing to my family and its reputation. I'd alyg been afraid of doing
something that would cause the wrong kind of putilyliand that's exactly
what I'd done.

"So," she said, spreading her hands, "five yedes,laere | am."

She looked far more accepting of the intrusions hwr life than he would
have been, Matt thought. Or maybe, she was jugined.



"Do | have to change rooms right now?"

He pushed himself away from the door. There wamsath he didn't recall
about the night they'd spent together—most of Wiflgato do with them
being horizontal. But what he recalled now waswish she had professed
to do something outrageous. He had dismissed tle thing she had
mentioned as not shocking enough. And it hadnihbé#at she had sought
to do was simply sail away. To escape. Considesingt she had just told
him, that need had obviously been there for a lerg time.

"Just sometime this evening," he replied, stoppirfgont of her. "There are
two adjoining rooms on the other side of mine. 8iready arranged for you
to have them."

Her glance slid from his belt buckle to his eyeshdnk you,” she
murmured, rubbing the back of her neck as she hakeund the decidedly
neat but impersonal space. "It won't take me lenget my things together.
I'd just like to eat first." She nodded toward tteve. "Have you had
dinner? | was just going to make an omelet, analvelplenty of eggs.”

He'd thought she might balk at the hassle and w@wience of moving,

especially considering the day she'd had. He m@limow that he should
have known better. Ashley did what she had tofdmtiwith a smile, then at
least, without complaint. And if she had to changems so her bodyguard
could do his job, she would do it with all the graahe could muster.

"l already grabbed a burger.” He wished he hatiét) immediately thought
it best that he had. Had he been hungry he woldnt hesitated to accept
her offer. He would have had an excuse to stayit A&s, now that he'd
done what he'd come to do, he had none. "But thizmkke invitation."

"Sure." Disappointment flickered in her eyes, otdygive way to an easy
smile. "l just thought you might be getting asdiigs | am of eating alone."

She didn't want him to know how much she wishedvhee staying. That
seemed as apparent to Matt as the invitation lee'd & her eyes at the lake
that afternoon. That invitation had preyed on hisdntaunted him as much



as the remembered feel of her body, the sweet Beduaste of her mouth,
her skin.

It would be so easy to take her up on what she séemsilently offer. And

had she been anyone else, he wouldn't have hedited® along for the ride.
They were both adults. As long as there were nee&smtions beyond
enjoying each other's company for a while, as lasgthings stayed
uncomplicated, he would have had no qualms abouteraporary

relationship with her. But she wasn't someone ésel. he couldn't shake
the feeling that things were becoming complicaleebaly.

The wisest thing to do would be to simply keepHaads off her. The only
problem was that he wanted her so badly he ached.

"l am getting tired of it," he said, holding ousHiand and pulling her to her
feet. "So how about | take a rain check. I'd sackund now to keep you
company, but then it would just take you that mleiger to do what you

need to do and get into your other room. Bull da&Xtl be available at
seven-thirty to help move you over and make surérgon and secure for
the night. That's less than an hour."”

He had thought he would let her go. Now that she u@right and could
walk with him to the door and bolt it behind hing had no reason to keep
hold of her hand. But the feel of a rough spot lagménis palm had him
turning her hand in his.

She had an adhesive strip wrapped around her iimiger. Picking up the
hand he'd held earlier that afternoon, he sawsthet replaced the two he'd
noticed then, too.

A faint frown creased his forehead.

Ashley thought he was looking at her chipped n&ilen wearing gloves
most of the time, her manicure hadn't survived.

"They're a mess," she murmured, and started tdheulhands away.



"Don't." His mouth thinned at one of the stripstaar right hand. "Cut or
blister?"

"That one's a splinter.”

"Can't you get it out?"

"I'm right-handed. | couldn't get a good grip owith the tweezers."
"Where are they?"

He smelled of soap and citrus and the clean séeatiodry soap that clung
to his fresh T-shirt. Even though the air condidobmoved the warm air, she
could feel the heat radiating from his body. "Whare what?"

"Your tweezers." He lifted her hand, frowning. "Hdéeng has the splinter
been in there?"

"A couple of days. And they're in the bathroommyg makeup bag," she
concluded on her way past the bed since he waadgliteigging her to the
door of the tiny bathroom.

From among the bottles of lotions and creams onptigage-stamp-size
counter, she picked up a beige zippered bag wittesigner's initials
stamped all over it.

Digging out the small silver tweezers, she hantiedhtover.

Between the various itches and aches each day iraige would be more
than happy to be relieved of one. The splinter 'tiort unless she rubbed
or pressed something against it—which she seemedad &t least a dozen
times a day. It would be a relief not to feel tleedlelike bit of wood poking

into her flesh.

The light in the bathroom wasn't the best, butasws good as any available.
Leaning against the small counter, his shouldezmggg to take up half the
room, Matt tugged her between the V of his legs.



Ashley barely noticed the reddened skin near heckie as he carefully
removed the little bandage from her finger. She faasnore conscious of
his powerful thighs, his broad chest; much moreergdted in the
concentration etched in his undeniably handsome &ud the incredible
gentleness in his strong, capable hands.

He was an amazing man, she realized as he caudjleiaaed the tiny sliver
from her tender flesh. He was a man who had behteadds through sheer
determination and drive. A man who had succeedgdriiemany people's
wildest dreams, yet who remained humble enoughet&plgiving back to

those who had opened the gates to his goals. Awhase touch she was
beginning to crave, and one she had no businesg b#racted to at all.

The more she knew of him, the more drawn she wdsrbythe more aware
she became of how very wrong he was for her. Onhutas ago, he had
made it clear that he wouldn't want to live as dide that he would hate not
being able to go outside his own walls without frassibility of being
recognized, photographed, intruded upon. And oalysdago, he had made
it just as apparent that he wanted his personadémm as much as she
someday wanted marriage and commitment.

She blinked at a hook-shaped scar on his thumb.ughniresher injury
colored half of his blunt-tipped nail. It seemedieato focus there than on
how wrong they were for each other.

Paper crackled as he opened a fresh bandage feitvothshe'd left open
beside a tube of antibiotic cream. "Hold this."

He handed her the bandage, reached for the tulib.tié efficiency of a

man who'd performed the task before, he tossedwiia@per into the

wastebasket, smeared cream on the little pad afegaand wrapped the
bandage gauze- side down over her little wound.

She touched below the angry bruise on his thumthaWdid you do?"

"Hit it with a hammer."

"Ow," she mouthed in empathy.



"Occupational hazard," he said, trying to focusmmat he was doing rather
than the gentle concern in her eyes. Not focusivghy he had the bruise to
begin with. "I'm used to it. You're not. There," m®nounced, holding her
hand up for her inspection. "Now, what's wrong witlur neck?"

She didn't seem to realize she was rubbing it adg@éalizing it now, her
hand fell. "It's just sore from looking up to n#&ilp plates. Occupational
hazard," she explained, eyes smiling.

His glance slipped to her mouth. Before that glasmdd linger, he took her
by the arms and turned her around.

His hands skimmed under her hair. With his fingeuwsved over her
shoulders, his thumbs slid down either side ofupgrer spine.

"Is that where it hurts?" he asked, pressing hisntbs inward as he eased
them toward the base of her skull.

The exquisite pressure on the sore, achy musategsalmade her knees
buckle.

She drew a deep breath, fighting the urge to sal &gainst him. "One of
the places."

"Where else?" he asked, circling his thumbs bacskdo
"Pretty much everywhere."

She heard him chuckle, the sound rich and deep.ridt surprised. I'm just
surprised you'll admit it."

"Are you accusing me of being stubborn again?"
"Not stubborn.” Matt watched her hair slip over thacks of his hands,
wondered at the silken feel of it. She smelled ef oap, shampoo and

powder. The whole room did. "Strong."

Beneath his hands, he felt her body go still.



With her back to him, her head bent slightly forskane couldn't see her
expression. All he could sense was hesitation.

"I'd like to be,"” he heard her quietly say. "Bum Ihot. Anything that looks
like strength is just me faking it."

His palms slipped along her shoulders, his fing#itskneading. ' 'And if
you fake something like that long enough it becomeal. Stop
underestimating yourself, Ashley. You're alread3réh’

She turned, her expression oddly pensive as shedoap at him.
"What?" he asked, his thumbs now resting on hdarnmmne.

It wasn't fair, Ashley thought. It wasn't fair this man kept drawing her
closer when she should be backing away. She sheokead, unwilling to
retreat just yet. When she was with him she digetas if she had to be all
the things everyone else expected. She could.pest..

She lifted her hand, laid her palm on his hard thé#sl was really strong,
I'd turn around and walk away right now." Beneagh hand, she felt the
heavy beat of his heart. "But | really don't wamtb that.”

Her own heartbeat felt a little too rapid as thietBeEemassaging motion of his
fingers slowed to a stop. His eyes held hers,Husdghts quietly turning to a
struggle in the moments before they drifted torheuth.

The struggle lasted only long enough for him torfeaher face with his big
hands. "I'm having the same problem myself," hdessed, and slipped his
fingers up into her hair.

His head descended, blocking the light, blockingrgthing but the feel of
his breath entering her lungs when he settled loistinover hers.

The faint sound she made could have been a moamglht have been a
sigh. All she knew as she opened to him and felstbw, gentle intrusion of
his tongue was that she had ached for this. Shagua't realized how badly
until she felt her arms wind up around his neck simeledged herself closer.



She had longed to be kissed the way he kissed\kaf.he had all the time

in the World and he intended to take it to savargthing about her. He

didn't demand so much as he encouraged. He sipgkeased, angling her
head to increase the pressure of his mouth, thegddaack, causing her to
seek him, to explore as he did.

She loved that about him. She loved that he embeldléer to touch him as
freely as he touched her when he drew her clokepjrsg his hand down her
back to press her more firmly between his thighsie@ding her fingers
through his hair, she stretched her body agaisstdwing the solid feel of
him. He made her body feel fluid, boneless witleadthat softened parts of
her, tightened others. She loved that, too. The stayfelt in his arms.

It would be so easy, she thought, her mind foggioagimply love...him.

The realization caught her with her head backbhesth warm on her neck
as his lips traced toward the pulse hammeringeab#ise of her throat.

His hand slipped down her back, bunched the sbfidaf her cover-up in
his fingers. He bent, drawing her closer, slipfhrghand farther down so he
could touch bare skin. With his palm, he cuppeditheflesh of her bottom,
felt the slash of lace that cut high and baredhngr He edged her closer,
pressed her stomach to the thickness behind hpezip

Matt hissed in a breath, eased her back.

Thoughts of her had made him feel as restlespasther in a cage. The feel
of her had him ready to bay at the moon. In leas thminute, he would be
backing her toward the bed, stripping her to hén skd burying himself
inside her.

He was trying to remember why he shouldn't do jnat when he felt her
hand on his cheek, stilling his progress towardgaetle mounds of her
breasts. As he looked up, she pressed her forébduasl chest.

Her breath trembled out.



"Yeah," he murmured, realizing what she was doktgeast, thinking he
did. Slowing down was an excellent idea. "l supdag®uld let you go." He
drew his hands up, locked his arms around her.|&illlbe here soon."

Ashley nodded, her forehead brushing soft cottaaitihg her go was the
last thing she wanted him to do.

She felt his lips brush the top of her hair, hearhesqueezing at his
tenderness. She was falling in love with him. Shevkit. She even knew it
wasn't wise, sensible or even sane considerindghehatould probably bolt if
he even suspected how she was beginning to feea8Bshe looked up and
met the desire still glittering in his eyes, shd ha idea what to do about it,
either.

"I'll see you in the morning,” she murmured.

He slipped his fingers through hers, brushed ps diver her mouth. "Walk
me to the door," he said, easing her back. "An# ibbehind me."

Ashley overslept. Again.

She'd never had this problem before, but at Idastdggotten the hang of
throwing herself together in about ten minutes f@itcourse, she had a lot
less to do than she would have at home. Her makspminimal, mostly
because it would melt off anyway, and her hair tooktime at all. She
simply scraped it back, whipped it all into a pailyand stuffed it under her
baseball cap.

That's what she was doing when she knocked ondjmnang jdoor and
nudged it open a crack. Across the dim room thevigion was on, volume
low, a chase scene in full progress.

"I'm leaving, Mr. Parker," she said. "See you #nening?"

“I'l be here," came the disembodied assurance. t€lsvision went off,
apparently by remote. "You have a good day."



She told him she would, told him to sleep well hessahe would have sat up
all night, one ear cocked for any sound that shoulthve been there, and
closed the door to head for the one that lead deitsi

She hoped to catch Matt coming from his room, osde him before Ed
joined them at the truck. He had admitted to béiregl of eating alone, and
tonight seemed as good as any for him to cash morain check. She just
didn't want to mention it with anyone else around.

She couldn't deny the anticipation she felt adetiéier room and searched
the walkways for some sign of him, or the need fieto keep that
anticipation in check when she knocked on the doodhis room on the
outside chance that he was a minute late, too iy could walk to the
truck together.

When all she heard on the other side of his dogrsilance, she gave up and
hurried toward the parking lot.

Andy, the documentary audio tech had a doughnitisnmouth and his
hands full with a coffee cup and doughnut box wklea saw him walking
toward the van.

"Hey," he mumbled, the greeting muffled by friedldrosted dough.

"Good morning to you, too," she replied, smilingdanoticed Ed walking
toward the silver truck carrying a bag of his ov&o. much for talking to
Matt now.

She made her easy smile stay right where it wakorit suppose you have a
bagel in there, do you?"

"Nope," he replied, setting his breakfast on thechd<eys jangled as he
pulled them from the pocket of his tattered jedBsit we can stop and get
you one on the way. Matt said to make sure yowteskipping meals. I'm
supposed to see that you take breaks more ofterDtn't want any repeats
of yesterday."

Her smile died before she could stop it. "He'shee?"



"Just got back from taking him to the airport. Hg% a problem on one of
his other jobs."

"When will he be back?"

"Soon as he can be, | imagine. Depends on how ilotakes him to get
things straightened out."

Four days later, Matt still hadn't returned. Bug thof was on, most of the
doors and windows were in and the temperature hagzpdd. That was good
news and bad because, while the first storm hagdtaut at sea, a new one
had developed and was teasing everyone with thmipeoof rain and
blustery winds.

The possibility of bad weather was actually thé thsg on Ashley's mind
as she sat in her room late in the evening withdagr planner, counting
backward to the little witches' hat that indicaled last period a little over a
month ago. It hadn't been much of one, far ligtitan usual, and it had only
lasted a couple of days. But she had been in theglof beating herself up
over her night with Matt and feeling the pressumd atrain of catching up
on a month's worth of work in three weeks, so s$taked up the deviation
in her pattern to stress. All she'd cared abouas that she'd had a period,
which  had relieved her enormously of the possipilitof
anything...unexpected. Even though she and Mattusad protection the
first two times they'd made love that night at besther's, they hadn't had
anything to use the third.

She closed the leather-bound calendar, tryinggmidis the uneasy thought
that she had been relieved too soon. She was atd\bly a few days. And

her body was still under stress, only now from weather. She'd even
passed out from it.

That thought didn't help. Between being late aredrtforning queasiness
she'd blamed on everything from hurrying, to thath& not eating, she
couldn't quite shake the thought that the repdrten the Sun Daily News
might actually have the story he was looking for.



Chapter Ten

The day after Matt had left Gray Lake, another itrab storm started
building off the coast of Florida. Last evening, had heard that the
National Weather Service had upgraded that trogtin to a hurricane
and issued a hurricane watch. By that morning,wht&ch had become a
warning. That meant the storm would hit within tyefour hours. Or less.

The Shelter project sat in the middle of its pragdagath.

Because Matt had been up to his hard hat in meetind minor crises, he
had asked the secretary in the construction tratldre Newport mall site to
keep an eye on The Weather Channel for him. He2d be a steel girder,
three stories in the air when she'd called him Bnhieadset to pass the
warning on.

Within an hour, he had been on the phone to Edfitdisthought had been
that he needed to get back to help secure thegbréjes second was to get
Ashley out of harm's way.

He had already decided that he wanted her gonajagnyl he storm had just
made it easier to have her leave. He had been frarayher for less than a
day when he'd realized just how much he didn't thues pull he felt toward
her. He had no trouble recognizing pure sexuahetitn. Having had sex
with her, he knew how she felt, how she made hihdad he'd have had to
be dead not to want her again. And he did. He cowibe within ten feet of
her without craving her, especially the way hekehsleer lately, without the
perfect makeup, the perfect clothes. She lookedhfare touchable. Softer.
Sexier. He just wasn't sure if he wanted her inbed because she was a
beautiful, desirable woman or because he stilldethe lingering need to
prove something to himself. There had been a titmervghe had epitomized
a class of women he couldn't have. As trustingrofds she had become, the
last thing he wanted to do was use her just togtbat he now could.

He could think of a few other reasons to halt theedtion of their
relationship, too, a couple having to do with hether and father, but those
thoughts were canceled by the voice on the truekl®. Dale had picked
him up at the Gray Lake airport two hours ago. Neix,hours after first



hearing of the impending storm and having stoppé¢idrae building-supply
centers for materials, they had just pulled ughtoriearly deserted Shelter
site.

"...moving much faster than expected. Hurricane iBdsvexpected to make
landfall by six o'clock this evening. Evacuationcofistal areas from Key
West to Palm Harbor has been ordered. Storm susyesexpected to
reach... ""So much for taking our time," Matt said, as Dalg the engine,
killing the radio. ' 'Looks like we have about asuhto get these boards up
and get out of here."

Both men reached for their doors. Tidal surges dwwtbe a problem as far
inland as they were, but damaging winds and toakrain definitely would
be.

Ed hurried for the truck, dust swirling past histfe the breeze. "Did you
get any more plastic?" he called. "l only had ertotagcover the one pile of
lumber."

Solid gray clouds blanketed the sky. The breeze dlotually felt quite
pleasant at the moment, carried the smell of impeichin.

"l think we got the last roll in town," Matt calldzhck. "And the last dozen
sheets of plywood. Everybody's sold out."

Dale was already at the back of the truck, lowetirgggate.

Heading there himself to help pull sheets of plyd/érom the bed to cover
windows and openings, Matt glanced toward the house

The gray block structure rising from the constroctdebris on the dirt lot
looked different with its roof on. It hadn't bednrgyled yet, but a solid deck
of plywood covered the rafters. As long as the wdidh't get too greedy,
whatever they put inside should stay dry.

It seemed strange not to see the place swarmitgwatkers, or to hear the
din of hammers and saws. It seemed stranger a@tithe street to be empty
of gawkers with their coolers and lawn chairs onttlee street. But with



Ashley gone, eyen without the storm that would hesfet them away, there
was no longer a reason for them to be there.

Or so he was thinking when he caught sight of hexugh one of the newly
installed front windows.

His eyebrows jammed together like lightning boltsvas only then that he

realized that the white van shouldn't have beemetheither. He'd just

become so used to seeing it parked across the Stedets presence hadn't
registered.

"Why is Ashley still here?" His glance landed on Hasked you to tell her
to go home."

"l did. But she said she's not going anywhere. e the last storm turned
out to be nothing and this one probably will, too."

"If she believes that, she's the only person instage who does. Hasn't she
turned on a radio? A television?"

"Didn't ask."

Scowling at the back of Ed's head, Matt grabbecketiteof a board so Dale
could pull out another. He didn't want her thersidé from the fact that it
wasn't safe, he wanted her and all the potentiaf ghe could cause him
tucked neatly away from him and his very well-osgklife.

He glanced around, just now noticing what else messing.

"If she's here, where are all the reporters?”

"l imagine they're all in Fort Myers or Sarasotdtigg ready to cover the
storm. Haven't seen a single one today. Could &grthat the shelter they

set up over at Gray Lake High School, too."

"She should have gone with them."



"Well, I'll tell you what," Ed said, grabbing thene of the cumbersome
board so they could carry it to the new picturedew by the new front
door. "I'm glad she stayed. She's the one wholgstet documentary boys
interested in working on the house and, if sheigegthey would have left
and we wouldn't have gotten near as much done adidvéhe past few
days."

The documentary crew had taken to working more $ioarthan off, Ed told

him. The older man also said he suspected theyedhjthe work far more
than what they were being paid to do, since whay there being paid to do
looked about as interesting to him as watching plewrs putty dry."We sure
wouldn't be getting things nailed down here like ae, either,” Ed

continued over the flap of the break awning inwzem breeze. "All of our

volunteers are home securing their own housesakmalt care of their own
families. It's just been the four of us trying tet @ll the equipment and
supplies inside. We just couldn't get the windoasgered until you got here
with the plywood."

"What happened to the plywood we'd stocked in daséast storm hit?"
"We used it on the roof."

Matt started to ask why he hadn't replaced it. aying on top of supplies
wasn't Ed's responsibility. It was his own. Jusgt it was his responsibility
to get Ashley and her three shadows somewhere safe.

He and his two men could finish up here.

At least, that was his thought before Dale's calartirse joined the slam of
wood against metal. The stiffening breeze had datighboard he'd just
pulled from the truck bed and ripped it from hinds.

Gusting wind wasn't a good sign.

"Hey, Matt," Ed called over that same gust. "Yountvihese nailed as we
go?"



"Hang on, Dale,"” Matt shouted behind him. "I'll pgfou. We might as
well," he replied, turning back to Ed. "Otherwise'Nlvbe chasing them
down the street. I'll be right back."”

He needed a hammer and nails. He also neededp®héd carry the board
he was wrestling. What frustrated him as he heé#aletthe silver truck he'd
left with Ed was that he couldn't be in both plaateence.

The breadth of his frustrations widened as a dii{irieminine voice drifted
from behind him. "We need to get those inside,"tbe,heard Ashley say.
"And those rolls over there."

He turned at the efficient command to see her comief the utility-room
doorway and into the unfinished and open garagghtRiehind her came
her documentary crew.

The trio headed for the crated windows that hauokén installed. Stacked
beside them were dozens of rolls of antacid-pirduliation and boxes of
roofing shingles. They had no way of covering ttapigg hole for the

garage door and eeverything in there now coulditheebroken, turned into
missiles or blown away.

He watched the kid with the ponytail carry off twardboard boxes of
shingles. The director in his backward ball cap liscaudio man in the red
one picked up a crated window.

As if sensing his presence, or maybe just sendmagy she was being
watched, Ashley turned to look across chunks ofl@otber and swirling
sawdust between the garage and the street. Hetglobgunced with the
movement. Beneath the bill of her cap, her moutkediin a smile.

That smile was quick and welcoming. It also falkteia the space of
seconds. He didn't know if he'd killed it himse#fdause it seemed to take
him a few moments to return it, or because shenmtided the palm frond
flying by the truck and decided the storm wasningoaway, after all.
Whichever it was, she turned without a word to gtapwith a roll of
insulation herself.



Gripping the bulky roll by its plastic wrapper, Ael dragged it toward the
doorway opening and ventured a cautious glancertbWatt. He had his
back to her, his arms spread low and wide as hpetdbale fight the wind
for possession of an eight-foot-wide board. Theyeangaying something
about having to cut the boards in half.

If Matt's faint and forced smile was any indicatided had just proved
himself right. He had warned her that Matt wouldlké it if she didn't do as
he'd asked. And he definitely didn't seem all fflased to see her there.

She couldn't believe how ambivalent she'd felt wkdnhad told her that
morning that Matt wanted her to go back to Virginia

He said he didn't want you where you might get,Htdit had told herHe
wants you on the next plane out.

If she'd had any doubt about Matt's protectivenieasrd her, it had been
pretty much erased when she'd then asked if heedidhée other volunteers
to stay away from the site, too. Ed admitted thatdnly person Matt had
seemed worried about when he'd called was herwl4ened old carpenter
had looked a bit disconcerted when he'd said fraising as if he'd just
realized how telling the admission had been. Heth tgone on to make it
clear that he wasn't having any part of any arguroear why she hadn't
listened if Matt got upset about her ignoring legquest.

The wind picked up, bending the tall palm treethmvacant lot across the
street and snapping at the blue canopy she needalle down. She'd told
Ed she thought this storm might go away like theerg had, but she didn't
believe that for a minute. She'd listened to thativer reports right along
with the rest of them, and she hated the thoughh®fdamage the storm
could do. Yet the precarious weather now servezitb her concern about
Matt's displeasure with her. As preoccupied asdtkth be with getting*'the

site secured, he probably wasn't worried aboubbgrg there at all.

After four days and still no witches' hat on hdeodar, she didn't even want
to consider what she was worried about herself.



Not that there was time for her to be concerneduabmich of anything
other than the wind when she hurried out of thegartoward the canopy
that was about to become airborne.

A gust caught inside the twelve-foot square of ldaevas, lifting enough to
pull one of the aluminum legs from where it hadrbdeven into dirt. She
snatched at the pole across from it, thinking tbapse the whole thing
before it turned into a kite.

"We've got it,"” Matt said from behind her. "Grale tloose one, Dale."

The burly carpenter snagged the silver pole betaeuld whip around and
spear someone. As he did, she grabbed the flajbginig.

"Hey, Andy! Steve!" Ed called from twenty yards awa need one of you
to help me here!"

"Let them finish what they're doing," Matt calleddi to him. With a single
jerk, he pulled another pole from the ground. 'uYamd Ashley cover the
windows in front. Dale and | will get the ones iach."

Ashley caught his unreadable glance. "Go aheadsaltt sounding intent
only on doing what needed to be done. "We havestdhat glass covered.
We'll throw this in the back of the truck.”

The need to hurry increased in direct proportiothostrength of the wind.
The balmy breeze that had seemed so lovely todréerewas now turning
blustery and unpredictable. No sooner had she gioskene end of the wide
board to help Ed cover the window than the windgtaudhe bill of her cap
and sent it flying. With bits of vegetation frometlovergrown lots around
them also swirling past, she let the cap go ansise@her weight against the
board to hold it in place so Ed could nail it te thindow frame.

Within minutes the deep buzz of the saw filleddiveas Matt and Dale went
to work cutting plywood. The low, heavy clouds abhseemed to absorb
the piercing sound.softening it as she hurriedelp Ed cover the remaining
pile of lumber with plastic. The wind grabbed anddged at the protective
sheeting, causing the ends of her hair to crackla static when the plastic



flew up at her face. The phenomenon seemed sttarttggs considering the
humidity in the air, but even that dampness haifferent feel to it now that

the temperature had dropped. By the time they kadred the plastic with
cement blocks so the wood wouldn't get soaked arg whe odd feel to the
air had her as edgy as Matt looked when she savedine out of the garage
and glance toward the threatening sky.

It took them the better part of an hour to getrdmaining windows and door
openings covered and for Ron and his crew to ficaitying everything

inside that was small enough to get through a daprBy then the size of
the vegetation bouncing down the street had tufreed fronds and leaves
to small tree limbs.

"Okay, you guys, you're out of here!" Matt motionBdn and his crew
toward their van. "Ed said they've set up a sheltehe high school. You
going there or to the motel?"

"The motel. We stocked up on food and stuff yesterd

"Then, we'll see you there in a few minutes. Edy yomd Dale, too," he
insisted. "We've done all we can here."

Ed started digging in his pocket. "You'll need yturck key."

"I've got a spare. Just get going."

"What about the sawhorses?" Dale called, spothiegwo they'd used just
outside the garage. On the ground between thenthiaylong orange
extension cord they'd also forgotten when theyli@éddhe saw back inside.
"I'll get them. You go."

"I've got them," Ashley said and turned on her heel

Matt was behind her. "Get in the truck."

"You grab one. I'll get the other."



"Don't you ever listen?"

The wind tugged more strands of hair loose fromgueytail. The rest it
whipped into a halo as she curled her hands ardbedattered wood
supports and headed for the nearly empty garagein@ehem, the van
started up with a roar. Truck doors opened ancedegth sharp reports.

"I do when what | hear makes sense," she repliedit vas doubtful Matt

heard her. The sounds of the vehicles, of the wofdver words were all

obliterated by a crash of thunder that almost hexddhopping her load and
covering her heart with her palm.

With one sawhorse already in hand, Matt grabbeaiigeshe'd carried.

Her heart still jumping, she picked up the cordsriedly coiling it on her
way into the garage and glanced behind her.

The white van had already pulled out and was lepthe dead-end street.
The blue truck with Dale and Ed inside was rightibd.

Wood met cement block with a clatter when Matt stbkis load up against
the back wall. "Is there anything else?"

Her glance swept the ground. "Not that | can seeydu think the house is
secure enough?"

"It's as good as it's going to get." He took thedcsom her, jammed it
behind the sawhorses. "Let's go. That sky is gtengpen any minute. |
want to get out of here while we can still see.”

Hoping the house truly would be all right, she redrbeside him while he
pulled keys from the khaki slacks he hadn't takae to change. Wondering
if the odd feel in the air was making him edgy,,too if he was now as
concerned as she was about what the wind might @l their hard work,
she glanced down the street once more.

The thought that the others were already out ditdigd barely registered
when she felt the hair on her arms stand on end.



Lightning flashed, a strange white-green glow agfdiine slate-colored sky.
Thunder cracked at that same instant, rattlingatimelows in the truck just
ahead of them and jarring her teeth. But it wastimm and crackle beyond
them that made her heart lurch an instant befaeehslard Matt swear.

A block away, a power line bowed and arched onctlaeked pavement,
sparks spraying like fireworks. As if in slow matidhe power pole beyond
it tipped and landed with its crossbar on the ofipasde of the street.

The street only had one outlet. Vegetation blocked end. A live and
snapping electrical line now blocked the other.

With her glance frozen on that whipping cable, Ma#ched into the bed of
the truck, came up with a hammer and locked hisl l@@ound hers.

"Into the house!"

The wind snatched his words, tore at their clotkiesy hair as they turned
and ran.

They'd barely darted under the garage roof whemaimehit with the force
of a fire hose. The din of it beating overhead lye@nowned the howl of the
wind. In the space of seconds the temperature se&me@rop another ten
degrees.

Ashley backed up, seeking the dry space behindabethe deluge blew
inside the threshold. The sheeting rain made insag if she was looking
through cellophane. Wavering images of bending patmghtened with
another flash of lightning. The stop sign that badn at the end of the street
separated itself from its pole on its way by.

She turned to see Matt prying the plywood fromdber opening that had
been covered only minutes ago. He had the claw baramer wedged
beneath the thin sheet and had just ripped it lagifoff when she heard
what sounded like another board flapping agairesttiuse.



Afraid it was one covering one of the new windoglse started to dart for
the wide doorway—only to feel her arm nearly coraead its socket when
Matt grabbed her and pulled her back.

"What do you think you're doing?" He spun her achums expression as
ominous as the storm raging around them. "You cgatchit by something

out there, if you don't get blown away first! Andhwin the hell didn't you

leave like | asked you to?" he demanded, now tbdtdd the chance.

"I'm trying to rescue a window," she shot backgetisks joining the pump of
adrenaline as he hauled her toward the loosenabply. The wind threw
strands of hair across her face, flattened hereswtton shirt against her
body. "And | didn't leave because I'm tired of mvsomething go wrong
with nearly everything I do. | wasn't going anywdédrthere was anything |
could do to help salvage this house.”

"What are you talking about?" With the groan of aheeluctantly leaving
wood, he pulled one side of the plywood back enawgbexpose the dim
interior of upright studs and darkening patchesesfent. ' 'A hurricane is
what went wrong here. You can't possibly blame gelfifor that."

She slipped inside. "I can blame myself for anyghirwant,” she insisted,
watching him squeeze in right behind. "I'd blamesetf/for not staying to
help," she informed him just as he snagged her arm.

With a jolt, he tugged her forward, moving her aweym the pipes she
nearly backed into. The motion also put her indh@® his chest.

"If it's guilt you're after, then blame yourself foaving to ride this out under
a leaking roof. I didn't want you caught in this.H@\I didn't want to go."
Her chin came up, partly in defiance. Partly beealse had to tip back her
head to see his face. If she had left, she waglafhee might never see him
again, and that, over all her other reasons, wawéhy root of why she'd
stayed. "I'm sorry we're stuck here, but | missed.’/

The only light in the structure was what leakedalong with the rain
between the gaps in the plywood overhead and wirezdarge sheet lifted
and slammed at the far end of the roof. She figtlhlatwas the board she'd



heard, but she was far more interested in whatflitieering gray light
revealed in Matt's expression than in the cacoplsomsounding them.

The quality of his tension seemed to undergo desshbift as he stood with
his fingers coiled around her arms. His glance $wep face, his eyes
glittering in the dim light.

She missed him. Of everything she might have $datf honestly hadn't
expected to hear that. He hadn't expected the twayhought tugged at
something long buried inside him, either. Or thédan reluctance he felt to
do what he strongly suspected he should do andasesgfrom her.

The rational part of his mind told him he shouldait that, and go see what
he could do about the board slamming at the othdra# the house. He
should let her go and find something to catch tiygscand rivulets of water
the pounding rain drove through the overhead crathe task would be
futile, but it would give him something to think@lt other than how soft he
knew her mouth felt, or the heavy ache he couleaaly feel low in his gut
when she looked at him so uncertainly and offer&adtaring smile.

"If you stay mad, this is going to be a really lamght."

He knew he didn't trust the pull he felt toward.hde just couldn't ever
remember why that was when he was touching her. avd that he was
touching her, now that she was trying to coax imges that was really all he
cared about.

“I'm not mad." He smoothed her tangled hair from fage, catching the
strands she hadn't already shoved away and brusteng from the corner
of her mouth.

"You're sure?"

"Yeah," he murmured. "I just wish that you haddrsgd."

She touched her hand to his chest. "How aboutdrigext time? Whatever
you ask me to do, | will."



"Promise?"
"Within reason," she qualified, her hand splayingrahis heart.
"Fair enough.”

Thunder crashed as he lowered his head. He fejuh®y, heard her quick
intake of breath when his mouth brushed hers. Haldvoave told her she
didn't need to worry about the thunder as he franeedace with his hands,
that it was the lightning preceding it that coultlise the damage. But he
brushed her lips again and she opened to him, wehgpthe touch of his
tongue with a sigh, and he forgot all about offgnieassurances.

She tasted like warm honey, felt like pure heav&me looped her arms
around his neck, letting his hands drift down hashf letting him shape her,
touch as he wanted to touch. Her breasts crushaimhsighis chest, her
slender thighs molded to his. Their breaths minglés heart began to
pound. He could feel hers pounding, too, beatingl lagainst him as that
heady exploration slowly turned to more insistesrhdnd.

He backed her up, edging her away from the boatiecing against the
door opening behind them and pressed her agapustaix feet away. With
her head resting against the column of wood, hiatmon hers, he tugged
her shirt from her jeans and slid his hands up uitd&he feel of her skin
was like satin beneath his hands, but it was tké d€ her breasts in his
palms that shot lightning of a different sort thgbihis entire body.

The need to feel her, all of her, grew more urdpnthe second.

He found the clasp at the back of her bra, freéal lét her breasts spill into
his hands. Greed tore through him as he liftecshet and lowered his head
to capture one tantalizing bud in his mouth. He iftebloom against his

tongue, felt her tremble when he fastened his aoura the small of her

back to pull her closer.

She seemed to urge him closer still. Threadindihgers through his hair,
she splayed them over his skull as if to hold hightrwhere he was.



Wind whistled through cracks. Something solid buchplee side of the

house.. He barely noticed as he drew her othedenippo his mouth and

slowly rubbed away the moisture from the one hestitended. At his gentle
ministering, he felt her sag a little, as if heeks were giving out and all _
that held her up was him and the post.

He rose up over her. Steadying her in his arm&em his head to her ear.
He tugged at her lobe, kissed the smooth skin blahin

"Ever make love in a hurricane?"

Ashley's breath trembled out. Ever make love asilagat? he'd once asked.
Sliding her arms around his neck to keep from stjdight to the floor, she
shook her head. As badly as he had her achingiwehkl make love with
him anywhere. "Have you?"

His breath feathered her neck. "Never." With tpeofi his tongue, he traced
the shell of her ear. "So," he murmured, makingshérer, "since we're both
new at this, I guess we'll just have to improvise."

His hands slipped to her waist.

There was nothing below them but concrete, muclt stattered with
sawdust and a few growing puddles that they coegdasly when lightning
illuminated the cracks overhead. But where theyewdrwas dry and as
protected from the elements as they were goin@to g

Not that Ashley much cared where they were or vghatounded them.
They had the privacy of the walls, the cocoon efgtorm. As Matt drew her
down, then drew her over him, stretching her oeréngth of his body, all
she cared about was him and the storm he was bgildside her.

He captured her mouth with his as his hands skimdwoseh her back. He
cupped her bottom, pulling her against him, archaniiftle himself, then

caught his breath at the feel of her stomach aghiesrection. He kissed
her deeply, ravenously, breaking only to pull hieirtsover her head and
drop her bra on top of it. She kissed him backlirsj her hands under his



shirt, pushing it up so she could feel the washthoauscles of his stomach
against her skin.

She had never before felt what Matt could makeféelr He pulled a need
from deep within her, something that made her neissland demanded only
that she get as close to him as she could. Or mé#ydteneed had been there
all along and what he'd done was simply unleadhwtas a primitive thing,
something that felt basic and right and so esdeth@ it struck to the very
core of her being.

The smells of raw wood and rain mingled with thegéring scents of his
soap and her shampoo. He had pulled the clip frenihair, freeing it to fall
over her shoulders, veiling their faces as theigtees tangled.

His hand slid between their bodies. She could liealworking at the snap

of her jeans, tugging down the zipper. Made boldhlsyraw, unmasked

hunger for her, she slipped down to help, gropordifs buckle, unfastening

his belt before he lifted his hips to tug his waffem his pants and retrieve
the little foil packet inside. Within a few frantheartbeats, khaki and denim
were shoved down and pushed away as they roll¢ldeto sides, seeking

each other with mouths, tongues and hands.

She mirrored his motions, touching him as he toddier, playing an erotic
game of follow the leader that nearly drove him ouhis mind. With the
driving rain pounding all around them, the windpiiy at the boards, drafts
of it swirling past them, Matt slipped the condowephimself and eased her
back on top of him.

Need swept through him, sharp and pulsing as heedlbis hands around
her small waist. Drinking in the sweet taste of hesuth, he lifted her,

raising her hips, then lowered her, slowly, sligpimside her feminine

warmth. Sheathed within her, he swallowed her smakn and gritted his
teeth against need so exquisite it bordered on pain

He had wanted her beneath him. He had wanted hgy $oipple legs twined
with his. But the ground was too hard, and his Weand the unforgiving
concrete would leave her bruised if he drove irtothe way he desperately
wanted to now. He held himself in check as he ehsedback to sit astride



him, and traced the shape of her breasts withdnsi$1 A flash of lightning
shot pale beams through the overhead cracks, itlatinig her, making her
skin look like marble in that too brief instant. el'feel of her tested every
ounce of control he possessed. The sight of hérhat head back, his hands
on her body, his body in hers, nearly sent thatrobap in flames.

The hard muscles of his stomach clenched as liersatrd. Bracing his arm
across her back, he held her against him, holdiegtboth upright so she
could lock her legs around his hips. Seeming adyas he felt, she pulled
off his shirt, her fingers biting into his skin. Heody trembled as she clung
to his shoulders. Buried within her, he felt henv@@against him, heard her
whimper his name.

He murmured hers, thrusting back, and claimed rertmonce more.

He had never craved a woman the way he cravedTher.need burning
inside him was like a living thing, clawing at Igst, coming precariously
close to his heart. Something about that seemeiblyedangerous, like
something he had meant to avoid, but then he fudt little tremors
shuddering through her body, felt them buildinghis and he wasn't
thinking at all. He could only feel. And what hédtflead him wanting her all
over again long after she fell asleep in his arms.



Chapter Eleven

The luminous dial of Matt's watch glowed two-eigitdn the morning. It
had been an hour since the last clap of thunderdttidd the windows or
lightning had illuminated the space where he s#t wshley curved across
his lap. Rain still beat with a vengeance and thewstill blew, but it no
longer sent swirling drafts across the floor oe#itened to tear the plywood
from the roof.

With his back to the plastic-covered rolls of ireidn, his legs outstretched,
he felt Ashley stir. She curled against him, heslerawn up, her head
resting against his chest.

They had shaken out their clothes and pulled theck on hours ago,

checking each other by feel to make sure labele warthe inside and not
out. They had then proceeded to work most of thack bff again after he'd

pushed her hair aside to check the back of het ahd started kissing her
neck. Clinging to each other right where they'adi{dhey had collapsed in
each other's arms long minutes later, and theylddatraighten themselves
out all over again.

He couldn't believe how quickly his body respontietiers, or how badly
he could want her so soon after finding release.wdsn't a man of
extraordinary sexual appetite. He was just a ngrrediblooded male with
normal, red- blooded desires, but with Ashley, inepsy couldn't seem to
get enough. It had been that way the first timéWwér, too. As he dipped his
head to kiss the top of hers, he clearly remembfrelthg the sharp need
that had made it seem as if he'd barely takendbe eff his desire for her.

He felt that way now. Only now, with her sleepinghis arms, that need was
getting all tangled up with concern and caring amehething else that didn't
feel terribly familiar. Enveloped by the darknessl dhe din of the rain, he
told himself there would be plenty of time in th@dtlight of day to worry
about why that felt so dangerous. Right now, held/qust hold her.

Her hand edged to the middle of his chest. "Yoawake," she murmured,
the warmth of her breath stealing through his shirt



The darkness was absolute. He could see nothingthHeutunrelenting
blackness that provided his temporary reprieve., Yiet had no trouble
finding what he was looking for as he cupped hee fand tipped it toward
his.

With her head on his shoulder, he touched a kisgtdips. "So are you."

Warm and drowsy, she snuggled closer and slippedrhearound his neck.
"I've been awake for a while."

"Me, too."

He shifted a little.

"How uncomfortable are you?" she asked.

He would probably ache like the devil after spegdime night on a slab of
concrete. One leg had gone to sleep, then awakeitedhe sensation of

needles prickling down his calf. A muscle in hickshreatened to protest
hours of being in one position. But he was onlyusly aware of those

particular body parts. "I'm not."

She smiled against his mouth. "Liar. | heard yooagt"”

He smiled back as he slipped his hands under lititaistroke the velvety

skin of her back. As he did, she shifted against loine soft breast brushing
the side of his chest. "That was hours ago. And wes only because of
what you do to me."

Her breath trembled against his cheek. "Me, too."

"You, too, what?"

"What you do to me." Ashley's voice dropped toreetof sleepy confession.
"I've never felt the way | do when I'm with you."

Protectiveness merged with a sense of possessimnsasight the sweetness
of her mouth. Instinctively, he drew her closeregiened the kiss. It would



be so easy to turn her in his arms, to move her tegtraddle his hips and
feast once more on her beautiful body. There whsare problem. They'd

used the two condoms he'd had with him. Even thdweghched for her, he
wasn't about to play Russian roulette with theiuffes. They'd gotten away
with it once. He wasn't going to push their luclaiag

"If I don't stop now," he murmured, gentling hisia®as he drew her arm
from his neck, "l won't want to stop at all. And Wwave to." Weaving his
fingers through hers, he clasped them near hist.hBafe're out of
protection.

"We got lucky on the boat. That last time," he ¢yieeminded her, drawing
her head back to his shoulder. He pressed a kisiset@op of her head,
soothed the faint tension in her body by slowlplsing her back. "I don't
think it's a chance either one of us wants to take.

* % %

Ashley didn't know how long she lay in Matt's ariistening to the beat of
the rain and the uneasy voice in her head thatpehesl they might already
be too late. It seemed like hours that she layethaught between feeling she
should pull away because that was what he would de knew what she
was worried about—and feeling that it was too stmpanic because she
didn't know for certain that she had anything toipabout.

She didn't think she slept at all. At least, itrdideem as if she had until she
became aware of a thread of sunlight slanting adnes face. The chirp of
birds filtered into her consciousness. Beneathdagr she could feel the
strong, even beat of Matt's heart where her headdainst his chest.

Blinking at a deeply shadowed row of upright stustee looked up to see
tiny strips of light creeping between several sheéthe plywood overhead.

"We need to get up.” Matt's deep voice rumbled is dhest, vibrating
against her ear. His words sounded rusty, as itdw, had finally fallen
asleep. "The guys are coming."



The thought that they were about to be discoveueldad up like the lovers
they had become did what it usually took caffem@dcomplish. Suddenly
fully conscious, Ashley felt him lift his arm aseshaised her head.

"l didn't hear the trucks."

"l didn't, either.” With a faint groan and the dktaaf his knees, he rose over
her and held out his hand. "I can hear their voices

Needing to hurry, she didn't stop to see if shdccbear what had caught
Matt's attention. Threading her fingers through ter with one hand, she
reached for his with the other.

In the shadows, his face looked craggy from thg,|dairly sleepless night.
A night's growth of beard shadowed his lean jawth\ler hair ruffled from

the wind and his fingers, and his polo shirt hagdaose over his khakis and
probably flecked with sawdust, she could only imaghow they must look.

"Matt! Ashley! You in there?"

"Yeah, Dale!" Unzipping his khakis, he started tagk "We're here," he
called back.

Though the carpenter's voice was filtered, it sedgndlose enough to tell
Ashley it would only be moments before they had pany. Spurred by the
thought that held a hundred little insecuritiesay, she told herself she
could worry later about what sort of future she math Matt and tucked
cotton into denim herself. As she did, Matt reacbeer and brushed at her
shoulders.

In turn, she brushed his, then ridded him as Hestceuld of the sawdust
clinging to his back.

"You guys okay in there?"

"Hey, Ed," Matt replied, recognizing the older nsagravelly voice. "We're
fine. How about you?"



"Spent the night playing poker,” he called backm&thing rustled, the
sound like a limb being dragged away. "Never pléayBull. The man can't
lose."

"You played with Bull?"

' 'He came down looking for Miss K. We were alltgeg worried about the
two of you when you didn't show up. Started torgat concerned when we
checked the shelter just now and didn't find yaareti'

"We couldn't get out. A power line blocked the rdad

"Saw that." Ed's voice filtered through the thinyypbod covering the
doorways and window openings. "That's why we hagdaxk the trucks a
block away. Lost a few shingles over at the madel] the power's out.
Heard on the radio that Gray Lake just caught tgeef the storm. Most of
the damage is a hundred miles north." His voicevgrieser. "There really
isn't much damage around here at all. Few treeslismbll. How's it inside?"

Ashley watched Matt's glance move over her faceetti?much the way you
left it," he called back, his focus on her as heatined something from
beneath her eye. "The plywood on the roof has figkalready started to
warp, so we'll have to pull that off and repla¢diit other than that, | think
we came through it okay."

His hand slipped over to tuck her hair behind lzer e

"Is there water at the motel?" Matt called, intenther even as he spoke to
the man she could now hear in the garage. "Omisdiit, too?"

"There's water. Just no power."
His voice dropped. "We'll go back and clean uprafte’'ve checked things

out here." The sound of heavy footsteps had hid f@hng away, robbing
her of the reassurance of his touch. "Are you réady



Ashley didn't know if she was or not. Reality wasthe other side of the
walls that had sheltered them from the rest ofvileeld, and reality was
something she wasn't sure she wanted to facegtist y

The groan of metal and wood had him stepping away.

"Whenever you are," she replied and tried to pektiérdidn't bother her
when he so abruptly put that distance between tBé&mshould feel grateful
that he had, she told herself as the board hegd pff halfway from the door
opening last night came loose. Their relationshgsmit something she
wanted out there for public consumption, and then't need anyone
suspecting just how involved they had become. Mati all too aware of
how she tried to protect her privacy.

The thought didn't relieve the disquiet, though.wimildn't want his own
privacy invaded because of her, either. The boardeath aside with a clatter,
allowing in the light that chased shadows from ¢beners. Ed walked in,
checking out them and the suddenly more visibleriot. Right behind him
was Steve of the documentary crew, camera rolling.

Having brushed off and tucked as best they coutdhléy figured she and
Matt were as presentable as they were going to getisidering that their
hair still bore the effects of the wind from yesi@y. But she needn't have
concerned herself with appearances. As Matt movéd Ed through the
maze of studs, hands on his hips, his attentionptetely absorbed by the
work they now had to do, she realized there werether reporters around.
Even when she went outside to help the other mibgards away from the
windows and pile up the limbs scattered over thedbe was spared the
intrusion of another camera or microphone. In titermath of a hurricane,
there were far more pertinent stories to report.

For the legitimate press anyway. The paparazzo &vipossence she had
noticed at the motel clearly had nothing bettestddhan cash in on her.

Ashley didn't know if the freelance photographed ltdnecked in to the
Cypress Motor Inn or if he was staying somewhese ahd just came and
went when he figured she'd be around. But she aatd, Mho had spent
most of the drive to the motel on his cell phonthwbmeone at the Newport



site, had no sooner approached her door than sightca camera flash that
had her groaning even as she turned away.

"That shot should get him a few thousand," she enexk

Preoccupation melted to a scowl as Matt autom#giddbcked her from
view. "What do you mean?"

"l hear the tabloids pay best for shots of peopltéeir worst."
"Was that the same guy you were talking about theraight?"

She'd barely caught a glimpse of the man's darkl before she'd turned
away. But that glimpse was enough. "l think so."

For the past hour, it had been apparent that Matlsghts were pretty much
divided between his projects and the problems tiene causing him. But
that preoccupation faded as protectiveness slidyngdao place. "Go on
inside. I think I'll have a little talk with him."

"No!" she called, not totally trusting Matt's detigp calm as he started off.
Her voice dropped. As much as she would love tehibeg man and his ilk
out of her life, it wasn't worth the hassle andljmity it would bring if Matt
got in the guy's face and the little toad decidedue him for some sort of
press rights violation. This particular nuisanceswe worse than many
others had been. She was more concerned about dMattiay. He didn't
have time for this. "You have more important thingglo," she insisted as
the door next to hers flew wide open.

Her bodyguard must have heard her shout. Bull, wgatbaggy
Hawaiian-print shorts, a T-shirt and a scowl, wasMeen her and Matt
before she could blink.

"What's going on?" he demanded, his voice a lowbtemHe clearly
recognized Matt. It was just as clear that he wotilstand down until he
heard from the woman he was being paid to protédevat the motel.



Ashley moved from where he had blocked her agdiastdoor with his
tank-size body. "A paparazzo," she murmured, un@akdl@agine how a man
his size could move so fast.

"l was just going to talk to him,” Matt defended.wWasn't going to do
anything illegal.”

"You talking about the short guy?" Bull asked hiidind of round? Dark
hair?"

"You've seen him?"

"I've seen him around. Don't worry, Matt,” the maho really did look

more like a "Bull" than a "Jeffrey" assured, "hent@et close to her." Dark
eyes sharp and intent, he looked to where Ashteydsivith her room key in
her hand. "Are you in now?"

"I'm just going to shower and change and go bathdaite. Barring another
hurricane," she said with a smile, "I'll be backie usual time."

Matt's preoccupation returned as he glanced atdtish. "How long do you
need?"

"May | have half an hour?"

He only gave her twenty-five minutes. She heardkieck on her door
while she was tying her boots and listening towasepdate. The electricity
had come back on while they had been talking tobloelyguard, a little
blessing that had made taking a shower so muchkrehsin trying to clean
up by Ed's flashlight.

After checking to make sure that it was Matt, sipered the door and
stepped back so he could come in.

She didn't know if he'd nicked himself shaving hessahe'd be£n in a hurry
or because his mind had been elsewhere. Whichevas, he walked in



with a tiny cut on the underside of his jaw, hig Isdill damp and wearing
the same preoccupied expression he'd worn mokeahbrning.

"I still have five minutes," she pointed out, piegiup her other boot as he
closed the door. Sitting on the side of the bed,mllled it on over her clean
white sock. "But | only need two. Have you eaten?"

"I had some chips. I'll get something else later."”

"That was nutritious." She hadn't done much bédtaself. All she'd had
was a piece of plain bread. "You took a rain chatklinner the other night,”
she reminded him. "Do you want to cash it in ortgaere this evening?"

She watched his glance cut to the door adjoinimgdam and Bull's. Seeing
it closed, he snagged the chair by the floor lamg jpulled it over to sit
across from her.

An uneasy little knot formed in her stomach wherploked up her hands.
His feet planted wide, elbows on his thighs, hemta her fingers in his.

"I'm not going to be here tonight, Ashley. | hasegb back to Newport. I'm
leaving right after | drop you off at the site.”

The knot loosened a little. For an awful momeng gtought he was going
to say something she didn't want to hear. It was dbrt of seriousness she
sensed in him. But him going back to Newport wasa'tbad. It was his

work, after all. And she knew how dedicated he toas

"How bad is the problem there?"

"Problems," he corrected. "As in, 'multiple.™

"Are they anything that will stop construction?"

"Stop it?" Looking pensive, she glanced up from reghas thumb brushed
hers. "Nothing like that. They're just causing gslthat cause more delays

because | have subcontractors that can't comedrdartheir job until the
sub before them gets theirs finished. By the tineedontractor who caused



the original delay finally gets his act togethdre tother subs are in the
middle of other jobs they've contracted for an@ Kot this domino effect
going that's nothing but a..."

"Mess," she concluded for him. The sound he madehaH snort, half sigh.
"Yeah."

She tipped her head, smiled. "So why are you gitiere when you have so
much work to do?"

His gray eyes skimmed her face. A faint smile tuhgeé his mouth.
"Because | needed to say goodbye to you. And |'dikant to say
something like that with all the others around."

Despite his expression, the knot seemed to tiglgam. She didn't know if
it was because of the way his smile faded justredfe spoke. Or, because
his phrasing made saying goodbye seem almostl..fina

She blinked down at their hands, at the almost ms@ous way he stroked
her skin.

"You don't need to take me to the site,” she tad, bhinking of all he had
on his mind, thinking that the last thing she wdrtte do just then was add
her insecurity to his stresses. He had been guasitbdher around the
others at the site, but she needed to believeanthsitonly because he'd been
doing his part to keep their relationship privakéot because he was
guestioning the direction it had taken. "It wilvgatime if | drop you off at
the airport and just drive myself over."

"I need Ed to take me. | have to talk to him abmdiering more supplies.”

"Would it help if | did that? Order the suppliesnean. Just tell me what we
need and I'll get on the phone."

He considered her for a moment. And, for a monsm,thought he might

say that he would take her up on her offer. Oeatt, that he would have Ed
tell her what materials they required and she csphlatre his lead carpenter
the time on the phone.



Instead, he reached over and cupped her cheek pahm.
"That still doesn't solve the problem of leavingiyweithout doing this."

Ashley couldn't count the times his kisses hadedtder heart rate and her
breathing and narrowed her awareness to wherelitdad only the two of
them. That was what he did now. Yet, there was slmmgnew in the feel of
his mouth on hers. It wasn't the gentle discovegylsad tasted so often. It
wasn't hunger or heat or passion. It was a tendsiat she'd never felt in
all those times before because this time that teeds felt strangely
bittersweet.

She pulled back, afraid to meet his eyes, afratdao

As she did, his fingers traced the shape of her g glance followed the

path. The faint furrow of his forehead made it l@skf he were memorizing

the shape of her face and texture of her skin. Wieén his eyes returned to
hers, all she saw in the smoky depths was theohiatsmile.

"See my problem?" He took her hand again. Risiagauiled her to her feet.
"I couldn't do that out there,” he said, noddingiridicate the outdoors.
"Especially if there was any press around.”

Relief allowed her own smile to return. Fallinglave obviously created a
whole host of new uncertainties. He didn't seetvetpulling away from her
at all. If anything, he seemed to be thinking arfiirow discreet they needed
to be. He wasn't saying goodbye as in "forever."w#s simply saying
goodbye for now.

At least, that was what she wanted to believe when left a few moments
later to join the others at the site. It was wlineet seeded to believe when he
didn't say anything else to her before he and BH &df for the airport less
than an hour later. The belief that she would s®mnhim again was also the
thought that kept her going during the first dagsaas gone.

* % %



By the afternoon after the storm, work on the howterned to the same
pace as before the edges of the hurricane had giwepigh Gray Lake.
Since damage to the entire area had been minimsatlynall the volunteers
were back, pacing themselves in the rising heattlaadhumidity while the
sun slowly turned all that rain to steam. Withinyslathe wiring the
professional electricians had started was complatetthe plumbing and
insulation installed. Within the week, the roof wasg shingles and all, and
the interior maze of studs had been transformedroums as wallboard was
nailed into place.

Ashley had been assigned to wallboard and trimilceta spent her days
nailing baseboards and door casings into placeewhihtasizing about a
long soak in a tub of cool, lavender-scented wated wondering if Matt
would call that evening. She spent her eveninghemhone with friends or
her mom—always listening for whichever phone shenkausing in case
Matt had tried to call on the one phone and decidedy the other. Twice,
she shared dinner with Jeffery who told her he spsmmornings sleeping,
his afternoons playing pool at a local hangout hisdhights watching old
movies and listening for anyone who didn't belontsme her room.

As for the press, they weren't nearly so troublesasithey had been at first.
Because someone at the high-school shelter haetlddié police to report
that people were looking for ber the morning afte storm, a mob of
reporters had descended within hours trying to ga¢be story—including
Tony Schultz who had looked visibly disappointedewhe'd found her
working at the site. Appearing quite safe and vakie had totally ruined his
shot at a story about a missing Kendrick. Othen tiet, the press pretty
much left her alone to do what they'd seen herglton well over a week.
The gallery of onlookers was back, though. Itsahianks had thinned a bit,
but new faces eventually sprang up among the didsha

Since reporters no longer seemed to be followingelerywhere, Ashley

had asked Bull last evening to take her in hisalecar to the little strip

center by the grocery store. She'd needed to bothancap to replace the
one a volunteer had given her because the winddiah hers. She also
needed to run into a drug store.



She wasn't about to mention what she needed tBereany hope of

discreetly purchasing a pregnancy test was lostinvd minute of walking

into the amazingly busy Wal- Mart. No sooner hael shtered the feminine
products aisle than she found herself faced witbetlsmiling ladies who
recognized her immediately. One said she was goistart volunteering to
build houses because of her. The others chorustnirihey would do the
same, just as soon as they had the time.

She thanked them, earnestly told them she wasircéizir help would be
more than welcome and kept going until she reaehgidplay of sunscreen
at the end of the aisle.

When she checked out with only a bottle of SPF A& @ magazine, the
cashier recognized her, too—something that gavelefspause only

because it made her aware of how truly worriedrsteto be getting about
the possibility of being pregnant to have not cdesed how recognizable
she was in Gray Lake. Even if she hadn't had orleeomore familiar faces
in the country, the local newspaper had carrietupgs of her for nearly two
weeks. When she'd walked into the store, her oohcern had been that
paparazzi hadn't followed her in to take a photbafbuying a pregnancy
test.

Now, on the phone with her mom twenty-four houtsrashe felt even more
concern about how late she was, but she felt evare myrateful that she
hadn't been caught making that particular purch@aeed's penchant for bad
publicity worried her mom enough.

"l don't think it's going to be the problem it cdutave been," her mother
said, her voice as clear as if she'd been righ¢tineghe motel room with her.

"Cord was able to prove to the attorney for theuBiges and Exchange
Commission that he didn't even meet the girl Uotily after the company
ceased operations. There was no possibility of gemsing him inside

information about their stocks.

"Anyway," she continued while Ashley paced restieBesm the kitchenette
to the front door, "I thought you'd want to knowkriow you were worried
about it when you told me that reporter had apgredg/ou. Knowing you,
you've been worried about it ever since."”



A quick tug of guilt made Ashley close her eyes ammhkle her nose. She
was a lousy sister. Preoccupied with her own praobleshe had completely
forgotten about her brother's involvement with theEnron executive's
daughter.

"This doesn't sound like it was Cord's fault at lom."

"This one doesn't,” her mom conceded. "But therestidl that picture in the
Enquirerof him and the girl on his sailboat. | understahd was topless."

That bit of news had undoubtedly gone over wehet parents' breakfast
table, Ashley thought. She could picture it nower.khother trying to be

tactful as she casually mentioned that one of thtaiff had mentioned the
photo to her, and her dad's rising blood pressuaking the vein in his

temple throb as he attacked his eggs Benedict eanthe juice. "At least

Dad doesn't have the hassle of having his holdingsstigated,"- she

pointed out, looking for the bright side. "I'm jugiad for everyone's sake
that it didn't turn into a bigger problem."

"So are we." The words were heartfelt. "It's belemoat a year since Cord
has been involved in anything disgraceful, so paige he was due. | always
feel like I'm holding my breath with him, just wiaig for the other shoe to
drop."

From the weariness in her tone, it seemed thatdfiath Kendrick always
knew it was only a matter of time before her somagged to create some
sort of scandal or embarrassment, or did somethmbinking to reflect
badly on the family. Until a couple of weeks agshkey couldn't have
imagined any member of her family more likely totbat, either. Yet it was
now entirely possible that she was about to upstegebrother in the
embarrassing publicity department.

Her pacing became more restive as she tried toesbéfkthe nagging
thought. She didn't even want to think about hosagpointed her mother
would be in her if she was pregnant. Or the go#sip would fly among
their friends and staff.



"It would just be so nice if he would stop chasmgmen and settle down
with one," she heard her mother muse. "I don't eixipien to be a saint, but |
hate that he's so careless and indiscreet." Thesamm came with a sigh.
"At least your father and | don't have to worry abthe rest of you doing
anything irresponsible."”

Ashley winced.

"Anyway," her mother quickly continued, clearly dgato move on from
that distressing subject. "On a brighter note,Jwag sister called you yet?"

Grateful for the shift in subject herself, Ashleyrted at the stove and paced
back the other way. "Tess?"

"She's the only sister you have, dear. Of coursesT

"Not tonight. But | was on the phone with Elisa &xout an hour going over
a couple of new scholarship applications."

Something about her mom'’s flat, "Oh," held a hirdisappointment.

"Is everything all right with her?"

"She's fine. Wonderful, in fact."

"Then, what's going on?"

"She has news."

"Meaning you know, but you won't tell me?"

"Well, she didn't ask that | not say,” her mom #tahe qualified.
Excitement entered her voice, her lovely, much-tpg@phed smile filling
her tone. "And | know she wants you to know. Sgyéss | can tell you that

your father and | are about to have our first gcduid."

Somewhere down the breezeway, a motel-room doamnsé&d. Laughter
rose, then receded. "She's pregnant?"



"About six weeks, she figures. She went to thealoiciday."”

"Are she and Bradley all right?" By Ashley's cabtidns, if she was
pregnant herself, she was a week ahead of her. Sisgt the feeling when
| had lunch with her last month that she was tramdully hard to pretend
everything was okay between the two of them."

"There's an adjustment period in any marriage.sime they're fine," her
mother insisted, sounding as if she were willingpibe. "She sounded very
excited."

That was a good sign. Tess was an open book. Sientdake an emotion
if she tried. "Good. If she is, then | am. Will dbe going to Camelot soon?"

"She'll be here in two weeks. Bradley has meetingSan Francisco for a
few days, so she'll spend that time here. Can gpowe@"

At the family home under her mother's too-keenvege pretty much the last

place she wanted to go. "Definitely," she repl&dce she was accustomed
to doing many things she would rather avoid. Anel gtdl want to see Tess.

"I have one more week here, and | know I'll neeléast a week to catch up
at the office. The timing will be perfect. It witle good to see you both."

"You, too, dear. Now, call your sister. She's ptpdeen trying to call you
all evening."

Ashley told her mom that she would, quickly assuredthat she was doing
fine when her mom cut in to ask, and said goodinigh

She'd barely closed the phone to cut the connesbashe could punch out
her sister's number when the phone played the dhserful notes of a
Strauss waltz to let her know she had another call.

Determined to sound cheerful herself for her ssteake, she flipped the
phone back open and answered with a bright, "Hi!"

There was a moment's pause before she heard a'Hegmurself.”



Her heart bumped her breastbone.
"Matt," she said and sank to the edge of her bed.

He'd obviously heard the ease drop out of her vditeu were expecting
someone else."

"My sister. She's...pregnant,she started to say, "...supposed to call," she
concluded. "How are you?"

"Swamped. It's crazy here. That's why I'm callirighé connection hummed
with his pause. ' 'Ed says everything is pretty Imoic schedule there.”

The lurch her heart had given at the sound of bisevsettled into a quietly
erratic beat. "l guess it is." He sounded tire@ ttought. But it was just so
good to hear his voice. "A crew came today andallest the kitchen and
bathroom cabinets."

"That's what Ed said."

"You just talked to him?"

"A few minutes ago. | needed to let him know I'nm&éng a man down to
fill in for him so he can take those days off fag Bnniversary. I'm sending
the original site manager back, too. He'll takerdee me."

"Take over for you?" She hesitated. "For how long?"

"Until the job is finished."

The awful feeling she'd had when he'd kissed hedlgge was back with a
vengeance. Desperate to keep her tone even, dha titeep breath, slowly

released it. ' 'Does that mean you won't be corauk at all?"

The pause on the other end of the line seemetlealdihger this time. "Not
before you're scheduled to leave. | really am swehipere, Ashley.”

"l see."



"It's been one thing after another,” he hurriedadld. "I'm hoping to get
caught up in a couple of weeks. But it's just rmhg to happen before then.
I'm not even sure when | could see you after tBaice | get this under
control, I have—"

"Please," she cut in, wishing he hadn't calledlatashing he had caught
her more prepared. "You don't have to explain." &boed then, pacing to
stave off the hurt waiting to be felt and making keice as light and

understanding as she could. "I know about the doraffect. You told me

about it,” she reminded him. "I don't know whatggtgour project is in, in

Newport, but | imagine you need to get as much d@ngou can before we
get one of our winters. At least the heat and hitgnitere don't have to be
shoveled."

She honestly couldn't have cared less about thectefif weather on
construction at that moment. When a man said h&tdidow when he could
see a woman again, it was a pretty fair bet thavdeletting her go.

"There is that."

"Listen, Matt,” she asked, determined to be bravei gracious. "As busy
as you are, | shouldn't keep you."

"Ashley—"
"You take care of yourself," she murmured, the ledding closer. "Okay?"

That hurt hit her square in the chest when shedhbar slow intake of
breath, and nothing else. There was no need forthisay anything else,
anyway. He'd accomplished his purpose.

She wouldn't ask him why he didn't want to seedamymore. She already
knew. She knew he didn't want commitment. She khewdidn't want
anyone slowing him down, making demands, interfewith his plans. He
liked his life just as it was. And she knew how imbe disliked dealing with
the press. If he kept seeing her, the time woudditably come when they
would be seen together and the speculation woudthb&he media would
barrage them with questions about where theiricgighip was headed—



guestions that would ultimately have pulled themarganyway, because
they would make him think about how very much teertht want the whole
hearth-and-home routine, as he'd put it, and fotdeontinually fight how
badly she wanted a home and family with him.

"Okay," she finally heard him say. His deep voicairsded quiet, and
terribly subdued. "You, too, Ashley. You take cafgourself, too."

She told him she would, then said good-night bezaaying goodbye was
just too hard.

Matt caught that betraying nuance. He'd heard the, oo, and the
politeness she'd used to cover it.

He lowered his cell phone from his ear the momdm broke the
connection, closed it and set it on the graphsaspbetween his elbows. His
breath leaked out, the tension slowly leaving hsusders.

He hated what he had just done, but he hadn't knekat else to do. He
couldn't be with her without wanting her and he Idol let their
relationship go any further than it had alreadydHeld himself that exact
same thing the last time he'd been away from hed.al he'd had to do was
touch her and he'd kissed his common sense goodh®/ecouldn't risk
seeing her again.

Weary to his bones, he pushed himself away fronmthleogany desk in his
hotel suite and looked over the balcony to thetdigiiittering on the bay.
Room service had delivered his dinner half an famga. It still sat cooling
beneath the silver dome on the table the hotel @yepl had set.

He had put off calling her until the guilt wreckihgs concentration and his
appetite had finally forced him to pick up the pbohle'd known when he
left Gray Lake that he wouldn't see her again. iBoadn't seemed right to
tell her that only hours after the night they hadt jspent in each others’
arms. It hadn't seemed right as the days away frenmhad passed to keep
putting it off, either. He couldn't just let timad silence get his message
across. - Ashley didn't deserve to be left waitiwgndering. As well as he



knew her now, he knew she never would have alloh&delf to get so
involved with him if she didn't care for him, andgt him completely.

He turned from the view, shoved his hands througthair. Ht couldn't let
himself think about how much that mattered to Hame was looking for Mr.
Right and he wasn't about to lead her into thinkimgy had any sort of
future together. It had taken him years to earrfrisedom he had now. He
finally had the financial means and the independdaalo exactly what he
wanted to do without being restricted by anothexjsectations of how and
when he should be doing it. He knew that Ashley hader demanded
anything of him that he hadn't willingly given, buer own life was
constrained simply because of who she was. And stlgowas, was even
more important.

She was his friend's sister, and his friendshi iord was one he didn't
want to louse up. He especially didn't want to éoug the business
relationship he now had with Cord's father. He hadked far too hard to
establish it, and he could only imagine how unwelede would once again
be if he truly hurt the man's daughter.

Ending things now was definitely the wisest choide. just didn't know
which he felt more as he turned back to face hiptgnoom, a profound
sense of relief over having finally made the calt, the strange and
unfamiliar sense of loss that left him feeling gddbllow inside.

He was not a man to dwell on a decision once ithesth made. Refusing to
do it now, he told himself to stop thinking abaiitd eat his dinner and get
back to work so he wouldn't be up until 1:00 a.gaia tonight. If he was
feeling anything at all, it was just fatigue, arig thollow sensation was
simply a need for food.

As rationales went, he considered his logical eholgt the void inside
him wouldn't go away. Work didn't fill it. A dayiohbing rocks with Cord
and a couple of other buddies took his mind dasitong as he was dangling
against the face of a cliff, mostly because his bfepended on paying
attention to what he was doing at that momentthmitisquieting sensation
came back within minutes of his feet touching sglidund.



It didn't help matters that he saw her picture Iyeavery day at the
magazine stand by his hotel. Two women's magakhiaésher on the cover.
One had a shot of her looking as regal as the tyogrencess she was in a
stunning ball gown, another bore a photo of héh@Shelter site, amazingly
radiant in a white ball cap and pearl earringsalldid displayed a grainy
shot of her outside her motel-room door in Grayd,dter hair wild and an
uncharacteristic frown on her face. Since the phad& up half the page, he
could only assume that she had been right. Theitblpaid well for
catching people at less than their best.

Two weeks passed. Then, three. Still trying to rgnthat sense of loss
nearly a month later, he gave up and tried toloall But by then, Ashley
was nowhere to be found.



Chapter Twelve

It took Matt the better part of a week to learn vehAshley had gone. He'd
been fairly subtle about trying to contact heristfHe'd called her office,
only to be told that she would be out for the reuple of weeks. He'd then
tried her cell phone. All he got there was her gaitail. All six times.

He checked the newspapers, but he'd seen nothinghdicate her
whereabouts or what she was involved in.

Knowing no other way to reach her, short of callivey mother, he called
Cord, who immediately wanted to know if he had titnego with him to
catch the big waves on Oahu's north shore. Matth@atme. He could have
made the time, anyway. He just didn't have thenatibn. So he'd declined,
then told Cord that he needed to talk to his sisterjust couldn't find her.
And asked if he knew where she was.

Because Cord tended to do his own thing, he réuadyany idea of what was
going on in his siblings’ lives, so he didn't havdue where she was, either.
He also wasn't interested in calling any membdri®family to ask. But he
did call Ashley's assistant—the same one who wduigive Matt any
information other than that Ashley was gone—andhlea that she had gone
to their grandmother's.

"She's in Luzandria," Cord had told him. "At Graradsplace."

"Can you give me directions?"

"To Luzandria, or Grandma's?"

"I know where Luzandria is.” It was less than amrteflight out of Paris.
The gambling Mecca on the Mediterranean was as danas Monaco.
"Your grandmother's."”

"You have a thing for Ashley?"

The surprise in Cord's voice wasn't unexpectedu"maht say that.” It was
a "thing" all right. Something that had kept himake& nights. Something



that made him so restless that he found no pleasumauch of anything
anymore. He missed her smile. He missed the way csined about
everyone, the way she cared about him. Mostly, lssed talking to her,
sharing with her. "So, are you going to give meclions or not?"

Matt swore he heard a smile in his friend's vadi&ewre, man. Just grab a cab
from whatever hotel you're staying in. | recommehe King Alphonse.
Grandma'’s is the big house at the top of theYdlu can't miss it."

Matt hadn't realized what a gift Cord had for usteement. He also now
understood part of the reason for the grin he'dchaahis buddy's voice.

The "house" was indeed hard to miss. From its percthe cliff above the

curved harbor of yachts and sailboats, five-staeleoand world- class

restaurants, Le Palais du Luzandria overlookedghbstt everything.

Grandma's house indeed, he thought as the drivitieafab pulled up to a
massive iron gate topped with gold scrollwork angripeting cherubs.
Beyond the gate a wide drive lined with tall cohicgpress trees curved
through a sweep of velvety green lawn.

Guardhouses flanked the gate. Guards in seriowes blod-gold uniforms
and hats with curved gold feathers flanked the djuauses.

One of those guards executed a smart turn and agped the shiny black
cab as it slowed.

The official language of Luzandria was French. 8itiee only French Matt

understood had to do with food, he had no idea Wetabbie said to the
guard before the guard stepped to the back windalitapped on the glass.
The old cabby's English had seemed limited so tcersare he got where he
needed to go, Matt had simply pointed to the tofnefhill and asked him to

take him there.

The guard was as tall and thin as a spear, hisgfee and penetrating. His
English was also flawless. "Your business at tHagea sir?"

As Matt looked up at the man's humorless faceydtienly occurred to him
that after four hours of sitting in airports, numgs security checks, nine



hours of flying and a quick shower and change sHotel room after a
much- apologized-for hour delay checking in becahseecomputer had lost
his reservation, that he might not get any furtAshley didn't have to allow
him in. "l understand that Ashley Kendrick is heré€he queen's
granddaughter,” Matt expanded. It occurred to hmo, that he'd never
thought of her in exactly that way before. "I'ddito see her."

"Your name, sir?"

"Matt Callaway."

"One moment."

One moment led to two. Two stretched to three.

As the cab's meter ticked away, Matt began to woifche would have to
go back to the hotel and try calling her, if heldaeven get a phone number
that would do him any good. If that didn't work dwild come back and try
scaling the wall, he thought, only to then wondi&ei might get himself shot
in the attempt. An uneasy frown had just formethatpossibility when the
guard returned to speak to the driver. Moments thie wide gates swung
open.

Within thirty seconds, the enormous palace withtiwers and turrets,
marble statues and formal gardens came into viemiute after that, the
cab stopped beneath a small portico to the sidehat Matt assumed was
the main entrance and a footman in black tails e@dmns door.

"Bonjour, monsieur,'the gray-haired gentleman greeted, his accentyheav
His glance made a surreptitious sweep over the lagide jacket and slacks
Matt wore with a col- larless black shirt. Lookifegntly approving of the
classic Italian styling, he gave him a nod. "Youll wccompany me, if you
please?"

He held open one of the double doors for him, teelemnly led him
through a gleaming marble foyer filled with morewvilers than a funeral
parlor. Had Matt not been so absorbed with whatdesed to do, he would



have been sorely tempted to check out the archrectBut his only
thoughts were of the relief he felt that Ashley iiadad him sent away.

His escort stopped beside a set of open doublesdmgside an opulently
appointed sitting room and waited for him to enter.

"Her majesty, she will be with you in a moment,& tentleman informed
him, then closed him inside.

Her majesty?

With nothing to do but cool his heels, Matt glana@dund the opulent
room. The enormous paintings on the wall depictativart men draped in
capes and medals on horseback, women in jewelf@amtcg gowns. The

fireplaces were marble. Red velvet draped the hagthed windows. The
furniture gleamed with gilt. Huge gilded mirrordleeted a gold chandelier
dripping with crystals.

Matt had always thought the mansion on the Kendegatlate impressive. It
had been the model for what he someday wantedifasef. Even now,
though he rarely spent more than a night or two antt in his
well-appointed condo overlooking Boston's back bag,own life lacked
for nothing. But he hadn't been prepared for tlndeur Ashley's mother
had left when she'd given up her title and marAstley's dad.

With a refined whisper of the rarified air, the d®@swung open. Turning
from his examination of the ornate plaster- worlooe of the walls, he saw
the footman who had escorted him through the gfayer stand to one side.
"Her Majesty, Queen Sophia."

Matt halfway expected the woman who entered thenrtm be wearing a
crown and a ball gown. He also expected her talber tbut it was possible
that, at one time, she had been. The petite, wiaiteed lady in the sedate
powder-blue suit and heavy sapphire jewelry habdet@ighty if she was a
day. Despite her visible age, the blue eyes bememdilver-rimmed glasses
were as sharp as glass. Remaining by the doorshéthjust been closed
behind her, she held out one wrinkled hand.



"Mr. Callaway," she said.

He didn't know if he was supposed to shake her bakiss her ring. Totally
unprepared for an audience with royalty, he fetlkan the only manners he
knew.

"Ma'am," he replied, and went for the handshakecldsped her soft hand
in his, carefully so as not to bruise her. She éabé&s if a breeze could blow
her away. "It's a pleasure to meet you."

"Yes," she murmured, obviously preferring to reseher own opinion
about the meeting. She motioned toward two gokd®ilvered chairs facing
each other across a marble coffee table. "I mystreequite surprised to see
you here."

Matt didn't know if the woman was naturally abositvearm as an ice cube,
or if the coolness in her tone had to do with hienspnally. He had no idea
what, if anything, Ashley might have said about hite also wasn't quite
sure what he was supposed to do when the queandgatched her eyebrow
at him.

Her glance cut to the chair directly across fromshe

Moving to it, he tugged at the knees of his slaakd lowered his rather
large frame between the elaborately carved arms.

"Did my granddaughter know you were coming?"
"Ah...no, ma‘am. Ashley and | haven't spoken farhde."
"How long a while?"

It had been four weeks and three days, not thdtadebeen counting. "A
month or so." He glanced toward the door. "Is stre?’

Looking as regal as the monarch she was, Queeni&&gdgina Amelia
Renaldi sat with her back as straight as she cmale it, her beringed



hands clasped on her lap. Her shrewd eyes weigitethaasured. Her keen
mind judged and assessed.

Matt sat perfectly still himself, his powerful bodgdiating a sort of tension
that had nothing to do with being subjected torthal eagle eye. It would
take more than this woman's silent examinatiomsetile him. He'd always
had a bit of a problem with authority anyway, thibdge had to admit he'd
long ago outgrown any significant need to provAlithe wanted was to talk
to the woman's granddaughter, not to subject hintselsome sort of
pregame interview. There were things he neededyttcsAshley before he
lost his nerve—and before he let himself start wiag too much more that
she might not be interested at all in seeing hiairag

"She is," her highness finally allowed. "Thoughalvken't told her that you
are. Why do you wish to see her?"

"That's between her and me."

The royal grandmother didn't seem accustomed togheifused an answer
to a question. The eyebrow that had arched befose,even higher.

"No disrespect intended," Matt quickly qualifiedpomdering if palaces still
had dungeons. More importantly, if they still usedm. "But | really don't
think it would be fair to Ashley to discuss her hwitou.”

"l am her grandmother."

"I know that. And | know you're a queen and that gould probably have
me hauled off and..."

"Beheaded?" she suggested blandly.
He hadn't even considered that one. "l was thinkmege along the lines of
'‘banned,™ he explained, thinking she'd certainlyeilg him pause. "l was

under the impression that they stopped doing theron the Middle Ages."

"Only in some countries,” she replied, suddenlyking as if she was
enjoying herself. "Fortunately for you, Lu- zandsaone of them. In earlier



times, you would have been quite headless by now, &l your land
holdings confiscated and turned over to the Crdtwvas only last century
that saw an end to the use of the guillotine incilidized world."

Civilized? he thought, still back at the part whée would have been
without his upper extremity. She made itsound & ifvere guilty of some
unpardonable transgression. He just wasn't quite stithe nature of his
crime— unless hurting someone related to the rbkl once been a
punishable offense.

Guilt coiled like a fist in his gut. He knew he waslty of having done that.
It seemed her royal grandmotherness did, too.

"l can only assume that you have come to do righolr Ashley," she
continued, her amusement fading. "At least thatyshope. The women in
this family do not give their hearts lightly, youngan. And it speaks well of
you that you are here. | will not coerce, but degken mind that my
confessor is on call at all times and that the Iroljapel is quite available.”

At the mention of her confessor and the chapelt'Sadrehead pinched in
confusion. He was missing something. He was suite Igé just didn't have
time to figure out what that something was.

A small gold bell sat among the tasteful arrangdanuérflowers and art
books on the table. Picking it up, the queen rahghtly. She had no sooner
set it down than the doors _ swung wide.

"Your majesty,” the silver-haired gentleman saithve slight bow.

"Is Lady Ashley still on the south terrace?"

"l believe she is, your grace."

"Escort Mr. Callaway to her," she commanded, and her hand out to
Matt so he could help her rise.



Ashley loved this time of year in Luzandria. ThéelaSeptember air still
held hints of the balmy summer and the rains oblet had yet to arrive
and shroud the bay in gray. That bay sparkled bélenyvas blue as the sky
above and stretching out to the endless sea. Betloadow terracotta
railings and the stair-stepped terraces, the hahi little kingdom's fifty
thousand residents dotted the lush and verdast hill

She'd always found it peaceful here, but peace ‘wasrher mind at the
moment. Taking another rose from the basket ofetlsbg'd just clipped, her
thoughts were torn between sending Matt a let&ling him, or flying back
to tell him in person that he was going to be hdat

He had the right to know. He also had the rigtkrtow before the rest of her
family learned she was pregnant and he heard the tiwough Cord.

Only her grandmother knew her little secret. Neither mom nor her sister
had suspected a thing the weekend she had sptmd &mily estate. But
then, they'd had no reason to. As far as they aesm@re, she wasn't even
dating anyone in particular, though she did notice her mom was quite
interested to know how she had gotten along withitMa the Shelter
project. She had even commented again on how megeémed to have
changed—an opinion she might well reconsider afterlearned he was the
father of her unwed daughter's unborn child.

She already knew how her grandmother felt about. ot then, her

grandmother was terribly old-fashioned. She was glsgte astute. Ashley
had arrived at the palace ten days ago. Within tyveaur hours, Nana

Sophia had informed her that she could tell shehadiag again, though not
from the public this time. This time she had thelifeg from the absence of
her smile that she was hiding from a man.

They had sat down then with cups of herbal teaesefnom a porcelain pot
on a tea cart and Ashley had confessed that she'twading. The man

didn't want her, so there was no one to hide fr&mme had sought the
solitude of the palace because she needed tinigut@ fout how to tell him

she was going to have his child.



She had expected to see profound disappointmeath&thexpected to hear
her grandmother say that she would never have madgihat she would
compromise herself in such a way.

The disappointment had been clear in those shaup,dyes, but she had
also seen sympathy. Her grandmother had askee ifosied the man. She
had then told her to take as long as she neededlte her decision, but to
keep in mind that no female with Renaldi blood &m tieins ever pined for
any man who was stupid enough to not realize hoturiate he would have
been to have her for his wife.

She wasn't pining, she insisted to herself as sieeloff thorns so she could
add the rose to the vase on the mosaic- coverdel t8be was preparing
herself. She'd heard that recovery from a brokemtistould never take any
longer than the relationship had lasted. The ordplem there was that their
relationship never would totally end. She didn‘ownhow involved Matt
would want to be with their child, but the man $lael come to know would
never walk away from such a responsibility.

She should call, she decided. No, she should gdiseeOr, maybe, she
thought, spearing the rose into the vase and gokmanother, she should
call and then tell him she needed to see him. &edl their baby more by
the minute. The life growing inside her was the npyecious gift she had
ever received. She needed to tell him that, too.

Over the distant peal of church bells ringing tloeihcame the sound of a
terrace door opening. Wondering if her grandmotkas sending for her,

certain that the stoic-yet- sensitive woman resjd@$or a small kingdom

would never be so indecisive, she glanced up.

The rose in her hand landed silently on the flagstat her feet.
Matt watched the flower fall.
He had seen her through the tall windows, watclexdab she thoughtfully

arranged the flowers. With her shining hair swegatkband swinging loose
against her shoulders and wearing a knee-skimnilikaglsft as blue as the



sea, she was once again the cool, poised beauftyd@nce thought so
untouchable.

She stood frozen as he crossed the terrace to whersood, her lovely face
betraying little beyond shock and maybe a hintiebélief. As he bent to
pick up the rose, his only hope was that he haoli@lly destroyed whatever
chance he'd had with her.

Disbelief vied with a healthy dose of caution ashlag watched Matt's
fingers close around what she'd dropped. Her glaskienmed his
sun-bleached hair, his broad shoulders, then reezaime caution she felt in
the carved lines of his face when he straighterediooked big, powerful
and commanding—and maybe just a little uncertaierwthe held the rose
out to her.

Blinking at the blood-red bud, she took it, theaked back up to where he
stood carefully watching her.

"Why are you here?" she asked, trying hard to cehmmgmd that he was
actually standing in front of her.

Matt drew a mental breath. He was there to talkoaek into his life, to fill
the void that had opened when she left. He wag tioesee if she could ever
feel about him the way he'd come to feel about 'hevanted to see if you
were interested in going out to dinner."

"Dinner?"
"You know. A little food. A little conversation."

His gray eyes carefully searched hers, his expmegsttally guarded. The
tension she'd been too stunned to notice befordyskdged toward her.

"l figured if you agreed to dinner, that meant yeere at least still talking to
me. Then, | could tell you how much I miss you. Arav | wish we'd never
had that last conversation."



He missed her. The knowledge caused a flutter gfehim her chest.
Knowing what she had to tell him, that hope falteré’ou want to pick up
where we left off,” she said, her voice quiet watnclusion.

"That's what I'm hoping we can do." He ducked leigchto catch her glance
when she looked away. "Or, am | too late?"

Ashley set the rose in the vase, the gentle brifting the flower's sweet
fragrance toward her. She had never in her lifeafgltorn as she did at that
moment. Or, so uncertain about how to explain shatvery much wanted
what he wanted, but that it wasn't quite possibits. not that easy."

"Okay," he said, pushing his hands into his slgotiskets. "I suppose |
deserve that. | shouldn't have just—"

"It's not that," she cut in, wanting to make seragmid she wouldn't. "It's
that we can't go back to where we left off becahs®s have changed since
then. | mean, they're the same,"” she qualifiecaliee technically they were.
She'd been expecting then. She was expecting gt | just didru't know
for certain at the time and | didn't want to saytamg until | was."

Confusion narrowed his eyes. "What are you tallkibgut?"

"That night on the sailboat,"” she began, only tadkethere was no point in
putting off the inevitable by explaining the obv&ul'm pregnant.”

Matt could only recall one other time in his entiiffe that he had been
rendered speechless. That had been the evenimgtsladehim she had once
been afraid of him. As he stood watching her wdtich so uneasily, he
figured he felt just about as stunned now as heblead then.

Only then, he hadn't been able to think of a thongay. Now, the questions
piled up like dead leaves in the fall. He just ditnow which to voice first
in the moments before he saw her cross her arnbsagbireely and turn away
to hide her hurt at his silence.



Caution gripped him as he walked up behind hersatited his hands on her
shoulders. He thought he felt her stiffen at higto All he cared about was
that she didn't pull away.

The first thoughts to push their way to the surfaeee of how hard she had
worked at the Shelter site. How she had pusheaénghe heat. How she
had passed out...

"Are you and the baby all right?"

Sunlight shimmered in her hair as she nodded. ‘tidotor said everything
is fine."

"How far along—"

"Three months."

He hesitated. "When were you going to tell me?"

"As soon as | worked up the courage.” Ashley toaleap breath, blew it
out. The way Matt's face had drained of expresarmh his silence as he'd
simply stared at her had made her heart feel iahr&dd stopped and fallen
straight to her toes. The supportive feel of hisdsaon her shoulders at least
had her heart beating again.

"That's why we can't go back to the way things wesbe said, her tone
subdued. "I know you like your life the way it Matt. And | know you don't
want anyone else putting demands on you. | domit weaask anything of
you..."

"Stop."

"...that you don't want to..."

"| said stop," he repeated, turning her around egeshe spoke.

"I know what | said about liking my life as it isHe remembered that
conversation quite well. He also remembered thahetime, he'd meant



every word. "Once | was finally able to be on mynpwnever wanted to

account to anyone but myself again. But that wasabee I'd never met
anyone who made me want to know whehewas going, or what she was
doing, or wanting to hear about it at the end efdlay. My life was good

enough before," he admitted, slipping his handhéosides of her face, "but
since | last saw you, nothing has been the same.

"I love you," he said simply. "I came up with evecuse | could think of to
let you go. I've just never been in love beforé diain't realize that you can't
just let someone that important...go."

The admission wasn't as eloquent as he might hikee. IAnd it certainly
wasn't poetic. But it came far more easily thanvbeald have thought. He'd
never said such things to a woman before. He'drradhmved himself to be
so vulnerable. But he'd been vulnerable to henmway or the other since
the day he'd met her. He couldn't begin to expidiat it did to his heart to
know that she'd always been vulnerable to him, too.

The blue of her eyes looked luminous as she seditkdace. Looking as if
she couldn't believe what she had just heard oypbmaas if she was afraid
to, she slowly raised her hand to his cheek.

"What?" he murmured.

She shook her head, still searching. "What did say®"

"You heard me." He traced the line of her jaw witk thumb. "I love you."

Her smile came slowly, softly, curving her lush rtigufilling her eyes as
her fingers drifted to his chest.

Ashley flattened her hand over his heart, wondettellow quickly it was
beating. "l love you, too."

Desperately, she might have told him, but he cugmdace in his hands
and his head descended, blocking her view of thedbéss sky, the turrets
and the hot-pink bougainvillea climbing the side tbe palace walls.



Something fierce swept his expression in the moméefore his mouth
settled over hers, warm, full and faintly hungry.

Having ached for him, she sagged toward him, kisgiom back. She
wanted badly for him to deepen the kiss that helshach from her now, and
promised so much later. But he seemed as awaleeasas of where they
were— in full view of the town below, and servantso were undoubtedly
peeking out windows at that very moment.

She lowered her head even as Matt lifted his.

"So..." he murmured, easing her closer so her &aelrested against his
chest. Over the low terra-cotta railing ahead oh,hhe could see the
sweeping view of the ocean and the town below. fimgchis lips to the top

of her head, he considered that normally he woelken have given any
thought to the fact that someone below could ses tith binoculars. Or a
telephoto lens. But "normal” had gone out the wim@bong about the time

he'd began to realize how he felt about the womdns arms. He'd known

he was in love with her when he realized he reditiyn't care.

"So..." she murmured back, her voice muffled agairssshirt. "Do you still
want to go to dinner?"

He chuckled. "Sure. But | think we're beyond whatoriginally planned. |
was thinking we'd take this slow," he admitted, enalieved than he could
believe to be touching her again. "I'd thought vggabut for a while, then do
the engagement thing, then get married when weedaothave a family."”
He was going to be a father. The reality of thalrttssunk in. He was sure of
that. But he was also certain that having a balbly Ashley felt very...right.
"Since the beginning of our family is on the waythink we need to
accelerate that schedule."

Ashley lifted her head, looked up at the strongtace lines of his face.
Knowing that he loved her already had her healfingeinbearably full.
Knowing that he'd wanted to marry her even befa'd known about the
baby, made her heart feel as if it would burst.



"l want you," he said. His hand slipped to her s@om his touch amazingly
gentle in the moments before his eyes met hers mioce. "And | want our

child. But right now, | want to protect you frometepeculation that will start
once the world realizes you're pregnant. They'regyto talk anyway, but if

we're already married that should at least help yatur family."”

"Oh, Matt," she murmured, falling in love all ovagain.

"Oh, man," he muttered back, looking at her agil just been struck with a
bolt from the blue. "The chapel. - Now | get it."

Utterly bewildered, Ashley blinked up at him. "WRéat

"Your grandmother," he explained, thinking it noer the woman had
greeted him like a pariah. She knew Ashley's caolitShe knew he was
her baby's father. "She said her confessor andtthpel were available. |
thought she was planning my funeral. But | think stas thinking more
along the lines of a wedding."

Ashley gave a small laugh, the sound as brightvegldome as spring sun.
"I'm sure she was," she replied, seeming to neeeéxpdanation for the
funeral remark.

He touched her cheek, lost himself in her smilipgse "So, how about it?"
"Now?"

"Now works. Or, sometime in the next few days iliyweant time for your
family to get here.”

Her smile nearly stole his breath when she curleddHands around his
lapels. "A small wedding in the palace chapel wauktkke my mom and my
grandmother very happy."

"Good." He locked his hands at the small of hekb&mnce she didn't seem
concerned about who might see them, neither wa¥ Wweuldn't want your
family upset with us. Especially Grandma."



A flash of consternation shadowed her expressidhere's just one thing
you should know,"” she murmured, that unease emgtelier voice.
"Grandmother thinks we've been in a relationshiplémger than a few
months. She would never understand if she realiged pregnant the first
night we—"

He silenced her with the brush of his lips oversh&fhere's nothing for her
to understand, honey. We've known each other fer &fteen years." He
bent his head toward hers once more. ' 'What hagbbkeatween us during
any of that time isn't anyone's business but ours."”
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One of the best-kept secret romances in the natsrevealed this
week when William Randall and Katherine Kendrickannced the
marriage of their daughter Ashley to longtime fgnatquaintance
Matthew Callaway. The intimate wedding took plage tveeks ago
at the royal palace in Luzandria, home of Ashleylaternal
grandmother. Katherine Kendrick relinquished heiacpl in
succession to the throne there in 1965 when sheedanilliam.
The bride wore an off-the-shoulder raw-silk gown\tsrsace. The
couple plans to build a home on a two-hundred-pareel recently
purchased by Callaway in northern Virginia.



