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BRIDE TO BE...

Wealthy New York businessman Jackson Bradshaw e to going after
what he wanted, but this time it was what he didmht that was making
him pound on some stranger's door in the godforsakamlet of

Sweetwater, Texas. And he didn't want his youngethler to marry his
obviously gold-digging fiancee....

BUT WHOSE?

But when beautiful single mother Annie Price opetleat door, it was
quickly evident that it was her sister who wasteeharry Jackson's brother.
Why, he'd been set up! And though the storm thatoored Annie and
Jackson in her tiny cabin for days seemed to ignitiee that Jackson had
never experienced before, clearly he'd found thengsister.

Or had he?



One

Someone was banging on the door. Banging hard értougttle the hinges.
The fact registered dimly on Georgia Price's sliegyged brain.

As if this place needs any help falling apart & seams, thank you very
much, was her first waking thought. Then she sasuping her legs to the
floor and brushed a careless hand through her-sleegled hair.

The banging persisted. "All right, all right. Kegpur shirt on, pal," Georgia
muttered. She pulled on a sapphire-blue silk raimedicked on the lamp
near the landing before descending the stairs.

No hurry, she thought. She was certain of the itdeat her caller, though
they had never before met.

The flash of light within had obviously given hasitor encouragement, and
he immediately called out on the other side ofdber. "I know you're in
there, Will. Open up, blast you. I'm not leavingéentil you open this door,
do you hear me...?"

The tone was deep, booming—and belligerent. Jusit \Beorgia had
expected, although she hadn't counted on JacksasBaw arriving in the
pitch- black middle of the night. Her sister's fian Will Bradshaw, had
described his older brother, Jackson, as an exlyestgbborn man, and
Georgia fully expected a difficult encounter. Boitdklescend upon her at this
hour in the middle of a rainstorm, Georgia foundipeely... berserk.

While Will had warned her about Jackson, Georgid believed he'd been
exaggerating. Well, he wasn't, she decided asdbelthnging and off-color
expletives hit new heights.

She vaguely wondered if he would get violent— eigllgcif he learned
how he'd been tricked by the three of them—heithFand Will. The little
scheme had been Will's plan. With Faith's help, ybang lovers had
persuaded Georgia to help them escape the wraWilb$ overbearing,
overprotective brother.



Maybe she was foolish to answer the door at adl tebught. Most folks she
knew in the small town of Sweetwater, Texas, wakkt a stranger at this
hour with a handy household shotgun.

But Georgia was not the type to own a gun. She evoiueven allow her son,
Noah, to play with water pistols. Besides, she \iatting Jackson
Bradshaw's bark was far worse than his bite. Okay, he was a
high-powered, corporate attorney from New York Cig less. The man
would naturally be on the argumentative side, slhsoned. But hadn't Will
promised that Jackson wassttbad...once you got to know him?

Right now, shouting himself hoarse on the othee sifl her door, he
sounded like her worst nightmare.

"And I'll stay out here all night if | have to.tHe angry voice continued.

It was a miracle that the noise hadn't disturbedi\ahe realized. But her
son had always been such a good sleeper, a traig@drad been especially
thankful for as a single parent.

"Well, | guess it's show time," she murmured tcskérat the bottom of the
steps. She took a deep breath, then tightenec#eo her robe before she
swung open the door.

His face veiled in shadows, Jackson Bradshaw nretdrefully composed
expression with a dark, searing stare.

"You sure took your time answering the damn daaty! Is this a taste of
the Texas hospitality I've heard so much about?"

"Speaking of time—do you have any idea of the hiMre?"
"Don't youdarepretend you don't know who | am, Georgia Price,ttt in.
His eyes narrowed to dark slits. "If there's oneglthat gets under my skin,

its pretense—especially when it's dished out byman."

"I'm sure that any number of things get under ygkin, Mr. Bradshaw,"
Georgia replied with a small smile.



"And I'm sure my brother's told you all about menwoyv, Ms. Price."
"Only the low points,"” she replied with a grin.
"Cute. I'll have to remember that."

He smiled, as well, folding his arms across hisadrochest and leaning into
the light. He took a long, appraising look at rerd Georgia had her first
good look at him as well. Even, white teeth flaslagainst tanned skin.
Deep lines bracketed his wide, sensual mouth, aradl sittractive creases
appeared at the corners of his dark eyes. The foramstion was
mesmerizing. Dangerously so, she realized.

"Well...aren't you going to invite me in?" he asKiedlly.

Georgia had plenty of practice facing down intintidg men, but the
moment her gaze locked with her adversary's, dharfieegg-sized lump
lodge in her throat.

"Of course, come in," she replied in a shaky voice.

As he stepped into the foyer, she silently scolumdelf for letting his looks
affect her. But then again, she'd been taken hyriser

In all that Will had said about his brother, hedder mentioned that Jackson
was so damn good- looking. Not the polished andliptable looks of a
catalogue model, but the rough-around-the-edges Kiat made Georgia's
breath catch in her throat and set her pulse raéiagshe busied herself,
latching the door, she secretly watched him sitrdt the living room.
Black as a raven's wing, his rain-soaked hair wasathed back from his
forehead, emphasizing the strong lines of his figea cheeks, a square jaw
and a blunt chin.

He badly needed a shave, she noticed, and hiswthite shirt was wet
through, clinging to the lines of his muscular ¢reesd broad shoulders. A
colorful silk tie—the expensive designer type—humgdone from his
collar. Probably ruined, she reflected. Thoughwhse sure with his money
he'd never miss it.



Damp, bedraggled and mud splattered, he waslstilirtost attractive man
who had crossed her path in ages. But she pulledyde away with
conscious effort.

Get a grip, gal, she coached herself. This gug'stiemy.

Besides, his personality clearly negated the dia@ackaging. He was
her adversary, and she had to play her part. Wéurdefill—who might
even be her brother-in-law by now, if all had gasglanned—and her own
beloved sister, Faith, were counting on her. She teaignore Jackson
Bradshaw's good looks and remind herself that he beat on destroying
her sister's precious chance for happiness witmténeshe loved.And for no
justifiable reason, as far as Georgia could see.

Will had told her a story about Jackson's past, hel\d been spurned in his
early twenties by his first love, a young womanhloped to marry. But as
the story went, Jackson's father did not approvia@iirl. Convinced she
was only after the Bradshaw fortune, he met withdeeretly, persuaded
her to break off with Jackson and paid her a ldugg sum to disappear.
Coupled with the early loss of their mother, Widimed the experience had
burned his brother so badly he'd never again augsbman in a romantic
relationship. And unfortunately, not only were amgmenhe met suspect,

but women that Will met, as well.

Well, it was a sad story, indeed, Georgia reflea@sdshe walked toward
Jackson. But we all have sad stories to tell, shaght. She knew that only
too well. One bad experience was no excuse toathier people's lives.

He faced her squarely as she stood in the archteahers way to the room.
"All right, where is he?"

"I have no idea who you're speaking about,” Geod&amed with a
wide-eyed stare.

"Of course you do, damn it! Don't give me those &@s and fluttering
lashes. I'm immune to your charms, Ms. Price, fdidrds they may be," he
promised her. "l flew two thousand miles from Newrlk, drove three



hours from the airport to this godforsaken nowhiles\got lost five times
on the road and walked the last mile in the pouraig!"

His voice had started off at a reasonable tonerdaéd with each breath so
that his speech now cres- cendoed at shouting, lesdiace an angry scowl.
"Now, you tell Will to get out here this instantil tired of playing games."

Georgia stared at him for a moment, speechless 3the laughed, politely
covering her mouth with her hand. Perhaps it wasraous reaction to his
tirade. Or some defensive reflex meant to showdhmwas not cowed by
his anger.

But it really was funny if you thought about it, esmealized. Jackson
Bradshaw was truly a man on a mission. You coutdtseom the obsessed
gleam in his coal-black eyes. He truly believedfatived just in the nick
of time to prevent her from marrying Will Bradshawho he also believed
was cowering in some dark corner of her house.

"l don't appreciate your amusement at my expense, Bice,” he said
sternly.

"Please, call me Georgia,” she suggested politéfe are on shouting
terms and all."

"All right, Georgia," he agreed through grittedttee’'Now you are either
going to tell Will to come out and face the music,I'll search this place
from cellar to attic.”

"Help yourself." She waved her arm airily. "Butwbn't do you any good.
Will isn't here."

He quickly glanced around the room, as if expechiisgorother to step out
from behind the couch or a curtain. Then he lodkack at Georgia, glaring
at her, obviously considering his next move.

"Maybe that is true," he said finally, rubbing fas/ with hand. "I doubt that
even my brother would stay in hiding this long wethtlis fair damsel faced
the dragon alone.”



Georgia watched him as he paced around the rocenegh@ut the window
at the wretched weather and then dropped the ouptik in place. Gee,
she'd never been called a fair damsel before. dtantle corny...but cute.

"So, why isn't he here?" Jackson persisted. "Arety@® superstitious? No
letting the groom view the bride before she walksvd the aisle and all
that?"

"I'm not the least bit superstitious,” she saiddsily. "But Will is. Funny
thing for a scientist, isn't it?"

"Very amusing," he replied blandly. "Where is heGu¥might as well tell
me now and save us both a lot of trouble,” he warne

"I don't know," she answered simply. When he statdter in disbelief, she
shrugged. "Honestly."

He started to say something, then pursed his hpgssaghed. She wondered
if he was giving up or just getting a second wind.

She watched him warily as he gazed around the raentf,seeing it for the

first time. She saw his expression turn to an apjig, scornful look. It was

a look that spoke volumes to Georgia—he was wealtity a snob. He'd
never known anything but the very best life hadffer—raised on a huge
estate in Connecticut, a Park Avenue apartmentaggischools and Ivy
League colleges, etcetera. She on the other haasdraised in a backwater
town just like Sweetwater, had left home pregnami anwed at age

seventeen and barely finished high school.

After years of scraping by at menial jobs, she had own home and
business now, an achievement that she was proud of.

But still, while Georgia had always found her hoguite comfortable and
had decorated it to her taste, she could unders$tawwdt must look to a man
of his reputed wealth. She gazed around as heeling the place from his
eyes. The swayback couch, of 1890s vintage, waslact/aluable—if she
ever had the extra money to refinish the wood &ird repair the tear in the
burgundy satin upholstery that was now cleverly caftaged by a



hand-knit af- ghan. The rocker, with its carewostvet cushions, was in
need of repair as well. She'd nursed Noah in theker, it held such fond
memories.

The Oriental-style area rug that covered the petisiwood floor had seen
better days. But Georgia had other, more pressmagdial priorities at the
moment than finding a replacement. Paying thetietlibills, for instance.
Besides, she was waiting for a suitable rug to gassigh her hands at her
shop. How could she force herself to pay retaitgsj when sooner or later
she'd come across the perfect replacement for free?

"You collect antiques, | see," he said finally.

"Some pieces are antiques. Some are just...old,agmitted. "I got most of

the things through my business. | have a shopvimfoshe explained."It's

sort of a combination thrift store, antique andage clothes shop. We sell
all kinds of things."

"Yes, | know all about it. Georgia's Attic,"” he fepgl, in a smug, know-it-all
tone.

"Yes, that's right,” she answered, lifting her cibfive-nine, Georgia was
tall for a woman. But he was at least six foot twahree she guessed, and
when he glared down at her she felt almost...peAiteeeling she did not
often experience in the company of a man.

He stalked around her living room like a disgrudtléger, practically
growling under his breath. He picked up a chind @ the end table and
checked the imprint on the bottom. It was Limogedjscontinued pattern.
Despite the hairline crack in the finish, it wasrthasomething, especially to
a collector.

"Nice," he noted as he carefully set it down agdkrom your shop as
well?"

"That's right."



"l imagine you don't make much profit, if you takeme all the best pieces
for yourself."

"l do all right," she bristled. The nerve of themmas if it was any of his
business how much profit she made.

He laughed, a cold, hard sound that contradicted|aan.

"I've already told you once. Don't lie to me. | kngery well what kind of
trade Georgia's Attic does—or doesn't do."

"Do you?" she challenged.

"Down to the last dollar. I've done some reseaychy see. Your profit
margin is not very...impressive."

Georgia felt herself flush red with anger to thetsoof her hair. She didn't
make much money from her shop, it was true. Butdsthdave her writing.
It had been just a hobby for years, but if her ghigr was right, she might
be making more money than she'd ever dreamed witlsécond mystery
novel, which was just about to hit the bookstoned laad already received
several good reviews.

But perhaps Mr. Know-It-All's investigation had sl that fact, since she
wrote under a pseudonym. Despite Will's warningd ths brother would
pull out all the stops, the very idea that he hacgkstigated her—spied on
her—made her blood boil.

"You're the last person on earth I'm interestedimpressing, Mr.
Bradshaw," she replied smoothly. "But just so yfaats are straight, you
can note that | have other sources of income."

"I'll bet," he said in a harsh, accusing tone. &.iky brother, for instance?"
he added harshly. "Well, as of tonight, you carkstwVill Bradshaw from
your balance sheet. You'll have to find some otirealthy boyfriend to set
you up in the affluent style to which yabviouslyaspire. Clearly, your
tastes exceed your income, Ms. Price."



Georgia stared at him, too shocked to speak.

"Of course, with your looks, it shouldn't be toardh&o find another rich
sap,” he added before she could reply. "With tlete+—and body to
match— I'm not surprised you had a guy like Wiligted around your little
finger." His hot, appraising glance swept down hanly clad figure,
making her feel practically undressed.

While she knew she was decently covered, she tistaty clutched at the
neckline of her robe. Then she turned on him, &eper exploding.

"You have some unbelievable nerve! Waking me ughexmiddle of the
night. Raving like a madman. Coming into my home iamsulting me in this
outrageous manner!"

She knew she was only playing a part, but how Haraccuse her—accuse
any woman he'd barely met five minutes ago—of trgdmoney for
romantic favors. Besides, if Will wanted to give lgirlfriends gifts, even if
those gifts included money, it was hardly his oldeather's business.

"Yes, play the part of the outraged maiden, why'tdgou? The sensitive,
innocent flower, trampled and slandered by a bisteabsolute beast,” he
added in a mocking tone. "Have | bruised your tensknsibilities so

harshly, Ms. Price? Well, let me put it to you drestway then. As far as |
can see, you are—as they'd say in the good old-daydortune hunter,

madam. Plain and simple, one who is after my br&timeoney. If you think

you're going to marry him, thinkgain,"he shouted at her.

"I'm sureyou'rethe one who needs to think again, Mr. BradshavedrGia
replied, echoing his cutting tone. "Your brotheaisintelligent, responsible
adult who can and will choose who he wishes to yaaknd without your
grandiose, overbearing interference or approvaight add."

"You will not marry him," Jackson Bradshaw countered. He statdter

from across the room, where he stood silhouetteshagthe long frame
window. He was an intimidating man, some part of beain noted.
Intimidating, infuriating—and even now—disturbingijtractive.



She felt right now as if she despised him—notfosher own sake, but for
the sake of her sister, as well. Will had beentriftear gentle Faith would
never have been able to stand up to this man. @&egosdpo considered
herself far tougher, knew she was having a timi¢ leérself. How dare he
judge her on such thin evidence—her worn-out coaald fledgling
business. She couldn't abide people who tallieal pgrson's worth in such a
superficial, materialistic way.

But at the same time that she despised him, somerfid undercurrent of
attraction, compelling and electric, arced betwiwm. It was a force that
tugged at her, forcing her to meet his gaze asdvdysmoved toward her,
across the dimly lit room.

Finally he stood before her. Inches away. She thbugstep back, but her
legs felt rooted to the spot. All she could do si@se up at him, studying the
hard lines of his too handsome face, his largek éges, his wide, soft
mouth....

"Go ahead. Just try to deny it," he challenged her.

"Deny what?" she asked, genuinely confused. Harghts had wandered.
His nearness had totally distracted her, shortited her rational mind.

"Deny that you plan to marry my brother," he instst"Tomorrow, in fact,
at the First Church."

"I have no intention now, nor haveverwished to marry your brother," she
answered honestly. Though she could not deny trathe purposes of
throwing Jackson Bradshaw's private investigatarthe wrong scent, she,
Will and Faith had done all they could to createoavincing, false tralil,
including taking out a marriage license in town gmihting a phony
engagement announcement in the local paper. Athenhopes of luring
Jackson to Texas while Will and Faith were off bong mystery location,
tying the knot.

"Don't lie to me—" he replied in a low, threatentoge.

He moved even closer and Georgia tipped her headtbdook up at him.



"I know," she said, interrupting. "I've been warneéfbu can't stand
pretense—especially from a female."

He didn't say anything. Just continued to stare rdaw her, a grim,
unreadable expression on his face. Deep in his slyessaw a flash of
fire—was it anger? Or desire?

When she felt his large hands grip her upper almasaasn't surprised. His
hold was firm, and she felt the warmth of his hatildseugh her robe. She
had the sense that if she struggled against hisngiip would tighten. But
somehow the thought didn't scare her.

"l can't see you with my brother," he said in a |lawimate tone that made
her heartbeat race. "You're not his type. Notlat al

"Oh, really?" Georgia replied, vaguely amused. "Pwo tall do you think?
Too...brash?"

"You're a handful. The kind who needs a strongemn than my brother at
the helm, I'll tell you that much."

"But we've only met, what...? Ten minutes ago? Howlid you have any
ideawhattype | am?" Georgia insisted.

"Oh, but I do," he assured her in a deep, quiate:dil know all about you,
Georgia Price. All I need to know. Believe me,"dgremised.

Had he pulled her imperceptibly closer? Georgiddidtibe sure. Yet she
was suddenly conscious of his nearness, the haa bbdy, the scent of his
skin.

She couldn't hold his gaze any longer and suddeaked away. She felt in
over her headWayover her head.

"Are you blushing?" He cupped her chin in his hand turned her face
back toward his so that she had no choice butdodb him. "Hmm, you are.
How charming," he said sweetly. "Didn't take youtfee blushing type. Or
is this some further performance? Hoping to findsympathetic side?"



"Your...sympathetic side?" she stammered.
"You sound surprised. Don't you think | have one?"

"Don't be ridiculous." Once again, she tried td pway from his grasp, but

he held her firmly, forcing her to look directly mis eyes. Somehow, she'd
managed to sound calm and unmoved, she thouglpifeldse tremors that

shook her within. His face was so close to henglipa breath away, and as
his gaze dropped down to her mouth some inner ataumded, warning

that he was about to kiss her.

"Ridiculous...yes, of course," he murmured in aklgutone, still staring
hungrily down at her lips. "l assure you, Ms. Prik@ trying very hardot
to be..."

Then his dark head dipped toward hers, and his hiéedl her chin. Georgia
thought to pull away, to make some forceful prqtest all she could do was
lift her hands and press them again his chest. sEmsation of his firm
muscles against her fingertips wasn't the dastolof water she needed at
the moment. To the contrary, making contact withhard, warm body had
just the opposite effect, shutting down her povegngasoning completely.

Georgia sighed and closed her eyes—as much afgmymefrustration with
herself as a sign of her surrender. It was alldheouragement Jackson
needed, and in a heartbeat she felt herself pirtechis hard embrace, her
mouth covered by the seeking, seductive touchfips.

It was shocking.

It was wonderful.

It was a pure revelation.

Despite all rational and moral objections Georgighthhave voiced in
saner moments to kissing a man she barely knew-eedlyeghis man—she

found herself swept away by the moment, giving élémsver to the wave of
sensual pleasure that suddenly crashed over hay,&a@l soul.



Her arms moved up to circle his shoulders, herefitigs toying with the

thick, damp strands of his hair. His mouth glideérdhers, coaxing, tasting
and teasing until she couldn't help but respone. f8bhaned quietly in the
back of her throat, and the small sound inspired With a new surge of
ardor.

Heavens, it had been months—no, years—since shefu lssed like this.
Had she ever been kissed like this?

Then, just as Georgia began to call a halt, shesaasd. A small voice
sounded from the top of the stairs, and Georgiadhéas if it echoed from
miles away.

"Mommy?"
Noah. He'd woken up.

Georgia sprang away from Jackson's hold as if $yeea stuck by a cattle
prod. She ran over to the staircase and startewprd her son, some part
of her mind reflecting that it was funny how a dhmight sometimes sleep
through a tornado— then wake up to the sound obtnbrush dropping on

the floor three rooms away.

"It's okay, honey. Everything's all right,” shewa®sl him. "Go back to bed.
I'll .be up in a minute to tuck you in."

He rubbed his eyes sleepily but didn't budge wsftd reached him at the
landing. "I heard voices. It sounded like you wel&ing to someone.... Is
someone here?"

Georgia wondered for a moment if she should ted ointhe little white lies

that help adults survive parenthood, for she couddte Noah believe all he
had heard was the TV. Then she thought best not#hizing that Noah

could easily get out of bed again and see JacksaasBaw.

With a hand on Noah's shoulder she gently guided léck toward his
bedroom. "Mommy has a visitor. But he'll be gona ii@w minutes."



"A visitor?" Noah sounded confused. And rightly &eorgia rarely dated
and never had men over for the night, out of carsiion for her son.
"Who's here?"

"Just a man who got lost in the rain on the roatl¢ said. The explanation
satisfied her as it wasn't a total fabricationpfravhat Jackson had told her
of his journey. "His car broke down near our hoasd he needs to call up
for a ride to town."

There, that should appease even Noah's eight-oj@ainsatiable mind, she
decided.

She flipped back the comforter on Noah's bed. "Qkagk to bed now."

"How is this man going to get a ride to town?" Ngabtested as he climbed
back under his quilt imprinted with the infamousriGus George. "He'll
never get a ride into town in the middle of thehhjgviom," Noah assured
her.

"Hmm, we'll see." Georgia tugged the quilt up otes small body and
dropped a kiss on his forehead.

As she descended the stairs again, she realizedNt@n was correct, as
usual. The only way Jackson Bradshaw could get ttdwn at this hour
was if she packed up Noah and drove him or lent lenvehicle. She
guessed the time to be close to 2:00 a.m., andherediolution seemed
appealing.

When Georgia entered the living room, Jackson wasléng at the far end,
gazing out at the rain again, his hands shoved idg@p pockets. He turned
to look at her with a bland, distant expressiowm, iamas as if their intimate
encounter had never happened.

Just as well, Georgia decided. She was quite hepglkip any commentary
or analysis. The moment had seemed like a dreawi|dafantasy. She
couldn't begin to understand her reaction to him-tess explain it.

"Is your boy all right?" he asked politely.



"He's fine," she assured him.

"I'm sorry | woke him. | hope he wasn't scared,rimgpa strange voice in
the house in the middle of the night."

His consideration for Noah surprised her. Was iaetn designed to put her
off guard? Had that impetuous kiss been a ploywelk? she suddenly
wondered.

"l explained that your car got stuck on the road gau walked here for
help. He said he didn't think you'd be able toegadle back to town tonight.”

"From the looks of your town, | suspect he's rightl'd sneezed while
driving down Main Street, | might have missed it."

"It's not quite that dinky," Georgia protested. tEBweetwater doesn't have
a twenty-four-hour taxi service. We don't have dayi service at all,
actually,” she admitted.

"And | suppose that, even if | could find a ridarehow, there probably
aren't any motels around here, are there?"

"Sure, there's a motel," she replied agreeably.e"HiZ Rest. About
thirty-five miles north on Route 6. The truckergmseto like it."

She tried to picture Jackson Bradshaw spendingld at the E-Z Rest. The
image made her secretly smile. Well, it certaingswot the Ritz....

"I might have guessed,” he replied in a grim, nes@ytone. He sighed and
rubbed his eyes. "Well, maybe you could kindly lemel an umbrella, then.
It looks as if it's still raining a bit, and | dave a rather long walk back to
my car."

"Your car? | thought you said your car wasn't wogki

"That's correct. And the rental agency can't gefpdacement out here until
sometime late tomorrow. And that's only if the rsiaps."



"Well then, why, may | ask, are going back outaairycar? If you've left any
valuables there, you needn't worry. This area neag backwater, but we
are just about crime free."

"I'm pleased to hear that, Ms. Price. At least hivtear for my life, sleeping
out on the roadside. Do you have an extra umboelteot?" he queried.

She suddenly understood. The poor man. He thoinghivas going to toss
him back into the rain and make him sleep in hrs Aa if she could treat
her worst enemy in that fashion. She almost watttéaugh, but restrained
herself.

"Don't be silly. You needn't sleep in your car. Yoan stay here, on the
sofa." As if on cue they both glanced over at Hdrapuch. The lumps
looked even larger than usual to Georgia and stienbaloubt that his feet
would hang well over the edge. She might feel stwryhim...if he wasn't
such a bull-headed pain in the neck. Besides, itaicdy beat his
alternatives. After the way he'd insulted her thigall in the name of his
"quest"—he was lucky she'd allowed him to stayllat a

He must have been thinking the same. "Thank yoat'§la kind offer. All
things considered."

"Yes. All things considered, itis, isn't it?" Skshed by and headed up the
stairs to get some bedding. Then she rememberedithalothes were
probably still wet and would be horribly uncomfdoia "Would you like a
dry T-shirt or something?" she asked, stoppingW¥efup the stairs.

"Uh...sure. That would be excellent," he repliegkraing surprised at her
thoughtfulness. "That is, if you can find one thait fit me."™1 think lean
dig up something," Georgia replied as she continyethe stairs. She had
some super- large T-shirts on hand that she useddweer-ups while
exercising or when she took Noah to the town pOok of them should be
large enough to fit her unexpected houseguestiigheght. There might
even be some baggy sweatpants around, too.

She gathered the necessary bedding, clean tovoai® ®iletry items she
thought he'd find useful and also a large blackift&nd grey sweatpants.



She returned with her armload to find Jacksonevttking chair, his head
tipped back, his eyes closed.

He was breathing heavily—practically snoring, sbeed. But in sleep, his
stern expression had relaxed, displaying his apmedkatures to full
advantage. He'd opened his shirt to the waist, @adrgia felt herself
blushing as she surveyed the contours of his maschlest, covered with
whorls of dark hair down to his flat belly.

Easy girl, she coached herself, as she pulled dmx gway. She released a
small, quiet sigh, dumped her burden on the armctinn quickly made up
the bed.

She left the towels and other necessities on thdadie, then stood next to
Jackson. He was sleeping so deeply, she wondesb@ ishould wake him.
Then she thought she should, since she knew h&@ wawith a permanent
dent in his back if he spent the rest of the nighthat rocker, which
certainly would not improve his cranky disposition.

She leaned over him. "Jackson?" she called quietly.

He didn't open his eyes immediately, though shendiite a small smile
shape his lips and guessed he had heard her.

"Come on, Jackson. Time for bed," she called ad@aming closer.

"Georgia..." he murmured. She liked the way he saidname. As if he'd
been calling to her in a dream. But when he adtéek...let's get to bed,
honey..." She straightened to her full height.

He suddenly blinked, coughed and stared up athierelaxed, soft smile
replaced by a guarded look. "Guess | fell aslekp,mumbled. He rubbed
his face with his hand.

"Guess so," she agreed. "The couch is ready, amnd #re a few things you
might need on the end table. The bathroom is tlat, yust go left at the
kitchen."



"Left at the kitchen," he repeated groggily. "Damtirry, I'll find it. Thanks
again for the bunk.... No need to tuck me in,"dased.

"That's a relief," she replied under her breatle &tned on her heel and
started for the stairs. "See you in the morning."

"Yes, tomorrow," he echoed ominously. He got uprfrthe rocker and
stretched his long arms and legs. "Your wedding @dycourse, maybe my
arrival on the scene has put a damper on the pEitiser way, I'll guarantee
you that you won't be rid of me until | find my biner. I'll camp out in your
living room if | have to."

"What a thought,"” Georgia replied. She met his meiteed gaze, then
looked away. Oh, dear. He was back on that agaas, ve? She honestly
didn't know how long she could keep up the charade.

She was suddenly tempted to admit all, then decittedeave her
confessions for the bold light of day. There wagpredicting how he might
react. He might take off in the dead of night,| stdtermined to hunt Will
and Faith down.

No, let him stay right here in her living room, waehe could keep her eye
on him. And let him believe that she was the holpefide.

After all, Georgia reasoned, a man like Jacksom&raw deserved at least
one torturous night on her sofa for trying to pravéer dear sister's
wedding.



Two

When Georgia came down the next morning, the cauat empty, the
bedding neatly folded. The bathroom door was shnti she heard the
shower running. She had dressed in jeans and abtiegKkT-shirt after a
quick shower upstairs. Her short honey-blond hais wamp and curling
from the humidity. She hardly looked like a womahowaplanned to be
married shortly, she reflected. Of course, tryeib tackson Bradshaw that.
His suspicious mind would reason that she was ménghg to trick him
and perhaps had a wedding gown on underneath kér ou

Never one to wear much makeup, she had takennteetti cover the dark
shadows under her eyes with a dab of concealeskapdon a bit of lip
gloss.She needed a little boost to her self-con@idehis morning in order
to take on the "dragon” again.

She swiftly got the coffee maker started and putlatithe ingredients for
breakfast from the refrigerator. She was a goodk-eam great cook, some
said—and she now strategized that Jackson Bradskemwperament might
be improved by a tasty meal.

She imagined that he hadn't eaten during his laryous journey last night
and would appreciate a good breakfast—crisp bdaloepberry pancakes,
scrambled eggs and freshly squeezed orange juite.ef&en if the good
food didn't mollify his contentious personalityetlistraction of chewing
and swallowing would at least slow down his intgaton.

For Georgia fully expected another interrogatida thorning regarding the
whereabouts of Will Bradshaw. Or perhaps Jacksouaght all he had to do
was hang around Georgia in order to catch theestijpgroom?

She didn't want him hanging around here all dag sdflected as she
whipped the pancake batter with nervous energy.e8ung about the man
positively... unnerved her. It wasn't just his idifilt personality. That she
could deal with. If only he was short, paunchydiba...why, she'd have no
problem at all dealing with him. But no, he had®so...so...outrageously



attractive it made her brain blow a fuse when hensgh as smiled at her.
Thank goodness he was such a sourpuss he rarely did

She lowered the heat under a skillet of simmeriagoh and sliced some
fruit into a colorful bowl.

No, she hadn't been attracted to a man in suctyanaalong, long time. It
would have been funny actually, if it wasn't so@yingly perverse, that of
all the men she'd met lately, she should have auelaction tdhis one.

"Just my luck,"” Georgia reflected wryly as sheddghe griddle.
"What's your luck?" a deep voice interrupted heutjhts.

Georgia looked up, trying to hide her surprise. 'fdmjust talking to myself
about the weather. It's still pouring out.”

"Yes, | noticed.... Though they say rain is gootklon a wedding day," he
added pointedly.

"Oh, yes. My wedding. | nearly forgot,” she repliddyly. She lightly
slapped her forehead. "Thanks for the reminder."

"Not at all," he replied politely.
She finally lifted her head and took a good lookiat.

If he'd looked good last night in damp, rumpledioés and a day's growth
of beard, he looked even better now. Fresh fromstiwver, he wore the
borrowed black T-shirt that was attractively forittthg and a pair of gray

sweatpants that hung low on his slim hips. He'diaisly used the little

plastic razor she'd found and had only nicked hihwsee, on the chin, she
noticed. Her hands itched to test the smoothneksdéan cheeks.

She abruptly turned back to her cooking. "Help gelfrto coffee. Breakfast
will be ready in a few minutes."



"Smells good in here." He poured himself a mugaffex. "I never have
time for a real breakfast.”

"Well, this is a real one, a high-cholesterol spedihope you're not a health
food freak or anything like that?"

"Even if | was, right now | could eat anything yput in front of me."
She laughed. "Did you sleep okay?"
"Once | transferred from that back-breaking softhofloor."

"Yes, | imagine the floor would have been more cantaible after all,” she
agreed, the corner of her mouth itching to smile.

He leaned on the counter and sipped his coffeechiway her. The
thoughtful expression on his face unnerved herv@sieed he would go and
sit at the table or something, but she didn't wardsk him outright. His
nearness made her self-conscious, and she focus#tk@ancakes. She
didn't want them to get overcooked and tough. 8ktetl the edge of one
with the spatula, then flipped it expertly.

"You do that very well," he observed.

"l was a cook in a diner once,” she confided, "ohmy many employment
experiences. But you probably know all about thaterg chapter of my life
from your...research?" she prodded him.

"My research?" His cheeks looked a bit flushed unbis bronzed
complexion. "Oh, yes, | do remember reading tha,'admitted. "It's hard
work for a woman, cooking in a diner," he addedutjiafully.

"It's hard for anyone," she corrected. "But theyladho owned the place was
a good sort. She let me take Noah along sometinmes Wcouldn't get a
sitter.”

"You took your baby to work with you?" he asked disbelief. "Was
that...safe for him?"



"He was fine. I'd set him up on the counter inliike infant seat. All the
waitresses took turns holding him and playing witin. They made such a
fuss over him, they spoiled him silly. You'd thile had about ten
grandmas."”

She turned and looked at him. She and this man weveusly from
different worlds—different planets, in fact. Clearhe'd never known what
it meant to struggle to pay the bills, pay the rstretch every dollar to the
end of the month. There was no way to explain thatity to him. She
would be wasting her breath even trying.

"It was either take him...or get fired,” she addé&ind | needed my
paycheck."

"l understand,” he said thoughtfully.

"No, | don't think you do," she replied. Someoriee |Jackson Bradshaw
could research someone like her for ages, and thdugy might get the
facts in black-and-white, they'd never understamel whole story, she
reflected.

The kitchen suddenly felt small, his presence aisiing her. Disturbing her.
The sound of the rain steadily beating on the wivighnes made the room
feel close and airless.

She suddenly thought about the way he'd kissed ard-the way she'd
reacted to him. Neither of them had spoken aboaftdrward, and she
certainly wasn't about to start the morning offtbat topic. When she'd
thought it over later, she wondered if he was peshasting her. Trying to
see if she'd be faithful to his brother or willibg flirt with any guy who
crossed her path. Yet his kiss had been so intengggssionate, it was hard
to believe it had been merely a test.

What did it matter? she finally decided. It hadrbadluke. An aberration. It
wouldn't happen again. She wouldn't allow it. Heswa totally
condescending snob, anyway. How could she eveitiaeted to a man like
him?



"Can | help in some way? Set the table perhaps®ffeesd politely.

"Thanks, would you? The plates are in that cupbaantithe silverware in
this drawer," she directed him. "Why don't you tomthe radio so we can
hear the weather report?" she added.

The lively chatter of a local morning radio showpeel ease the tension in
the room, Georgia thought. But the news was notdg&and the record
rainfall is expected to continue throughout the ,dajks, with-flooding
reported on Route 6, west and north of town, andtrbthe side roads
washed out. In other words it's a great day toistdgors if you can. Unless
you're a duck," there was a loud quacking soundrapanied by the
announcer's chuckle. "And if you do go out todayn'tforget those hip
waders. We've got mud out there up to our dang reyedy don't we,
Wally?" he asked his partner.

"Up to the old...wazoo, buddy boy,” Wally rejoinethere was a funny,
twanging noise—a mouth harp, probably—that mader@asmile. "Look
for a break in the clouds sometime tomorrow aftemdriends."”

"Can't they just give a blasted forecast, withchg tomedy?" Jackson
scowled, his expression darkening. "l don't suppleeental car company
can even get a tow truck out here in this weatimeich less a replacement
car."

Georgia glanced over at him as she set a plattgoloEn pancakes on the
table. "I'd doubt it."

From the looks of things, she was going to be upaoold wazoo with
Jackson Bradshaw for the rest of the day, shabofe miraculous break in
the weather. The twist of his fine lips told hentas thinking the same.

"Blueberry pancakes! Cool! And it's not even Surtidoah's chipper
voice broke the heavy silence as he raced intkitbleen and headed for the
table. But suddjsnly noticing the stranger in tbhem, his sneakered feet
skidded to a halt near his mother.



"Noah, this is the man I told you about, the ora got stuck on the road last
night. His name is Jackson."

Georgia carefully omitted adding Jackson's lastenaddoah was so bright,
he'd surely make the connection between Will—whd hecently started
addressing as Uncle Will—and his older brother. Gigefrom Noah, and
her charade would be blown. Could she possibly kiesgarce afloat until
the rain let up?

"How do you do?" Jackson said politely. "You mustNoah." He held his
hand out to Noah, and they shook in a manly fashion

"How d' ya do," Noah echoed, puffing himself ughts full height.

During encounters like this one she was always athezsee how much her
boy had matured. He'd always been a good kid, nesesing her much
trouble. But it was clear to her lately that hibpaays were well and truly
over. At times like this he seemed to be a littlenmHis eyeglasses which
he'd needed since age four—with their owlish, isgoshell frames—also
added to the impression. His remarkable intelligemade him seem older
than most children his age.

Teachers had told her that Noah was more than gimlligent, he was
actually gifted. He'd skipped second grade and tregip fourth, too. But
he was still a bit bored with school. Unfortunate¢here weren't any special
programs in their small public school system foftegi children, and
Georgia couldn't afford a private school.

She hoped that later, when Noah was older, shel smmhehow provide the
type of educational environment that would chalkerapd nurture his
intellectual potential. But for now she did whaestould by buying him
books, educational toys and encouraging his vanilests. This summer
he was going to spend two weeks at a special ssieamp, and she had
nearly saved enough to buy him a computer for @hes. Will was going
to help her choose something suitable. While Faitth Will were visiting,
Noah and Will had struck up a great rapport. Noals fascinated with
stories of Will's scientific research, and Geotbeught her son's new uncle
was going to be a wonderful influence.



She wondered now about Jackson. What kind of inftageif any, would he
have on Noah? For, in fact, though he had no ifi@atbey were all related
now by Faith and Will's secret marriage.

Georgia brought the rest of the food to the taBlee sat at one end of the
small table, and Jackson sat at the other. Noabetaten them. Everyone
was quiet for a while as they fixed their plated argan eating.

"Is a tow truck coming to pull your car out of theud?" Noah asked,
chewing a slice of bacon.

"I hope so," Jackson answered. "I haven't madecahy yet."

"The storm front isn't expected to pass this argd late tonight. A front of
cooler, drier air is moving south, through the medvern states, at about
twenty miles per hour,” Noah explained in a patteme to the adults. "It
could reach us tonight. Or could be stalled outabgther low pressure
system coming in from the Gulf region," he warned.

Jackson stared at the boy, wide-eyed, a forkfybasfcakes held halfway
between his plate and mouth. "You don't say."

"Noah is very interested in the weather," Georgiplaned. "He has a
weather-band radio up in his room."

"Can | watch the tow truck when it comes, Mom?" N@eaked, suddenly
sounding his age agaitPlease?"he wheedled.

"We'll see," Georgia replied.
"l bet they'll send a flatbed," Noah said with aigation.
"They'd better send a tugboat,” Jackson repliechiylas he glanced out the

window. He dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. "Gmncakes, by the
way," he added to Georgia.



"Thanks,” Georgia replied. Was her cooking softgnimm up, she
wondered? He hadn't mentioned Will or her so-calleelding plans
in—what was it?—an entire ten minutes.

"I bet Will can eat a dozen of these," Jackson gatidl a challenging look at
Georgia. "He always had a thing for blueberry p&asa

Noah's face brightened. "Do you know my uncle Will?

"Don't be silly, Noah," Georgia said nervously. Woould he know Uncle
Will? He means... someone else."

She glanced back at Jackson and felt her throdigipt

It was too late. The damage had been done. Hig tafert expression was
that of a lion who had just caught the scent ofpinesy.

"You have aruncleWill, do you?" he asked Noah in a light, conversai
tone. "That's funny. | have a brother with the sarame."

"What a coincidence," Georgia said, interruptingie Sfelt a sinking
sensation in her stomach. "More pancakes anyone@BaDrange juice?"

"I'll have another pancake, please,"” Noah said.

Jackson glared at her. He turned his attention kackis breakfast,
obviously debating the ethics of prodding her samiriformation.

"When you're done with your breakfast, | want yowgb straight upstairs
and...clean up your room," Georgia said firmly toaN.

"But my room is totally neat,” Noah protested. "Ymade me pick up
yesterday, Mom, before | got my allowance. Donlt yemember?"

"How about that hamster cage?" Georgia persistetink Harry needs his
cage cleaned.”

"But, Mom..." Noah complained as he swallowed ts# bf his breakfast.



"Don't argue with your mother, son," Jackson sardly.

His deep, commanding voice surprised both GeongieNoah. They both
stared over at him. Georgia didn't know whethethtmk him—or tell him
he had no right to interfere with her parenting.

Noah glanced over at Jackson, then seemed restgneldeying. "Okay,
okay." He got up from his chair and took his pladethe sink. "l guess
Harry's cage could use a cleanup.”

Georgia felt relieved as she watched her son ldav&itchen. As if she'd
averted a near disaster.

But the feeling of impending doom was on her agaimen Jackson
suddenly rose from his chair with a warm smile. yHdoah. I'd love to see
your room," he said brightly. "Can | help with thamster?"

"Uh...sure,” Noah replied. He glanced at Georgiaf ahecking for her
approval, but Georgia was too shocked to object.

So he interpreted her momentary silence as an SKayry is unique," he
eagerly explained to Jackson. "He only has thrgg, leut it doesn't bother
him any. He runs on his wheel and everything.® &sve a hermit crab and
a newt," he said proudly.

"You don't say?" Jackson replied.

"Uncle Will says the next time he comes, he's gomigring me real rat. A
white one."

"A white rat, eh?" Jackson leaned back in his ¢ha@arly fascinated by
this turn in the conversation. "Now, whatever mader uncle think of
bringing you a rat for a pet?”

"He's a scientist. An ornithologist. That means dtedies birds. He
specializes in birds that live near the ocean,"Nexplained. "But they use
white rats a lot at the university where he teacheshe laboratory... for
experiments and stuff.”



"Oh, your uncle is an ornithologist,” Jackson repdaquietly. "Very
impressive. And thereanothercoincidence. My brother Will is a marine
ornithologist, too."

His tone brought to mind the rumble of distant tthem Georgia thought.
But Noah didn't seem to notice and prattled on.

"Aunt Faith says once she had a white rat as apdtMommy thought the
tail was creepy. She screamed every time my awoight it anywhere near
her."

"Aunt Faith?" Jackson's voice rose on a puzzle@ aoid Georgia's heart
skipped a beat. Here it comes, she thought, brduengelf. "Who is Aunt
Faith?" Jackson asked patiently.

"My mom's sister,"” Noah replied, as if everyonewrbat.
"She and Uncle Will stayed here for a few weeksnitiney left to get ma—"

"Jackson?" Georgia cut in. "l think we need to tmika moment. Before
you check out Noah's menagerie, | mean."

This had gone far enough, Georgia decided. She'tyggsng to sit back and
watch Noah get stuck in the middle of this totaltjult mess. If anyone was
going to tell Jackson the truth, it was up to her.

"If you say so, Georgia," he replied. He turneti¢o, and she could see that
he knew she was ready to tell all. He practicallyhred his hands together in
anticipation, she noticed.

But before he moved in for the kill, he thoughtyulirned to Noah. "Why
don't you start on Harry's cage? I'll be up in aute," he promised. He
reached out and ruffled Noah's dirty-blond hair.

"Okay," Noah agreed, giving Jackson a solemn |d6k.get everyone
ready."



Watching their exchange, Georgia felt oddly toucheedee Jackson treat
Noah with such kind, consideration. Then she whistke thought aside.
She couldn't afford warm feelings toward JackscedBhaw.

Not now. Notever.

"So, are you ready to tell me about Uncle Willdakunt Faith?" Jackson
asked once Noah had left the room.

"Pretty low-down of you to try to pry it out of nghild,” Georgia accused
him.

For a moment she could have sworn he looked ashashddmself.
Practically contrite. Then the look vanished, repthby his more familiar
expression of firm determination.

"I merely wish to know where my brother is hidingtol'll do whatever |
have to, to find out."

"I've already told you, Jackson, | have no idear@h¥ill is. He was here
for a while, that much is true. But they purposgiign't tell me where they
were going when they left. Now you'll just haveblieve me and be on
your merry way...." Georgia rattled off in a rush.

"Just slow down a moment, please." Jackson sigmailiadupraised hands.
"Faith is your sister, correct?"

She nodded and bit her lower lip.

"Is she the other half of the 'they’ who departedsbme mysterious
destination with my brother?"

Georgia nodded again.
"Why does Noah call my brother Uncle Will?" he dooed. She could see

the light of truth slowly dawning on him. "Did Witharry yoursister?"His
voice rose on a note of pure shock and amazement.



"Well...they were only engaged when they came sit,ViGeorgia slowly
explained, "but they're probably married by now."

There, she'd said it. The cat was out of the bag.lamster was out of the
cage. Elvis had left the building.

Jackson's face darkened in a slow, simmering Blge saw his fists clench
at his sides as he faced her across the smalkkitch

"But y-you..." he sputtered, suddenly choking os \words. He jabbed the
air with his forefinger. "All last night, you leterbelieve that you and Will...
You argued with me about marrying him!"

"I never said a word about Will and me being roncatly involved," she
said. "If you recall, | told you in no uncertaimrtes that | had no intention of
ever marrying your brother. | merely said he wasadure, intelligent adult
who had a right to marry whomever he wished to yarr

"Meaning your sister," he said as if struck by devrevelation.
"Well...yes," she admitted.

"You tricked me, Georgia Price!" he roared. "Youlany brother and your
sister, Faith. The three of you tricked me into oapout here, to the middle
of God only knows where, during a flood of epicgodions, | might add.
When the real action was happening somewhere ailsgme mysterious
location perhaps a thousand miles away. How cl@feyou all. How
awfully clever. I'll bet you're very proud of yoett I'll bet you've secretly
been laughing your head off at me, haven't you?"

Georgia swallowed hard and barely dared to glandena from lowered
lids. "Not at all. | haven't been gloating, if tlsavhat you think. I'm honestly
relieved that you finally know the truth.”

"That makes two of us!" he roared. Rain lashetdabig bay window in the
kitchen, echoing the force of his rage. Georgiallieatl a cup and saucer in
her hand and now heard it rattle. She quicklytsgbwn on the table again.



She didn't reply. What coulu she say? She thoudpeatsit to let him pace and
blow off some steam. She only hoped he wouldniwlthe roof right off the
house.

"My brother must have known | had my eye on himuMwo flounced

around this town for weeks, acting like a coupléove. You even had an
engagement announcement printed in the local pafsimg you were to
marry him today!"

To hear Will tell it, the story went something litkes: Will had told Jackson
that he'd met a wonderful woman and thought he falliag in love. But
when Jackson started asking too many questions, giév worried. He
knew Jackson might have him followed by a privateestigator who'd also
dig up all he could on the woman in question. i happened before. And
each time, Jackson had somehow found Will's grtidis unworthy of
marriage to a Bradshaw. Sometimes he'd even paidyitts money to
disappeatr, just as their father had done to hinhV&l knew the pattern and
he was determined that it wouldn't happen again.viib Faith.

Therefore, the grand scheme was hatched. Includm@nnouncement. A
bit of cheese in the trap too tempting for Jackeaesist, Will thought. And
obviously, he'd guessed correctly.

"Oh, the announcement," Georgia looked down afltoe and ran a hand
through her hair. It had dried to a mass of flopgpyls and she knew she
must look a sight. "That was Will's idea actually.”

"But you went along with it."
She looked back up at him. "Yes, | did."

Yes, she'd tricked him. It was all true. But shaldesee now that Will had
been right. The scheme had been necessary to pvséikand Faith and to
keep Jackson from ruining their real wedding pldBist how could she
begin to explain it to Jackson, who was now asomasle as a bull stuck
with a hot branding iron?



"Look, they came to me...begged me, actually.heip them. They wanted
to get married. Without any interference. They havight to their privacy."”

"And | have a responsibility to take care of mythes," he replied icily.
"You don't know Will. He's the original absentminidarofessor. He may be
a certified genius...but he doesn't know the fii@thn thing about women.
All a pretty woman has to do is smile at him ant leead over heels in
love," he explained in an exasperated tone. "One, dand he proposes!
You've no idea of how many times I've had to sasenbck from scheming
females.”

"My sister is no scheming female,” she argued back.
"Well, of course you'd defend her," he countered.

"Isn't it possible that your brother may at lastdanet theight person? A
truly good person? Your brother and my sister agy vmuch in love.
Anyone who saw them together for two seconds ceedlthat,” she stated
quietly.

He swallowed hard and looked away, crossing hissammer his
chest—trying to get his hot temper under contrbg koped. His silence
encouraged her to speak further in Faith and Widtense.

"You ought to see them together. They're a perfetth. Faith is a wildlife
photographer. She's an extraordinary person, HgnesShe's beautiful,
talented, absolutely charming," Georgia rhapsodateuiit her sister. "But |
honestly thought she'd never find anyone to realiy her,” she confessed.
"She's always been just so...unconventional. Themgacame Will. You
know what they say, 'There's a lid for every potef the bent one,™
Georgia added with a laugh.

"I never heard that one," Jackson said in a haylt voice. "Must be a local
tidbit of wisdom."

Georgia ignored his tone and kept right on goivgell, they met on some
bird migration study, | believe. Faith was hired thy university to take
photos. It was love at first sight to hear thenh itelThey'd be perfectly



happy to live out in the woods, tracking down yetibellied sapsuckers for
the rest of their living days...."

When he finally looked up his dark glance chillezt.n"'There's only one
sucker in this fairy tale and that's my brothervéat first sight," he echoed
with disgust. "The first sight of his bank statermémave no doubt.”

Georgia felt herself freeze with indignation. Hoarel he insult and accuse
her sister! There was no reasoning with him. Tha mas plainly paranoid.
Just because he had an unhappy experience in shehpaclearly thought
every woman in the world had a deceitful, mercerreegrt and dishonest
intentions. Why, her sister couldn't care less abmney. She was the most
unmaterialistic person Georgia had ever known. ¢glas she had her
favorite camera and plenty of film, Faith coulddmntent to live in a tent,
with no more than the barest necessities.

"I won't hear you speak about my sister that waye @ore word in that
direction and you are out of here, pal,” Georgiangd. "l don't care if you
drown out there," she said, glancing out the window

He stared down briefly and shook his head. Wasradlyf giving up? She
certainly hoped so.

"So, they're married by now, you say?" he asked.
"That was their plan.”

"And you have absolutelyoidea of where they were headed? You couldn't
even venture a guess?"

If he asked her one more time she knew she woulehst Georgia bit
down on her lip and shook her head in the univesigglal for an emphatic
negative reply.

"Not a single, solitary, minuscule clue!" she magththrough gritted teeth.

He caught her gaze and held it for what seemedetargia an incredibly
long time. His eyes were shiny, ebony pools. Hisithavas hard and tight.



She remembered how last night that same mouthséelivarm and soft
against her own. She remembeted well. And just as quickly, stopped
herself.

Why did he have to be so infernally stubborn— arsdl §s appealing—all at
the same time?

"Maybe the university where Will teaches would knbwlackson
murmured, finally looking away.

"l doubt it. Your brother seemed determined to kibegr plans a secret.”
"A secret from me, you mean," Jackson added.

Georgia did not reply. She crossed her arms overchest and glanced
sideways at him. Never say die, that had to bertuto, she decided. He
was so intense—the most intense, emotional manesbe met. For an
instant, she allowed herself to wonder if those esaraits carried through
with Jackson Bradshaw as a lover. If the kiss theffared last night was
any sample, the answer had to be resoundinglyeiaffirmative.

Not that it mattered to her, one way or the other.

Now that he knew the truth, he'd be off in no tirmee expected, either
trying to track down the newlyweds like a bloodhdwmn a fresh scent, or
hightailing it back to his luxurious life in New Yo City. It might be years
until they met again, despite the family connection

For some strange reason she didn't like the idehadf She'd never met a
man who had caused her so much aggravation inasskhbrt time. But still,
as she regarded Jackson's dark head, bent inidejedhile he sat and
considered his next move, her heart went out ta him

As the oldest, she too felt a duty to look out ier younger sister, even
though they were both adults now. She understosgitutective feelings
for Will more than he realized. He just didn't waiill to make a mistake,
that much was plain to see. Of course, there wasvayp Jackson—or
anyone else for that matter—could presume to mékset kinds of



decisions for Will Bradshaw. If Will and Faith haddeed made a
mistake—which she certainly did not think was truasty time would tell,
and they would have to sort out the consequencéseimown.

"Jackson?" Noah's thin voice called down to thefme"you coming? I've
cleaned up all the cages."

Jackson lifted his head. She imagined that right, i was in no mood to
humor her son, and his calm, friendly answer ssegriher.

“I'll be right up, Noah." He rose and combed hiskhair back with his
fingers. "I'm going up to see Noah's pets," he saildout looking at her.

"You really don't have to right now. | mean, if ydan't feel like it, Noah
will understand,” Georgia replied.

"l promised him," Jackson replied evenly as he edlgast her. "Besides, |
never met a three- legged hamster named Harrydadfatas rather looking

forward to it."

She suppressed a smile. "Would you like me to naakecalls for you?"

"I'll take care of it later, thank you."

He strode out of the room, his broad shouldersregiidis chin lifted at a

defiant angle. He'd been beaten, but not dishon@edrgia thought as she

began to clear the table.

And maybe Will had been right about his brotherckdan had a
temper...but he wasrsbbad once you got to know him.



Three

Georgia worked in the screened-in back porch ferrdést of the day, and
since the little room adjoined the kitchen, shel@¢amot help but overhear
Jackson's conversations as he called all the reatalompanies listed in the
phone book. She heard him cajole and even bribereaywho would speak
to him. But to no avail. There were no four-whesl+d vehicles available at
the present—not a single one for rent in the estae of Texas, it seemed.

He even phoned a car dealership and tried to beyower the phone and
have it delivered to her home. But even that degpescheme did not work
out. Now he was on the phone with the bus liness Wéatrying to hire—or

even buy—a bus in order to get out of here? Heavasourceful man, that
she had to grant him.While Jackson talked on tlmmetior hours, Georgia
worked on reupholstering a lovely mahogany ballrocmair, which she

hoped to sell in her shop. Noah sat in the liviogm, reading a thick

volume on penguins, a parting gift from Will andtha

Finally she heard Jackson's heavy steps as hesdrtes porch. "So, any
luck?" she asked in a friendly manner.

"The bus company says they'll be up and runningnagy tonight. There
should be a bus headed toward Dallas stopping ieeSvater at about
seven. Is there any way you can get me into towtney?"

Georgia considered his request...slightly impossiband then considered
her resources... definitely pitiful. But his exp®esn was desperate. For
pity's sake, the man was so desperate to leavasewven willing to take the
bus! Had Jackson Bradshaw ever set one eleganttigiog a bus before?
She sincerely doubted it. How could she refuse?

"Well, | suppose we can try our best,” she offéred measured tone.
"What kind of car do you have?" he asked eagerly..

"I have a truck."

His expression brightened. "Great!"



"Don't gettoo excited yet, Jackson. It's twelve years old witlow one
hundred and twenty thousand miles on it, three bedd, and low gears
don't hold all that well."

The engine got finicky in damp weather, as wellj @nmmight not even start
up, Georgia knew. But she didn't tell him that part

"I might have guessed,” he said glumly. He puthaieds on his hips. "So
you don't think we'll make it, do you?"

"There's no harm in trying." Georgia wiped her renod a rag and began to
put away her tools. "There's not much else to a@aypand I'm tired of
hanging around inside."”

He regarded her quietly and rubbed the back ofnieisk. "All things
considered, you're all right, Georgia Price," hiel sgiietly.

She grinned and caught his admiring gaze for angedoong enough to
push her temperature up a notch or two. "All thiogssidered... thanks for
the compliment.”

They were a motley-looking trio, Georgia thoughtlasy headed out back
to the truck, wearing every piece of waterproofttulag she could find.

While the wind had died down, the rain still felleadily, despite the
predictions of a partial clearing.

As they tramped toward her vehicle, she felt thel muck at her boots and
felt a vague foreboding. Even if they made it tawip she wondered if the
bus would show up at all. If Jackson had thought deich made an
uncomfortable bed, wait until he tried out a bootkhe local cafe. Was the
cafe even open all night? she wondered, castin@hglance. He'd probably
end up sleeping in the police station, in the @rglding cell. Nowthere
was an uncomfortable bed.

Well, there was clearly no stopping him. He wasdained to move on,
and Georgia thought it was just as well. The lessimity she had to this



man, the better it would be for all involved. Thehy did she feel so
disheartened at his departure? she wondered. ljusaighe rain, she told
herself, and the prospect of another dull night day closed up indoors,
with nothing to do but play gin rummy with Noah—adnde shamelessly to
an eight-year-old.

Noah was the only one who seemed cheered by thareemnunning ahead
and merrily splashing through the puddles. She woettlif her truck would
even turn over in this weather, much less carryntiibe long, mucky
distance to town.

But Jackson was so determined. If sheer force tfomuld propel them,
they'd be there in no time. Obviously, he had rgrets about leaving her.
The realization hit her like a dash of cold water.

"Climb in, guys," she shouted over the rain as @héed the driver's side
door open. "Noah, you sit in the middle.”

Once they were all inside and the doors shut, Gadugned the key in the
ignition and crossed her fingers. The engine spdt@minously, then
finally roared to life.

"So far, so good." She cast a glance in Jacksaréstidn. But he now
looked even more anxious about the prospect ofigeddf in her truck than
he had a few hours before, when facing the poggibil no ride out of town
at all.

"How old did you say this truck is?" he asked oMeah's head.

"Very old. But it's probably best if we skip the timaight now," she replied
as she threw the vehicle into gear. The wheels,sfnam miraculously
caught, and the truck jerked forward, down theeditdirt drive. As they
bounced through giant puddles that splashed mud the windshield, she
saw Jackson's head smack the ceiling of the trabkaad he grabbed on to
the dashboard with one hand.

"Whoa, there—" he said under his breath, as iasttde a bucking bronco.
"l would like to get there in one piece, if you d¢amind."



"But you would like to get there, I'm sure. If ligg any slower, we'll get
stuck for sure:"

Georgia did not ease her pressure one bit on ttedeaator.
If there was anything that annoyed her, it wasck Isgat driver.

"l think my mom's right,” Noah added quietly. "Thare certain principles
of gravity and momentum to consider here. A bodyniotion will stay in
motion and all that."

Jackson glanced at the boy, clearly baffled, bstt s impressed. "I'm just
concerned about this body staying out of the enmengeoom.” He was
quiet for a moment, then added, "Maybe you ouglttane drive."'Why?
Because you're a man? Don't be ridiculous,” shaeha#fily.

The truck hit a major pothole, and she held onht® wheel with all her
might. They were all holding their breaths, waitiogee if they'd make it to
the other side. The water splashed up the sidéseafuck. For a moment
she felt as they were floating. Then finally thegrevon solid ground again.
She let out a breath she hadn't realized she'dio@dimg.

"Maybe this wasn't such a good idea after all,'hétered as they passed
her house and turned onto the main road. "Maybeugét to turn back and
wait for it to clear.”

"It's a fine time to start having second though@gorgia growled back.
"You were whining all morning about leaving, weteq@u?"

He had some unbelievable nerve, backtracking atghint in the game.
What did he think she was, his personal chauffeur?

"I'm just thinking of our safety," he argued batkveryone's safety. | didn't
quite realize how bad it is out here."

Georgia'd had about all she could take. It was kaoligh to drive in these
conditions without listening to Jackson.



"There's Noah here to think of. What will you dothe way back home if
the rain doesn't let up? You might get stuck alomehere.”

His consideration for her welfare and the welfafener son would have
been touching...if she hadn't been so angry at Buhwhen he put it that
way, he did make sense. Why should she go outiarbao help him? He'd
blasted into her life like a tornado less than tiydour hours ago, and all
he'd given her was trouble and aggravation. And anéelievable,
soul-rocking kiss, she added to the list. But treatlly made up for the rest.

"Fine, you want to go back, here we go...." Witle tvard pull on the wheel,
she steered the truck into a huge U-turn.

"Good," Jackson said tersely as the car turnewh rélieved to see you're
doing the sensible thing. Take it a little slowsil] you? We can skid and
flip over."

"We're not going to flip over," Georgia replieddhgh gritted teeth. She'd
lived in the country most of her life and driven mal roads in far worse
weather than this. Obviously, his idea of hardidgwvas heavy cross-town
traffic on the way to the symphony, she silentignéd.

But just as the truck straightened out and theyevsarfely pointed toward
her home, Georgia heard the engine sputter alatyning

"What was that?" Jackson asked.

Georgia couldn't answer. She hit the acceleratat, it nothing happened.
She felt the truck coasting to a stop and concturan steering it toward
the side of road...but not so close to the showddehat they'd sink into the
mire.

"Blast,” she sighed, and hit the steering wheeh Wwer hand.

"What's going on? Did you run out of gas?" Jackasied.



"Worse. | think the wires got wet. Must have behattlast puddle we
forged." She sighed. "I might be able to fiddleward with them though. Let
me get out and take a look."

Georgia unfastened her seat belt and opened her doo

"Let me help you," Jackson offered. He jumped datdide and quickly
took over as she struggled to raise the hood.

The truck’s raised hood offered only a small shéttem the gusting rain.
Georgia knew the cause probably was hopeless,Hauhad to try. She
wiped off the connections around the spark plugh @wirag and made sure
the wiring to the battery was tight.

"How do you know so much about engines?" Jacks&edasuriously.
Staring into the engine, his face was very closéhéo own. She was
momentarily distracted by the sight of fat, glistenraindrops that dripped
down his cheeks. His thick black eyelashes welespwith water, as well,
making his dark eyes appear even larger and deeper.

"Oh, you just need to know these things when yeeidiut here," she said as
she pulled her gaze away from his own.

She saw him squint, not quite believing her exgianaShe'd had to learn a
lot of practical skills to get by as a single mathié just came with the

territory. But she didn't feel like disclosing ampre of her personal life to
him. Let him read about it in his report, if he v&asinterested.

"Okay, that's all we can do here. Close the hoatlldriry it."

He quickly did as she'd asked and headed towar@abksenger side door.
Georgia turned and stepped to the driver's sidejuBtias she grabbed hold
of the door handle, her booted foot flew out fronder her. The next thing
she knew, she was flat on her back in the mudgmdi pain shooting

through her left ankle.



Jackson was at her side in a split second, and Noatkly followed.
"Georgia...are you all right?" He slipped his areméath her shoulders and
lifted her up.

She felt dazed and embarrassed. The fall had shedtanp, and she leaned
back against Jackson for support. The look of pareern on his face made
her feel better instantly. But it wasn't quite eglouo erase the pain in her
ankle.

"Guess | slipped in the mud. | twisted my anklétéel|" she added.

She looked down at her left leg and began to dttargit out. She tried to
hide a wince of pain, but Jackson immediately ratic

"Easy now," he soothed her. He touched her sholilglgty. "Don't make
any fast moves."

"No problem,"” she replied dryly. She realized sher'died in a huge puddle.
The mud had now seeped through her jeans and derwear. Still she had
no choice but to lie there motionless, while Jagk-stepped carefully
around her and crouched down near her legs.

"Mom—are you okay? Can't you get up?" She felt Nokght touch on her
shoulder and glanced over at him. His eyes wemgelavith shock and
worry.

"I'm okay, honey," Georgia promised Noah. "I daiink it's broken.
Besides, | always wanted to try a mud bath. Theytsavery beautifying,"”
she noted, trying to get a smile out of her son.

"I'm going to straighten your leg out now, Georgilckson announced. He
took her left boot in his hand. "I'll try to be gentle as | can.”

He was gentle. But it still hurt mightily. Georgigas leaning back on her
elbows. She took a deep breath and closed hereyieg was over.

When she opened her eyes again, Jackson's faceewasdose to her own.
He looked so worried about having possibly hurt Blee wanted to reach up



and touch his cheek with her hand. He was pompodsoaerbearing at

times. Impossible, actually. But he really did havgood heart underneath
it all. « "Are you okay? Maybe we should try to geu to a hospital. Maybe

you need an X ray."

"That wasn't so bad," she assured him. "I doniktitis broken. | can even
wiggle my toes now. That's a good sign, don't yookt?"

"Let's get you back in the truck," Jackson sailling charge. "Then we'll
figure out if anything's broken. Noah, I'll needuyto help. Open the door on
this side, then get in and help your mom slide stbe seat while | push
from this end."”

"Sounds like you're hauling a sack of potatoesdrGia groused, as she sat
upright in the mud. "Let's get this over with," sighed.

"No problem. Hang on tight now," he replied.

He squatted down beside her, gripped her aroundidist and lifted her up
off the ground as if she weighed no more than thé&gaShe had no choice
but to wrap her arm around his waist and lean ag&um, her head tucked
against his broad shoulder.

He was stronger than she expected, and in sonststrt of her mind she
took a moment to savor the feeling of his tightuse grasp, the warmth of
his body seeping into her chilled bones as thegdstop to hip.

"Okay now, into the truck,"” he said once they stbathnced together. With
Jackson's support, she hobbled over to the truetrgsa turned to face him,
about to speak, but Jackson quickly put his hamdsna her waist and
lifted her up onto the seat.

Georgia sat facing him exactly at eye level. He wasclose—barely a
breath away. Her ankle throbbed, and she took aenbro catch her
breath.

"Are you okay?" he asked with quiet concern.



"Just grand. Thanks for the lift."

"A sack ofsweefpotatoes, I'd say," he teased her. "Does that yakdeel
any better?"

"Immensely,” she replied. Jackson laughed. Withheip pushing on one
side, and Noah tugging the other, she was soanggitt the middle place
with Noah on her right and Jackson in the driveeat.

"Cross your fingers, everyone," Jackson said as&ehed down to turn the
key in the ignition.

Georgia did more than cross her fingers. She sgdeber eyes shut and
sent up a silent prayer. If it were a clear day simel had two working legs,
they were only a short walk from the house. Buhis weather, and in her
condition, it would be a long, hard journey to hey back to the house.

The engine gave a clicking sound, and Jackson @ureder his breath.
Georgia felt her heart sink.

"Come on, roll over, baby," Jackson sweetly coatkedtruck as he tried
again.

Despite the dire circumstances, Georgia felt hesadretly smile at his
soft, persuasive tone. Heck, if | were stallediaute rain, I'd start up for
him, she thought.

Seconds later she heard the engine rev, and noaslylthey were under
way.

"Good job," Georgia complimented him.

"Let's hope we make it back without stalling agairg replied. "I'll try not
to hit too many bumps," he promised, glancing daivher ankle.

"I'm okay, honestly," she assured him. "It was smid of me to slip and fall
like that. | should have been more careful.”



"Nonsense. It was just an accident. If anyonelslame, it's me. | should
never have let you go out in this weather."

"Don't be silly, Jackson. | knew what | was in féd never blame you
for—"

"Of course you wouldn't blame me. You're not theety he interrupted.
"Still, it's entirely my fault,” he insisted. "Ankin very, very sorry. | hope
you can accept my apology,” he said in voice slevas about as close to
humility as Jackson Bradshaw would ever venture.

He glanced over at her. She was suddenly consoiduis nearness as they
sat wedged side by side. His expression was seran his dark gaze
sincerely regretful. He held her gaze for an instdren looked back out at
the road again.

She didn't know what to say. She'd already told $iva didn't blame him.
Impulsively she reached up and touched his shaulder

"All I need is some ice and a few aspirin. I'll tree in no time," she said
lightly.

"Don't worry. | plan to take good care of you tdmigGeorgia."

He turned his head to look down at her, and agyaked into his eyes, she
felt something in her heart turn over. She didmdw what it was about him,
but this man had the power to get to her. To m@rarhplaces deep within.

Now they would be together for several more holtiiertainly sounded as
if he was resigned to staying the night again. filespect lifted her spirits,
making her forget her sore ankle entirely, whilete same time, it also
made her want to run the other way in sheer téMaybe later we can all
play Brain Quest,” Noah said hopefully.

"Good idea," Georgia agreed. Georgia normally desgpthe game but now
it sounded like the perfect way to keep Jacksaarmats length during the
long night ahead.



"The child is a walking encyclopedia," she warnadk$on. "He knows he'll
beat the pants off us. I'm afraid he just likeshow off."

"You guys can combine brain power if you like. #lsright with me,” Noah
said with a shrug.

"See what | mean?" Georgia asked Jackson.

"Combine brain power, eh? | wouldn't be so surengself, pal,” Jackson
teased Noah with a grin. "I'm pretty good at thgsestion and answer
games."

"Really? Mom says people who know a lot of triveava their heads full of
useless information,” Noah replied brightly.

"Noah! No need to be a wise apple," Georgia waimed
Jackson just laughed, a deep, warm sound that Badegia smile, too.

"You know your mom could be right about that," Jsmk replied, surprising
her. "I'll have to give it some thought.”

When they reached her house, Jackson parked ttle dlose to the back
door. He helped Georgia into the house and setidv&n on a chair in the
kitchen.

Pulling over another chair, he elevated her badaled) removed her boot
and sock.

They all stared down at her ankle. It was swollarone side and hurt like
the dickens when she tried to move it. But Jackadg seemed to know a
lot about first aid, examined her carefully anddsiat he didn't think any
bones were broken.

"Looks like just a bad sprain to me," he said fyadetting her foot down on
the chair cushion. "Of course, you should probaeiyan X ray as soon as



the roads are clear. Just to be sure," he added's"hut some ice on it. |
think that's the best help for you now."

While Jackson retrieved the first-aid cold wrapnirdahe freezer, Noah
helped Georgia wriggle out of her waterproof pafidae sweatshirt she had
on underneath was soaked, as well, but when sheveamit, she felt
embarrassed by the her clingy, damp T-shirt. It p@stively... indecent,.
she thought glancing down at herself. She crosseardms over her chest,
not that it helped much.

"Noah, would you run upstairs and bring me my wkiteeatshirt with the
zipper?" she asked her son quietly.

As Noah left the room on his errand, Jackson agghe ice wrap to her
ankle. "Do you have any pain relievers around?"

She told him where to find the bottle in the cupblagbove the sink, and he
brought her two tablets with a glass of water.

The ice on her ankle felt good. But it had senti#l through the rest of her
body, which was still covered with wet clothing. 8itly wet clothing.

The T-shirt and wet bra underneath were unfortupagyen more

revealing. Georgia cringed, slumping her shouldéth her arms folded

over her chest. Luckily, Jackson seemed to bedoosked on her ankle to
notice the rest of her, she thought.

Then she sat stone still as his gaze slowly travietam her injured ankle up
the rest of her body. When he reached her chestg@lld have sworn she
saw him blink. But like a gentleman, he didn't sampl stare. Well, not long
enough so that you'd really notice, she thoughikhaly.

Finally his gaze met her own. "You're soaked toskia. Georgia. You've
got to get out those wet clothes right away and kot bath."

"The bathtub is upstairs. | think I'd better takg chances down here, in the
shower."



"You'll break your neck in that shower," he samgly. "Don't worry. | can
get you upstairs and into the tub. No problem.”

"Yes, problem," she replied with a sweet, tight lsmiFor one thing, |
hardly know you well enough to let you give me #éhifashe sputtered.

He laughed at her distress. "Really? How well do geed to know a guy
before you might permit that delightful privileggust for the record?"

"Just for the record," she said tightly, "a helbdbt longer than you plan on
hanging around.”

She thought her tart reply would make him angry.

But if it did, he didn't show it. He stood over hé&yoking down at her
thoughtfully.

"Poor Georgia," he murmured. He gently brushedaadtof her wet hair off
her brow with his fingertips. "You don't like totlanyone do anything for
you, do you?"

"Stop teasing me, Jackson. You don't have to jokyup.”

Georgia tried to act as if she was unaffected Isytdwich, but inside, her
heart pounded wildly. She felt a hot blush risééo cheeks and hoped he
didn't notice.

"I'm not teasing you," he protested quietly, ssilioking her hair. "Just
making an observation. | think you don't have muperience with
allowing someone else to take care of you. That¥ably more to the
point."

"Perhaps," she murmured.

"Don't worry, I'll remain blindfolded, like the aighce volunteer in a magic
act, if you wish." He lightly grazed her cheek wiitie back of his fingertips,
as if testing the softness of her skin. "You're esiy, fair damsel, will be
totally preserved. On my honor."



Georgia met his dark, sincere gaze and suddenlg'tvasrried about her
modesty at all. It was her willpower that reallyncerned her.

“I'll run up and start the bath. We'll work it duihe promised.
"All right," she replied.

Once he'd left the room, she decided that shedaetey silly. Very naive
and gauche, like a real country bumpkin. He wabdginty laughing his head
off at her. After all, they were both mature aduitand he was only trying
to help her, not sneak a schoolboy peek at hepamnatfor goodness sake.
What in the world made her think that she was issistible to him?

Why, thinking of it now, she was sure that backManhattan, he had
legions of women after him. Elegant, glamorous,sediand-polished
females who suited his lifestyle like a pair of hesmdmade Italian loafers or
his fancy silk suit. Jackson Bradshaw had it all—khas successful,
handsome, intelligent and, to hear Faith tell wesomely wealthy. Why,
just because he'd kissed her last night, she coudhsume he was
unattached. He could be involved in a seriousimgiahip, for all she knew.

It was ridiculous, really, to think a man like tlwatuld even be interested in
her. Sure, he was showering her with attentiont mgiwv. But only because
he felt guilty and responsible for the way shelp&tly hurt herself. Hadn't
he told her as much? She'd had so little male tadtetately, she'd let her
imagination—and emotions—just run away with her.

Sorry, Georgia, she consoled herself as she adjukteice pack on her
ankle, but your average millionaire businessmamfidew York City does
not suddenly take up with a single mom of meager ireerand

disreputable background—from Sweetwater, Texas.ldddg a romance
novel. But it certainly isn't about to happen rigkte, in your kitchen, dear.

"Is this the one you mean, Mom?" Noah finally retd with her sweatshirt.
Better late than never, she thought. Thankful iercoverage, she wriggled
into it just as she heard Jackson coming downtdiessagain.



While Georgia remained anxious through the entperation, somehow
they managed to get through it without embarrassmiene to Jackson's
word, her modesty remained totally intact, and tiohe did not don a
blindfold, she managed to talk him into providingtardy armchair next to
the tub, so that she could maneuver herself incann@f the water without
his aid.

Still, it wasn't the most relaxing bath she'd etaden, for Jackson had
insisted on stationing himself right next to théogked door the entire time,
in case she called for help. While she knew he avéy concerned for her,
and certainly wasn't peeking through the keyholeade her nervous to sit
there, totally bare except for a few soap bubbldsle he was just inches
away.

She sat very still, listening and could have swsine actually heard him
breathing.

"Georgia? Are you all right in there?" he called suddenly in alarm.

"Just drowning in my own fantasies," she whispeoeuerself as she sudsed
one shoulder. "For instance, I'd just love you ¢ous my back with this
lovely loofa sponge, Jackson.... | bet those stiwangds give a magnificent
massage."

"What did you say?" he called a bit louder. "I didjuite hear you.... Are
you okay?"

She heard the doorknob rattle. He wasn't comingvas, he? She sat up in
alarm, sloshing water in all directions.

"I'm perfectly fine," she called out quickly. "B&ioin a minute."

"Be careful getting out. Maybe | ought to come il dnelp you," he added,
sounding worried.

Any more help, and I'll need a cold shower, sheigjnb.



"No...please,"” she insisted. It was an acrobatat t§ some merit, but
Georgia did manage to raise herself up, hop nirfibiy the claw-foot tub
and grab on to the armchair.

Unfortunately, in the process she knocked into board, which sent a
soap dish and a metal cup full of toothbrushes@yi"I'm coming in!"
Jackson warned her before he burst through theldk@oa superhero.
Georgia barely had time to grab a nearby towel@wbr what she could.
She glared at him, balancing on her good leg atdirigthe chair with one
hand while she clutched the towel to her chest thighother.
"Jackson...please! I'm all right. | just knockednsothings on the floor."

He just stood in the doorway, his expression tigrstowly from one of
deep concern to a broad, sunny smile. A smile mekgense, she realized.

"What are you smiling at, for heaven's sake?"

"I can't help it. You look like a beautiful flaming' he replied, fighting to
hold back a laugh.

"You promised you'd close your eyes," she remindged through gritted
teeth. "Or blindfold yourself or something."

"Oh, right." He closed his eyes. "Is that better?"
"Somewhat," she sighed. He would go now, right?

But instead of leaving her, to Georgia's shock anthzement, Jackson
started walking toward her, with eyes squeezededos

"What in the world do you think you're doing?" stesmanded.
"I'm going to help you get into the chair, so thati don't break your pretty

neck...and other attractive parts of your anato@gorgia,” he explained
patiently. "You will warn me if I'm in danger oflfmg into the tub?"



"I will not," she huffed in reply. She tried to get into theicba her own,
but he was right. She couldn't manage it withoutipg weight on her
sprained leg.

"Tell me when I'm getting warmer, Georgia," he akkea teasing tone.

Shewas getting warmer by the second. Of course, statter die than
admit it to him.

"You're impossible, is what you are," she saidigivup. She reached out
and touched his arm. "Okay, stop right there. §Hat' enough.”

"That's better,” he coached her. "Now, just holdamy shoulders and I'll
help you into the chair."

"Okay," she murmured. "Give me a second.”

She didn't know how she was going to hold the taavel his shoulders at
the same time. The answer was, she couldn't. $keduhe towel edge as
tightly as she could against her breasts and hfippeétie best.

"Are you ready?" he asked.

"Just keep your eyes closed,” she warned as speegrihis shoulders. She
felt his big hands grip her waist in an achinglynrate fashion, and Georgia
suddenly put too much weight on her bad ankle atichér head spin.

"Just lean against me, Georgia. I've got youokay," he assured her.

She did lean against him, pressing her cheek thdris chest. But it wasn't
okay at all. Not one tiny bit. She felt Jacksor@adhdip toward her own, his
cheek nuzzling her damp, freshly shampooed hagnThs hands slipped a
little lower, down to her hips, his fingertips giag her bare bottom where
the towel edge ended. Her heart pounded and hathbraught in her throat.
She felt rooted to the spot, balancing on one liglg wer full weight pressed
against him.

"Hmm, you smell wonderful,” he murmured.



"Must be the shampoo,"” she answered inanely.

"l think it's just...you, Georgia," he whisperedshily against her ear. "You
feel so warm and soft...sweet." She felt his lipsher cheek and then
moving lower toward her mouth. "l just can't resighough | will keep my

eyes closed," he promised.

"So will I," she agreed, as she closed her eyedippdd her head back to
meet his kiss.

His strong arm wound tightly around her waist, imgjlher close to the heat
of his hard body, supporting her totally, so tha gave no thought to her
injury. To the contrary, as their kiss deepenedyrGia relaxed in his arms,
floating on a cloud of pure sensual bliss.

This kiss was far different from the first time.vitas slow and coaxing.
Sweet and persuading. It made her feel cherishesiredl...beautiful. His
deep murmurs of satisfaction excited her even meord,when his tongue
met hers in a slow sensual dance every nerve enidigigd and her knees
turned to utter mush.

"I know | promised to be on my best behavior... Siainding next to that
door was driving me crazy," he admitted as he gemktibled her lower lip.

"Me, t00," she confessed.

In tune with her reaction, he hugged her even cloaad their kiss
continued, the heat between them slowly buildinghér and higher. She
felt the hard, throbbing evidence of his desirespirey against her bare leg
beneath his damp sweatpants.

Suddenly it seemed that there was very little betwitaem...and nothing at
all stopping them from making love right in the whiel of the bathroom.

Except for Noah's presence downstairs, she reailizedme dim recess of
her mind. They had left him in charge of setting table for dinner and
keeping watch over a pan of frozen lasagna thatbkead left to heat up in
the microwave.



Noah! A voice in Georgia's mind fairly screamede $arely dated and had
never faced the problem of...

Had she absolutely lost her mind?

Georgia suddenly pulled away, forcing herself th aehalt to his sweet,
sensuous assault.

"Jackson...please," she sighed, abruptly pullingyafrom him.

"Georgia...hold on. What are you doing?" His eyew fopen, and he tried
to keep her from losing her balance. "You're gamégll," he warned.

She pulled out of his grasp and held on to therdbaidear life. "I'm just
fine," she insisted. "Now please go."

He took a deep breath, stared at her wide-eyed,dherted his gaze. "All
right, if you insist."

Then with his eyes theatrically squeezed shut,elaehed out and gently
tugged up the edge of her towel, which had slipg@dn to a point well
beyond decency. "Careful or you'll catch a chii% tone was casual—but
the Cheshire Cat grin twitching at the corners @ mouth was
unmistakable.

She clasped the towel to her chest and practigatiywled in her distress.
Meanwhile Jackson had gallantly turned his backen "I'd tell you that
you're lovely when you're angry...but that woul@kably just make you
madder."

"You already have!" she demanded.

Without another word he stepped out of the roomaaneily closed the door
while Georgia collapsed in an embarrassed heaghetarmchair.



Four

Georgia was thankful for Noah's buoyant presentieeadlinner table. After

the incident in the bathroom, she didn't know hdw sould have faced

Jackson alone. She managed to hide her self- cussw@ss under a distant,
polite manner and struggled to avoid meeting hik,danowing gaze.

If Jackson was thinking of their most recent rorr@ancounter, he didn't
show it. He engaged Noah in an avid conversati@utastarting baseball
pitchers and Noah explained the physics of diffetaok pitches. Jackson
listed with interest and dug into his food withishl pausing to lavishly
praise Georgia's cooking.

Toolavishly, Georgia thought, since she knew a mieJiackson probably
dined regularly at some of the world's finest restats. He was just trying
to be polite, she supposed. Or to get back ondad gide after grabbing her
in the bathroom, when he had so pointedly promiseedould not.

Not that he was entirely to blame for the encoyrsiee reflected. Once he'd
started kissing her, she hadn't exactly pusheddvialy. She was just too
dang vulnerable to him, for some mysterious reaSbe.shook her head to
clear her thoughts and tried to focus again ordtheer conversation.

When the meal was ended and the dishes cleared Blwal reminded the

adults that they had promised to team up agaimstilhia game of Brain

Quest. Georgia secretly wondered if Jackson wasggtm beg off. She

didn't expect that he would have much patienceliddren's games. But, to
the contrary, he seemed very eager for the matchhs enthusiasm made
it all the more fun for Noah, who quickly ran irttee living room and set up
the game.

As Jackson settled Georgia in the rocking chaie, tsied to avoid being
paired in a team with him, but neither Jacksonoah would hear of it.
"I'll just be a liability to you," she warned Jaoks "I'm really bad at this
game."

"Don't worry. I'll carry you," he promised with &gm in his eye.



But just a few minutes later it was clear that Nbald a distinct advantage
over the adults—despite the combined brain powacksbn's cheerful,

confident expression had turned to one of comptetecentra-tion as he
frowned and rubbed his forehead, racking his merfarrihe answers to the
trivia questions.

While Georgia was no trivia queen—and had neverregpo be—she did
surprise everyone a few times, coming up with sadane facts as the
height of Mount McKinley and the Latin word for dagnd the name of
President Warren Harding's wife.

"How the heck did you know that?" Jackson askewbuasied.

Georgia shrugged. "We only get three channels enTth out here—and
two of them are educational.”

Finally the match was over. Noah was the winnea targe margin. Jackson
shook his hand. "Well done, Noah. You deserve zefor that impressive
performance. When | get back to New York, I'll sgwod a surprise.”

"A surprise? Gosh—really, Jackson?" Noah looketlledrby the prospect,
but Georgia was dismayed.

"That's not at all necessary, Jackson. It wasglistie board game."

"But | want to," Jackson insisted. He stood up arftled Noah's hair with
his hand. "I didn't think this little squirt coulskat me, but he did. To a pulp.
Now, I've got to pay my dues."”

Noah beamed. Georgia bit her lip to keep from bgtiin. This was clearly a
"guy thing." Her son hardly got enough of that ke decided it was best to
indulge him.

Besides, once Jackson returned to New York, mbkslylihe'd forget. He'd

forget the surprise for Noah...and he'd forgealatiut both of them, out here
in...what had he called this place? Oh, yes, smemngbered. Nowhereville,
Texas.



"Time for bed, champ,” Georgia announced to Noah.

"Okay," he said. Georgia was amazed to see hinpgwitihout complaint.
He grabbed the game box and gave her a kiss ggid-ni

"Good night, Jackson," Noah added cheerily.

As Jackson wished Noah good-night and the boy ltkagstairs for his
bedroom, Georgia was suddenly appalled at the pobgh being left alone
with her houseguest.

"I'm really feeling beat myself," she announcede 8cked herself forward
and grabbed on to the chair arms for support antaged to stand up. "l
think I'll go up, too."

Jackson looked surprised. "It's barely...nine cklbhe said, glancing at his
watch. "I thought we might talk for a while.™

"Talk?" Georgia felt her stomach twist in one lafget and wished she
hadn't eaten an extra brownie for desert. "Whatigdjo

"About you, for instance. How are you going to ngmalone here for the
next few days? Until your ankle is better | mean."

Georgia gave a short laugh. "Just like | alwaysl'damagine.”
"Don't be silly, Georgia. You know what | mean.

You can barely stand up on your own. You can'tedav cook or get from
one room to another—"

"l just sprained my ankle, Jackson. It isn't exalité threatening.”

"Of course not. But you know what | mean. You nsedie help around
here, at least for a few days."

He was worried about her, Georgia realized, ang¢dmeern was touching.
But at the same time it was also a bit amusingetosince he clearly had no



idea of how much she managed to juggle and struggieevery day. For
pity's sake, the prospect of squirming up and dtwenstairs on her bottom
for the next few days was a snap, compared to sirtiee situations she'd
had to face on her own.

"Don't worry. I'll manage," she replied simply.

"I am worried. And that's no answer.” His expressiad gone dark and
serious again. He crossed his arms over his ahesstance that told her he
was not letting her off the hook on this until gfeve him the answer he
wanted to hear.

"Look, | know you feel responsible for the way Irbmyself. But I've told
you before, it was in no way your fault. You daréed to worry about Noah
and me. We've faced a lot worse situations on osfarb. Believe me."

"l do believe you," he said in a serious tone. Hehed his hand through his
thick, mussed hair. "But I'm concerned for you,\say."

"I have lots of friends around here, Jacksonnkeéd help, all | have to do is
pick up the phone," she replied with a light shrug.

"I heard you on the phone before, Georgia," he #dchi”l know you were
calling friends, and no one was available to he&lp.y

"Oh...you listened in on my private conversatiadig, you?" She felt her
cheeks grow warm and red, caught in her little e/hé.

"I couldn't help it. Besides, | knew you would astif everything was fine,
even if it wasn't."

Well, he had her there. Sied made some calls right before dinner and
either discovered her network of friends were olutosvn or otherwise
unavailable. Her best friend, Maria Nunez, wouldabée to open the shop,
but with five children of her own and her mothertire hospital, even
ever-faithful Maria didn't have much time to helpdggia out.



Georgia bit down on her lip. "I still have a few radriends | can call.
Someone will be able to help out.”

"Okay, I'll make a deal with you," he offered assltwlled over to where she
sat. He sat on the couch next to her and while g&drad the sudden
impulse to jump up and move away, her sprainedeapidvented any fast
moves.

"What kind of deal?" she croaked.

"If you get someone to come and help you, | go.IBa¢an, really help, not
just dump a bag of groceries on your doorstep we gou a five-minute
visit. If you don't, I'll stick around and help yamd Noah."

He was going to stay here to take care of her? \Wag barely been here
twenty-four hours so far, and Georgia felt as if life—her very peace of
mind—had been turned totally upside down.

"Why are you looking at me like that, Georgia? Dgou think | can do
whatever needs to be done around here?" he askettyqu

"No...it's not that," she replied with a shake ef head. His arm was resting
on the edge of the sofa behind her, not quite togcher but close enough
to her shoulders and the bare skin on her neck thidtracting.

"It's just that you don't need to stay here jusiose you feel guilty.”

"You've already told me that. I'm not staying jlb&ticause | feel guilty,
okay?"

His sincere look got to her again. Those big brewes of his did something
to her every time. She tried to ignore an innertimglsensation. She still
didn't believe him.

"What about your life back in New York? How can yaffiord to miss so
much time away from your office?"



"The place won't fall apart without me, as mucH hate to admit it." He
smiled at her. "Besides, once | can get out to ary kchave everything |
need to stay in touch with the office—a cell phonetebook computer,
modem hookup for e-mail and all that"

"Of course. | should have known," she replied lighA top-of-the-line
model like Jackson Bradshaw came complete witlhallstate-of-the-art,
high-tech gadgetry. How silly of her to ever thistkerwise.

"Yes, you should have," he replied with a sexy gre put a pillow on the
coffee table and then leaned over and raised G#siigjured leg so that it
was comfortably propped up.

"What are you doing?" she asked, alarmed to fediduich on her bare skin.
It had been easier to dress in a long, casual wkap and a T-shirt for
dinner than to struggle with pants again. At lsagtd managed to shave her
legs in the bathtub, she thought.

"Your leg should be elevated. It will keep the dimgl down." With his
large warm hand resting on her shin, he looked datnmer ankle. "It still
looks pretty swollen. We ought to get over to thactdr first thing
tomorrow. | really think you need an X ray."

He gazed up at her with concern, his hand lingasmber leg, softly gliding
up and down on her shin, then reaching around &satge her calf muscle,
which was tight from overuse.

"l hate to go to the doctor," she admitted.

He laughed lightly. "I had a feeling you might shgt.” He continued gently
massaging her leg. The featherlight sensation wpadtizing, sending a
warm relaxing languor throughout her entire bodys Hther arm was
draped around her shoulder. "I'll take care of hitlg, don't worry," he
added, avoiding her gaze.

His comment made her sit up and grow tense agamt&k his hand off
her leg. "That won't be necessary," she assuregHtitmugh she didn't have
much insurance coverage and wasn't looking forwatle unexpected bill.



"We'll see." Jackson sat back and continued to geeadily at her. "You
know, I've heard it said that sometimes people corteone’'s life for a
reason... to teach us a lesson."”

She smirked at him. "Don't tell me...you've beem sa&to my life to teach
me not to open the door in the middle of the nigtdtrangers?”

He laughed at the reminder of their first encountido, not at all. | think
I'm here to teach you to accept help a little mayeaciously."

"Oh." She frowned and crossed her arms over hestc8be had thought for
an instant that he was going to say something mam@antic. But that was
just silly of her.

"And what am | supposed to be teaching you, JacK'ssime asked.

He shrugged. "Maybe | need to learn not to jummseumptions about
people...or something like that.”

Suddenly fascinated by a curling, wayward lock ef hair, he flipped it
back from her cheek with one fingertip.

She swallowed hard and looked away from him. "Whdlah will be happy
to hear you're staying longer," she said, tryingntive the conversation to a
more neutral topic.

"He's quite a kid," Jackson said sincerely.

"Thank you." Georgia smiled. "I think so," she atted.

"Tell me about him." Jackson eased back, relaxgairest the backrest. His
arm remained around her shoulders, she noticed.

She shrugged. "What do you want to know?"

"Everything," Jackson replied with an encouragiod.ri'lt must have been
hard for you, raising him alone."



Much of the warmth suffusing her limbs was replabgda sudden chill as
his words caused her to recall one pertinent factiatheir relationship.

"It wasn't easy," she replied, clasping her handser lap. She turned her
face away from him, then suddenly looked back. ;'Btitourse, you know

that. You know everything from your private investior's report. You

probably even know Noah's birthday, where he was bod how much he

weighed. Why even bother to ask me?"

He tilted his head to one side but otherwise shomedeaction to her
defensive outburst. "I deserved that," he replitel @ moment. She felt his
fingertips stroking her shoulder. Distracting hemh being angry at him. "I
do know the basic facts. But | want to hgautell me about it. According to
the report, you left home at... what was it... seteen years old?" Georgia
nodded. "Why was that?"

It was hard to explain, even after all these yeansl. harder still to explain it
to a man like Jackson, someone who had lived sysam®ered life. Why
should she feel obliged to explain it to him aPahe asked herself. She
didn't owe him any explanations for her life, héwoices. But when she
looked back at him, the look in his eyes was hefoing. He did seem so
genuinely interested, so caring. The expressionhishhandsome face
melted her resistance and she found herself rubdi@ndpands together and
trying to answer his questions.

"My father threw me out of the house when he foaatl was pregnant.”

Jackson frowned in dismay. "Threw you out of theide?" he asked in
disbelief.

Georgia drew in a breath. "He was a very rigidnking man. Very
concerned with appearances and propriety. Alwaggwerried about what
other people thought about our family. He was ayl&awn town, you see,
and thought our family had to behave above reproddinen my mother
died, he didn't even want us to cry in public & fineral.”

Jackson looked shocked again. "How old were yourwyeu lost your
mother?"



"l was ten and Faith was only eight," she replidshyway, after he lost my
mother, he was angry at the world. He still hadti~and me, but he
withdrew from .us, perhaps from grief, or just bessmwe reminded him of
her so much.... I really don't know," Georgia adtlezlightfully. "Anyway,
when | found out | was going to have a baby, | veasfied to tell him. But
of course | had to...and | got the reaction | hadrbexpecting.”

"He was angry at you?"

"Yes, terribly...I'm not even sure anger is thétrigiord for his reaction.”
Georgia shook her head as if to clear her minthefdark memories of that
awful night. "He wouldn't listen to any explanatsomo tears or apologies.
That just didn't work on my father."

"Didn't he want to know who the father was? Did@twant to speak the
boy and his parents? Figure things out betweetwbdamilies?"

"Oh, he knew who the father was. My steady boyftjdtaul Henley. But he
blamed me entirely, as if I'd cleverly manageddbigto that condition all
on my own," Georgia said with a short hard laugh.

"And what about your boyfriend, or his family? Wadnlt they help you?"

"l went to Paul for help, after my father. But hdrdt really know what to
do...and he wouldn't tell his family. | didn't hate nerve, at that age, to tell
them myself. | doubt that it would have helped afm. sure his parents
would have done just about as much for me as hé did

"Which was?"

"He gave me five hundred dollars and advised meawotess up my life by
getting saddled with a baby before | was even butgh school.”

"What a guy," Jackson said dryly. His eyes flarethwnger and his mouth
formed in a hard line. "So what did you do then?"

"Oh, well...I just took the money and left town.e@gia had rarely talked
so much about herself and was amazed at how eassito disclose her



most personal secrets to Jackson. After all, he pwastically a stranger.
Still, she thought she must be boring him with liferstory. Or worse yet,
sounding like some fragile flower who was tryingatm his sympathy.

"That's not much of an answer," he prodded her.eWlid you go? How
did you manage to survive all those months of psegg on five hundred
dollars?"

"l hitchhiked to New Orleans. My mother had a sistamed Ellen. There
had been an argument between my father and Ellem wty mother died,
and my father hadn't allowed us to stay in toudt\wer. Or anyone on my
mother's side of the family, for that matter," Ggaradded. "But | looked
her up and she was happy to hear from me. She& mearried and lived
alone. She had a good job and was generous enougke me in until |

could support myself." Georgia took a breath. Theas more she could
have told him. A lot more. But she thought shetdady said enough. "If it
wasn't for Aunt Ellen, | don't think either Noah lowould be here today,"
she added thoughtfully.

"Bless her, wherever she may be," Jackson sai@r&hc

"She's retired and living in North Carolina," Geargxplained. "But she
comes to visit at least once a year. And she arahMoe pen pals, isn't that
sweet?"

"She sounds great. I'd love to meet her someday."

"Maybe you will," Georgia replied. "I'm sure Noatihell her all about you
in his next letter."

Georgia didn't look back at those unhappy days nanchto do so brought a
wave of unexpected sadness. Even with her aunlfs hehad been a
struggle to get through her pregnancy and givehltiot Noah. Jackson
seemed an interested listener, but his true reavtas unreadable.

She wondered what he must think of heeally think of her—getting
pregnant at age seventeen and running away frone h®he'd finished high
school and earned her diploma with a home progbamshe'd never gone



on to college—except for a few writing courses ghmeanaged to take at
night. Did he know that part? He probably had aldeatframed college
degrees hanging on a wall somewhere, she thougbin Fvy League
schools, she had no doubt.

Yes, the bare facts of the matter did reflect upenpoorly, she thought, but
in the past she had always managed to shrug oféeararrassment with a
who-gives-a-flying-wink-what-you-care attitude. Semow that ploy wasn't
working tonight with Jackson. Georgia hated to d@dipeven to herself, but
she did care what he thought of her. Cared too much

"Georgia? Are you all right?" he moved closer, ahd felt his arm gently
hugging her shoulders again. "I'm sorry. | didedlize that talking about
the past might make you feel unhappy."

"No...it's not that." She glanced up at him, hiff,smoncerned expression
making her feel even worse somehow. "Well, maylitle. It all seems so
long ago now. | never think of that time in my lifeich anymore."

He leaned back again. "From what you've told mspuinds as if you're not
in touch with Noah's father."

"l called Paul when Noah was born. He made it cteat he didn't want
anything to do with his son and didn't want to hizgam me again.” She
turned to look at him. "l can't say that | was sisgd."

"He was a fool...to put it mildly. Why, if someofike you told me they
were having my child and he turned out to be alll@yNoah—" Jackson's
eyes gleamed for a moment at the imagined prospken just as quickly,
he caught himself and suddenly seemed self-conscidund what about
your father, did he ever come around?"

Georgia shook her head. "Not really. We were onakipg terms
eventually, and | went to see him once, when Noaé about two. He never
really did forgive me, though." She took a bredthfew months later my
father died from a heart attack. | guess it wasesoomfort that we'd at least
started to make amends." She looked over at hirtinip herself to snap out



of her nostalgic languor. "So, tell me, is my paosersion much different
from your report?"

"Yes, very," he replied quietly.

But his soft expression made her bristle. She thdamt his sympathy. That
was the last thing she wanted from him.

"Oh, so you think I'm different now, do you? I'mtribat low-down single
mom with an illegitimate kid, with no education—aaden less money?
You know, that fortune hunter who wasn't nearlydjenough to marry your
brother?"

He stared at her and took a deep breath. Was img tiy get hold of his
temper? she wondered. Or had she finally caughtatianloss for words?

"l think you're a very strong, courageous persath @amvonderful mother,”
he replied finally. "I'm sure there have been ptesftmen who wanted to
marry you...though I'm not sure that any of thermaldchave been good
enough.” She had turned her head to avoid his gazdie leaned over and
twisted around, trying to catch her eye. "Does #mswer your question?"

"I guess...." Her voice trailed off. She felt agarlump in her throat and
thought for a moment she was going to cry. Sheddalown at her lap and
fiddled with the sash from her skirt. "That's nafeyou to say. Very nice,"
she replied quietly.

"It's the truth. But you're very welcome, anywalli$ dark gaze remained
fixed on her, studying her and making her feel & dalf-conscious.
"So...have there been many proposals?" he askaityfin

Georgia wanted to laugh, but Jackson looked s@ws®rialmost nervous,
waiting for her reply, that she didn't dare. Thethrwas that there hadn't
beenany marriage proposals because there hadn't been anyber life to
propose since Noah was born.



And while Georgia got lonely sometimes, she hadenooiless decided that
there probably wouldn't be any serious relatiorship her until Noah was
much older.

She tossed her head back and lightly shruggedhoeiiders. "Oh, dear, it's
just endless. Don't get me wrong. I'm usually Vitered. But it does get
to be a nuisance sometimes. Men are stopping ntaealime to propose
marriage, at the grocery story, the post officethia library, for heaven's
sake." She shook her head in amazement. "And Heza'te all the boxes of
candy. And all those roses," she added, soundiregbwith it all.

"Oh, yes. The candy and roses. How predictableckstm's wide warm
smile brought a glow to his handsome features. dw<jurning ember
sparked in Georgia's heart. "Some guys can bersogybhe commiserated.
"Now, I'd never send candy or roses to a womanyldkg" he assured her.

Georgia was tempted to ask whatvireuld send. Then she caught herself.
"I'm not interested in looking for a relationshipm" she said on a more
serious note. "And | probably won't be until Noahmuch older."

He didn't say anything for a while. She wondereawte was thinking, but
couldn't tell from his expression. Whatever it wakad made him first
smile...then frown. Then smile again.

Finally he looked at her again and said, "Asiderfioeing a great kid, I'm
starting to think your son is a genius. But you tralseady know that.”

"His teachers say he's gifted,” Georgia repliedtejul that he'd changed the
subject. "They're trying to do what they can fanhHe gets extra projects
and has already skipped a grade. But—" her voaietr off "—well, you
can see that it's a rather small town. The ressureee are limited."

He looked as if he was bursting to say something,carefully holding
back.

"Yes, | can see it must be...challenging for ydie"paused, and it appeared
to Georgia that he was thinking very carefully abehat he might say next.



"Well, a boy like that, with all he's got going foim, I'm sure he'll go to a
good college. He could easily get a scholarship.”

"l think so," Georgia nodded in agreement. "Thatlsat I'm hoping, at
least."

She noticed a wistful smile cross Jackson's rudgatiires. "You know,
Noah reminds me a lot of Will at that age. Evendlieglasses. Always had
his head in a book and had all these strange pétis ibedroom. We didn't
have Brain Quest growing up, but I'm sure Will wbbbve been a master at
it, just like Noah is."

"Yes, | can see the resemblance,” Georgia laugbleelglanced at him with
a teasing sparkle in her eye. "l guess I'm morsuaarabout what you were
like as a boy, Jackson. Did you get into fightgtos playground a lot?"

He looked at her and laughed, seeming surpriskdvatvell she could read
him already. "Yes, | had my share of scuffles, égg1 More than my share.
About half the time | was defending Will from geti picked on by some
bully," he recalled.

"I'm not surprised,"” Georgia admitted. "Seems yostill trying to protect
him."

"Well, we have more in common than you might thi@leorgia," Jackson
explained. "Will and I lost our mother, too, wher were just boys, and my
father wasn't a very loving man. Or a good fathemight add. He traveled
quite a bit on business. Or maybe that was jusikanse for avoiding us I've
never been sure. Anyway, I'm almost ten years dlugmn Will, and it was
basically left to me to raise him. | guess my prote feelings as an older
brother will never really fade away."

Georgia swallowed hard. It seemed that Jackson 'iMdenonly one who

needed a lesson in being less judgmental aboutgers. She empathized
with his story, and her heart ached for him—notyathle man who sat
beside her, but the hurting, angry, dark- hairgle Iboy she suddenly saw in
her mind's eye.



"Yes, | guess that's true.... Still, you seem ge $at my sister, Faith—or
any woman for that matter—could only be interestedill because of his
money. Certainly you realize that can't be trusibt only illogical, it's just
not fair."

His soft expression grew hard and closed againrgtecealized she'd hit a
nerve. Yet, she wasn't one bit sorry she'd askedjtiestion. His answer
seemed more important now than ever. Not just igane to Faith's
future...but maybe in regard to her own, she dare¢hdink.

"Maybe it isn't logical or fair,” he agreed in ght voice. "But life isn't a
game of checks and balances, Georgia. Love ismdyal 'fair.' | have my
reasons to be suspicious of women's motives wheanites to romance.
Excellent, logical reasons," he assured her, Ims tsing slightly.

Georgia looked away. He'd already described Wikligivete and
disillusioning love affairs. But Jackson probabigrdt realize that Will had
told her all about his brother's unhappy love affdlas he about to tell her
about himself, right now? Suddenly she didn't want to dredge up these
old memories. Memories of a heart that must haen painfully broken,
she guessed.

As much as she yearned to know the whole storynblehis suspicions and
fears, she decided to sidestep this tender spgthdsomeday he'd tell, she
thought. Someday when it didn't matter so much amwgm Then she

caught herself. When would that be, she wondered?

"You sound so convinced," she said finally. "I wanit dare try to change
your mind." She pulled a throw pillow into her lapd smoothed out the silk
covering. "Are you still determined to find therkaith and Will, | mean?"

Jackson looked surprised by her question. Thermjenly, confused. He
rubbed his face with his hand and sighed. "Yesy iv@nt to find them...
though I'm not sure what good it will do. From wlyatu've said, | expect
that they're married by now."

"Most likely," Georgia agreed with a secret, glegfuill. Her sister had
looked so divinely happy, just to hold Will's hardhd Will had looked the



same, gazing lovingly at Faith. Georgia knew thegrevmade for each
other. Even if Jackson did catch up with them, lstlesved it would take a
lot more than his formidable ire to diminish thatdk of love by one single
degree.

"l guess it's partly just foolish pride," he admdtfinally. "You see, | never
thought my brother would go to such lengths toretout of his life this
way."

Georgia was shocked by the statement. Was the sraft bf absolutely all
self-awareness? Still, she could see from his aspa that he honestly
loved his brother and truly did feel hurt. She wiastre what to say in reply.

"Well...when you find him, you ought to ask him abehat, | guess," she
advised.

She sighed and stretched her arms overhead. Geongén't remember the
last time she'd had such a long, personal convensatth anyone. Not even
her best friend, Maria.

"l think it's time for me to head upstairs."
"I'll help you," Jackson insisted, immediately mgifrom the couch.

Georgia knew she could make it on her own, in wsémail-like way, taking
the stairs one at a time in a sifting position. 8t thought she might as well
accept his assistance and get it over with. Whigectose contact of having
Jackson support her would be unnerving—to sayeaast+it would be far
faster than the other method. And less embarrassing

"All right, let's go," she agreed.

He carefully helped her up from the couch to aditajposition. With one
of his arms wrapped around her slender waist, aredad hers wrapped
around his back, they proceeded up the stairs, doam the hall to her
bedroom, like contestants in a three-legged race.



"I really should have carried you down the hallp@ga," he insisted. "You
don't weigh much at all.”

"Right. Tell me another one," she replied, embaeddy his compliment.

When they reached her bedroom, she switched ow dalmp on a night
table and then just about collapsed onto the bed.

"Do you need any help...getting undressed?" heaifeHis tone was very
quiet and mild, but there was no mistaking the mléahis dark eyes.

Georgia sat up abruptly. "Kind of you to offer, bahink | can take it from
here."

He laughed at her dismay. "You can't blame a guyrfang."

She couldn't blame him, not one bit. The truthhef thatter was that it was
hard to have him in her bedroom like this and kaepip on the romantic
images that now raced through her brain.

But the best defense was a good offense she'd sllnegrd, and Georgia
proceeded to take that advice."l hope you didr'tlye wrong impression
when | agreed to let you stay here and help ooks#e. 1 just want to make
one thing clear, while you're here. There won'tabg more... incidents
between us."

"Incidents?" he asked innocently. The corner ofviide mouth rose in a
sexy smile. "Oh, like in the bathroom, you mean?"

"You know exactly what | mean," she said firmly.

"Georgia, while | must admit that at times | finouycompletely irresistible,
we're both old enough to know that it takes twocteate an...incident.
Frankly, | think that you enjoyed kissing me as mas | enjoyed kissing
you."

She wanted to argue with him. She knew that if whated to hold her
ground in this discussion, she had to. And yeheasrouched down in front



of her and stared deeply into her eyes, she justinth deny the truth of his
accusation.

She had enjoyed kissing him. More than she wardeadimit. And she
would, if given half a chance, enjoy kissing hinaayg

She didn't answer and merely stared down at hedshdalded in her lap.
She sensed his face moving closer, and her hepgpathaip again.

"What's the matter, Georgia? Cat got your tongus?aHady with all the
answers, you seem pretty quiet all of sudden."

"l think you ought to go downstairs now, Jacksono@ night."
"Uh-uh." He shook his head in an emphatic no.

He was kneeling next to the bed now, with his ldrgeds planted on either
side of her thighs. Close enough to feel the héati® body, seeming
through the thin fabric of her clothing. Close eglotio inhale his scent, his
freshly washed hair, his warm skin. He was so th#dt they were
face-to-face, his lips just inches from her own.

"l want to give you a good-night kiss. | need teskiyou. The sooner the
better,” he implored in a husky voice laced withancy. "I'll stop whenever
you want me to," he promised. "All you have to d@sk me to."

Georgia's mouth went suddenly dry. The problem wase he got started,
she wasn't sure she'd have the willpower to askibistop.

She wasn't sure she'd even want him to.

Of course, he knew that as well as she did. Howdcbe not? She stared
deeply into his dark eyes and felt as if she'd gueed over heels, in a free
fall, plummeting down a long, dark tunnel. Like édidown the rabbit hole.
When she finally landed, she'd be in another wddddifferent from the
comfortable, well-ordered existence she'd alwaysamn



Then, without waiting for an answer, he cuppedfhee in his hands and
kissed her firmly on the mouth, a kiss that saidwasn't the type who
waited for permission.

She felt his fingers in her hair, his tongue tw@gqwith her own as her mouth
opened under his. The assault on her senses wasrgjutand complete.
Georgia raised her hands and gripped his strongldéie as a wave of
pleasure rocked her body, leaving her dazed an#l imats wake.

Then, just as quickly, he was up on his feet, gpdiown at her. Georgia felt
confused—and ambushed, as if a gift had been gilien,stripped from her

grasp.

"Good night, Georgia." He smiled, looking very smaugd satisfied, she
thought as he departed. "You call me if you negdreatp in the night.”

"This kind of help | can really daithout” she said quietly to his back.

Jackson closed the door, and she heard his seft, deickle. How was she
going to manage having him in close quarters fertixt few days?

Georgia dropped back on the bed and pulled a pilkwer her face.

Effectively muffled, she screamed in silent frustma. She suddenly wished
she'd never agreed to help Faith and Will withrthitie scheme. If she

didn't watch out, the last laugh was going to emdeing on her. Especially
if she didn't get Jackson out of her hoysento.

While she felt relieved to have some help gettirig town and taking care
of the chores around the house, tomorrow she'disarpveryone with a
dramatic recovery. He'd have no excuse to stayl@rger. Just one more
night of Jackson Bradshaw under her roof. She clasldthat long without
winding up in bed with him, Georgia assured herself

Couldn't she...?



Five

Georgia woke the next morning to bright sunshing #re smell of fresh
coffee. She followed the scent and found that imddeafelt considerably
better. "So far, so good," she murmured to heaelshe carefully limped
down the stairs.

As she passed by the side porch, she heard thd sbthre washer and dryer
running. Someone— Jackson, most likely—had alreattignded to the
laundry.

In the kitchen Jackson stood at the stove, cookangmbled eggs. His hair
was damp from his shower and he was dressed in clethes—his own
clothes apparently, a pair of faded, well-fittiegups that hung from his slim
hips like a magazine ad for masculine appeal, Gaodgcided. His
cotton-knit shirt looked incredibly soft, emphasigihis wide shoulders and
muscular arms. The color was distinctive, not qrete and not really what
she'd call burgundy. It was a shade of fabric peshiaest described as
simply... expensive, Georgia decided. Whateverdyoall it, it looked great
with his dark hair and eyes. The boat shoes offiekiswere appropriately
casual and sporty...if he were out on a friend'shiyan Newport, she
thought. She couldn't wait to take him to town, veh@9 percent of the men
would be wearing either cowboy boots or work bobtad anyone around
here even seen such shoes? she wondered.

He glanced at her briefly as she entered the rawirttzen dropped with a
sigh into the closest chair. He poured a mug ofeeoind set it down in
front of her.

"Cream and sugar?" he asked politely.

"Just black is fine," she replied, taking a tessiyy

"Hope you like strong coffee,” he said, turninglb#x his cooking.

Strong coffee and stubborn men had always beenvbakness. But she

didn't tell him that. The coffee was good. Mayberebetter than her own.
"Just the way | like it," was all she said.



"So far, so good, then." The toast popped, browwagxrfection. He placed
it on a dish, then slathered on some butter.

"Looks as if you got up early."

"With the birds. Saw a beautiful sunrise walking tumy car to pick up a
few things."

He'd hiked out to his car and back already? Now ¥es enterprising,
Georgia thought. And would explain the outfit.

"How about Noah, does he get a ride to school ke & bus?" Jackson
asked.

"A bus stops at the end of the drive at about palt seven." Georgia
checked the time. It was a little past six-thirty.

Noah soon appeared in the doorway, rubbing higgleges behind his
glasses. Jackson greeted him cheerfully as hedlsinethe eggs, then set
the toast, jelly and juice on the table.

"This looks good.” Noah took his seat and begaredb his breakfast.
Georgia watched, thinking that it was funny how $@m was never pleased
to see her scrambled eggs in the morning and alimaigted on cold cereal.

"l was thinking, Mom," he said thoughtfully as Heeeved, "maybe | ought
to stay home today from school to help you."

Her son gave her his sweet, innocent look and Gaérgew exactly what
he was up to. Anything to get a day off from school

"That's okay, Noah. Jackson will be here. You'lidalenty to do I'm sure
when he's gone.”

"How long are you going to stay?" Noah asked akstattook a seat next to
him.



"Oh...that depends on what the doctor tells youmitiohe answered,
glancing at Georgia. "A few days, | guess.”

"Cool." Noah jammed his mouth with a slice of toast
Jackson smiled at him, clearly pleased by the reggonse.

Georgia was pleased, too. She rarely dated and bemeght men home to
meet Noah. He had so little masculine influencaiglife, and it worried
her sometimes. She could see how, in just a soleyye Noah was trying to
soak up all the manly energy from Jackson hiselibtbdy could absorb.
Why, Georgia thought she even noticed Noah sittifgtle taller in his
chair, holding his knife and fork a little differdynas he mirrored Jackson's
every move.

Then she worried if this was indeed a good thidigwang Noah to get

attached to Jackson. He'd be here a few days, ankmows when they'd
see him again?

Noah will feel let down when he goes, she realiZed so will I....

"Can | get you anything else, Georgia?" Jacksdaas@ant voice cut into her
thoughts. "More toast maybe? You barely touched wggs. Would you

like me to fix them differently?"

"Uh, no, thanks," she said politely. "I'm just metry hungry this morning."

"How's your ankle? Does it hurt much this morning@"asked solicitously.

"It feels a lot better. And the swelling is dowslie answered, holding out
her leg for him to see. "But | guess | should s#é a doctor.”

"l insist,” Jackson replied. He stood up and bedearing off the table. "I'll
take you over as soon as you get dressed."

With Noah's help, Georgia climbed upstairs agashwaent into her room to
dress. As she stood in front of her closet, trymgdecide what to wear, she
heard Jackson on the phone downstairs, speakihg t@ntal car company



and taking care of his other personal business.k8b& he was making
some sacrifice in order to stay here with her, sinel certainly planned to
thank him. But she also planned to make it cleat tbhe neither
expected—nor wanted—his help beyond today.

She finally chose a long skirt again, a dark-blaed-peach floral pattern
which she wore with a peach tank top and a bundihadr bangles.

The peach color complemented her complexion, sloaigtht, feeling
pleased as she applied a dash of makeup and papkeer hairdo with her
fingertips. But she wasn't dressing up for Jacksbme, told herself. Not at
all. It was just easier to dress in a skirt for thector's exam. And she
planned to look in at the store and needed to pyokessional.

However, there was no doubt that Jackson was plewisie her appearance,
when she appeared a few minutes later in the likaogn. He was seated on
the rocking chair, reading a copy of the local neayer that was a few days
old. He suddenly sat up, staring at her. His ey@bnmse, his mouth hung
open. His swift glance took her in, from her darmopsied hair to the
low-heeled leather sandals on her feet.

"Wow, you look great,” he complimented her.

"l clean up well," she said modestly. She foundghese on the antique coat
rack in the foyer. "Ready to go?"

"If you are," he replied. He stepped toward her galantly opened the
door. "Shall | help you down the steps?" he offered

"l think | can make it," Georgia said, holding anthe porch rail. Jackson
quickly went to the bottom of the steps and waftacher. He was looking
her over again, she could just tell. It was flatigrin a way, but definitely
made her feel self-conscious.

"You do look very nice,” he said again as theyss@de by side in her truck.
The truck started up without a problem, and thegdied for the main road.



"Thank you." Georgia laughed. "But I'm afraid yaso far only seen me at
my worst, Jackson. Mostly, covered in mud."

"Well...I wouldn't say that...entirely,” he replieda thoughtful tone.

He was thinking of the bathroom...the slipping tbvigeorgia felt herself
blush and looked out the window. Well, he'd seenugh to have an
informed opinion, she had to grant him that much.

Jackson leaned over and switched on the radioomhyestations that came
in clearly played country-western and she doultedselection would be to
his taste. But he listened without commenting - wag or the other.

They were soon at the edge of town and arrivedhetdbctor's office.
Georgia allowed Jackson to lift her from the caliha truck, with his
hand around her waist and her hands firmly plaotetis shoulders. It
seemed an eternity before her feet touched thendras her body slowly
slid down against his, the trip leaving little toyane's imagination.

When it was finally over, she glanced away, gainig balance and
smoothing out her clothing. She didn't dare looklatkson, but she
sensed that he, too, was not entirely unmoved.hehed him take in a
sharp breath, then swallow hard as he fumbled t@piis sunglasses.

With a firm but impersonal grip on her elbow, hdpleel her into the

doctor's office. The receptionist, Flora Pottseted Georgia warmly and
inquired with concern about her injury, how shelcel during the storm
and about Noah's progress in school. Flora wasas éad very well

meaning, but a major league gossip, to be sure.

All the while Flora yammered, Georgia could see thger woman
curiously eyeing Jackson. She couldn't blame herwds an arresting
eyeful, seated in a plastic armchair, leafing tgfow worn issue of
Woodworker Magazine.Strangers were few and far between in
Sweetwater. Especially such handsome strangerstgi@eknew that
Flora would be interested in gathering as muchaticdut Georgia's escort
as possible...to be swiftly sent on the airwaves.



"So who's the fella?" Flora finally asked sotto @oc

"Just...Jackson. A friend," Georgia replied, trytngsound casual. "He was
passing through town during the storm and...suedriss."

Flora regarded Georgia skeptically, her gaze nardoas she picked up a
call. Georgia could tell she didn't quite beliete story. Georgia thought
she'd be off the hook, but Flora dispatched thiercquickly and returned to
her questioning.

"Nice of him to help you get over here and all,hwbur bad ankle.... Is he
staying long to help out?"

"Not very, no. | don't think so," Georgia shook head doubtfully.

Flora was about to make further inquiries, Geocgiald tell, when the door
to the exam room popped open and Dr. Sarah Oakelyased.

Saved by the bell, Georgia sighed silently.

Georgia liked Dr. Sarah and, more than that, r@speber. Since the
doctor's arrival in town a few years back, she 8atah had become good
friends, though their busy schedules didn't allowrhuch socializing.

Sarah's manner was quick and efficient. Her comsneigped and witty as
she performed her examination. "So, up on the tgaeous. My, what a
nice outfit. You look pretty good. For a sick parsbmean.”

"Thanks a bunch.” Georgia grunted as she leveresthiep on the table.
Sarah slipped off her sandal, took Georgia's et fn one hand and after
appraising the swelling, began to manipulate ib ¥80's the hunk in the

waiting room?" she inquired.

"Uh...ouch!" Georgia yelped as Sarah pulled tootéaone side. "What
hunk?" she replied blandly.



"That big guy, with the shoulders and a sort ofysattitude?" She gently
placed Georgia's foot back on the exam table amggbfed her kneecap.

"Oh...him. He's just my driver today. Nothing tonyoabout."

Sarah laughed at her. She rearranged Georgia'sigidéirt to discreetly
cover her leg again. "Okay. If you say so, dearsiWi had the blood
pressure meter on you right now—you're just abéiuhe charts.”

"Give me a break, Sarah." Georgia sat up and shmwkhead. "He's
just...some...some guy. He's my sister's fianclgler dorother, all right?
Does that answer all your questions?"

"Does it answer all of yours?" Sarah returned w&ittmnowing look.
Georgia rolled her eyes. "What's the prognosis,H2oetor?"

"Let's see, looks like you've sprained some ligamsedothing is broken or
torn, thank goodness. Alternate with cold packswadn soaks for the next
few days and keep it elevated,"” Sara concludedn'txeep this bandage on
while you sleep,"Sarah said, wrapping Georgia'deammka stretch support
bandage while she spoke, "and you can borrow tljisstable cane if you
need it,” she added, holding out an ugly metal rmdtethere any new
developments—especially with your new chauffeur+-cak anytime,
Georgia," Sarah offered cheerfully.

"Thank you, Doctor," Georgia fought to hold bacgran. Sarah helped her
down from the table and then to the exam room door.

Once she was out in the waiting room, Jackson tnat again. Georgia
glanced over her shoulder as they departed judimie to see Flora's
beaming smile and cheerful little wave farewellstjas her other hand
eagerly reached for the telephone.

"Well, where to now?" Jackson asked as he stapetiaeitruck again.



Georgia glanced at her watch. Within five minutesrgone in town would
be on the lookout for them, curious to see GeoRjime's handsome
stranger. She was already tired of answering quesibout Jackson, and
they'd only made one stop.

Of course, there was one safe place they coulddutieor a while. Her own
lovely shop.

"I'd like to drop in at my store for a while," shaswered. "My friend Maria
is taking over for me and I'm sure she has evergthinder control. But
since we're here, | might as well visit. It woake long," she promised him.

"Take as long as you like," he replied. He turnedlae directed and they
drove down the town's wide, quaint Main Street. ttiadly, I'm looking
forward to seeing your store.”

She wasn't sure why, but the admission made hexsyn&Vhile he knew
she was no longer a predatory threat to his brpthat still didn't negate the
mean-spirited comments he'd made about her busskélss

Still, she had always been very proud of the sMapst everyone who came
in found the place interesting and unique. She tsfmerg hours on the
displays, mixing the true antique pieces with quibkit valueless plain old
"stuff.”

It was never very crowded with shoppers, evenérstimmer, when tourists
sometimes wandered into town, following the traokls more than one
guidebook that listed the town of Sweetwater as$ pathe genuine Old
West. The shop was always quiet, cool and darky eaghe hottest summer
days. Georgia enjoyed sitting at her perch behimedlarge glass display
counter which was filled with antique jewelry pis@nd garage sale finds.
The long slow afternoons were the perfect time ¢okvwon her writing, and
she truly cherished her lack of customers.

But Jackson didn't know about her writing careamaly the mystery novel
she had published as M. G. Price. Georgia was Ieidlenname. Her real
name was actually Mildred, a well-kept secret. ABelorgia had thought
that in the mystery genre it might be better if tnghor name sounded



more... mysterious. Besides, the town of Sweetwats so smotheringly
small she felt the need to keep a low profile. €nr¢as such a common
surname, few people ever suspected a connecttalplee that she was the
book's author.

The advances on her books had been small, enoulgblgoout with her
finances, but certainly not enough to quit her @y, The first book,
published two years ago, had so far sold only agsbdumber of copies.
But her editor, a savvy, fast- talking young womamed Liz Dylan,
seemed very hopeful that the upcoming title woubdsdmething called
"break through." The advance reviews were so gangtomised that the
publisher would really push the title. Georgia aed not to get her hopes
up. Whether due to life experience or her basianeashe'd never been one
to fry her chickens before they hatched.

She wondered what Jackson would think about hdmgriWhile part of
her yearned to tell him about her publishing cedihe was also wary of
exposing this part of her life. If he brushed it, air made little of her
accomplishments, she knew she'd be terribly hie Isad not made any
real money from the two books she'd published soafad for all the
kindness he'd shown her these past two days, tststill how he judged
things—Ilooking at the bottom line, tallying up tthell, practical dollars and
cents. The realization made her even more reluttagisclose this tucked
away corner of her life to him.

When he clearly used money as a universal yardstiblt should he be so
offended when other people—namely women—did the esam him,
Georgia thought? Besides, did she even want tonge¢ involved with a
man who was so rigid thinking...so judgmental?

Getmoreinvolved? Georgia heard her mental brakes screegimalt. What
in the worldwasshe thinking?

As they cruised down Main Street, Jackson slowealdtoire the scenery.
You had to drive slowly in Sweetwater if you wantedsee anything,
Georgia reflected. Jackson had been right. Onezenaed you'd miss the
place entirely.



"This is a pretty little town," he said finally. lan see why you like it here
so much."”

It was polite of him to be so complimentary, bue dnew that he must
really think the place a hopeless backwater.

"It has its pluses and minuses," Georgia replidédst'like anyplace else. But
| grew up in a town like this, not far from herslie added, "so | suppose it
just feels comfortable to me."

"Yes, comfortable. That's a good word for it," laéds gazing with interest
out the driver's side window.

Georgia pointed out her shop, and he soon pulled and parked right in
front.

The dark-green awning that shaded the storefrodtthe swirling gold

letters on the plate-glass windows that read, "Giatr Attic" looked

particularly fine to her today. As Jackson cameuaddtoher side of the
truck, she took a moment to regard her shop witatquide.

However modest a place it was in inventory andifaboility, the enterprise
certainly was an achievement for a woman like Hgrshe reflected—a
person of little formal education and even lessneatic means. She was
proud of it. And had a right to be, she felt.

No matter what Jackson Bradshaw thought.

Maria Nunez greeted Georgia warmly, clucking owvarihjury like a doting
mother hen. "Poor Georgia. Oh, dear. Look at tloatith cane. You don't
really have to walk with that, do you?"

"Not as long as she has me around,” Jackson sHicavgrin.

"You ought to stick around for a while then,” Maaidvised. "She's a pretty
good cook, you know."

"Yes," Jackson nodded. "l know."



Georgia was leaning on his arm at the time and Helt cheeks grow
suddenly warm. She'd told Maria the basic factsualdackson yesterday
afternoon over the phone. Maria was her friendraostch gossip, so Georgia
felt safe telling her everything. Maria was a gisstret keeper. But she was
always trying to fix Georgia up with blind datesidanow was obviously
thrilled to see her friend thrown together with attractive, seemingly
unattached stranger.

Using the glass counter for support, Georgia stippgay from Jackson and
settled herself at her usual post on a high cusghiatool near the cash
register.

"So, how's business, Maria?" Georgia asked contiensdly.

Maria shrugged. "There was an older couple inrtfosning, looking at that
painted blue cupboard you have in the back thdrey Baid they'll be back,
but you never know."

"Oh...I know who you mean." Georgia nodded, lookupgfor a moment
from sorting a stack of receipts. "They're alwaysking and measuring.
But by the time they come back, we've always sbkl giece they were
looking at." She laughed and looked up again atidldMark my words,
the next item to be carried out that door will be painted blue cupboard.
And not by that couple, I'm sure of it."

While Georgia and Maria chatted about businessemsgtiackson strolled
around the shop, his hands dug in the front pockéthis jeans, his
handsome features transformed by a look of totalifation. Now and then
he'd stop to pick up and examine a piece of chslahing or some odd
collectible, like a handful of antique postcardo@ga kept in a big wicker
basket.

"Dear Mother, St. Louis is swell. Having a lovelyne. Hope your
gallstones are better. Love, Edna,™ he read alatida grin.

"Oh, boy. Don't get started,” Maria warned with ave of her hand. "I can
read those all day long. Makes you wonder aboupéuople, you know?"



Jackson nodded agreeably. "Yes, it does, doe8h'Hi¢ picked up a few
more and read them to himself with interest.

Georgia had actually thought he'd be bored in Hacepwithin a few
minutes. She was glad to see him enjoying himsedfso relaxed. While
she worked, she stole secret glances at him. Heetbso out of place
somehow in the setting. So...big and masculine gnibe lace-edged
shelves of bric-a-brac, the fringed lamp shadescapsks-stitched pillows. It
was amusing somehow to watch him roam about, darefaking in
everything with such a serious, thoughtful exp@ssi

She was almost finished looking through the mait ttad collected over the
past few days when she noticed Jackson sortingghra pile of books on
the back table. There was a stack of her own mystevels there, which
she sold along with some other titles, old and ngke wondered if he'd
notice her book and guess that she was the a®hemwaited quietly, barely
taking a breath while he went through the volumes.

"This any good?" he asked, waving a book at her.

She looked over at him. He'd chosen h&savenger's MoorOh...that
one?" Georgia asked vaguely. She suddenly wondesk@ should come
clean as the author.

"Have you read it?" Jackson persisted. He turnemldr, read the back
jacket, then leafed through a few pages.

Georgia nodded. It was hard, but she managed o tkexeexpression quite
neutral and returned to her mail. "It was prettpd® she said lightly. "If
you like mysteries."”

"l do," Jackson said firmly. He looked down at tiaok again. "I think I'll
take a copy. | can always use something extraao oa the plane.”

He walked up to the counter where Georgia sat @okl dut his wallet. Her
throat felt suddenly tight and dry, so dry she ddwdrdly speak. She waved
her hand at him. "Don't worry. That's on the hduse.



"Are you sure?" he asked politely.

"Of course. | want you to have it. Sort of a thagku gift,"” she added.
"Besides, | know the author. | get them for free.”

"Oh, in that case, thanks,"” Jackson said, cleaglgliig better about
accepting her present.

She knew in her heart she shouldn't have addedlate purposely
misleading, tidbit. But somehow she couldn't resist

While she wasn't vain in the least about her wgitsomewhere deep inside
it irked her that he clearly had never suspectaedoidbeing the book's
author.

Maria, who stood nearby with her feather dusteingover the same row of
teapots again and again as she eavesdropped, kedl ita the entire
exchange. Georgia saw Maria's eyes light up, batgstve her a quelling
look. Maria quickly got the message and clampedrheuth shut. She
continued her work, humming a random tune undebhesth.When it was
time to go, Georgia chose a stylish, polished mahggane with a carved
ivory handle from a ceramic umbrella stand of sitetms. She pulled off the
price tag and tossed her metal, medical-looking d@hind the counter.

"If | have to use one of these, it may as well swytstyle," she explained to
Maria and Jackson.

"And clearly, you're a woman with a very uniqudestyJackson remarked.

Maria's mouth twitched with an approving smile, bé didn't say a word,
Georgia noticed thankfully. As she gave Maria sotast-minute
instructions, Jackson offered his arm with a gemélely flourish, and they
headed back to the truck.



Six

Now that they'd visited the doctor and her shoporGi@ assumed that
Jackson would be eager to return to her housederdo call his office or
check his e-mail...or do whatever high-powered cafe attorneys do
when they're away from their power base.

But Jackson surprised her by asking to extend thiirin town. "Gee, I'm
hungry,” he said as left the shop. "Is there agfround here where we can
have lunch?"

"Of course. Good idea," Georgia felt hungry, to@ylde she was burning up
a lot enefgy, limping along all morning. Or maybevas the exhilaration of
hanging around with Jackson.

"But only if you let me treat,” she added in a firome."Come on, Georgia.
You already gave me the book," he reminded her.

"No, | mean it," she insisted. She crossed her awes her chest and stood
squarely facing him. "Otherwise, | won't go." ¢

"All right, all right."” He laughed at her determahexpression and reached
out to touch her shoulders, steadying her. "I'm aeaund here. | don't care
to make a scene on Main Street my first day," ik 8a if it really mattered.

"Good thinking," she advised. "It's a small toweople talk."

"So I've noticed," he said dryly. Which meant hestrhave overheard at a
least a small portion of her repartee with Flora.

Georgia felt embarrassed. Had she said anythialjtatmake him think she
had...romantic expectations? She racked her ixainshe was almost sure
she hadn't. And yet, men could get very wrong icgdemit such things. She
glanced over at him as they strolled slowly dowsgtreet, side by side, but
not quite touching.

Well, there was no help for it now. Besides, he l\ddne gone by tomorrow,
if she had her way. She was the one who wouldfbbéee, to weather any



scandalous fallout. She hoped that over lunch tiverdd be an appropriate
moment to let him know she wanted him to leavedoydrrow.

When they entered the Sweetwater Cafe, Georgialfeftyes upon them.
Little wonder, since she knew all the staff and plsout all the customers.

People weren't exactly gawking. She had to giventeeme credit. But just
about everyone took a quick glance at the dootexk out the stranger
walking at Georgia's side.

Then, as they walked slowly toward an empty talplénle window, Georgia
was greeted again and again by interested acqunaegavho wanted to
know how she'd come to be walking with a limp anthae. They offered
their good wishes for her speedy recovery and somiktested home
remedies, such as laying slices of raw potato omhlke to bring down the
swelling, or soaking her foot in tomato juice te@sg up the healing.

Georgia politely thanked her friends, but felt egkd when they finally
reached their table. "I've heard of soaking yowrdhim tomato juice if you
have a hangover, but never thought it would hedprained ankle."

"Oh, that was old Mrs. Cobbs. She gets a littlefused sometimes. | think
she thought | said | was sprayed by a skunk."

"Well, that at least makes some sense," Jacksdwat a laugh. "Tell me,
is everybody always this friendly? Or were theyt fusting so interested in
your welfare because you're with a stranger today?"

"Well, they're probably busting to know who you .aiut they're all
genuinely nice folks around here."

"Well, you're certainly the popular one,” he reglié¢'Have you ever
considered running for mayor? | think you'd be aacs, a longtime
resident and prominent businesswoman."

Georgia smiled. She knew he was only teasing hatr,itbwas a nice
compliment all the same. "Maybe when Noah's &ldttler and | have more
time."



"You shouldn't put off too many things until Noalotder, Georgia,"

Jackson advised. He still spoke in a teasing tboe his expression was
quite serious. "You don't want to wake up one nmggrand find life has

passed you by."

She knew he was thinking of her comment the nigfdite, when she'd said
she wasn't looking for romance until Noah was olidhnile there was some
truth to his advice, she certainly didn't want targue that line of
conversation right now.

Nina, the lunch shift waitress, soon appeared. Ithlebeorgia. What
happened to the leg?"

"Slipped in the mud,"” Georgia explained brieflyll'have the usual,” she
added. "And a lemonade, thanks."

Nina scribbled down the order. "What about you,tnef" she asked
Jackson.

He stared at Georgia, his eyebrows slightly lift#db... menus?"

Georgia shrugged, and Nina laughed and gave Jdskdwulder a friendly
pat. "I can see he's from out of town all rightie$hoved her pencil and pad
in her pocket and left the table. "I'll be backaifew to get your order. Don't
rush yourself."

"They don't have menus here. It's just what's ughenboard,” Georgia
explained, pointing to a small chalkboard proppedh® counter.

Jackson sat up and squinted at the writing. "tf$ of blurry. | can barely
read it from here."

Georgia was sure no one had changed the lettesmgefirs. Maybe since
the diner's last owner. Everyone who came here khewfferings by heart,
it seemed.



"Don't get up. I'll tell you what it says," she dohim. And she did, in
alphabetical order, starting at the barbecued baerflwich platter all the
way to the tuna salad.

"...which | don't recommend, by the way," she add€&te cook puts sweet
relish in it. It always gives me heartburn.”

"You knew that entire list by memory? That's quéefeat,” Jackson
remarked.

Georgia didn't understand why he was so impres$egou lived here as
long as | have, you'd know it, too."

"How's the food in here, anyway? Is it any good?"

"That depends," Georgia replied.

"On what?" he persisted.

"On what you'd call good, | guess," she said withugh.

As for Jackson, a gourmet meal at a four-star vestd, with several
courses and a vintage wine to accompany each comaseprobably what
he'd call good. She wondered if he'd find the hmbgional cuisine of the

Sweetwater Cafe even edible. It would be intergsiirwatch, at any rate.

The waitress appeared again, pencil poised andy.redlde looked at
Jackson. "So, what'll it be?"

He frowned, giving careful consideration to hisiceo"l'll have...whatever
she's having," he said finally, pointing to Georgia

"All right, honey," Nina said agreeably. "Soundsoddo me." She quickly
trotted off and left Georgia quietly laughing.

"What's so funny?" Jackson asked her.



"You don't even know what | asked for. Why, | coblave ordered...l don't
know...armadillo loaf for all you know."

"Is that dish one of the specials? | don't recail ynentioning it."

"You'll have to wait to find out,” she teased him.

"Good, you know how I like surprises."

Georgia stared at him wide-eyed. She hadn't knamwnfor two full days,
but if there was one thing about Jackson she caydor sure, it was that he
most definitely dichotlike surprises.

"Really? Since when?"

"Since...this morning, | think," he said, his darows drawn together as he
mused over the question. "Or maybe it all starkedrtight before last and
just crept up on me."

Georgia felt herself smiling, but tried not to shibw

He was flirting with her. She pretended not to cetbut it was clear as day.
She pulled her gaze away from his and looked dawheatable, studying
the paper place mat with its cartoon map of Telasghe'd seen a thousand
times or more.

"What's so funny?" he asked.

"Nothing." She shook her head and stared at thelown The street was
quiet. She could see the town square, which loskedy and cool, despite
the midday heat.

When she finally looked up, he was still smilinghat.

Not the teasing or challenging grin she had alrdssjome accustomed to
seeing. Not even a flirtatious smile. Well, notliygaJust an open, warm

look, like a light shining out and pouring down legr, making her feel...just
so completely happy.



And for no good reason at all, she realized, siiback at him the same
way.

But he couldn't stay. She couldn't let him. She kadell him. If not
Nnow...soon.

"Two lemonades. Two burgers, medium rare, letttam®ato and pickle on
the side,"” Nina said quickly, dealing out the dsh&etchup's on the
table.... Oh, and here's some barbecue sauce nithsy Georgia, on the
side the way you like it."

Georgia thanked Nina, but decided to forgo the rsgauce for obvious
reasons. She quickly fixed her hamburger and dattivo. As she raised a
piece to take a bite, she noticed Jackson eyesglaie warily.
"This isn't...the armadillo, right?" he nearly wiesed. "Right?"

She shook her head. It was hard not to laugh vethrtouth full. "I was only
teasing you."

"I knew you were joking," he sternly insisted. "asvjoking, too."

He picked up the ketchup bottle and doused his dsuriipen, relaxing
against the seat cushion, took a big bite.

Sure, he knew all along, Georgia thought with aetegrin.

After their burgers, they each ordered a sliceief @eorgia had the lemon
boomerang meringue and Jackson, the chocolate aleseim, for which
the cafe was famous.

As his first bite of pie hit his palate, Jacksonseld his eyes in complete
rapture. "My God...this is unbelievably delicioukg declared. "Here, have
a taste," he insisted, holding a forkful out to.her

While Georgia had often indulged in the chocolatsam dream and knew
well the taste sensation, the temptation of Jacksaffering was just too



hard to resist. She opened her lips and met hie gazhe fed her the
delicious mouthful.

"Hmm." She gave out a deep sigh of pure sensuatkpte, and she could
see the echoing satisfaction in his expressioreasdariously shared in her
enjoyment.

Georgia closed her eyes, quickly swallowed, thekdéd down at her own
plate. She felt a lump stuck in her throat...angasn't the pie.

Being spoonfed chocolate cream pie by Jackson Beadsvas almost as
good as sex, she had to admit...and as close ags®ver going to get to it,
she cautioned herself.

"That was good," she said lightly.

"It was good for me," he said quietly. He met hazgyand held it and there
was no mistaking his meaning.

Georgia finally managed to look away. She tookpmdfi her lemonade,
though it didn't do much to cool off her rising fgeenature. She carefully
avoided Jackson's gaze and looked around the oaflliha. When she
finally saw the waitress, she signaled that theseweady for their check.

Once they were back in the truck, Georgia suggesiey return home, in
case Jackson needed to attend to business. Beheed in no hurry to
make contact with the world beyond Sweetwater akéd for a tour of the
local sights.

Georgia was again surprised at his lack of urgelnetyshe was quite proud
of her town and happy to show him around. Theytetlawith the historic
town square, and she pointed out the old jailh@mskea small, rather lowly
looking wooden structure that had once been the saloon, where it was
said the legendary bank robber Jessie James haedsgafight at a card
game that had ended in a shoot-out right on Maiee&tThere were some
other points of interest, the old First Church anguaint old hall were the
local cattleman's association had been meetinthélast hundred years or
so and, of course, the General Store.



When they passed Georgia's shop again, Jacksorsldowen to take a
long, lingering look at it. "You've got a nice péathere," he said with
sincere admiration. "It's very ...unique."

"Thanks," Georgia replied with a nod. "That's ekaetat I've been aiming
for."

"How did you come to start it up?" he asked curiypus

"l was living in New Orleans with Noah, near my akHen. It's a beautiful

town. But | wasn't really happy in the city. It jugasn't for me. Then my
aunt learned that she'd inherited this buildingrfra distant relation, a
second cousin or something,” Georgia explained. t@fee out together to
look at it. The long lost cousin had a thrift shiopre, and Aunt Ellen

inherited the place lock, stock and barrel. Whitewere sorting through the
inventory—piles of junk, mostly—I had so many iddas the place, my

aunt suggested | move out here and try my hangeabuasiness. So | did,"
Georgia concluded with a shrug.

"And how long ago was that?"
"Oh, gee...I'm not sure. I'd say six years at lddsah was just about two."

"You moved out here on your own with a two- yeai-tlaby, without
knowing a soul in town? How old were you then?" Sloald see him
silently calculating.

"Nineteen. Maybe twenty,” she replied. "But | wased to being on my
own. It was a great opportunity for me, when yoostder the alternatives.”

"Which were?"

"Waiting tables, working as a short-order cook, aoieg houses,
supermarket check-out girl, dog groomer, salekgcker.well, you name a
crummy job and | did it." The breeze from the omendow had stirred up
her hair, and she pushed a thick lock of it bacthwer hand. "Are you
kidding—the chance to have my own business wasdikeiracle to me.
And having the shop solved the daycare problentlyogt first we lived in



a little apartment right over the store. If he vapping, I'd have him up
there with a baby monitor, and when he was awakagdlla little play space
for him in the back of the store."

Jackson took his eyes off the road briefly to ladker.
"Very resourceful. | admire that," he added thofught
Georgia shrugged. "Guess | just had to be."”

Suddenly Georgia noticed that it was already twuortyt. "Speaking of
Noah," she said, "we'd better hurry home. Schodll et out in a few
minutes, and I'd like to make it back home befbeehius."

Once Georgia mentioned the situation, Jackson wasetned about Noah
coming home to an empty house and insisted onndyia the school to pick

him up. It was not really out of their way, and ythaulled up to Noah's

school just as the children were being releasedrdgi® leaned over

Jackson's arm and honked the horn when she sasohesind he soon came
running. He looked delighted to see them and tgdiéng a special ride

home.

"Hi, pal. Hop in," Jackson greeted him.

Georgia squeezed over to make room for Noah andeated thigh to thigh

with Jackson. The contact of his hard, musculardéding against hers was
unnerving, and she could hardly focus on Noah'#@&has he described his
day in school.

"...then Bucky Keller pushed Mike Geary and he feltkward, right into

the trash can, and he got stuck in it with his k&gsking out, and everyone
was laughing cause Mrs. Basset could hardly puti but and then they
both got sent to the principal’s office,” he coned excitedly.

"Wow, sounds like quite a day," Jackson commented.

"Really, honey?" Georgia asked distractedly. Hadsoa just told her he'd
been sent to the principal's office? Impossible...



"Yeah, it was really something. Mrs. Basset's gjohall red and splotchy
looking and she had to sit down and fan herset tie Spanish workbook,"
he added with glee. "It sure is hot this afterndavish we could go down to
the creek for a swim."

"Is there a place to go swimming nearby?" Jacks@edwith interest.

"There's a good swimming spot on a Shelton's Cne¢koo far from here,"
Georgia explained. "It's not much, but it's wet@gioto cool you off on a
hot day."

"Can't we go today, Mom? Please? It'll be real tagtd cold after all the
rain.”

"Can't we go, Mom? Please?" Jackson echoed in ranatg imitation of
Noah.

Georgia laughed. "Why not? Let's stop back homegeicur things. I'll
pack a picnic for supper.”

"A picnic? Gee, | can't remember the last time s§wa a picnic," Jackson
said, sounding enthralled by the idea.

"Well, it won't be anything fancy. Just sandwichésjuess,” Georgia
replied, taking a quick mental inventory of herigrator.

"Sounds fine to me." Jackson shrugged. "As longea®'s no armadillo loaf
involved," he added with a sly smile.

"Not likely, no," she assured him.

The creek was the perfect place to end the dayrgizedecided once they
were settled. She couldn't swim because of heeabkit enjoyed resting in
the cool shade while Jackson and Noah swam anceglayound in the
water.

It was touching to see Noah with a man like Jack<dlearly her boy
yearned for male bonding. There was simply a aesay a father would



play and relate to a son that Georgia knew shedaoeNer duplicate. Was
Noah really better off without her having a marher life? she wondered.
Had she held back from romantic involvement ouraé consideration for
her son—or simply due to her own fears of beingrodied and dominated
by someone?

It was dusk when they finally headed for home.Nsaihbetween them, his
head finally drooping down to rest on Jackson'satfrshoulder. When
Georgia made a move to rearrange him, Jackson diiediead. "Let him

be. He's not bothering me."

Once back in the house, Jackson helped Noah wgnitaabnd Georgia slowly
followed. Noah was so sleepy it took both of thengeét him undressed and
under the covers. The exercise and excitementikedl im out, and she
knew he would sleep like a rock.

When he was all tucked in and the light turned &€orgia bent and
dropped a kiss on his soft cheek. Then, to hersarplackson did the same.

Georgia left the room first, and Jackson follow@dt in the hallway she felt
her heartbeat quicken at the prospect of sayingl-gaght. She was torn
between turning toward him and hobbling quicklyoirfter room like a
scared, slightly lame rabbit.

"Thank you for a great day, Georgia," he said dyiét can't remember
when | had so much fun.”

"Thanks for staying on and helping us," she replied

"To the contrary, | think you and Noah are the oteisg the helping,” he
said.

He did look as if he'd truly had fun. He lookeddifferent from the other
night, when he'd barreled through her door, randing raving. After a few
days stuck in Sweetwater, he'd gone from uptigrdtei and totally
cantankerous, to calm, relaxed and practicallyefoae. The deep, harsh
lines around his mouth and brow had softened, daadnaturally dark
complexion looked sun kissed from his day outdoors.



When he smiled down at her, a lock of his thickkdzir falling across his
forehead, he looked positively ... boyish. AltogathGeorgia thought, day
by day he was looking better and better....

She caught herself, feeling drawn toward him, abyifsome magical,
mystical magnetic field that pulled her supple badwards his. She
swallowed hard and forced herself to look away flusdark gaze. If she
didn't look into his eyes, then maybe...

"Good night, Georgia," he leaned toward her, aredfsh his strong hands
grip her shoulders as his seeking lips found her.ow

She started to speak, to ask him not to kiss hdrater a moment's contact
of his warm mouth on her own, she gave up and adbkerself to kiss him
back, to drink deeply of his sweet, tender assault.

It was absolutely lovely.

As enchanting, warm and languorous as their dasthey had been. She felt
his hands slide down her arms and rest on her waudling her closer.
Georgia moved toward him willingly, melting intoshstrong embrace. As
his lips continued to work their magic on her sensée slid her hands up
his hard chest.

"Georgia, sweet Georgia... Can't | just hold ydor.a little while?" he
whispered against her hair.

The suggestion brought Georgia to her senses, aitelwner warning bells
sounded, she remained unable to pull herself amsay him. The wonderful
feeling that had seeped into her limbs kept hesecto him, clinging to him.

She tried to formulate a sensible, abrupt reply, s soft, warm kisses
moving from her hair down her throat, were far tddstracting.
"Jackson...we can't...| can't..." she mumbled.

"Hmm, your skin smells so wonderful," he whispendd head had moved
lower, and she felt his warm lips following the lawt neckline of her
T-shirt. He deftly slipped down the shoulders arsddéd the soft, sensitive



skin exposed at the top of her strapless bra. "Hyom taste good, too," he
whispered as his tongue dipped lower.

"Jackson, please..." Georgia sighed with her egaesezed shut.

She felt light-headed and breathless. The tendsawuétsof his lips and
tongue had just about robbed her of all will tahtigHis hands moved up
from her waist to cup her breasts, his large thupiteding her hardened
nipples through the silky fabric of her bra. As wa\of pleasure skittered
through her body, Georgia felt her knees turn tty jgnd found herself
clinging to his broad shoulders for support.

"Please stop...or please continue?" he whispemedsing a hot, wet kiss
between her breasts.

"Just...please..." she sighed, unable to admitrhash she wanted him, too.
Feeling overwhelmed, she dropped her head anddoheieface in his dark
hair.

Jackson laughed, and she felt his breath againstkimg exciting her even
further. "I do want to please you. Please you iergwvay," he finally
answered in a voice harsh with longing. He stoodgemtly pulled up the
shoulder straps of her shirt and stared down at'hesmant to take you into
the bedroom now, Georgia. If you don't want mgust say so."

Georgia couldn't speak. Neither could she look afn@y his deep, soulful
gaze. She couldn't recall ever wanting a man ni@e $he wanted Jackson.
But more than just physical longing or attractiofewever powerful it was
between them—there was something about this mantthehed her,
moved her, deep inside. Maybe in a place wherel steer been moved
before, by any man. And while she might be ablketéo him and pretend
she could resist her physical attraction to himemwhe looked at her this
way, she felt as if they were two souls laid bamad pretense was
impossible. He saw the truth in her eyes and itngekso futile to pretend
otherwise.

This was not the great romance she'd waited fooy@se told herself. It was
a one-time "thing"—a cosmic collision of two comjgl®pposites that just



sort of...happened to her. Still, she wanted taoxkmiat it was to make love
to Jackson and have him make love to her. She deedaow that, to have
that experience, even just this once, she realmeshe'd spend the rest of
her life wondering. And regretting.

Still, she could hardly find the words to expreBsre tumult of feelings
within. She reached up and cupped his face in&ed$) then on her tiptoes,
kissed him squarely on the mouth. He tasted so,gmgerfect. Perfect for
me, she thought.

He seemed surprised at first...then quickly retdimer kiss with a powerful
surge of ardor. As his arms wrapped tightly arotied and she felt his
strength and hunger for her, Georgia felt any limgedoubts or hesitation
melt away.

Before she could protest, Jackson swept her upsiarms and carried her
down the hall, into her bedroom. Once inside, hehse softly on the bed
and closed the door. Wordlessly, she opened hes &nmhim and he
stretched out beside her.

He pressed his mouth to hers, softly at first, iatt in a questioning, or

hesitant way, more as if he was savoring everyatems the taste and feel
of her lips touching his, like a rare treat he'éreraving and had gone too
long without.

"Ahh, Georgia...you drive me crazy,"” he admitted aotong, deep sigh.
Georgia pressed her lips to his again and wounchitmes around his body,
pressing her throbbing breasts against his solidscolar -chest. His
exploring mouth swept over hers with a surge ofsjggs The more he
demanded, the more she gave, answering and antgjgas every move.
Her lips parted and her tongue entwined with hisiisilent dance that
heightened the senses and raised the heat betherareten higher.

Georgia's long legs twined with Jackson's, herisgdkands slipping under
his shirt to stroke and caress his muscular baek.ki$ses moved lower,
across his strong jaw and down the column of he&n®he inhaled the pure
masculine scent of his skin, the tip of her tonfljeking out to tantalize him
and savor his warm, salty flavor.



Jackson moaned with pleasure, shifting so thabbdy covered hers. He
settled himself on top of her with a deep, hungsskit felt so good, so
perfect, to hold him this close. As he kissed het kissed her, his hands
roamed over her, inch by inch, smoothing away bprand bra, gliding

down her thighs and then up again, under the #donid of her long skirt,

which was suddenly and effectively slid down hesle

He stared down at her a moment, her body neargy/tiielow him. His black
eyes glittered with passion as he took in the sojtiter, naked except for
her scant lace underpants. Her soft blond curiaddhher face like a golden
halo. He lifted a hand and skimmed the creamy wadkie on her shoulders
and bare breasts. Her dark nipples grew instaatly, taching under his
reverent touch and intense gaze. She may havedsglbad, she wasn't
sure. She closed her eyes, her body arching upstdas, seeking his hard,
pulsing heat.

Holding her breasts in both hands, he said, "Y@uadrsolutely gorgeous,
Georgia." Then he dipped his head and sucked artentpple. Georgia

shivered with the sudden, intense erotic contaet. bddy rippled with the

shock, as if struck by lightening—a special kindtthrought only the most
intense sensual pleasure in its wake. Georgia edvil the satisfying

sensations as his tongue swirled lazily aroundithef one breast and then
the other. Wave upon feverish wave simmered thrdwgghlimbs and she
felt the honeyed heat gathering at the core ofAenanhood.

Her hands kneaded the hard muscles of his backrawved down to the
waistband of his jeans. She slipped her hand betvileeir bodies and
managed to unhook his belt and pull down the zigmehis pants. As her
palm covered his rock-hard manhood, she felt lasboidy shudder in her
arms. Her hand glided slowly into his underwear sinel smoothly stroked
his hard shaft. Jackson suddenly snagged her hatie bvrist and lifted his
head. When she looked up at him, hovering above liereyes were
smouldering, his expression as serious as shefceea it.

"Georgia, | want you so much, I'm about to explddsant you more than
I've ever wanted any woman in my entire life...t Boeed to be sure this is
what you want, t0o0."



The doubts that had earlier clouded her mind hasegmed to matter when
measured against her desire. She'd simply neveted/do make love to a
man so much in all her life—and knew that she'denésel the same again.
If this was a one-time thing, then she'd grab tadlavhat life offered her,
here and now, and gladly suffer the consequentes Bhe had to make
love with him there was no question and she'd sawar cherish every
second in his arms.

"I want you, too. So much," she answered quietly.h&r hand began to
glide in smooth massaging circles over his thropbimanhood, she kissed
his mouth. "Don't make me wait a second longer...."

Jackson answered by pressing a hard kiss on hemogpeth, then sitting up

abruptly to shed his shirt, pants and underweaor@a turned her head to
secretly admire him. In the shadowy light thaefiéid through the bedroom
windows, his naked body was surely a splendid sgjte thought. Her gaze
swiftly roamed over his impressive physique, higdar shoulders and
muscular chest, covered with dark hair that taperexda fine line over his

flat abdomen. Seconds later, he was close agaifinigiers hooking into her
underwear and slipping them down her legs.

Her arms went around him instantly as he settletbprof her again. She
kissed him deeply as he fitted himself betweerdreg legs, finally slipping

slowly inside of her. Georgia gasped at the firgick of their joining and

gripped his shoulders tight.

"Are you okay?" Jackson whispered in her ear.

"Sure...of course," she whispered back. "l guésgust been...a long time
for me," she admitted.

He kissed her hair and cheek, pressing his chaekher neck. "I thought
that was the case, from things you've told me."

"Sorry," she said, though she wasn't sure why skeapologizing. Maybe
because she'd wanted to be the perfect lover far.hand that was not
turning out to be.



But his reaction was nothing like she'd expected.ditjhed deeply and
pressed his cheek into her hair. Then he liftecheesd and stared down at
her. "Georgia, you don't know much about men if ybink that I'm
anything less than thrilled to discover, that dfthé possible lovers you
could have chosen, you've picked me."

She didn't know what to say. She stared up at feieting her wide eyes get
a little teary. "1 did pick you...only you," sheidatouching his face with her
hand.

"We'll go slow and easy," he promised. "As smoaisik. | want this to be
perfect for you."

She relaxed beneath him and released a long, deathb"It already is,"
she whispered.

She heard—and even felt—his soft laugh deep wibkishe slowly closed

her eyes and gave herself over, body and soligtavbndrous sensations of
being joined with him. Her arms circled his baclddrer legs wrapped

around his lean hips. She kissed him deeply amidwed within her. She

felt the suppressed power in his passion-filledytatl sensed his masterful
effort at self control as he set a slow, tantajzinythm. Georgia matched
each powerful thrust of his hips, in a slow sengiaice that filled the

aching need deep within her.

Then the tempo of their movements quickened andiedhieerself surrender
to the mysterious power he had over her. As Jatkdmard body drove
deeper and faster, Georgia felt herself rockedroncgan of desire. Wave
after wave of heat tumbled over her, bringing sepsensations she'd never
experienced in the arms of a lover. She felt helybueld with his, and she
felt herself cleave to him, their rhythm growinglder, and fiercer. As she
surrendered herself totally to his powerful thruemtsl her own deep need,
the pleasure grew so intense, so sweet and aathe sme, so agonizingly
sharp. She yearned for release, yet wished it aguiloin forever.

Finally, she felt herself shatter in his arms, ass¢ion sharp and sweet, as
she cried out in ecstasy. Her body trembled anghedssed her face into the
crook of Jackson's broad shoulder. The peak ofspleawas intense and



prolonged, a white-hot dagger of light, flashingotigh her, leaving her
trembling with pleasure again and again in its wake

"Stay with me, sweetheart,” Jackson urged hetinsky growl. She felt his
hands grip her hips as he pushed her still higleedrove himself into her,
lifting to an unimagined realm of pure, etherliles®&asy. Her body clenched
around him in the very most intimate grip, untihdlly, she sensed, he
couldn't hold back any longer. He moved and movedinvher, exploding
with a fierce, passionate cry as he hit the tamd.tappled over.

He fell heavily against her, the limp, exhaustedgie of his body a
pressure that felt so satisfying, as was his deapl@f satisfaction against
her cheek. He murmured her name over and over agaia raspy
whisper—and a dazed and amazed tone. So sweelisgly.

Georgia closed her eyes, her hands gliding up anehdhis back, thrilling to
the feel of his smooth, warm skin. Had anyone evade love with her like
that...or said her name, just that way? If they, ibd memory was now
totally eclipsed by this moment, and this man.

In a day or two, Jackson would be gone, leavindifeeas swiftly as he had
appeared, a shooting star that had streaked absysdark lonely days,
bringing a dazzling flash of passion and desirbatt happened so quickly,
it was hard to believe it was real...not simply gimed.

He was not the ideal partner she had dreamed ofaeiphe was practically
the opposite in every way. And yet, she knew noat tl the warring
feelings of attraction and disdain that had simmienside of her, all the
arguments and squabbles they'd had ever sincdatieftil moment when
they'd first met, had all been leading to one, pgerering conclusion.

She knew now what she felt for him exactly.

She loved him.

It was that simple... and that complex.

And even more bittersweet and impossible.



After a day or two, she'd probably never see himirag-or see him so
rarely, it wouldn't really matter. But she knew ndalat he was "The
One"—the one she'd been looking for all her lif@ngciously or
unconsciously. Her perfect fit, her opposite numbtar ultimate—though
most unlikely—soul mate. And though he most dediyidid not see her in
the same way, she knew now that Jackson Bradshavwh&anly man who
would ever touch her heart in this profound andaskable way.



Seven

The next morning, Georgia again woke to the snfatbffee. Pleasant, she
thought. Jackson again. So thoughtful...

She pulled the sheet up over her head for a setGuodd heavens, | didn't
really...did 1?" she whispered to herself. But theheveled linens on the
other side of the bed assured her that the memages of herself and
Jackson in a steamy, torrid embrace was no fanksyream.

How in the world was she going to face him? Evesjuathing he'd first
thought about her, he was probably thinking waséadtrue. She wondered
if he now suspected that she'd made love to hinauser she wanted his
money.

No, he wouldn't think that, she assured herself.

Not after the way they'd made love last night. Axedhad been an amazing
lover and shown her exceptional tenderness andpas&till, he hadn't said
much. Neither of them had done much talking, aseballed. There really
hadn't seemed to be any reason to, Georgia theuttha blush.

Now that she had faced her deep and profound teefor him—feelings
she was sure he did not return—Georgia felt evereraakward and self-
conscious.

She got out of bed and headed straight for the shdwer ankle only gave
her a twinge or two as she walked down the hallatNevas already
downstairs, she noticed, glancing into his emptyrbem. His presence at
the breakfast table would make things easier for Rer both of them,

probably.

And once Noah was gone, they'd have a talk, shenipeal herself. A
long-overdue talk.



By the time Georgia showered and dressed, she dame to find Noah
ready for his bus. Jackson had even packed hisilunc

When she entered the kitchen, the two were appgrsaying goodbye.

And not just the see-you- later variety. As shiehed to their conversation,
it was quickly apparent to Georgia that Jacksonrmed to leave for New
York that morning and had already told Noah.

As much as her rational mind wanted Jackson gdwenéws hit her as a
shock. Especially after last night.

Noah seemed disappointed but resigned to the sdru&eorgia could see
that he was trying his best to act very grown-ug sranly about the news.
Her heart went out to him.

"...and when 1 get my computer | can e-mail youhaltime, Jackson," she
heard Noah say. "That'll be cool, right?"

"Totally,” Jackson agreed with a sage nod of hiadhé¢When are you
getting a computer?"

"Uh, well...Mom says she's saving up and we migttoge for Christmas,"
Noah explained, somewhat less enthusiastically.

"Oh, | see," Jackson nodded. "Well, phone callgusias nice," he assured
Noah. "Even nicer, if you ask me."

"l guess," Noah said.

Jackson gazed at Noah and rubbed his cheek withahid, which Georgia
was beginning to recognize as his thinking gestifiat was he thinking
about? How poor she was? How smart it was of higetoaway from her
and her charming son as soon as he could?

"Maybe you'll come and see me sometime in New Y@kuld you like
that?" Jackson asked Noabh.

"Visit you, in New York? Awesome!" Noah answered.



More than awesome, Georgia thought. Try totallyosgible.

She felt her temper shoot up past the boiling pdintas one thing to get
close to her, knowing there was no future in iteffvere adults, and she
fully expected to take her lumps.

But to mislead Noah, pretending that they woulg stdouch and even visit
someday ...well, that struck Georgia as simply Icrliben she caught
herself from overreacting. Maybe Jackson was just oof those people
who had trouble saying goodbye and felt obligatedotetend that the
relationship would continue, even when they knewatild not. It was hard
to be harshly honest about such matters with dmlgespecially a little guy
like Noah.

"Hey, everybody. Good morning,” Georgia called oudurposely
interrupting their conversation. She smiled at ken, then looked at
Jackson. His look was at first warm and welcomitiggn she saw his
expression change as he read the distress signads eyes.

"How's your ankle, Georgia?" Jackson asked.
"Fine. Hardly hurts at all," she lied. She hadmédssded up today and was
wearing loose khaki shorts, a striped T-shirt areh&ers. She poured a mug

of coffee, but remained standing by the counteshassipped it.

"Heh, Mom, Jackson has to leave today. He's getragrgency in his office.
Did you know?"

"That's news to me," she said lightly. She lookedackson. He met her
gaze for a moment, then looked away, seeming eensed. Well, you
should be, she thought.

"Sounds serious," she added.

"It is," he assured her. "Quite serious."

And quite convenient, Georgia thought. More like emergency alarm
sounded in his bachelor panic system.



Then she stopped herself from further harsh thaughout Jackson. She
knew full well that last night was a one-time adwea, not the start of
something...serious. Perhaps his leaving quickly alfor the best. For her
and Noah.

"A complicated problem has come up with one of mgstmimportant
clients,"” Jackson explained. "I just picked up #mail this morning. It's
something | can't handle this far away. | wantesté&y longer. To help you,
| mean. But I've got to get back."

His dark eyes implored her to believe him. Geosgaed at him over the
rim of her coffee mug. She put the cup down andgded. "If you've got to
get back, you've got to get back."

Then she turned and looked at him again. "I waskthg myself that you
probably ought to go today..." she added. She bad thinking that all day
yesterday...before they'd made love. But not aiet. she didn't tell him
that.

"Believe me, | don't mean to sound ungrateful fbyaur help. And Noah
and | both had a great time, showing you the sighis | really just can't
goof off another day. There's so much to do atstiap...and all...." Her
voice trailed off. She couldn't stand the way he saddenly looking at her.
She felt a keen-edged pain stabbing through hestche

"Of course | understand, Georgia. | understand detaly,” he said in a
deadly earnest tone.

As her polite, impersonal words penetrated, she &aen Jackson's
expression change from a warm, open look to somgttiosed and cold.
He now looked back at her with the hard, suspicgare she recalled from
their first meeting.

Had she hurt him with her little speech? Well, maylis ego had gotten a
little bruised this morning. But she was sure sa@rtt hurt him nearly half
as much as she was hurting inside right now.



"Noah...look at the time," Georgia said suddenlyoui'd better get out
there. You don't want to miss the bus."

"All right," Noah said, obviously reluctant to leawJackson. As Noah
grabbed his knapsack and lunch bag, Jackson stoodna when Noah

turned toward him to say goodbye, Jackson opersedrins and gave him a
huge bear hug.

Georgia felt her eyes getting watery and forceddiéto look away.

"So long, Jackson. Stay in touch, right?"

"Of course | will, pal,” Jackson promised. "Don'ony. You'll be hearing
from me."

After their goodbyes had been exchanged, Georgdikeddoah out to the
front porch. He was almost getting too old to lassl cuddle anymore, but
this morning, when she put her arms around hingae him a special kiss
goodbye, he submitted without complaint.

Jackson was waiting for her in the living room wistie came back inside.
"Look, | really don't want to leave this way, Geary'What way?" she
asked innocently.

"You're so...angry at me. | do need to get backéw York. That's not a
lie...or some trumped-up morning-after excuse."

"1 never said it was," she replied blandly.

"You didn't have tsayanything, Georgia. | know that's exactly what yeu'
thinking."

She shook her head. "Not at all,” she denied.ifiktlyou just feel guilty.”

"Guilty?" his voice grew louder. "What do | haveféel guilty about?"



"Nothing. Nothing at all." Georgia shrugged. Shessed her arms over her
chest and faced him squarely, across the roomlfienxi'l'm just saying that
you're acting as if you feel that way."

He stared at her and started to speak. He opesadduth, then closed it
again. "You're confusing me," he said finally, sdung exasperated. "Look,
last night was wonderful. Perfect, | thought... Way't we just leave it...on
a good note?"

A good note. Georgia liked that line. She'd neveartd that one before.
Now she had to face it—the secret, bedrock trugidsheen hiding in her
heart. Secretly she had wished that last night geasg to be the start of
something real and serious between herself andsdaclor it certainly
seemed as if they shared all the necessary eletoemizke a go of it—and
even more. But now she had to face the sad redaltye night of

love—however wonderful and perfect they both hadntb it—was not

enough to melt Jackson's defenses. He was runceng@ds back to his
lonely life in New York, and there was nothing sloaild do about it.

Nothing at all. Not even being angry at him wouddph

She sighed and rubbed her forehead with her hdralfeit a monster of a
headache coming on, and it wasn't even nine o'dlottie morning.

"Georgia... what's wrong?" Jackson's voice broke rer thoughts. "What
did | say?"

"Nothing." She shook her head but couldn't bedot& up at him. "You
didn't say anything. Nothing | shouldn't have expdcanyway."

She cleared her throat and finally met his gaz&ajOlet's leave it on a
good note... Does that make you feel better?"”

He eyed her warily. "I'm hearing the words, but sbow, | just don't think
your heart is in it."

"Let's leave my heart out of this, shall we?" shieea him curtly.



He had the good grace at least to wince. "Fair gindu

He took a few steps towards her, but looked awkveard ill at ease. He
stared down at her, as if he were about to say onmgemore. Something
serious and momentous. She thought for a momentalsegoing to reach
out to hold her and she took a deep breath.

But finally, he didn't.

A car horn sounded outside the house. Georgiaduand looked through
the window. It was a towtruck from the rental cgemcy. "Looks like your
ride is here," she said.

She heard him sigh. He reached out and cuppedheekaovith his hand,
studying her face as if trying to memorize her deas down to the last
detail. His touch was amazingly light and tender a@espite everything
she'd said to him before, she felt her heart ogeamto him, unfolding like
a flower. How had it happened, that in three stayts, this man had come
to mean so much to her? She didn't know how..tthad. They had found
such a powerful connection—everything that reatiyrds between a man
and woman, she realized. So much more than shefckeown before. You
could search your entire life and never experievicat they had discovered
last night in each other's arms. What she felt faliting to him about
ordinary things, about her past, about her futeels for herself and Noah.
She just felt so much herself with Jackson—so imchRy She just felt so
happy and warm when he merely looked at her.

Why did it have to end this way? It seemed suclast&v A needless waste.
So hasty and foolish.

But sadly she knew they were both too afraid tk tind make it happen
any other way.

"You certainly weren't what | expected, Georgia®}i he said quietly,

"Neither were you, Jackson Bradshaw," she repligi svwistful smile.



He smiled back, then leaned forward and droppeckatilessly brief kiss
on her lips.

Georgia felt the sudden impulse to throw her arroarad him and bury her
face in his broad shoulder, to hold him as if she'der let go. She wanted to
tell him that all her fine, uncaring talk had beeibig act and beg him to
forgive her. But she remained frozen and motiordedse released her, then
turned and collected his small duffel bag and caepease.

"So long, Georgia. Take care of yourself... and iNbalis voice was low
and husky as he walked out the door.

"So long, Jackson," she replied quietly.

She stood by the open door and watched as he lb#rdepickup truck.
When the truck pulled away, he waved from the wimdGeorgia waved
back, but when she found herself biting down onlipeas her vision blurred
with tears, she quickly turned and closed the door.

When Noah met her at the shop after school, shid see his chin dragging
on the ground and knew he was suffering a letdovamfJackson's
departure. Georgia was experiencing her own withdrasymptoms, but
not so anyone would notice, she hoped. For Noalks, she tried to act
chipper and upbeat, but wasn't able to lift herssspirits very much. Noah's
conversation kept wandering back to Jackson abBradion and right
through dinner while Georgia struggled to changettipic. Noah lamented
that until he had a computer he couldn't keep uchowith Jackson by
e-mail and would have to resort to plain, old lettdvandwritten no less.
Georgia promised him that handwritten letters waitegreat and he could
even enclose some of his fabulous drawings. Thisifeded Noah
somewhat. Each time she thought the Jackson topscexhausted, Noah
checked the time, wondering if Jackson was bad¥ew York and what he
might be doing.

"He must have gone straight to his office," Noabigxted. "You know, for
his emergency."



Georgia agreed with him, then offered a choiceeaifting dessert items.
Finally the Jackson talk seem to die down and Gadlgpught Noah was
finally coming out of it. Then, as she tucked himtoi bed, he asked, "Do
yoif think Jackson will really send me that surpridike he promised,
Mom?"

"A surprise? What surprise?" Georgia was confused.

"You know, when | won the Brain Quest game and Saclsaid he'd send
me a prize when he got back to New York."

"Oh...sure." She recalled the moment now. He hatnged, hadn't he?
Impulsively, perhaps. "Well," she began slowly,cKson is a very busy
person, Noah. Very busy," she repeated. "I'm sw@d kend it if he
remembers...but to tell the truth,” she said spfthg may not get around to
it right away, you know?"

"Oh, sure. | know that," Noah nodded. "It's notlikexpect him to just run
right into a toy store or something as soon aséte lgack home. | mean, it
may take a while. Like maybe next week I'll getight?"

"Maybe," she said weakly. "It will come... soon."”

Who was it that once told hésoon"means sometime during the next year
to adults, but to children it means within the niex¢ minutes?

She stroked his hair. Gee, she hoped to heavesaladid remember. If he
didn't, her son's heart would really be broken. Bm&w that, for Noah, it
wasn't even the surprise—the actual gift—it was fhe acknowledgment
that Jackson had remembered his promise and czakbyl.

Would he remember, she wondered? Only time wodld.tand it was
going to be a heck of a long wait for her, as wedipecially if Noah didn't
stop talking about Jackson. Georgia thought it g@sg to be hard enough
to try to forget him, but with Noah chattering abtlue guy nonstop, as if
Jackson was some superhero, well...forgetting hesive, onetime lover
was going to be absolutely impossible.



The first night after Jackson left, Georgia cried her pillow. Long,
heart-wrenching sobs. She didn't mean to, but vghengot into bed and
rolled on her side, she breathed in the faint sokhis cologne and that was
her undoing.

The days passed, and Noah spoke of Jackson lesessndPerhaps he was
coming to terms with the harsh reality of such dd&n intimacy and
separation, Georgia thought. Perhaps her son wasgdo see that maybe
Jackson would not keep his promises.

Georgia kept herself busy as a bumblebee. Or tinie8he went to the shop
earlier and stayed later. She cleaned out closetsdeawers and hidden
nooks and crannies that hadn't been cleaned ouytefims. At night, after
dinner, she worked in her garden, weeding and dgggntil it grew very
dark and she felt her arms and legs ache. Stii evith all the hard work,
she would need a hot bath to help her sleep..l@tdetting in or out of the
tub would remind her of Jackson.

Everything and anything, it seemed, reminded hdrimi She used to eat
her lunch at the cafe every day, but since hetddbg'd avoided the place,
and brown-bagged it. Even her writing did not pragebe a complete

distraction and escape for her. She had begun anae&l, another mystery
about murders at a fancy health spa. But eachdireesat down to work on
it, she soon found herself staring blankly at tiepty page, her mind

wandering to thoughts of Jackson, replaying faeositenes of their days
together... and their one glorious night.

She sometimes wondered if it would have made difgrdnce to Jackson if

he'd known that she had published two books. Mayteeshould have told

him about her secret life. She knew that he wapisiasis of any woman

who wasn't in his economic class, afraid that sbelavonly be after his

money. She wanted to tell Jackson a number of tahest her success, but
from that first night, she resented his high-hanaktitlde and preconceived
ideas about her in particular—and female fortuneténs in general—so

she'd kept the information back.

In some irrational way, Georgia realized, she wauriten to want her so
much that it didn't matter if she was as totallyswiteble for him as



superficially she might seem to be. Letting him wnthat she had a
respectable career, beyond her unconventional swwgh,possibly even
more success on the horizon...well, it would somehan it for her. Even
though it might have made things easier for him.

But, stubbornly, she wanted him to love her justHerself. Not for some

label or superficial identity that would impress Btatus-conscious friends.
She wouldn't be that poor single Mom from Sweetwalexas, anymore,

the one with the junk shop and illegitimate son, Bloe'd be a published
novelist. So that would be okay then, right?

Wrong. Absolutely wrong. She wanted him to justedoler for being
Georgia. The woman he'd met purely by chance dlehfe love with. She
wanted him to love that woman so much he just adultve without her.
No matter what her background or circumstances .wEnat should be
enough for him, she believed.

Sometimes she would imagine writing him a lettershart note, something
cheerful and low-key. She wouldn't pour her heattamd pressure him or
anything like that. She'd just let him know, despite harsh way they'd
parted, that she missed him...and knew she'd goissing him.

Would that be so awful? He was the domineering,tipetype who liked to
be in control, she knew very well. But for goodnsake, it was the twenty-
first century. A woman could take the initiativetimese matters. She didn't
have to sit in a tower like a maiden in a fairgtabaiting for her bullheaded
Prince Charming to come to his senses. Did she?

Then she'd picture Jackson in New York, on his htumie She'd see him
dressed in one of his designer suits, sitting sndoirner office, figuring out
some complicated legal maneuvering. The office wasbably in a
skyscraper, all glass windows with starkly modewnrniture and a
breathtaking view. And after his workday... wellete were women that he
dated, she was sure. Polished, professional, gosgeomen. He had his
pick, no doubt. She pictured that part of his lds, well, until it hurt too
much. Then she turned her thoughts aside.



No, she wouldn't write him a note. Not even a parstcShe wouldn't write
or call. His time with her, the special connectgire'd felt between them,
well, that had been a fluke. Even their lovemakihdpad been wonderful.
Perfect, he'd said. But perfect the way you tageréect snapshot, purely by
chance, and then save it in a book. She would rfgweto his real life. She
couldn't even begin to imagine it.

Would she ever hear from him again?
Unlikely.
Would she ever forget him?

Absolutely not.



Eight

About three weeks after Jackson had left Texas—aalehst one week after
Noah had stopped talking incessantly about him—@aoand Noah
returned home one afternoon to find two large br@artons on the front
porch.

They were both addressed to Noah, and the retulressl was a high-tech
sounding company that Georgia was not familiar withe boxes were
heavy, and Noah could barely contain his excitenh@mj enough to get
them inside.

When they opened them up, they found a computenpltzie with a
monitor and printer. Georgia didn't know much abmarmnputers, but from
what she'd learned researching her purchase fon'dl@dristmas present,
this one was a top-of-the-linemodel. A state-ofdinemodel that might last
Noah all the way to his college years. Or so sheeto

Finally, in a small white envelope that had gotarck between the piles of
instructions and operating manuals, they foundrd tam the sender.

Dear Noah,

Here's your surprise, pal. Sorry it took me so lamgend this, but |
didn't forget our bet. Now we can talk on e-maihye we can have
a virtual Brain Quest rematch.

Love, Jackson
"Look, it's from Jackson. | knew it was from hinlNoah said proudly.

Georgia took the little white note card in her hawthile she knew he could
well afford it, it had been generous of him to s&whh such an expensive
gift. Generous and kind. He'd been thinking of Nsabxceptional
intelligence and trying to help him live up to Higl potential. No matter
that Jackson had not tried to get in touch with ineall these weeks,
Georgia thought. She was grateful to him for keggirs promise to her
son.



"Can I call him, Mom, to say thanks?" Noah askeciterly. "I ought to tell
him that it came and all."

"l guess so," Georgia said slowly. "But where wowlel call? | don't even
have his business card," she confessed.

"I do," Noah replied.
"You do?" She gave him a quizzical look.

Noah nodded. "Jackson gave it to me the morninigfheHe said | could
call him if I had an emergency... or, if | just viad to say hello sometime."

"Oh. | didn't know that,” Georgia replied honesthackson hadn't offered
her his card before he left. Would she have evkantat from him? she
wondered. Or torn it up and tossed the bits infate? She sighed. She
hadn't been very nice to him that morning, had sBé&e still felt
embarrassed by her behavior and hoped when No#&dcahe wouldn't
have to get on the phone. Maybe Noah would reasdceetary or a voice
mail machine.

But when Noah called he was put through to Jackigin away. Georgia
listened in to Noah's half of the cheerful conveosa mostly computer talk
at first. Then suddenly the phone was thrust in diegction, and Noah
insisted that she take it.

"Here, Jackson wants to talk to you."

Georgia waved her hand. "Tell him I'm not here.l Tigh I'm busy,” she
whispered.

"He already knows you're here, Mom," Noah said lputlust take it. It's
something about Aunt Faith,” he added.

"Aunt Faith? Why didn't you just say so?" Georgaok the phone.
"Jackson, are you still there?"

"I'm right here, Georgia. Right where | always atg"replied quietly.



It was good to hear his voice. It almost felt &ttfas if she was hearing it in
a dream. She'd forgotten how the deep, warm tinalffiected her. She
cupped the receiver with one hand and turned hek tmaNoah's curious
stare.

"How are you?" she asked him.

She heard him sigh. Was he sighing because he dnie=®@ Or had the
guestion annoyed him for some reason? Maybe h¢usttsred. It had to be
close to the end of his workday.

"Could be worse, | suppose," he said finally.

| could be worse, too, she thought. If someonedaaded out my heart with
a dull penknife.

"Listen, | just wanted to tell you that | finallygicked down Will and Faith.
They're in the Galapagos Islands. Can you beatdha?" he laughed.
"Will's got some sort of grant to study the matinigials of Galapagos
penguins...."

"And Faith is taking the photos," Georgia finisHedhim.

"Oh, so you know all about this?" He sounded disagpd that he hadn't
been first with the news.

"No, not at all,” she replied quickly. "I just toakguess on Faith's part in the
project. | did get a postcard from them, postmarkagatemala,” she
confessed. "But | guess...well, | never got arotnchlling you about it."

"l understand,” Jackson said. "I know how busy gca1”

Georgia didn't know what to say in reply.

The postcard had said that they were happily wedhaped that Jackson

hadn't caused her too much trouble. Faith prontsget in touch once they
were settled on their new assignment but hadn'tioread where or when



that would be. Worried perhaps that Jackson wooldehow learn the
information from her, Georgia suspected.

Well, that was water under the bridge now. Jackidn't even sound angry
anymore at his brother's marriage.

"So...you don't sound upset anymore about Willsiagh of a bride. Does
that mean you've learned your lesson about buittitaghis life?"

"Hmm..." The sound he made was something like agowwl and Georgia

almost laughed out loud. "Now there's a questibie'paused. "l learned a
lesson out there all right. And you're the one waught it to me, Georgia....
But for the life of me, | can't say what it was."

Georgia felt her breath catch in her throat. Shallswed hard. Maybe that
was as close as he would ever come to admittirigglieed meant something
to him after all. Maybe that had to be enough fer. IOr should be.

"Well..." Georgia swallowed hard. "When you figutreut, get back to me,"
she replied in a teasing tone.

Get back to me, anyway, won't you? she wanted sthrimusay. But she bit
back the words, too proud to show her feelinggsbrhim to stay in touch
with her when he obviously didn't want to. He wohkve called her well
before now if that was what he wanted, she remirndegelf.

"Noah wants to speak with you again, so I'm googut him on," Georgia
added in an even tone."And thanks again so mucthécomputer. It was
very generous of you. You really didn't have tatldat, you know."

"l wanted to do it," he insisted. "And I'm glad tlyau're both pleased.”

The gentle, caring tone of his voice was finally badoing and Georgia
said a quick goodbye and handed Noah the phorietagas a hot potato.

Noah was so eager to speak with Jackson agairdh& dotice his mother's
distress. As Georgia fought to compose herselfhglaed Noah voicing all
the questions she'd never dared to ask him.



"When are you coming back to see us again, Jackdtwéh asked eagerly.
Georgia winced. She knew what Jackson's reply woel&omething kind,
but noncommittal, she had no doubt.

"Gee, | sure miss you," Noah said honestly. "Monsses you, too," he
added.

Georgia shook her head in dismay. "Okay, Noahinktlyou ought to let
Jackson go now. He's still in the office, you knbshe reminded him.

Noah nodded at her, then turned back to the phH@iay, bye Jackson.
Mom says | have to get off. She doesn't want médimer you." She
watched as Noah listened for a moment. "Okay, dneluded. "I'll tell her.
| won't forget."”

Noah said his final goodbye and hung up the phone.
"Tell her what?" Georgia asked immediately.
"Jackson told me to say that he misses you, toodhNelayed.

"Oh...that's nice," Georgia said, trying to sousdfat really didn't matter.
But how had he sounded when he'd said it, she @datask her son. Had
he sounded...friendly? Sad? Emotional? Brokenhdarte

But of course she couldn't ask Noah such questidons.she had all the
answers she needed, Georgia reminded herself.arabkd not called her in
three weeks and he had not told her that he missedr wanted to stay in
touch.

She'd be a fool to still hope he cared for herufter and absolute fool.

Two weeks later, as Georgia sat beside Noah oiglat lo New York,

Georgia reminded herself that she would be a foajdt in touch with
Jackson while they were there. She'd be embarmas&rself, throwing
herself at him, for goodness' sake. She had to ¢l some pride, didn't
she?



No, she just couldn't. After he'd sent Noah the pater, she hadn't heard a
word from him. Noah said that they were exchangnyails, but Georgia
didn't ask questions about the correspondencetighght it was nice of
Jackson to stay in touch with Noah that way and karself that her son's
relationship with Jackson could continue without hesolvement. She
should be grateful that Noah had some adult-mdlieeince in his life now,
without hoping for more.

Jackson was lost to her. She had to resign het toghiat fact. At least good
things were happening inher writing career, Geocgiasoled herself. Just
two short days ago her editor had called, so exakee could barely speak.
Georgia's most recent novel, published just a wag#, had received
wonderful reviews. It had even been nominated éones award, given out
by a mystery writers' association. Her publishes eager to take advantage
of all the good press. They wanted to promote tersend her out on
interviews and book signings. Georgia's editor, , Lrnade speedy
arrangements for Georgia to come to New York, tettiee marketing and
publicity staff and discuss all their plans.

"Gosh, I'm terrified,"” Georgia had confided to Marght before she left her
friend in charge of the store. "What if they hate%h

"Relax. They're going to love you," Maria promideat. "You know why?"
"Why?" Georgia asked, genuinely interested in theneer.

"Because you're the real thing, honey pie. The ipenarticle. They think
they have everything in New York City," she saidgwng one hand in the
air. "But they don't have that."

Georgia sort of understood her. But not completBlyt she didn't argue.
Okay, I'm the real thing, she kept telling hersélfe genuine article. Maybe
someday Jackson will see it that way, too, sheidered, her thoughts
wandering.

During the entire plane ride, while Noah read boakg played a handheld
video game, Georgia debated the pros and condliofgcdackson. As they



stood in line at the registration desk of theirghoshe felt no closer to a
conclusion about the question.

Noah, however, had a very clear opinion on theenai¥hile Georgia filled
out the registration information, Noah whisperedskK if there are any
messages."

"Messages? Who are you expecting would call?"

She voiced the question and immediately realizedatiswer. Her stomach
twisted in a giant knot. He hadn't told Jacksonulbioe trip...had he?

"Jackson, of course," Noah answered. "Who else@&nw in New York
City?"

"Jackson? Noah, you didn't...did you?" Georgia tbakd of her son's
shoulders and forced him to look up at her.

"Of course | did,” Noah said innocently. "What'se tbig secret? |
thought...well, I guess | thought you'd be happgde him again.”

"It's not that," Georgia admitted. "I would be.tbd She sighed, unable to
finish her sentence. How in the world could she l@xpthis to an
eight-year-old? She could hardly understand itdiers

"Did you tell him why we were coming?" she askeckaally.

Noah shrugged. "Not exactly. | just said you haddime on a business trip."
Georgia felt relieved. For some reason her faitorélisclose her writing
career weighed heavily on her conscience. She wdatbe the one to tell
Jackson about it. In her own way, when she gothiaace.

Now it seemed unavoidable.

As Noah had requested, she asked if there weremamsgages for them.

There was one, but it wasn't from Jackson. Juséssage from Georgia's
editor, confirming their dinner plans and tellingr that a man named Mark



Beckman from the publicity department would callgscort her to the
restaurant this evening.

Well, she had a short reprieve from seeing Jacksdeast, Georgia thought
as she and Noah headed for the elevators. A belhadralready gone up
separately with their bags.

"Now, let's see, what floor is the room on agai@@orgia wondered aloud.
"Twenty-three,” Noah answered.

"No, | don't think it was twenty-three," Georgiaplied, staring at her
perfectly blank plastic room key.

She didn't travel much and she wasn't used to reeys that looked like
blank credit cards and didn't say the room numlsine fumbled in her
purse for the slip of paper with her room numbeasirig track of Noah for a
moment.

When she looked up, Noah was racing away from dweshing across the
lobby. "Hey, Jackson..." she heard him call ouvéChere!"

She suddenly caught sight of Jackson, walking djnotne lobby toward
Noah. A brilliant smile lit his face as he greetesl son. When they met,
Noah just about launched himself into Jackson'sadackson laughed and
swung him up in a huge hug.

Georgia took a deep breath. She'd forgotten hovd-gmaking he was. If
possible. He looked great— heart-stoppingly handsomna navy-blue suit,
white shirt and a striking red silk patterned tie.

Finally they stood face-to-face. Georgia couldelphbut smile at him. "I
was passing the hotel and wondered if you hadexdryet.”

Noah must have relayed their complete itinerarg,relalized, the time their
flight arrived and their hotel.

"Here we are," Georgia said simply.



"All checked in?" Jackson inquired. He stared atthengrily. As if he was
about to take a bite, she thought.

"Uh-huh," she nodded. She stared back at him,nigellmost dizzy, as if
she was in a dream.

"How was your flight?" he inquired politely.

"Just fine," Georgia replied. If he started talkiagout the weather, she
wouldn't be able to stop herself from screaming.

"That's nice," Jackson replied, still staring at,Has dark eyes shining.
"Gee, you look great, Georgia," he added.

"Thank you. That's sweet of you to say." She fetsbklf blushing. But it was
true. She did look good. Even after sitting inang for a few hours. She had
found the perfect suit. Gray linen with a long skind formfitting jacket.
Very sleek and sophisticated. She wore an antiqu&viph a pink opal on
the lapel and small pearl earrings.

"Well...would you like to have a drink or a biteeat?" he offered. "Can |
take you both out to dinner?"

"Can we, Mom?" Noah asked, bouncing up and downtogxer. "Please?"
Dinner. Was it that late already?

"That's very nice of you to offer, Jackson," shiel pmlitely. She glanced at
her watch. Dinner. She had to get ready for henatimlate with her editor
and the publicity people. She didn't have much time

"But?" he asked, expectantly.

"But, I'm afraid | have plans. A dinner date. I'orry, but | just can't break
it."

"Oh..." He seemed embarrassed for assuming shdtddae'Of course you
do."



"Oh, gee, Mom. Can't we go out with Jackson?"
"I'm sorry, honey. Maybe another time?" Georgiaeadsk

"Of course another time," Jackson promised. Hegded, as if it didn't
matter to him at all. But she could see in his elgastit did matter. He'd been
looking forward to this little reunion, she realizé¢ ooking forward to it a
great deal. The realization gave Georgia hope.

"Listen, | have a little time yet before my... apgment.” She phrased the
words carefully. "Would you like to come up with?u§Ve can order
something from room service. We have a suite. @iukh be nice and
roomy."

"A suite, in this hotel?" She could see him wondighow she'd managed to
afford that, but at least he had the good mannartorask.

She shrugged. "Got a good deal on it,” she expdlaid@vonderful deal. Her
publisher was paying for everything.

She hit the elevator button. "So, coming up?"
"Yes, sure. Why not?" he replied, regarding hehwitcurious look.

The suite was lovely. Very impressive, Georgia tiftdu She called room
service for some refreshments.

"Heh, this place is great,” Noah exclaimed as lagm®@d one of the two
bedrooms and pounced on the huge bed. He also fgmht-size TV in
there, which was tastefully hidden in a French proeal style armoire.

"Cool..." he exclaimed, flicking the remote contrtMom, look at all these
channels!"

"Oh, dear,"” Georgia said to Jackson. "Just whatd afraid of. I'll never get
him away from that thing now."



Jackson laughed. "Oh, let him have some fun. getlbored it with it soon
enough. He's way too smart for TV."

Georgia had to agree with him. They sat togethehénliving room area,
away from the sound of the television. Jackson taisng about Noah's
e-mails and how they were so amusing he likedke taem into meetings
and show them around his office. Georgia wonddrédvas the right time
to tell him about her real reason for coming to Néwvk. Her reasons for
hiding her writing career from him seemed silly ndilly and immature.
She drummed up her courage and waited patiently fisoment to interrupt
him and change the subject.

But just as she was about to speak, the doorbetids.

She got up to answer it. She'd been expecting reanvice, but instead it
was a bellman bearing flowers. Georgia told him mghé&o put the
arrangement, then tipped him. She could see Jadtsaling glances at the
flowers, then looking away, as if he didn't wanb&caught.

Georgia opened the card and read it to herselivak from her editor,
welcoming her to New York. She put the card in pecket and then
returned to Jackson.

"Nice flowers," he said.

"Yes, very nice," she agreed. If he thought she gasg to say who sent
them, he was out of luck. "So, you were saying &bmah's e-mails?" she
prodded him.

"Oh, yes. He sent me this really funny one last kwe€ He replied,
continuing his story.

The doorbell sounded again. Georgia rose agaimswer it. This time it

was room service with their refreshments. Afterwaater had left, Jackson
fixed them each a drink. Georgia took a fortifysig. But she still couldn't
confess her secret.



Jackson glanced at his watch. "I hope I'm not kegyou, Georgia. What
time is your date?" Had he put special emphastb®tast word, or was she
only imagining that?

"Oh...gee," Georgia glanced at her watch, too.ds \&lmost half past six.
Someone would be here in a few minutes to escartchéhe restaurant.
"Gee, I'm sorry, Jackson. | have to get ready. ¥au stay, of course. Why
don't you visit with Noah awhile?"

Georgia jumped off the couch and headed for thedosd. The black silk
dress. She should have taken it out of the suiteadéhung it up to smooth
out the wrinkles, Georgia thought with distress.

Jackson rose, too, and followed her. "Speaking @dh\..is he going out
with you?"

"Noah? Oh, no. Of course not,” Georgia answeredutjit the bedroom
door. "He's going to stay with a sitter."

"A sitter?" Jackson sounded distressed. "Do yauktthat's wise?"

"I think it will be okay. The sitter is a friend afy friend,” she explained in
a vague manner. Actually, Georgia had been condexbeut that question,
and her editor's assistant had volunteered to widtih for a few hours
while the group was out at their dinner meeting.

She quickly pulled off her clothes and changed dwdfit in record time.
Now, where were the shoes? The special black shoes.

"Listen, | have a great idea. Why don't | stay Wiiibah?" Jackson said.
"You?" Georgia was freshening up her makeup irbdétéroom mirror and
nearly jabbed herself in the eye with her eyelpencil. "Oh, no, Jackson.
It's sweet of you to offer, but | couldn't ask yowdo that,"” she replied."Why
not?" Jackson called back. "1 want to. HonestlyI\Wave a great time."

"Mom, can't | stay with Jackson, please?"



Georgia suddenly heard Noah's pleading voice cimme the other side of
the door. As distracted as he'd been by the giaht le'd somehow
overheard Jackson's offer.

"Well, | know when I'm licked. | guess it would b&ay," she said finally.
"Great!" they said in unison.

Georgia opened the door.

"Wow!" they both said, staring at her.

"Gee, Mom. You look awesome."

"Very nice," Jackson said, his expression sayinghmuore.

Georgia smiled and strolled out into the livingmadThank you."

The phone rang. Jackson was standing right nextdad picked it up.
Georgia thought the maneuver somewhat rude, butréedized why he'd
done it.

"Yes, she's right here,” he said in his deepestevaHe frowned, then
handed the receiver to her. "It's for you. Yourediat down in the lobby,
waiting," he announced.

She could have sworn he was pouting. A jealoud«ihgppout, she thought.
The notion filled her heart with glee. She was sundlglglad that she hadn't
told him her secret. Let him dangle a little longéeorgia thought. This
might work to her advantage.

Georgia spoke quickly to Mark Beckman, the youngfinam the publicity
department who had been sent to escort her. "QOkapff," she announced
to Noah and Jackson. "Don't let him eat too much food, please,” she

instructed. "And make sure he brushes his teeth."

"Don't worry. I'll take good care of him," Jackgmmomised. "When will you
be back?"



"Uh...I'm not sure. Not too late, | don't thinklfespromised with a smile.

"Well, don't rush...but | do have an early meetimgnorrow," he added. "I
don't want to turn in too late."

"Oh, okay. I'll remember," Georgia replied. "Anythielse?"

"Uh, yes..." Jackson reached into his jacket poeket withdrew his cell
phone. "Here, take this. Just in case of an emeygdinis way | know | can
reach you."

He quickly showed her how to use it.

"All right," Georgia stared down at the phone, ther it in her bag. She
kissed Noah goodbye, then waved to Jackson. "Haeo®d time."

"Yes, you, too," Jackson said graciously, thougiegmed to Georgia as if
he spoke through gritted teeth.

Georgia's dinner meeting went very well. Everyorss \wo nice to her and
complimented her so much on her writing that slteafeif her head might
not fit through the doorway on the way out.

The entire staff seemed quite enthusiastic aboubbek and books that
would follow. People from the publicity departmapbke about a tour, and
the marketing department people talked about hek lsales. A lot of the

jargon went over Georgia's head, but she was hdhatgher editor would

explain everything clearly when they met privatielsnorrow. It was almost

too much information for her to take in at one tirBaet one thing seemed
clear: everyone present seemed to think that @y &Seorgia was going to
be famous. Famous and probably quite rich.

The thought was exhilarating. So much so, in f@f it made her a bit
dizzy if she thought too much about it.



Still, what would her new-found success mean iélfyy she didn't have
Jackson? It wouldn't bring her much happinessus ¢omfort.

As the publishing people talked, she was distrabtethoughts of Jackson
all night. Added to that, he called so many times bhis cell
phone—checking up on her, she presumed—she fimaty to shut the
phone off.

Finally the dinner concluded, and Georgia retutioeitie hotel. She rode up
in the elevator alone, feeling very good aboutilifgeneral. She felt ready
to tell Jackson, everything—about her writing aed tnue feelings for him.

It was a great risk. He could crush her with a legok. But what was the
point of life at all, if you loved someone they wstye loved Jackson... and
never told them? Georgia asked herself.

She entered the suite to find Jackson stretchedrotite sofa, reading. He'd
removed his jacket, tie and even his shoes, anshiiswas partially open,
exposing an enticing glimpse of the dark swirlfiair on his chest.

As she entered the room, he put down the bookideed reading and sat up.
"Hi, how did it go?" she asked.

"No problems. | took Noah downtown to see the TWinvers, then we had
Japanese food. He's read about it and wanted sotng. | think he liked it,"

Jackson reported. "He went right to bed when webgok. | guess the trip
and all the excitement caught up with him." He pauand met her eye.
"How did your date go?" he asked casually.

"Fine," Georgia said slowly. She sat in the armclelosest to him, her
hands folded in her lap. She cleared her throatvdbn't a date, exactly...
more of a business meeting."

"Really?" Jackson's dark brows rose slightly. "Awitht business are you in
lately, Georgia? ...Or should | call you M. G. erimow?"



Georgia gasped. She felt a funny feeling in hemsith, as if she was
standing in an elevator that had suddenly droppiesvdloors. "You know
about my writing...? Did Noah tell you?"

"No, it wasn't Noah. | saw you on TV tonight. Soreegment with
entertainment news. They had a piece about hothmgstery writers. They
showed your picture. It was quite a nice photo,'alded. "Good review,
too. | just happen to be reading the new one mys®lirprising her further,
he held up her latest book. "I picked it up thesotihay. | didso enjoy the one
you gave me. Maybe you can autograph them soméinme?"

His bland, conversational tone scared her. She knieaw well enough
already to recognize the calm before the storm.

Georgia licked her lips, which felt suddenly driywas going to tell you,
Jackson.... | was just about to tell you, in faefiore | went out tonight."

"Never mind tonight. Why didn't you tell back whee first met in Texas?"
His voice rose on an angry note.

"Are youverymad at me?" she asked him.

"l sure as hell want to be." He stood up and parednd in front of the

couch and chairs. "But every time | look at yoespecially in that knockout
black dress—" he glanced at her, then dragged dmsl lthrough his hair
"—well, I'm just so damn happy to see you agatls. hiard to stay angry at
you, Georgia," he complained.

"Well, that's something," she replied, feelingtidieasier at his confession.

"Why didn't you tell me?" he asked again. "It's stimng to be proud of.
Not to lie about."

"I never lied, exactly," she pointed out. "And as being proud about
it...well, maybe that's just the point.”

"What's the point? 1 still don't follow this conutéd Texas logic,” he
replied, sounding exasperated.



He stood in front of her, staring down at her. Hekled as if he needed a
shave, she thought, distracted by his nearnessh&hthe urge to reach up
and test out the texture of his beard-rougheneekchénally she had to
look away to collect her thoughts.

"l know it's hard to understand,” she said finalBut | just wanted you to
want me...for me. After everything you said thastfinight, about how you
suspected me of being a fortune hunter and howitaixeia match I'd be for
you—"

"l said for my brother. Not me," he corrected her.

"Well, you meant yourself, Jackson. | knew that mimr sure when you
kissed me," she reminded him.

He sighed. "Go on," he urged her.

"l guess it was dumb of me. And immature,” she didwahi "But | just
wanted you to love me so much that it didn't matteyou if | was without
means or had an unsuitable background. Or if thhasenothing to say about
me that a status-conscious person would find thstlbit redeeming,”
Georgia concluded in a small voice. "l just wanged to love me...for me."

She felt a baseball-size lump in her throat, andelyes were blurred with
tears. She couldn't look up at Jackson. She sqddegecyes shut, hoping
he would just leave.

But he didn't leave. He knelt down in front of laexd cupped her face in his
hands. "Open your eyes, Georgia," he urged hemm&an, honey..."

Slowly she did as he asked. He was looking straagtter, his wonderful
face just inches from her own, his expression \&=yous. Very solemn.
She suddenly felt scared to hear what he might say.

But as she gazed into his eyes she felt hope again.

His beautiful, soulful eyes conveyed a messagehair own. One of
warmth, love and longing.



"Georgia, I'm so sorry," he said with a deep slgldo love you. Just for
yourself. For your unique, unconventional, brawesourceful, gorgeous,
totally stubborn little self. Haven't you figurdaht out already?"

"You do?" she asked shyly. "But what about evenghiou said about me.
Especially that first night, when you stormed imy house, looking for
Will?"

"Oh, please..." he implored her. He covered hie fath his hand for a
moment. "Let's not talk about that. | acted liketsa fool. Please, just forget
what | said. Forget everything," he urged her, &ptchat | love you. | love
you so much, I...I...well, I'm sort of losing mymdiover it, to tell the truth.
Why else would | have worn myself out, trying tayseway from you all
these weeks? | can't tell you how many times | gulckp the phone to call
you...or to call some airline to book a flight oust.”

"Well, you sure had me fooled," she replied. "lugbt when | didn't hear
from you after you left— except when you sent Ntlad computer—that
was it." She swallowed hard. "You played it ratheol on the phone, as
well, as | recall,”" she reminded him.

He frowned. "l know. It was killing me. But | could just pour my heart out
to you.... | wasn't ready. | hadn't hit rock bottget,” he explained. "I
couldn't tell you point-blank how | really felt.nd there seemed no in
between. I'm sorry if | hurt you, Georgia," he adld#ut if it's any comfort
to you, I've suffered every night since | left ydaed. | can barely take a
breath without thinking of you," he confessed.

"That's how it's been for me, t00," she replied.

"Now we're together again. Finally," he said inep, husky tone. "l don't
want to be separated from you like that ever agegmeed?" he asked.

"Agreed," Georgia replied with a loving smile.

He pulled her closer and kissed her deeply. Theisavound around each
other, and Georgia slipped from the chair, dowth&floor. Cushioned by



Jackson's warm body, she was quickly lost in hearsty, soul-satisfying
embrace.

There was no more need for words, and their lovaking soon moved
from the living room floor to Georgia's bedroom.efjitlosed the door and
quickly fell on the bed, undressing each other witingry hands and
teasing, tasting kisses.

Georgia lay back and basked in the pure blissakstm's touch. She loved
him so deeply, and so completely, it was indesbtdaShe would never
understand the accident of fate that had brougim ttogether. But now that
she knew her love was returned, she would nevéinego.

Hours later Georgia relaxed in Jackson's loving racda It was nearly
daybreak, and they had agreed he would go homa ébange of clothes,
then meet up with Georgia and Noah later for brufi¢ctey planned to tell
Noah together about their wedding plans."Do youakHe'll be happy?”
Jackson asked, suddenly sounding concerned. "l knawll take time for
him to get used to the idea of sharing you."

"He'll be thrilled,” Georgia assured him. "He tatdsout you nonstop," she
added with a laugh. "It was making me crazy aftevhale. If | had any
chance of forgetting you, Noah made sure that wa®ssible."”

"l love that kid already," Jackson said with a llautOh, and | do want you
to know that I've given this some thought andike to take Noah with us
on a honeymoon trip."

Georgia pulled back a bit to look up at him. "Yoo?dAre you sure? We
really don't have to—"

"No, no, I'm positive," Jackson said. He smoothedHair lovingly with his
hand. "lI've got the perfect trip in mind. It's trcgd, romantic and...
educational."



"Will you tell me, or do | have to guess? Maybe yan give me a clue...like
in Brain Quest?" she teased him.

"Well, you'll see penguins, I'll promise you thatnd maybe your sister and
new brother-in- law."

Georgia sat up, beaming at him. "You want to gtheoGalapagos Islands
on our honeymoon?" She laughed out loud. He wdly ssamething, wasn't
he?

Jackson shrugged. "Doesn't it make perfect sensé?alls me it's the
perfect honeymoon spot...and he ought to know."

Smiling, Georgia settled her head back on Jacksbe'st.

"Yes, dear Will. Remind me to bring him a speciadgent, will you?"

"A present? A wedding gift, you mean?"

"Oh, no. | sent that weeks ago, to his office atuhiversity. But | owe your
brother a thank-you gift, for hatching the schehs made me meet up with

you," she replied.

He kissed her deeply. "In that case, | owe him anegreater debt for
bringing you into my life, Georgia...."

When their lips met again, Georgia wondered if wlas in fact a fortune
hunter...for she knew that in Jackson's love amanetment, she had found
the most precious treasure of all.



