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Dear Reader,
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CHAPTER ONE

He came with the rain from the sea on a stormy Nantucket morning. It was his boat, or what remained of it, that first caught her eye—a long fragment of splintered wood, a jagged needle of white in an endless gray tempest of angrily churning saltwater. His head was no more than a black stain on the wood, his arms dark bands on either side, and she stared for long, disbelieving moments at the sea-tossed voyager before realizing that it was indeed a man.

Her racing pulse accompanied the driving rain as it beat its wrath against the windowpanes surrounding her. Her soft brown-eyed gaze widened to train itself on the distant figure approaching the beach with the belligerent rush of the tide. Horror-struck, she watched the piece of debris as it ricocheted amid the waves in their violent race toward the shore.

Ducking out of the rooftop cupola, she clattered down narrow wooden steps that creaked in tune with the static-riddled voice of the small transistor in her shaking hand. “Hurricane Ivan at last shows signs of turning out to sea.” It offered little solace. Tearing to the closet, she stepped into her boots and threw a heavy yellow slicker over her slender shoulders. “True to its name,” the voice continued, “Ivan the Terrible has wreaked havoc along much of the eastern seaboard of the United States, inching its way northward with terror in its path, destruction in its
wake.” The radio went dead beneath the summary flick of her thumb as she tossed the box onto a sofa, hoisted the full hood up and over her thick mahogany mane and reached for the front doorknob.

Only then, as she emerged from dryness and warmth, did the full impact of the storm, stirred to gale force mere hours before, hit her. The wind pounded her slim body, fighting her at every step as she burst into a run down the gentle incline toward the sea. The rain formed sheet after sheet of fluid barrier through which she broke determinedly. The sandy path, once benign, was now a begrudging ribbon of mud sucking greedily at the heavy rubber of her boots, making a mockery of her attempt at speed.

Head down, she pushed on, her body piercing the torrents at a forward tilt as she worked her way along the beachfront toward the point where she had last seen the man. How often had she imagined the drama of rescues in the glory days of the whaling ships of Nantucket—but there was nothing remotely romantic about the life-and-death reality in which she now unexpectedly found herself.

Squinting through glistening lashes, she scanned the beach, still empty, then the water, similarly so. Had he gone under? Was he lost so close to safety? No. There! Riding a wave, suffering beneath another. The pitiful piece of fractured wood, the dark head. One swell, then another, each bringing him closer. Until, at last, with ragged release, the drenched body washed up on the shore not ten feet from her.

Compassion surged through her as she closed the distance in an instant, throwing herself down beside the gasping figure now prone on the wet sand. With a grunt, she levered the rock-hard form onto its back, then up to rest in a half-sitting position against her own body.

His eyes were closed, his skin an ashen-blue tone. Only the fierce shiver of his body and the raspy pant of his
breath spoke of the life that miraculously remained. Directed by pure instinct, she spoke aloud and with a trace of triumph as she struggled to get the man to his feet.

“All right, whoever you are, you are alive and I intend to keep you that way.” His weight set her momentarily back. “But you’ll have to help me.” His eyes barely flickered with the awareness that she spoke, yet when she went to lift him again, she sensed a momentum on his part, without which the job would have been futile. He was a tall man, an immovable obstacle should he go totally limp.

“That’s it,” she said through gritted teeth, shifting behind to lift him farther. “That’s it. Easy does it. On your feet. You’ve come this far. Just a little farther.” His breathing was ragged as she snaked his long arm around her shoulders and slid her own across his back, her fingers barely reaching his ribcage. “Come on, come on,” she urged softly. “We’re going to walk just a little way. That’s it.” His feet were leaden weights beside her own, yet they managed to move slowly in the direction toward which she propelled him.

Her eye scoured the beach in search for the help she knew was not there. “My car,” she cried with growing urgency. “We’ll get to my car. I can drive you into town to the doctor.” Talking seemed one way to keep him aware and moving, her major objective at the moment. His bulk was large, further weighted down by his sodden clothing, and the storm persisted with maddening rage about them, bent on thwarting their efforts to reach the high ground.

But April Wilde was a woman of determination. Her bone-white fingers dug into the soaked fabric of his clothing as she braced his sagging body with her own and plodded on. It seemed an eternity of agonized trudging before the house materialized in her rain-whipped gaze. Her hair, having escaped from its cover in the turmoil, streamed down her face in soggy strands. She ignored it purposefully.


Her dark blue Volvo wagon, parked in front of the house, was a metal island rising from the gritty swamp. “Almost there,” she shouted. “You’ll wait in the car while I get the keys. Then we’ll be in town in no time!”

Even as she said it, she questioned the realism of her goal. Visibility was practically nonexistent, as was the paving on the roads of this southeastern coast of the island. But she had to try—there was no choice.

The stranger’s body slumped against the car as she opened the door on the passenger’s side. Exhausted from the trek, she called up what meager strength was left to ease the cold form into the seat where, as though on cue, he lapsed into unconsciousness. With a slam of the door, she raced back to the house, leaving a trail of water from hallway to kitchen, where her car keys lay, and back.

Trepidation filled her as she slid behind the wheel and glanced at her passenger. He was still, so very still. Should she search for a pulse? As she shook her head in dismissal of the time-wasting notion, her impatient fingers tucked the wet hair behind her ears, then put the key in the ignition, started the engine and flipped the gear into reverse. The sound of tires spinning was barely audible above the storm, but the lack of movement in response to her foot on the gas told the story eloquently.

Her reaction was not quite as eloquent. “Damn it!” she swore beneath her breath, flipping into drive, going nowhere, then back into reverse with the same dismal result. “Damn it! Not now, fool car! Move!” From drive to reverse to drive again, April rocked the car, feeling herself and her vehicle sink deeper into the mud with every whir of the tires.

What of her shipwrecked passenger now? A more poignant oath escaped her lips as she made the quick decision—the only decision. Springing from the car, she circled to his side, swung open the door, and leaned in, slapping the
pale, cold cheek of the tall figure. She bent to struggle with his legs until they were, once more, free of the car.

“Here we go again,” she humored herself. “Hold on, damn it. We’re going into the house.” Again, she slapped his cheek firmly. “Wake up! I need your help!” A faint stirring of his body brought a sigh of relief from her trembling lips. Buoyed by firm resolve, she slid her arms around the wet form and hoisted him, with all her strength, from the car. Moments later, by what miracle she didn’t know, the two were inside the house with the door shut against the storm.

Calling on her intuitive reserve, she led him—half-dragged him—, through the living room to the small room at the back that she had designated as her bedroom. Her murmur was weak as she looked frantically around. “I’ll have to take off those wet things. You’ve got to get warmed.” Repeating the thoughts aloud over and over again, she eased the man down into the large rattan chair in the corner. “No sense getting the bed wet before I can get you into it.” Her explanations may or may not have been heard or understood, yet she persisted, verbalizing her rationalizations at every step of the way.

The zipper of his drenched nylon Windbreaker gave way only with a struggle. Levering him forward, she peeled it from him, then went to work on the equally wet fabric of his cotton shirt and, finally, the dark turtleneck jersey that clung stubbornly to his skin. The shirt shifted the dark hair on his forehead back as she removed it and revealed a gash at his temple, open but no longer bleeding.

“My God,” she moaned softly. “I’m no doctor. What do I do?” Fast on the heels of a brief moment of panic came a resurgence of her common sense. Resting the limp form against the chair, she dropped her own slicker and ran for the bathroom, returning with an armload of soft, warm towels, one of which she wrapped around the stranger’s bare chest as she pulled him against her once
more. “To bed, whoever you are. I can’t do anything more here.”

Again, it was as though some small part of him heard, for his legs moved slightly as she lugged him across the short distance to deposit him on the edge of the bed, his long legs left dangling over the side. The laces of his canvas deck shoes resisted her chilled fingers, but yielded at last to her tugs. Shoes and socks fell to the floor before she contemplated the next step. Again, there was little choice. She had come this far; it was obvious that the man needed to be dry—completely dry.

“Sorry about this, pal,” she babbled uncomfortably, as she forced her hands to the buckle of his belt. “It’s not that I make a habit of undressing men …” The snap was released, the zipper lowered. “In fact, I’m not …” She tugged at the heavy denim. “ … overly …” She struggled past his hips. “ … skilled at … this type of thing.” With awkward tugs, the jeans fell to the floor. April took a deep breath. “I hope you’re not terribly modest.” Fighting a wave of her own self-consciousness, she divested him of the last of his underclothes, then quickly lifted his legs to shove them beneath the covers, which she promptly drew to his chin. “Smart girl,” she murmured in self-encouragement, stooping to flip on the electric blanket. “He’ll be warm in a jiffy.”

Propping herself on the edge of the bed, she roughly rubbed the chest and arms of the inert form, willing circulation back into the bone-soaked limbs and torso as the heat of the blanket began its slow rise. Her eye scanned the room behind her for an instant, coming to rest with a flurry of interest on the old pine chest beneath the windowsill. Trembling hands withdrew a heavy quilt and spread it over the long body. Only then, with the knowledge that she had done whatever she could to make him warm, did her heartbeat begin to slow to a more normal level.


With another dry towel in hand, she moved closer to the dark head that lay, still and pale, on her pillow. Her fingers were gentle as she raised it, slid the towel beneath it, then began a soft rubbing of his wet hair. Even with the worst of the moisture removed, it was uncompromisingly black, increasingly thick as the warmth of the house dried it further. With a corner of the towel, she dabbed at his face, still pale but less blue than it had been. His beard showed a shadow of growth, though the even trim of his short sideburns spoke of a man careful in his grooming. His eyes were deep-set, capped by dark brows and long, thick black lashes. Her terry fabric traced the angled line of his cheekbone and jaw, sensing the strength that this mysterious visitor held. When a dark red line of blood appeared on the gash at his temple, she brought a damp washcloth from the bathroom, and blotted it gently. Other than this gash and a slowly darkening bruise high on his cheek, there seemed no other obvious injury. For that she was grateful. If she was to harbor this man until she could find help, or vice versa, she prayed for no complications.

Then the thought registered. Tucking the covers more tightly around the unmoving form, she tossed the towels onto a chair and headed for the living room. If she couldn’t get to town herself, surely someone in town might get to her in this emergency. The local directory provided a number; filled with new hope, she lifted the phone’s receiver. There was no dial tone. Impatiently, she jabbed at the disconnect button. Nothing. Dead. The phones were dead! Frantically, she turned toward her Apple, her major link to the outside world from which she had been in self-imposed exile these past few weeks. But the machine, she reminded herself, communicated through the phone jack just behind it—dead as well. Even her faithful companion, her personal computer, had now denied her its vital link to America! Discouraged, she turned away.

Tired feet squished their way back to the bedroom, their
noise reminding her of her own sodden state. Within minutes, dry clothes lay across her arms and, with a brief glance at the quiet form on the bed, she hastened to the bathroom to administer to her own chill.

The sight that met her in the mirror shook her. “Lord help me, if he wakes up now he’ll wish he hadn’t!” Her hair was matted in straggles, her face pale, her eyes hollow pools of chocolate. Within minutes, fresh water warmed her cheeks and a brush worked its way through her tangles. Her damp clothes hit the hamper, replaced by dry jeans and a shirt. A second glance in the mirror was more rewarding. The brush had returned a chestnut gleam to her long tresses, and the warmth of the water and clothes had heightened the color on her cheeks. That the day had strained her, her eyes could not deny. Yet gold sparks flickered once more amid the brown, a sign of marginal refreshment.

Her satisfaction was short-lived, however, as an agonized groan brought her on the run. Pulling her heavy woolen sweater into place, she returned to the bed. The man within had rolled onto his side; his shivering was evident even through the thick covering layered about him. Sitting quickly, she resumed her rigorous massage, rubbing his back and arms, then moving to will warmth to his legs. His eyes remained shut, his face half-buried in the pillow.

“You’ll be fine,” she murmured to herself, as much as to him. “It’s warm here now. Please feel it …” The words fell victim to her work as she put all concentration into the rubdown her hands mechanically maintained. When he moaned again, she moved closer. “Can you hear me?” she begged softly, soothing the dark swath of hair from his temple, relieved to see that the gash there had begun to crust. “Are you awake?”

No answer met her plea. Her hand was warm against his cheek, and she felt his returning warmth with gratitude.
Gently, her fingers slid down the column of his neck to the blanket edge, sliding beneath to rest lightly on the reassuring warmth of his chest. That he was strong of build was no surprise to her, considering the reserve of strength he must have called upon to withstand his ordeal at the hands of a merciless ocean’s fury. That he was also extremely good-looking now became very clear.

Her soft brown-eyed gaze touched his rugged features, examining them one by one as though to piece together the puzzle of his identity. There were neither scars nor marks, save those from his present trial, and even in his present spent state, the power of the man was evident. His scent, as his skin warmed to a more healthy tone, was clean and male. To her dismay, there was nothing at all offensive at the thought of this total stranger lying in the middle of her own large double bed.

Raking tapered fingers through the dampness of her chestnut hair, she chided herself at the irrelevancy of her thoughts. No time to get romantic, April Wilde, she told herself sternly, then pivoted toward the kitchen for a pot of steaming soup.

To her chagrin, however, her patient was unable to take a drop when, a few minutes later, she returned and tried to spoon-feed the hot liquid through his firmly shut lips. Commanding as he may have been in other times, exhaustion was clearly his master now. There seemed nothing for her to do but let him rest.

Gingerly, she placed his dark head back on the pillow, only then noting that the blankets had fallen to midchest, where a fine coat of salt crusted the light furring of dark hair. The breadth of his shoulders startled her, drawing her fingertips inexorably downward. Palm resting on his heart, she reveled in the strength of its beat, and the muscled wall surrounding it. For a water-logged sea rat, she mused, with her first semblance of a smile since spotting his bobbing head several hours before, he was quite
a figure of a man! If only there were something she could do to make him more comfortable … .

On impulse, she headed for the bath, returning with a small basin of warm water which she placed on the stand by the bed. Her hand reached for the blankets before she stopped it midair. What was she doing? Was she really about to bathe a total stranger? Wasn’t it enough that he was dry and warm? Did she have the right to go further? Just who was this man? Where had he come from? What sort of accident had cast him upon her shore?

The persistent howling of the wind and stubborn belligerency of the rain was sufficient answer for the last, yet the others remained an enigma. And she was no Florence Nightingale, she reminded herself with a start. Yet, seemingly of their own will, her fingers were once again at the edge of the blanket. Did she dare? Should she? After all a man’s body was not foreign to her. She grimaced, conjuring up images of the classic perfection of one Shane Michaels. And hadn’t she stripped this man of every stitch of his clothing before safely tucking him into her bed? Her eye strayed to the wet garments strewn about the floor atop ever-widening puddles. They should be washed and dried, she mused—but later. Her gaze settled on the taut features of this nameless mariner, lost now in his internal battle for survival. Anything, anything, she might do would be better than nothing. Determination behind her, she began.

Squeezing the excess of warm water from her cloth, she lowered the blanket and bathed him gently, coaxing the last remnants of sea salt from his body in soft, steady strokes. The wide span of his chest, rising and falling in thankfully even rhythm, tapered beneath her hands to a narrow waist. His arms were long and well-corded, the grace of lean hands and fingers marred only by vivid red welts on his palms, which untold hours of clutching to life adrift in the tempest had bestowed. Perhaps he was a
pianist, she mused, wrapping the cloth around each of his fingers separately. There were no seasoned calluses such as a laborer might bear, yet every digit held a fine-tuned, if latent, strength.

Carefully, she towel-dried him, mindful that some injury may have been hidden from her scrutiny—a scrutiny that saw little but raw masculinity in every pore. Satisfied with her progress, she paused, riddled anew with unsureness. But he was in her bed and he should be clean as well as comfortable, she reasoned. The shudder that shook the house in the crunch of the hurricane winds echoed in her chest as she draped his upper body to retain its heat and, with only a moment’s additional hesitation, lowered the blanket farther. Catching her breath, she nearly rethought her plan. For if his maleness was evident from the waist up, what lay in her sight below was even more so. In her haste to undress him earlier, there had been no time for speculation. Now, as she bathed him slowly, there was no doubt as to his virility. The blush that warmed her cheeks was steadfastly ignored, though she spared a quick glance to assure herself that her patient was oblivious of her exploration. Then, with a prod of diligence, she proceeded with her task, washing and drying his flat abdomen, his lean hips, and seemingly endless stretch of hair-roughened legs. His skin was mercifully warm to the touch; the shivering had subsided momentarily. And again, there were no visible bruises.

Her eye noted the tan lines of summer—more vivid where a bathing suit had been, less marked though still apparent at ankle, thigh, and upper arm. A tennis player, her wayward thoughts suggested, as she drew the blanket back over his length. Perhaps he was a tennis player; that might account for the prime condition of his body. After all, muscles did not develop from disuse, nor was one born with them—Popeye and Swee’pea notwithstanding. And
he swam—perhaps a long-distance swimmer? Or was he simply a worshipper of the sun?

Deep in thought, she sat by his side, studying the silent features, wondering at his origin. Not a pianist, she concluded, in light of the tan that, with the lessening of the surf-splotched pallor, came increasingly to the fore. Yes, an athlete—but by profession? Her eye traced the outline of his hair, now full and vibrant. It was too long for the military, too short for the art world. And the tan—its very specific markings would be foreign to either. Perhaps he was a business tycoon, a corporate wizard, even a politician; any of these could most possibly acquire such a tan. What would she find when he finally awoke from his life-renewing sleep? There was nothing to do but wait and see.

A sigh of resignation slipped through her lips as she gathered together the cloth, towels, and basin, and returned them to the bath. Back in the bedroom, she collected the sodden clothing that had been discarded haphazardly on the floor, loaded it into the small washing machine in the mud room off the kitchen, and wandered back into the living room to sit out the storm. With the trusty transistor propped on her lap, she rested against the cushions of the ancient sofa and closed her eyes, mindful with poignant force of the toll this unexpected rescue mission had taken on her.

Weary fingers fumbled at the dial of the radio, finding frequency after frequency of static until one weak signal finally came through. “The storm … centered … south of Nantucket … of noon,” the broken voice informed her. “It appears … stalled in … area, lashing … last strength against the Cape … offshore islands.”

Hmph! she grimaced. You needn’t tell me that! Her eyes shot open as a gust of wind seemed to penetrate the sturdy rafters of the house she had thought to be so secure at the time of its purchase last summer. Slowly, her eye perused the decor she had inherited with the sale, taking in early
American furniture, a myriad of crammed bookshelves, regional artwork, scattered rugs. As the lights flickered for an instant, she wondered where kerosine lamps might have been stored by the previous owner. Praying that they would not be needed, she nonetheless searched the kitchen pantry and the dank basement, finally emerging with two vintage lamps and a tin of kerosine. Filling the lamps as a precaution, she placed them on the low wood table in the center of the room before peeking in on her visitor.

He hadn’t moved since she’d left him and seemed to be sleeping peacefully. Reassured, she returned to her perch in the living room. If they could only see me now. She laughed at the irony. From the lap of luxury to the edge of the world, in one fateful move—yet she felt not one ounce of regret. The move was one she had chosen herself. The jet set, into which she had been born, held no lure to her; the fast crowd of New York, which she had left with such firm resolve, offered no greater attraction. She had deliberately chosen this spot, ’Sconset, on the far end of Nantucket, for its inaccessibility. Wasn’t that what it had been touted for? Wasn’t that what the wealthy exiles from the seaboard cities had sought when they had fled here summer after summer? Now she was a year-round resident of this small community—on a trial basis, of course. Her avenues were all very open. If she could continue her work from this isolated spot, aided by her Apple and several understanding colleagues in New York, she would stay. She loved it so far—despite the whims of the elements!

A stirring from the bedroom brought her quickly to her feet, stockinged now in the thick wool legacy of her skiing days. Padding across the polished oak floor, she entered the bedroom to find that her mysterious stranger had thrown back the covers and was enveloped in a sweat totally out of sync with the chill of hurricane winds that enveloped the house.


“What have you done?” she scolded him softly, racing to the bed and retrieving the blankets, lowering the heat of the electric one before replacing them. Her hand felt his forehead, dotted now with moisture. “And you’re running a fever. Terrific!” Her sarcasm was lost on the patient, who, in his dazed state of sleep, was oblivious to her concern. “Aspirin. Two aspirin tablets.” Instantly, she ferretted the pills from the bathroom medicine chest, grabbed a glass of water, then pondered the best way to get the medicine down. Lifting the heavy head was the least of her worries; coaxing the pills home was the worst.

“Come on, whoever you are. Open up. This will curb that fever.” She wedged one arm behind his neck to prop up his head and forced the tablets between his lips, chasing them quickly with water. When he tried to turn his face away she held it fast, pleased that there was no sign of either pill.

“There! That’s my good fellow!” Her soft voice crooned her praise as she eased his dark head down. “Now you can go back to sleep.” But he already had, his senses dead to the world once more.

How long she sat, bathing his forehead with a cool cloth, pulling the covers over him as he shifted and displaced them, she didn’t know. In the midst of Ivan the Terrible’s fury, time lost all meaning. When he was calmer and cooler she left him, but only to retrieve her transistor.

“Extensive flooding … reported … Connecticut shore.” The crackle came through in broken phrases.

“You don’t say,” she mumbled caustically, nestling into the rattan chair from which she could monitor her patient’s condition as well.

But the voice had more good news to report. “Hundreds of telephone lines … knocked down …”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” she whispered in facetious challenge, which, to her horror, the faceless announcer promptly seized upon.


“ … and tens of thousands … left without electricity …”

“Uh-oh,” she moaned, her fearful eyes skittering to the pale shaft of light that filtered in from the living room. “Spare me that. Anything … but that!”

The crackle went on blithely. “Damage estimates from … storm … worst in thirty years … put in multimillions … wind and rain rage on. Trees … uprooted, windows shattered … roofs have caved in …”

Every muscle in April’s body tensed. “I take that back,” she countered contritely, her husky voice faltering. “I’ll do without lights for a while, if this old house will just stay in one piece.” Her eye ranged over the ceiling and walls, built over a century before to withstand the ire of the Atlantic. As though to second her plea, the house groaned in loud torment as it fought the force of the hurricane, then was still … but intact. The breath she’d been holding was slowly expelled. “Thank you,” she whispered in heavenly appreciation, before turning her attention to the bed. How nice to sleep through this, she mused, then caught herself at the realization of all else this man had not slept through. Once again, the jumble of questions assaulted her; once again, she came up empty-handed.

She pushed herself from the chair with a sigh, only to fall back again when the light in the doorway flickered and died. Even white teeth punished her lower lip as she held her breath, awaiting return of the current—but to no avail. The phone was dead … and now the lights! Though it was mid-afternoon, darkness hovered about the house. For long moments she put off lighting the lamp, bent on preserving her supply of kerosine. Finally realizing that, for the sake of her sanity alone, light was imperative, she wandered into the living room, struck a match and found herself in a room newly golden and atmospherically warm. Warm—for the time being, she reminded herself, aware that the furnace depended on electricity to function.
Ah well, she mused, eyeing the fireplace wistfully, there was always that cord of wood stacked neatly in the basement. And after all, she reasoned, it was really not that cold outside, being barely the start of October. Only the wind, with its continuous wail, and the rain, clattering mercilessly against the panes, implied a harsher season.

Pacing the floor, she began an analytical review of her situation. Here she was, several miles from the nearest outpost of humanity, and given the damage of the storm, a good day or two from help. She had neither lights nor a telephone; her Apple was hopelessly, albeit temporarily, crippled. And there was the small matter of the stranger in her bed, felled by exposure and exhaustion and Lord knew what else, perhaps in need of medical attention. What was she to do, given the impracticality of panic?

Memories of a letter that had arrived the day before entered her mind. It was to be the subject of her next column. Crossing the room to her rolltop desk, she fished into the large manila mailing envelope sent by the newspaper office, withdrew the item she sought, then sank down on the sofa beneath the glow of the kerosine lamp.

“Dear Dr. Wilde,” she read silently. “Can you help me? I have a family of three squalling children and a husband, a rabbit, two dogs, and a house. Lately, everything has gone wrong. The children scream constantly at one another, my husband screams at me, I scream at them all—about everything from food to clothes to television shows. To top it off, every machine in this house has managed to break down within the past two months. I go to bed every night with a headache. Is there any peace to be found for me?” It was signed simply “Hartsdale’s Harrowed Housewife.”

Settling more deeply into the sofa, April contemplated the letter for several moments before rereading her own answer, typed and clipped to the letter, awaiting transmission via computer. “Dear Hartsdale’s Harrowed
Housewife.” She scanned the page quickly. “What you need is a cram course in positive thinking. Look to the bright side of life. Do you love your children? Are they innately rewarding? Sensitive? Companionable? Do you love your husband? Is he honest? Faithful? A conscientious provider? And the house—does it keep you warm? Dry? Protected and private?” Skipping over a greater elaboration on the theme, her eye came to rest on the final sentences. “Hard as it may be at times, you must seek out the positive aspects of your life. In these, you will find your peace. Remember, think up!”

Think up. The words echoed in her mind as April replaced the letter in its envelope, the envelope on her desk. Think up. That, Dr. Wilde, is precisely what you must do right now! Wasn’t it her own personal credo, one that appeared repeatedly, in one form or another, in her column? Wasn’t it the backbone of her therapeutic approach?

Looking around, she evaluated her assets. There was the house, standing valiantly against the ravage of Hurricane Ivan. There was the kerosine lamp, providing what little light she needed with its pale orange glow. There was the fireplace—and wood—ready for warmth, should the need arise. There was a pantry full of edible provisions, gas to make the stove operative. And … there was that man in the other room, resting peacefully and seeming to hold his own. All in all, she was not in bad straits. And, assuming her patient did not awaken a raving lunatic or a lecherous demon, she might get him to the village before long and find herself with nothing more than painless memories of the entire adventure.

Suppertime came and went to the unabated accompaniment of the storm’s blusterous racket—yet still no sound at all from the stranger. Evening’s torrents became midnight’s deluge. April sat tucked in the rattan chair in her room with her feet curled beneath her, eyes glued to the nameless figure asleep in her bed. Was hers but one vigil
for this man? Did he have family somewhere? A wife? Children? Parents? Friends? Were they keeping their own, more painful watch for his return?

The helplessness of the situation frustrated her anew. If only the telephone lines had not fallen, she might have called the authorities to tell of a missing person now found. Or she might have used her Apple to seek information on the man washed up on her shore. Wire services, newspapers—all would have been at her fingertips. But … the elements had conspired against her. Indeed, she smiled ruefully, the elements had been responsible for the very shipwreck that had thrown this man into her hands. Or had they? What had caused his accident? Only he could have the answer to that.

And so she sat—thinking, debating, questioning, puzzling, then gradually wearing down as the needle-thin hands of her fine gold watch neared three o’clock. She finally acceded to the necessity of sleep, realizing too well that the new day which had already begun might be as trying as the last. Extinguishing the lamp in the living room, she stretched her cramped limbs on the well-worn cushions of the sofa and helplessly drifted into oblivion.

The room was lit by broad daylight when next she moved. Though the wind had died down, the steady pelt of the rain brought the events of the past day to her consciousness. With a burst of awareness she bolted up and headed for the bedroom. She stopped abruptly on its threshold. The pillow still held the indentation of his head; the sheets were rumpled from his body. The man himself, though, was gone.




CHAPTER TWO

In a flash she forgot any grogginess there might have been, as well as the hint of a cramp in muscles crunched up through the night. She headed for the kitchen and found it empty, then ducked into the spare room with similar results, finally winding up before the half-closed door of the bathroom. On impulse she lent her weight against the fast-yielding doorknob, then gasped at the sight of the lather-faced St. Nick returning her startled gaze in the mirror.

For that moment of speechless suspension, their eyes locked and held. His were as dark as she had imagined them to be, though deep and strangely cautious. Hers were softer, warm with relief, more rounded in astonishment. Their periphery encompassed his bare chest, the towel at his hips, his hand stilled in mid-air holding a razor—her razor—and frozen in the act of shaving.

“I’m sorry …” she whispered at last, blushing and awkward. True, this was her house and, given the condition of this man when last she’d seen him, she’d had every reason to worry. But to brazenly intrude on his privacy … In hasty retreat she backed from the small room and closed its door firmly.

He stood so tall, she mused, stumbling her way to the kitchen, absently straightening the badly wrinkled clothes in which she’d slept. But of course this was the first time she’d seen him standing of his own accord. Before her own
five feet four, his height was impressive, not to mention the electrifying gaze, warming her even in memory.

Her hands busied themselves with the mindless chore of setting a pot of coffee on to perk, as she reconstructed the image just seen. Standing before the sink, he wore nothing but that towel draped casually across the slimness of his hips. Little had been hidden; yet had she not seen it all yesterday? The difference, she reflected, was in the man himself. Yesterday, he had been helpless; today he was not. While she had slept—and a fast glance at her wrist told her that it was nearly nine-thirty—he had made himself at home, familiarizing himself with her facilities and supplies, even heating the water—her eye spotted the large pot drying face down on the counter by the kitchen sink—that would be necessary for a satisfactory shave, since the hot-water heater was electrically run.

Thoughts of the storm brought her eye to the large window overlooking the shore. Ivan the Terrible, though perhaps a bit blunted, was nonetheless still in torrential evidence. Little repair work would be accomplished until the rain eased. And that meant another twenty-four hours, minimum, in her present marooned state. What might her now-lucid guest think of that?

Her gaze shot to the door as the man in question materialized as though on cue. His face, despite its purpled bruise, was smooth and tanned, as healthy-looking as any stand-in Florence Nightingale could desire. His hair still glistened from its dousing in the sink, but it was brushed neatly (thank you, April, for the use of your brush), adding a touch of civility to the figure that had not yet spoken a word.

As had happened moments earlier in the bathroom, their lines of sight collided and held for long, silent moments. As she awaited his initiative, April sensed a guardedness about him. He seemed to be looking at her, into her, through her—all in one, painfully prolonged stare.
Finally he blinked and shook his head imperceptibly, releasing her from his hold.

“I think,” he spoke for the first time, his voice deep and smooth despite the awkwardness suggested by his sheepish expression, “that I have a problem. I can’t seem … to find my clothes.” His dark eyes fell for an instant to the towel slung low on his hips, then lifted to hers with a silent question.

“Oh!” April exclaimed, jumping forward with an apologetic smile. “Of course! They’re right in here. I washed them yesterday; they finished drying last night.” Her voice tapered off as she entered the side mud room, reached for the clean clothes, and returned to the kitchen, offering them to their rightful owner.

Again he held her gaze as he took the clothes, studying her closely with the wariness she’d noted before, yet smiling in return. “Thank you.”

With an uneasy shrug of the shoulders, she moved back uncertainly. “You’re welcome. Ah,” she turned to lower the light beneath the coffee now perking, “would you like something to eat?”

“That sounds good.” He stood motionless, following her every step, undaunted by his state of undress.

Feeling strangely plundered, April nodded as she walked to the refrigerator for the eggs. By the time the carton lay on the counter beside the large cast-iron frying pan atop the stove, her guest had disappeared, presumably to dress. Hopefully to dress, she amended, as a semblance of reason returned to her.

How stupid! She slammed her fist onto her hip in self-reproach. What of all the questions, that small voice within her demanded, that had plagued her since she’d first found this man? She hadn’t asked a one! What had come over her in this stranger’s presence? Had it been the mesmerizing sight of his body, which was magnificent, to say the least? But she had seen it before! Had it been the
intensity of his gaze, so dark and magnetic? Perhaps. How simple it should have been—and how expedient—to ask who he was, where he came from, and how he’d gotten here. She hadn’t even asked him how he was feeling!

“That’s better.” His deep voice cut through her thoughts, drawing her about-face with a start. Again, she caught her breath. For he was the proverbial swashbuckling hero of days gone by. Clad in the navy turtleneck jersey which showed the muscled breadth of his chest to perfection, and the snug, dark denims, he seemed taller, if possible, and even more powerful than before. In accent to his well-groomed hair and fresh-shaven face, the dark bruise high on his cheekbone lent an air of the rogue about him—not in any way unappealing. It was this very mark of his ordeal that captured her attention.

“How do you feel?” she asked softly, dragging her eyes from him to remove the eggs from the pan with a large, slotted spatula.

“Not bad. Somewhat weak in the knees. A little sore.” He stretched his back, flexing its muscles from side to side, as he gave his report. But it was the ending uplift of his tone, its odd expectancy, which drew her eyes back to him. His own gaze was downcast, as long, lean fingers gently prodded the bruise on his cheekbone. His dark brows drawn together, he seemed puzzled. Certainly he had questions of his own to ask, she mused, placing a plate of eggs and buttered toast on the table. As a therapist, it was her style to give her patients freedom to talk at their own speed. Ignoring the small voice that accused her of taking the coward’s way out, she now resorted to that same tack.

Fixing a plate for herself and two glasses of orange juice, she sat at the table, gesturing for him to do the same. “I’m sorry that it’s not eggs Benedict,” she said, trying humor to relax them both, “but I’m not what you’d call a gourmet cook.” Her words caught his attention as he eased his
long frame into the chair. He studied her for long moments before finally surveying the fare.

His smile was genuine. “This will be fine.”

As they ate quietly, April cast surreptitious glances his way, occasionally meeting his own gaze before quickly darting away. Her appetite was negligible due to the subtle tension, the air of expectancy that permeated the atmosphere of the room.

“Looks pretty wet out,” he observed softly. She followed his gaze toward the window, then repeated her thoughts of earlier.

“Uh-huh. I doubt we’ll be able to get anywhere today—or that anyone will be able to get to us. The wind may have died down a bit, but with the rain continuing like that, the roads will be a total washout for a while yet.”

“Where are we?”

It was the first such question he’d asked; April looked up sharply. He had put his fork down, his interrupted appetite the only sign of the inner turmoil he camouflaged admirably. “My house—this house—is on Nantucket Island.”

He seemed relieved that her answer had been offered so freely. “How did I get here?”

“I saw you adrift offshore,” she explained, somehow expecting that he would have recalled something of his plight and subsequent rescue. “When the surf deposited you on the sand, I managed to help you to the house.”

The haze of bewilderment played in his eyes for endless moments of ensuing silence before a mask of calm settled over his features. Looking down once more, he resumed his meal, eating slowly and thoughtfully. April studied him freely, trying to anticipate his thoughts. Strange, she decided, that he was so quiet … .

Like a slow-burning fuse eking its way toward an inevitable explosion, the tension spiraled about them as the erstwhile mariner continued to eat. It was a psychological
standoff, with neither ready to break through to the crux of the matter. When the last of his breakfast had disappeared, he carried his plate to the sink, to her marked bemusement.

“Coffee?” he called evenly over his shoulder.

“Please.” She accepted his offer, unsettled, yet oddly pleased, by the spontaneous switch in their roles. His courteous gesture, small as it was, showed a sensitivity she admired. If only she could relax! Yet relaxation was a world away. Something in this man’s mien kept her alert. It was as though she were on the verge of being dissected, studied from the inside-out, pieced together bit by bit. Her hand curled about the warmth of the coffee cup as she waited nervously for something to happen. The steady tattoo of the rain against the windowpanes was the only sound to break the silence.

Why didn’t he introduce himself? Why did he hesitate to ask the myriad of questions that any man in his right mind would have? Was he in his right mind? Gazing up at him through the shadow of her thick brown lashes, she saw a paragon of strength and composure. Only his downcast gaze and the furrows momentarily marring the span of his brow gave credence to his dilemma.

Shipwrecked on a strange shore—it was an unlikely occurrence for even the most adventurous of contemporary men. What was the train of thought now clattering through his mind? He sipped his coffee with an air of preoccupation, oblivious for the moment of April’s presence. Her own coffee grew cold as her patience expired; finally, she could take the suspense no longer.

“Who are you?” she burst out, with a vehemence quickly tempered as the words were echoed more softly. “Who are you?”

As a seasoned therapist, she should have been a model of understanding, of tolerance, of sympathy for all he had endured. But she was no impartial bystander in this case.
As the woman who had harbored him through chills and a fever, she needed a straightforward answer to this most pertinent question. His reaction, however, was a portent of puzzlement to come. For long moments after hearing her question, he studied the rim of his coffee cup as though debating, to her astonishment, whether to answer her. Just as April took a breath to ask him again, he raised his head slowly and put forth his words with careful and obvious measure.

“I thought you might know that.”

Comprehension eluded her. “W-what?”

His voice remained steady. “I was hoping you might know my name.”

“Me?” Incredulously, she stared at him.

“Then you don’t know who I am?”

“Of course not!” Something within her snapped. “I’ve never seen you in my life—until you were washed into it yesterday morning!” She studied him closely, perplexed by his apparent confusion. Was he a fugitive? A wanted man? Did he wonder whether she recognized him? Or whether his cover was safe? But he looked so bewildered. Very slowly, realization dawned. “What are you trying to say?” she prodded softly, not taking her eyes from his face for a minute. “Surely you remember …” Her words died in the face of his reluctant but definite headshake.

“You don’t remember … your … accident?”

He shook his head once more. “No.”

“The storm?”

“Not beyond what I see outside now.”

She took a deep breath and braced herself. “Your name … ?”

Now there was pain in his expression, as this last, most crucial, question drew a similarly negative response. No further words were needed.

“No name … nothing?” She looked down at her entwined hands as she whispered the facts in disbelief. His
eyes, searching hers for answers she did not have, countered her incredulity effectively. “My God!” she cried softly, attempting to assimilate this awesome and far-reaching discovery. “It must have been the gash on the head.” She swiveled back. “How is it now?”

Gingerly, he fingered the finely scabbed slash. “Now that it’s done the damage, it’s fine.” The edge of bitterness in his voice was short-lived. This man, she realized intuitively, was not one to bemoan the fates for long. “Tell me,” he asked, directing his intensity her way, “was there any sort of identification on me when I washed ashore?”

“I-I don’t think so.”

“Think hard,” he directed sternly. “Were there any papers in my pockets when you”—he paused to clear his throat, though he didn’t seem to be truly embarrassed—“undressed me?”

“Nothing.” She faced him determinedly, squelching whatever discomfort she might feel now regarding the custodial liberties she had taken then.

His dark gaze narrowed. “No rings … a watch … a wallet?”

Long chestnut tresses slithered about the curve of her shoulders as she shook her head. There had been nothing. Absolutely nothing!

Her visitor was still dubious. “Are you sure? I must know. Was there anything—anything—on my person … ?”

“Wait just a minute!” Her head shot up in sudden indignation. “Are you accusing me of filching something of yours?” She was on her feet in an instant, the legs of the chair scraping back across the floor. “Look, whoever you are, I went out in that hurricane yesterday morning and dragged you back here, into my home. Then I took care of you”—the gold flecks in her eyes flared angrily—“and saw to it that you were dry and warm. Are you really accusing me of stealing something that belonged to you?”
A harsh laugh, sign of her frustration, grated through the tense air. “I’m not quite sure whether that’s ludicrous first and ungrateful second, or the other way around.” Storming to the sink, she leaned against its stainless steel rim for support. “You might have died if I hadn’t seen you!”

Her blunt words hung in the air. Even the dark stranger could sense the truth in them. So embroiled was she in curbing her temper that she was unaware of his approach until long fingers circled her arms. His touch was gentle, apologetic.

“I might have at that,” he murmured softly, “and I’m eternally grateful that you did find me. I’m sorry if I sounded—” His sincerity struck a guilty chord in her.

“No, I’m sorry,” she interrupted, hanging her head, uncomfortably aware of the hands that continued their comforting hold. “I must be tired. Yesterday was exhausting. I didn’t get much sleep. And now … with this …”

His long fingers stroked her arms with tender innocence before withdrawing. When she turned around, it was to confront his broad back. The down-tilt of his head suggested his discouragement. “A wallet, jewelry might have been a clue. We’ve got to begin somewhere.”

At that instant, April’s heart went out to him and his unfathomable dilemma. Wanting to return the comfort he’d offered her moments before, she reached out, raising her hand to the high crest of his sturdy shoulder.

“There has to be some way of determining your identity. Amnesia is a totally unpredictable ailment. It can be very short-lived; you could regain your memory at any time.”

“Are you a doctor?” He turned slowly, reading authority into her attempt at encouragement, catching her falling hand and holding it for an instant before releasing it.

Her lips curved gently. “Not that kind, I’m afraid. I’ve a Ph.D. in counseling,” she explained, relieved that the
more volatile issue had been temporarily abandoned. “Look,” she suggested, “why don’t we have more coffee.” Without awaiting a response, she lifted the pot and refilled both their cups. The man had resumed his seat by the time she returned.

“You look awfully young to be any kind of doctor.” He eyed her speculatively, giving her the chance to answer.

April had grown quite accustomed to comments about her youthful appearance. Given the ivory-smooth sheen of her skin and the rich luster of her hair, not to mention a figure that was as petite as it was slender, she had had to defend her age often. Her standard response was that she would turn thirty at her next birthday. For a reason she did not pause to evaluate, she answered this stranger differently. “I’m just twenty-nine.”

A nod of appreciation preceded his voice. “And … your name?” he asked calmly, his eyes dark yet warm on her suddenly flushed face. As he looked at her directly and with quiet intensity, she felt completely female and uncharacteristically shy, doctoral degree notwithstanding.

“April. April Wilde.”

“Doctor April Wilde,” he prompted with an endearing grin that sent a shaft of tremored modesty through her.

She cocked her head in humored resignation. “If you must.”

“Do you live here all year?” His dubious glance toward the window lent silent comment on the weather conditions of Nantucket Island.

April laughed. “I’m told there aren’t that many hurricanes. This is the first one in years. The weather here is supposedly milder than that on the Massachusetts mainland. And, yes. I’ll be living here year round.”

“You will be?” He caught the subtlety of her phrasing. “Have you just recently moved here?”

She nodded. “Last month.”

“From … ?” he probed, not offensively.


“New York. The Big Apple. Manhattan, to be more precise.” Her grin faded at the sign of his frown. “Something rings a bell?”

“No. I don’t think so. New York.” He tested the words on his tongue. “New York.” Again, the headshake. “No. Nothing. Tell me … April,” he said, changing the subject eagerly, “why did you move here?”

Her shrug was an evasive one. “It seemed a … quiet, peaceful place to work.” Her own words amused her. “That’s funny! Peaceful—hah! The past twenty-four hours have been anything but!”

Her guest shared the humor briefly before sobering. “Speaking of the storm, are we stranded?”

April sat back in her chair, finally beginning to relax in his presence. “That’s one word for it. Stranded. Marooned. Deserted. Take your pick. Whichever, we are!”

“Where is the nearest town?”

“There’s ’Sconset village, several miles down the road—uh, make that down the rustic, rutted and, most probably, flooded dirt road—and Nantucket itself nine miles on farther.”

“You have a car—I saw it outside this morning. Any chance of using it?”

She sighed. “Not unless your bout with the sea has vested you with superhuman strength. Don’t you remember the fiasco with the car?” When he shook his head, she enlightened him. “When I first managed to haul you up from the beach, I had grand hopes of driving you directly into town. Unfortunately—and to make a long story short”—she grimaced—“my tires are now hubcap deep in mud!”

“Phones?” He systematically explored the possibilities, though his voice grew progressively weary.

“Still out.”

“Neighbors?”

“Not for a mile.” She paused, smiling. “The way you
fire off questions, I would almost imagine you to be a police investigator.”

As though shot with pain, his jaw tensed. “Who knows,” he growled, standing quickly, “maybe I am.” When he swayed, April bolted up to his aid. Knowing intuitively that his anger was directed at the situation rather than at her, she ignored it and it passed.

“Perhaps you should rest awhile. You really did endure an ordeal yesterday.” Wrapping her arm about his waist to lend marginal support, she helped him back to bed. He seemed suddenly exhausted.

Yet when she was about to leave, his hand reached for hers and held it firmly, his thumb gently caressing her wrist’s inner pulse. “Sorry to conk out on you like this, April. I’ll be fine in a few minutes.” Even as he spoke, his grasp loosened. The other arm, thrown limply across his eyes, gave April the message. Turning unsteadily, she left him to sleep.

During her subsequent period of midmorning solitude, April pondered her stranger and his improbable predicament. Amnesia—it sounded absurd! Yet, the man claimed to remember nothing. And he was quite believable. If only there were some link-up to the outside world, she might ferret out the information he could not provide! Yet power, both phone and electric, remained out, confirmed conclusively by her frequent checks. At one point, she opened the front door, then closed it again in disgust at the endless downpour. Somewhat later, she climbed the narrow stairway to the enclosed cupola, from which she had originally spotted her dark and nameless mariner. Despite its many problems and inconveniences, Ivan’s effect on the seascape was nothing short of spectacular when viewed from this post of utter protection.

The shoreline was edged with voluminous lacings of pearly froth, yielding to the charcoal gray mass of undulating saltwater as the storm whipped its tail back and
forth. Sea grass lay, low and nearly prone, under the force of the wind, rising but occasionally to sway in clumped defiance. Overhead, holding it all in, was a leaden sky, its fiercely dark and impenetrable layer of rain clouds boding more of the same.

But within several days the sun would surely shine. Her mind held that bright image as she descended the stairs, washed up, and changed into fresh clothes. A yawn made its helpless escape as she took refuge in the corner of the living room sofa. What of her handsome stranger then? When all links with civilization were repaired, where would he go? What would he do? From all indications, he was intelligent and refined. For some woman, he must have made a devoted husband; for some children, a loving father.

As she sat with her arms curled protectively about her middle, the memory of his touch returned to her—his hands moving gently on her arms; his grasp of her wrist, firm yet kind; his thumb, tender against her life’s pulse. An eerie tingle passed through her, which she determinedly ignored as untimely and inappropriate. Yet she held his image in her mind as her own fatigue crept over her.

The very same image was before her when she awoke. “Good afternoon,” it said softly, its gaze directed at her slow-opening eyes.

She jerked her lids open and looked quickly around in an effort to reorient herself. “How long have I been sleeping?”

He sat on the sofa by her hip, very close and astonishingly intimate, one arm propped against the back of the cushion on her opposite side. “I’m not really sure, since I slept for a while myself. But it’s nearly two o’clock now.”

“Any lights yet?”

The dark swath of hair fell dashingly onto his brow as he shook his head. “Nor phones. I checked.”


Self-consciousness flooded her at his nearness. “How long have you been sitting here … watching me?”

When he grinned, there was a devilish twist to his lips that she hadn’t seen before, one that stirred her pulse dangerously. “For a while. You’re very lovely to watch.”

“I-I think I’d better get up,” she stammered, tearing her gaze from the handsome face and struggling to raise her body from its prone position. But the bulk of his weight effectively imprisoned her, and he seemed disinclined to move. “Uh … excuse me …”

“Where are you off to?” he teased gently. “There’s really nowhere to go until the storm abates.”

“Well, I can’t just lie here. There must be something I can do to keep busy …”

“There is.”

She should have felt it coming, yet despite the strong vibrations coursing through her own body, she was unprepared. When he lowered his head, she froze. Then his lips touched hers lightly, tasting and teasing with feather-faint brushes, moving across her closed mouth in gentle exploration. When he drew back, the light of desire shone bright from deep within his dark and mysterious depths.

“Can you kiss back?” he murmured softly.

Hers was a fast whisper in return. “No.”

“You seem very sure. Why is that?”

“I don’t even know you.”

“To the contrary. I’d say”—a black eyebrow arched roguishly into his forehead—“considering the fact that I was stark naked in your bed when I awoke this morning, that you can’t consider me a total stranger.”

“That was different,” she argued quickly, her cheeks flaming. “Your clothes were drenched. If I hadn’t taken them off, you might have caught pneumonia. I acted out of pure necessity. But … I don’t even know your name … nor do you!”


He grew more serious, his voice dropping in deep flow. “Does that really seem so important right now?”

April seized her chance, mustering the courage to confront him bluntly. “Yes! It does! For all either of us knows, you may have a wife and family worried sick right now—even mourning you. How can you think to kiss me … with that hanging over you?”

The dark gaze that had been soft and open seemed to instantly cool, then harden. His low curse was muffled as he pushed himself from the sofa and paced across the room. “Don’t you think I’ve considered that?” Hands thrust into the back pockets of his jeans, he glared out the window. The shirt he had thrown on over his turtleneck jersey hung loosely but April could not help picturing the broad chest it hid. “I’ve thought of nothing else for the past two hours! I’ve gone over everything, trying to remember something. I’ve studied every inch of this place, hoping that some small item will trip the switch. And still I come up with nothing! There is no clue to my identity—or the possible existence of family. Even the monogram on this shirt is meaningless!”

Monogram? Why hadn’t she noticed it earlier? April caught the word and clung to it as he growled on. This was a new face he was showing her, a face charged with determination and bearing the vehemence of his character as he whirled around and strode toward her. “From what I can see, we’re going nowhere for a while. From what I also see,” he said, the chill in his eyes showing signs of thawing, “we are well-stocked and relatively comfortable.”

From where she sat, upright now on the sofa, April watched his approach, tilting her head back to take in his towering height. Her mouth felt strangely dry as she waited for him to go on. When he did, his voice held a clearly sensual note.

“To sum it all up, I see myself stranded, with neither
past nor future, in a small house, with a very beautiful woman—”

“Not beautiful,” she interrupted, turning awkwardly away, her heart pounding, her mind in a whirl.

But his strong fingers curved at her jaw, forcing her gaze back to his. “Yes. Beautiful. Warm. Giving. Compassionate.” He paused, studying the tremor of her lower lip, then traced it with his thumb. “You rescued me from the storm and took me in, didn’t you?”

A strange euphoria had begun to seep slowly through April’s body, generated by the nearness of this man and the inexplicable excitement of his touch, which now curled its way to the back of her neck. All she could do was to nod mutely.

“Then, let me do something in return.”

Swallowing hard, she struggled to speak. “You could build a fire …”

“I could.”

“Or”—she moistened her lips with inadvertent allure—“make us some lunch …”

“I could.”

“Or …” Her mind drew a blank, all power diverted to her budding senses.

He drew her to her feet with a gentle hand, threading his long fingers through the thickness of her chestnut hair. “Why not kiss me, then we’ll decide what to do …”

“No …” Her whisper was feeble, her entire being mesmerized by the aura of masculinity that had enveloped her and seized control. His mouth took hers while her lips were still parted, coaxing her response with the persuasiveness of his tenderness. Now it was she who was the helpless one, tossed about on a sensual sea that threatened to overpower her. Mindlessly, she returned his kiss, welcoming his tongue with her own, clinging to him as he had clung to that fragment of wood on which he’d first floated to shore.


It was this darting allusion to reality that kept her from surrendering to the depths. Gasping, she turned her head aside, appalled to find her arms around his neck, continuing to hold him as her knees found their strength. The thunder of his heart by her ear was small solace for her lapse.

“That shouldn’t have happened,” she whispered hoarsely.

“I’m very glad it did, April,” he contradicted, his arms now about her waist, holding her close. “We’ll never make it through this unless we can be honest with one another.” His voice was a gentle croon, by her ear, his breath fanned the hair by her cheek. “I find you very appealing, and I believe, unless you’d like to deny your response just now, that the feeling is mutual.”

Mortification brought April’s head more deeply against his chest, as she burrowed in a vain attempt to escape the facts. Much as she wished it, she couldn’t deny his claim. Even the smell of him, healthy, musky, and male, tempted her senses. When she pushed herself away defensively, he let her go, mindful of her inner war.

“Come, April.” He took her hand, startling her with his abruptly eased tone. “Let me fix you some lunch. Then, we’ll go to work in the other room, while you tell me more about yourself and”—his eye flipped toward the corner—“that machine.”

“My Apple?” Her shaped brows lifted in surprise, then knit as quickly in puzzlement. “What work in the other room?”

“It looked to me,” he said, grinning disarmingly, “that you’re in the middle of a project. Stripping the walls of that, uh, charming wallpaper?”

“Oh, that.” She returned his grin. “Wasn’t it awful? Say, are you an expert in renovations?” The words were no sooner out than she caught herself. “I’m sorry …”


The man before her took a deep breath, raising his gaze to focus on some distant mind-point for a fleeting moment before looking down at her. “Don’t apologize, April. I may well have been a handyman—” He stopped, noting her vigorous headshake. “Why not?” His dark brow furrowed.

“No calluses. I looked for that.”

He was mildly amused, the corner of his firm lips quirking upward. “What else did you decide?”

As April reported her observations, he listened raptly. “ … and the labels on your clothes tell us nothing, except they are of good quality.” It seemed suddenly a game, a route to mental survival, one that might salvage an otherwise awkward moment. In this spirit, she examined the monogram of his shirt. “H.E.A.”

The subject of her speculation drew himself up, feet firmly planted, hands hugging his hips. “Well … ? Any suggestions?”

April’s gaze flicked to the window. The outer pane was still saturated with rain, lending an impressionistic sheen to all without. “Come here.” She motioned enthusiastically, the thought dawning sweetly. Her hand reached for his arm as she drew him to the window. “Look out there—at those small bushes, the low-growing ones on the moor. Do you see?”

“Uh-huh.” He spotted them dutifully, then lowered his gaze to her teasing eyes.

“Those are heath plants. Rugged. Resilient. Strong. They’ve survived the elements of this island for hundreds of years.” With a nod of utter satisfaction, she grinned. “I’ll call you Heath!”

“Heath …” he said, sampling the name. “Heath. Not bad—”

“Not bad? It’s perfect!” April interrupted buoyantly. “And it’s as close to H.E.A. as we’re bound to get!” For an instant, she held her breath, mindful that the final
approval must come from the subject himself. It came with a heart-stopping smile.

“Heath it is, then. Now,” he said, shifting the topic quickly, amusing April with his establishment of priorities, “I saw some very appetizing salami on the verge of smelling up that icebox of yours. Got any Swiss cheese?”

Gamefully, she prodded. “If you can’t remember anything, how would you know to look for Swiss cheese?”

His brilliant white smile was proof of his joining the game. He, too, recognized its therapeutic value. “Who knows, perhaps I come from a long line of mice.”

“Fat chance!” she chuckled, appreciatively eyeing his masculine physique for a final moment before heading for the food.

Over salami and cheese on rye, Heath probed the very professional side of Dr. April Wilde. “Exactly what is your work? A doctorate in counseling sounds pretty vague to me.”

“In New York I had a small practice counseling private patients. But the larger part of my work deals with writing.”

“I’m listening …”

So was April. “I think the storm’s letting up.”

“Uh-huh. Either that, or we’re in its eye.”

A mischievous grin toyed about her pink lips. “You may be right at that, Heath.”

Even as he pondered her humor, he urged her on. “What do you write?”

“Journal articles. Expert opinions. But, most regularly, I have a syndicated column. It appears now in two dozen newspapers across the country.”

Her pride was contagious. “Very impressive.” He nodded, balancing his chair precariously on its hind legs. “And what do you talk about in this column?”

For an instant, her mind was diverted by his agility. “Maybe you were a gymnast? Or a stunt man?” She lifted
an eyebrow toward his back-tilted chair, then turned her attention to his question. “Hmm? Oh, it’s a question-and-answer type of thing.” She held his gaze, alert to his reaction. “Readers of the papers write to me, care of the newspaper office, and then I choose freely which issues to discuss. Though I usually deal with psychological matters, there are frequent references to more mundane matters,” she smirked, “such as managing a budget.” Suddenly, she had an idea. “I can show you my next column.” She hesitated. “ … if you’d like.” Her voice ended on a softer, less sure note.

“I’d like that very much.” His forcefulness restored her confidence. “But how do you manage to handle all your work from this house? It’s rather remote, isn’t it?”

April grinned triumphantly. “Bingo! My Apple—a computer! It sends whatever I want over the phone lines to a terminal in New York.”

The dark head dipped in understanding. “Very clever.”

“Except,” she said, quickly qualifying his assessment, “when the phone lines are dead and there is no electricity …”

Her remark suddenly reminded them of their predicament. With a jarring thud, the legs of his chair hit the floor. “That does seem to be a problem.” He stood with a frown, withdrawing before her eyes to a more preoccupied state. Without further word, he gathered the dishes and brought them to the sink, once again prompting April to contemplate his domesticity. Someone had trained him well, she mused with feministic fervor, as she studied the enigmatic fierceness of his dark form. Yes, he was aptly named. He was strong and resilient. At the moment there was a bit of that brooding, moody Heathcliff about him. She smiled—then sobered instantly. How little she really knew of him! What would the next day or two reveal? A shiver of apprehension ran through her limbs as she forced herself toward the living room and the manila parcel on
her desk. Moments later she spread its contents on the clean kitchen table. Heath stood over her shoulder as she singled out the letter in question and her response, for them both to peruse.

“Not bad,” he murmured. “Very smooth. Reassuring. You are the compassionate one.” Where there might have been mockery, there was none. “No wonder you took me in …”

He was too close for comfort. Looking up, her face was mere inches from his. But his attention was suddenly on the outer label of the large manila mailer. “‘Eye of the Storm’?” he queried softly.

“My column,” she explained, mindful of its deeper application to their present situation. “That’s what it’s called.”

A slow smile spread over his features, reaching even the deepest recesses of his dark eyes. “‘Eye of the Storm.’ Very appropriate.” His downcast gaze caught April’s, sending ripples of comprehension in its wake. His strong arm circled her shoulder, drawing her close against the lean lines of his body. “This certainly is the eye of the storm,” he said, echoing her thoughts, “isn’t it?”

Lids down, April savored the safety she felt. Safety. Contentment. Happiness. Her whisper was a soft purr. “Yes. It is.”

Indeed, she could have stayed there forever, held securely in her sea-tossed mariner’s arms, had it not been for a thunderous crash that reverberated through them both with lightning force.




CHAPTER THREE

“What was that?” she cried in nerve-shattered alarm, her gaze flying toward the back door, from which the uproar had come. Tearing from his arms, she covered the distance to the door in an instant, threw it open and gasped.

Heath was immediately behind her. “Wait a min—” he began, but his plea fell on deaf ears for April had already ventured onto the back porch and stood amid a perilous carpet of broken glass. “April!” His bark was more gruff.

“It was the storm door,” she said softly, as though to herself. Only the slanted porchtop roof kept the rain from her head. “I thought I had locked it, but it must have worked loose somehow.”

“April.” The deep voice burst into her thoughts. “Get back in here! You’ll cut yourself!”

Heedless to his warning, she stooped and tossed several larger pieces of glass into a makeshift pile in the corner. Continuing to survey the damage, she turned gingerly. Heath had disappeared from the door and was returning, just as she noted his absence, with his shoes on. Cursing softly, he strode toward her, swept her off her feet into his arms and returned her over the plane of jagged shards to the kitchen.

“That was a stupid thing to do!” he scolded darkly. “Would you like to permanently scar the bottoms of your feet?” He looked scoffingly at the wool socks that offered but minimal protection, then glanced at a red blot on her
finger. “Let’s clean that off,” he ordered, placing her gruffly onto the table, then stooping down to strip the socks carefully from her feet. “And check those for glass while I get a Band-Aid.”

Throughout his demonstration of force, April had been the stunned victim. Not only had the power of his arms, especially given his recent ordeal, startled her, but she was taken aback by the sense of command he exuded. She spoke more meekly.

“Heath, that glass is apt to blow around and off the porch if it isn’t cleaned up now. Once it gets into the grass and the bushes, it’ll really be a mess to collect.” Her eyes were wide brown pools focused at the tall figure before her.

Anger drew his lips into a thin line. “Then you can tell me where I might find the broom,” he seethed with a deep breath, “and I’ll see to it myself.”

“Just inside the basement stairs.” She pointed, gratitude reflected in her tentative smile.

“Crazy woman,” he mumbled under his breath, shaking his head as he followed her finger and retrieved the broom.

April was more than pleased to escape his wrath, taking refuge in the living room with a paper towel wrapped tightly around her finger. Well, she mused, the man certainly had a way about him! Whatever had made him so angry? Her actions were no different than any homeowner’s might have been. Of course, he was right. It had been slightly foolish of her to stampede into the middle of the mess like that! But where was his understanding?

“Let me see that finger now.”

Lost in her thoughts, April looked up quickly to find Heath lowering himself to sit by her side on the sofa. To her instant relief, his anger had cooled. When he took the profferred digit and removed its wrapping, his touch was gently exploratory.


“Looks like it’s not deep. Sit still.”

With the order, he was up once more and gone. Moments later, he returned with disinfectant and a Band-Aid. “You certainly have found your way around,” she teased softly.

“When a man needs a shave”—he shrugged with a smile—“he is willing to wade through any number of things by way of reaching a razor. In this case, the jungle held other goodies.”

April thought hard, trying desperately to recall what else he might have found in her own private medicine chest. To her knowledge, there was nothing either incriminating or embarrassing. Reassured, she lifted the injured finger, now circled tightly with a Band-Aid, for inspection.

“If it’s uncomfortably tight,” he offered, “we’ll take it off in a few minutes. The most important thing is to stop the flow of blood.”

“It wasn’t really bleeding all that much …”

“Any cut should be taken care of.” His face was close to hers, his nearness beginning to affect her. Seeking respite from his intensity, she grinned.

“Maybe you’re a doctor.” At his raised brow, she breezed on. “Or a paramedic? How about a veterinarian?”

Through narrowed eyes, he assessed her. “You have quite a sense of humor, sweet April. Anything else to suggest?”

“No.” She shrugged innocently, rather enjoying the game.

“Good! Now.” He stood up. “You say there is firewood in the basement also?”

“Uh-huh.”

He rubbed his hands together eagerly. “That’s what we need. A little warmth. A little romance.”

“Now, wait a minute …”


“Uh!” He stopped her protest. “Doctor’s orders. You” —he pointed straight at her—“sit!”

Amusement flitted about her features as she watched Heath vanish for an armload of wood, set the logs carefully on the iron grate in the fireplace, scatter small kindling beneath, and strike a match.

“It works, doesn’t it?” He paused in the act, hand suspended.

“Yes,” she chuckled.

His sigh of relief was audible as he touched the flame to the dry wood. “Thank goodness! All we need is a roomful of black smoke!” April laughed with him as he unceremoniously swiped the cushions from the nearby armchair and piled them on the small area rug before the fire. “Come here,” he growled, giving April no time for second thoughts, as he reached for her and gently hauled her to his improvised lair.

“For a man who can’t remember who he is,” she mused aloud, “you’re in high spirits!”

Settling her comfortably in the crook of his arm, he cocked his head nonchalantly. “You’ve given me a name, I have a roof over my head, food in my belly, a woman by my side—what more could I ask?”

“You make it sound so simple—adapting to amnesia.”

“Do I have any choice?”

She shook her head against his shoulder, feeling more comfortable by the minute. “I suppose not.” Soon she became hypnotized by the dancing flame in the hearth. “That’s a super fire! Where did you ever learn to build one like that? I know,” she said with humor. “Were you a logger?” He shook his head, grinning against her hair. “An Indian chief?” Again he shook his head. April lowered her voice in feigned secrecy. “A pyromaniac?”

Her kidding ended with his pounce as he flipped over to pin her to the cushions, his body holding hers at his mercy. When she opened her mouth to protest he closed
it with his own, demonstrating a hunger she’d only had glimpses of before. It was intoxicating—his hunger—and exhilarating. April felt her senses fall into the swirling eddy of desire, yet her mind resisted to the last.

“Don’t, Heath,” she whispered, when he released her lips for a brief moment. “We shouldn’t—”

“Shhh.” His fingers wound through her chestnut mane, holding her face immobile. A slow rain of kisses fell on her eyes, her cheeks, her lips, as April struggled to deny their rapturous shower. But she felt herself weakening, ever weakening before the tender onslaught.

“No. Please, don’t …” Yet even as she spoke, her body betrayed her, straining toward the muscular lines of his virility, lean and long against her.

He said nothing but let his hands venture into eloquence. With infinite care they caressed her—her shoulders, her neck, and then, as she cried out with pleasure, her breasts. His fingers found their fullness and their peaks, coaxing each to greater sensitivity.

“Ah, sweet April,” he rasped, instants before seizing her lips in a kiss as fierce as any she’d known. And she had known many over the years—but none like this. Had she simply been out of the mainstream too long? Had she missed a man’s touch, without realizing it? Was her appreciation that of a pauper finding gold?

Her response was wild and fevered, her pent-up passion suddenly unleashed. Beneath a veneer of composure lay a bee’s nest of desire. This man, whom she barely knew, had plumbed its honey. Yet as the force of her need shocked her, so did his sudden withdrawal. Her cry of loss was muffled in the wool of her sweater gliding up over her head. To her confusion, she found herself against the cushions once more, Heath close above her, his hands releasing the buttons of her shirt, one by one.

For an instant, she felt that she could stop him. Her fingers, trembling, closed over his, her eyes locking with
his in silent pleading. It was his lips, lowering and gently consuming hers, that stilled her protest. As the fire crackled brightly in the hearth and its wood smell wafted through the room about them, he finished his task, spreading the shirt to make way for his hands as they intimately stroked her ivory flesh. To her whispered moan, his fingers slid inside the lace of her bra, cupping the warmth of her breast, his thumb sliding back and forth over its crest, sending ripples of sweet torture through her. When his mouth resumed its plunder, she felt her grasp on reality slipping, slipping through fingertips that sought the thickness of his hair and held his head closer, ignoring the last wee voice that persisted in distant objection.

Heath lifted his head and slid his hands down her body, pressing her hips against his in frustration. That his arousal was as great as her own, she knew for a fact. That she wanted him closer, deeper, more fully a part of her still, gave her a jolt. But it simply wasn’t right.

“No, Heath!” she rasped. “Please stop …” From somewhere she found the sudden strength to spread her palms against the wall of his chest and lever him ever so slightly away.

He stared at her for a long uncomprehending moment. Very slowly his breathing steadied and the raging fire of desire faded to a more docile glow.

“No?” he muttered thickly.

She shook her head.

“Why, April? Why the turn-off? Was it nothing more than a game?”

“No!” she cried out in instant horror.

“Then why? I thought you wanted me as well.”

“I did! I do!” Bolting up, she twisted to put her back to him.

His approach grew newly mellow. “Then why? Why won’t you let me make love to you?”

“I can’t. I just can’t.”


“April …”

There was warning in his voice, forcing her on. She spoke in an agonized whisper. “I’m frightened.” Until she’d said it, she hadn’t even realized it. But, yes, she was frightened.

“Of me?” he asked hesitantly.

“Not really.” She shook her head in self-reproach.

“More of myself, I think.” It was as far as she could go at the moment. “I wouldn’t want to get … carried away …”

“You’re not making sense, April. A minute ago you responded to me with all of you. Are you saying that you’re afraid of lovemaking?”

A tremulous hand ran through her hair as she sought the correct words. “Of the physical act, no.”

Heath stood impatiently. “Then what is it you fear?” He loomed high above her, compounding her dilemma with his overwhelmingly powerful presence.

Tucking her knees up to her chest, she buried her face. “I just can’t explain. I’m not even sure of it myself.”

An interminable silence followed her half-whispered words. As he stood between the fire and her, his frame diverted its heat, leaving her chilled both in body and spirit. When with an oath he stalked from the room, a dry sob coursed through her, leaving her emotionally spent. Moments later the sound of the shower—the still cold shower—attested to Heath’s state of mind.

April sighed in resignation, her own body reluctantly calming. Her fingers shook imperceptibly as she buttoned her shirt, then stood and walked to the window. The rain had let up to a light drizzle; the end was in sight.

The end was in sight. It was those words so innocently passing through April’s mind that embodied the crux of her fear. In the instant she saw it clearly. To give herself to Heath would be to become more deeply involved in a relationship that was destined for destruction. Here,
alone, in this house at the far end of nowhere, Heath was a terribly appealing man. Yet what of reality? Once the storm ended the utilities would be repaired, reestablishing her link to a world of information that could, most probably, identify this man with the initials H.E.A. within days. If April allowed herself to become emotionally involved with him, only to discover a wife and children waiting for his return, she would be in for heartbreak. And Lord knew she had suffered enough of that in her short lifetime. Shane Michaels’s betrayal, though wiped now from her everyday awareness, had left its scar. Could she knowingly risk her peace of mind?

The shower had been turned off; sounds from the bedroom kept April where she was until, after a few minutes, Heath came out to join her. He looked fresher than she felt, and she told him that.

“I think I should take a shower, myself,” she murmured, looking anywhere but directly at the tall, handsome man.

“It’s cold …” he warned softly, his mood having improved with the invigorating shower.

Her long, chestnut tresses fell forward as she lowered her head, shielding her from his gaze. “Look, Heath, I’m sorry—”

“I’m sorry, April—”

Their simultaneous apologies brought both heads up, both pairs of eyes into direct confrontation. After a long moment, both pairs of lips curved in smiles. When Heath approached her, she felt no longer frightened.

“Why don’t you go wash up, honey,” he suggested softly. “Shower if you must,” he teased, “but at your own risk. I won’t come running in to warm you up.”

The allusion to their temporarily banked passion brought a crimson flush to her cheeks. She smiled in gratitude; she trusted him to respect her wishes. “And what will you be doing?”


“I think I’ll peel some wallpaper for a stretch. The physical exertion might help.” His suggestiveness was quickly overridden by her concern.

“Are you sure you feel up to it?”

A low laugh rumbled from deep within him. “If I don’t do something about this pent-up energy, we’re both apt to be in big trouble.” Having drawn out “big” to twice its length, he grinned mischievously. “Now, run along. And don’t be too long. I may need some help.”

As it turned out, no help was needed. April’s shower was abbreviated yet refreshing, and she spent little time dawdling with her hair, her face or her clothes. There seemed no point, she reasoned, in fixing herself up, especially after she’d sworn off the man and his charms. The butterflies that materialized mysteriously in her stomach, however, belied the image of composure she presented in the spare room a few moments later.

“Done so quickly?” she asked in surprise, her eye coming to rest on the broad set of shoulders, the dark head, the lean torso and legs, as Heath stood with his back to her, gazing out the window.

“It’s getting pretty dark. I’ll try it again tomorrow morning.” The faraway ring of his voice wrenched April’s insides. There was no doubt in her mind as to the direction of his thoughts. They would be searching, ever searching, for the memories that would restore his place in the world, that world across the water.

Slowly, she covered the distance to join him at the window. “It gets dark so much earlier now. Winter will be upon us, before we know it.” Her thoughts took their own diversion, her voice a dreamy lilt. “I wonder what it’ll be like—living out here in the thick of winter.”

“The house seems sturdy enough. Even with the winds, it hasn’t been drafty. If your heating system holds up, you should do fine.”

Their sights met and locked for an enigmatic moment,
both obsessed with their own thoughts. April’s hands were in her pockets, and so were Heath’s. It seemed the safest place …

“Come on.” He cocked his head. “Let’s go talk. In the living room. You still haven’t told me about yourself.”

She laughed softly. “It’s not a terribly fascinating story, I can guarantee you.”

“It sure beats mine!” He beamed down at her, warming her with the pure pleasure of his company.

“You’ve got a point.” Her head dipped in good-humored agreement as she led the way into the living room. While Heath settled his lengthy frame before the fire, now fully ablaze with birch replenishment, she opened the storage cabinet beneath her desk. “It’s not that I drink on the job.” She waved a bottle of wine in the air with a flourish. “It’s just the only place I could find to store the bottle properly.”

“No need for explanations, darlin’. The end result is what counts!” His eyes danced as she approached him, but she caught their gleam and halted in midstep.

“Hey,” she said, her gaze narrowing, “you weren’t an alcoholic once upon a time, were you?”

“Naw,” he drawled. “If I was, you can bet I would have sniffed out that bottle long ago. Have you a corkscrew?” He was on his feet and had taken the bottle from her before she could respond. Silently, she pointed toward the kitchen, then traced his steps, arranging a plate of crackers and Boursin cheese while Heath wrestled with a stubborn cork. At its triumphant “pop” the two returned, arms laden, to the living room.

“Now, sweet April.” He took the plate from her and put it on the floor before the fire, handed her a cracker piled high with cheese and a wineglass, and urged her on. “Your story, please.” He poured the wine, demonstrating the fine art with a concluding twist that ranked favorably with that of even the finest of wine stewards.


“A bartender?” She couldn’t resist the quip. “Is that what you did for a living?”

Ignoring her gentle teasing, he gallantly touched his glass to hers. “I’m waiting.”

The command performance began softly. “What can I say? I’ve spent most of my life in and around New York.”

“You were born there?”

“Uh-huh. My family has a home on Long Island, a summer home in Bar Harbor. That’s in Maine …”

He nodded his understanding. “Your parents?”

“George and Sheila Wilde. George is the president and chairman of the board of Wilde Enterprises, headquartered in Manhattan. Sheila is president and chairman of the board of her own very exclusive social circle.”

“Is that a note of sarcasm I detect?” His eyes studied her closely as she sipped her wine.

“I suppose so.” It was a reluctant admission that she felt called for an explanation. “She always assumed I’d follow in her footsteps. You know, country-club leader, charity hostess, belle of the ball, so to speak. She’s perfect for it. I’m not. When I balked and insisted I wanted a career, we had a mild falling out.”

Heath stopped her gently. “Whoa. You’re getting ahead of me. Let’s go back a bit. Your childhood—what was it like?”

April eyed him sharply. “Why is it that I get the feeling of being on a psychiatrist’s couch? I don’t make a habit of discussing this with just anyone, you know. Say,” she said, stalling for time, “were you a psychiatrist? Just think, perhaps we’re colleagues of sorts.” She cocked her head and studied him, finding pleasure in the relaxation of his features. “No, on second thought, not a psychiatrist.”

“Whyever not?”

“For one thing, you don’t wear horn-rimmed glasses. For another, you’re too well put together.” When Heath
looked down at his castaway costume she burst into spontaneous laughter. “No! Your mind, Heath!”

The smile he flashed her quickened her pulse. “That’s just because I have so little on my mind. Once it all comes back …” As his words trailed off, their eyes met. The return of his memory was the end goal, yet at the moment it would be a raw intrusion on the peace of the scene. Heath cleared his throat. “Your childhood, April. Was it a happy one?”

Appreciative of diversion from that other thought, she continued reminiscing. “Yes, it was happy. I had a good home, fine clothes, the best of schooling. I went to a private school in New York, spent my junior year in high school on an exchange program in France.”

A dark eyebrow arched. “Very nice.”

“It was. Most summers we spent in Maine.” Her eye trailed to the window. “Perhaps that’s why this place appealed to me—on the ocean and all.” Her thoughts returned to the story. “I was fortunate enough to be able to travel. I’ve seen most of Europe, Scandinavia, some of the Middle East, and parts of South America. The islands of the Caribbean are my favorites, particularly in the middle of the northeast winter!”

“I see your point,” Heath agreed. “What about friends, April? Surely there must have been many—plus a string of men at your beck and call.”

April winced involuntarily. “I do have friends. And I’ve had my share of male companionship.” She paused, and he waited.

“Yes … ?”

“Yes, what?”

“You ended in the middle of your thought. I have to believe there’s more to that particular story.”

Her features grew more taut. “You’re right.”

“Well, don’t keep me in suspense …”

“Oh, Heath,” she burst out beseechingly. “You really
don’t want to hear all this. It’s very boring and self-indulgent.”

He reached out a hand to touch her cheek, then withdrew it before it arrived. His expression was soft but unfathomable. “I do want to hear. Please. And, you never can tell, at any time, something you say may hit a familiar note!”

As she considered the possibility, her eyes sought strength in the firm lines of his face. “Your bruise looks a little better,” she commented, impulsively touching her fingertips to the purple flesh in a motion that completed, with tenderness, that which Heath had begun. When he closed his fingers around hers, her heart skipped a beat. His look held a warning; instantly, she drew her hand back, as though touched by fire. “Sorry,” she murmured hesitantly, “where was I?”

“Your men.”

A poignant smile gentled her features. “Yes, my men. I’ve dated some dashing ones in my time.”

“Anyone special?”

Her brows met and her eyes clouded with pain for a fleeting moment before she regained control. In that moment, Heath saw her emotion and his gaze grew more sharp. But April was no longer looking at him. Rather, she studied the bareness of her pale and slender fingers, their finely shaped and conditioned nails.

“There was someone,” she began with a sigh. “His name was Shane Michaels. You may even have heard of him—” Her eyes darted quickly up, then back. “No, you won’t remember. He is a prominent news broadcaster in the New York area.”

“And your relationship … ?”

“ … was pretty heavy for a while there.” She paused, shaking her head slowly, her hair sliding around her downcast face. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this—”


His fingers caught her chin and forced her eyes to meet his. “Perhaps because you need to tell me, just as I need to know.” He elaborated on his meaning with the acuity of his gaze. In an instant, April knew he was right. Even had he not asked, she would have wanted him to know. Nodding in acquiescence, she inhaled deeply. Heath dropped his fingers to let her continue.

“Shane was—is—a compelling character. He arrived on the New York scene several years ago. Our social circles crossed and we hit it off from the start. I was working by that time, so it didn’t matter to me that so much of his time was taken with his work. He was a charming companion. I … fancied myself … in love with him.”

Embarrassed once more by the extent of her naivete, April looked away. In the final analysis, more of the pain she suffered came from this self-reproach than from the loss of a love that had been only superficial.

The silence was disturbed but occasionally by the crack of the fire in the hearth. Suddenly, in April’s mind, the affair seemed truly over, a memory from her past, irrelevant to her present life.

“What happened?” His voice was soft in its urging.

She shrugged. “I found him in bed one day with a close friend of mine.” At Heath’s low moan, she raised her eyes. “That’s one of the reasons why I resisted you, Heath. If there is a woman out there”—her arm made a wide, sweeping gesture—“waiting for you, I’d hate to cause her more pain than she’s already suffered.”

For what seemed an eternity, neither of them spoke. It was, finally, his deep male voice that broke the stillness. “And if there is no other woman, April … ?”

Her breath caught at his words, her heart pounding as the rougher texture of his man’s hand stroked the far side of her face, turning her toward him. The tears that gathered in dark, glistening crescents just within the bounds of her lower lashes bewildered her, as did the blurred image
of vulnerability that she beheld. Mercifully Heath demanded no verbal response but drew her against him, burying her face against the warm haven of his chest and rocking her gently for several moments before setting her back. Though the issue would remain a major one for them both, there was unspoken accord that it should not be pushed.

“Aside from the ugly experience with Michaels,” he began softly, “you’ve painted a very satisfactory picture of your life. I still don’t understand why you left New York. It would seem much more convenient, with your work and all, to have remained in the middle of everything.”

“Perhaps,” she sniffled, blotting the last of the moisture from her eyes with the backs of her hands. “But the city lost its appeal for me, I guess. Oh,” she added quickly, “the fiasco with Shane was merely the straw that broke the camel’s back.” She regarded him sheepishly. “An old expression—I’ m sure your alter ego is familiar with it.” With a deep breath she went on. “I had been increasingly disenchanted with my so-called ‘group’ in New York for some time. I’m sure much of it had to do with my work. Work isn’t something that most of my friends took kindly to. We seemed to grow in different directions. After a while I got tired of making excuses to avoid a party here or a weekend there. They bored me. And I’d had it with apologizing for my work. I enjoy it. It’s rewarding and self-supporting. No one can take it away from me, and I refuse to stick around while they try.”

“So you ran.”

Her head flew up with such swiftness that the wine splashed from her glass. “I wouldn’t call it that.”

“What, then? Wasn’t it possible to stand on your own back there in New York?”

Fury filled her, fueled by hurt at his lack of understanding. “For some people, yes. For me, no.” The gold flecks in her eyes sparked dangerously. “I was one of them,
trying to break from the mold. It took me twenty-nine years to get up the courage, and I thought I’d done pretty well setting myself up here.”

“You can’t stay here forever.”

“Why not?” she countered indignantly.

“April,” he chided softly, “you were born and bred into society. Can you just withdraw … like that?” He snapped his fingers in audible illustration.

“I’m sure as hell trying!”

Sensing the extent of her anger, he let it ride, turning to feed the fire and refill their wineglasses. They sat in silence, each occupied in his own mind-world. As April slowly calmed from her outburst, she realized that there had been some truth to his accusation. She had run from New York, unable to make the break while still in viewing distance of the crowd. But was that wrong? Wasn’t it most important that the break be made?

Whatever Heath’s thoughts were, she felt removed from them. When he rose and disappeared, she made no move to question him, but merely let the flames of the fire carry on their hypnotic peacemaking effort. It was the warm aroma of something very tempting that finally broke through her trance.

“Dinner is served,” Heath announced, presenting her, to her astonishment, with a fireside banquet of steak, broccoli in cheese sauce, and scalloped potatoes. “Your freezer has quite a store of these goodies. I only hope we can eat them as fast as they thaw—if this electricity doesn’t come on!”

It was his peace offering, this attractive and appetizing meal, much as the wine had been hers earlier. Against her will, April felt the last of her anger waft off into the night chill. “This is a feast, Heath! I haven’t eaten this much at one time since … since last Thanksgiving!” She grinned. “You must have been a chef. That’s it. A chef!” With a
sigh of satisfaction, she sampled the fare, complimenting the cook at each taste.

The good will carried them through the evening, as April’s small transistor radio provided the entertainment.

“Sounds as though the storm is history for the majority of the coast,” she commented, when finally she flipped off the switch.

“It really is, here, too. The rain has just about stopped.” He paused in silent debate, before continuing. “How are the repair crews on the island?”

“Beats me. This is my first full-fledged storm here. I would imagine that someone will be out by tomorrow …” Her voice faded as her thoughts joined his. There was something strangely and unexpectedly lovely about their present isolation. Without Heath here, she might have been frightened, bored, chilled. But he was here, with her. It was an odd twist to what had begun as a near-tragedy.

“Come on,” he spoke softly. “Let’s go to bed.”

April stiffened. “That could be very dangerous.” Looking around, she settled on the couch. “I think I’ll sleep in here.”

“No, you won’t, April,” he contradicted her firmly. “That double bed of yours is plenty big to hold us both.”

Her gaze narrowed on his strangely innocent expression. “Do you really think that would be wise?”

He grinned. “Look on it as a test of our willpower.”

“And … if we fail?”

“Damn it, woman!” he reconsidered reluctantly. “I’ll sleep on the couch then.”

“No!” Her answer came more quickly than she’d thought it. “No,” she repeated it more calmly, “we’ll try it your way. But you’d better promise …”

He raised his fingers in the scout’s salute, then joined her stare in deep thought. “Do you think I was a boy scout?”


It was April who recovered first. “To tell you the truth, I really don’t care. I want your pledge.”

“Pledge not to touch you?” he asked piteously.

“Pledge to stay on your side of the bed.” She evaded the issue he’d raised, wondering how she would ever make it through the night in the same bed with this man without succumbing to him … regardless of where he lay. Then she caught her breath. Did she really want to do without him? Would it be so terrible to allow herself the luxury of him for this one night? Her body tingled at the thought. To experience something she sensed would be truly beautiful—wouldn’t it be worth any later price?

Fully aware of what her compliancy might ultimately mean, she nonetheless undressed in the bathroom, slipped on her long silky nightgown, tied its matching robe up to her neck, and crept into the far side of the bed. Heath had been busy snuffing the fire in the hearth and now found the bedroom dark, its kerosine lamp extinguished for the sake of her sanity.

Her ear followed his progress, noting the rustle of clothing moments before the mattress yielded beneath his weight. To her chagrin, she found her body sliding helplessly toward his. With a frantic squirm, she topped the highest point of the ticking once more, only to begin the slide again. A soft chuckle caught her in the act of pulling herself up a second time.

“And what’s so funny?” she asked indignantly.

“Come here,” he growled, a long arm snaking out to coil around her waist and draw her body back flush against his. “There. Now lie still … if you know what’s good for you.”

His warning was well taken. Indeed, once her initial self-consciousness—and her appallingly strong awareness of his body—had eased, the comfort of his firm cradle filled her with a pervading sense of peace. With his arms wrapped tightly about her and the male scent of him filling
her nostrils, she fell into a sweeter sleep than she had known for years. It was only when her eyes opened again, in the dark, predawn hours, that she knew their good intentions to be sadly lacking. For the craving she felt, the utter longing of her every nerve end, was mirrored in the long, hair-roughened limbs and the firmly muscled torso of the man beside her—the man whose dark eyes now followed her awakening with fierce and obvious hunger.




CHAPTER FOUR

Why did he have to be so handsome? Why so warm and gentle? Why so charming? So capable? So devastatingly masculine? “Why couldn’t I have rescued a one-eyed eunuch with baggy pants, a bald head, and a pot belly?” she whispered in sober emotion, unaware that she’d voiced the thought until the firm-shaped lips before her moved to answer.

“Is that what you would have wanted, April?” His murmur was as thick as hers had been, his eyes searing beams of desire to her core.

Entranced, she raised her hand to touch the lean plane of his face. Tremulous fingers explored the strength of his cheekbone and the hollow beneath, stroking the rugged line of his jaw before coming to rest on the warmth of his lips. “No,” she uttered in total honesty. “No.”

“Then don’t fight it, darlin’,” he whispered against her fingertips, kissing them lightly. “It was meant to be.”

Later, his words would come back to haunt her. For now, however, she was blind to all but the screaming need within for his touch. It was as though, in the early morning darkness, reality had faded from view. Coming fresh from sleep to the headiness of Heath, April could remember nothing of her earlier fears. There was no other world save that which held them both, warm beneath shared blankets, heated by shared desire.

His hands played along the slender stretch of her neck,
his fingers sending currents of excitement through her as they traced her ear, then slid down a shaft of silky brown hair to her shoulder. She caught her breath as his palm worked its way down her contours, skimming the side of her breast, her midriff and waist, to round her hip and stroke the flesh which the work of sleep on her nightclothes had exposed.

He hugged her to him then, holding her fiercely against his long, lean body, his hands pressing her ever closer to his pulsing need. April felt herself adrift, floating in a mindless sea of ecstasy, her pleasure marred only by the knot of frustration that had materialized in her body, sending waves of craving through the farthest reaches of her consciousness.

Her bared legs moved against his, electrified by the friction of his tufted man’s flesh against the smoothness of her own. With her breath suspended midchest, she held his gaze—that gaze which rained a bright light of adoration on her sleep-softened flush.

He kissed her softly as he reached for the ties of her robe, releasing them and laying the pale blue fabric back, then sitting up beside her. Dark eyes holding hers in taut command, he slid the silken straps of her gown from her shoulders and eased the garment to her waist. At last, as he looked down on her body, he released his breath in a hoarse moan.

“April …” It was near prayerful in reverence, exciting her as much as the strong hands that seemed now to possess her, touching every inch of her, as they forced the gown over her hips and discarded it onto the floor. “Oh, darlin’ … you’re beautiful …”

Indeed she had never felt more so, lying naked now beneath his gaze, her chestnut brown hair fanning out against the pillow, baring her shoulders to his touch. Thrilling to the joy he found in her, she bobbed in that sea of ecstasy, its inner tide growing more agitated by the
minute. Her hands were drawn inexorably to his chest, framing its broad and muscled span in wild appreciation before sliding over the leanness of his ribcage and stomach to help him rid himself of his shorts, the last material barrier between them.

The storm whipped its hungry need about, muffling her gasp as he lowered his body over hers. “I need you, Heath!” she cried in torment, her warmth craving his fulfillment with agonized greed. Even in frenzy, she sensed every line of his manhood as it fit in primeval perfection to her pliant femininity.

He silenced her moan with his lips, possessing her mouth in anticipation of that deeper possession both sought. Yet, tempering the arousal she knew he felt, he held off, bent on heightening her pitch with sweet, sweet torture in a maelstrom of hands and fingers, lips and tongue. She could only strain against him, arching her back as he explored her body, finding her most secret spots and making them his. Her fingers touched him in poignant urging, yet he waited, waited for the moment.

Lost at sea, she abandoned herself to the tempest of desire he stirred. She was his victim, at his mercy, dependent on him, only him, for salvation, for fulfillment. When finally the moment of union came, she cried aloud at its incredible beauty, clutching frantically at the rippling muscles of his damp back as, amid soft words of love and fire, he set the tempo and carried her with him to a far distant, rapturous shore and back, finally setting her down, spent and satisfied, by his side. For long moments, they clung to the closeness in panting unison. Legs intertwined with his, April rested her head in the crook of his shoulder, her palm monitoring the slow-easing race of his heartbeat.

His breath was warm and raspy against the damp tendrils of hair on her brow. “Is it always like that?” he asked in a tone deep and husky.


“It’s never been like that before.” She spoke her own, thudding heart’s declaration, stretching the soft, ivory flesh of her body more comfortably against his manly firmness.

He tightened his arms about her for an instant. “I’m glad, April …”

For that brief moment, in the aftermath of mutual desire and shared fulfillment, the haze of passion held her on its secluded shore, safe from the reality that lurked beyond the dunes. April had never, in her life, felt as content, as whole. She was a woman beside this man, had given to him the same delight she’d received; the satisfaction was soul-reaching.

Then with unexpected and unwelcome intrusion, reality was upon her. With the restoration of electrical power, the lamp by the bed came suddenly aglow, its bright yellow glare illuminating her nakedness and that of her tall and rugged lover. Awareness returned with a vengeful rush.

It took dismaying moments for her to will movement to her passion-spent limbs. At last she rolled onto her side, away from Heath, moaning in disillusionment at what her mind was beginning to assimilate.

“That shouldn’t have happened!” she cried in soft self-reproach.

He argued gently, balanced on his elbow just behind her curled form. “It was inevitable. And very beautiful. You can’t deny that.”

With a force that startled them both, she whipped around, drawing the sheet over her as cover. Her eyes pierced his dark depths with the intensity of her conscience. “Have I just become an adulteress, Heath? Can you tell me that?”

“You know I can’t,” he replied calmly. “But in this society isn’t one assumed innocent until proven guilty?”

Her voice held uncharacteristic bitterness. “Ah, a lawyer,
now. Or, better still, the judge. Is that it? Am I getting warmer?”

Warning lights flashed in the darkness of his eyes. “That’s enough, April.”

“No,” she persisted, her brown eyes grown suddenly liquid, “it isn’t! I can’t stop, Heath! I can’t stop wondering and questioning and agonizing and fearing—”

“April …” His voice was a low growl, his features taut.

For a moment, she held her breath, mesmerized by the casual fall of the swath of vibrant black hair on his forehead, the comb marks of her own fingers above and behind his ears. “God help me.” Her eyes widened with her soulful whisper. “I can’t stop wanting you …” Slowly, the tears escaped their bounds, trickling, one by one, over the now-pale sheen of her cheeks.

“Damn it, April,” he swore, grabbing her arms and hauling her against his chest, easily overpowering her resistance with arms like long steel bands that formed a temporary prison about her quaking body. “Listen to me! Whatever was done in this bed, was done by both of us. We’re in this together. I won’t have you blaming yourself for something that was genuine and lovely … and undertaken in the spirit of innocence—”

“There was nothing innocent about it!” She interrupted him sharply. “It was lust. Physical need—”

“Which,” he continued for her, “was satisfied by two people who had no other knowledge but that they were free to do so. Don’t you understand, April? I have no idea when—or whether—my memory will return. Can I isolate myself from life, from pleasure, indefinitely? Perhaps it is a purely selfish approach—but it’s the only one I see that will help me over the next weeks, months, maybe years.”

His words had a self-calming effect, his tone gradually growing softer, less gruff. April felt his sense of conviction, conveyed through every fiber of his body as it held hers, and she derived momentary solace from it.


“How strange,” she hiccoughed, at last, closing her eyes against the warmth of his chest, gaining strength from his manly scent, “that we should wait and wait for the lights to come on, and then find them to be so cruel. I wonder”—a sniffle interrupted her musing—“what would have happened … had the electricity gone on an hour ago.”

She opened her eyes to see the first light of dawn break beyond the windowpane. It held no miracle answers.

Heath snickered. “You would have been just as horrified to find yourself in bed with a half-dressed stranger … who would have wanted you regardless.”

“You,” she announced without a trace of humor, “are probably a notorious playboy.” At her frown, he released her, and she bounded from the bed, throwing her robe across her shoulders as she fled the room to do battle with her conscience.

By the time she emerged from the bathroom, she was alone in the house. Aimless steps took her from room to room, mug of steaming black coffee in hand, to the front door to examine the world in the aftermath of Ivan the Terrible. How differently things looked to her now, even though they were quite unchanged! Saturated with rain and glittering with brightly mirrored puddles, the moorland started just beyond her yard and undulated its way toward the horizon. The misted morning’s sun wore a thinly clouded veil, lending even greater stillness to the pale yellow and gray tapestry, a miracle in elemental recovery.

Nothing had changed, yet everything had. She closed the door softly and turned from it. The hurricane had been compassionate toward the landscape; it had wreaked havoc with her peace of mind. Where was Heath now? Driven by intuition, she mounted the steps to her rooftop cupola, scanning the beach until the dark figure came into view. Head down, he walked slowly, deep in thought similar to that which monopolized her own being. Who was
he? What was he to her? She felt herself at the starting line of an unfathomable race, its ultimate course a deep, dark mystery. What was she to do?

With the electrical power restored, the phone service would surely soon follow. Then the search might begin for Heath’s true identity. A shaft of fear coursed through her at the thought of the possibilities. She had imagined him so many different things in the past two days; which would it turn out to be?

When Heath returned, his hair in casual disarray, his face a healthy brown broken only by the purple bruise high on his cheekbone, April sought refuge in the kitchen, preparing a huge batch of pancakes for which she herself had no appetite. She and Heath sat quietly opposite one another as, for the most part, he did the eating. April kept her eyes to the table, dispassionately pushing wads of syrup-soaked pancake around her plate.

“Are you all right?” he asked at last, putting down his fork with a clink.

She shrugged as her eye caught on the leanness of his fingers, long and strong against the wood of the table. Her own hands ached to reach out and trace the manly lines; determinedly, she clutched them in her lap.

“You can’t continue to castigate yourself, April.”

Her mind made a defensive feint. “Castigate. That’s a very good word. Do you suppose you might have been a professor of literature? Or an author?”

“April!” His fist hit the wood with a force that jolted in reverberation through her. “Cut it out!”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, looking away.

His voice was suddenly quiet. “Would you like me to leave?”

“No!” Her decision came much too quickly.

“Why not? If my presence is going to make you uncomfortable—”

“No!” she exclaimed again, then lowered her voice to
a more poignant request. “Please. Stay.” On a whispered note, she begged him. “Don’t leave me.” Her eyes were large, brown orbs, confused yet direct, focusing on his darkness. As he stood and paced to the window, she followed his tall form.

“You’d like me to stay here without … touching you?” He paused. “I’m not sure I can do that.”

April stared at his straight-backed stance for long moments. Then a sad smile tremored over her lips, and she looked down. “When I took over this house, the bookshelves contained the same volumes they do now. Some of them go back into the history of Nantucket. It’s fascinating.” Heath turned to face her, his expression one of puzzlement, but her eyes were glued to the hands that clenched each other in her lap. “This was the whaling center of the world for nearly one hundred years. The men were often gone for a year, two, even up to four or five years at a stretch on the longest voyages.” She paused for breath, looked shyly up at Heath, then down again.

“There was a man named Benny Cleveland. In the early 1900s. He used to ‘rent himself out,’ during storms and bad times, to ladies whose husbands were at sea and who were frightened of staying alone. Fifteen cents for one night, twenty-five cents for two. It was all supposedly very innocent, yet Benny Cleveland was the envy of many a man around.” Her grin was directed inward, in renewed appreciation of the tale. When she continued, it was less steadily. “I like having you around, Heath. That hurricane might have been a nightmare had I been alone here!” In sincerity, she raised her eyes to his, stirred involuntarily by their warmth. “Don’t leave … yet.” Left unsaid was the inevitability of his eventual departure; she couldn’t quite voice that fact. Nor could she voice a far deeper need for him than mere companionship.

“The storm is over, April. That storm. Will you make another one of our relationship?”


His was a valid question, holding April speechless for long moments. As he had expressed it, there would only be turmoil if she created it herself. Was he right in his inference?

A loud hammering at the front door saved her from having to answer his question directly. With the rasp of wood against wood, she pushed back her chair and left him, for the moment, alone.

“Morning, Miss April.” A cheerful voice greeted her as she pulled open the door in response to its thud.

“Tom! How good to see you! Can I take it that the phone crews are out as well?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the good-looking man, sandy-haired and no more than a year or two older than April, announced with pride. “I see,” he said, looking past her, “that your lights are okay?”

She nodded. “They came on just after dawn.” How clearly she recalled the moment!

“Good! Any other damage … to …”—his eye caught on something, drawing April around to see—“ … report?”

“No, Tom. Everything else is fine.” Hesitating for a hairbreadth, she willed herself to calmness as she introduced the tall man who had approached and now stood just behind her. “Tom, this is Heath. He’s been with me during the storm.”

The men eyed each other warily before shaking hands. “Pleased to make your acquaintance.” The local islander spoke first, his continued scrutiny as intense as Heath’s.

The dark head dipped. “Same,” he murmured simply, then stood back.

Sensing a strange tension, April broke the silence. “Was there much damage on the island, Tom?” The municipal worker shook his head. “Any problem at your house?” Again, his gesture was in the negative. “Good.” She smiled, gratified at the news.


“Well,” he said with a lingering edge of discomfort, “I’ll be moving along. Want to check all the homes on this end of the island before noon. Take care now, Miss April.” His eye flicked past her for a moment’s concentration on Heath before he smiled a final time, turned, and left.

Only when the door was firmly shut and the faint sound of the Jeep in retreat met their ears did Heath speak. “Who is Tom?” He seemed nearly angry, startling her.

“He’s an islander. Tom McGraw. He works with the electric company, I believe.”

“How do you know him?”

“This is a small island, Heath. We met in town soon after I arrived. The people here are all curious of newcomers.”

“He remembered your name well enough.”

April pondered the taut line of his jaw before grinning in sudden understanding. “Tom McGraw has a lovely wife and two young children. It was actually his wife, Sarah, whom I met first. We see each other in town every so often.”

At the visible relaxation of his features, she felt an odd sense of satisfaction. He had been jealous! That was a new one! Then, with a soft gasp, she caught herself. Jealousy—and her resultant smugness—had no place here. Theirs could not be that kind of a relationship!

“Yes, I am jealous!” Heath voiced her thoughts with uncanny perception. “And I’ll continue to be jealous of any man who looks at you, April. Evidently that’s the kind of man I am. Now perhaps you should reconsider. Do you still want me to stay here?”

There was no reconsidering to be done. Much as she knew the danger of his presence, his sudden removal from her life would be worse! “Yes,” she murmured softly, holding his gaze with her last remnants of composure.

Though he made no move to erase the distance between them, the sensuality of him reached out to her, caressing
her anew, sending a tremor deep into her. In that instant, she doubted the wisdom of her decision. In the next, she had cause to doubt it even more.

“I can’t make any promises, April. When I want to touch you, I intend to. If I want to kiss you, I will.”

“Then I’ll have to be a conscience for us both!” she declared on impulse, clutching at the only solution she saw to the dilemma. She wanted to be with him, yet she did not. Until the mystery of his identity was resolved, she had no choice but to try to effect this compromise.

The look he threw her was a wry one, in analysis of her chances of success; mercifully, he said nothing. Even more mercifully, he made no move toward her. Had he put her resolve to the test, she might have crumbled on the spot. For as he stood before her, she knew that same craving deep within; it took, to her chagrin, nothing more than his nearness to trigger this innermost physical response.

With a deep breath of determination, she turned toward the spot in the living room that held her computer. For many of its uses it was fully operational now, given the return of the electrical power. For purposes of transmission, however, it still lacked the telephone connection.

“What does it do?” Heath asked, eyeing the machine nearly as cautiously as he had eyed Tom McGraw moments earlier.

“It’s a marvelous machine,” she began in loyal description. “It’s a word processor, a telecommunicator, an educational tool, a home entertainment center …”

“Do you use it for all those things?”

She laughed at his quick analysis. “No. I use it as a word processor and a communicator. I have all the manuals and materials for the other functions”—she pointed to a bottom shelf of the bookcase nearest the machine—“but I stick to the two I need for my work. For you …” She paused, growing instantly more sober. “I’ll go to the ‘Source.’”


“The Source?”

Her long brown lashes flickered up at him, then down again. “I can scan the Associated Press and UPI reports for the past few days, right from here,” she said, pointing to the small screen atop the keyboard unit, “and see if there is any report of a man lost at sea.”

“Very interesting.” His comment carried the same unnamed weight that she felt in the pit of her stomach. “How long does this take?”

“Seconds.”

“Really?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Then I guess that’s all there is to it,” he concluded deeply. He stared at her for long moments, his gaze dark and probing. When finally he spoke, his voice was very low. “April?” Her eyebrows cocked up in response. “When that fellow—Tom—came to the door, you did not mention that I’d been shipwrecked. Or that I didn’t remember a thing.” Another hesitation gave her the time to consider her lapse. “Why not? I would have thought that it would be a matter of high priority.”

Until he’d mentioned it, April hadn’t realized what she’d done—or, more accurately, failed to do. As a trained psychologist, she knew that there were subconscious reasons behind the omission. Yet she wasn’t ready to examine these before Heath.

“I-I really don’t know,” she stammered softly, avoiding his gaze. “Maybe I felt that he wouldn’t be of much help. What we need is the police chief—or someone who can start an investigation.”

“Is that what we should do, then? Call the police once the phones are back in order?”

“Yes,” she answered quickly, then changed her mind in an instant. “Ah … no! No.” With a hand at her forehead, she struggled to separate emotion from reality, but it was a futile task. “Why don’t we see what the computer comes
up with first?” There was timidity in her suggestion, knowing with her good sense that, given the possibility of a family off somewhere, she should call into action every possible resource—as soon as possible. Unsure now, she left the final say to Heath.

It was as though he read her from head to toe, understanding her hesitation, feeling her fears himself. “We’ll do that, April. If the computer comes up with nothing, then we’ll look further.”

Nodding her chestnut-maned head, April felt dire need of escape from the vibrations that wore constantly at her resistance. They were currents of life from Heath, reaching out to the softness of her. It was sheer torture to deny them, but deny them she must. “I-I think I’ll do some cleaning up,” she mumbled beneath her breath, disappearing quickly into the bedroom.

It was a prolonged silence, broken only by some very suspicious and familiar-sounding blips, that finally brought her out of seclusion—not that the time to herself had accomplished anything, anyway! Besieged by guilt and tormented by an emotion she could neither contain nor define, she felt herself floundering. It was a welcome relief to have some source of diversion.

The sight that confronted her in the living room brought her to an abrupt halt. “What are you doing?” She aimed her question at the broad back facing her. Seated at her desk chair, Heath was deeply engrossed in communion with her Apple.

“Do you play chess?” he asked absently, sparing but a minute’s worth of his attention on her.

“No, but …”

“This is fantastic. A worthy opponent!”

“You are playing chess!” she exclaimed. “How did you ever figure out how to work with the menu and everything?”

“It was a snap.”


“Snap, my foot!” she cried, coming to stand directly behind him. “It took me weeks to get the knack of using this machine. I still haven’t become totally comfortable with it when it comes to some of the functions I use less frequently. I’ve never worked out the games. And here you are, after a few short minutes, playing it like a pro.”

“Shhh. You’re distracting me!” He was clearly enjoying himself. April leaned closer to watch.

“That’s it, Heath. Perhaps you’re a computer whiz! A program designer! A genius!” In the fun of the moment, she pushed the world of doubts and caution to a far corner of her mind.

His gruff though playful “Shhh!” was close by her ear, as he turned his head briefly toward her. “April,” he warned, “I’m trying to concentrate.”

“Sorry.” Feeling not at all regretful, she felt herself a football widow, yielding her husband to the clutches of the television set for hours on end during long fall weekends. Cautiously at first, then with greater staying power, she studied Heath’s features as he concentrated on the game. As she braced herself with one hand against the back of his chair, she had an angle of sight from which, she assumed, he would not be disturbed. She was wrong, she realized, as she suddenly found herself off-balance. Heath had twirled around on the chair and whipped her onto his lap, locking her into position with an arm around her waist.

“Heath!” she protested, catching her breath. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“This is more fun than chess any day, darlin’,” he drawled, instants before his lips seized hers with a fierceness that stirred latent fires within her.

With her hands, she tried to lever him away. With her lips, she was betrayed without a fight. The assault of sensation had taken her by storm, and it was too heady to resist. She opened her mouth willingly for the invasion of his
tongue, playing coyly with it as it ran along the even line of her teeth, then forayed deeper.

The rapid rise and fall of her breasts, outlined through the close knit of her sweater, pressed against his chest as her arms found their way over his shoulders to the corded lines of his back. When he released her lips at last, his breath was ragged against the flush of her cheeks. “Oh, darlin’, how am I going to make it? I want you in my arms all the time. I may not know anything else, but I do know that!”

“Don’t say things like that, Heath,” she rasped, torn between tearing herself away, the sane course, and begging for more, the sensuous course. Walking that tightrope, she simply held on to him, feeling safe as long as she made token protest—Heath would never force her into doing anything. Mindlessly, she let her lips trail along his forehead to the healing line of the gash that, in all probability, was the source of his amnesia. Her senses absorbed the pressure of his hands on her, his palm cupping the fullness of her breast, his fingers unerringly finding the budding dome. “Heath!” she whispered in desperation and exhiliration, a plea and a warning in one, breathy word.

As he kissed her again, she was only marginally aware of his arms shifting around her, of his lifting her and carrying her to the sofa. It was when he put her down and she knew his intent that she began to struggle. But his solid length was fast upon her, dooming her resistance. “No, Heath! Please,” she cried. “I can’t. We can’t.”

“I want you, April. Again. Still. Say whatever you will. Kiss me … then tell me that you don’t want me as well.” His husky voice was cut abruptly off as he lowered his lips once more, taking hers with the gift of persuasion that seemed all his.

“I do want you,” she gasped in the aftermath of his masterful demonstration. “If I had no scruples, I would lie with you all day. Yes, dammit, I want you. Oh, Heath.”
She lifted her hands to frame his dark face, her fingertips reveling in their contact with his thick, rich hair. “Please don’t force me to make the choice. I don’t know if I can! I’m bound to hate myself either way! Don’t you see?” His body covering hers gently now, Heath raised his head higher to study the intensity of her soft brown eyes. “Take me if you will and I doubt I would fight you. But,” she said, stiffening as the truth of her words hit home, “know that it would only cause greater pain afterward!”

When his fingers lightly traced the curve of her chin, she didn’t pull away. “Is that the way it has to be?” he whispered hoarsely.

“For now …” She nodded, fighting her clamoring body at every step.

For an instant, the issue was in the air—like a basketball, thrown up in a jump shot by a player. Only this was no game; and the opponents were lodged within her very own body. To add to her torment was the knowledge that she had put the burden of the judgment onto Heath.

She held her breath as he grimaced. “So be it!” he growled stoically, as he removed his weight from her and stood, for an instant, beside the sofa. Then, as though rethinking his decision, he bent over once more to place a tender kiss on her lips. His face was very, very close. “I would never do anything to hurt you, April. Please believe me.” Before she could respond, he was gone, headed at a trot toward the front door.

“Where are you going?” she cried out in alarm, bolting upright.

“The car. I’m going to see if I can get it out of the muck,” he called, reaching into his pocket. “I’ve already got the keys. Be right back.” The door slammed behind him. April could not help but imagine the source of his own nervous energy. He was remarkable—remarkable in more ways than one!

Settling back into the sofa, she pondered this magnificent
stranger who had so dramatically tumbled into her life, shaking it to its core. Why was it that the sight of him set her knees to knocking, her senses to flaming? Why did she find him so totally appealing—dressed, undressed, clad only in a towel and shaving cream, or in the soft white linen of her bedsheet? What was the nature of the power that this nameless, placeless man held over her? Was it a purely physical reaction to his overwhelming maleness? But she had known other men; none had affected her with half the force of Heath.

As her eye absently circled the room, it fell on the cool receiver of the telephone. Had the lines been repaired? She should check. However, the determination of the thought did not spread to her legs. For endless moments, she studied the phone, willing herself toward it, yet sitting staunchly on the sofa. Finally, in a wave of self-reproach, reason took the upper hand. Moving quickly lest she change her mind, she picked up the phone and listened for a moment—hearing nothing but the wild thunder of her heartbeat. Still dead. A slow smile relaxed her features, as she turned toward the sofa with a shrug. Heath’s reappearance stopped her midway.

Satisfaction glowed on his dark and manly face, lit now with a gleaming white smile. “That’s it.” He brushed imaginary dirt from his hands. “All set to go?”

April responded as much to his obvious pleasure with himself as to the fact that he had freed the car. “It’s out?” She grinned. At his nod, her heart skipped a beat. “But,” she said, feigning a frown, “where are we going?”

“I believe you talked about the town of Nantucket, some nine miles from here?”

“Good memory …”

“Well, I thought it might be nice to spend an afternoon on the town.”

His excitement was enough to chase away any lingering doubts—for the time being, at least. “That might be very
nice,” she drawled coyly. With Heath standing now directly before her, clear thought was nearly impossible, particularly with the endearingly boyish expression he wore.

“I had in mind some lunch, a treat or two, a little stroll, some shopping—”

“Shopping?”

“It might be helpful”—he looked quickly down at the jeans, which had borne the brunt of his free-the-car endeavor—” if I had a change of clothes. Nothing fancy, mind you. Do you think that some shop might stock jeans?”

“I know just the place.”

“Good! Uh … there’s only one problem.” His features darkened into a frown.”

“Problem?”

His elaboration consisted of a very brief and low murmur. “I haven’t any money.”

At the secrecy of it all, April burst into gay laughter. “My man, you picked the right shore upon which to wash! Don’t you know that money is no problem here?” In merry self-mockery, she looked around the living room of her home, furnished with a modesty that belied her claim. When she smiled again, there was a softness in her expression that, had she seen herself, would have given her pause. “That’s no problem at all, Heath. I can give you whatever money you need.”

His dark eyebrow arched. “Just a loan.”

“Just a loan.” She nodded. “And I think you’ll find that my rates are more reasonable than any in town!” Chuckling, she ran for her purse. But somewhere between the living room and the kitchen, a thought intruded on her pleasure. When she reappeared before Heath, her face was strained.

“What is it, darlin’?” he asked, sensing her distress,
putting his hands on her shoulders, then tilting her chin up with his thumb.

“What if someone sees us?” she asked, more timidly than she might have wished.

“That would be inevitable.”

“What if someone knows you?”

“Then one problem will have been easily solved.”

“But, Heath! What if—” She truly enjoyed him, in, oh, so many ways. The thought of his leaving today was painful.

“Darlin’, listen to me,” he interrupted gently. “No one can take away from us what we’ve had.” He’d read her fear precisely. “Sooner or later, I’ll have to learn who I am. Who was it that said, ‘The truth shall make you free’?”

“The Bible,” she whispered, then forced a smile. “Say, you aren’t a preacher, are you?”

He growled as he threw his arms around her and pulled her into his embrace for a fast moment. “If I am, I’ll have my hands filled. You, sweet April, are incorrigible!” With a quick kiss on the tip of her nose, he led her out of the house.




CHAPTER FIVE

“You really shouldn’t be driving, Heath.” She smiled smartly at him from a pose of comfort on the passenger’s side of the car.

“And why not? I obviously know how to drive.” A smooth exit from the rutted drive of the house onto the equally as crude road was ample proof of his claim.

“If we were stopped for something, you’d have to show a license. Do you have one?”

The look he cast her was dark and mischievous. “You know I don’t,” he drawled, the play of his eyes plainly suggesting those other things she knew about him. As she quickly looked away, she thought once more of the unbelievable effect the man had on her—hadn’t he just proved it with merely a moment’s glance?

Several deep breaths restored her composure. “Then make sure you don’t speed, or do anything else to attract attention.” The catch in her voice took her caveat one step further; in one fast-exchanged glance, they understood one another. Heath was simply to be a guest of hers, visiting with her for a while. On the surface, there was nothing unusual in it. April was an attractive and unattached young woman; the townsfolk would merely assume him to be a friend of hers from New York.

“This is magnificent!” Heath’s evaluation gave her welcome diversion. “Look!”

Following the line of his finger, April grinned in appreciation.
Before them, running along the side of the road in vivid flame, up an occasionally intersecting fencepost, over and around shrubs, and draping the intermittently appearing tree, was a blazing vine of crimson. “Do you have any idea what that is?” Amusement lurked behind the amber-glittered warmth of her soft brown gaze.

“Ah … no. Seems that I’m not a botanist.”

“Well, then, let me tell you. I wouldn’t want you admiring it too closely …” At his puzzled look, she enlightened him. “Poison ivy. Don’t touch. Can be very, very itchy.”

Heath grinned broadly. “Thanks for the warning.” As they crested a small hill, conversation took a backseat to the raw beauty of the panorama laid out before them. With the last vestige of the storm glistening in the form of moisture atop blades of grass and leaves of all shapes and sizes, the autumn bounty was endless.

Flowing like gently rolling prairieland, the moors of Nantucket were aglow with a palette of reds and golds, oranges and scarlets. For as far as the eye could see, before the next crest rose to conceal the show to follow, lay a sea of low-growing shrubs dotted with bushy islands of bayberry, huckleberry, and shadblow. It was as though, in the wake of the hurricane, the joy of survival had suffused the flora with renewed life, increased strength and beauty.

Heath stopped the car for a few moments at the crest of a new hill, from which point the salty span of the ocean rimmed the masterpiece. Slowly, the sun burned its way through a last recalcitrant layer of clouds and there was peace all about.

“It makes you think, doesn’t it,” April mused aloud, her voice holding the wonder she felt deep within. “After that storm, to find this …” A sideways glance brought her sights to interlock with his. “I named you well, Heath. You’re like those plants, you know. You came through it all in as fine a shape as they did!”

What he thought of her analogy, she wasn’t to know.
For the hand that gently stroked her cheek was drawn quickly back to the steering wheel. “April, if you continue to look at me that way, I won’t be responsible for anything I may do!” With a sudden spurt, the car moved forward again.

Once in her life, this power of attraction she wielded over a man might have pleased her. Now, it did not. Yes, he seemed as drawn to her as she to him—but to what end? Where was their relationship to go? The dilemma was destined to follow her even now, when she wished for nothing more than an afternoon of enjoyment in Nantucket with a man she admired. Admired … an interesting choice of word, she mused soberly. But she was given no more time to ponder its accuracy.

“Hey, sweet April.” The voice beside her was warm and deep, smooth as velvet and an instant comfort. “Let’s have fun. Don’t brood. Not now. Please?”

He squeezed her hand gently, covered her fingers protectively. When she placed her other hand over his, he left it there. “I’ll try, Heath. It’s difficult.”

“I know. I know,” he groaned softly. “But why is it that we seem to be expecting the worst? Do you think I could be some kind of criminal? Me?” The exaggerated note of innocence brought a helpless smile to her pink lips.

“Of course not!” she chided gently. She struggled to voice her thoughts. “It’s just that … as painful as it is, it’s easier to expect the worst and then be pleasantly surprised, than to hope for the best and be crushed …”

“The true philosopher at work,” he kidded, then turned his eyes back to the road, leaving April to ponder the fact that there was only one aspect of his past that truly interested her. Was he married? Had he family? Was there room for her in his life?

Their arrival in town preempted all analysis of her obsession. As Heath drove slowly up one narrow street and down the next, many of them cobblestone originals,
she saw the ancient whaling village through his eyes, as though for the first time.

“‘The Little Gray Lady of the Sea’, they used to call Nantucket.” She culled small gems from her growing store to embellish the tour. “These houses—the smaller ones, particularly those closer to the shore—are built of cedar shingles that turn gray in the sea air. Many of them belonged to whaling captains. One street here housed one hundred and fifty captains over the years!”

“They’re built very close together,” he observed thoughtfully, turning a corner and starting up another street. There were neither traffic lights nor the throngs of street signs that had managed to mushroom wildly on the mainland. Driving was slow and relaxing; pedestrian traffic was similarly light.

“Uh-huh. Whereas many other New Englanders left lawns around their houses, the people of Nantucket built their town in the style of the large cities—one house close beside the other. Can you see those walkways on the roofs?” She paused until Heath nodded. “They were called ‘widow’s walks’; supposedly, the wives of whaling men spent much of their time on the lookout, up there, for the return of their husbands.” She laughed sadly. “Only thing is that it’s a misnomer. Once a woman was a widow, there was no need for her to keep a lookout!”

As the car moved on into a different part of town, several streets over, the architecture changed markedly.

“And these homes? To whom did they belong?”

“Magnificent, aren’t they?” she agreed. “These were the homes of the people who made the real money in whaling—not the captains themselves but the shipowners and investors who made it possible in the first place.”

Heath parked close by the sidewalk of a street lined with tall, stately mansions of bright red brick, some in the Greek style, others Georgian in appearance. “Some wealth …”


“Believe it! Three and four of these homes, at a stretch, belonged to one family. There was intermarriage galore among the well-to-do families here. In some instances, a father built identical homes side by side for his sons or daughters and their spouses. Wedding gifts.”

For long moments, they admired the homes, proud and seasoned, impeccably preserved. “They’re of eighteenth-and nineteenth-century vintage,” April explained. “But there seems to be an unspoken agreement between the town and the owners that the homes shall be kept up in their original style. Some of the owners, in fact, are descendants of the original builders!”

“Remarkable …” Heath’s fascination with the structures was a delight to April, who couldn’t resist a gentle barb.

“Do you think you might be in real estate? A builder? Perhaps,” she said, exaggerating her excitement, “you actually own something like this!”

He looked down at her rounded eyes. “Would you live in a mansion like this with me?” He skirted her original suggestion.

“No.” She shook her head conclusively. “I prefer something smaller, more modest. My little place on the bluff in ’Sconset is just about right.”

The soft laugh that rumbled from his depths echoed through her. “I have to agree with you there. So it really doesn’t matter whether I own something like this … does it?”

“Nope!”

“That’s good. What if I’m a pauper?”

“Not a chance.” She denied his quip with certainty.

A dark, strong brow quirked into his forehead. “How can you be so sure?”

“If you were a pauper, you wouldn’t have been out in that boat on the ocean to begin with!”

Heath had no ready answer for her rationale and merely
sat in silence and studied the townscape for several final moments before starting the car again. “I’m hungry,” he announced, firmly shifting the topic of conversation. “Direct me, sweet April, to the inn of your choosing.”

But even as she gave simple directions, April was not ready to yield the subject. “I wonder why you were out there, Heath,” she began pensively. “The path of the hurricane was well-plotted, long before it hit. Why would you have taken a boat out? Oh,” she gasped, “do you think that there were others with you on the boat?” It was the first time that particular thought had occurred to her. Somehow, from the start, she had pictured a lone sailor, tossed by the storm.

“April,” he scolded darkly, suddenly growing impatient, “I have no idea! I’ve been over and over every possibility in my mind. Take my word for it—when I find the answers, you will be the first to know. Now,” he growled, pulling over in front of the Downeyflake in response to her pointing finger, “do we eat or not?”

“We eat.” She was contrite for having been insensitive to his own worries, yet it seemed imperative to keep some semblance of reality in mind. How easy it would be to take to this man, as though he were free of all ties and had no other purpose in life than to be here, on the island, with her!

“The chowder is great here.” She directed herself forcibly to another reality, that of filling their stomachs. Over steaming bowls of the superb fare, close in thickness to a stew, yet lighter and more subtly seasoned, they talked of the island and April’s pre-Ivan experiences on it. When the waitress—dark-haired, pretty and no more than twenty years of age—lingered by Heath’s shoulder for longer than was necessary after delivering a spinach salad and fresh zucchini bread, April was generous.

“The poor girl,” she whispered, when the subject in question finally wandered off, “has never seen a true-to-life
mariner before, battle scar and all. It’s very dashing …”

Long, lean fingers probed the healing bruise. “Do you think she might have recognized me from somewhere?”

April smiled in gentle chiding, as she absently tucked her hair behind either ear. “Tsk, tsk, such modesty. Of course she didn’t recognize you. But a good-looking man sticks out like a sore thumb—any newcomer sticks out, now that the tourist season is over. My face, she knows already. Yours”—she grinned smugly—“will give her something to dream about!”

“And your dreams, April?” He deftly turned the tables. “What do you want from life?”

What would have been an easy question to answer several days before now was as complex as any she had faced. “I’m not sure,” she murmured at last. “I used to think that living here quietly, doing my work from the house, visiting the mainland—‘America,’ they call it from here—for holidays and vacations, would be everything. I’m really very happy …” An instant of puzzlement clouded her gaze before she swept it away with a grin. “The theory behind my column is that one can always find the eye of the storm and take refuge in it. Nantucket is the eye of my storm now.”

But Heath persisted, ignoring her reference to something other than what was on his own mind. “What about a man? A husband? Children?”

She feigned nonchalance, “What about them?”

“Don’t you want to marry?”

She shrugged. “I’m not against it …”

“But how will you ever meet men here?”

“Oh,” she said, grinning sadly, “one can never tell. Very interesting things come in with the tide …” At his sharp glance, she realized the inappropriateness of her quip. “My point is,” she went on quickly, “that one does not have to live in the middle of civilization to meet people.
Some of the islanders are as lovely human beings as I’d ever want to know!”

With that general statement, she returned her attention to her lunch. It was only afterward when, having picked up the mail and purchased a second set of clothes for Heath, stocked up on the groceries and filled the car with gas, they headed home that Heath reminded her of that statement. “They may be ‘lovely human beings’ to you,” he grumbled, negotiating the puddles slowly drying on the winding roads, “but I felt like a one-man sideshow. Was it my imagination or do they all have a tendency to stare?”

“That’s their way, Heath,” she explained patiently, recalling her first days as an islander. “Once the summer season is over, the faces are pretty much the same here. A new one attracts instant attention. It was that way with the girl in the restaurant—”

“And the postal clerk and the salesman and the kid who pumped gasoline …”

“They’re curious. That’s all.” But her own curiosity was pricked. Eyes narrowing, she twisted in her seat to face him more fully. “Why does it bother you, Heath?”

“I don’t like the idea,” he said, slamming his fist against the steering wheel, “that someone possibly knows something that I don’t!”

“Aha! A dictatorial mastermind!”

“That’s not it, and you know it, April!” With his black hair across his forehead and his eyes dark in brooding, he was the mysterious stranger once more. A shudder passed through April at the thought of what might be hidden from them both. “It’s very frustrating, darlin’ …” He emphasized each word, reminding her of the deeper dilemma, that one which involved the two of them. It certainly was frustrating! she bemoaned in silence.

There was, however, only one cure for their frustration—that frustration that surmounted even the physical
temptation of wanting and needing, craving and desiring. Heath had to learn his identity. It was as simple as that!

Simple, yet an elusive goal, they were to learn as, with the phone service restored and the Apple properly hooked into its jack, they sat side by side, communicating with the Source. Back one day, then two, then three—surely covering the period when a missing person may have been reported—they went, with April demonstrating how to punch in key words to call forth all mention of shipwrecks, men overboard, men missing, and every other possible related word or phrase. After the first few searches, Heath took over at the keyboard, with April at his elbow, as they scanned the wire services and newspapers up and down the east coast.

“Nothing!” she proclaimed in dismay, throwing her hands up and stalking from the machine. While Heath persisted at the hitherto unproductive chore, she threw herself onto the sofa with the parcel of letters that had arrived in the morning mail. There were notes from several friends, plus a dozen new letters for Dr. April Wilde and “Eye of the Storm.” It was to the latter that she turned her attention.

The first few letters failed to stir her interest. Methodically, she continued to read, subconsciously seeking a diversion from her inner tension. When it came, she grabbed at it. Her loud chuckle was one of nervous energy as much as genuine amusement. “Listen to this, Heath!” she called out on impulse, starting to read as the dark head turned.

“‘Dear Dr. Wilde. I have a problem. I come from a small planet in another solar system and am here on earth for just a short time. I was sent to study the human race, but find it far too complex for my simple brain to analyze. How do you do it? If you can tell me your secret, I might not have to fly home empty-handed. And if I wait much longer, my spaceship will rust. What should I do? Signed, Lost ’n’ Spacey.’”


April’s grin thinned to a wry grimace. “I don’t usually get too many cranks. The rising cost of postage discourages them. This is a beaut!”

“Will you answer it?” he asked with good-humored curiosity, standing, stretching, then approaching her.

“Sure! This is an easy one.”

“Oh?” A dark eyebrow doubted her.

“Uh-huh. I write, ‘Dear Lost ’n’ Spacey. Try the Ziebart process. It’s very good for rust.’”

With feigned gravity, Heath pondered her response. “Not bad,” he mused, easing himself down onto the sofa, drawing her into the crook of his arm. “Not bad. Here, let me see. What else have you got there?”

She rested comfortably against him, savoring the nearness, as he quickly skimmed the letters. “How about this one?” he asked, reading aloud one that she had not yet read. “‘Dear Dr. Wilde. I don’t know what to do about my boyfriend. He shares my apartment, my food, my supplies, my utilities—and sends every penny he earns home to mother. Is he trying to put something over on me? I refuse to support him much longer! Signed, I’m-Not-Your-Mother.’” Heath hugged her tightly. “I know you’re not mine, but this letter pretty much describes the situation here, doesn’t it?”

“No!” She sat up with a start, sternly pushing herself from him. “It sounds like that fellow is using the poor woman. You’re not using me!”

“How can you tell?” His eyes glittered the short distance to hers, challenging her.

“I know. I trust you. And, besides,” she said, forcing herself to take it all in fun, “I’d know if you were sending notes to Mom. You haven’t asked me for a stamp yet!”

Passing over her somewhat biased explanation, he goaded her on. “What will you suggest to ‘I’m-Not-Your-Mother’?”

She thought for a moment, her fingers playing idly with
his at her shoulder. “I think … that alternative service is one possible solution.”

“‘Alternative service’?”

“Yes.” She looked brightly up at him. “If that woman’s boyfriend refuses to chip in, she should put him to work around the place.”

“Strip-the-wallpaper type of thing?” he broke in on a mischievous note.

Her eyes fastened on the movement of his lips, firm and efficient. “Possibly …”

“Or cook dinner, coax the car out of the mud, uncork the wine …”

There was hypnosis in his nearness, a lure she wanted to fight but could not. “You don’t have to do anything, you know,” she whispered, licking her suddenly dry lips.

Had she been more lucid, April might have recognized the fire in his eyes as his concept of a more sensual type of alternative service. But she could think no further than the instant in which she lived, no deeper than the feel of his lips as he gently covered hers. They were smooth and seductive, securing her willing response. Captured in the delight of the moment, she kissed him back, consuming his will to consume, devouring his need to devour.

Intoxicated and entranced, April let herself feel and enjoy, savoring the hardness of his man’s body beneath the quest of her fingers. If this was to be his repayment for her hospitality, she was an active recipient, for her touch drove Heath to distraction.

With a deft flip, he shifted to lower her onto her back on the sofa and sprawled across her from his own half-seated position. His face nestled in the soft, scented flesh of her neck as his fingers grew more daring, caressing the line of her legs, the curve of her inner thighs, the warmth of the goodness between. Mindlessly, she arched against his hand, bereft when its pressure eased.

“It isn’t fair, Heath …” she rasped softly.


“What, darlin’?” The snap of her jeans yielded to the skillful work of his fingers, the zipper instants later.

“No … don’t …” she protested meekly, but his hand found its way beneath the silken fabric of her panties to stroke the creamy softness of her stomach. Tremors of excitement coursed through her as, her body now aflame with desire, April fought to recall distant words of warning. “It isn’t fair … that …” She gasped as his fingers found the warmth they sought, “ … that … I want you … so much …”

He opened his mouth to cover hers and swallow her cry as, with the sudden up-strain of her body, spasms of ecstasy rippled through her, exploding in breath-robbing seconds of fiery rapture until, at last, he held her close and still.

“Oh, God, Heath!” she whimpered in broken rasps. “I shouldn’t have … you shouldn’t have … ohhhhh …” Mortified, she buried her face in the cool texture of his shirt.

He kissed her temple, an undeniable look of pleasure in his eyes.

Her voice was higher than normal and very wispy. “God, Heath! Why did you do that?”

He held her back, then, to appreciate the flush of excitement glowing brightly on her cheeks. “Do you know the satisfaction I get from giving you pleasure?”

“You shouldn’t have—”

“Why not? Isn’t pleasure a vital part of life?”

“B-but, that kind of pleasure,” she stammered, “is … different. I swore I wouldn’t … you caught me off-guard …”

His fingers slid over her still-pulsing frame. “Shall I do it again?” The even white crescent of his smile flashed roguish intent at her.

“No!” She bolted up forcefully, fumbling with her clothing in a clumsy attempt at repairing its disarray.
Finally, taking the burden from her shaking fingers, Heath set her to rights. The delight he took in her embarrassment served only to disconcert her more.

“There you go, darlin’!” He hauled her to her feet gently and gave a final, straightening tug to the waistband of her jeans. “Now, back to the major problem. My problem.” Sobering, he approached the computer. “It seems that we’ve struck out here.” He twirled to catch her naughty gleam. “No, I’m not a baseball player!” Pointing to his lean cheek, he grinned knowingly. “No tobacco pouch!” Ignoring her mirroring smirk, he let his gaze survey the machine in despair, before dismissing it. “I think we’d better get on the phone.” Bowing his head, he shut his eyes tightly, then massaged his temples with the broad span of his long, bronzed fingers.

April was instantly alarmed. “Do you feel all right, Heath? My Lord! I’ve nearly forgotten the time you went through! I keep assuming that you’ve got your strength back—”

“I have! I’m just tired and, at this moment, feeling very torn …”

“In what way?” she whispered, understanding and feeling the same, even before he explained.

“It’s the dilemma we faced before. Do we broadcast my predicament far and wide, in hopes of getting faster results? If I do have family out there somewhere, that seems the best thing to do. But …” His dark eyes bore into her, stating his hesitation without words. “Or, we can take a more private approach.” He paused, still studying her closely. “Tell me, April. Does your family have clout?”

“You mean political power?”

He frowned and shook his head slowly. “Not exactly. Let me rephrase that question. Do you have any … connections? Do you know anyone who might be able to be discreet … but prompt?”


With comprehension came her slow nod. “There’s a close friend of the family—he owns a newspaper chain—”

“Is he your boss?”

“Not quite! He wouldn’t run my column if I paid him. Has this thing about absolute impartiality. But he’s well respected … and I do love him for it. He’d be the one to help us.” The sinking feeling in her stomach, at the thought of Paul Watson’s very able help, had become all too familiar. If only things could continue as they had been for the past few days! If only the inevitable moment of truth could be indefinitely postponed!

“We’ve got to, April.” Heath approached her, reading her thoughts like an open book. “We’ve got to see if he’ll help us.” Turning away, he tried to explain. “I have this … odd … fear of … going public all of a sudden. I can’t begin to understand it. But, for our sakes”—he looked gently at her—“if not for someone out there who may think me dead, we have to know the truth. Soon.” He hesitated again, then pushed on, very quietly. “Will you put through the call?”

In her heart, it was the last thing she wanted to do. But it did have to be done. Nodding, April walked to the phone, lifted its ominous receiver and dialed directly. Moments later she had Paul Watson on the line and, with tact and simplicity, she outlined the problem. When she finally replaced the receiver there were unbidden tears in her eyes. Their privacy had been breached, Heath’s and hers; deep inside, she sensed that things would never be the same.

In a moment of soul-searching, she felt stunned. How absurd—all that had happened in such a short time! She’d taken a total stranger in from the storm, had come to enjoy him, to depend on his presence. Had there been that lack in her life before? Did she need a man—that badly? Or—was it simply and solely Heath she needed?

It was her silent but powerful awareness of that man
that brought her back to the present. Eyes downcast, her back to the tall, dark figure who awaited her word, she spoke softly. “He’ll get right to work on it. We’ll get a call back as soon as he learns anything. It probably won’t be until tomorrow morning.” The silence they shared spoke of their mutual apprehension.

It was late in the afternoon when she phoned Paul. The phone stood silent throughout the evening, echoed by the air of reluctant expectancy that hovered between them. April spent the evening feigning concentration on her writing; Heath applied his energy to the peeling wallpaper in the spare room. Later, when he sat before her Apple and deftly plugged in the game card for a challenging bout with “Adventure,” she gave up all pretense of work and studied his broad back. He was strong and capable; where had he come from?

More than anything, she wanted to go up to him, wrap her arms about his neck, hold herself close to him, and cry for his love. Love? Was that what she wanted? Was that what she felt? She had thought herself in love with Shane Michaels, and she had known who he was, where he had come from, where he was going. How could she be in love with a man whose name was merely a product of her own imagination? Whose past was a total blank? Whose future was an enigma?

The vibrations emanating from her raging senses must have reached Heath, for he slowly shut off the computer and approached her. “I think I’ll shower. You look exhausted. Why don’t you get into bed?”

“In a few minutes,” she murmured unsteadily, knowing that the night would be a trial in itself. Would she be able to withstand it? Would her vows hold up? Perhaps it was futile to even venture into the same bed with this most virile of men.

She sat in darkness, listening to the faint sound of the shower and the even more distant rumble of the tide
beyond her door. Head back, eyes closed, she struggled for strength, calling it from reserves that were sadly depleted. Though she didn’t sleep, she found herself in a trance. When Heath returned and lifted her gently into his arms, she suddenly came to life.

“What are you doing?” she cried, beginning to struggle against the iron bands that held her firmly.

“I’m just putting you to bed. If you won’t take care of yourself, someone must!”

“Put me down, Heath! I can walk very well—”

But he had already reached the bed and, lowering her carefully, began to undress her. “No … don’t …” she protested as he removed each of her garments, one by one. “Please, Heath. I don’t want this …”

“Shhh,” he crooned softly, divesting her of the last of her clothes, then tossing aside the towel that had been wrapped around his hips. Before she could utter another word, he had stripped back the covers of the bed and laid her on the crisp sheets, lowering himself beside her, then drawing the blankets over them both. “I just want to hold you.”

And then what? her good reason screamed. But the warmth of his body, its total comfort, held the words in her throat. Savoring the pleasure of the moment, she curled against him, breathing deeply of his clean, fresh scent, craving the inevitable more and more, as each moment passed.

“This isn’t right.” A shred of conscience, spoken in her own husky tone, broke through the stillness of the night.

“Just relax, darlin’.” His voice was smooth, smooth velvet, lightly fanning the hair by her cheek, as his hands wandered over her body. His lips feather-touched hers, then trailed a path of fire down her neck and throat, coming to rest on the ivory fullness of her breast. With devasting skill, his tongue rolled over the pebbled hardness of her erotic bud, its texture sending shafts of flame
searing through her. Her mind cried out against the sensual onslaught yet her fingers clutched his head, delving into the thickness of his black hair to hold him closer.

“Ummm,” she whimpered, turning her head from side to side on the pillow, as her body arched reflexively. “No … no …” Her whisper was belied by her hands, skimming the length of his body, savoring the leanness of his bare hips, the firmness of his ribcage, the flexed muscles of his shoulders as he raised his head and slid between her thighs. “Why do you do this to me?” she moaned with her last breath of reason, the knot of desire in her loins fighting those fast-fading vows.

“Because it’s good, April,” he crooned thickly. “And I sense that it’s right.”

As he entered her smoothly, she believed his every word. Never had she experienced anything as right or as beautiful. With deliberate slowness, he rocked against her until she joined his rhythm. As their heartbeats raced, chest by breast, the pace of their lovemaking sped, faster and deeper, cresting height after height of ecstasy. When at last her body exploded, Heath was with her, taking his pleasure from hers, satisfying his need in this most primitive, mindless, nameless glory. Suspended in a breathless cloud of rapture, she held to him as to her own salvation, knowing the joy of mutual climax with the man she loved. Yes, loved. As the waves of delight slowly eased to faint, lingering pulsation, she knew, beyond a doubt, that she loved this man. For whatever the future would hold, she loved him. Ludicrous as it seemed, knowing as little about him as she did, she loved him. She did love him. Nothing could change that fact.

Yet, even as he slid from her body and held her close, in the aftermath of passion’s triumph, April could not quite say the words aloud. Too much was unknown. Too much was before them. There would be time and place for
such confessions. To declare her love now would be to complicate an already awesome tangle. There would be time …

With that prayer, she drifted off, with Heath, to the sleep of the sated, awakening after several hours with a painfully hollow feeling at the pit of her stomach. Rolling her head to the side, she studied the features of the man beside her, now softened by sleep and relaxed. His hair fell dark upon his brow, covering the healing cut at his temple. Even in repose, his lines were firm and commanding, from cheek to jaw to the straightness of his nose. As though to commit each angle to memory, her eye inched its way over his flesh, bidding her to touch. As the familiar tingling began deep within her, she stifled the urge to awaken him and cry for fulfillment. Biting the softness of her lip, she turned from him and studied the darkness of the wall.

But it was no use. Her body was determined to betray her once more. With a whispered oath, she crept from the bed to silently stalk the outer rooms of the house. But peace of mind was as elusive as peace of the body. In despair, she threw herself into the living-room chair, tucking herself into a ball and counting the minutes, waiting, waiting, for something she could not fathom. It was nearly dawn when, drained and unhappy, she returned to the bed, to slip into the small space left for her and fall into a restless sleep.

She did not hear Heath awaken shortly after and leave her unknowingly to her nightmare of solitude from which, some time later, a loud knock at the front door roused her. It took long moments of reorientation for her to realize its source. Her rounded eyes took in the emptiness of Heath’s side of the bed. As the noise reechoed impatiently through the house, she forced herself from the bed, drew on her long robe, and combed shaking fingers through the long tangle of her hair as she ran for the door. As she drew it
open, she gasped. For before her stood a woman, tall, blond, and willowy—a stranger to the island, she knew intuitively. By the same inner sense, she knew the woman to be the link to Heath’s past for which they had been waiting. And something within her broke in agony.




CHAPTER SIX

“Good morning!” the woman exclaimed in a deep voice that April hated instantly. “I haven’t woken you, have I?” There wasn’t an ounce of regret in her tone.

“That’s all right,” April forced herself to respond. “Is there something I can do for you?” As she hated her own apprehension, so she hated the cheerful expression on the woman’s face. That this woman was impeccably dressed and beautiful to boot was even worse.

“I understand that Evan Addison is staying here. Is he in?”

“Evan Addison? No, there’s no …” Her voice trailed off as her brain set to work.

“Harley Evan Addison?” the woman elaborated determinedly. “I was told by several of the townsfolk that he was here.” Her insistence struck a resistant cord in April, but her own thoughts were detoured by the piecing of the initials.

H.E.A. Harley Evan Addison. Was this the name of her lover? Her newfound companion? The dark stranger, a stranger no more, who had found his way miraculously to her shore in the midst of the hurricane. “Uh … I’m not sure …” She frowned.

A strange impatience lurked in the woman’s murky gaze. “What do you mean, you’re not sure? Do you or don’t you have a man by that name staying here with you?”


With the first of the shock easing, April’s usual cordiality was sorely strained. “There is a man here, but I’ve never heard that name,” she offered, tilting her chin defensively as she fought a natural instinct to send the woman away. Harley Evan Addison. The initials would be right. Who was this woman? And what was her relationship, if the assumption was correct, to Heath? There was a smug possessiveness about her that April found offensive. The feeling was evidently mutual.

“And who might you be?” the woman asked before April herself could find those words. The eyes that studied her were blunt in their appraisal, narrowing speculatively on the sleep-disheveled form before her. But April had time for neither an answer nor a countering demand before the woman’s gaze lifted to focus on the dark figure who had entered the house from the back door and stood now beneath the archway to the kitchen.

“Evan!” she exclaimed, pushing past April to rush to Heath’s side. “Evan! We were so worried! We thought you had drowned!”

Heath stood stock still, neither softening nor pulling away. His gaze held that of the woman for long, inscrutible moments, then shifted toward April, whose eyes were rounded in fear. Her heart thudded loudly as she helplessly communicated her agony. He studied it intently.

Having come from the beach, his hair was wind-tossed, his cheeks ruddy. A chill emanated from him—and the situation—to fill the room with its element. He stood tall and proud, a fine match for this woman, whoever she was. Yet the match was only physical. April prided herself on her solid judgment of people. Even despite her unbiased role in the drama playing out, every sense told her that this woman was no true match for Heath.

It was Heath who finally spoke, his eye clinging to April for a brief, calming moment before turning to the visitor. “Perhaps we should sit down,” he announced dispassionately,
walking from the woman’s reach toward the far end of the living room in several long strides.

The blond woman was suddenly impatient. “Evan! What in the devil is wrong with you? That’s a fine greeting after everything I’ve done to find you!” Standing with her lovely hands propped on her shapely hips, over which the soft wool of her tailored pants fell to perfection, she was, in April’s mind, the image of the spurned lover.

“Exactly how did you find me?” he measured his words.

As though totally oblivious to April and the solid door she leaned back against for support, the woman strode forward. “I knew you were headed … in this direction,” she began, only slightly less sure than she’d been, “and when the people in town said that there was a stranger staying here, and the description fit, I drove on up.”

The flex of a muscle in his jaw preceded Heath’s words. “Then I think there is something you should know immediately.” He paused, gesturing toward the armchair. “Please sit down.”

More angry than puzzled, the woman glared at him before finally sitting in the place he had indicated. “What is all this?” she demanded indignantly.

Heath however had crossed the floor to where April stood. The hands that took her shoulders bore the only warmth in the room. “Come and sit, April. Beside me.”

When she made to shake her head, he led her firmly to the sofa. Easing her down, he then sat with her, leaving a small but respectable space between them. April felt the inches as a gulf and swallowed her inner ache determinedly.

“Evan, what is going on?” the deep voice intruded on their moment of nearness.

He eyed her warily. “I have no memory of anything other than waking up in this house.”

“What?”

“That’s right. Whatever happened during the storm is
a mystery to me. I was hit on the head and I can’t remember a thing.”

April could have sworn that those clouded eyes held their share of disdain, yet the voice was coated in disbelief. “You’ve got to be kidding! Is this some kind of a joke?”

“No joke,” Heath assured her soberly. “Now, if you don’t mind, would you please tell us who you are?”

For a moment the woman balked, puzzling April with her hesitation. Her every move seemed calculated—another of April’s gut analyses.

“This is all very awkward, Evan,” the woman began with dubious discomfort.

“I’m sorry. It’s an awkward situation all around.” His gaze touched April’s for an instant. “But if we’re ever to know”—he looked again at the woman—“you’ll have to tell us.”

There was nothing coy about the woman’s attempt at a smile. “I suppose you’re right.” She paused, thinking quickly. “My name is Jane. Jane Miller.” Miller. Not Addison. April’s heart and hopes lifted.

“And how do you know me?”

“For starters, we work together.”

“Where?”

“Georgetown University. Washington, D.C.”

“And who did you say I was?”

“Harley Evan Addison. Known to your friends”—she cast a dismissing glance toward April—“as Evan.”

“Can you tell me about myself?” he asked, his tense anticipation shared equally by April, who disliked the low laugh that came from the woman almost as much as she disliked everything else about her.

“I think I can. We know each other …”—again the sharp look toward the apprehensive woman by his side—“ … very well.”

“Go on.”

“You were born in Virginia thirty-nine years ago.”
Hence the often-drawled “darlin’,” April mused wryly. “You were educated in the north though. You have a master’s in nuclear physics from M.I.T. and a doctorate from the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy.”

April cleared her throat at the weight of it all, but Heath ignored her, intent on listening to the summarization of his past. “What do I do at Georgetown?”

“You are—we are both—professors at the Institute of Strategic Studies.”

At this point April’s surprise burst its bounds. “You’re a professor?” The woman seemed, like so many she’d known in New York, capable of nothing more than delusions of grandeur.

“Yes.” Jane defended her position with an undeniable note of condescension, even as April chided herself for her put-down. “I may not be at the level of Evan, but few men have achieved what he has in life.”

“Does he have a family?” Heath broke into the verbal strife.

“Yes,” Jane came back smartly, her positive response quaking through April. “He has a father who lives with his married sister in Roanoke and a brother in Seattle.”

“No wife?” April blurted on impulse, then bit her lip as Heath gently took her hand.

The smile that spread over the woman’s face was as icy as the frigid line of her gaze. “No wife. Or children.” April relaxed, only to stiffen in the next breath. “Not yet. We are to be married before the first of the year.”

Her announcement hit April with the force of a sledge hammer, knocking the air from her lungs for an instant. Heath felt her shudder and squeezed her hand before releasing it. She felt immediately alone.

“Your story is interesting,” he stated calmly.

“Interesting? It’s the truth. It should be interesting. We’ll be leading a very interesting life once I get you back to civilization.” The cursory glance she sent around the
perimeter of April’s home voiced her opinion of its interest. “When can we leave?”

Her question was simple yet crass, tearing through April, threatening to shatter her every hope. Had everything Jane said been the truth? Was she engaged to marry Heath? They were so unalike—he with his warmth and compassion, she with her small upturned nose in the air. Suddenly a strange fever seized April. She loved the man who was born on her shore. No way would she leave him to this schemer! There was something about the woman that aroused suspicion. Until April’s mind was put to rest, until Heath regained his memory, until he declared that Jane Miller was what he wanted, April would stand her ground.

“No!” she exclaimed, jumping up from the sofa. Her gaze now flamed with amber intensity, but she quickly leveled her voice. “Heath isn’t leaving with you.”

Jane regarded her with mocking amusement. “Heath?”

“You call him Evan. I call him Heath. When he remembers you and his engagement to you, then you’ll have him,” she declared quietly.

Had she spared a sidelong glance toward the subject of this tug-of-war, she might have been infuriated at the hint of humor softening his expression. If she felt he mocked her too, she might have crumbled.

It was a battle of wits with Heath as the prize. Jane rose to stand indignantly before April. “Look, dear”—she spoke as though to a child—“this is foolish. I’ve known this man for years. We’re very … compatible. We live in the same world, we move in the same social circles—he belongs with me, whether he realizes it right now or not.”

“He doesn’t know you,” April stated with soft confidence.

“Correction,” her opponent cut in. “He doesn’t remember me. There’s a difference.” The slick blond head sought Heath’s darkness. “Let’s go, shall we, Evan?”


But Heath sat back on the sofa, grinning broadly as April stepped forward. He had come to know her well and now watched as she gained strength through determination.

“Just a minute, Jane,” she began coolly. “You imply that Heath is out of his element here with me. Do you know anything about me?”

“You?” She shrugged. “Not really. I assume that if you live out here in seclusion you must like the quiet life. You must work in town somewhere …”

April shook her head in disgust at the woman’s condescending tone. Then she drew herself up straighter. “My name is April Wilde. I have a Ph.D. in counseling, roots in Manhattan, and a newspaper column that’s syndicated all over the country. My qualifications hold their own even in light of those you claim are Heath’s.”

“That has nothing to do with the fact that you don’t know the first thing about this man—” The last of her words were swallowed in alarm, but not before they’d drawn the attention of both pairs of attending ears.

It was Heath who quite naturally and forcefully joined the fray. Despite his momentarily inactive role in the discussion tossed around by the two women, his presence was a pervasive one. He underscored his command with a deep and menacing charge. “Haven’t you just told us the major facts, Jane?”

Jane regarded Heath as though he were a traitor for doubting her. Her gaze conveyed an emotion totally inappropriate to that of the woman in love. It was this that strengthened April’s final resolve. Yet she stood back, biding her time until the proper moment. Let Heath have a go at it for a change, she mused.

“Yes, I’ve outlined the basics,” the blond-haired woman retorted more meekly. “I just meant”—she struggled to justify her strange outburst—“that she doesn’t
know you as you are day-to-day, at the University, at work, in the city. It’s very different here.”

Heath’s expression was unfathomable, as a mask slid to ensure his impartiality. “That’s for sure.”

“There, you see!” Jane promptly chose her own interpretation of his words. “You’ve probably had your fill of this isolation. Once you’re back in familiar surroundings, I’m sure you’ll be better. Don’t you agree?” She forced a softness into her voice as she closed in on Heath.

But it was April who responded, feeling suddenly nauseated. “To the contrary,” she argued knowingly. “You can’t just take a man who remembers nothing and throw him into the middle of things. That could cause tremendous stress.”

“Ah, the counsellor speaking.” Jane taunted her from a point of false security at Heath’s elbow. “Well, this is the fiancee speaking—”

“No!” In the maelstrom of emotion, April knew only that she wouldn’t let Heath leave with this woman. “You may have been engaged to Evan but … Heath and I have … our own plans.” Without quite saying it, the implication of a corresponding involvement was there. Now April wondered how Heath would react and she turned her gaze more hesitantly toward him.

He was one man standing tall, lean, and self-composed with his hair blown across his forehead and his eyes glued to the floor, yet he totally dominated the scene in the small living room. In that instant April knew the facts Jane had offered regarding his background and profession to be true. He had the makings of a diplomat, quiet and stately, and he now showed his political skill to perfection.

“I believe, ladies, that we all need time to think. Jane”—he looked evenly at her—“perhaps you can find a place to sleep in town. April is not equipped for guests—” “You’re here,” Jane sulked unbecomingly, then shook her head with disdain. “Honestly, Evan, this is ridicu—”
“Whatever it may be,” he said summarily, “it is my problem. Now”—he paused to take a deep breath—“you can either go back into town … or return to Washington. I need time. You can tell whomever may have worried that I am alive and well. Beyond that, I make no promises.”

In April’s eye was the image of the man who had fought his way through the tempest and survived. Even from a position of disadvantage, still unsure of his future, he possessed more strength than many another man. Admiration for him surging, she moved unobtrusively back as Heath firmly guided Jane to the door, then turned her attention completely away as he showed his colleague out.

Deep in the hearth lay the ashes of the fire, warming so sweetly once, now dead and cold. Trepidation added to the chill that seized her; approaching footsteps sharpened her senses. It was the moment of truth. Back to the room, face to the cold hearth, she waited for him to speak. His presence was a vibrant fact, close behind her now, his aura of command unimpeachable. For agonizing moments the silence held. Finally, with quiet announcement, he spoke.

“That was quite a show.” The hands she ached to feel warm on her shoulders stayed entrenched in his pockets. “Why did you say what you did?” There were no “darlin’s,” no “sweet Aprils,” simply a question, voiced evenly, nearly void of emotion.

“I don’t know,” she whispered softly.

“You’re not a woman not to know.” His chiding hit its mark, pricking her conscience.

Lowering her head, she shrugged. “I had to.”

“Why?” When no answer was forthcoming, he turned her to face him. His fingers held the tension she felt throughout her body. “Why, April?” A strong thumb lifted her chin.

The old, dark mystery lurked in his gaze, demanding her response as she reluctantly met it. In an instant, shame
washed over her. “I guess … I … just can’t … believe her …”

“That makes no sense! Do you think she made the whole thing up?”

She winced at his sudden impatience. “No! No, I’m sure you are Harley Evan Addison … and that you work with her where she said. She wouldn’t be here if she didn’t know to look for you. Paul hasn’t even called back yet.”

“Then what don’t you believe?” he prodded more firmly, his eyes scrutinizing her intently. She wished she could run but his hands held her securely, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her shoulders.

Defensively, her gaze dropped, clinging to the point where his shirt opened to reveal the fine tufts of hair on his chest. Memories of last night’s passion made her tremble, yet gave her an unexpected source of strength. Tilting her chin in defiance, she burst out vehemently, “I can’t believe that you are engaged to her. Not to that woman!”

“Didn’t like her, huh?” This time, she saw his amusement and loudly countered it.

“No, I didn’t! Not from the minute I opened that door and saw her standing there so arrogantly. She may be bright and beautiful, but there’s something devious about her. She seemed hard and insensitive. She’s not right for you!”

“And you are?” All humor vanished, taking with it his softness. In its place was an unfathomable intensity, from which April turned quickly, putting a buffer of distance between them.

She spoke with soft regret. “I didn’t say that.”

“But did you intend it?”

Unwilling to answer him directly, she waffled. “I only meant what I told you. You and Jane seem totally unsuited for one another.”

“Is that a professional analysis or … a personal one?”

“Both,” she murmured truthfully, gazing out at the
fog-shrouded moors. There was a mystery out there, too. How strange, she mused, to find this puzzling mist after the storm. Surely, now that she knew herself cleared of adultery, there should be peace, happiness. But despite the fact that she was here, alone once more with Heath, there was Jane. If he and Jane had really been in love back in Washington, she was wrong to stand between them now. For this reason alone, her own words of love must go unspoken.

Memories of the hurt she had suffered at Shane Michaels’s infidelity struck her anew. No wonder this woman had resented her presence; was April not the “other woman”? But had it merely been resentment? Her innermost instinct told her differently. There was something else, though she couldn’t put her finger on it.

Heath’s deliberate calm rescued her from her quandary, only to submerge her more deeply in another. “You spoke of … plans. Our plans. What had you in mind?”

With her back still to him, her face would not betray her. Willing purpose to her voice, she rationalized her claim. “I only said that to put her at a distance. She wanted you out now. I … I thought I was acting in your best interest.”

“I’m a big boy. I think I can handle my affairs.”

“I know that! That’s not what I meant …”

“The martyr, eh?” His tone chilled her.

“Not exactly. There’s no sacrifice on my part …” No sacrifice at all to have him with her just a little while longer …

Lacking the courage to face him, she withdrew into herself. From within her cowering cocoon, she was unaware of his approach until his voice, suddenly softer, that of the man she loved, drew her out.

“Your qualifications hold their own, do they?” He brought her words back to haunt her with gentle teasing. There was no doubt as to which qualifications he referred.


His arms slid around her waist, and she hadn’t the strength, much less the desire, to resist. He had taken command and there was sweet satisfaction in yielding to him. Heath was indeed a man of stature. She would have him no other way.

“It was nice … last night, wasn’t it?” he crooned, fitting the lean lines of his body to her back, her bottom, her thighs.

“It was,” she whispered soulfully, suddenly desperate to be held, not for passion’s sake but for comfort from her fears. Twirling with a force she hadn’t known she possessed, she buried her face against his shirt, her arms seeking the solidness of his back. He was something to cling to, the eye of her storm. In her heart, April knew it would always be that way.

Words were unwelcome in the communion of the moment. There were no caresses, no gestures. If Heath shared her need for the brief respite from the world and its mysteries, she had no way of knowing, save from the strength of the arms that held her to him.

Then slowly their pressure eased and he set her back. The mask of darkness had fallen over his features, rendering them more harsh and brooding. “I’m going out to the beach,” he said quietly, an invitation to join him noticeably absent. “I do need time to think.”

April watched his tall form disappear with cold fear in her heart. If only she knew what he was thinking. If only she knew what he felt for her. Was the attraction purely physical on his part? Could he ever love her as she loved him? Or would the past—a past he could not begin to remember—always haunt them?

Helplessness marred her sights as she showered and dressed, gradually calming herself to a point of reason. Whereas in the past an outfit of jeans and a shirt or sweater had been sufficient in this most remote of homes, now she carefully chose a pair of cranberry wool slacks and a
creamy cowl-neck sweater, shunning sneakers in favor of midheeled loafers. Brushing her hair to a fresh-washed sheen, she lightly blushed her cheeks and put a faint coat of pink gloss on her lips. She knew exactly what she was doing and why, though the justification for it continued to elude her.

Helping herself to the coffee Heath must have brewed earlier, she managed to down a slice of toast, then returned to the bedroom to make the bed, and finally settled down in the living room. The first order of business was to call Paul Watson and she hurried to do so before changing her mind. Dutifully, she passed on what she had learned that morning, swearing her old friend to secrecy as she bade him research both Harley Evan Addison and Jane Miller.

That done, she squared her shoulders and phoned her mother with grand assurances that she—and her house—had survived the storm intact. There was no mention of the emotional storm that had hit simultaneously, an emotional storm that still swirled, unabated, about her. Guilt at the omission came only after the phone connection had been severed, and then it was mercifully too late. As she had done for most of her adult life, she would weather this storm alone.

Lofty intent found her seated, moments later, before her Apple, transmitting several days’ worth of her column to the receiver in New York. Taking advantage of her industrious mood, she leafed through the letters that had come the day before, diligently reading those she had missed at first run-through. There was a letter from a man suffering through sudden retirement, a note from a woman whose understanding of her teen-aged daughter had reached an all-time low, and a word about job discrimination from an ambitious woman lawyer. Finally, there was a wife’s poignant plea.

“Dear Dr. Wilde. I am all for women’s liberation, but
not when the liberated woman is my husband’s young secretary and the object of her liberation is my husband. Some women speak of sexual harassment on the job. What of the reverse, when a woman takes the opportunity of a man’s daily presence to beat down his resistance to her eager charms? Where is the justice in that?” It was signed, “Remember-Me.”

Taking pencil in hand, April roughed out her response. “Dear ‘Remember-Me.’ Your point is well taken. But what you face has little to do with women’s liberation, a very noble ideal, and everything to do with an age-old dilemma. Perhaps you should look closely at your marriage. Is it strong? Has it kept pace with you and your husband as you’ve grown? Most importantly, are there open avenues of communication between your husband and yourself? If you can answer safely in the affirmative, you have no cause to worry. Discuss the matter with your husband. Your fears may be totally unfounded. Be patient and understanding. Perhaps your husband is going through a crisis of his own, one in which your closeness and support can even further cement your relationship. While that young secretary’s behavior is abhorrent, your best line of attack is to withdraw her power from beneath her pretty high-heeled feet. If your husband is unreceptive to her, she will be liberated to seek greener pastures. There is strength in us all. You and yours may find that to pool your resources is the greatest strength of all.”

How simple it sounded when advised to others. How straightforward and clear. Yet when April tried to analyze her own situation with as much directness, she was stymied. Brooding, she mentally sketched out the letter.

“Dear Dr. Wilde,” she began, “I’m totally confused. I have this man living in my house and I can’t figure out who he is. Is he Evan? Is he Heath? Or someone else entirely? And then there’s Jane—beautiful blond-haired Jane. Is she the rightful companion? Am I? Or is there
somewhere in the world a whole other familial body to which this marvelous man belongs? Where is the eye of the storm now? I can’t see anything clearly!”

It was some time before she realized that her eyes were filled with tears. The letters beneath her hand blurred, then the sofa, the rug, the room. But the tall form, striding purposefully to stand its lean and muscled height before her, was no illusion. Fear shook her at the emotion she couldn’t hide. Heart on her sleeve, she blotted the moisture from the tips of her long brown lashes and steeled herself against the storm.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Her lapse could not be hidden from Heath’s dark and penetrating gaze. By all accounts, he seemed angry. With one large hand splayed across a narrow denim-clad hip, he glowered at her, then raised his eyes to the ceiling in exasperation, shifting them in turn to the side wall, the floor, and finally back to pierce her once more.

“Don’t do that!” he growled, his tone held in a tight control reinforced by the sharp angularity of his jaw.

April forced her gaze to clear. “I-I’m fine. We all have our weak moments, I guess. But I’m all right now.”

“Weak moments—you?” Where his words might easily have carried sarcasm, there was none. Nor, with his anger having spent itself on his sole outburst, was there hint of another of the varied emotions that may have lurked within his towering frame.

“Yes, Heath, even me.” She laughed sadly as she lowered her eyes. “I can’t think of you as anyone but ‘Heath.’ I’m sorry. The name ‘Evan’ feels foreign.” When her soft, brown-eyed gaze sought his for reassurance, he smiled politely.

“Heath is fine. As a matter of fact, I have trouble thinking of myself any other way, too. It’ll take time, I guess.”

“You still remember nothing? Often the memory returns in vague clumps. Does anything of what Jane mentioned sound familiar?”

“No.” Anger surged anew, directed at himself or at
some other force, but, mercifully, not at her. “It’s all meaningless. I pull a total blank.” Turning, he stalked to the window, where he stood, head down, back straight, feet planted firmly apart.

An old, familiar tugging, from somewhere deep within her, drew April toward him. Her hand on his shoulder was a heartfelt offer of solace. “It’ll come back. At some point, it’s got to. There are doctors … new techniques and treatments … and time.”

“Time! That would solve everything! But I don’t have time!” he seethed. “If I do have those responsibilities at the university, I can’t very well hide away here indefinitely. Then there is this family—father, sister, brother. Who knows what responsibilities I have toward them! And there’s Jane … and you …”

As his voice died away, it softened, along with the expression he showered on April as he turned to face her. “It’s not fair to you, April.” He didn’t touch her; her own hand had fallen away as he turned. She felt the barrier between them, one that was invisible but very, very tangible, and its presence punished her. “Jane was right; I can’t continue to disrupt your life this way.”

“You’re not—”

“You can’t really believe that, can you, April? You’re a thinking and feeling woman. My presence has to affect you.” He was looking into her, searching for something. April couldn’t hold out much longer.

“Oh, Heath,” she whispered helplessly, “of course it has affected me. I wouldn’t be honest if I denied that. But there has been nothing negative about it.”

He laughed skeptically. “I thought you came out here to get away from everything.”

“I did—”

“Well, now you’ve gotten yourself right back into the middle of a mess.” His dark gaze held her in rigid suspense.
“You were hurt by Michaels, back in New York; now you’re apt to be hurt as badly by me.”

“No!” Her eyes flashed determination. “No. I know you, Heath. You wouldn’t hurt me.”

“Not knowingly, April. Certainly not willingly. But what if things … change … when my memory does return. Or, even without that, what if I find that my life in Washington is incompatible with this one? What then? If I turned and walked out of this house now, right now, can you say that you would not be hurt?”

She couldn’t answer. Her tongue simply would not function, dry and thick as it felt in her mouth. The thought of never seeing Heath again was agonizing. Closing her eyes against the possibility, she turned and tried to flee, only to be caught by the arm and whirled about.

“Damn it, April.” He hauled her against his chest and held her firmly. “I shouldn’t have let this happen. It was wrong of me to have encouraged you from the start. You’re a very special person, one who doesn’t deserve this.”

Whether it was the nearness of him, or his calling her a “very special person” that snapped her control and resolve, she would never know. But when she wedged a small space between them to allow her view of his face her eyes were moist again.

“Don’t take all the credit, Heath,” she cried, her body trembling. “As I recall, you were dead to the world when I first brought you here. And I’m far from being helpless or a child. I’ve had my eyes open through all of this. I don’t need your pity or your sympathy. If you want to leave”—she pulled herself totally free of his arms—“you can go right ahead and leave.” Her finger shook as it pointed to the door. “I won’t have you staying here for my sake alone!”

His deep voice flowed through her every nerve end as his eyes caressed her features. The barrier seemed to be
crumbling between them but April was too shaken to notice. “What about for my sake, April? What if I told you that I feel good here, safe, sane? What if I said that I never wanted to leave? What if … what if …” He struggled with the words, strangely at a loss. April’s senses were frozen in anticipation. “What if I told you that I wanted you, more than anything else?”

With his face mere inches now from hers, April felt herself drawn into his being. He had this power over her, a power she couldn’t fight. Yet some remnant of reason forced her to speak. “If it’s physical need, there is always Jane. She’s very beautiful and obviously willing—”

“I don’t want Jane!” he boomed, seizing her by both arms and nearly lifting her off her feet. “It’s you I want, damn it! You!”

Short of a declaration of love, April knew that Heath had come as far as he could in expressing his feelings. He held her before him, suspended in time, demanding something—a word, a smile, a commitment—she didn’t know. There was something holding back the words that bubbled from her heart; the time was still not right. The feeling was there, however, surging through her, sending directional signals to her limbs as she let her body relax slowly against his. Her arms crept to his shoulders and around his neck, drawing her mouth close to his. It was against his lips that her breath came in a sweet-whispered plea.

“Love me, Heath. Please … now!” Her kiss was an offering of the love unspoken, the love that sent her to him in entirety. There would be neither protest nor guilt but, rather, joy at his possession and ecstasy at the joy with which his body would caress her.

His lips were still at first, unresponsive, unsure. April’s love was boundless though, her persistence gentle. For there was pleasure even in kissing him without that response she would, in time, crave. There was nothing she would not, at that moment, do for him, with neither hope
nor promise of anything in return. If that was the meaning of true love, April knew she had found it. Never had she delighted so in the giving of her body; never had she done it so aggressively. Yet, this was her only means of expressing her deeper emotion; perhaps time might solve that problem, too.

The tremor that passed through Heath’s long limbs as his arms wound around her and his back bowed to curve his firm lines to hers, was evidence of his arousal. “Oh, darlin’,” he drawled in a low murmur, “are you sure this time? You don’t have to—”

But she did. There was no other way, as yet, for her to express her love. Her lips silenced his words with their warmth, moving with growing hunger over his until he could no more remain still than he could deny his need. Even as his hands roamed the slimness of her back, he let her take the lead, sensing her determination and reveling in its very strength.

It was April whose patience waned first; her frenzied fingers that fumbled with the buttons of his shirt; her itching palms that slid over the rock-hard warmth of his skin, savoring the muscled terrain of his chest, his arms, his shoulders, as the shirt fell to the floor. They were her lips that explored every inch of his bared torso, drawing groans of torment from his throat.

“My God, April! Hurry! You’re driving me wild!” he rasped, tugging impatiently at her sweater, greedily attacking the zipper of her slacks, as her hands worked at his belt and his jeans.

April had no time to marvel at the beauty of this untethered passion, so heated had the moment grown. What had started as love-sparked seduction on her part had miraculously spawned a two-sided hunger that screamed for satisfaction, in voices both male and female.

Clothing strewn to either side, they collapsed onto the soft rug before the fireplace. It seemed a duel as to whose
need was the greatest, whose lips could demand more, whose hands could range farther and deeper. April thrilled to every inch of his masculinity even as she opened herself to him. Side by side, they strained against each other until, finally, the strength of his arms pulled her over to straddle his lean hips.

“Love me, Heath,” she repeated against his lips, then into his mouth as he devoured her. “Love me …”

High on a passion she had never dreamed possible, April quivered as her breasts skimmed his chest. His hands caressed her hips in firm command, then lifted them in silent urging. She took him in with the warmth and joy that tremored through her, crying out again and again at his fullness, now her fullness. It was a whirl of pure frenzy lifting them, together, higher, higher, to a summit of explosive satisfaction and, at last, to a pulsingly rapturous descent.

April’s sweat-dotted body collapsed against him, holding him as long as possible before sliding to his side. His breath came in harsh pants, cooling her forehead, blowing at moist strands of her chestnut hair.

“It keeps getting better,” she whispered, when finally her heartbeat slowed enough to permit speech. The rise and fall of his chest by her ear spoke of his own slow calming.

“Ummm. You’re quite something, you know that?”

“Haven’t ever been attacked like that before?” Her smile tickled his skin, causing him to shift and settle her more comfortably against him.

“No, ma’am.”

“Now how would you ever remember that?”

His own smug grin sounded in his voice. “That I’m sure I’d remember,” he said. “This, I’ll always remember.” He kissed her gently now, and April felt she had never been as happy.


“You know what I’d like to do?” She propped her chin pertly on his chest.

“Uh-oh, my greedy sex goddess, not quite yet …”

“No, Heath. That’s not what I had in mind … yet,” she teased back. Then she grew quieter. “I’d like to preserve this moment, this very moment, to relive it again and again, to have it with me always.”

“We can’t make time stand still, April,” he chided quietly.

“I know. But I can still wish it.”

He eyed her dubiously. “And, suppose, just for the sake of argument, you could bottle the moment. What would you do with it?”

She grinned in delight at the thought, her teeth sinking into her lower lip as she contemplated it. “I would carry it with me wherever I went,” she burst out. “It would be my amulet, my peace, the eye of my storm.”

“Hmmm, sounds familiar.”

“Doesn’t it!”

“Would it give you the courage to return to New York?”

She smiled still, filled with confidence. “With it, I could go anywhere. New York, Washington, Siberia, Antarctica—”

“Antarctica?”

“Well, no. Strike that!”

“Why?”

“Too cold. We’d never be able to take our clothes off … .”

Her hand took its freedom to slide over his flesh, reacquainting itself with the span of his lightly furred chest and the plane of his flat stomach.

“And just what do you think you’re doing?” He sucked his breath in sharply.

“Exploring. Not quite to Antarctica …”

April was hopelessly addicted to the trail. Her fingers
sampled the textures of his hips and thighs, then closed around him. His heat was just reward for her liberty.

“My God!” he growled softly. “I’ve found myself an insatiable one.”

His words struck a moment’s pensive chord. “I’ve never felt this way before.” She frowned, puzzled, then understanding the urging of her heart. “I think I’d rather,” she said brightly, as her whole body tingled with pleasure, “be in the tropics, where we would never have to wear clothes.”

As she moved against him with abandon, Heath turned quickly and pinned her to the rug, blanketing her body with his, a knee thrust intimately between her legs, holding her hips momentarily still.

“Shall I give you a taste of your own medicine?” he teased.

The flames of desire had risen once more. April struggled to move under him, but his body’s weight held her still. “You wouldn’t …”

“Oh, yes, I would.” And he did, clamping his lips over hers to stifle her protest as his hands wreaked havoc with her senses, playing, taunting, brushing, coaxing, then holding back again and again until her fevered pitch had her begging for release. When it came, it was sweet and rich, filled with a love she knew he had to share. No man could make such magnificently gentle, coaxing, caring love to a woman without loving her in the bargain. It just didn’t happen. It was impossible!

Such were her thoughts as slowly, slowly their shared glimpse of ecstasy faded to a beautiful memory. Nestled against his warmth once more, she could hold back no longer. “I love you,” she whispered against the beat of his heart, then raised her head. “I love you, Heath.”

For an instant of time, all was suspended. Heath looked at her; she returned his gaze. When she mouthed the words a third time, the limbo snapped. The chill that
slowly filled his body with its tension seeped inexorably to her bones. Lifting herself higher above him, her stunned gaze watched the sobering of his features, which had been so gentle, so loving moments before. Had she been wrong, after all? Had she misinterpreted the intensity of this man’s passion?

“No, April. You don’t!” His lips finally moved, but not to say the words for which she had hoped. It was as though he had issued a command, one she couldn’t obey.

The midday’s light fell through the window to cast a pearly sheen to her breasts as she sat fully up. “I love you, Heath. I won’t take it back. I mean every word.”

April had never seen a form as dark and brooding as Heath’s now, sitting up to face her. His body, too, was lit more fully, as breathtaking to the eye as it was tempting to the fingertips. But she curled her fingers into tight fists.

“How can you say you love me, when you don’t know who I am?”

“I know you—”

“You know Heath, a man who has lived on this earth for a mere three days. What about the other man, April? What about Evan? He’s been the one who has lived within this body for nearly forty years—”

“Thirty-nine—”

“Ach! Which does it matter!” His eyes were dark; before them, she was paralyzed. “You’ve fallen in love with a vision. Oh, yes, a very solid body. That’s here. But how can you love a person whose mind is … gone …” As she shook her head in mute denial, he raged on, his anger snowballing quickly. “You don’t know me; I don’t know me! Jane was right; you are infatuated!”

“No! No, Heath! I think I’m experienced enough to know the difference.” Her anger and frustration suddenly vied with his. “I don’t need to know about the trappings of your life—the job you have, the place you live in, the car you drive, the restaurants you eat at—to love you.
Don’t you see?” She verbalized her thoughts as they suddenly crystallized. “I see you, the man. Totally aside from those other things, you are warm and intelligent, gentle and capable. And,” she said, her eyes narrowing with a courage that had never been called from her depths before, “I think you love me! That”—she pointed to the rug on which they had so recently lain—“was not just a physical thing. Or,” she whispered, her voice lowering in fear, “was it?”

Avoiding the challenge, he stood and began to reach for his clothes. As each part of his body was taken from her view, she grew more and more apprehensive. When his hands whipped the shirttails into his jeans, and zipped and snapped them with awful finality, she could take no more.

“Was it?” she screamed, her eyes filling with tears.

He stood before her then, hands on hips, feet spread apart. He was her master, looking down at her from his awesome height. She suddenly felt as naked as she was, and crossed her hands over her breasts as she knelt on the floor, so far below.

“I think we’ve both been carried away … with the time, the weather, the seclusion of this house, the fact of my mental isolation. I think … I think …” He faltered, oddly vulnerable. April’s hopes lifted; was he about to confess his feelings? “I think … that …” His voice was controlled once more, and quiet. “That you’d better get dressed.”

With that, he turned and walked toward her Apple. “April, would you mind if I use your machine for a while? I’d like to plug into your Source again.”

It was as though, given his cordial tone, none of the past passion and dissent had ever been. Stunned, April stared at him open-mouthed. He looked at her then, seeing past her.

“I think it’s about time we try to verify something about this Harley Evan Addison.”


She took a deep, deep breath. “That’s fine.” It came out as a feeble croak. “Do you remember how to—”

“Yes. I can do it.”

April turned away from him to dress, the process slowed by the strange weakness that permeated her body. With her back to Heath and her mind in utter turmoil, she was oblivious to the tall form, standing immobile before the machine, head bowed, in his own private torment. When he straightened and walked back to her, there was an element of sadness in his step. Hair rumpled, hands in pockets, face dark and pained, he was the image of the man to whom April’s compassion would always go. Just as she had rescued him from Ivan’s wrath, so she would have harbored him now, had she known of his inner storm. But her back was to him. And the words he had to speak evoked not compassion, but a deep, searing pain.

He cleared his throat to get her attention. “April, I have to ask you.” He paused, raking his fingers through the thickness of his hair. “We’ve made love too many times for me not to … worry.” She avoided his gaze, merely listened to his struggles as she fought her own churning stomach. “Are you … is it …”

He didn’t have to finish the thought for her to understand. Eyes of hollow brown lashed toward his, as she bolted upright to button her slacks and pull the sweater over her head. “If you’re asking me,” she got out, managing to override the knot in her throat, “whether I’m protected, Heath, the answer is yes. But, I’ll have you know,” she said softly, looking the distance up at him, defiant in her resolve even as she was intimidated by his stature, “that I’d just as soon forget it. I don’t care if I—”

His hands shook her shoulders once, leaving the words unspoken for the moment. “Then, I’ll have to make sure you don’t get pregnant. And there’s only one truly safe way …” His hands fell from her shoulders with reluctance, and he took a step back, as though burned.


The void within April was suddenly riddled with ricocheting darts of anguish. Doubling over, she sank back onto the sofa, burying her face in her hands, as her gasps reverberated through the room. “Is it that distasteful,” she winced, eyes brimming with tears, “the thought of my carrying your child?” To her it was a glorious idea, second only to the hope that Heath might, in fact, love her.

With the dark groan at the back of his throat, they were back where they had started earlier when he had returned to the room, to find her in tears. Used to her strength, he was vulnerable to her tears. After a moment’s hesitancy, he sat down beside her. His hand stroked the silken mane of her hair; his voice was mercifully gentle.

“God, no, April. That wasn’t what I meant at all. In another time and place, had we met with none of this mystery haunting us, I would have wanted nothing more than that.” He reached to cover the hands that now subconsciously protected her stomach. “The thought of your being pregnant by me is almost as beautiful as … as what we shared a little while ago.” Without quite acknowledging that extra special something, he had given it credence in April’s seeking heart. For the moment, it was all he could give; she had to accept that. “But, darlin’, don’t you see? Living as we are, right now, with my life a giant puzzle, I’m not free. Until I find out—and remember—who I am, I’m not free to love either you or a child that might be.” He paused to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear. With his thumb, he took her chin and turned her face to his. “Does that make any sense?”

At that moment, April had never felt as close to a human being as she felt to Heath. Looking into his eyes, so dark and bottomless, feeling the intensity of him as it reached out to corral her senses, she understood. “I don’t like it,” she whispered, “but it does make sense.” Her eyes traced the structure of his face, adoring its every line. “It’s ironic …”


“What is?” His voice was as low as hers, as quietly personal.

“When you first woke up here and I … and we …” She blushed self-consciously. “And there was this attraction between us, I thought that everything would be fine once we learned who you were.” She frowned. “It’s not as simple as that, is it?”

His answer was a reluctant headshake. “I’m afraid not.” He tucked his hand around her neck. “The only thing that’s simple is this …” He kissed her gently. “ … And the times I hold you in my arms.” Noticeably, he did not do so now. “But I can make no promises. Not yet, April. Can you accept that?”

So there was hope, after all! With hope, she could live. A budding light rekindled the amber flames in her eyes. “I can … for now. But … I make no promises, either.”

Puzzlement drew his dark eyebrows together. “What promises?”

“To borrow your lines,” she explained, emboldened by his openness and fully serious, “when I want to touch you, I intend to. If I want to kiss you, I will.”

The corner of his firm lips quirked as Heath recalled his erstwhile declaration, plus another. Pulling himself up straight, he mirrored her sober intent. “Then I’ll have to be a conscience for us both.” He shook his head. “I don’t know, April. Are you always this forward with men, or do you save it for the shipwrecked ones?”

Stopping to examine her behavior of the entire day, April was shocked herself. “You must have brought a strange virus with you from the sea. It seems to be affecting my better judgment. Certainly my sense of propriety!” She grinned sheepishly, color slowly returning to her cheeks in a healthy pink tinge.

“You look pretty …” he murmured, eyeing her clothes as well as her face.

“Well, Harley Evan Addison, I couldn’t very well let
some blond-haired professor make me look like the castaway, could I?”

Heath smiled knowingly. “That, sweet April, could never happen.” His gaze glittered over her lips a final time, before he forced himself from his seeming trance, blinking and clearing his throat. “Ah … I’d better get to work. See what your machine has to say about this strange person I’m supposed to be!”

It was relatively easy and reasonably enlightening. There was, indeed, a Harley Evan Addison, named periodically in The Washington Post, as participating in one international conference or another during the past year.

“Looks like you’ve been involved in your share of diplomacy.” April delivered this on-the-spot commentary from a point in the vicinity of his right shoulder, a point with the advantage of serving up the clean, manly scent of him in tantalizing doses.

“Mmmm. Mostly in the Far East and the Soviet Union,” he mused, preoccupied. “The SALT talks … Russia …” His tongue explored the words as his mind searched for familiarity.

April urged him on. “You’ve only gone back a year. Try some more. See what the papers have to say for another year or two before.”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” He paused, throwing a sidelong glance of wry amusement her way.

She grinned openly. “It’s like putting together a puzzle, piecing together a life. It’s not every day that a person gets to learn about himself in retrospect!”

“Hmph.” He grimaced his agreement. “That’s for sure. And I’m not sure I recommend it. The suspense is devastating.”

This time, her grin was more coy. “You don’t look terribly devastated. Devastating, but not devastated! And really, Heath, you have to be pleased!” She poked at his ribs in a bid for a smile. “You should feel proud; it seems
you are a pretty well-respected fellow. I mean, to be named to governmental commissions right and left, to receive presidential appointments, to travel all over the world like that … Helsinki, Bonn, Cairo, the Hague …”

“You’ve traveled …”

“Not like that, I haven’t! Whew, imagine the responsibility …”

“Mmmm. Okay, let’s go on.” He was more cautious than she, undaunted by the facts as they seemed to emerge. When the Source brought forth media references to honorary degrees and further governmental involvement, he took it in stride. But when the five-year point was reached and the news of that year regarding Harley Evan Addison flashed onto the small, jade-hued screen, April gasped, clutching his shoulder as she read aloud.

“‘Georgetown University has announced the appointment of Harley Evan Addison to the faculty of the Institute of Strategic Studies. Dr. Addison comes from the State Department, where he served as under secretary of state …’” She took a deep breath. “Under secretary of state? My God, Heath! How did you ever manage that at the tender age of thirty-four?”

“Thirty-one, if you’ll continue reading. The fellow was with the State Department for three years, before leaving to teach and to write.”

Interpreting Heath’s third-person reference as an inability to so suddenly identify with his apparent position of prominence, she read silently on. “‘ … Advocate of world peace through negotiation … author of …’ Heath! This is amazing. Here I talk of writing, when it’s you who is the highly published one!” If he shunned a sense of pride, she had enough for them both. “You’re a very impressive person! What do you think?”

“I think,” he began, then paused with a low sigh, “that
this is all very fine if I am Harley Evan Addison. Other than Jane’s word, we have no proof.”

“There’s the monogram—”

“Could be coincidence. Granted, a little hard to swallow, but coincidence, nonetheless.”

“I can’t believe that! And why would Jane Miller lie?”

He shrugged, as perplexed as she. “I don’t know that she is lying. I just feel skeptical. This is all so hard to believe. There’s something odd … I can’t quite grasp it … something’s missing …”

April recalled her own reaction to Jane Miller. It had been strong, instantly negative, and oddly puzzling as well. The woman’s emotions were strange. “She didn’t make much of an argument for sticking around here, did she?”

“No,” he agreed, absently passing a lean finger over the line of the slash at his temple. “As a matter of fact, for a woman who supposedly worried through a hurricane that I might have died, and then traced me all the way from Washington to this small island, she gave up rather easily. To have gotten where she is professionally, she had to have some kind of spunk. Where was it this morning?”

April straightened. “You’re sorry she didn’t fight harder for you, aren’t you?”

One eyebrow arched above his steady gaze. “Personally, no. I don’t know the woman. At least I don’t remember her. As a spectator to this drama, however, I’m more surprised than sorry. It would have been in keeping with her supposed character and its devotion to me had she fussed more. When she first arrived”—his gaze narrowed as he recalled those early morning moments—“she knew nothing of my amnesia. Therefore, I have to believe that I am who she says; otherwise, she would never have dared call me by name and throw herself at me.” He looked quickly up at April. “Am I correct?”

She had no time to answer, for the loud jangle of the
telephone interrupted them. It was Paul Watson with a timely confirmation. Heath came to stand by her as she talked. When she hung up, he prodded. “Well … ?”

“I called him this morning, after Jane left.” Her voice bore its share of apology. “And gave him both of your names. I-I thought he might check it out—”

“That’s all right, April. What did he find?”

“A picture, for one, and a description. Harley Evan Addison is thirty-nine, about six feet three inches tall, and slim, with full, black hair.” Her eyes followed the enumeration. “Brown-black eyes, a straight nose, and angular jaw. No distinguishing physical defect—”

“Hah!” He threw back his head in what was not quite a laugh.

“He weighs one hundred eighty-five pounds and is right-handed, has all his teeth—”

“I think that’ll be enough,” Heath interrupted with a wry twist of his lip. “You’ve got his man, all right. What about Miller?”

“She is what she says, though there was less information on her than there is on you. When Paul called your office at Georgetown, he was told that you were on a temporary leave of absence.”

“Leave of absence? Sounds mysterious. The office said nothing else?”

“No.” She shook her head, her hair slithering back and forth in long ripples. “But, on a hunch, he made another call—”

“To—?”

“The State Department. The secretary of state, to be precise.” At Heath’s surprise, she reasoned accurately, “I told you that Paul Watson was the one to call. He has ‘ins’ to all the right places, and he wields some degree of power. I asked him to be discreet; I’m sure that’s why he went right to the top. From the horse’s mouth, so to speak—”

“And did he learn anything?” He interrupted her picturesque
elaboration, standing back with his hands on his hips in an imperious pose, growing strangely anxious.

Again, April could only shake her head. “He really didn’t expect to. If his hunch was correct, given your history of government work your leave of absence may be related to some work with the State Department. All he could do was to casually drop the information that you’d had an accident, been caught in the storm, and been found up here. And that you’d been hurt and knew nothing about yourself until Jane showed up. If the State Department wants to find you, they’ll know where to look.”

“Odd …” He paced the room slowly, deep in thought.

“What’s odd?”

“There was no mention of this ‘leave of absence’ in the papers. If this was another of those ‘prestigious’ appointments,” he drawled in self-mockery, “why wasn’t it reported by the press? Most of the others appear to have been.”

April’s gaze grew clouded. “You’re right. I have no idea why it wasn’t reported. It’s possible,” she said as an idea struck, brightening her face, “that this is a recent thing and just hasn’t hit the papers. The new semester would have begun around Labor Day; perhaps your leave took effect then.”

“Ummm.” Digesting this possibility, Heath resumed his pacing. Then he stopped abruptly. “I’d like to know what I was doing in that boat and what that boat was doing in the midst of the hurricane. And,” he said, reaching back to absently massage the taut muscles of his neck, “I’d like to know how Jane found me so quickly. She said she knew I was headed this way. But just where did I start from? And how could she know to find me on this one small island?”

April sensed the growing tension and saw the bottom line quickly. “There’s only one person who can answer
your questions,” she began softly, then bit her lip at Heath’s nod.

“Jane Miller.” Her name flowed as smoothly off his tongue as did everything else he said, yet April instantly disliked its sound. She disliked everything about the woman, but there was no doubt that only Jane could answer the questions. When Heath approached, he spoke quietly. “I’ll take a drive into town to talk with her. May I use the car?”

“I’m coming with you.”

“No, April. It’s better that you stay here.”

She straightened her shoulders. “I’m coming!”

Heath glowered down at her. “Think sensibly about it. She’ll talk more freely if you’re not there.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. I’m coming!” She turned to get her purse, but the strong fingers on her wrist stopped her progress.

“April …”

At his warning tone, she retaliated in kind. “It’s my car and you have no driver’s license—”

“Addison does.”

“On him?”

“ … No.”

“Then, where?”

A muscle worked at the line of his jaw. “At the bottom of the sea, I assume. With the rest of his identification.”

She shrugged with feigned innocence. “Sorry, Heath. You’ll have to take me along. I wouldn’t want you to be stopped …”

“Come on, April. The cops will never know …” He caught the direct gleam in her eye. “You wouldn’t …” He stared. “You would … ?” At her satisfied nod, he cursed softly and turned to leave. “Damn it. Let’s go then!” He hadn’t taken two steps, however, before he whirled back. “But I’m warning you, April. Behave yourself.
Let’s not have any histrionics such as you demonstrated this morning.” “Histrionics.” She smiled softly, as she grabbed for her purse and joined him at the door. “Good word. Are you sure there was no mention of a professorship in literature … ?”

Heath took her arm with a deep-growled, “Let’s go!” then escorted her to the car and said no more.




CHAPTER EIGHT

It was April who did most of the talking during the drive into Nantucket center. Heath sat behind the wheel, brooding, concentrating on his driving and the road, his thoughts a mystery to her. There was tension in the air, a dark storm cloud between them, separating them, preventing their coming together to seek out its eye. In desperate effort to reach him, she tried light conversation.

“The island is recovering from the hurricane nicely,” she observed, scanning the scenic moorland, with its ground-hugging heather of rust and crimson splotching endless fields of aging grass. “The roads look drier; is the driving any easier?”

From the driver’s side and in staunch profile, Heath nodded, refusing to be roused from his preoccupation by her gentle prodding. It was her own apprehension that pushed her on.

“They tell me these lands were carved out by glaciers. There are freshwater ponds all over the island, left when the ice receded. Look …” She pointed to a distant lake of wine-red beauty. “A cranberry bog. Isn’t the color magnificent?”

Again, she darted a glance at Heath. In turn, he nodded.

“There’s a small cranberry industry here.” Her soft words seemed, to her, to drone through the car’s interior. “But, nowadays, the island survives on tourism. They say
that the moors are peopled with Jeeps and bicycles at the height of the season …”

When no response was forthcoming she sighed, lapsing into silence. It seemed no use. The barrier was in place between them again, a barrier of time and place and circumstance destined to wedge them apart. Then she recalled her own advice. Keep the avenues of communication open. Her eyes a soft, chocolate brown of emotion, she looked across at him.

“Are you still angry at me, Heath?”

His lips thinned to a firm, straight line. “No, April. I’m not angry with you. Just uneasy. I have this very uncomfortable feeling.” He took a breath to go on, then swallowed it and any words that might have come. Frustrated, she tempered her prodding in gentleness.

“What are you thinking?”

The rattle of the car’s parts as the vehicle jolted over the rutted road dominated the sound space for a long time. Finally his deep voice, contrastingly smooth, filtered through. “I was wondering about my family. Why was Jane the one to find me? Why not my father or brother or sister? Surely they must have been as worried, knowing I’d been out in the storm.”

“Jane is—or claims to be—your fiancée. Wouldn’t it be natural for her to get here first?”

He lifted a hand to rub the line of his jaw. “It would be—particularly if no one else knew of my whereabouts just before I set out. But why wouldn’t they? If Addison is as prominent as he appears to be, why has Jane been the only one to make contact? Why was there no mention of his disappearance by the press?”

April had no ready answers. One excuse sounded more flimsy than the next. As the car ventured onto the streets of the town, she let her thoughts trail off to the realm of the unfathomable. There was no recourse but to hear Jane out. First, however, they had to find her.


“It was kind of her to call and tell you where she was staying.” April’s sarcasm was met by a stern glance.

“She seemed rather put out when she left. Perhaps she’s simply cooling her heels somewhere.”

Recalling the stylish shape of those heels, and the body they supported, April frowned, countering Heath’s indulgence with a pointed barb. “Most probably, she’s at one of the inns insisting that she be waited on hand and foot. She strikes me as the type.”

“Sheath the claws, April,” he said in quiet command. “Remember what I warned you about. This is no time for petty jealousies—”

“Petty?” she shrieked, then, at his glower, lowered her voice and her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m not usually like this.” It was the truth. Waspishness was not her style; but then, she had never been in love like this before! “I’ll be on my best behavior,” she vowed, blinking skeptically. If he caught the thread of rebellion that lurked, barely leashed, behind her hooded gaze, his thoughts were too consuming to pay it further heed.

“Now,” he announced the first step, “to find out where she’s staying …” April’s sharp call took over.

“Pull over! Here!” Pointing to a street corner, she quickly lowered the window. “Mrs. Ingram!” An older woman, hair as gray as the cedar shingles of the houses on either side, looked up from her casual stroll. “Mrs. Ingram! It’s me—April Wilde!”

The woman squinted for a minute, then smiled and approached the car. “If it isn’t my friend, April! How are you, dear?”

“I’m fine, Mrs. Ingram. Say, I wonder if you could help us.” The woman squinted past her to Heath’s dark form as April continued, forsaking the pleasantry of introduction for the urgency of the hunt. “We’re looking for a woman who arrived here this morning. Tall, blond, slim, very attractive—?”


“Yesterday afternoon,” the older woman corrected, straightening her rotund form with pride. “She landed yesterday afternoon.”

Heath’s stirring beside her was ample encouragement for April to probe deeper. “You saw her?”

“No, no, my dear. Not me. Samuel did, though.” Her gaze darted again toward Heath. “Samuel’s my husband. He works at the airport, though there’s not too much activity this time of year. So he’d be sure to notice any newcomers. They flew in and began asking questions about a man who might have found his way through the storm to the island …”

“‘They’?” April asked, then held her breath.

“She was with a man—kind of sour-looking, my Samuel said.”

“Do you know where they might be staying?” It was Heath who, leaning across April, spoke politely to the woman.

The native islander frowned. “No. I’m sorry. Samuel didn’t tell me that. Say.” Her weathered face brightened. “Why don’t you try John, over at the pharmacy. He often knows things like that. They may even have stopped in for his recommendation.”

April smiled her appreciation. “Thank you, Mrs. Ingram. We’ll do that.”

As he pulled the car to a proper parking spot, Heath acknowledged April’s insight. “You were right about the townspeople. They do have an ear to the ground, don’t they?”

But John, unfortunately, was no more help than Mrs. Ingram had been. He confirmed the presence of the two strangers—“Seemed kind of out of their element, if you know what I mean,” he quipped, scratching his bald pate in puzzlement—and the fact that they had made similar inquiries about a possible shipwreck, but he did not know where they were lodged.


“You the man they were looking for?” He eyed Heath with open curiosity.

Heath, the true diplomat, grinned winningly and offered his hand in a parting shake. “Most probably. Thank you, John. We’ll keep looking.”

The more they looked, walking the center of the small community, the more frustrated they became. It seemed that everyone had either seen or heard of the visitors, yet none could pinpoint their present location.

“This is absurd,” Heath scowled at one point. “Everyone has seen them, but no one has. Surely they can’t be that hard to find in a town as small as this!”

They kept up the search. Several of the townspeople, all of whom were warm and open to April, confessed to having mentioned her and her dark companion, so visible with her the day before.

“I hope you didn’t mind, Dr. Wilde,” the postal clerk, who faithfully held her mail for pick-up each day, apologized. “But I did see your friend, here,” he said, eyeing Heath meekly, “and I knew I’d never seen him before yesterday. So I suggested that those two might want to speak with you. Did they?”

“Yes, Mr. Frank. The woman was out at the house this morning, but she didn’t say where she was staying here in town.” Or that she had come all the way to find her fiancée, whom she half-feared lost at sea, and yet had slept peacefully through the night without knowing one way or another whether it was he.

Heath had turned from the clerk to look out at the street. As April thanked the bespectacled man, he took her arm and hustled her out to the sidewalk.

“There’s your man.” He pointed down a block.

“Tom McGraw?”

“Yes, Tom McGraw. He’ll know all about a woman who’s just arrived in town.”

“Ah-ah. Look who’s being petty now …” she chided,
but was fast alongside Heath as he crossed the street. “Tom!” she called, waving to get the sandy-haired one’s attention.

“Hi, Miss April,” he grinned, doffing an imaginary cap to Heath. “Did that lady ever find you?”

Ignoring Heath’s I-told-you-so nudge in the ribs, April gritted her teeth. “You mean, the tall, blond-haired one—”

Tom’s grin didn’t falter. “That’s the one. A real beauty. Friend of this fellow’s?” He turned his attention to Heath, who deftly parried the question.

“So to speak. You wouldn’t happen to know where she’s staying, would you, Tom?” There was a knowing lilt to his tone, one that was justified by Tom’s rapid response.

“She mentioned the Jared Coffin House. I’m sure she’d have no trouble getting a room this time of year.”

April knew the inn. “Thanks a lot, Tom!”

“Any problem?” The islander frowned for the first time. “I can’t say I liked the look of that fellow with her. Angry-looking fellow, to be with such a pretty woman.”

Heath smiled broadly. “It seems you islanders think the same. We’ll have to be on our guard.” As with the pharmacist, he extended his hand in thanks, clasping the other’s with the polish of a politician. A diplomat, she reminded herself, not a politician, then she eyed him speculatively. Perhaps one day … She grinned.

Heath’s voice was deep by her ear as he ushered her off toward the inn. “I missed the joke.”

“Oh.” She blushed helplessly. “It was nothing. Maybe one day I’ll tell you.” Her reference to the future sent a tremor of reawakened fear through her. The intrigue had deepened with yesterday’s arrival of Jane and her unknown friend. There were too many loose ends for comfort. As the majestically preserved face of the Jared Coffin House came into view, April’s tension overflowed.

“I should have thought of this sooner!” she cried in
self-reproach. “It’s the foremost inn in town. Why have we wasted so much time?”

Understanding her frustration, Heath drew her to a halt before the entrance of the stately house. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather wait in the car? I’d really prefer it—”

“No!” Her eyes sparked. “I’m going in with you!”

“It would be safer—”

“No, Heath!” She had no need to say more. Determination was deeply inscribed on every one of her features. As she looked up at him, his essence tugged inexorably at her heart. In the midst of the unknown they were about to meet head-on, April felt the solace of her love for him. It gave her strength, the only strength she would need.

For an instant, something flickered in his expression—but it disappeared before she could identify it. With his hand lightly at her elbow, they entered the inn. It was Heath who took charge.

“Miller? I understand you have a woman by the name of Jane Miller registered here?”

The clerk grimaced instantly. “I certainly do. She’s been tying up one of the phone lines all afternoon. I’d call her room for you, but”—her eye jumped to the switchboard—“I’ll not get through.”

Heath was fully composed. “I understand she’s with a man?”

“No, sir.” The woman was quite sure. “She’s here alone. Room two-twelve. Up the stairs and to the right. But it’s house policy to call first. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to wait until I get through to her.”

It was April who was the more impatient. “Is there a bellboy—someone who could deliver a message to her room?”

“Not at this hour, miss.” She glanced at her watch. “The extra help has left for the day. The last ferry’s come and gone; we’re not expecting other guests.”

April followed Heath’s gaze as it circled to the quiet
restaurant adjoining the lobby. Turning back, he spoke quickly to the woman. “I’d appreciate it if you’d call up to her as soon as the line is free. We’ll be in the dining room getting a sandwich.”

“And who might I say is calling?”

After a brief hesitancy, Heath spoke softly, a dark eyebrow darting up to meet the black hair that fell across his brow. “Drs. Wilde”—he glanced at April—“and … Addison.”

Before April could comment, a firm hand at her waist guided her across the oak floor to the restaurant. When they were seated at a corner table, amidst furnishings of the early American flair that characterized so much of the town, April looked to him for reassurance.

“Must I call you Evan?” Her heart constricted painfully at the thought of leaving Heath behind.

The smile that enveloped her was warm and understanding. “No. Heath. Please.”

For a moment she basked in its glow, savoring thoughts of the man she had known in her own private world. Then as reality closed inexorably about them, their closeness fell victim to a pensive silence. Finally April broke it.

“What is it with her, Heath? She’s a very strange lady, arriving on the island with a male companion who then conveniently disappears while she claims to be engaged to you. Then to drive back here and spend the day on the telephone … who could she be calling?”

Heath sat with his forearms resting on the table, his eyes lowered to his hands. Furrows cut across his brow as he frowned. “That’s a good question. My family? Friends?”

“For the better part of the day?”

He shook his head slowly, puzzling. “That’s what I keep asking myself.”

“And what about this man? Who is he? Where is he now?”

“April,” Heath grunted in frustration, “if I knew the
answers to your questions, we wouldn’t be sitting here now waiting.” He winced, as though in pain. “If only I could remember …”

She put out a hand to comfort him, then withdrew it as the waitress approached. “May I help you?”

“Ah … yes,” April rebounded quickly, looking to Heath in evaluation of his appetite. To her knowledge, he’d eaten as little as she had today. “Two French dips, with … one order of steak fries to share. I’ll have a vanilla frappe. Heath … ?”

“Milk,” he said, filling in the blank. Then he resumed his brooding. They sat in silence. Again, the barrier was tangible. And April herself was too keyed up to try to pierce it. Then, just as they finished, something caught her eye.

“Do you see that man, Heath? No.” She grabbed his arm to stop him from turning. “Don’t look yet—he’s staring at us. Try to be … nonchalant …”

By some miracle, Heath smiled. It was as though her unintended drama had tempted him from his private quandary. “April, you have that supersleuth gleam in your eye …”

Gaze focused across the room, she ignored his wry humor. “Okay,” she whispered. “Now …” As Heath slowly turned, she averted her own gaze, so as not to look too obvious. “Do you see him?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What do you think?”

Heath looked back at her blankly. “He’s a man having an early dinner. Just like us.”

“He’s been staring at us for the past twenty minutes, Heath! There’s something … sinister about him.”

“Looks fairly normal to me,” he contended, nonchalantly draining the last of his milk.

April’s whisper exploded with tension. “This is ludicrous, Heath! Yesterday, you worried that everyone was
staring at you. Today someone is, and you are prepared to blithely ignore it?”

“What would you have me do?” The corner of his lips twitched. “Call him out for staring? Perhaps he can’t take his eyes from your beauty.”

Her foot made contact, beneath cover of the table, with his shin, moving him but minimally. “Heath, he’s looking at you.”

“Then, perhaps,” he grinned, “he’s fascinated by my beauty. And, April.” He paused, appreciating the slow rounding of her eyes as his hand slid tauntingly across her lap. “If you kick me again like that, I’ll retaliate …” His fingers closed around the flesh of her upper thigh; it was all April could do to keep from squirming.

Even the most perplexing of circumstances could not negate the physical pull Heath wielded, the manly appeal embodied in his every cell. Now there were his fingers, warm and strong, burning through the wool of her slacks to the soft flesh of her inner thigh. He grinned knowingly as she gasped.

“Now then, will you be still while I think?”

Her cheeks burned. It was one thing to play with fire in the privacy of one’s home; in a public restaurant, it was infinitely more dangerous. “Yes.”

“Good.” His hand’s pressure eased, then slowly lifted from her leg, allowing her to breathe freely once more.

But his threat had been unnecessary. Within minutes the clerk appeared by their table. “Miss Miller is expecting you. She’s ordered coffee sent to the room.”

“Thank you.” Heath nodded, standing tall, pulling April’s chair out for her then escorting her to the stairs, where he paused a final time. “April, I’d rather—”

As she anticipated his thought, her eyes held her stubbornness in vivid evidence. “Save your breath, Heath. I’m going up.”

He raised a finger to her lips, then traced her jaw to her
ear. “I wish you were twenty-one. Then I might have some control over you. As it is, you’re far too independent for your own good …”

“If it weren’t for my ‘independence,’ you might be lying cold and still out there on the beach.” Pulse racing, her breath came in uneven waves. When Heath had that very tender look in his eyes, she was as helpless as he had been that day.

“True, darlin’. But still, there are times I would like to spank you soundly.”

“Tsk, tsk,” she chided him, tucking her arm through his to urge him up the stairs beside her. “Corporal punishment is definitely out. One has to use reason … .”

The last of his humor fading with each mounted step, he cocked his head to the side, eyeing her skeptically. “And when reason fails?”

“When reason fails.” She sobered and spoke soft and sure. “You try a little love … .”

She hadn’t planned to say it, hadn’t wanted to use the word again. Fresh in her mind was his fierce reaction to the earlier declaration of her feelings. To her chagrin, his instant stiffening was consistent with that other farce, causing her to wither inside. His low growl chilled her.

“Come on.” Quickening his step, he moved ahead and up, the added height giving him even greater superiority. Dusk was fast approaching, yet the hallway lights had not been lit. With each step, he seemed taken further into a frightening gray mist, further toward that other life, further away from her. All she could do, save turn and run, was to follow behind and pray.

The numerals on the door were heavy and black. Two-one-two. Heath’s knuckles hit the hard wood firmly, the fist that remained balled long after his knock the only outward sign of the tension in him that was also playing havoc in April’s middle.

The door opened slowly at first, then faster. “Evan,
darling! I was so pleased to find that you had come!” Arms open, Jane slid them around Heath’s waist, offered each cheek to his in an oddly continental-style substitute for a kiss, then pulled away as quickly to stare at April. “Dr. Wilde.” She emphasized the title with subtle mockery as she nodded her greeting, then stood aside. “Won’t you both come in?”

April’s hackles had risen quickly. She hated the woman for the perfection of her makeup, the sleek tie-back of her hair, the undeniably provocative lounging gown she had seen fit to entertain guests in, and the rich-bodied perfume that followed her into the room. She hated everything about the woman … yet when Heath looked down at April in silent invitation for her to precede him, she did so, docilely entering the sitting room of what appeared to be a two-room suite.

“Thank you for seeing us, Jane,” Heath began, in perfect gentlemanly form. “I’m sorry we couldn’t be more hospitable this morning, but, well, this has all been quite a shock. I hope,” he said, watching the blond-haired woman closely as he spoke, “that you had no trouble finding this room when you came back into town.”

“Oh, no,” Jane assured him quickly, making no correction of his misconception. “I had no trouble at all. The town is nearly deserted at this time of year. I had any number of rooms to choose from.” She smiled, utterly poised, and April hated her for that as well. But, from hate came suspicion; the woman seemed far too composed for April’s comfort. Just then another knock rattled the door.

“That must be our coffee.” Jumping up quickly, Jane hurried to the door and took the tray that was offered from the hall. “Here we go,” she announced cheerfully. “I understand you’ve already eaten?” She put the tray onto the center coffee table.

“That’s right. We’ve just had sandwiches.” Heath leaned forward to take the cup she offered and passed it
to April, keeping the next for himself. “You’re not joining us?” he asked, seeing that Jane had not poured any for herself.

With patterned grace, the silken head shook slightly. “In a few minutes. Tell me, Evan … has anything come back?”

He sat back against the sofa, an antique, as was most of the other furniture in the room. “Not yet. That’s why we’re here. There are several questions I’d like to ask … if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not, darling! That’s why I’m here! What is it I can tell you?”

April sat kitty-cornered on the sofa, watching the give and take with caution. Jane seemed eager enough to be of help—but for what purpose? Her doe-soft eyes were too well staged for April’s liking. Sipping her coffee, she sat back and listened.

“For starters, I’d like to know what I was doing out there on the ocean.”

This question she took in stride. “You’ve always been an avid boater. It was your own sloop you were sailing when the storm hit.”

“Where was I coming from?”

“Gloucester. You wanted to sail around Cape Cod—”

“In the storm?” he interrupted, incredulous.

For the first time since they had arrived, Jane seemed uneasy. “I tried to stop you, but you were vehement. You wanted to make it back to Long Island Sound before the storm hit.”

Heath regained control, a pulsing at his temple the only outward sign of his impatience that April could detect from where she sat, sipping her coffee for want of anything else to do. “If I was such an avid sailor,” he reasoned aloud, “I would surely have known the dangers. Why did I go out?”

Jane shrugged, speaking quickly. “The boat was well
equipped with a motor and all kinds of instruments. I suppose you felt that you could beat it. Besides,” she said with a naughty grin that was open to all different forms of interpretation, none of which April particularly liked, “taking risks is your style. I thought you’d know best. And I realized long ago,” she added, her gaze utterly personal, “that I couldn’t control you …”

Hadn’t Heath used similar words to her just a short while before? What was it, exactly, that he had said? April couldn’t quite remember. Suddenly she felt tired. Tired of the coffee. Tired of the conversation. Tired of the blond-haired woman who seemed to grow more wary by the minute. Tired of this whole heart-wrenching mystery. But Heath’s voice droned on. Determined to see the discussion through, April pulled herself up straighter, finished the coffee, and set the cup on the table.

“You say that we’re engaged to be married?” His deep voice, directed intently at Jane, broke through her mind-haze. “I don’t see a ring …”

“You … haven’t given me one … yet.” Jane looked dramatically at her slender fingers. “We had a personal agreement; it hadn’t been announced yet.”

“Why not?” he persisted, maintaining a certain softness in his tone.

“I don’t know … well … we weren’t sure … how the rest of our colleagues would react …”

April roused herself enough to enter the conversation. “Why would there be any problem? Particularly if Heath—Evan—was on a leave of absence …”

Jane tensed visibly. “How did you know that?”

It was Heath who came to the rescue, casting an unfathomable look toward April before turning to the woman opposite him. “We were able to do some … research after you left this morning. My office at Georgetown is offering that information quite … freely.” He hesitated then, closely studying the woman’s averted features. “What was
I doing—or planning to do—during that leave of absence?”

Without looking up, Jane shrugged. “Oh, sailing, for one thing. Writing … consulting …”

April felt strangely removed from the moment. She listened and heard, even reacted—surely his fiancée would be more specific than that—but, when she tried to argue, the words stuck on her tongue. Her hand trembled as she lifted it to her forehead. It was this movement that captured Heath’s attention.

“April! Are you all right?”

With a vocal protest, his cup of coffee clattered onto the table, its near-full contents sloshing onto the saucer. As he moved closer to April, she looked up. “I feel awful, Heath. Maybe I’d better lie down.”

Her hand felt infinitely small within his larger, stronger one. “You’re as pale as a ghost. I’m taking you home.”

Jane’s intrusion was loud and unwelcome, ringing in April’s ears with painful intensity. “Why doesn’t she lie down in the other room, Evan? There’s no need to rush off.”

“No, Jane. She must be sick. I’ll take her home—”

“Perhaps she’ll feel better if she lies down for a little while!”

Why Jane wanted her to stay was beyond April. Everything seemed beyond her at that moment. Dizzy, she put her head down onto her knees. Heath’s strong fingers at her neck, massaging it gently, were little help.

“No. We’ll leave. She’ll be better off in her own bed.” He looked up at Jane, recalling her physical presence, then stared. Did she look so pained because she was badly shaken by April’s sudden illness? “She’ll be all right. I’m sure that what she needs is rest.”

Jane stood right beside the sofa, wringing her hands, still reluctant to clear the way for them to leave. “Why not
send her back in a cab?” she offered desperately. “Then, we can have a little time …”

April forced herself to raise her head, which felt weighted down with lead. “I don’t know what’s come over me. Perhaps I should take a cab, Heath … maybe you can learn more—”

“Let’s go, April.” He brooked no argument. “Can you walk?” As he stood, Jane was forced to stand back. Yet she wasn’t quite ready to give up the fight.

“She’s right, Evan. There’s so much more I can tell you. There must be so much you want to know. Why don’t you stay? The sooner you know everything, the better you’ll feel.”

April’s knees buckled as Heath pulled her to her feet. With one fluid move, she was safely cradled in his arms. “I’m sorry, Heath,” she whimpered softly. “I knew I was tired, and that coffee should have helped …”

Heath’s eyes fell darkly to the cups—April’s empty, his nearly full—that stood, side by side, on the table. Jane had never even poured any coffee for herself …

A jolt of fury seethed through him, erupting in arms that tightened painfully about April’s limp form. “Stay here, Jane. I’ll be back later. And stay off the phone.” He noted the woman’s flinch. “I may want to get through to you.”

“But, Evan … !”

“Later!” he roared, as he flung open the door and rushed to the stairs, holding April more closely, protectively, as the curious eyes of a handful of patrons followed his progress with interest. It was, however, one particular pair of eyes—not curious for long, as they narrowed, then hardened, and headed up the stairs toward Jane’s rigid figure—that was the most disconcerting. For in that pair of eyes was justification for the worst of Heath’s suspicions.




CHAPTER NINE

The only things of meaning to April were the strong arms that carried her, and the warm body that cradled her, from the soft-lit interior of inn to the darkness outside. She was oblivious to those curious eyes, the expressions of innocent concern that Heath’s low-murmured, “She’s ill. I’m taking her home,” appeared to satisfy. She was blissfully ignorant of those other more piercing eyes, that other man—yes, sour, angry, sinister—who had rushed to join Jane at the top of the stairs following Heath’s premature departure.

Burying her face against the reassuring solidity of his chest, she let reality twirl in ragged fragments just beyond her mind’s grasp. Awareness seeped around and about her, intermingling with oblivion in a cerebral tug-of-war of which she was the increasingly confused object.

What was the matter with her? What was the matter with Heath? His arms held her fiercely, as though in sheer anger. Was he angry at her? What had she done?

“I’m sorry, Heath … I don’t know … w-what’s come over me …”

His step didn’t falter as he walked quickly on. “It’s all right, darlin’. Not your fault. Damn it.” The tension of his clenched jaw was clearly audible. “Why did we park so far away? We should have driven to the inn.”

“Need the exercise … it’s a … nice night … beautiful for a walk …”


“Hah!” he exclaimed, softly facetious. “You’re not exactly walking!”

“I’m too … heavy. Put me … down …” But she didn’t struggle, couldn’t move.

“You’re not heavy. And you’re right. This is good exercise. I have to keep in shape.”

She stirred from her lethargy. “How do you … keep in … shape … ?” The realization that he couldn’t answer that question never registered. Rather, her own condition monopolized her attention. “I feel so … strange … tired … almost paralyzed …” It was an effort to keep her eyes open, even more of one to think of moving a limb.

“You’ll be all right, darlin’. Just keep talking. Try to stay awake.”

“You keep … turning around … . What are you … looking for … ?”

“Just trying to make sure we’re on the right street.” His voice carried the conviction needed to satisfy her temporarily.

“You’ve been … walking forever … . Why aren’t we … there … ?”

“Not forever, darlin’. Just for a few minutes. We’ve got another few blocks to go.” The steady pound of his footfall on the pavement was absorbed by his tall body, touching hers as an extension of his pulse. It was a comforting lure to drift off; at the moment she might have, Heath jostled her lightly. “Stay awake, April. I need your company. Don’t fall asleep on me yet.”

Stirring slightly, April peered through heavy lids at the night. “So quiet and peaceful … here … nobody around …” she murmured haltingly.

“I’m not sure whether that’s good or bad. Where is everyone?” He turned his head back once more, peered off into the darkness, then continued on, turning a corner. “There it is, darlin’. Almost there. How’re you doing?”

“I-I feel so … weird … . This has never happened to
me before … . I feel as though I’m drunk … but I don’t … drink … or take any … pills … or other medicine … . I’ve never felt like … this before …”

“I should hope not!”

“Hmmm?” She hadn’t quite understood his vehemence, but it was quickly forgotten.

“Nothing, darlin’. There.” He let her legs slide to the ground, supporting her with one arm as he opened the car door. “In you go.” Lifting her, he tucked her safely inside, then rounded the car and slid behind the wheel. “Come here.” Devoid of all sensuality, his command was enforced by strong hands that reached over to pull her into the crook of his arm, nestling her snugly against his body. “I want to keep an eye on you.”

“I’m not … going anywhere …” Her voice sounded strange, even to her. Distant … garbled.

With the roar of the car’s engine, Heath headed them back out of town. Through his open window, gusts of night air circulated in a continual rush through the car.

“It’s cold …” she protested, leaning closer into his warmth.

“We have to stay awake. Both of us …”

Even in her half-dazed state, she caught his growing concern. “Are you … tired, too? … You slept … I got up … to sit for a while … didn’t want to … disturb you … . Oh, Heath … . What’s the matter with me?”

“I just need to get you home, darlin’,” he crooned against her chestnut crown. “Everything’s going to be just fine. Keep talking to me. Damn it, does the fog always roll in this way?”

“Fog … Nantucket … they’re one and the same.” Thoughts merged into each other in her confusion. “Drive slowly … . The fog can … be dangerous …”

His voice was low and even as he spoke, though the eyes that darted periodically to the rearview mirror spoke of his worry. “That’s the understatement of the year. Actually,
it might be nice to be stopped by the police. We could even have an armed escort.”

“Just remember …” She ignored his subtle intensity. “You’re driving … on my license.” With a deep breath, she sighed. Floating about it all, she drank in Heath’s nearness, a heady blend that drove all other thought from mind. “You smell good …” she whispered, only to be roughly jostled for the observation.

“Wake up, April! Try to keep your eyes open.”

His wish, at that moment, was her command. He was her master, controlling her destiny, the captain of her ship on this wind-lashed shore. Determinedly, she sat up straighter and struggled to find their place in the darkness.

The car moved too smoothly along. “We haven’t reached the … moors yet?” she asked, in that faraway voice that had grown familiar.

“Soon. Am I on the right road? I’ve only done this once before, and that was in broad daylight.”

“But you’re an avid sailor … she said … . You must have a good sense of direction … .” Her weak monotone droned on.

Heath paused, lost in thought, as he drove the car at a snail’s pace. “It didn’t help me much in that storm …” And, sense of direction or no, the visibility was no more than ten feet in any direction.

“Sabotage …” she announced softly and with incongruous pride.

“What?”

“Sabotage. Your boat … in the storm … . Maybe it was sabotage.” On the surface, it was a tongue-in-cheek proposal, born of April’s grogginess. It had come, however, from deep within her, from the tension that desperately sought an outlet, from the mystery, the innuendo, and …

“A very vivid imagination—that’s what you’ve got!”
Heath retorted sternly. “You don’t know what you’re saying!”

“Which makes it all … the more fun,” she sighed. “I can say everything I want, since … I really can’t be … held responsible.”

“April … !” His warning tone floated right over her head.

“You know what I think?”

Heath’s expression was grim, as he eyed the rearview mirror again. “And I insisted you talk …” he murmured beneath his breath.

“I think it was sabotage … . Jane and her lover … in some daring and … mysterious plot against you … . Why, they even poisoned my … coffee …”

“Not poison,” he corrected softly.

“Hmmmm?” Angling her head up, she studied his features, blurred in her sights yet dark, handsome, and intense. Where one line blended into the next, he was smoother than ever. A man to snuggle against, she remembered thinking, and promptly took her own advice. “No poison?”

“No poison!” His tone held none of her humor.

“And they’re not all after us … right now?”

“I hope not.”

Was it all in April’s jumbled brain, or was there indeed an overlap between imagination and reality, fiction and fact, frivolity and fear? Why did she sense a somber edge to Heath’s retort? Why did she sense imminent danger? It was sheer apprehension, surging up now through layers of drugged padding, that gave her a stronger voice.

“I was afraid, Heath …”

“It’s all right, darlin’. You’re here with me now. It’ll be all right,” he reassured her, gently hugging her closer as he fought his way, yard by yard, through the shrouding mists that hid the winding moorland road from his ready view.


“No, before you came. When I first came to Nantucket …” Her words fell more quickly than they had, as though there were confessions to be made before she allowed herself the luxury of sleep. “I was frightened. I never told them—my friends, my family—but I was really scared.”

His hand found hers in her lap and closed about them, his strong fingers weaving through her limp ones. “What were you frightened of, darlin’?”

She paused as a wave of weariness weakened her resolve. “You’ll think … I’m silly …” How much easier just to go to sleep now …

But Heath would have no part of it. Nudging her awake, he gave her encouragement. “We’re all silly about some things. Please tell me. What frightened you?”

Everything was dark and murky. The car crept in a blanketed void, its motor the only sound for miles and even that muffled by the thick mist, its headlights reflecting more than penetrating. There was only Heath to hear her thoughts; she could tell him anything.

“When I first moved here, I was … frightened of being … alone. I kept the old ties … but it was still … a new life. I was frightened of … the isolation … the quiet … being by and with myself all the time … . I was excited and determined … but scared to death. It was a … challenge.”

“And you like a challenge?” His lips crinkled, amazingly, into a smile.

“Mmmmm.”

“Then I guess we share that, too.”

How much else did they share? How much was reality? How much imagination? How delightful it was to rest this way, her ear flat against his chest, his heartbeat soothing her.

“Come on, April. Don’t fall asleep now! We’ve still got a ways to go.”

“You’re driving so … slowly …”


“I can’t see a damn thing!” he seethed, slamming a fist on the wheel in frustration. Then, feeling her stiffen, he calmed himself. “It’s all right. As long as we’re on the right road, we’ll just keep up. Slow but steady …”

“Mmmmm.”

“Tell me more, darlin’.” He urged her to speak and stay awake. Fortunately, his own fatigue was far outdistanced by his heightened awareness of all that was about to happen. “Tell me more about yourself.”

“Like what?” she murmured into his shirt.

He shifted to expose her face to the cold air that continued to blow in, now damp in the fog. “Like why you went into counseling? What made you choose that profession?”

“Oh, Heath.” She tried snuggling again, only to be jolted up. “I can tell you … any other time—”

“Now, April. Tell me now. Why counseling?”

With a sigh, she reluctantly forced herself to speak. It had become an ordeal again, one which she was tired of bucking. But for Heath … anything for Heath. “I enjoyed listening … I always enjoyed listening … to problems. I think that’s what my … friends saw in me, over the years … they could all tell me their problems … and I didn’t charge a cent. Besides,” she went on, her words slurring occasionally, “it was the one field they … couldn’t criticize to my face … since they knew I would only turn around … and analyze their attack …”

Heath grinned in the darkness, then caught a flash of light in the rearview mirror. Instantly, he stiffened.

“What … is it?” She tried to sit up, but he held her against him. “Heath … ?”

“Nothing, darlin’,” But the car speeded up, despite the thick blanket of fog.

At that point, sleep became suddenly even more appealing—a surefire method of escape from the undercurrent of danger that lurked, real as the mist all around, in her
consciousness. Something was wrong—very wrong. There was no excuse for her strange sense of detachment, yet she had to fight over waves and waves of haze to grasp at reality. What was happening? Sleep … that would solve everything. When she awoke, things would be better …

“Uh-uh, darlin’.” He read her thoughts, felt the slackening of muscles moments before tensed. “Not yet.”

“Then, you talk to me,” she argued, feeling suddenly ornery.

“What can I say?” he said, humoring her, the gentleness of his tone belying his own keyed state. “You know everything about me—”

“Then think of something else … . Please, Heath … think back … . Tell me something … to keep me awake …”

The car veered to the edge of a jagged rut as Heath misjudged a curve, but it was quickly brought back into his firm control. “I don’t know, April. Perhaps you should do the talking …”

“I’m going to sleep … . I’m so … tired …” The pressure of her arm, draped across his waist, lessened.

“April, wake up!” He jostled her, but felt little response. Pulling over to the side of the road, he leaned across her, rolled down her window as well, then resumed the tedious drive. The smell of the sea, that salt-sweet scent, was everywhere, carried on the mist from the shore, inland. Now, as the road remotely paralleled the water’s edge, the taste of the Atlantic was strong and invigorating. Still, April barely stirred.

“Come on, darlin’!” he growled in desperation, shaking her with his one free hand until he saw the outline of her head lift under its own power.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Heath … . What were you saying …?”

“Nothing!” He stepped on the gas, accelerated, then
slowed as another curve took him by surprise. “Tell me what you want to know.” She heard his words but, in her own private fog, the nerve-jangling intensity of them flew past her.

“Were you ever … naughty?”

“Naughty?” His gaze flew to the mirror, then back to the road.

“When … you were a little boy. Were you … ever naughty?”

He shifted into a different gear for better traction as he sped up again. When he spoke, there was a new softness, a kind of indulgence about him. “My mother,” he began gently, “always loved to tell of the time I decided that my little sister would look better as a blonde.”

“What did you … do?” She roused herself from the grasping threads of her stupor.

“I made her a blonde.”

“But … how … ?”

“Mustard.”

“You didn’t … !”

“I did!” He seemed suddenly and overwhelmingly preoccupied, his voice now the distant one. Its very faraway tone frightened her, her own daze too dense to allow comprehension of what he experienced now with the slow return of his memory.

“What else, Heath? Tell me. Were you the oldest?”

“Yes.”

“Close to your brother and sister?”

Still that distance, as though he answered her questions absently, hardly hearing them. Where his mind was she couldn’t fathom, though his eyes were glued to the misted road ahead.

“In age, no. I was older than my brother by six years, my sister by seven. But we were—we are—close. Particularly after my mother died, we grew together. My father lives with Annie now, in Roanoke.” The darkness of his
eyes reflected the dancing lights that came, then went, in the rearview mirror. “Damn it!” he seethed, spurting ahead.

“April, listen to me!” He took his arm from around her to put both hands on the wheel for better control. “We can’t be more than a mile or two from the house. I’m going to try to lose them. Is there any turn-off up this way?”

“No. Lose who?”

He paused, then straightened, his gaze shifting from the road to the mirror and back. “No one, darlin’. We’re all right. That fog may just help us out after all.”

“What are you talking about, Heath? You’re not making … any sense … . What does this have to do with your childhood?”

“Shhh.” He calmed her as gently as he could. The car was traveling at a dangerous speed; he couldn’t divert much attention from the road. “Now, darlin’, I want you to relax and listen to every word I’m going to say.” Pulling the car abruptly to the side of the road, he stretched a hand before her body to prevent her from jarring forward as he stopped, then opened his door and ran to her side.

In her befuddled state, the confusion was overwhelming. She felt Heath’s arms around her, the cold, wet air on her face, the movement of his body as he ran with her from the road.

“Where … Heath … . What are you … doing … ?”

His breath was uneven from running. “It’s all right, darlin’,” he gasped, ran a little farther, then came to a stop, kneeling down by the trunk of a shadblow tree. It was dark, so dark; how he’d ever been able to see, she didn’t know. Yet some sense had drawn him on. Now he knelt by her side, propping her against the bark. His fingers worked at the sleeves of his Windbreaker as he talked.


“I want you to stay here, April. Do you understand me? I want you to wait. Wait for me here. Don’t move.”

“But, Heath—”

“No arguments this time, darlin’. There’s too much at stake and too much danger involved for you to come with me.”

“Where are you …?” In her terror, she clutched at his arms, fearful for him, for her, for everything else she didn’t understand.

“I’m going on to the house—”

“But … why can’t I … go?”

“I need to work quickly. You need to rest. Stay here. It’ll be safer.”

“I don’t want to be safe!” she protested, as Heath hauled her forward and wrapped his jacket around her.

“Keep this on and zipped. I’ll be back for you as soon as I can.”

April felt herself sucked into helpless and fevered oblivion. Was this, too, an escape? “Please … don’t leave me …”

In the dark, he cupped her face with his hands, large, strong, and firm. “If there were any other way, I’d take you on with me. But I can’t risk any more, April. Don’t you see? It’ll all be over soon. Please, just stay here. You can sleep now. Curl up and go to sleep until I come back for you.”

“Heath … !” She called out a final time, but her voice was muffled against the damp fabric of his shirt as he tremblingly hugged her, then flung himself away, into the darkness, out of sight with two long strides. “Heath … !” Her voice, feeble at origin, was swallowed pathetically by the mist, which crowded in on her and sealed her into her own private hell. “Heath … !” she screamed, over and over again, hearing nothing in response, seeing nothing in response, knowing that she was alone.

Her first impulse was to follow Heath. With great effort
she stood, yet her knees buckled instantly and she collapsed back against the tree. Again, she cried out for him; again, her voice was absorbed by the mist, as ink by a blotter. Surely he had heard her; surely she would hear the car’s motor as it sped off. But, just as her sounds from within this cocoon were muffled and died, so sounds from without would be swallowed up.

Fearfully, she looked about. There was nothing to see. Nothing! A tug of the Windbreaker brought it closer about her neck. His Windbreaker. Where was he now? Why had he left her? Everything was thick, heavy, black around her. She was in an endless space, with padded walls on all four sides of its infinity—and nary a sign of a door. There was simply an old gnarled rod at her spine, the trunk of the shadblow tree, to which she held convulsively.

Sensory deprivation was the term; she was well familiar with it, though she had never before had cause to experience it. Now she could neither see nor hear. Her fingers delved into the damp grass beside her, separating the blades, savoring their touch. If reality had been elusive during the drive out from town, now it was a total enigma. For given the pitch black of the night and the density of the fog, her imagination ran rampant in compensation.

Trembling from the cold, she pictured herself abandoned in the midst of winter’s chill. Brushing at the dampness that plastered wayward strands of hair to her forehead, cheeks, and neck, she awaited torrential downpours that were never to come. Amid the awesome silence, her heartbeat was like thunder, jolting her body in uneven spurts as her breath rasped loudly into the night. It seemed that the sound was a beacon, that its deafening roar would surely attract some passerby. Yet there would, of course, be no passerby on a night such as this.

Head lolled back in defeat against the trunk of the tree, she closed her eyes for a moment. It was all the same—eyes open, eyes shut. The same blackness either way. Was
this what the blind man knew? With a strangled sob, she forced a deep inhalation. In contrast to the utter absence of sight and sound, a wealth of smells greeted her in subtle comfort. There was dankness and musk, thick in a backdrop of sea-salt tang. Were those cranberries, from the bog? And autumn? And … and Heath? Her pulse jumped in anticipation, then sagged as, with understanding, she burrowed deeper into his Windbreaker. His Windbreaker. His smell. His warmth, warm no more. What was he doing? Where was he? When was he coming back?

“Don’t leave me … here alone …” she sobbed against the back of her clenched fist. “Please … Heath …” Whether they were tears or the mist that moistened her cheeks, she neither knew nor cared. Her only thoughts were of heat and light and dry clothes … and her love.

If only she could sleep. Hadn’t Heath ordered her to sleep? That would be the solution—to sleep away the night. With the day would come, if not Heath, then light, and with light, she might find her way home. But there was to be no such easy oblivion. Though sleep had hovered so close about her being such a short time ago, when she had helplessly dozed against Heath’s strong body, now it seemed impossible. Her eyes were wide open, as though propped by toothpicks. She was bone-weary and a mass of sensual confusion; yet, unbelievably, she couldn’t sleep.

The time crept by with agonizing slowness, minute by minute, gathering into an hour, then two. April huddled into an ever-more compact ball at the foot of the tree. Her body shook unremittingly, in reaction both to the cold and to the course of events in which she found herself embroiled. The realization that the grogginess, the disorientation, the lethargy that had mysteriously seized her while at Jane’s was slowly wearing itself away was small consolation for it was replaced by a terror more real and exact than any she had ever known before. She conjured up images of demons and evils, and a Heath who had left her
here to perish. She pondered the irony, the cruel twist of fate, that she should come from New York City, a reputed den of danger and crime, to Nantucket, the bastion of all that was safe and pure. But, what had she found here? She’d found a mystery more frightening than anything that years of life in the city had prepared her for.

Think up, April. Think up. From somewhere in the blanketing mist came the order, filling her with determination. The positive—where was the positive? The moan of a distant foghorn sent a shudder through her, as she forced her mind to alertness. What had she found here in Nantucket? She had found a house that she loved and a community she had taken to. She had found people she trusted and an abundance of peace and solitude. Then she had found the storm. Or rather, the storm had found her. In its midst she’d found Heath, dragged him far from the surf to the warmth of her home. She had nursed him, cared for him, fallen in love with him. And she had given herself to him with utter happiness and selfless abandon.

“Where are you, Heath?” she screamed in desperation. “Where are you?” But the silence smothered her cries, answering her with its eerie echo.

Think up. Think of Heath and your love for him. Think of the safety of his arms and the passion you shared. Memories of that passion sparked a flicker of warmth, deep within the far reaches of her soul. She may have found him helpless on the shore, but he had turned the tables quickly. With fine-tuned prowess, he had mastered her brilliantly, offering pride in her submission, fulfillment in her eager response. He had coaxed her, both physically and emotionally, to heights she had never experienced, never conceived of before. As she thought of the pinnacle of joy they had reached together, she moaned—then jumped in terror at the intrusive sound, only realizing moments later that it had come from her own lips. Biting the lower one to control its trembling, she leaned back against the tree once
more, hugging her arms about her as though to lock in the pleasure of her thoughts.

She was deeply in love with Heath. On that reminder, she tried once more to sleep. But her senses were alive now and strangely sharpened. Knowing nothing about him, save what he had brought with him to the house, she had fallen in love. What was it, she asked herself, as she pulled her knees to her chest and buried her face in their crook, that made him so lovable? He was bright, intelligent and quick. He was resourceful and independent, not one to let others wait on him. And he was handsome—oh, was he handsome!

Her mind’s eye drank in the memory of the dark shock of his hair, the virile interplay of his features, the firmness of his lean body, the taut pull of skin over muscles, his towering, dominating height—and, suddenly, the tremor inside had deeper cause than simply the cold. She loved his mind and his body. Most of all she loved the way he held her—gentle and caring, eager to protect her and to give her pleasure. He made her feel wanted, needed, and loved. But … did he love her?

As that question reverberated in the emptiness of the night, that emptiness spread into her, embedding itself in the pit of her stomach and working its way to every limb, every nerve cell. She felt tired and spent, yet she couldn’t sleep. He had brought her here, to be buried alive in the dark, dark mist. He had left her here, alone and cold, wet and frightened. How could he love her, and do such a thing?

As time dragged slowly on toward what she dreamed to be midnight, her imaginings grew progressively bleak and increasingly wild. Heath didn’t love her; he had gone back to Jane! How simple it all seemed suddenly. He had left her here to return to his fiancee. But why here, out on the moors? It made no sense.

With lucidity wafting intermittently came recollection
of the talking Heath had done in the car. Slowly, bits and fragments returned. April had been groggy then and fighting sleep at every phrase. But he had spoken of the past; she was sure of it. He had spoken of his mother, his childhood, his family. He had remembered! He had remembered it all! The joy April felt was short-lived, as a vise seized her heart and closed in on it with excruciating pain. He had remembered everything … and then he had left her! That was how it had happened, her devastated mind insisted. For some reason she could not yet comprehend, he had abandoned her here, alone on the moors. He was back with Jane! She had lost him!

Devastation became agony, agony despair, as April tried to accept what she felt certain to be the truth. Mindlessly, she stood, swayed for a moment until she got her footing, then stumbled forward. Her destination was as unknown as so much else of what she forced herself to endure. She only felt the need to move, to try to help herself now that she was alone—truly alone—once more. Groping her way over the gentle heathland, she slid on the dew-slicked grass and fell, only to haul herself up and struggle on. The demands of the blind terrain diverted her thoughts from those others that lurked just below the surface, darting out and spearing her anew each time she stopped.

Where would she go? The house—as good a destination as any. He would be back in town. A tear dripped over her cheek and she blotted it with the back of her hand. Cursing her shoes, which conspired to slow her down, she wondered why she hadn’t worn her usual sneakers. With realization came more tears. Distraught, she threw herself forward, running, then stumbling, seeing nothing in the darkness. Where was the house? Which direction? There was no road, no signposts, no landmarks.

If composure had always been second nature to her, it was now noticeably absent. April felt hurt and confused,
tired and cold. She only knew that she had to keep moving, had to keep running. But her breath came in ragged rasps, intermingled with sobs over which she had no control. For what seemed an eternity of seconds, she stood still to steady her pulse. And then she heard it. It was her friend, her enemy. The ocean. It was the only sound that had penetrated the leaden fog; it was the only identifiable entity in her existence.

Following its rhythmic beat, she headed toward it, pushing from emptiness, through emptiness, to something she could touch, feel, see, and hear. The ocean. She ran toward it as to an old friend, knowing that she’d found it for sure only when her feet made contact, throwing a shower of salt-spray onto her slacks. Backtracking to a drier spot, she allowed herself, finally, to stop, crumbling in a sodden heap onto the sand.

Was it a comfort or not, this ocean that had, in the past month of her life in Nantucket, been her constant companion? It had been loyal and unquestioning, ever-present and true. It had also brought her Heath.

“Heath … !” she cried aloud, repeating it in agonized moans as the surf lapped the shore indulgently. “Heath … !” Tears coursed down her face. He was gone. Heath was gone. There was only Evan. Harley Evan Addison. Back now with Jane Miller. And she was alone.

Crawling back on the sand, she huddled beneath the rise of nature’s breakwater. Knees tucked tightly to her, she rocked in misery. There was nothing more to do but wait for dawn. Then she might return home, to pick up the pieces as though the past week had never happened. A dream. If only it had been a dream! Perhaps then it might not have hurt so!

Her soft weeping blended with the tune of the waves, a primitive symphony that lulled her, slowly, reluctantly, gladly, to sleep. But, with sleep, came true dreams—and they were as painful as her wakeful thoughts. For Heath
dominated them—Heath, who was hers no more. In his unreality, he taunted her, calling her name, beckoning, then turning, then approaching once more, as Heath faded and Evan emerged from the mist.

“April! Wake up, darlin’.” Refusing to give in to his cruelty, she denied him, clinging to sleep, even as she felt herself lifted and carried. “We’re going home now,” he crooned. “It’s all over.”

Was it dream or reality? She had to know. The voice—his voice—was so warm and loving. Was this further hoax? The brightness blinded her as she forced her eyelids open. Reflexively, she turned her head in toward the cover of his chest.

“That’s it, darlin’. We’ll be home in no time. You’re freezing!”

“Heath … ?” Her voice was a weak whisper, yet not remote, as it had been last night. “Heath … is it you?”

“Now who else would spend hours looking for you, darlin’? Why didn’t you stay where I left you? If you hadn’t moved from there, I would have had you home long before now!” Through his gentle chiding, there was obvious relief and … and something else.

“Heath?” She opened her eyes, suddenly finding strength. “Heath … I have to know. I had such dreams. Who are you … . What are … Why … Heath!” She’d built herself up to a tormented cry. “Heath! Tell me!”

“When we get home!”

“No! Now!”

“April, don’t argue. You’re wet and cold. You need your strength to get warm.”

Desperation, however, gave her strength—more strength than Heath had expected. With a frantic wriggle, she managed to dislodge herself from his hold, falling to the ground with Heath close behind. Her only goal was to put breathing distance between them, to make him understand what she needed to know. Rolling to her knees, she
scampered on all fours, only to have her ankle seized, then her calf. Before she could understand what had happened, the length of her body was imprisoned by Heath’s. Deftly he released his bonds for an instant, rolling her onto her back, before lowering himself again.

He was windblown and damp, nearly as much as she. As he loomed above her, his hair black and full, falling roguishly above his eyes, those eyes dark and piercing, those features unyielding, she thought of that dark stranger she had rescued from the storm so long—was it only days?—ago. There was no drugged haze to dull her senses now. There was only Heath, and she loved him dearly.

“Now,” he boomed sternly, “would you mind telling me where you were running to this time? And don’t go wide-eyed and teary on me!”

She hadn’t realized she was crying until he’d mentioned it, yet there was nothing she could do to stop herself. Stiffening beneath him, she willed purpose into her damp bones, though her voice was a hoarse moan. “I have to know,” she gasped. “What is happening here? You left me—”

His hands framed her face tenderly as he interrupted her. “To take care of some unfinished business. I would not have put you in any more danger than you already were. But it’s over. Everything has been taken care of.”

“What’s over?” she shrieked with a sob.

Long, strong fingers caressed the lines of her face, as though reveling in a newfound freedom. “I’ll tell you everything once we’re back in the house. Now.” A mischievous smile slanted one corner of his lips. “Are you ready to go willingly, or do I throw you over my shoulder—”

“Heath! I can’t stand it! I must know—”

“—that I love you,” he interrupted, and her breath caught, mid-sob, in her throat. “It’s all that matters, April. I love you.”


As she lay captive beneath him, stunned and speechless, she knew. She saw it echoed in his face—warming his eyes, gentling the firm line of his lips, relaxing the angularity of his dark jaw. And she felt it—flowing through his body, reaching out forever to her. It was everything she would have dreamed—and more.

“Now,” he growled softly, reading the message that had been in her eyes all along, “are you ready to come home?”

The release of her body’s tension was a tangible thing, spreading from her extremities through her arms and legs then inward. As the germs of a glow broke through her pallor, April slowly raised her arms to his shoulders, broad and beckoning, then wound them around his neck and pulled herself into the cradle he offered, savoring his life-giving warmth as he lifted her tenderly and resumed the trek. Heath had no need to question her silent weeping. For her tears were of happiness and he shared them.




CHAPTER TEN

Heath’s narrative began as his pace leveled off on the dirt road. “If you were trying to get home, darlin’, you nearly made it. I left you almost a mile from here; you came within five minutes’ walk of the house!”

“It was so dark …”

“I know, darlin’. I know.” As he hugged her more tightly, it was as though he tried to compensate for the memory of that darkness.

“The car … ?”

“I’ll pick it up later. It’s down the road a bit. Quite a bit.” She heard the smile in his voice and wondered at his total relaxation.

The fog had lifted. Even now, the sun’s rays fought to burn the last of it into oblivion. April kept her eyes closed against the glare, savoring the warmth and strength offered by Heath’s body. Nothing mattered to her but that he loved her; all else would be explained in time. He didn’t seem to expect conversation from her, was content to keep her occupied with small tidbits of information here and there. “Here’s the house now. Hold on.” Taking the front steps in a stride, he flung open the front door and surged forward without missing a beat.

“It’s all right,” he said above her head. “She’ll be fine. You can call the others in.”

Confused, April lifted her head to see the inside of her old familiar home, so warm and welcoming, now strangely
peopled with guests. Men. Two or three. Dressed incongruously in business suits. “Who … ?”

But Heath had turned the corner into the bedroom and the strangers fell from sight. “Friends, darlin’. No need to worry. I’ll introduce them and explain it all over a nice, hot rum toddy—”

“I haven’t any rum …” She saw the walls of her bedroom yield to the more intimate confines of the bath.

Heath lowered her carefully to her feet, leaning her against the sink. “That’s all right. I’ll find some way to warm you.” The statement was a naughty one, yet there was not a trace of seductiveness in the eyes that appraised her clinically, the hands that began to quickly work at her clothes.

“What are you—”

“You need a shower, darlin’. Hot and long. Damn it.” He peeled off the Windbreaker. “I’ve got to have a large tub installed. Every woman needs a bathtub. Why haven’t you got one? No, forget I asked.” His hands drew the sweater easily over her head. “Can you stand … in the shower, I mean?”

Shivering as her skin was exposed to the air, she chided him gently. “Of course, I can stand. And I can undress myself, too!” Nonetheless, her fingers clung to his shoulders as he concentrated on stripping the wet clothes from her body. Slacks and pantyhose followed the sweater; then, at last, her bra and panties. Heath gave not the slightest hint of appreciation of her nakedness before he leaned across to turn the shower on full blast.

“Are you always this … detached … when you strip ladies of their clothes?”

The look he sent her over his shoulder was anything but detached. It held a very intimate form of humor. “Weren’t you, ah, detached, when you undressed me after you found me on the beach?” His eyes were so black, so deep, yet soft and smooth as velvet, as they stroked her face delightfully.


April grinned then, recalling that very first day. “Oh, very … at the beginning …”

“Then I’ll leave things open for later,” he crooned deceptively, straightening and all but bodily placing her into the shower, beneath the brunt of the hot spray. For an instant, before she had recovered from the suddenness of it all, April sputtered. Then the warmth and invigoration seeped through her chill and she turned toward the force to welcome it.

It was truly a moment to relish—Heath just beyond the curtain, waiting for her, the warmth of the shower, beating gently down, relaxing her. Pure heaven. Soap and shampoo were the first order of business. Then it was all pleasure. On impulse, and, in truth, submitting to the weakness of her legs, she sat down, right in the middle of the shower’s spray, and offered her body to it—until the warmth began to fade. But it was Heath who reached in to turn the knob.

“Ap … ril … ?” he began, stunned when he didn’t see her at first, then amused at her low pose. “April!” He lent an arm to help her up. “What were you doing?” The towel in his hand had already begun to dry her.

“I was sitting in the shower. It felt so good.”

“See! You really do need a bath! Why doesn’t this house have one? I always thought baths came before showers?”

April laughed, part in response to the tickle that terry-sheathed fingers induced drying her middle. “I’m sure there was a tub at one point. The owners probably felt they were modernizing the place by installing this shower. It’s really fine.”

“Hmph,” he growled good-naturedly, standing to hand her dry clothes. Not only had he brought them from the other room while she’d showered, but he’d managed to change as well. Now he watched as she dressed. With satisfaction, she noted his enjoyment of the view. She had
pulled on dry jeans but was still only in her bra when she felt the sudden and driving need.

“Tell me again, Heath,” she whispered, leaning against him, putting her hands tentatively at his shoulders. “Please, tell me again.”

His hands slid around her waist, thumbs caressing the flesh just above the denim line. “I love you, sweet April,” he murmured as softly, knowing her needs better than she did. His head lowered and he kissed her, with the care and feeling that she craved. April’s senses swam from the headiness of him alone. It was all so unreal, and so wonderful.

“I love you, too, Heath …” She paused, then frowned. “But it’s Evan, isn’t it?”

His hands touched her arms, her neck, her face, then wound through her hair to her back, igniting her flesh at every point. “Yes, darlin’. It is Evan. But … Evan or Heath, I do love you.”

April tasted the tang of his skin as she kissed his jaw and chin enroute to his lips, which closed over hers with mind-numbing finality. Here was a man who brooked no compromise. He may be a diplomat, she mused, but he will settle for nothing less than my everything! Everything was what she wanted to give; everything was what she would demand in return.

“Heath—Evan—it will take me a while.” She blushed, pulling away to finish dressing. “I want to know what’s happened. I don’t understand any of this. Where is Jane? What is she up to—?”

A large finger stilled her words. “Shhh. First, get dressed and come out to the kitchen. I’m going to fix you something to drink.”

“Not coffee?” she asked on impulse, knowing, or feeling, something odd about that last cup she’d drunk.

Heath grinned, his thoughts running on a similar vein. “Not coffee. Now hurry!”


She did. Within minutes of his departure, she had brushed through her wet but clean hair, straightened her collar just so on the crew neck of her sweater, tied her sneakers tightly over her thick wool socks, and made for the kitchen, purposefully ignoring the presence of the men in her living room. Heath would explain them. Heath—Evan—would explain everything!

He was waiting for her, standing by the sink, stirring a concoction she didn’t dare ask about. It was hot and mildly spiked; she needed to know no more. Slowly, she sipped its contents as Heath joined her and began to answer, one by one, the questions that had plagued her so cruelly.

“First of all,” he began, “let me tell you about myself.” He was calm, filled with the confidence of a man who felt pride in himself and his work. April was content with that pride, yet she listened closely as he outlined his career. “Everything Jane said about me was true—to a point. You know about my educational background, my work with the State Department, my position at Georgetown.” April nodded. “Well, unfortunately, she stopped before the truly pertinent data popped up. Your friend Paul was correctly informed. I am on a leave of absence—to serve as a consultant to the government—”

“Consultant?”

“Uh-huh. We have been working to develop the negotiation strategies for the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. I had taken several months off to work secretly and exclusively on fine-tuning those developments.” At April’s frown, he explained. “Our government has certain goals, certain bare minimums of defense below which we simply cannot yield. The negotiating process is a complex one, involving many, many smaller and lesser bargaining points, all of which contribute to the whole. Most people think it is simply a question of granting permission for each country to maintain such-and-such number of nuclear warheads. But there’s much more to it than that!”


“And that’s where you come in?” she asked, fascinated.

Heath nodded, smiling his encouragement. “That’s where I come in. All of those smaller points have to be intricately worked out. It’s like a … symphony … where, unless every note is in tune, the end is a farce.”

“Do you enjoy symphony?” The detour was on impulse and was rewarded instantly.

“I have season’s tickets …”

April beamed, nothing further needing to be said on that score. With an apologetic smirk, she redirected him. “And Jane? What is her role in all this?”

Heath sighed, and straightened. “Jane is—was—a colleague of mine, as she told us. Unfortunately, she was too ambitious. Though my role in the secret strategy negotiations has been kept under wraps, she must have had some inside source—”

“That man—?”

“Very probably. Either him, or someone else of his kind. Superpatriots, they call themselves,” he mused with a sneer, “but it’s doubtful that they’ll do any country much good!”

“But what did they want with you?”

“My mind. They wanted to learn the negotiation strategy. What they would do with it, once they had it, is still a mystery. Jane was, I think, simply a pawn. That fellow with her was her fellow.”

“Then, you weren’t … involved with her?”

Heath shook his head with a poignant smile. “Never in any romantic way, April. But there is involvement when a woman reaches a professional level and is thrown into close and frequent contact with men. The relationship is purely professional, yet it is close. Jane saw herself as my … my … protege, for lack of a better word. I’m afraid she hoped to get more out of the relationship regarding certain confidences than she actually got.” He paused. “She’s in custody now. She and her friend. I have to say
that I feel very little satisfaction at having seen someone that bright come as far as she did in her career only to blow it like that!”

April shook her head, incredulous. “After what she would have done to you—”

“You only know the half! My boat? You were right! It was sabotaged! The motor and instruments were rigged to malfunction. Their idea was to pick me up and whisk me away, letting the world assume that the storm had simply swallowed me up!”

“But why were you out on the ocean in the first place?”

Understanding her puzzlement, he reached a hand out to cover hers, holding it reassuringly. “Jane was half-truthful about that. I did sail out of Gloucester to round the Cape bound for Long Island Sound. It was a pleasure trip, plus I also had to get the boat to its winter mooring. Jane had managed to stay close enough to squirrel my plans from me and I, fool that I was, trusted her. Then one of her team manipulated the weather reports that were radioed to me. I knew there was a storm coming but was told it was farther away than in fact it was. I thought I could easily beat it to the Sound. None of us counted on Ivan’s picking up speed … or my being shipwrecked and washing up on your shore.”

“Thank God for that!” April lifted his hand and kissed it, holding it against her cheek, breathing deeply of its scent. “How did she find you so quickly?”

“She and her buddies were the only ones who knew I was out. They tracked me the whole way. Needless to say, they didn’t report the fact that I was out in that mess. Even the government didn’t know I was missing until Watson called the State Department. My family, friends, all thought I was just on a new jaunt.” He grinned smugly. “I do like to take off like that.”

April’s mind jumped further ahead. “But why didn’t
they simply grab you when they first discovered you were here in Nantucket?”

“I was with you.” He eyed her directly. Then, sensing her lack of comprehension, he explained. “Their problem was getting me without anyone else knowing. That was what was so beautiful about my love for sailing. I was alone on the boat. Once I was in your clutches though, I was no longer alone. Jane wasn’t terribly pleased to find you here. And when you even stood up to her …” Tipping his head back he laughed heartily, a deep sound coming from his soul that pleased April enough for her to set aside her impulse to defend her actions. Indeed, she found herself joining his laughter.

“She must have wanted to sabotage me!”

“Oh, no! Not once she found out who you were!” He sobered. “A Wilde was not one to fool with. Even poor Jane knew that!” With a smile of skepticism, April waited quietly for him to continue. “Those phone calls? All day yesterday? She was quickly informed by whoever her superiors were that your family was quite powerful and that to fool with you would be to risk even greater trouble. It seems, darlin’”—his voice lowered dramatically—“that you were my lucky charm!”

“But—the coffee? Or whatever it was that hit me last night? They were still determined to get you …”

“Yes, they drugged the coffee.” He urged her to sip her warm drink. “By the way, her man was staying at another inn, but that was him we saw in the dining room. He managed to drug the coffee. The plan was to knock both of us out. Then, under the cover of night, they could squirrel me away—they had their own private plane waiting at the airport—and leave you in the hotel. You would wake up and, of course, assume that I’d had some part in tricking you and had run off with Jane—”

“Of course,” she added, licking her lips smartly.

“And,” he said, eyes gleaming, “of course, you would
have been so heartbroken and humiliated that you would not have said a word to anyone—”

“Of course,” she repeated again. “But, wait just a minute now.” Her tongue held its share of indignance. “You left me out there, all alone in the cold and darkness. I was sure you had chosen Jane!”

“For a singularly bright lady,” he teased gallantly, “you are still missing something here. But then, you were drugged; I guess I’ll have to give you the benefit of that doubt.”

“Heath!” Impatience broke through her flimsy composure. “Why did you leave me out there?”

“I’ve already told you that, darlin’.” He had enough composure for two. “I didn’t want you to be in the danger I suspected we could both be in. I had already guessed correctly about the coffee, and I knew that I had to get back to the house to call the authorities. I also suspected that I would be having visitors—Jane and friend—and that they might choose not to be particularly pleasant.”

“But you couldn’t remember the strategies … !”

“Ah, my amnesia. Jane played that around her little finger, with the story of our engagement. She needed to get me alone; that contrived story was her too!—only it didn’t work. After that, she simply wanted to get me into isolation.” A dark brow arched in soft reproach. “As for my memory, there are ways of making the mind remember. Very sophisticated ways. Sometimes very primitive ways.”

His words sent a chill down her spine. On impulse she set her cup down and rounded the table to where he sat. With her arms draped lightly over his shoulders as she stood between his thighs looking down at him, she felt a surge of gnawing fear at the thought of his being hurt. “I don’t know what I’d do if …” she whispered, moments before he pulled her closer.

“You’ll never have to, darlin’. It’s over. Those men out there”—he cocked his head toward the living room—“were waiting for me, here at the house, when I got back. They’re with Intelligence, sent by the State Department. The Secretary—who happens to be a good friend—had Miller checked out. When he became suspicious, he sent his men.” Pausing, he rested his head against the softness of her breasts; she stroked the rich thickness of his hair. “I wanted to go right out to get you. They convinced me that I had to wait until Jane and company arrived. They sent a man out to look for you—I think they’re still looking for him!” Drawing away once more, he tipped his head back to eye her soberly. “They needed evidence, solid proof of what Jane and her cohorts were trying to do. They needed a relevant conversation on tape. And they got it!”

“Thank God,” she murmured, settling herself onto his lap and kissing him. His lips held the promise that her own craved. When she was free to breathe once more, she knew that it would always be this way with them—always sweet and heady, a most intimate form of communication. “When did your memory come back completely, Heath?”

The grin that flashed across his lips seemed somehow at odds with the intensity of the moment. “You were responsible for that, darlin’!”

“Me?”

“Yes!” he growled in well-feigned anger. “You were ready to fall asleep on me during that slow, slow ride back here last night. I was frightened to let you sleep—I don’t know, I half-worried you’d never wake up. I felt groggy myself, but I’d only had about a third of that coffee. When the effects on me began to wear off quickly, I knew you’d be all right. But, until they began to wear off, I was in a near panic. I felt that I had to get you home, to get some real coffee into you. At one point there, I don’t know if you remember, you were ready to give up and go to sleep. You taunted me to talk, to keep you awake. I suppose I dug deep enough to penetrate that barrier to my memory.
Of course, when it all came back and I understood the extent of the danger we both were in, then I couldn’t ditch you soon enough!”

“Mmmm. My hero!” she said, mocking his drama.

“But it was you, April. Your prodding, my need to protect you, my wish to have you forever—that brought my memory back! You’re a very powerful woman!”

“I’m not quite sure if that’s a compliment.” But she glowed anyway. “Powerful women can scare off even the strongest of men.”

“Not this one! When I went back to get you in the middle of the night and found you gone—I would have easily spanked you then!”

“Tsk, tsk, you have threatened me with a spanking twice now. All talk?”

The tightening of the arms that held her gave adequate answer to her taunt. It also drove home to her the depth of his feeling, a depth that spilled out with his own terror. “I told you to stay there … to sleep! I had no idea how that drug would affect you in that darkness! When I couldn’t find you, I nearly went mad! I wasn’t sure whether you’d wandered off, or whether you’d been taken by another of them.”

“In that pitch-black night?” she asked softly, but her heart ached at his concern.

“I imagined everything!” As his intensity reached out to her, she met it halfway.

“So did I.” A retrospective shudder quaked through her, and he settled her more protectively on his lap. Needing him, she let herself sink into his being—her head against his shoulder, her back into the crook of his arm, her body turned toward his as the flower to the sun—as she recalled those harsh imaginings, the pain, the anguish, the heartache.

“I was confused,” she whispered. “I couldn’t remember things. I thought you had left me … to go to Jane. I
thought …” Burying her face against the cushion of his chest, she cried softly and uncontrollably, purging herself at last of all the ghosts.

“Ahhhh, April,” he moaned gently, “I love you so much!” Holding her, rocking her, he conveyed his love in the infinite tenderness of his touch. “Don’t cry now, darlin’. I won’t ever leave you again.”

Her tears glistened at the tips of her lashes, but no brighter than the smile, carved from sheer happiness, lighting her face from within. “God, how I love you!” she breathed, then wrapped her arms convulsively about his sturdy frame.

They sat that way, arms wound around each other, uncaring of anything else in the world. It was the joy of being together and in love that would carry them through any storm, the strength of that love which would deliver them to safe haven. While the ills and worries of the world might lash fury around them, they would always, together, find the eye of the storm.

With this knowledge, April’s hope was boundless. She had found her man and her future; she was totally at peace. Or … almost …

“When are those men leaving?” she whispered hoarsely, her heart beating suddenly faster.

Heath took his hand from her back and put it lightly over her heart, feeling its throb, knowing its cause. His voice, too, was deeper, more husky than before. “They’re making a few last calls.”

“Tell them to leave?” Her brown-eyed gaze mirrored her plea.

He couldn’t have missed the urgency in her voice, particularly as it tremored through his body in turn. But her eyes—they spoke volumes. Flames flickered in their depths as in the depths of her body, her warm femininity begging for completeness. Only with him was she complete—as a person, as a woman, as a lover.


Her breath came unsteadily as he left her in the kitchen, trembling, waiting, aching for his return. The low murmur of voices filtered from the living room, an interchange whose words she missed. She did not miss, however, the subsequent opening and closing of the door, the footsteps that moved smoothly across the floor, the tall, proud man who stood at the kitchen door once more, this time with arms open to receive her. She went to him in joy and anticipation, in wild and wondrous love, offering him her all, her everything.

It was with barely bridled excitement that they walked, arm in arm, to the bedroom, neither taking his eyes from the other for a moment. In unspoken accord, each undressed himself quickly, without hesitation. It was Heath’s words that broke through the air of crisp expectancy.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to learn more about me first?” he asked innocently, tugging his shirttails from his pants and deftly working at the buttons.

“No,” she murmured, whipping off her sweater and shirt, so recently donned.

His fingers attacked the wide buckle of his belt. “There’s a lot to tell,” he tempted her. “I remember it all.” His jeans slid over the leanness of his hips at the easy urging of his strong hands.

April bent to tug at her own jeans. “Uh-uh. I love you … regardless of what you have to say.”

“Aren’t you curious?”

Was his male ego injured, just the slightest bit? Grinning, she stood straight, tossing her underwear into the growing pile of clothes. “You’ll tell me everything … later.” Her eye followed the flight of his shorts, then darted back to his body, so long and lean and breathtakingly masculine. He stood tall, all man, and ardently ready for her, a magnet to whom she was unequivocally drawn. “Right now”—she threw her arms about his neck and was
lifted off her feet and placed on the bed—“I’m curious about other things.”

“Like … ?” His hands expressed their own curiosity, exploring every curve of her flesh in dire need to know her totally.

“Like …” she whispered, “ … what it feels like to hold you in me and hear you say ‘I love you.’”

With a soulful groan, Heath moved atop her, taunting her for an unbearable instant before offering her the satisfaction she so desperately craved. Over and over, he said the words, vowed them, pledged them, worshipped them … and her. April felt the electrification of him, as he filled her with a passion as timeless as the seas from which he’d come to her. Their bodies, bare and warm, were one, coming together, building together, then together at last in the ecstasy of fulfillment.

It was only after, lying together, their sweat-slickened limbs entwined in the wake of rapture, that they could touch and caress with slow appreciation. Confident now of his love and her own, April probed the secrets of Harley Evan Addison, who would always, in her heart, be Heath. She savored the feel of his flesh with its dark and manly furring of hair, his sinews and planes and pulsepoints. In turn, she indulged him his pleasure, quivering as his fingers adored her breasts and their rosy peaks, her waist, her belly, and the warm, moist core below. His hands held a magic, his lips its potion. She would always be driven wild by his touch.

Body to body, in the thrill of equality, they gave themselves to each other once more. It was a slow but fierce revel, the vow of love to last a lifetime. For they had a lifetime to share, a world of promises to keep. Later, they slept, sated and at peace. When April awoke and reached for Heath, he was gone. Alarmed, she sat up, called his name. Only as she looked back to the pillow, where the
indentation of his head remained, did she see his note. Lifting it with a trembling hand, she read.

“Dear Dr. Wilde. My story is one from the heart,” he had written, his dark scrawl rich and dignified. “After years of lonely bachelorhood, I have finally fallen in love. I find I want a wife, to wear my ring, to bear my children, to be by my side through life’s long and varied parade. I offer safety and care, a home and protection, a promise of excitement and adventure … and my everlasting devotion.” April’s eyes filled with tears; brushing them away, she read on. “Above all, I offer my love, all my love. Please, April, please marry me. For my heart is yours. Without you, I am half-whole.” It was signed, with a flourish, “Your-Sadly-Smitten-Lover-from-the-Sea.”

To her amusement, as she sniffed away more tears of happiness, she noticed the smaller script, added to the bottom of the page.

“P.S. Have gone into town for caviar and champagne. Get the ice ready.” Then, in an even lighter scribble, was a final note. “P.P.S. On second thought, I’ll take care of the ice. You simply stay in bed and keep it warm for me. I love you so very much!”

Her smile brimming with joy, April lay back against his pillow, drawing the blankets over her, clutching his note to her breast. Her hair fell in soft chestnut swirls around her head, framing features that were warm and glowing. With a deep breath, she drank in his lingering scent, then closed her eyes to dream sweet dreams until her love came home.
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Darkness was dense this far from town.  There were no cars here, no streetlights, no welcoming homes, and whatever glow had been cast from Nicole’s place was gone.  Trees rose on either side, sharing the narrow land flanking the road with strips of field, and beyond the trees was the rocky shore, lost now in the murk.

But there was hope.  As she walked, she saw proof of a moon behind clouds, etching their edges in silver and spraying more to the side.  Those silver beams would hit the ocean in pale swaths, though she could only imagine it from here.  But she did hear the surf rolling in, breaking on the rocks, rushing out.

When the pavement at the edges of the road grew cracked, she moved to the center.  This end had always been neglected, a reminder that Cecily didn’t invite islanders for tea.  The fact that no repair work had been done said the son was the same.

She passed a string of birches with a ghostly sheen to their bark, but between the sound of the breeze in their leaves and, always, the surf, she was soothed.  The gulls were in for the night, hence no screeching, and if there were sounds of boats rocking at moorings, the harbor was too far away to hear. 

There was only the rhythmic slap of her sneakers on the cracked asphalt-and then another tapping.  Not a woodpecker, given the hour.  Likely a night creature searching for food, more frightened of her than she was of it.  There were deer on Quinnipeague.  And raccoons.  And woodchucks, possums, and moles.

The tapping came in bursts of three and four, with pauses between.  At one point she stopped, thinking it might be a crick in her sneakers.  When it quickly came again, though, she walked on.  The closer she got to the Cole house, the louder it was.

The creaking of bones?  Skeletons dancing?  That was what island kids said, and back then, she and Nicole had believed it, but that didn’t keep them away.  Bob and Angie had forbidden their coming here, so it was definitely something to do.  Granted, Charlotte was the instigator, but Nicole wouldn’t be left behind.

Feeling chilled now, she pulled the cuffs of her sweater over her hands as the Cole curve approached.  That curve was a marker of sorts, as good as a gate.  Once past it, you saw the house, and once you saw the house, you feared Cecily.  As special as her herbs were and as healing as her brews, she could be punitive.

But Cecily was dead, and Charlotte was curious.  A look wouldn’t hurt.

Slowing only a tad, she rounded the curve.  The thud of her heart felt good.  She was alive; she was having an adventure; she was breaking a rule, like the irreverent person she was.  The salt air held a tang here, though whether from the nearby pines or adrenaline, she didn’t know.

Then, like a vision, Cecily’s house was at the distant end of the drive.  It was the same two-story frame it had always been, square and plain, with a cupola on top that housed bats, or so the kids used to say.  But there were no bats in sight now, no ghostly sounds, nothing even remotely scary.  A floodlight was trained on the upper windows, unflattering light on an aging diva.  And the sound she heard?  A hammer wielded by a man on a ladder.  He was repairing a shutter, which would have been a totally normal activity had it not been for the hour.

Wondering at that, she started down the long drive.  The walking was easier here, the dirt more forgiving than broken pavement.  An invitation after all?  She fancied it was.  The house looked sad.  It needed a visitor, or so she reasoned as the trees gave way to the gardens where Cecily had grown her herbs.  In the darkness, Charlotte couldn’t see what grew here now, whether the low plants were herbs or weeds.  She could smell something, though the blend was so complex that her untrained nose couldn’t parse it.  Tendrils of hair blew against her cheek; wanting a clear view, she pushed them back.

Her sneakers made little sound on the dirt as she timed her pace to the pound of the hammer.  When the man paused to fiddle with what looked to be a hinge, she heard a rustle in the garden beside her, clearly foraging creatures alerted by her movement.

Alerted in turn by that rustle, the man stopped pounding and looked back.  He must have had night eyes; there was no light where she was.  Without moving a muscle, though, he watched her approach.

Leo Cole.  She was close enough to see that, astute enough to remember dark eyes, prominent cheekbones, and a square jaw.  She remembered long, straggly hair, though a watch cap hid whatever was there now.  He wore a tee shirt and paint-spattered jeans.  Tall and gangly then?  Tall and solid now.

But thin-mouthed in disdain.  Then and now.

“You’re trespassin’,” he said in a voice that was low and rough, its hint of Maine too small to soften it.

“What are you doing?” she asked, refusing to cower.  She had met far more intimidating people in far less hospitable spots.

His eyes made a slow slide from her to the window and back.  "What does it look like?”

“Repairing your house in the dark.”  She tucked her cuffed hands under her arms.  "Is that so you won’t see the broken windowpane over there, or do you just like being reckless?”

He stared at her for another minute.  Then, holstering the hammer in his jeans, he climbed down the ladder, lifted a shutter, and, somewhat awkwardly given its bulk, climbed back up.  The shutter was wide, clearly functional rather than decorative.  Though he carried it one-handed, he stopped twice on the way up to shift his grip.  At the top, he braced it against the ladder’s shelf while he adjusted his hands, then lined up hinges and pins.

He had one hinge attached but was having trouble with the second.  She knew what this was about.  She had worked with storm shutters.  They were tricky to do alone.

Resting the shutter on the shelf again, he pulled the hammer from his waistband and adjusted the hinge with a few well-aimed hits.  Then he tried the shutter again.

Watching him struggle, Charlotte remembered more about Leo Cole from her early days here.  Not too bright, they said.  Troubled.  Stubborn.  She had never known him personally; she was only there summers, and he ran with a different crowd.  Actually, she corrected silently, he didn’t run with a crowd.  A lone wolf, he did damage all on his own, and it was serious stuff.  The stories included stealing cars, forging checks, and deflowering sweet young things.

Those last summers she was on Quinnipeague, he was in state prison, serving time for selling pot.  Rumor had it that Cecily was the one who grew it, and Charlotte could believe it, what with medical marijuana use on the rise.  The islanders always denied it, of course.  They didn’t want the Feds threatening their cures.

Leo had been nabbed for selling grass on the mainland.  Did he still grow it?  She couldn’t smell it now, and she did know that smell.

Having returned the shutter to the shelf, he was readjusting the hinge.

“Want some help?” she called up.

He snorted.

“Four hands, and you’d have that right up,” she advised.

“Two hands’ll do.”

Charlotte looked past him toward the cupola.  She didn’t see any bats yet, didn’t feel any ghosts.  If Cecily’s spirit was floating around, it hadn’t cast a spell to keep Charlotte here.  She remained because she was stubborn herself.

“I’ve done this before,” she said now.

“Uh-huh.”

“I have.  I’ve built houses.”

“That so.”  He didn’t believe her.

“Half a dozen in El Salvador after the big quake there, and at least as many when tornados decimated parts of Maryland.  I know how storm shutters work.”

He continued to stare.

“All you need,” she said, freeing a hand to hold back the hair that fluttered loose again, “is someone to steady it while you fit the pins in the hinges.”

“Really.  I didn’t know that.”

“Okay,” she granted.  "So you did.  But you could’ve had that hung and been down five minutes ago.  Aren’t you cold?”  She was appreciating every thick inch of her sweater, while his arms were ropy and bare.

“I’m a man.”

She waited for more.  When nothing came, she said, "What does that have to do with it?”

“Men run hot.”

“Really.”  Refusing to be baited, she returned her hand to her armpit, shifted to a more comfortable stance, and smiled.  “Great.  I’ll watch while you get that shutter hung.  Maybe I can learn how you do it alone.”

Apparently realizing he’d been one-upped, he said, "Fine.  Since you know it all, here’s your chance.”  He backed down, put the shutter on the ground against his leg, and gestured her toward the ladder.

“I’m not lugging that thing up,” she said.

“No, but if you get up there, I can hold the shutter while you do the fitting.  Assuming you can see.  Your hair’s a mess.”

“Thanks,” she said brightly and gripped the rail.  Two ladders would have been better.  She wasn’t sure she liked the idea of climbing this one with him at her butt.  She would be at his mercy.  But she did have a point to prove.

So she began to climb, looking back every few rungs to see where he was.  When she reached the top, she felt his shoulder against the back of her thighs.  If she hadn’t known better, she would have said he was making sure she didn’t fall.

But she did know better.  Leo Cole had no use for women, or so the story went.  If he was standing that close, he was toying with her.

She didn’t like being toyed with-and, yes, her hair was in her eyes, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of pushing it back.  Fortunately, she knew enough about hanging shutters to do it, hair and all.  While he bore the weight of the wood, she easily lined up both pairs of hinges and pins, and that quickly it was done.

Nearly as quickly, he backed down the ladder.  By the time she reached the ground, he was stowing the hammer in a tool box.  The instant she was off the last rung, he reached for the ladder.

“You’re welcome,” Charlotte said.

He shot her a flat look.

“I’m Charlotte Evans.”

“I know.”
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