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On a Snowy Christmas by Brenda Novak

When their private plane crashes in the Sierra Nevada Mountains shortly before Christmas, two political enemies must do what it takes to survive in the icy terrain. Neither one of them ever thought they’d have to rely on the other to survive. But they soon discover that survival means more than just staying alive. In their case, it also means falling in love…
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				CHAPTER ONE

				Tuesday, December 16

				Adelaide Fairfax had been apprehensive about taking this flight from the very beginning. For one thing, she preferred not to be in such close proximity to her election opponent. Maxim Donahue, the man who’d filled her husband’s state senate position via special election two years ago, was working on his laptop across the aisle and slightly in front of her. He was the only other person on the seven-seater Cessna except for the pilot and, although he refused to show it, he couldn’t be happy that she’d been the one to claim Franklin Salazar’s endorsement at their meeting this morning. A very wealthy developer, Franklin would not only be a generous campaign benefactor, he’d be a strong influence on other key supporters.

				But, despite the awkwardness of their association, it wasn’t being cooped up on a private plane with Donahue that’d tempted her to stay in Tahoe and forgo the governor’s fundraiser in Los Angeles. Neither was it the Christmas music that filtered through the speakers, reminding her of a season she preferred, for the third year, to forget. It was that she’d always hated flying. The newspaper article she’d read last week, detailing the shocking number of uncharted plane wrecks in the Sierra Nevadas, didn’t help. This range contained some of the highest mountains in the northern hemisphere—craggy, rocky peaks that soared above the timberline.

				Those same craggy peaks were now lurking somewhere below them in the blizzardlike weather. How close, Adelaide didn’t know. But she had a feeling it was too close.

				She knew the instant they were going to crash, but because of her fear, she couldn’t really describe it as a premonition. It was more of a gut instinct, a sudden prickly sensation that told her something terrible was about to happen—the same sensation she’d experienced right before she’d received the call notifying her of her husband’s fatal car accident.

				She opened her mouth to ask the pilot if everything was okay but didn’t have a chance to voice the words. One of the powerful downdrafts they’d been battling almost since takeoff jerked the plane, and it lost altitude at such a rate her stomach jumped into her throat.

				Senator Donahue looked back at her, his expression, for once, devoid of the contempt he typically reserved for her. It was an honest “Oh, my God” moment when their eyes met and they understood without speaking that the primary they both wanted to win so desperately the following June no longer mattered. Chances were they wouldn’t see Christmas.

				* * *

				The impact of the crash rattled Adelaide’s teeth and threw her against the harness of her seat belt, like a one-two punch to the stomach and chest. At the same time, a heavy object fell from above, striking her on the temple. It hit hard enough to disorient her, but she didn’t lose consciousness. She sat, eyes wide open, staring at nothing but darkness. The Christmas music was gone, replaced by a low hissing sound.

				The smell of gasoline registered simultaneously with the pain she felt from the landing. She had to climb out, get away from the fuselage. But how? If there were emergency lights, they hadn’t come on.

				Could she find the exit? If she did, could she open it? She was shaking so violently she doubted she had the strength to move even a small piece of luggage out of her way.

				How had this happened? The pilot had promised they’d be able to get through. And God owed her a small break, didn’t He? She’d barely been able to function since Mark died. The coming election, and her decision to enter the race—what should’ve been Mark’s race—had given her a reason to go on.

				Ironically, it was also thanks to the coming election that her life was now at risk.

				She struggled to get her bearings, but the creaks and groans of the plane and the heavy dust-filled darkness worked against her. Never had she imagined herself in such a situation, where survival depended entirely on her own ingenuity and instincts. A pilot, a flight attendant, a firefighter—she’d always assumed there’d be Someone In Charge in case of an emergency. Someone else.

				Had the senator or pilot survived? What were the chances?

				Not good, surely. She didn’t hear anything—no movement, no groans. Was she completely on her own?

				She held her breath. The howling wind gusted into the cabin as if a hole had been ripped in the metal, or the hull had broken apart. Maybe she wouldn’t need to open the door. Maybe she was mere inches from freedom and didn’t know it. But if she made it out alive, how long would she survive in conditions like this? Were there any emergency supplies on board? Flares?

				I’m going to die.

				That realization made her shake. But what did dying mean, exactly? As a foster child who’d been bounced around so many homes she’d lost track, she hadn’t stayed in touch with any of her “parents.” She had no children. She’d already turned her business over to the woman who’d worked for her almost from the beginning, so she could campaign.

				For the briefest of moments, she allowed herself to fantasize about seeing Mark again, touching him. He’d been the one constant in her life, the only person who’d ever made her feel loved. She missed his appreciation for fine wine and good books and old architecture and modern art, missed the way he laughed and made her laugh. Was he still the same in some other dimension, maybe living in heaven, as so many organized religions taught?

				The possibility calmed her. If heaven existed, maybe she wouldn’t be alone for Christmas, after all. Lord knew she’d trade her money, her company and her hopes of winning a state senate seat for some kind of contact with Mark—would do it in a heartbeat. No more forcing herself to meet each new day without the husband she’d lost. No more aching loneliness. Only someone with a fierce will to survive could come out of an accident like this. And that wasn’t her. She’d fought enough battles. It was better to give up right away, let go—

				A moan interrupted her thoughts. She was almost reluctant to acknowledge what that moan meant. Another survivor complicated her desire to slip away without a struggle.

				It had to be Maxim Donahue, she decided. He opposed her in everything.

				But it wasn’t Donahue. The sound came from the pilot. She could tell because Maxim called out to him a second later, his voice so scratchy and strained it made her wonder if he’d been seriously injured. “You…okay, Mr. Cox?”

				Cox. That was the pilot’s name. They’d been introduced when Adelaide came on board, but she’d been too busy keeping to herself to concentrate on someone she’d likely never meet again. A friend of the governor’s had provided the plane and the pilot. Governor Bruce Livingston wasn’t about to let bad weather beat him out of what he had planned for his biggest fundraiser of the year. He’d invited Donahue as a way to show his continued support; he’d invited her as a way to reach her wealthy supporters. She knew it was a calculated move, but her acceptance was every bit as calculated. Although most folks expected the governor to stand by Donahue, her inclusion in this event signaled that he wouldn’t be entirely opposed to seeing her take over. It was a perfect strategy—playing the middle ground, as Livingston did so well.

				“Mr. Cox?” Donahue called, a little louder.

				The moaning stopped. “Get out…now!” the pilot rasped.

				Other than that hissing she’d noticed earlier, silence fell, as absolute as the darkness.

				“Adelaide?” Donahue said next.

				It was odd even in such a desperate moment for this man, who’d only ever addressed her as Ms. Fairfax—lately with a starched courtesy that bordered on rudeness—to use her first name. But at least he sounded more coherent than he had a minute or two before. She knew that should’ve brought relief. Instead, she experienced an unmistakable reluctance to give up her hope of seeing Mark again.

				“Hey, you still with us?” he persisted.

				Don’t answer. She knew what she was in for, couldn’t face it. They’d freeze to death even if they got out.

				And yet, despite all the odds stacked against them, despite the possibility of Mark waiting for her in heaven, the drive to go on, to live, finally asserted itself.

				“I’m here.” Unfortunately. Why couldn’t it have happened quickly? Why couldn’t it be over already?

				“Where’s here?”

				In her seat. She hadn’t budged because she’d assumed it was pointless. She didn’t know where to go or what to do. Her head hurt, and a wet substance rolled down the side of her face, but it couldn’t be tears. She was too shocked to cry.

				“Answer me, damn it,” he snapped while she was puzzling over her own reaction.

				The force of his demand, and the same instinct that had led her to answer the first time, drew another response. “Where I was when w-we crashed.”

				That information was enough to guide him to her. A moment later she felt him touch her. His hands ran over her head, her face and then her body. They moved briskly, purposefully—and they missed nothing.

				Mark… The yearning nearly overwhelmed her.

				“I don’t feel any major injuries,” he said. “Can you walk?”

				Not Mark. Mark’s replacement. Mark’s old acquaintance turned political enemy. “I th-think so.” Why weren’t his teeth chattering? How could he remain calm, even through this?

				She should’ve expected it. She’d often said he was made of stone. His wife, already ailing with cancer, had committed suicide two years ago, six months after Mark’s death. But Maxim Donahue had never shown so much as a hint of regret. She could still remember the implacable expression he’d worn when he appeared on television on a completely unrelated matter only days after Chloe Donahue’s funeral.

				Adelaide had always resented him for the ease with which he’d been able to return to business as usual. He made carrying on look simple. Probably because he cared about nothing as much as his own ambition. That was part of the reason she’d decided to run against him. What Donahue had said about her late husband provided the rest of her motivation.

				“Let’s get out of here,” he said.

				The pilot didn’t utter another sound. Cox. Adelaide knew she’d never forget his name again. Not if she lived to be a hundred.

				“Wh-what about M-Mr. Cox?”

				Light appeared. At last. But it wasn’t the emergency lights. It was the blue glow of flames licking across the cockpit. The flicker illuminated the slumped figure of the pilot.

				“Get your hands out of the way!” Maxim Donahue shoved her fumbling fingers aside, unlatched her seat belt and half dragged her to the door, where he pulled the barely visible emergency latch. But the door wouldn’t open. They were trapped. Unless they could discover where that wind was getting in…

				Grabbing her shoulder, he shoved her toward the back. “Find the opening. I’ll get Cox.”

				Find the opening. Adelaide could feel the wind, the cold, even the wet snow seeping through the wreckage, but her head injury left her dizzy, stupefied. She couldn’t think. Especially when she heard Donahue behind her, his gruff voice carrying a terrible note of finality. “He’s gone.”

				“Gone?” she repeated, unable to absorb his meaning.

				He didn’t clarify. He pushed past her and kicked at the walls and windows. But the fire in the cockpit yielded more smoke than light. Flames stole along the floor, threatening to destroy the only hope they had.

				Adelaide’s nose and throat burned. And the sticky substance, the blood, coming from the wound on her head kept running into her eyes. She wiped at it and blinked and blinked and blinked, but it made no difference. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t imagine how they’d live another five minutes.

				Suddenly, the plane shifted, and a great gust of ice and snow blew back her hair.

				Donahue had found an opening. He’d widened it. That brought a poignant burst of hope. But at the same time, metal screeched against rock, echoing miserably against the night sky. Then the plane tilted at a crazy angle and the floor beneath their feet gave way.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				The frigid blast of air that represented escape hit Maxim Donahue just as the plane plummeted down the side of the mountain. Had he not already lunged for the opening, he would’ve experienced a second crash—and Adelaide Fairfax would’ve gone down with him. As it was, the movement of the plane jerked her so hard he nearly lost hold of her. Numb from the cold and blinded by swirling snow, he wasn’t sure he’d managed to pull her out until her hand patted its way across his chest as they lay, prone, in the snow. Maybe she wanted to confirm that he was still with her. Or maybe she was just seeking warmth. They were both going to need it. He wondered if they’d last long enough to be rescued.

				“I’m here,” he yelled above the raging storm. “You okay?”

				“That depends on how…you define okay.” The wind made it difficult to communicate, but at least she seemed to be making sense. The shock of the crash had caused her to react with a sort of stunned lethargy. He was under the impression that she’d still be sitting in her seat if he hadn’t unbuckled her restraint and prodded her to get moving. But that didn’t surprise him. There’d actually been studies showing that only a small fraction of the people involved in plane wrecks got themselves out. Another small percentage grew hysterical. The majority did neither. They simply stayed put and allowed themselves to die.

				A bang resounded far below, indicating that the plane had come to rest.

				The pilot was still inside.

				The image of Cox’s body, now probably as mangled as the twisted metal that encased it, made Maxim sick. But he couldn’t change what was, couldn’t turn back time. His only choice was to do what he’d done with Chloe’s death—bury the shock and grief in some other part of his brain so he could function. If the panic he held at bay ever took root, it’d spread so fast he wouldn’t be able to stop it. Just as Adelaide had remained buckled in her seat, watching flames devour the cockpit, he’d find himself lying in the snow, unable to move or even think. And if ever he needed to keep his wits about him, it was now. Together with a wing and some other debris from the crash, which looked more like props in a movie, they were a few feet from the edge of a steep precipice. The wind whipped at them feverishly. If they weren’t careful, those gusts would toss them over the side just like the main body of the plane.

				Why had he put himself in this situation? Why had he listened when Cox insisted they could beat the storm? They should’ve stayed in Tahoe as they’d initially discussed. Instead, Maxim had succumbed to the pressure of Governor Livingston’s phone call. But only because he’d wanted to make the party. He couldn’t slow down, couldn’t stop working. That would give the emptiness in his life a chance to catch up with him.

				“What are we going to do?” Adelaide called.

				The irony of being caught in this situation with the one person he disliked more than any other hit him, and he began to laugh.

				“What’s so funny?” she asked. “We’re stranded on the side of a cliff in one of the worst storms to hit the Sierras in a decade. We’re going to die up here, and you’re laughing?”

				He felt no obligation to explain. “I’ve finally pushed fate too far,” he muttered instead.

				He doubted she’d heard his reply, but she must’ve understood a little of what he was thinking because she shouted, “Who do you figure will win the primary if we’re…not there?”

				There was only one person with any real prospects. Luke Silici, who worked for the governor’s office, had been making noises about running for the senate, until Adelaide stepped up and surprised everyone. Then, feeling she’d get more party support than he would, he’d backed off at the last minute. “Luke Silici will enter in your absence. The die-hard conservatives won’t have a prayer of producing someone who can beat him. Not this late in the game. That’s why they pressured you to run against me. You were their best shot. Not that I believe you could’ve taken me.”

				She shouldn’t have had a chance. He was the incumbent. But Adelaide had her husband’s tremendous popularity on her side, the sympathy factor, the support of key Republicans who possessed the power to swing a large number of votes, and the success of her multimillion-dollar energy conservation company, which established her business acumen. She’d even stolen the Salazar endorsement.

				He expected her to come back at him, listing those assets as proof that retaining his seat was far from a given—and welcomed the argument that would start. This was his first opportunity to privately confront the stunning widow who’d pulled her support from him the moment he began to oppose legislation her husband had favored. If they were about to die, he could say whatever he wanted, knowing he wouldn’t be quoted in the Sacramento Bee the following morning.

				But Ms. Fairfax didn’t return fire. She merely said, “They didn’t have to pressure me.”

				Those six words put him in his place and removed the distraction he’d so eagerly embraced.

				“We have to find shelter or we’ll wish we’d gone over with the plane,” she said and made a move to get up.

				“Not so fast.” He yanked her down by her expensive wool coat and rolled onto his hands and knees. That was when he realized—as inappropriately as he was dressed for winter survival in a fifteen-hundred-dollar business suit—her apparel included a skirt. Although her legs had proved quite a diversion when he was boarding the plane, the panty hose and high heels that showed them off so well would give her little protection from the elements.

				How could this have happened? He was freezing his ass off, staring at nothing but snow, and still couldn’t believe he was stranded in a blizzard instead of on his way toward the fundraiser, where he’d hoped to convince the majority of his party, once and for all, that Adelaide Fairfax didn’t have what it took to win against the Democrats come November.

				“What are you doing?” she asked as he surveyed the mountain.

				They had to continue shouting. “I’m trying to figure out where we should go in order to increase our chances of survival.”

				“Are you w-worried about an—an avalanche?”

				Her teeth chattered as she spoke. Her coordination would start to suffer next. Mild hypothermia began with uncontrolled shivering, impaired coordination and blue lips. It could progress quickly to more serious problems and eventually death. Anyone who’d seen a survival movie knew that.

				Death seemed to wait at the end of every avenue. He was astonished that they’d both escaped this far. Cox hadn’t been so lucky.

				“That’s exactly what I’m worried about,” he said, speaking more loudly.

				“Are we in an—an avalanche area?”

				Evidently, she wasn’t much of a ski buff. “Any steep mountain covered with snow can avalanche. But they occur most often when new snow falls onto cement pack.”

				“Like it’s doing now.”

				The wryness in her voice encouraged him. He hoped it meant she was tougher than she seemed. She’d certainly done well navigating the predominantly male world of business. But the way she’d reacted in that plane had him worried. “You got it, ace. The wet, heavy snow sitting on top of the hardened ice slides right off, especially when it’s steep.”

				“Great. So if we d-don’t want to go hurtling to the b-bottom of the canyon, what should we do?”

				“Move carefully and get on stable ground.”

				“Say that again?”

				“We need to find a safe place to build a shelter!”

				“Out of what?”

				“The only thing we’ve got—snow.” Fortunately, he’d been an Eagle Scout and knew about snow caves. He’d had to build a total of three in his lifetime, on various campouts. Of course, those had been for fun, for practice. And it’d been twenty-seven years since he’d built the last one.

				She cupped her hands around her mouth. “What about the p-plane? Maybe we can f-find some emergency supplies in the wreckage.”

				She was right. Legally, the pilot would’ve had to carry certain articles. But it wasn’t as if the plane or the pilot came from Alaska. California was known for its predominately mild weather. Had the members of the state legislature concerned themselves with winter in the high Sierras when they considered emergency gear legislation?

				Maxim hadn’t seen any such bill since he’d been in office. He could only pray that they had.

				“Regulations would demand some sort of supplies, but who knows how well the owner or pilot complied. Or if those supplies went over with the main body of the plane.” It was very likely they had. The pilot himself had gone over, hadn’t he?

				Maxim didn’t want to think about that. Christmas was next week. What kind of holiday would Cox’s family have? And what about the two of them? Any? Probably not. But he didn’t believe it was advisable to extinguish all hope. Adelaide was losing body heat faster than he was; it wouldn’t help to discourage her. “We’ll look, but first we’ll get warm and wait out the storm.”

				“Sounds g-good.”

				Not as “g-good” as waking up to discover this was just a nightmare, that he could still look forward to seeing his daughters next week when school ended. But at least he wasn’t alone. He’d found it ironic to be stranded with Fairfax’s young widow. Now he was grateful for her company. Because the only thing worse than being stuck out here with her was being stuck out here alone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Maxim had no idea how long it took them to dig the cave. He couldn’t see his Rolex, couldn’t see much of anything. He wasn’t even sure they were tunneling in a safe spot. They hadn’t had the time, the visibility or the mobility to look around. They’d found what appeared to be a level spot and started digging. It was either that or continue to brave the cold without any shelter, which wasn’t a viable option. If they didn’t warm their extremities soon, they’d lose them to frostbite.

				At least the physical nature of the work kept them somewhat warm. They covered their hands with the sleeves of their coats and took turns using a metal piece from the plane to scoop snow.

				Adelaide had fallen silent almost as soon as they’d begun. Maxim knew her legs and feet must be even more frozen than his, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. Not until they had some way to block the wind.

				“I wish we had supplies to build a fire,” he said. It was a lame comment, but he wanted her to interact with him.

				His efforts to draw her out didn’t help. She said nothing. He only knew she was still alive because he had to let her take over with the shovel every now and then or he’d begin to sweat, heightening the danger of acute hypothermia. She needed to keep moving more than he did, anyway.

				She attempted to further their progress, but her movements grew slower and more uncoordinated as the minutes ticked by. He was losing her.

				The panic that struck at that thought didn’t correspond to the way he felt about her in regular life. In the campaign, he’d forced himself to stick to the issues, but it hadn’t been easy in the midst of her more personal attacks. Especially because her husband had done some unconscionable things and no one knew it, except Maxim and Harvey Sillinger, his campaign manager. Harvey was angrier than a junkyard dog that he wasn’t allowed to expose what he’d learned. But Mark Fairfax was dead. The only person who’d be hurt by his duplicity was the wife he’d left behind.

				Destroy the squeaky-clean image of her late husband, and you wipe away her power. This is a fight, man! Go for the jugular! She’s running on the popularity of a man who pretended to have integrity but didn’t. Harvey made this argument almost daily. Maybe they could remove the threat Adelaide posed by leaking a few carefully chosen details. But it would also destroy the positive memories she had of her husband, and Maxim refused to stoop that low. He knew what Mark’s death had cost her. At the time of his funeral, he and the Fairfaxes had been political allies.

				“Keep digging!” he snapped, hoping impatience would have some effect since persuasion hadn’t. “Now! Hurry up!”

				The added intensity seemed to work. At first. After the next few scoops, however, she grew completely unresponsive no matter how much he shouted.

				“Shit!” he yelled to no one in particular. They were out of time.

				Maxim gauged the depth of the hole. It wasn’t as deep as he would’ve liked. They couldn’t be too close to the walls or ceiling, or the snow would melt, and he couldn’t have that. They had to stay as dry as possible. But staying dry would be a moot point if Adelaide couldn’t make it long enough to take advantage of the shelter.

				Stripping off his raincoat to cover the floor of the cave, he set their makeshift shovel near the opening so they could dig their way out if they got blocked in. He was supposed to leave a hole, but the metal plug was the best he could do under the circumstances.

				If Adelaide had considered the possibility of being buried alive, she didn’t mention it. She backed inside when he told her to and didn’t resist when he began stripping off her clothes.

				“Stay with me.” Going by touch alone, he fumbled with the buttons on her suit. “I’ll get you warm. Do you understand? Are you aware of what I’m telling you? Hang on.”

				The shallowness of her breathing alarmed him. He could barely feel it against his cheek. And what he felt wasn’t as warm as it should’ve been. He was afraid her core temperature was dropping. He’d never felt a woman’s skin that was so cold, so deathlike. Even Chloe had been warm when he’d found her…

				“The outside temperature can fall to seventy below in a storm like this.” He hoped his voice would give her something to concentrate on in the dark. “This cave should make it a whole hundred degrees warmer.” He carefully removed her wet skirt. “That sounds practically tropical, doesn’t it?”

				Shivering, she held her arms close to her almost naked body. “N-no.”

				It wasn’t the answer he’d been hoping to hear, but it proved she was coherent. “Talk to me, Adelaide. You can’t go to sleep. You know that, right?”

				He didn’t think she’d respond again, but more words came…after a long delay. “That’s all I w-want to d-do.”

				“If you sleep, you die,” he said. “And we’ve got to get back home. We have an election battle to wage—against each other.”

				“S-somehow…the n-nomination doesn’t…m-matter…anymore.”

				“I’ll remember you said that once we’re both safe and warm.”

				Thanks to the narrow confines of the cave, Maxim had trouble taking off his suit jacket. His button-down shirt wasn’t any easier because his numb fingers couldn’t seem to loosen his tie.

				“W-what…are you…doing?” she asked.

				“Only what I have to.”

				At last, he untied the damn knot. He wrapped his tie around his wrist, in case he saw some use for it later, and started to peel off the rubber boots that protected his Italian leather shoes.

				“M-Maxim?”

				“I think that’s the first time you’ve ever used my first name,” he said.

				“Are you g-getting naked?”

				“Yes. As fast as I can.”

				“Okay.”

				He laughed. “Somehow that wasn’t what I expected you to say.”

				He took off her sensible pumps, which seemed anything but sensible in this situation, and slipped his socks, which were dry thanks to the overboots, on her feet. Then he put the overboots on over them, to insure they stayed dry, and pulled his leather shoes back on his own feet.

				“Does that help?” he asked.

				She didn’t answer.

				“Adelaide?”

				“I’m f-fine. We’ll be fine.”

				“That’s the attitude,” he said, but he sensed it was more of a capitulation than anything else. She didn’t want him to bother her anymore. She preferred to be left alone. So she could drift into unconsciousness?

				“You can’t sleep,” he reminded her and wondered what to do about her bra. Leave it on or take it off? It didn’t seem wet, but if he was going to die, there were worse ways to go than pressed against the soft body of a woman.

				In the end, he couldn’t justify taking that liberty.

				Leaving the bra on, he drew her into his arms.

				“Oh! That feels g-good.”

				Her comment made him wish he’d removed her bra. Then it would’ve felt that much better. Having her even partially undressed was enough to bring his libido roaring to life. It’d been too damn long since he’d been with a woman, and he wanted to live while he could. What else would they do for the next several hours? They couldn’t sleep—and nothing else had as much potential for distraction.

				But the same vigilant conscience that wouldn’t allow him to remove her bra wouldn’t allow him to do anything else, either. Not when he suspected she wasn’t thinking clearly.

				When she wedged one slim leg between his thighs, he knew he wasn’t thinking clearly, either. This was Adelaide Fairfax, his nemesis. She’d been stealing his endorsements and financial backers right and left, and hammering away at his Achilles’ heel—his voting record on taxation issues—since September. Yet the feel of her against him provoked a sudden recklessness that made him want to roll her beneath him and make love to her more desperately and feverishly than he’d ever made love to a woman. The anger and resentment he’d felt toward her for the past four months only made that desire more potent. His grudging admiration of her beauty and equally grudging respect for her poise created a powerful drive to possess—and it happened more quickly than a match dropped in gasoline could burst into flame.

				* * *

				They were definitely making use of their clothing but they weren’t actually wearing much of it. While Maxim’s water-resistant coat protected them from the snow beneath, his suit jacket and Adelaide’s wool coat covered them like blankets. She had on only her bra, panties and nylons; he was still wearing his boxers. But Adelaide wouldn’t have cared if they were completely naked. It didn’t matter that he was her enemy. He was warm. And he even smelled good.

				She pressed her frozen nose into his neck and breathed in the scent of soap. Maxim Donahue was built like a Giorgio Armani model—long, lean and spare. He dressed like one, too, in expensive tailor-made suits he wore as easily and comfortably as other men wore sweat suits.

				His pulse beat against her lips, rhythmic and steady. She’d just count the pounding of his heart until help arrived. Then she’d be whisked away and would never have to be alone with him again.

				But a rescue team wouldn’t get anywhere close to them until after the storm. And she had no idea how long that would be.

				Her feet were still so numb she couldn’t feel them.

				“Adelaide?”

				She didn’t move. “What?”

				“You’re not falling asleep, are you?”

				“Of course not.” But she didn’t see how she could avoid it. She didn’t have the strength to lift her eyelids.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOUR

				“Hey.” Maxim spoke into Adelaide’s hair, next to her ear, but she didn’t move. “You still with me?” he said, more loudly.

				When her head lolled on his arm, he grew alarmed enough to shake her. “What are you doing? Wake up!”

				No answer.

				With a curse, he leaned on his elbow. A moment before, he’d caught his own mind wandering, blanking out as if preparing for sleep. It’d happened so fast he almost wondered if he was the one who’d slipped away and was now hallucinating. “Listen, we’re not…giving up, okay?”

				She mumbled a few words. They weren’t coherent, but at least they proved she was alive.

				Thank God!

				Closing his eyes, he let go of the breath he’d been holding. “If they find us…like this…they might…take a picture and…and put it on the front page of The Bee. Can you…imagine the caption?”

				He hoped his comment would cause a reaction, and it did. “They’d better not!”

				“They could. We have to remain conscious, make sure they don’t.”

				“We’ll…be…conscious.”

				Not if they didn’t do something to stay awake. Less than sixty seconds later, he felt the tension seep out of her body.

				“Adelaide, come on.” Come on what? Where was he going with this thought? It took a moment, but at last he remembered. “We have to…to keep dalking.”

				“Keep…what?”

				He was having trouble enunciating. He had to capture each word, chase it around in his head, then drag it to his mouth.

				“T-talking.” There, he’d said it. But the effort was wasted. His warning brought no response.

				“Adelaide, fight…please.” The sexual desire he’d felt earlier was completely gone. Now he wished for that spike of testosterone, for the flare of physical strength it had given him. In its place sat a hard knot of dread, but it was muted like everything else seemed to be. It certainly wasn’t enough to overcome the sluggishness bogging him down. And with the storm still raging, they had a long wait ahead.

				“Shall…we sing…some Christmas carol?”

				No answer.

				“Jingle bells, jingle bells, jingle all the way—” He stopped. That was all he could remember, which was ridiculous. He wasn’t any kind of Scrooge. He liked Christmas. But apparently he hadn’t paid much attention to the lyrics of even the more popular songs in quite some time. Probably because he didn’t usually sing, didn’t have what he would consider a voice. So he settled for something more repetitive and less vocally demanding. “Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall, ninety-nine bottles of beer, take one down, pass it around, ninety-eight bottles of beer on the wall.”

				His words ran together as if he was drunk. He tried to sing more clearly, hoping Adelaide would join in, but she didn’t. Only the flutter of her heartbeat, which he could feel when he pressed his lips to her throat, gave him hope—until that heartbeat became erratic, weak.

				Feeling her heart wind down finally triggered the release of some much-needed adrenaline. Suddenly, he could think. Almost as important, he had the energy to move.

				“Adelaide?” He kissed her throat, her jawline, her cold lips. “Hey, you’re naked…with…the enemy.”

				Forgetting the scruples that had kept him circumspect and discreet, he unfastened her bra and slid his hand up to cup her breast. He didn’t care about right and wrong anymore. He cared only about saving her life. To do that, he needed to rouse her to some level of awareness. “Can you feel me touching you?”

				She moved, which encouraged him.

				“Do you like it?” Parting her lips with his tongue, he kissed her while his fingers sought the more sensitive parts of her body. He wasn’t having fun. He was too frightened. But he was putting everything he had into trying to interest her—or at least anger her. As far as he was concerned, either reaction would work. He simply needed to evoke an emotional response. Even a small rush of adrenaline could keep her lucid.

				“Mark?”

				He went still. She was out of it, all right. She thought he was her late husband.

				He opened his mouth to correct her. But he feared despair would set in if he did. She was trapped on the side of a mountain, in the middle of a terrible blizzard, with little chance of survival. With him, a man she hated. But only when she knew who he was.

				“Yeah, it’s me.” He cringed at the lie but didn’t regret telling it when it worked better than he would’ve guessed. For the first time since the crash, he sensed some fight, some real strength in Adelaide. She was weeping now, but she clung to him, kissing him so passionately he began to experience a flicker of the desire that had crashed over him when he’d first encountered her barely clad body.

				God, what am I doing?

				He was saving her life, he told himself and, at her urging, slid his hand down her flat stomach to take off her panty hose.

				* * *

				It wasn’t Mark, and Adelaide knew it. But that didn’t mean she had to accept it.

				Shutting out the reality, she concentrated on Maxim’s mouth, his muscular chest, the thickness of his hair—and told herself it was the husband she’d lost. Sure, his kiss seemed a little different than she remembered, but it was so good she didn’t mind. He showed more emotion, and the groan that rumbled from deep in his throat let her know he wanted her. The way he handled himself—handled her—was slightly more commanding. She liked it better. Because it’s been so long.

				“I love you,” she whispered through tears she couldn’t seem to suppress.

				He stopped moving. She imagined him staring down at her, even though neither of them could see. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

				“Adelaide—”

				She pressed a finger to his lips. She didn’t want him to ruin it. She had her husband with her. That was all that mattered. Maybe he’d disappear in a few minutes, leave her as alone as she’d been before. But at least she’d have this final memory—a better parting than the one she’d agonized over for so long—to carry her through whatever came next.

				“Tell me you love me,” she whispered, craving those words more than any others.

				He hesitated.

				“Mark?”

				“You know it’s true.” Although he’d spoken a little too gruffly to make it entirely believable, there was no mistaking the sincerity in the words that followed. “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, Adelaide Fairfax.”

				She chose to focus on that instead. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on…. Wrapping her fingers around the proof of his arousal, she couldn’t help smiling at his sudden intake of breath. The passion that had begun to wane in their marriage was back. Her doubts, her insecurities, they were stupid. Wasted energy, just as he’d always said. “Feels like you’re ready.”

				“I’m ready. But—”

				“Shh.” She regretted ever breaking the silence. She’d only wanted to clear the air between them, hated that he’d died before she could apologize for the accusations that had sent him storming from their home. “Just make love to me. Tell me I’m all you ever wanted. Tell me that never changed.”

				“You’re taking my very soul,” he murmured.

				“Don’t fight it.” She meant that teasingly, but he seemed to take her response at face value. His hands and mouth found her again, drawing a greedy response from every single nerve—until she was so sensitized she quivered at his lightest touch. She wanted to be with him completely, craved the old sense of connection they’d known when they were first married. But he resisted her attempts to take their lovemaking that final step.

				“What are you doing?” she asked, confused by his hesitancy. “I want to feel you inside me. One more time.”

				“Adelaide, I can’t. I’m not Mark. You know that, don’t you? I’m—”

				“Shh!” Couldn’t he take what she was willing to give him and spare her the harsh reality? It was her last night on earth; this was all she asked of it. “I don’t want to hear what you’re saying.”

				“It’s the truth. I can’t do this unless…” He seemed to struggle to find the right words. “I have to know you’re okay with it, that I’m not taking advantage of you.”

				“We’re taking advantage of each other,” she said and arched into him, seeking the fantasy that had enveloped her only moments before.

				Stubbornly, he clung to his resistance. “You’re sure?”

				She let her kiss answer for her, let it coax him to succumb, to forget that she was pretending he was someone else. And it worked. His restraint snapped. She felt it go.

				Mumbling words she couldn’t quite make out—heaven help me or something like that—he rolled her beneath him.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FIVE

				They didn’t die that night. But when Maxim opened his eyes the next morning, he was almost disappointed to be breathing. They were still stranded, still freezing, and still without much hope. He’d also made love to his election opponent while allowing her to fantasize that he was her dead husband. How sick was that?

				Even sicker was the fact that he’d enjoyed it.

				What had he been thinking? Certainly not of waking up with her in the morning.

				But it didn’t matter. So what if they’d made love? The experience had been so passionate and intense, so all-consuming, it had kept them alive. Best to leave it at that.

				Adelaide was beginning to stir. He felt his body react when her breast brushed his arm. Her softness brought memories of their earlier intimacy and a surprising desire for more. But he was in no hurry for her to achieve full awareness…

				He’d tried to tell her he wasn’t Mark, and she’d responded as if she understood. But who could say what was really registering and what wasn’t?

				He pressed a thumb and finger to his eyes. Then something else occurred to him. He could no longer hear the wind. Had the storm abated?

				Maybe the worst was over. Maybe the rescue crews were on their way. If so, it wouldn’t be long before they were both taken home, and then they could forget what had happened here.

				Fresh air rushed in when he removed the piece of metal he’d wedged into the corner. As light streamed in with it, he felt a desperate urge to escape the confines of the cave—and the physical reminder of the line he’d crossed last night. But a groan told him Adelaide was awake. He glanced over to see her watching him warily.

				“Tell me we didn’t,” she muttered.

				Now that he could see her, it wasn’t difficult to spot the dried blood on her right temple. She’d been hit by something and had probably suffered a concussion. That explained a lot about her behavior, making him especially glad he’d identified himself properly before taking their lovemaking all the way. “Now you’re asking me for more lies?”

				“Can’t we consider it an extension?”

				He would’ve smiled at the wryness of her response, but he was still worried that he might’ve gone too far last night. He wasn’t exactly sure how it’d all happened. The passion was suddenly there. It had brought them together. Was it entirely his fault that they’d made love? He didn’t think so. He remembered trying to stop himself, but she’d been pleading with him to continue.

				Still, that bump on her head made him nervous… “Works for me,” he said, “as long as you understand the reality.”

				“Which is…”

				“You need me to explain it?”

				“I thought you were Mark.”

				“No, you wanted to think I was Mark, and I let you. There’s a difference.”

				“So you were doing me a favor.”

				“That’s a good way to look at it,” he said with false cheer.

				She rolled her eyes. “You’re so self-sacrificing.”

				“As a public servant, I aim to please.”

				“Do you do those kinds of favors for all your constituents?”

				“Now you’re going to attack my reputation?”

				She seemed to realize that she was being purposely contentious. “It’s freezing,” she said with a sigh. “Any chance we can seal the hole until we hear a helicopter?”

				“You’re kidding, right? We have to get out, do whatever we can to make it easy for the Civil Air Patrol to find us.”

				“Do you always have to be so big on reality?”

				This time he did smile. “Put on your coat and crawl out so I can get mine.”

				She didn’t answer. Neither did she move. “I can’t believe it,” she mumbled, and he knew she was busy replaying the “favor” he’d done her. He’d told her he loved her! But that was when he thought they’d never see daylight again. 

				“If it helps, we had no choice,” he said. “If we hadn’t gotten so…involved, we probably wouldn’t be alive right now.” Their activities had certainly warmed him.

				“I didn’t realize what I was doing.”

				He focused on widening the hole. “That scares me, and you know why. Are you going to keep it up?”

				“No.” She burrowed under the coats. “You might push me off a cliff if I do.”

				“I won’t kill you after going through that just to save you.” He grinned to himself.

				“You’re all heart.”

				When the hole was finally big enough to crawl through, he tossed the piece of metal he’d been using outside. “Are we going to stay in here and stress over the fact that we—” he wanted to say “had sex” to make it as impersonal as possible, but what they’d done wasn’t impersonal at all “—made love? Or can we forget about it, like we should, and move on?”

				“You’re willing to forget about it?” She popped her head out from under the clothes, seeming more embarrassed than angry. Maxim could understand why that might be the case. But he couldn’t hold the request she’d made last night against her. He’d read about the disorientation that often resulted from a knock on the head, not to mention the effects of hypothermia. Without those two elements, he doubted she would’ve have been able to pretend. Playing the role of Mark had been a stretch for him, even in the physical sense. Her husband hadn’t been much bigger than she was.

				“I’m willing to forget about it,” he said. “Are you getting out or not?”

				“There’s just one more thing.”

				He was sure he’d regret asking, but she’d piqued his curiosity. “And that is…?”

				“What about birth control?”

				“What about it?” He hadn’t used any. It’d been so long since he’d had to worry about it that he didn’t even own a condom, let alone carry one around in his wallet, which was in his briefcase on the plane, anyway. “Birth control hardly seemed important when I thought we were going to die.”

				“And now that we might live?”

				It was taking on a whole new significance. “What are the chances?”

				“Considering…everything, they could be pretty good.”

				Just what he wanted to hear. Not only had he made love to Adelaide Fairfax while letting her pretend he was Mark, he might’ve gotten her pregnant.

				Shit… That was the absolute last thing he wanted. He loved his two children, but they were grown. And he and Adelaide weren’t even friends.

				Swallowing a sigh, he refrained from sharing those thoughts. He knew it was better not to show her how upset he’d be if their encounter resulted in a pregnancy. “I see.”

				“So…you didn’t get fixed after you were finished having kids?” she asked.

				There’d been no need. His wife had had her tubes tied during the cesarean section performed at Callie’s birth. “No.”

				Adelaide’s face fell. But a moment later, she set her jaw, and he knew he was looking at the shrewd businesswoman who’d taken Fairfax Solar public. “Then I’ll make you a deal.”

				Surprised by her sudden calm, he raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

				“You tell no one what happened up here…”

				He liked it so far. “And…”

				“And if I’m pregnant, you let me keep the baby and pretend it isn’t yours.”

				He wasn’t sure he’d be able to do that, not after being a parent and knowing what it was like. But there were other considerations he felt more comfortable voicing. “You’re running for office. How will you explain a pregnancy when you’re not married?”

				“Maybe Mark made a deposit in a sperm bank before he died,” she said with a shrug.

				“Is it true?”

				“No.”

				I love you. She’d been crying when she said that. Her emotion had reminded him of what he’d felt before his own marriage disintegrated, made him want to experience again that same level of intensity. “You regret not having children when you had the chance?”

				“I never had the chance. Mark was infertile.”

				Maxim had always assumed it was her, that she’d been too wrapped up in her career to want a child. “You could’ve adopted.”

				“We were looking into it.”

				And then her husband had died.

				“Anyway, I wouldn’t have asked for this, wouldn’t have planned it,” she went on. “But if it’s already happened because of last night—”

				“Last night won’t amount to anything,” he interrupted.

				“You don’t know that.”

				“Let’s wait until we’re sure we have something to worry about before we start making difficult decisions. Right now, we need to concentrate on getting off this damn mountain.”

				“Help will arrive soon.” She shoved her blond, shoulder-length hair out of her face and, for a moment, he was transfixed by her blue eyes. Even in this cave, he could make out their startling color. “With the storm over, Yosemite park rangers or…or CAP rescuers will be able to track the plane’s emergency locator transmitter beacon,” she said.

				He wished he could be as confident. “If the signal went off.”

				“It went off. The ELT is activated automatically on impact.”

				“Not if it was cushioned by too much snow. And even if it went off, we’re in some pretty rugged mountains, Adelaide.”

				Her full lips, which she’d used so artfully last night, twisted in distaste. “Don’t call me that.”

				Offended by her tone, as well as her refusal to let him address her by her first name, he studied her—and tried to tell himself he didn’t like what he saw. That what had taken place last night hadn’t changed the way he felt.

				“You can try to distance yourself all you want, but it won’t change what happened. Anyway, as I was saying, the signal could easily bounce from ridge to ridge, making it difficult to track. Or maybe the fire burned so hot it destroyed the box containing the equipment. Even if that’s not the case, the ELT is so far down the mountain, who knows what they’ll think when they find it.”

				She curled up. “Surely they’ll search above it.”

				“Maybe they will, if they have time before the next big storm. Regardless, we can’t sit back and wait. We have to search for supplies, light some flares, make a fire, do anything and everything possible to survive another night, if it comes to that.”

				She didn’t react to his mention of another night. “Is there any chance Mr. Cox is still alive?”

				“None.” He scowled to tell her he didn’t want to be reminded of the pilot, but she didn’t give up.

				“You’re sure?”

				“I’m positive. But you can see for yourself. We have to hike down there. If anything’s left of the plane, we might find some food. Eating and drinking will help us keep our body temperatures in the safe zone.”

				“Fine.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “Where are my clothes?”

				“They’re wet. That’s why I took them off.”

				Their eyes met, making him wonder if she was reliving the same memories he was.

				“If you want me to thank you for that, I don’t think I can,” she said.

				“I’m not asking for your thanks. Just answer one question.”

				“What’s that?”

				“Are men so interchangeable?”

				A muscle flexed in her jaw. “I don’t know what you mean.”

				“It seemed easy for you to accept a replacement.”

				“Well, it wasn’t. It required a great deal of effort to block out your true identity. But I managed. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have enjoyed it,” she said, but she pulled her gaze away as if she feared he might read a different response in her eyes. Then she dragged her coat around her shoulders and crawled out—and he tried not to look at the bare bottom she accidentally flashed him as she wriggled through the opening.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SIX

				Adelaide’s hands and feet were freezing, despite the sun. And her coat wasn’t meant to be worn without a layer of clothing beneath. After three hours of struggling to get down the sheer cliff to where they thought they saw the shadow of the fuselage, she wished she’d braved putting on her wet bra and underwear. The rough wool fabric chafed, and since Maxim was leading the way, his hand often went up her coat to help her down. The descent was steep enough that she didn’t complain about him touching her bare thighs—she wanted to feel secure during the climb—but she knew what he had to be seeing whenever he glanced up.

				“This is humiliating,” she grumbled.

				“At least we’re alive,” he said.

				“That’s easy for you to say. I’m not staring at your ass every time I look up.”

				He laughed so freely it made him seem younger—and even handsomer, which was really something, since he was already one of the best-looking men she’d ever met. The media agreed; reporters often compared his charisma and appearance to John F. Kennedy, Jr.’s. Tall, dark and handsome, Maxim also came from money and was considered a real “catch.”

				“You don’t have anything to say to that?” she asked when it became apparent he wasn’t planning to continue the conversation.

				He studied their options for farther descent. “I’m not stupid.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“It means nothing I say is going to help. I can’t say I don’t mind seeing your bare ass or you’ll think I’m getting some sort of sexual gratification out of it. And I can’t say I do mind without making you even more self-conscious.”

				“It leaves me with no dignity.” 

				He maneuvered onto a rock outcropping a few feet lower in elevation and turned back for her. “You had too much of that to begin with.” His hand went up her coat again, and he gripped her thigh while she secured her footing.

				“How can anyone have too much dignity?” she asked once she’d reached the ledge he was on. It was so cold that their breath appeared in small, foggy puffs.

				“You manage it quite well.”

				She tilted up her chin. “You think I’m too stiff?”

				“Not stiff, exactly. Unapproachable.”

				“Some people would say that about you.”

				“Those people don’t know me.”

				“I could say the same.”

				“That’s because no one knows you.”

				“I have friends,” she argued.

				He peered below. “Friends or acquaintances?”

				“Friends! Franklin Salazar is my friend. I just received his endorsement, didn’t I?”

				“Franklin isn’t your friend. I wouldn’t even call him an acquaintance. He just liked your, ah, assets. Tough for a guy to compete with that.”

				“You’re saying I got his endorsement because of my figure?”

				He climbed down farther. “I’d be more specific, but you might slap me.”

				“He endorsed me because he knows I’ll fix the damage you’ve caused since taking over,” she snapped.

				“You’re kidding, right? It’s taken me this long to clean up the mess your husband made.”

				She’d been waiting for his help, but now she didn’t move. “Don’t you dare talk about Mark! He’s not here to defend himself.”

				He sighed. “Fine. Mark was perfect. It’s just the rest of us bastards who have flaws.” He blew on his hands. “Are you coming or not?”

				“No.”

				“What’s the matter?”

				“I need my bra.” He had all their clothes rolled up and fastened with his tie, which he’d hung around his neck and tossed over his shoulder so he could carry them as a bundle. She wasn’t sure why he’d bothered bringing them along. She expected to be rescued before they had the chance to dry out. “Give me my panties, too,” she added as an afterthought.

				Lines of impatience appeared on his forehead. “Will you quit worrying about things that aren’t important? I’m not so impressed with what you’ve got that I can’t forget about it, okay? Your clothes are soaked.”

				The “I’m not so impressed with what you’ve got” stung more than it should have. “You didn’t have any complaints last night.”

				“It was dark last night. It didn’t matter whether it was you or anyone else in that cave.”

				Surprised by the harshness of his response, Adelaide blinked at him.

				He seemed to soften but didn’t apologize. Dropping to his knees, he found her bra and her lacy red Santa panties, her one concession to Christmas, and handed them to her.

				She put them on while he retied the rest of their clothes. Her things were as wet as he’d said but she was already so cold and numb that she could barely tell the difference.

				“Let’s go.” He stretched out an arm toward her, but she refused to lean on him any longer. He didn’t owe her anything. Just because they were stranded together didn’t mean they had to be friends.

				Waving him away, she said, “Go ahead and see if you can find the plane. Or, better yet, find some help. I’ll get there when I can.”

				He shook his head. “We should stay together.”

				“The blizzard’s over. We’ll be fine. Just tell them where they can find me if you reach them first.”

				“Adelaide—”

				“Don’t call me that,” she said again. Every time he did she heard his voice from last night: You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. Even though she’d known it wasn’t really Mark who’d whispered to her in the night, the use of her name had made those words personal. She’d believed they were spoken in sincerity. But that couldn’t be true. Maxim didn’t appreciate anything about her. The whole experience, every bit of it, had been staged for the benefit of survival.

				“Well, regardless of what you prefer I call you, I’m not leaving you behind,” he said. “So you have two choices. You can let me help you so we can travel faster—which is critical since the weather can change within minutes. Or you can climb down on your own and I’ll wait a few yards ahead before continuing.”

				“Maybe I’ll be the one waiting for you.” Without giving him a chance to stop her, she started down from her side of the ledge.

				It didn’t turn out to be a good decision. All that white snow was blinding, and the canyon yawning so far beneath made her dizzy. But she felt for the safest toeholds she could find and kept moving. She didn’t need Maxim Donahue; she didn’t need anyone. Ever since her husband and parents had died, she’d learned how to soldier on alone.

				“Adelaide, stop!” Maxim warned.

				She ignored him, ignored everything except the tricky climb.

				Staying where he was, he leaned over the ledge. “Look, if you want an apology, I’ll apologize.”

				She wished he’d go down his own way and leave her the hell alone.

				“I’m sorry, okay?” he called. “Will you hold still until I can reach you? You’re scaring the shit out of me!”

				That wasn’t true, either. He only cared about himself. She would’ve told him so, except she was breathing too hard to speak. Clinging to the icy mountain took a lot of effort, more than she’d expected.

				Spotting what appeared to be a fairly secure route, a path of bare rocks jutting out of the ice and snow, she paused for a moment to catch her breath. If she could get to the next plateau, she’d have a chance to rest and recover. Maybe she would prove that she was capable enough and Maxim would go on without her. Then she could sit and wait, or climb down at a more comfortable speed. Right now she felt the pressure to move quickly and efficiently, to show him she didn’t need his help. But her fingers and toes were numb, and the wind kept whipping her hair into her eyes.

				“Not that one! There’s nowhere to go from there,” he shouted.

				She recoiled and glanced up to see him staring down at her with an intensity that told her he didn’t think she’d make it. 

				“You’re right…you—you might want to go the other way.” She laughed as she clung to the mountain.

				The wind howled through the canyon below. “You can do it,” he said. “Just be careful. Those boots are too big for you.”

				She should’ve given them back. He was going to need them.

				A dusting of snow fell on her as he moved. “One handhold at a time, okay?”

				“I’ve got it,” she breathed but she doubted he could hear. She was talking to herself. She had to make a small leap and hope she could reach the ledge. It was the only way to progress; she couldn’t stay where she was. Her strength was running out.

				Concentrate. Almost there… With a deep breath, she jumped.

				She might’ve made it. Her fingers touched the edge of the rock, but before she could grab hold and pull herself up, a gust of wind made her coat balloon like an umbrella, throwing her off balance just enough that she grasped nothing but air.

				* * *

				Maxim had never felt more helpless in his life. As Adelaide fell, she didn’t scream. She didn’t thrash around. She just slipped down the mountain and out of sight.

				God, she even died with dignity.

				He clenched his fists, hoping and waiting for some sign that he was wrong, that she was still alive. But he heard nothing except the words he’d spoken earlier, rattling clumsily in his head: I’m not so impressed with what you’ve got that I can’t forget about it… It could’ve been anyone in that cave.

				Turning his face toward the rocks, he squeezed his eyes shut. He’d caused this. She’d given her heart and soul last night because she’d been pretending he was Mark, and he’d thrown them right back in her teeth. But only because he couldn’t justify what he’d felt as easily as she could. He’d had to acknowledge who it was moaning in his ear, and the eagerness of his reaction made him wonder if he’d ever hated her as much as he wished.

				Forcing back the terror that made him colder inside than out, he scrambled down to the place where she’d fallen.

				It was a difficult climb, but once he’d traveled ten feet or so, he could see beyond the bank of snow that had hidden her from view. She hadn’t fallen all the way to the bottom; she was lying on an outcropping of rocks.

				But she wasn’t moving. She looked small and pale, as white as the surrounding snow, especially with her dark coat torn open to reveal the smooth skin he’d touched last night.

				He spotted red almost immediately. Was that her underwear? Or was it blood?

				The thought that it might be blood created a hard lump in Maxim’s stomach, a lump that got heavier the closer he came to her. She was scratched up; he could see that easily enough. But…he watched for movement, any hint of life—and saw her hand twitch.

				She might be badly hurt, but she wasn’t dead. The minute he reached her, she opened her pretty blue eyes and said, “Did you come…for your boots?”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER SEVEN

				Adelaide felt like an idiot for causing Maxim and herself so much additional trouble. She’d let sensitivity and pride urge her to act rashly and now she had scraped knees and an abrasion on her stomach to show for her icy slide down the mountain. Worse than that, she’d hurt her leg and could only limp, which meant she had to rely on him even more.

				He didn’t complain. He didn’t say much of anything. He was too determined to get them to where they were going. Every hundred yards or so, he’d leave her in a safe spot, scout out what he planned to do next, then come back for her. She argued with him several times, insisting he take his boots and go. He could move so much faster without her and send the rescuers back, she told him. But he refused.

				She was glad he hadn’t relented when they finally found the plane. Although the fire and the crash had done significant damage, it wasn’t as bad as she’d assumed it would be. The tail had been sheared off, leaving a jagged hole that exposed part of the interior, the nose was smashed and the charred walls and upholstery smelled terrible.

				But there was some good news. They could climb inside to avoid the worst of the wind. They had the comfort of knowing that if there was a working emergency beacon, they were now much closer to it. And they could take Mr. Cox home with them and make sure he received a proper burial.

				Not that Adelaide wanted to spend much time in close proximity to his remains. Maxim must’ve felt the same because he pulled the frozen corpse out and moved it some distance away.

				The absence of that morbid reminder of what had almost happened to them—what could still happen—filled Adelaide with relief. Until she saw Maxim return wearing the pilot’s snow boots and carrying his parka.

				“Take off that wet coat and put this one on instead,” he said, tossing it to her.

				She slid over so it wouldn’t brush against her as it landed, drawing a frown from him. 

				“We have to be practical or we won’t make it.” The gruffness of his voice told her he wasn’t any happier about appropriating Cox’s clothes for his own use. She couldn’t fault him for doing it, but neither could she follow his suggestion. The idea of borrowing from the dead made her ill.

				“He’d want you to have it,” Maxim said.

				“Why would he?” she asked. “He didn’t even know me.”

				“As a pilot, he was responsible for your safety. And it’s not as if he’ll miss it.”

				She shook her head. She knew she was being impractical, but she couldn’t help it. Her hand recoiled every time she tried to reach out. “No.”

				He studied her but didn’t insist. A moment later, he started rummaging around, gathering up items that might prove useful.

				Because the plane had landed upside down, Adelaide sat on one of the overhead compartments and removed Maxim’s rubber boots so she could warm her toes. Her leg throbbed from her fall and her stomach growled with hunger, but if anything else hurt, she couldn’t feel it. She was too cold.

				“We’re in luck,” he said. “There’s a lot of stuff here that didn’t burn.”

				She thought they could use a little more luck, like a helicopter hovering overhead, but there was nothing to gain by being negative. So she kept her mouth shut.

				Maxim made a few other comments as he searched the various compartments that would still open; Adelaide sat there quietly.

				Finally, he stood as tall as he could in the cramped hull and waited until he had her full attention. “What’re you thinking about?”

				She eyed the parka. Mr. Cox lying in the snow without his coat. “I’m thinking this is some Christmas.”

				“How were you planning to spend the holidays?”

				Adelaide hadn’t decided. Since Mark’s death she generally volunteered at a homeless shelter on Christmas morning, to remind herself that she should be grateful for what she had. Then she went to her former in-laws’ for dinner. But visiting the Fairfaxes wasn’t the same without Mark. His older brother had remarried and had an obnoxious stepson who loved to bait her on political issues. Mark’s mother’s health was deteriorating, so she was getting cranky and inflexible and spent most of the dinner berating her stepgrandson. And Mark’s father remained as uncommunicative as ever. These days, Adelaide felt like a stranger when she went there. Until she got stranded and couldn’t see anybody even if she wanted to, she’d actually been thinking she might work as if it were any other day. She’d told herself she’d get more done without all the interruptions. “With Mark’s family, I guess.”

				“You’re still close?”

				“It’s only been two and a half years.” Only? Those two and a half years had seemed like an eternity. But that response saved her from having to answer more directly. They’d never been close; they were simply all she had. “What about you?” she asked.

				“My kids are expecting me to be home.”

				“Do you have dinner at your place?”

				“Yeah.” He surprised her with a disarming smile. “I’m hoping I’ve got a few more years before either of them marry and Christmas becomes a negotiation.”

				Adelaide could picture the domesticity of the scene—the roaring fire, the eggnog served in wineglasses, the laughter over dinner—and had to suppress a twinge of jealousy. The Donahues no longer had Chloe, which was heartbreaking. But they still had one another. “Who does the cooking?”

				“I’ve hired someone to help.”

				“A woman?”

				He glanced at her. “Yeah, a woman. Does it matter?”

				She wasn’t sure why it seemed important to clarify that. “I’ve just…had trouble finding the right person to help me with the same kind of thing,” she said, but she didn’t really need anyone to cook or clean. She wasn’t home long enough to get her house dirtier than what the maid service could manage each Saturday. The dry cleaner handled most of the laundry. And it didn’t make sense to hire a cook for one person who was gone most of the time and had a microwave available when she wasn’t. She’d just thought it would be nice to have someone waiting for her at the end of the day.

				She’d once interviewed a few applicants, but it seemed far too pathetic to pay for a warm smile, a “welcome home” and a TV companion. So she usually stayed at her office until she was too tired to do anything except listen to the news before bed.

				“A friend recommended her to me,” he explained.

				“She doesn’t mind working on Christmas?”

				“Look what I found!” He held up a first-aid kit.

				“That’s great,” she said, but she didn’t see how a few bandages would make much difference to them. Either they’d be rescued before they froze to death—or they wouldn’t.

				He rooted around some more while she continued to ponder the woman who cooked his Christmas dinner.

				“So…does she?” she asked when the conversation lapsed.

				He was on his stomach, riffling through a compartment that was so smashed he couldn’t get much out. “Does she what?”

				“Mind working on Christmas Day.”

				“I guess not. She doesn’t have to. It’s her choice.”

				“Doesn’t she have family of her own?”

				“She’s never been married.”

				Adelaide’s feet were beginning to tingle and burn. They hurt—but she hoped the return of sensation was a good sign. “Does she eat with you, too?”

				“Yeah. Then we exchange gifts and she goes to visit some distant relatives.”

				Adelaide drew her knees to her chest. There was something about this cook woman that bothered her, but she couldn’t put her finger on why. “So you get her a gift?”

				“Of course. Wouldn’t you?” He groaned as he strained to pull out a blanket.

				“How old is she?”

				“Maybe if I had a hatchet…”

				“How old is she?” Adelaide repeated.

				“At least twenty-five.”

				“So she’s not matronly Alice from The Brady Bunch.”

				He laughed. “Definitely not.”

				Definitely not? “What’d you get her this year?”

				“I’m not sure. I think my daughter picked out a nice purse.”

				“Nice” meant expensive, at least in Maxim Donahue’s vocabulary. Adelaide had never seen him wear anything that wasn’t the best money could buy. She wondered what this young housekeeper would think of receiving a Gucci or Dolce bag. “Sounds like she does a fine job.”

				He didn’t answer. He’d found a box of matches and was trying to light one. “Damn, they’re ruined.”

				No fire. No heat. No help.

				Adelaide pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes and brought the conversation back to Christmas dinner. “What time do you usually eat?”

				“Midafternoon. You?”

				She ignored the question. “That means she stays with you most of the day.”

				He straightened as much as possible in the upside-down aisle of the shattered plane. “Why are you so interested in my housekeeper?”

				Adelaide pulled her coat tighter. “It just seems…like an odd situation.”

				“It’s not odd. She cooks and I pay her.”

				“And she spends most of her Christmas with you, even though she’s only twenty-five!”

				He angled his head to look at her through the crack between two suspended seats. “Okay, now I see where you’re going. But don’t get too excited, Candidate Fairfax. You’ll have nothing to report to the press when we get back, because I’m not having an affair with the hired help.”

				“I’m not digging for dirt!”

				“Then why would you care if my housekeeper is young, attractive and unmarried?”

				Adelaide forgot about her prickling feet. “You didn’t tell me she was attractive.”

				“Well, she is.”

				“How attractive?”

				Victory lit his eyes. “My housekeeper, Rosa, is nearly three hundred pounds, at least fifty-five years old and stays with us because she’s supposed to. She’s live-in help. Except for the relatives I mentioned, the rest of her family remained in Chile when she immigrated—legally—thirty-five years ago.”

				Adelaide rocked back. “You set me up! What a jerk!”

				A wicked grin curved his lips. “You knew it was me last night and you enjoyed it, anyway, didn’t you?”

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she grumbled.

				“In the cave,” he said. “I’m saying there were moments you enjoyed our lovemaking even knowing I wasn’t Mark. You—”

				“Stop it.” She scowled. “You’re deluded.”

				He lowered his voice. “Am I?”

				“Of course.” She met his eyes because she wanted him to believe her; she wanted to believe what she was saying, too. Crediting all that passion to fantasy made everything so much…simpler. But she was having too many flashbacks. His hands cupping her face with palms too large to be Mark’s. His mouth on her breast, warming her just when she thought she’d never be warm again. The sounds he’d made, the words he’d whispered. It was all unique to him.

				“Would it hurt so much to admit it?” he asked.

				She didn’t answer.

				“I knew it was you,” he added.

				“But it could’ve been anyone, remember?”

				An expression of chagrin wiped the subtly coaxing smile from his face. “Could’ve been, but wasn’t.”

				“I thought we decided to forget about last night, pretend it never happened.”

				“Some of us are better at pretending than others,” he muttered. He was trying to hang a blanket across the opening to keep out the snow and cold.

				“Was there a lot of blood?” she asked as she watched him.

				“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“Mr. Cox.”

				The blanket he’d anchored on one end fell, forcing him to start over. “No.”

				“What killed him?”

				He sighed but shifted to the other side. “A head injury, I think. I didn’t want to look too closely.”

				She could understand that. He was wearing the man’s boots. “Right.”

				“We have a total of four blankets. Well, three,” he corrected, “if you don’t include this one.”

				“That’s better than none,” she said, but she couldn’t manage any enthusiasm. She had yet to hear the swoop of a helicopter, which meant the Civil Air Patrol or whoever was out there searching for them, probably wouldn’t make it today. Temperatures were falling as it grew dark. And the wind was picking up.

				Remembering the hopelessness they’d faced immediately following the crash, she shivered. In an hour or so they’d lose what little sunlight they had.

				“What time is it?” she asked.

				He checked his watch. “Almost four.”

				They’d been in subzero weather for nearly twenty-four hours. “How’re your feet?”

				“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug. “I can’t feel them. What about yours?”

				“They burn.” She chafed them, hoping to relieve the pain. “Did you ever hear about that little boy, back in the eighties, who survived in these mountains for five days? He did it alone. Both his parents died on impact.”

				“I’d rather not remember that, thanks.”

				“He made it out. They found him.”

				“He lost his legs.”

				“He’s now a successful businessman.”

				“So you were being optimistic in bringing it up?”

				No, she was considering how she’d deal with something so traumatic, if she could deal with it. “Here, let me help—”

				He lifted a hand. “Stay where you are and keep covered.”

				“But it’s snowing again.” Which would make the crash site that much harder to spot, even if rescuers could get a helicopter in the sky.

				“Other than hunkering down in here, there’s nothing we can do—at least not until morning.” He finally managed to block most of the opening, which cut down on the wind. “We’ll be okay,” he said over his shoulder as he finished.

				She nodded, but that wasn’t enough for him. Squeezing through the narrow passage, he crouched in front of her and raised her chin so she had to meet his eyes. “We’ll be okay… Adelaide.” The way he said her name made it a challenge. He wanted to see if she’d object to his use of it, but she didn’t. It still brought memories she’d rather forget, but he’d done too much for her; she had no right to complain about anything.

				“Okay.”

				A day’s beard growth—something she’d never seen on him before—covered his lower jaw, and his hair fell across his forehead in windblown tufts. She liked him this way. In a suit, he was too suave, too perfect, too…formidable. Or maybe it was just that she preferred a more rugged form of masculinity because she dealt with men in suits every day.

				“Great.”

				“I—Let’s take inventory, see what we have.” She pulled out of his grasp.

				He didn’t immediately move. She could feel his gaze lingering on her but pretended not to, and he eventually turned to his cache. “We’ve got a sleeping bag, some wool blankets, a pair of snowshoes, two boxes of matches—which are no good because they got wet—half a dozen colored smoke bombs—which we can’t light because we don’t have matches—and rations.”

				“Rations?” Adelaide didn’t think she’d ever been so hungry.

				“Looks like military stuff.”

				“So it’s freeze-dried?”

				“Some of it.” He opened a brown cardboard box the size of a large shoe box. “We’ve got bottled water, Cup-a-Soup, hot-chocolate mix, biscuits, cooked rice, granola bars, crackers and cheese, chewing gum, chicken pâté, orange-drink powder, a tin of tuna fish, fruit snacks, pork and beans and some condiments.”

				“That’s a lot to fit in a box that size.”

				“They’re not the largest portions I’ve ever seen.” He slanted it so she could take a peek inside. “But we should have enough.”

				Maybe. That depended on how long they had to survive out here.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER EIGHT

				They’d eaten the pork and beans for dinner and then drank some water, but now that the sun had gone down, they sat in the pitch-black, chewing gum and talking to keep their spirits up. Adelaide was across the aisle from him in the sleeping bag. He was wrapped in the blankets. But it was getting so incredibly cold he knew they’d soon have to huddle together. He would’ve suggested it already. They’d both be more comfortable if they gave in and made the most of what they had in each other. But he was afraid she’d assume he was using their situation as an excuse to touch her again, probably because he wanted to touch her again and shut out the desperation of their situation, the same way they had last night.

				“Do you miss her?” It was Adelaide who broke the silence that had fallen since Maxim had said he didn’t think this storm would be as bad as the last one. The rising wind seemed to contradict him, but he felt it was more important to remain positive than to acknowledge reality.

				“Who?” His mind was on his girls and whether or not they’d been notified that he hadn’t reached L.A. Megan and Callie were in school at San Diego State, but they’d be home next week, just in time for Christmas.

				“Chloe,” she said.

				Her mention of his late wife drew him back to the conversation. “Why do you want to know?”

				“I guess I’m wondering whether you’re as impervious as you seem.”

				Impervious wasn’t the right word. But this wasn’t a subject he had any desire to discuss, so he tried to dodge it by answering her question with one of his own. “What do you think?”

				“It’s hard to tell. You don’t reveal much emotion. Unless you’re angry. I can always tell when you’re angry.”

				He hadn’t realized she watched him closely enough to be aware of his personal habits. He’d made an art out of pretending he didn’t notice her. For the most part, he even tried to convince himself of that. What she called “anger” was actually frustration, because he felt envious of a man he didn’t even respect.

				“How can you tell?”

				“There’s a muscle in your jaw that tightens, and your eyes glitter with hate,” she said.

				Not hate—determination. She was wrong again. But at least he wasn’t as transparent as he sometimes feared. “When have I been angry around you?”

				“You’re always angry when you’re around me,” she said with a laugh.

				Apparently, she had no idea how hard he worked not to betray the fact that he was attracted to her. When they were in a room together, he had difficulty looking anywhere else. It was as if he could feel every breath she took, no matter how many people were crowded between them. It wasn’t until she’d decided to run against him that he’d begun to dislike her. When she jumped into the race, he’d been almost as relieved as he’d been worried.

				“I think you’re mistaking preoccupation for anger.” He tried to sound as indifferent as possible.

				“Maybe.”

				He couldn’t tell if she believed him or not.

				“Are you going to answer my question?” she asked.

				“About Chloe?”

				“Yes.”

				“I miss her for the sake of my children.” He hoped that would suffice. When it came to his late wife, his emotions were too confused to analyze. Her perpetually negative outlook had made him unhappy. But they’d had children before their marriage completely fell apart so he’d decided to stick it out in spite of her instability and neediness. And then she’d been diagnosed with cancer and somehow he’d felt responsible, as if wishing to be rid of her had made it come to pass. Trying to turn pity and compassion into love hadn’t succeeded. He’d fallen short, been unable to do it, even for his children. Sometimes he still felt as though he wore a scarlet letter on his chest—a C for callous.

				“You weren’t in love with her.”

				“My decision to stay with her had nothing to do with my political aspirations, if that’s what you’re driving at.”

				“You stayed because of Megan and Callie?”

				He doubted she’d believe him, but it was the truth. “Yes.”

				“That’s how you made carrying on after her death look so easy.”

				Guilt washed over him. He hadn’t been capable of mourning Chloe the way he’d wanted to, the way a husband should mourn the loss of his wife, especially one who’d died in such sad circumstances. He’d never even hinted that she was a burden. And yet he couldn’t deny that there were moments when he recalled how much she’d changed after the birth of their second child, how difficult she’d become, and was glad to have her gone. She must have known he was merely tolerating her or she wouldn’t have taken her own life.

				What did that say about him?

				“Just because we didn’t share the same closeness you and Mark did doesn’t mean it was easy to watch her suffer. When I learned what she was facing, I would’ve traded places with her if I could.”

				She didn’t respond right away. When she spoke, she didn’t question what he’d said, as he expected. She made an admission. “Mark and I were having problems when he died, too.”

				The frank honesty of those words surprised him. Did she know about Mark? Did she suspect? “What kind of problems?”

				“I’m not sure exactly. He got so wrapped up in politics he grew almost…secretive.” She gave an awkward laugh. “I was beginning to wonder if he was seeing another woman.”

				It wasn’t another woman that’d taken Mark away, but Maxim had no plans to divulge what he knew, especially to Adelaide. He remained silent.

				“I felt he was forgetting everything we’d promised each other, you know? Everything we’d once been to each other. We’d started off so strong, had so much fun together.”

				Being aware of the truth made it awkward to talk about Mark, but it didn’t stop the jealousy that sprang up out of nowhere. “He was probably just busy, stressed,” Maxim muttered. “You know how it is in politics.”

				“You think so?” she asked as if she valued his opinion.

				He knew what she wanted to hear. “Of course,” he said but winced at the lie. Only a fool would cheat on a woman like Adelaide, but Mark had been a fool, and more.

				As it grew noticeably colder, Maxim thought about getting in that sleeping bag with her. He wanted to keep her warm, but it felt as though they were the only two people on earth, and that made barriers of propriety hard to maintain. It was difficult to worry about tomorrow when he wasn’t sure he’d make it through today.

				He talked about the election, what the governor must think now that they’d gone missing, what they’d be doing if they’d stayed in Tahoe, what his girls were taking in school. He was trying to keep their minds off the cold, but it wasn’t long before she interrupted. 

				“Are…are you g-going to stay over there all n-night?”

				Her teeth were starting to chatter. He couldn’t let her lose too much body heat before joining her in that bag, but he was afraid his body would give away the fact that the intimacy they’d shared before hadn’t been strictly a matter of necessity. He’d wanted to make love to Adelaide Fairfax for a long time. He’d even dreamed about it on occasion—like after that chamber mixer they’d both attended in Roseville a couple of weeks ago.

				“I’ll come over in a minute,” he said.

				“Okay.”

				He waited for his arousal to disappear, but every time it did, the thought of joining her brought it back.

				“Maxim?”

				He was leaning forward, resting his head in his hands. “Yeah?”

				“W-what about now?”

				He knew that asking required her to sacrifice her pride. She’d rather pretend she didn’t need him. For some reason, she tried not to need anybody.

				Busy contemplating what to do, he didn’t respond, which prompted her to ask, “Hey, are you still there?”

				At the panic in her voice, he closed his eyes. “Of course I’m here,” he said and took her hand. “I’m not going anywhere.”

				“Oh. Right.” He expected her to let go, but she didn’t. She wound her fingers through his. “But…you d-don’t want to sh-share this bag with me?”

				What the hell, he decided. Why worry about an erection? If he wasn’t hard already, he would be the second he touched her.

				“Sure.” Silently cursing his unmistakable reaction to her, he felt his way over. With the dampness that seemed to permeate everything, their clothes hadn’t had a chance to dry. He was still in his boxers and she was in her underwear, but he stripped off his coat and Cox’s boots and climbed in. Then he used the blankets to cover the bag.

				* * *

				At first, Adelaide was timid about curling up against Maxim. They remained stiff, lying next to each other without speaking or moving. But as the minutes passed, she snuggled closer, eventually wrapping her arms around him. She could feel his erection pressing boldly against her abdomen—everything about Maxim Donahue was bold—but she didn’t react to his arousal. And he kept his hands to himself, letting her take what she wanted from his body without asking for anything in return.

				Adelaide tried to be appeased by that, but she quickly realized one-sided cuddling wasn’t very satisfying. “Do you think you could act a little less…unwilling to be here?” she whispered.

				He complied by shifting so she could lie on his shoulder, and she grew warm. She expected him to relax and drift off to sleep, but he didn’t. His erection remained firm and ready, an ever-present reminder of what they’d shared last night. Soon she caught herself changing positions so she could feel the pressure of it.

				“Adelaide?” He spoke her name gruffly.

				“Yes?”

				“Any chance you could hold still?”

				“Sure,” she said, embarrassed. But her embarrassment lasted only as long as her restraint. Reckless abandon seemed to be taking over. It started with a burning sensation low in her belly and was spreading through her veins, making her heart beat faster and faster, urging her to get on top of him…

				“They’ll be here in the morning.” His voice sounded strangled, and she could feel the muscles in his arms and shoulders bunch as she straddled him.

				“What if they’re not?” she whispered, moving to make the contact even more erotic. She knew what he wanted, and she was willing to give it to him. Why was he so reluctant? It wouldn’t be their first time…

				“They will be,” he insisted.

				“This could be our last night on earth.”

				She thought he understood her point when his hands slid lower, curved possessively around her buttocks. But then he said, “I can’t pretend to be Mark again. If I make love to you, it’ll be because you want me, not him.”

				So that was the problem.

				Suddenly, all the desire that’d been pounding through her drained away. Not because she expected Maxim to be someone he wasn’t. She hadn’t been thinking about Mark. She’d been eagerly exploring a body that was nothing like her late husband’s. She’d forgotten all about him.

				But that was exactly what was bothering her. She couldn’t believe it was possible to forget him so easily, especially with his worst enemy.

				Sliding off Maxim, she turned away, trying to figure out how she could be so disloyal to the one man she’d promised to love forever.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER NINE

				He’d done the right thing, Maxim told himself. Their lovemaking would have no meaning if she was merely pretending again, and he wanted her too badly for a meaningless encounter. But that didn’t stop the disappointment that rolled through him when she moved off him.

				It’s better this way. Why, he couldn’t say from one second to the next, not with her rear pressed into his lap, which seemed to interfere with his thinking. But he tried to believe he’d made the ethical choice. The night would pass. They’d get home. And then he’d be glad he exercised some restraint.

				Meanwhile the minutes dragged by like hours and he couldn’t relax, couldn’t sleep. He kept replaying those few moments after she’d asked him to hold her. She’d been so eager to touch him, so eager for him to touch her. She’d even climbed on top of him! Why had he forced her to reconsider?

				Because he was trying to be fair. Because he’d wanted her to offer herself without any coaxing…

				Closing his eyes, he struggled to shut out the appealing scent of her hair, but it filled his nostrils every time he drew a breath. Had she gone to sleep? He was pretty sure she had. She hadn’t moved in a long time, ever since she’d turned her back to him.

				Confident that she wouldn’t know the difference, he allowed himself to curve more fully around her. He wanted to touch her breast but didn’t go that far. He merely kissed her bare shoulder. 

				“I’m sorry,” he murmured, but he wasn’t sure why he was apologizing. For being unable to accept less than everything she had to give? For knowing that the man she loved with such devotion was a liar? For his outspoken criticism of Mark, which had put her on that plane in the first place?

				Maybe he was apologizing for it all.

				* * *

				Pale tendrils of light threaded their way through the windows of the Cessna’s carcass. It was morning. It had been for some time, but Adelaide remained still. She didn’t want to wake Maxim. She preferred to luxuriate in the secure feeling of his arm anchoring her to him and the memory of him kissing her shoulder last night.

				I’m sorry. Why had he felt the need to apologize? He hadn’t done anything more to her than she’d done to him. They’d both been slinging insults over the past several months. Besides, the race didn’t seem to matter anymore.

				So what had motivated those softly uttered words? They were so…uncharacteristic of him. He was tough, demanding, uncaring, ambitious—wasn’t he?

				Definitely. But if that was all he was, why would he care whether or not she pretended he was someone else? Was it pride?

				She’d chosen to think so, until his apology had made her reevaluate. She hadn’t been able to categorize it under any of the bad qualities she’d assigned to him. She was convinced he wouldn’t have said what he had if he’d realized she was awake.

				So who was Maxim Donahue? Was he really as bad as she believed him to be?

				Moving carefully, she maneuvered herself to face him. He didn’t wake; he just stirred, then drew her against him as if they were regular and familiar lovers.

				She laid her ear on his chest and listened to his heartbeat, praying that the steady rhythm would soon be drowned out by the rotary blades of a rescue copter. But she was afraid rescuers wouldn’t be able to spot them. Judging by the obscure quality of the light, the latest snowfall had nearly buried the plane. Was the emergency transmitter working? Was the storm over?

				It was crucial that they get up and do everything possible to make their position more visible. But if rescuers arrived today, these might be the last few minutes she’d ever spend in such intimacy with Maxim Donahue.

				She didn’t want to trade them away too soon…

				“You okay?” he asked.

				Apparently, her movement had awakened him, after all.

				She tilted her head back to see his face. The shadow on his cheeks had darkened with another day’s beard, making him look less like the man she’d spent the past months disliking and more like the man she was coming to know in a whole new way. “We made it through another night,” she said.

				“I told you we would. How’s your leg?”

				It’d been sore since she injured it, but preparing the wrecked plane as a shelter hadn’t required much effort from her. Although she was fine for now, she was pretty sure her injury would complain more loudly when they got out and starting digging. “I’ll live. Well, maybe,” she added with a laugh. “How’d you sleep?”

				“I’ve had more restful nights. You ready to get up?”

				She didn’t answer. Instead, she held his face between her hands and stared into his eyes as she ran a thumb over his lips. “Did you mean it?” she breathed.

				A certain wariness entered his expression. “Mean what?”

				“That I’m the most beautiful woman you’ve ever laid eyes on?”

				He said nothing.

				“Or was that part of the act?”

				He looked away. “What does it matter?”

				“It matters.”

				When his gaze returned to hers, she no longer needed verbal confirmation. She could see it in his eyes. The always-in-control, forever-aloof Maxim Donahue had lifted the mask he normally wore to let her see the passion that simmered behind his cool exterior. And that sent an intoxicating flood of warmth and desire flowing through her.

				Moving slowly, so he could stop her if he wanted, she pressed her lips to his.

				They were warm and dry at first, but then they parted and his tongue met hers.

				Someone moaned. She was almost positive it was her. But he moaned, too, the moment his hands found her breasts. He pulled off her bra so he could caress her, and she closed her eyes as his mouth left hers to trail small kisses down her throat.

				* * *

				Maxim couldn’t hear for the pounding of his heart. Until the crash, he hadn’t been with a woman since Chloe—and their lovemaking had lost its luster years before she was diagnosed. He felt younger than he’d felt in a very long time, more excited than he could ever remember. Somehow, nothing seemed to matter except being with Adelaide.

				“You feel…amazing,” he murmured.

				She was breathing too hard to answer; the rapid rise and fall of her chest told him that. But she wasn’t unresponsive. Her hands clutched his hair, guiding his mouth to her breast, and he groaned again when he realized she tasted as good as she felt.

				He shoved her panties to her knees so he could eventually move lower. But he wasn’t quite ready for that. Lightly pinning her down, he explored more leisurely what he’d rushed through the night before.

				“What is it you want?” he whispered when she began to writhe against him, gasping. “Tell me, Adelaide, and I’ll give it to you.”

				“You know…what I want.”

				He was hoping to hear his name. “Tell me, or I’ll stop.” He held his hand still, as if he’d make good on the threat, and she took his mouth in a fierce kiss.

				“I want you, okay? I want you,” she said against his lips.

				“Now?” he teased.

				She gulped for breath. “Now!”

				Somehow, in the tightness of that sleeping bag, he managed to get rid of his boxers. He had no idea when or where they went. The same was true of her panties. Then he and Adelaide were touching and tasting each other in a frenzy like he’d never experienced.

				The next few minutes didn’t last as long as he would’ve liked. They were too desperate for each other. But never in his life had he enjoyed five minutes more.

				Adelaide didn’t say what he’d been longing to hear, not even when he had her trembling on the brink of climax—but it wasn’t much later that they heard the helicopter.

				* * *

				Adelaide sat in the backseat of the chopper across from Maxim. She had a blanket wrapped around her and was staring out the window at the swirling snow. The pilot and his partner had said they’d found them just when they were about to turn back. Apparently, the ELT had gone off but had stopped working after only a few minutes, and the severity of the storm system hadn’t allowed them to search more than three hours yesterday, two this morning. If the Cessna hadn’t fallen into such a wide crevice, the helicopter wouldn’t have had room to land or time to wait for them to climb down into the clearing. The rescuers hadn’t even been able to recover Cox. It was too risky to go after him until the current storm had passed.

				That news hadn’t made Adelaide happy. She’d argued that they should take Cox to his family right now. But once it started to snow, she seemed to realize the helicopter pilot was right and let the subject go. The truth was, they were damn lucky—lucky to be alive, lucky to have gotten out when they did, lucky to be home in time for Christmas.

				Maxim hoped his girls hadn’t assumed the worst. He hated the thought of what they must have suffered, believing he was dead. They’d already lost their mother.

				The wind tossed the helicopter like a cheap toy. Feeling airsick, Maxim glanced over to see how Adelaide was coping with the bumpy flight and noticed how tightly she clasped her hands in her lap. She didn’t speak, didn’t complain, but she was clearly nervous. After what they’d been through, he didn’t blame her. He was anxious, too.

				Briefly, he considered trying to comfort her by squeezing her arm but refrained. She wouldn’t even look at him. Now that they’d been rescued, neither of them knew what to think of the time they’d spent together—or the physical intimacy between them. The fact that they hadn’t used birth control seemed far more important now than it had before, however. Was Adelaide carrying his baby? Was she worried that she might be? What would they do if she was?

				Closing his eyes to shut out the blinding white of the snow, which made him dizzy, he told himself there was no use worrying until he knew for sure, and tried to put it out of his mind.

				“We’ll be down in ten minutes,” the pilot announced, speaking through the earphones he’d given each of them.

				“Sounds good to me,” Maxim responded and the guy in the passenger seat sent him a thumbs-up.

				Adelaide didn’t comment. But she thanked the pilot once they landed. She shook Maxim’s hand and politely thanked him, too—as if they were still professional acquaintances. Then a paramedic helped her across the tarmac to an ambulance.

				There was a second ambulance waiting for Maxim. Although he would’ve preferred to ride along with Adelaide, it made sense for him to have his own transportation. As opponents, they shouldn’t share an ambulance or anything else.

				They should never have been on that plane together.

				But, except for what had happened to the pilot, Maxim couldn’t bring himself to regret it.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TEN

				Harvey Sillinger slapped a file folder on Maxim’s desk. “Now you’ve got to do it,” he said, his eyes burning with exhilaration.

				Maxim scowled at the intrusion. This was his first day back at work since the crash. He wasn’t sure he was ready to deal with his campaign manager’s intense personality. Christmas was in three days—his daughters would be arriving tomorrow. He’d wanted to spend a few quiet hours at campaign headquarters clearing off his desk before the new year. He’d thought he’d be able to do that when he walked in at eight and found Harvey so absorbed in a telephone conversation that he barely grunted hello. They’d already spoken several times since the rescue, had nothing pressing to discuss, and Harvey was the only one in the office. Maxim’s other employees and volunteers were off for the holidays.

				It should’ve been a low-key, catch-up morning, but nothing about his campaign manager was ever low-key. A longtime political veteran, Harvey lived to one-up his opponents. That was initially why Maxim had hired him. He’d wanted a heavy hitter and had planned to do all he could to retain his senate seat. Maybe he’d even wanted to prove something to Adelaide. But he was learning that Harvey had no sense of when he’d gone too far.

				“What are you talking about?” Maxim asked.

				Harvey motioned toward the file next to the mini Christmas tree some volunteer had placed on his desk. “I have the e-mails,” he stated with obvious satisfaction.

				Maxim could guess where this was going, but he’d already told his campaign manager that he didn’t want to follow up on what they’d uncovered about Mark Fairfax. He was even more reluctant to hurt Adelaide now than he’d been before—for reasons he refused to disclose to Harvey and preferred not to think about himself. “Tell me this has nothing to do with Mark Fairfax.”

				“You’re kidding, right?” Short and stocky but bursting with frenetic energy, Harvey leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I have correspondence here that proves Fairfax was having a very sordid affair when he died—” he paused for effect “—with a male intern.”

				“Oh, God,” Maxim muttered and dragged a hand over his face.

				Harvey thumped the file, nearly knocking the Christmas tree to the floor. “Fairfax sent these messages to a boy of eighteen,” he said as he caught it. “They’re so explicit there’s no way anyone can argue about what was going on.” He chuckled. “Read them yourself. He had one hell of a dirty mind. It’ll be a shock to everyone.”

				Especially Adelaide. “Why are you still at this?” Maxim asked, rising to his feet. “I told you I didn’t want to know any more about Fairfax. We’re running this campaign, my campaign, on the issues.”

				Harvey stiffened, glaring at him. “A political campaign is never about the issues. You know that. At least you did when I came on. It’s a sales job, pure and simple. And I’m the best salesman in the business.”

				“Then sell—but forget Fairfax.”

				“You’re saying personal integrity isn’t an issue?”

				“The man’s dead!” Maxim said. “The only person this will hurt is the wife he left behind!”

				“You mean the wife who’s trying to take your job?” Harvey yelled. “Who just stole the Salazar endorsement? You hired me to win this campaign and now you’re tying my hands? I don’t get it! You’re the one who came to me with the tip on Fairfax. You’re the one who wanted me to see if there was anything to it.”

				Maxim had received a voice-mail message from an anonymous caller who’d accused Fairfax of a lot of things, including bribery and a vague charge of sexual misconduct. Maxim had been interested in finding out whether or not he’d taken bribe money from some of the developers in the state. He knew it would reveal why Mark had changed positions and thrown his support behind certain projects. But he’d never expected the crazy accusation of sexual misconduct to take them where it had. A homosexual affair with a boy of eighteen? “I wanted to prove he was corrupt, but—”

				“But we found something even more damning!”

				“More sensational isn’t necessarily more damning.”

				“Everyone takes bribes these days. Not everyone plays hide the salami with teenage boys.”

				“Stop it.” Maxim scowled, but Harvey wouldn’t back off.

				“He solicited sex from the young men who volunteered to work for him. That’s big news, Maxim, and people need to know.”

				The “need to know” line warned Maxim that Harvey was out of control. “The man’s dead,” he reiterated. “No one needs to know anything about—” he gestured at the file “—this.”

				Harvey began to stalk around the room. “I can’t believe it! I thought you were reluctant because you didn’t want to be perceived as desperate, grasping at straws, lowering yourself by accusing a dead man.”

				Maxim had said all that and more, but keeping what Mark did a secret had always been about Adelaide, not the campaign.

				“I thought you wanted me to pull back because we didn’t have enough proof,” Harvey went on. “So I get you proof, unimpeachable proof. This puts Fairfax and his widow right in our crosshairs. And you’re not happy about it? What am I missing here?”

				Maxim shoved the file away and managed to knock the Christmas tree off the desk himself. “No, I’m not happy. I want you to shred every last e-mail and wipe away whatever’s on your computer. And don’t you dare breathe a word of this to anyone.” This time he leaned forward. “I mean it, Harvey.”

				Apparently realizing that he wouldn’t relent, Harvey stopped pacing. “I’m only doing my job.”

				“Your job is to help me win.”

				“Without this, you’ll lose. You’re giving her every advantage!”

				Maxim threw up his hands. “Then so be it!”

				Shaking his head, Harvey kicked the miniature Christmas tree to the other side of the room. “I’m out of here. Why sully my reputation with a loss that we could easily avoid?”

				Clenching his jaw in an attempt to control his temper, Maxim carefully modulated his voice. “Harvey, it’s Christmastime. Don’t you have family somewhere? Can’t you just…take a few days off?”

				Harvey propped his hands on his hips. “Do you think you might change your mind if I do?”

				Maxim imagined Adelaide hearing about her late husband’s gay affair and knew changing his mind was out of the question. “No.”

				“Then why bother?”

				“We might be able to strategize other ways to succeed.”

				“No. I don’t pull punches, even if my opponent is a woman. I’m not that sexist,” he said with a sneer. “And I can’t stay if you won’t use the advantage I’m giving you.”

				Maxim shoved a hand through his hair. Harvey was giving him an ultimatum? “Innocent people will be hurt, Harvey.”

				“The blame for that lies with Fairfax, not me.” He reached for the file he’d dropped on Maxim’s desk but Maxim snatched it up before he could touch it.

				“No way are you taking this.”

				With a curse, Harvey turned on his heel and marched out.

				“You’d better keep what you’ve found on Fairfax to yourself,” Maxim called after him, but Harvey made no commitment one way or the other. He collected his briefcase and slammed his office door as he left.

				Maxim sank into his chair. Would he read about Mark Fairfax and the intern in the paper tomorrow? Harvey had to have some way—favorable to himself, of course—of explaining why he was no longer heading up the Donahue campaign.

				So where did that leave Adelaide?

				* * *

				Adelaide spent Monday morning shopping, which was what she’d done during the weekend, too. She was filling Sub-for-Santa orders for a local charity. She still had some difficulty getting around on her injured leg, but at least it was merely bruised and not broken. Shopping gave her something to do. After being stranded in the mountains with Maxim, she didn’t feel like going right back to work. She’d decided to take two weeks to focus on the holidays, to allow her mind a rest from the campaign and the confusion she felt now that she knew Maxim better. Before the crash, winning that senate seat had meant everything to her. It’d given her a reason to go on. Now she wasn’t even sure she wanted to stay in the race. But with so many people counting on her, she couldn’t withdraw and lay off all her employees, especially at Christmas. Besides, she didn’t know what she’d do with herself if she didn’t spend the next months campaigning. She’d already bowed out of her solar business, put Rhonda Cummings, who’d worked with her for years, in charge, and Rhonda was doing a fine job.

				Maybe she’d continue—but at a less frantic pace. If she didn’t win the primary in June, she wouldn’t be disappointed. She actually preferred Maxim to win. Now that she knew him and liked him, it was easier to forgive the comments he’d made about Mark’s lackluster performance. He’d misjudged Mark. He didn’t know him that well.

				So would she go back to the solar business? That seemed the logical choice, but the idea didn’t excite her and certainly wouldn’t make Rhonda happy.

				Maybe it was time to do some traveling. She’d always wanted to see Europe, Australia, Alaska. She’d pictured Mark at her side, but maybe Ruby, her former neighbor and closest friend, would want to go.

				No, Ruby had just opened a dress boutique downtown. She couldn’t leave it.

				Once again, Adelaide seemed to find herself in no-man’s-land…

				Her cell phone rang as she was standing in line to buy a video game system. Setting her bags on the floor so she could reach her purse, she fished out her phone and checked caller ID.

				She didn’t recognize the number but answered, anyway. “Hello?”

				“Adelaide?”

				Maxim. She would’ve known his voice anywhere. “Yes?”

				“How are you?”

				“Better. You?” She tightened her grip on the phone. Crazy as it was, she’d missed him. He hadn’t contacted her since they’d been home.

				“I’m okay, I guess. Listen, do you have plans for tonight?”

				She might’ve thought he was asking her out. She’d been yearning to hear from him. But the reluctance in his voice made her leery of assuming too much. She sensed that he didn’t want to be making this call. “Is this where you try to convince me to drop out of the race?” she teased.

				The question seemed to take him by surprise, as if it hadn’t occurred to him. “Are you open to that?”

				“Probably not.”

				He sighed. “Too bad.”

				“So this isn’t about the primary.”

				“No.”

				Then he was worrying that she might be pregnant. She’d bought an over-the-counter test that boasted almost immediate detection, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to use it. It was more comfortable to live in denial, at least until she’d adjusted to the possibility.

				But maybe there was a reason he needed to know now. Maybe he was going to ask the tall blonde he sometimes brought to political events to marry him…

				Adelaide cringed at the jealousy that thought evoked. The fantasies she’d had of Maxim during the week she’d been home told her she’d developed a crush on him, but she trusted it wasn’t more than that. “I’m free. Where would you like to meet?”

				“Would you mind if I came over after dinner?”

				After dinner. He wasn’t trying to parlay this into any type of date. She interpreted that to mean he regretted what had happened between them and hoped she wasn’t pregnant.

				She felt her shoulders slump. “No. I-I wouldn’t mind.” They had to face reality sometime, didn’t they?

				There was a brief pause. “Will we be able to speak privately?”

				How would he react if she was pregnant? Let’s wait until we’re sure we have something to worry about before we start making difficult decisions gave her no indication. He knew she’d want to keep the baby; she’d already told him as much. Would he pressure her to get an abortion instead?

				She swallowed hard. “We’ll be alone.”

				“Great. I’ll see you tonight.”

				He was gone without a goodbye.

				“It’s your turn,” someone said, nudging her from behind. She was holding up the line.

				Gathering her sacks, she paid for the game system and headed down the center of the mall and out to her car. Her leg was aching too much to do any more walking—and she’d lost interest in shopping. She had to take that pregnancy test. It wasn’t fair to keep Maxim in suspense if he needed to know, and she could use the intervening hours to cope, whatever the results.

				If she wasn’t pregnant, she’d put the plane crash behind her. And if she was, there’d be no forgetting the crash because it would change her entire future.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER ELEVEN

				Adelaide stared at the unopened pregnancy test she’d just put on her bathroom counter. She’d actually bought three more on her way home. They were sitting in the sack at her feet, held in reserve to ensure an accurate reading. Over the past week, she might’ve gone through the motions of getting ready for Christmas, but the possibility of a baby had been constantly at the back of her mind. Although she’d dreamed of becoming a mother, she’d put that hope out of her life when she’d learned Mark was infertile. She’d asked him, over and over again, if they could eventually adopt, but he’d been opposed to it. He’d said there was too much risk involved, that they had a good life and he didn’t want to spoil it.

				She’d talked him into it in the end, but she’d gotten the feeling he’d only relented to placate her, to ease some of the tension that’d crept into their marriage. And by then it was too late. A month later she was attending his funeral.

				Oddly, she didn’t feel the gut-wrenching loss that normally accompanied any thought of her late husband. Did that mean she was learning to live without him? Or was it the hope of having a child that buoyed her spirits?

				If she was pregnant, it would be more than a little ironic that it had happened with Maxim…

				“Get this over with,” she said aloud.

				The face that looked back at her from the mirror was flushed with excitement, even fear. But it wasn’t until she reached for the box that she knew for sure which way she wanted the test to go.

				“Please, God, let me be pregnant,” she murmured. At forty-one, she didn’t think she’d have many more chances.

				* * *

				Maxim hated the thought of what he had to do, but he didn’t see any alternative. He had no doubt that Harvey was going public. There wasn’t any way to stop him. He wouldn’t have as much to gain but, for Harvey, the notoriety of destroying Fairfax’s reputation and ruining Adelaide’s chances to win the primary would be enough. He’d see it as an opportunity to build his own reputation as unrelenting and successful at all costs. Maxim had to tell Adelaide before she found out from the media.

				But…how?

				He had no idea. She’d blame him, and she had every right to. If he hadn’t passed that anonymous tip on to his campaign manager, Harvey would be as much in the dark as the rest of the world.

				He’d thought about the situation all day, but he still didn’t feel prepared as he drove to her house, which was located in Carmichael, along the American River.

				Adelaide owned a big rambler with a sizeable yard and a gorgeous view. Although it was in a neighborhood of other expensive homes, the mature landscaping gave the property a sense of seclusion. He knew because he’d been there before. When Mark was alive, he and Adelaide had hosted a political fundraiser.

				Now that he stood on the doorstep next to a huge poinsettia, staring at a Christmas wreath, Maxim found it difficult to make himself knock. But he knew he had no choice.

				She answered wearing a snug-fitting pair of jeans, fur-lined boots and a classic beige sweater. Her blue eyes seemed even bigger with her hair pulled back.

				Seeing her again reminded him how attractive she was, but he’d only forgotten it in the anxiety of the past few hours. Before that, before talking to Harvey this morning, he’d pictured her almost every time he closed his eyes. It’d been all he could do not to call her.

				“Hey.” He gave her a smile he didn’t feel.

				“Hi.” Opening the door wider, she let him in.

				The inside of Adelaide’s house hadn’t changed. As soon as he stepped over the threshold, Maxim wished he’d picked a different place to meet. He could remember speaking to Mark in this very room, could see their wedding picture hanging on the wall.

				He hated how much Adelaide idolized her late husband. He knew it would make the next few minutes all the more painful.

				He hated it for other reasons, too…

				“Can I get you a drink?” she asked.

				“No, thanks.” He couldn’t pretend this was a social visit. Always a believer in doing the hard things first, he planned to jump right in, but she spoke before he could begin.

				“Is this about the blonde you sometimes bring to political events?” she asked.

				The blonde? He thought back, trying to figure out who she meant. Then he remembered. She must be talking about Liz, a woman he’d met at the gym. They’d dated occasionally, before Liz had gotten engaged to her personal trainer. But it had never been serious. She wasn’t nearly as intelligent, capable or attractive as Adelaide. He’d known that from the beginning, had always been more attracted to the woman across the room than the one on his arm. “No.”

				She seemed to relax a little, which surprised him. She’d been worried about Liz?

				“Oh. Well…” She motioned to the nearby sofa. “At least sit down.”

				Because she’d very likely be throwing him out in the next few seconds, he decided to remain standing. He wished he could touch her, maybe take her in his arms as he broke the news. But that would only make what he was about to say worse.

				“That’s okay,” he said. “Listen, I’m sorry to bother you so close to Christmas. You probably have a million things to do, but…”

				For some reason, he couldn’t get the words past his lips. He didn’t want her to hear that her husband had cheated on her with another woman, let alone a man. No, a boy.

				His mind raced, trying to find some other way to break the news, but she interrupted him by touching his arm.

				“Does this have anything to do with the fact that…that we didn’t use any birth control when…well, you know.”

				He froze. What was she talking about? He’d assumed she would’ve done a pregnancy test by now and that he would’ve heard if their time together had resulted in a pregnancy. There’d been no communication between them in over a week. “I thought—I mean, you’re not, are you?”

				Her chest rose. “Actually—” she offered him a smile so hopeful it made him catch his breath “—I am.”

				Maxim felt as if someone had just punched him in the gut. “What’d you say?”

				Concern and insecurity entered her eyes, eyes that were normally clear and decisive. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit down?”

				“No. You’re pregnant. Isn’t that what you just told me?”

				She seemed close to tears, but didn’t cry. She nodded.

				Unsure how to respond, he considered what he’d come to say and knew he couldn’t tell her now. He was going to have a baby with this woman. And, oddly enough, he wasn’t as unhappy about it as he’d told himself he’d be. A baby gave him hope that, even with everything working against them, they might be able to create a relationship. He wanted that, wanted her. He just wanted her to love him in return—with all the passion she’d felt for Mark—and wasn’t sure that was possible.

				The silence stretched out as he weighed his options.

				“Are you terribly upset?” she asked.

				She was watching him intently. If he cared about her as much as he was beginning to believe, the way he handled the next few minutes would be very important. “No, I’m not upset.”

				Her smile grew more genuine. “Really?”

				“Really.” But he wasn’t even remotely willing to let her claim the baby was Mark’s. Would she try to insist? “What would you like to do about it?” he asked.

				“I want to keep the baby.”

				“I realize that.” He was wondering what she wanted to do about him. “Where do I come into the picture?”

				He watched her throat work as she swallowed. “I don’t want you to—to feel forced or…or trapped. I understand that this occurred because of…extenuating circumstances. If you’d prefer not to be part of the child’s life, I’ll handle it on my own. I don’t need any help.” One of her hands moved to cover her abdomen, an instinctively protective gesture.

				That didn’t reveal how she felt about him. But the fact that she wanted this baby, his baby, made him inexplicably happy, although he couldn’t imagine why. He wasn’t a young man anymore; he’d turn forty-four in April. He’d thought he was beyond all this. And yet…it felt like a second chance—for both of them. “There’s no way I’d ever support you telling anyone that my baby is Mark’s,” he said.

				“We could say I was artificially inseminated and I don’t know who the father is. That would provide the most protection for your career—no breaking news story that you impregnated the enemy.” She laughed but it didn’t sound as indifferent as she’d probably meant it to.

				“Do you really think I’m that shallow?” he asked.

				She didn’t respond.

				“We’re talking about a baby, Adelaide. Our baby. My career doesn’t come before that.”

				“That’s how you feel?”

				Could this really be happening? With Adelaide? “That’s how I feel.”

				“So what do you propose, er, suggest?” she asked.

				He stepped closer to see if she’d back off, but she didn’t. “I suggest we keep our options open.”

				Her eyes drifted shut as he ran a finger over the contours of one cheek. “What kind of options are we talking about?” she breathed. “Dating?”

				Maxim’s pulse began to speed up. He’d never expected this, not from Adelaide, but she seemed…interested in his touch. Even here in the relative warmth of the valley with no snow or danger around them. Even in the house she’d shared with Mark. “Lovers, at least,” he said.

				Her eyes opened. “What about marriage?”

				He pulled her against him. “I’d want that to be a possibility. What about you?”

				“It could definitely be a possibility,” she murmured.

				“Good.” Now was when he should tell her. But she was so open to him. For the first time since he’d met her, the remote Adelaide Fairfax was willing to trust him and accept him—as the father of her baby, maybe more.

				“I missed you this past week,” he admitted.

				“I missed you, too,” she replied and stood on tiptoe to kiss him.

				Tell her! his mind raged. But she felt so good in his arms, he couldn’t. Instead of letting go, instead of breaking the bad news, he deepened the kiss.

				“I’m glad you’re not upset about the baby,” she whispered against his lips.

				He wasn’t upset as long as she wanted him, too. He knew she wouldn’t once she learned what he was responsible for digging up about Mark. But somehow he’d stop her from finding out. He’d get hold of Harvey, do whatever he had to in order to prevent it from going public—even if it meant paying the bastard off. The longer he kissed Adelaide, the more convinced he became that he’d do anything to keep her.

				“Make love to me,” she whispered.

				A flicker of guilt made him hesitate. That was a line he shouldn’t cross. Not until he’d contacted Harvey and made some sort of arrangement, not until he could feel reasonably secure that she wouldn’t be devastated tomorrow.

				“I’d like to, but—” he searched for an acceptable excuse “—I’ll come back. I’ve got some things to do.”

				She guided his hand to her breast. “Are you sure it can’t wait?”

				Suddenly he couldn’t think of anything important enough to keep them apart. He’d fix the situation so she wouldn’t be hurt, which meant he could stay and make love to her as many times as she wanted him to.

				“I guess I can do it later.” He could still see Mark watching them from that damn portrait so he swept her into his arms and carried her into one of the guest rooms. No way would he make love to her in Mark’s bed.

				As their clothes came off, he stared down at her and realized that she was exactly the woman he wanted—the woman he’d wanted for years.

				“At last,” he said and smiled when she responded so greedily to his touch.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWELVE

				Maxim watched Adelaide in those first minutes after he awoke. He wanted to have breakfast, spend the entire day with her, but he had to talk to Harvey as soon as possible.

				“Hey,” she whispered sleepily when he kissed her neck.

				“I’ve gotta go,” he told her.

				“So soon?”

				He laughed at the reluctance in her voice. He’d stayed far too long already and was afraid he’d be too late to stop Harvey. “Yeah, but I’ll see you later.” He got out of bed, then hesitated. His girls were coming home today, which meant he’d be tied up with them. “Actually, Megan and Callie are flying in for Christmas, so…”

				“So you need to spend some time with them. Of course.” She stretched as she turned to face him. “Have fun.”

				He wondered what his two daughters would think of Adelaide, but couldn’t imagine that they wouldn’t like her. He was eager to introduce them, to include her in his family. Would they be willing to accept her? “Any chance you can join us for dinner tomorrow night?” he asked.

				“Isn’t tomorrow Christmas Eve?”

				“Yeah.”

				She propped herself up on the pillows. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

				“Positive.” He wasn’t as confident as he sounded. He’d dated since Chloe but not a lot, and he’d never brought a woman home to meet his children. But…he was hopeful they’d be open-minded.

				“Okay.”

				“But just so you know, the baby’s a secret. For a while.”

				“Of course. There’s no hurry to tell anyone. I won’t even start to show for three or four months.” Her eyebrows drew together as she sobered. “But…are you really ready for another woman in your life, Maxim? Are they?”

				He smoothed the hair out of her face. “We’re all ready, as long as it’s you.”

				She gave him a sexy smile. “I’ll be there.”

				“I’m glad.” He bent to kiss her again. “Maybe they’ll go to bed early, and we can see if Santa has a little something for you.”

				Laughing, she fought to avoid him as he chafed her neck with his unshaved chin. “Go home,” she complained. “I need sleep. You wore me out last night.”

				“Call me when you get up,” he said and left.

				He tried to reach Harvey as soon as he walked out of Adelaide’s house, but Harvey wasn’t answering. Maxim called him several times before he left for the airport at noon and tried again while he was on his way home with the girls. He knew he couldn’t talk freely with them in the car, but he could set up a meeting.

				“Shit!” he muttered after his sixth failed attempt.

				“What’s wrong, Dad?” Callie asked.

				Frowning, he hit the off button on his Bluetooth. He hadn’t meant to curse aloud. “Nothing.” With a smile on his face to cover his growing unease, he encouraged them to talk about their classes, their grades, their friends and the boys they were dating. It wasn’t until they got home and Megan and Callie went to unpack that he had a few minutes alone. He used the time to call Harvey again.

				Harvey’s voice mail picked up. “Harvey, get in touch with me, damn it,” Maxim said. “I have a proposal for you. I think it’s something you’ll want to hear.” He started to hang up but brought the phone back to his ear. “I don’t care what time of day or night it is,” he added, then disconnected.

				“Dad?”

				Maxim glanced up to find Megan standing on the stairs. With her auburn hair and greenish eyes, she looked like her mother, but Callie, his younger daughter, resembled him. It made him wonder who his new baby would look like—him or the fair-skinned Adelaide? “What?”

				“Where’s the wrapping paper?”

				“I don’t know. Did you check with Rosa?” His live-in housekeeper was in the kitchen, cooking one of the girls’ favorite meals.

				“She thinks we’re out.” She gave him the smile that told him he was about to do her a favor. “Any chance you’ll go get some more? Or maybe a few gift bags? I’d do it myself, but I’m dying to take a shower and Megan’s busy primping. She said Ryan’s coming by to see her.”

				“I thought she told me she and Ryan hardly talk anymore,” he said.

				“I guess they talk enough that she’s already told him she’s home.”

				Maxim liked Ryan and didn’t want to miss seeing him. But someone had to get the wrapping paper. And maybe Harvey would call while he had some time alone. “Sure,” he said. “Be right back.”

				* * *

				On the day before Christmas the weather dropped to forty-three degrees, bitter cold by Sacramento standards, but the extra chill didn’t bother Adelaide. She spent the morning warm and snug in her house, visiting parenting sites on the Internet. She couldn’t believe she was pregnant. Just when she’d been feeling most alone, just when she’d given up the hope of ever having a family, she was expecting.

				It was almost too good to be true. But a baby meant she had so many decisions to make. Since their crash in the Sierras, her enthusiasm for winning the nomination and then a seat in the state senate had begun to wane; now it was entirely gone. She wondered if she could keep the people who worked for her on the payroll and have them campaign for Maxim instead.

				Maxim… He hadn’t liked Mark and he didn’t pretend otherwise; that wasn’t easy to accept. They’d have to discuss it eventually. But for two people beginning a new relationship, they were dealing with enough challenges. They had the baby coming, the public response to what they’d done, the surprise and possible resistance of Maxim’s children. Best to adjust a little at a time.

				Imagining what would happen when word of her condition reached the media, Adelaide cringed. It would be embarrassing. There was no escaping that. But she doubted it would hurt Maxim’s career—especially if she threw her support behind him.

				Propping her chin on one hand, she smiled dreamily as she remembered the way he’d reacted to news of the baby. Her life was heading down a path she would’ve considered impossible just ten days earlier, but the baby she was carrying changed everything.

				Would they eventually marry? It wasn’t as if she couldn’t love Maxim. She was afraid she already did.

				Who would’ve thought—

				The ringing of the phone startled her out of her reverie. Reaching for the cordless handset on her desk, she saw M. Donahue on caller ID and smiled as she answered. “Hello?”

				“Hey, gorgeous. I’ve got good news.”

				“What is it?”

				“They were able to recover Mr. Cox’s body yesterday. He’ll be home for Christmas.”

				Adelaide wished Cox had made it out alive, but it was a relief to know his family would at least be able to say their goodbyes and lay him to rest. “How’d you find out?”

				“The helicopter pilot called me.”

				“Why didn’t he call me? I left him several messages.”

				“It was only by chance that he returned my calls first. I told him I’d notify you.”

				“Oh. Do you know when the funeral is?”

				“He’s originally from Bakersfield, so they’re taking his body there and having a small, private ceremony next Monday.”

				“I’d like to attend, but if it’s meant to be private, maybe I should just send my condolences to his family.”

				“That’s what I plan to do. I can give you the address. Are you still coming tonight?”

				Forcing aside the sadness she felt about Mr. Cox, she leaned her head against the back of her seat. They hadn’t seen each other since he’d left her house yesterday morning. He’d been with his daughters since then, but he’d called several times. “If you still want me there,” she said.

				“I do. I want to celebrate Christmas with you. And I want you to meet Megan and Callie.”

				She’d met his children before. She and Maxim had run in the same circles for so long she’d even met his parents. But only in formal situations. Not in this capacity—not as the woman pregnant with his child. “Are you sure they wouldn’t rather have you all to themselves? I don’t want to intrude…”

				“Megan’s got an old boyfriend coming over. And Callie has two girlfriends joining us. You won’t be intruding. Besides, I’ve told them to expect you.”

				“How did you explain our connection?”

				“I said we got to know each other while we were stranded, and now we’re friends.”

				“Were they surprised?”

				“Of course. But they got over it quickly. Megan even said she thinks you’re one of the prettiest women she’s ever seen. She said I should’ve asked you out a long time ago, before you could get it in your mind to run against me.”

				She laughed. “Already a strategist.”

				“I wish I’d thought of that.”

				Closing her eyes, she pictured them all gathered around the Christmas tree. She’d imagined this scene once before, as an outsider looking in. Now she’d be part of it. Until this moment, she’d been afraid that tonight might not work out. She felt self-conscious about barging in on a family’s celebration. She felt as if she’d been doing that for years—all the time she was growing up in the system after her parents had died in a house fire. “What should I bring?”

				“You don’t need to bring anything.”

				“What if I want to?” she insisted. “What would your girls enjoy?”

				“Like most kids, they have a sweet tooth. You could bring a dessert, I guess.”

				Suddenly, it felt more like Christmas than any Christmas Adelaide had ever experienced. “I’m looking forward to it,” she said and got off the phone so she could go to the grocery store. For the first time since Mark died, she felt like cooking.

				* * *

				Maxim sat in his living room alone. The area in front of the Christmas tree was now crowded with the gifts his daughters had wrapped. Megan and Callie were in the kitchen, laughing and talking with friends, their voices occasionally rising above the Christmas music playing throughout the house. He planned to go back in and join them. He needed to help Rosa finish cleaning up the brunch he’d made, but…something was bothering him, and he was pretty sure he knew what it was.

				He’d gotten hold of Harvey Sillinger last night and been assured in no uncertain terms that there was nothing to worry about concerning Mark Fairfax. But Maxim couldn’t put it out of his mind. Harvey’s insistence that Maxim should’ve known him better than to assume the worst set off warning bells in Maxim’s head. That statement was so off base it was almost absurd. He’d seen Harvey in action, knew he was ruthless. Usually, Harvey was proud of that trait. So why would he pretend to care about those he might hurt? And why would he suddenly be so amenable to keeping his mouth shut? Harvey hadn’t been willing to commit himself to silence the day he’d stormed out of the office.

				Something had changed in the past two days…

				Rubbing his temples, Maxim went over the conversation they’d had last night.

				“I can’t believe you think I’d leak information you told me not to, Maxim,” he’d said, defensive from the first moment Maxim had managed to reach him. “So what if we haven’t known each other long? I did a good job while I was running your campaign. Anyone else would’ve been thrilled with what I accomplished.”

				This wasn’t about what he’d accomplished, and Maxim had told him as much. Harvey was very dedicated. It was his tendency to forget who was boss that disturbed Maxim—that and the fact that he didn’t seem to understand the meaning of the word mercy.

				“I would’ve expected you to know me better than that,” Harvey had gone on.

				“I just want to be sure, Harvey. That’s all,” Maxim had said. “I just want to be sure.”

				“What happened to you while you were stranded in the mountains? That’s what I want to know, because you certainly haven’t been the same since you got back. You don’t act like you even care whether you win the primary.”

				He cared. He loved his job and wanted to keep it, but he wouldn’t do it by hurting Adelaide. “I nearly died, Harvey. Coming that close can give you a whole new perspective.”

				“From my perspective, you’re losing your edge. But that’s none of my business. You have nothing to worry about. Nothing from me, anyway.”

				The clarification had brought a stab of alarm. “What’s that supposed to mean? You and I are the only ones who know about the intern, right?”

				“Me, you and the intern,” Harvey had said.

				“The boy wouldn’t have any reason to come forward. Why would he risk the embarrassment?”

				“He probably wouldn’t. So, like I said, you have nothing to worry about.”

				Sensing an undercurrent in the conversation, Maxim had decided to take that final step, to do all he could to guarantee that this situation wouldn’t get away from him. “Is there any way to—” here, Maxim had chosen his words very carefully “—ensure your cooperation on this, Harvey?”

				“What do you mean by that, Maxim? I’m an honest guy. I don’t take payoffs.”

				“I’m not talking about a payoff. I’m talking about a severance package. To help you along until you find other employment.”

				“Oh, a severance package.” After that, there’d been a long pause. “That might be just the thing,” he’d said at length. “Especially if you can get it to me tonight.”

				“If that’s how you want it,” Maxim had said, and he’d met his former campaign manager at the office.

				“This effectively ends our association, correct?” he’d said when he handed Harvey a thirty-thousand-dollar check.

				“Sounds fair to me.”

				Just to be safe, Maxim had asked him to sign a paper saying he was satisfied with the terms of their separation, a paper he’d then locked inside his desk. Harvey had left immediately afterward, and Maxim hadn’t heard from him since. As far as he knew, the issue was settled.

				Then why did he feel so…unsettled about it?

				“Dad?” Megan called.

				He dropped the hand he’d been using to massage his temple. “Yes?”

				“Where are you? I want to show you the commercial I had to make for one of my classes.”

				Drawing a deep breath, he put his conversation with Harvey out of his mind. It was Christmas, and Adelaide was coming over. He had better things to think about than Mark’s affair—and his own hand in discovering it.

				“Coming,” he called and went to the kitchen.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THIRTEEN

				She was ready and, if she hurried, she’d be on time.

				Grabbing the cheesecake she’d made, as well as the wine she’d bought, Adelaide headed for the door. She’d never been to Maxim’s place, but she doubted she’d have any trouble finding it. She had GPS on her phone if she got lost. But just as she was stepping out of her house, she saw her friend Ruby pull into the driveway, going far too fast. She came to a screeching halt, and the Escalade jerked back and forth as she slammed the gearshift into Park and jumped out.

				Something was wrong. They’d already exchanged gifts over the weekend and hadn’t planned to see each other again until after Christmas. Ruby had said she’d be celebrating with her kids and her ex-husband, with whom she was thinking of reconciling. So…what was she doing here?

				Adelaide waited on her doorstep as Ruby rushed toward her.

				“Adelaide, oh, my God! I’m so sorry.”

				Sorry? Adelaide didn’t know how to react. “For what?”

				Confusion descended on Ruby’s face and her steps slowed. “You mean…you don’t know? It was just on the news. I heard it with my own ears.”

				The cheesecake and the wine were getting heavy, but Adelaide didn’t dare move. “You’re not making any sense.”

				Tears filled Ruby’s eyes as she took the wine. Then they stood facing each other, both dressed in their Christmas finery, with Adelaide’s heart beating like a jackhammer.

				“It’s about Mark,” Ruby said.

				Adelaide couldn’t imagine what could be so terrible that Ruby would race over in such a panic. Mark was dead. She’d been dealing with that for two and a half years. Did news get any worse than goodbye forever? “What about him?” she asked.

				Ruby motioned them inside. “I think you should sit down.”

				“I don’t want to sit down,” she said. “I have a dinner date, and I’m going to be—”

				“He was having an affair, Adelaide, just as you suspected,” Ruby cut in.

				This stole Adelaide’s breath. After so long, after finally convincing herself that she’d been acting crazy and paranoid and insecure when she’d accused Mark, she was learning that she’d been right from the beginning? “No…”

				“Yes.”

				“With whom?”

				“Let’s go in,” Ruby said and guided Adelaide back into the house.

				Adelaide sat at the kitchen table while Ruby took the cheesecake and stowed it in the fridge, along with the wine. “I can’t believe something like this would be on the news,” she muttered. “I mean, I could see it if he was still in office, but—”

				“It’s pertinent,” Ruby said. “You’re essentially running in his place and on his reputation. So anything that blackens his name blackens yours.”

				“But…an affair? A lot of guys have extramarital affairs and it hasn’t ruined their political careers.”

				Ruby frowned. “There’s more to it.”

				“More?”

				“Mark also took bribes from local developers.”

				“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

				Ruby crouched in front of her. “I would never kid about something like this.”

				Adelaide stared at her helplessly. “He couldn’t have. I mean… I would’ve known, wouldn’t I?” She tried to think back. They’d always been well-off. Mark came from money, and she’d built the fledgling business they’d started when they got married into a multimillion-dollar enterprise. Would she have noticed if he had more money in his accounts than he should have? Probably not.

				“I don’t know,” Ruby said, obviously miserable.

				He wouldn’t have needed the money. But the power might have tempted him. He would’ve liked doling out favors, being the big man who could make the difference. “How did this come to light?” she asked.

				“Luke Silici.”

				The man who’d wanted to run against Maxim in the primary but backed off when she entered the race? That Luke Silici?

				“There was a clip of him on the news, condemning Mark for lack of integrity,” she was saying.

				So he intended to join the race? He must be using this to open the door. But she’d already decided to drop out, hadn’t she? Because of the pregnancy? He couldn’t know that, of course, but even if he entered the race, there was no way he’d beat Maxim.

				“It’ll be okay,” she said. Somehow, she’d figure it out, come to terms with it. There was a chance Silici had been misinformed. She’d do all she could to fight for Mark’s reputation, to preserve her memories of him.

				But Ruby wouldn’t meet her eyes. “That’s not all.”

				Adelaide remembered the hopes she’d had for this Christmas and felt them fade. “There’s more than adultery and corruption?”

				“Silici said he has copies of some of Mark’s e-mails.”

				Adelaide let her breath go. “They prove he was taking bribe money?”

				“I don’t know what proof they have on the bribe issue. These apparently have to do with the affair.”

				Covering her face with both hands, Adelaide tried to calm down enough to think. It was going to be okay, wasn’t it? She could live with whatever emerged—because it was in the past. It didn’t change the present.

				Squaring her shoulders, she lowered her hands. “Who was it? Virna? Or Susie?” She’d named Mark’s two most attractive field reps, but Ruby shook her head.

				“I wish I didn’t have to tell you this…”

				What could be left? Proof that he’d never loved her? “Tell me,” she said. “If you saw it on the news, I’ll find out, anyway.”

				Empathy softened Ruby’s face. “It wasn’t Virna or Susie or any of the other aides. It—it was an intern.”

				Adelaide felt a surge of righteous anger. Those interns were young, some of them just out of high school. “Which one?” she cried.

				Ruby cringed. “Phoenix Day.”

				This was the last name Adelaide had expected to hear. She was so stunned she couldn’t move. “There must be some mistake. Phoenix is a boy, the sweetest boy you could ever meet.”

				Ruby took her hands. “I know.”

				“You’re saying—That can’t be true,” she whispered. “Mark wasn’t gay. Mark…” Remembering his lack of interest the past couple of years they’d lived together, Adelaide fell silent. He’d told her he was too stressed to maintain much of a sex life, too pressured at work, too busy. Was it something else? Something more? An inappropriate attraction to Phoenix?

				“The boy has agreed to come forward,” Ruby was saying. “He’s providing copies of the correspondence between him and Mark. At least, according to the news.”

				Adelaide didn’t know how to respond, except to deny it, regardless of any proof anyone claimed to have. “This can’t be true. It’s a political move, a way to get me to bow out of the race.”

				“That’s what I thought, too,” Ruby said. “But…”

				“But what?” Adelaide echoed.

				“I don’t think it’s Luke who wants you out of the race. I think it’s Maxim Donahue.”

				Adelaide opened her mouth to argue. Ruby had no idea of the baby or how the situation with Maxim had changed. But Ruby spoke before she could explain.

				“It has to be,” she insisted. “Silici said Maxim received an anonymous tip, that it was his campaign manager who ran down all the details.”

				* * *

				Where was she?

				The girls had their friends over. They were chatting happily as they munched on the appetizers Rosa had made, but Maxim had been too busy watching the clock to eat with them. Adelaide was late. She’d said she’d arrive at six, but it was nearly six-thirty. He figured he’d give her another fifteen minutes, so he didn’t seem impatient, but when 6:45 p.m. rolled around she still wasn’t there. Neither had she called him.

				“Dad, didn’t you say your friend would be here soon?”

				Megan had finally noticed Adelaide’s tardiness, perhaps because he’d grown so quiet.

				“I’m sure she’s on her way, but… I’ll check.”

				Taking his cell phone, he stepped out of the room. But Adelaide didn’t pick up. She didn’t answer her house phone, either.

				Where could she be? Planning to drive over there, he grabbed his keys from the counter and started for the door when he received a call. Assuming it would be her, he pulled his cell out of his pocket and punched the talk button without glancing at caller ID. “Hello?”

				“Maxim, you are truly amazing!”

				It definitely wasn’t Adelaide. That voice belonged to his assistant, Peter Goodrich. Peter kept Maxim’s capitol office running smoothly and interfaced with Jan Kenny, who ran Maxim’s district office. He also volunteered on the campaign, so they spent a lot of time together. Maxim considered Peter his best hire. But he didn’t want to talk to him on Christmas Eve. “Peter, are you drunk?”

				“What? Of course not. You know I don’t drink.”

				“You sound drunk.” Tall and skinny, with a very deep voice, Peter was so circumspect that Maxim liked to tease him. But he was half-serious tonight. Peter sounded much more animated than usual.

				“I’m just…surprised,” Peter said.

				“About what?” Maxim looked at his watch.

				“You did it, man. There’s no way she’s gonna beat you now.”

				Slightly irritated because he didn’t want to talk business while he was so preoccupied with other things, Maxim scratched his neck. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“I’m talking about Mark Fairfax. How did you know? I mean…what a shocker. I never would’ve guessed he was gay.”

				Until this moment, Maxim had only been paying partial attention. He’d been too busy watching the clock and keeping an eye on his driveway through the window, expecting Adelaide to pull in at any time. Now every bit of his energy and focus turned toward the conversation. “How do you know about Fairfax?”

				“I guess it was on the news. I didn’t see it, but someone called Martha and she called me.”

				Martha Sanchez worked for him, too. She handled all the scheduling for Maxim and the field reps. She wouldn’t have felt as comfortable calling him at home, but she and Peter worked well together and had become close friends.

				“I mean, it’s true, isn’t it?” Peter asked. “It’s not a joke.”

				With a silent curse, Maxim crossed the room and sank onto the couch. Damn Harvey Sillinger! He’d taken the bribe money and he’d still gone after Adelaide.

				“Maxim?”

				“I’m here,” he muttered.

				“You seem upset.”

				He was upset. If word of Fairfax’s affair had been on the news, Adelaide had heard about it, too. They were in politics, for crying out loud. They had people who were paid to watch and listen for any mention of their names in the media. If she hadn’t seen it on the news herself, she’d probably received a call very similar to this one. Son of a bitch.

				“Maxim? Isn’t this good news?” Peter asked, uncertain now.

				“No. It’s not good news,” he said and hung up.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER FOURTEEN

				It hadn’t been easy to get Ruby to leave. But Ruby had kids. She couldn’t miss Christmas. And although Ruby invited her, there was no way Adelaide wanted to join the party. She loved the children, but this was the first time the family would be celebrating the holidays together in three years. Adelaide refused to interfere with that. Besides, she’d rather be alone.

				Bundled up in a wool coat, scarf and gloves, she sat on a bench in Capitol Park, gazing at the building that sheltered California’s government. Called the People’s Building, it was a domed piece of Greek Revival and Roman–Corinthian architecture resembling the Capitol Building in Washington, D.C. Tonight, the Christmas lights that adorned the building and the trees shone through the fog, making Adelaide feel as if she’d just stepped into the scene portrayed on the Christmas cards they sold in nearby gift shops.

				Except she felt no warmth of spirit. She was cold inside, and as empty as the building appeared to be.

				Mark had always loved it here, she thought. But not because of the beauty. It was the power that drew him.

				Was it the same for Maxim?

				Probably. He’d done just about everything he could to retain his seat, hadn’t he? And that included making her believe he cared about her. She wasn’t entirely sure it was an act, but even if he’d received the anonymous tip Ruby had mentioned and gone after Mark before they’d had the chance to get to know each other, did she really want another man obsessed with his own ambition? Could she deal with a second relationship like the one she’d had with Mark? He’d started putting so many things before her—among them, apparently, his interns.

				She shuddered as she imagined what must have happened with Phoenix. Mark had hidden his interest in the boy so well. Or had she merely missed the signs? He’d certainly talked about Phoenix. He’d even had him over to the house. After learning that he didn’t have a supportive family, she’d felt sorry for the boy. She certainly knew what being alone was like. But now she saw how effectively she’d been manipulated. It was Mark who’d told her about Phoenix’s family. Who knew if it was even true? Had they been kissing and touching in another room while she was right there in the house?

				Maybe. Her presence provided the perfect cover, should anyone ever raise any questions. She never would’ve suspected, hadn’t watched them closely at all.

				That must’ve made it pretty darn easy.

				But Mark hadn’t expected to die and have someone as tenacious and determined as Maxim take over his seat. Would this have come out if she hadn’t entered the race? She doubted it. Why would Maxim have bothered with Mark otherwise? Ironically, it was her desire to stand up for her husband because of Maxim’s lack of respect for him that’d brought the truth to light.

				What did those e-mail messages say? Did she even want to know?

				“You’re such a liar,” she told Mark. It wasn’t only the fact that he’d broken their marriage vows that hurt. It was that she’d lost so much self-confidence wondering why she couldn’t interest her own husband. “You bastard.”

				Her phone vibrated in her purse. It’d been going off all night. She would’ve cut the power, but Ruby had made her promise not to. She wanted to be able to check in. But it was Maxim again.

				Adelaide wasn’t ready to talk to him. Pressing the button that would shut down her phone, she got up and started to walk around the gardens.

				An old man with white hair stood near an American Indian monument. He nodded as she passed him. “Merry Christmas,” he said with a smile.

				* * *

				Adelaide wasn’t home. Maxim had been to her place three different times.

				Had she gone over to a friend’s? Maybe. But he didn’t know the people who were closest to her, wasn’t sure who to call. He could understand why she might not want to spend the evening with him, but he was worried about her, worried enough that he’d taken to cruising the streets around her house, hoping to spot her car. It wasn’t the best way to give his girls a good Christmas, but he was so preoccupied with this he couldn’t go home. And they’d assured him they were fine, that they understood.

				So where was Adelaide? She couldn’t be in any stores or restaurants.

				It was so late that even the businesses that stayed open on Christmas Eve were closed.

				He remembered her mentioning Mark’s parents and wondered if she’d gone to their home. Maybe they’d heard the news and called her.

				After pulling to the side of the road, he used his phone to check information. Sure enough, the Fairfaxes were listed. But did he dare call them at midnight on Christmas Eve? He was the reason their son’s reputation was ruined…

				“This won’t be easy,” he muttered, but he dialed the number, anyway.

				After several rings, he heard a woman’s sleepy voice say, “Hello.” Tempted to hang up, he hesitated. He didn’t want to trouble these poor people, especially on Christmas. But he had to know if they’d heard from Adelaide.

				“Mrs. Fairfax?”

				The sleep cleared from her voice, changing to confusion. “Yes?”

				“This is Maxim Donahue.”

				He could sense her unwillingness to believe him. “Is this some kind of crank call?” she asked.

				“No, it’s not. I’m looking for Adelaide. I was wondering if you’ve heard from her tonight.”

				“You’re looking for—Do you know what time it is?” she snapped.

				“Yes, ma’am.”

				“You have no business waking people in the middle of the night, no matter who you are. And after all you’ve said to discredit my son, why do you think I’d help you?”

				Maxim wasn’t sure if Mrs. Fairfax’s words meant she knew the latest or not. Since Mark had changed and begun to go back on so many of his campaign promises, Maxim had been pretty vocal about his lack of admiration for him. She could be referring to that. “I disagree with just about everything your son did, Mrs. Fairfax. I won’t pretend otherwise. But I’m worried about Adelaide. Will you please tell me if you’ve seen her or heard from her? If you know where she’s at?”

				“I have no idea. Why?”

				Now he was certain they didn’t know about Phoenix. She’d still be raging at him if she did. “I’m afraid you’ll find out soon enough. I apologize for disturbing your sleep.”

				“Wait—What do you have to do with Adelaide?” 

				He told himself to hang up. But Mrs. Fairfax had answered his question. He figured he owed her the same respect. “I’m in love with her,” he said and disconnected before she could rebound from the shock.

				* * *

				Christmas carols were the only songs she could find on the radio. Adelaide had heard enough of them for one year, but Christmas carols were better than silence, so she let them play. She’d gone to Midnight Mass at a beautiful church not far from the capitol building. She wasn’t Catholic, but when she’d noticed the crowd gathering at the doors, she’d felt drawn to join them.

				She was glad she had. The service had reminded her of the meaning of Christmas and given her a sense of peace. It had also reminded her of the baby she carried and the hope that having a child brought into her life. Did the past really matter? Not if she didn’t let it, she decided.

				But the minute she pulled into her driveway and saw Maxim there in his car, waiting for her, she tensed up again. She couldn’t deal with the powerful emotions he evoked—in addition to the disappointment of learning what she had about Mark. She wanted to put Mark behind her and forget once and for all, and she was pretty sure that meant she couldn’t have anything to do with politics.

				That included Maxim.

				After parking in her garage and cutting the engine, she sat in her car for a moment, but Maxim didn’t approach. He got out of his vehicle and leaned against it, waiting. She could see the outline of his body in her rearview mirror.

				What would she say to him? As humiliating as it was to admit, he’d been right about Mark. Mark wasn’t the man she’d thought he was. But she couldn’t blame Maxim for what Mark had done. Maxim’s only sin was exposing him. Although that stung, she didn’t have the right to be too angry. He’d been her election opponent before he’d been her lover, and any other opponent would’ve done the same thing.

				The radio went silent when she pulled the door latch. She liked the new delay feature that let the music stay on after the engine was off, but the sudden silence felt ominous.

				“Hey,” he said as she came out of the garage.

				“Hi.”

				He was wearing a heavy coat, a burgundy sweater and a pair of jeans. Just seeing him made her remember what it was like to be in his arms. She’d felt safer there than anywhere else. But she tried to convince herself that was only because he’d saved her life. What she felt was hero worship. Admiration for a handsome man. It wasn’t love. She didn’t want any part of love, not anymore.

				He met her at the walkway leading to the house. “You okay?”

				She pushed the button on her key chain that would close the garage door. “I’m fine.”

				“I’ve been worried.”

				“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. “You’ve got your girls at home.”

				“They’re not the only ones who matter to me.”

				Ignoring that statement, she turned on her heel and marched to the house. “It’s late and I’m really tired. Would you mind if we talked another time? It’s been a…rough night.”

				“I know,” he said. “I should give you some space. But…can I at least apologize?”

				“For what? You wanted to win, and I was in the way. I understand.”

				“Adelaide—”

				Raising a hand to stop him, she donned a polite mask. “Look, I don’t blame you. If I were in your shoes, maybe I would’ve done the same thing. I mean, the object of any campaign is to win. Mark was… Mark was a cheat and a liar, and everything you’ve ever said about him is probably true.”

				“I don’t care about that. I didn’t come over here to rub your nose in what he’s done.”

				“Why not? Enjoy it while it lasts. This was quite the political coup.” She knew she was being harsher than she had a right to be. But she’d been wrong when they’d talked about the baby—she couldn’t be open to any of the options he’d named. They required too much trust, and trust was something she didn’t have anymore.

				A muscle jumped in his jaw. “So you’re blowing me off?”

				“It won’t work.”

				“What about the baby?”

				“You get the senate seat. I get the baby.” Stepping inside, she closed the door behind her.

				* * *

				Maxim was still standing on Adelaide’s stoop when the porch light went off. He didn’t know whether to bang on the door or leave. Memories of the time they’d spent in the mountains, especially of that second night when they’d said so much without saying a word, made him want to insist she come back and talk to him. But he couldn’t force her to let him into her life if she didn’t want him there. He’d been crazy to think she did. It was Mark she’d always loved, Mark she still loved, even though the stupid son of a bitch had been a complete fraud. Mark had never deserved her.

				But maybe Maxim didn’t deserve her, either.

				Thinking of his girls waiting patiently for him at home, he released a long sigh and walked back to his car. He’d been so excited about having Megan and Callie meet Adelaide. Then Harvey had ruined it all.

				The radio came on as soon as he started his car and Elvis Presley began singing, “I’ll have a blue Christmas without you—”

				Quickly changing the station, Maxim backed out of the driveway.

				* * *

				As she watched Maxim’s headlights swing out into the street, Adelaide felt like crying. But she choked back her tears. She’d done the right thing. Despite all the years they’d been acquainted, she didn’t know Maxim, not really. Maybe he was no better than Mark.

				“Getting with me was just another way to protect his political aspirations,” she said. But all the things she remembered him saying to her when they were together seemed to dispute that statement. I can’t pretend to be Mark again. If I make love to you, it’ll be because you want me… We’re talking about a baby, Adelaide. Our baby. My career doesn’t come before that… You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on….

				Had he meant any of it? It’d felt real. Unlike Mark, Maxim didn’t use flattery. He only said what he meant. That was why she’d been upset enough to run against him. He’d told some reporter that Mark had been worse for the district than if it had gone unrepresented, that he’d been one of the most selfish individuals on the planet.

				And, as she’d just told him, he’d been right. Why was she blaming him for being right?

				The message light blinked on her answering machine. Seeing it, she realized she’d forgotten to turn her cell phone back on after the church service. Ruby was probably going crazy with worry.

				Trying to put Maxim out of her mind, she crossed the room and pressed the play button. Sure enough, her friend had called a number of times. Adelaide was about to stop the playback without listening to the rest. She was one touch of a button away from erasing the whole thing when she heard a voice she hadn’t heard in a long time—the voice of her former mother-in-law.

				“Adelaide? Are you okay? What’s going on? Maxim Donahue just called here. Can you believe it? At midnight on Christmas Eve? We don’t even know him. I mean, we’ve met but never really talked. He was looking for you. Only now I’m thinking he must’ve been drunk, because when I asked him why he wanted to find you he said…he said he was in love with you. And then he hung up. That’s it. Isn’t that crazy? He’s the man you’re running against, isn’t he? The one who never liked Mark? Anyway, give us a call. We’d like to see you this Christmas. You haven’t swung by in a while.”

				Another message from Ruby came on right afterward. “Damn it, Adelaide, this isn’t fair. Why the hell won’t you pick up?”

				Adelaide scarcely heard it. As she hit the stop button, her mother-in-law’s message was still playing in her mind: He said he was in love with you.

				Was it true? Would Maxim really have come right out and said that to Mark’s parents?

				Stunned, Adelaide slowly sank onto the sofa. Was she being as smart as she assumed? Or was she letting Mark ruin what she had with Maxim the same way he’d ruined the last few years of their marriage?

				Her hand shaking, she reached into her purse, got her phone and turned it on. She’d missed eighteen calls from Maxim. Why would he spend his whole Christmas Eve trying to reach her if he didn’t really care? He couldn’t have been doing it simply to neutralize the opposition. The scandal that had broken tonight would cripple her campaign; he wouldn’t have to worry about her even if she did keep running.

				He said he was in love with you.

				Her eyes welled up with tears as she dialed his number. She didn’t really expect him to answer. Not after what she’d said to him at the door. But he did. 

				“Hello?”

				“Maxim?”

				“Yes?”

				“I’m sorry. I—” Her voice broke but she battled through it. “I think I’m just scared.”

				“I’m not like Mark, Adelaide,” he said. “You can count on me.”

				Recalling the way he’d hauled her out of that Cessna and made her dig that snow cave, Adelaide smiled. He was right. She could count on him.

				“Will you come back?” she asked hopefully.

				“Are you kidding? I turned around the second I saw it was you. I’m already pulling into your driveway.”

				Tossing her phone aside, Adelaide hurried to the door—and rushed into his arms as he came up the walk.

				“Thank God,” she said. “I thought I’d lost you.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				EPILOGUE

				As Adelaide finished arranging the last of the presents under the tree, she could hardly believe an entire year had passed since she’d been stranded in the Sierras. So much had changed since then—she’d dropped out of the race, gotten married, had a baby. But she didn’t regret those changes; they’d all been good. She didn’t even regret that Maxim was still in politics. Not only had he won the primary, he’d retained his seat in the November election, but the way he handled his job was so different from Mark.

				“What are you thinking about?”

				She smiled as Maxim walked into the room carrying Connor, their three-month-old. “How close we came to walking away from each other last year.”

				“We didn’t come that close,” he said.

				She arched her eyebrows at him and he grinned.

				“I was in love. I wouldn’t have let you get rid of me that easily.”

				Returning his smile, she adjusted the garland on the tree. “Do you think Harvey ever regrets what he did?”

				“I would guess he does. He loved California politics. I’m sure he wasn’t happy when there wasn’t another politician in the state who’d work with him.”

				“You have to be able to trust your campaign manager,” she said. “It was nice of Luke not to hire him. He could’ve justified doing it, you know.”

				“No, Luke’s a good man. He didn’t appreciate what Harvey did, even though Harvey returned my money.” He held up his son and laughed when the baby gave him a goofy smile. “I’ve been encouraging Luke to run for the state assembly.”

				“That’s a great idea.” She reached for the baby. “Here, hand him to me and grab his car seat. We need to head to the airport to get the girls.”

				Maxim checked his watch. “You’re kidding, right? We’ve got an hour.”

				The wait was making Adelaide crazy. “Maybe they’ll get in early.”

				“And maybe we’ll have to drive around that pickup circle a million times until they show up.” 

				“Come on.” She waved him toward the baby’s car seat, which was sitting near the sofa. “I can’t wait to see them. And I know they can’t wait to see the baby.”

				“They just saw him at Thanksgiving.”

				“But he changes so fast. And they love having a little brother.”

				“They love having a mother again, too,” he said softly. “Thank you for being so good to them.”

				Adelaide didn’t even have to try. They enriched her life as much as Maxim or Connor. “I never dreamed I could ever be this happy,” she said.

				He raised her chin to kiss her. “And I never dreamed I could ever be this much in love. Merry Christmas, Mrs. Donahue.”

				Adelaide closed her eyes as their lips met. She had everything she could ever want, thanks to one snowy Christmas…

				* * * * *
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CHAPTER 1

Bayside Cemetery

Queens, New York

As far back as Sloane McBride could remember, she’d been told she was an ice-queen. Even the people closest to her, especially the people closest to her, complained about her reserve. Her height, her physical appearance and her vocation didn’t make her any more approachable, so what served her well professionally worked against her personally. She heard people mutter words like “stuck up,” “aloof” or “distant”—and knew they were referring to her. No one seemed to understand that she hadn’t chosen to be standoffish. That was simply a byproduct of what she’d been through.

She never talked about what she’d been through, however. If she could help it, she tried not to even think about her childhood.

But she’d always known she’d have to go back to the small Texas town where she’d been raised eventually. And now that Clyde was gone, she didn’t feel as though she could continue running from the past. When she lost him, she’d lost her emotional safe haven here in the Hamptons, her excuse for remaining in New York. “God, I’m going to miss you,” she whispered and squatted as gracefully as she could in her black dress and heels to rearrange some of the flowers decorating his grave. Everyone who’d known him had lost a friend, and his funeral, which had packed the church to overflowing, proved it. But no one would feel the loss of his presence more than she would. He’d taken her under his wing from almost the first moment they met, when she was barely eighteen, and he’d never tried to change her, never criticized her, either. He’d just accepted her for who she was. Whenever she withdrew from one of his many parties, he’d often come find her, but he wouldn’t drag her back to the crowd she’d left. He’d simply squeeze her hand and say, “What are you thinking about?”

Sometimes she’d tell him and sometimes she wouldn’t, but he never pressed her, regardless. That was one of the things she’d loved about him. He’d say, “Still waters run deep” or something else that gave her permission to be comfortable in her own skin, and then he’d return to his other friends, where he would continue to talk and laugh until late in the night—simply winking at her if she happened to come into the room again.

She wasn’t ready to leave the cemetery, to leave him. Forever was much too long a walk to take without him. But his five children and their spouses—those who had spouses, anyway—stood nearby, whispering amongst themselves under the pavilion, and she guessed from their expressions they were growing disgruntled by the fact that she was lingering so long. They’d never approved of her relationship with their father. At the funeral, she’d heard Camille, the youngest, murmur to a family friend, “They had to have been sleeping together. He was so devoted to her. I got the impression he loved her as much as me or any of the rest of us children.”

“Of course they were sleeping together,” the friend had agreed.

Sloane had been tempted to inform them otherwise. Instead, she’d slid her sunglasses up higher on the bridge of her nose and tried to ignore them along with all the other people who were, no doubt, speculating about the same thing. Chances were they wouldn’t believe her even if she told them, but she hadn’t been the younger woman trying to take advantage of the rich, older man. Yes, there had been twenty years between her and Clyde and, yes, they’d been very close. But Sloane had never slept with him. He’d never even hinted at any romantic interest. He’d been her friend, her confidant, her mentor, her modeling agent and even her landlord. She’d been living in the small cottage behind his mansion ever since he’d talked her into walking out of that coffee shop in Portland where she’d been working when he’d come to town for his ex-wife’s funeral. But he’d never been Sloane’s lover.

The size of the lump in her throat threatened to choke her as she straightened. But she had a lot to do, couldn’t focus on the loss or the pain. She’d survived thus far in life by always looking forward, never back, and the next few days would be busy. She had to pack up her belongings and move. Clyde’s estate would go to his heirs, the same group of people who were waiting for her to leave. They’d given her notice months ago that they planned to put the place up for sale as soon as he died.

She gripped her purse a bit tighter with her left hand while turning so that she could wave with her right. Facing Clyde’s family even for that brief moment wasn’t easy. She could feel the gale-force wind of their disapproval pressing her back, threatening to blow her right out of the cemetery.

Only a couple of them bothered to acknowledge her in return. Even then, the responses were half-hearted.

Doesn’t matter, she told herself. Clyde had loved them, which meant she’d always treat them kindly. She’d also abide by their wishes regarding the house. Even though she’d earned plenty of money since coming to New York and had tried to talk him out of it, Clyde had left her part of his vast fortune. Not nearly as much as each of his kids but some. That was probably the reason they seemed to hate her even more since he died, but she was going to accept his gift just as he’d wanted her to. He’d said he was grateful for the hours of thoughtful conversation she’d provided over the years, the scuba diving trips they’d taken together to Hawaii, the atolls of the Maldives and Australia, the late-night laughter and all the hard things she’d had to do in order to care for him over the past fourteen months, while he battled bladder cancer. None of his children had been able to help for longer than a couple of hours here and there. They were too busy with their own lives. They’d suggested hiring a nurse, but Sloane had refused to leave his care to a stranger in case he’d feel as if, now that he was no longer able-bodied, he was to be cast aside while the rest of the world moved on. To avoid that, she’d given up her career. She’d hated knowing that his days were numbered, had wanted to spend as much time with him as possible. She probably wouldn’t have worked for much longer, anyway. Modeling wasn’t any fun without him. He was so good at shepherding her from one pinnacle in the high-fashion world to the next, she couldn’t imagine continuing with someone else, couldn’t bring herself to replace him. It was his intervention that had pulled her out of her desperate circumstances in the very beginning and had given her some semblance of a life—a life, as it turned out, that many people now envied. Representing brands like Prada, Gucci and Dolce & Gabbana certainly sparkled on the outside. Sloane was grateful for what she’d achieved, but in this moment, it felt as though that chapter of her life—the New York chapter—had come to a close with Clyde’s death.

So she’d decided, finally, to close the chapter she never had—the Millcreek chapter. The one that she’d run away from so many years ago. She owed it to her mother.

And who could say? Maybe Sloane’s instincts had been wrong all along. Maybe she owed it to her father and brother to find the truth, too, and dispel all suspicion.

Her phone rang as she climbed into her Jaguar. Caller ID revealed a Texas area code.

She frowned as she stared down at it.

It had to be her new landlord. Other than Paige Patterson—Paige Evans now—her closest friend from high school who’d reconnected with her last year on social media, her landlord was the only person who knew she was returning to town.

Her finger hovered over the answer button. Just thinking about going back to Millcreek twisted her stomach into knots. Was she ready to return?

No, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever feel ready, and she doubted there would be a better time to do battle with her father. She’d come to a natural break in her career. She had the financial wherewithal to be able to live without an income. And, thanks to the strength she’d received from Clyde’s unwavering support, she now had the determination to finally achieve the answers she sought—no matter what it meant.

At least she hoped she had the determination. Her father had trained her and her older brother to believe that loyalty mattered above all else—even truth. Would she be able to cross him?

After drawing a deep breath, she answered. “Hello?”

“Ms. McBride?”

“Yes?” In the distance, she could see Clyde’s family gathering around his grave as though they’d been waiting for her to leave so they could approach.

“This is Guy Prinley.”

Her new landlord, as she’d assumed. Sloane willed herself to calm down. She’d have to cope much better if she planned to hold her own in Millcreek. “What can I do for you, Mr. Prinley? Don’t tell me you haven’t received my first and last month’s rent and security deposit. I sent it through PayPal yesterday morning.”

Two weeks ago, she’d gone online hoping to find a place to live in Millcreek when she returned. Clyde had been so weak. She’d known he was down to days, maybe hours, and that she’d have to move soon. But there hadn’t been much available in her hometown and nothing set off by itself, space she would need if she planned to retain both her resolve and her sanity. She’d thought she might have to buy a house—or build one—which would take so long and be such a hassle. But then she’d spoken to Paige, who’d mentioned that Hazel Woods, Sloane’s former piano teacher, a woman now in her eighties, was going into assisted living, and her son-in-law—this Guy Prinley—was planning to rent her secluded Spanish pueblo-style two-bedroom, two-bath home, which also had a large music studio. Sloane was sold the minute she heard the place also had a newly designed kitchen and wide patios that were heavily shaded by the same vines and trees that all but hid the house.

“I have,” he said. “I’m just calling to let you know that I’ve sent it back.”

“Sent it back?” she echoed.

“Yeah, I…I’m sorry. I didn’t realize that my wife already had someone else who was interested.”

Sloane stiffened in her leather seat. Being interested didn’t necessarily mean the house had been taken in advance, so why would he back out on her? “Excuse me? I signed the lease you emailed to me before I sent the money. You got that, too, right?”

He cleared his throat, seemed uncomfortable. “I got it, but…look, I don’t know what to say. I can’t rent the house to you, okay?”

“You already have!”

“You signed only yesterday. It’s not as though you’ve even had time to pack. You can find something else. I’m not sure those electronic signature things are legally binding, anyway.”

“I don’t want to find something else. And those electronic signatures are definitely binding, Mr. Prinley. No one in real estate would be able to use them, otherwise. So please, tell me what’s really going on. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“I’ll have to call you back,” he said and disconnected before she could express her full outrage.

Sloane dropped her phone in her lap. She didn’t have the emotional fortitude to deal with something like this today. She’d just buried her best friend!

She pressed a hand to her forehead as she sat there, wondering what to do—until she noticed the way Clyde’s family kept glancing over at her. Apparently, they were bothered to see she hadn’t left.

“Oh, for God’s sake! I’m going, I’m going,” she grumbled, and used her Bluetooth to call Paige as she backed out of the parking space.

“Hey, are you in town already?” Paige asked.

Sloane adjusted her air-conditioning vent to hit her more directly. “No. I’m still in New York.”

“Then you’re coming this weekend?”

“Actually, I’m not sure anymore.”

“What do you mean? You rented a house here.”

“That’s the problem. It’s not clear whether I have the house. I just got a weird call from the guy who leased it to me.”

“Weird in what way?”

“He was basically telling me I don’t have it, that his wife already promised it to someone else.”

“Has the other person also signed a lease?”

“I have no idea.”

“Because if you’re the only one who’s signed, it’s yours. He can’t change his mind.”

“That’s what I told him!”

“What’d he say then?”

“Nothing. He got off the phone really fast.”

There was a slight pause. “So what are you going to do?”

Sloane rubbed her left temple as she drove. The tightness in her throat and chest, the pressure of unshed tears, was giving her a headache. “I don’t know.” She recalled the dirty looks she’d received from Clyde’s kids and couldn’t help feeling hurt. “I have to be out of the place where I’m living as soon as possible, but I’d rather not move twice in one month. Moving is hard enough as it is.”

“Why don’t you come here? Lay over at my house? You can deal with that stupid landlord—or finding another place, if it comes to that—after you get here. It’ll be much easier when you’re not trying to do it from so far away.”

The lump in Sloane’s throat swelled even bigger. She was tempted to jump at Paige’s kind offer, but she also felt guilty. Once she’d graduated from high school, she’d walked away from Paige the same as she’d walked away from everyone else—without a backward glance. She’d had to cut all ties to Millcreek, or she knew she’d never really escape. Her father would use those she cared about to manipulate her if he could.

But Paige and any others she’d hurt didn’t understand the terrible choice she’d had to make or why she’d made it. Paige could have some inkling, since they’d talked about Sloane’s mother on occasion, but she could hardly identify with the deep-seated suspicion that’d eaten at Sloane ever since she was five years old. “Are you positive you have room for me?”

“Sloane, I’m divorced. Micah left me the house. He gave me everything—far more than I asked for.”

Mention of Micah Evans made Sloane’s hands tighten on the steering wheel. She couldn’t help but feel his name right in her gut—even after all this time. He’d married Paige only months after Sloane left Millcreek. Her boyfriend and her best friend—such a cliché, and yet, she’d never seen it coming. She should have, she supposed. She’d known that Paige had a thing for Micah, could tell by the way she’d acted whenever he was around. But a lot of the girls at school had had a crush on him. Why wouldn’t they? He was the boy who had it all—looks, personality, intelligence and athletic ability in a state where football was everything. It was just that Sloane had never imagined he’d suddenly take an interest in Paige; he’d seemed so indifferent to her before.

What had gone wrong in their marriage? Sloane was curious, but she couldn’t ask. That was one subject she was fairly certain she and Paige would never be able to discuss. She’d left them both without a word and without ever contacting them again, so they’d moved on with their lives. Sloane couldn’t fault either one of them for getting married and even having a child together, no matter how much it hurt. But, considering their history, wouldn’t they all feel a little—or a lot—uncomfortable?

“I can get a hotel,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to invade your son’s space.”

“No way would I ever let you go to a hotel,” Paige said. “Trevor’s nine. He’ll see it as a grand adventure. And I would love the chance to spend some quality time with you. I’ve missed you,” she added, more softly.

Since she was stopped at a light, Sloane allowed herself to close her eyes for a brief moment in an effort to stem the tears that were finally trickling down her cheeks. She’d missed Paige, too. Terribly. Because she’d never been close to her father or her brother, and her mother had disappeared when she was so young, Paige had been almost like a sister. But Sloane couldn’t allow herself to feel that longing, to acknowledge the pain of their extended separation, because it could and would influence her ability to stand strong against her father.

Someone honked behind her. The light had turned green. With a quick glance in the rearview mirror, she gave the Jaguar some gas. “I wouldn’t want to put you out,” she said to Paige. She wouldn’t want to come to depend on her friend’s support, either. She needed to be able to leave again, when she was ready, couldn’t allow herself to fall into the kind of emotional quicksand that could so easily suck her in and make it that much harder. Leaving ten years ago had been the most difficult thing she’d ever done; she wasn’t interested in making that hurdle any more difficult to clear.

“Life is short,” Paige said. “What matters are the people we care about. Come stay with me. Let me help you get situated here.”

Sloane could almost feel Clyde nudging her to embrace the opportunity. He’d always been so much better with people, always ventured forward when she held back. She needed to gamble more often, perhaps, but it wasn’t wise for her to risk making tight connections, especially in Millcreek where her future was so uncertain.

Despite her reservations, she heard herself agree. After what Paige had just said, it would be rude to insist on getting a hotel, and she was glad for the chance to possibly rebuild their relationship, at least to the point that she no longer cringed when she remembered how difficult things had been between them their senior year.

Once the decision had been made, she felt an exciting yet frightening blend of anticipation buoy her spirits. “I can’t wait to meet Trevor,” she said, and that was true, even though she understood it would also be painful. Had she stayed in Millcreek, she might’ve married Micah and been the one to bear him a child…

“He’s such a sweet boy,” Paige said, her voice filled with the affection she felt for her son. “I predict you’ll love him.”

Did he look like his father?

She’d soon find out.

“It’ll take me a few days to get packed. I’ll rent a storage unit in Dallas for my stuff and will bring only a suitcase to your place. Then, when I figure out what’s going on with the house I supposedly rented, or I’m able to get a different one, I’ll have everything delivered.”

“What will you do with your car?”

“I’ll drive it.”

“All the way to Texas? That’ll take forever!”

“I don’t have to do it in one or even two days. I’ll stop and spend the night whenever I get tired.”

“If that’s what you want…”

Sloane could use all of those hours to prepare for what lay ahead. “I really appreciate you helping me out.”

“It’s no problem. You’re welcome here. You’ll always be welcome here.”

“I should arrive in a week or ten days. I’ll call with the exact date as it gets closer.”

Sloane was about to hang up when Paige stopped her.

“Does your father know you’re coming?”

Sloane almost said, “Not yet.” She hadn’t told him. But she had a sneaking suspicion that word might’ve traveled back to him. Her father was an important man in town—the most important. That she’d run away at eighteen and hadn’t been seen again, except in the pages of various fashion magazines, would be big news in such a small place. Her father had probably told everyone she was just like her mother—flighty, undependable, selfish, vain. He’d characterized Clara that way so many times; Sloane knew “being like her mother” wasn’t a positive thing.

Anyway, if someone in town had learned she was coming back, it was likely Ed would be informed. Guy Prinley might even have been the one to tell him. That could explain why Mr. Prinley was trying to back out of renting her the house. It would be like her father to do all he could to punish her for “turning against him” in the first place.

“I won’t mention it,” Paige said, interpreting Sloane’s silence as a no.

Sloane turned down the long drive that wound around Clyde’s sprawling French Tudor to her own Tudor-style bungalow. “There’s nothing he could do to you for letting me stay with you, is there?”

“Excuse me? Why would he do anything to me?”

Paige owned Little Bae Bae, a boutique downtown that sold toys, clothing and furniture for infants and toddlers. She wasn’t beholden to Ed for her job or anything else that Sloane was aware of.

“He wouldn’t. Never mind. Clyde’s funeral was today. I’m not myself. Let me call you later.”

“Okay,” she said and Sloane disconnected. She hated to think her father might’ve tried to stop her from getting the Woods house, but now that she’d acknowledged the possibility, she couldn’t quit mulling it over.

Especially because there’d always been something about Ed, some lack of feeling or conscience, that frightened her…

Copyright © 2018 by Brenda Novak, Inc.

BEFORE WE WERE STRANGERS—Preorder today!


		
			
[image: image]

“Brenda Novak doesn’t just write fabulous stories, she writes keepers.”

—#1 New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery

Looking for more from New York Times bestselling author Brenda Novak?

Don’t miss the thrilling new page-turner about a woman determined to uncover her family’s dark secrets, even if they bury her…

Before We Were Strangers

Join Brenda Novak for the Fairham Island series, where one woman discovers a box of photographs that evoke distant memories of a little girl who must’ve been her sister.

But her mother claims there was no sister.

The Secret Sister

The Secrets She Kept

“The Secret Sister by Brenda Novak is the best romantic thriller I’ve read.”

—San Francisco Book Review

Discover the Silver Spring series, set in a picturesque small town in Southern California where even the hardest hearts can learn to love again…

Finding Our Forever

No One but You

Until You Loved Me

Right Where We Belong

“Brenda Novak is always a joy to read.” 

—#1 New York Times bestselling author Debbie Macomber

Or visit the small town of Whiskey Creek for page-turning romances set in the heart of the Gold Country! Collect the complete Whiskey Creek series today:

When We Touch (novella)

When Lightning Strikes

When Snow Falls

When Summer Comes

Home to Whiskey Creek

Take Me Home for Christmas

Come Home to Me

The Heart of Christmas

This Heart of Mine

A Winter Wedding

Discovering You

“A rare treat. Brenda Novak draws you in from the first page.”

—Barbara Freethy, #1 New York Times bestselling author

Order your copies today!

* * *

Did you know that Harlequin My Rewards members earn FREE books and more?

Join

www.HarlequinMyRewards.com

today to start earning your FREE books!

* * *

Connect with us on www.Harlequin.com for info on our new releases, access to exclusive offers, free online reads and much more!

Other ways to keep in touch:

Harlequin.com/Newsletters

Facebook.com/HarlequinBooks

Twitter.com/HarlequinBooks

HarlequinBlog.com

		

		


ISBN-13: 9781488050084

On a Snowy Christmas

Copyright © 2009 by Brenda Novak


All rights reserved. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of publisher, Harlequin Enterprises Limited, 22 Adelaide St. West, 40th Floor Toronto, ON M5H 4E3 Canada.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A.

® and ™ are trademarks of the publisher. Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office, the Canadian Intellectual Property Office and in other countries.

www.Harlequin.com

OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Table of Contents



		Cover


		Back Cover Text


		Title Page


		Contents


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Epilogue



		Excerpt


		BPA


		Copyright







OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/BPA.jpg
P mira





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





