


"How about dinner?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"Dinner," Cody repeated. "I'd like to have dinner with you."

Abra wasn't sure it was the most ridiculous statement she'd ever
heard, but it certainly ranked in the top ten. "No thanks."

"You're not married?" That would have mattered.

"No."

"Involved?" That wouldn't have.

Patience wasn't her strong suit. Abra didn't bother to dig for it. "None
of your business."

"You've got a quick trigger, Red." He picked up his hard hat but didn't
put it on. "I like that."

"You've got nerve, Johnson. I don't like that."
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Chapter One

She was definitely worth a second look.

There were more reasons—more basic reasons— than the fact that
she was one of the few women on the building site. It was human
nature for a man's eyes to be lured by the female form, especially
when it was found in what was still predominantly a man's domain.
True, a good many women donned hard hats to work construction,
and as long as they could hammer a nail or lay a brick it didn't matter
to Cody how they buttoned their shirts. But there was something
about this particular woman that pulled his gaze back.



Style. Though she wore work clothes and stood on a mound of
debris, she had it. Confidence, he mused as he rocked back on the
worn heels of his boots. He supposed confidence was its own brand
of style. It appealed to him as much—well, nearly as much—as black
lace or white silk.

He didn't have the time to sit and speculate, though. He'd been
almost a week late making the trip from Florida to Arizona to take
over this project, and there was a lot of catching up to do. The
morning was a busy one, with plenty of distractions: the noise of men
and machines; orders being shouted and followed; cranes lifting
heavy metal beams to form the skeleton of a building where there
had been only rock and dirt; the vivid color of that rock and dirt under
the white sun; even his own growing thirst. But he didn't mind
distractions.

Cody had spent enough time on building sites to be able to look
beyond the rubble, through what to the uninitiated might seem like
confusion or even destruction. He saw instead the sweat, the strain,
the thought and the possibilities.

But just now he found himself watching the woman. There were
possibilities there, as well.

She was tall, he noted, five-nine or five-ten in her work boots, and
lean rather than slender. Her shoulders looked strong under a
dandelion-yellow T-shirt that was dark with sweat down the back. As
an architect, he appreciated clean, economical lines. As a man, he
appreciated the way her worn jeans fit snugly over her hips. Beneath
a hard hat as bright as her shirt was a thick short braid the color of
polished mahogany— one of his favorite woods to work with
because of its beauty and richness.

He pushed his sunglasses farther up on his nose as the eyes behind
them scanned her from hard hat to boot tip. Definitely worth a
second look, he thought again, admiring the way she moved, with no



wasted gestures as she leaned over to look through a surveyor's
transit. There was a faint white outline worn into her back pocket,
where he imagined she tucked her wallet. A practical woman, he
decided. A purse would get in the way on the site.

She didn't have a redhead's pale, fragile complexion, but a warm,
golden tan that probably came from the blistering Arizona sun.
Wherever it came from, he approved, just as he approved of the
long, somewhat sharp angles of her face. Her tough-looking chin
was offset by elegant cheekbones, and both were balanced by a
soft, unpainted mouth that was even now turning down.

He couldn't see her eyes because of the distance and the shade
from the brim of her hat, but her voice as she called out an order was
clear enough. It sounded more appropriate for quiet, misty nights
than for sweaty afternoons.

Tucking his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans, he grinned. Yes,
indeed, there were endless possibilities.

Unaware of his study, Abra continued to frown as she swiped an arm
over her damp brow. The sun was merciless today. At 8:00 a.m., it
was already blistering. Sweat rolled down her back, evaporated, then
rolled again in a cycle she had learned to live with.

You could only move so fast in this heat, she thought. You could only
haul so much metal and chip so much rock when the temperature
hovered in the nineties. Even with water barrels filled and salt tablets
dispensed, every day was a struggle to stay ahead of the clock. So
far they were pulling it off, but... There couldn't be any buts, she
reminded herself. The construction of this resort was the biggest
thing she'd been involved with in her career, and she wasn't going to
mess it up. It was her springboard.

Though she could have murdered Tim Thornway for tying Thornway
Construction, and her, to such a tightly scheduled project. The
penalty clauses were outrageous, and in the way Tim had of



delegating he'd put the responsibility for avoiding them squarely on
her shoulders.

Abra straightened as if she could actually feel the weight. It would
take a miracle to bring the project in on time and under budget.
Since she didn't believe in miracles, she accepted the long hours
and hard days ahead. The resort would be built, and built on time, if
she had to pick up hammer and saw herself. But this was the last
time, she promised herself as she watched a steel girder rise
majestically into place. After this project she was cutting her ties with
Thornway and striking out on her own.

She owed them for giving her a shot, for having enough faith in her
to let her fight her way up from assistant to structural engineer. It
wasn't something she'd forget—not now, not ever. But her loyalty
had been to Thomas Thornway. Now that he was gone, she was
doing her best to see that Tim didn't run the business into the
ground. But she'd be damned if she was going to baby-sit him for the
rest of her career.

She took a moment to wish for one of the cold drinks stashed in the
cooler, then picked her way around and over the rubble of
construction to supervise the placing of the beams.

Charlie Gray, the ever-eager assistant Cody had found himself stuck
with, all but tugged at his shirt. "Want me to tell Ms. Wilson you're
here?" Cody tried to remember that he, too, had once been twenty-
two and annoying.

"Got her hands full at the moment." Cody pulled out his cigarettes,
then searched through two pockets before he found some matches.
They were from some little hotel in Natchez and were damp with his
own sweat.

"Mr. Thornway wanted you to get together."



Cody's lips curved a little. He'd just been thinking that it wouldn't be
such a hardship to get together with Abra Wilson. "We'll get around
to it." He struck a match, automatically curling his fingers around the
flame, though there wasn't a breath of wind.

"You missed yesterday's meeting, so—"

"Yeah." The fact that he'd missed the meeting wouldn't cause him to
lose any sleep. The design for the resort was Cody's, but when
family problems had cropped up his partner had handled most of the
preliminary work. Looking back at Abra, Cody began to think that
was a shame.

There was a trailer parked a few yards away. Cody headed for it,
with Charlie scrambling to keep up with him. He pulled a beer from a
cooler, then pried the top off as he walked inside, where portable
fans battled the heat. The temperature dropped a few precious
degrees.

"I want to take a look at the plans for the main building again."

"Yes, sir, I have them right here." Like a good soldier, Charlie
produced the tube of blueprints, then practically stood at attention.
"At the meeting—" he cleared his throat "—Ms. Wilson pointed out a
few changes she wanted made. From an engineering standpoint."

"Did she now?" Unconcerned, Cody propped himself on the thin,
narrow cushions of the convertible couch. The sun had mercifully
faded the vivid orange-and-green upholstery to a nearly inoffensive
blur. He glanced around for an ashtray and settled on an empty cup,
then unrolled the blueprints.

He liked the look of it, the feel of it. The building would be dome-
shaped, topped by stained-glass at the apex. Floors of offices would
circle a center atrium, giving a sense of open, unstructured space.
Breathing room, he thought. What was the use of coming west if you
didn't have room to take a breath? Each office would have thick



tinted glass to hold out the brilliance of the sun while affording an
unhampered view of the resort and the mountains.

On the ground level the lobby would curve in a half circle, making it
easily accessible from the entrance, from the double-level bar and
the glassed-in coffee shop.

Patrons could take the glass elevators or the winding staircase up a
floor to dine in one of three restaurants, or they could venture a bit
higher and explore one of the lounges.

Cody took a long swallow of his beer as he looked it over. He saw in
it a sense of fantasy, even of humor, and more basically a marriage
of the modern with the ancient. No, he couldn't see anything in his
basic design that needed, or that he'd allow to be changed.

Abra Wilson, he thought, was going to have to grin and bear it.

When he heard the door of the trailer open, he glanced over. She
was even better close up, Cody decided as Abra stepped inside. A
little sweaty, a little dusty and, from the looks of her, a lot mad.

He was right about the mad. Abra had enough to do without having
to chase down errant laborers taking unscheduled breaks. "What the
hell are you doing in here?" she demanded as Cody lifted the can to
his lips again. "We need everyone out there." She snatched the beer
away before Cody could swallow. "Thorn-way isn't paying you to sit
on your butt, and nobody on this project drinks on the job." She set
the beer on the counter before she could be tempted to soothe her
own dry throat with it.

"Ms. Wilson—"

"What?" Her patience in tatters, she turned on Charlie. "Oh, it's Mr.
Gray, right? Hold on a minute." First things first, she thought as she
rubbed her damp cheek against the sticky sleeve of her shirt. "Listen,



pal," she said to Cody, "unless you want your walking papers, get
yourself up and report to your foreman."

He grinned insolently at her. Abra felt reckless, unprofessional words
bubble to her lips and battled them back with what control she had
left. Just as she battled back the urge to jam her fist into his cocky
chin.

A good-looking sonofa— She caught herself there, as well. Men with
those kind of rough-and-ready looks always thought they could smile
their way out of trouble—and they usually could. Not with her,
though, Abra reminded herself. Still, it wouldn't do any good to
threaten a union employee.

"You're not allowed in here." Frustrated, she bit the words off and
snatched up the blueprints. Maybe if the morning had gone more
smoothly she wouldn't have been ready to bite someone's—
anyone's—head off. But he was in the wrong place at the wrong
time. "And you certainly have no business poking around in these."
She wondered what color his eyes were behind his dark glasses. If
for no other reason than his continued grin, she would have been
delighted to blacken them.

"Ms. Wilson..." Charlie said again, desperately.

"What, damn it?" She shook off his hand even as she reminded
herself to be polite. The devil with polite, she thought. She was hot,
tired, frustrated and delighted to have a target. "Have you got that
illustrious architect of yours out of his hot tub yet, Gray? Thornway's
interested in seeing this project move on schedule."

"Yes, you see—"

"Just a minute." Cutting him off again, she turned to Cody again.
"Look, I told you to move. You speak English, don't you?"

"Yes, ma'am."



"Then move."

He did, but not as she'd expected. Lazily, like a cat stretching before
it jumps off a windowsill, he unfolded his body. It appeared that most
of him was leg. He didn't look like a man afraid of losing his job as he
sidled between the table and the sofa, plucking his beer from the
counter. He took a long, easy sip, leaned against the compact
refrigerator and grinned at her again.

"You're a tall one, aren't you, Red?"

Barely, just barely, she caught herself before her mouth fell open.
Building might still be primarily a man's trade, but no one Abra
worked with had the nerve to be condescending. At least not to her
face. He was out, she told herself. Schedule or no schedule, union or
no union, she was going to issue him his walking papers personally.

"Find your lunch bucket, get in your pickup and make tracks, jerk."
She snatched his beer again, and this time she poured the contents
on his head. Fortunately for Cody, there was only a swallow left. "File
that with your union representative."

"Ms. Wilson..." Charlie's face had gone bone white, and his voice
was shaking. "You don't understand."

"Take a walk, Charlie." Cody's voice was mild as he lifted a hand to
tunnel his fingers through his damp hair.

"But... but..."

"Out."

"Yes, sir." More than willing to desert a sinking ship, Charlie fled.
Because he did, and because he'd called the lanky, pretty-faced
cowboy "sir," Abra began to suspect that she'd taken a wrong turn
down a blind alley. Automatically her eyes narrowed and her
shoulders tensed.



"I don't guess we've been introduced." Cody drew his shaded
glasses off. She saw that his eyes were brown, a soft, golden brown.
They weren't lit with anger or embarrassment. Rather, they assessed
her with a flat neutrality. "I'm Cody Johnson. Your architect."

She could have babbled. She could have apologized. She could
have laughed off the incident and offered him another beer. All three
options occurred to her but, because of his calm, unblinking stare,
were rejected. "Nice of you to stop by," she said instead.

A tough one, he decided, despite the hazel eyes and the sultry
mouth. Well, he'd cracked tough ones before. "If I'd known what a
warm reception I'd get, I'd have been here sooner."

"Sorry, we had to let the brass band go." Because she wanted to
salvage her pride, she started to move past him, and discovered
quickly that if she wanted to get to the door, the sofa or anywhere
else she'd have to move through him. She didn't question why the
prospect appealed to her. He was an obstacle, and obstacles were
meant to be knocked down. An angling of her chin, very slight, was
all she needed to keep her eyes level with his.

"Questions?" she asked him.

"Oh, a few." Like who do I have to kill to have you? Does your chin
really take a punch as well as you think? And since when is a hard
hat sexy? "Do you always pour beer on your men?"

"Depends on the man." Leaving it at that, she started by him again—
and found herself lodged between him and the refrigerator. He'd only
had to turn to accomplish it. He took a moment, keeping his eyes on
hers. He didn't see fear or discomfort in them, only a spitting fury that
made him want to grin again. So he did.

"Close quarters in here... Ms. Wilson."



She might be an engineer, she might be a professional who had
come up the hard way and knew the ropes, but she was still a
woman, and very much aware of the press of his body against hers,
the hard line of hip, the solid length of thigh. Whatever her reaction
might have been, the glint of amusement in his eyes erased it.

"Are those teeth yours?" she asked calmly.

He lifted a brow. "Last time I checked."

"If you want to keep it that way, back off."

He would have liked to kiss her then, as much in appreciation for her
guts as in desire for her taste. Though he was often impulsive, he
also knew when to change tactics and take the long route. "Yes,
ma'am."

When he moved aside, she slipped past him. She would have
preferred to walk through the door and keep going, but she sat on
the sofa and spread the prints out again. "I assume that Gray filled
you in on the meeting you missed?"

"Yeah." He slid behind the table and sat down. As he'd said, the
quarters were close. For the second time, their thighs brushed,
denim against denim, muscle against muscle. "You wanted some
changes."

She shouldn't be defensive. It did no good to be defensive. She
couldn't help it. "I've had a problem with the basic design from the
beginning, Mr. Johnson. I made no secret of it."

"I've seen the correspondence." Stretching out his legs was a bit of a
trick in such cramped quarters, but he managed it. "You wanted
standard desert architecture."

Her eyes narrowed fractionally, and he caught the glint. "I don't recall
the word standard coming up, but there are good reasons for the



style of architecture in this region."

"There are also good reasons for trying something new, don't you
think?" He said it easily as he lit another cigarette. "Barrow and
Barrow want the ultimate resort," he continued before she could
comment. "Totally self-contained, and exclusive enough to draw in
big bucks from the clientele. They wanted a different look, a different
mood, from what can be found in the resorts sprinkled around
Phoenix. That's what I'm giving them."

"With a few modifications—"

"No changes, Ms. Wilson."

She nearly ground her teeth. Not only was he being pigheaded—a
typical architect—but it infuriated her the way he drew out "Ms." in
that sarcastic drawl. "For some reason," she began calmly, "we've
been unfortunate enough to have been chosen to work together on
this."

"Must have been fate," he murmured.

She let that pass. "I'm going to tell you up front, Mr. Johnson, that
from an engineering standpoint your design stinks."

He dragged on his cigarette, letting the smoke escape in a slow
stream. She had amber flecks in her eyes, he noted. Eyes that
couldn't make up their mind whether they wanted to be gray or
green. Moody eyes. He smiled into them. "That's your problem. If
you're not good enough, Thornway can assign someone else."

Her fingers curled into her palms. The idea of stuffing the plans down
his throat had a certain appeal, but she reminded herself that she
was committed to this project. "I'm good enough, Mr. Johnson."

"Then we shouldn't have any problems." He crossed his booted
ankles. The noise from the site was steady. A productive sound,



Cody had always thought. He didn't find it intrusive as he studied the
woman across from him. It helped remind him that there was a time
for business and a time for...pleasure.

"Why don't you fill me in on the progress?"

It wasn't her job. She almost snapped that at him. But she was tied
to a contract, one that didn't leave much margin for error. By God,
she'd pay her debt to Thornway, even if it meant working hand in
glove with some overconfident, high-flying East Coast architect. She
pushed the hard hat back on her head but didn't relax.

"As you've probably seen, the blasting went on schedule.
Fortunately, we were able to keep it to a minimum and preserve the
integrity of the landscape."

"That was the idea."

"Was it?" She glanced at the prints, then back at him. "In any case,
we'll have the frame of the main building completed by the end of the
week. If no changes are made—"

"None will be."

"If no changes are made," she repeated between clenched teeth,
"we'll meet the first contract deadline. Work on the individual
cabanas won't begin until the main building and the health center are
under roof. The golf course and tennis courts aren't my province, so
you'll have to discuss them with Kendall. That also goes for the
landscaping."

"Fine. Do you know if the tiles for the lobby have been ordered?"

"I'm an engineer, not a purchaser. Marie Lopez handles supplies."

"I'll keep that in mind. Question."



Rather than give him a go-ahead nod, she rose and opened the
refrigerator. It was stockpiled with sodas, juices and bottled water.
Taking her time with her selection, she opted for the water. She was
thirsty, she told herself. The move didn't have anything to do with
wanting to put some distance between them. That was just a side
benefit. Though she knew it was nasty, she screwed the top off the
bottle and drank without offering him any.

"What?"

"Is it because I'm a man, an architect or an Easterner?"

Abra took another long sip. It only took a day in the sun to make you
realize that paradise could be found in a bottle of water. "You'll have
to clarify that."

"Is it because I'm a man, an architect or an Easterner that makes
you want to spit in my eye?"

She wouldn't have been annoyed by the question itself, not in the
least. But he grinned while he asked. After less than an hour's
acquaintance, she'd already damned him a half-dozen times for that
smile. Still, she leaned back against the counter, crossed her own
tinkles and considered him.

"I don't give a damn about your sex."

He continued to grin, but something quick and dangerous came into
his eyes. "You like waving red flags at bulls, Wilson?"

"Yes." It was her turn to smile. Though the curving of her lips
softened her mouth, it did nothing to dim the flash of challenge in her
eyes. "But to finish my answer—architects are often pompous,
temperamental artists who put their egos on paper and expect
engineers and builders to preserve it for posterity. I can live with that.
I can even respect it—when the architect takes a good, hard look at
the environment and creates with it rather than for himself. As for



you being an Easterner, that might be the biggest problem. You don't
understand the desert, the mountains, the heritage of this land. I
don't like the idea of you sitting under an orange tree two thousand
miles away and deciding what people here are going to live with."

Because he was more interested in her than in defending himself, he
didn't mention that he had made three trips to the site months before.
Most of the design work had been done almost where he was sitting
now, rather than back at his home base. He had a vision, but he was
a man who drew and built his visions more than a man who spoke of
them.

"If you don't want to build, why do you?"

"I didn't say I didn't want to build," she said. "I've never thought it
necessary to destroy in order to do so."

' 'Every time you put a shovel in the ground you take away some
land. That's life."

"Every time you take away some land you should think hard about
what you're going to give back. That's morality."

"An engineer and a philosopher." He was baiting her, and he knew it.
Even as he watched, angry color rose to her cheeks. "Before you
pour that over my head, let's say I agree with you—to a point. But
we're not putting up neon and plastic here. Whether you agree with
my design or not, it is my design. It's your job to put it together."

"I know what my job is."

"Well, then." As if dismissing the disagreement, Cody began to roll
up the plans. "How about dinner?"

"I beg your pardon?"



"Dinner," he repeated. When the prints were rolled up, he slid them
into their cylinder and rose. "I'd like to have dinner with you."

Abra wasn't sure it was the most ridiculous statement she'd ever
heard, but it certainly ranked in the top ten. "No thanks."

"You're not married?" That would have mattered.

"No."

"Involved?" That wouldn't have.

Patience wasn't her strong suit. Abra didn't bother to dig for it. "None
of your business."

"You've got a quick trigger, Red." He picked up his hard hat but didn't
put it on. "I like that."

"You've got nerve, Johnson. I don't like that." She moved to the door,
pausing just a moment with her hand on the knob. "If you have any
questions that deal with the construction, I'll be around."

He didn't have to move much to put a hand on her shoulder. Under
his palm he felt her coil up like a cat ready to spring. "So will I," he
reminded her. "We'll have dinner some other time. I figure you owe
me a beer."

After one self-satisfied glance at the top of his head, Abra stepped
out into the sun.

He certainly wasn't what she'd been expecting. He was attractive,
but she could handle that. When a woman took root in male territory,
she was bound to come into contact with an attractive man from time
to time. Still, he looked more like one of her crew than a partner in
one of the country's top architectural firms. His dark blond hair, with
its sun-bleached tips, was worn too long for the nine-to-five set, and
his rangy build held ripples of muscle under the taut, tanned skin. His



broad, callused hands were those of a work-ingman. She moved her
shoulders as if shrugging off the memory of his touch. She'd felt the
strength, the roughness and the appeal of those hands. Then there
was that voice, that slow take-your-time drawl.

She settled the hard hat more securely as she approached the steel
skeleton of the building. Some women would have found that voice
appealing. She didn't have time to be charmed by a Southern drawl
or a cocky grin. She didn't, when it came right down to it, have much
time to think of herself as a woman.

He'd made her feel like one.

Scowling against the sun, she watched beams being riveted into
place. She didn't care for Cody Johnson's ability to make her feel
feminine. "Feminine" too often meant "defenseless" and
"dependent." Abra had no intention of being either of those. She'd
worked too hard and too long at self-sufficiency. A couple of...
flutters, she decided, just flutters ... weren't going to affect her.

She wished the can of beer had been full.

With a grim smile she watched the next beam swing into place.
There was something beautiful about watching a building grow.
Piece by piece, level by level. It had always fascinated her to watch
something strong and useful take shape—just as it had always
disturbed her to see the land marred by progress. She'd never been
able to resolve that mixture of feelings, and it was because of that
that she'd chosen a field that allowed her to have a part in seeing
that progress was made with integrity.

But this one... She shook her head as the sound of riveting guns split
the air. This one struck her as an outsider's fantasy, the domed
shape, the curves and spirals. She'd spent countless nights at her
drawing board with slide rule and calculator, struggling to come up
with a satisfactory support system. Architects didn't worry about
mundane matters like that, she thought. It was all aesthetics with



them. All ego. She'd build the damn thing, she thought, kicking some
debris out of her way. She'd build it and build it well. But she didn't
have to like it.

With the sun baking her back, she bent over the transit. They'd had
the mountain to deal with, and an uneven bed of rock and sand, but
the measurements and placement were right on. She felt a tug of
pride as she checked angles and degrees. Inappropriate or not, the
structure was going to be perfectly engineered.

That was important—being perfect. Most of her life she'd had to deal
with second best. Her education, her training and her skill had lifted
her beyond that. She had no intention of ever settling for second
best again, not for herself, and not in her work.

She caught his scent and felt the light tickle of awareness at the
back of her neck. Soap and sweat, she thought, and had to fight not
to shift uncomfortably. Everybody on the site smelled of soap and
sweat, so why was she certain Cody was behind her? She only knew
she was certain, and she determinedly remained bent over the
eyepiece.

"Problem?" she said, pleased with the disdain she was able to put
into the single word.

"I don't know until I look. Do you mind?"

She took her time before stepping back. "Be my guest."

When he moved forward, she hooked her thumbs in her back
pockets and waited. He'd find no discrepancies—even if he knew
enough to recognize one. Hearing a shout, she glanced over to see
two members of the crew arguing. The heat, she knew, had a nasty
way of bringing tempers to a boil. Leaving Cody to his survey, she
strode across the broken ground.



"It's a little early for a break," she said calmly as one crewman
grabbed the other by the shirtfront.

"This sonofabitch nearly took my fingers off with that beam."

"If this idiot doesn't know when to get out of the way, he deserves to
lose a few fingers."

Neither man had much on her in height, but they were burly, sweaty
and on the edge. Without thinking twice, she stepped between them
as fists were raised. "Cool off," she ordered.

"I don't have to take that sh—"

"You may not have to take his," Abra said levelly, "but you have to
take mine. Now cool off or take a walk." She looked from one angry
face to the other. "If you two want to beat each other senseless when
you're off the clock, be my guest, but either of you takes a swing on
my time, you're unemployed. You." She pointed to the man she
judged the more volatile of the two. "What's your name?"

The dark-haired man hesitated briefly, then spit out, "Rodriguez."

"Well, Rodriguez, go take a break and pour some water over your
head." She turned away as if she had no doubts about his immediate
obedience. "And you?"

The second man was ruddy and full faced and was smirking.
"Swaggart."

"Okay, Swaggart, get back to work. And I'd have a little more respect
for my partner's hands if I were you, unless you want to count your
own fingers and come up short."

Rodriguez snorted at that but did as he was told and moved away
toward the water barrels. Satisfied, Abra signaled to the foreman and
advised him to keep the men apart for a few days.



She'd nearly forgotten about Cody by the time she turned and saw
him. He was still standing by the transit, but he wasn't looking
through it. Legs spread, hands resting lightly on his hips, he was
watching her. When she didn't make a move toward him, he made
one toward her.

"You always step into the middle of a brawl?"

"When it's necessary."

He tipped his shaded glasses down to study her, then scooted them
up again. "Ever get that chip knocked off your shoulder?"

She couldn't have said why she had to fight back a grin, but she
managed to. "Not yet."

"Good. Maybe I'll be the first."

"You can try, but you'd be better off concentrating on this project.
More productive."

He smiled slowly, and the angles of his face shifted with the
movement. "I can concentrate on more than one thing at a time. How
about you?"

Instead of answering, she took out a bandanna and wiped the back
of her neck. "You know, Johnson, your partner seemed like a
sensible man."

"Nathan is sensible." Before she could stop him, he took the
bandanna from her and dabbed at her temples. "He saw you as a
perfectionist."

"And what are you?" She had to resist the urge to grab the cloth
back. There was something soothing, a little too soothing, in his
touch.



"You'll have to judge that for yourself." He glanced back at the
building. The foundation was strong, the angles clear, but it was just
the beginning. "We're going to be working together for some time
yet."

She, too, glanced toward the building. "I can take it if you can." Now
she did take the bandanna back, stuffing it casually in her back
pocket.

"Abra." He said her name as if he were experimenting with a taste.
"I'm looking forward to it." She jolted involuntarily when he brushed a
thumb down her cheek. Pleased with the reaction, he grinned. "See
you around."

Jerk, she thought again as she stomped across the rubble and tried
to ignore the tingling along her skin.

 

 

Chapter Two

If there was one thing she didn't need, Abra thought a few days later,
it was to be pulled off the job and into a meeting. She had mechanics
working on the main building, riveters working on the health club,
and a running feud between Rodriguez and Swaggart to deal with. It
wasn't as though those things couldn't be handled without her—it
was simply that they could be handled better with her. And here she
was cooling her heels in Tim's office waiting for him to show up.

She didn't have to be told how tight the schedule was. Damn it, she
knew what she had to do to see that the contract was brought in on
time. She knew all about time.



Her every waking moment was devoted to this job. Each day was
spent sweating out on the site with the crews and the supervisors,
dealing with details as small as the delivery of rivets. At night she
either tumbled into bed at sundown or worked until three, fueled by
coffee and ambition, over her drawing board. The project was hers,
hers more than it could ever be Tim Thornway's. It had become
personal, in a way she could never have explained. For her, it was a
tribute to the man who had had enough faith in her to push her to try
for more than second best. In a way, it was her last job for Thomas
Thornway, and she wanted it to be perfect.

It didn't help to have an architect who demanded materials that made
cost overruns and shipping delays inevitable. Despite him and his
marble sinks and his oversize ceramic tiles, she was going to pull it
off. If she wasn't constantly being dragged into the office for endless
meetings.

Impatient, she paced to the window and back again. Time was
wasting, and there were few things that annoyed her more than
waste of any kind. If she hadn't had a specific point to bring up to
Tim, she would have found a way to avoid the meeting altogether.
The one thing about Tim, she thought with a humorless smile, was
that he wasn't really bright enough to recognize double-talk. In this
case, she wanted to make the pitch herself, so she'd come. But—
she glanced at her watch—she wasn't going to twiddle her thumbs
much longer.

This had been Thornway's office. She'd always liked the cool,
authoritative colors and the lack of frills. Since Tim had taken over,
he'd made some changes. Plants, she thought, scowling at a ficus. It
wasn't that she disliked plants and thick, splashy pillows, but it
annoyed her to find them here.

Then there were the paintings. Thornway had preferred Indian
paintings and landscapes. Tim had replaced them with abstracts that
tended to jar Abra's nerves. The new carpet seemed three inches



thick and was salmon-colored. The elder Thornway had used a
short-napped buff so that the dust and dirt wouldn't show. But then,
Tim didn't often visit the sites or ask his foremen to join him for an
after-hours drink.

Stop it, Abra ordered herself. Tim ran things differently, and that was
his privilege. It was his business in every way. The fact that she had
loved and admired the father so much didn't mean she had to find
fault with the son.

But she did find fault with him, she thought as she studied the tidy,
polished surface of his desk. He iacked both the drive and the
compassion that had been so much a part of his father. Thornway
had wanted to build first for the love of building. With Tim, the profit
margin was the bottom line.

If Thomas Thornway had still been alive, she wouldn't have been
preparing to make a break. There was a certain freedom in that, in
knowing that this current project would be her last for the company.
There would be no regrets in leaving, as there might once have
been. Instead, there was excitement, anticipation. Whatever
happened next, she would be doing it for herself.

Terrifying, she thought, closing her eyes. The idea was as terrifying
as it was compelling. All unknowns were. Like Cody Johnson.

Catching herself, she walked back to the window. That was
ridiculous. He was neither terrifying nor compelling. Nor was he an
unknown. He was just a man—a bit of a pest, with the way he kept
popping up on the site. He was the kind of man who knew he was a
pleasure to look at and exploited it. The kind who always had a line,
an angle and an escape route.

She'd seen men like Cody operate before. Looking back, Abra
considered herself lucky that she'd only fallen for a pretty face and a
smooth line once. Some women never learned and kept walking
blindly into the trap again and again. Her mother was one, Abra



thought with a shake of her head. Jessie Wilson would have taken
one look at a man like Cody and taken the plunge. Thank God, in
this way it was not "like mother like daughter."

As for herself, Abra wasn't interested in Cody Johnson personally
and could barely tolerate him professionally.

When he walked in seconds later, she wondered why her thoughts
and her feelings didn't seem to jibe.

"Abra, sorry to keep you waiting." Tim, trim in a three-piece suit,
offered her a hearty smile. "Lunch ran a bit over."

She only lifted a brow. This meeting in the middle of the day had
caused her to miss her lunch altogether. "I'm more interested in why
you called me in from the field."

"Thought we needed a little one on one." He settled comfortably
behind his desk and gestured for both her and Cody to sit.

"You've seen the reports."

"Absolutely." He tapped a finger on a file. He had a nice, engaging
grin that suited his round face. More than once Abra had thought
he'd have done well in politics. If anyone knew how to answer a
question without committing himself, it was Tim Thornway. "Efficient,
as always. I'm having a dinner meeting with Barlow senior this
evening. I'd like to give him something more than facts and figures."

"You can give him my objections to the interior layout of the main
building." She crossed her ankles and spared Cody the briefest
glance. Tim began to fiddle with one of his monogrammed pens.

"I thought we'd settled all that."

Abra merely shrugged. "You asked. You can tell him that the wiring
should be completed on the main structure by the end of the week.



It's a tricky process, given the size and shape of the building. And it's
going to cost his company a fortune to cool."

"He has a fortune," Cody commented. "I believe they're more
interested in style than saving on the electric bill."

"Indeed." Tim cleared his throat. The way things stood, the Barlow
project was going to bring him a tidy profit. He wanted to keep it that
way. "Of course, I've looked over the specs and can assure our client
that he's receiving only the best in materials and in brainpower."

"I'd suggest you tell him to come see for himself," Abra said.

"Well, I don't think—"

Cody cut in. "I agree with Ms. Wilson. Better he should buck now
about something that doesn't suit him than buck later, after it's in
concrete."

Tim frowned and backpedaled. "The plans have been approved."

"Things look different on paper," Cody said, looking at Abra.
"Sometimes people are surprised by the finished product."

"Naturally, I'll suggest it." Tim tapped his pen on his spotless blotter.
"Abra, you have a suggestion in your report about extending the
lunch break to an hour."

"Yes, I wanted to talk with you about that. After a few weeks on the
site I've seen that until and unless we get some relief in the weather
the men are going to need a longer break at midday."

Tim set down the pen and folded his hands. "You have to understand
what a thirty-minute extension means in terms of overall time and
money."



"You have to understand that men can't work in that sun without a
reasonable reprieve. Chugging salt tablets isn't enough. It may be
March, and it may be cool inside when you're having your second
martini, but out there it's a killer."

"These men get paid to sweat," Tim reminded her. "And I think you
can only agree that they'll be better off to have the buildings under
roof by summer."

"They can't build if they drop from heat exhaustion or sunstroke."

"I don't believe I've had any reports of that happening."

"Not yet." It would be a miracle if she held on to her temper. He'd
always been pompous, she thought. When he'd been a junior
executive she'd been able to skirt him and go straight to the top. Now
he was the top. Abra gritted her teeth and tried again. "Tim, they
need the extra time off. Working out in that sun drains you. You get
weak, you get sloppy, then you make mistakes—dangerous
mistakes."

"I pay a foreman to see that no one makes mistakes."

Abra was on her feet and ready to explode when Cody's calm voice
cut in. "You know, Tim, men tend to stretch out breaks in the heat in
any case. You give them an extra thirty minutes, makes them feel
good— obliged, even. Most of them won't be as liable to take more.
You end up getting the same amount of work and good PR."

Tim ran his pen through his fingers. "Makes sense. I'll keep it in
mind."

"You do that." With an easy smile, he rose. "I'm going to hitch a ride
back to the site with Ms. Wilson. Then we can discuss that idea
about our working more closely together. Thanks for lunch, Tim."

"Any time, any time."



Before Abra could speak, Cody had her by the elbow and was
leading her out. They were in front of the elevators before she
managed to jerk away. "I don't need to be shown the way," she said
through clenched teeth.

"Well, Ms. Wilson, looks like we disagree again." He strolled into the
elevator with her, then punched the button for the parking garage. "In
my opinion, you could definitely use some guidance—in how to
handle birdbrains."

"I don't need you to..." She let her words trail off, glancing over at his
face. The hint of amusement in his eyes matched the reluctant smile
in hers. "I assume you're referring to Tim."

"Did I say that?"

"I have to assume you were—unless you were talking about
yourself."

"Take your choice."

"That leaves me with a tough decision." The elevator shuddered
slightly when it reached the parking level. Abra put her hand out to
keep the door from sliding shut again as she studied him. There was
a sharp intelligence in his eyes, and an easy confidence around his
mouth. Abra nearly sighed as she moved through the doors and into
the garage.

"Made up your mind?" he asked as he fell into step beside her.

"Let's just say I've already made up my mind how to handle you."

The slap of their boots echoed as they walked between the lines of
cars. "How's that?"

"You've heard of ten-foot poles?"



His mouth quirked at the corners. She was wearing a braid again. It
gave him the urge to loosen it, strand by strand. "That's downright
unfriendly."

"Yeah." She stopped in front of a compact station wagon. Its white
paint was scarred and dusty, and its windows were tinted violet to
combat the merciless sun. Thoughtfully she dug out her keys. "Are
you sure you want to go to the site? I could drop you by your hotel."

"I do have a mild interest in this project."

She moved her shoulders in a quick, restless gesture. "Suit
yourself."

"Usually do."

Once in he cocked his seat back and nearly managed to stretch out
his legs. When she turned the key, the engine coughed, objected,
then caught. The radio and air conditioner sprang to life. Music
jangled out, but she didn't bother to turn it down. Scattered across
the dashboard were a family of decorative magnets— a banana, an
ostrich, a map of Arizona, a grinning cat and a lady's hand with pink
fingernails. Scribbled notes were Held in place by them. As far as
Cody could make out, she had to pick up milk and bread and check
on fifty tons of concrete. And call Mongo? He narrowed his eyes and
tried again. Her mother. She was supposed to call her mother.

"Nice car," he commented when it shuddered and bucked to a stop
at a light.

"Needs a tune-up." She shifted into neutral to let the engine idle. "I
haven't gotten around to it."

He studied her hand as she jammed the car into first and
accelerated. It was long and lean and suited her build. She wore her
nails short and, unlike the plastic depiction of a lady's hand,
unpainted. No jewelry. He could imagine those hands serving



delicate cups of tea—just as he could imagine them changing spark
plugs.

"So how would you handle Tim?"

"What?" He'd been lost in a quiet little fantasy about how those
narrow, competent hands would feel stroking along his skin.

"Tim," she repeated. She gave the car more gas as they headed
south out of Phoenix. "How would you handle him?"

At the moment he was more interested in how he was going to
handle her. "I take it you two don't always see things the same way."

"You're the observant type, Johnson."

"Sarcasm, Red." He didn't ask permission to smoke, just rolled the
window down an inch and began to search through his pockets for
matches. "Personally, I don't mind it a bit, but when you're dealing
with Thornway you'll find oil does better than vinegar."

It was true, absolutely true. It annoyed her that she'd put herself in a
position where she'd had to be reminded of that. "He doesn't
recognize sarcasm if you pour it over his head." She punched in the
car lighter for him.

"Not nine times out of ten, maybe." He touched the tip of the lighter
against his cigarette. "It's that tenth time that could get you in trouble.
Before you say it, I already know you don't mind a little trouble."

Despite herself, she smiled, and she didn't object when he turned the
radio down. "You know those horses, the parade horses that wear
blinders so they'll follow the route and not look around and get
spooked by crowds?"

"Yeah, and I've already seen that Thornway wears blinders so that
he can follow the route to profit without being distracted. You want



better working conditions for the men, a higher grade of material,
whatever, you've got to learn how to be subtle."

She made that quick, restless movement with her shoulders again. "I
can't."

"Sure you can. You're smarter than Thornway, Red, so you sure as
hell ought to be able to outwit him."

"He makes me mad. When I think about—" She shrugged again, but
this time there was sorrow in the movement. "He just makes me
mad. When I get mad, whatever I think comes out."

That was something he'd already figured out for himself. "All you
have to do is use the common denominator. With Thornway, that's
profit. You want the men to have an hour lunch break in the heat of
the day, you don't tell him it's for their benefit, you tell him he'll get
higher efficiency and therefore higher profits."

She scowled for a minute, then let out a long breath. "I suppose I'll
have to thank you for talking him into it."

"Okay. How about dinner?"

She cast him a short, level look. "No."

"Why not?"

"Because you've got a pretty face." When he grinned, she granted
him the briefest of smiles. "I don't trust men with pretty faces."

"You've got a pretty face. I don't hold it against you."

Her smile widened for a moment, but she kept staring at the long
road ahead. "There's the difference between you and me, Johnson."

"If we had dinner, we could find others."



It was tempting. And it shouldn't have been. "Why should we want to
find others?"

"Passes the time. Why don't we—" He broke off when the car
swerved. Abra swore and wrestled the car to the shoulder of the
road.

"A flat," she said in disgust. "A lousy flat, and I'm already late getting
back." With that, she slammed out of the car and stomped around to
the back, swearing with admirable expertise. By the time Cody joined
her, she'd already rolled out her spare.

"That one doesn't seem to be in much better shape," he commented,
eyeing the tread.

"I need new ones all around, but this one should hold a while." She
hauled out the jack and, still muttering curses, hooked it under the
bumper. It was on the tip of Cody's tongue to offer to change it
himself. Then he remembered how much he enjoyed watching her
work. He hooked his thumbs in his belt loops and stayed out of her
way.

"Where I come from, engineers do pretty well for themselves. Ever
think about a new car?"

"This one does the job." She spun the lug nuts off. With easy
efficiency she pulled off the flat and rolled the spare into place. The
breeze from a passing car fluttered through her hair.

"This is bald," Cody said when he took a look at the flat.

"Probably."

"Probably, hell. I've got more tread on my sneakers. Haven't you got
more sense than to drive around on bald tires?" Even as he asked
he started around the car to examine the tread on the remaining
three. "These aren't much better."



"I said I needed new ones." She brushed the hair out of her eyes. "I
haven't had the time to take it in and deal with it."

"Make time."

He was standing behind her now. From her crouched position, she
aimed a look over her shoulder. "Back off."

"When I work with someone who's this careless personally, I have to
wonder how careless they might be professionally."

"I don't make mistakes on the job." She went back to tightening the
lug nuts. He was right. Because it embarrassed her, she refused to
admit it out loud. "Check the records."

She stood, and was more annoyed than surprised when he turned
her around to face him. It didn't bother her to be close. It bothered
her to feel close. "How many do you make off the job?"

"Not many." She should move away. The warning flashed in and out
of her mind as her throat went dry. They were standing toe-to-toe.
She could see the light sheen of dampness on his face and throat,
just as she could see, whether she wanted to or not, the flicker of
desire in his eyes.

"I don't like to argue with a woman who's holding a tire iron." He took
it from her and leaned it against the bumper. Her hands curled into
fists at her sides, but it was nerves, pure nerves, and had nothing to
do with anger.

"I've got an inspector coming this afternoon."

"At two-thirty." He took her hand, turning the wrist up to glance at her
watch. "You've got some time."

"Not my own," she said evenly. "I'm on Thorn-way's clock."



"Conscientious." He looked down at the bald tire. "Mostly."

It was uncomfortable and unnerving to feel her heart thud against
her ribs. As if she'd been running, Abra thought. She didn't want to
admit that she'd been running since she'd first laid eyes on him.

"If you've got something you want to say, say it. I've got work to do."

"Can't think of a thing at the moment." But he still held her hand. His
thumb lightly grazed the underside of her wrist, where her pulse beat
hard and steady. "Can you?"

"No." She started to move past him and found herself brought up
firmly against his chest. She'd always been lousy at chess, she
thought, flustered. Never looking past the immediate move to the
future consequences. It took more effort than it should have to keep
her voice steady. "What's your problem, Cody?"

"I don't know." He was every bit as intrigued as she. "There's one
way to find out." His free hand was on her face now, not resting there
but holding her still. "Do you mind?" Even as he spoke, his lips
lowered toward hers.

She wasn't sure what made her pull back at the last moment—or
what made her able to pull back. She lifted a hand to his chest and
pressed firmly, even as she tasted the warmth of his breath on her
lips. "Yes," she said, and was amazed to realize that it was a lie. She
wouldn't have minded. In fact, she'd wanted the feel and taste of his
mouth on hers.

There was only an inch separating them, perhaps less. He felt,
unexpectedly, a churning, a tug, a heat that drew together and
centered in his gut. It was more than curiosity, he realized, and he
found himself not entirely comfortable with the knowledge. When he
stepped back, it was as much for his own sake as anything.

"I shouldn't have asked," he said easily. "Next time I won't."



She'd start trembling in a moment. It stunned her to realize that any
second her system was going to betray her and shudder and quake.
Again, not from anger. She held it off through sheer will and bent to
the ruined tire. "Go find someone else to play with, Cody."

"I don't think so." He took the tire from her and stored it in the rear of
the car. Before she could see to it herself, he had lowered the jack
and stored that, as well.

Taking slow, steadying breaths, she walked around to her door. A
tractor-trailer rattled by, and the force of the air it displaced hit her
like a wall. She braced herself against it, as she had braced herself
against him. Her palms were sweaty. Carefully she rubbed them
against the thighs of her jeans before settling inside and turning the
key.

"You don't strike me as the kind of man who keeps knocking at a
door when no one answers."

"You're right." He leaned back again as she pulled onto the road.
"After a while I just open it myself," With a friendly grin, he turned the
radio up again.

The inspector had come early. Abra swore about it but couldn't do
much else, since the wiring passed. She walked through the
building, which was already taking shape, and climbed to the second
and third floors to supervise the insulating and the first delivery of
drywall. It was moving like clockwork, and she should have been
more than satisfied.

All she could think of was how she had felt standing on the shoulder
of the road with Cody's lips an inch from hers.

She was an engineer, not a romantic, she reminded herself as she
stood on a platform twenty feet up and unrolled a drawing. The
cooling system, she thought as she went over the specs again. That
was going to take enough of her time and energy over the next few



days. She didn't have the time or the inclination to stand around and
wonder what it would have been like to kiss Cody Johnson.

Hot. Hot and exciting. No woman could look at that mouth and not
see the kind of damage it could do to the nervous system. It had
already jangled hers, and without even making contact. He probably
knew it. Men like him always knew what kind of effect they had on a
woman. They could hardly be blamed for it, but they could—and
should—be avoided.

With another oath, she rolled up the drawings. She wouldn't think
about him or what would have happened if she'd said yes instead of
no. Or if she'd said nothing at all and had moved on instinct rather
than brainpower.

There were the elevators to consider. It wouldn't be long before
they'd be going in. She'd worked hard and long with another
engineer on the design. What was now on paper would be reality
soon enough, running up and down the walls, glass glittering as they
rose and fell without a sound.

Some men could do that—make your heart rise and fall, make your
pulse hammer though it couldn't be heard by anyone but you. No
matter how you tried, how you pretended it wasn't happening, inside
you'd be shooting up and shooting down so fast that a crash was
inevitable. No matter how clever you were with a calculator, you
could never quite fix the kinks in the system.

Damn him. Damn him for that—for taking that one step beyond and
making her vulnerable. She couldn't forget the way her hand had felt
in his, the way his eyes had looked when his face had been that
close. So now she would wonder. The blame for that was his. She'd
do well to remember that.

Glancing down, she saw him on the first floor, talking with Charlie
Gray. Cody was gesturing toward the rear wall, where the side of the
mountain sloped in to become part of the building—or the building to



become part of the mountain. There would be long panes of glass
there to form the ceiling, curved glass that would blend the line from
the rock to the dome. She'd already decided it would be ostentatious
and impractical, but as she'd been told, it was her job to make it
work, not to approve.

Cody shook his head at something Gray told him, and his voice rose
a little, enough to carry but not enough to make the words clear.
Annoyance was there. It pleased her.

Let him be annoyed, she thought. Let him go back east and be
annoyed where he would be out of her way.

She started down, using the temporary stairs. She had the progress
on the health club to check out, and the excavation work on the first
set of cabanas. As long as they could keep one job overlapping the
next, they'd be all right. Tim should have been there, overseeing the
scheduling. Abra moved a shoulder to work out a kink. It was better
that he wasn't, that he had left the responsibility to her. He had a way
of irritating the men when he showed up on the site in his expensive
suits.

Just as she checked her watch, she heard a shout from above. She
had enough time to see the metal stud falling tpward her before she
was grabbed by the waist and dragged aside.

The stud landed inches from her feet, spewing up dust and
clattering. Hard hat or no, she'd have been taking a trip to the
hospital now if she'd been under it.

"You all right? Hey." Arms were still around her waist, but now she
was turned and pressed against a hard male body. She didn't have
to see to know who was holding her.

"Yes." But her voice wasn't steady. Neither were her hands. "I'm
okay. Let me—"



"Who the hell's responsible for this?" Cody shouted up, still holding
Abra against him. He knew now what it meant to be sick with fear.
He'd moved instinctively, but the moment the stud had hit harmlessly
his stomach had heaved. Looking at it, he could envision her lying
there, bleeding. Two men were already scurrying down the ladder,
their faces as white as his.

"It got away from us. God, Ms. Wilson, are you okay? There was an
electric box on the floor. It tripped me up, and the stud just went."

"It didn't hit me." She tried to move away from Cody but didn't have
the strength.

"Get up there and make sure those floors and platforms are clear. If
there's any more carelessness, people are going to be out of a job."

"Yes, sir."

The hammering, which had stopped dead, resumed hesitantly, then
with more vigor.

"Look, I'm all right." She had to be. Even if her hands were clammy,
she had to be all right. "I can handle the men."

"Just shut up." He fought back the urge to pick her up, and pulled her
along instead. "You're white as a sheet." He shoved her down on a
crate. "Sit."

Because her legs felt like rubber, she didn't argue. A few deep
breaths, she told herself, and she'd be fine.

"Here." Cody pushed a cup of water into her hand.

"Thanks." She drank, forcing herself to take it slow. "You don't have
to bother."



"No, I could just leave you in a puddle on the ground." It hadn't come
out the way he'd intended, but he was angry, as sick with anger as
he'd been with fear. It had been too close, way too close. If he hadn't
glanced over at her... "I could've stood there and watched you get
smashed, but it seemed a shame to get blood all over the fresh
concrete."

"That's not what I meant." She swallowed the last of the water and
balled up the paper cup in her hand. He'd saved her from a major
injury. She'd wanted to thank him, nicely. And she would have, too,
Abra thought, if he hadn't been scowling at her. "I would have gotten
out of the way myself, in any case."

"Fine. Next time I'll just go about my business."

"Do that." Biting off the words, she tossed the paper cup aside. She
rose and fought back a wave of giddiness. Hammers were still
pounding, but more than one man was watching out of the corner of
an eye. "There's no need to cause a scene."

"You've no idea the kind of scene I can cause, Wilson." He was
tempted to show her, to release some of the fury that had boiled
together with the fear and let her have a good long look at what he
could throw. But her face was chalk white, and whether she knew it
or not her hands were shaking. "If I were you, I'd have your foreman
drill some safety rules into these men."

"I'll take that under advisement. Now, if you'll excuse me, I have to
get back to work."

When his fingers curled around her arm, she felt the temper in them.
She was grateful for it. It made her stronger. Very slowly she turned
her head so that she could look at him again. Fury, she thought with
a kind of edgy curiosity. The man was absolutely furious— more than
a few cross words warranted. His problem, Abra told herself.

"I'm not going to keep telling you to back off, Johnson."



He waited a moment until he was sure he could speak calmly. In his
mind he could still hear the sickening crack of metal hitting concrete.
"That's something we can agree on, Red. You won't keep telling me
to back off."

He let her go. After the briefest hesitation, she strode away.

She wouldn't keep telling him, Cody thought as he watched her
disappear outside. And even if she did, it wasn't going to do her any
good.

 

 

 

Chapter Three

He had other things to think about. Cody let the hot spray of the
shower beat over his head and reminded himself that Abra Wilson
wasn't his problem. A problem she undoubtedly was, but not his.

Women that skittish were best avoided, particularly when they had
those pretty feminine looks that contrasted with a mean temper. The
Barlow project was giving him enough headaches. He didn't need to
add her to the list.

But then, she was mighty easy to look at. Cody smiled to himself as
he turned off the shower. Easy to look at didn't mean easy to handle.
Usually he appreciated challenges, but just now he had enough on
his plate. Now that his partner was married and expecting his first
baby, Cody was doing what he could to shoulder the excess. With
business booming, the excess meant twelve-hour days. In addition
to overseeing the construction of the resort, there were innumerable



phone calls to make and take, telegrams to send and receive,
decisions, approvals and rejections.

He didn't mind the responsibility or the long hours. He was grateful
for them. It didn't take much prodding for him to remember the boy
who had grown up on a muddy farm on the Georgia-Florida border.
The boy had wanted more, and the man had worked to get it.

Come a long way, Cody thought as he knotted the towel at his waist.
His body was lean, the torso tanned. He still worked outdoors,
though that was from choice now, rather than necessity. It wasn't
only drawing boards and dreams with Cody. There was a house on a
lake in Florida that was half-built. He was determined to finish it
himself. A matter of pride now, rather than lack of funds.

The money was there, and he'd never deny he enjoyed its benefits.
Still, he'd grown up working with his hands, and he couldn't seem to
break the habit. He corrected himself. He didn't want to break the
habit. There were times when he enjoyed nothing more than the feel
of a hammer or a piece of wood in his hand.

He dragged his fingers through his wet hair. They were callused, as
they'd been since childhood. He could run a tractor even now, but he
preferred a slide rule or a power saw.

He strode into the bedroom of his hotel suite. The suite was nearly
as big as the home he'd grown up in. He'd gotten used to the space,
to the small luxuries, but he didn't take them for granted. Because
he'd grown up skirting poverty he's learned to appreciate good
material, good food, good wine. Perhaps he appredated them with a
more discerning eye than someone who had been born to the good
life. But he didn't think about that.

Work, talent and ambition were the keys, with a bit of luck thrown in.
Cody remembered that luck could change, so he never avoided
work.



He had come a long way from digging in the mud to make a living.
Now he could dream, imagine and create—as long as he didn't
forget that making dreams reality meant getting your hands dirty. He
could lay a score of brick if it was required, mix mortar, pound in a
stud or drive a rivet. He'd worked his way through college as a
laborer. Those years had given him not only a practical bent toward
building but a respect for the men who sweated to create them.

Which brought him back to Abra. She understood construction
workers. He knew firsthand that many of the people who worked at
drawing boards forgot the men who hammered the nails and hauled
the bricks. But not Abra. Thoughtfully he slipped into a white terry-
cloth robe with the vague notion of calling room service and eating
in. Abra Wilson, he mused. She would have gone to the wall to get
an extra thirty minutes' break for the men. She was a fiend about
checking the water supply and the salt tablets.

She was also a woman who would step in between two angry
construction workers to break up a fight. Or pour beer over the head
of an insubordinate employee. The memory made him grin. No
drinking on the job. And she'd meant what she'd said.

He appreciated that. He was a man who preferred frankness to
subtleties in both his business and his personal life. She wasn't a
woman who would play flirting games or give teasing hints. She
would say yes or she would say no.

As she had on the side of the road, he remembered. She'd said no,
Cody mused, and she'd wanted to say yes. Discovering the reasons
for the contradiction would be interesting work. It was a pity he could
only fit Abra into the business slot. They might have had some fun
together, he thought, dragging a hand through his still-damp hair.
The trouble was, she was too uptight to settle back and have a good
time. Perhaps it would be fair to say that she was too honest to take
intimacy on a casual level. He couldn't fault her for that, which made
one more reason to keep things on a business plane.



And there was too much friction. Friction usually led to a spark, and
a spark to a blaze. He didn't have the time to fight fires just now.

With a glance at the clock on the bedside table he calculated the
time back east. It was far too late to make any calls to the East
Coast. That meant he'd have to get up at five, pull himself together
and make all the necessary calls and connections between 6:00 and
7:00 a.m.

With a shrug, he decided that what was called for was a quick room-
service meal and an early night. Just as he picked up the phone, the
buzzer sounded at his door.

If there was one person he hadn't been expecting, it was Abra.

She stood there, balancing a brown grocery bag on one hip. Her hair
was loose—it was the first time he'd seen it unbraided or unpinned—
and curled wildly to her shoulders. She still wore jeans and a T-shirt,
but she'd changed from work boots to sneakers. The next surprise
was that she was almost smiling.

"Hi," she managed. It was ridiculous, but she'd never been so
nervous in her life.

"Hi." He leaned against the doorframe and took a long, lazy scan.
"Passing by?"

"Not exactly." Her fingers dug into the stiff brown paper bag. The
telltale rattle made her relax them again. "Can I come in?"

"Sure." He stepped back, and she stepped through. From behind
her, she heard the door click closed. Her heart jerked with it. "This is
nice."

The living room of the suite was done in desert colors, mauves and
umbers and creams. There were sketches on the walls and narrow



louvered blinds at the windows. The room smelled of soap. He
smelled of soap. Abra braced herself to turn.

"I wanted to apologize."

His brow lifted in an unconscious gesture as he studied her. She was
doing her best, Cody realized, and hating every minute of it.
Amused, he decided to draw the scene out.

"For what?"

She nearly ground her teeth. On the trip over she had prepared
herself for the likelihood that he wouldn't make it easy. "For being
rude and ungrateful this afternoon."

Cody slipped his hands into the pockets of his robe. "Just this
afternoon?"

Venom nearly poured out, and it was hard to swallow. An apology
was due, and she was damn well going to get it over with. "Yes.
We're dealing with a specific instance. You helped me this afternoon,
and I was ungrateful and unkind. I was wrong, and when I am I like
to think I can admit it." Without asking, she moved over to the
counter that separated the living space from the kitchenette. "I
brought you some beer."

"To drink or to wear?" he asked when she pulled out a six pack.

"Up to you." She broke down enough to smile, really smile. The
flecks in her eyes brightened. Her lips softened as if by magic. Cody
felt his heart stop for two full beats. "I didn't know whether you'd
eaten, so I tossed in a meatball sub and some fries."

"You brought me dinner?"

Uncomfortable, she shrugged. "It's no big deal, just a sandwich." She
pulled out a twelve-inch tube wrapped in white paper.



"Some sandwich."

"Yeah." She took out the Styrofoam dish that held the french fries. If
it killed her, she told herself, she was going to get the words out. And
it might kill her, she thought, if he kept looking at her as though he'd
rather nibble on her than the sub. "I wanted to thank you for acting
so quickly this afternoon. I don't know whether I'd have gotten out of
the way in time or not, but that's not the issue. The fact is, you made
certain I wasn't hurt, and I never really thanked you at the time. I
guess I was more shaken up than I realized."

As he had been, Cody thought. He crossed over to stand beside her.
She was holding the empty bag, folding and unfolding it. The gesture
showed him more than words could have how much it had cost her
to come. He took the bag from her and tossed it on the counter.

"You could have written that down in a nice little note and slipped it
under the door. But I don't suppose that's your style." He resisted the
urge to touch her hair, knowing it would be a mistake for both of
them. He would only want to touch her more, and she already looked
as though she'd jump out of her shoes at the first advance. Instead,
he pulled a bottle out of the pack and turned it to read the label.
"Want a beer?"

She hesitated only briefly. It looked as if he was going to make it
easy for her after all. "Sure."

"Half a meatball sub?"

She relaxed and smiled again. "I could probably choke it down."

A truce, undeclared but understood, had been negotiated. They
shared cold beer and spicy meatballs on Cody's terrace. A small in-
ground spa swirled silently at their feet. Orange and red blossoms,
their scent heavy, trailed up and along the high walls that closed
them in. The sun was low, and the air was cooling.



"All the comforts of home," Abra mused as she sipped her beer.

Cody thought about his house, where everything was familiar, where
so many walls were still unfinished and so many yards of trim were
still unpainted. "Not quite home. But it's the next best thing."

Abra stretched the toes of her sneakers toward the water. Lord,
she'd like to sink into that, close her eyes and let every muscle hum.
With a soft sigh of regret, she dismissed the idea. "You do much
traveling?"

"Enough. You?"

"Not really. Well, around the state. Up into Utah a couple of times. I
like hotels."

"Really?"

She was relaxed enough to ignore his smirk. She bit into the sub and
savored the blending of meat, sauce and cheese. "I like being able to
take a shower and go out and come back to find fresh towels.
Ordering room service and eating in bed. Stuff like that. You must
like them, too." She watched him tilt back his beer. "You don't strike
me as someone who'd keep doing something he didn't care for."

"I don't mind moving around." The fries were greasy and loaded with
salt. Perfect. He took two. "I like knowing I've got some place to go
back to, that's all."

She understood that very well, though it surprised her that he felt the
sentiment—and the need. "Have you always lived in Florida?"

"Yeah. Can't say I care much for the snow-shoveling, finger-numbing
weather in the North. I like the sun."

"Me too." She dug out fries. "It only rains here a handful of times a
year. Rain's an event." With a grin, she finished off her half of the



sub. The best meal, she had to admit, she'd had in weeks. It was
hard to believe, but his company wasn't such a trial after all. She
settled back to nurse her beer and wait for nightfall. "I'd like to see
the ocean, though."

"Which one?"

"Any one."

Her eyes were gray in this light, he noted. Gray and a little sleepy.
"It's a short flight to the West Coast."

"I know." She moved her shoulders and continued to watch the sky
darken. "I always figured I needed a bigger reason to make the trip."

"Vacation?"

"I've been pushing pretty hard the last few years. This may be the
age of women's liberation, but there are still walls to break down
when you're an engineer who happens to be a woman."

"Why are you an engineer?"

He reached lazily for more fries, and so did she. Their fingers
brushed companionably. "I always liked to figure out how things
worked—or what to do to make them work better. I was good with
numbers. I like the logic of them. If you put them together and figure
out the formula, you're always going to come up with the right
answer."

"The right answer's not always the best answer."

Crossing her legs at the ankles, she turned her head enough to
study his face in the lowering light. "That's artistic thinking, which is
why an architect needs a good engineer to keep him on track."



He took a lazy swallow of beer and smiled at her. "Is that what you're
doing, Red? Keeping me on track?"

"It isn't easy. Take the design of the health club."

"I figured you'd get around to it."

Mellowed by the casual meal, she ignored his sarcasm. "The
waterfall on the east wall. We'll overlook the fact that it's an
impractical piece of fancy."

"You've got something against waterfalls?"

"This is the desert, Johnson."

"Ever hear of an oasis?"

She sighed, determined to be patient. It was a nice night. The food
had been good, and the company more pleasant than she'd
expected. "I'll give you your little whimsy."

"Bless you for that."

"But if you'd put it on the west wall, as I requested—"

"It doesn't work on the west wall," he said. "You need the windows
on the west wall for the evening light, the sunsets. And the view's
best in the west."

"I'm talking about logistics. Think plumbing."

"I leave that up to you. You think plumbing, I'll think aesthetics, and
we'll get along fine."

Typical, typical, typical, she thought with a shake of her head. "Cody,
my point is that this project could have been half as difficult as it is
with a few minor adjustments."



The challenging light had come back into her eyes. He nearly smiled.
The evening wouldn't have been complete without at least one
argument. "If you're afraid of hard work, you should have found
another profession."

That had her head snapping up, and her eyes, already filled with
anger, narrowing. "I'm not afraid to work, and I'm damn good at what
I do. It's people like you, who come along with your six-story egos,
refusing to make any adjustments, who make things impossible."

He had a temper of his own, but he managed— barely—to check it.
"It's not my ego that keeps me from making adjustments. If I made
them, I wouldn't be doing the job I'd been hired to do."

"You call it professional integrity, I call it ego."

"And you're wrong," he said with deceptive calm. "Again."

She could have drawn in then and tried tact and subtlety—if she had
thought of it. "Are you telling me it would have compromised your
integrity to move that silly waterfall from east to west?"

"Yes."

"That's the most ridiculous thing I've ever heard. But typical," she
said, rising to pace the tiny walled-in terrace. "God knows it's typical.
Sometimes I think architects worry more about the color of paint than
stress points."

He watched her as she paced. Her stride was long and loose, the
kind that ate up ground from point to point easily. A woman going
places, he mused. But he wasn't about to be walked over so that she
could get there.

"You've got a bad habit of generalizing, Red."



"Don't call me Red," she muttered, then tugged an orange blossom
off the vine. "I'll be glad when this project's finished and I'm out on
my own. Then I can pick what architect I want to work with."

"Good luck. It might just be difficult for you to find one who's willing to
put up with temper tantrums and nit-picking."

She whirled back. She knew she had a temper. She wouldn't deny it
or apologize for it. But as to the rest... "I don't nitpick. It's not nit-
picking to make a suggestion that would save laying an extra
hundred feet of pipe. And only an egocentric, hardheaded architect
would see it that way."

"You've got a problem, Ms. Wilson." He saw and enjoyed the way
she stiffened at that. "You've got a low opinion of people in my
profession, but as long as you pursue yours, you're stuck with us."

She mangled the flower she was holding. "Not everyone in your
field's an idiot. There are some excellent architects in Arizona."

"So it's just architects from back east you don't like."

She wasn't going to let him put words in her mouth and make her
sound like a fool. "I have no idea why Tim felt he had to hire a firm
from out of state to begin with. But since he did, I'm doing my best to
work with you."

"Your best could use some polishing up." Setting his beer aside, he
rose. His face was in shadows, but she could tell by his stance that
he was as angry as she was, and primed for a fight. "If you've got
any other complaints, why don't you get them out now while there's
just the two of us?"

She tossed the bruised flower, like a gauntlet, between them. "All
right, I will. It infuriates me that you didn't bother to come out for any
of the preliminary meetings. I was against hiring an East Coast firm,
but Tim wouldn't listen. The fact that you were unavailable made



things more complicated. Meanwhile, I've got to deal with Gray, who
bites his fingernails and is always looking up codes or shuffling
papers. Then you come out and swagger around like the cock of the
walk, refusing to modify even one line of your precious design."

He took a step toward her, out of the shadows. He was angry, all
right, she noted. It was just her luck that his temper made him more
attractive. "In the first place, I had a very good reason for missing the
preliminary meetings. Good personal reasons that I don't feel
obligated to discuss with you." He took another step. "The fact that
your employer hired my firm over your objections is your problem,
not mine."

"I prefer to think of it as his mistake, not mine."

"Fine." When he took the next step toward her, she had to fight back
the urge to retreat. His eyes could be very dark, she discovered, very
intense. He didn't remind her of a casual beachcomber now, or an
easygoing cowboy. More like a gunslinger, she realized, but she held
her ground. "As to Gray, he might be young and annoying, but he
also works hard."

She felt a flush of shame and jammed her hands into her pockets. "I
didn't mean..."

"Forget it." He took a final step that brought him so close that their
bodies nearly brushed. Abra kept her jaw set and her eyes on his.
"And I don't swagger."

She had a ridiculous urge to laugh, but something in his eyes
warned her that that was the most dangerous thing she could do.
Instead, she swallowed and lifted both brows. "You mean you don't
do it on purpose?"

She was baiting him, plain and simple. He hadn't missed the light of
amusement in her eyes. She wanted to laugh at him, and he'd be
damned if she'd get away with it. "I don't do it at all. You, on the other



hand, put on that hard hat and those steel-toed boots and stomp
around the site trying to prove how tough you can be."

She opened her mouth in utter astonishment, then snapped it
closed. "I don't stomp, and I don't have to prove anything to anyone.
I'm doing the job I was trained to do."

"Then you do yours and I'll do mine."

"Fine. See you at sunup."

She started to spin toward the door, and he caught her by the arm.
He didn't know what demon had prompted him to do it, to stop her
when her angry exit would have been best for both of them. Now it
was too late. The move was already made. Their faces were close,
his hand was tight on her arm, and their bodies were turned toward
each other. A half moon was rising. Outside the walls a woman's
laugh ebbed and flowed as a couple strolled by beneath its light.

The friction had given birth to a spark—no, dozens of sparks, Cody
thought as he felt them singe his skin. The heat from them was quick
and dangerous, but still controllable. If he fanned them, they would
flame. And then...

The hell with it, he thought as he closed his mouth over hers.

She was braced. She was ready. The desire and the intent had been
plain to see as they'd stood there for that long, silent moment. Abra
was honest enough to admit that the desire had been there all along.
It had cut through her time and time again. So she was braced. She
was ready.

It didn't do any good.

She should have been able to hold back her response, something
she'd always been able to give or subdue as she chose. As she
chose. It was frightening to learn in one split second that the choice



wasn't always there. Response ripped out of her before a decision
could be made and shattered her opinion of her own free will.

She was holding on to him without any recollection of having
reached out. Her body was pressed hard against his without any
memory of having moved at all. When her lips parted it was as much
in demand as in invitation. His rough answer was exactly what she
wanted.

He dragged her against him, amazed that need could rise from a
simmer to a boil so quickly. Another surprise. What flared between
them came as much from her as from him. She hadn't protested or
struggled angrily away, but had met him force for force, passion for
passion. With temper adding an edge to desire, he caught her hair in
his hands and took as ruthlessly as his need demanded.

He nipped at her lip. Her low, throaty moan was as arousing as the
play of her tongue over his. Now he gave himself freedom, letting his
hands run over her, testing, tormenting, taking. Her body shuddered
against his, then pressed closer. She didn't hold back, didn't seem to
believe in it.

She should think, oh, she knew she should think. But it wasn't
possible when her pulse was pounding in her head and her muscles
were like water. How could She think when his taste was spreading
through her, filling her?

He was as breathless as she when they drew apart. She was as
willing as he when they came together for one last long, lingering
kiss. When they parted again they stayed close, his hands on her
shoulders, hers on his arms. Anger defused, passion ignited, leaving
them both weak.

"What are we going to do about this?" Cody asked her.

She could only shake her head. It was too soon to think and too late
not to.



"Why don't you sit down?"

She shook her head again before he could lead her to a chair. "No.
No, I don't want to sit." It was harder than she'd thought it would be
to step away from him. "I've got to go."

"Not quite yet." He needed a cigarette. He fumbled in the pockets of
his robe and swore when he found his hands weren't steady. It
amazed and infuriated him. "We have to resolve this, Abra."

She watched the match spark and flame, then drew a steadying
breath. Flames could be lit, she reminded herself, and they could be
put out just as easily. "It shouldn't have happened."

"That's beside the point."

It hurt, more than a little, that he hadn't disagreed with her. But of
course he couldn't, she told herself. She was right. "No, I think that is
the point." In frustration she dragged both hands through her hair,
and he remembered all too clearly what it had felt like tangled
around his own hands. "It shouldn't have happened, but it did, and
now it's over. I think we're both too sensible and too professional to
let it get in the way of our working relationship."

"Do you?" He should have known she'd handle this the same way
she would a fouled-up order for concrete. "Maybe you're right.
Maybe. But you're an idiot if you think it won't happen again."

She had to be careful, very careful. It wasn't easy to speak calmly
when her lips were still warm and swollen from his. "If it does, we'll
simply have to deal with it—separately from business."

"We agree on something." Cody blew out a long stream of smoke.
"What happened just now had nothing to do with business." Through
the screen of smoke his eyes met hers and held them. "But that's not
going to stop me from wanting you during working hours."



She felt a warning chill race up her spine. It made her straighten her
shoulders. "Look, Cody, this is— was—a momentary thing. Maybe
we were attracted, but—"

"Maybe?"

"All right, all right." She tried to find the right words. "I have to think of
my future. We both know there's nothing more difficult, or awkward,
than becoming involved with an associate."

"Life's rough," he murmured, and pitched his cigarette high over the
wall. He watched the glow fly up and arc before he turned back to
her. "Let's get something straight, Red. I kissed you and you kissed
me right back. And it felt damn good. I'm going to want to kiss you
again, and a lot more than that. What I'm not going to do is wait until
it's convenient for you."

"You make all the decisions?" she snapped. "You make all the
moves?"

He considered a moment. "Okay."

Fury didn't make her speechless. Taking a step forward, she poked a
finger at his chest. "It's not okay, you arrogant pinhead. I kissed you
back because I wanted to, because I liked it. If I kiss you again it'll be
for the same reasons, not because you set the time and place. If I go
to bed with you, the same rules hold. Got that straight?"

She was wonderful. Infuriating, but wonderful. He managed not to
grab her. Instead, he grinned. When a woman called a spade a
spade, you couldn't argue. "Straight as an arrow," he agreed. He
tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear. "Glad you liked it."

The sound that hissed out between her teeth was anything but
pleased. His grin just widened. Rather than punch him in the face,
she knocked his hand aside and turned for the door.



"Abra."

She yanked the door open and stood gripping the knob. "What?"

"Thanks for dinner."

The door slammed at her back, and then he did laugh. He waited ten
seconds and heard the front door of the suite slam in turn. On
impulse, he stripped off his robe and, turning on the timer for the
spa, eased into the hot, bubbling water. He hoped it would soothe
out the aches she'd left him with and clear his mind enough to let him
think.

 

 

 

Chapter Four

Business. From now until the last tile was caulked Abra was
determined to keep it strictly business between herself and Cody.
Engineer to architect. They would discuss templates and curved
headers, wiring and plastic pipe, concrete and thermal mass. Abra
scowled at the bare bones of the health club. With luck, she thought,
they would discuss nothing at all.

What had happened on that moonlit terrace was like temporary
insanity. Inherited insanity, she decided as she dug her fists into her
pockets. Obviously she was more like her mother than she had ever
wanted to admit. An attractive man, a little Stardust and wham! She
was ready and willing to make a fool of herself.

She took the clipboard the foreman handed her, scanned the papers,
then initialed them. She'd come this far without letting any congenital



weaknesses muck up her life. She intended to go a lot farther.
Maybe she had inherited the flaw from her mother, but unlike the
sweet, eternally optimistic Jessie she had no intention of going into a
romantic spin and ending up flat on her face. That moment of
weakness had passed, and now it was back to business as usual.

She spent the morning running back and forth between the health
club and the main building, with an occasional foray to check on the
excavation work for the cabanas. The work on each section of the
project was overlapping according to plan, keeping her constantly in
demand to oversee, answer questions, smooth out problems.

She had a long, technical phone conversation with the mechanical
engineer Thornway had assigned. He was moving more slowly than
she might have liked, but his work was first-class. She made a note
to go by the offices and take a good look at the dies for both the
elevator and the mechanized roof over the pool.

Those were aspects of her profession she enjoyed every bit as much
as the planning and figuring, and they were aspects she took every
bit as seriously. She wasn't an engineer who figured her job was
over once the specs were approved and the calculations checked.
She'd wanted a part in the Barlow project that didn't begin and end at
the drawing board. It had been given to her, and if she still winced
inwardly when a shovelful of dirt was removed from the site, she had
the satisfaction of being a part of its reshaping.

No one she came in contact with would have seen beneath the
competent exterior to her distracted thoughts. If she was constantly
on the lookout for Cody, she told herself, it was only that she didn't
care to be taken unaware. By noon she had decided he wasn't going
to show. Disappointment masqueraded as relief.

She took her lunch break in the trailer with a bottle of chilled orange
juice, a bag of chips and blueprints. Since her conversation with the
mechanical engineer she had decided there were still a few



problems to work out in the dynamics of the sliding glass roof Cody
wanted over the pool. She crunched into a chip while she punched a
new equation into her calculator. If it weren't for the waterfall the man
insisted on having run down the wall and into the corner of the pool...
Abra shook her head and tried a new angle. The man was a maniac
about waterfalls, she thought. She took a long swig of juice. Basically
he was just a maniac. It helped to think of him that way, as a crazy
architect with delusions of grandeur, rather than as a man who could
kiss the common sense right out of you.

She was going to give him his damn sliding glass arch of a roof, and
his waterfalls, and his spirals and domes. Then she was going to use
this foolish fancy of a design to launch her own career while he went
back to his humidity and his orange groves.

Nearly satisfied, Abra sketched out a few details, then ran a new set
of figures. It wasn't her job to approve, she reminded herself, it was
her job to make it work. She was very good at making things work.

When the door opened, she didn't bother to glance up.

"Close that quick, will you? You'll let the heat in."

"Yes, ma'am."

The lazy drawl had her head jerking up. She straightened her
shoulders automatically as Cody stooped to walk through the
doorway. "I didn't think we'd see you here today."

He merely smiled and stood aside to make room for Tim Thornway
and the bullet-shaped form of William Walton Barlow, Sr. Awkwardly,
due to the row of cabinets over her head, Abra stood.

"Abra." Though he would have preferred to have found her knee-
deep in concrete or up on the scaffolding, Tim was skilled enough to
use almost any situation to his advantage. "As you can see, WW," he



said, "our crew lives, sleeps and eats B and B's resort hotel. You
remember Ms. Wilson, our chief structural engineer."

The little man with the thatch of white hair and the shrewd eyes held
out a meaty hand. "Indeed, indeed. A Barlow never forgets a pretty
face."

To her credit, Abra didn't wince, not even when Cody smirked over
Barlow's head. "It's nice to see you again, Mr. Barlow."

"WW thought it was time he had a look at things," Tim explained. "Of
course, we don't want to interrupt the flow or slacken the pace—"

"Don't know much about putting these places up," Barlow cut in.
"Know about running them. Like what I see, though." He nodded
three times. "Like the curves and arches. Classy. Barlow and Barlow
stands for classy operations."

Abra ignored Cody's grin and scooted out from behind the table.
"You picked a hot day to visit, Mr. Barlow. Can I get you something
cold? Juice, tea?"

"Take a beer. Nothing washes away the dust like a cold beer."

Cody opened the scaled-down refrigerator himself and rooted some
out. "We were about to show WW the progress on the health club."

"Oh?" Abra shook her head at the offer of a beer and was amused
when Tim accepted a bottle gingerly. "Good timing. I've just been
working out the final details on the pool roof. I think Lafferty and I
smoothed out some of the bugs over the phone this morning."

Barlow glanced down at the blueprints and at the stacks of paper
covered with figures and calculations. "I'll leave that to you. Only
numbers I'm handy with are in an account book. Looks like you know
your way around, though." He gestured with his bottle before taking



three healthy gulps. "Thornway always said you had a head on your
shoulders. Pretty shoulders, too." He winked at her.

Rather than getting her dander up, the wink made her grin. He was
nearly old enough to be her grandfather and, multimillionaire or not,
he had a certain rough charm. "Thank you. He always spoke highly
of you."

"I miss him," Barlow said. Then he turned to the matter at hand.
"Let's get on with this tour, Tim. No use wasting time."

"Of course." Tim set aside his untouched beer. "I'm giving a little
dinner party for Mr. Barlow tonight. Seven. You'll escort Mr. Johnson,
Abra."

Since it wasn't a question, Abra opened her mouth with the idea of
making some excuse. Cody stepped smoothly in. "I'll pick up Ms.
Wilson. Why don't you start over to the health club? We'll be right
with you."

"Why don't you loosen that damn tie, Tim?" Barlow asked as they
stepped out of the trailer. "Man could strangle in this heat."

Cody shut the door, then leaned against it. "They are nice shoulders.
From what I've seen of them."

From an engineering standpoint, Abra couldn't have said why the
trailer seemed more crowded now than it had a moment before.
Turning back to the table, she began to tidy her papers. "It isn't
necessary for you to pick me up this evening."

"No." He studied her, not certain whether he was amused or
annoyed by her withdrawal. He hadn't slept well, and he knew the
blame lay squarely on those pretty shoulders, which were now
braced for an attack. "But I will."



This was business, Abra told herself, and should be handled as
such. Making up her mind, she turned to face him. "All right. You'll
need an address."

He smiled again, slowly this time. "Oh, I think I can find you, Red.
Same way you found me."

Since he'd brought it up, Abra told herself, it would be best to deal
with it. "It's good that we have a minute here. We can clear things
up."

"What things?" Cody pushed away from the door. Abra backed into
the table hard. "We had a mule back home on the farm," he mused
as he stepped closer. "She tended to be skittish, too."

"I'm not skittish. It's simply that I think you have the wrong
impression."

"I have the right impression," he told her, reaching around to toy with
the end of her braid. "Of just how your body feels when it's fitted
against mine. A very right and very pleasant impression."

"That was a mistake." She would have turned away to move around
him, but he tightened his grip on her hair and tugged her back.

"What was?"

"Last night." She was going to handle this calmly, Abra told herself.
She was basically a calm and reasonable person. "It should never
have happened."

"It?" His eyes had darkened. Abra noted that, and noted, also, that
there was no anger to be seen in them. She let out a little breath of
relief. Obviously he was prepared to be as reasonable as she.

"I suppose we just got caught up in the moment. The best thing to do
is forget it and go on."



"Okay." She saw his smile but didn't notice how cool it was. He
wasn't much of a hand at chess, but he was a killer at poker. "We'll
forget last night."

Pleased at the ease with which the problem had been erased, she
smiled back at him. "Well, then, why don't we—"

Her words were cut off as he dragged her against him and covered
her mouth with his. Her body went rigid—from shock, she told
herself. From fury. That was what she wanted to believe. Today there
was none of the gentle, sensual exploration in the moonlight. This
kiss was as bold and as bright as the sun that beat through the
windows. And as angry, she thought as he twisted her against him
and took whatever he wanted. She tried to yank free and was held
fast. Those subtle muscles covered steel. Abra found herself caught
up in an embrace that threatened every bit as much as it promised.

He didn't give a damn. She could stand there and talk all she wanted
in that reasonable voice about mistakes. He'd made mistakes before
and lived through them. She might be the biggest, she would
certainly be the costliest, but he wasn't about to back off now. He
remembered the way she had felt in his arms the night before, that
shivering, wire-taut passion, that abrupt avalanche of emotion. Even
then he'd known it was nothing he'd felt before, nothing he would feel
again. Not with anyone else. He'd see them both damned before it
was forgotten.

"Stop," she managed before he crushed her mouth again. She was
drowning, and she knew she couldn't save herself. Drowning, she
thought as she moaned against his lips. Drowning in sensations, in
longings, in desires. Why was she clinging to him when she knew it
was crazy? Why was she answering that hard, hungry kiss when she
knew it could lead to nothing but disaster?

But her arms were around him, her lips were parted, her heart was
pounding in rhythm with his. This was more than temptation, more



than surrender. What she felt now wasn't a need to give but a need
to take.

When they broke apart she dragged air into her lungs and braced a
hand on the table for balance. She could see now that she'd been
wrong. There was anger in his eyes, anger and determination and a
rough-edged desire that rooted her to the spot. Still, when he spoke,
his voice was mild.

"Looks as if we have another point of reference, Red." He swung to
the door. "See you at seven."

There were at least a half a dozen times that evening that Abra
thought of a plausible excuse and began to dial Cody at his hotel.
What stopped her each time was the knowledge that if she made the
call she would be acknowledging not only that there was something
between them but that she was a coward. Even if she forced herself
to accept the fact that she was afraid, she couldn't allow him to see
it.

She was obliged to go, she reminded herself as she rummaged
through her closet once again. It was really no more than a business
meeting, though they would be wearing evening dress and picking at
canapes on Tim's elegant patio. It was politic and necessary to show
Barlow that his architect and engineer could handle a social evening
together.

She had to be able to handle it. Sexual attraction aside, Cody
Johnson was her associate on this project. If she couldn't handle him
—and what he seemed bound and determined to make her feel—
she couldn't handle the job. No slow-talking East Coast architect was
going to make her admit she couldn't handle anything that came her
way.

In any case, she thought with some satisfaction as she tried to
decide between two dresses, once they were there there would be



so many people that they would get lost in the shuffle. It was doubtful
she and Cody would have to exchange more than a few words.

When the knock came, she looked at her watch and swore. She'd
been talking to herself for so long that it was time to leave and she
wasn't even dressed. Tightening the belt on her robe, she went out
of the cramped bedroom into the tiny living area and answered the
door.

Cody took one lazy look at her short cotton robe and grinned. "Nice
dress."

"I'm running behind," she muttered. "You can go on without me."

"I'll wait." Without waiting for an invitation, he walked in and surveyed
her apartment.

She might be a woman who dealt in precise facts and figures, but
she lived in chaos. Bright pillows were tossed on a faded couch, and
piles of magazines were stacked on a mismatched chair. For
someone who made her living turning facts and figures into structure
and form, she didn't know the first thing about decorating space—or
didn't care to, Cody mused. He'd seen her work, and had admired it.
If she put her mind to it, he figured, she could turn a closet into an
organized and functional living area.

The room was smaller than the bedroom of his hotel suite, but no
one would have called it impersonal. Dozens of pictures jockeyed for
position on a long table in front of the single window. There was a
comfortable layer of dust over everything except a collection of
crystals that hung at the window and caught the last of the evening
light.

That, more than anything else in the room, told him that she spent
little time there but cared for what mattered to her.



"I won't be long," Abra told him. "If you want a drink or something,
the kitchen's through there."

She escaped, clicking the door firmly behind her. God, he looked
wonderful. It wasn't fair for him to look so sexy, so confident, so
utterly perfect. She dragged her hands through the hair she had yet
to attempt to style. It was bad enough that he looked so good in work
clothes, but he looked even better in a cream-colored jacket that set
off his sun-bleached hair and his tanned skin, and that didn't seem
fair. Even dressed more formally for the evening he didn't lose the
casual flair of the beachcomber or the masculine appeal of the
cowboy. How was she supposed to fight off an attraction when every
time he showed up he was that much more attractive?

The hell with it, she thought as she faced her closet again. She was
going to handle him and the attraction she felt. That meant she
wasn't going to wear that plain and proper blue suit after all. If she
was going to play with fire, she decided, she was going to have to
dress for it.

Cody found her kitchen in the same unapologetic disarray as the
living room. One wouldn't have called it dirty. Something normally
had to be put to use to get that way, and it was obvious that she
wasn't a woman who spent a lot of time over a stove. The fact that
she had a tin of cookies and a canister full of tea bags set on two of
the burners made that clear.

He found a bottle of wine in the refrigerator, along with a jar of
peanut butter and one lonely egg. After a search through the
cupboards he located two mismatched wineglasses and a paperback
copy of a horror novel by a well-known writer.

He took a sip of the wine and shook his head. He hoped he'd have a
chance to teach her a little about vintages. Carrying both glasses
into the living room, he listened to the sounds of movement from the
bedroom. Apparently she was looking for something and pulling out



every drawer she owned in the search. Sipping gingerly, he studied
her photographs.

There were some of her, one a formal shot showing that she'd been
very uncomfortable in pink organdy. There was another with her
standing beside an attractive blonde. Since the blonde had Abra's
hazel eyes, Cody wondered if she might be an older sister. There
were more of the blonde, one in what might have been a wedding
dress, and another of Abra in a hard hat. There were pictures of men
scattered throughout, the only one he recognized being of Thornway
senior. He sipped again, wondering if any were of her father, then
turned. The noises in the bedroom had stopped.

"I poured some wine," he called out. "Want yours?"

"No... Yes, damn it."

"I'll go with the yes." Walking over, Cody pushed open the bedroom
door.

There was something about a long, slender woman in a black dress,
Cody decided. Something that made a man's mouth water. The
dress dipped low in the front, and the plunge was banded with silver
in a design that was repeated again at the hem, where the skirt
skimmed above her knees. The glitter was designed to draw the eye
before it moved down the length of slim legs clad in sheer, smoky
stockings. But it was the back that was troubling Abra. She was
struggling to fasten the hooks, which stopped at her waist.

"Something's stuck."

His heartbeat, Cody thought, and he waited for it to pick up speed
again. If she'd attracted him in a hard hat and a sweaty T-shirt, that
was nothing compared to what she was doing to him now.

"Here." He stepped over sturdy work boots and a pair of glossy black
heels that were no more than a few leather straps.



"They design these things so that you have to fight your way in and
out of them."

"Yeah." He handed her both glasses and tried not to think about how
much more interesting it would be to help her fight her way out of this
particular scrap of black silk. "You've got the hooks twisted."

She let out an impatient breath. "I know that. Can you fix it?"

He glanced up, and their eyes met in the mirror above her dresser.
For the first time since he'd seen her, she had put on lipstick. Her
mouth looked slick and ripe and inviting. "Probably. What are you
wearing?"

She sipped because her throat was suddenly dry. "That should be
obvious. A black dress with faulty hooks."

"I mean the scent." He dipped a little closer to her neck.

"I don't know." She would have moved away, but his fingers were
busy at the waist of her dress. "Something my mother bought me."

"I'm going to have to meet your mother."

She sipped again. "Are you finished back there?"

"Not nearly." He skimmed his fingers up her back and had the
pleasure of watching her reaction reflected in the mirror. "You're very
responsive, Abra."

"We're very late," she countered, turning.

"Then a couple of minutes more shouldn't matter." He slid his hands
lightly around her waist. In defense, she pressed both glasses
against his chest. He took them patiently and set them on the
dresser behind her. "You have lousy taste in wine."



"I know the difference between white and red." She lifted her hands
to his shoulders as he circled her waist again. His grip was loose,
just the slight pressure of his fingertips against her. But she didn't
shift aside.

"That's like saying I'm a man and you're a woman. There's a lot more
to it than that." He bent his head to nibble at her lips. He'd been right.
They were inviting. Very inviting. "A whole lot more."

"With me things are one way or another. Cody." She arched away as
she felt the floor tilt under her feet. "I'm not ready for this."

A yes or no he would have dealt with swiftly. But there was a
desperation in her words that made him pull back. "For what?"

"For what's happening." There were times for flat-out honesty. "For
you and what I'm feeling."

His eyes skimmed over her face and came back to hers. She'd given
him the leverage. They both knew it. Rather than applying weight, he
gave her space. "How long do you need?"

"That's not a question I can answer." Her fingers tightened on his
shoulders as his hands moved up and down her back. "You keep
backing me into corners."

"So I do," he murmured. He moved aside and waited while she
stepped into her shoes. "Abra." When she looked at him again, he
took her hand. "This isn't the end of it. I have a feeling the end's a
long way off."

She was absolutely certain he was right. That was what worried her.
"I have a policy," she said carefully. "I like to know what the end looks
like before I begin. I can't see a nice clean finish with you, Cody, so
I'm not altogether sure I want to take you on—so to speak."



"Red." He brought her hand to his lips, leaving her flustered. "You
already have."

By the time they arrived at the Thornway estate, the party was in full
swing. The buffet was loaded with spicy Mexican cuisine, and wine
and margaritas flowed. Beyond the spreading white-and-pink ranch
house that Tim had had built for his bride was a sweep of carefully
manicured lawn dotted with a few rustling palms. A pool glittered at
the tip of a slight slope. Near it was a pretty gazebo shielded by
trailing vines just beginning to bloom.

The scent from the side garden was as sweet as the moonlight.

There was a crowd mingling on the glassed-in terrace and the lawn.
The cream of Phoenix society had turned out. Abra had already
decided to find herself a nice quiet corner. She was always pleased
to build for the upper crust, but she didn't have a clue how to
socialize with them.

"A Chablis," Cody explained as he handed Abra a glass. "California.
Nice clean color, sharp aroma, and very full-bodied." ' Abra lifted a
shoulder as she sipped. "It's white."

"And your dress is black, but it doesn't make you look like a nun."

"Wine's wine," she said, though her palate told her differently.

"Honey—" he trailed a finger down the side of her throat "—you have
a lot to learn."

"There you are." Marci Thornway, Tim's wife of two years, glided up.
She wore a heavily embroidered white silk caftan, and around her
neck was a jeweled collar that glittered in the moonlight. She gave
Abra a pat on the hand, then lifted her sapphire-blue eyes to Cody.
Her voice dripped like Spanish moss. "I suppose I can understand
why you were late."



"Marci Thornway, Cody Johnson."

"The architect." Marci slipped a proprietary hand through Cody's
arm. "Tim's told me all about you— except he didn't mention you
were so attractive." She laughed. It was a musical sound that suited
her silvery blond looks and her petite frame. "But then, husbands
have to be forgiven for not telling their wives about handsome men."

"Or men about their beautiful wives."

Abra made a face behind Marci's back and began to spoon up a
cheese enchilada.

"You're from Florida, aren't you?" With a little sigh, Marci began
leading Cody away. "I grew up in Georgia, a little town outside of
Atlanta. Sometimes I swear I could pine away from missing it."

"Little magnolia blossom," Abra muttered, and turned directly into
Barlow. "Oh, excuse me, Mr. Barlow."

"That's WW to you. Ought to put more on your plate, girl. Here, try
these tortillas. Don't forget the guacamole."

Abra stared down at the food he had heaped on her dish. "Thanks."

"Why don't you have a seat with me and keep an old man company
in the moonlight?"

Abra wasn't sure what she'd expected of this evening, but it hadn't
been to enjoy a sweet and funny hour with one of the richest men in
the country. He didn't, as she had half feared, make a pass, but
flirted like an old family friend across the comfortable distance of
thirty-five years.

They sat on a bench by the rippling waters of the pool and talked
about their mutual love of movies. It was the one vice Abra allowed
herself, the only pure recreation she didn't consider a waste of time.



If her attention wandered from time to time, it wasn't because she
found Barlow boring, it was because she spotted Cody off and on—
more often than not in Marci Thornway's company.

"Selfish," Barlow decided as he finished off his drink. "Ought to let
you mingle with the young people."

Feeling guilty about her lapse, she gave him a warm smile. "Oh, no, I
like talking to you. To tell you the truth, WW, I'm not much on
parties."

"Pretty thing like you needs a young man to fuss over her."

"I don't like to be fussed over at all." She saw Cody light Marci's
cigarette.

Barlow was nothing if not shrewd. He followed the direction of Abra's
gaze. "Now there's a pretty little thing," he observed. "Like spun
glass—expensive and easy to look at. Young Tim must have his
hands full."

"He's very devoted to her."

"Been keeping your architect close company this evening."

"Your architect," Abra said. Because she didn't like the way that
sounded, she smiled. "They're both from the East—Southeast. I'm
sure they have a lot in common."

"Mmm." Plainly amused, Barlow rose. "Like to stretch my legs. How
about walking around the garden?"

"All right." She made a point of keeping her back to Cody as she
took Barlow's arm and strolled off.

What the hell kind of game was she playing? Cody wondered as he
watched Abra disappear with Barlow. The man was old enough—



more than old enough—to be her father. She'd spent the entire
evening cozying up to the man while he'd been trying to untangle
himself from the wisteria vine called Marci Thornway.

Cody recognized a woman on the prowl, and the porcelain-cheeked
Marci was definitely sending out signals—ones Cody wasn't the least
bit interested in receiving. Even if he hadn't already set his sights on
Abra, he wouldn't have felt the slightest tug from a woman like Marci.
Married or not, she was trouble. Tim was welcome to her.

He wouldn't have judged Abra to be the kind of woman to flatter an
old man, to smile and flirt with one with an eye to what it could gain
her. There was no mistaking the fact that Barlow was smitten with
her, or that she had just wandered off into the roses with one of the
Fortune 500's best,

Cody lit a cigarette, then narrowed his eyes against the smoke.
There was no mistaking the fact that she had wanted him. He might
have initiated the kiss— might even have backed her into a corner,
as she'd said—but her response had been full-blown. No one kissed
like that unless she meant it.

Yet she'd pulled back. Each time. He'd thought it was because she
was cautious, maybe even a little afraid of how strong the connection
between them had become. And maybe he was a fool, and she held
him off because she wanted to snag a bigger fish.

Almost as soon as the thought took root, he ripped it out. It was
unfair, he told himself. He was allowing himself to think that way
because he was frustrated— because he wanted Abra more than he
had ever wanted anyone. And, most of all, because he didn't know
what the hell to do about it.

"Excuse me." He cut Marci off in midsentence, sent her a quick smile
and strode off toward the garden.



He heard Abra's laughter, a low whispering sound that made him
think of the mist on the lake near his home. Then he saw her,
standing in the beam of one of the colored lanterns the Thornways'
staff had hung all over the garden. She was smiling, twirling a red
blossom in her fingertips. The same kind of flower, Cody noted, that
she had mangled on his terrace only the night before.

"There's not much meat," Barlow was saying as he grinned at her,
"but what's there is choice."

She laughed again, then slipped the stem of the flower into his lapel.

"I beg your pardon."

Both Barlow and Abra turned—guiltily, Cody thought—at the sound
of his voice.

-"Well, Johnson, been enjoying yourself?" Barlow gave him a quick
slap on the shoulder. "Enjoy yourself more if you took a stroll in the
moonlight with someone as pretty as our Abra here. Young people
don't take enough time for romance these days. Going to see if I can
dig up a beer."

For a broad man, he moved quickly enough and Abra found herself
alone in the festively lit garden with Cody. "I should probably go
mingle—" she began, but she stopped short when Cody blocked her
path.

"You haven't felt the need to mingle all evening."

Her main thought was to get out of the garden and away from him,
so she just gave him a vague-smile. "I've been enjoying WW. He's
great company."

"I noticed. It's an unusual woman who can jump from man to man so
smoothly. My compliments."



The smile turned into a look of blank confusion.

Cody found a match and cupped his hand over the flame as he lit a
cigarette. "He might be in his sixties, but two or three hundred million
melt the years away, I imagine."

Abra stared at him for nearly a full minute. "Maybe you should go out
and come in again. Then I might understand what you're talking
about."

He tossed aside the match. In heels she was eye to eye with him. "I
think I'm clear enough. Barlow's a very rich man, widowed for about
ten years, and one who obviously appreciates a young, attractive
woman."

She nearly laughed, but then she saw the disdain in his eyes. He
was serious, she realized. It was incredibly insulting. "You could say
he's certainly a man who knows how to treat a woman. Now, if you'll
excuse me."

He grabbed her arm before she could storm past him. "I don't find
any excuse for you, Red, but that doesn't stop me from wanting you."
He pulled her around until they were once again face-to-face. "Can't
say that I care for it, but there it is. I want you, and whatever goes on
in that calculating head of yours I intend to have you."

"You can go straight to hell, Johnson." She jerked her arm away, but
she wasn't through. "I don't care what you want, or what you think of
me, but because I like Mr. Barlow too much to let you go on thinking
he's some kind of senile fool, I'll let you in on something. We had a
conversation tonight, the way some people do in social situations.
We happened to hit it off. I wasn't coming on to him, nor he to me."

"What about that crack I heard when I walked up?"

"What?" She hesitated a minute, and then she did laugh. But her
eyes were cold. "That was a line from a movie, you simpleton. An old



Tracy-Hepburn movie. Mr. Barlow and I both happen to be fans. And
I'll tell you something else." Temper lost, she shoved him, taking him
back two steps. "If he had been coming on to me, it would've been
none of your business. If I want to flirt with him, that's my business. If
I want to have an affair with him—or anyone else— you don't have
jack to say about it." She shoved him again, just for the satisfaction.
"Maybe I prefer his kind of attention to the grab-and-go treatment I
get from you."

"Now hold on."

"You hold on." Her eyes glowed green in the light from the lanterns.
"I have no intention of tolerating this kind of insult from you, or
anyone. So keep clear, Johnson, if you want that face of yours to
stay in one piece."

She stormed off, leaving Cody singed. He let out a breath between
his teeth as he dropped the cigarette onto the path and crushed it
out.

"You had that one coming, Johnson," he muttered, rubbing the back
of his neck. He knew what it was to dig a hole, and he knew he'd dug
this one deep. He also knew that there was only one way out.

 

 

 

Chapter Five

He thought about flowers. Somehow Cody didn't think Abra was the
type of woman to melt at the sight of a few roses. He considered a
straight-out apology, the kind of no-frills shoot-from-the-hip I'm sorry
one friend might offer another. But he didn't think Abra saw him as a



friend, exactly. In any case, the ice she was dishing out would freeze
the words before they got from his mouth to her ear. So he gave her
the only thing he thought she would accept for the time being.
Space.

They worked together over the next two weeks, often shoulder to
shoulder. The distance between them was as great as that between
the sun and the moon. Consultations were often necessary, but Abra
always arranged it so that they weren't alone. With a skill he was
forced to admire, she used Charlie Gray as a buffer. It couldn't have
been easy, but she avoided Cody altogether whenever possible.
Understanding the need for a cooling-off period, he did nothing to
change the situation. Twice he made brief trips, once to the home
office in Fort Lauderdale and once to work out a few bugs in a
medical complex in San Diego.

Each time he returned he stuck a toe in the waters of Abra's
temperament and found them still frigid.

With his hard hat in place and his eyes shielded by tinted glasses,
Cody watched the glass of the dome being lowered into place.

"A nice touch. A class touch." Barlow looked up, grinning at the light
that came through the glass in red-and-gold spears.

"WW." Cody relaxed a bit when the glass settled on the opening like
a cap on a bottle. "Didn't know you were back in town."

"Doing some spot-checking." Barlow mopped his face with a
handkerchief. "Hope they get that cooling system going."

"It's on today's schedule."

"Good. Good." Barlow turned around, wanting to take in the entire
sweep of building. It pleased him. It had the look of a castle, noble
and impregnable, yet at the same time was unabashedly modern. He
strolled over to study the glass arch of roof that brought the mountain



into the lobby. He approved of the dramatic touch here, where
guests would check in and out. First and last impressions, he
thought. Young Johnson was making certain they would be lasting
ones. Landscapers would plant a few desert shrubs and cacti, then
let nature take over. All along the west wall were wide arching
windows that let in the vast arena of desert and butte. To the west,
men were connecting pipe and laying the stone pool for the waterfall.

"I'll say this, boy—you deliver." It was the kind of blunt compliment
Barlow gave only when it was deserved. "I'll admit I had some bad
moments over the blueprints and the mock-ups, but my son saw
something in all this. I went with his judgment, and I can say now he
was right. You've made yourself something here, Cody. Not every
man can look back on his life and say the same."

"I appreciate that."

"I'm going to want you to show me the rest." He slapped Cody on the
back. "Meantime, is there a place a man can get a beer around
here?"

"I think we can arrange it." Cody led the way outside to an ice chest
and dug out two cans.

Barlow drank deeply and sighed. His thinning hair was covered by a
straw hat with a paisley band. A porch hat, Cody's mother would
have called it. It had the effect of making the millionaire look like a
retired tobacco farmer.

"I'll be sixty-five my next birthday, and there's still nothing quite like a
cold beer on a hot afternoon." Barlow glanced toward the health club
and caught a glimpse of Abra. "Well, maybe one thing." With a quick
bray of laughter he sat down on the ice chest and loosened his
collar. "I like to think of myself as a student of human nature. Figure I
made most of my money that way."



"Mmm-hmm," Cody responded absently. He, too, had spotted Abra.
She was wearing baggy bib overalls that should have made her
appear sexless. They didn't. Cody kept remembering how she'd
looked in the little black dress.

"Seems to me you're a man with more on his mind than steel and
glass." Barlow swigged his beer with simple appreciation. "Wouldn't
have something to do with a long-legged engineer, would it?"

"Might." Cody sent him a mild look as he took out his cigarettes. He
offered Barlow one, but the older man shook his head.

"Had to give them up. Damn doctors yammering at me. Took a liking
to her," he continued, switching back easily to the subject of Abra.
"'Course, most men take a liking to good looks, but she's got brains
and grit. Might have scared me off in my younger days." He grinned
and took off his hat to fan his face. "Seemed to me you two had a tiff
at that do we had at Tim Thornway's."

"You could call it that." Cody sipped and considered. "I was jealous
of you."

"Jealous?" Barlow had lifted the can to his lips. Now he had to set it
on the ground for fear he'd drop it as he roared with laughter. Cutting
loose, he rocked back and forth on the chest, mopping his streaming
face with his handkerchief. "You just knocked twenty years off me,
boy. I gotta thank you." He sucked in air, then let it out again in a
wheeze. "Imagine a good-looking sonofabitch like you jealous of an
old man." He caught his breath and leaned back, still grinning. "A
rich old man. Well, well, I don't suppose the little lady took kindly to
that."

"The little lady," Cody drawled, "came very close to knocking out my
teeth."

"Told you she had grit." Barlow stuffed his handkerchief back in his
pocket, then picked up his beer. Life still had some surprises, he



thought. Thank God. "Fact is, I had her in mind for my son." At
Cody's look, he chuckled and dropped the hat back on his head.
"Don't get your dander up now, boy. A man can only take so much
excitement in one day. 'Sides, decided against it when I saw the way
she looked at you."

"That simplifies things."

"Between you and me, anyway," Barlow pointed out. "Otherwise, I'd
say you were about waist-deep in quicksand."

"Pretty accurate estimate." Cody tossed his empty can in a trash
barrel. "Any suggestions?"

"Better find yourself a rope, son, and haul your tail out."

"My father always used flowers," Cody mused.

"Couldn't hurt." Wincing at a few creaks in his joints, Barlow rose.
"Neither would groveling." He noted Cody's expression and laughed
again. "Too young for groveling yet," he said. "But you'll learn." He
gave Cody a thump on the back. "Yes, indeed, you'll learn."

He wasn't about to grovel. Absolutely not. But he thought it might be
time to give the flowers a shot. If a woman hadn't cooled off some in
two weeks, she wasn't going to cool off at all—at least not without a
little help.

In any case, Cody told himself, he owed her an apology. He laughed
a little to himself as he shifted the tiger lilies to his other hand. It
seemed as if they'd been bouncing apologies back and forth since
the first minute they'd met. Why break the pattern? he mused as he
stood in front of her door. If she didn't accept it now, he'd just stick
around and drive her crazy until she did.

Each of them seemed to excel at driving the other crazy.



Besides, he'd missed her. It was as simple as that. He'd missed
arguing with her about the project. He'd missed hearing her laugh
the way she could when her guard was down. He'd missed the
strong, uninhibited way her arms would come around him.

He glanced at the flowers in his hand. Tiger lilies were a pretty fragile
rope, but they were better than none at all. Even if she tossed them
in his face, it would be a change from the stiff politeness she'd
dished out since the evening at Tim's. He knocked and wondered
what he was going to say to get his foot in the door.

It wasn't Abra who answered, but the blonde from the photographs.
She was a small, rosy-cheeked woman Cody guessed was about
forty. She was dressed very simply, in a copper-colored jumpsuit that
complemented her hair and her eyes, which were so much like
Abra's. Cody smiled at her, as much for that as for the fact that, in
her porcelain way, she was a knockout.

"Well, hello." She smiled back at him and offered a hand. "I'm Jessie
Peters."

"Cody Johnson. I'm a—an associate of Abra's."

"I see." She gave him a slow, sweeping study that was laced with
feminine approval. "Come in. I always love meeting
Abra's...associates. Would you like a drink? Abra's in the shower."

"Sure." He remembered Abra's wine. "Something cold, if you have
it."

"I've just made some lemonade. Fresh. Make yourself at home." She
disappeared into the adjoining kitchen. "Was Abra expecting you?"

"No." He glanced around, noting that the apartment had had a swift
but thorough tidying.



"A surprise, then. I love surprises." She walked back in with two tall
glasses crackling with ice. "Are you an engineer?"

"I'm an architect."

Jessie paused for a moment. Then a smile wisped around her
mouth. "The architect," she murmured, gesturing for Cody to sit. "I
believe Abra's mentioned you."

"I'll bet." He set the flowers on the newly dusted table.

"She didn't mention you were so attractive." Jessie crossed her legs
and settled back. "But it's like her to keep a thing like that to herself."
She ran a fingertip down her glass as she summed him up. Her hand
was pretty and fragile-looking, like the novelty magnet in Abra's car.
There was a diamond on her finger, a small one in a rather ornate
setting, but no wedding band. "You're from the east?"

"That's right. Florida."

"I never think of Florida as the east," she commented. "I always think
of Disney World."

"Did I hear the door? I— Oh." Abra came out of the adjoining
bedroom. She was wearing baggy white pants and an oversize
sweatshirt with a pair of battered-looking sandals. Her hair was still
damp and curled from the shower.

"You have company." Jessie rose and gathered up the flowers.
"Bearing gifts."

"Yes, I see." Abra dug her hands into the deep pockets of her pants.

With her bright smile still in place, Jessie buried her face in the
blooms. She recognized tension and romance. As far as she was
concerned, one was wasted without the other. "Why don't I put these



in water for you, sweetheart? You don't happen to have a vase, do
you?"

"Somewhere."

"Of course."

Abra waited until Jessie went into the kitchen to search for it.
Cautious, she kept her voice low. "What do you want?"

"To see you."

Abra's hands tightened into fists in her pockets when he rose.
"You've done that. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm busy this evening." .
"And to apologize," Cody continued.

She hesitated, then let out a long breath. She had gone to him once
with an apology, and he had accepted. If there was one thing she
understood, it was how difficult it was to try to mend fences temper
had broken.

"It's all right," she said, and managed what she hoped was a casual
smile. "Let's forget it."

"Wouldn't you like an explanation?" He took a step forward. She took
one backward.

"I don't think so. It might be best if—"

"I found one." Jessie came back in holding a milk bottle, "So to
speak. Actually, I think they look charming in this, don't you?" She
set the flowers in the center of the coffee table, then stepped back to
admire them. "Don't forget to change the water, Abra. And it wouldn't
hurt to lift the vase up when you dust."

"Mom..."



"Mom? You've got to be kidding." The genuine astonishment in
Cody's voice had Jessie beaming.

"That's the nicest compliment I've had all day," she said. "If I didn't
love her so much, I'd deny it." Raising up on her toes, she kissed
Abra's cheek, then brushed lightly at the faint smear of lipstick she
left behind. "You two have a nice evening. Don't forget to call me."

"But you just got here."

"I've a million things to do." Jessie gave her daughter's hand a
squeeze, then offered her own to Cody. "It was lovely meeting you."

"I hope I see you again, Mrs. Peters."

"Jessie." She smiled again. "I insist that all handsome men call me
Jessie." The sweep of her lashes was the gesture of a practiced flirt.
"Good night, sweetheart. Oh, you're almost out of dish detergent."

Abra let out a huff of breath when the door closed.

"Are you sure that's your mother?"

"Most of the time." Abra tunneled her fingers through her hair. Jessie
always left her feeling bewildered. "Look, Cody, I appreciate you
coming by to clear the air."

"Now clear out?"

"I don't want to be rude. I think both of us have used up our share of
rudeness for this year, but it would simplify things if we kept our
contact limited to working hours."

"I never said I wanted things simple." He took a step closer. Her eyes
stayed warily on his as he toyed with the damp ends of her hair. "But
if you do, fine. 1 look at you and I want. It doesn't get much simpler
than that."



"For you." If it was difficult not to step away, it was much more
difficult not to step forward. "I don't want to get into all of the reasons,
but when I told you that I wasn't ready I was being perfectly honest.
Added to that is the fact that we just don't get along very well. We
don't know each other. We don't understand each other."

"All right. So we'll get to know each other."

"You're simplifying."

"Isn't that what you just said you wanted?"

Feeling trapped, she turned away and sat down. "Cody, I told you, I
have reasons for not wanting to get involved with you, with anyone."

"Let's just stick with me." He sat across from her. For the life of him
he couldn't understand why he was so keyed up. He had very little
time or energy to put into a relationship at this point in his life. He
certainly wasn't looking for one. He corrected himself. Hadn't been.
This one, one he couldn't seem to resist, had crashed onto his head.
"Okay, Wilson, why don't we look at this logically? Engineers are
logical people, right?"

"We are." She wished the flowers weren't sitting so bright and lovely
between them.

"We have to work together for a few months yet. If there's tension
between people, they don't work well. If we keep walking on
eggshells around each other the way we have been the last couple
weeks, the project's going to suffer."

"Okay, you have a point." She smiled. "But I'm not going to go to bed
with you to ease the tension."

"And I thought you were dedicated." He sat back and braced his
ankle on his knee. "If that's out..." He raised a questioning brow.



"Definitely."

"How about pizza and a movie?"

She started to speak, then stopped. She was logical. She was
trained to take facts to the correct conclusion. "Nothing else?"

"That would depend."

"No." Shaking her head, Abra lifted her mother's untouched
lemonade. "I prefer to deal in absolutes. If we agree to get to know
each other, to try to develop a professional and a personal
relationship, I have to know that the personal relationship will remain
on a certain level. So we set ground rules."

He lifted a brow. "Should I get out my notepad?"

"If you like," she said mildly. "But I think we can keep it simple. We
can see each other, as friends, as associates. No romantic
situations."

Amused, Cody watched her. "Define 'romantic situation.'"

"I think you get the picture, Johnson. You're right in the sense that
we are working closely together. If either one of us is in a snit, the
work suffers. A personal understanding and respect can only lead to
better professional communication."

"You ought to write that down for the next staff meeting." He held up
a hand before she could snap at him. "Okay, we'll give it a shot your
way. Pals." He leaned over and offered his hand. When she took it,
he grinned. "Guess I'll have to take back the flowers."

"Oh, no. You gave them to me before we set the rules." She rose,
pleased with herself. "I'll buy the pizza. You spring for the movie."



It was going to work. Over the next few days Abra congratulated
herself on taking a potentially volatile situation and making it into a
pleasant arrangement. There were times, inevitably, that they rubbed
each other the wrong way on the job. When they saw each other
after working hours, they met as casual friends to enjoy a meal or a
show. If she caught herself longing for more after she dropped Cody
at his hotel or he left her at her apartment, she smothered the need.

Little by little she learned more about him, about the farm he had
grown up on, about his struggle to finish his education. He didn't
speak of the financial hardships or the backbreaking hours he'd had
to put in, but she was able, as their time together went on, to hear
what he didn't say through what he did.

It changed her view of him. She'd seen him as a pampered,
privileged partner in a top architectural firm. She hadn't considered
the fact that he had worked his way Up to where he was in much the
same way she had. Abra admired ambition when it was married with
drive and old-fashioned hard labor.

She was more careful than he about giving away pieces of her
private life. She spoke easily about her years with Thornway and
about her admiration for the man who had given her her chance. But
she never mentioned her family or her childhood. Though he noted
the shield, Cody made no attempt to pierce it. What was growing
between them was still fragile. He had no intention of pushing harder
until a firm foundation had been laid.

If Abra was pleased with herself and the arrangement, Cody was
growing more and more frustrated. He wanted to touch her—a
fingertip to her cheek, a hand to her hair. He knew that if he made
even so gentle a move the tenuous thread that was spinning
between them would snap. Time and again he told himself to back
off completely, to call a halt to their platonic evenings. But he
couldn't. Seeing her, spending time with her, had become a habit too
strong to break.



Still, he was beginning to think that whoever had said half a loaf was
better than none hadn't known anything about real hunger.

Hands on hips, Abra stood and watched the crew of engineers and
mechanics work on the mechanism for the sliding roof. The envelope
for the glass was completed, and the glass itself would be installed
at the end of the week. The sun beat mercilessly down on the
smoothed concrete while she worried over her design like a mother
hen.

"Darling!"

"Mom?" Her concentration broken, Abra managed to smooth her
frown into a smile. "What are you doing here?"

"You talk about this place so much, I thought it was time I came to
see for myself." She tilted her hard hat at a jaunty angle. "I talked Mr.
Blakerman into giving me just a smidgen longer for my lunch hour."
She linked arms with her daughter as they stood in the stream of
sunlight. "Abra, this place is fabulous. Absolutely fabulous. Of
course, I don't know anything about these things, and all those little
places over there look like a bunch of stick houses in heaps of dirt."

"Those are the cabanas."

"Whatever. But that big building I saw when I drove in. Incredible. It
looks like a castle out of the twenty-fourth century."

"That about sums it up."

"I've never seen anything like it before. It's so alluring, so majestic.
Just the way I've always thought of the desert."

Abra glanced back at her mother. "Really?"

"Oh, yes. I can tell you, when I first saw it I could hardly believe my
own little girl had a part in something so, well... grand." She beamed



as she inspected the empty pool, which was even now being faced
with mosaic tiles. She didn't miss the tanned, muscular arms of the
laborers, either. "Why, it's shaped like a half moon. How clever.
Everything's curved and arched, isn't it? It makes for a relaxed tone,
don't you think? Just the right effect for a resort."

"I suppose," Abra murmured, hating to admit that she was beginning
to see the appeal of it herself.

"What goes up there?"

Frowning again, Abra looked up through the roof at the hard blue
sky. "Glass, movable glass. It'll be tinted to filter the sunlight. When
it's opened, the two panels will separate and slide into the curve of
the walls."

"Wonderful. I'd love to see it when it's finished. Do you have time to
show me around, or should I just wander?"

"I can't leave just now. If you can—"

"Oh, look, there's your architect." Jessie automatically smoothed her
skirt. She had already zeroed in on the shorter, broader man who
was walking beside Cody. "And who's that distinguished-looking man
with your beau?"

"He's not my beau." Abra took a swift look around to be certain no
one had heard Jessie's remark. "I don't have or want a beau."

"That's why I worry about you, sweetheart."

Patience, Abra told herself. She would be patient. "Cody Johnson is
my associate."

"Whatever you say, darling. But who's that with him?"

"That's Mr. Barlow. It's his resort."



"Really?" Jessie was already aiming a smile at Cody and holding out
both hands. "Hello again. I was just telling Abra how much I like your
design. I'm sure this is going to be the most beautiful resort in the
state."

"Thank you. William Barlow, this is Abra's mother, Jessie Peters."

"Mother?" Barlow's bushy brows rose. He'd already tried, and failed,
to suck in his stomach. "I didn't know Abra was only sixteen."

Jessie gave a delighted laugh. "I hope you don't mind my popping in
like this, Mr. Barlow. I've been dying to see what Abra's been working
on so long and hard. Now that I have, I'm convinced it's been worth
it."

"We're very pleased with Abra's work. You can be proud of her."

"I've always been proud of Abra." Her lashes swept down, then up.
"But tell me, Mr. Barlow, how did you ever imagine putting a resort
here, and such a beautiful one?"

"That's a long story."

"Oh." Jessie sent a rueful look at Abra. "Well, I know I'm keeping
everyone from their work. I'd hoped Abra could give me a little tour,
but that will have to wait."

"Perhaps you'll allow me to show you around."

"I'd love it." Jessie put a hand on Barlow's beefy arm. "But I don't
want to be in the way."

"Nonsense." Barlow gave her hand a quick pat. "We'll just leave
everything in capable hands and have a nice stroll."

They started off, with Jessie sending a fleeting smile over her
shoulder.



"There she goes again," Abra muttered.

"Hmm?"

"Nothing." With her hands jammed into her pockets, Abra turned
away to watch her men. It disturbed her, and always had, to watch
her mother in action. "We should have the wiring and supports
finished by the end of the day."

"Good. Now do you want to tell me what's bugging you?"

Bad-temperedly she shrugged off the hand he put on her shoulder. "I
said nothing. We had some problems with the angle."

"You've worked it out."

"At considerable time and expense."

They were going to fight. Knowing it, Cody rubbed the bridge of his
nose between his thumb and forefinger. "Don't you get tired of
singing the same song?"

"With a slight change in degrees—"

"It would have changed the look, and the feel."

"A fly stuck on the glass wouldn't have noticed the changes I
wanted."

"I would have noticed."

"You were being obstinate."

"No," Cody said slowly, struggling to pace his words well behind his
temper. "I was being right."

"Stubborn. The same way you were being stubborn when you
insisted we had to use solid sheets of glass rather than panes."



Without a word, Cody took her arm and dragged her away.

"What the hell are you doing?"

"Just shut up." With Abra dragging her heels, he pulled her down the
steps into the empty pool. Laborers glanced over, tiles in hand, and
grinned. Taking her face in his hands, he pushed her head back.
"What do you see?"

"Sky, damn it. And if you don't let go you're going to see stars."

"That's right. Sky. That's what I want you to see. Whether the roof's
open or whether it's closed. Not panes of glass, not a window, not a
roof, but sky. It's my job to imagine, Wilson, and yours to make it
work."

She shrugged out of his hold. The sides of the pool rose around
them. If the water had been added, it would have been well over her
head. For now the pool was like an arena.

"Let me tell you something, hotshot. Not everything that can be
imagined can be engineered. Maybe that's not what people like you
want to hear, but that's the way it is."

"You know the trouble with you, Red? You're too hung up to dream,
too buttoned into your columns and calculations. Two and two
always make four in your head, no matter how much better life might
be if once in a while it came up five."

"Do you know how crazy that sounds?"

"Yeah. And I also know it sounds intriguing. Why don't you take a
little time out to wonder why not instead of always assuming the
negative?"

"I don't assume anything. I just believe in reality."



"This is reality," he said, grabbing her. "The wood, the glass, the
steel, the sweat. That's reality. And damn it, so is this."

He clamped his mouth onto hers before either of them had a chance
to think. Work around them stopped for ten humming seconds.
Neither of them noticed. Neither of them cared. Abra discovered that,
though the pool was indeed empty, she was still in over her head.

She'd wanted this. There was no denying it now, not when his lips
were hot and demanding on hers. She curled her fingers into his
work shirt, but not in protest. In possession. She held him close as
the need spi-raled high inside her, very fast and, yes, very real.

He hadn't meant to touch her this way, to take what he had tried to
convince himself she would give him in her own time. Patience had
always been an integral part of his nature—the knowing when, the
knowing how. But with her none of the old rules seemed to apply.

Perhaps if her response hadn't been so complete, if he hadn't tasted
desire warm and waiting on her lips, he could have pulled back. But,
like Abra, he was in over his head and sinking fast. For the first time
in his life he wanted to sweep a woman up and away like some
knight on a white charger. He wanted just as badly to drag her to the
ground and have her like a primitive warrior reaping the spoils of
victory. He wanted, like a poet, to light the candles and set the
music. Most of all, he wanted Abra.

When he drew her away, she was dazed and speechless. He had
kissed her before and sent the passion swimming. But there was
something different, something deeper, something desperate, about
this. For a moment she could only stand and stare at him, giddy with
the knowledge that a woman could fall in love anywhere, anytime,
even when she had barricaded her heart against it.

"That real enough for you?" Cody murmured.



She only shook her head as the buzzing in her brain cleared and
separated into sounds. The whirl of drills, the slap of trowels, the
murmur of men. The color rose into her cheeks quickly, and with it a
combination of fury, embarrassment and self-reproach.

"How dare you do something like that here?"

He hooked his thumbs in his pocket when he realized he was still
angry enough to do something rash and regrettable. "You got
someplace else in mind?"

"Keep away from me, Johnson," she said under her breath. "Or you'll
find yourself hauled up on sexual harassment charges."

His eyes remained very calm and very level. "We both know that
what happened here has nothing to do with harassment, sexual or
otherwise. It's personal, Red, and keeping my distance isn't going to
make it go away."

"Fine," she said, going toe-to-toe with him. The argument interested
the men around them almost as much as the kiss had. "If it's
personal, let's keep it that way. Off the job, Johnson. I'm on
Thornway time, and I don't intend to waste it arguing with you."

"Good."

"Good," she echoed, scrambling up the steps and out of the pool.

Cody rocked back on his heels as she stormed out of the building.
They would both be off the clock soon enough.

 

 

 



Chapter Six



It was nearly five when Abra stopped by the trailer to splash cold
water on her face. After her scene with Cody it seemed as if
everything that could go wrong had. A part for the elevators had
proved defective, and then there had been another tiff between
Rodriguez and Swaggart. One of the carpenters had gotten a
splinter in his eye, and Tim had dropped by the site to moan about
the budget.

It had all started with her mother's visit, Abra thought as she wiped
her dripping face with a towel. It wasn't fair to blame Jessie, but no
matter when, no matter where, she was a woman who trailed
complications behind her, then waited for other people to clear them
up.

Maybe it wasn't right to resent the fact that her mother had hit it off
so well with Barlow or to worry about the fallout. But history had a
habit of repeating itself. The last thing Abra wanted added to her
plate was the possibility of a romance between the owner of the
project and her very susceptible mother.

Better to worry about her, Abra decided as she gathered up a load of
files to take home. Jessie's varied and colorful love life was much
safer to fret over than her own.

She didn't have a love life, Abra reminded herself. She didn't want a
love life. Her plans, personal and professional, were all mapped out.
She wasn't about to let some high-handed Florida cowboy botch
them up.

What the hell had he been thinking of?

The moment the thought ran through her head, she grimaced and
kicked the door open. She knew very well what he'd been thinking of,
because she'd been thinking of exactly the same thing.



Rockets exploding, volcanoes erupting, tornadoes swirling. It was
difficult to think of anything but power and chaos when she was in
Cody's arms.

Was it that way for him, too? she wondered as she locked the trailer
door. Did he lose part of himself when they came together? Did
everything and everyone fade away until they seemed—no, until
they were totally unimportant?

Of course not, she decided, and gave in enough to rest her forehead
against the side of the trailer. He was just another good-looking man
with a glib tongue and clever hands. The world was full of them. God
knew her mother had made a science out of the search and
discovery.

Not fair, Abra thought again as she straightened. Jessie's life was
Jessie's life. It wasn't fair to Cody, either, she admitted, shifting the
files and starting toward her car. He had initiated the kiss, but she
had done nothing to stop it. That made her behavior every bit as
outrageous and unprofessional as his.

She should have stopped it. A dozen times through the rest of the
day she'd asked herself why she hadn't. It hadn't been shock, it
hadn't even been overpowering lust. Though she would have
preferred to lay the blame on either one. It had been... Just for a
moment it had been as though something strange and wonderful and
completely unexpected had happened. There had been more than
need, more than passion, more than desire.

There had been a bang. Those rockets again, she ■thought ruefully,
looking at the buttes, which were shadowed in the lowering sun. But
with this bang something had shaken loose. She'd almost believed
she had fallen in love.

Which was nonsense, of course. She dug in her pocket for her keys.
She was far too levelheaded to take that route ever again. Nonsense
or not, the idea was giving her some bad moments.



So, she wouldn't think about it. There were plenty of other problems
to occupy her mind, and most of them were in the files she carried.
With a little effort and a lot of concentration she could dig out the
calculations, work the equations and find the solutions. Finding a
solution to Cody was out of her sphere, so she would leave it alone
and spare herself the headache.

She turned her head at the sound of a car and had another bad
moment when she recognized the sporty little toy Cody had rented.
He pulled up beside her, his car spewing dust, just as she yanked
her own car door open.

He'd done his own share of thinking that afternoon and had come to
his own decisions. Before she could slide behind the wheel, he was
out and taking her arm.

"Let's go."

"I was just about to."

"We'll take my car."

"You take your car." She turned back to her own.

He took her keys and the files, pocketing the first and tossing the
second into the back of his convertible. "Get in."

"What do you think you're doing?" Shoving him aside, she reached in
to retrieve her files. "If you think I'm going anywhere with you, you
need brain surgery."

"We always do it the hard way, don't we?" he said, and scooped her
up.

"You are crazy." She nearly got an elbow into his ribs before she was
dumped into the passenger seat. Fuming, she grabbed for the
handle. His hand closed like a vise over hers as he waited for her to



toss the hair out of her eyes and glare up at him. He leaned down
close, and his voice was very soft.

"You get out of this car, Wilson, and I'll make you sorry."

"Give me my keys."

"Not a chance."

She considered the possibility of wrestling the keys from him. She
was mad enough, but she knew when she was outweighed. Eyes
narrowed, she met him look for look. "Fine. Then I'll walk up to the
road and hitch a ride."

"You already have a ride." He stepped back to walk about the hood.
Abra pushed the door open. She'd no more than gotten to her feet
when he shoved her back again.

"You don't scare me, Johnson."

"I should. We're off the clock, Abra, and we've got business of our
own. Personal business." Reaching down, he fastened her safety
belt. "I'd keep that on. It could be a rough ride."

By the time she'd fumbled the catch open, he'd slid behind the
wheel. Wordlessly he jammed her belt back in its slot before he sent
the car spinning up the road.

"What are you trying to prove?"

He turned off the construction road onto the highway. "I'm not sure
yet. But we're going someplace quiet until I figure it out." Dust rose in
plumes behind the car. It would take some time for it to settle. "The
way I look at it, our first plan didn't pan out, so we go back to the
drawing board."



Someplace quiet turned out to be his hotel. Abra's reaction was to
slam out of the car and head across the parking lot. Cody simply
picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. Her stream of abuse
trailed behind them to his door.

Cody unlocked it and pushed it open, then took the precaution of
bolting it before dropping Abra into a chair.

"Want a drink?" he asked. Abra glared at him. "Well, I do." He went
to the bar and opened a bottle of wine. "A chardonnay this time. Gold
highlights, a bright flavor, a bit tart. You'll like it."

She could probably have made it to the door in a dash, but she was
through running. Instead, she rose very slowly, very deliberately, out
of the chair. "Do you know what I would like?" she asked in a
surprisingly silky voice. The tone of it alerted him even as he drew
out the cork. "Do you know what I would really like? To see you
hanging by your thumbs over a large, open fire." She advanced
toward him while he poured two glasses. "A big fire, Johnson, with
just enough breeze to draw the smoke away so it wouldn't dull your
senses." She slapped her palms on the bar and leaned her face
close to his.

"Why don't you try the wine instead?"

She snatched for the glass, but he was quicker. His fingers wrapped
firmly around hers. "Red," he said in a reasonable tone, "if you pour
this on me, I'm going to have to beat you up."

She jerked the glass away and downed the contents in one swallow.
"Thanks for the drink." She made it to the door, dignity intact, but he
was there beside her before she could unlock it.

"You'll never learn to appreciate good wine that way." Pulling her
back, he shoved her into a chair. "Now sit," he told her. "We can talk
this through or I can go with my more primitive instincts. Up to you."



"We have nothing to talk about."

"Fine." As quickly as he'd pushed her into the chair, he hauled her
out of it. She managed one sputter of protest before she was swirled
into his arms.

He kissed her as though he meant to go on kissing her forever. His
mouth was hard, but skilled rather than punishing as it demanded
and received response. One hand was caught in her hair, while the
other roamed freely. Up and over her it stroked in one long, firm line
of possession, discovering her slenderness, her softness, her
weaknesses and her strengths. He'd never touched her like this
before, and the result stunned both of them.

She was so alive. He could all but feel her pulse through his
fingertips. An energy fueled by passion raced through her, leaving
him dazed and desperate. There was no one else who had ever set
off this combination of needs and sensations inside him.

No one had ever made her feel this way. No one. It terrified her. It
delighted her. It was easy, almost too easy, to forget the rules she
had set up for their relationship, the reason for them, and the anger
he had set boiling in her only moments before. There was only now
and the way her body experienced dozens of tiny explosions
wherever he touched—wherever she wanted him to go on touching.
With a murmur of confused pleasure, she shifted against him and
offered more.

Behind them, the phone began to ring. They ignored it and listened
to the pounding of their own hearts.

Cody broke away to bury his face in her hair and catch his breath.
Another first, he thought. He couldn't think of another woman who
had left him breathless.

He held her at arm's length to study her face. Her eyes were big and
clouded and very green. He decided she looked every bit as stunned



as he felt. If they moved on impulse now, their already shaky
foundation would crumble.

"We'd better talk."

She nodded and sank into a chair, wondering if the strength would
ever seep back into her legs. "Okay."

Turning to the bar, he poured more wine into her glass. His hand
wasn't steady. Cody wondered if he'd find the energy to laugh about
that later. He gave her a glass, then took his own to the chair facing
hers.

She looked at him then, as she had refused to before. His hair was
ruffled by the fast ride in the open car. Hours in the sun had streaked
it and deepened his tan. Still, he didn't make her think of a laid-back
beachcomber now. There was a sense of movement about him even
when he was sitting—arrested, held in check, but ready. The energy
was there, and a power she'd already experienced firsthand. If they
crossed swords again while this mood was on him, she would lose.

After a long breath, she sipped. "You wanted to talk."

He had to laugh. It helped somehow to diffuse the worst of his
tension. "Yeah. That was the idea."

"I don't appreciate being hauled in here this way."

He settled back but discovered that relaxing wasn't as easy as it had
once been. "Would you have come if I'd asked nice?"

Her lips curved briefly. "No. But that doesn't give you the right to turn
into a Cro-Magnon and haul me off by the hair."

The image of dragging Abra into a cave had a certain appeal at the
moment, but she had a point. "It's not my usual style. Want an
apology?"



"I think we've already passed around enough of those. You wanted
to talk." She thought she was on firmer ground now. "Since I'm here,
we'll talk."

"You look great in overalls, Red."

With a shake of her head, she started to rise. "If that's all—" But he
held up a hand.

"I think it's fair to say that the plans we laid out about keeping our
personal relationship impersonal are pretty well washed up."

Abra stared into the wine in her glass. When facts were facts, she
wasn't one to evade them. "I guess that's fair."

She didn't look too thrilled by the admission, he thought, fumbling for
a match. He nearly swore at his own clumsiness. Even when he
dragged smoke into his lungs, all he could taste was her. "So, where
do we go from here?"

She looked up then. Her eyes were calm again, calm and direct.
Whatever fears were swirling inside her were carefully controlled.
"You seem to have all the answers."

"Abra—" He stopped himself, knowing it would do no good to lose
his temper again or to demand more than she was ready to give.
"You'd like to keep things simple." He took a sip of his wine. "Do I
have that right?"

Simple? she thought wildly. Things would never be simple again. Her
fingers tightened on the stem of her glass, and she deliberately
relaxed them. He looked so in control. "Yes. I can't imagine that
either of us have time for complications at this point in our lives."

Complications. He nearly sprang out of the chair and grabbed her to
show her just how complicated things already were. She looked so
composed. "Then we'll deal with the facts. Fact one, I want you." He



saw something—passion, fear, hope—flicker in her eyes. "Fact two,
you want me." He took a moment to crush out his cigarette. "Now, if
we work with those two factors and add the information that neither
of us are kids, that we're both responsible adults who are smart
enough to approach a relationship intellectually, as well as
emotionally, we should come up with, as you said, a simple answer."

She didn't want to be intellectual. She didn't want to be smart. It had
taken his practical recitation of the facts to make her realize that she
just wanted to open up her arms and her heart and take him in. The
hell with facts and plans and simple answers.

That was Jessie talking, Abra reminded herself as she cooled her
dry throat with the wine. What worked for Jessie was never going to
work for her.

She looked at Cody over the rim of her glass. He seemed so
relaxed, so at ease. She couldn't see the tension that had his
muscles stretched and humming like wire. She only saw the faint
amusement in his eyes and the easy way he sprawled in the chair.

"Want me to run through it again for you, Red?"

"No." She set the glass aside and folded her hands. "A simple
answer. We have an affair."

He didn't like the cool way she said it, as though it meant no more
than the letters it took to make up the word. Yet when you cut
through to the core of it, wasn't that what he wanted? To be with her.
Still, it hurt, and that amazed him.

"When do you want to get started?"

His curt response had her curling her fingers hard into her palms.
She had opened the door, Abra reminded herself. Now it was time to
face it. "I think it's best we understand each other first. We don't let
our personal life interfere with the job."



"God forbid."

Taking a deep breath, she pressed on. "It's important that we go into
this knowing there are no strings, no regrets, no long-term demands.
In a few weeks you'll go back to Florida and I'll stay here. It won't do
either of us any good to pretend otherwise, or to act as though what
we're beginning isn't going to end."

"That's clear enough," he said, toying with the idea of strangling her
for being so cool, so aloof, when all he wanted to do was make love
with her until they both stopped breathing. "Obviously you've been
through this before."

She didn't answer. She didn't have to. Before she lowered her eyes
he saw them go bleak.

"What's this?" Rising, he moved over to crouch beside her.
"Someone break your heart, Red?"

"I'm glad you're amused," she began, but he cut her off by touching a
hand to her cheek.

"I'm not." He curled his fingers around hers before bringing them to
his lips. "I don't expect to be the first man in your life, but I'm sorry
someone hurt you. Was it bad?"

The last thing she'd expected from him was sensitivity. It brought
tears to her eyes that had much less to do with the past than with the
present. "I don't want to talk about it."

Some wounds scar over, he thought, and others fester. He intended
to find out just how deep this one had cut, but he could wait. "All
right. Let's try this. Have dinner with me."

She blinked back her tears and managed a smile. "I'm not dressed to
go out to dinner."



"Who said anything about going out?" Leaning over, he teased her
lips with his. "Didn't you say something about liking hotels because
you could order room service and eat dinner in bed?"

"Yeah." She laid a hand on his face and let herself drift with the kiss.

"I'll let you use my shower and drop the towels on the floor."

Her lips curved against his. It was going to be all right. She could
almost believe it. "Sounds like a pretty good deal."

"You won't get a better one." Still holding her hand, he brought her to
her feet. "You didn't mention anything about promises in your
blueprints."

"I guess I missed that one."

"Then I get to make you one."

"Cody—"

He touched his lips to hers. It was his gentleness that stopped her
words. It was her softness that made him speak. "Just one. I won't
hurt you, Abra."

He meant it. She could see that clearly when she looked into his
eyes. Too late, she thought, leaning her cheek against his. The heart
she had tried so hard to hold on to was lost to him irrevocably. He
was bound to hurt her now, though he would try not to. She could
never let him know.

When the phone rang this time, they both heard it. Still holding Abra
against him, Cody reached down for the receiver.

"Johnson." He listened a moment while he skimmed his lips over
Abra's temple. "Lefkowitz, anyone ever tell you you're a pain in the
neck?" Reluctantly he let Abra go arid gave his attention to the



phone. "You were put in charge there because we thought you could
handle complications like that. You got the specs? Well, read them."
Swearing, he shifted the phone to his other hand. "I hear what you're
saying. Give me the number and I'll deal with it from here. Modify
those blueprints and I'll break your fingers. Clear? Good. I'll take the
first plane out."

When he hung up, Abra offered him his wine. "You're real smooth,
Johnson."

"I leave tact and diplomacy to my partner, Nathan."

"Good thing." She toyed with her own glass and tried to be casual.
"Taking a trip?"

"San Diego. Why we thought a pinhead like Lef-kowitz could handle
a job like that is beyond me. The man redefines the word inept." He
moved to the closet and pulled out a small bag. "Some hotshot
engineer's telling him he has to make changes in the design, and
now a supplier's balking and he hasn't got the sense to bash their
heads together and get on with it."

"Your design?" she asked, grinning. . "Mostly." He grabbed her braid
and tugged hard enough to make her squeal. "Why don't you come
with me, Wilson? You can point out all the reasons the engineer's
right and I'm wrong, and then I can show you the ocean."

It was tempting—so tempting that she nearly said yes before she
remembered she had a job to do. "I can't. There's no way both of us
can leave the project." She turned away and tried not to show how
much it mattered. "So, how long will you be gone?"

"A day or two—unless I murder Lefkowitz and stand trial. Abra." He
put his hands on her shoulders and drew her gently back against
him. "Is it against the rules for you to miss me?"



She turned around, covering one of his hands with hers. "I'll try to
work it in."

He pulled her against him and kissed her until they were both
clinging. He had an image of sinking onto the bed with her and
letting the night take care of itself but, like Abra, he understood
responsibility too well.

"I have to toss a few things into a bag and get to the airport. I'll drop
you back by your car."

"Sure."

When she stepped back, he kept his hands on her shoulders. It was
funny, he thought. Never before in his life had he thought twice about
hopping a plane or moving from place to place. Somehow, in the last
few minutes, he'd grown roots. "I owe you a shower—and room
service."

He wasn't going off to war, Abra reminded herself. It was a business
trip. There would come a time when he would board a plane and fly
out of her life. This wasn't it. "We'll settle accounts when you get
back."

It took three days, and that infuriated him. The only thing that saved
Lefkowitz was the fact that the resolutions took more time and
trouble than Cody had anticipated. Now he was cooling his heels in
another hotel room and waiting until it was time to catch his plane.
His bag was packed, but there was one item he carried in his pocket
—a choker he'd bought for Abra. Cody took it out now and studied it.

It had been a whim, a glance in a jeweler's window as he'd walked to
an appointment. They weren't icy white diamonds, but delicate blue-
green "fancy" stones the color of the sea. The moment he'd seen
them, he'd thought of her.



Closing the lid, he dropped the box back into his pocket. He didn't
suppose it was the kind of token two people involved in a casual
affair exchanged. The problem for him—maybe for both of them—
was that his feelings for Abra were anything but casual.

He hadn't been in love before, but he recognized the symptoms.

She wasn't ready to hear it, he mused. For that matter, he wasn't
ready to say it. Words like love changed the scope of lives, the same
way a single window could change the scope of a wall.

And it might pass. He knew people who fell in and out of love as if
they were bobbing for apples. That wasn't for him. If it was true, and
if it was real, he intended to make it last. He didn't design without
making certain the building would stand the test of time. How could
he do less with his own life?

With a glance at his watch, he noted that he had more than two
hours before his flight. Dropping onto the bed, he plucked up the
phone and called Abra. When he heard the connection click, he
opened his mouth to speak. Her smooth recorded voice sounded in
his ears.

"You've reached Abra Wilson. I'm sorry I can't take your call right
now, but if you'll leave a message and the date and time you called,
I'll get back to you as soon as possible. Thanks."

He was scowling at his watch and wondering why the hell she wasn't
home when the recorder beeped. "Hi. You sound good, Red, but I'd
rather talk to you in person. Listen, if you get in before seven, give
me a call here at the hotel. I, ah... I hate these damn things. Don't
get crazy or anything, but I missed you. A lot. Get home, will you?"

He hung up and, unsatisfied, dialed another number. The voice that
answered was feminine—and real. "Hi, Jack. Cody."

"Cody. Did you get me the stuff I wanted on Monument Valley?"



"Nice to talk to you, too, Jack."

"Sorry." She laughed and changed her tone. "Cody, how the heck are
you? It's great to hear from you."

"Thanks. By the way, I mailed off about ten pounds of pamphlets,
pictures, souvenir books and assorted historical information on
Arizona."

"My life for you. I'm halfway through the revisions on Lawless and I
needed some more information. I do appreciate it."

"Any time. I like being tight with a famous novelist."

"I'm not famous yet. Give me a few more months. The historical isn't
coming out until May. How's Arizona?"

"It's fine, but right now I'm in San Diego."

"San Diego?" He heard the sound of pots clattering and envisioned
her in the kitchen creating some exotic meal. "Oh, that's right, I
forgot. Cody...I wonder if you could pick me up some—"

"Give me a break, Jackie. Are you fat yet?"

He could almost see her running a hand over her growing belly.
"Getting there. Nathan went with me last week for my exam and
heard the baby's heartbeat." She chuckled again, warmly. "He hasn't
been the same since."

"Is he there?"

"You just missed him. I wanted some fresh dill for dinner. He had the
idea that my going out and buying it would tire the baby, so he went
himself."

"Nathan wouldn't know dill from dandelions."



"I know." There was a wealth of love in those two words. "Isn't it
wonderful? When are you coming back?"

"I don't know. I'm, ah... considering staying out here until the project's
finished."

"Really?" She paused a moment. "Cody, do I detect a purpose other
than creative control?"

He hesitated. Stupid, he thought. He hadn't called to discuss the
medical complex or the resort or any other project. He'd called to talk
to a friend. "There's a woman."

"No! Just one?"

He had to smile. "Just one."

"Sounds serious."

"Could be."

Because she knew him, Jackie saw through his casual air. "When
am I going to meet her? You know, give her the third degree, look
her over, pick her apart? Is she another architect? Wait, I know.
She's a graduate student moonlighting as a cocktail waitress."

"She's an engineer."

It was several seconds before Jackie could speak. "Are you kidding?
You hate them more than Nathan does. Good grief, it must be love."

"Either that or sunstroke. Listen, Jack, I wanted to let Nathan know
I'd cleaned things up here and I'm heading back to Phoenix."

"I'd let him know. Cody, are you happy?"

He paused a moment, discovering there wasn't a yes-or-no answer
to that. "That's going to depend on the engineer. I'll give it to you



straight. I'm crazy about her, but she's dragging her heels."

"If she messes with you, I'm going to fly out and break her slide rule."

"Thanks. That ought to keep her in line. I'll keep in touch."

"You do that. And, Cody, good luck."

It was nearly nine before Abra got in. She'd had a nice, long, talky
meal with her mother. That sort of thing always left her of two minds.
The first was amusement, pure and simple. Jessie was great
company, funny, absurd and easy to be with. No one made a better
friend.

The other was worry. Those same qualities made Jessie what she
was, a free spirit, a take-it-as-it-comes woman who danced from
man to man without collecting any bruises. Her newest partner was
W. W. Barlow—or, as her mother had taken to calling him, Willie.

Jessie had been full of him during dinner. How sweet he was, how
cute, how attentive. Abra knew the signs. Jessie Wilson Milton
Peters was in for another run.

Rubbing the back of her neck, Abra tossed her purse aside and
stepped out of her shoes as she crossed the living room. How was
she supposed to keep a professional outlook on the job if her mother
was having an affair with the owner? With a laugh, she scanned the
mail she'd brought in with her, then tossed that aside, as well. How
was she supposed to keep that same outlook if she herself was
having an affair with the architect of record?

Life had gotten very complicated in a very short time.

She would back out if she could. One of the things she was best at
was untangling herself from uncomfortable situations. The trouble
was, she was almost sure she was in love with him. That made it



more than a situation—it made it a crisis. She'd thought she was in
love once before, but...

There were no buts, Abra told herself. Just because this was more
intense than anything she'd ever known, just because she couldn't
seem to go more than five minutes without thinking of him, that didn't
make this any different from what had happened to her years before.

Except that this time she was older and smarter and better prepared.

No one was ever going to do to her what Jamie Frye had done. She
was never going to feel that small or that useless again. If love was a
crisis, she could deal with it the same way she dealt with any crisis
on the job. Calmly, thoroughly, efficiently. It would be different with
Cody, because they were meeting on equal terms, with the rules set
out clearly for both of them to read. And he was different. That much
she was sure of. He wasn't shallow and insensitive, as Jamie had
proved himself to be, Hardheaded, maybe. Infuriating, certainly. But
there was no cruelty in him. And, she believed, no dishonesty.

When he hurt her, which she had already accepted he would do, it
would happen suddenly and without intent. Hurts healed; she knew
that well. She would have no reason to look back on whatever time
they had together with regret or self-recrimination.

Abra shook herself. She had to stop thinking about him, or she would
work herself into the blues because he wasn't there. What she
needed was a nice strong cup of coffee and an hour at the drawing
board.

She changed into a basketball jersey for comfort, then settled down
with the hot coffee, her mind open to ideas. It was then that she
noticed the message light blinking on her answering machine.

Pressing the button, Abra bit into one of the stale cookies she'd dug
out of a cupboard. The first call was from a college friend she hadn't
seen for weeks. Abra made a note to return the call in the morning.



The second was from Tim's secretary, setting a meeting for Monday
morning. Grumbling a bit, Abra scrawled a reminder on her calender.
Then she heard Cody's voice and forgot everything else.

"... if you get in before seven..."

Abra looked at her watch and sighed. It was well past that. He
probably had late meetings. Even if she called the hotel she wouldn't
reach him. Cupping her chin, she listened to his voice.

"... I missed you. A lot."

Ridiculously pleased, she rewound the tape and listened to the entire
message again. Even though she called herself a fool, she rewound
it a second time, then a third.

She worked a little and dreamed a lot during the next hour. Her
coffee grew cold. Abra ran figures, then planned out how she would
welcome Cody home. She'd have to go out and buy something
wonderful. Tomorrow was Saturday. Surely he'd be home by the next
evening, or by Sunday morning at the latest. That meant hours, and
perhaps even an entire day, without the pressure of work to interfere.

She would stop by one of those fancy little boutiques the first thing in
the morning and buy some glorious concoction of silk and lace.
Something sexy and soft and irresistible. She'd go have a facial.
Wasn't Jessie always touting the wonders of her beauty salon? Not
just a facial, Abra decided. She'd go for the works. Hair, nails—what
there were of them—skin, everything. When Cody got back, she'd
look fantastic. Definitely black silk, she decided. A skimpy teddy or a
sheer, elegant chemise.

She'd need some wine. What the devil was that brand he'd told her
about? She'd have to throw herself on the mercy of the clerk in the
wine shop around the corner. And flowers. Rising, Abra looked at her
bedroom for the first time in days. Good God, she was going to have
to clean up. Candles. She probably had candles somewhere. Caught



up in her own fantasy, she began to gather up clothes and shoes.
When a knock interrupted, she tossed an armful in the closet and
slammed it closed.

"All right, I'm coming." Where in the hell was her robe? She found it
crumpled under the bed and struggled one arm into it as she ran to
the door. "Who is it?"

"Three guesses."

"Cody?"

"Right the first time," he told her as she pulled at the security chain.
She yanked open the door and stared at him. Grinning, he took a
long, lazy look.

Her hair was tied back with a broken shoestring. The makeup she'd
applied for dinner with her mother had long since been scrubbed off.
Her robe dangled open, revealing the oversize basketball jersey,
which skimmed her thighs.

"Hiya, Red. Wanna shoot some hoops?"

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

Abra blinked, wondering if he was a mirage. "What are you doing
here?"

"Standing in the hallway. Are you going to let me in?"



"Yes, but—" She stepped back, and he came in and dropped his
flight bag on the floor. Mirages didn't look this good. Or smell this
good. Confused, she glanced back toward the bedroom and the
phone machine. "I just got your message. You didn't say you were
back."

"I wasn't." Since she didn't seem to be in any hurry to do so, he shut
the door himself. "Now I am."

She thought of the plans she had been making. Taking a quick look
around her jumbled apartment, Abra ran a helpless hand through her
hair. "You should have told me you were coming back tonight. I
wasn't— I'm not ready."

"What's the matter, Wilson?" To please himself, he put his hands on
her shoulders, then ran them slowly up and down her arms,
gradually pushing her robe aside. She was definitely giving him a
whole new perspective on athletic wear. "Got another man under the
bed? In the closet?"

"Don't be stupid." Frustrated, she pulled back. She knew her face
was scrubbed as clean as a baby's. And her hair—she didn't need a
mirror to know that was hopeless. Then there was the green-and-
white jersey. Hardly the sophisticated, seductive lingerie she'd
envisioned. "Damn it, Cody, you should have let me know you were
coming."

He checked an impulse to gather her up and shut her up. Maybe
he'd let himself get carried away thinking she'd be as glad to see him
as he was to see her. And maybe he shouldn't have assumed she'd
be waiting patiently and alone for him to come back.

"I might have," he said slowly, "if I'd gotten you instead of a
recording. Where were you?"

"When? Oh." Her mind still racing, she shook her head. "I was out to
dinner."



"I see." He stuck his hand in his pocket, and it knocked against the
jeweler's box. He didn't have any claims on her. The hell he didn't.
"'Anyone I know?"

"My mother," she said absently. "What are you grinning at?"

"Nothing."

Her chin came up as she snatched at the sleeve of her robe. "I know
how I look, Johnson. If you'd given me any warning at all I could
have done something about it. The place is a wreck."

"It's always a wreck," he pointed out. It was all beginning to seep in.
She'd wanted to set the stage, and he'd come in ahead of his cue.

"I could have cleaned up a little." Scowling, she kicked a shoe aside.
"I only have lousy wine."

"Well, in that case, I'd better go." He turned away, then turned back
as if he'd had a sudden thought. "Before I do, I have something to
say about the way you look."

Abra folded her arms, and the glint was back in her eyes. "Watch
your step."

"I guess there's only one way to handle this honestly." He stepped
toward her and put a friendly hand on her shoulder. "You do want us
to be honest with each other, don't you, Abra?"

"Maybe," she muttered. "Well, to a point."

"I've got to tell you something, and you should be tough enough to
take it."

"I can take it." She started to shrug his hand away. "I wish you'd—"

Whatever she wished would have to wait. He jerked her forward and
crushed her mouth with his. She tasted heat, waves of it that only



increased when her lips parted on a half moan. In one quick
movement he stripped the robe from her, then took his hands up and
under the thin jersey to explore naked skin and subtle curves.
Gasping, she strained against his rough hands. Then she was
clinging, her knees buckling, as he sent her arrowing to the edge.

"Cody..."

"Shut up," he murmured before he pressed his lips to her throat.

'"Kay." She could manage no more than a moan as his fingers dug
into her hips. Her head was spinning, but underneath the dazed
pleasure was an urgency every bit as great as his. She tugged at his
jacket as they began to work their way across the room. "I want you,"
she whispered, yanking his shirt up and over his head. In one quick,
possessive stroke, she ran her hands up his chest. "Now."

Her desperate murmur triggered explosions inside him. He'd thought
he'd be ready for them, but anticipation and reality were worlds
apart. Desire became raw, impatient, primitive. For both, the
bedroom was too far away. When they tumbled onto the couch he
was still half dressed, with each of them fighting to free him. Her
hands were wild, digging into him, dragging over him, while she
reared up to keep her mouth fused with his. He could feel the heat
radiating from her, driving him farther and farther from sanity.

With a sudden oath, he pulled the jersey down, yanking it to her
waist so that he could bury his mouth at her breast. With an
abandonment she'd never known before, she arched against him,
pressing him closer, welcoming the dangerous scrape of teeth and
tongue.

The lights burned around them. In the apartment overhead someone
turned a stereo up loud, and the bass vibrated in a low, passionate
rhythm. The delicate fragrance she'd splashed on an hour before
mingled with the musky scent of desire.



She was going to drive him crazy. That was all Cody could think as
he followed the trail of her jersey down, farther down the smooth,
taut skin of her torso. Everywhere he touched, everywhere he tasted,
she responded with a ripe, huge pleasure that astonished him. She
pulled at his hair, and the shuddering breaths she drew in were
nearly sobs.

They'd waited too long—a lifetime. Now they were together—no
more evasions, no more excuses. Only impatience.

When clothing was finally stripped away, her long, graceful limbs
twined around him. She could no longer think, nor did she wish to.
She wanted only to feel. She wanted to murmur to him, something,
anything that would tell him what was happening inside her. But the
words wouldn't form. She had never wanted like this, never needed
like this. Her body felt like a furnace that only he could stoke higher.
There was a tremendous ache building. Instinctively she reached
out, half in delight, half in defense. As if he understood, he drove her
to a shuddering climax.

She gasped out his name and she felt herself falling, endlessly,
weightlessly. Even as she spiraled down he caught her and sent her
soaring again.

He could see her in the lamplight, her skin sheened with moisture,
her eyes dazed and open. Her hair was spread out on the rug where
they'd rolled. He tried to say her name, but the air in his lungs burned
like fire, and the word flamed out like a curse when he crushed her
lips one last time.

He watched her peak again, felt her fingers dig ruthlessly into his
back. Driven to the limit, he plunged into her. She rose up to meet
him with a speed that tore at his already-tattered control.

Fast, hard, hot, they raced together to a place neither of them had
ever been.



Weakened, stunned, Cody collapsed onto her. He had neither the
energy nor the clearheadedness to separate what had happened to
him into individual actions, reactions, sensations. It was as though
one huge bubble of emotion had enclosed him and then burst,
leaving him drained.

She was as soft as water beneath him, her breathing slow and
shallow. He felt her hand slide off his back and fall limply to the rug.
Beneath his lips her heart beat quickly, and he closed his eyes and
let himself drift with the sound and the rhythm.

They didn't speak. Even if words had been possible, he wouldn't
have known which ones to use to tell her what she had done to him.
Done for him. He only knew that she belonged to him now and that
he would do whatever was necessary to keep her. Was this what
love did? she wondered. Did it fill you with wild energy, then leave
you so fragile that you thought you would dissolve from your own
breathing? Anything she had ever felt before paled to insignificance
compared to what she had experienced with Cody.

Everything had been new and almost unbearably intense. She hadn't
had to think or plan or decipher. She'd only had to act on her own
needs—needs she had successfully ignored until the first time he'd
touched her.

It seemed he understood and accepted that. Just as it seemed he
understood and accepted her. No one else ever had—not like this.

Was it love, she asked herself, or just the most overpowering of
desires? Did it matter? She felt his fingers tangle in her hair and
closed her eyes. It mattered—too much. Just a touch and she was
tempted to toss away everything she believed, everything she'd
planned, if only he would touch her again.

There was no point in denying what she felt for him, and she didn't
have the courage to think about what he might feel for her.



He pressed a kiss to her throat. "You okay?"

"I don't know." It was an honest answer, she thought as she dragged
in a deep, greedy breath. "I think so." Clearing her throat, she
opened her eyes again. They were on the floor, she realized,
wondering how they'd managed it. "How about you?"

"Fine. As long as I don't have to move for the next week or two." He
turned his head so that he could nuzzle lazily at her neck. "Still
mad?"

"I wasn't mad." The trace of his tongue along her already-sensitized
skin had her shifting beneath him. "I just wanted things to be set up."

"Set up?" He shifted lazily to her ear.

"Yes. I was planning..." She let her words trail off as he skimmed his
fingertip over her nipple. She started to say his name, but the word
ended on a sigh as his lips teased hers.

"Amazing," he murmured as her slow, sinuous movements had him
hardening inside her. "Absolutely amazing."

She was as astonished as he when passion leaped out again and
took control.

Sometime during the night they fell into the bed, but they didn't
sleep. It was as though in the few weeks they had known each other
a mountain of needs had built and tonight it had come tumbling down
in an avalanche. There was no music, no flicker of candles, no
seduction of silk and lace. They came together without frills, without
illusions.

Energy fed on energy, desire on desire. In the darkest hour of the
night they fell into an exhausted sleep, only to wake with the first
light of dawn hungry for more. Passions, though satisfied again and
again, remained raw until, in a tangle of limbs, they slept.



She awoke with the sun full on her face and the bed empty beside
her. Groggy, she stroked a hand over the sheet, murmuring.

"Cody?" Sighing, she opened her eyes and saw that she was alone.

Abra sat straight up, looking quickly around the room. She couldn't
have dreamed it, she thought. No one could have dreamed that.
Rubbing her hands over her face, she tried to think.

- Could he have left her? Sometime during the morning could he just
have strolled out as easily as he'd strolled in? And what if he had?
she asked herself as she leaned back against the headboard. They
had said no strings, no commitments. Cody was free to come and go
as he chose, just as she was.

If it hurt, if it left her feeling empty and miserable, it was no one's
fault but her own. The trouble, Abra thought, was that she always
wanted more than she had. Closing her eyes, she reminded herself
that she had just been given a night no woman would ever forget. If it
wasn't enough, the lack was in her.

"I was hoping you'd wake up with a smile on your face," Cody said
from the doorway.

Abra's eyes flew open. In a nervous gesture she gathered the
rumpled sheet to her breasts. "I thought you'd gone."

He walked over and, easing down on the mattress, offered her a cup
of coffee. "Gone where?"

"I..." Feeling foolish, she sipped at the coffee and scalded her
tongue. "Just gone."

His eyes darkened briefly, but then he shrugged. "You still have a
very poor opinion of me."

"It's not that. I just thought you probably had things to do."



"Yeah." He shifted, sliding a leg onto the bed. He was damned if he
could remember a night with a woman ever making him feel so light-
headed. And awkward. Taking his time, he sipped. "Your coffee's
stale, you know."

"I never seem to have time to make it in the morning." She drank
again. Small talk. That seemed the best way out, and the safest. "I'd,
ah, offer you breakfast, but—"

"I know. There's nothing in the kitchen but a banana and a bag of
corn chips."

"There's cookies," she muttered.

"I thought they were rocks." Deliberately he put a hand under her
chin. "You want to look at me?"

She did, while her free hand moved restlessly on the sheets. "I'd
have gotten a few things if I'd known you were coming back."

"I don't think bacon and eggs is the issue here. Why don't you tell me
what the problem is, Red?"

"There's no problem." She struggled for a casual tone. She was an
adult, she reminded herself. As such she should be able to handle
the morning after. But what did you say to a man in the full light of
day when he'd taken you to the darkest depths of your own
passions? She could hardly tell him that there had been no one who
had given her so much—or taken so much.

"Would you rather I'd gone?"

"No." She said it too quickly, and she swore silently. So much for
small talk, she thought, and any pretense of sophistication. "Listen, I
don't know what I'm supposed to do next, what I'm supposed to say
or how I'm supposed to act. I haven't had a lot of practice at this kind
of thing."



"No?" Thoughtful now, he took the coffee from her and set it aside.
"How much have you had?" It wasn't a question he'd known he
would ask. He'd told himself that her past life was just that—her life.
But he wanted to know if there was anyone, anyone at all, who had
shared what he had experienced during the night.

"I don't think this is a joke."

He grabbed her shoulders before she could roll out of bed. "Am I
laughing? I get the feeling you're judging what's happening here by
something that happened before. I don't like it."

"Sorry," she said stiffly.

"Not good enough." He kept his hold firm so that she couldn't yank
away. "This guy, the one who bounced your heart around... tell me
about him."

Angry color rose to her cheeks as she tried to push him away. "I
don't see that that's any of your business."

"You see wrong. Nothing new."

She struggled with the temper she was very close to losing. "I
haven't asked you about any of the women you've been involved
with."

"No, but you could if you thought it was important. I think this is."

"Well, you're wrong. It's not important."

But it was important. He saw it in her eyes, heard it in her voice. Both
tempted him to be gentle with her. If comfort had been the answer,
he would have offered it. Sometimes life and love were tough.

"If that's true, why are you upset?"

"I'm not upset."



"I thought we said something about being honest."

"Maybe we did. We should also have said something about not
poking around in past relationships."

"Fair enough." He gave her a long, level look. "Unless they seep
over into this one. If I'm going to be compared to someone else, I
want to know why."

"You want to hear about him? Fine." She pulled away, taking the
sheet with her to wrap around her body. "He was an architect." She
sent Cody a humorless smile.

"Is that your basis for comparison?"

"You're the one who says I'm comparing," she countered. "You could
say I have a habit of tumbling into bed with architects. I was just out
of college and working full-time at Thornway. I'd been given a shot as
assistant to the engineer on a small project. James was the
architect. He'd just moved from Philadelphia. He was very smooth,
very smart." She moved her shoulders. "I wasn't."

It was hurting her, and he found he couldn't take it. Rising, he dipped
his hands into the trousers he'd pulled on earlier. "All right. I get the
picture."

"No." She pulled the sheet more securely around her as they faced
each other over the bed. "You wanted to hear about it, and I'm going
to tell you. We started seeing each other, and I got stars in my eyes.
Looking back, I can't say he promised anything, but he let me believe
what I wanted. I'd always wanted to be first with someone. You know,
the person someone thinks about before they think about anyone or
anything else."

"Yes, I know." He would have gone to her then if he'd thought she'd
accept it.



Because he sounded as though he did, she calmed down a bit. "I
was very young, and I still believed things like that happened, so
when he told me how much he wanted me I was ready to take him
on any terms. When I went to bed with him, I was smelling orange
blossoms."

"And he wasn't."

"Oh, it was more than that." She laughed, pushing the hair back from
her face. "I'd like to think if it was only a matter of me wanting more
than I could have I'd have swallowed hard and gone on. I'm not a
whiner, Cody."

"No." Anything but, he thought. "What happened?"

"I was packing to go on a weekend trip with him. It was going to be
very romantic, very intimate. A ski weekend up north—snow, roaring
fires, long nights. I was certain he was going to propose. I was
already picturing white picket fences. Then I had a visitor. It's funny."
Her voice quieted as she looked beyond him to something only she
could see. "I was nearly out the door. I don't like to think what would
have happened if I'd been a little quicker. The visitor turned out to be
his wife, a wife he hadn't bothered to tell me existed."

Taking a deep breath, Abra sat down behind her drawing board. "The
worst part was that she loved the bastard and was coming to see me
to beg me to let him go. She was ready and willing to forgive him, if
only I'd take pity on her and step aside."

Abra pressed her fingers to her eyes as the memory of that scene
played back all too clearly in her head, and with it the shame, the
hard, bitter shame. "I'm not the other-woman type, Cody. At first I
thought she was lying. I was sure of it. But she wasn't lying. That
became horribly clear."

She dropped her hands, folding them loosely together. "I just stood
there and listened to her tell me about herself and the three-year-old



boy they had and how she wanted to save her marriage more than
anything. How they had moved out west to make a new start
because there had been other incidents. Other women. I felt more
horrid than I ever want to feel again. Not just used, not just betrayed,
but vile, really ugly and vile. She cried and begged and I couldn't say
anything at all. I'd been sleeping with her husband."

Cody eased down on the bed across from her. He had to choose his
words carefully. "Would you... have become involved with him if
you'd known?"

"No. I asked myself that a lot after it was all over. No, I wouldn't
have... couldn't have."

"Then why are you blaming yourself for something you couldn't
control? He deceived you every bit as much as he deceived his
wife."

"It's not just blame. I got over that, or most of it, and I got over him."
It wasn't easy, but she made herself look at him. "I've never been
able to forget the fact that I opened myself up to what happened to
me. I never asked him any questions. I never asked myself any
questions. When you make that big a mistake once, you better be
careful not to repeat it. So I concentrated on my career and left the
romance to Jessie."

She hadn't been with anyone else, he realized with a kind of dull
amazement. There had been no one else in her life, and when he'd
come into it he'd rolled in like a bulldozer. He thought of the night. It
had been wonderful, exciting, overwhelming, but he hadn't been
gentle, he hadn't been tender. He hadn't shown her any of the
romance she was claiming she had decided to live without.

"Abra, are you afraid you're making the same mistake with me?"

"You're not married."



"No, and there's no one else." He paused when she turned her head
to look at him. "You're not a diversion or a convenience to me."

She could never explain how those words made her feel. How could
she have known such a tiny flicker of hope could burn so brightly?
"I'm not comparing you to James—or maybe I was, a little. It's me. I
feel stupid because I don't know how to handle this kind of thing. My
mother..."

"What about your mother?"

Abra rested her elbows on the drawing board and dipped her head
into her hands. After a moment she straightened again. "All my life
I've watched her swing from one man to another. It was always so
easy for her, so light, so natural. It doesn't work for me."

He went to her to take her arm and lift her gently to her feet. "I don't
want you to act any way that doesn't suit you, or be anything you're
not." He brushed his lips over her brow, knowing that if he kissed her
now he'd want her in the bed. She needed more than that now,
whether she understood it or not. "Let's just take it from here, Red. A
day at a time. I care about you. You can believe that."

"I do." She drew back. "I think I do."

He pulled her back to hug her in a way that made her eyes widen in
surprise. There was something so sweet, so uncomplicated, about
the gesture. "We've got the weekend ahead of us. Get dressed. I'll
buy you some breakfast."

Abra was a little amazed at how easily Cody could change from the
reckless lover to the casual friend. She was always surprised at how
easy he made it for her to make the, same transition. Breathing
space, she decided as they shared a meal in a dusty diner Cody had
unearthed along the highway.



She already knew his appetite—for food and other pleasures—so
she barely lifted a brow when he packed away enough for two
lumberjacks. It was the trip to the market, at his insistence, that left
her reeling. When they returned to her apartment they were carrying
what would have been for Abra a year's supply of groceries.

"What are we supposed to do with this stuff?" She dumped two bags
on the counter in the kitchen, then stood back as Cody did the same.

"We eat it. At various times of the day." He began to pull out
produce. "These are what's known as the basics."

"For a dormitory, maybe." She cast a dubious eye at the pile growing
on the counter. "Do you cook?"

"No." He tossed her a bag of apples. "That's why you buy stuff that
doesn't need it. Or..." He pulled out a can of chow mein and a frozen
pizza. "Stuff that you heat and eat. As long as you have a can
opener and an oven timer, you can live like a king."

She shoved a quart of milk, the apples and whatever else came to
hand in the refrigerator. Cody watched her, decided she had other,
more important qualities and offered her a box of corn flakes. She
put those in, as well.

"Takeout's easier," she told him.

"You have to go out for takeout." He swung her around and rained
kisses all over her face. A man had to love a woman who put corn
flakes in the refrigerator. "You're not going anywhere until Monday
morning."

Laughing, she pushed away and dug out a loaf of bread. "I was
going to go buy a black silk teddy."

"Oh, yeah?" He grinned, then gripped the baggy waist of her sweats.
"For me?"



"It's too late." After slapping his hand away, she tossed the bread in
a drawer.

"Let's talk about this." He wrapped his arms around her waist and
pulled her back against him. "I like the way you look in black silk.
That's probably why I acted like a jealous maniac at Thornway's."

"Jealous?" She let out a peal of laughter. She was sure he was
joking—until she turned and saw his face. "Jealous?" she repeated.
"Of Mr. Barlow?"

"Don't rub it in."

"I thought you were just being insufferable and insulting."

He winced a little, then lowered his head to bite her neck. "Forget I
said it."

"I don't think so," she murmured, even as she shifted to give him
more access. "From where I was standing that night you seemed to
be vastly entertained by Marci Thornway."

"Give me some credit." He slipped his hands under her sweatshirt to
skim them up her sides. "I know a shark when I see one. No matter
how pretty the teeth are, they still rip you up. Besides..." His fingers
turned in to tease her breasts. "I'm not interested in cotton candy."

He had her backed against the refrigerator and was making her
tremble. "As opposed to?"

"Just you, Red." He turned his head to give her a long, soul-stealing
kiss. "Just you. Tell me—" he moved his hands down to mold her
hips "—have you ever done anything constructive on this counter?
Chopped vegetables, canned fruit, made love?"

"On the counter?" Her eyes went wide, then fluttered closed again
when he ran his tongue behind her ear. "No. I haven't done any of



those things."

He was moving too fast again. In a moment he wouldn't be able to
pull back and give her the time and attention he wanted to. With an
effort, he stepped back and brought only her hand to his lips. "We'll
have to keep that in mind. I bought you something else."

"Something else?" Her breathing was almost level when she glanced
around the kitchen. "What, a twenty-pound turkey?"

"No. Actually, I picked it up in San Diego."

She smiled as she took out a carton of eggs she hoped he didn't
expect her to deal with. "You bought me something in San Diego? A
souvenir?"

"Not exactly. Are we finished here?"

"I certainly hope so."

"Come on, then. I'll show you."

He took her by the hand to pull her out of the kitchen and into the
bedroom, where his bag sat open on a chair. Reaching in, he took
out a box and handed it to her.

"A present?" She felt foolishly shy as she ran a finger over the top of
the box. "That was sweet of you."

"It could be an ashtray that says San Diego Padres."

"It would still be a present." She leaned over to touch her lips to his.
"Thanks."

"That's the first time you've done that," he murmured,

"What?"



"Kissed me."

She laughed and would have drawn her hand away, but he reached
up to hold it against his cheek. "You h.ave a short memory."

"No." He uncurled her fingers to press his lips to her open palm.
"That's the first time you've kissed me first, before I backed you into
one of those corners. And you don't even know what I bought you."

"It doesn't matter. I like knowing you were thinking of me."

"Oh, I thought of you." He dipped his head to kiss her lightly, sweetly,
and her lips parted in surprise. "I thought of you a lot." He checked
himself again because he wanted nothing more than to gather her
into his arms and show her. She needed space and time and more
care than he'd bothered to show her. So instead he grinned and sat
on the arm of the chair. "I would have given it to you last night, but
you couldn't keep your hands off me."

She gave him an amused look before sitting on the arm beside him.
"Better late than never." Then she opened the lid and sat staring and
speechless.

She had expected some little token, some funny souvenir a friend
might bring another after a quick trip. The gems glittered up at her,
pale as water, smooth as satin. She didn't, as many women would
have, recognize the glint of diamonds. What she saw were lovely
stones that caught the late-afternoon light.

"It's beautiful." The amazement was still on her face when she
looked across at him, "Really beautiful. You bought this for me?"

"No, I bought it for Charlie." With a shake of his head, Cody lifted out
the necklace and reached over to fasten it around her neck. "Think
it'll look good on him?"



"I don't know what to say." She lifted a hand and ran it over the
stones. "No one's ever given me anything so lovely."

"I guess I'll have to buy Charlie something else."

With a laugh, she sprang up to go to the mirror and look. "Oh, they
are beautiful. They sparkle." Turning, she launched herself into his
arms. "Thank you." She kissed him. "Thank you." And again. "Thank
you."

"If I'd known it would only take a handful of glitters, I could have
arranged this weeks ago."

"Laugh all you want." She pressed her cheek against his. "I really
love it."

And I love you, he thought. Before too much longer, she was going
to know it. "I want to see them on you," he murmured, and rose with
her. With his eyes on hers, he slipped the shirt over her head. He
saw the change in her face, and the invitation. He would take what
she offered, but this time he would take it carefully.

"You're beautiful, Abra."

Now he saw the new change, the blank astonishment his words had
brought to her. He cursed himself for a fool. Had he never bothered
to tell her, or to make her believe it?

"I love the way you look in the sunlight. The first time I saw you I
watched you in the sunlight."

With an easy tug he loosened the drawstring at her waist so that her
pants slithered down over her hips. Now she wore only the necklace,
shimmering like water around her throat. But he didn't touch her, not
in any of the hot, hungry ways she'd come to expect. He framed her
face as though it were made of glass and kissed her as softly as a
dream.



Confused, moved to aching, she reached for him. "Come to bed."

"There's time." He kissed her again and again, lingering over it until
she swayed. "This time." He peeled off his shirt so that she could feel
the solid strength of his chest against her. But passion weakened
now where before it had streamed through her like fire. Her muscles
trembled, then went lax. Her mind, so clear only moments before,
blurred.

He only kissed her, and kissed her and kissed her.

"I don't..." Her head fell back as he deepened the kiss. "I can't..."

"You don't have to do anything. Let me show you." He swept her up,
muffling her dazed protest with his lips until he lowered her to the
bed.

His gentleness filled her until her limbs were too weighted to move.
She would have clasped him to her and given him everything, but he
linked his hands with hers and caressed her with his lips alone. Soft,
moist, patient. Her mind began to float, then to soar with a pleasure
far beyond the physical.

No one had ever treated her as though she were fragile, or delicate,
or beautiful. He made love to her now in a way she hadn't known
existed. In a way she would never forget. If the night had been flash
and fire and the darkest of passions, this was quiet and cool and
wonderfully light. She trembled over the first edge, then drifted like a
feather in the softest of breezes.

She was exquisite. He'd seen the passion and the strength—felt
them—but he hadn't seen, hadn't touched on her fragility or her
openness to love. Whatever he had felt before, in the heat of desire,
was nothing compared to the intimacy of giving. Her body flowed like
a river under his hands, warmed like a flower beneath his lips. When
she murmured his name, the sound rippled over him, touching some
deep hidden core. It was the only voice he ever wanted to hear.



He murmured to her. She heard him, responded, but she couldn't
understand the words. Sensation layered over sensation, wrapping
her in a cocoon of pleasure. There was the feel of his hands, the
strength of them as they stroked over her skin. There was the taste
of his mouth whenever he searched for hers, the warm, drugging
taste of it. Over lids too heavy to lift, the sunlight beat so that vision,
like her mind, was a red mist. Time spun out, inconsequential. For
Abra, years might have passed without her noticing.

She felt the brush of his hair as he roamed over her, caught the
scent of his skin as he skimmed over hers. If there were other things
in the world, they had stopped being important. If night fell or the sun
rose, it hardly mattered. Not as long as he was with her and showing
her what there could be to love.

When he slipped inside her, she let out a long sigh of welcome. Still,
he moved slowly, slowly, taking her gently up the wave, riding the
crest. Trapped in the world he had opened up to her, she rose to
meet him, matching rhythms, merging bodies.

Promises were made, though she didn't know it. A bond, solid and
firm, was formed.

His own breath grew shallow as he dug for control. He'd thought
she'd driven him wild in the night. And she had. Now, in surrender,
she had taken him beyond even that. His muscles trembled, then
steadied with a sweet, dark ache, and his pulse beat in hammer
blows at the back of his neck. He was driven to taste her again. Her
breath whispered into his mouth as their lips met. Hers softened,
opened, offered.

Then she opened her eyes, her lashes lifting in one long, languid
movement. Though she couldn't know it, she had never been more
beautiful than at that moment. Though she couldn't know it, from that
moment on he was completely and irrevocably hers.

She spoke his name, and they slipped over the top together.



 

 

 

Chapter Eight

It wasn't so hard, this being in love. Abra thought it through as she
swung her car into the parking lot at Thornway. She didn't have to
act differently, live differently, be different. She wasn't required to
change her life so much as open it up. Perhaps she hadn't thought it
was possible for her to do even that, but Cody had proved her
wrong. For that, if only for that, she would always be grateful.

If she could love him without changing who she was, didn't that
mean that when the time came for him to leave she could pick up
and go on as she had before? She wanted to believe it. She had to
believe it.

With her keys jingling in her hand and her step very light, she
crossed the lot to the building. The sun wasn't really shining brighter
this morning. She knew that. But in her heart it glowed more golden,
more beautiful, than ever before.

It was all a matter of perspective, she told herself as she passed
through the lobby, heading toward the elevators. She knew all about
perspective and planning and coming up with a workable structure.

A love affair could be engineered just like anything else. They cared
about each other, enjoyed each other, respected each other. That
was a solid foundation. They shared a common love of building.
Even if they came at it from different angles, it was a base of sorts.
From there it was a matter of adding the steel and the struts. After
the weekend they had shared, Abra felt confident that progress had



been made. Without the tension of work interfering, they had
discovered pleasures in and out of bed.

She liked him. That seemed almost too elementary, but to her it was
a revelation. It wasn't only a matter of need, attraction, falling in love.
She liked who he was, how he thought, how he listened.
Companionship wasn't something she'd looked for from him, any
more than she'd looked for passion. In one weekend she'd
discovered she could have both.

Abra pushed the button for the elevator and smiled as she
remembered the way they had sprawled on her couch and watched
a Gary Grant festival on television. Or the way they'd put together a
meal of pizza and gingersnaps. Or the way they'd tumbled into her
rumpled bed on Sunday afternoon with the radio playing jazz and the
breakfast dishes neglected.

He'd made her happy. That in itself was more than she'd ever
expected from a man. They were building a relationship, solid and
strong. When it was time to walk away from it, she would be able to
look back and remember something wonderful that had come into
her life.

When the elevator doors opened, she stepped through, then felt
hands encircle her waist.

"Going up?"

As the doors shut, Cody spun her around and captured her mouth
with his. She held on the way he'd hoped she would. She answered
the kiss the way he'd needed her to. It was hardly more than an hour
since he'd left her to go back to his hotel and change for the meeting,
but it seemed like days.

She'd gotten to him, he thought as he pressed her back against the
side of the car. In all ways, in every way, she'd gotten to him. He was
only just beginning to plan how to deal with the results.



"You taste good, Red." He lingered over her lips a moment, nibbling
before he pulled back far enough to look at her. "And I like your
face."

"Thanks." She lifted her hands to keep some sensible distance
between them. "You were quick getting here."

"I only had to change. I could have done that at your place if you'd let
me bring some things over."

She wasn't ready for that. If he lived there, really lived there over the
next few weeks, the apartment would be much too empty when he
left. She smiled and glanced up to check the progress of the car.
They were still at lobby level. With a shake of her head she pushed
the button both of them had forgotten.

"I'd hate for you to give up room service, and that neat little spa."

"Yeah." He knew she was evading him. No matter how intimate they
became, she still refused to take the next step and close the final
gap. He gave himself a moment to control his frustration, then
pushed the button to stop the car between floors.

"What are you doing?"

"I want to ask you something before we go back to work. It's
personal." He trailed a finger from the base of her neck to her waist.
"As I remember, one of the rules is no mixing business with
pleasure."

"That's right."

"Have dinner with me."

With a long sigh, Abra reached out to start the elevator again. Cody
circled her wrist before she could press the button. "Cody, you didn't
have to trap me in an elevator to ask me to have dinner."



"So you will?"

"Unless I'm stuck between the fourth and fifth floors."

"At my hotel," he added, bringing her wrist to his lips. As always, it
delighted him when her response came out in a rush. "And stay with
me tonight."

The fact that he had asked rather than assumed made her smile. "I'd
like that. What time?"

"The sooner the better."

She laughed as she pushed the button for Tim's floor. But her pulse
would be hammering for some time to come. "Then we'd better get
to work."

Tim was waiting for them with a tray of coffee and Danish, which
Abra ignored. It took only moments for her to recognize the signs of
stress, though Tim was as jovial and expansive as ever. She was
forced to stem her own impatience as details of the plans were
brought out and gone over yet again. If she wasn't on the site by ten,
she would miss another inspection.

When Tim set up a flow chart that diagrammed the construction
sequence and the estimated dates of completion, she settled back
and gave up. She'd be lucky to be on the job by noon.

"As you can see," Tim continued, "the blasting and the foundation
were completed on schedule. Where we began to fall behind was on
the roofing."

"There's no real problem there." Cody lit a cigarette as he studied the
chart. "We were well within the usual grace period of twenty percent.
In fact, it looks like we're no more off than five."

"We have another lag with the plumbing of the health club."



"No more than a day or two," Abra put in. "We'll be able to make it up
with the cabanas. At this pace the resort will be built and operational
within our time frame."

Tim was staring at the figures and projections. "It hasn't even been
three months into construction and we're nearly ten percent behind."
Tim held up a hand before Abra could speak. "Added to that is the
budget. Unless we're able to take some cost-cutting methods, we're
going to go over."

"The budget's not my province." Cody topped off his coffee, then
filled Tim's cup. He'd seen the builder down three in the last half
hour. Ulcers were made from less, he thought mildly. "And it's not
Abra's. But I can tell you that from my own figures, and taking a look
at the do list, you're going to come in as close to budget as it's
possible."

"Cody's right. We've had no major hitches on this job. It's run more
smoothly than any I've been involved with. The supplies have been
delivered on time and in good order. If we've run over on a few
things, such as the pool roof and the parallel windows in the main
building, it's been minimal. I think that you—" She broke off when the
phone rang.

"Excuse me." Tim picked up the receiver. "Julie, I want you to hold
my calls until— Oh. Yes, of course." Tim pulled at the knot of his tie,
then reached for his coffee. "Yes, Marci. Not yet. I'm in a meeting."
He drew a long breath as he listened. "No, there hasn't been time. I
know that." He gulped more coffee. "I will. By this afternoon. Yes,
yes, I promise. You..." He let his words trail off, rubbing the back of
his neck. "Fine, that's fine. I'll look at them when I get home. By six.
No, I won't forget. Bye."

He set down the phone. Abra thought his smile was a bit forced
when he turned back to them.



"Sorry about the interruption. We're planning a little trip for next
month and Marci's excited about it." He gave the chart an absent
glance. "You were saying?"

"I was going to point out that I think you can be very pleased with the
way this job's been going." Abra paused a moment, no longer sure
Tim was listening.

"I'm sure you're right." After a long breath, Tim beamed at both of
them. "I want to make sure I'm on top of things. I appreciate the
input." He came around the desk. "I know I'm keeping you both from
your work, so we won't drag this out any longer."

"Got any idea what that was all about?" Cody asked Abra as Tim
closed the door behind them.

"I'm not sure." Thoughtfully she walked toward the elevators. "I
guess he's entitled to be nervous. This is the first big job he's taken
on solo. Everything else he's done was already in the works when
his father died."

"Thornway has a good reputation," Cody commented as they
stepped inside and started down. "What's your opinion of Thornway
junior?"

"I don't like to say." Uneasy about the meeting, Abra stared at the
wall of the elevator. "I was very close to his father. I really loved him.
He knew the building trade inside out, every angle, every corner and
he was... It was personal with him, if you know what I mean."

"I do."

"Tim's not the man his father was, but they're big shoes to fill."

They crossed the lobby and started out to the parking lot together.
"How tight do you figure he bid this job?"



"Close. Maybe too close." She narrowed her eyes against the sun as
she thought the problem through. "But I can't believe he'd be
reckless enough to risk taking a loss on something of this size. The
penalty clause is a whopper, that I do know." She fished out her
keys, frowning. "Enough to put the fear of God into anyone. It's offset
by a bonus if the job comes through ahead of schedule."

"So maybe he's counting too heavily on the bonus." With a shrug,
Cody leaned against Abra's car. "Seems to me his wife is an
expensive tax deduction."

She gave a quick, unladylike snort. "That's a nice way to talk about a
man's wife."

"Just an observation. That little dog collar she had on the other night
would have set old Tim back five or six thousand."

"Thousand?" Her interest piqued, Abra stopped in the act of sliding
into her car. "Was it real?"

Pulled back from his speculations, he grinned. "You're awfully cute,
Red."

She almost snapped at him, but curiosity got the best of her. "Well,
was it?"

"Women like that don't wear glass and paste."

"No, I suppose not," she murmured. But five thousand—she just
couldn't conceive of it. That much money would go a long way
toward buying a new car, or a piece of equipment, or—she could
think of a dozen uses for five thousand dollars more reasonable than
wasting it on something a woman wore around her neck.

"What are you thinking?"



"That he must be crazy." Then she moved her shoulders, dismissing
it. "But the man's entitled to spend his money however he chooses."

"Maybe he considers it an investment." At Abra's puzzled look, Cody
thought back to the night of the party and Marci's frank and
unmistakable come-on. "You could say some women need a lot of
incentive to stay with one man."

Because that thought made her think uncomfortably—and perhaps
unfairly—of Jessie, Abra brushed it aside. "Well, it's certainly his
problem. In any case, we don't have time to stand here gossiping
about Tim and his wife."

"Just speculating." But he, too, brushed the subject aside. "Listen,
I've got to make a stop on the way to the job. Can you follow me?"

She glanced at her watch. "Yeah, but why—?"

"There's something I have to pick up. I could use your help." He
kissed her, then slid behind the wheel of his own car.

Ten minutes later, Abra drove in behind him at Jerry's Tire
Warehouse. "What are you getting here?"

"A new suit. What do you think?" He pulled her out of the car and
through the door. The place was a sea of tires—blackwalls,
whitewalls, steel-belted ra-dials. It smelled of rubber and grease.
Behind a scarred counter piled with thick catalogs was a bald man
wearing half glasses.

"Morning, folks," he shouted over the hissing and blowing of pumps
and lifts. "What can I do for you?"

"See that?" Cody turned and pointed at Abra's car through the plate-
glass window. "Tires, all around, and a spare."



"But I—" Before Abra could finish, the clerk was thumbing through
the catalogs. He'd summed up Abra's car with one glance.

"We have some very nice budget products."

"I want the best," Cody told him, making the clerk's eyes gleam
behind his dusty lenses.

"Cody, this is—"

"Well, well." Obviously seeing his commission soar, the clerk began
to write out an invoice. "I have something in stock that should do
very nicely."

Cody glanced down at the invoice, noted the brand and nodded.
"Can you have it ready by five?"

The clerk looked at his watch and his daily list. "Just."

"Good." Plucking the keys out of Abra's hand, Cody tossed them.
"We'll be back."

Before she could complete a sentence, Abra found herself being
pulled back outside. "Just what do you think you're doing?"

"Buying you a birthday present."

"My birthday's in October."

"Then I'm covered."

She managed—barely—to dig in her heels. "Listen, Cody, you have
absolutely no right making decisions like this for me. You can't just—
just drag somebody into a tire warehouse, for God's sake, and order
tires."

"Better here than the supermarket." He put his hands on either side
of her head, resting them on the roof of his car. "And I didn't drag



somebody in there. I dragged somebody important to me, somebody
that I won't see driving around on four tires that gave up the last of
their rubber six months ago. You want to fight about that?"

Because he'd taken the wind out of her sails, she only frowned. "No.
But I would have taken care of it. I've been planning to take care of
it."

"When?"

She shifted her feet. "Sometime."

"Now it's done. Happy birthday."

Giving up, she leaned forward and kissed him. "Thanks."

Abra came home that evening in a dead rush. She'd missed the
inspector again, but the foundations for the first set of cabanas had
passed without a hitch. She'd been able to see the sliding roof in
operation, and at long last the elevators were riding smoothly.

The meeting with Tim had given her some problems, enough that
she had made a point of checking the foremen's daily lists. Her
description of Tim to Cody had made her feel guilty. To combat that,
she had decided to take a personal interest in every facet of the job.
The extra time had pushed the end of her workday to six, and then
she'd eaten up nearly an hour more picking up her car.

"Never ready when they say they'll be ready," she mumbled as she
sprinted up the stairs of her building. When she reached her landing,
she saw one more delay at her door.

"Mom. I didn't know you were coming by."

"Oh, Abra." With a little laugh, Jessie dropped a piece of paper back
in her purse. "I was just going to leave you a note. Running a bit
late?"



"I feel like I've been running all day." She unlocked the door and
pushed it open.

"Have I come at a bad time?"

"No—Yes. That is, I'm heading back out again in a few minutes."

"I won't be long, then." Jessie gave an automatic sigh at the sight of
Abra's living room.' 'Were you held up at work?"

"First." Abra shot straight into the bedroom. She wasn't going to have
dinner with Cody in work boots and dusty jeans. "Then I had to pick
up my car."

Straightening up as she went, Jessie trailed behind her. "Did it break
down again?"

"No, I was getting tires. Actually Co—a friend of mine bought me
tires."

"Someone bought you tires—for a present?"

"Uh-huh." She pulled out a nile-green jumpsuit. "What do you think of
this?"

"For a date? Lovely. You've always had a good sense of color. Do
you have any gaudy earrings?"

"Maybe." Abra pulled open a drawer and began to search.

"Why did someone buy you tires?"

"Because mine were shot," Abra said absently as she pawed
through cotton underwear and sweat socks. "And he was worried
that I'd have an accident."

"He?" Jessie's ears perked up. She stopped tidying Abra's clothes
and smiled. "Why, that's the most romantic thing I've ever heard of."



With a snort, Abra lifted out one silver earring with copper beading.
"Tires are romantic?"

"He was worried about you and didn't want you to be hurt. What's
more romantic than that?"

Abra dropped the earring back in her drawer as her lips pursed. "I
didn't think about it that way."

"That's because you don't look on the romantic side of things often
enough." Anticipating the reply, Jessie held up a hand. "I know, I
know. I look on that side too often. That's the way I am, sweetheart.
You're much more like your father was—practical, sensible,
straightforward. Maybe if he hadn't died so young..." With a shrug of
her slender shoulders, Jessie plumped the pillows on the bed.
"That's water over the dam now, and I can't help being the kind of
woman who enjoys and appreciates having a man in her life."

"Did you love him?" The moment she asked, Abra shook her head
and began to search for an overnight bag. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to
ask you that."

"Why shouldn't you?" With a dreamy sigh, Jessie folded a discarded
blouse. "I adored him. We were young and broke and totally in love.
Sometimes I think I've never been happier, and I know it's a part of
my life I'll never forget and will always be grateful for." Then the
dreamy look was gone, and she set the blouse aside. "Your father
spoiled me, Abra. He took care of me, cherished me in a way every
woman needs to be cherished. I suppose I've looked for parts of him
in every man I've ever been involved with. You were just a baby
when he died, but I see him when I look at you."

Slowly Abra turned. "I never realized you felt that way about him."

"Because it's been so easy for me to form other relationships?" With
competent movements, Jessie began to make the bed. "I don't like
being alone. Being part of a couple is as necessary to me as your



independence is to you. Flirting is like breathing to me. I'm still
pretty." Smiling, she fluffed her hair as she bent to take a quick look
in the mirror. "I like being pretty. I like knowing that men think I'm
pretty. If your father had lived, things might have been different. The
fact that I can be happy with someone else doesn't mean I didn't love
him."

"It must have sounded as though I were criticizing. I'm sorry."

"No." Jessie smoothed the bedspread. "I know you don't understand
me. The truth is, I don't always understand you. That doesn't mean I
don't love you."

"I love you, too. I'd like you to be happy."

"Oh, I'm working on it." With a chuckle, Jessie moved around the bed
to set Abra's sneakers in the closet. "I'm always working on it. That's
one of the reasons I came by. I wanted you to know I was going out
of town for a couple of days."

"Oh? Where?"

"Vegas. Willie's going to show me how to play blackjack."

"You're going away with Mr. Barlow?"

"Don't get that look," Jessie said mildly. "Willie is one of the sweetest
men I've ever met. In fact, he's fun, considerate and a complete
gentleman. He's arranged for separate suites."

"Well." Abra tried hard to accept the news. "Have a nice time."

"I will. You know, honey, if you put away all these things on your
dresser you'd be able to find them when you— Oh, my." Her eye fell
unerringly on the necklace. "Where did you get this?"



"It was a present." Abra smiled as Jessie scooted in front of the
mirror with the necklace held around her throat. "It's pretty, isn't it?"

"It's a great deal more than that."

"I really love it."

"I don't think you should leave it lying around."

"I've got the box around here somewhere." She rummaged. "I think
I'll wear it tonight."

"If it were mine, I'd never take it off. You said a present." Jessie
turned from the mirror. "From whom?"

"A friend."

"Come on, Abra."

Evading only made it into something that it wasn't, Abra reminded
herself. She said lightly, "Cody picked it up for me when he went to
San Diego."

"Well, well..." Jessie let the choker drip from one palm to the other
like a stream of stars. "You know, sweetheart, this is the kind of gift a
man gives his wife. Or his lover."

As her color rose, Abra made a production of brushing her hair. "It
was a thoughtful token from a friend and associate."

"Associates don't give associates diamond chokers."

"Don't be silly. They're not real."

Jessie was silent for three heartbeats. "My only daughter, and she
has such a huge gap in her education."



Amused, Abra glanced around. "Diamonds are white, these aren't.
Anyway, it's ridiculous to think he'd bring me diamonds. It's a lovely
necklace with beautiful colored stones."

"Abra, you're a very good engineer, but sometimes I worry about
you." Picking up her bag, Jessie searched out her compact. "Glass,"
she said, holding up the mirror. "Diamonds." She scraped the stones
across the mirror, then held it up.

"It's scratched," Abra said slowly.

"Of course it's scratched. Diamonds do that. And what you have here
is about five carats. Not all diamonds are white, you know."

"Oh, my God."

"You're not supposed to look terrified." Abra stood stock-still, and
Jessie hooked the choker around her neck. "You're supposed to look
delighted. I know I am. Oh, my, they're stunning on you."

"They're real," she murmured. "I thought they were just pretty."

"Then I think you'd better finish getting ready so that you can go
thank him properly." Jessie kissed her cheek. "Believe me,
sweetheart, it's just as easy to accept the real thing as it is a fake. I
should know."

He was getting edgy waiting for her. He wasn't a man who kept his
eye on time, but he'd looked at his watch over and over during the
last ten minutes. It was after eight. The way he figured it, she should
have been able to get home, toss a few things in a bag and be on his
doorstep by 7:45.

So where was she?

You're getting crazy, he told himself, dropping into a chair to light a
cigarette. Maybe this was normal behavior for a man in love. He'd



like to think so. It was better than wondering whether he was the first
and only one to go off the deep end.

He was doing this exactly the way she'd asked. While they'd been on
the job he'd been completely professional. The fact that they'd nearly
fallen into a shouting match twice should have reassured him. At
least he hadn't lost his artistic perspective. He still thought of her as
a damn annoying engineer once her hard hat was in place.

But they were off the clock now, and he was only thinking of Abra.

She looked beautiful while she slept. Soft, vulner-able, serene. He'd
watched her Sunday morning until he'd been driven to touch her. He
was even charmed— God help him—by the chaos of her apartment.
He liked the way she walked, the way she sat, the way she got nose-
to-nose with him when she started to shout.

All in all, Cody decided, he was sunk. So when she knocked he was
up and at the door in three seconds flat.

"It was worth it." He relaxed the minute he saw her.

"What was?"

"The wait." Taking her arm, he drew her inside. Before he could
lower his head for a kiss he saw the look in her eyes. "Something
wrong?"

"I'm not sure." Feeling her way carefully, Abra stepped past him.
There was a table set near the terrace doors, with candles waiting to
be lit and wine chilled and ready to be opened. "This is nice."

"We can order whenever you like." He took her bag and set it aside.
"What's the problem, Red?"

"I don't know that there is— Well, yes, there is, but it's probably just
for me. If I'd had any idea... but I don't know a lot about these things



and didn't realize what it was at the time. Now that I do, I'm not sure
how to deal with it."

"Uh-huh." He sat on the sofa and gestured for her to join him. "Why
don't you run that through for me one more time, adding the details?"

She dropped down beside him, clasping her hands firmly in her lap.
As beginnings went, that had been pitiful. "All right. It's this." She
unlinked her hands long enough to touch the choker at her throat.

"The necklace?" With a frown, he reached out to trace it himself. "I
thought you liked it."

"I did. I do." She was going to ramble again. To hold it off, she took a
deep breath. "It's beautiful, but I thought it was glass or... I don't
know, some of those man-made stones. My mother was by a little
while ago. She's going to Las Vegas with Mr. Barlow."

Cody rubbed his temple, trying to keep up. "And that's the problem?"

"No, at least not this one. My mother said these were diamonds even
though they aren't white."

"That jibes with what the jeweler said. So?"

"So?" She turned her head to stare at him. "Cody, you can't give me
diamonds."

"Okay, give me a minute." He sat back, thinking it through. He
remembered her reaction to the gift, her pleasure, her excitement. It
made him smile, all the more now that he understood she had
thought it only a glass trinket. "You're an interesting woman, Wilson.
You were happy as a lark when you thought it was a dime-store
special."

"I didn't think that, exactly. I just didn't think it was..." She let her
words trail off, blowing out a long, frustrated breath. "I've never had



diamonds," she told him, as if that explained it all.

"I like the idea that I gave you your first. Are you hungry?"

"Cody, you're not listening to me."

"I've done nothing but listen to you since you walked in. I'd rather
nibble on your neck, but I've been restraining myself."

"I'm trying to tell you I don't know if it's right for me to keep this."

"Okay. I'll take it back." She sat there, frowning, while he reached
around to the clasp.

"But I want it," she muttered. . "What?" It was hard to keep the smile
from his voice, but he managed it. "Did you say something?"

"I said I want it." Disgusted, she sprang up and began to pace. "I'm
supposed to give it back. I was going to. But I want to keep it." She
paused long enough to frown at him. "It was a lousy thing for you to
do, to put me in a position like this."

"You're right, Red." He rose, shaking his head. "Only a creep would
go out and buy something like that and expect a woman to enjoy it."

"That's not what I meant and you know it." She paused again, this
time to glare. "You're making me sound stupid."

"That's all right. It's no trouble."

She was nearly successful in stifling a giggle. "Don't be so smug. I've
still got the necklace."

"Right you are. You win again."

Recognizing defeat, she turned and linked her hands around his
neck. "It's beautiful."



"Sorry." He rested his hands on her hips. "Next time I'll try for cheap
and tacky."

She tilted her head to study his face. He was amused, all right, she
decided. It was hard not to admit he deserved to be. "I guess I
should thank you for the tires, too."

He enjoyed the way her lips rubbed warm over his. "You probably
should."

"My mother said they were a very romantic gift."

"I like your mother." He skimmed his hands up the length of her and
down again as she traced the shape of his mouth with her tongue.

"Cody..."

"Hmm?" He lifted his hands to her face to frame it as he began to
drift toward desire.

"Don't buy me any more presents, okay? They make me nervous."

"No problem. I'll let you buy dinner."

Her fingers were combing through his hair as she watched him
through lowered lashes. "Are you really hungry?"

This time when she kissed him the punch of power all but brought
him to his knees. "Depends," he managed.

"Let's eat later." She pressed closer.

 

 

 



Chapter Nine

Cody, will you get that?"

Abra sat on the side of the bed, pulling on her work boots. The knock
at her door had her scowling at her watch. It wasn't often she had
visitors at seven o'clock in the morning, and she was already cutting
it close if she wanted to be on the site before eight.

Cody came out of the kitchen with a cup of coffee in one hand. His
hair was still damp from the shower and his shirt only half buttoned
when he opened the door to Abra's mother,

"Oh, hello." There was an awkward pause before Jessie smiled at
him.

"Morning." Cody stepped back to let her in. "You're up early."

"Yes, I wanted to catch Abra before she left. Then I have a dozen
things to do." Jessie cleared her throat as she pleated the strap of
her purse. "Is she around?"

"In the other room." Cody wasn't quite sure how a man handled his
lover's mother at 7:00 a.m. "Would you like some coffee?"

"Actually, I'd— Oh, there you are." She turned her nervous smile on
Abra.

"Mom." The three of them stood there for a moment, forming an
awkward triangle. Abra found that she didn't know what to do with
her hands, so she stuck them in her pocket. "What are you doing out
at this hour?"

"I wanted to see you before you left for the day." She hesitated
again, then looked at Cody. "I would love a cup of coffee."

"Sure." Setting down his own, he stepped through to the kitchen.



"Abra, could we sit down a moment?"

Without a word, Abra took the chair across from the sofa. Certainly
her mother wasn't going to lecture her about having a man in her
apartment. "Is something wrong?"

"No, no, nothing's wrong." She took a deep breath, then accepted
the cup Cody brought out to her.

"Why don't I leave you two alone?"

"No." Jessie spoke quickly, then managed a smile. Now that the
initial discomfort had passed, she was glad, very glad, that her
daughter had someone in her life. Someone, she thought as she
studied his face, who obviously cared for her very much.

"Please, sit down, Cody. I'm sorry I've interrupted your morning, and
I'm sure you both want to get to work. This won't take long." She
drew a second, longer breath. "I've just gotten back from that trip
with Willie."

Because she'd already resigned herself to that, Abra smiled. "Did
you lose the family fortune at the crap table?"

"No." Perhaps it was going to be easier than she'd thought, Jessie
decided. She plunged ahead. "I got married."

"You what?" The shock brought Abra straight up in her chair. "In
Vegas? To whom?"

"Why, to Willie, of course."

Abra said nothing for ten humming seconds. When she spoke, she
spoke slowly, spacing each word. "You married Mr. Barlow in Las
Vegas?"



"Two days ago." She held out her hand to show off a twin set of
diamonds.' 'When we decided it was what we wanted, there didn't
seem any reason to wait. After all, neither of us are children."

Abra stared at the glittering rings, then back at her mother. "You—
you hardly know him."

"I've gotten to know him very well over the last couple of weeks." No,
it was going to be hard, Jessie realized as she watched Abra's face.
Very hard. "He's a wonderful man, sweetheart, very strong and
steady. I'll admit I didn't expect him to ask me, but when he did I said
yes. We were right there, and there was this funny little chapel, so...
we got married."

"You should be getting good at it by now."

Jessie's eyes flashed, but her voice remained mild. "I'd like you to be
happy for me. I'm happy. But if you can't, at least I'd like you to
accept it."

"I should be getting good at that, too."

The pleasure went out of Jessie's face. "Willie wanted to come with
me this morning, but I thought it best that I told you myself. He's very
fond of you, speaks very highly of you as a woman and as a
professional. I hope you won't make this difficult for him."

"I like Mr. Barlow," Abra said stiffly. "And I suppose I shouldn't be
surprised. I'll wish you luck."

An ache passed through Jessie's heart. "Well, that's something." She
rose, worrying the rings on her finger. "I have to go in early and type
up my resignation."

"You're quitting your job?"

"Yes, I'll be moving to Dallas. Willie's home is there."



"I see." Abra rose, as well. "How soon?"

"We're flying out this afternoon so I can meet his son. We'll be back
in a few days to tie up details." She would have stepped toward her
daughter, but she thought it best to give her time. "I'll call you when
we get back."

"Fine." There was no affection in the word, only a brusque dismissal.
"Have a nice trip."

Cody moved to the door to open it, then touched Jessie's arm before
she could pass through. "Best wishes, Jessie."

"Thank you." Jessie was grateful the office would be empty when
she arrived. She could have a good, healthy cry. "Take care of her,
will you?" she murmured, and walked away.

Cody shut the door, then turned to see Abra standing in exactly the
same spot. "A little rough on her, weren't you?"

"Stay out of it." She would have stormed into the bedroom, but he
was quick enough to grab her arm.

"I don't think so." She was as rigid as ice, and just as cold. Except for
her eyes. They boiled with emotion. "What's the problem here, Abra?
Don't you figure your mother's free to marry whomever she
chooses?"

"Absolutely. She's always been free. I want to finish getting ready for
work."

"No." He kept his grip firm. "You're not going to work or anywhere
until you get this out of your system."

"All right. You want me to get it out of my system? I'll get it out. She
never changes." He heard the despair under the fury and gentled his
hold. "It's the same pattern with her, over and over and over. First



there was Jack, my father. He died before his twenty-fifth birthday."
She pulled her arm free, then snatched a picture from the table. "He
was the love of her life, to hear her tell it."

Feeling his way, he spoke carefully. "He's been gone a long time.
She's entitled to go on living."

"Oh, she's gone right along. Speeding right along. It's been hard to
keep up. Husband number two. Bob." She plucked up another
picture. "I was, oh, about six when she decided she was free to
marry him. That one lasted two, maybe three years. Hard to keep
track." She dropped those pictures to grab another. "Then we have
Jim. Let's not forget Jim, husband number three. Now before him,
there were three or four others, but she never got around to marrying
them. Jim managed a convenience store. They met over a carton of
soft drinks and were married six months later. And that's about how
long they were together afterward. Jessie doesn't really count Jim.
She didn't bother to keep his name.

"Then there was Bud. Good old Bud Peters. I don't seem to have a
picture of him, but this is Jessie on the day they were married."

Abra swooped it up, knocking several other photographs on their
faces. "Bud sold shoes and liked to putter around the house. He
wasn't a man to set the world on fire, but I liked him. I guess Jessie
liked him, too, before they were together almost seven years. That's
a record." She set the photo back. "Good old Bud Peters holds the
record."

Cody took her shoulders, massaging them gently. "It's her life, Red."

"It was my life, too," she said passionately. "Damn it, it was my life,
too. Do you have any idea what it's like never knowing what last
name your mother's going to use, or wondering which 'uncle' is going
to be your next stepfather? What house or apartment you're going to
live in? What school?"



"No." He thought of the steady and stable marriage of his parents, of
the close-knit unit that was his family. "No, I don't. But you're a grown
woman now. Your mother's marriage doesn't have to affect you."

"It's the same pattern, over and over. Don't you see? I've watched
her fall in and out of love faster than a high-school cheerleader. And
every time she gets married or divorced she says the same thing.
This is going to be best for all of us. But it was never best, not for
me. Now she comes here to tell me about this after it's already done.
I always heard about these things after the die was cast."

He held her tighter. "If she's had poor judgment, Abra, it doesn't
mean she doesn't love you."

"Oh, she loves me." Now that the venom was out, she felt hollow.
Her voice sagged, and her resistance with it. "In her way. It was just
never the way I needed. It's okay." She pulled back. The tears that
had threatened were under control now, and so was she. "You're
right. I'm overreacting. I'll talk to her, to them both, when they get
back." She pushed her hands over her face and back into her hair.
"I'm sorry, Cody. I took it out on you."

"No, you didn't. You just let it out."

"I guess I'm being stupid. And selfish."

"No, you're not. Just human." He stroked a hand over her cheek,
wondering just how badly those early years had hurt her and how
many hurts were left. "Come here." As he spoke, he pulled her into
his arms and held her, just held her, until she relaxed against him.
"I'm crazy about you."

He couldn't see the rush of emotions that came into her eyes.
"Really?"

"Absolutely. I've been thinking that when things settle here you ought
to come east—for a while," he added, not wanting to scare her off.



"You can take a look at the house I'm building, give me a hard time
about the design. Look at the ocean."

If she went east with him, would she ever be able to leave again?
She didn't want to think about that, about endings and goodbyes. "I
think I'd like that." With a sigh, she rested her head on his shoulder.
"I'd like you to show me the ocean. 1 haven't had a chance to show
you the desert yet."

"We could go AWOL today."

Her lips curved against his throat before she stepped back. He'd
helped. By being there to lean on he'd helped her stand up again. "I
don't think so. It wouldn't be right for me to neglect my mother's new
husband's resort."

She was in a much better frame of mind by the time they reached
the site. Without Cody—without his just being there—Abra knew she
might have stayed depressed and angry for days. He was good for
her. She wished she knew how to tell him how good without putting
pressure on their relationship.

So far he seemed perfectly content to follow the blueprints she'd set
up. There had been no promises, no talk of the future, no pretense
about happy-ever-after. The invitation to visit back east had been
casual enough that she felt safe in accepting.

Now, as so often happened on the site, he went his way and she
hers. Later they would share the night.

She was coming to count on that, to depend on it, Abra thought as
she made her way to the cabanas. It wasn't wise, it wasn't safe, but
then there had to be some risks involved.

"Tunney." Abra nodded to the electrical foreman, then stood, hands
on hips, studying the framework of the cabanas. "How's it going?"



"Pretty good, Ms. Wilson." He rubbed the back of his hand over his
mouth. He was a big man who was running to fat, and he was
sweating freely. As he watched Abra he took out a bandanna and
wiped his face. "I thought you were still busy at the health club."

"I wanted to check things here." She stepped closer. Tunney kept at
her shoulder. "You think the wiring's going to be done on schedule?
Thornway's a little nervous."

"Yeah, sure. You might want to take a look at those units over there."
He gestured to a section across what would be a courtyard. "The
carpenters are really moving on it."

"Umm-hmm." Because she'd yet to find time to go through a unit,
she walked forward. "I haven't checked with— Damn." She snagged
her boot on a curled scrap of wire. "These places need to be
squared away. Safety inspector would slap our wrists for that."

She would have reached down for the wire herself, but Tunney was
ahead of her. "You gotta watch your step." He tossed the scrap into a
trash drum.

"Yeah. This delivery just come in?" Abra gestured to three huge
spools of wire. "As long as the suppliers keep ahead of us, we'll be
fine." Absently she leaned against one of the spools.

She liked the look of the site, liked the ring of buttes and mesas
constructed by time and nature that cupped the spreading growth
conceived by man's imagination and sweat. This was building to her.
This was what had drawn her. When a person could stand under the
wide arch of sky and see progress—the right kind of progress—it
brought hope, as well as satisfaction.

Though she hadn't told him yet, she'd begun to see and understand
Cody's vision. A little magic, a little fantasy, here in one of the
harshest and most beautiful spots in the country. There were still
coyotes in the hills, snakes in the rocks, but man belonged here.



When the resort was finished, it wouldn't simply merge with the
desert, it would celebrate it.

That was what he had seen. That was what she was coming to
understand.

"It's going to be quite a place, isn't it?"

"Guess it is." He was shifting his weight from one foot to the other as
he watched her.

"Ever take a weekend in one of these places, Tunney?"

"Nope." He wiped his face again.

"Me either." She smiled at him. "We just build them, right?"

"Guess so."

He wasn't the most expansive of men, and she sensed his
impatience. "I'm keeping you from your work," she said. She tried to
straighten, but the end of the wire caught at her jeans. "God, I'm a
klutz today." She bent to free it before Tunney could reach her.
Frowning, she pulled the length of wire out and ran it between her
fingers. "Did you say this just came?"

"Right off the truck. Hour ago."

"Damn. Have you checked it?"

He looked down as she crouched to examine the wire. "No. Like I
say, it was just off-loaded."

"Check it now." She waited while he bent beside her to take the
cable in his hand.

"This ain't fourteen-gauge."



"No, it's not. I'd say twelve."

"Yes, ma'am." His face puckered as he straightened. "That'd be
right."

Swearing, she walked over to the other reels. "These are all twelve,
Tunney."

Breathing between his teeth, he pulled out his clipboard. "Fourteen-
gauge on the order sheet, Ms. Wilson. Looks like somebody screwed
up the delivery."

"I should have known it was too good to last." She straightened,
wiping her palms on her thighs. "We can't use this, it's substandard.
Call the supplier and see if they can deliver the fourteen-gauge right
away. We don't want to fall behind."

"No, we sure don't. Easy mistake, though. Unit numbers almost
match." He showed her the numbers on his invoice, then pointed to
those stamped on the spool. "Can't tell twelve from fourteen by just
looking."

"It's a good thing you can tell by feel, or else we might have had a
mess on our hands." She shaded her eyes with her hands as she
looked toward the cabanas. "Any chance some might have slipped
by you?"

He balled the bandanna back in his pocket. "I've been in the
business eighteen years."

"Right. Still, you might—" She broke off when she heard a crash of
glass and a scream. "Oh, my God." She raced across the distance to
the health club, following the sound of men shouting. . She was
breathing hard by the time she reached it. Pushing her way through,
she spotted Cody leaning over the bleeding body of one of the
workers.



Her heart rose up to block her throat. "How bad?" She thought she
recognized him vaguely. He was young, maybe twenty, with a long
sweep of dark hair and a tough, tanned body.

"Can't tell." Cody's voice was curt. The only thing he was sure of was
that the kid was breathing. For now. "An ambulance is on the way."

"What happened?" Her boots crunched over vicious shards of
broken glass as she moved to kneel beside him.

"Seems like he was on the scaffold inside, finishing some wiring.
Lost his balance, took a bad step, I don't know. He went right through
the window." Cody looked up, and his mouth was grim as fury and
frustration ripped through him. "He fell a good twenty feet."

She wanted to do something, anything. "Can't we get him off this
glass?"

"His back could be broken, or his neck. We can't move him."

Minutes later, when they heard the siren, Abra sprang into action.
"Cody, get in touch with Tim. Let him know what happened. You men
get back, give them room to do whatever they have to do." She
wiped at the clammy skin of her brow. "What's his name?"

"It's Dave," somebody called out. "Dave Men-dez."

When the ambulance pulled up, Abra waved the men back. "How
about family?"

"He's got a wife." One of the men who'd seen the fall drew jerkily on
a cigarette. What had happened to Mendez could have happened to
any of them. "Her name's Carmen."

"I'll take care of it," Cody told her as they watched the paramedics
strap Mendez to a backboard.



"Thanks. I'm going to follow the ambulance in. Somebody should be
there." Because her stomach was rolling, Abra pressed a steadying
hand to it. "As soon as I know anything, I'll be in touch." After a quick
word to one of the ambulance attendants, she raced for her car.

Thirty minutes later she was in a waiting room, pacing uselessly.

There were other people scattered through the room. One woman
waited patiently, almost placidly, with her nose in a paperback. Abra
continued to pace and wondered how anyone could sit in a hospital
without going slowly crazy.

She didn't even know Mendez, and yet she knew him very well. She
worked with men like him every day of her professional life. It was
men like him who made reality out of what she and Cody put on
paper.

He wasn't family, and yet he was. As she paced the room she prayed
for him.

"Abra."

"Cody." She turned, hurrying forward. "I didn't think I'd see you."

"I brought the kid's wife in. She's signing some papers."

"I feel so useless. They won't tell me much of anything." She
dragged her hands through her already-tousled hair. "How's his
wife?"

"Terrified. Confused. She's trying to hold on. God, I don't think she's
more than eighteen."

With a nod, Abra went back to pacing. "I'll hang around with her. She
shouldn't wait alone. Did you call Tim?"

"Yes. He's upset. He said to keep him posted."



Abra opened her mouth, then shut it again. In Thornway's day, if an
employee was badly hurt, he came himself. "Maybe I could talk to
the doctor now." She started out of the room just as a young,
pregnant woman stepped in.

"Senor Johnson?"

Cody slipped an arm around her shoulders. She was trembling as he
led her to a chair. ' 'Abra, this is Carmen Mendez."

"Mrs. Mendez." Abra reached out to take both of her hands. They
were very small, like a child's—and very cold. "I'm Abra Wilson, the
engineer on the project. I'm going to stay with you, if you like. Is
there anyone else you want me to call?"

"Mi madre."

Tears flowed down her face as she spoke. "She lives in Sedona."

"Can you give me the number?" Abra asked gently.

"Si." But she only sat there, weeping silently.

Moving to the couch, Abra put an arm around her and began to
speak in low, fluent Spanish. Nodding and twisting a tattered tissue,
Carmen answered. After a moment, Abra patted her shoulder, then
gestured to Cody.

"They've been married less than a year," Abra said in an undertone
as they moved to the corridor. "She's six months pregnant. She was
too upset to really understand what the doctor told her, but they've
taken Mendez to surgery."

"Want me to see what else I can find out?"

She leaned forward to kiss his cheek. "Thanks. Oh, her mother's
number." Pulling a notebook from her pocket, she scribbled in it.



Abra went back to Carmen, sitting with her, offering what comfort she
could. When Cody returned he brought little new information. They
spent the next four hours waiting with a television murmuring in a
wall bracket nearby.

Cody poured coffee from the pot kept on a warming plate in the
waiting room, and Abra urged cups of tea on Carmen. "You should
eat," she murmured, closing her hand over Carmen's before she
could protest. "For the baby. Why don't I get you something?"

"After they come. Why don't they come?"

"It's hard to wait, I know." The words were hardly out of her mouth
when she saw the doctor, still in his surgical scrubs. Carmen saw
him, too, and her fingers tightened like a vise on Abra's.

"Mrs. Mendez?" He walked over to sit on the table in front of her.
"Your husband's out of surgery."

In her fear she lost her English and sent out a stream of desperate
Spanish.

"She wants to know how he is," Abra said. "If he's going to be all
right."

"We've stabilized him. We had to remove his spleen, and there was
some other internal damage, but he's very young and very strong.
He's still critical, and he lost a considerable amount of blood from the
internal injuries and the lacerations. His back was broken."

Carmen closed her eyes. She didn't understand about spleens and
lacerations. She only understood that her David was hurt. "Por favor,
is he going to die?"

"We're going to do everything we can for him. But his injuries are
very serious. He's going to be with us for a while. We'll monitor him
closely."



"I can see him?" Carmen asked. "I can see him now?"

"Soon. We'll come for you as soon as he's out of Recovery."

"Thank you." Carmen wiped her eyes. "Thank you. I will wait."

Abra caught the doctor before he stepped back into the corridor.
"What are his chances?"

"To be candid, I would have said they were very poor when you
brought him in. I had my doubts that he'd survive the surgery. But he
did and, as I said, he's strong."

She would have to be content with that. "Will he walk?"

"It's early to say, but I have every hope." He flexed his fingers, which
were obviously still cramped from surgery. "He'll need extensive
therapy."

"We'll want him to have whatever he needs. I don't think Mrs.
Mendez understands about the insurance. Thornway has excellent
coverage of medical expenses."

"Then I'll tell you frankly there'll be plenty of them. But with time and
care he'll recover."

"That's what we want. Thank you, Doctor."

Abra leaned against the doorway and let her body go limp.

"You okay?"

She reached for Cody's hand. "Pretty good now. I was scared. He's
so young."

"You were wonderful with her."



Abra glanced back to where Carmen sat on the couch composing
herself. "She just needed someone to hold her hand. If I were in her
position, I'd hate to wait alone. They're just kids." Weary, she rested
her head on Cody's shoulder. "She was telling me how happy they
were about the baby, how they were saving for furniture, how good it
was that he had steady work."

"Don't." Cody brushed a tear from her lashes. "They're going to be
fine."

"I felt so helpless. I hate feeling helpless."

"Let me take you home."

She shook her head, surprised by the sudden draining fatigue. "I
don't want to leave her yet."

"We'll wait until her mother gets here."

"Thanks. Cody?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad you hung around."

He put his arms around her. "Red, sooner or later you're going to
figure out that you can't get rid of me."

* * *

Later, when the sun was going down, Cody sat in a chair in her
apartment and watched her as she curled up on the couch and slept.
She'd exhausted herself. He hadn't known she could. He hadn't, he
added as he lit a cigarette and let his own body relax, realized a
good many things about her.

The explosion he'd witnessed after her mother's announcement that
morning had told him a great deal. It hadn't been just the one



incident, the one betrayal, that had made her so wary of
relationships. It was her whole life.

How difficult would it be to trust yourself, to trust a man, after living in
broken home after broken home? Damn near impossible, the way
Cody figured. But she was with him. Maybe she still set up
boundaries, but she was with him. That counted for something.

It was going to take time—more than he'd planned on—but he was
going to see that she stayed with him.

Rising, he walked over to her and gathered her up in his arms.

"What?" Roused, she blinked her eyes open.

"You're worn out, Red. Let me tuck you in."

"I'm okay." She nuzzled her head in the curve of his shoulder. "I just
needed a nap."

"You can finish it in bed." When he laid her down, she curled into
almost the same position she'd been in on the couch. Sitting at the
foot of the bed, Cody unlaced her shoes.

"I was dreaming," she murmured.

"About what?" He sat her shoes on the floor, then unbuttoned her
jeans.

"I don't know exactly. But it was nice." She sighed, hoping she could
find her way back to the dream. "Are you seducing me?"

He looked at the long line of her legs and at her narrow hips, which
were bare but for a brief triangle of practical cotton. "Not at the
moment."

She rubbed her cheek against the pillow, comfortably drowsy. "How
come?"



"Mostly because I like seducing you when you're awake." He drew
the sheet over her and bent to kiss the top of her head. He would
have stepped back, but she reached for his hand.

"I'm awake." Her eyes were still closed, but her lips curved. "Almost."

He sat on the bed again, contenting himself with stroking her hair. "Is
that a request?"

"Umm-hmm. I don't want you to go."

Cody pulled off his boots, then slipped into bed to hold her. "I'm not
going anywhere."

Her arms curled around him as she settled her body against his.
Then she lifted her lips to his. "Will you love me?"

"I do," he murmured, but she was already drifting with the kiss.

The light lowered, softened, glowed gold. She moved to him with the
ease and familiarity of a longtime wife. Her fingers grazed him,
exciting as the touch of a new lover. They didn't speak again, didn't
need to.

Her lips were warm, softened by sleep, as they moved over his. Her
taste was more than familiar now, it was a part of him, something he
could draw in like his own breath. He lingered there, nibbling, then
demanding, teasing, then taking, while she worked her way down the
buttons of his shirt.

She wanted to touch him, to feel his strength beneath her hand. It
was strange that she felt safe here, in his arms, when she'd never
realized she needed safety. Protected, wanted, cared for, desired.
He gave her all that, and she'd never had to ask. His heart beat fast
and steady. The pulse of it against her was like an echo of her own.



This was what she had dreamed of—not just the pleasure, not only
the excitement, but the simple security of being with the man she
loved.

Cradling his face in her hands, she tried to show him what she was
afraid to tell him.

She was overwhelming. Even though the loving was slow, almost
lazy, she took his breath away. There seemed to be no bounds to her
generosity. It flowed from her like honey, warm and thick and sweet.

No hurry. No rush. The shadows washed the room until the gold
faded to a soft, soft gray. There was no sound but his lover's sigh
and the quiet shifting of her body over the sheets. He looked at her
as evening fell and the light faded. Her eyes, aroused now, no longer
sleepy, were like the shadows—darkening, deepening.

Very slowly, as though some part of him knew he would need to
remember this moment on some cold, lonely day, he combed his
fingers through her hair until her face was unframed. Then he just
looked and looked, while the breath trembled through her parted lips.
Slowly, almost painfully, he lowered his head, his eyes on hers,
watching, watching, until their lips parted, separated and were drawn
back together.

With a small, helpless sound she pulled him closer, almost afraid of
what his tenderness was doing to her.

But the demand didn't come, only the gift. There were tears in her
eyes now, and an ache in her throat, as the beauty weakened her.
She spoke again, but only his name, as the emotions that were
flooding her poured out.

Then they were clinging together, as survivors of a storm might cling
to one another. It was as if they couldn't touch enough, couldn't take
enough. Wrapped tight, mouths seeking, they rolled over the bed.



Sheets tangled and were ripped aside. Their tenderness was
replaced by a greed that was every bit as devastating.

With their fingers locked, their needs fused, she rose over him,
sliding down to take him into her. When he filled her she arched
back, crying out. Not helplessly, but triumphantly.

Caught in the last light of day, they swept each other toward dusk
and the welcoming night.

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

1 appreciate you going with me."

Cody spared Abra a brief look as he stopped the car in front of the
hotel where W. W. Barlow and his new wife were staying. "Don't be
stupid."

"No, I mean it." She fiddled nervously with her choker as the valet
hurried to open her door. "This is my problem. A family problem."
After stepping out on the curb, she took a deep breath and waited for
Cody to join her. "But I'd have hated to face this dinner alone."

It continued to surprise him to find these traces of insecurity in her.
This same woman who was afraid to share a quiet dinner with her
mother had once stepped carelessly between two angry construction
workers with fists like cinder blocks. With a shake of his head he
pocketed his parking stub, then took her arm to lead her into the
lobby.



"You're not alone. Still, there's no reason to go into this believing it's
going to be some sort of trial by fire."

"Then how come I can already feel the heat?" she mumbled as they
crossed the lobby.

"You're not being interviewed by the State Department, Wilson.
You're having dinner with your mother and her new husband."

She couldn't prevent a short laugh. "And I've had tons of
experience." She paused again at the entrance to the dining room.
"Sorry. No snide remarks, no sarcasm and no pouting."

He cupped her face, amused by the way she had straightened her
shoulders and brought up her chin. "All right. But I had planned to
pout at least through the appetizers."

She laughed again, and this time she meant it. "You're good for me."

His fingers tightened as he dipped his head to give her a hard,
unexpected kiss. "Red, I'm the best for you."

"Good evening." The maitre d' was all smiles. He evidently had a
weakness for romance. "A table for two?"

"No." Cody let his hand slip down to take Abra's. "We're joining the
Barlows."

"Of course, of course." That seemed to perk him up even more.
"They've just been seated. If you'll follow me?"

It was early for dinner, so the restaurant was all but empty. Salmon-
colored tablecloths and turquoise napkins were pressed and waiting
for the patrons who would trickle in over the next two hours. A
miniature fountain shaded by palms rose up in the center. The
candles on the tables had yet to be lit, as the sun still filtered through
the windows. As the maitre d' had said, the newlyweds were already



seated. They were holding hands. Barlow spotted them first and
sprang out of his chair. Abra couldn't be sure, but she thought his
smile seemed a bit sheepish.

"Right on time." He grabbed Cody's hand for a quick, hearty shake.
"Glad you could make it." He hesitated a moment before turning to
Abra. He was wearing an obviously pricey Fioravanti suit, but he still
looked like anyone's favorite uncle. "Am I allowed to kiss my new
stepdaughter?"

"Of course you are." Trying not to wince at the term, she offered a
cheek, but found herself gripped in a huge, hard bear hug.
Instinctively at first, then with more feeling than she'd expected, she
returned it.

"Always wanted a daughter," he mumbled, making a production of
pulling out her chair. "Never expected to get one at my age.''

Not certain what she should do next, Abra leaned over to kiss her
mother's cheek. "You look wonderful. Did you enjoy your trip?"

"Yes." Jessie twisted the napkin in her lap. "I'm going to love Dallas
as much as Willie does. I hope— we hope—you'll find time to visit us
there."

"Always a room for you there." Barlow tugged at his tie, mangling the
tidy Windsor knot. "Make it your home whenever you want."

Abra clasped and unclasped her purse. "That's kind of you."

"Not kind." Giving up his tie, Barlow smoothed what was left of his
hair. "Family."

"You would like a drink before you order?" The maitre d' hovered,
clearly pleased to have one of the wealthiest men in the country at
one of his tables.



"Champagne. Dom Perignon '71." Barlow laid a hand on Jessie's.
"We're celebrating."

"Very good, sir."

Silence descended immediately, awkwardly. Cody had a quick flash
of his own family meals, with everyone talking over everyone else.
When Abra's hand found his under the table, he decided to give
them all a little help. "I hope you'll be able to come by and check on
the project before you go back to Dallas."

"Why, yes, yes. Planned to." Barlow gripped the lifeline gratefully.

Sitting back, Cody began to steer the conversation over easy
ground.

Why they're nervous, too, Abra realized as all three of them
struggled to hit the right tone, find the right words. Everyone could
have walked on eggshells without causing a crack. Only Cody was
relaxed, hooking an arm over the back of his chair and taking the
reins the others gladly relinquished. Jessie continued to twist her
napkin, though she managed the occasional forced smile. Barlow
ran his finger under his collar constantly, clearing his throat and
reaching out to touch Jessie's hand or arm or shoulder.

Reassuring each other, Abra thought. Because of her. It made her
feel small and selfish and mean-spirited. Whatever happened
between Barlow and her mother, they cared for each other now.
Holding back her approval or acceptance helped nothing and hurt
everyone. Including her.

There seemed almost a communal sigh of relief when the wine was
served. The fussy little show began with the display of the label. The
cork was removed with only a whisper of sound, and a swallow was
offered to Barlow for tasting. Once it was approved, wine was poured
in all the glasses.



"Well, now." Barlow sent his nervous smile around the table as
bubbles raced to the surface.

"I'd like to propose a toast," Cody began.

"No, please." Abra stopped him with a hand on his arm. During the
strained silence, Jessie linked fingers with Barlow. "I'd like to." She
couldn't think of any clever words. She'd always been better with
figures. "To your happiness," she said, wishing she could do better.
She touched her glass to her mother's, then to Barlow's. "I hope
you'll love my mother as much as I do. I'm glad you found each
other."

"Thank you." Jessie sipped, struggled to compose herself, then gave
up. "I must go powder my nose. Excuse me a minute."

She hurried off, leaving Barlow grinning and blinking his eyes. "That
was nice. Real nice." He took Abra's hand, squeezing tightly. "I'm
going to take good care of her, you know. Man doesn't often get a
chance to start over at my age. Going to do it right."

Abra rose to move over and rest her cheek against his. "See that you
do. I'll be back in a minute."

Barlow watched her take the same route as Jessie. "Guess if I were
any prouder I'd bust my seams." He lifted his glass and took a long
gulp. "Quite a pair, aren't they?"

"You could say that." He was feeling enormously proud himself.

"Ah, now that we've got a minute... Jessie tells me you and Abra
are... close."

Cody lifted a brow. "Going to play papa, WW?"

Embarrassed, Barlow shifted in his chair. "Like I said, I never had a
daughter before. Makes a man feel protective. I know Jessie would



like to see that girl settled and happy. She thinks Abra's feelings
might be serious. If yours aren't—"

"I love her." There. He'd said it out loud, and it felt wonderful. Cody
savored it for a moment, finding it as rich and exciting as the wine.
He hadn't expected it to feel good, hadn't expected the words to
come so easily. As if experimenting, he said it again. "I love her. I
want to marry her." The second part came as a surprise to him. It
wasn't that he hadn't thought of the future, with her as a part of it. It
wasn't that he hadn't thought of them spending their lives together.
But marriage, the solidity of it, the absoluteness of it, came as a
surprise. He found it a pleasant one.

"Well, well..." Doubly pleased, Barlow lifted his glass again. "Have
you asked her?"

"No, I... When the time's right."

With a bray of laughter, Barlow slapped him on the back. "Nothing
more foolish than a young man in love. Unless it's an old one. Let me
tell you something, boy. You try to plan these things out—right time,
right place, right mood—they never get done. Maybe you're not old
enough to think about how precious time is, but take it from me,
there's nothing worse than looking back and seeing how much you
wasted. That girl...my daughter—" he puffed out his chest"—she's a
prize. You'd better grab on before she slips away from you. Have
another drink." He topped off Cody's glass. "Marriage proposals
come easier if you're loose. Had to get damn near drunk to manage
both of mine."

With an absent nod, Cody lifted his glass, and wondered.

Abra found Jessie in the ladies' lounge, sitting on an overstuffed
white chair and sniffling into a hankie. Abra cast a helpless look
around, then sat beside her.

"Did I say something wrong?"



Jessie shook her head and dabbed at her eyes. "No. You said
everything right and made me so happy." She sobbed as she turned
to throw her arms around Abra's neck. "I was so nervous about
tonight, so afraid you'd sit there hating me."

"I've never hated you. I couldn't." Abra felt her own eyes filling. "I'm
sorry. I'm sorry I made things so hard on you before."

"No, you didn't. You never have. You've always been the one thing in
my life I could count on. I've always asked too much of you. I have,"
she insisted when Abra shook her head. "I know I've let you down,
over and over again, and I regret it. But I can't go back and change
it." She drew back, and her smooth cheeks were streaked with tears.
"To be honest, I don't know if I would if I had the chance. I've made
mistakes, sweetheart, and you've had to pay for them." She dried
Abra's cheeks with her damp handkerchief. "I never thought of you
first, and you have the right to resent me for that."

Sometimes she had, and sometimes the resentment had edged
toward despair. Tonight wasn't the night to think of it. Instead, she
smiled. "Do you remember the time, I was about ten or eleven and
that boy up the street—Bob Hardy—pushed me off my bike? I came
home with my knees all bloody and my shirt torn."

"That little bully." Jessie's pretty mouth thinned. "I wanted to give him
a good smack."

The idea of Jessie smacking anyone, even a grubby delinquent,
made Abra's smile widen. "You cleaned me all up, kissed all the
scrapes and promised me a new shirt. Then you marched right off to
Mrs. Hardy."

"I certainly did. When I— How do you know? You were supposed to
be in your room."

"I followed you." Delighted with the memory, Abra grinned. "I hid in
the bushes outside the door and listened."



Jessie's color was a bit heightened when she meticulously replaced
the hankie in her purse. "You heard what I said to her? Everything?"

"And I was amazed." With a laugh, Abra took her mother's hand. "I
didn't know you had even heard those kind of words, much less that
you could use them so... effectively.''

"She was a fat old witch." Jessie sniffed. "I wasn't going to let her get
away with raising a mean, nasty hoy who pushed my little girl
around."

"By the time you'd finished with her she was eating out of your hand.
That night she brought that mean, nasty boy to the door by his ear
and made him apologize. I felt very special."

"I love you just as much now. More, really." Gently she brushed
Abra's hair from her temples. "I never k new quite how to deal with a
child. It's so much easier for me to talk to a woman."

Because she was beginning to understand, Abra kissed her cheek.
"Your mascara's running."

"Oh, no." Jessie took one look in the mirror and shuddered. "What a
mess. Willie will take one look and run for cover."

"I doubt that, but you'd better fix it before we miss out on that
champagne." Abra settled back comfortably to wait.

"That wasn't so bad." Cody stripped off his tie the moment they
stepped into Abra's apartment.

"No, it wasn't." She kicked off her shoes. She felt good, really good.
Perhaps her mother's marriage would go the way of her others.
Perhaps it wouldn't. But they had crossed a bridge tonight. "In fact, it
was nice. Champagne, caviar, more champagne. I could get used to
it." When he wandered to the window to look out, she frowned at his
back. "You seem a little distracted. Cody?"



"What?" He turned back to stare at her. She was wearing a white
sundress sashed at the waist with a vivid green scarf. She never
failed to knock him out when she was wearing something slim and
feminine. Who was he kidding? She knocked him out when she was
wearing dirty overalls.

A little confused by the way he was staring, Abra tried a smile. "I
know I was pretty wrapped up in myself this evening, but I did notice
how quiet you got. What's wrong?"

"Wrong? Nothing. I've...got some things on my mind, that's all."

"The project? Is there a problem?"

"It's not the project." Hands in his pockets, he crossed over to her.
"And I don't know if it's a problem."

She felt her hands go cold. His eyes were very dark, very intense,
very serious. He was going to end it, she thought, her heart
trembling. He was going to end it now and go back east. Moistening
her lips, she prepared herself. She'd promised herself that she would
be strong when this moment came, that she wouldn't ruin what
they'd had by clinging when it was over. Quite simply, she wanted to
die.

"Do you want to talk about it?"

He glanced around the apartment. It was, as always, in chaos. There
was no candlelight or mood music. He didn't have a rose or a
diamond ring to give her. Then again, he was hardly the down-on-
one-knee, hand-on-heart type. "Yeah. I think we should—"

The phone interrupted him, making him swear and Abra jolt. As if in
a dream, she moved to answer. "Hello. I... Oh, yes. Yes, he's here."
Her face blank, she offered Cody the receiver. "It's your mother."



A little skip of fear raced through him as he took the phone. "Mom?
No, it's no problem. Is everything all right?"

Abra turned away. She heard snatches of his con-versation, but they
floated in and out of her head. If he was going to break it off, she had
to be strong and accept it. As Cody had only minutes before, she
walked to the window and stared out.

No, it was wrong. The whole idea was wrong and had always been
wrong. She loved him. Why the hell did she have to accept that it
was going to end? And why was she automatically assuming that he
was going to leave? It was hateful, she thought, closing her eyes.
Hateful to be so insecure over the only thing, the only person, who
really mattered.

"Abra?"

"Yes?" She turned quickly, torn. "Is everything all right?"

"Everything's fine. I gave my family this number, as well as the one
at the hotel."

"That's all right." Her smile was strained around the edges.

"My father had some trouble—heart trouble—a couple of months
ago. It was touch and go for a while."

Compassion came instantly and wiped out her nerves. "Oh, I'm sorry.
Is he okay now?"

"Looks like." He took out a cigarette, unsure how to balance his relief
about his father with Ms nerves over Abra. "He went in for more tests
today and got a clean bill of health. My mother just wanted to let me
know."

"I'm so glad. It must be terrifying..." She let her words trail off as
another thought sunk in. "A couple of months ago? About the time



we were having our preliminary meetings?"

"That's right."

On a long breath, she shut her eyes. She could see herself perfectly,
standing in the trailer on that first day and berating him for being too
spoiled and lazy to leave his orange grove.

"You should have poured that beer over my head."

The grin helped. He walked over to tug on her hair. "I thought about
it."

"You should have told me," she muttered.

"It wasn't any of your business—at the time." Taking her hand, he
brought it to his lips. "Times change. Abra—"

This time the phone had him snarling.

"Yank that damn thing out of the wall, will you?"

Chuckling, she moved away to answer. "Hello. Yes, this is Abra
Wilson. Mrs. Mendez? Yes, how is your husband? That's good. No, it
wasn't any trouble at all. Mr. Johnson and I were glad to do it." She
shifted the phone to her other ear as Cody moved behind her to
nibble on her neck. "Tonight? Actually, I... No. No, of course not, not
if it's important. We can be there in about twenty minutes. All right.
Goodbye."

Puzzled, Abra replaced the receiver. "That was Carmen Mendez."

"So I gathered. Where can we be in about twenty minutes?"

"The hospital." Abra glanced around for the purse she'd tossed aside
when they'd come in. "She sounded very strange, very nervous, yet
she said that Mendez was out of Intensive Care and doing well
enough. She said he needed to talk to us right away."



Since she was already putting on her shoes, Cody decided she'd
made up her mind to go. "One condition."

"Which is?"

"When we get back we don't answer the phone."

They found Mendez flat on his back in a semipri-vate room with his
wife sitting beside him, clinging to his hand.

"It was good of you to come."

Cody noticed that Mendez's knuckles were white. The curtains
between the beds were drawn. The other patient had the television
on, and the squealing sounds of a car chase poured out.

"I'm glad you're doing better." Abra laid a hand on Carmen's
shoulder, squeezing lightly as she studied the man in the bed. He
was young, too young, for the lines of pain and trouble around his
eyes. "Is there anything you need? Anything we can do for you?"
She broke off, surprised and embarrassed to see his eyes fill with
tears.

"No, gracias. Carmen told me how good you were, staying with her,
taking care of all the papers and the questions."

Carmen leaned over him, murmuring in Spanish, but the words were
too soft for Abra to hear.

"Si."

He moistened his lips, and though his back brace prevented him
from moving, Abra thought he was set as if for a blow. "I thought I
would die, and I could not die with sins on my soul. I told Carmen
everything. We have talked." His eyes shifted so that he could see
his wife and her nod of encouragement. "We have decided to tell
you." He swallowed, closing his eyes for a moment. "It didn't seem



so bad, and with the baby coming we needed the money. When Mr.
Tunney asked me, I knew in my heart it was wrong, but I wanted
good things for Carmen and the baby. And myself."

Uneasy, Abra moved closer to the bed. Across the prone body of
Mendez, she and Cody exchanged one brief look.

Cody kept his voice calm. "What did Tunney ask you?"

"Only to look the other way, to pretend not to notice. Much of the wire
we use on the project is not up to code."

Abra felt her stomach sink and her blood go cold. "Tunney offered to
pay you to install substandard wire?"

"St.

Not all, not everywhere. Not all of the men could be trusted—not to
be trusted," he said lamely. "When a delivery would come, he would
assign a few of us to work with the twelve-gauge. We would be paid
in cash every week. I know I can go to jail— We know. But we have
decided to do what is right."

"David, this is a very serious accusation." But Abra was
remembering the reels of wire she had examined herself. "That
wiring was inspected."

"Si.

It was arranged to have the same inspector. He is paid, also. When
he comes, you and Mr. Johnson are to be busy somewhere else in
case you would notice something."

"How could Tunney arrange—" Abra closed her eyes. "David, was
Tunney following orders?"



Mendez squeezed his wife's hand again. This was what he feared
most. "Si, he has orders. From Mr, Thornway." Murmuring, Carmen
lifted a cup to his lips so that he could wet his dry lips.

"There is more than the wiring. I hear things. Some of the concrete,
some of the steel, some of the rivets. Some," he explained. "Not all,
you see? I think when I am asked that Mr. Thornway is a big builder.
He is powerful, important, so this must be the way. When I tell
Carmen, she is ashamed of me and says it is not our way."

"We will give back the money." Carmen spoke for the first time. Her
eyes were as they had been on the day of the accident, very young
and very afraid, but her voice was strong.

"I don't want you to worry about that now." Abra rubbed a hand over
her temple. "Or anything else. You did the right thing. Mr. Johnson
and I will take care of it. We may need to talk to you again, and you'll
have to go to the police."

Carmen put an unsteady hand on her rounded stomach. "We will do
what you say. Por favor, Se-norita Wilson, my David is not a bad
man."

"I know. Don't worry."

Abra stepped out of the room, feeling as though she had taken a
long, nasty fall. "What are we going to do?"

"We're going to go see Tim." He put his hands on her shoulders. "I'm
going to call Nathan. He needs to know about this."

She nodded, walking away as he headed to a bank of phones.

They didn't speak on the drive to Thornway's house. Abra could only
think of the business Thorn-way had built, brick by brick, the
reputation he had earned, the pride he had felt and had given her the



chance to feel. In one flash the son he had handed it to had tossed it
aside.

"I should have guessed," she murmured at length.

"How?" He was dealing with his own demons, and with the crumbling
of his own dreams.

"The day Mendez was hurt. I was with Tunney. There had just been
a delivery, and I happened to check it. It was twelve-gauge." She
turned her head to look at him. "He spun me a tale about someone
screwing up the invoice numbers. We were talking when the
accident happened, and I never took it any further. Damn it, Cody, I
never even thought of it again."

"You wouldn't have had any reason to suspect him. Or Thornway."
He pulled up in front of Tim's house. "Why don't I handle this? You
can wait here."

"No." She pushed open the car door. "I have to be there."

Moments later they were waiting in Tim's spacious foyer.

Elegant in a dinner jacket, Tim came down the steps. "Abra, Cody.
This is a surprise. I'm afraid you just caught us. Marci and I are on
our way out. She's still dressing."

"You'll have to be late," Cody said curtly. "This can't wait."

"Sounds serious." Tim checked his watch before gesturing them into
his library. "I can always squeeze out a few minutes. Marci's never
on time anyway." He went to a small ebony bar. "What can I get
you?"

"An explanation." Abra took a step toward him, needing to see his
eyes. "As to why you've been using substandard equipment on the
Barlow project."



His hand shook once, and the whiskey spilled before he steadied it
and poured. That was all she needed to be sure of the truth. "What in
the world are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about materials that don't come up to code. I'm talking
about payoffs and kickbacks and bribes." She grabbed his arm when
he started to lift his drink, and her fingers dug in. "I'm talking about
ruining a reputation your father spent his life building."

Whiskey in hand, Tim turned. Though the room was cool, there was
already a light film of sweat beading above his mouth. "I have no
idea what this is all about, but I don't appreciate being accused of
any illegalities." He tossed back the whiskey, then poured another. "I
realize my father had an affection for you, Abra, and that you feel a
certain personal interest in my company. But that doesn't excuse
this."

"Be careful." Cody's voice was too soft and too mild. "Be very careful
what you say to her, or I may just decide to go with my instincts and
break your arms."

The sweat was dripping now, hot and sticky down his back. "I don't
have to stand here in my own house and be threatened."

Cody simply shifted in front of the door before Tim could storm out.
"You're going to stand here and be a lot more than threatened. The
game's up. We know about the materials, about the inspectors you
bribed, about the laborers who were paid off to install and keep their
mouths shut. Funny thing, Tim, it turns out that some of them have
consciences."

"This is ridiculous. If someone's been skimming on the material, I
intend to find out about it. You can be sure I'll initiate an
investigation."

"Fine." Abra put a hand on his arm and looked him in the eye. "Call
the building commissioner."



"I'll do just that."

"Do it now." Abra tightened her grip when he tried to pull away. "I
imagine you have his home number. We can have a little meeting
right here tonight."

Tim reached for his glass again. "I have no intention of disturbing the
commissioner at home on a Saturday evening."

"I think he'd be very interested." Abra recognized the fear in his eyes
and gave him one last push. "While you're at it, why don't you call
Tunney, too? The commissioner's going to want to talk to him.
Somehow I don't think Tunney's a man who'd be willing to take the
fall alone."

Saying nothing, Tim sank into a chair. He drank again, this time in
small sips, until the glass was empty.

"We can work something out." He leaned forward, his hands braced
on his knees. "It's business, you understand. I took a few shortcuts.
Nothing that has to matter."

"Why?" She'd needed to hear him say it. Now that he had, her anger
drained away. "Why would you risk everything for a few extra
dollars."

"A few?" With a laugh, he snatched the bottle from beside him and
poured more whiskey. He'd already had too much and too quickly,
but he badly needed more. "Thousands. It came to thousands. You
skim here, cut through there, and before you know it there are
thousands. I needed it." The liquor steadied his hand as he drank.
"You don't know what it's like being the son, being expected to do
things as well as they were always done. Then there's Marci." He
glanced up as though he could see her in the room above his head.
"She's beautiful, restless, and she wants. The more I give, the more
she wants. I can't afford to lose her." He dropped his face into his
hands. "I bid too low, way too low, on this project. I thought I could



pull it off somehow. I had to. There are debts, debts to the wrong
kind of people. Ever since I took over, things have been going wrong.
I lost fifty thousand on the Lieterman project."

He glanced up when Abra said nothing. "It wasn't the first time. For
the past nine months the business has been dropping into the red. I
had to make it up. This was the best way. Cut a few corners,
sweeten a few pots. If I brought this in under budget and on time I'd
be in the black again."

"And when there was an electrical fire?" Cody put in. "Or the
supports gave way? What then?"

"It didn't have to be that way. I had to take the chance. I had to. Marci
expects to live a certain way. Am I supposed to tell her we can't go to
Europe because the business is in trouble?"

Abra looked at him and felt only pity. "Yes. You're going to have to
tell her a lot more than that now."

"Work isn't going to start again on Monday, Tim." Cody waited until
he brought his head back up. "It's not going to start at all until after a
full investigation. You bit this off, now you're going to have to swallow
it. You can call the building commissioner, or we can."

Tim was getting drunk. It helped somehow. "You haven't told
anyone?"

. "Not yet," Abra said. "You're right that I felt close to your father and
that I feel a responsibility to the business. I wanted you to have a
chance to make this right yourself."

Make it right? Tim thought desperately. How in God's name could he
make it right? One official inspection and everything would be over.
"I'd like to speak with Marci first. Prepare her. Give me twenty-four
hours."



Cody started to object, but Abra touched his arm. The wheels were
already in motion, she thought. Another day wasn't going to stop
what had begun. She could give him a day, because she'd cared for
his father. "You'll set up a meeting at your office? For all of us?"

"What choice do I have?" His words were slurred now by drink and
self-pity. "I'm going to lose everything, aren't I?"

"Maybe you'll get back your self-respect." Cody took Abra's hand. "I
want to hear from you by nine tomorrow night, or we'll make that
call."

Outside, Abra pressed her fingers to her eyes. "Oh, God, it's awful."

"It's not going to get better."

"No." She straightened and glanced back at the house. The light was
still burning in the library. "This was going to be my last job for them.
I never expected it to end like this."

"Let's go."

Tim heard their car start up and sat listening as the sound of the
engine died away in the night. His wife, his beautiful, selfish wife,
was primping upstairs. In a fit of rage, he hurled his glass across the
room. He hated her. He adored her. Everything he'd done had been
to make her happy. To keep her. And if she left him...

No, he couldn't bear to think of it. He couldn't bear to think of the
scandal and the accusations. They would crucify him, and he would
lose his business, his home, his status. His wife.

Maybe there was still a chance. There was always a chance.
Stumbling to the phone, he dialed a number.

 



 

 

Chapter Eleven

Perhaps it was the strain of the evening, or the discomfort of
witnessing another's despair and humiliation, but they needed each
other. They fell into bed in a kind of fury, saying nothing, looking for
what they could bring to each other to block out the lingering anger
and disillusionment.

Together they had built something strong—or thought they had. Now
they had learned that it had been built on lies and deceits. If they
tangled together quickly, reaching, taking, it was to assure
themselves that what they had built privately was no lie.

This was real, solid, honest. She could feel it as his mouth closed
hungrily over hers, as their tongues met, as their bodies fitted
together. If he needed to forget what existed outside this room, this
bed, for just one night, she understood. She needed it, too, and so
she gave herself utterly.

He wanted to comfort her. She had looked so stricken when Tim had
collapsed into confession. It was personal with Abra, and he knew,
though she had said nothing, that she was taking part of the failure
as her own. He wouldn't have it. But the time for straight talk was in
the morning, when her feelings weren't so raw. For now, for a few
hours, he would give her release in passion.

Her scent. He remembered watching her dab it on before dinner,
absently, as an afterthought. It had faded as the night had worn on,
and now it was no more than a whisper along her skin, and all the
more intimate for that. He drew it in as he let his mouth glide over
her throat and down to where her skin became impossibly soft,
impossibly delicate.



Her hair. She had taken a brush through it quickly, impatiently. She
was never fully satisfied with the way it looked. He thought it
glorious. Now, as he combed a hand through it, he could luxuriate in
the wildness of it. When she rolled over, stretching her body over his
as if she couldn't get enough of him, her hair streamed over her
shoulders and dipped to his.

Her lips. She had added color to them, worried it off, then replaced it.
They were naked now, smooth as silk, soft as rain. He had only to
touch his to them for them to part in welcome. If he asked more, she
gave more.

Now, with him trapped beneath the tangle of her hair and her agile
body, she took her mouth over him, giving him pleasure, seeking her
own. There was an excitement in having the freedom to explore the
man she loved. To touch him and feel him tremble. To taste him and
hear him sigh.

The light in the hallway was still burning, so she could see him, the
lean lines, the firm muscles. And his eyes. She could see his eyes as
she brought her lips back to his. They were so dark, so completely
focused on her.

She could sense something different but was unable to understand
it. One moment he was impatient, almost brutal, in his loving. The
next he held her, kissed her, as if she were precious and fragile.
However his hands took, however his lips demanded, she belonged
to him. Passions layered so tightly with emotions that she couldn't
separate desire from love. There was no need to.

When he filled her, she found both.

It was later, much later, when she woke, disturbed by some sound or
some dream. Murmuring, she shifted, reaching out—and found him
gone.

"Cody?"



"I'm right here."

She saw him then, standing by the window. The end of his cigarette
glowed red in the dark. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. Can't sleep."

Sitting up, she pushed her hair away from her face. The sheet slid
down to pool at her waist. "You can come back to bed. We don't
have to sleep."

He laughed and tapped out his cigarette. "I never thought I'd meet a
woman who could wear me out."

She threw a pillow at him. "Is that supposed to be a compliment?"

"Just an observation." He came over to sit on the side of the bed.
"You're the best, Red." He wasn't talking about sex. Because she
understood that, she smiled and fumbled for something to say.

"I'm glad you think so." As her eyes adjusted to the dark, she
frowned. "You're dressed."

"I was going to go for a drive. I didn't know whether or not to wake
you."

"Of course you should have. Where were you going?"

He took her hand, carefully, as though weighing it. "I have to see it,
Abra. I might be able to get it out of my head for a few hours once I
do."

Her fingers curled into his. "I'll go with you."

"You don't have to. It's late—early, I guess."

"I want to. Will you wait for me?"



"Sure." He brought her hand to his lips. "Thanks."

The air was cool and breathlessly clear. Overhead, the sky was a
dark, calm sea pierced by stars. There was no traffic to dodge, only
a long ribbon of road, banked first by houses and shops, then by
nothing but acres of empty desert. With the windows down and the
engine no more than a purr, Abra heard the lonesome call of a
coyote.

"I've never driven through here at this time of night." Abra turned to
look out the window at the distant buttes, which were no more than
dark shadows rising and spreading. "It's so quiet. It makes you
wonder."

"Wonder what?"

"That it's been this quiet, just this quiet, for centuries. I guess if we
do it right it'll be just this quiet for centuries more."

"People in our business are supposed to see undeveloped land and
think immediately of how it can be put to use."

She frowned a little and searched in her purse for a band or a string
to tie back her hair. "Do you?"

He was silent for a moment, enjoying the drive, the quiet, the
company. "There are places along the In-tracoastal where the brush
is so dense you can't see beyond the first foot. It's not quiet, because
it's as thick with life as it is with leaves. The waterway cuts through—
that's man's contribution—but some things are meant to stay as they
are."

She was smiling again as she pulled her hair into a ponytail. "I like
you, Johnson."

"Thanks, Wilson. I like you, too." He rested his arm on the back of
the seat so that he could toy with the ends of her hair. "You said



something before about the Barlow project being your last one with
Thornway."

"Yeah. I've been thinking about it for a long time. After Tim took over
I decided it was time to do more than think. I wish..." But it was no
use wishing she had already cut her ties with the firm.

Because he understood, he massaged the tension at the back of her
neck. "You got another offer?"

"No. I haven't exactly announced my resignation, but I'm not looking
for another offer." She was afraid he would think her foolish, so she
began to fiddle with the dial of the radio. Music poured out, as clear
as the air. "I'm going to free-lance, maybe start up my own business.
A small one." She shut off the radio and shot him a look. "I've been
putting money aside for a while now, to see me through the rough
spots."

"Do you want out on your own or do you just want a change of
scene?''

She considered for a moment, then shook her head. "Both, I guess. I
owe a lot to Thornway. Thornway senior," she explained. "He gave
me a chance, let me prove myself. Over the past year or so, things
have changed. I didn't know...never had any idea Tim was into
something like this, but I was never comfortable with the way he did
business." Her eyes were drawn to the east, where the sky was just
beginning to lighten. "He always looked at the ledger sheets instead
of the overall project, the payroll instead of the men who were
earning the wage. Nobody goes into business without the idea of
making money, but when it's the only thing..."

"When it's the only thing you end up in a situation like the one we're
in now."

"I still can't believe it," she murmured. "I thought I knew him, but this
— Cody, how can a man risk everything, everything he's been given,



to please a woman?"

"I'd say he loves her, obviously more than he should."

"Maybe she loves him. Maybe all the jewelry, the cars and the
cruises didn't matter."

He ran a finger down the back of her neck. "They mattered, Red.
With a woman like that, they always matter. It's a safe bet that when
all this hits Marci Thornway takes the high road."

"That's cruel. She's still his wife."

"Remember the night of the party? She was his wife then, too, but
she invited me to... let's say she invited me to spend an afternoon
with her."

"Oh." Whatever sympathy she had felt for Marci Thornway vanished.
"You turned her down?"

"It wasn't a hardship. Besides, I had other things on my mind. In any
case, I don't think we can dump the whole mess in Marci's lap. Tim
wanted too much too soon. Maybe he'd been given too much all
along. Apparently he's been going after success in all the wrong
ways."

"He mentioned owing money to the wrong kind of people," Abra said.

"He wouldn't be the first businessman to make a connection with
organized crime. He won't be the first to lose because of it. What's
this?" As they approached the turnoff for the site, he spotted another
car. It hesitated at the crossroads, then swept to the right and sped
away.

"I don't know." Abra frowned at the receding tail-lights. "Probably
kids. A lot of times construction sites end up as lovers' lanes."



"Maybe, but it's late for teenagers to be out necking." He slowed to
negotiate the turn.

"Well, we're here to look around, anyway. If they were vandals we'll
find out soon enough."

He parked the car by the trailer. In silence they stepped out of
opposite sides and stood. The main building, with its dome and
spirals, was shadowed in the predawn light. Like a sculpture, it rose
up out of rock, a product of imagination. The interior was rough, and
the landscaping had yet to be started, but Abra saw it now as Cody
had.

In this very fragile light it looked more fanciful, yet somehow more
solid, than ever before. It didn't meld with the rock and sand, nor did
it harmonize. Rather, it stood with and against and for—a celebration
of man's ingenuity.

Standing apart, not yet connected by the flower-bordered paths, was
the health center. Castlelike, it grew out of the thin, greedy soil, its
arches and curves adding a richness, even a defiance, to the stark
strength of the landscape. The early light struggled over the eastern
rise and sprinkled on the walls.

They stood, hands lightly linked, and scanned what they had had a
part in creating.

"It's going to have to come down," Cody murmured. "All or most of
it."

"That doesn't mean it can't be built again. We can build it again."

"Maybe." He slipped an arm around her shoulders. The sun had yet
to rise, and the air held the clean-edged chill of the desert night. "It's
not going to be easy, and it's not going to be quick."



"It doesn't have to be." She understood now, as she never had, just
how much of himself he had put into this. These weren't just walls,
weren't just beams and supports. This was his imagination, his
contribution and, though only one who built could feel it, his heart.
She turned to put her arms around him. "I guess it's time I told you
the truth."

He kissed her hair, and the scent was warm, sundrenched, though
the air was cool with dawn. "About what?"

"About this place." She tilted her head up but didn't smile. He saw
that her eyes were gray, like the light in the east. "I was wrong and
you were right."

He kissed her, taking his time about it. "That's nothing new, Red."

"Keep it up and I won't tell you what I really think."

"Fat chance. You always tell me what you think whether I want to
hear it or not."

"This time you will. You may even be entitled to gloat."

"I can't wait."

She drew away to dip her hands into her pockets and turn a slow
circle. "It's wonderful."

"What?" With a hint of a smile, he gripped her shoulder. "Must be the
lack of sleep, Wilson. You're light-headed."

"I'm not joking." She pulled away to face him again. "And I'm not
saying this to make you feel better—or worse, for that matter. I'm
saying it because it's time I did. For the past few weeks I've been
able to see what you envisioned here, what you wanted to say, how
you wanted to say it. It's beautiful, Cody, and maybe it sounds
overdone, but it's majestic. When it's finished—and it will be finished



one day— it's going to be a work of art, the way only the best
buildings can be."

He stared at her as the sun peeked over the ridges of rock and
brought the first hints of daylight. "I know I'm supposed to gloat, but I
can't seem to manage it."

"You can be proud of this." She rested her hands on his shoulders.
"I'm proud of this, and of you."

"Abra..." He skimmed his knuckles over her cheek. "You leave me
speechless."

"I'd like you to know that when it comes time to rebuild I want to be a
part of it." Tilting her head, she smiled. "Not that there shouldn't be a
few adjustments."

He laughed and yanked her close. He'd needed this. "There had to
be that."

"Minor ones," she continued, holding on to him. "Reasonable ones."

"Naturally."

"We'll discuss them." She bit his ear. "Professionally."

"Sure we will. But I'm not changing anything."

"Cody..."

"I haven't told you that you're one of the best." Now it was her turn to
look astonished. "As engineers go."

"Thanks a lot." She pulled back. "I feel better. How about you?"

"Yeah, I feel better." He ran a finger down her cheek. "Thanks."

"Let's take a look around, then. It's what we came for."



Arm in arm, they walked toward the main building. "The
investigation's going to be rough," Cody began. It was easier to talk
about it now. "It could mess up your plans to start your own
business. At least for a while."

"I know. I guess I've been trying not to think about that. Not yet."

"You'll have Barlow behind you. And Powell and Johnson."

She smiled as he pulled open the door. "I appreciate that. I never
asked you what Nathan said."

"He said he'd be on the first available plane." He paused just inside
the door and looked.

The walls were up, the drywall smeared with compound and sanded
smooth. Empty buckets were turned over, some of them bridged with
boards to make casual seats. The elevators that had given Abra
such grief were resting at ground level. The forms for the curving
stairs were in place, the windows secured. Instead of the buzz and
whine of tools, there was a silence, an echoing one that reached
from the scarred subflooring to the brilliantly colored dome.

As they stood there she knew how he felt, even how he thought,
because her own frustration at the futility of it all rose.

"It hurts, doesn't it?"

"Yeah." But he'd had to come and work his way through it. Minute by
minute, it was becoming easier. "It'll pass, but I've got to say I don't
want to watch when they start tearing it out." "No, neither do I." She
walked in a little farther and set her purse on a sawhorse. It did hurt.
Maybe it would help for them to look beyond the immediate future to
a more distant one. "You know, I've always wanted to come into a
place like this as a patron." She turned with a smile because she felt
they both needed it. "I'll make you a deal, Johnson. When it's done
and your damn waterfalls are running, I'll treat you to a weekend."



"There's a resort I designed in Tampa that's already open."

She lifted a brow. "Does it have waterfalls?" "A lagoon, in the center
of the lobby." "Figures. It's too dark to see much in here." "I've got a
flashlight in the car." He rocked back on his heels. "I'd like to take a
closer look, make sure whoever was down here wasn't poking
around where they shouldn't have been."

"Okay." She yawned once, hugely. "I can sleep tomorrow."

"I'll be right back."

She turned back into the room when he had gone. It was a waste, a
terrible one, she thought, but it all hadn't been for nothing. Without
this project, these buildings, she might never have met him. They
said you didn't miss what you'd never had, but when she thought of
Cody Abra was certain that was wrong. There would have been a
hole in her life, always. She might not have known why, but she
would have felt it.

Building had brought them together, and it would bring them together
again. Maybe it was time she stopped sitting at the drawing board
and planning out her personal life. With Cody, it might be possible to
simply take, to simply act. With Cody, it might be possible to admit
her feelings.

Scary, she thought, and with a nervous laugh she began to wander.
She'd have to give the idea a lot of thought.

He cared for her. He might care enough to be glad if she told him
she would relocate in Florida. They could go on there the way they
had here. Until... She couldn't get beyond the until.

It didn't matter. She would deal with until when she got there. The
one thing she was certain of was that she wasn't going to let him
walk away.



With a shrug, she glanced up at the dome. The light was trickling
through, thin but beautifully tinted by the glass. Pleased, she circled
around. It was lovely the way it fell on the flooring, seeped into the
corners. She could almost imagine the tinkling of the waterfall, the
thick, cozy chairs circled around the clear pool.

They'd come back here one day, when the lobby was filled with
people and light. When they did, they would remember how it had all
started. His vision, and hers.

Daydreaming, she wandered toward the pipes that ran down the
walls. Fanciful, yes, but certainly not foolish. In fact, she could— Her
thoughts broke off as she stared down.

At first she wondered how the drywall finishers could have been so
careless as to waste a trowelful of compound. And then not to clean
it up, she thought as she crouched down to inspect it. A finger of light
fell over it, making her look again, then look more closely and reach
out to touch.

The moment she did, her heart froze. Scrambling up, she raced for
the door, screaming for Cody.

He found the flashlight in the glove compartment, then tested it as a
matter of course. It was probably useless to look around. It was
probably just as useless to want to rip off a few panels of drywall and
see for himself.

What did it matter if the place had been vandalized at this point?
Correcting the wiring would have been difficult and time-consuming
enough, but if the concrete and the steel were substandard, it all had
to come down.

The anger bubbled up again, enough that he nearly tossed the
flashlight back into the car. He'd come this far, he reminded himself.
And Abra with him. They would look, and then they would leave.



After the next day, what had once been his would be completely out
of his hands.

His thoughts were running along the same lines as Abra's when he
started back. Without the building— whatever Tim had done to
sabotage it—he would never have met her. Whatever happened
here, the moment the mess was turned over to the proper authorities
he was going to tell her exactly what he wanted. Needed.

The hell with that, he decided, quickening his pace. He was going to
tell her now, right now, on the spot where it had all started. Maybe it
was fitting, somehow, to ask her to marry him inside the half-finished
building that had brought them together. The idea made him grin.
What could be more fitting?

When he heard her scream the first time, his head whipped up. His
heart stopped, but he was already running when she screamed
again. He was close enough, when the explosion ripped, that the
wall of hot air punched him like a fist and sent him flying in a rain of
glass and rock and sheared metal.

The fall left him dazed—five seconds, ten. Then he was up and
racing forward. He didn't feel the gash on his temple where
something sharp and jagged had spun by close enough to tear his
flesh. He didn't realize that the fall and those few seconds of
numbness had saved his life.

All he saw were the flames licking greedily out of the windows the
explosion had blown apart. Even as he reached what had been the
doorway there were other explosions, one after another until the
dawn echoed like a battlefield.

He was screaming for her, so strangled by fear that he couldn't hear
his own voice, couldn't feel his own heart pumping out the panic.
Something else blew, and a chunk of two-by-four shot out like a
bullet, missing him by inches. The wall of heat drove him back once,



searing his skin. Coughing, choking, he dropped to his knees and
crawled inside.

There was more than fire here. Through the thick screen of smoke
he could see where walls had crumbled, where huge chunks of
ceiling had fallen in. As he fought his way in he could hear the
sickening sound of steel breaking free and crashing down.

Blindly he heaved rubble aside, slicing his hand diagonally from one
side of the palm to the other. Blood trickled into his eyes, which were
already wet from the sting of smoke and fear.

Then he saw her hand, just her hand, almost covered by a pile of
rubble. With a strength born of desperation, he began to heave and
toss while the fire raged around him, roaring and belching and
consuming. Over and over he called out her name, no longer aware
of where he was, only that he had to get to her.

She was bleeding. In the turmoil of his mind he couldn't even form
the prayer that she be alive. When he gathered her up, her body was
weightless. For a moment, only a moment, he lost control enough to
simply sit, rocking her. Slowly, with the terror clawing inside him, he
began to drag her out.

Behind them was an inferno of unbearable heat and unspeakable
greed. It was a matter of minutes, perhaps seconds, before what
was still standing collapsed and buried them both. So he prayed,
desperately, incoherently, while his shirt began to smoke.

He was ten feet beyond the building before he realized they were
out. The ground around them was littered with steel and glass and
still-smoldering wood. Every breath he took burned, but he fought his
way to his feet, Abra in his arms, and managed another five yards
before he collapsed with her.

Dimly, as if through a long, narrow tunnel, he heard the first sirens.



There was so much blood. Her hair was matted with it, and one arm
of her shirt was soaked red. He kept calling to her as he wiped the
worst of the grime and soot and blood from her face.

His hand was shaking as he reached out to touch the pulse in her
throat. He never heard the last thundering crash behind him. But he
felt the faint thready beat of her heart.

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

Y ou need some attention, Mr. Johnson."

"That can wait." The panic was down to a grinding, deadly fear in the
center of his gut. "Tell me about Abra. Where have you taken her?"

"Ms. Wilson is in the best of hands." The doctor was young, with
wire-framed glasses and a shaggy head of dark hair. He'd been on
the graveyard shift in the ER for a week and was looking forward to
eight hours' sleep. "If you lose much more blood, you're going to
pass out and save us all a lot of trouble."

Cody lifted him off his feet by the lapels of his coat and slammed him
against the wall. "Tell me where she is."

"Mr. Johnson?"

Cody heard the voice behind him and ignored it as he stared into the
eyes of the first-year resident. "Tell me where she is or you'll be
bleeding."



The resident thought about calling for security, then decided against
it. "She's being prepped for surgery. I don't know a great deal about
her condition, but Dr. Bost is heading the surgical team, and he's the
best."

Slowly Cody let him down, but he maintained the grip on his coat. "I
want to see her."

"You can throw me up against the wall again," the young doctor said,
though he sincerely hoped it wouldn't come to that, "but you're not
going to be able to see her. She needs surgery. You're both lucky to
be alive, Mr. Johnson. We're only trying to keep you that way."

"She's alive." Fear was burning his throat more than the smoke
inhalation.

"She's alive." Cautiously the doctor reached up to remove Cody's
hands. "Let me take care of you. As soon as she's out of surgery I'll
come for you."

Cody looked down at his hands. Blood was already seeping through
the bandage the ambulance attendant had fashioned. "Sorry."

"Don't mention it. From what the paramedics said, you've had a
rough time. You've got a hole in your head, Mr. Johnson." He smiled,
hoping charm would work. "I'll stitch it up for you."

"Excuse me." The man who had spoken earlier stepped forward and
flashed a badge. "Lieutenant Asaro. I'd like to speak with you, Mr.
Johnson."

"You want to speak with him while he's bleeding to death?" Feeling a
bit more in control, the doctor pulled open a curtain and gestured
toward an examining room. "Or would you like to wait until he's
patched up?"

Asaro noticed a chair near the examining table. "Mind?"



"No." Cody sat on the table and peeled off what was left of his shirt.
Both his torso and his back were lashed with burns and lacerations
that made Asaro wince.

"Close call, I'd say."

Cody didn't respond as the doctor began to clean the gash at his
temple.

"Mind telling me what you and Miss Wilson were doing out there at
dawn?"

"Looking around." Cody sucked in his breath at the sting of the
antiseptic. From a few rooms down came a high, keening scream.
"She's the engineer on the job. I'm the architect."

"I got that much." Asaro opened his notebook. "Don't you figure you
see enough of the place during the week?"

"We had our reasons for going tonight."

"I'm going to give you a shot," the doctor said, humming a little
through his teeth as he worked. "Numb this up."

Cody merely nodded to the doctor. He didn't know if he could get any
more numb. "Earlier this evening we were informed that there had
been discrepancies on the job. Substandard materials used."

"I see. You were informed?"

"That's right." Cody divorced his mind from his body as the doctor
competently stitched the wound. "I'm not going to name the source
until I discuss it, but I'll tell you what I know."

Asaro set pencil to paper. "I'd appreciate it."

Cody went through it all—the discovery, the confrontation with Tim
Thornway, the confession. His anger at the deception had faded.



The only thing on his mind now was Abra. He continued, speaking of
the car they had seen leaving the site, their assumption that it had
been teenagers taking advantage of a lonely spot.

"You still think that?" Asaro asked.

"No." He felt the slight pull and tug on his hand as his flesh was
sewed together. "I think somebody planted explosives in every
building on that site and blew it all to hell. It's a lot tougher to identify
substandard material when there's nothing much left of it." ,

"Are you making an accusation, Mr. Johnson?"

"I'm stating a fact, lieutenant. Thornway panicked and had his project
destroyed. He knew Abra and I were going to the building
commissioner tomorrow if he didn't. Now we can bypass that."

"How so?"

“Because as soon as Abra's out of surgery I'm going to find him and
I'm going to kill him." He flexed the fingers of his bandaged hand and
was vaguely relieved when they moved. He spared the doctor a brief
glance. "Finished?"

"Almost." The resident continued without breaking rhythm. "You've
got some glass in your back and a few nice third-degree burns."

"That's an interesting story, Mr. Johnson." Asaro rose and pocketed
his book. "I'm going to have it checked out. A little advice?" He didn't
wait for Cody to answer. "You should be careful about making threats
in front of a cop."

"Not a threat," Cody told him. He felt the sting as the resident
removed another shard of glass. He welcomed it. "There's a woman
upstairs who means more to me than anything in the world. You
didn't see how she looked when we got her here." His stomach
tightened, muscle by muscle. "You know her only crime, lieutenant?



Feeling sorry enough for that bastard to give him a few hours to
explain all of this to his wife. Instead, he might have killed her."

"One more question. Did Thornway know you were going to visit the
site?"

"What difference does it make?"

"Humor me."

"No. It wasn't planned. I was restless." He broke off to press his
fingers to his burning eyes. "I wanted to look at it, try to resign
myself. Abra came with me."

"You ought to get yourself some rest, Mr. Johnson." Asaro nodded to
the doctor. "I'll be in touch."

"We're going to check you in for a day or so, Mr. Johnson." The
doctor wrapped the last burn before picking up a penlight to shine it
in Cody's eyes. "I'll have the nurse give you something for the pain."

"No. I don't need a bed. I need to know what floor Abra's on."

"Take the bed, and I'll check on Miss Wilson." The look in Cody's eye
had the resident holding up a hand. "Have it your way. You might not
have noticed, but there are people around here who like my time and
attention. Fifth-floor waiting room. Do yourself a favor," he said when
Cody slid gingerly off the table. "Stop by the pharmacy." He scrawled
a prescription on a pad, then ripped the sheet off. "Have this filled.
Your being in pain's not going to help her."

"Thanks." Cody pocketed the prescription. "I mean it."

"I'd say anytime, but I'd be lying."

He didn't fill the prescription, not because the pain wasn't grim but
because he was afraid that whatever he took might knock him out.



The waiting room was familiar. He'd spent hours there with Abra only
days before, while David Men-dez had been in surgery. Now it was
Abra. He remembered how concerned she'd been, how kind. There
was no one there now but himself.

Cody filled a large plastic cup with black coffee, scalded his already-
raw throat with it and began to pace. If he could have risked leaving
her alone for a time, he would have gone then to find Thornway, to
pull him out of that nice white house and beat his face to a pulp on
that well-groomed lawn.

For money, Cody thought as he downed the rest of the burning
coffee. Abra was lying on an operating table fighting for her life, and
the reason was money. Crushing the cup in his hand, he hurled it
across the room. The pain that tore through his shoulder had him
swearing in frustration.

She'd screamed for him. Cody dragged a hand over his face as the
memory of the sound ripped through him every bit as savagely as
the glass. She'd screamed for him, but he hadn't been fast enough.

Why had she been alone in there? Why hadn't he sent her back to
the car? Why hadn't he simply taken her home?

Why? There were a dozen whys, but none of the answers changed
the fact that Abra was hurt and he was—

"Cody." Her hair mussed and her face drawn, Jessie ran into the
room. "Good God, Cody, what happened? What happened to Abra?"
She took his hands, not noticing the bandage as she squeezed.
"They said there was an accident at the site. But it's Sunday
morning. Why would she be out there on Sunday morning?"

"Jessie." Barlow hurried in behind her to take her hand and lead her
to a chair. "Give him a chance. You can see the boy's been hurt."



Jessie's lip was trembling, and she had to bite it to steady it. She
saw the bandages and the burns, and she saw the look on his face,
which spoke more clearly than words of shock and fear. "Dear Lord,
Cody, what happened? They said she's in surgery."

"You sit, too." Taking charge, Barlow eased Cody into a chair. "I'm
going to get us all some coffee here, and you take your time."

"I don't know how she is. They wouldn't let me see her." He was
going to break down, he realized, if he didn't find something to hold
on to. Reaction had taken its time seeping through, but now it struck
like an iron fist. "She's alive," he said. It was almost a prayer. "When
I pulled her out, she was alive."

"Pulled her out?" Jessie held the cup Barlow urged on her with both
hands. Still, the coffee swayed and trembled. "Pulled her out of
what?"

"I was outside, on my way back. Abra was in the building when it
exploded."

"Exploded?" The coffee slipped out of her hands and onto the floor.

"The fire went up so fast." He could see it, he could feel it. As he sat
in the chair, in his mind he was still back in the building, blinded by
smoke and searching for her. "I got through, but I couldn't find her.
The place was coming down. There must have been more than one
charge. She was trapped under the rubble, but when I got her out
she was alive."

Barlow put a hand on Jessie's arm to calm her, and to quiet her. "I
want you to take it slow, Cody. Start at the beginning."

It was like a dream now. The pain did that, and the fear. He started
with the call from Carmen Mendez and continued until they had
wheeled Abra, unconscious, away from him.



"I should have pushed him," Cody murmured. "I should have picked
up the phone and called the authorities myself. But he was drunk
and pitiful and we wanted to give him a chance to salvage
something. If I hadn't wanted to go out there, to look at it, to—I don't
know, soothe my pride?—she wouldn't be hurt."

"You went in after her." Jessie rubbed the heels of her hands hard
over her face. "You risked your life to save hers."

"I have no life without her."

The time for tears would have to wait. She rose to take his hand.
"You know, most of us never find anyone who loves us that much.
She's always needed it, and I always fell short. You're not going to
lose her."

"I don't suppose you'd listen to an old man and stretch out on the
couch over there?" When Cody shook his head, Barlow stood.
"Thought not. Got to make a few phone calls. Won't be long."

So they waited. Cody watched the clock as the minutes ticked by.
When Nathan and Jackie came in ahead of Barlow an hour later, he
was too numb to be surprised.

"Oh, honey..." Jackie went to him immediately, her small, sharp-
featured face alive with concern. "We heard almost as soon as the
plane touched down. What can we do?"

He shook his head but held on. It helped somehow just to hold on to
someone who knew him. "She's in surgery."

"I know. Mr. Barlow explained everything out in the hall. We won't
talk about it now. We'll just wait."

Nathan dropped a hand on his shoulder. "I wish we could have
gotten here sooner. If it helps any, Thorn-way's already been picked
up."



Cody's eyes focused, then hardened. "How do you know?"

"Barlow did some checking. The police went by to question him. The
minute he was told that you and Abra had been in the explosion he
fell apart."

"It doesn't matter." Cody stood up and went to the window. It didn't
matter whether Thornway was in jail or in hell. Abra was in surgery,
and every second was an eternity.

Nathan started forward, but Jackie laid a hand on his arm. "Let me,"
she murmured. She stepped up quietly beside him, waiting for him to
gather his control. "She's the engineer, isn't she?"

"Yeah. She's the engineer."

"And I don't have to ask if you love her."

"I haven't even told her." He laid his forehead on the glass because
he was tempted to punch his fist through it. "It was never the right
time or the right place. Jack, when I pulled her out—" He needed
another minute to force himself to say it out loud. "When I pulled her
out, I thought she was dead."

"She wasn't. She isn't." She laid a hand gently on his wrist. "I know I
have this rotten optimism that can be annoying, but I don't believe
you're going to lose her. When she's better, are you getting
married?"

"Yeah. She doesn't know that, either. I have to talk her into it."

"You're a good talker, Cody." She touched his cheek, then turned his
head so that she could study his face. He was deadly pale, with
bruises under eyes that were still swollen and red-rimmed from
smoke. "You look terrible. How many stitches?"

"Didn't count."



She turned over his hands, barely managing to suppress a shudder.
"Did they give you something for the pain?"

"Some prescription." Absently he touched his pocket.

"Which you didn't fill." At least this was something she could do,
Jackie decided, plucking it out of his pocket. "I'm going down to have
it filled now, and when I bring it up you're going to take it."

"I don't want—"

"You don't want to mess with me," Jackie told him. She kissed his
cheek before she strode out of the waiting room.

He took the pills to placate her, then drank the coffeepot dry to offset
the drowsiness. Another hour passed, and then another. His pain
dulled to a throb, and his fear sharpened.

He recognized the doctor as the same one who had operated on
Mendez. Bost came in, swept a glance over the group huddled in
chairs and couches and approached Jessie.

"You're Mrs. Barlow, Miss Wilson's mother?"

"Yes." She wanted to rise but found her legs wouldn't straighten.
Instead she put one hand in her husband's and the other in Cody's.
"Please, tell me."

"She's out of surgery. Your daughter hasn't regained consciousness
yet, and she's lost a great deal of blood. We were able to stop the
hemorrhaging. She has some broken ribs, but fortunately her lungs
weren't damaged. Her arm was broken in two places, and she has a
hairline fracture below the right knee."

Foolishly Jessie remembered kissing scraped elbows and knees to
make them better. "But they'll heal?"



"Yes. Mrs. Barlow, we're going to do a series of X rays and a Cat
scan.''

"Brain damage?" Cody felt his blood dry up. "Are you saying she has
brain damage?"

"She suffered a severe blow to the head. These tests are standard. I
know they sound ominous, but they're our best defense against
whatever other injuries she may have."

"When will you have the results?" Jessie asked.

"We'll run the tests this afternoon. They'll take a couple of hours."

"I want to see her." Cody stood, sending Jessie a brief, apologetic
glance. "I have to see her."

"I know."

"She won't be awake," the doctor explained. "And you'll have to keep
it brief."

"Just let me see her."

He wasn't sure what was worse—all those hours of speculation or
the actuality of seeing her lying so still, so pale, with bruises standing
out so harshly on her cheeks and the tubes hooking her to a line of
impersonal machines.

He took her hand, and it was cool. But he could feel the pulse
beating in her wrist, echoed by the monitors next to her.

There was no privacy here. She would hate that, he thought. Only a
wall of glass separated her from the quiet movement of nurses and
technicians in ICU. They'd given her a bed gown, something white
with faded blue flowers. He resented the idea that dozens of others
had worn it before.



She was so pale.

His mind kept leaping back to that, though he tried to fix it on other,
inconsequential things. The faded gown, the beep of the monitors,
the hush of crepe soles on the tiles beyond the glass.

Where was she? he wondered as he sat and kept her hand in his
through the bars on the sides of the bed. He didn't want her to get
too far away. He didn't know what to say to bring her closer.

"They won't let me stay, Red, but I'll be hanging around in the waiting
room until you wake up. Make it soon." He rubbed a hand absently
over his chest as it tightened. "You came through okay. They want to
take some more tests, but they don't amount to much. You've got a
nasty bump on the head, that's all."

Please, God, let that be all.

He fell silent again, counting the monotonous beeps of the monitors.

"I was thinking we could take that trip back east once you're out of
here. You can work on your tan and nag me about stress points." His
fingers tightened uncontrollably on hers. "For God's sake, Abra, don't
leave me."

He thought—or perhaps it was only a wish—that her fingers pressed
just for an instant against his hand.

* * *

"You've got to get some rest, Cody."

He'd been staring at the same paragraph of the newspaper for
twenty minutes. Now he looked up and saw Nathan. "What are you
doing back here?"



"Putting my foot down with you." Nathan sat on the couch beside
him. "I left Jack at the hotel. If I can't go back and tell her I convinced
you to take a break, she's going to insist on coming out herself."

"I'm doing better than I look."

"You'd have to be to still be conscious."

"Be a pal, Nathan." He gave himself the luxury of sitting back and
closing his eyes. "Don't push."

Nathan hesitated. He wasn't the kind of man who interfered in other
people's lives. There had been a time when he'd chosen not to
become involved at all. That had been before Jackie. "I remember
saying almost the same thing to you once when I was confused and
upset. You didn't listen, either."

"You were being too stubborn to admit your own feelings," Cody
said. "I know what my feelings are."

"Let me buy you something to eat."

"I don't want to miss Bost."

"How about an update on Thornway?"

Cody opened his eyes. "Yeah."

"He made a full confession." Nathan waited while Cody lit a
cigarette. The ashtray was already littered with them. "He admitted to
substituting materials, the payoffs, the bribes. He claims he was
drunk and in a state of panic after you and Abra confronted him. He
made the call to arrange the arson with some kind of crazed idea
that no one would be able to prove anything against him if the project
was destroyed."



"Didn't he think there would be an investigation?" Cody expelled a
quick stream of smoke. "Did he think we'd all just keep quiet about
it?"

"Obviously he didn't think."

"No." Too drained even for anger, Cody stared across the room,
where Jessie dozed on Barlow's shoulder. "And because he didn't
think, Abra was almost killed. Even now she could be—" He couldn't
say it. He couldn't even think it.

"He's going to spend a lot of years paying for it."

"No matter how many," Cody murmured, "no matter how much, it
won't be enough."

"Still up and around, Mr. Johnson?" The young resident walked in,
looking as though he'd slept in a packing crate. "I'm Dr. Mitchell," he
explained to Nathan. "I patched your friend up, oh—" he glanced at
his watch "—about eight hours ago." He looked back at Cody.
"Hasn't anybody chained you to a bed yet?"

"No."

Mitchell sat and stretched out his legs. "I pulled a double shift, but I
still don't feel as bad as you look."

"Thanks."

"That was a free medical opinion. I ran into Dr. Bost up in the lab."
He looked longingly at Cody's cigarette, reminded himself he was a
doctor and subdued the urge to ask for one. "He was just finishing up
with the results of Miss Wilson's tests."

Cody said nothing, could say nothing. Very slowly he leaned forward
and crushed out the cigarette.



"It looks good, Mr. Johnson."

His mouth was dry, too dry. He couldn't find the saliva to swallow.
"Are you telling me she's all right?"

"We're moving her from critical to guarded condition. The scan and
the X rays don't indicate brain damage. She's got one whopper of a
concussion, to couch things in unprofessional terms. Bost should be
down in a few minutes to give you the details, but I thought you could
use a little good news. She came to briefly," he continued when
Cody remained silent. "She recited her name and address,
remembered who was President and asked for you."

"Where is she?"

"It's going to be a little while before you can see her. She's sedated."

"That's her mother." Cody rubbed a hand over his face. "Her
mother's sitting over there. Will you tell her? I've got to take a walk."

"I've got a bed with your name on it," Mitchell said, rising with Cody.
"The best way to stay close to your lady is to check into our little
hotel. I can recommend the chicken surprise."

"I'll keep that in mind." Cody found his way out and walked.

Abra wanted to open her eyes. She could hear things, but the
sounds ran through her mind like water. There was no pain. She felt
as though she were floating, mind and body, inches off the ground.

She remembered. If she forced her mind to focus, she remembered.
There was the sun shooting in red-and-gold fingers through the
dome, and a sense of contentment, of purpose. Then came the fear.

Had she screamed for him? She thought she had, but that had been
before that horrible noise had thundered around her. There was
another memory, but it was unclear and dreamlike. She had gone



flying— Something like a hot, invisible hand had scooped her up and
hurled her through the air. Then there had been nothing.

Where was he?

She thought, was almost certain, that he'd been with her. Had she
spoken to him, or was that a dream, too? It seemed to her that she'd
opened her eyes and seen him sitting beside her. There had been a
bandage on his face, and his face had been drawn and pale. They'd
spoken. Hadn't they spoken? With the drugs clouding her mind, she
struggled to remember and was frustrated.

Jessie. Her mother had been there, too. She'd been crying.

Then there were strangers' faces. They'd peered down at her, shone
lights in her eyes, asked her foolish questions. Did she know her
name? Of course she knew her name. She was Abra Wilson and
she wanted to know what was happening to her.

Maybe she was dead.

She'd lost track of time, but so had Cody. He'd spend every minute
he'd be permitted to, and as many more as he could fight for, beside
her. Two days had crawled by. She'd been conscious off and on, but
the medication had kept her drowsy and often incoherent.

By the third day he could see that she was struggling to focus.

"I can't stay awake." For the first time he heard petulance in her
voice, and he was cheered by it. Until now she had accepted
everything without complaint. "What are they giving me?"

"Something to help you rest."

"I don't want any more." She turned her head so that she could look
at him. "Tell them not to give me any more."



"You need to rest."

"I need to think." Annoyed, she tried to shift. She saw the cast on her
arm and fought to remember. It was broken. They'd told her it was
broken. There was a cast on her leg, too. She'd been confused at
first, wondering if she'd been in a car accident. But it was becoming
easier to remember now.

"The buildings. They're gone."

"They don't matter." He pressed his lips to her fingers. "You gave me
a scare, Red."

"I know." She was beginning to feel now. Whenever she was awake
for this long she began to feel. The pain reassured her. "You're hurt."

"Couple of scrapes. You're having pain." He was up immediately. "I'll
get the nurse."

"I don't want any more medicine."

Patiently he leaned over and kissed her just below the bruise on her
cheekbone. "Baby, I can't stand to watch you hurt."

"Kiss me again." She lifted a hand to his cheek. "It feels better when
you do."

"Excuse me." The nurse bustled in, all business. "It's time for the
doctor to examine you now, Miss Wilson." She shot Cody a look.
He'd given her more than his share of aggravation over the past few
days. "You'll have to wait outside."

"Yes, ma'am."

"I'm not taking any more medication," he heard Abra say. "If you've
got any needles on you, you'd better lose them."

For the first time in days, he laughed. She was coming back.



In another week she was frantic to get out. The night nurse caught
her trying to hobble into the corridor. Cody ignored her pleas to
smuggle her into the elevators. The doctor scotched her compromise
suggestion of outpatient care.

Abra found herself trapped, her arm covered with plaster, her leg in a
cast to the knee. She'd gone through phases of anger and self-pity.
Now she was just bored. Miserably bored.

When she awoke from a nap she'd taken in self-defense, she saw a
woman in her room. She was small and obviously pregnant and had
a wild mop of red hair. As Abra looked, she shifted around the
arrangements of flowers and plants.

"Hello."

"Hi." Jackie turned and beamed a smile. "So you're awake. Now
Cody's going to yell at me because I chased him downstairs to the
cafeteria. He's gone from lean to skinny in a week. He'll be gaunt in
another couple of days." She walked over to the bed and made
herself comfortable beside it. "So how are you feeling?"

"Pretty good." It was easy to smile. "Who are you?"

"Oh, sorry. I'm Jack. Nathan's wife?" She glanced around. "Even with
the flowers, hospitals are depressing, aren't they? Bored?"

"Stiff. It's nice of you to come, though."

"Cody's family. That makes you family, too."

Abra glanced toward the doorway. "How is he?"

"He gets better as you get better. We were worried about both of you
for a while."



Abra glanced back and studied Jackie's face. She'd had a lot of time
to study faces in the last week. This one was friendly and—thank
God—cheerful. She'd spoken of Cody as family, and Abra was
certain she'd meant it.

"Will you tell me something?" Abra began. "Straight?"

"I'll try."

"Will you tell me what happened? Every time I try to talk to Cody
about it he changes the subject, evades or gets angry. I can
remember most of it, but it's patchy."

Jackie started to evade, as well, but then she looked into Abra's
eyes. Eyes that strong, she decided, deserved the truth. "Why don't
you tell me how much you remember?"

Satisfied, Abra relaxed. "We'd gone out to the site, then into the main
building. It was still dark, so Cody went out to the car for a light. I
was looking around. You know about the switch in materials?"

"Yes."

"When I was alone and looking around, I saw what I took at first for a
bunch of drywall compound. It was plastic explosive. I ran for the
door." She half lifted her casted arm. "I didn't get there."

Jackie realized she'd been right about the strength. It wasn't fear she
saw but determination, laced with what she imagined was a healthy
dose of frustration.

"Cody was still outside when the building went up. He managed to
get through and find you. I don't know the details about that—he
doesn't talk about it—but it must have been terrifying. He managed
to drag you out. He told me he thought you were dead."

"It must have been horrible," Abra murmured. "Horrible for him."



"Abra, he's blaming himself for what happened to you."

"What?" She shifted, fought off a twinge of pain and struggled to sit
up straighter. "Why should he?"

"He has the idea that if he had dropped the ax on Thornway straight
off...if he hadn't wanted to go out there that night... if he hadn't left
you alone in the building. If."

"That's stupid." She found the control button and brought the head of
the bed up.

"What's stupid?"

Jackie glanced over as Cody walked in. She rose and moved over to
pat his cheek. "You are, honey. I'll leave you two alone. Where's
Nathan?"

"Took a side trip to the nursery."

She laughed and patted her belly. "I'll join him."

"I like her," Abra said when they were alone.

"Jack's hard not to like." He handed her a rose, careful, as he had
been careful for days, not to touch her. "You've got a roomful of
flowers, but I thought you might like to have one to hold."

"Thanks."

His eyes narrowed. "Something wrong?"

"Yes."

"I'll get the nurse."

"Sit down." She gestured impatiently toward the chair. "I wish you'd
stop treating me like an invalid."



"Okay. Want to take a quick jog around the block?"

"You're a riot."

"Yeah." But he didn't sit. Restless, he roamed the room, stopping off
by the table, which was loaded with flowers. "You got some new
ones."

"Swaggart and Rodriguez. They called a truce long enough to bring
me carnations. They were fighting when they left."

"Some things never change."

"And some things do. You used to be able to talk to me, and to look
at me when you did."

He turned. "I'm talking to you now. I'm looking at you now."

"Are you angry with me?"

"Don't be ridiculous."

"I'm not being ridiculous." She pushed herself up, wincing. Cody's
jaw tightened. "You come in here every day, every night."

"I must be furious to do that." He walked to her with some idea of
helping her settle comfortably.

"Stop it." She took an ill-tempered swipe at his hand. "I can do it
myself. A broken arm's not terminal."

He nearly snapped back at her before he bit down on temper.
"Sorry."

"That's it. That's it. You won't even fight with me." She gestured with
her cast, which was crisscrossed with signatures. "All you do is pat
me on the head or hover over me or ask me if I need anything."



"You want to go a couple rounds, fine. We'll take it up when you're on
your feet."

"We'll take it up now, damn it. Right now." She pounded a frustrated
fist on the bed. She couldn't even get out of bed by herself and pace
off the rage. "You've treated me like some kind of slow-witted child
these last few days, and I've had enough. You won't even talk to me
about what happened."

"What do you want?" The strain that had stretched his emotions to
the breaking point finally snapped. "Do you want me to tell you what
it was like to see that building go up and know you were inside? Do
you want me to describe to you what it was like to crawl through
what was left, looking for you? Then to find you half buried, bleeding
and broken?" His voice rose as he strode toward her, and he gripped
the rail along the side of the bed, his fingers white. "Do you want me
to go over how I felt waiting in this damn place, not knowing if you
were going to live or die?"

"How are we going to get beyond it if we don't?" She reached for his
hand, but he snatched it away. "You were hurt, too." Her own temper
and frustration broke free. "Don't you know how it makes me feel to
see your hand, your face, and know it happened because you went
back for me? I want to talk about it, damn you. I can't standing lying
here and trying to reconstruct it."

"Then stop." He waved his hand and sent a pitcher flying. There was
some small satisfaction in hearing the plastic hit the wall. "It's over
and it's done. When you get out of here we're not going to look back.
You're never going to put me through anything like this again. Do you
understand?" He whirled back to face her. "I can't stand it. I want you
out of here. I want you back with me. I love you and I'm sick of lying
in bed at night and sweating through what might have happened."

"What didn't happen," she shouted. "I'm here, I'm alive, because you
saw to it. You didn't cause this, you jerk. You saved my life. I love



you too much to sit here and watch this eat at you. It's going to stop,
Johnson. I mean it. If you can't come in here and treat me normally,
don't come at all."

"Stop this." A nurse hurried in. "We can hear you arguing all the way
down—"

"Get out!" both of them shouted in unison.

She did, shutting the door behind her.

"You want me to leave, I'll leave." Cody stalked toward the bed
again, this time sending the railing down with a crash. "But not
before I have my say. Maybe I do blame myself for this. And that's
my business. You're not going to sit there and tell me how I should
feel or what I should feel. I've played along with your way of doing
things too long already."

Abra set her chin. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"No strings, no commitment, no long-term plans. Isn't that the way
you set things up?"

"We agreed—"

"I'm through agreeing, and I'm through waiting until the time's right,
the place is right, the mood's right. Did you hear what I said a few
minutes ago? I said I loved you."

"You didn't say it." Abra frowned down at her hands. "You yelled it."

"Okay, I yelled it." He sat beside her, barely controlling the urge to
shout again. "Now I'm saying it, and I'm saying you're going to marry
me. And that's the end of it."

"But—"



"Don't." His temper vanished so abruptly that he could only press his
fingers to his eyes. "Don't push me now."

"Cody, I—"

"Just shut up, will you?" He dropped his hands, thinking—hoping—
he'd regained control. "It wasn't supposed to be like this, a shouting
match with you flat on your back. It seems whenever we plan things
out it doesn't work. So here it is, Red—no plans, no design. I need
you. I want you to marry me, to come back east and live your life
with me."

She looked up and took a long breath. "Okay."

With a half laugh he rubbed his hands over his face. "Okay? That's
it?"

"Not exactly. Come here." She held out her arm and took him to her.
For the first time in days he held her as if he meant it. "You probably
heard what I said a little while ago, about being in love with you."

"You didn't say it." His lips curved with a combination of pleasure and
relief as he pressed them to her neck. She was warm and very much
alive, and she was with him. "You yelled it."

"It's still true." She eased him back so that she could look at his face.
"I'm sorry."

"For what?"

"For putting you through all of this."

"It wasn't your fault," Cody told her.

"No, it wasn't." She smiled, curling the fingers at the end of her cast
into the fingers at the end of his bandage. "It wasn't yours, either. It's



not something I'd like to go through again, but it did push you to ask
me to marry you."

"I might have done it anyway." He grinned and brushed his lips over
her fingers. "Maybe."

She lifted a brow. They'd crushed the rose between them. Carefully
Abra smoothed out the petals. "I have a confession. I was going to
come east whether you wanted me or not."

He drew away to study her face. "Is that right?" "I thought that if I got
in your way often enough you'd get used to it. In my head I told
myself I was going to let you walk away, but in my heart...I wasn't
going to give you a chance."

He leaned closer to kiss her. "I wasn't going anywhere."

 

 

 

Epilogue

Cody scrawled the information on the registration form. Behind the
desk, the slope of rock was dotted with cacti just beginning to bloom.
Light streamed through the arch of glass. The clerk beamed at him.

"Enjoy your stay with us, Mr. Johnson."

"I intend to." He turned, pocketing the key.

People moved in and out of the lobby, many of them in tennis
clothes. Some strolled down the wide, curving staircase, others
glided up and down in the silent elevators. Overhead the dome let in
the sun in a fantasy of color. He watched it spread over the tile floor.



A waterfall tumbled musically into a small rock pool. Smiling, he
walked over to it, and to the woman who stood watching the race of
water.

"Any complaints?"

Abra turned, tilting her head to study his face. "I still remember how
many feet of pipe we needed to give you your little whim."

He took her chin in his hand. "It makes a statement."

"So you always said." She'd tell him later how lovely she thought it
was. "Anyway, thanks to me, it's functional." Resting her head on his
shoulder, she turned back to watch the water.

"What's wrong?"

"You'll think I'm stupid."

"Red, I think you're stupid half the time." He sucked in air when her
elbow connected with his ribs. "Tell me anyway."

"I miss the kids."

With a laugh he spun her around and kissed her. "That's not stupid.
But I bet I can take your mind off them for a while—once we walk
over to our cabana."

"Maybe." She smiled challengingly. "If you really work at it."

"I figure a second honeymoon should be even better than the first."

She linked her hands around his neck. "Then let's get started."

"In a minute." He drew her hands away to take them in his own.
"Five years ago we stood in here at dawn. The place was empty, and
neither of us could be sure it would ever be finished."



"Cody, it doesn't do any good to remember all that."

"It's something I'll never forget." He brought her hands to his lips.
"But there's something I never told you. I was going to ask you to
marry me here, that morning."

The surprise came first, even after nearly five years of marriage and
partnership. Then came the pleasure and the sweetness. "I guess
it's too late now. You're already stuck with me."

"Too late for that." Ignoring the people around them, he gathered her
close. They might have been alone, as they had been alone that
morning years before. "It's not too late for me to tell you that you're
the best part of my life. That I love you more now than I did five
years ago."

"Cody." She pressed her lips to his. The feeling was as strong as
ever, the taste as alluring. "I'm so happy to have you, to have the
family. Coming back here now makes me realize how lucky I am."
She traced the faint scar along his temple. "We could have lost
everything. Instead, we have everything." For a moment she held
him tight. Then, breaking away, she smiled. "And I like your
waterfall."

"Praise indeed, from an engineer. Here." He took a coin out of his
pocket. "Make a wish."

"I don't need wishes." She tossed it over her shoulder. "Just you."
The coin sank slowly into the pool as they walked away together.

* * * * *
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