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Dear Reader,

It’s the most wonderful time of the year! Silhouette Books is
proud to offer both new and loyal readers Gabriel’s Angel, a
special holiday treat from New York Times bestselling
author Nora Roberts. This gift hardcover edition features a
classic love story about a man who finds hope and love in
the arms of a woman who holds Christmas in her heart all
year round.

Pregnant and alone, Laura Malone literally crashes into the
life of scrooge Gabriel Bradley one dark and snowy night.
Gabe sought his Colorado cabin for solitude, never
expecting a beautiful—and uninvited—houseguest. The
fragile beauty needs protection, and Gabe offers it willingly.
But the longer they are together, the deeper their bond.
Protection turns to attraction. But she isn’t his to love. How
can he resist what common sense tells him he has to
resist?

As Charles Dickens once wrote in A Christmas Carol, “I will
honor Christmas in my heart, and try to keep it all the year.”
Here’s hoping you and your family enjoy a holiday season
full of love and joy, now and throughout the year!

Happy holidays!

The Editors

Silhouette Books



To Tom and Ky and Larry,
for having the good sense to marry well.

 



Chapter One

Damn snow. Gabe downshifted to second gear, slowed the Jeep
to fifteen miles an hour, swore and strained his eyes. Through the
frantic swing of the wipers on the windshield all that could be seen
was a wall of white. No winter wonderland. Snow pelted down in
flakes that looked as big and as mean as a man’s fist.

There would be no waiting out this storm, he thought as he took
the next curve at a crawl. He considered himself lucky that after six
months he knew the narrow, winding road from town so well. He
could drive almost by feel, but a newcomer wouldn’t stand a chance.
Even with that advantage, his shoulders and the back of his neck
were tight with tension. Colorado snows could be as vicious in spring
as they were in the dead of winter, and they could last for an hour or
a day. Apparently this one had been a surprise to everyone—
residents, tourists and the National Weather Service.

He had only five miles to go. Then he could unload his supplies,
stoke his fire and enjoy the April blizzard from the comfort of his
cabin, with a hot cup of coffee or an ice cold beer.

The Jeep chugged up the incline like a tank, and he was grateful
for its sturdy perseverance. The unexpected snowfall might force him
to take three times as long to make the twenty-mile trip from town to
home, but at least he’d get there.

The wipers worked furiously to clear the windshield. There were
seconds of white vision followed by seconds of white blindness. At
this rate there would be better than two feet by nightfall. Gabe
comforted himself with the thought that he’d be home long before
that, even as the air in the Jeep turned blue from his cursing. If he
hadn’t lost track of the time the day before, he’d have had his
supplies and been able to laugh at the weather.

The road went into a lazy S and Gabe took it cautiously. It was
difficult for him to move slowly under any circumstances, but over the



winter he had gained a healthy respect for the mountains and the
roads that had been blasted through them. The guardrail was sturdy
enough, but beneath it the cliffs were unforgiving. He wasn’t worried
so much about making a mistake himself—the Jeep was solid as a
rock—but he thought of others who might be traveling north or south
on the pass, pulling over to the side or stopping dead in the middle of
the road.

He wanted a cigarette. His hands gripping the wheel hard, he all
but lusted for a cigarette. But it was a luxury that would have to wait.
Three miles to go.

The tension in his shoulders began to ease. He hadn’t seen
another car in more than twenty minutes, and he wasn’t likely to now.
Anyone with any sense would have taken shelter. From this point on
he could almost feel his way home. A good thing. Beside him the
radio was squawking about roads closed and activities canceled. It
always amazed Gabe that people planned so many meetings,
luncheons, recitals and rehearsals on any given day.

But that was human nature, he supposed. Always planning on
drawing together, if only to sell a bunch of cakes and cookies. He
preferred to be alone. At least for now. Otherwise he wouldn’t have
bought the cabin and buried himself in it for the last six months.

The solitude gave him freedom, to think, to work, to heal. He’d
done some of all three.

He nearly sighed when he saw—or rather felt—the road slant
upward again. This was the final rise before his turnoff. Only a mile
now. His face, which had been hard and tight with concentration,
relaxed. It wasn’t a smooth or particularly handsome face. It was too
thin and angular to be merely pleasant, and the nose was out of
alignment due to a heated disagreement with his younger brother
during their teens. Gabe hadn’t held it against him.

Because he’d forgotten to wear a hat, his dark blond hair fell
untidily around his face. It was long and a bit shaggy over the collar
of his parka and had been styled hastily with his fingers hours
before. His eyes, a dark, clear green, were starting to burn from
staring at the snow.



While his tires swished over the cushioned asphalt he glanced
down at his odometer, saw that there was only a quarter mile left,
then looked back to the road. That was when he saw a car coming at
him out of control.

He didn’t even have time to swear. He jerked the Jeep to the right
just as the oncoming car seemed to come out of its spin. The Jeep
skimmed over the snow piled on the shoulder, swaying dangerously
before the tires chewed down to the road surface for traction. He had
a bad moment when he thought the Jeep was going to roll over like a
turtle. Then all he could do was sit and watch and hope the other
driver was as lucky.

The oncoming car was barreling down the road sideways. Though
only seconds had passed, Gabe had time to think of how nasty the
impact would be when the car slammed into him. Then the driver
managed to straighten out. With only feet between them the car
fishtailed and swerved to avoid the collision, then began to slide
helplessly toward the guardrail. Gabe set his emergency brake and
was out of the Jeep when the car rammed into the metal.

He nearly fell on his face, but his boots held as he raced across
the road. It was a compact—a bit more compact now, with its right
side shoved in and its hood sprung like an accordion, also on the
passenger side. He had another moment to think, and he grimaced
at the thought of what would have happened if the car had hit on the
driver’s side.

Fighting his way through the snow, he managed to make it to the
wrecked car. He saw a figure slumped over the wheel, and he
yanked at the door. It was locked. With his heart in his throat, he
began to pound against the window.

The figure moved. A woman, he saw from the thick wave of
wheat-blond hair that spilled onto the shoulders of a dark coat. He
watched her reach up and drag a ski cap from her head. Then she
turned her face to the window and stared at him.

She was white, marble white. Even her lips were colorless. Her
eyes were huge and dark, the irises almost black with shock. And
she was beautiful, stunningly breathtakingly beautiful. The artist in
him saw the possibilities in the diamond-shaped face, the prominent



cheekbones, the full lower lip. The man in him rejected them and
banged on the glass again.

She blinked and shook her head as if to clear it. As the shock
passed out of them, he saw that her eyes were blue, a midnight blue.
They filled now with a rush of concern. In a quick movement she
rolled down the window.

“Are you hurt?” she demanded before he could speak. “Did I hit
you?”

“No, you hit the guardrail.”
“Thank God.” She let her head slump back on the seat for a

moment. Her mouth was as dry as dust. And her heart, though she
was already fighting to control it, was thudding in her throat. “I
started to skid coming down the incline. I thought—I hoped—I might
be able to ride it out. Then I saw you and I was sure I was going to
hit you.”

“You would have if you hadn’t swerved away toward the rail.” He
glanced at the front of her car again. The damage could have been
worse, much worse. If she’d been going any faster … There was no
use speculating. He turned to her again, studying her face for signs
of shock or concussion. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. I think so.” She opened her eyes again and tried to smile at
him. “I’m sorry. I must have given you quite a scare.”

“At least.” But the scare was over now. He was less than a quarter
of a mile from hearth and home, and stuck in the snow with a
strange woman whose car wasn’t going anywhere for several days.
“What the hell are you doing out here?”

She took the furiously bitten-off words in stride as she unhooked
her seat belt. The long, deep breaths she’d been taking had gone a
long way toward steadying her. “I must have gotten turned around in
the storm. I was trying to get down to Lonesome Ridge to wait it out,
find a place for the night. That’s the closest town, according to the
map, and I was afraid to pull over on the shoulder.” She glanced over
at the guardrail and shuddered. “What there is of it. I don’t suppose
there’s any way I’m going to get my car out of here.”

“Not tonight.”



Frowning, Gabe stuck his hands in his pockets. The snow was still
falling, and the road was deserted. If he turned around and walked
back to his Jeep, leaving her to fend for herself, she might very well
freeze to death before an emergency vehicle or a snowplow came
along. However much he’d have liked to shrug off the obligation, he
couldn’t leave a woman stranded in this storm.

“The best I can do is take you with me.” There wasn’t an ounce of
graciousness in his tone. She hadn’t expected any. If he was angry
and impatient about nearly being plowed into, and inconvenienced
on top of it, he was entitled.

“I’m sorry.”
He moved his shoulders, aware that he’d been rude.
“The turnoff for my cabin’s at the top of the hill. You’ll have to

leave your car and ride in the Jeep.”
“I’d appreciate it.” With the engine off and the window open, the

cold was beginning to seep through her clothes. “I’m sorry for the
imposition, Mr. —?”

“Bradley. Gabe Bradley.”
“I’m Laura.” She slipped out of the safety harness that had

undoubtedly saved her from injury. “I have a suitcase in the trunk, if
you wouldn’t mind giving me a hand with it.”

Gabe took the keys and stomped back toward the trunk, thinking
that if he’d only left an hour earlier that afternoon he’d be home—
alone—at this moment.

The case wasn’t large, and it was far from new. The lady with only
one name traveled light, he thought. He muttered to himself as he
hefted it out of the trunk. There was no use being angry with her, or
being snotty. If she hadn’t managed to skid quite so well, if she
hadn’t avoided him, they might have been needing a doctor now
instead of a cup of coffee and dry feet.

Deciding to be more civil, Gabe turned to tell her to go across to
the Jeep. She was standing, watching him, with the snow falling on
her uncovered hair. That was when he saw she was not only
beautiful, she was very, very pregnant.

“Oh, God” was all he could manage.



“I’m really sorry to be so much trouble,” Laura began. “And I want
to thank you in advance for the lift. If I could call from your cabin and
find a tow truck, maybe we could clear this whole thing up quickly.”

He hadn’t heard a word she’d said. Not one. All he could do was
stare at the ripe slope beneath her dark coat. “Are you sure you’re all
right? You didn’t tell me you were— Are you going to need a doctor?”

“I’m fine.” This time she smiled, fully. The cold had brought the
color back into her face. “Really. The baby wasn’t hurt. He’s annoyed
a bit, I’d say from the way he’s kicking me, but we hardly felt the
impact. We didn’t ram the guardrail, we sort of slid into it.”

“You might have …” What? he wondered. “Jarred something.”
“I’m fine,” she said again. “I was strapped in, and the snow,

though it started it all, cushioned the hit.” Noting that he still seemed
unconvinced, she tossed back her snow-covered hair. Her fingers,
though they were tucked into subtle, silk-lined leather, were going
numb. “I promise, I’m not going to give birth in the middle of the road
—unless you plan on standing here for a few more weeks.”

She was all right … he hoped. And the way she was smiling at
him made him feel like an idiot. Deciding to take her word for it, he
offered her a hand. “Let me help you.”

The words, such simple words, went straight to her heart. She
could have counted on her hands the number of times she had
heard them.

He didn’t know how to deal with pregnant women. Were they
fragile? It had always seemed to him that the opposite must be true,
given what they had to go through, but now, faced with one, he was
afraid she’d shatter at a touch.

Mindful of the slippery road, Laura took a firm grip on his arm as
they started across. “It’s beautiful here,” she said when they reached
the Jeep. “But I have to admit, I’m going to appreciate the snow
more from inside.” She glanced at the high step below the door of
the Jeep. “I think you’re going to have to give me a bit of a boost. I’m
not as agile as I used to be.”

Gabe stowed her case, wondering exactly where to grab her.
Mumbling, he put a hand under her elbow and another on her hip.
Laura slid into the seat with less fuss than he’d expected.



“Thanks.”
He grunted a response as he slammed the door. He skirted the

hood, then took his place behind the wheel. It took a little
maneuvering, but with a minimum of effort they inched back onto the
road.

The dependable Jeep started up the hill. Laura uncurled her
hands as they moved along at a steady pace. They’d finally stopped
shaking. “I wasn’t sure anyone lived along here. If I’d known, I’d have
begged a roof long before this. I wasn’t expecting a snowstorm in
April.”

“We get them later than this.” He said nothing for a moment. He
respected other peoples privacy as zealously as his own. But these
were unusual circumstances. “You’re traveling alone?”

“Yes.”
“Isn’t that a little risky in your condition?”
“I’d planned on being in Denver in a couple of days.” She laid a

hand lightly on her belly. “I’m not due for six weeks.” Laura took a
deep breath. It was a risk to trust him, but she really had no other
option. “Do you live alone, Mr. Bradley?”

“Yes.”
She shifted her gaze just enough to study him as he turned down

a narrow, snow-covered lane. At least she assumed a lane was
buried somewhere under all the white. There was something tough
and hard about his face. Not rugged, she thought. It was too lean
and fine-boned for that. It was coldly sculpted, as she imagined a
mythic warrior chief’s might be.

But she remembered the stunned male helplessness in his eyes
when he’d seen she was pregnant. She believed she’d be safe with
him. She had to believe that.

He felt her gaze and read her thoughts easily enough. “I’m not a
maniac,” he said mildly.

“I appreciate that.” She smiled a little, then turned to look out the
windshield again.

The cabin could barely be seen through the snow, even when he
stopped in front of it. But what Laura could see, she loved. It was a



squat rectangle of wood with a covered porch and square-paned
windows. Smoke puffed from the chimney.

Though it was buried under snow, there was a path of flat rocks
leading from the lane to the front steps. Evergreens mantled with
white trooped around the corners. Nothing had ever looked as safe
and warm as this snow-decked little cabin in the mountains.

“It’s lovely. You must be happy here.”
“It does the job.” Gabe came around to help her down. She

smelled like the snow, he thought, or perhaps more like water, the
pure, virginal water that poured down the mountain in the spring. “I’ll
take you in,” he told her, knowing both his reaction and his
comparison were ridiculous. “You can warm up by the fire.” Gabe
opened the front door and waved her in. “Go ahead. I’ll bring in the
rest.”

He left her alone, snow dripping wet from her coat onto the woven
mat inside the door.

The paintings. Laura stood just where she was and stared
openmouthed at the paintings. They covered the walls, they were
stacked in corners, they were piled on tables. Only a few were
framed. They didn’t need the ornamentation. Some were half
finished, as though the artist had lost interest or motivation. There
were oils, in colors vivid and harsh, and watercolors in soft, misty
hues that might have sprung from dreams. Shrugging out of her
coat, Laura moved in for a closer look.

There was a scene from Paris, the Bois de Boulogne. She
remembered it from her honeymoon. Looking at it made her eyes
swim and her muscles tense. Breathing deeply, she forced herself to
look at it until her emotions settled.

An easel was set near the window, where the light would come in
and fall on the canvas. She resisted the temptation to go over and
steal a look. She already had the sensation that she was
trespassing.

What was she going to do? Laura gripped her hands together
tightly as she let the despair come. She was stranded, her car
wrecked, her money dwindling. And the baby— The baby wasn’t
going to wait until she made things right.



If they found her now …
They weren’t going to find her. Deliberately she unlaced her

hands. She’d come this far. No one was going to take her baby, now
or ever.

She turned as the door to the cabin opened. Gabe shifted the
bags he’d carried inside, leaving them jumbled together in a pile. He,
too, shrugged out of his coat and hung it on a hook by the door.

He was as lean as his face had indicated. Though he might have
been a bit under six feet, the spare toughness of his build gave the
illusion of more height, more power. More like a boxer than an artist,
Laura thought as she watched him kick the clinging snow from his
boots. More like a man of the outdoors than one who came from
graceful mansions and gentle blood.

Despite what she knew of his aristocratic background, he wore
flannel and corduroy and looked perfectly suited to the rustic cabin.
Laura, who came from humbler stock, felt fussy and out of place in
her bulky Irish knit sweater and tailored wool.

“Gabriel Bradley,” she said, and gestured widely toward the walls.
“My brain must have been scrambled before. I didn’t put it together. I
love your work.”

“Thanks.” Bending, he hefted two of the bags.
“Let me help—”
“No.” He strode off into the kitchen, leaving Laura biting her lip.
He wasn’t thrilled to have her company, she thought. Then she

shrugged. It couldn’t be helped. As soon as it was reasonably safe
for her to leave, she would leave. Until then … Until then Gabriel
Bradley, artist of the decade, would have to make do.

It was tempting just to take a seat and passively stay out of his
way. Once she would have done just that, but circumstances had
changed her. She followed him into the adjoining kitchen. Counting
the baby she carried, there were three of them in the little room, and
it was filled to capacity.

“At least let me make you something hot to drink.” The ancient
two-burner stove looked tricky, but she was determined.

He turned, brushed against her belly and was amazed at the
wave of discomfort he felt. And the tug of fascination. “Here’s the



coffee,” he mumbled, handing her a fresh can.
“Got a pot?”
It was in the sink, which was filled with water that had once been

sudsy. He had been trying to soak out the stains from the last time
he’d used it. He moved to get it, bumped her again and stepped
back.

“Why don’t you let me take care of it?” she suggested. “I’ll put this
stuff away and start the coffee, and you can call a tow truck.”

“Fine. There’s milk. Fresh.”
She smiled. “I don’t suppose you have any tea.”
“No.”
“Milk’s fine, then. Thank you.”
When he left, Laura busied herself in the kitchen. It was too small

for it to be complicated. She used her own system in storing the
goods since it appeared Gabe had none. She’d only emptied the first
bag when he reappeared in the doorway.

“Phone’s out.”
“Out?”
“Dead. We lose service a lot when there’s a storm.”
“Oh.” Laura stood holding a can of soup. “Is it usually out for

long?”
“Depends. Sometimes a couple hours, sometimes a week.”
She lifted a brow. Then she realized that he was perfectly serious.

“I guess that puts me in your hands, Mr. Bradley.”
He hooked his thumbs in his front pockets. “In that case, you’d

better call me Gabe.”
Laura frowned down at the can in her hand. When things got bad,

you made the best of them. “Want some soup?”
“Yeah. I’ll, ah … put your things in the bedroom.”
Laura simply nodded, then began to search for a can opener.
She was a piece of work, all right, Gabe decided as he carried

Laura’s suitcase into his room. Not that he was an expert when it
came to women, but he wasn’t what anyone would have called a
novice, either. She hadn’t batted an eye when he’d told her that the
phone was dead and they were effectively cut off from the outside



world. Or, to put it more precisely, that she was cut off from everyone
but him.

Gabe glanced into the streaked mirror over his battered dresser.
As far as he knew, no one had ever considered him harmless before.
A quick, cocky smile flashed over his face. He hadn’t always been
harmless, when it came right down to it.

This, of course, was an entirely different situation.
Under other circumstances he might have entertained some

healthy fantasies about his unexpected guest. That face. There was
something haunting, something indefinable, about that kind of
beauty. When a man looked at it, he automatically began to wonder
and imagine. Even if she hadn’t been carrying a child, the fantasies
would have remained only that. Fantasies. He’d never been
enthusiastic about flings and one-night stands, and he certainly
wasn’t in any shape for a relationship. Celibacy had been the order
of the day for the last few months. The desire to paint had finally
seduced him again. Gabe needed no other love affair.

But as for more practical matters, he did have a guest, a lone
woman who was very pregnant—and very secretive. He hadn’t
missed the fact that she’d told him only her first name and hadn’t
volunteered any information about who she was and where and why
she was traveling. Since it was unlikely that she’d robbed a bank or
stolen secrets for terrorists, he wouldn’t press too hard right now.

But, given the strength of the storm and the seclusion of the
cabin, they were likely to be together for a few days. He was going to
find out more about the calm and mysterious Laura.

What was she going to do? Laura stared at the empty plate in her
hand and saw a hint of her reflection. How could she get to Denver
or Los Angeles or Seattle—or any huge, swallowing city that was far
enough away from Boston—when she was trapped here? If only she
hadn’t felt that urgent need to move on this morning.

If she’d stayed in that quiet little motel room another day she
might still have had some control over what was happening.

Instead, she was here with a stranger. Not just any stranger,
Laura reminded herself. Gabriel Bradley, artist—wealthy, respected
artist from a wealthy, respected family. But he hadn’t recognized her.



Laura was certain of that. At least he had yet to recognize her. What
would happen when he did, when he found out who she was running
from? For all she knew, the Eagletons might be close family friends
of the Bradleys. The gesture of her hand over the mound of her
stomach was automatic and protective.

They wouldn’t take her baby. No matter how much money and
how much power they wielded, they wouldn’t take her baby. And if
she could manage it they would never find her or the child.

Setting down the plate, she turned her attention to the window.
How odd it was to look out and see nothing. It gave her a nice,
settled feeling to know that no one could see in, either. She was
effectively curtained off from everyone. Or nearly everyone, she
corrected, thinking again of Gabe.

Perhaps the storm had been a blessing. When there was no
choice, she found it best to look on the bright side. No one could
follow her trail in this kind of weather. And who would think of looking
for her in some tiny, out-of-the-way cabin in the mountains? It felt
safe. She would cling to that.

She heard him moving around in the next room, heard the sound
of his boots on the hardwood, the thud of a log being added to the
fire. After so many months alone she found even the sound of
another human being a comfort.

“Mr. Bradley … Gabe?” She stepped through the doorway to see
him adjusting the screen in front of the fire. “Could you clear off a
table?”

“Clear off a table?”
“So we could eat … sitting down.”
“Yeah.”
She disappeared again while he tried to figure out what to do with

the paints, brushes, canvas stretchers and general disorder on the
picnic table that had once served as a dining area. Annoyed at
having his space compromised, he spread his equipment throughout
the room.

“I made some sandwiches, too.” Using a bent cookie sheet as a
makeshift tray, she carried in bowls and plates and cups.
Embarrassed and edgy, Gabe snatched it from her.



“You shouldn’t be carrying heavy things.”
Her brows lifted. Surprise came first. No one had ever pampered

her. And certainly her life, which had rarely been easy, had been
hardest over the last seven months. Then gratitude came, and she
smiled. “Thanks, but I’m careful.”

“If you were careful, you’d be in your own bed with your feet up
and not snowbound with me.”

“Exercise is important.” But she sat and let him set out the dishes.
“And so’s food.” With her eyes closed, she breathed in the scents.
Hot, simple, fortifying. “I hope I didn’t put too much of a dent in your
supplies, but once I got started I couldn’t stop.”

Gabe picked up half a sandwich that was thick with cheese, crisp
bacon and sliced hothouse tomatoes. “I’m not complaining.” The
truth was, he’d gotten into the habit of eating right out of the pan over
the kitchen sink. Hot food made with more care than hurry tasted
one hell of a lot better from a plate.

“I’d like to pay you back, for the bed and the food.”
“Don’t worry about it.” He scooped up clam chowder while he

studied her. She had a way of sticking out her chin that made him
think of pride and will. It made an interesting contrast with the
creamy skin and the slender neck.

“That’s kind of you, but I prefer paying my own way.”
“This isn’t the Hilton.” She wore no jewelry, he noted, not even a

plain gold band on her finger. “You cooked the meal, so we’ll call it
even.”

She wanted to argue—her pride wanted to argue—but the simple
truth was, she had very little cash, except for the baby fund she’d
scrupulously set aside in the lining of her suitcase. “I’m very
grateful.” She sipped at the milk, though she detested it. The scent of
his coffee was rich and forbidden. “Have you been here long, in
Colorado?”

“Six months, seven, I guess.”
That gave her hope. The timing was good, almost too good. From

the looks of the cabin, he didn’t spend much time poring over the
newspapers, and she hadn’t noticed a television. “It must be a
wonderful place to paint.”



“So far.”
“I couldn’t believe it when I walked in. I recognized your work right

away. I’ve always admired it. In fact, my—someone I knew bought a
couple of your pieces. One of them was a painting of a huge, deep
forest. It seemed as though you could step right into it and be
completely alone.”

He knew the work, and, oddly enough, he’d had the same feeling
about it. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought it had been sold back
east. New York, Boston, perhaps Washington, D.C. If his curiosity
about her persisted, it would only take a phone call to his agent to
refresh his memory.

“You didn’t say where you were traveling from.”
“No.” She continued to eat, though her appetite had fled. How

could she have been foolish enough to describe the painting? Tony
had bought it, or rather had snapped his fingers and arranged for his
lawyers to buy it on his behalf because Laura had admired it. “I’ve
been in Dallas for a while.”

She’d been there almost two months before she’d discovered that
the Eagletons’ detectives were making discreet inquiries about her.

“You don’t sound like a Texan.”
“No, I suppose I don’t. That’s probably because I’ve lived all over

the country.” That was true enough, and she was able to smile again.
“You’re not from Colorado.”

“San Francisco.”
“Yes, I remember reading that in an article about you and your

work.” She would talk about him. From her experience men were
easily distracted when the conversation centered on themselves.
“I’ve always wanted to see San Francisco. It seems like a lovely
place, the hills, the bay, the beautiful old houses.” She gave a quick
gasp and pressed a hand to her stomach.

“What is it?”
“The baby’s just restless.” She smiled, but he noted that her eyes

were shadowed with fatigue and her complexion was pale again.
“Look, I don’t know anything about what you’re going through, but

common sense tells me you should be lying down.”



“Actually, I am tired. If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to rest for a few
minutes.”

“The bed’s through here.” He rose and, not certain she could get
up and down on her own, offered her a hand.

“I’ll take care of the dishes later if …” Her words trailed off as her
knees buckled.

“Hold on.” Gabe put his arms around her and had the odd, rather
humbling sensation of having the baby move against him.

“I’m sorry. It’s been a long day, and I guess I pushed it further than
I should have.” She knew she should move away, pull back on her
own, but there was something exquisite about leaning against the
hard, sturdy body of a man. “I’ll be fine after a nap.”

She didn’t shatter as he’d once thought she might, but now she
seemed so soft, so delicate, that he imagined her dissolving in his
hands. He would have liked to comfort her, would have liked to go on
holding her like that while she leaned into him, trusting, depending.
Needing him. Calling himself a fool, he picked her up.

Laura started to protest, but it felt so good to be off her feet. “I
must weigh a ton.”

“That’s what I was expecting, but you don’t.”
She found she could laugh, even though the fatigue was

smothering her. “You’re a real charmer, Gabe.”
His own awkwardness began to fade as he moved through the

door to the bedroom. “I haven’t had many opportunities to flirt with
pregnant ladies.”

“That’s all right. You redeemed yourself by rescuing this one from
a snowstorm.” With her eyes half closed, she felt herself being
lowered onto a bed. It might be nothing more than a mattress and a
rumpled sheet, but it felt like heaven. “I want to thank you.”

“You’ve been doing that on an average of every five minutes.” He
pulled a slightly ragged comforter over her. “If you really want to
thank me, get some sleep and don’t go into labor.”

“Fair enough. Gabe?”
“Yeah.”
“Will you keep trying the phone?”



“All right.” She was nearly asleep. He had a moment’s attack of
guilt for wanting to press her while she was vulnerable. Right now,
she didn’t look as though she had the strength to brush away a fly.
“Do you want me to call anyone for you? Your husband?”

She opened her eyes at that. Though they were clouded with
fatigue, they met his levelly, and he saw that she wasn’t down for the
count yet.

“I’m not married,” she said, very clearly. “There’s no one to call.”



Chapter Two

In the dream she was alone. That didn’t frighten her. Laura had
spent a large portion of her life alone, so she was more comfortable
in solitude than in a crowd. There was a soft, misty quality to the
dream—like the seascape she had seen on the wall of Gabe’s cabin.

Oddly, she could even hear the ocean, purring and lapping off in
the distance, though a part of her knew she was in the mountains.
She walked through a pearl-colored fog, listening to the waves.
Under her feet sand shifted, warm and soft. She felt safe and strong
and strangely unencumbered. It had been a long, long time since
she had felt so free, so at ease.

She knew she was dreaming. That was the best part. If she could
have managed it, she would have stayed there, in the soft-focused
fantasy of it, forever. It would be so easy to keep her eyes closed
and cling to the utter peace of the dream.

Then the baby was crying. Screaming. A pulse began to beat in
her temple as she listened to the high, keening wails. She started to
sweat, and the clean white fog changed to a dark, threatening gray.
No longer warm, the air took on a chill that whipped straight to the
bone.

The cries seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere,
echoing and rebounding as she searched. Sobbing for breath, she
fought her way through the mist as it circled and thickened. The cries
became louder, more urgent. Her heart was beating in her throat,
and her breath rasped and her hands shook.

Then she saw the bassinet, with its pretty white skirt and its lacy
pink and blue ruffles. The relief was so great that her knees sagged.

“It’s all right,” she murmured as she gathered the child in her
arms. “It’s all right. I’m here now.” She could feel the baby’s warm
breath against her cheek, could feel the weight in her arms as she
rocked and soothed. The fine scent of powder surrounded her.



Gently she cradled the child, murmuring and comforting as she
began to lift the concealing blanket from its face.

And there was nothing, nothing in her arms but an empty blanket.
Gabe was sitting at the picnic table, sketching her face, thinking of

her, when he heard her cry out. The moan was so long, so
desperate, that he snapped the pencil in two before he jumped up
and raced to the bedroom.

“Hey, come on.” Feeling awkward, he took her by the shoulders.
She jerked so hard that he had to fight back his own panic, as well
as hers, to hold on to her. “Laura, take it easy. Are you in pain? Is it
the baby? Laura, tell me what’s going on.”

“They took my baby!” There was hysteria in her voice, but it was a
hysteria that was laced with fury. “Help me! They took my baby!”

“No one took your baby.” She was still fighting him, with a strength
that awed him. Moving on instinct, he wrapped his arms around her.
“You’re having a dream. No one took your baby. Here.” He clamped
a hand around her wrist, where her pulse was beating like a
jackhammer, and dragged her hand to her belly. “You’re safe, both of
you. Relax before you hurt yourself.”

When she felt the life beneath her palms, she slumped against
him. Her baby was safe, still inside her, where no one could touch
him. “I’m sorry. It was a dream.”

“It’s okay.” Without being aware of it, he was stroking her hair,
cradling her as she had cradled the baby of her imagination, rocking
her gently in an age-old comforting motion. “Do us both a favor and
relax.”

She nodded, feeling protected and sheltered. Those were two
sensations she had experienced very rarely in her twenty-five years.
“I’m all right, really. It must have been the shock from the accident
catching up with me.”

He drew her away, angry with himself because he wanted to go
on holding her, shielding her. When she had asked him for help, he
had known, without understanding why, that he would do anything to
protect her. It was almost as though he had been dreaming himself,
or had been caught up in her dream.



The snow was still falling in sheets outside the window and the
only light was what came slanting through the bedroom door from
the main cabin. It was dim and slightly yellow, but he could see her
clearly, and he wanted to be certain that she saw him, as well. He
wanted answers, and he wanted them now.

“Don’t lie to me. Under normal circumstances you’d be entitled to
your privacy, but right now you’re under my roof for God knows how
long.”

“I’m not lying to you.” Her voice was so calm, so even, that he
nearly believed her. “I’m sorry if I upset you.”

“Who are you running from, Laura?”
She said nothing, just stared at him with those dark blue eyes. He

swore at her, but she didn’t flinch. He sprang up to pace the room,
but she didn’t shudder. Abruptly he dropped down on the bed again
and caught her chin in his hand. She went absolutely still.

Gabe would have sworn that for an instant she stopped breathing.
Though it was ridiculous, he had the odd sensation that she was
bracing for a blow.

“I know you’re in trouble. What I want to know is how big. Who’s
after you, and why?”

Again she said nothing, but her hand moved instinctively to
protect the child she carried.

Since the baby was obviously the core of the problem, they would
begin there. “The baby’s got a father,” he said slowly. “You running
from him?”

She shook her head.
“Then who?”
“It’s complicated.”
He lifted a brow as he jerked his head toward the window. “We’ve

got nothing but time here. This keeps up, it could be a week before
the main roads are open.”

“When they do, I’ll go. The less you know, the better off we’ll both
be.”

“That won’t wash.” He was silent a moment, trying to organize his
thoughts. “It seems to me that the baby is very important to you.”

“Nothing is or can be more important.”



“Do you figure the strain you’re carrying around is good for it?”
He saw the regret in her eyes instantly, saw the concern, the

almost imperceptible folding into herself. “There are some things that
can’t be changed.” She took a long breath. “You have a right to ask
questions.”

“But you don’t intend to answer them.”
“I don’t know you. I have to trust you, to a point, because I have

no choice. I can only ask you to do the same.”
He moved his hand away from her face. “Why should I?”
She pressed her lips together. She knew he was right. But

sometimes right wasn’t enough. “I haven’t committed a crime, I’m not
wanted by the law. I have no family, no husband looking for me. Is
that enough?”

“No. I’ll take that much tonight because you need to sleep, but
we’ll talk in the morning.”

It was a reprieve—a short one, but she’d learned to be grateful for
small things. With a nod, she waited for him to walk to the door.
When it shut and the darkness was full again, she lay down. But it
was a long, long time before she slept.
 

It was silent, absolutely silent, when Laura woke. She opened her
eyes and waited for memory to return. There had been so many
rooms, so many places where she’d slept, that she was used to this
confusion upon waking.

She remembered it all … Gabriel Bradley, the storm, the cabin,
the nightmare. And the sensation of waking in fear to find herself
safe, in his arms. Of course, the safety was only temporary, and his
arms weren’t for her. Sighing, she turned her head to look out the
window.

The snow was still falling. It was almost impossible to believe, but
she lay and watched it, thinner now, slower, but still steady. There
would be no leaving today.

Tucking her hand under her cheek, she continued to watch. It was
easy to wish that the snow would never stop and that time would.
She could stay here, cocooned, isolated, safe. But time, as the child



she carried attested, never stopped. Rising, she opened her
suitcase. She would put herself in order before she faced Gabe.

The cabin was empty. She should have felt relieved at that.
Instead, the cozy fire and polished wood made her feel lonely. She
wanted him there, even if it was just the sound of his movements in
another room. Wherever he had gone, she reminded herself, he
would be back. She started to walk into the kitchen to see what could
be done about breakfast.

She saw the sketches, a half dozen of them, spread out on the
picnic table. His talent, though raw in pencil or charcoal drawing, was
undeniable. Still, it made her both uneasy and curious to see how
someone else—no, how Gabriel Bradley—perceived her.

Her eyes seemed too big, too haunted. Her mouth was too soft,
too vulnerable. She rubbed a finger over it as she frowned at the
drawing. She’d seen her face countless times, in glossy
photographs, posed for the best angle. She’d been draped in silks
and furs, drenched in jewels. Her face and form had sold gallons of
perfume, hawked fortunes in clothes and gems.

Laura Malone. She’d nearly forgotten that woman, the woman
they’d said would be the face of the nineties. The woman who had,
briefly, held her own destiny in her hands. She was gone, erased.

The woman in the sketches was softer, rounder and infinitely more
fragile. And yet she seemed stronger. Laura lifted a sketch and
studied it. Or did she just want to see the strength, need to see it?

When the front door opened, she turned, still holding the pencil
sketch. Gabe, covered with snow, kicked the door shut again. His
arms were loaded with wood.

“Good morning. Been busy?”
He grunted and stomped the worst of the snow from his boots,

then walked, leaving a wet trail, to the firebox to dump his wood. “I
thought you might sleep longer.”

“I would have.” She patted her belly. “He wouldn’t. Can I fix you
some breakfast?”

Drawing off his gloves, he tossed them down on the hearth.
“Already had some. You go ahead.”



Laura waited until he’d stripped off his coat. Apparently they were
back on friendly terms again. Cautiously friendly. “It seems to be
letting up a little.”

He sat on the hearth to drag his boots off. Snow was caked in the
laces. “We’ve got three feet now, and I wouldn’t look for it to stop
before afternoon.” He drew out a cigarette. “Might as well make
yourself at home.”

“I seem to be.” She held up the sketch. “I’m flattered.”
“You’re beautiful,” he said offhandedly as he set his boots on the

hearth to dry. “I can rarely resist drawing beautiful things.”
“You’re fortunate.” She dropped the sketch back on the table. “It’s

so much more rewarding to be able to depict beauty than it is to be
beautiful.” Gabe lifted a brow. There was a trace, only a trace, of
bitterness in her tone. “Things,” she explained. “It’s strange, but once
people see you as beautiful, they almost always see you as a thing.”

Turning, she slipped into the kitchen, leaving him frowning after
her.

She brewed him fresh coffee, then idled away the morning tidying
the kitchen. Gabe gave her room. Before night fell again, he would
have some answers, but for now he was content to have her
puttering around while he worked.

She seemed to need to be busy. He had thought a woman in her
condition would be content to sleep or rest or simply sit and knit for
most of the day. He decided it was either nervous energy or her way
of avoiding the confrontation he’d promised her the night before.

She didn’t ask questions or stand over his shoulder, so they
rubbed along through the morning without incident. Once he glanced
over to see her tucked into a corner of the sagging sofa reading a
book on childbirth. Later she threw some things together in the
kitchen and produced a thick, aromatic stew.

She said little. He knew she was waiting, biding her time until he
pushed open the door he’d unlocked the night before. He, too, was
waiting, biding his time. By midafternoon he decided she looked
rested. Taking up his sketch pad and a piece of charcoal, he began
to work while she sat across from him peeling apples.

“Why Denver?”



The only sign of her surprise was a quick jerk of the paring knife.
She didn’t look up or stop peeling. “Because I’ve never been there.”

“Under the circumstances, wouldn’t you be better off in some
place that’s familiar?”

“No.”
“Why did you leave Dallas?”
She set the apple down and picked up another. “Because it was

time.”
“Where’s the baby’s father, Laura?”
“Dead.” There wasn’t even a shadow of emotion in her voice.
“Look at me.”
Her hands stilled as she lifted her gaze, and he saw that that

much, at least, was true.
“You don’t have any family who could help you?”
“No.”
“Didn’t he?”
Her hand jerked again. This time the blade nicked her finger. The

blood welled up as Gabe dropped his pad to take her hand. Once
again she saw her face in the sweeping charcoal lines.

“I’ll get you a bandage.”
“It’s only a scratch,” she began, but he was already up and gone.

When he returned he dabbed at the wound with antiseptic. Again
Laura was baffled by the care he displayed. The sting came and
went; his touch remained gentle.

He was kneeling in front of her, his brows drawn together as he
studied the thin slice in her finger. “Keep this up and I’ll think you’re
accident-prone.”

“And I’ll think you’re the original Good Samaritan.” She smiled
when he looked up. “We’d both be wrong.”

Gabe merely slipped a bandage over the cut and took his seat
again. “Turn your head a little, to the left.” When she complied, he
picked up his pad and turned over a fresh sheet. “Why do they want
the baby?”

Her head jerked around, but he continued to sketch.
“I’d like the profile, Laura.” His voice was mild, but the demand in

it was very clear. “Turn your head again, and try to keep your chin



up. Yes, like that.” He was silent as he formed her mouth with the
charcoal. “The father’s family wants the baby. I want to know why.”

“I never said that.”
“Yes, you did.” He had to hurry if he was going to capture that

flare of anger in her eyes. “Let’s not beat that point into the ground.
Just tell me why.”

Her hands were gripped tightly together, but there was as much
fear as fury in her voice. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

“No.” He felt a thrill of excitement—and, incredibly, one of desire—
as he stroked the charcoal over the pad. The desire puzzled him.
More, it worried him. Pushing it aside, he concentrated on prying
answers from her. “But since I’m not going to let it drop, you may as
well.”

Because he knew how to look, and to see, he caught the subtle
play of emotions over her face. Fear, fury, frustration. It was the fear
that continued to pull him over the line.

“Do you think I’d bundle you and your baby off to them, whoever
the hell they are? Use your head. I haven’t got any reason to.”

He’d thought he would shout at her. He’d have sworn he was on
the verge of doing so. Then, in a move that surprised them both, he
reached out to take her hand. He was more surprised than she to
feel her fingers curl instinctively into his. When she looked at him,
emotions he’d thought unavailable to him turned over in his chest.

“You asked me to help you last night.”
Her eyes softened with gratitude, but her voice was firm. “You

can’t.”
“Maybe I can’t, and maybe I won’t.” But as much as it went

against the grain of what he considered his character, he wanted to.
“I’m not a Samaritan, Laura, good or otherwise, and I don’t like to
add someone else’s problems to my own. But the fact is, you’re
here, and I don’t like playing in the dark.”

She was tired, tired of running, tired of hiding, tired of trying to
cope entirely on her own. She needed someone. When his hand was
covering hers and his eyes were calm and steady on hers, she could
almost believe it was him she needed.



“The baby’s father is dead,” she began, picking her way carefully.
She would tell him enough to satisfy him, she hoped, but not all. “His
parents want the baby. They want … I don’t know, to replace, to take
back, something that they’ve lost. To … to ensure the lineage. I’m
sorry for them, but the baby isn’t their child.” There was that look
again, fierce, protective. A mother tiger shielding her cub. “The
baby’s mine.”

“No one would argue with that. Why should you have to run?”
“They have a lot of money, a lot of power.”
“So?”
“So?” Angry again, she pushed away. The contact that had been

so soothing for both of them was broken. “It’s easy to say that when
you come from the same world. You’ve always had. You’ve never
had to want and to wonder. No one takes from people like you,
Gabe. They wouldn’t dare. You don’t know what it’s like to have your
life depend on the whims of others.”

That she had was becoming painfully obvious. “Having money
doesn’t mean you can take whatever you want.”

“Doesn’t it?” She turned to him, her face set and cold. “You
wanted a place to paint, somewhere you could be alone and be left
alone. Did you have to think twice about how to arrange it? Did you
have to plan or save or make compromises, or did you just write a
check and move in?”

His eyes were narrowed as he rose to face her. “Buying a cabin is
a far cry from taking a baby from its mother.”

“Not to some. Property is property, after all.”
“You’re being ridiculous.”
“And you’re being naive.”
His temper wavered, vying with amusement. “That’s a first. Sit

down, Laura, you make me nervous when you swing around.”
“I’m not going to break,” she muttered, but she eased into a chair.

“I’m strong, I take care of myself. I had an examination just before I
left Dallas, and the baby and I are fine. Better than fine. In a few
weeks I’m going to check into a hospital in Denver and have my
baby. Then we’re going to disappear.”



He thought about it. He almost believed the woman sitting across
from him could accomplish it. Then he remembered how lost and
frightened she’d been the night before. There was no use pointing
out the strain she’d been under and its consequences for her. But he
knew now what button to push.

“Do you think it’s fair to the baby to keep running?”
“No, it’s horribly, horribly unfair. But it would be worse to stop and

let them take him.”
“Why are you so damn sure they would, or could?”
“Because they told me. They explained what they thought was

best for me and the child, and they offered to pay me.” The venom
came into her voice at that, black and bitter. “They offered to give me
money for my baby, and when I refused they threatened to simply
take him.” She didn’t want to relive that dreadful, terrifying scene.
With an effort she cleared it from her mind.

He felt a swift and dark disgust for these people he didn’t even
know. He buried it with a shake of his head and tried to reason with
her. “Laura, whatever they want, or intend, they couldn’t just take
what isn’t theirs. No court would just take an infant from its mother
without good cause.”

“I can’t win on my own.” She closed her eyes for a moment
because she wanted badly to lay her head down and weep out all
the fear and anguish. “I can’t fight them on their own ground, Gabe,
and I won’t put my child through the misery of custody suits and
court battles, the publicity, the gossip and speculation. A child needs
a home, and love and security. I’m going to see to it that mine has all
of those things. Whatever I have to do, wherever I have to go.”

“I won’t argue with you about what’s right for you and the baby,
but sooner or later you’re going to have to face this.”

“When the time comes, I will.”
He rose and paced over to the fire to light another cigarette. He

should drop it, just leave it—her—alone and let her follow her own
path. It was none of his business. Not his problem. He swore,
because somehow, the moment she’d taken his arm to cross the
road, she’d become his business.

“Got any money?”



“Some. Enough to pay a doctor, and a bit more.”
He was asking for trouble. He knew it. But for the first time in

almost a year he felt as though something really mattered. Sitting on
the edge of the hearth, he blew out smoke and studied her.

“I want to paint you,” he said abruptly. “I’ll pay you the standard
model’s fee, plus room and board.”

“I can’t take your money.”
“Why not? You seem to think I have too much for my own good,

anyway.”
Shame brought color flooding into her cheeks. “I didn’t mean it—

not like that.”
He brushed her words aside. “Whatever you meant, the fact

remains that I want to paint you. I work at my own pace, so you’ll
have to be patient. I’m not good at compromise, but owing to your
condition I’m willing to make some concessions and stop when
you’re tired or uncomfortable.”

It was tempting, very tempting. She tried to forget that she’d
traded on her looks before and concentrate on what the extra money
would mean to the baby. “I’d like to agree, but the fact is, your work
is well-known. If the portrait was shown, they’d recognize me.”

“True enough, but that doesn’t mean I’d be obliged to tell anyone
where we’d met or when. You have my word that no one will ever
trace you through me.”

She was silent for a moment, warring with herself. “Would you
come here?”

Hesitating only a moment, he tossed his cigarette into the fire. He
rose, walked over, then crouched in front of her chair. She, too, had
learned how to read a face. “Your word?”

“Yes.”
Some risks were worth taking. She held both hands out to his,

putting her trust into them.
 

With the continuing fall of snow, it was a day without a sunrise, a
sunset, a twilight. The day stayed dim from morning on, and then
night closed in without fanfare. And the snow stopped.



Laura might not have noticed if she hadn’t been standing by the
window. The flakes didn’t appear to have tapered off, but to have
stopped as if someone had thrown a switch. There was a vague
sense of disappointment, the same she remembered feeling as a
young girl when a storm had ended. On impulse, she bundled herself
in her boots and coat and stepped out onto the porch.

Though Gabe had shoveled it off twice during the day, the snow
came almost to her knees. Her boots sank in and disappeared. She
had the sensation of being swallowed up by a soft, benign cloud.
She wrapped her arms around her chest and breathed in the thin,
cold air.

There were no stars. There was no moon. The porch light tossed
its glow only a few feet. All she could see was white. All she could
hear was silence. To some the high blanket of snow might have been
a prison, something to chafe against. To Laura it was a fortress.

She’d decided to trust someone other than herself again.
Standing there, soaking up the pure dark, the pure quiet, she knew
that the decision had been the right one.

He wasn’t a gentle man, or even a contented man, but he was a
kind one, and, she was certain, a man of his word. If they were using
each other, her for sanctuary, him for art, it was a fair exchange. She
needed to rest. God knew she needed whatever time she could steal
to rest and recover.

She hadn’t told him how tired she was, how much effort it took for
her just to keep on her feet for most of the day. Physically the
pregnancy had been an easy one. She was strong, she was healthy.
Otherwise she would have crumpled long before this. But the last
few months had drained every ounce of her emotional and mental
reserves. The cabin, the mountains, the man, were going to give her
time to build those reserves back up again.

She was going to need them.
He didn’t understand what the Eagletons could do, what they

could accomplish with their money and their power. She’d already
seen what they were capable of. Hadn’t they paid and maneuvered
to have their son’s mistakes glossed over? Hadn’t they managed,
with a few phone calls and a few favors called in, to have his death,



and the death of the woman with him, turned from the grisly waste it
had been into a tragic accident?

There had never been any mention in the press about alcohol and
adultery. As far as the public was concerned, Anthony Eagleton, heir
to the Eagleton fortune, had died as a result of a slippery road and
faulty steering, and not his criminally careless drunk driving. The
woman who had died with him had been turned from his mistress
into his secretary.

The divorce proceedings that Laura had started had been erased,
shredded, negated. No shadow of scandal would fall over the
memory of Anthony Eagleton or over the family name. She’d been
pressured into playing the shocked and grieving widow.

She had been shocked. She had grieved. Not for what had been
lost—not on a lonely stretch of road outside of Boston—but for what
had been lost so soon after her wedding night.

There was no use looking back, Laura reminded herself. Now,
especially now, she had to look forward. Whatever had happened
between her and Tony, they had created a life. And that life was hers
to protect and to cherish.

With the spring snow glistening and untouched as far as she
could see, she could believe that everything would work out for the
best.

“What are you thinking?”
Startled, she turned toward Gabe with a little laugh. “I didn’t hear

you.”
“You weren’t listening.” He pulled the door closed behind him. “It’s

cold out here.”
“It feels wonderful. How much is there, do you think?”
“Three and a half, maybe four feet.”
“I’ve never seen so much snow before. I can’t imagine it ever

melting and letting the grass grow.”
His hands were bare. He tucked them in the pockets of his jacket.

“I came here in November and there was already snow. I’ve never
seen it any other way.”

She tried to imagine that, living in a place where the snow never
melted. No, she thought, she would need the spring, the buds, the



green, the promise. “How long will you stay?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.”
She turned to smile at him, though she felt a touch of envy at his

being so unfettered. “All those paintings. You’ll need to have a show.”
“Sooner or later.” He moved his shoulders, suddenly restless. San

Francisco, his family, his memories, seemed very far away. “No
hurry.”

“Art needs to be seen and appreciated,” she murmured, thinking
out loud. “It shouldn’t be hidden up here.”

“And people should?”
“Do you mean me, or is that what you’re doing, too? Hiding?”
“I’m working,” he said evenly.
“A man like you could work anywhere, I think. You’d just elbow

people aside and go to it.”
He had to grin. “Maybe, but now and again I like to have some

space. Once you make a name, people tend to look over your
shoulder.”

“Well, I, for one, am glad you came here, for whatever reason.”
She brushed the hair away from her face. “I should go back in, but I
don’t want to.” She was smiling as she leaned back against the post.

His eyes narrowed. When he cupped her face in his hands, his
fingers were cold and firm. “There’s something about your eyes,” he
murmured, turning her face fully into the light. “They say everything a
man wants a woman to say, and a great deal he doesn’t. You have
old eyes, Laura. Old, sad eyes.”

She said nothing, not because her mind was empty, but because
it was suddenly filled with so many things, so many thoughts, so
many wishes. She hadn’t thought she could feel anything like this
again, and certainly not this longing for a man. Her skin warmed with
it, even though his touch was cool, almost disinterested.

The sexual tug surprised her, even embarrassed her a little. But it
was the emotional pull, the slow, hard drag of it, that kept her silent.

“I wonder what you’ve seen in your life.”
As if of their own volition, his fingers stroked her cheek. They were

long, slender, artistic, but hard and strong. Even so, he might merely



have been familiarizing himself with the shape of her face, with the
texture of her skin. An artist with his subject.

The longing leaped inside her, the foolish, impossible longing to
be loved, held, desired, not for her face, not for the image a man
could see, but for the woman inside.

“I’m getting tired,” she said, managing to keep her voice steady. “I
think I’ll go to bed now.”

He didn’t move out of her way immediately. And his hand lingered.
He couldn’t have said what kept him there, staring at her, searching
the eyes he found so fascinating. Then he stepped back quickly and
shoved the door open for her.

“Good night, Gabe.”
“Good night.”
He stayed out in the cold, wondering what was wrong with him.

For a moment, damn it, for a great deal longer than a moment, he’d
found himself wanting her. Filled with self-disgust, he pulled out a
cigarette. A man had to be sinking low to think about making love to
a woman who was more than seven months along with another
man’s child.

But it was a long time before he could convince himself he’d
imagined it.



Chapter Three

He wondered what she was thinking. She looked so serene, so
quietly content. The pale pink sweater she wore fell into a soft cowl
at her throat. Her hair shimmered to her shoulders. Again she wore
no jewelry, nothing to draw attention away from her, nothing to draw
attention to her.

Gabe rarely used models in his work, because even if they
managed to hold the pose for as long as he demanded they began
to look bored and restless. Laura, on the other hand, looked as
though she could sit endlessly with that same soft smile on her face.

That was part of what he wanted to capture in the portrait. That
inner patience, that … well, he supposed he could call it a gracious
acceptance of time—what had come before, and what was up
ahead. He’d never had much patience, not with people, not with his
work, not with himself. It was a trait he could admire in her without
having the urge to develop it himself.

Yet there was something more, something beyond the utterly
feminine beauty and the Madonna-like calm. From time to time he
saw a fierceness in her, a warriorlike determination. He could see
that she was a woman who would do whatever was necessary to
protect what was hers. Judging from her story, all that was hers was
the child she carried.

She had more to tell, he mused as he ran the pencil over the pad.
The bits and pieces she’d offered had only been given to keep him
from asking more. He hadn’t asked for more. It wasn’t his usual
style, once he’d decided an explanation was called for, to accept a
partial one. He couldn’t quite make himself push for the whole when
even the portion she’d given him had plainly cost her so much.

There was still time. The radio continued to squawk about the
roads that were closed and the snow that was yet to come. The
Rockies could be treacherous in the spring. Gabe estimated it would



be two weeks, perhaps three, before a trip could be managed with
real safety.

It was odd, but he would have thought the enforced company
would annoy him. Instead, he found himself pleased to have had his
self-imposed solitude broken. It had been a long time since he’d
done a portrait. Maybe too long. But he hadn’t been able to face
flesh and blood, not since Michael.

In the cabin, cut off from memories and reminders, he’d begun the
healing process. In San Francisco he hadn’t been able to pick up a
brush. Grief had done more than make him weak. For a time it had
made him … blank.

But here, secluded, solitary, he’d painted landscapes, still lifes,
half-remembered dreams and seascapes from old sketches. It had
been enough. Not until Laura had he felt the need to paint the
human face again.

Once he’d believed in destiny, in a pattern of life that was meant
to be even before birth. Michael’s death had changed that. From that
point, Gabe had had to blame something, someone. It had been
easiest, and most painful, to blame himself. Now, sketching Laura,
thinking over the odd set of circumstances that had brought her into
his life, he began to wonder again.

And what, he asked himself yet again, was she thinking?
“Are you tired?”
“No.” She answered, but she didn’t move. He’d stationed a chair

by the window, angling it so that she was facing him but still able to
look out. The light fell over her, bringing no shadows. “I like to look at
the snow. There are tracks in it now, and I wonder what animals
might have passed by without us seeing. And I can see the
mountains. They look so old and angry. Back east they’re more
tame, more good-natured.”

He absently murmured his agreement as he studied his sketch. It
was good, but it wasn’t right, and he wanted to begin working on
canvas soon. He set the pad aside and frowned at her. She stared
back, patient and—if he wasn’t reading her incorrectly—amused. “Do
you have anything else to wear? Something off-the-shoulder,
maybe?”



The amusement was even more evident now. “Sorry, my
wardrobe’s a bit limited at the moment.”

He rose and began to pace, to the fire, to the window, back to the
table. When he strode over to take her face in his hand and turn it
this way and that, she sat obligingly. After three days of posing, she
was used to it. She might have been an arrangement of flowers,
Laura thought, or a bowl of fruit. It was as if that one moment of
awareness on the snow-covered porch had never happened. She’d
already convinced herself that she’d imagined that look in his eyes—
and, more, her response to it.

He was the artist. She was the clay. And she’d been there before.
“You have a completely feminine face,” he began, talking more to

himself than to her. “Alluring and yet composed, and soft, even with
the angular shape and those cheekbones. It’s not threatening, and
yet, it’s utterly distracting. This—” his thumb brushed casually over
her full lower lip “—says sex, even while your eyes promise love and
devotion. And the fact that you’re ripe—”

“Ripe?” She laughed, and the hands that had clenched in her lap
relaxed again.

“Isn’t that what pregnancy is? It only adds to the fascination.
There’s a promise and a fulfillment and—despite education and
progress—a compelling mystery to a woman with child. Like an
angel.”

“How?”
As he spoke, he began to fuss with her hair, drawing it back, piling

it up, letting it fall again. “We see angels as ethereal creatures,
mystic, above human desires and flaws, but the fact is, they were
human once.”

His words appealed to her, made her smile. “Do you believe in
angels?”

His hand was still in her hair, but he’d forgotten, totally forgotten,
the practical reason for it. “Life wouldn’t be worth much if you didn’t.”
She had the hair of an angel, shimmery-blond, cloud-soft. Feeling
suddenly awkward, he drew his hand away and tucked it in the
pocket of his baggy corduroys.



“Would you like to take a break?” she asked him. Her hands were
balled in her lap again.

“Yeah. Rest for an hour. I need to think this through.” He stepped
back automatically when she rose. When he wasn’t working, he took
great care not to come into physical contact with her. It was
disturbing how much he wanted to touch her. “Put your feet up.”
When she lifted a brow at that, he shifted uncomfortably. “It
recommended it in that book you leave lying around. I figured it
wouldn’t hurt for me to glance through it, under the circumstances.”

“You’re very kind.”
“Self-preservation.” Things happened to him when she smiled like

that. Things he recognized but didn’t want to acknowledge. “The
more I make sure you take care of yourself, the less chance there is
of you going into labor before the roads are clear.”

“I’ve got more than a month,” she reminded him. “But I appreciate
you worrying about me—about us.”

“Put your feet up,” he repeated. “I’ll get you some milk.”
“But I—”
“You’ve only had one glass today.” With an impatient gesture, he

motioned her to the sofa before he walked into the kitchen.
With a little sigh of relief, Laura settled back against the cushions.

Putting her feet up wasn’t as easy as it once had been, but she
managed to prop them on the edge of the coffee table. The heat
from the fire radiated toward her, making her wish she could curl up
in front of it. If she did, she thought wryly, it would take a crane to
haul her back up again.

He was being so kind, Laura thought as she turned her head
toward the sound of Gabe rummaging in the kitchen. He didn’t like
her to remind him of it, but he was. No one had ever treated her
quite like this—as an equal, yet as someone to be protected. As a
friend, she thought, without tallying a list of obligations, a list of debts
that had to be paid. Whether he listed them or not, someday, when
she was able, she’d find a way to pay him back. Someday.

She could see the future if she closed her eyes and thought calm
thoughts. She’d have a little apartment somewhere in the city. Any
city. There would be a room for the baby, something in sunny yellows



and glossy whites, with fairy-tale prints on the walls. She’d have a
rocking chair she could sit in with the baby during the long, quiet
nights, when the rest of the world was asleep.

And she wouldn’t be alone anymore.
Opening her eyes, she saw Gabe standing over her. She wanted,

badly, to reach up, to take his hands and draw in some of the
strength and confidence she felt radiating from him. She wanted,
more, for him to run his thumb along her lip again, slowly, gently, as
though she were a woman, rather than a thing to be painted.

Instead, she reached up to take the glass of milk he held. “After
the baby’s born and I finish nursing, I’m never going to drink a drop
of milk again.”

“This is the last of the fresh,” he told her. “Tomorrow you go on
powdered and canned.”

“Oh, joy.” Grimacing, she downed half the contents of the glass. “I
pretend it’s coffee, you know. Strong, black coffee.” She sipped
again. “Or, if I’m feeling reckless, champagne. French, in fluted
crystal.”

“It’s too bad I don’t have any wineglasses handy. It would help the
illusion. Are you hungry?”

“It’s a myth about eating for two, and if I gain much more weight I’ll
begin to moo.” Content, she settled back again. “That painting of
Paris … did you do it here?”

He glanced over at the work. So she’d been there, he thought. It
was a moody, almost surreal study of the Bois de Boulogne. “Yes,
from old sketches and memory. When were you there?”

“I didn’t say I’d been to Paris.”
“You wouldn’t have recognized it otherwise.” He took the empty

glass out of her hand and set it aside. “The more secretive you are,
Laura, the more it makes me want to dig.”

“A year ago,” she said stiffly. “I spent two weeks there.”
“How did you like it?”
“Paris?” She ordered herself to relax. It had been a lifetime ago,

almost long enough that she could imagine it had all happened to
someone else. “It’s a beautiful city, like an old, old woman who still
knows how to flirt. The flowers were blooming, and the smells were



incredible. It rained and rained, for three days, and you could sit and
watch the black umbrellas hurrying by and the blossoms opening
up.”

Instinctively he put a hand over hers to calm the agitated
movement of her fingers. “You weren’t happy there.”

“Paris in the spring?” She concentrated on making her hands go
limp. “Only a fool wouldn’t be happy there.”

“The baby’s father … was he with you there?”
“Why does it matter?”
It shouldn’t have mattered. But now, whenever he looked at the

painting, he would think of her. And he had to know. “Did you love
him?”

Had she? Laura looked back at the fire, but the only answers were
within herself. Had she loved Tony? Her lips curved a little. Yes, she
had, she had loved the Tony she’d imagined him to be. “Very much. I
loved him very much.”

“How long have you been alone?”
“I’m not.” She laid a hand on her stomach. When she felt the

answering movement, her smile widened. Taking Gabe’s hand, she
pressed it against her. “Feel that? Incredible, isn’t it? Someone’s in
there.”

He felt the stirring beneath his hand, gentle at first, then with a
punch that surprised him. Without thinking, he moved closer. “That
felt like a left jab. Makes you feel as though it’s fighting to get out.”
He knew the feeling, the impatience, the frustration at being trapped
in one world while you longed for another. “How does it feel from the
other side?”

“Alive.” Laughing, she left her hand over his. “In Dallas they put a
monitor on, and I could hear the baby’s heartbeat. It was so fast, so
impatient. Nothing in the world ever sounded so wonderful. And I
think …”

But he was looking at her now, deeply, intently. Their hands were
still joined, their bodies just brushing. Even as the life inside her
quickened, so did her pulse. The warmth, the intimacy, of the
moment washed over her, leaving her breathless and full of needs.



He wanted to hold her, badly. The urge to gather her close and
just hold on was so sharp, so intense that he hurt. He dreamed of
her every night when he struggled for sleep on the floor of the spare
room. In his dreams they were curled in bed together, with her breath
warm on his cheek and her hair tangled in his hands. And when he
woke from the dreams he told himself he was mad. He told himself
that again now and moved aside.

Though they were no longer touching, he could feel, as well as
hear, her long, quiet sigh.

“I’d like to work some more, if you’re up to it.”
“Of course.” She wanted to weep. That was natural, she told

herself. Pregnant women wept easily. Their emotions ran on the
surface, to be bruised and battered without effort, and often without
cause.

“I’ve got something in mind. Hold on a minute.”
She waited, still sitting, while he went into the spare room.

Moments later he came back holding a navy blue shirt.
“Put this on. I think the contrast between the man’s shirt and your

face might be the answer.”
“All right.” Laura went into the bedroom and stripped off the big

pink sweater. She started to draw an arm through the sleeve and
then she caught his scent. It was there, clinging to the heavy cotton.
Tough, and unapologetically sexual. Man. Unable to resist, she
rubbed her cheek over it. The material was soft. The scent was not,
but somehow even the scent of him made her feel safe. And yet,
foolish as it seemed, it made her feel a dull, deep tremor of desire.

Wasn’t it wrong to want as a woman, to want Gabe as a man,
when she carried such a responsibility? But it didn’t seem wrong
when she felt so close to him. He had sorrows, too. She could see
them, sense them. Perhaps it was that common ground, and their
isolation, that made her feel as though she’d known him, cared about
him, for so long.

With a sigh, she slipped into the shirt. What did she know about
her own feelings? The first, the only, time she’d trusted them
completely had brought misery. Whatever emotions Gabe stirred in
her, she would be wise to keep gratitude in the forefront.



When she stepped back into the main cabin, he was going
through his sketches, rejecting, considering, accepting. He glanced
up and realized that his conception of Laura fell far, far short of the
mark.

She looked like the angel he’d spoken of, illusory, golden, yet tied
now to the earth. He preferred to think of her as an illusion rather
than as a woman, one who stirred him.

“That’s more of the look I want,” he said, managing to keep his
voice steady. “The color’s good on you, and the straight-line
masculine style is a nice contrast.”

“You may not get it back anytime soon. It’s wonderfully
comfortable.”

“Consider it a loan.”
He walked over to the chair as she sat and shifted into the precise

pose she’d been in before the break. Not for the first time, Gabe
wondered if she’d modeled before. That was another question, for
another time.

“Let’s try something else.” He shifted her, mere inches, muttering
to himself. Laura nearly smiled. She was back to being a bowl of
fruit.

“Damn, I wish we had some flowers. A rose. Just one rose.”
“You could imagine one.”
“I may.” He tilted her head a fraction to the left before he stood

back. “This feels right, so I’m going to draw it on canvas. I’ve wasted
enough time on rough sketches.”

“Three whole days.”
“I’ve completed paintings in half that time when things clicked.”
She could see it, him sitting on a tall stool at an easel, working

feverishly, brows lowered, eyes narrowed, those long, narrow hands
creating. “There are some in here you haven’t finished at all.”

“Mood changed.” He was already making broad strokes on
canvas with his pencil. “Do you finish everything you start?”

She thought about that. “I suppose not, but people are always
saying you should.”

“When something’s not right, why drag it out to the bitter end?”



“Sometimes you promise,” she murmured, thinking of her
marriage vows.

Because he was watching her closely, he saw the swift look of
regret. As always, though he tried to block it, her emotions touched a
chord in him. “Sometimes promises can’t be kept.”

“No. But they should be,” she said quietly. Then she fell silent.
He worked for nearly an hour, defining, refining, perfecting. She

was giving him the mood he wanted. Pensive, patient, sensuous. He
already knew, even before the first brush stroke, that this would be
one of his best. Perhaps his very best. And he knew he would have
to paint her again, in other moods, in other poses.

But that was for tomorrow. Today, now, he needed to capture the
tone of her, the feel, the simplicity. That was pencil lines and curves.
Black against white, and a few shades of gray. Tomorrow he would
begin filling in, adding the color, the complexities. When he had
finished he would have the whole of her on canvas, and he would
know her fully, as no one had ever before or would ever again.

“Will you let me see it as you go along?”
“What?”
“The painting.” Laura kept her head still but shifted her eyes from

the window to him. “I know artists are supposed to be temperamental
about showing their work before it’s finished.”

“I’m not temperamental.” He lifted his gaze to hers, as if inviting
her to disagree.

“Anyone could see that.” Though she kept her expression sober,
he could hear the amusement in her voice. “So will you let me see
it?”

“Doesn’t matter to me. As long as you realize that if you see
something you don’t like I won’t change it.”

This time she did laugh, more freely, more richly than before. His
fingers tightened on the pencil. “You mean if I see something that
wounds my vanity? You don’t have to worry about that. I’m not vain.”

“All beautiful women are vain. They’re entitled.”
“People are only vain if their looks matter to them.”
This time he laughed, but cynically. He set down his pencil. “And

yours don’t matter to you?”



“I didn’t do anything to earn them, did I? An accident of fate, or a
stroke of luck. If I were terribly smart or talented somehow I’d
probably be annoyed with my looks, because people look at them
and nothing else.” She shrugged, then settled with perfect ease into
the pose again. “But since I’m neither of those, I’ve learned to accept
that looking a certain way is … I don’t know, a gift that makes up for
a lack of other things.”

“What would you trade your beauty for?”
“Any number of things. But then, a trade isn’t earning, either, so it

wouldn’t count. Will you tell me something?”
“Probably.” He took a rag out of his back pocket and dusted off his

hands.
“Which are you more vain about, your looks or your work?”
He tossed the rag aside. It was odd that she could look so sad, so

serious, and still make him laugh. “No one’s ever accused me of
being beautiful, so there’s no contest.” He started to turn the easel.
When she began to rise, he motioned her back. “No, relax. Look
from there and tell me what you think.”

Laura settled back and studied. It was only a sketch, less detailed
than many of the others he’d done. It was her face and torso, her
right hand resting lightly just below her left shoulder. For some
reason it seemed a protective pose, not defensive, but cautious.

He’d been right about the shirt, she realized. It made her seem
more of a woman than any amount of lace or silks could have. Her
hair was long and loose, falling in heavy, disordered curls that
contradicted the pose. She hadn’t expected to find any surprises in
her face, but as she studied his conception of it, she shifted
uncomfortably in her chair.

“I’m not as sad as you make me look.”
“I’ve already warned you I wouldn’t change anything.”
“You’re free to paint as you please. I’m simply telling you that you

have a misconception.”
There was a huffiness in her voice that amused him. He turned

the easel around again but didn’t bother to look at his work. “I don’t
think so.”

“I’m hardly tragic.”



“Tragic?” He rocked back on his heels as he studied her. “There’s
nothing tragic about the woman in the painting. Valiant is the word.”

She smiled at that and pushed herself out of the chair. “I’m not
valiant, either, but it’s your painting.”

“We agree on that.”
“Gabe!”
She flung out a hand. The urgency in her voice had him crossing

to her quickly and gripping her hand. “What is it?”
“Look, look out there.” She turned to him, using her free hand to

point.
Not urgency, Gabe realized. He was tempted to strangle her.

Excitement. The excitement of seeing a solitary buck less than two
yards from the window. It stood deep in snow, its head lifted,
scenting the air. Arrogantly, and without a trace of fear, it stared at
them through the glass.

“Oh, he’s wonderful. I’ve never seen one so big before, or so
close.”

It was easy to share the pleasure. A deer, a fox, a hawk circling
overhead … those were some of the things that had helped him over
his own grief.

“A few weeks ago I hiked down to a stream about a mile south of
here. I came across a whole family. I was downwind, and I managed
three sketches before the doe spotted me.”

“This whole place belongs to him. Can you imagine it? Acres and
acres. He must know it, even enjoy it, or else he wouldn’t look so
sure of himself.” She laughed again, and pressed her free hand to
the frosted glass. “You know, it’s as if we were exhibits and he’d
come to take a quick look around the zoo.”

The deer nosed down in the snow, perhaps looking for the grass
that was buried far beneath, perhaps scenting another animal. He
moved slowly, confident in his solitude. Around him the trees dripped
with ice and snow.

Abruptly he raised his head, his crown of antlers plunging high in
the air. In bounds and leaps he raced across the snow and
disappeared into the woods beyond.

Laughing, Laura turned, then instantly forgot everything.



She hadn’t realized they had moved so close together. Nor had
he. Their hands were still linked. Beside them the sun streamed in,
losing power as the afternoon moved toward evening. And the cabin,
like the woods beyond, was absolutely silent.

He touched her. He hadn’t known he would, but the moment his
fingers grazed her cheek he knew he needed to. She didn’t move
away. Perhaps he would have accepted it if she had. He wanted to
believe he would have accepted it. But she didn’t move.

There were nerves. He felt them in the hand that trembled in his.
He had them, too. Another new experience. How did he approach
her, when he knew he had no business approaching her? How did
he resist what common sense told him he had to resist?

Yet her skin was warm under his touch. Real. Not a portrait, but a
woman. Whatever had happened in her life, whatever had made her
into the woman she was, that was yesterday. This was now. Her
eyes, wide and more than a little frightened, were on his. She didn’t
move. She waited.

He swore at himself even as he slowly, ever so slowly, lowered his
lips to hers.

It was madness to allow it. It was more than madness to want it.
But even before his lips touched hers she felt herself give in to him.
As she gave, she braced herself, not knowing what to expect for
herself, or for him.

It might have been the first. That was her one and only thought as
his mouth closed over hers. Not just the first with him but the first
with anyone. No one had ever kissed her like this. She had known
passion, the quick, almost painful desire that came from heat and
frenzy. She had known demands, some that she could answer, some
that she could not. She had known the anger and the hunger a man
could have for a woman, but she had never known, had never
imagined, this kind of reverence.

And yet, even with that, there were hints of darker needs, needs
held down by chains, that made the embrace more exciting, more
involving, than any other. His hands were in her hair, searching,
exploring, while his lips moved endlessly over hers. She felt the



world tip and knew instinctively that he would be there to right it
again.

He had to stop. He couldn’t stop. One taste, just one taste, and he
craved more. It seemed he’d been empty, without knowing it, and
now—incredibly, swiftly, terrifyingly—he was filled.

Her hands, hesitant, somehow innocent, slipped over his arms to
his shoulders. When she parted her lips, there was that same
curious shyness in the invitation. He could smell the spring, though it
was still buried beneath the snow, could smell it in her hair, on her
skin. Even the woodsmoke that always tinted the air in the cabin
couldn’t overwhelm it. Logs shifted in the grate, and the wind that
came up with evening began to moan against the window. And
Laura, her mouth warm and giving under his, sighed.

He wanted to play out the fantasy, to draw her up into his arms
and take her to bed. To lie with her, to slip his shirt from her and feel
her skin against his own. To have her touch him, hold on to him.
Trust him.

The war inside him raged on. She wasn’t merely a woman, she
was a woman who was carrying a child. And growing inside her was
not merely a child, but the child of another man, one she had loved.

She wasn’t his to love. He wasn’t hers to trust. Still, she pulled at
him, her secrets, her eyes, eyes that said much, much more than her
words, and her beauty, which she didn’t seem to understand went far
beyond the shape and texture of her face.

So he had to stop, until he resolved within himself exactly what he
wanted—and until she trusted him enough to tell him the whole truth.

He would have drawn her away from him, but she pressed her
face into his shoulder. “Please don’t say anything, just for a minute.”

There were tears in her voice, and they left him more shaken than
the kiss had. The tug-of-war increased, and finally he lifted a hand to
stroke her hair. The baby turned, moving inside her, against him, and
he wondered what in God’s name he was going to do.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice was under control again, but she didn’t let
go. How could she have known how badly she needed to be held,
when there had been so few times in her life when anyone had
bothered? “I don’t mean to cling.”



“You’re not.”
“Well.” Drawing herself up straight, she stepped back. There were

no tears, but her eyes glimmered with the effort it took to hold them
in. “You were going to say that you didn’t mean for that to happen,
but it’s all right.”

“I didn’t mean for that to happen,” he said evenly. “But that’s not
an apology.”

“Oh.” A little nonplussed, she braced a hand on the back of the
chair. “I suppose what I meant is that I don’t want you to feel— I
don’t want you to think that I— Hell.” With that, she gave in and sat.
“I’m trying to say that I’m not upset that you kissed me and that I
understand.”

“Good.” He felt better, much better than he’d thought he would.
Casually he dragged over another chair and straddled it. “What do
you understand, Laura?”

She’d thought he would let it go at that, take the easy way out.
She struggled to say what she felt without saying too much. “That
you felt a little sorry for me, and involved a bit, because of the
situation, and the painting, too.” Why couldn’t she relax again? And
why was he looking at her that way? “I don’t want you to think that I
misunderstood. I would hardly expect you to be …” The ground was
getting shakier by the minute. She was ready to shut up entirely, but
he quirked a brow and gestured with his hands, inviting her, almost
challenging her, to finish.

“I realize you wouldn’t be attracted to me—physically, that is—
under the circumstances. And I don’t want to think that I interpreted
what just happened as anything other than a—a sort of kindness.”

“That’s funny.” As if he were considering the idea, Gabe reached
up and scratched his chin. “You don’t look stupid. I’m attracted to
you, Laura, and there’s a part of that attraction that’s very, very
physical. Making love with you may not be possible under the
circumstances, but that doesn’t mean that the desire to do so isn’t
there.”

She opened her mouth as if to speak, but ended up just lifting her
hands and then letting them fall again.



“The fact that you’re carrying a child is only part of the reason I
can’t make love with you. The other, though not as obvious, is just as
important. I need the story, Laura, your story. All of it.”

“I can’t.”
“Afraid?”
She shook her head. Her eyes glimmered, but her chin lifted.

“Ashamed.”
He would have expected almost any other reason than that.

“Why? Because you weren’t married to the baby’s father?”
“No. Please don’t ask me.”
He wanted to argue, but he bit the words back. She was looking

pale and tired and just too fragile. “All right, for now. But think about
this. I have feelings for you, and they’re growing much faster than
either of us might like. Right now I’m damned if I know what to do
about it.”

When he rose, she reached up and touched his arm. “Gabe,
there’s nothing to do. I can’t tell you how much I wish it were
otherwise.”

“Life’s what you make it, angel.” He touched her hair then stepped
away. “We need more wood.”

Laura sat in the empty cabin and wished more than she had ever
wished for anything that she had made a better job of hers.



Chapter Four

More snow had fallen during the night. It was, compared to what
had come before, hardly more than a dusting. The fresh inches lay in
mounds and drifts over the rest, where the wind had blown them. In
places the snow was as high as a man. Miniature mountains of it lay
cozily against the windowpanes, shifting constantly in the wind.

Already the sun was melting the fresh fall, and if Laura listened
she could hear the water sliding down the gutters from the roof like
rain. It was a friendly sound, and it made her think of hot tea by a
sizzling fire, a good book read on a lazy afternoon, a nap on the sofa
in early evening.

But this was morning, only an hour or two past dawn. As usual,
she had the cabin to herself.

Gabe was chopping wood. From the kitchen, where she was
optimistically heating milk and a chocolate bar in a pan, she could
hear the steady thud of the ax. She knew the woodbox was full, and
the stack of logs outside the rear door was still high. Even if the
snow lasted into June, they would still have an ample supply. Artist
or not, he was a physical man, and she understood his need to do
something manual and tiring.

It seemed so … normal, she thought. Her cooking in the kitchen,
Gabe splitting logs, icicles growing long and shiny on the eaves
outside the window. Their little world was so well tuned, so self-
contained. It was like this every morning. She would rise to find him
already outdoors, shoveling, chopping, hauling. She would make
fresh coffee or warm what he’d left in the pot. The portable radio
would bring her news from the outside, but it never seemed terribly
important. After a little while he would come in, shake and stomp the
snow off, then accept the cup of coffee she offered him. The routine
would continue with him taking his place in behind the easel and
Laura taking hers by the window.



Sometimes they would talk. Sometimes they would not.
Beneath the routine, she sensed some kind of hurry in him that

she couldn’t understand. Though he might paint for hours, his
movements controlled and measured, he still seemed impatient to
finish. The fact was, the portrait was coming along faster than she
could ever have imagined. She was taking shape on canvas—or
rather the woman he saw when he looked at her was taking shape.
Laura couldn’t understand why he had chosen to make her look so
otherworldly, so dreamy. She was very much a part of the world. The
child she carried grounded her to it.

But she’d learned not to complain, because he didn’t listen.
He’d done other sketches, as well, some full-length, some just of

her face. She told herself he was entitled, particularly if that was all
the payment she could give him for the roof over her head. A few of
the sketches made her uneasy, like the one he’d drawn when she’d
fallen asleep on the sofa late one afternoon. She’d looked so …
defenseless. And she’d felt defenseless when she’d realized that
he’d watched her and drawn her while she was unaware of it.

Not that she was afraid of him. Laura poked halfheartedly at the
mixture of powdered milk, water and chocolate. He’d been kinder to
her than she’d had any right to expect. And, though he could be
terse and brusque, he was the gentlest man she’d ever known.

Perhaps he was attracted to her. Men had often been attracted to
her face. But whether he was or not he treated her with respect and
care. She’d learned not to expect those things when there was
attraction.

With a shrug, she poured the liquid into a mug. Now wasn’t the
time to focus on the feeling Gabe might or might not have. She was
on her own. Fixing a mental image of creamy hot chocolate in her
mind, Laura downed half the contents of the mug. She made a face,
sighed, then lifted the mug again. In a matter of days she would be
on her way to Denver again.

A sudden pain had her gripping the side of the counter for
support. She held on, fighting back the instinctive need to call for
Gabe. It was nothing, she told herself as it began to ease. Moving
carefully, she started into the living room. Gabe’s chopping stopped.



It was in that silence that she heard the other sound. An engine? The
panic came instantly, and almost as quickly was pushed down. They
hadn’t found her. It was ridiculous to even think it. But she walked
quickly, quietly, to the front window to look out.

A snowmobile. The sight of it, shiny and toylike, might have
amused and pleased her if she hadn’t seen the uniformed state
trooper on it. Preparing to stand her ground if it came to that, Laura
moved to the door and opened it a crack.

Gabe had worked up a warm, healthy sweat. He appreciated
being outdoors, appreciated the crisp air, the rhythm of his work. He
couldn’t say that it kept his mind off Laura. Nothing did. But it helped
him put the situation into perspective.

She needed help. He was going to help her.
There were some who knew him who would have been more than

a little surprised by his decision. It wasn’t that anyone would have
accused him of being unfeeling. The sensitivity in his paintings was
proof of his capacity for emotion, passion, compassion. But few
would have thought him capable of unconditional generosity.

It was Michael who had been generous.
Gabe had always been self-absorbed—or, more accurately,

absorbed in his art, driven to depict life, with all its joys and pains.
Michael had simply embraced life.

Now he was gone. Gabe brought the ax down, his breath
whistling through his teeth and puffing white in the thin air. And
Michael’s leaving had left a hole so big, so great, that Gabe wasn’t
certain it could ever be filled.

He heard the engine when his ax was at the apex of his swing.
Distracted, he let it fall so that the blade was buried in wood.
Splinters popped out to join others on the trampled snow. With a
quick glance toward the kitchen window, Gabe started around the
cabin to meet the visitor.

He didn’t make a conscious decision to protect the woman inside.
He didn’t have to. It was the most natural thing in the world.

“How ya doing?” The cop, his full cheeks reddened by wind and
cold, shut off the engine and he nodded to Gabe.



“Well enough.” He judged the trooper to be about twenty-five and
half frozen. “How’s the road?”

Giving a short laugh, the trooper stepped off the snowmobile.
“Let’s just say I hope you’ve got no appointments to keep.”

“Nothing pressing.”
“Good thing.” He offered a gloved hand. “Scott Beecham.”
“Gabe Bradley.”
“I heard somebody bought the old McCampbell place.” With his

hands on his hips, Beecham studied the cabin. “A hell of a winter to
pick for moving in. We’re swinging by to check on everybody on the
ridge, seeing if they need supplies or if anyone’s sick.”

“I stocked up the day of the storm.”
“Good for you.” He gestured toward the Jeep. “At least you’ve got

a fighting chance in a four-wheel drive. Could’ve filled a used car lot
with some of the vehicles towed in. We’re checking around on a
compact, an ’84 Chevy that took a spin into the guardrail about a
quarter mile from here. Abandoned. Driver might have wandered out
and got lost in the blizzard.”

“My wife,” Gabe said. In the doorway, Laura opened her eyes
wide. “She was worried that something had happened to me and got
the idea of driving into town.” Gabe grinned and drew out a cigarette.
“Damn near ran into me. At the rate things were going, I figured it
was best to leave the car where it was and get us back here. Haven’t
been able to get back out to check on the damage.”

“Not as bad as some I’ve seen the last few days. Was she hurt?”
“No. Scared ten years off both of us, though.”
“I’ll bet. Afraid we’re going to have to tow the vehicle in, Mr.

Bradley.” He glanced toward the house. His voice was casual, but
Gabe sensed that he was alert. “Your wife, you say?”

“That’s right.”
“Name on the registration was Malone, Laura Malone.”
“My wife’s maiden name,” Gabe said easily.
On impulse, Laura pushed open the door. “Gabe?”
Both men turned to look at her. The trooper pulled off his hat.

Gabe merely scowled.



“I’m sorry to interrupt—” she smiled “—but I thought the officer
might like some hot coffee.”

The trooper replaced his hat. “That’s mighty tempting, ma’am, and
I appreciate it, but I have to get along. Sorry about your car.”

“My own fault. Can you tell us when the road will be open?”
“Your husband ought to be able to manage a trip into town in a

day or two,” Beecham said. “I wouldn’t recommend the drive for you,
ma’am, for the time being.”

“No.” She smiled at him and hugged her elbows. “I don’t think I’ll
be going anywhere for a little while yet.”

“I’ll just be on my way.” Beecham straddled the snowmobile again.
“You got a shortwave, Mr. Bradley?”

“No.”
“Might not be a bad idea to pick one up next time you’re in town.

More dependable than the phones. When’s your baby due?”
Gabe just stared for a moment. The pronoun had stunned him.

“Four or five weeks.”
“You got yourself plenty of time, then.” With a grin, Beecham

started the engine. “This your first?”
“Yes,” Gabe murmured. “It is.”
“Nothing quite like it. Got myself two girls. Last one decided to be

born on Thanksgiving. Hardly had two bites of pumpkin pie when I
had to drive to the hospital. My wife still says it was my mother’s
sausage stuffing that started her off.” He raised a hand and his voice.
“Take care, Mrs. Bradley.”

They watched, Gabe from the yard, Laura from the doorway, as
the snowmobile scooted up the lane. And then they were alone.

Clearing his throat, Gabe started up the stairs. Laura said nothing,
but she stepped out of the way and closed the door behind him. She
waited until he was sitting on the low stone hearth, unlacing his
boots.

“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“You told the trooper that I was your wife.”
Still frowning, he pried off a boot. “It seemed less complicated that

way.”



“For me,” Laura agreed. “Not for you.”
He shrugged his shoulders and then rose to go into the kitchen.

“Any coffee?”
“Yes.” She heard the glass pot chink against the mug, heard the

liquid pour into the stoneware. He’d lied for her, protected her, and all
she had done was take from him. “Gabe.” Praying that her instincts
and her conscience were right, she walked to the doorway.

“What the hell is this?” He had the pan she’d used to heat the milk
in his hand.

For a moment the tension fled. “If you’re desperate enough, it’s
hot chocolate.”

“It looks like … Well, never mind what it looks like.” He set it back
on the stove. “That powdered stuff tastes filthy, doesn’t it?”

“It’s hard to argue with the truth.”
“I’ll try to make it into town tomorrow.”
“If you do, could you …” Embarrassed, she let her words trail off.
“What do you want?”
“Nothing. It’s stupid. Listen, could we sit down a minute?”
He took her hand before she could back away. “What do you want

from town, Laura?”
“Marshmallows, to toast in the fireplace. I told you it was stupid,”

she murmured, and tried to tug her hand away.
He wanted, God, he wanted just to fold her into his arms. “Is that a

craving or just a whim?”
“I don’t know. It’s just that I look at the fireplace and think about

marshmallows.” Because he wasn’t laughing at her, it was easy to
smile. “Sometimes I can almost smell them.”

“Marshmallows. You don’t want anything to go with them? Like
horseradish?”

She made a face at him. “Another myth.”
“You’re spoiling all my preconceptions.” He wasn’t sure when he’d

lifted her hand to his lips, but after the faintest taste of her skin he
dropped it again. “And you’re not wearing the shirt.”

Though he was no longer touching it, her hand felt warm, warm
and impossibly soft. “Oh.” She took a long breath. He was thinking of



the painting, not of her. He was the artist with his subject again. “I’ll
change.”

“Fine.” More than a little shaken by the extent of his desire for her,
he turned back to the counter and his coffee.

The decision came quickly, or perhaps it had been made the
moment she’d heard him lie for her, protect her. “Gabe, I know you
want to work right away, but I’d like … I feel like I should … I want to
tell you everything, if you still want to hear it.”

He turned back, his eyes were utterly clear and intent. “Why?”
“Because it’s wrong not to trust you.” Again the breath seemed to

sigh out of her. “And because I need someone. We need someone.”
“Sit down,” he said simply, leading her to the couch.
“I don’t know where to start.”
It would probably be easier for her to start further back, he thought

as he tossed another log in the fire. “Where do you come from?” he
asked when he joined her on the couch.

“I’ve lived a lot of places. New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland. My
aunt had a little farm on the Eastern Shore. I lived with her the
longest.”

“Your parents?”
“My mother was very young when I was born. Unmarried. She … I

went to live with my aunt until … until things became difficult for her,
financially. There were foster homes after that. That isn’t really the
point.”

“Isn’t it?”
She took a steadying breath. “I don’t want you to feel sorry for me.

I’m not telling you this so that you’ll feel sorry for me.”
The pride was evident in the tilt of her head, in the tone of her

voice—the same quiet pride he was trying to capture on canvas. His
fingers itched for his sketchpad, even as they itched to touch her
face. “All right, I won’t.”

With a nod, she continued. “From what I can gather, things were
very hard on my mother. Even without the little I was told, it’s easy
enough to imagine. She was only a child. It’s possible that she
wanted to keep me, but it didn’t work out. My aunt was older, but she



had children of her own. I was essentially another mouth to feed, and
when it became difficult to do so, I went into foster care.”

“How old were you?”
“Six the first time. For some reason it just never seemed to work

out. I would stay in one place for a year, in another for two. I hated
not belonging, never being a real part of what everyone else had.
When I was about twelve I went back with my aunt for a short time,
but her husband had problems of his own, and it didn’t last.”

He caught something in her voice, something that made him
tense. “What sort of problems?”

“They don’t matter.” She shook her head and started to rise, but
Gabe put his hand firmly on hers.

“You started this, Laura, now finish it.”
“He drank,” she said quickly. “When he drank he got mean.”
“Mean? Do you mean violent?”
“Yes. When he was sober, he was discontented and critical.

Drunk, he was—could be—vicious.” She rubbed a hand over her
shoulder, as if she were soothing an old wound. “My aunt was his
usual target, but he often went after the children.”

“Did he hit you?”
“Unless I was quick enough to get out of his way.” She managed a

ghost of a smile. “And I learned to be quick. It sounds worse than it
was.”

He doubted it. “Go on.”
“The social services took me away again and placed me in

another home. It was like being put on hold. I remember when I was
sixteen, counting the days until I’d be of age and able to at least fend
for myself. Make … I don’t know, make some of my own decisions.
Then I was. I moved to Pennsylvania and got a job. I was working as
a clerk in a department store in Philadelphia. I had a customer, a
woman, who used to come in regularly. We got friendly, and one day
she came in with a man. He was short and balding—looked like a
bulldog. He nodded to the woman and told her she’d been absolutely
right. Then he handed me a business card and told me to come to
his studio the next day. Of course, I had no intention of going. I
thought … that is, I’d gotten used to men …”



“I imagine you did,” Gabe said dryly.
It still embarrassed her, but since he seemed to take it in stride

she didn’t dwell on it. “In any case, I set the card aside and would
have forgotten about it, but one of the girls who worked with me
picked it up later and went wild. She told me who he was. You might
know the name. Geoffrey Wright.”

Gabe lifted a brow. Wright was one of the most respected fashion
photographers in the business—no, the most. Gabe might not know
much about the fashion business, but a name like Geoffrey Wright’s
crossed boundaries. “It rings a bell.”

“When I found out he was a professional, a well-known
photographer, I decided to take a chance and go to see him.
Everything happened at once. He was very gruff and had me in
makeup and under the lights before I could babble an excuse. I was
terribly embarrassed, but he didn’t seem to notice. He barked out
orders, telling me to stand, sit, lean, turn. He had a fur in his vault—a
full-length sable. He took it out and tossed it around my shoulders. I
thought I was dreaming. I must have said so aloud, because while
he was shooting he laughed and told me that in a year I could wear
sable to breakfast.”

Saying nothing, Gabe settled back. With his eyes narrowed, he
could see her, enveloped in furs. There was a twist in his stomach as
he thought about her becoming one of Wright’s young and casually
disposable mistresses.

“Within a month I had done a layout for Mode magazine. Then I
did another for Her, and one for Charm. It was incredible. One day I
was selling linens and the next I was having dinner with designers.”

“And Wright?”
“No one in my life had ever been as good to me as Geoffrey. Oh, I

knew he saw me as a commodity half the time, but he set himself up
as, I don’t know, a watchdog. He had plans, he’d tell me. Not too
much exposure too quickly. Then, in another two years, there
wouldn’t be a person in the Western world who wouldn’t recognize
my face. It sounded exciting. Most of my life I’d been essentially
anonymous. He liked that, the fact that I’d come from nothing, from



nowhere. I know some of his other models saw him as cold. He often
was. But he was the closest thing I’d ever had to a father.”

“Is that how you saw him?”
“I suppose. And then, after all he’d done for me, after all the time

he’d invested, I let him down.” She started to rise again, and again
Gabe stopped her.

“Where are you going?”
“I need some water.”
“Sit. I’ll get it.”
She used the time to compose herself. Her story was only half

done, and the worst part, the most painful part, was yet to come. He
brought her a clear glass with ice swimming in it. Laura took two long
sips, then continued.

“We went to Paris. It was like being Cinderella and being told
midnight never had to come. We were scheduled to be there for a
month, and because Geoffrey wanted a very French flavor to the
pictures we went all over Paris for the shoot. We went to a party one
night. It was one of those gorgeous spring nights when all the
women are beautiful and the men handsome. And I met Tony.”

He caught the slight break in her voice, the shadow of pain in her
eyes, and knew without being told that she was speaking now of her
baby’s father.

“He was so gallant, so charming. The prince to my Cinderella. For
the next two weeks, whenever I wasn’t working, I was with Tony. We
went dancing, we ate in little cafés and walked in the parks. He was
everything I’d thought I’d wanted and knew I could never have. He
treated me as though I were something rare and valuable, like a
diamond necklace. There was a time when I thought that was love.”

She fell silent for a moment, brooding. That had been her mistake,
her sin, her vanity. Even now, a year later, it cut at her.

“Geoffrey grumbled and talked about rich young pups sowing wild
oats, but I wouldn’t listen. I wanted to be loved, I wanted so terribly
for someone to care, to want me. When Tony asked me to marry
him, I didn’t think twice.”

“You married him?”



“Yes.” She looked at him again. “I know I led you to believe that I
hadn’t married the baby’s father. It seemed easiest.”

“You don’t wear a ring.”
Color washed into her face. The shame of it. “I sold them.”
“I see.” There was no condemnation in the two words, but she felt

it nonetheless.
“We stayed in Paris for our honeymoon. I wanted to go back to the

States and meet his family, but he said we should stay where we
were happy. It seemed right. Geoffrey was furious with me, lectured
and shouted about me wasting myself. At the time I thought he
meant my career, and I ignored him. It was only later that I realized
he meant my life.”

She jumped when a log fell apart in the fire. It was easier to
continue if she looked at the flames, she discovered. “I thought I’d
found everything I’d ever wanted. When I look back I realize that
those weeks we spent in Paris were like a kind of magic, something
that’s not quite real but that you believe because you aren’t clever
enough to see the illusion. Then it was time to come home.”

She linked her hands together and began to fidget. He had come
to recognize it as a sign of inner turmoil. Though the urge was there,
he didn’t take them in his to calm her. “The night before we were to
leave, Tony went out. He said he had some business to tie up. I
waited for him, feeling a little sorry for myself that my new husband
would leave me alone on our last night in Paris. Then, as it got later
and later, I stopped feeling sorry for myself and started feeling
frightened. By the time he got back, it was after three and I was
angry and upset.”

She fell silent again. Gabe pulled the afghan from the back of the
couch and spread it over her lap. “You had a fight.”

“Yes. He was very drunk and belligerent. I’d never seen him like
that before, but I was to see him like that again. I asked him where
he’d been and he said—essentially he told me it was none of my
business. We started shouting at each other, and he told me he’d
been with another woman. At first I thought he said that just to hurt
me, but then I saw that it was true. I started to cry.”



That was the worst of it, Laura thought, looking back on the way
she’d crumbled and wept. “That only made him angrier. He tossed
things around the suite, like a little boy having a tantrum. He said
things, but the gist of it was that I’d have to get used to the way he
lived, and that I hardly had a right to be upset when I’d been
Geoffrey’s whore.”

Her voice broke on the last word, so she lifted the glass and
cooled her throat with the water. “That hurt the most,” she managed.
“Geoffrey was almost like a father to me, never, never anything else.
And Tony knew, he knew that I’d never been with anyone before our
wedding night. I was so angry then, I stood up and began to shout at
him. I don’t even know what I said, but he went into a rage. And he
—”

Gabe saw her fingers tighten like wires on the soft folds of the
afghan. Then he saw how she deliberately, and with great care,
relaxed them again. With an effort, he kept his voice calm. “Did he hit
you, Laura?”

She didn’t answer, couldn’t seem to push the next words out.
Then he touched a hand to her cheek and turned her face to his. Her
eyes were brimming over.

“It was so much worse than with my uncle, because I couldn’t get
away. He was so much stronger and faster. With my uncle, he’d
simply struck out at anyone who didn’t get out of the way in time.
With Tony, there was something viciously deliberate in the way he
tried to hurt me. Then he—” But she couldn’t bring herself to speak
of what had happened next.

It was a moment before she went on, and Gabe sat in silence as
the rage built and built inside him until he thought he’d explode. He
understood temper, he had a hair-trigger one of his own, but he
could never understand, never forgive, anyone who inflicted pain on
someone smaller, weaker.

“When it was over,” she continued, calmer now, “he just went to
sleep. I lay there, not knowing what to do. It’s funny, but later, when I
talked with other women who had had some of the same
experiences, I found out that it’s fairly common to believe you had it
coming somehow.



“The next morning, he wept and he apologized, promised that it
would never happen again. That became the pattern for the time we
were together.”

“You stayed with him?”
The color came and went in her face, and part of that, too, was

shame. “We were married, and I thought I could make it work. Then
we went back to his parents’ home. They hated me right from the
start. Their son, the heir to the throne, had gone behind their back
and married a commoner. We lived with them, and though there was
talk about getting our own house, nothing was ever done about it.
You could sit at the same table, hold a conversation with them, and
be totally ignored. They were amazing. Tony got worse. He began to
see other women, almost flaunting them. They knew what he was
doing, and they knew what was happening to me. The cycle got
uglier and uglier, until I knew I had to get out. I told him I wanted a
divorce.

“That seemed to snap him out of it for a while. He made promises,
swore he’d go into therapy, see a marriage counselor, anything I
wanted. We even began to look at houses. I have to admit that I’d
stopped loving him by this time, and that it was wrong, very wrong,
for me to stay with him, to make promises myself. What I didn’t
realize was that his parents were pulling on the other end. They held
the financial strings and were making it difficult for him to move out.
Then I discovered I was pregnant.”

She laid a hand over her belly, her fingers spread. “Tony was,
well, at best ambivalent about the idea of having a child. His parents
were thrilled. His mother immediately started redecorating a nursery.
She bought antique cribs and cradles, silver spoons, Irish linen.
Though it made me nervous, the way she was taking over, I thought
that the baby might be the way to help us come together. But they
weren’t looking at me as the baby’s mother, any more than they’d
looked at me as Tony’s wife. It was their grandchild, their legacy,
their immortality. We stopped looking for houses, and Tony began to
drink again. I left the night he came home drunk and hit me.”

She drew a careful breath and continued to stare at the fire. “It
wasn’t just me he was hitting now, but the child. That made all the



difference. In fact, it made it incredibly easy to walk out. I called
Geoffrey, buried my pride and asked for a loan. He wired me two
thousand dollars. I got an apartment of my own, found a job and
started divorce proceedings. Ten days later, Tony was dead.”

The pain came, dull and low. Laura shut her eyes and rode it out.
“His mother came to see me, begged me to bury the divorce papers,
to come to the funeral as Tony’s widow. His reputation, his memory,
were all that was important now. I did what she asked, because—
because I could still remember those first days in Paris. After the
funeral I went back to their house. They’d told me there were things
we needed to talk about. That was when they told me what they
wanted, what they intended to have. They said they would pay all my
medical expenses, that I would have the best possible care. And that
after the baby was born they would give me a hundred thousand
dollars to step aside. When I refused, when I had the nerve to be
angry at what they were suggesting, they explained that if I didn’t
cooperate they would simply take the baby. Tony’s baby. They made
it very clear that they had enough money and influence to win a
custody suit. They would bring out the ‘fact’ that I had been
Geoffrey’s mistress, that I had taken money from him. They’d
checked my background and would show that due to my upbringing I
would be an unstable influence on a child. That they, as the child’s
grandparents, could provide a better environment. They gave me
twenty-four hours to think it over. And I ran.”

He didn’t speak for several minutes. What she had told him had
left a bitter taste in his mouth. He had asked for her story, had all but
demanded it. Now that he had it, he wasn’t at all sure he could
handle it.

“Laura, no matter what you were told, how you were threatened, I
don’t believe they could take the child.”

“That isn’t enough? Don’t you see? As long as there’s a chance, I
can’t risk it. I’d never be able to fight them on their terms. I don’t
have the money, the connections.”

“Who are they?” When she hesitated, he took her hand again.
“You’ve trusted me with this much.”



“Their name is Eagleton,” she said. “Thomas and Lorraine
Eagleton of Boston.”

His brows drew together. He knew the name. Who didn’t? But
because of his family’s position, it was more than a name, more than
an image. “You were married to Anthony Eagleton?”

“Yes.” She turned to him then. “You knew him, didn’t you?”
“Not well. Barely. He was more—” More Michael’s age, he’d

started to say. “He was younger. I met him once or twice when he
came to the Coast.” And what he had seen hadn’t impressed him
enough to have him form any opinion. “I read that he had been killed
in a car accident, and I suppose a wife was mentioned, but this past
year has been a little difficult, and I didn’t pay attention. My family
has socialized with the Eagletons occasionally, but they aren’t well
acquainted.”

“Then you know they’re an old, well-established family with old,
well-established money. They consider this child a part of their …
holdings. They’ve had me followed all across the country. Every time
I would settle in a place and begin to relax I’d discover that
detectives were making inquiries about me. I can’t—I won’t—let
them find me.”

He rose, to pace, to light a cigarette, to try to organize his
thoughts and, more, his feelings. “I’d like to ask you something.”

She sighed tiredly. “All right.”
“Once before, when I asked you if you were afraid, you said no,

that you were ashamed. I want to know why.”
“I didn’t fight back, and I didn’t try hard enough to fix what was

wrong. I just let it happen to me. You have no idea how difficult it is to
sit here and admit that I let myself be used, that I let myself be
beaten, that I let myself be driven down so low that I accepted it all.”

“Do you still feel that way?”
“No.” Her chin lifted. “No one’s ever going to take control of my life

again.”
“Good.” He sat on the hearth. The smoke from his cigarette

disappeared up the draft. “I think you’ve had a hell of a time, angel,
worse than anyone deserves. Whether you brought some of it on



yourself, as you choose to think, or if it was just a matter of
circumstances, doesn’t really matter at this point. It’s over.”

“It’s not as easy as that, Gabe. I don’t just have myself to worry
about now.”

“How far are you willing to go to fight them?”
“I’ve told you I can’t—”
He interrupted her with a wave of his hand. “If you had the means.

How far?”
“All the way. As far and as long as it takes. But that isn’t the point,

because I don’t have the means.”
He drew on his cigarette, studied it with apparent interest, then

tossed it into the fire. “You would, if you were married to me.”



Chapter Five

She said nothing, could say nothing. He sat on the hearth, his
legs folded up, his eyes very cool, very calm, on her face. Part of the
enormity of his talent was his ability to focus on an expression and
draw the underlying emotions out of it. Perhaps because he did it so
well, he also knew how to mask emotions when they were his own.

She could hear the logs sizzling behind him. The midmorning
sunlight sparkled through the frost on the windowpanes and landed
at his feet. He seemed totally at ease, as though he’d just suggested
that they have soup for lunch. If her life had depended upon it, Laura
couldn’t have said whether it meant any more to him than that.

Using the table for leverage, she rose.
“I’m tired. I’m going in to lie down.”
“All right. We can talk about this later.”
She whirled around, and it wasn’t anguish or fear he saw on her

face now, it was fury, livid and clear. “How could you sit there and
say something like that to me after everything I’ve told you?”

“You might consider that I said it because of everything you’ve told
me.”

“Oh, the Good Samaritan again.” She detested the bitterness in
her voice, but she could do nothing to stop it. “The white knight,
riding in full of chivalry and good intentions to save the bumbling,
inept female. Do you think I should fall on my knees and be grateful?
That I would blindly let myself be taken over again, fall back into the
same pitiful, destructive pattern a second time, because a man offers
me a way out?”

He thought about controlling his temper, then rose, deciding to let
her see it. “I have no desire to control you, and I’ll be damned if
you’re going to stand there and compare me with some weak-
minded alcoholic wife-beater.”



“What then—the knight on a white charger, selflessly rescuing
damsels in distress?”

He laughed at that, but his anger was still on the edge. “No one’s
ever accused me of that. I’m very selfish, which is another reason for
my suggestion. I’m moody—you’ve been around me long enough to
know that. I have a temper and I can get angry. But I don’t hit
women, and I don’t use them.”

With an effort, she pulled her emotions back in and forced them to
settle. “I didn’t mean to imply that you did, or to compare you with
someone else. It’s the situation that’s comparable.”

“One has nothing to do with the other. The fact that I have money
only works to your advantage.”

“I didn’t marry Tony for his money.”
“No.” His tone softened. “No, I’m sure you didn’t. But in this case

I’m willing to accept that you marry me for mine.”
“Why?”
Something flickered in his eyes and was gone before she could

read it. “That might have been the wisest question to ask first.”
“Maybe you’re right.” She already regretted the outburst of temper

and harsh words, as she invariably did. “I’m asking it now.”
With a nod, he roamed the room, stopping before the nearly

completed portrait. He stared at it, as he had stared at it countless
times before, trying to understand, to define, not only Laura, but
himself.

“I feel something for you. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s very
strong. Stronger than anything I’ve felt before.” He lifted a finger to
the face on canvas. He wished he could explain himself completely,
to himself, to her, but he’d always expressed himself best through
painting. “I’m attracted to you, Laura, and I’ve discovered recently
that I’ve been alone long enough.”

“That might be enough, almost enough, for marriage, but not for
me, not to me. Not with what you’d be taking on.”

“I have some debts to pay,” he murmured, then turned to her
again. “Helping you, and the child, might just clear the slate.”

Whatever anger she’d felt evaporated. It only took the kindness
and the grief in his eyes. “You’ve already helped us, more than I can



ever repay.”
“I don’t want payment.” The impatience, the edge, was back in his

voice. “What I want is you. How many ways do you want me to say
it?”

“I don’t think I want you to say it.” The nerves began to eat at her
again, and she twisted her fingers together. He meant it. She had no
doubt that he meant what he said. The prospect of being wanted by
him both thrilled and terrified her. “Don’t you see, I’ve already made
one terrible mistake.”

He crossed to her, gently drawing her hands apart and into his.
“You’re not indifferent to me?”

“No, but—”
“You’re not afraid of me?”
Some of the tension seeped out of her. “No.”
“Then let me help you.”
“I’m going to have another man’s child.”
“No.” He took her face in his hands because he wanted her eyes

on his. “Marry me, and the child is ours. Privately, publicly, totally.”
The tears came back. “They’ll come.”
“Let them. They won’t touch you again, and they won’t take the

baby.”
Safety. Could what had always eluded her really be only a

promise away? She opened her mouth, knowing that agreement was
on her tongue. Then her heart turned over in her chest and she lifted
a hand to his cheek. “How could I do this to you?”

For an answer, he put his lips to hers. The need was there, she
couldn’t deny it, couldn’t pretend it away. She tasted it as his mouth
drew from hers. She felt it when his hand skimmed through her hair
to brace, both possessive and supportive, at the back of her neck.
Instinctively, wanting to give, she lifted her other hand to his face.
They rested there, comforting.

She wasn’t the only one who had demons, Laura thought. She
wasn’t the only one who needed love and understanding. Because
he was strong, it was easy to forget that he, too, might have pain.
Seeking to soothe, she drew him closer into her arms.



He could have sunk into her, into the softness, the generosity.
This was what he wanted to capture on canvas, her warmth, her
spirit. And this was what he was forced to admit he would never
have the skill to translate. This part of her beauty, this most essential
part, could never be painted. But it could be cherished.

“You need me,” he murmured as he drew her away. “And I need
you.”

She nodded, then rested her head on his shoulder, because that
seemed to say it all.
 

Due to fresh flurries, it was three days before Gabe risked a trip
into town. Laura watched him as he downed a final cup of coffee
before pulling on his coat.

“I’ll be as quick as I can.”
“I’d rather you took your time and paid attention to the roads.”
“The Jeep drives like a tank.” He accepted the gloves she held out

to him but didn’t put them on. “I don’t like leaving you alone.”
“Gabe, I’ve been taking care of myself for a long time.”
“Things have changed. My lawyers have probably sent the

marriage license.”
Immediately she began to fuss with the breakfast dishes. “That

would be quick work.”
“They get paid to work fast, and it’s been three days since I

contacted them. If I can arrange it, I’d like to bring a justice of the
peace back here with me.”

A cup slipped out of her hand and plopped into the soapy water.
“Today?”

“You haven’t changed your mind?”
“No, but—”
“I want my name on the birth certificate.” He had a moment of

panic, vague and disturbing, at her hesitation. “It would be less
complicated if we were married before the baby’s born.”

“Yes, that makes sense.” It seemed so rushed. She plunged her
hands into the water and began to wash. Her first wedding had been
rushed, too, a whirlwind of flowers and champagne and white silk.



“I realize you might prefer something a little more festive, but
under the circumstances—”

“No.” She turned and managed a smile. “No, I don’t care about
that. If you can arrange it for today, here, that’s fine.”

“All right, then. Laura, I’d feel better if you rested until I got back.
You didn’t sleep well.”

She turned back again. No, she hadn’t slept well. The nightmare
had come back, and she hadn’t rested until Gabe had come in and
finally slipped into bed with her. “I won’t overdo.”

“I don’t think it would tax your strength for you to kiss me
goodbye.”

That made her smile. She turned, her hands still dripping, to lift
her lips to his.

“Not even married yet and you’re already kissing me as though
we’ve been together twenty years.” He changed the mood simply by
nipping her lip. In seconds she was clinging to him, and there was
nothing casual about the embrace.

“Better,” he murmured. “Now go lie down. I’ll be back in less than
two hours.”

“Be careful.”
He closed the door. In moments she heard the sound of the

Jeep’s engine chugging to life. Moving into the living room, she
watched Gabe drive away.

Strangely enough, even as the quiet settled over the cabin, she
didn’t feel alone. She felt nervous, she admitted with a little laugh.
Brides were entitled to nerves. If Gabe had his way—and she’d
come to believe that he nearly always did—they would be married
that afternoon.

And her life, Laura realized, would change yet again.
This time it would be better. She would make it better.
As the ache in her lower back grew worse, she pressed her hand

against it. Blaming the discomfort she’d been feeling all morning on
the mattress and a restless night, she walked over to the portrait.

He’d finished it the day before. She knew, because he’d explained
it to her, that the paint would take a few days to set and dry



completely, so she didn’t touch it. She sat on the stool Gabe
sometimes used and studied her own face.

So this was how he saw her, she thought. Her skin was pale, with
only a faint shadow of color along her cheekbones. It was partly that
whiteness, that translucence, that made her appear like the angel he
sometimes called her. She looked as though she were caught in a
daydream, one of the many she’d indulged in during the hours Gabe
had painted. As she had told him—as she had complained—there
was too much vulnerability. It was in her eyes, around her mouth.
There was something strong and independent about the pose, about
the way her head was tilted, but that lost, sad look in her eyes
seemed to negate the strength.

She was reading too much into it, Laura decided as the pain dug,
deep and dull, into her back. Rubbing at it, she rose to look around
the cabin.

She would be married here, in a matter of hours. There would be
no crowd of well-wishers, no pianist playing romantic songs, no trail
of rose petals. Yet, with or without the trimmings, she would be a
bride. She might not be able to make it look festive, but at least she
could tidy up.

The pain in her back drove her to lie down. Two hours later she
heard the Jeep coming down the lane. For a moment longer she lay
there, working to block out the discomfort. Later, she told herself, she
would soak the ache away in a hot tub. She walked into the living
room just as Gabe ushered an elderly couple into the cabin.

“Laura, this is Mr. and Mrs. Witherby. Mr. Witherby is a justice of
the peace.”

“Hello. It’s so nice of you to come all this way.”
“Part of the job,” Mr. Witherby said, adjusting his fogging glasses.

“’Sides that, your young man here wasn’t going to take no for an
answer.”

“Don’t you worry about this old man here.” Mrs. Witherby patted
her husband’s arm and studied Laura. “He loves to complain.”

“Can I get you something, some coffee?”
“Don’t you fuss. Mr. Bradley’s got a carload of supplies. You just

sit down and let him take care of it.” She had already walked over to



lead Laura to the couch with her frail hands. “Man’s nervous as a
goose at Christmas,” she confided. “Let him keep busy for a spell.”

Though she couldn’t imagine Gabe being nervous about anything,
she thought the Witherbys would expect such emotion from a man
about to marry. Laura listened to Gabe rattling bags and cans in the
kitchen. “Maybe I should help him.”

“Now, you sit right here.” Mrs. Witherby motioned to her husband
to sit, as well. “A woman’s entitled to be waited on when she’s
carrying. The good Lord knows you won’t have much time to sit once
that baby’s born.”

Grateful, Laura shifted to ease the throbbing in her back. “You
have children?”

“Had six of them. Now we’ve got twenty-two grandchildren and
five great-grandchildren.”

“And another on the way,” Mr. Witherby stated, pulling out a pipe.
“You can just put that smelly thing away,” his wife told him. “You

aren’t smoking up this room with this lady expecting.”
“I wasn’t going to light it,” he said, and began to chew on the

stem.
Satisfied that her husband had been put in his place, Mrs.

Witherby turned back to Laura. “That’s a pretty picture there.” She
indicated a sprawling landscape that might very well sell for an
amount in six figures. “Your man’s an artist fellow?”

Her man. Laura experienced a twinge of panic and a glow of
pleasure at the phrase. “Yes, Gabe’s an artist.”

“I like pictures,” she said comfortably. “Got me one of the
seashore over my sofa.”

Gabe walked back in carrying an armful of flowers. Feeling
awkward, he cleared his throat. “They sold them at the market.”

“And he bought them out, too,” Mrs. Witherby cackled. Then, with
a few wheezes, she heaved herself off the couch. “You got a vase?
She can’t be carrying all of them.”

“No, at least … I don’t know.”
“Men.” She sighed and then winked at Laura. “Give them to me

and let me take care of it. You can do something useful, like putting
more wood on that fire. Wouldn’t want your lady to catch a chill.”



“Yes, ma’am.”
If he’d ever felt more of a fool, he couldn’t remember when.

Wanting to keep his hands busy, he moved to the fire.
“Don’t let her browbeat you, boy,” Mr. Witherby advised him from

the comfort of his chair. “She’s already spent fifty-two years nagging
me.”

“Somebody had to,” Mrs. Witherby called out from the kitchen,
and he chuckled.

“Sure you two know what you’re getting into?”
Gabe dusted his hands on the thighs of his jeans and grinned.

“No.”
“That’s the spirit.” Witherby laughed and rested his head against

the back of the chair. “Essie, get that bag of bones you call a body
moving, will you? These two people want to get married while they’re
still young.”

“Keep your tongue in your mouth,” she muttered. “Already lost his
teeth.” She came in carrying a watering can filled with flowers. She
set it in the middle of the coffee table, nodded her approval, then
handed Laura a single white carnation.

“Thank you. They’re lovely.” She started to rise and nearly winced
at the stab of pain in her back. Then Gabe was there to take her
hand and draw her to his side.

They stood in front of the fire with wood crackling and the scent of
the flowers merging with that of the smoke. The words were simple
and very old. Despite the countless weddings she’d been to, Mrs.
Witherby dabbed at her eyes.

To love. To honor. To cherish.
For richer. For poorer.
Forsaking all others.
The ring he slipped onto her finger was very plain, just a gold

band that was a size too large. Looking at it, Laura felt something
grow inside her. It was warm and sweet and tremulous. Curling her
hand into his, she repeated the words, and meant them, from her
heart.

Let no man put asunder.
“You may kiss the bride,” Witherby told him, but Gabe didn’t hear.



It was done. It was irrevocable. And until that moment he hadn’t
been completely aware of how much it would mean to him.

With her hand still caught in his, he kissed her and sealed the
promise.

“Congratulations.” Mrs. Witherby brushed her dry lips over Gabe’s
cheek, then Laura’s. “Now you sit down, Mrs. Bradley, and I’m going
to fix you a nice cup of tea before we drag your husband off again.”

“Thank you, but we don’t have any tea.”
“I bought some,” Gabe put in.
“That and everything else he could lay his hands on. Come on,

Ethan, give me a hand.”
“You ought to be able to fix a cup of tea by yourself.”
Mrs. Witherby rolled her eyes. “You’d think the old goat would

have a little more romance, seeing as he’s married more’n five
hundred couples in his time. In the kitchen, Ethan, and give these
young people five minutes alone.”

He grumbled about wanting his supper, but he followed her.
“They’re wonderful,” Laura murmured.
“I don’t think I’d have gotten him away from his TV if she hadn’t

shoved him out the door.”
Silence followed, awkward. “It was nice of you to think of flowers

… and the ring.”
He lifted her hand and studied it. “They don’t have a jewelry store

in Lonesome Ridge. They sell these at the hardware in a little case
next to sixpenny nails. It may just turn your finger green.”

She laughed and knew she’d treasure it even more now. “You
may not believe it, but you may have saved my life by buying that
tea.”

“I got some marshmallows, too.”
She hated it, despised herself for not being able to control it, but

she started to cry. “I’m sorry. I can’t seem to do anything about this.”
Discomfort surged through him. He was feeling edgy himself, and

tears did nothing to help matters. “Look, I know it wasn’t exactly the
wedding of the century. We can have some sort of party or reception
back in San Francisco.”



“No, no, that’s not it.” Though she urged her hands over her face,
the tears kept coming. “It was lovely and sweet and I don’t know how
to thank you.”

“Not crying would be a good start.” He had a bandanna in his
pocket, one that he used more often than not as a paint rag. He drew
it out and offered it to her. “Laura, we’re legally married. That means
you don’t have to be grateful for every bunch of daisies I hand you.”

She sniffled into the cloth and tried to smile. “I think it was the
marshmallows that did it.”

“Keep this up and you won’t get any more.”
“I want you to know …” She dried her face and managed to

compose herself. “I want you to know that I’m going to do everything
I can to make you happy, to make you comfortable, so that you
never regret what you did today.”

“I’m going to regret it,” he said suddenly impatient, “if you keep
making it sound as though I gave someone else the last life jacket as
the ship was sinking. I married you because I wanted to, not to be
noble.”

“Yes, but I—”
“Shut up, Laura.” To make certain she did, he closed his mouth

over hers. And for the first time she felt the true strength of his
passion and need and desire. With a little murmur of surprise, she
drew him closer.

This was what he had needed, all he had needed, to settle him.
Yet even as the first layer of tension dissolved, a new layer, one built
on desire, formed.

“Before too much longer,” he said against her mouth, “we’re going
to finish this. I want to make love with you, Laura. And after I do you
won’t have the strength to thank me.”

Before she could think of a response, Mrs. Witherby came in with
her tea. “Now let the poor thing rest and drink this while it’s hot.” She
set the cup on the table in front of Laura. “I hate to drag you out on
your wedding day, Mr. Bradley, but the sooner you drive us back to
town, the sooner you can get back and fix your wife that nice steak
you bought for supper.”



She moved over to gather up her coat. On impulse, Laura drew
one of the flowers from the watering can and took it to her. “I’m never
going to forget you, Mrs. Witherby.”

“There now.” Touched, she sniffed at the flower. “You just take
care of yourself and that baby of yours. Shake a leg, Ethan.”

“I should only be an hour,” Gabe told her. “The roads aren’t too
bad. I really think you should rest, Laura. You look exhausted.”

“I’m supposed to look glowing, but I promise I won’t lift anything
heavier than a teacup until you get back.”

This time she watched the Jeep drive away, running her finger
over and over her wedding ring. It took so little, she thought, to
change so much. She bent, trying to ease the ache in her back, then
she crossed the room to finish her tea.

Her back had never ached like this, not even after she’d worked a
full day on her aunt’s farm. The pain was constant and deep. She
tried stretching out, then curling up, then stretching out again.
Impatient with herself, she tried to ignore it, concentrating instead on
roasting marshmallows and warming tea.

She’d been alone less than ten minutes when the first contraction
hit.

It wasn’t the vague warning pain she’d read about. It was sharp
and long. Caught off guard, she had no time to breathe her way over
it. Instead, she tensed, fought against it, then collapsed against the
cushions when it faded.

It couldn’t be labor. Her forehead broke out in sweat as she tried
to dismiss the idea. It was too early, a month too early, and it had
come on so suddenly. False labor, she assured herself. Brought on
by nerves and by the excitement of the day.

But the back pain. Struggling to keep calm, she pushed herself
into a sitting position. Was it possible she’d been having back labor
all morning?

No, it had to be false labor. It had to be.
But when the second contraction hit she began to time them.

 
She was in bed when Gabe returned, but she couldn’t call out to

him, because she was riding out the latest contraction. The fear that



had gripped her in a stranglehold for the past hour faded a bit. He
was here, and somehow that meant that everything would be all
right. She heard him toss a log on the fire, took a last cleansing
breath as the pain passed and called out.

The urgency in her voice had him across the room in three strides.
At the bedroom door he paused, and his heart jumped into his throat.

She was propped against the pillows, half lying, half sitting. Her
face was bathed in sweat. Her eyes, always dark, were sheened with
moisture and nearly black.

“I have to go back on our deal,” she managed, struggling with a
smile because she saw the same blank fear she felt reflected on his
face. “The baby’s decided to come a little early.”

He didn’t ask if she was sure or fumble with reasons why it wasn’t
a good idea. He wanted to, but he found himself beside the bed, with
her hand gripped in his. “Take it easy. Just hold on and I’ll phone for
a doctor.”

“Gabe, the phone’s out.” Nerves skipped in and out of her voice. “I
tried it when I realized this was happening so fast.”

“Okay.” Fighting for calm, he brushed the damp hair away from
her face. “There was an accident on the way into town. Lines must
have gone down. I’ll get some extra blankets and I’ll take you in.”

She pressed her lips together. “Gabe, it’s too late. I couldn’t make
the trip.” She tried to swallow, but fear had dried up the moisture in
her mouth and throat. “I’ve been in labor for hours, all morning, and I
didn’t know it. It was back labor, and I didn’t pay attention. With
everything that was going on, I thought it was nerves and the
restless night I’d had.”

“Hours,” he murmured, and eased himself down on the edge of
the bed. His mind went blank, but then her fingers tightened on his.
“How far apart are the pains?”

“Five minutes. I’ve been—” She let her head fall back and began
to breathe in short, deep gasps. Gabe slipped his hand over her and
felt the hardening of her abdomen.

He’d glanced through the birth and baby books she’d brought with
her. To pass the time, he’d told himself, but there had been
something deep inside him that had been compelled to understand



what she was going through. Perhaps it was instinct that had had
him absorbing the advice, the details, the instructions. Now, seeing
her in pain, everything he’d read seemed to slip away from him.

When the contraction passed, her face was shiny with fresh
sweat. “Getting closer,” she whispered. “There’s not much time.”
Though she bit down on her lips, a sob escaped her. “I can’t lose the
baby.”

“The baby’s going to be fine, and so are you.” He squeezed her
hand once reassuringly. They would need towels, lots of them. String
and scissors had to be sterilized. It was really very simple when you
thought about it. He only hoped it was as simple when you put it into
practice.

“Just hang on. I have to get some things.” He saw the doubt flash
in her eyes, and he leaned over her. “I’m not going to leave you. I’m
going to take care of you, Laura. Trust me.”

She nodded, and with her head slumped back on the pillow, she
closed her eyes.

When he came back, her eyes were focused on the ceiling and
she was panting. After setting fresh towels on the foot of the bed, he
spread another blanket over her. “Are you cold?”

She shook her head. “The baby will need to be kept warm. He’s
not full-term.”

“I’ve built up the fire, and there are plenty of blankets.” Gently he
wiped her face with a cool, damp cloth. “You’ve talked to doctors,
you’ve read the books. You know what to expect.”

She looked up at him, trying to swallow past a dry throat. Yes, she
knew what to expect, but reading about it, imagining it, was a far cry
from the experience.

“They lied.” Her mouth moved into a weak smile when his brows
drew together. “They try to tell you it doesn’t hurt so much if you ride
out the pain.”

He brought her hand to his lips and held it there. “Yell all you
want. Scream the roof down. Nobody’s going to hear.”

“I’m not screaming this baby into the world.” Then she gasped,
and her fingers dug into his. “I can’t—”



“Yes, you can. Pant. Pant, Laura. Squeeze my hand. Harder.
Concentrate on that.” He kept his eyes locked on hers while she
pushed air out. “You’re doing fine, better than fine.” When her body
went lax, he moved to the foot of the bed. “The pains are closer?” As
he spoke, he knelt on the mattress and shifted the blanket.

“Almost on top of each other.”
“That means it’s almost over. Hold on to that.”
She tried to moisten her dry lips, but her tongue was thick. “If

anything happens to me, promise you’ll—”
“Nothing’s going to happen.” He bit off the words. Their eyes met

again, hers glazed with pain, his dark with purpose. “Damn it, I’m not
going to lose either of you now, understand? The three of us are
going to pull this off. Now, you’ve got work to do, angel.”

Each time the pains hit her, he shuddered with it. Time seemed to
drag as she struggled through them, then race again as she rested.
Gabe moved back and forth, to arrange her pillows, to wipe her face,
then knelt again to check the progress of birth.

He could hear the fire roaring in the next room, but he still worried
that the cabin would be too cold. Then he worried about the heat,
because Laura’s laboring body was like a furnace.

He hadn’t known birth could be so hard on a woman. He knew
she was close to total exhaustion, but she managed to pull herself
through time after time, recharging somehow during the all-too-brief
moments between contractions. Pain seemed to tear through her,
impossibly hard, impossibly ruthless. His own shirt was soaked with
sweat, and he swore constantly, silently, as he urged her to breathe,
to pant, to concentrate. All his ambitions, his joys, his griefs, whittled
down to focus on that one room, that one moment, that one woman.

It seemed to him that she should weaken, with her body being
battered by the new life fighting to be born. But as the moments
passed she seemed to draw on new reserves of strength. There was
something fierce and valiant about her face as she pushed herself
forward and braced for whatever happened next.

“Do you have a name picked out?” he asked, hoping to distract
her.



“I made lists. Sometimes at night I’d try to imagine what the baby
would look like and try to— Oh, God.”

“Hold on. Breathe, angel. Breathe through it.”
“I can’t. I have to push.”
“Not yet, not yet. Soon.” From his position at the foot of the bed,

he ran his hands over her. “Pant, Laura.”
Her concentration kept slipping in and out. If she stared into his

eyes, if she pulled the strength from them, she would make it. “I can’t
hold off much longer.”

“You don’t have to. I can see the head.” There was wonder in his
voice when he looked back at her. “I can see it. Push with the next
one.”

Giddy, straining with the effort, she bore down. She heard the
long, deep-throated moan, but she didn’t know it was her own voice.
Gabe shouted at her, and in response she automatically began to
pant again.

“That’s good, that’s wonderful.” He barely recognized his own
voice, or his own hands. Both were shaking. “I have the head. Your
baby’s beautiful. The shoulders come next.”

She braced herself, desperate to see. “Oh, God.” Tears mixed
with sweat as she steepled her hands over her mouth. “It’s so little.”

“And strong as an ox. You have to push the shoulders out.” Sweat
dripped off his forehead as he cupped the baby’s head in his hand
and leaned over it. “Come on, Laura, let’s have a look at the rest of
it.”

Her fingers dug into the blankets, and her head fell back. And she
gave birth. Over her own gasping breaths she heard the first cry.

“A boy.” Gabe’s eyes were wet as he held the squirming new life
in his hands. “You have a son.”

As the tears rolled, she began to laugh. The pain and the terror
were forgotten. “A boy. A little boy.”

“With a loud mouth, ten fingers and ten toes.” He reached for her
hand and gripped it hard. “He’s perfect, angel.”

Their fingers linked over the baby, and the cabin echoed with the
high, indignant wails of the newborn.



* * *
She couldn’t rest. Laura knew Gabe wanted her to sleep, but she

couldn’t shut her eyes. The baby, nearly an hour old now, was
wrapped in blankets and tucked in the curve of her arm. He was
sleeping, she thought, but she couldn’t stop herself from tracing a
fingertip over his face.

So tiny. Five pounds, seven ounces, on the vegetable scale that
Gabe had unearthed and scrubbed down. Seventeen and a half
inches tall, and with only a bit of pale blond peach fuzz covering his
head. She couldn’t stop looking at him.

“He’s not going to disappear, you know.”
Laura glanced up at the doorway and smiled. Fatigue had left her

skin almost pale enough to see through. Triumph had given her eyes
a rich glow. “I know.” She held out a hand in invitation. “I’m glad you
came in,” she said as he sat on the bed. “I know you must be
exhausted, but I’d like you to stay a minute.”

“You did all the work,” he murmured, running a finger down the
baby’s cheek.

“That’s not true, and that’s the first thing I want to say. We
wouldn’t have made it without you.”

“Of course you would have. I was basically a cheerleader.”
“No.” Her hand tightened on his, demanding that he look at her.

“You were as responsible for his life as I was. I know what you said
about having your name on the birth certificate, about helping us, but
I want you to know it’s more than that. You brought him into the
world. There’s nothing I can ever do or say that could be enough.
Don’t look like that.” She gave a quiet laugh and settled back among
the pillows. “I know you hate to be thanked, and that’s not what I’m
doing.”

“Isn’t it?”
“No.” She shifted the baby from her arm to his. It was a gesture

that said more, much more, than the words that followed it. “I’m
telling you that you got more than a wife today.”

The baby went on sleeping peacefully, cupped between them.



He didn’t know what to say. He touched the tiny hand and
watched it curl reflexively. As an artist he’d thought he understood
the full range of beauty. Until today.

“I’ve been reading about preemies,” he began. “His weight is
good, and from what the book says a baby born after the thirty-fourth
week is in pretty good shape, but I want to get you both into a
hospital. Will you be strong enough to travel into Colorado Springs
tomorrow?”

“Yes. We’ll both be strong enough.”
“We’ll leave in the morning, then. Do you think you could eat

now?”
“Only a horse.”
He grinned, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to give her back

the baby. “You may have to settle for beefsteak. Isn’t he hungry?”
“I imagine he’ll let us know.”
Just as Laura had been, he was compelled to trace the shape of

the child’s face. “What about that name? We can’t keep calling him
he.”

“No, we can’t.” Laura stroked the soft down on his head. “I was
wondering if you’d like to pick his name.”

“Me?”
“Yes, you must have a favorite, or a name of someone who’s

important to you. I’d like you to choose.”
“Michael,” he murmured, looking down at the sleeping infant.



Chapter Six

San Francisco. It was true that Laura had always wanted to see it,
but she had never expected to arrive there with a two-week-old son
and a husband. And she had never expected to be shown into a tall,
gracious house near the Bay.

Gabe’s house. Hers, too, she thought as she rubbed her thumb
nervously over her wedding ring. It was foolish to be jumpy because
the house was beautiful and big. It was ridiculous to feel small and
insecure because you could taste the wealth and the prominence
just by breathing the air.

But she did.
She stepped into the tiled foyer and wished desperately for the

comfort of the tiny cabin. It had begun to snow again the day they’d
left Colorado, and though the mild spring breeze and the tiny buds
here were wonderful, she found herself wishing for the cold and
ferocity of the mountains.

“It’s lovely,” she managed, glancing up at the gentle curve of the
stairs.

“It was my grandmother’s.” Gabe set down the luggage and took
in the familiar surroundings. It was a house he’d always appreciated
for its beauty and its balance. “She held on to it after her marriage.
Shall I show you around, or would you rather rest?”

She nearly winced. It was as though he were talking to a guest. “If
I rested as much as you’d like, I’d sleep my way through the rest of
the year.”

“Then why don’t I show you the upstairs.” He knew he sounded
polite, overly polite, but he’d been edgy ever since they’d stepped off
the plane. The farther away from Colorado they’d gotten, the farther
Laura had withdrawn from him. It was nothing he could put his finger
on, but it was there.



Hefting two cases, he started up the stairs. He was bringing his
wife, and his son, home. And he didn’t know quite what to say to
either of them. “I’ve used this bedroom.” He strode in and set the
cases at the foot of a big oak bed. “If there’s another you’d prefer, we
can arrange it.”

She nodded, thinking that though they’d shared a motel room
while the baby had been in the hospital they had only shared a bed
in the cabin, the night before Michael had been born. It would be
different here. Everything would be different here.

“It’s a beautiful room.”
Her voice was a little stiff, but she smiled, trying to soften it. The

room was lovely, with its high ceilings and the glossy antiques. There
was a terrace, and through the glass doors she could see a garden
below, with green leaves already formed. The floors were dark with
age and gleaming, just as the Oriental rug was faded with age and
rich with heritage.

“The bath’s through there,” Gabe told her as she ran a finger
down the carving in an old chifforobe. “My studio’s at the end of the
hall. The light’s best there, but there’s a room next to this that might
do as a nursery.”

When they spoke of the baby, things always relaxed between
them. “I’d love to see it. After all those days in the incubator, Michael
deserves a room of his own.”

She followed Gabe out and into the next room. It was decorated in
blues and grays with a stately four-poster and a many-cushioned
window seat. As with the other rooms she’d seen, paintings hung on
the wall, some of them Gabe’s, others by artists he respected.

“It’s beautiful, but what would you do with all these things?”
“They can be stored.” He dismissed the furnishings with a shrug.

“Michael can stay in our room until his is finished.”
“You don’t mind? He’s bound to wake during the night for weeks

yet.”
“I could stick the pair of you in a hotel until it’s convenient.”
She started to speak, but then she recognized the look in his

eyes. “Sorry. I can’t get used to it.”



“Get used to it.” He moved over to cup her face in his hand.
Whenever he did that, she was almost ready to believe that dreams
came true. “I may not have the equipment to feed him, but I figure I
can learn to change a diaper.” He stroked a thumb under her jawline.
“I’ve been told I’m clever with my hands.”

The heat rushed into her face. She was torn between stepping
into his arms and backing away. The baby woke and decided her.
“Speaking of feeding.

“Why don’t you use the bedroom, where you can be comfortable?
I have some calls to make.”

She knew what was coming. “Your family?”
“They’re going to want to meet you. Are you up to it this evening?”
She wanted to snap that she wasn’t an invalid, but she knew he

wasn’t speaking of her physical health. “Yes, of course.”
“Fine. I’ll make arrangements about the nursery. Did you have any

colors in mind?”
“Well, I …” She expected to paint the room herself.
She’d wanted to. Things were different now, she reminded herself.

The cabin had easily become theirs, but the house was his. “I’d like
yellow,” she told him. “With white trim.”

She sat in a chair by the window while Michael suckled hungrily. It
was so good to have him with her all the time instead of having to go
to the hospital to feed him, touch him, watch him. It had been so
hard to leave him there and go back to a hotel room and wait until
she could go back and see him again.

Smiling, she looked down at him. His eyes were closed, and his
hand was pressed against her breast.

He was already gaining weight. Healthy, the doctor in Colorado
Springs had said. Sound as a dollar. And the tag on his little
wristband had read Michael Monroe Bradley.

Who was Michael? she wondered. Gabe’s Michael. She hadn’t
asked, but knew that the name, the person, was important.

“You’re Michael now,” she murmured as the baby began to doze
at her breast.

Later she laid him on the bed, surrounding him with pillows though
she knew he couldn’t roll yet. Going to her suitcase, she took out her



hairbrush. It was silly, of course, to feel compelled to leave some
mark of herself on the room. But she set the brush on Gabe’s bureau
before she left.

She found him downstairs, in a dark-paneled library with soft gray
carpet. Because he was on the phone, she started to back out, but
he waved her in and continued to talk.

“The paintings should be here by the end of the week. Yes, I’m
back in harness again. I haven’t decided. You take a look first. No,
I’m going to be tied up here for a few days, thanks anyway. I’ll let you
know.” He hung up, then glanced at Laura. “Michael?”

“He’s asleep. I know there hasn’t been time, but he’s going to
need his own bed. I thought I could run out and buy something if you
could watch him for a little while.”

“Don’t worry about it. My parents are coming over soon.”
“Oh.”
He sat on the edge of the desk and frowned at her. “They’re not

monsters, Laura.”
“Of course not, it’s just that … It seems we’re so out in the open,”

she blurted out. “The more people who know about Michael, the
more dangerous it is.”

“You can’t keep him in a glass bubble. I thought you trusted me.”
“I did. I do,” she amended quickly, but not quickly enough.
“Did,” Gabe repeated. It wasn’t anger he felt so much as pressing

regret. “You made a decision, Laura. On the day he was born, you
gave him to me. Are you taking him back?”

“No. But things are different here. The cabin was—”
“An excellent place to hide. For both of us. Now it’s time to deal

with what happens next.”
“What does happen?”
He picked up a paperweight, an amber ball with darker gold

streaks in the center. He set it down again, then crossed to her.
She’d shed weight quickly. Her stomach was close to flat, her
breasts were high and full, her hips were impossibly narrow. He
wondered how it would feel to hold her now, now that the waiting
was over.

“We might start with this.”



He kissed her, gently at first, until he felt her first nerves fade into
warmth. That was what he’d been desperate for, that promise, that
comfort. When he gathered her close, she fitted against him as he’d
once imagined she would. Her hair, bound up, was easily set free
with a sweep of his hand. She made a small sound—a murmur of
surprise or acceptance—and then her arms went around him.

And the kiss was no longer gentle.
Passion, barely restrained, and hunger, far from sated, rippled

from him into her. An ache, long buried, grew in her until she was
straining against him, whispering his name.

Then his lips were roaming over her face, raking over her throat,
searing her skin, then cooling it, then searing it again, while his
hands stroked and explored with a new freedom.

Too soon. Some sane part of him knew it was too soon for
anything more than a touch, a taste. But the more he indulged in her,
the more his impatience grew. Taking her by the shoulders, he drew
her away and fought to catch his breath.

“You may not trust me as you once did, angel, but trust this. I want
you.”

Giving in to the need, she held on to him, pressing her face into
his shoulder. “Gabe, is it so wrong of me to wish it was just the three
of us?”

“Not wrong.” He stared over the top of her head as he stroked her
hair. “Just not possible, and less than fair to Michael.”

“You’re right.” Drawing a breath, she stepped back. “I want to go
check on him.”

Shaken by the emotions he pulled out of her, she started back up
the stairs. Halfway up, she stopped, stunned.

She was in love with him. It wasn’t the love she’d come to accept,
the kind that came from gratitude and dependence. It wasn’t even
the strong, beautiful bond that had been forged when they’d brought
Michael into the world. It was more basic than that, the most
elemental love of woman for man. And it was terrifying.

She had loved once before, briefly, painfully. That love had kept
her chained down. All her life she’d been a victim, and her marriage



had both accented that and ultimately freed her. She’d learned
through necessity how to be strong, how to take the right steps.

She couldn’t be that woman again, she thought as her fingers
gripped the banister. She wouldn’t. That was what had bothered her
most about the house, about the things in it. She had stepped into a
house like this before, a house in which she had been out of place
and continually helpless.

Not again, she told herself, and shut her eyes. Never again.
Whatever she felt for Gabe, she wouldn’t allow it to change her

back into that kind of woman. She had a child to protect.
The doorbell rang. Laura sent one swift look over her shoulder,

then fled up the stairs.
When Gabe opened the door, he was immediately enveloped in

soft fur and strong perfume. It was his mother, a woman of
unwavering beauty and unwavering opinions. She didn’t believe in
brushing cheeks, she believed in squeezing, hard and long.

“I’ve missed you. I didn’t know what it would take to drag you off
that mountain, but I didn’t think it would be a wife and a baby.”

“Hello, Mother.” He smiled at her, giving her a quick sweeping look
that took in her stubbornly blond hair and her smooth cheeks. She
had Michael’s eyes. They were a darker green than his own, with
touches of gray. Seeing them brought a pang and a pleasure. “You
look wonderful.”

“So do you, except for the fact that you’ve lost about ten pounds
and can’t afford to. Well, where are they?” With that, Amanda
Bradley marched inside.

“Give the boy a chance, Mandy.” Gabe exchanged bear hugs with
his father, a tall, spare man with a hangdog expression and a razor-
sharp mind. “Glad you’re back. Now she’ll take to rattling your cage
instead of mine.”

“I can handle you both.” She was already slipping off her gloves
with short, quick little motions. “We brought a bottle of champagne
over. I thought since we missed the wedding, the birth and
everything else, we should at least toast the homecoming. For
heaven’s sake, Gabe, don’t just stand there, I’m dying to see them.”



“Laura went up to check the baby. Why don’t we go in and sit
down?”

“This way, Mandy,” Cliff Bradley said, taking his wife’s arm when
she started to object.

“Very well, then. You can hold me off for five minutes by telling me
how your work’s been going.”

“Well.” He watched his parents sit but couldn’t relax enough to
follow suit. “I’ve already called Marion. The paintings I finished in
Colorado should be delivered to her gallery by the end of the week.”

“That’s wonderful. I can’t wait to see them.”
His hands were in his pockets as he moved around the room with

a restlessness both of his parents recognized. “There’s one piece in
particular I’m fond of. I plan to hang it in here, over the fire.”

Amanda lifted a brow and glanced at the empty space above the
mantel. Gabe had always claimed that nothing suited that spot. “It
must be very special.”

“You’ll have to judge for yourself.” He drew out a cigarette, then
set it down when Laura moved into the doorway.

She said nothing for a moment, just studied the couple on the
couch. His parents. His mother was lovely, her smooth skin almost
unlined, her hair swept back to accent her aristocratic features and
fine bones. There were emeralds at her ears and at her throat. She
wore a rose silk suit with a fox stole carelessly thrown over her
shoulders.

His father was tall and lean, like Gabe. Laura saw a diamond wink
at his pinky. He looked sad and quiet, but she saw his eyes sharpen
as he studied her.

“This is my wife, Laura, and our son.”
Braced for whatever was to come, holding the baby protectively

against her breasts, she stepped into the room. Amanda rose first,
only because she always seemed to move quicker than anyone else.

“It’s so nice to meet you at last.” Amanda had reservations, a
chestful of them, but she offered a polite smile. “Gabe didn’t mention
how lovely you were.”

“Thank you.” She felt a little trip-hammer of fear in her throat.
Laura knew formidable when she saw it. Instinctively she lifted her



chin. “I’m glad you could come. Both of you.”
Amanda noted the little gesture of pride and defiance and

approved. “We wanted to meet you at the airport, but Gabe put us
off.”

“Rightly so,” Cliff added in his soothing take-your-time voice. “If I’d
been able to, I’d have held Mandy off another day.”

“Nonsense. I want to see my grandchild. May I?”
Laura’s arms had tightened automatically. Then she looked at

Gabe and relaxed her hold. “Of course.” With care and caution, she
shifted the slight weight into Amanda’s arms.

“Oh, how beautiful.” The cool, sophisticated voice wavered. “How
precious.” The scents, the baby scents of talc and mild soap and
fragile skin, made her sigh. “Gabe said he was premature. No
problems?”

“No, he’s fine.”
As if to prove it, Michael opened his eyes and stared out owlishly.
“There, he looked right at me.” With emeralds glowing on her skin,

Amanda grinned foolishly and cooed. “Looked right at your gran,
didn’t you?”

“He looked at me.” Cliff leaned closer to chuck the baby under the
chin.

“Nonsense. Why should he want to look at you? Do something
useful, Cliff, like opening the champagne.” She clucked and cooed at
the baby while Laura stood twisting her hands. “I hope you don’t
object to the wine. I didn’t ask if you were nursing.”

“Yes, I am, but I don’t think a sip would hurt either of us.”
Approving a second time, Amanda started for the couch. Laura

took an instinctive step forward, then made herself stop. This wasn’t
Lorraine Eagleton, and she wasn’t the same woman who had once
cowered. But as hard as she tried to dispel the image, she saw
herself standing just outside the family circle.

“I’d get glasses,” she said lamely, “but I don’t know where they
are.”

Saying nothing, Gabe went to a cabinet and drew out four
champagne flutes.



Cliff took Laura’s arm. “Why don’t you sit down, dear? You must
be tired after traveling.”

“You sound like Gabe.” Laura found herself smiling as she eased
into a chair.

Glasses were passed. Amanda lifted hers. “We’ll drink to— For
goodness’ sake, I don’t know the child’s name.”

“It’s Michael,” Laura offered. She saw the grief flash into
Amanda’s eyes before she closed them. When she opened them
again, they were wet and brilliant.

“To Michael,” she murmured, and after a sip she leaned down to
kiss the baby’s cheek. Looking up, she smiled at Gabe. “Your father
and I have something in the car for the baby. Would you get it?”

Though they didn’t touch, and the glance lasted only a moment,
Laura saw something pass between them. “I’ll just be a minute.”

“We won’t eat her, for heaven’s sake,” Amanda muttered as her
son left the room.

With a laugh, Cliff rubbed her shoulder. There was something
familiar about the gesture. It was Gabe’s, Laura realized. The same
casual intimacy.

“Have you been to San Francisco before?” he asked Laura,
snapping her back to the present.

“No, I— No. I’d like to offer you something, but I don’t know what
we have.” Or even where the kitchen is, she thought miserably.

“Don’t worry about it.” Cliff draped his arm comfortably over the
back of the chair. “We don’t deserve anything after barging in on
your first day home.”

“Families don’t barge,” Amanda put in.
“Ours does.” Grinning, he leaned over and chucked the baby

under the chin again. “Smiled at me.”
“Grimaced, you mean.” With a laugh of her own, Amanda kissed

her husband’s cheek. “Granddad.”
“I take it the cradle’s for Michael and the roses are for me.” Gabe

strode in, carrying a dark pine cradle heaped with frilly sheets and
topped with a spray of pink roses.

“Oh, the flowers. I completely forgot. And no, they’re certainly not
for you, but for Laura.” Amanda handed the baby to her husband and



rose. Though she moved to rise, Laura saw Cliff tuck the baby easily
in the crook of his arm. “We’ll need some water for these,” Amanda
decided. “No, no, I’ll get it myself.”

No one argued with her as she marched out of the room, carrying
the flowers.

“It’s very lovely,” Laura began, bending from the chair to run a
finger along the smooth wood of the cradle. “We were just talking
about the baby needing a bed of his own.”

“The Bradley bed,” Cliff stated. “Fix those sheets, Gabe, and let’s
see how he takes to it.”

“This cradle’s a family tradition.” Obediently Gabe lifted out the
extra sheets and smoothed on white linen. “My great-grandfather
built it, and all the Bradley children have had their turn rocking in it.”
He took the baby from his father. “Let’s see how you fit, old man.”

Laura watched Gabe set the baby down and give the cradle a
gentle push. Something seemed to break inside her. “Gabe, I can’t.”

Crouched at her feet beside the cradle, he looked up. There was
a dare in his eyes, a challenge, and, she was certain, a buried anger.
“Can’t what?”

“It isn’t right, it isn’t fair.” She drew the baby from the cradle into
her arms. “They have to know.” She might have fled right then and
there, but Amanda came back into the room holding a crystal vase
filled with roses. Sensing tension, and intrigued by it, she continued
in.

“Where would you like these, Laura?”
“I don’t know, I can’t— Gabe, please.”
“I think they’ll look nice by the window,” she said mildly, then

moved over to arrange them to her satisfaction. “Now, then, don’t
you three gentlemen think you could find something to occupy
yourselves while Laura and I have a little talk?”

Panic leaping within, Laura looked from one to the other, then
back at her husband. “Gabe, you have to tell them.”

He took the baby and settled him on his shoulder. His eyes, very
clear and still sparking with anger, met hers. “I already have.” Then
he left her alone with his mother.



Amanda settled herself on the sofa again. She crossed her legs
and smoothed her skirts. “A pity there isn’t a fire. It’s still cool for this
time of year.”

“We haven’t had a chance—”
“Oh, dear, don’t mind me.” She waved a hand vaguely at a chair.

“Wouldn’t you rather sit?” When Laura did so without a word, she
lifted a brow. “Are you always so amenable? I should certainly hope
not, as I liked you better when you stuck your chin out at me.”

Laura folded her hands in her lap. “I don’t know what to say. I
hadn’t realized Gabe had explained things to you. The way you were
acting …” She let her words trail off. Then, when Amanda continued
to wait patiently, she tried again. “I thought you believed that Michael
was, well, biologically Gabe’s.”

“Should that make such a big difference?”
She was calm again, at least outwardly, and able to meet

Amanda’s eyes levelly. “I would have expected it to, especially with a
family like yours.”

Amanda drew her brows together as she thought that through.
“Shall I tell you that I’m acquainted with Lorraine Eagleton?” She saw
the instant, overwhelming fear and backed up. She wasn’t often a
tactful woman, but she wasn’t cruel. “We’ll save talk of her for
another time. Right now, I think I should explain myself instead. I’m a
pushy woman, Laura, but I don’t mind being pushed back.”

“I’m not very good at that.”
“Then you’ll have to learn, won’t you? We may be friends, or we

may not, I can’t tell so soon, but I love my son. When he left all those
months ago, I wasn’t sure I’d ever have him back. You, for whatever
reason, brought him back, and for that I’m grateful.”

“He would have come when he was ready.”
“But he might not have come back whole. Let’s leave that.” Again,

the vague gesture. “And get to the point. Your son. Gabe considers
the child his. Do you?”

“Yes.”
“No hesitation there, I see.” Amanda smiled at her, and Laura was

reminded of Gabe. “If Gabe considers Michael his son, and you
consider Michael his son, why should Cliff and I feel differently? ”



“Bloodlines.”
“Let’s leave the Eagletons out of this for the time being,” Amanda

said. Laura merely stared, surprised that the mark had been hit so
directly. “If Gabe had been unable to have children and had adopted
one, I would love it and think of it as my grandchild. So, don’t you
think you should get past this nonsense and accept it?”

“You make it sound very simple.”
“It sounds to me as though your life’s been complicated enough.”

Amanda picked up the glass of champagne she’d discarded before.
“Do you have any objections to our being Michael’s grandparents?”

“I don’t know.”
“An honest woman.” Amanda sipped.
“Do you have any objections to me being Gabe’s wife?”
With the slightest of smiles, Amanda raised her glass to Laura. “I

don’t know. So I suppose we’ll both have to wait and see. In the
meantime, I’d hate to think that I’d be discouraged from seeing Gabe
or Michael because we haven’t made up our minds about each
other.”

“No, of course not. I wouldn’t do that. Mrs. Bradley, no one’s ever
been as kind or as generous with me as Gabe. I swear to you I won’t
do anything to hurt him.”

“Do you love him?”
Uneasy, Laura cast a look toward the doorway. “We haven’t …

Gabe and I haven’t talked about that. I needed help, and I think he
needed to give it.”

Pursing her lips, Amanda studied her glass. “I don’t believe that’s
what I asked you.”

The chin came up again. “That’s something I should discuss with
Gabe before anyone else.”

“You’re tougher than you look. Thank God for that.” Finishing off
the sparkling beverage, she set down the empty glass. “I might just
like you at that, Laura. Or, of course, we might end up detesting each
other. But whatever is between the two of us doesn’t change the fact
that Gabe has committed himself to you and the child. You’re family.”
She sat back, lifting both brows, but inside she felt a faint twist of



sympathy. “From the look on your face, that doesn’t thrill the life out
of you.”

“I’m sorry. I’m not used to being in a family.”
“You’ve had a very rough time, haven’t you?” There was

compassion there, but not so much that it made Laura
uncomfortable. Mentally Amanda made a note to do a little digging
on the Eagletons.

“I’m trying to put that behind me.”
“I hope you succeed. Some things in the past need to be

remembered. Others are best forgotten.”
“Mrs. Bradley, may I ask you something?”
“Yes. On the condition that after this question call me Amanda or

Mandy or anything—except, please God, Mother Bradley.”
“All right. Who was Michael named for?”
Amanda’s gaze drifted to the empty cradle and lingered there.

There was a softening, a saddening, in her face that compelled
Laura to touch her hand. “My son, Gabe’s younger brother. He died
just over a year ago.” With a long sigh, she rose. “It’s time we left you
to settle in.”

“Thank you for coming.” She hesitated because she was never
quite sure what people expected. Then listening to her heart, she
kissed Amanda’s cheek. “Thank you for the cradle. It means a great
deal to me.”

“And to me.” She brushed her hand over it before she left the
room. “Clifton, aren’t you the one who said we shouldn’t stay more
than a half hour?”

His voice carried, muffled, from upstairs. Clucking her tongue,
Amanda pulled on her gloves. “Always poking around in Gabe’s
studio. The poor dear doesn’t know a Monet from a Picasso, but he
loves to look over Gabe’s work.”

“He did some beautiful things in Colorado. You must be so proud
of him.”

“More every day.” She heard her husband coming and glanced
upstairs. “Do let me know if you want any help setting up the nursery
or finding a good pediatrician. I also expect you’ll understand if I buy
out the baby boutiques.”



“I don’t—”
“Not understand, then, but you’ll have to tolerate. Kiss your new

daughter-in-law goodbye, Cliff.”
“You don’t have to tell me that.” Rather than the formal,

meaningless kiss she was expecting, Laura received a hearty hug
that left her dazed and smiling. “Welcome to the Bradleys, Laura.”

“Thank you.” She had an urge to hug him back, to just throw her
arms around his neck and breath in that nice, spicy aftershave she’d
caught on his throat. Feeling foolish, she folded her hands instead. “I
hope you’ll come back, maybe next week for dinner, when I’ve had a
chance to find things.”

“Cooks, too?” He pinched Laura’s cheek. “Nice work, Gabe.”
When they were gone, she stood in the foyer, rubbing a finger

over her cheek. “They’re very nice.”
“Yes, I’ve always thought so.”
The sting was still in his voice, so she steadied herself and looked

at him. “I owe you an apology.”
“Forget it.” He started to stride back into the library, then stopped

and turned around. He’d be damned if he’d forget it. “Did you think I
would lie to them about Michael? That I would have to?”

She accepted his anger without flinching. “Yes.”
He opened his mouth, rage boiling on his tongue. Her answer had

him shutting it again. “Well, you shoot straight from the hip.”
“I did think so, and I’m glad I was wrong. Your mother was very

kind to me, and your father.
“What about my father?”
He hugged me, she wanted to say, but she didn’t believe he could

possibly understand how much that had affected her. “He’s so much
like you. I’ll try not to disappoint them, or you.”

“You’d do better not to disappoint yourself.” Gabe dragged a hand
through his hair. It fell in a tumble of dark blond disorder, the way she
liked it best. “Damn it, Laura, you’re not on trial here. You’re my wife,
this is your home, and for better or worse the Bradleys are your
family.”

She set her teeth. “You’ll have to give me time to get used to it,”
she said evenly. “The only families I’ve ever known barely tolerated



me. I’m through with that.” She swung away to start up the stairs,
then called over her shoulder, “And I’m painting Michael’s nursery
myself.”

Not certain whether to laugh or swear, Gabe stood at the foot of
the stairs and stared after her.



Chapter Seven

Laura brushed the glossy white enamel paint over the baseboard.
In her other hand she held a stiff piece of cardboard as a guard
against smearing any of the white over the yellow walls she’d
already finished.

On the floor in the far corner was a portable radio that was tuned
to a station that played bouncy rock. She’d kept the volume low so
that she could hear Michael when he woke. It was the same radio
Gabe had kept on the kitchen counter in the cabin.

She wasn’t sure which pleased her more, the way the nursery was
progressing or the ease with which she could bend and crouch.
She’d even been able to use part of her hospital fund to buy a couple
of pairs of slacks in her old size. They might still be a tad snug in the
waist, but she was optimistic.

She wished the rest of her life would fall into order as easily.
He was still angry with her. With a shrug, Laura dipped her brush

into the paint can again. Gabe had a temper, he had moods. He had
certainly never attempted to deny or hide that. And the truth was,
she’d been wrong not to trust him to do the right thing. So she’d
apologized. She couldn’t let his continuing coolness bother her. But,
of course, it did.

They were strangers here, in a way that they had never been
strangers in the little cabin in Colorado. It wasn’t the house, though a
part of her still blamed the size and the glamour of it. Before, the
simple mechanics of space had required them to share, to grow
close, to depend on each other. Being depended on had become
important to Laura, even if it had only been to provide a cup of coffee
at the right time. Now, beyond her responsibilities to Michael, there
was little for her to do. She and Gabe could spend hours under the
same roof and hardly know each other existed.



But it wasn’t walls and floors and windows that made the
difference. It was quite simply the difference—the difference between
them. She was still Laura Malone, from the wrong side of the tracks,
the same person who had been moved and shuffled from house to
house, without ever being given the chance to really live there. The
same person who had been handed from family to family without
ever being given the chance to really belong.

And he was … Her laugh was a bit wistful. He was Gabriel
Bradley, a man who had known his place from the moment he’d
been born. A man who would never wonder if he’d have the same
place tomorrow.

That was what she wanted for Michael, only that. The money, the
name, the big, sprawling house with the stained-glass windows and
the graceful terraces, didn’t matter. Belonging did. Because she
wanted it, was determined to have it for her son, she was willing to
wait to belong herself. To Gabe.

The only time they were able to pull together was when Michael
was involved. Her lips curved then. He loved the baby. There could
be no doubt about that. It wasn’t pity or obligation that had him
crouching beside the cradle or walking the floor at three in the
morning. He was a man capable of great love, and he had given it
unhesitatingly to Michael. Gabe was attentive, interested, gentle and
involved. When it came to Michael.

It was only with her, when they had to deal with each other one on
one, that things became strained.

They didn’t touch. Though they lived in the same house, slept in
the same bed, they didn’t touch, except in the most casual and
impersonal of ways. As a family they had gone out to choose all the
things Michael would need—the crib and other nursery furniture,
blankets, a windup swing that played a lullaby, soft stuffed animals
that Michael would undoubtedly ignore for months. It had been easy,
even delightful, to discuss high chairs and playpens and decide
together what would suit. Laura had never expected to be able to
give her son so much or to be able to share in that giving.

But when they’d come home the strain had returned.



She was being a fool, Laura told herself. She’d been given a
home, protection and care, and, most of all, a kind and loving father
for her son. Wishing for more was what had always led her to
disappointment before.

But she wished he would smile at her again—at her, not at
Michael’s mother, not at the subject of his painting.

Perhaps it was best that they remained as they were, polite
friends with a common interest. She wasn’t entirely sure how she
would manage when the time came for him to turn to her as a
woman. The time would come, his desire was there, and he was too
physical a man to share the bed with her without fully sharing it much
longer.

Her experience with lovemaking had taught her that man
demanded and woman submitted. He wouldn’t have to love her, or
even hold her in affection, to need her. God, no one knew better how
little affection, how little caring, there could be in a marriage bed. A
man like Gabe would have many demands, and loving him as she
did she would give. And the cycle she’d finally managed to break
would begin again.

Gabe watched her from the doorway. Something was wrong, very
wrong. He could see the turmoil on her face, could see it in the set of
her shoulders. It seemed that the longer they were here the less she
relaxed. She pretended well, but it was only pretense.

It infuriated him, and the harder he held on to his temper the more
infuriated he became. He hadn’t so much as raised his voice to her
since their first day in the house, and yet she seemed continually
braced for an outburst.

He’d given her as much room as was humanly possible, and it
was killing him. Sleeping with her, having her turn to him during the
night, her skin separated from his only by the fragile cotton of a
nightgown, had given new meaning to insomnia.

He’d taken to working during the middle of the night and spending
his free time in the studio or at the gallery, anywhere he wouldn’t be
tempted to take what was his only legally.

How could he take when she was still so delicate, physically,
emotionally? However selfish he’d always been, or considered



himself, he couldn’t justify gratifying himself at her expense—or
frightening her by letting her see just how desperately, how violently,
he wanted her.

Yet there was passion in her, the dark, explosive kind. He’d seen
that, and other things, in her eyes. She needed him, as much as he
needed her. He wasn’t sure either of them understood where their
need might take them.

He could be patient. He was aware that her body needed time to
heal, and he could give her that. But he wasn’t sure he could give
her the time it might take for her mind to heal.

He wanted to cross to her, to sit down beside her and stroke his
hand over her hair. He wanted to reassure her. But he had no idea
what words to use. Instead, he tucked his hands into his pockets.

“Still at it?”
Laura started, splattering paint on her hand. She sat back on her

heels. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“Don’t get up,” he told her. “You make quite a picture.” He stepped

into the room, glancing at the sunny walls before looking down at
her. She wore an old pair of jeans, obviously his. He could see the
clothesline she’d used to secure the waist. One of his shirts was
tented over her, its hem torn at her hip.

“Mine?”
“I thought it would be all right.” She picked up a rag to wipe the

paint from her hand. “I could tell from the splatters on them they’d
already been worked in.”

“Perhaps you don’t know the difference between painting and—”
he gestured toward the wall “—painting.”

She’d nearly fumbled out an apology before she realized he was
joking. So the mood had passed. Perhaps they were friends again.
“Not at all. I thought your pants would give me artistic inspiration.”

“You could have come to the source.”
She set the brush on top of the open paint can. Relief poured

through her. Though he didn’t know, Gabe had found exactly the
right words to reassure her. “I would never have suggested that the
celebrated Gabriel Bradley turn his genius to a lowly baseboard.”



It seemed so easy when she was like this, relaxed, with a hint of
amusement in her eyes. “Obviously afraid I’d show you up.”

She smiled, a bit hesitantly. He hadn’t looked at her in quite that
way for days. Then she was scrambling back up on her knees as he
joined her on the floor. “Oh, Gabe, don’t. You’ll get paint all over you,
and you look so nice.”

He had the brush in his hand. “Do I?”
“Yes.” She tried to take it away from him, but he didn’t give way.

“You always look so dashing when you go to the gallery.”
“Oh, God.” The instant disgust on his face made her laugh.
“Well, you do.” She checked the urge to brush at the hair on his

forehead. “It’s quite different from the rugged-outdoorsman look you
had in Colorado, though that was nice, too.”

He wasn’t certain whether to smile or sneer. “Rugged
outdoorsman?”

“That’s right. The cords and the flannel, the untidy hair and the
carelessly unshaven face. I think Geoffrey would have loved to
photograph you with an ax …” She was staring at him, seeing him as
he’d been and as he was. Abruptly she became aware that her hand
was still covering his on the handle of the brush. Drawing it away,
she struggled to remember her point. “You’re not dressed for work
now, and I was in the fashion business long enough to recognize
quality. Those pants are linen, and you’ll ruin them.”

He was well aware of the sudden tension in her fingers and the
look that had come into her eyes, but he only lifted a brow. “Are you
saying I’m sloppy?”

“Only when you paint.”
“Pot calling the kettle,” he murmured, ignoring the way she

jumped when he ran a finger down her cheek. He held it up to prove
his point.

Laura wrinkled her nose at the smear of white paint on his
fingertip—and tried to ignore the heat on her skin where his finger
had brushed. “I’m not an artist.” With a rag in one hand, she took his
wrist in the other to clean the paint from his fingertip.

Such beautiful hands, she thought. She could imagine how it
would feel to have them move over her, slowly, gently. To have them



stroke and caress the way a man’s might if he cared deeply about
the woman beneath the skin he was touching. Her imagination had
her moistening her lips as she lifted her gaze to his.

They knelt knee to knee on the drop cloth, with his hand caught in
hers. It amazed her when she felt his pulse begin to thud. In his eyes
she saw what he hadn’t allowed her to see for days. Desire, pure
and simple. Unnerved by it, drawn to it, she leaned toward him. The
rag slipped out of her hand.

And the baby cried out.
They both jerked, like children caught raiding the cookie jar.
“He’ll be hungry, and wet, too, I imagine,” she said as she started

to rise. Gabe shifted his hand until it captured hers.
“I’d like you to come back here after you’ve tended to him.”
Longing and anxiety tangled, confusing her. “All right. Don’t worry

about the mess. I’ll finish up later.”
 

She was more than an hour with Michael, and she was a bit
disappointed that Gabe didn’t come in, as he often did, to hold the
baby or play with him before he slept again. Those were the best
times, those simple family times. Tucking the blankets around her
son, she reminded herself that she couldn’t expect Gabe to devote
every free minute to her and the child.

Satisfied that the baby was dry and content, she left him to go into
the adjoining bath and freshen up. After she’d washed the paint from
her face, she studied herself in the mirrored wall across from the
step-down tub. She didn’t look seductive in baggy, masculine
clothes, with her hair tugged back in a ponytail. Regardless of that,
for an instant in the nursery, Gabe had been seduced.

Was that what she wanted?
How could she know what she wanted? She pressed her fingers

to her eyes and tried to sort out her feelings. Confusion, and little
else. One moment she imagined what it would be like, being with
Gabe, making love with him. The next moment she was
remembering the way it had been before, when love had had little to
do with it.



It was wrong to continually let memories intrude. She told herself
she was too sensible for that. Or wanted to be. She’d been in
therapy, she’d talked to counselors and other women who had been
in situations all too similar to her own. Because she’d had to stay on
the move, she hadn’t been able to remain with any one group for
long, but they had helped her. Just learning that she wasn’t alone in
what had happened to her, seeing and talking with others who had
turned their lives around again, had given her the strength to go on.

She knew—intellectually she knew—that what had happened to
her was the result of a man’s illness and her own insecurity. But it
was one thing to know it and another to accept it and go on, to risk
another relationship.

She wanted to be normal, was determined to be. That had been
the communal cry from all the sessions in all the towns. Along with
the fear and the anger and the self-disgust, there had been a
desperate mutual need to be normal women again.

But that step, that enormous, frightening step from past to future,
was so difficult to take. Only she could do it, Laura told herself as
she continued to stare into her own eyes. With Gabe, and her
feelings for him, she had a chance. If she was willing to take it.

How could she know how close they could be, how much they
could mean to each other, if she didn’t allow herself to want the
intimacy?

Catching her lower lip between her teeth, she turned to study the
lush bath. It was nearly as large as many of the rooms she’d lived in
during her life. White on white on white, it gleamed and glistened and
invited indulgence. She could sink into hot, deep water in the tub and
soak until her skin was soft and pink. She still had most of a bottle of
perfume, French and suggestive, that Geoffrey had bought her in
Paris. She could dab it on her damp skin so that the scent seeped
into her pores. Then she could … what?

She had nothing lovely or feminine to wear. The only clothes she
hadn’t taken to thrift shops or secondhand stores during her cross-
country flight were maternity clothes. The two pairs of slacks and the
cotton blouses didn’t count.



In any case, what would it matter if she had a closetful of lace
negligees? She wouldn’t know what to do or say. It had been so long
since she’d thought of herself strictly as a woman. Perhaps she
never had. And surely it was better to try to reestablish that early
friendship with Gabe before they attempted intimacy.

If that was what he wanted. What she wanted.
Turning away from the mirror, she went to find him.
She couldn’t have been more surprised when she walked into the

nursery and found the painting finished, the cans sealed and the
brushes cleaned. As she stared, Gabe folded the drop cloth.

“You finished it,” she managed.
“I seem to have struggled through without doing any damage.”
“It’s beautiful. The way I’d always imagined.” She stepped into the

empty room and began arranging furniture in her head. “There
should be curtains, white ones, though I suppose dotted swiss is too
feminine for a boy.”

“I couldn’t say, but it sounds like it. It’s warm enough, so I’ve left
the windows open.” He tossed the drop cloth over a stepladder. “I
don’t want to put Michael in here until the smell of the paint’s gone.”

“No,” she agreed absently, wondering if the crib should go
between the two windows.

“Now that this is out of the way, I have something for you. A
belated Mother’s Day present.”

“Oh, but you gave me the flowers already.”
He took a small box out of his pocket. “There wasn’t the time or

the opportunity for much else then. We were living out of a suitcase
and spending all of our time at the hospital. Besides, the flowers
were from Michael. This is from me.”

That made it different. Intimate. Again she found herself drawn to
him, and again she found herself pulled away. “You don’t have to
give me anything.”

The familiar impatience shimmered. He barely suppressed it.
“You’re going to have to learn how to take a gift more graciously.”

He was right. And it was wrong of her to continue to compare, but
Tony had been so casual, so lavish, in his gifts. And they had meant
so little. “Thank you.” She took the box, opened it and stared.



The ring looked like a circle of fire, with its channel-linked
diamonds flashing against its gold band and nestled in velvet.
Instinctively she ran a fingertip over it and was foolishly amazed that
it was cool to the touch.

“It’s beautiful. Absolutely beautiful. But—”
“There had to be one.”
“It’s just that it’s a wedding ring, and I already have one.”
He took her left hand to examine it. “I’m surprised your finger

hasn’t fallen off from wearing this thing.”
“There’s nothing wrong with it,” she said, and nearly snatched her

hand away.
“So sentimental, angel?” Though his voice had gentled, his hand

was firm on hers. Now, perhaps, he would be able to dig a bit deeper
into what she was feeling for him, about him. “Are you so attached to
a little circle of metal?”

“It was good enough for us before. I don’t need anything else.”
“It was a temporary measure. I’m not asking you to toss it out the

window, but be a little practical. If you weren’t always curling your
finger up, it would fall right off.”

“I could have it sized.”
“Suit yourself.” He slipped it from her finger, then replaced it with

the diamond circle. “Just consider that you have two wedding rings.”
When he offered her the plain band, Laura curled it into her fist. “The
new one holds the same intentions.”

“It is beautiful.” Still, she pushed the old ring onto the index finger
of her right hand, where it fit more snugly. “Thank you, Gabe.”

“We did better than that before.”
She didn’t have to be reminded. Yet the memories flooded back

when he slipped his arms around her. Emotions poured through with
those memories the moment his mouth was on hers. His lips were
firm and warm and hinted, just hinted, at his impatience as they
slanted across hers. Though his arms remained gentle around her,
his touch light and testing, she sensed a volcano in him, simmering
and smoking.

As if to soothe, she leaned into him and lifted a hand to his cheek.
Understanding. Acceptance.



Her touch triggered the need crawling inside him, and his arms
tightened and his mouth crushed down on hers. She responded with
a moan that he barely heard, with a shudder that he barely felt.
Tense, hungry, he fell victim to her as much as to his own demands.

He had wanted before, casually and desperately and all the
degrees in between. Why, then, did this seem like a completely new
experience? He had held women before, known their softness,
tasted their sweetness. But he had never known a softness, never
experienced a sweetness, like Laura’s.

He took his mouth on a slow, seeking journey over her face, along
her jawline, down her throat, drinking in, then devouring. His hands,
long and limber, slipped under her full shirt, then roamed upward. At
first the slender line of her back was enough, the smooth skin and
the quick tremors all he required. Then the need to touch, to
possess, grew sharper. As his mouth came back to hers, he slid his
hand around to cup, then claim, her breast.

The first touch made her catch her breath, pulling air in quickly,
then letting it out again in a long, unsteady sigh. How could she have
known, even blinded by love and longings, how desperately she’d
need to have his hands on her? This was what she wanted, to be his
in every way, in all ways. The confusion, the doubts, the fears,
drained away. No memories intruded when he held her like this. No
whispers of the past taunted her. There was only him, and the
promise of a new life and an enduring love.

Her knees were trembling so she braced her body against his,
arching in an invitation so instinctive that only he recognized it.

The room smelled of paint and was bright with the sun that
streamed through the uncurtained windows. It was empty and quiet.
He could fantasize about pulling her to the floor, tugging at her
clothes until they were skin-to-skin on the polished hardwood. He
could imagine taking her in the sun-washed room until they were
both exhausted and replete.

With another woman he might have done so without giving a
thought to where or when, and little more to how. But not with Laura.

Churning, he drew her away from him. Her eyes were clouded.
Her mouth was soft and full. With a restraint he hadn’t known he



possessed, Gabe swore only in his mind.
“I have work to do.”
She was floating, drifting on a mist so fine it could only be felt, not

seen. At his words, she began the quick, confused journey back to
earth. “What?”

“I have work to do,” he repeated, stepping carefully away from her.
He detested himself for taking things so far when he knew she was
physically unable to cope with his demands. “I’ll be in the studio if
you need me.”

If she needed him? Laura thought dimly as his footsteps echoed
down the hall. Hadn’t she just shown him how much she needed
him? It wasn’t possible that he hadn’t felt it, that he hadn’t
understood it. With an oath, she turned and walked to the window.
There she huddled on the small, hard seat and stared down at the
garden, which was just beginning to bloom.

What was there about her, she wondered, that made men look at
her as a thing to be taken or rejected at will? Did she appear so
weak, so malleable? She curled her hands into fists as frustration
spread through her. She wasn’t weak, not any longer, and a long
time, in some ways a lifetime, had passed since she had been
malleable. She wasn’t a young girl caught up in fairy-tale lies now.
She was a woman, a mother, with responsibilities and ambitions.

Perhaps she loved, and perhaps this time would be as unwise a
love as before. But she wouldn’t be used, she wouldn’t be ignored,
and she wouldn’t be molded.

Talk was cheap, Laura thought as she propped her chin on her
knees. Doing something about it was a little costlier. She should go
in to Gabe now and make herself clear. She cast a look at the door,
then turned back to the window. She didn’t have the courage.

That had always been her problem. She could say what she
would or would not do, but when it came down to acting on it she
found passivity easier than action. There had been a time in her life
when she’d believed that the passive way was best for her. That had
been until her marriage to Tony had fallen viciously apart. She’d
done something then, Laura reminded herself, or had begun to do



something, then had allowed herself to be pressured and persuaded
to erase it.

It had been like that all her life. As a child she hadn’t had a choice.
She’d been told to live here or live there, and she had. Each house
had had its own sets of rules and values, and she’d had to conform.
Like one of those rubber dolls, she thought now, that you could bend
and twist into any position you liked.

Too much of the child had remained with the woman, until the
woman had been with child.

The only positive action she felt she’d ever taken in her life had
been to protect the baby. And she had done it, Laura reminded
herself. It had been terrifying and hard, but she hadn’t backed down.
Didn’t that mean that buried beneath years of quiet compliance was
the strength she’d always wanted to have? She had to believe that
and, if she did, to act on it.

Loving Gabe didn’t mean, couldn’t mean, that she would sit
quietly by while he made decisions for her. It was time to take a
stand.

Rising, she walked out of the empty nursery and started down the
hall. With each step her resolve wavered and had to be shored up
again. At the door to his studio, she hesitated again, rubbing the heel
of her hand on her chest, where the ache of uncertainty lodged.
Taking one last breath, she opened the door and walked in.

He was by the long bank of windows, a brush in his hand, working
on one of the paintings that had been stacked half-finished against
the wall of the cabin. She remembered it. It was a snow scene, very
stark and lonely and somehow appealing. The whites and cold blues
and silvers gave a sense of challenge.

Laura was glad of it. A sense of challenge was precisely what she
needed.

He hadn’t heard her come in, so intent was he on his work. There
were no sweeping strokes or bold slashes now, only a delicacy. He
was adding details so minute, so exact, that she could almost hear
the winter wind.

“Gabe?” It was amazing how much courage it could take to say a
name.



He stopped immediately, and when he turned the annoyance on
his face was very apparent. Interruptions were never tolerated here.
Living alone, he hadn’t had to tolerate them.

“What is it?” He clipped the words off, and he didn’t set down his
brush or move from the painting. It was obvious that he intended to
continue exactly where he’d left off the moment he’d nudged her out
of his way.

“I need to talk to you.”
“Can’t it wait?”
She nearly said yes, but then she brought herself up short. “No.”

She left the door open in case the baby should cry out and walked to
the center of the room.

Her stomach twisted, knotted. Her chin came up. “Or, if it can, I
don’t want it to.”

He lifted a brow. He’d heard that tone in her voice only a handful
of times in the weeks they’d been together. “All right, but make it fast,
will you? I want to finish this.”

Her temper flared too quickly to surprise her. “Fine, then, I’ll sum it
up in one sentence. If I’m going to be your wife, I want you to treat
me like one.”

“I beg your pardon?”
She was too angry to see that he was stunned, and too angry to

recognize her own shock at her words. “No, you don’t. You’ve never
begged anyone’s pardon in your life. You don’t have to. You do
exactly what suits you. If that means being kind, you can be the
kindest man I’ve ever known. If it means being arrogant, you take
that just as far.”

With deliberate care, he set his brush down. “If there’s a point to
this, Laura, I’m missing it.”

“Do you want me or don’t you?”
He only stared at her. If she continued to stand in the pool of light,

her eyes dark and defiant, her cheeks flushed with color, he might
beg. “That’s the point?” he said steadily.

“You tell me you want me, then you ignore me. You kiss me, then
you walk away.” She dragged a hand through her hair. When her
fingers tangled with the ribbon that held it back, she tugged it out in



annoyance. Pale and fragile, her hair fell around her shoulders. “I
realize the main reason we’re married is because of Michael, but I
want to know where I stand. Am I to be a guest here who’s
alternately indulged and ignored, or am I to be your wife?”

“You are my wife.” With his own temper rising, he pushed himself
off his stool. “And it’s not a matter of me ignoring you. I’ve simply got
a lot of work to catch up on.”

“You don’t work twenty-four hours a day. At night—” Her courage
began to fail. She thrust out the rest of the words. “Why won’t you
make love with me? ”

It was fortunate that he’d set his brush down, or else he might
have snapped it in half. “Do you expect performance on demand,
Laura?”

Embarrassed color flooded her cheeks. That had once been
expected of her, and it shamed her more than she could say to think
she’d demanded it. “No. I didn’t mean it to sound that way. I only
thought it was best that you know how I felt.” She took a step back,
then turned to go. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Laura.” He preferred, much preferred, her anger to the
humiliation he’d seen. And caused. “Wait.” He started after her when
she whirled around.

“Don’t apologize.”
“All right.” There was still fire in her, he saw, and he wasn’t entirely

sure he should be relieved. “I’ll just give you a more honest
explanation.”

“It isn’t necessary.” She started toward the door again, but he
grabbed her arm and yanked her around. He saw it and cursed at it
—the instant fear that leaped into her eyes.

“Damn it, don’t look at me like that. Don’t ever look at me like
that.” Without his realizing it, his fingers had tightened on her arm.
When she winced, he released her, dropping his hands to his side. “I
can’t make myself over for you, Laura. I’ll yell when I need to yell and
fight when I need to fight, but I told you once before, and I’ll say it
again. I don’t hit women.”

The fear had risen, a bitter bile in her throat. It was detestable.
She waited for it to pass before she spoke. “I don’t expect you to, but



I can’t make myself over for you, either. Even if I could, I don’t know
what you want. I know I should be grateful to you.”

“The hell with that.”
“I should be grateful,” she continued, calm again. “And I am, but

I’ve found out something about myself this past year. I’ll never be
anyone’s doormat ever again. Not even yours.”

“Do you think that’s what I want?”
“I can’t know what you want, Gabe, until you know yourself.”

She’d gone this far, Laura told herself, and she would finish. “Right
from the beginning you expected me to trust you. But after
everything we’ve been through you still haven’t been able to make
yourself trust me. If we’re ever going to be able to make this
marriage work you’re going to have to stop looking at me as a good
deed and start seeing me as a person.”

“You have no idea how I see you.”
“No, I probably don’t.” She managed a smile. “Maybe when I do

it’ll be easier for both of us.” She heard the baby crying and glanced
down the hall. “He doesn’t seem to be able to settle today.”

“I’ll get him in a minute. He can’t be hungry again. Wait.” If she
could be honest, he told himself, then so could he. He put a hand on
her arm to hold her there. “It’s easy enough to clear up one
misunderstanding. I haven’t made love with you, not because I
haven’t wanted to, but because it’s too soon.”

“Too soon?”
“For you.”
She started to shake her head. Then his meaning became clear.

“Gabe, Michael’s over four weeks old.”
“I know how old he is. I was there.” He held up a hand before she

could speak. “Damn it, Laura, I saw what you went through. How
hard it was on you. However I feel, it simply isn’t possible for me to
act on it until I know you’re fully recovered.”

“I had a baby, not a terminal illness.” She let out a huff of breath,
but she found it wasn’t annoyance or even amusement she felt. It
was pleasure, the rare and wonderful pleasure of being cared for. “I
feel fine. I am fine. In fact, I’ve probably never been better in my life.”



“Regardless of how you feel, you’ve just had a baby. From what
I’ve read—”

“You’ve read about this, too?”
That infuriated him—that wide-eyed wonder and the trace of

humor in her eyes. “I don’t intend to touch you,” he said stiffly, “until
I’m sure you’re fully recovered.”

“What do you want, a doctor’s certificate?”
“More or less.” He started to touch her cheek, then thought better

of it. “I’ll see to Michael.”
He left her standing in the hall, unsure whether she was angry or

amused or delighted. All that she was sure of was that she was
feeling, and her feelings were all for Gabe.



Chapter Eight

“I can’t believe how fast he’s growing.” Feeling very grandmotherly
but sporting a sleek new hairstyle, Amanda sat in the bentwood
rocker in Michael’s new nursery and cuddled the baby.

“He’s making up for being premature.” Still not quite certain how
she felt about her mother-in-law, Laura continued to fold tiny clothes
that were fresh from the laundry. “We had our checkup today, and
the doctor said Michael was healthy as a horse.” She pressed a
sleeper to her cheek. It was soft, almost as soft as her son’s skin. “I
wanted to thank you for recommending Dr. Sloane. She’s wonderful.”

“Good. But I don’t need a pediatrician to tell me this child’s
healthy. Look at this grip.” Amanda chuckled as Michael curled his
fingers around hers, but she stopped short of allowing him to suck on
her sapphire ring. “He has your eyes, you know.”

“Does he?” Delighted, Laura moved to stand over them. The baby
smelled of talc—Amanda of Paris. “It’s too early to tell, I know, but I’d
hoped he did.”

“No doubt about it.” Amanda continued to rock as she studied her
daughter-in-law. “And what about your checkup? How are you?”

“I’m fine.” Laura thought about the slip of paper she’d tucked into
the top drawer of her dresser.

“Looking a bit tired to me.” There wasn’t any sympathy in the
voice; it was brusque and matter-of-fact. “Haven’t you done anything
about getting some help?”

Laura’s spine straightened automatically. “I don’t need any help.”
“That’s absurd, of course. With a house this size, a demanding

husband and a new baby, you can use all the help you can get, but
suit yourself.” Michael began to coo, pleasing Amanda. “Talk to
Gran, sweetheart. Tell Gran just how it is.” The baby responded with
more gurgles. “Listen to that. Before long you’ll have plenty to say for
yourself. Just make sure ‘My gran’s beautiful’ is one of the first.



There’s a sweet boy.” She dropped a kiss on his brow before looking
up at Laura. “I’d say a change is in order here, and I’m more than
happy to leave that to you.” With what she considered a
grandmother’s privilege, Amanda handed the wet baby to Laura. She
continued to sit as Laura took Michael to the changing table.

There was a great deal she’d have liked to say. Amanda was
accustomed to voicing her opinions loud and clear—and, if
necessary, beating anyone within reach over the head with it. It
chafed a bit to hold back, but she’d learned enough in the past few
weeks about the Eagletons and about Laura’s life with them.
Treading carefully, she tried a new tactic.

“Gabe’s spending a lot of time at the gallery.”
“Yes. I think he’s nearly decided to go ahead with a new showing.”

Almost drowning in love, Laura leaned over to nuzzle Michael’s
neck.

“Have you been there?”
“The gallery? No, I haven’t.”
Amanda tapped a rounded, coral-tipped nail on the arm of the

rocker. “I’d think you’d be interested in Gabe’s work.”
“Of course I am.” She held Michael over her head, and he began

to bubble and smile. “I just haven’t thought it wise to take Michael in
and interrupt.”

It was on the tip of Amanda’s tongue to remind Laura that Michael
had grandparents who would delight in having him to themselves for
a few hours. Again she bit the words back. “I’m sure Gabe wouldn’t
mind. He’s devoted to the boy.”

“Yes, he is.” Laura retied the ribbons on Michael’s pale blue
booties. “But I also know he needs some time to organize his work,
his career.” She handed her son a small cloth bunny, and he stuck it
happily in his mouth. “Do you know why Gabe is hesitating about a
showing?”

“Have you asked him?”
“No, I—I didn’t want to pressure him about it.”
“A little pressure might be just what he needs.”
Frowning, Laura turned. “Why?”



“It has to do with Michael, my son Michael. I’d prefer it if you
asked Gabe the rest.”

“They were close?”
“Yes.” She smiled. She’d learned it hurt less to remember than to

try to forget. “They were very close, though they were very different.
He was devastated when Michael was killed. I believe the time in the
mountains helped Gabe get back his art. And I believe you and the
baby helped him get back his heart.”

“If that’s true, I’m glad. He’s helped me more than I can ever
repay.”

Amanda gave Laura an even look. “Payments aren’t necessary
between a husband and wife.”

“Perhaps not.”
“Are you happy?”
Stalling, Laura laid the baby in the crib and wound the musical

mobile so that he could shake his fists and kick at it. “Of course I am.
Why wouldn’t I be?”

“That was my next question.”
“I’m very happy.” She went back to folding and storing baby

clothes. “It was nice of you to visit, Amanda. I know how busy your
schedule is.”

“Don’t think you can politely show me out the door before I’m
ready to go.”

Laura turned and saw the faint, amused smile on Amanda’s lips.
Bad manners were enough out of character for her to make her
flush. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I don’t expect for you to be comfortable with me yet. I’m
not entirely sure I’m comfortable with you, either.”

A bit more relaxed, Laura smiled back. “I’m sure you’re always
comfortable. I envy that about you. And I am sorry.”

Amanda brushed aside the apology and rose to roam the room.
She liked what her daughter-in-law had done here. It was a bright,
cheerful place, not overly fussy, and just traditional enough to make
her remember the nursery she had set up herself so many years
before. There were the scents of powder and fresh linen.



A loving place, she thought. She knew she wouldn’t have wanted
any more for her son. It was very obvious to her that Laura had
untapped stores of love.

“This is a charming room. I think so every time I step into it.”
Amanda patted the head of the four-foot lavender teddy bear. “But
you can’t hide here forever.”

“I don’t know what you mean.” But she did.
“You said you’d never been to San Francisco, and now you’re

here. Have you gone to a museum, to the theater? Have you strolled
down to Fisherman’s Wharf, ridden a streetcar, explored Chinatown,
any of the things a newcomer would surely do?”

Defensive now, Laura spoke coolly. “No, I haven’t. But it’s only
been a few weeks.”

It was time, Amanda decided, to stop circling and get to the point.
“Let’s deal woman-to-woman a moment, Laura. Forget the fact that
I’m Gabe’s mother. We’re alone. Whatever is said here doesn’t have
to go any further.”

Laura’s palms were starting to sweat. She brushed them dry on
the thighs of her slacks. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“Whatever needs to be said.” When Laura remained silent,
Amanda nodded. “All right, I’ll begin. You’ve had some miserable
spots in your life, some of them tragic. Gabe gave us the bare
essentials, but I learned a good deal more by knowing who and what
to ask.” Amanda sat down again and crossed her legs. She didn’t
miss the flash in Laura’s eyes. “Wait until I’ve finished. Then you can
be as offended as you like.”

“I’m not offended,” Laura said stiffly. “But I don’t see the purpose
in discussing what used to be.”

“Until you look what used to be square in the face, you won’t be
able to go on with what might be.” She tried to keep her voice brisk,
but even her solid composure wavered. “I know that Tony Eagleton
abused you, and that his parents overlooked what was monstrous,
even criminal, behavior. My heart breaks for you.”

“Please.” Her voice was strangled as she shook her head. “Don’t.”
“No sympathy allowed, Laura, even woman-to-woman?”



Again she shook her head, afraid to accept it and, more, to need
it. “I can’t bear to think back on it. And I can’t stand pity.”

“Sympathy and pity are entirely different things.”
“All that’s behind me. I’m a different person than I was then.”
“I have no way of agreeing, as I didn’t know you before. But I can

say that anyone who stood on her own all these months must have
great reserves of strength and determination. Isn’t it time you used
them, and fought back?”

“I have fought back.”
“You’ve taken sanctuary, a much-needed one. I won’t argue that

running as you did took courage and stamina. But there comes a
time to take a stand.”

Hadn’t she said that to herself time and time again? Hadn’t she
hated herself for only saying it? She looked at her son, who gurgled
and reached for the colorful birds circling over his head.

“And what? Go to court, to the press, drag the whole ugly mess
out for everyone to gawk at?”

“If necessary.” Her voice took on a tone of pride that carried to all
corners of the room. “The Bradleys aren’t afraid of scandal.”

“I’m not a—”
“But you are,” Amanda told her. “You’re a Bradley, and so is that

child. It’s Michael I’m thinking of in the long run, but I’m also thinking
of you. What difference does it make what anyone thinks, what
anyone knows? You have nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I let it happen,” Laura said, with a kind of dull fury. “I’ll always be
ashamed of that.”

“My dear child.” Unable to prevent herself, Amanda rose to put her
arms around Laura. After the first shock, Laura felt herself being
drawn in. Perhaps it was because the comfort came from a woman,
but it broke down her defences as nothing else ever had.

Amanda let her weep, even wept with her. The fact that she did,
that she could, was more soothing than any words could have been.
Cheek-to-cheek, woman-to-woman, they held each other until the
storm passed. The bond that Laura had never expected to know was
forged in tears. With her arm still around Laura, Amanda led her to
the gaily striped daybed.



“That’s been coming on for a while, I’d say,” Amanda murmured.
She drew a lace-edged handkerchief out of her breast pocket and
unashamedly wiped her eyes.

“I don’t know.” Laura used the back of her wrist to smear away
already-drying tears. “I suppose. Crying isn’t something I should
need, not anymore. It’s only when I look back and remember.”

“Now listen to me,” Amanda said. All the softness had been
erased from her voice. “You were young and alone, and you have
nothing, nothing, to be ashamed of. One day you’ll realize that for
yourself, but for now it might be enough to know you’re not alone
anymore.”

“Sometimes I’m so angry, just so angry that I was used as a
convenience, or a punching bag, or a status symbol.” It was amazing
to her that fury could bring calm and wipe out pain. “When I am I
know that no matter what it costs I’ll never go back to that.”

“Then stay angry.”
“But … the anger for me, that’s personal.” She looked across the

room at the crib. “It’s when I think of Michael and I know they’re
going to try to take him … then I’m afraid.”

“They don’t just have to go through you now, do they?”
Laura looked back. Amanda’s face was set. Her eyes glittered. So

this was where Gabe got his warrior look, Laura thought, and felt a
new kind of love stir. It was the most natural thing in the world for
Laura to reach out and take her hand. “No, they don’t.”

They both heard the door open and close on the first floor.
Immediately Laura began to brush her hands over her face. “That
must be Gabe, home from the gallery. I don’t want him to see me like
this.”

“I’ll go down and keep him occupied.” On impulse, she glanced at
her watch. “Do you have plans for this afternoon?”

“No. Just to—”
“Good. Come down when you’re tidied up.”
Ten minutes later, Laura came down to find Gabe cornered in the

living room, scowling into a glass of club soda.
“Then it’s all settled.” Amanda fluffed a hand through her hair, well

satisfied. “Laura. Good. Are you ready?”



“Ready?”
“Yes. I’ve explained to Gabe that we’re going shopping. He’s

absolutely delighted with the reception I’ve planned for the two of
you next week.” The reception she’d only begun to plan on her way
downstairs.

“Resigned,” he corrected, but he had to smile at his mother. The
smile faded when he glanced over at Laura. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” It had been foolish to think that a quick wash and fresh
makeup could hide anything from him. “Your mother and I were
getting sentimental over Michael.”

“What your wife needs is an afternoon out.” Amanda rose, then
leaned over to kiss Gabe. “I’d scold you for keeping her locked up
this way, but I love you too much.”

“I never—”
“Never once nudged her out of the house,” his mother finished for

him. “So it’s up to me. Get your purse, dear. We have to find you
something wonderful for the reception. Gabe, I imagine Laura needs
your credit cards.”

“My— Oh.” Feeling like a tree blowing in a strong wind, he
reached for his wallet.

“These should do.” Amanda plucked two of them and handed
them to Laura. “Ready?”

“Well, I … Yes,” she said on impulse. “Michael’s just been fed and
changed. You shouldn’t have any trouble.”

“I can handle things,” he told her, feeling more than a little put out.
In the first place, he’d have taken her shopping himself if she’d
asked. And in the second, though he didn’t want to admit it, he
wasn’t totally sure of himself alone with the baby.

Reading her son perfectly, Amanda kissed him again. “Behave
and we may bring you back a present.”

He couldn’t suppress the grin. “Out,” he ordered. Then he caught
Laura in turn and kissed her with the same light affection. It surprised
him when she returned the embrace so ardently.

“Don’t let her talk you into anything with bows,” he murmured.
“They wouldn’t suit you. You should try to find something to match
your eyes.”



“If you don’t let the girl go, we won’t buy anything at all,” Amanda
said dryly, but she was pleased and a bit misty-eyed to see that her
son was indeed in love with his wife.

* * *
It wasn’t anyone’s fault that Michael chose that particular

afternoon to demand all the time and attention an infant could
possibly demand. Gabe walked, rocked, changed, coddled and all
but stood on his head. For his part, Michael gurgled, stared owlishly
—and wept piteously whenever he was set down. He did everything
but sleep.

In the end, Gabe gave up any idea of working for the rest of the
day and carted Michael around with him. With the baby nestled in
the crook of his arm, he ate a chicken leg and scanned the
newspaper. Since no one was around to chuckle at him behind their
hands, he discussed world politics and the major-league box scores
with Michael while the baby shook a rattle and blew bubbles.

They took a walk in the garden once Gabe located one of the
small knit hats Laura had bought to protect Michael from spring
breezes. It gave him enormous pleasure to watch the baby’s cheeks
turn pink and his eyes look around, alert and interested.

He had Laura’s eyes, Gabe thought as he studied them. The
same shape, the same color, but without the shadows that made
hers both sad and fascinating. Michael’s eyes were clear and
innocent of sorrow.

Michael whimpered at first, then decided to accept his fate, when
Gabe slipped him into the little baby swing. After tucking his blankets
in around him, Gabe sat cross-legged in front of him and began to
stretch.

The daffodils were up in a glory of white and yellow trumpets.
Baby irises poked through, purple and exotic. Lilacs, though still shy
of their full bloom, offered their scent. For the first time since his own
tragedy, Gabe felt at peace. In the mountains, all through the winter,
he’d begun to heal. But here, at home, with spring all around, he
could finally see and accept that life did go on.



The baby continued to rock, pink-cheeked and bright-eyed, his
hands lifting and falling to the rhythm. His little face was already
filling out, taking on his own personal look and shape. Gone was the
terrifying fragility of the newborn. He was, Gabe supposed, already
growing up.

“I love you, Michael.”
And when he spoke he spoke both to the one who was gone and

to the one who rocked contentedly in front of him.
 

She hadn’t meant to be gone so long, but the chaotic few hours
breezing through the shops had brought back the way she had felt
during that brief period when she’d been on her own and eager to
test life.

There had been a moment or two of guilt over using Gabe’s credit
cards so freely. Then it had been almost too easy, with Amanda
lending support, to justify the purchases. She was Laura Bradley
now.

She had an eye for color and line that came naturally and had
been sharpened by her time as a model, so what she had chosen
was neither extravagant nor fussy. It had given Laura a great deal of
satisfaction to see Amanda nod with approval over her selections.

It was a step, Laura told herself as she carried her bags and
boxes through the front door. It might be a step only a woman would
understand, but it was definitely a step. She was taking her life in
hand again, if only by acknowledging that she needed clothes—
clothes that suited her own taste and style—to live it. She was
humming when she walked upstairs.

It was there that she found them together, Gabe sprawled over
the bed, with Michael snuggled in the curve of his arm. Her husband
was sound asleep. Her son had kicked free of his light blanket and
was shaking a rattle at the ceiling.

Quietly she set down her bags and crossed to them. It was a
purely male scene, the man stretched across the bed, shoes still on,
a spy thriller lying facedown on the coverlet, a glass of something
that had once been cold leaving a ring on the antique nightstand.



The child, as if he understood that he was a part of this man’s
world, lay quietly and thought his own thoughts.

She wished she had even a portion of Gabe’s skill. If she had, she
would have drawn them together like this. Then the scene, the
sweetness of it, would never be lost. For a while she sat on the edge
of the bed and watched them.

It was so intimate, she thought, watching a man while he slept.
She wanted to brush at the dark blond hair on his forehead, to trace
the roughly hewn lines of his face, but she was afraid it would disturb
him. Then the vulnerability would be gone, and this look at the
private side of him would be over.

He was a beautiful man, though he didn’t like to hear it. The
compassion in him, which he often coated over with sarcasm or
temper, ran deep. When she looked at him now, freely, without his
being aware, she could see every reason why she’d fallen in love
with him.

When Michael began to fret, she murmured and leaned over him,
trying to pick him up without waking Gabe. At the first movement,
Gabe’s eyes opened. They were drowsy and very close to hers.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to wake you.”
He said nothing. Going with a dream she couldn’t see but was

very much a part of, he cupped a hand at the back of her head and
drew her lips to his. There was a tenderness there that she hadn’t
felt for a very long time, an offering, a promise.

It was a promise she wanted, if only he would give it. It was a
promise she would believe in.

Michael, scenting his mother, decided it was time to eat.
Unsettled and wishing they’d had just a moment more, Laura

eased back. When Michael began to root at her breast, she undid
two buttons and let him have his way.

“Did he wear you out?”
“We were taking a short break.” It never failed to fascinate him

how perfectly beautiful she looked when she was nursing the baby.
He’d already sketched her like this, but that was for himself. “I didn’t
realize how much energy you need to handle someone so small.”



“It gets worse. When we were shopping I saw a woman with a
toddler. She never stopped running. Your mother tells me she used
to collapse every afternoon when you’d finally worn down enough to
take a nap.”

“Lies.” He shoved a couple of pillows behind his back and settled
comfortably. “I was a perfectly behaved child.”

“Then it was some other child who drew with crayon all over the
silk wallpaper.”

“Artistic expression. I was a prodigy.”
“No doubt.”
He just lifted a brow. Then he spotted her bags across the room. “I

was going to ask if you had a good time with my mother, but the
answer’s obvious.”

She caught herself on the verge of an apology. That had to stop,
she reminded herself. “It was wonderful to buy shoes and actually
see them when I stood up, and a dress that had a waist in it.”

“I suppose that’s difficult for a woman, losing her figure during
pregnancy.”

“I loved every minute of it. The first time I couldn’t hook a pair of
slacks I was ecstatic.” She started to go on, then stopped. That was
something he would never be a part of, she realized. The first joys
and fears, the first movements. Looking down at Michael, she
wished with all her heart that he was Gabe’s child in every way. “Still,
I’m happy now not to look like an aircraft carrier.”

“It was more like a dirigible.”
“You give the most charming compliments.”
He waited until she shifted Michael to her other breast. There was

an urge inside of him to trace his finger there, just above where the
baby suckled. It wasn’t sexual, or even romantic, it was more a
wondering. Instead, he tucked his hands behind his head.

“I tossed some leftovers together. I’ve no idea if they’re edible.”
Again there was the urge to apologize. Determined, Laura merely

smiled. “I’m hungry enough for marginally edible.”
“Good.” Now he did lean forward, but only to trace a fingertip over

Michael’s head. “Come on down when he’s settled. After this



afternoon, I have a feeling he’ll go out like a light when his belly’s
full.”

“I won’t be long.” She waited until she was alone, then closed her
eyes, hoping she had the courage to carry out her plans for the rest
of the evening.
 

She hadn’t been just a woman in so long. Laura stood in front of
the mirrored wall, fogged now from the steam of her bath. She
looked like a woman. Her nightgown was the palest blue, nearly
white. She’d chosen it because it had reminded her of the way the
snow had looked on the mountains in Colorado. It fell down her body
from thin straps and a lacy bodice. She ran her hand down it
experimentally. The material was very thin and very soft.

Should she wear her hair up, or wear it down? Did it matter?
What would it be like to be Gabe’s wife … really his wife? She

pressed a hand to her stomach, waiting for the nerves to ebb.
Memories threatened to surface, and she fought them back. Tonight
she would take Amanda’s advice. She would think not of what had
been, but of what could be.

She loved him so much, but she didn’t know how to tell him.
Words were so difficult, so irrevocable. Worse, she was afraid that
he would take her love with the same discomfort and disregard as he
did her gratitude. But tonight … she hoped tonight she could begin to
show him.

He was stripping off his shirt when she opened the door to the
adjoining bedroom. For a moment the light coming from behind her
fell over her hair and ran through the thin fabric of her gown. All
movement stopped as though it were a play, just as the curtain rose.
He felt the heat and the tightening in his stomach.

Then she switched off the bathroom light. He pulled off his shirt.
“I checked on Michael.” Gabe was surprised he could speak at all,

but the words sounded normal enough. “He’s sleeping. I thought I
might work for an hour or two.”

“Oh.” She caught herself before she could twist her hands
together. She was a grown woman. A grown woman should know



how to seduce her husband. “I know you lost time this afternoon
when I went out.”

“I liked taking care of him.” She was so slim, so beautifully frail,
with her milky white skin and that blue-white gown. The angel again,
with a fall of blond curls instead of a halo.

“You’re a wonderful father, Gabe.” She took a step toward him.
She was already beginning to tremble.

“Michael makes it easy.”
Should she have known it would be so difficult to simply cross a

room? “Do I make it hard, to be a husband?”
“No.” He lifted the back of his hand to her cheek. Her eyes were

shades upon shades darker than the flow of silk she wore. He drew
back, surprised by his own nerves. “You must be tired.”

She bit off a sigh as she turned away. “It’s obvious I’m not very
good at this. Since seducing you isn’t working, we’ll try the more
practical approach.”

“Is that what you were doing?” He wanted to be amused, but his
muscles were tight with tension. “Seducing me?”

“Badly.” Opening her drawer, she drew out a small slip of paper.
“This is my doctor’s report. It says that I’m a normal, healthy woman.
Would you care to read it?”

This time his lips twitched. “Covered all the bases, did you?”
“You said you wanted me.” The paper crumpled in her hand. “I

thought you meant it.”
He had her arms before she could retreat. Her eyes were dry, but

he could see, just by looking, her fractured pride. The burden he
already felt grew heavier. What they had was still so tenuous. If he
made a mistake it might vanish completely.

“I meant it, Laura, started meaning it from the first day you were
with me. It hasn’t been easy, being with you, needing you, and not
being able to touch.”

Gingerly she laid a hand on his chest and felt his muscles tighten.
“There’s no reason you can’t now.”

He slid his hands up to her shoulders so that his fingers brushed
over the thin straps of her gown. If it was a mistake, he had no
choice but to make it. “No physical one any longer. When I take you



to bed, there can only be the two of us. No ghosts. No memories.”
When she dropped her gaze, he drew her closer, challenging her to
lift it again. “You won’t think of anyone but me.”

Whether it was a threat or a promise, he lowered his mouth to
hers. Her hands fluttered, then were trapped between their bodies.

It was only the press of lips upon lips, but her blood began to
pound. The stirring he could cause so easily started in her stomach
and spread, long before his hands moved over her, long before her
lips parted.

Her hands were imprisoned, but she didn’t feel vulnerable. His
mouth wasn’t gentle, but she didn’t feel afraid. As the kiss deepened,
as the intimacy grew, she didn’t think of anyone but him.

She tasted as she had the very first time, ripe and fresh. With his
tongue he plundered her mouth, greedy for the flavor of her. There
would be no turning back now, not when she was caught close in his
arms and the lights were dim. He could hear her shuddering breath,
and the steady ticking of the pendulum clock in the hallway. It was
dark, it was quiet, they were alone. And tonight he would take a wife.

Her heart thudded against his bare chest, adding excitement. He
ran his hands over her, feeling the smoothness of her skin, the
slickness of her gown, feeling every tremble and every sigh his touch
incited.

Greedy, he nipped his teeth into her lip as his hands moved lower.
Passion sprung out, from him, from her, mixing together in a sudden,
breath-stopping fury. Then he felt her body give against his in the
ultimate gift of trust. The emotions that rose up in him tempered his
desire. Tenderness, achingly sweet, more precious than diamonds,
took its place.

Her hands were free. The paper still crumpled in her palm
fluttered to the floor as she slipped her arms around him. Tentatively
still. Her bones seemed to liquefy, degree by degree, until she
wondered why she didn’t simply slide out of his hands. Her mind,
which had been swirling with needs, clouded with a pleasure that
was softer, truer, than any she had ever imagined.

She stroked her hands over his back, feeling the muscle, the
power. Wonder filled her at the discovery that anyone with such



strength could be so gentle. His lips brushed over hers, testing,
almost teasing, inviting her to set the pace. Or perhaps he was
challenging her.

Hunger leaped inside her until she was locked against him, her
mouth seeking, avid, impatient. Then she was swept up into his
arms. In the dim light she saw his eyes, only his eyes, their clear
green darkened by need. Hers remained open and on his as he
lowered her onto the bed.

She expected speed, a frenzy of greed and a drive for
gratification. She wouldn’t have thought less of him for it. Her love
wouldn’t have diminished. Against hers, his body was taut and
straining. Circling her arms around him, she prepared to give him
whatever he required.

But it wasn’t speed he sought. And the greed was not only to take,
but also to give.

When he ranged kisses over her throat, lingering, nibbling, she,
too, went taut. She could only whisper his name as he continued the
slow journey over her shoulders and down to the curve of her
breasts, then up again, in teasing circles. Instinctively she turned her
head, seeking his mouth, his jaw, his temple, as her body turned hot
and cold with pleasure.

He needed to take care, for her. At the first touch, he’d been
terrified. She had been with another man, she had had a child, but
he knew the extent of her innocence. He’d seen it, hour after hour,
when he’d painted her. He’d felt it each and every time he’d drawn
her against him. If he was going to take that innocence, he was
going to give her beauty in return.

She was so … responsive. Her body seemed to ebb and flow at
the touch of his hands. Wherever he tasted, her skin grew warm. Yet
even as she gave, and offered, there was a shyness about her, the
slightest of hesitations. He wanted to take her beyond that.

Slowly, with movements that were little more than a whisper along
her skin, he drew the gown downward, following the trail of lace with
his lips. At her first moan, his blood swam. He hadn’t known that a
sound, only a sound, could be so alluring. With light, openmouthed
kisses he sensitized her skin until she began to shiver beneath him.



In the lamplight she was exquisite, her skin like marble, her hair like
silver. Her eyes were full of needs and uncertainties.

As he had once used his skill, his insight, to draw her emotions on
canvas, he used it now to set them free.

She had never known there could be such sensitivity between a
man and a woman. Even through the clouds of pleasure and the
steadily rising tide of desire, she sensed his patience. She had never
been so driven to touch a man before. With her fingertips and her
palms, with her lips and her tongue, she discovered him. The urge
came, strong, just to hold him, to wrap tight around him and hold on.

Then, without warning, he was taking her up, making her arch and
gasp in shock and indescribable delight. Her mind and body were
drained of everything but sensation. For an instant there was a terror
of being totally out of control. His name burst out of her as she was
carried away by a climax so strong, so intense, that she was left limp
and dazed in the aftermath.

“Please, I can’t … I’ve never …”
“I know.” Strangely humbled, he lowered his lips to hers. He had

wanted to give, had been driven to, but he hadn’t known that in
giving, so much would be returned to him. “Just relax. There’s no
hurry.”

“But you haven’t—”
He laughed against her throat. “I intend to. There’s time. I want to

touch you,” he murmured, and began the slow, seductive journey
again.

It wasn’t possible. She would have said it couldn’t be possible for
her body to leap back in response to so gentle, so light, a touch. Yet
within moments she was trembling again, aching again, wanting
again. His tongue skimmed over her stomach, dipped to the curve of
her thigh, until she was writhing, a victim now of her own desire and
of the taste of heaven he’d already given her.

Then, impossibly, incredibly, she was tossed up and over again.
This time, when she gasped and faltered, he slid into her.

Her moan merged with his.
Damp flesh pressed against damp flesh as they moved together.

She’d never felt so strong, so utterly free, as she did now, joined as



closely as was conceivable with Gabe.
She was everything he’d ever wanted, everything he’d ever

dreamed of. Indeed, it was like a dream now, with the bursts and
shudders of pleasure ripping through him. With his face pressed
against her throat, he could smell her lightly provocative fragrance,
mixed with the pungent, earthy scent of passion. He would go to the
grave remembering that dizzying combination.

Her breath was fast and frenzied in his ear. Her body was just as
fast and frenzied beneath his. He could feel her nails as she dug
heedlessly into his back.

He would remember all of it.
Then he remembered nothing, and he let himself go.



Chapter Nine

There had been a time, a brief time, when Laura had dressed in
elegant clothes and gone to elegant parties. She had met people
whose names were printed in slick magazines and flashed in bold
headlines in tabloids. She’d danced with celebrities and dined with
princes of fashion. However much it had seemed like a dream, it had
been real.

It was true enough that she had enjoyed her time modeling for
Geoffrey. The work might have been hard, but she’d been young
enough, untried enough, to have been dazzled by the glamour—
even after ten hours on her feet.

He had taught her how to stand, how to walk, even how to look
interested when fatigue was all but pouring out of her ears. He’d
shown her how to use makeup to enhance subtly or strikingly, how to
use her hair to express a mood.

All the things he’d taught her had helped her maintain an image
during public events with the Eagletons. She’d been able to appear
sophisticated and untroubled. At times, appearances were a great
comfort.

She wasn’t afraid she would embarrass herself or Gabe at the
reception his parents were giving at their Nob Hill estate. But she
wasn’t certain she wanted to step back into that life again, either.

How might things have been if Gabe had been an ordinary man, a
man of ordinary means? They might have found a little house with a
little backyard and been swallowed up by anonymity. A part of her
yearned for that, for the simplicity of it.

But that was wrong. Laura fastened the earrings she’d bought the
week before, starbursts of blue stones. If Gabe had come from a
different family and a different life, he wouldn’t be the man she loved.
The man she was almost ready to believe was beginning to love her.



There was nothing about him she wanted to change, not his
looks, not his manner. She might wish occasionally that he would
share with her a bit more of his thoughts and feelings, but she
continued to hope that someday he would.

She wanted to be a full part of his life—lover, wife and partner. So
far, she had come to be the first two.

When the door opened, she turned.
“If you’re about ready, we’ll—”
And he stopped and stared. This was the woman she’d only told

him about, the one who had graced the covers of magazines and
modeled silks and sables. Long-limbed and slender, she stood in
front of the beveled mirror in a dress of midnight blue. It was very
simple, leaving her shoulders and throat bare, then caught like a
wish at her breasts to fall ruler-straight to her feet.

She’d wound her hair up, swept it back, so that only a few wheat-
colored curls escaped to tease her temples.

She was beautiful, gloriously so, yet even as he was drawn to her,
he felt as though he were looking at a stranger.

“You look wonderful.” But he kept his hand on the knob and the
room between them. “I’ll have to paint you like this.” Beauty on Ice,
he thought, cool, aloof and unapproachable.

“I took your advice on the color.” She picked up her purse, then
clasped and unclasped it as she wondered why he was looking at
her as though he’d never seen her before. “And I avoided bows.”

“So I see.” She should have sapphires, a collar of them, around
her throat. “It’s still a bit cool. Do you have a wrap?”

“Yes.” Irked by his tone, she walked to the bed and snatched up a
wide silk scarf in a riot of jewellike colors. It was then that he noticed
that the back of the skirt was slit to the thigh.

“I imagine you’ll create quite a stir in that little number.”
She cringed inwardly, but, falling back on appearances, she

managed to keep her face calm. “If you don’t like the dress, why
don’t you just say so?” She swirled the scarf over her shoulders. “It’s
too late to change, but believe me, I won’t wear it again.”

“Just a minute.” He grabbed her hand as she started through the
doorway. He could feel the smooth gold of her plain wedding ring on



the index finger of her right hand. She was still his Laura, he thought
as he linked his fingers with hers. He’d only had to look in her eyes
to see it.

“I have to get Michael ready,” she mumbled, and tried again to
move past him.

“Do you expect an apology because I’m human enough to be
jealous?”

Her face went still, her eyes blank. “I’m not wearing it to attract
other men. I bought it because I liked it and I thought it suited me.”

He brought a hand to her face and swore roundly when she
jerked. “Look at me. No, damn it, not at him, at me.” Her eyes lashed
back up to him. “Remember who I am, Laura. And remember this—I
won’t tolerate having my every mood, my every word, compared with
someone else’s.”

“I’m not trying to do that.”
“Maybe you’re not trying to, but you do.”
“You expect me to turn my life around overnight. I can’t.”
“No.” He ran his thumb over the ring again. “I don’t suppose you

can. But you can remember that I’m part of your new life, not your
old one.”

“You’re nothing like him.” It was becoming easier to let her hand
relax in his. “I know that. I guess sometimes it’s easier to expect the
worst than to hope for the best.”

“I can’t promise you the best.”
No, he wouldn’t make promises he couldn’t keep. That was the

beauty of him. “You could hold me. That’s as close as I need to get.”
When his arms came around her, he pressed her cheek against

the shoulder of his black evening jacket. It smelled of him, and that
made the last twists of tension dissolve.

“I suppose I was jealous, too.”
“Oh?”
She smiled as she drew back enough to look into his face. “You

look so good tonight.”
“Really?” There was both discomfort and amusement in his tone.
“I’ve never seen you in evening clothes.” She ran her finger down

the dark lapel, which rested against a crisp white shirt. “Sort of like



Heathcliff in a tux.”
He laughed and cupped her face in his hands. “What a mind you

have, angel. There’s no hero in here.”
“You’re wrong.” Her eyes were very solemn, very serious. “You’re

mine.” He shrugged, but she kept him close. “Please, just this once,
let me say it without you brushing it aside.”

He just flicked a finger down her nose. “Don’t expect me to walk
around in armor too long. Let’s get the baby. My mother knows how
to make you miserable if you’re late.”
 

He wasn’t a hero. He certainly wasn’t comfortable being seen as
one. Gabe was much more at ease discussing his work or
speculating on the Giants’ chances during the rest of the baseball
season. He preferred arguments to good deeds.

When someone saw you as heroic, you invariably let them down.
They expected you to have the right answers, the key to the lock, the
light in the dark.

Michael had seen him as a hero. And, of course, he had let his
brother down.

Michael had loved parties like this, Gabe thought as he sipped at
the champagne that seemed to flow endlessly. He had loved the
laughter, the people and the gossip. Michael had been unashamedly
fond of rumors and whispers.

People had loved him moments after meeting him. He had been
outgoing, funny, and as warm with strangers as with friends. It was
Michael who had been the hero, doing favors without tallying the
score, always willing to help or simply to be enthusiastic about a
project.

Yet he’d had that streak of temper and toughness that had
balanced him, prevented him from being overly … overly good, Gabe
supposed.

God, he missed him still, at times unbearably.
There were people here who had known Michael, who had raised

a glass with him or swapped stories with him. Perhaps that was what
made it seem worse tonight, being in their parents’ home, where



they had grown up and shared so much and knowing that Michael
would never walk into that room again.

Somehow you went on. One part of your life closed up, and
another opened. Gabe looked across the room to where Laura stood
talking to his father.

Sometime between the moment she’d rolled down the window of
a wrecked car and the moment she’d placed a newborn child in his
arms he’d fallen in love with her. It had come not with trumpets and
flares but with quiet, soothing murmurs.

If there were such things as angels, one had sent Laura to him
when he’d needed her most.

She was grateful to him, and open enough to give him love and
affection in return for what he had given her. There were days when
he believed that would be enough, for today, and for the tomorrows
they would have together.

Then there were the other times.
He wanted to grab her, to demand again and again that she look

at him, see who he was, what he felt. That she forget what had
happened before and trust in what was happening now. He wanted
to erase, the way he might have blanked out a canvas, what had
gone on before, all the things that had put shadows in her eyes, all
the things that made her hesitate just that split second before she
smiled.

But he knew better than most that when you painted over part of
someone’s life you stole something. Bad experience or good, what
had happened to Laura had made her what she was, the woman he
loved.

But loving as he did, and being a selfish man, he wanted to be
loved back, completely, without the strings of gratitude or the
shadows of vulnerability. Wanting wouldn’t make it so, but time
might. He could give her a little more of that.

Someone laughed across the room. Glasses chinked. There was
a scent of wine, flowers and women’s fragrances. The night had
cooperated with a full moon, and its glow shimmered just outside the
open terrace doors. The room was ablaze with lamplight. Wanting a



few moments away from the crowd and the noise, he slipped
upstairs to check on his son.

* * *
“The boy looks more like you every time I see him,” Cliff was

saying.
“Do you think so?” The thought had Laura lighting up. Perhaps

she was vain after all.
“Absolutely. Though no one would believe you were a new

mother, the way you’re looking tonight.” He patted her cheek in the
way that always made her feel shy and delighted. “My Gabe has
excellent taste.”

“Shame on you, Cliff, flirting with a beautiful woman when your
wife’s not looking.”

“Marion.” Cliff bent down from his rangy height to give the
newcomer a kiss. “Late as always.”

“Amanda’s already scolded me.” She turned, sipping at her
champagne, to give Laura a thorough study. “So this is the
mysterious Laura.”

“My new daughter.” Cliff gave Laura a quick squeeze around the
shoulders. “An old friend, Marion Trussalt. The Trussalt Gallery
handles Gabe’s paintings.”

“Yes, I know. It’s nice to meet you.” She wasn’t a beautiful woman,
Laura thought, but she was oddly striking, with her sleek cap of black
hair and her dark eyes. She wore a flowing rainbow-colored sheath
that managed to be both arty and sophisticated.

“Yes, it is, since we have Gabe in common.” Marion tapped a
finger on the rim of her glass and smiled, but her eyes didn’t warm.
Laura recognized carefully polished disdain when she saw it. “You
have his heart, and I his soul, you might say.”

“Then it would seem we both want the best for him.”
“Oh.” Marion raised her glass. “Absolutely. Cliff, Amanda told me

to remind you that hosts are supposed to mingle.”
He grimaced. “Slave driver. Laura, be sure to work your way over

to the buffet. You’re getting too thin already.” With that he went to do



his duty.
“Yes, you’re amazingly slender for someone who had a child—

what was it? A month ago?”
“Almost two.” Laura shifted her glass of sparkling water to her

other hand. She didn’t deal well with subtle attacks.
“Time flies.” Marion touched her tongue to her upper lip. “It’s odd

that in all that time you haven’t stirred yourself to come down to the
gallery.”

“You’re right. I’ll have to come down and see Gabe’s work in a
proper setting.” She steadied herself. Under no circumstances was
she going to allow herself to be intimidated or to fall into the trap of
reading between the lines. If Gabe had ever had any kind of
romantic involvement with Marion, it had ended. “He relies on you, I
know. And I hope you’ll be able to persuade him to go through with a
new showing.”

“I haven’t decided that’s really a good idea for the time being.”
Marion turned to smile at someone across the room who had called
her name.

“Why? The paintings are wonderful.”
“That isn’t the only issue.” She turned back to give Laura a quick,

glittering look. She hadn’t been Gabe’s lover, nor had there every
been any urge on either side to make it so. Her feelings for Gabriel
Bradley went far beyond the physical. Gabe was an artist, a great
one, and she had been—and intended to go on being—the catalyst
for his success.

If he had married within his circle, or chosen someone who could
have enhanced or furthered his career, she would have been
pleased. But for him to have wasted himself, and her ambitions, on a
beautiful face and a smeared reputation was more than Marion could
bear.

“Did I mention that I knew your first husband?”
If she had thrown her drink into Laura’s face she would have been

no less shocked. The cocoon that she had been able to draw around
herself and Michael suffered its first crack.

“No. If you’ll excuse me—”



“A fascinating man, I always thought. Certainly young, and a bit
wild, but fascinating. A tragedy that he died so young, before he ever
saw his child.” She tilted her glass back until only a sheen of bubbles
remained.

“Michael,” Laura said evenly, “is Gabe’s child.”
“So I’m told.” She smiled again. “There were the oddest rumors

just before and just after Tony died. Some said that he was on the
verge of divorcing you, that he’d already removed you from the
family home because you were, well, indiscreet.” With a shrug,
Marion set her glass aside. “But that’s all in the past now. Tell me,
how are the Eagletons? I haven’t spoke with Lorraine for ages.”

She was going to be ill, violently and humiliatingly ill, unless she
succeeded in fighting back her rolling nausea. “Why are you doing
this?” she whispered. “Why should you care?”

“Oh, my dear, I care about anything that has to do with Gabe. I
intend to see him reach the very top, and I don’t intend to watch him
be dragged down. That’s a lovely dress,” she added. Then she saw
Amanda approaching and slipped away.

“Laura, are you all right? You’re white as a sheet. Come, let me
find you a chair.”

“No, I need some air.” Turning, she fled through the open glass
doors and onto the smooth stone terrace beyond.

“Here, now.” Coming up behind her, Amanda took her arm and
steered her to a chair. “Sit a minute before Gabe comes along. He’ll
take one look at you and pounce on me for insisting you come out
and socialize too soon.”

“It’s nothing to do with that.”
“And something to do with Marion.” Amanda took the water glass

out of Laura’s tightening grip. “If she led you to believe that there
was something—personal—between herself and Gabe, I can only
say its totally untrue.”

“That wouldn’t matter.”
With a little laugh, Amanda cast a look back inside. “If you mean

that, then you’re a better woman than I. I’ve known one of my
husband’s former … interests for over thirty-five years. I’d still like to
spit in her eye.”



With a laugh of her own, Laura drew in the softly scented evening.
“I know Gabe’s faithful to me.”

“And so you should. You should also know that Marion and Gabe
were never lovers.” She moved her shoulders a bit. “I can’t say that I
know about all of my son’s affairs, but I do know that he and Marion
only have art in common. Now, what did she say to upset you?”

“It was nothing.” Laura brushed her fingers over her temples, as if
to soothe away an ache. “Really, it was my own fault, overreacting.
She only mentioned that she’d met my first husband.”

“I see.” Annoyed, Amanda turned her sharp-eyed glance into the
drawing room again. “Well, I have to say I find it very insensitive to
bring up the subject at your wedding reception. One would have
thought a woman like Marion would have more taste.”

“It’s over and it’s best forgotten.” Straightening her shoulders,
Laura prepared to go back in. “I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t
mention any of this to Gabe. There’s no reason to annoy him.”

“No, I agree. I’ll speak with Marion myself.”
“No.” Laura picked up her glass again and sipped slowly. “If

there’s anything that needs to be said, I’ll say it myself.”
Amanda’s smile spread and she said easily, “If that’s what you’d

like.”
“Yes. Amanda …” A decision made quickly, she thought, was

sometimes the best. “Could I leave Michael with you one day next
week? I’d like to go into the gallery and see Gabe’s paintings.”
 

Laura woke up out of breath and shivering. She struggled her way
out of the nightmare to find herself in Gabe’s arms.

“Just relax. You’re all right.”
She drew in a big gulp of air, then let it out slowly. “Sorry,” she

muttered, dragging a hand through her hair.
“Want anything? Some water?”
“No.” As the fear passed, annoyance took its place. The glowing

dial of the alarm clock read 4:15. They’d been in bed for only three
hours, and now she was wide-awake and restless.

With his arm still around her, Gabe lay back on his pillow. “You
haven’t had a nightmare since Michael was born. Did something



happen at the party tonight?”
She thought of Marion and gritted her teeth. “Why do you ask?”
“I noticed that you seemed upset, and my mother annoyed.”
“Did you think that I had an argument with your mother?” That

made her smile and settle more comfortably against him. “No, in fact
we get along very well.”

“You sound surprised.”
“I didn’t expect to make friends with her. I kept waiting for her to

bring out her broom and pointed hat.”
He laughed and kissed her shoulder. “Just try criticizing my work.”
“I wouldn’t dare.” Unconsciously she began to stroke her fingers

through his hair. When she was here, like this, she believed she
could handle anything that threatened her new family. “She showed
me the mural in the parlor. The one with all the mythical creatures.”

“I was twenty, and romantic.” And he’d asked his mother a dozen
times to have it painted over.

“I like it.”
“No wonder you get along with her.”
“I did like it.” She shifted so that she could rest her arms on his

chest. There was only a little moonlight, but she could see him. She
didn’t realize that it was her first completely unstudied move toward
him, but he did. “What’s wrong with unicorns and centaurs and
fairies?”

“They have their place, I suppose.” But all he was currently
interested in was making love with her.

“Good. Then don’t you think the side wall in Michael’s room is the
perfect place for a mural?”

He tugged at a curl that fell over her cheek. “Are you offering me a
commission?”

“Well, I’ve seen a few samples of your work, and it’s not bad.”
He tugged harder. “Not bad?”
“Shows promise.” With a quick laugh, she ducked before he could

pull her hair again. “Why don’t you submit some sample sketches for
consideration?”

“And my fee?”



He was smiling; her skin was warming. Laura began to think the
nightmare had been a blessing in disguise. “Negotiable.”

“Tell you what. I’ll do the mural on one condition.”
“Which is?”
“That you let me paint you again, nude.”
Her eyes widened. Then she laughed, sure he was joking. “You

should at least let me wear a beret.”
“You’ve been watching too many old movies, but you can wear a

beret if you like—just nothing else.”
“I couldn’t.”
“All right, then, scratch the beret.”
“Gabe, you’re not serious.”
“Of course I am.” To prove it, and to please himself, he ran a hand

over her. “You have a beautiful body … long dancer’s limbs, smooth
white skin, a narrow waist.”

“Gabe.” She spoke to stop not his roaming hands but his
conversation. She stopped neither.

“I’ve wanted to paint you nude since the first time we made love. I
can still see the way you looked when I drew the nightgown away.
Capturing that femininity, that subtle sexuality, would be a triumph.”

She laid her cheek on his heart. “I’d be embarrassed.”
“Why? I know what you look like. Every inch of you.” He cupped

her breasts, scraping his thumbs lightly over her nipples. Her instant
response rippled through him.

“No one else does.” Her voice was husky now. Hardly realizing it,
she began to run her hands over him. The journey was long, lazy,
thorough.

There was something incredibly exciting about the idea. No one
else knew the secrets of her body, the dips and curves. No one else
knew how a touch here, a stroke there, could make her shyness melt
into passion. He did want to capture that on canvas, the beauty of
her, the sweetness of her inhibitions. The fire of passion just
discovered. But he could wait.

“I suppose I could just hire a model.”
Her head came up at that. “You—” The jealousy rose, so swift and

powerful that it left her momentarily speechless.



“It’s art, angel,” he said, amused and not at all displeased. “Not a
centerfold.”

“You’re trying to blackmail me.”
“You’re very sharp.”
Her eyes narrowed. In deliberate seduction that surprised them

both, she shifted so that her body rubbed tantalizingly over his. “Only
if I get to choose the model.”

His pulse was thudding. As she lowered her head to brush kisses
over his chest, he closed his eyes. “Laura.”

“No, Mrs. Drumberry. I met her tonight.”
He opened his eyes. But when she used her teeth to tug on his

nipple he arched beneath her. “Mabel Drumberry is a hundred and
five.”

“Exactly.” She chuckled but continued her explorations, with a
growing sense of power and discovery. “I wouldn’t trust you closed
up in your studio with some sexy young redhead with lush curves.”

He started to laugh, but the sound became a moan as her hand
ranged lower. “Don’t you think I can resist a sexy young redhead?”

“Of course, but she wouldn’t be able to resist you.” She rubbed
her cheek along his jawline, which was already roughened with
morning stubble. “You’re so beautiful, Gabe. If I could paint, I’d show
you.”

“What you’re doing is driving me crazy.”
“I hope so,” she murmured, and lowered her mouth to his.
She’d never had the confidence to take charge, had never been

sure enough of her skill or her appeal. Now it seemed right and
wonderfully fulfilling to tease and taunt her man in passion.

His hands were in her hair, his fingers tangled and tense, as she
dipped her tongue into his mouth and explored. Her moves were
instinctive rather than experienced, and all the more seductive for it.

The power came to her not in a wild burst but with quiet certainty.
She could be his partner here, his full partner. It was easy to show
love, almost as easy as it was to feel it.

As she discovered him, she discovered herself. She wasn’t as
patient as he, not here. Strangely, in the daylight, the opposite was
true. She saw him as a man who needed to move quickly, decisively,



and if mistakes were made because of hurry they could be corrected
or just as easily ignored. She was more cautious, more prone to
think through alternatives before acting.

But in bed, in the role of the seductress, she found little patience
in herself.

She was wild and wanton. Gabe found himself reaching for her,
then being rocked helplessly by the sensations she brought to him. It
was like having a different woman in bed, one who felt like Laura,
smelled like Laura, one he wanted as desperately as he wanted
Laura.

When her mouth came down on his, it was Laura’s taste, yet
somehow darker, riper. And her body was like a furnace as she
moved over him.

He tried to remember that this was his wife, his shy and still-
innocent wife, who required infinite care and gentleness. He had yet
to release his full range of passion with her. With Laura he had taken
his time, used every drop of his sensitivity.

Now she was stripping him down to the nerve ends.
She could feel the power, and it was glorious. Despite her

excitement, her mind was clear as a bell. She could make him weak,
she could make him desperate. She could make him tremble.
Breathlessly she pressed her lips to pulse points that she found by
instinct. His heart was racing. For her. She could feel his body
shudder at her touch. When he groaned, it was her own name she
heard.

She heard herself laugh, and there was something sultry in the
sound. A feminine triumph. The clock in the hallway struck five, and
the echo went on and on in her head.

Then his arms were locked around her and the sound that was
coming from his throat was long and primitive. His control snapped
like a rubber band stretched too far. Needs only half satisfied, so
long held in check, flooded free. His mouth covered hers, bruisingly.
But it wasn’t a skip of fear she felt. It was a leap of victory.

Trapped in madness, they rolled across the bed, seeking, taking,
demanding, with a kind of greed that made the mouth go dry and the
soul shudder. The modest gown she wore was torn aside, seams



ripping, lace shredding. His hands were everywhere, and they were
far from gentle.

There was no shame. There was no shyness. This was freedom,
a different kind from what he had already shown her. As desperate
as he, she opened for him. When he plunged into her, the shock
vibrated, wave after wave.

Fast and furious, they locked into their own rhythm, each driving
the other.

Endless pleasure, sharp and edgy. Insatiable need spreading like
wildfire. As she gave herself to him, as she asked and received
more, Laura realized that, for the lucky, time could indeed stop.



Chapter Ten

When the sky darkened, Laura was in the garden. It had become
her habit to spend her mornings there while the baby slept or sat
rocking in his swing in the sunlight. Since her arrival in Gabe’s home,
she’d found little to do indoors. The house almost took care of itself
and, as she had once told him, Gabe was only sloppy when he
painted.

More than that, there were too many rooms, too much space that
she didn’t yet feel a part of. In the nursery, which she’d decorated
herself and where, through necessity, she spent many hours during
the day and night, she felt at home. The rest of the house, with its
heirlooms and its beautiful old rugs, its polished wood and its faded
wallpaper, remained aloof to her.

But as spring had taken hold she had discovered an affinity and a
talent for gardening, as well as a need for space and air. She liked
the sunlight and the smells and the feel of the earth under her hands.
She devoured books on plants, much as she had on childbirth, so
that she could become familiar with flowers and shrubs and the care
they required.

The tulips were beginning to bloom, and the azaleas were already
ripe with blossoms. Someone else had planted them, but Laura had
no trouble taking them to heart as her own. They flowered afresh
every year. Nor did she feel awkward adding her own touches with
moss roses and snapdragons.

Already she was planning to plant new bulbs in the fall, daylilies,
windflowers, poppies. Then, over the winter, she would root her own
spring flowers from seed, starting them in little peat pots that she
would set in the sun room on the east side of the house.

“I’ll teach you how to plant them next year,” she told Michael. She
could already imagine him toddling around the garden on short,



sturdy legs, patting at the dirt, trying to snatch butterflies off
blossoms.

He would laugh. There would be so much for him to laugh about.
She would be able to catch him up in her arms and swing him
around so that his eyes, which were still as stubbornly blue as hers,
glowed and his laughter bounced on the air. Then Gabe would stick
his head out of his studio window and demand to know what all the
ruckus was about.

But he wouldn’t really be annoyed. He’d come down, saying that if
there was going to be so much noise he might as well forget about
working for the morning. He’d sit on the ground with Michael in his
lap and they’d laugh together about nothing anyone else would
understand.

Sitting back on her heels, Laura wiped her brow with the back of a
gloved hand. Dreaming had always been her escape, her defense,
her survival. Now it didn’t seem like any of those things, because she
was beginning to believe dreams could come true.

“I love your daddy,” she told Michael, as she told him at least once
every day. “I love him so much that it makes me believe in happy
endings.”

When the shadow fell over her, Laura glanced up and saw the first
dark clouds roll over the sun. She was tempted to ignore them, and
she might have if she hadn’t known it took more than a quick minute
to gather up all her gardening tools, Michael’s supplies and the baby
himself.

“Well, the rain’s good for the flowers, isn’t it, sweetie?” She stored
the tools and bags of peat moss and fertilizers in the small shed near
the back door, then drew Michael out of the swing. With the acquired
coordination of motherhood, she carried the baby, his little cache of
toys and the folded swing indoors.

She’d barely started upstairs when the first crack of thunder had
both her and Michael jumping. As he began to wail, she fought back
her own longstanding fear of storms and soothed him.

He calmed down much more quickly than she as she walked and
rocked and murmured reassurances. Though the rain held off, she
could watch the fury raging in the sky through Michael’s windows.



Lightning slashed, turning the light from gray to mauve, then back to
gray, in the blink of an eye.

Eventually he began to doze, but she continued to hold him, as
much for her own comfort as his.

“Silly, isn’t it?” she murmured. “A grown woman more afraid of
thunder than a tiny baby.” As the rain began to lash at the house,
she made herself set the sleeping child in his crib so that she could
close the windows.

At least that would keep her busy, Laura told herself as she
moved from room to room to shut the windows against the pelting
rain. Still, each time thunder boomed she jerked back. It wasn’t until
she started back into the nursery, telling herself she’d curl up on the
daybed and read until the storm passed, that she remembered
Gabe’s studio. Thinking only of his work, she rushed down the hall.

She was grateful that the storm hadn’t knocked out the power.
The lights flared on at a touch. It seemed that her luck had held. The
floor was wet by the ribbon of windows, but none of his paintings
were stored there. Laura hurried down the line, shutting each one
until the rain was muffled by the glass.

She started to do the practical thing and go for a mop, but then it
struck her that this was the first time she had been in Gabe’s studio
alone. He’d never asked her not to go in, but the lack of privacy
she’d lived with most of her life had made her fastidious about
respecting that of others. Now, though, with the lights bright
overhead and the thunder rolling in the distance, she felt comfortable
there, as she did in the nursery. As she had in the cabin in the
mountains.

The room smelled of him, she realized. It held that mixture of paint
and turpentine, with the powdery addition of chalk, that often clung to
his clothes and his hands. It was a scent that invariably put her at
ease, even though it was also a scent that invariably aroused her.
Like the man, she thought, the scent drew her emotions. She could
love him and be comforted by him, just as she could be excited and
confused by him.

What did he want from her? she wondered. And why? She
thought she understood part of it. He wanted the solidity of family, an



end to his own loneliness and passion in bed. He’d chosen her for
those things because she’d been as anxious to give them as he was
to take them.

It could be enough, or nearly enough. Her problem was, and
continued to be, a quiet longing for more.

Shaking off the mood, she tried to picture him there in that room,
alone, working, envisioning.

So much had been done here, she thought, so many hours
creating, perfecting, experimenting. What made one man different
from another in the way he saw and expressed what he saw?
Crossing to his easel, she studied his work in progress.

A painting of Michael. The deep and simple pleasure of it had her
hugging herself. There was a rough sketch tacked to the easel, and
the portrait on canvas was just beginning to take shape. She could
see that even since the sketch, which he’d drawn perhaps a week
before, Michael had changed and grown. But because of this she
would always be able to look back and see him exactly as he’d been
in that one precious moment of time.

With her arms still crossed over her breasts, she turned to study
the room. It was different without Gabe in it. Less … dramatic, she
thought. Then she laughed a little, knowing he would hate that
description.

Without him it was a wide, airy room, largely empty. On the floor
were dried drops and smears of paint that could have been there for
a week or a year. A small pedestal sink was built into one corner.
She saw a towel tossed carelessly over its lip. There were shelves
and a worktable with equipment scattered on them. Paints and
bottles, jars crammed with brushes, pallet knives, hunks of charcoal
and balled-up rags. Unframed canvases were stacked against the
walls, much as they had been in Colorado. He hadn’t hung anything
here.

She wondered why she hadn’t thought before to ask Gabe if he
had anything she might hang in Michael’s room. The posters she’d
chosen were colorful, but one of Gabe’s paintings would mean more.
With that in mind, she knelt down and began to go through
canvases.



How easily he drew out emotion. One of his pastel landscapes
would make you dreamy. Next an edgy, too-realistic view of a slum
would make you shudder. There were portraits, too—an impossibly
old man leaning on a cane at a bus stop, three young girls giggling
outside a boutique. There was a spectacular nude study of a
brunette sprawled on white satin. Instead of jealousy, it raised a
feeling of awe in Laura.

She went through more than a dozen, wondering why he’d
stacked them so carelessly. Many were unframed, and all were
facing the wall. Each one she held left her more astonished that she
could be married to a man who could do so much with color and
brush. More, each painting gave her a closer look at who he was.
She could sense the mood that had held him as he’d worked. Rage
for this, humor for that. Sorrow, impatience, desire, delight. Whatever
he could feel, he could paint.

These didn’t belong here, she thought, frustrated that he would
close them up in a room where no one could see them or appreciate
them or be touched by them. His signature was dashed in each
corner, with the year just below. Everything she found had been
painted no more than two years before, and no less than one year.

She turned the last canvas over and was caught immediately. It
was another portrait, and this one had been painted with love.

The subject, a young man of no more than thirty, was grinning, a
bit recklessly, as though he had all the time in the world to
accomplish what he wanted to do. His hair was blond, a few shades
lighter than Gabe’s, and brushed back from a lean, good-looking
face. It was a casual study, full-length, with the subject sprawled in a
chair, legs spread out and crossed at the ankle. But, despite the
relaxing pose, there was a sense of movement and energy.

She recognized the chair. It sat in the parlor of the Bradley
mansion on Nob Hill. And she recognized the subject by the shape
of the face, which was so much like her husband’s. This was Gabe’s
brother. This was Michael.

For a long time she sat there, holding the painting in her lap, no
longer hearing the storm. The lights flickered once, but she didn’t
notice.



It was possible, she discovered, to grieve for someone you hadn’t
even known, to feel the loss and the regret. That Gabe had loved his
brother deeply was obvious in each brush stroke. Not only loved, she
thought, but respected. Now more than ever she wished he trusted
her enough to speak of this Michael, his life and his death. In the
sketch of the baby Gabe had tacked on the easel she had seen this
same kind of unconditional love.

If he was using the baby to help him get over the loss of his
brother, should she begrudge him that? It didn’t mean he loved their
Michael any less. Still, it made her sad to think of it. Until he talked to
her, opened up his emotions to her as he did in his work, she would
never really be his wife and Michael would never really be his son.

Gently she turned the canvas back to the wall and replaced the
others.
 

When the rain stopped, Laura decided to call Amanda and follow
through with her decision to visit the gallery. If she wanted Gabe to
take another step toward her, she would have to take another toward
him. She’d avoided going to the gallery, not for all the reasons she
had given, but because she hadn’t felt comfortable in her role as wife
to the public person, the well-known artist. Insecurity, she knew,
could only be overcome by taking a confident step forward, even if
that step took all the courage you could muster.

She’d grown, Laura told herself. In the past year she’d learned not
just to be strong but to be as strong as she needed to be. She might
not have reached the peak, but she was no longer scrambling for a
foothold at the bottom of the hill.

It was as easy as asking. After her thanks were brushed aside
Laura hung up the phone and glanced at her watch. If Michael stuck
to his usual schedule, he would wake within the hour and demand to
be fed. She could take him to Amanda—the first big step—then drive
to the gallery. She glanced down at the dirt-stained knees of her
jeans. First she had to change.

The doorbell caught her halfway up the stairs. Feeling too
optimistic to be annoyed by the interruption, she went to answer it.

And the world crashed silently at her feet.



“Laura.” Lorraine Eagleton gave a brisk nod, then strode into the
hall. She stood and glanced idly around as she drew off her gloves.
“My, my, you’ve certainly landed on your feet, haven’t you?” She
tucked her gloves tidily in a buff-colored alligator bag. “Where is the
child?”

She couldn’t speak. Both words and air were trapped in her lungs,
crowding there so that her chest ached. Her hand, still gripping the
doorknob, was ice-cold, though the panicked rhythm of her heart
vibrated in each fingertip. She had a sudden, horrible flash of the last
time she had seen this woman face-to-face. As if they had just been
spoken, she remembered the threats, the demand and the
humiliation. She found her voice.

“Michael’s asleep.”
“Just as well. We have business to discuss.”
The rain had cooled the air and left its taste in it. Watery sunlight

crept through the door, which Laura still hadn’t closed. Birds were
beginning to chirp optimistically again. Normal things. Such normal
things. Life, she reminded herself, didn’t bother to stop for personal
crises.

Though she couldn’t make her fingers relax on the doorknob, she
did keep her eyes and her voice level. “You’re in my home now, Mrs.
Eagleton.”

“Women like you always manage to find rich, gullible husbands.”
She arched a brow, pleased that Laura was still standing by the door,
tense and pale. “That doesn’t change who you are, what you are.
Nor will your being clever enough to get Gabriel Bradley to marry
you stop me from taking what’s mine.”

“I have nothing that belongs to you. I’d like you to leave.”
“I’m sure you would,” Lorraine said, smiling. She was a tall,

striking woman with dark, sculpted hair and an unlined face. “Believe
me, I have neither the desire nor the intention to stay long. I intend to
have the child.”

Laura had a vision of herself standing in the mist, holding an
empty blanket. “No.”

Lorraine brushed the refusal aside as she might have brushed a
speck of lint from her lapel. “I’ll simply get a court order.”



The cold fear was replaced by heat, and she managed to move
then, though it was only to stiffen. “Then do it. Until you do, leave us
alone.”

Still the same, Lorraine thought as she watched Laura’s face. She
spit a bit now when she was backed into a corner, but she was still
easily maneuvered. It infuriated her now, as it always had, that her
son had settled for so little when he could have had so much. Even
in fury she never raised her voice. Lorraine had always considered
derision a better weapon than volume.

“You should have taken the offer my husband and I made to you.
It was generous, and it won’t be made again.”

“You can’t buy my baby, any more than you can buy back Tony.”
Pain flashed across Lorraine’s face, pain that was real enough,

sharp enough, to make Laura form words of sympathy. They could
talk, had to be able to talk now, as one mother to another. “Mrs.
Eagleton—”

“I won’t speak of my son with you,” Lorraine said, and the pain
vanished into bitterness. “If you had been what he needed, he’d still
be alive. I’ll never forgive you for that.”

There had been a time when she would have crumbled at those
words, ready to take the blame. But Lorraine had been wrong. Laura
was no longer the same. “Do you want to take my baby to punish me
or to bind your wounds? Either reason is wrong. You have to know
that.”

“I know I can and will prove that you’re unfit to care for the child.
I’ll produce documentation that you made yourself available to other
men before and after your marriage to my son.”

“You know that’s not true.”
Lorraine continued as if Laura hadn’t spoken. “Added to that will

be the record of your unstable family background. If the child proves
to be Tony’s, there’ll be a custody hearing, and the outcome is
without question.”

“You won’t take Michael, not with money, not with lies.” Her voice
rose, and she fought to bring it back down. Losing her temper would
get her nowhere. Laura knew all too well how easily Lorraine could
bat aside emotion with one cold, withering look. She believed, she



had to believe, there was still a way of reasoning with her. “If you
ever loved Tony, then you’ll know just how far I’ll go to keep my son.”

“And you should know just how far I’ll go to see to it that you have
no part in raising an Eagleton.”

“That’s all he is to you, a name, just a symbol of immortality.”
Despite her efforts, her voice was growing desperate and her knees
were beginning to shake. “He’s just a baby. You don’t love him.”

“Feelings have nothing to do with it. I’m staying at the Fairmont.
You have two days to decide whether or not you want a public
scandal.” Lorraine drew out her gloves again. The terror on Laura’s
face assured her that there was no risk of that. “I’m sure the
Bradleys would be displeased, at the least, to learn of your past
indiscretions. Therefore, I have no doubt you’ll be sensible, Laura,
and not risk what you’ve so conveniently acquired.” She walked out
the door and down the steps to where a gray limo waited.

Without waiting for it to drive away, Laura slammed the door and
bolted it. She was panting as though she’d been running. And it was
running that occurred to her first. Dashing up the stairs, she raced
into the nursery and began to toss Michael’s things into his carryall.

They’d travel light. She’d only pack what was absolutely
necessary. Before sundown they could be miles away. Headed north,
she thought quickly. Maybe into Canada. There was still enough
money left to help them get away, to buy them enough time to
disappear. A rattle slipped out of her hand and landed with a clatter.
Giving in to despair, she sunk onto the daybed and buried her face in
her hands.

They couldn’t run. Even if they had enough funds to keep them for
a lifetime, they couldn’t run. It was wrong, wrong for Michael, for
Gabe, even for herself. They had a life here, the kind she’d always
wanted, the kind she needed to give her son.

But what could she do to protect it?
Take a stand. Ride out the attack. Not cave in. But caving in was

what she’d always done best. Lifting her head, she waited until her
breathing had calmed. That was the old Laura’s thinking, and that
was exactly what Lorraine was counting on. The Eagletons knew
how easily manipulated she had been. They expected her to run,



and they would use that impulsive, erratic behavior to take her baby.
They thought that if she was too tired to run she would sacrifice her
child to protect her position with the Bradleys.

But they didn’t know her. They had never taken the time or effort
to really know her. She wouldn’t cave in. She wouldn’t run with her
son. She was damn well going to fight for him.

The anger came then, and it felt wonderful. Anger was a hot,
animate emotion, so unlike the icy numbness of fear. She’d stay
angry, as Amanda had advised, because angry she would not only
fight but fight rough and dirty. The Eagletons were in for a surprise.
 

By the time she reached the gallery she was in control again.
Michael was safe with Amanda, and Laura was taking the first step
of the route she’d already mapped out to see that he stayed safe.

The Trussalt Gallery was in a gracefully refurbished old building.
Flowers, neatly trimmed and still wet from the recent rain, were
grouped near the main entrance. Laura could smell roses and damp
leaves as she pulled the door open.

Inside, skylights offered an open view of the still-cloudy sky, but
the gallery itself was brilliant with recessed and track lighting. It was
as quiet as a church. Indeed, as Laura paused to look, she could see
that this was a place designed for the worship of art. Sculptures in
marble and wood, in iron and bronze, were placed lovingly. Rather
than competing with each other, they harmonized. As did the
paintings aligned stylishly on the walls.

She recognized one of Gabe’s, a particularly solemn view of a
garden going to seed. It wasn’t pretty; it certainly wasn’t joyful.
Looking at it, she thought of the mural he’d painted for his mother.
The same man who believed enough in fantasies to bring them to life
also saw reality, perhaps a bit too clearly. They had that in common,
as well.

There were only a few patrons here on this rainy weekday
afternoon. They had time to browse, Laura reminded herself. She
didn’t. Spotting a guard, she moved toward him.

“Excuse me, I’m looking for Gabriel Bradley.”



“I’m sorry, miss. He wouldn’t be available. If you have a question
about one of his paintings, you may want to see Ms. Trussalt.”

“No. You see, I’m—”
“Laura.” Marion breezed out of an alcove. She was wearing

pastels today, a long, slim skirt in baby blue that reached to her
ankles, with a hip-skimming sweater in soft pink. The quiet colors
only accentuated her exotic looks. “So you decided to pay us a visit
after all.”

“I’d like to see Gabe.”
“What a pity.” Without so much as a glance, Marion motioned the

guard aside. “He’s not here at the moment.”
Laura curled her fingers tighter around the clasp of her purse.

Intimidation from this quarter meant less than nothing now. “Do you
expect him back?”

“As a matter of fact, he should be back before too long. We’re
booked for drinks in, oh—” she glanced at her watch “—half an
hour.”

Both the glance and the tone were designed to dismiss her, but
Laura was far beyond worrying about games. “Then I’ll wait.”

“You’re welcome to, of course, but I’m afraid Gabe and I have
business to discuss. So boring for you.”

Weariness was a dull throb at the base of her skull. She had no
desire to cross swords now. Her energy had to remain focused for a
much more vital fight. “I appreciate your concern, but nothing about
Gabe’s art is boring for me.”

“Spoken like a little Trojan.” Marion tilted her head. There was a
smile that had nothing to do with friendship in her eyes. “You’re
looking a bit pale. Trouble in paradise?”

And she knew. As clearly as if Marion had said it out loud, she
knew how Lorraine had found her. “Nothing that can’t be dealt with.
Why did you call her, Marion?”

The smile remained in place, cool and confident. “I beg your
pardon?”

“She was already paying good money for detectives. I only had a
week or two longer at most.”



Marion considered a moment, then turned to fuss with the
alignment of a painting. “I’ve always thought time was better saved
than wasted. The sooner Lorraine deals with you, the sooner I can
get Gabe back on track. Let me show you something.”

Marion moved across the gallery in a separate room, where the
walls and floors were white. A sweeping spiral staircase, again in
white, rose up in one corner. Above, balconies ran in a circle. A trio
of ornamental trees grew under the staircase, fronted by a towering
ebony sculpture of a man and a woman in a passionate, yet
somehow despairing, embrace.

But it was the portrait that caught her attention, that drew it and
demanded it. It was her own face that looked serenely back at Laura,
from the portrait Gabe had painted during those long, quiet days in
Colorado.

“Yes, it’s stunning.” Marion rubbed a finger over her lip as she
studied it. She’d been tempted to take a knife to the canvas when
Gabe had first unpacked it, but the temptation had faded quickly.
She was too much a patron of the arts to let personal feelings
interfere. “It’s one of his best and most romantic pieces. It’s been
hanging only three weeks and I’ve already had six serious offers for
it.”

“I’ve already seen the painting, Marion.”
“Yes, but I doubt you understand it. He calls it Gabriel’s Angel.

That should tell you something.”
“Gabriel’s Angel,” Laura repeated in a murmur. The warmth

spread through her as she took a step closer. “What should that tell
me?”

“That he, like Pygmalion, fell a bit in love with his subject. That’s
expected now and again, even encouraged, as it often inspires great
work such as this.” She tapped a finger against the frame. “But
Gabe’s much too practical a man to string out the fantasy for long.
The portrait’s finished, Laura. He doesn’t need you any longer.”

Laura turned her head so that she could look directly at Marion.
What was being said had run through her mind countless times. She
told Marion what she had already told herself. “Then he’ll have to tell
me that.”



“He’s an honorable man. That’s part of his charm. But once things
come to a head, once he realizes his mistake, he’ll cut his losses. A
man only believes in an image,” she said, with a gesture toward the
portrait, “as long as the image is unsmeared. From what Lorraine
tells me, you don’t have much time.”

Laura fought back the urge to turn and run. Oddly, she discovered
it didn’t take as much effort this time. “If you believe that, why are
you taking so much trouble to move me along?”

“No trouble.” She smiled again and let her hand fall away from the
painting. “I consider it part of my job to encourage Gabe to
concentrate on his career and avoid the kind of controversies that
can only detract from it. As I’ve already explained, his involvement
with you isn’t acceptable. He’ll realize that soon enough himself.”

No wonder she had called Lorraine, Laura thought. They were two
of a kind. “You’re forgetting something, Marion. Michael. No matter
what Gabe feels or doesn’t feel for me, he loves Michael.”

“It takes a particularly pitiful woman to use a child.”
“You’re right.” Laura met her eyes levelly. “You couldn’t be more

right.” When Laura saw that retort had hit home, she continued
calmly, “I’ll wait here for Gabe. I’d appreciate it if you’d tell him when
he gets back.”

“So you can run and hide behind him?”
“I can’t see that Laura’s reasons for coming to see me are your

concern.”
Gabe spoke from the entranceway. Both women turned toward

him. He could read fury on Marion’s face and distress on Laura’s.
Even as he watched, both women composed themselves in their
own way. Marion lifted her brow and smiled. Laura folded her hands
and raised her chin.

“Darling. You know it’s part of my job to protect my artists from
panicky spouses and lovers.” Crossing to him, Marion laid a hand on
his arm. “We’re going to be meeting with the Bridgetons in a few
minutes about the three paintings. I don’t want you distracted and
out of sorts.”

He spared her only the briefest of glances, but in it Marion saw
that he had heard too much. “I’ll worry about my moods. If you’ll



excuse us now?”
“The Bridgetons—”
“Can buy the paintings or go to hell. Leave us alone, Marion.”
She aimed a vicious glare at Laura, then stormed out of the room.

Her heels echoed on the tile. “I’m sorry,” Laura said after a long
breath. “I didn’t come here to make waves.”

“Why, then? From the look of you, you didn’t come to spend an
afternoon in art appreciation.” Before she could answer, he was
striding to her. “Damn it, Laura, I don’t like having the two of you
standing here discussing me as though I were some prize to be
awarded to the highest bidder. Marion’s a business associate, you’re
my wife. The two of you are going to have to resolve that.”

“I understand that completely.” Her voice had changed, hardened
to match his. “And you should understand that if I believed you were
involved with her in any way I would already have left you.”

Whatever he’d been about to say slipped completely away from
him. Because he recognized the unshakable resolve in the
statement, he could only stare at her. “Just like that?”

“Just like that. I’ve already lived through one marriage where
fidelity meant nothing. I won’t live through another.”

“I see.” Comparisons again, he thought. He wanted to shout at
her. Instead, he spoke softly, too softly. “Then I’ve been warned.”

She turned away so that she could close her eyes for a moment.
Her head was pounding ruthlessly. If she didn’t take the time to draw
herself in, she would throw herself into his arms and beg for help. “I
didn’t come here to discuss the terms of our marriage.”

“Maybe you should have. It might be time for us to go back to
square one and spell it out.”

She shook her head and made herself turn to face him again. “I
wanted to tell you that I’m going to see a lawyer in the morning.”

He felt the life drain out of him in one swift flood. She wanted a
divorce. Then, as quickly as he’d been left limp, the fury came.
Unlike Laura, he had never had to prime himself for a fight. “What
the hell are you talking about?”

“It can’t be put off any longer. I can’t keep pretending it’s not
necessary.” Again she wanted to step into his arms, to feel them



close around her, make her safe. She kept an arm’s length away and
stood on her own. “I didn’t want to start what will be a difficult and
ugly period without letting you know.”

“That’s big of you.” Spinning away, he dragged a hand through his
hair. Above him, her portrait smiled gently down. As he stood
between them, he felt as though he were caught between two
women, between two needs. “What in the hell brought this on? Do
you think you can kiss me goodbye at the door, then talk about
lawyers a few hours later? If you haven’t been happy, why haven’t
you said so?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Gabe. We knew this
would probably happen eventually. You were the one who told me
there’d come a time when I’d have to face it. Now I’m ready to. I just
want to give you the option of backing off before it’s too late to turn
back.”

He started to snap at her, then stopped himself. It occurred to him
that what he had thought they were talking about, and what was
actually being discussed were two different things. “Why do you
need to see a lawyer in the morning?”

“Lorraine Eagleton came to the house this afternoon. She wants
Michael.”

No relief came at the realization that they weren’t speaking of
divorce. There was no room for it. He recognized a flash of panic
before fury replaced it. “She may as well want the moon, because
she won’t have that, either.” He reached out to touch a hand to her
cheek. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. “I wasn’t, but I am now. She’s threatening a custody
suit.”

“On what grounds?”
She pressed her lips together, but her gaze didn’t waver. “On the

grounds that I’m not fit to care for him. She told me she’ll prove that I
was … that there were other men before and during my marriage to
Tony.”

“How can she prove what isn’t true?”
So he believed in her. It was just that easy. Laura reached for his

hand. “You can get people to do or say a great many things if you



pay them enough. I’ve seen the Eagletons do that kind of thing
before.”

“Did she tell you where she was staying?”
“Yes.”
“Then it’s time I talked with her.”
“No.” She had his hand before he could stride from the room.

“Please, I don’t want you to see her yet. I need to talk with a lawyer
first, make certain what can and can’t be done. We can’t afford the
luxury of making a mistake in anger.”

“I don’t need a lawyer to tell me she can’t walk into my house and
threaten to take Michael.”

“Gabe, please.” Again she had to stop him. When her fingers
curled around his arms, she felt the fury vibrating in him. “Listen to
me. You’re angry. So was I, and frightened, too. My first impulse was
to run again. I’d even started to pack.”

He thought of what it would have done to him to have come home
to find the house empty. The score he had to settle with the
Eagletons was getting bigger. “Why didn’t you?”

“Because it wouldn’t have been right, not for Michael, not for you
or for me. Because I love both of you too much.”

He stopped and cupped her face in his hands, trying to read what
was behind her eyes. “You wouldn’t have gotten very far.”

The smile came slowly as she wrapped her fingers around his
wrists. “I hope not. Gabe, I know what I have to do, and I also know
that I can do it.”

He paused, taking it in. She spoke of love one moment, then of
what she would do, not of what they would do. “Alone?”

“If necessary. I know you’ve taken Michael as your own, but I want
you to understand that if she pursues the suit it’s going to get ugly,
and what’s said about me will affect you and your family.” There was
a moment’s hesitation as she worked up the courage to give him a
choice. “If you’d rather not be involved in what’s going to happen
now, I understand.”

His choices had narrowed from the moment he’d seen her. They’d
disappeared completely when she’d first put Michael in his arms.



Because he didn’t know how to explain, he cut through to the bottom
line.

“Where’s Michael?”
Relief made her giddy. “He’s with your mother.”
“Then let’s pick him up and take him home.”



Chapter Eleven

She couldn’t sleep. Both memory and imagination worked against
Laura as her mind insisted on racing over what had happened, and
what might happen the next day. It was almost a year since she had
fled Boston. Now, thousands of miles away, she had chosen to take
her stand. But she was no longer alone.

Gabe hadn’t waited to make an appointment with his lawyer
during regular business hours. He had made a phone call and
requested—demanded—a meeting that evening.

Her life, her child, her marriage and her future had been
discussed over coffee and crumb cake in the parlor while a low,
wispy fog had rolled in from the bay. Her initial embarrassment about
speaking with a stranger about her life, her first marriage and her
mistakes had sharpened painfully, then vanished. It had seemed as
though they were talking about someone else’s experiences. The
more openly it was discussed, with details meticulously examined
and noted, the less shame she’d felt.

Matthew Quartermain had been the Bradleys’ attorney for forty
years. He was crusty and shrewd and, despite his stuffy exterior, not
easily shocked. He’d nodded and made notes and asked questions
until Laura’s mouth had dried up from answering.

Because he hadn’t sympathized or condemned, it had become
easier to talk plainly. The truth, spoken in simple, unemotional terms,
had been easier to face than it had to keep hidden. In the end she
hadn’t spared herself or Tony. And in the end she’d felt a powerful
sense of having been cleansed.

At last she’d said it all, put all the misery and pain into words.
She’d purged her heart and her mind in a way that her lingering
sense of shame had never permitted before. Now that it was done,
she understood what it was to wipe the slate clean and begin again.



Quartermain hadn’t been happy with her final decision, but she’d
been firm. Before papers of any kind were served or answered, she
would see Lorraine again, face-to-face.

Beside Laura, Gabe lay sleepless. Like her, he was thinking back
over the scene in the parlor. With every word that played back in his
head his fury inched higher. She had spoken of things there that she
had never told him, going into detail she had glossed over before.
He’d thought he understood what she’d been through, and he’d
thought his feelings about it had already peaked. He’d been wrong.

She hadn’t told him about the black eye that had prevented her
from leaving the house for nearly a week, or about Lorraine
explaining away Laura’s split lip by speaking of her daughter-in-law’s
clumsiness. She hadn’t told him about the drunken attacks in the
middle of the night, the jealous rages if she’d spoken with another
man at a social function, the threats of revenge and violence when
she’d finally found the courage to leave.

They’d come out tonight, in excruciating detail.
He hadn’t touched her when they’d prepared for bed. He

wondered how she could bear to be touched at all.
What she had been through was all too clear now. How could he

expect her to put it aside, when he was no longer certain he could?
No matter how gentle he was, how much care he took with her, the
shadow of another man and another time was between them.

She’d said she loved him. As much as he wanted to believe it, he
couldn’t understand how anyone who had lived through that kind of
hell could ever trust a man again, much less love him.

Gratitude, devotion, with Michael as the common ground. That he
could understand. And that, Gabe thought as he lay in the dark, was
more than many people were ever given.

He’d wanted more for them, had been on the verge of believing
they could have more. That had been before all those words had
been spoken downstairs while the quiet spring breeze had ruffled the
curtains.

Then she turned toward him, her body brushing his. He stiffened.
“I’m sorry. Did I wake you?”



“No.” He started to shift so that they were no longer touching, but
she moved again until her head rested on his shoulder.

The gesture, the easy, uncomplicated movement toward him, tore
him in two. The one who needed, and the one who was afraid to ask.

“I can’t sleep, either. I feel as though I’ve run an obstacle course,
and my body’s exhausted from it. But my mind keeps circling.”

“You should stop thinking about tomorrow.”
“I know.” Laura brushed her hair aside, then settled more

comfortably. She felt the slight drawing away, the pulling back. With
her eyes shut tight, she wondered if he thought less of her now that
he knew everything.

“There’s no need for you to worry. It’s going to be all right.”
Was it? Taking a chance, she reached through the dark for his

hand. “The trouble is, different scenes keep popping into my head.
What I’ll say, what she’ll say. If I don’t …” Her words trailed off when
the baby started crying. “Sounds like someone else is restless.”

“I’ll get him.”
Though she’d already tossed the covers aside, Laura nodded. “All

right. I’ll nurse him in here if he’s hungry.”
She sat up and hugged her knees to her chest as Gabe tossed on

a robe and strode to the nursery. A moment later the crying stopped,
then started again. Under it, she could hear Gabe’s voice,
murmuring and soothing.

It was so easy for him, so natural. Sensitivity, tenderness, were as
much a part of him as temper and arrogance. Wasn’t that why she’d
finally been able to admit that she loved him? There would be no
cycle of despair, submission and terror with Gabe, as there had been
with Tony. She could love him without giving up the pieces of herself
that she’d so recently discovered.

No, he didn’t think less of her. She couldn’t be sure of all of his
feelings, but she could be sure of that. It was just that he was as
worried as she and felt obligated to pretend otherwise.

The light from the nursery slanted into the hallway. In it she could
see Gabe’s shadow as he moved. The crying became muffled, then
rose in a wail. Recognizing the tone of the crying, Laura leaned back
and shut her eyes. It was going to be a long night.



“Teething,” she murmured when Gabe brought a sobbing Michael
into the bedroom. Switching on the bedside lamp she smiled at him.
All of them needed support tonight. “I’ll nurse him and see if that
helps any.”

“There you go, old man. Best seat in the house.” Gabe settled him
in Laura’s arms. The crying faded to a whimper, then disappeared
completely as he suckled. “I’m going down for a brandy. Do you want
anything?”

“No. Yes, some juice. Whatever’s in there.”
Alone, she held Michael with one arm and arranged her pillows

behind her back with the other. It seemed so normal, so usual, just
like any other night. Though there were nights when Michael was
restless when her body craved sleep, there were others when she
prized these hours in the middle of the night. These were the times
she and Gabe would remember years down the road, when Michael
took his first steps, when he started school, when he rode a two-
wheeler for the first time. They’d look back and remember how
they’d walked the floor, half dozing themselves. Nothing could
change that.

They needed this, needed the normalcy of it. And, if only for a few
hours, they would have it.

When Gabe came back in, he set her glass on the table beside
her. Smiling, she lifted a hand to his arm. “Can I smell your brandy?”

Amused, he tilted the snifter for her and let her draw in the scent.
“Enough?”

“Thanks. I always loved the taste of brandy late at night.” Lifting
her juice glass, she clinked it against his snifter. “Cheers.” He didn’t
join her in bed, as she’d hoped he would, but turned to stand by the
window. “Gabe?”

“Yes?”
“I’d like to make a deal with you. You tell me what’s on your mind,

ask any question you need to ask, and I’ll tell you the absolute truth.
Then, in return, I’ll ask you and you’ll do the same.”

“Haven’t you answered enough questions for one night?”
So that was it. Laura set her glass aside before she gently shifted

Michael to her other breast. “You’re upset because of the things I told



Mr. Quartermain.”
“Did you expect I would take them with a shrug?” When he

whirled, the brandy sloshed dangerously close to the lip of the
snifter. Laura said nothing as he tossed back half the contents and
began to pace.

“I’m sorry it had to be brought up. I’d have preferred another way
myself.”

“It’s not a matter of its being brought up.” The words lashed out.
He drank more brandy, but it did nothing to soothe him. “My God, it’s
killing me to think of it, to imagine it. I’m afraid to touch you, because
it might bring it back.”

“Gabe, you’ve been telling me all along that it’s over, that things
are different now. I know they are. You were right when you said I
compared you with Tony, but maybe you don’t understand that by
doing that I helped myself realize that things could change.”

He looked at her then, only for a moment, but long enough for her
to see that her words weren’t enough, not yet. “Things are different
now, but I wonder why you don’t hate any man who puts his hands
on you.”

“There was a time when I wouldn’t have let any man within ten
feet of me, but I was able to start putting things in perspective,
through therapy, listening to other women who’d pulled themselves
out of the spin.” She watched him as he stood in the shadow, his
hands thrust in the pockets of his robe and clenched into fists.
“When you touch me, when you hold me, it doesn’t bring any of that
back. It makes me feel the way I’ve always wanted to feel about
myself, about my husband.”

“If he were alive,” Gabe said evenly, “I’d want to kill him. I find
myself resenting the fact that he’s already dead.”

“Don’t do that to yourself.” She reached out a hand to him, but he
shook his head and walked back to the window. “He was ill. I didn’t
know that then, not really. And I prolonged it all by not walking away.”

“You were afraid. You had nowhere to go.”
“That’s not enough. I could have gone to Geoffrey. I knew he

would have helped me, but I didn’t go, because I was pinned there
by my own shame and insecurities. When I finally did leave, it was



because of the baby. That’s when I began to get well myself. Finding
you was the best medicine of all, because you made me feel like a
woman again.”

He remained silent while she searched for the right words. “Gabe,
there’s nothing either of us can do to change things that have
already happened. Don’t let it change what we have now.”

Calmer now, he swirled his brandy and continued to look out of
the window. “When you talked of lawyers in the gallery today, I
thought you wanted a divorce. It scared me to death.”

“But I wouldn’t have— Did it?”
“There you were, standing under the portrait, and I couldn’t

imagine what I would do if you walked away. I may have changed
your life, angel, but no more than you’ve changed mine.”

Pygmalion, she thought. If he loved the image, he might
eventually love the woman. “I won’t walk away. I love you, Gabe. You
and Michael are my whole life.”

He came to her then, to sit on the edge of the bed and take her
hand. “I won’t let anyone hurt either one of you.”

Her fingers tightened on his. “I need to know that whatever we
have to do we’ll do it together.”

“We’ve been in this together right from the start.”
Leaning forward, he kissed her, while the baby dozed between

them. “I need you, Laura, maybe too much.”
“It can’t be too much.”
“Let me go put him down,” Gabe murmured. “Then maybe we can

continue that.”
He took the baby, but the moment he eased off the bed Michael

began to cry.
They took turns walking, rocking, rubbing tender gums. Each time

Michael was laid back in his crib he woke with a wail. Dizzy with
fatigue, Laura leaned over the rail, patting and rubbing his back.
Each time she moved her hand away he cried again.

“I guess we’re spoiling him,” she murmured.
Gabe sat heavy-eyed in the rocking chair and watched her. “We’re

entitled. Besides, he sleeps like a rock most of the time.”



“I know. This teething’s got him down. Why don’t you go to bed?
There’s no sense in both of us being up.”

“It’s my shift.” He rose and discovered that at 5:00 a.m. the body
could feel decades older than it was. “You go on to bed.”

“No—” Her own yawn cut her off. “We’re in this together,
remember?”

“Or until one of us passes out.”
She would have laughed if she had had the energy. “Maybe I’ll

just sit down.”
“You know, I’ve been known to watch the sun come up after a

night of drinking, card playing or … other forms of entertainment.” He
began to pat Michael’s back as Laura collapsed in the rocker. “And I
can’t remember ever feeling as though someone had run over me
with a truck.”

“This is one of the joys of parenting,” she told him as she curled
her legs under her and shut her eyes. “We’re actually having the
time of our lives.”

“I’m glad you let me know. I think he’s giving in.”
“That’s because you have such a wonderful touch,” she murmured

as she drifted off. “Such a wonderful touch.”
Inch by cautious inch, Gabe drew his hand away. A man backing

away from a tiger couldn’t have taken more care. When he was a full
two feet from the crib, he nearly let out a breath of relief. Afraid to
push his luck, he held it and turned to Laura.

She was sound asleep, in an impossibly uncomfortable position.
Hoping his energy held out for five minutes longer, Gabe walked
over to pick her up. She shifted and cuddled against him instinctively.
As he carried her from the room, she roused enough to murmur.
“Michael?”

“Down for the count.” He walked into their room, but rather than
taking her to bed he moved to the window. “Look, the sun’s coming
up.”

Laura stirred and opened her eyes. Through the window she
could see the curve of the eastern sky. If she looked hard enough
she could see the water of the bay, like a mist in the distance. The
sun seemed to vibrate as it rose. And the echoes brought colors:



pinks, mauves, golds. Softly at first, with the darker night sky still
dominating above, the colors spread, then deepened. Pinks became
reds, vibrant and glowing.

“Sometimes your paintings are like that,” she thought aloud.
“Changing, shifting angles, with the colors intensifying from the core
to the edges.” She nestled her head against his shoulder as they
watched the new day dawn. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more
beautiful sunrise.”

His skin was warm beneath her cheek, his arms strong, firm with
muscle, as they held her to him. She could feel the light, steady
beating of his heart. She turned her face toward his as the first birds
woke and began to sing. When love was so easily reached, only a
fool questioned it.

“I want you, Gabe.” She laid her hand on his cheek, her lips on his
lips. “I’ve never wanted anyone the way I want you.”

There was a moment’s hesitation. She felt it, understood it, then
coaxed him past it. This wasn’t the time to think of yesterdays or
tomorrows. Her lips softened and parted against his and her hand
slipped back to brush through his hair.

“You were right,” she murmured.
“About what?”
“I don’t think of anyone but you when we make love.”
He hadn’t meant to ask her for anything. He found there was

nothing he couldn’t ask.
She was so beautifully open. It made it possible, even easy, to put

that part of her life that left him angry and bitter aside. That had
nothing to do with where they could take each other. With his mouth
still on hers, he moved to the bed. She wrapped her arms around
him as he lay beside her. For a moment that was enough.

Morning embraces, sunrise kisses, after a long, sleepless night.
Her face was pale with fatigue, but still she trembled for him. The
sigh that passed from her lips to his was soft and drowsy. Her body
arched, lazy, limber, at the stroke of his hands.

The dawn air was balmy as it fluttered through the window and
over their skin. She parted his robe, pushed it back from his
shoulders, so that she could warm his skin herself. Just as slowly, he



drew off her nightgown. Naked, they lay on the rumpled sheets and
made long, luxurious love.

Neither of them set the pace. It wasn’t necessary. Here they were
in tune, without words or requests. Demands were for other
moments, night moments, when passion was hot and urgent. As the
light turned gray with morning, desire was deliciously cool.

Perhaps the love she felt for him was best displayed this way, with
ease and affection that lasted so much longer than the flare of a
flame. She moved with him and he with her, and they brought
pleasure to each other that came in sighs and murmurs instead of
gasps and shudders.

She felt the roughness of his cheek when she stroked her hand
there. This was real. Marriage was more than the band she wore on
her finger or the coming together full of need and excitement in the
dark. Marriage was holding on at daybreak.

He would have scaled mountains for her. Until now, somehow, the
full extent of his feelings for her had escaped him. He’d recognized
the need first, the love later, but now he understood the devotion.
She was his in a way no other woman could ever be. For the first
time in his life, he wanted to be a hero.

When they came together, full light was pouring over the bed.
Later, still entwined, they slept.
 

“I know I’m doing the right thing.” Still, Laura hesitated when they
stepped off the elevator in Lorraine’s hotel. “And, no matter what
happens, I’m not going to back down.” She caught Gabe’s hand in
hers and held it tight. Lack of sleep had left her feeling light-headed
and primed for action. “I’m awfully glad you’re here.”

“I told you before, I don’t like the idea of you having to see her
again, to deal with her on any level. I can easily handle this on my
own.”

“I know you could. But I told you, I need to. Gabe …”
“What?”
“Please don’t lose your temper.” She laughed a little at the way his

brows rose. The tension rising inside her eased. “There’s no need to



look like that. I’m only trying to say that shouting at Lorraine won’t
accomplish anything.”

“I never shout. I do occasionally raise my voice to get a point
across.”

“Since we’ve gotten that straightened out, I guess the only thing
left to do is knock.” She felt the familiar flutter of panic and fought it
back as she knocked on the door. Lorraine answered, looking regal
and poised in a navy suit.

“Laura.” After the briefest of nods, she turned to Gabe. “Mr.
Bradley. It’s nice to meet you. Laura didn’t mention that you were
coming with her this afternoon.”

“Everything that concerns Laura and Michael concerns me, Mrs.
Eagleton.” He entered, as Laura could never have done, without an
invitation.

“I’m sure that’s very conscientious of you.” Lorraine closed the
door with a quick click. “However, some of the things Laura and I
may discuss are private family matters. I’m sure you understand.”

“I understand perfectly.” He met her level gaze with one of his
own. “My wife and son are my family.”

The war of wills was silent and unpleasant. Lorraine ended it with
another nod. “If you insist. Please, sit. I’ll order coffee. The service
here is tolerable.”

“Don’t bother on our account.” Laura spoke with only the slightest
trace of nerves as she chose a seat. “I don’t think this should take
very long.”

“As you like.” Lorraine sat across from them. “My husband would
have been here, but business prevented him from making the trip. I
do, however, speak for both of us.” That said, she laid her hands on
the arms of her chair. “I’ll simply repeat what has already been
discussed. I intend to take Tony’s son back to Boston and raise him
properly.”

“And I’ll repeat, you can’t have him.” She would try reason one
last time, Laura thought, leaning forward. “He’s a baby, not an
heirloom, Mrs. Eagleton. He has a good home and two parents who
love him. He’s a healthy, beautiful child. You should be grateful for
that. If you want to discuss reasonable visitation rights—”



“We’ll discuss visitation rights,” Lorraine said, interrupting her.
“Yours. And if I have anything to say about it, they will be short and
spare. Mr. Bradley,” she continued, turning away from Laura. “Surely
you don’t want to raise another man’s child as your own. He hasn’t
your blood, and he only has your name because, for whatever
reason, you married his mother.”

Gabe drew out a cigarette and lit it slowly. Laura had asked him
not to lose his temper. Though he wouldn’t be able to accommodate
her, it wouldn’t do to let it snap so quickly. “You’re very wrong” was
all he said.

She sighed, almost indulgently. “I understand you have feelings
for Laura. My son had them, too.”

The first chain on his temper broke clean in half. The rage could
be seen in his eyes and heard in each precise, bitten-off word. “Don’t
you ever compare my feelings for Laura with your son’s.”

Lorraine paled a little, but went on evenly. “I have no idea what
she may have been telling you—”

“I told him the truth.” Before Gabe could speak, or move, Laura
put a hand on his arm. “I told him what you know is the truth, that
Tony was ill, emotionally unstable.”

Now it was Lorraine who moved, rising deliberately from her chair.
Her face was flushed and pinched, but her voice was held at the
same even pitch. “I will not sit here and listen to you defame my
son.”

“You will listen.” Laura’s fingers dug hard into Gabe’s arm, but she
didn’t give way. “You’ll listen now the way you never listened when I
was desperate for help. The way you never listened when Tony was
screaming for it in the only way he knew. He was an alcoholic, an
emotional wreck who abused someone weaker than he. You knew
he hurt me, you saw the marks and ignored them or made excuses.
You knew there were other women. By your silence, you gave him
approval.”

“What was between you and Tony was none of my concern.”
“That’s for you to live with. But I warn you, Lorraine, if you open

the lid, you won’t be able to handle what comes out.”



Lorraine sat again, if for no other reason than the tone of Laura’s
voice and the fact that for the first time Laura had called her by her
first name. That one change made them equals. This wasn’t the
same frightened, easily pressured woman she had known only a
year before.

“Threats from someone like you don’t worry me. The courts will
decide if some loose-moraled young tramp will have custody of an
Eagleton or if he’ll be placed with those who can give him the proper
upbringing.”

“If you refer to my wife in that way again you’ll have more than
threats to deal with.” Gabe blew out a long, narrow stream of smoke.
“Mrs. Eagleton.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Laura squeezed his hand. She knew he was
on the verge of losing control. “You can’t make me cringe anymore,
Lorraine, and you won’t make me beg. You know very well that I was
faithful to Tony.”

“I know that Tony didn’t believe that.”
“Then how do you know the child is his?”
Absolute silence fell the moment Gabe spoke. Laura started to

speak but was held off by the look in Gabe’s eyes. Color flooded into
Lorraine’s face again when she found her voice.

“She wouldn’t have dared—”
“Wouldn’t she? That’s odd. You intend to prove that Laura was

unfaithful to your son, and now you claim she wasn’t. Either way, you
have a problem. If she had had an affair with anyone. Me, for
example.” He smiled again as he crushed out his cigarette. “Or
haven’t you wondered why we were married so quickly, why, as
you’ve already asked, I accept the child as my own?” He let that
thought take hold before he continued. “If she had been unfaithful,
the child could be anyone’s. If she wasn’t unfaithful, you haven’t got
a case.”

Lorraine clenched and unclenched her fingers on the arm of the
chair. “My husband and I have every intention of determining the
child’s paternity. I would hardly take someone’s bastard into my
home.”



“Be careful,” Laura said, so quietly that the words seemed to
vibrate in the air. “Be very careful, Lorraine. I know you have no
concern for Michael as a person.”

Fighting for control she so rarely lost, Lorraine settled again. “I
have nothing but the gravest concern for Tony’s son.”

“You’ve never asked about him, what he looks like, if he’s well.
You’ve never demanded to see him, even a picture or a doctor’s
report. You’ve never once called him by name. If you had, if I’d seen
in you one ounce of love or affection for the baby, I’d feel differently
about what I’m about to say.” The courage came without the need to
muster it. “You’re free to draw up the papers and initiate a custody
suit. Gabe and I have already notified our attorney. We’ll fight you,
and we’ll win. And in the meantime, I’ll go to the press with the story
of what my life was like with the Eagletons of Boston.”

Lorraine’s nails dug into the material on the arm of the chair. “You
wouldn’t have the nerve.”

“I have that and more when it comes to protecting my son.”
She could see it, the calm, unshakable determination in Laura’s

eyes. “Even if you did, no one would believe you.”
“But they would,” Laura told her. “People have a way of

recognizing the truth.”
Lorraine’s face was set when she turned to Gabe. “Do you have

any conception of what this kind of gossip could do to your family
name? Do you want to risk your reputation, your parents’ reputation,
over this woman and a child who isn’t even of your blood?”

“My reputation can handle it, and, to be frank, my parents are
looking forward to a fight.” There was a challenge in his voice now
that didn’t have to be feigned. “Michael may not be of my blood, but
he’s mine.”

“Lorraine.” Laura waited until they were face-to-face again. “You
lost your son, and I’m sorry for you, but you won’t replace him with
mine. Whatever the cost to protect Michael’s welfare, I’ll pay. And so
will you.”

Putting a hand under her arm, Gabe rose, keeping Laura beside
him. “Your attorney can contact us once you’ve made your decision.



Remember, Mrs. Eagleton, you’re not pitting yourself against a lone
pregnant woman. You’re up against the Bradleys now.”

The moment they were in the hall, Gabe pulled Laura against him.
He could feel the tremors coursing through her, so he held her a
moment longer. “You were wonderful.” He kissed her hair before he
drew her away from him. “In fact, angel, you were amazing. Lorraine
still doesn’t know what hit her.”

The flush of pride was as warm and satisfying as anything she’d
ever felt. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought,” she said with a sigh, but she
kept her hand in his as they walked to the elevator. “I used to be so
terrified of her, afraid to speak two words. Now I can see her for what
she really is, a lonely woman trapped by her own strict sense of
family honor.”

Gabe gave a quick, humorless laugh as the elevators doors
opened. “Honor has nothing to do with it.”

“No, but that’s how she sees it.”
“Tell you what.” He pressed the button for the lobby. “We’re going

to forget about Lorraine Eagleton for the rest of the day. In fact, we’re
going to forget about her completely before long, but for now there’s
a little restaurant a few blocks away. Not too quiet, and very
expensive.”

“It’s too early for dinner.”
“Who said anything about dinner?” He slipped an arm around her

waist as they walked out into the lobby. “We’re going to sit at a table
over the water, and I’m going to watch everyone stare at my
gorgeous wife while we drink a bottle of champagne.”

She loved him for that. Then her heart skipped a beat when he
brought her fingers to his lips. “Don’t you think we should wait to
celebrate until Lorraine gives us her decision?”

“We’ll celebrate then, too. Right now I want to celebrate being
witness to an angel breathing fire.”

She laughed and walked outside with him. “I could do it again. In
fact …”

“What?”
She swept her gaze up to his. “I’d like to.”
“Sounds as though I’m going to have to watch my step.”



“Probably.” She was giddy with success, but she was still
practical. “I really shouldn’t have champagne. Michael—”

Gabe kissed her, and signaled for his car.



Chapter Twelve

“You look exhausted.” Amanda gave a quick shake of her head as
she stepped into the house.

“Michael’s teething.” The excuse was valid enough, but more than
a fretful baby was keeping Laura from sleeping at night. “He’s been
down all of ten minutes. With luck, he might make an entire hour
straight.”

“Then why aren’t you napping?”
Since Amanda was already stepping into the parlor, Laura

followed her in. “Because you called and said you were coming
over.”

“Oh.” With a faint smile, Amanda took a seat, then tossed her
purse on the table. “So I did. Well, I won’t keep you long. Gabe’s not
home?”

“No. He said he had something to see to.” Laura sat in the chair
facing her and let her head fall back. Sometimes small luxuries felt
like heaven. “Can I get you some coffee, or something cold?”

“You don’t look as though you can get yourself out of that chair.
And, no, I don’t need a thing. How is Gabe?”

“He hasn’t been getting a great deal of rest, either.”
“I’m not surprised. No word from Lorraine Eagleton or her

attorney?”
“Nothing.”
“I don’t suppose that you’re able to take the attitude that no news

is good news?”
Laura managed a smile. “Afraid not. The longer this goes on, the

easier it gets to imagine the worst.”
“And if she takes this to court?”
“Then we’ll fight.” Despite her fatigue, her newly discovered power

came through. “I meant everything I said to her.”



“That’s really all I wanted to hear.” Sitting back, Amanda adjusted
the pin on her lapel. A little too thin, a little too pale, she thought as
she studied Laura. But, all in all, she thought her daughter-in-law
was holding up well. “When this is over, you and Gabe should be
able to tie up a few loose ends.”

Laura caught herself before she dozed off. “Loose ends?”
“Yes, little things. Such as what you intend to do with the rest of

your lives.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“Gabe has his art, and you both have Michael, and however many

other children you choose to bring into the world.”
That was something that made Laura sit up straighter. More

children. They’d never discussed the possibility of more. As she
began to, she wondered if Gabe even wanted any. Did she? She
passed a hand over her now flat stomach and imagined it filled with
another child—Gabe’s child this time, from the very first moment.
Yes, she wanted that. Glancing over, she saw Amanda studying her
quietly and with complete understanding.

“It’s difficult to make decisions with so much hanging over us.”
“Exactly. But it will pass. When it does, what are you going to look

for? Since I spent more than two decades under the same roof as
Gabe, I know that he can, when the muse in on him, lock himself in
his studio for hours and days on end.”

“I don’t mind. How could I, when I see what he can accomplish?”
“A woman needs a solid sense of accomplishment, as well.

Children can be the best of that, but …” She reached for her purse,
opened it and took out a business card. “There’s an abuse clinic
downtown. It’s rather small, and unfortunately not well funded. Yet.”
She intended to correct that. “They need volunteers, women who
understand, who know there can be normal life after hell.”

“I’m not a therapist.”
“You don’t need a degree to give support.”
“No.” She looked at the card on the table as the idea took root. “I

don’t know. I …”
“Just think about it.”
“Amanda, did you go to the clinic?”



“Yes, Cliff and I went there yesterday. We were very impressed.”
“Why did you go?”
Amanda lifted a brow in a gesture Laura knew Gabe had

inherited. “Because there’s someone we both care about who we
wanted to understand better. Don’t get up,” she said as she rose. “I’ll
let myself out. Give Gabe my love and tell him his father wants to
know if they’re ever going to play poker again. The man thrives on
losing money.”

“Amanda.” Laura pushed off her shoes before she curled her legs
up in the chair. “I never had a mother, and the one I always imagined
for myself was nothing like you.” She smiled as her eyes began to
close. “I’m not at all disappointed.”

“You’re coming along,” Amanda said, and left Laura sleeping in
the chair.

She was still there when Gabe came in. He tilted the bulky
package against the wall. When she didn’t stir at the rattle of the
paper, he walked over to the couch. He didn’t even have the energy
to wish for his sketchpad as he stretched out his legs and almost
instantly fell asleep.

The baby woke both of them. Gabe merely groaned and pulled a
throw pillow over his face. Disoriented, Laura pulled herself up,
blinked groggily at Gabe, then put one foot in front of the other to get
upstairs.

A short time later, he went up after her.
“My timing’s good,” he decided when he saw that Laura was

fastening a fresh diaper.
“I’m beginning to wonder about your timing.” But she was smiling

as she lifted Michael over her head to make him laugh. “How long
have you been home?”

“Long enough to see that my wife has nothing better to do than
lounge around all day.” He plucked Michael from her while she
pretended to glare at him. “Do you think if we kept him awake and
exhausted him with attention he’d sleep tonight?”

“I’m willing to try anything.”
At that, Gabe sat on the floor and began to play nonsense games.

Bouncing the Baby, Flying the Baby, Tickling the Baby.



“You’re so good with him.” Finding her second wind, Laura sat on
the floor with them. “It’s hard to believe you’re new at this.”

“I never thought about parenthood. It certainly has its
compensations.” He set Michael on his knee and jiggled him.

“Like walking the ten-minute mile at 2:00 a.m.”
“That, too.”
“Gabe, your mother came by.”
“Should I be surprised?”
She smiled a little as she leaned over to let Michael tug at her

hair. “She left a card—from an abuse clinic.”
“I see.” He reached over himself to untangle her hair from

Michael’s grip. “Do you want to go back into therapy?”
“No … at least I don’t think so.” She looked over at him. Michael

was chewing madly at his chin. All the therapy she needed was
sitting across from her. “She suggested I might like to volunteer
there.”

He frowned as he let Michael gnaw on his knuckle. “And be
reminded day after day?”

“Yes—of what I was able to change.”
“I thought you’d want to go back to modeling eventually.”
“No, I haven’t any desire to go back to modeling. I think I could do

this, and I know I’d like to try.”
“If you’re asking for my approval, you don’t need to.”
“I’d still like to have it.”
“Then you do, unless I see this wearing you down.”
She had to smile. He still saw her as more fragile than she was or

could ever have afforded to be. “You know, I’ve been thinking … with
everything that’s happened, and everything we’ve had to think and
worry about, we haven’t had much time to really get to know a lot
about each other.”

“I know you take entirely too long in the bathtub and like to sleep
with the window open.”

She took the stuffed rabbit Michael liked to chew on and passed it
from hand to hand. “There are other things.”

“Such as?”



“The other night, I said that you could ask me anything and I’d tell
you the truth, and then I’d ask you something. Do you remember?”

“I remember.”
“I never had my turn.”
He shifted so that he could rest his back against the daybed. They

were avoiding speaking of the phone call they were both waiting for.
And they both knew it. Perhaps that was best, Gabe mused as the
baby continued to rub his sore gums against his knuckles.

“Do you want to hear about my misspent youth?”
Though she was plucking nervously at the rabbit’s ears, she

smiled. “Is there time?”
“You flatter me.”
“Actually, I’d like to ask you about something else. A few days

ago, when it rained, I went into your studio to close the windows. I
looked through some of your paintings. Perhaps I shouldn’t have.”

“It doesn’t matter.”
“There was one in particular. The one of Michael. Your brother. I’d

like you to tell me about him.”
He was silent for so long that she had to fight back the urge to tell

him that it didn’t matter. But it mattered too much. She was certain it
was his brother’s death that had sent him to Colorado, that was
preventing him, even after all these months, from having a showing
of his work.

“Gabe.” She laid a tentative hand on his arm. “You asked me to
marry you so that you could take on my problems. You wanted me to
trust you, and I have. Until you can do the same, we’re still
strangers.”

“We haven’t been strangers since the first time we laid eyes on
each other, Laura. I would have asked you to marry me with or
without your problems.”

Now she fell silent, as surprise ran through her, chased frantically
by hope. “Do you mean that?”

He shifted the baby onto his shoulder. “I don’t always say
everything I mean, but I do mean what I say.” When Michael began
to whimper, Gabe stood to walk him. “You needed someone, I



wanted to be that someone. And I, though I didn’t know it until you
were already part of my life, needed someone, too.”

She wanted to ask him how he needed her, and why, and if love—
the kind she’d always hoped for—was somehow mixed up with that
need. But they needed to go back further than that if they were ever
to move forward.

“Please tell me about him.”
He wasn’t certain he could, that he wouldn’t trip over the pain, and

then the words. It had been so long since he’d spoken of Michael.
“He was three years younger than I,” he began. “We got along fairly
well growing up because Michael tended to be even-tempered
unless backed into a corner. We didn’t have many of the same
interests. Baseball was about it. It used to infuriate me that I couldn’t
outhit him. As we grew older, I turned to art, and Michael to law. The
law fascinated him.”

“I remember,” she murmured, as some vague recollection stirred.
“There was something about him in an article I read about you. He
was working in Washington.”

“As a public defender. He set a lot of tongues clucking over that
decision. He wasn’t interested in corporate law or big fees. Of
course, a lot of people said he didn’t need the money, anyway. What
they didn’t understand was that he would have done the same thing
with or without his stock portfolio behind him. He wasn’t a saint.”
Gabe set Michael in the crib and wound up the mobile. “But he was
the best of us. The best and the brightest, my father used to say.”

She had risen, but she wasn’t certain he wanted her to go to him.
“I could see that in the portrait. You must have loved him very much.”

“It’s not something you think about, one brother loving another.
Either it’s there or it isn’t. It isn’t something you say, because you
don’t think it needs to be said. Then all you have is time to regret.”

“He had to know you loved him. He only had to see the portrait.”
With his hands in his pockets, Gabe walked to the window. It was

easier than he could have imagined to talk to her about it. “I’d
badgered him to sit for me off and on for years. It became a family
joke. I won five sittings from him in a poker game. A heart flush to his



three of a kind.” The pain clawed at him, no longer fresh, but still
sharp. “That was the last time we played.”

“What happened to him?”
“An accident. I’ve never believed in accidents. Luck, fate, destiny,

but they called it an accident. He was researching a case in Virginia
and took a small commuter plane to New York. Minutes after takeoff
it went down. He was coming to New York because I was having a
showing.”

Her heart broke for him. This time there was no hesitation as she
went to him and put her arms around him. “You’ve blamed yourself
all this time. You can’t.”

“He was coming to New York for me, to be there for me. I watched
my mother fall apart for the first and only time in her life. I saw my
father walk through his own home as if he’d never seen it before,
and I didn’t know what to say or do.”

She stroked his back, aching for him. There was no use telling
him that being there was sometimes all that could be done. “I’ve
never lost anyone I’ve loved, but having you and Michael now, I can
imagine how devastating it would be. Sometimes things happen and
there’s no one to blame. Whether that’s an accident or fate, I don’t
know.”

He rested his cheek on her hair and looked out at the flowers
she’d planted. “I went to Colorado to get away for a while, to be
alone and see if I could paint again. I hadn’t been able to here. When
I found you, I’d begun to pull myself back. I could work again, I could
think about coming home and picking up my life. But there was still
something missing.” He drew back and cupped her face in his hand.
“You filled in those last pieces for me.”

She curled her fingers around his wrist. “I’m glad.”
When he held her, she closed her eyes. They would make it,

Laura told herself. Whatever happened, they would make it.
Sometimes need was enough.

“Gabe.” She slid her hands down until they gripped his. “The
paintings in your studio. They don’t belong there.” She squeezed his
fingers with hers before he could speak or turn away. “It’s wrong to
keep them there, facing the wall and pretending they don’t exist. If



your brother was proud enough of you to want to be there for one of
your showings, it’s time you had one. Dedicate it to him. Maybe you
didn’t say the words, but there can’t be any better way to show that
you loved him.”

He had started to brush it aside, to make excuses, but her last
words hit home. “He would have liked you.”

Her lips curved. “Will you do it?”
“Yes.” He kissed her while she was still smiling. “Yes, it’s time. I’ve

known that, but I haven’t been able to take the last step. I’ll have
Marion start the arrangements.” She stiffened, and though the
change was only slight he drew her away to study her face.
“Problem?”

“No, of course not.”
“You do a lot of things well, angel. Lying isn’t one of them.”
“Gabe, nothing could please me more than you going ahead with

this. That’s the truth.”
“But?”
“Nothing. All of this has really put me behind schedule. I need to

give Michael his bath.”
“He’ll hold a minute.” He kept her with him by doing no more than

running his hands down her arms. “I know there’s some tension
between you and Marion. I’ve already told you there’s nothing
between us but business.”

“I understand that. I’ve told you what I would have done if I
thought otherwise.”

“Yes, you did.” Amusement moved over his face. She would have
packed her bags and headed for the door, but she would have gotten
no more than five feet. “So what’s the problem?”

“There is no problem.”
“I’d prefer not going to Marion with this.”
“So would I.” Her chin came up. “Don’t push this, Gabe. And don’t

push me.”
“Well, well.” He brought his hands to her shoulders as he nodded.

“It’s a rare thing for you to get that look on your face. Whenever you
do, I have this deep-seated urge to drag you down on the floor and



let loose.” When color flooded her face, he laughed and drew her
closer.

“Don’t laugh at me.” She would have twisted away, but his hands
were firm.

“Sorry. I wasn’t, really, more at the situation.” He thought that
perhaps delicacy was called for, but then he rejected the idea. “Want
to fight?”

“Not at the moment.”
“If you can’t lie better than that, we’ll have to keep you out of

poker games,” he murmured, and watched her eyes cool. “I
overheard your discussion with Marion at the gallery.”

“Then you obviously don’t need me to spell things out for you. She
believes I’m going to hold you back, prevent you from reaching your
full potential, and she took steps to stop it. I realize that the
Eagletons would have found us, probably in a matter of days, but I
won’t forgive her for calling them. The fact that you’re associated
with her gallery means I have to be polite to her in public, but that’s
the extent of it.”

His hands had tightened on her shoulders, and all amusement
had been wiped from his face. “You’re telling me that Marion called
the Eagletons?”

“You just said you’d heard us, so—”
“I hadn’t heard that much.” Deliberately he relaxed his hands, then

took a step back. “Why didn’t you explain this to me before so that
we could have told her to go to hell?”

“I didn’t think that you—” She stopped and stared at him. “Would
you have?”

“Damn it, Laura, what more do I have to do to convince you that
I’m committed totally to you and Michael?”

“But she said—”
“What difference does it make what she said? It’s what I say, isn’t

it?”
“Yes.” She folded her hands but didn’t lower her gaze. It was what

he said. And not once had he ever said he loved her. “I didn’t want to
interfere when it came to your work.”

“And I won’t tolerate Marion interfering in my life. I’ll handle it.”



“How?”
Exasperated, he tugged his hand through his hair. “One minute

you talk of my work as though I had an obligation to mankind to
share it, and the next you act as though I’d have to go begging to
find another gallery.”

“I didn’t mean … You’ll take your paintings out of Marion’s
gallery?”

“Good God,” he muttered, and took another turn around the room.
“Obviously we need to talk—or maybe talking’s not what’s called for.”
He took a step toward her, then swore when the phone rang. “Stay
here.” With that he turned on his heel and strode out.

Laura let out a long breath. He’d said something about dragging
her to the floor and letting loose. That was what had been in his eyes
a moment before. And what would that have proved?

She moved to the crib to hand a fretful Michael his favorite rabbit.
It would only have proved that he wanted and needed her. She had
no doubts about that. Why shouldn’t she be surprised that he would
cut himself off from Marion for her? But not for her, really, Laura
thought as she leaned over to nuzzle the baby. For himself. Marion
had made the mistake of interfering.

Reasons didn’t matter, she told herself. Results did. A great deal
had been accomplished here this afternoon. He’d finally trusted her
with his feelings about his brother. She’d been able to say the right
things to convince him to show his work, and Marion was out of their
lives.

“That should be enough for one day,” she murmured to Michael.
But there was still an ache in her heart.

She wouldn’t think about the Eagletons.
“He needs us, Michael.” That, too, should have been enough.

Perhaps they were a replacement for someone he had loved and
lost, but he had already given the baby unconditional love. He had
given her a promise of his fidelity. That was more than she’d ever
had, more than she had come to believe she would ever have. And
yet it wasn’t enough.

“Laura.”



She turned, annoyed because she was feeling weepy and
dejected. “What is it?”

“That was Quartermain on the phone.” He saw the fear come first,
then saw it vanish to be replaced by determination. “It’s over,” he told
her before she could ask. “The Eagletons’ attorney contacted him a
few minutes ago.”

“Over?” She could only whisper. The strength she’d built up, layer
by layer, began to slip.

“They’ve pulled back. There’ll be no custody suit. Not now, not
ever. They don’t want anything to do with the baby.”

“Oh, God.” She covered her face with her hands. The tears came,
but she wasn’t ashamed of them, not even when Gabe gathered her
close. “Is he sure? If they change their minds—”

“He’s sure. Listen to me.” He drew her back, just a little. He wasn’t
entirely certain how she would feel about the rest. “They’re going to
file papers claiming that Tony wasn’t Michael’s biological father. They
want him cut off legally from any future claim to the Eagleton estate.”

“But she doesn’t believe that.”
“She wants to believe that.”
She closed her eyes while relief and regret poured through her. “I

would have tried to be fair, to let them see Michael. At least I want to
believe I would have tried.”

“He’ll lose his heritage.”
“The money?” When she opened her eyes, they were dark and

damp. “I don’t think that will matter to him. It doesn’t to me. As far as
family goes, he already has one. Gabe, I don’t know how to thank
you.”

“Then don’t. You were the one who stood up to her.”
“I did.” She brushed the tears away, and then there was laughter

as she threw her arms around him. “Yes, I did. No one’s ever going
to take him away from us. I want to celebrate. To go dancing, have a
party.” She laughed again and squeezed him hard. “After I sleep for
a week.”

“It’s a date.” He found her lips with his, then held them there as
she melted into him. Another beginning, he thought, and this time



they’d take the first step properly. “I want to call my parents and let
them know.”

“Yes, right away.” She pressed against him for a moment longer.
“I’ll give Michael his bath, and then we’ll be down.”

It was nearly an hour before she came downstairs, bringing a
more contented Michael with her. The baby, fresh from his bath, was
awake and ready to be entertained. Because her jeans had gotten
wet, she’d changed into a pale lavender shirt and slacks. Her hair
was loose around her shoulders, and both she and Michael smelled
of soap and soft talc. Gabe met her at the foot of the stairs.

“Here, let me have him.” He curled his arm around the baby and
tickled his belly. “Looks like you’re ready to go field a few grounders.”

“So do you.” Envious, Laura muffled a yawn. “You haven’t had any
more sleep than I have. How do you manage it?”

“Three decades of clean living—and a body accustomed to all-
night poker games.”

“Your father wants to play. Maybe Michael could sit in.”
“Maybe.” He tipped her chin up with his finger. “You really are

ready to drop, aren’t you?”
“I’ve never felt better in my life.”
“And you can barely keep you eyes open.”
“That’s nothing five straight hours of sleep wouldn’t fix.”
“I’ve got something to show you. Afterward, why don’t you go up

and take a nap? Michael and I can entertain ourselves.” His thumb
traced along her jawline. Until Laura, he hadn’t known that the scent
of soap and powder could be arousing. “Once you’ve rested, we can
have our private celebration.”

“I’ll go now.”
He laughed and caught her arm before she could start back up.

“Come see first.”
“Okay, I’m too weak to argue.”
“I’ll keep that in mind for later.” With the baby in one arm and the

other around Laura, he walked into the parlor.
She’d seen the painting before, from the first brush strokes to the

last. Yet it seemed different now, here, hung over the mantel. In the
gallery, she had seen it as a beautiful piece of work, something to be



studied by art students and patrons, a thing to be commented on and
discussed, dissected and critiqued. Here, in the parlor, in the late
afternoon, it was a personal statement, a part of all three of them.

She hadn’t realized just how much she’d resented seeing it in
Marion’s gallery. Nor had she known that seeing it here would make
her feel, as nothing else had, that she had finally come home.

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured.
He understood. It wasn’t vanity or self-importance. “I’ve never

done anything in my life that compares to this. I doubt I will again. Sit
down, will you?”

Something in his tone had her glancing over at him before she
settled on the couch. “I didn’t know you intended to bring it home. I
know you’ve had offers.”

“I never had any intention of selling it. I always meant it for here.”
Resting the baby on his hip, he walked over to the portrait. “As long
as I’ve lived here, I haven’t done anything, or found anything, that I
wanted to hang in that spot. It goes back to fate again. If I hadn’t
been in Colorado, if it hadn’t been snowing, if you hadn’t been
running. It took what had happened to you, and what had happened
to me, to bring us together and make this.”

“When you were painting it, I wondered why you seemed so
driven. I understand now.”

“Do you?” With a half smile, he turned back to her. “I wonder just
what you understand, angel. It wasn’t until a little while ago that I
realized you have no idea what I feel for you.”

“I know you need me, me and Michael. Because of what
happened to all of us, we’re able to make things better.”

“And that’s it?” He wondered if he was pushing too far, but he
thought that if he didn’t push now it might be too late. “You said you
loved me. I know gratitude’s a big part of that, but I want to know if
there’s anything more.”

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“I want you to look.” He held out a hand. When she didn’t move,

he walked over to her and drew her to her feet. “Look at the portrait
and tell me what you see.”

“Myself.”



It seemed to be the day for showdowns, Gabe thought. He quickly
carried the sleeping Michael upstairs to the nursery and put him in
the crib. Going back down to Laura, he took her by the shoulders
and, holding her in front of him, made her face the portrait. “Tell me
what you see.”

“I see myself as you saw me then.” Why was her heart
hammering? “I seem a little too vulnerable, a little too sad.”

Impatience had him giving her a quick shake. “You don’t see
enough.”

“I want to see strength,” she blurted out. “I think I do. And I see a
woman alone who’s ready to protect what’s hers.”

“When you look at her eyes. Look at them, Laura, and tell me
what you see.”

“A woman falling in love.” She shut her own. “You must have
known.”

“No.” He didn’t turn her toward him. Instead, he wrapped his arms
around her so that they both continued to face the portrait. “No, I
didn’t know, because I kept telling myself I was painting what I
wanted to see. And what I was feeling myself.”

Her heart leaped into her throat and throbbed there. Whatever he
could feel, he could paint. That had been her own conclusion. “What
are you feeling?”

“Can’t you see it?”
“I don’t want to see it there.” She turned to grip the front of his

shirt. “I want to hear it.”
He wasn’t sure he had the words. Words came so much less

easily than emotion. He could paint his moods, and he could shout
them, but it was difficult to speak them quietly when they mattered so
much.

He touched her face, her hair, then her hand. “Almost from the
first you pulled at me in a way no one ever had before and no one
ever will again. I thought I was crazy. You were pregnant, totally
dependent on me, grateful for my help.”

“I was grateful. I’ll always be grateful.”
“Damn it” was all he could manage as he turned away.



“I’m sorry you feel that way.” She was calm now, absolutely,
beautifully calm, as he glared at her. She’d remember him like this
always, she thought, with his hair tousled from his hands, a gray shirt
with the sleeves shoved up to the elbows and his face full of
impatience. “Because I intend to be grateful for the rest of my life.
And that has nothing to do with my intending to love you for the rest
of my life.”

“I want to be sure of that.”
“Be sure. You didn’t paint what you wanted to see, you never do.

You paint the truth.” She took one step toward him, the most
important step she’d ever taken. “I’ve given you the truth, Gabe. Now
I have to ask for it. Are your feelings for me tied up in that portrait, in
that image, are they an effect of your love for Michael, or are they for
me?”

“Yes.” He caught her hands in his. “I’m in love with the woman I
painted, with the mother of my child, and with you. Separately and
together. We could have met anywhere, under any circumstances,
and I would still have fallen in love with you. Maybe it wouldn’t have
happened as quickly, maybe it wouldn’t have been as complicated,
but it would have happened.” She started to move into his arms, but
he held her back. “When I married you, it was for purely selfish
reasons. I wasn’t doing you any favors.”

She smiled. “Then I won’t be grateful.”
“Thank you.” He lifted her hands to his lips, the one that wore the

old wedding band, then the one that wore the new. “I want to paint
you again.”

She was laughing as his lips came down to her. “Now?”
“Soon.”
Then his hands were in her hair, and the kiss became urgent and

seeking. It was met equally as her arms went around him. Love, fully
opened, added its own desperation.

There was a murmur of pleasure, then a murmur of protest as he
drew her to the floor. Her laugh turned to a moan when he
unbuttoned her blouse.

“Michael—”



“Is asleep.” He dragged her hair back, leaving her face unframed.
Everything he’d wanted to see was there. “Until he wakes up, you’re
mine. I love you, Laura. Every time you look at the painting, you’ll
see it. You were mine from the first moment I touched you.”

Yours, she thought as she drew him back to her. Gabriel’s angel
was more than a portrait. And she finally belonged.

* * * * *
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