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  Prologue


  Hollywood, California


  I think I can. I think I can. Lexy Clark shifted in the grip of a skinny redheaded techie in black. He had one hand firmly clamped on her upper arm and one hand on the door in front of them, listening intently to his headset and mouthing a countdown. Ten, nine, eight...


  At one he was going to open the door and shove Lexy out onto the set of The Stanley Skoff Show, the show that claimed to test-drive everything the American consumer bought, from salad dressings to phonics programs.


  I think I can. I think I can. She could hear the audience laughing at the warm-up patter, an audience that included her family and closest friends. Her agent Tess Gibson had put the show in the tour schedule at the last minute when Skoff, a self-proclaimed consumer watchdog, issued her one of his challenges. Tess had been excited about it. Are you kidding? Airtime in the L.A. market while we're negotiating the video deal?


  Lexy told herself it was just one more appearance as a "sexpert." She wore her signature workout clothes-black Lycra below-the-knee shorts and cropped red tank top, her currently blonde hair in a neat ponytail. She could always demonstrate some basic stretches. People tended to underestimate the value of stretching in their workouts. She knew the drill-suggestive questions from the host, flirty answers from her. That was the first lesson of her public life: No host wanted serious fitness information from "Sexy Lexy."


  The sound box fixed to her Spandex waistband wobbled, and she reached back to secure it. Did the show have a wheel or a dial or a meter? Morning shows rarely had wheels, but afternoon shows often did. Even The Ellen Show had a wheel. In Lexy's experience anything that spun, flashed, or rang posed a serious threat to a guest's dignity, but she hadn't checked out Skoff's show She had been too busy breaking up with Colin.


  Surely, Tess would have mentioned a wheel when she insisted that Lexy do the spot. If Stan Skoff has issued a challenge, you've got to do it. He reads the names of people too chicken to show. You don't want that. Not when your book is doing so well. Lexy had agreed she didn't want to harm book sales. She hadn't dreamed that writing a book would change her life so much.


  Her palms were sweating. The air-conditioning had clearly failed. The water in her water bra was superheated by now. Escaping steam would be good for her image. She wondered if the redheaded techie would notice if she wiped her hands on his black T-shirt.


  I think I can. I think I can. Lexy squared her shoulders. Her friends, Erin and Kelly, and thousands of women like them, balanced dozens of responsibilities daily with no time to work out. Lexy had written her book for them, and readers had thanked her at book signings everywhere. Stanley Skoff might try to make a joke out of her, but her work was good.


  ... three, two, one. The redheaded techie jerked one arm back, the other forward, propelling Lexy through the open door onto a wide square stage with a functional, office-space look-black leather desk chairs for host and guest, soft gray cubicle walls on casters.


  Lexy blinked in the glare of the klieg lights and fixed her best smile in place. Two banks of seats rose to the front, and the audience seemed to be all men. She couldn't spot her family anywhere in that sea of male faces. The crowd clapped and whistled, and started to chant.


  "Sex-yf Lex-y. Sex-yf Lex-y. Sex-y, Lex-y."


  Lexy froze. Apparently, Stanley Skoff had invited all the hecklers from her book tour, all the men who had suggested positions or missing chapters, who had offered to help her write them. Or maybe he'd gone back into her past and invited everyone she had known in junior high. She managed another step forward.


  Stanley Skoff came toward her, mike in hand, and the chant subsided. He had a thin, youthful face with short spiky brown hair, big blue eyes, wire-rimmed glasses, and obviously no sweat glands. With his gray suit, white shirt, and red bow tie, he looked like the all-American nerd on his way to a debate tournament or science fair.


  "Ladies and gentlemen, let's welcome our first guest today, the guru of getting it on, Lexy Clark, author of Workout Sex, A Girl's Guide to Home Fitness." He held out the red paperback edition of Lexy's book for a camera close-up, and gestured for Lexy to take one of the chairs.


  "Now, Lexy, we always begin our show with a few questions. Tell us-what inspired you to write this book?"


  Lexy settled into her chair. She had handled that question dozens of times. "I've always been interested in fitness, and when my married friends complained that they had no time to stay in shape, I had to help. One of them said that she only got her heart rate up when the baby climbed on the kitchen counter or when her husband made love to her. And that got me thinking about the perfect workout for couples."


  The audience clapped enthusiastically, and Lexy let her shoulders relax. She knew her lines well.


  "You wrote the book for people with partners, isn't that right?"


  "Yes, studies show that married women with both careers and children tend to exercise less frequently than they should."


  Stan picked up the little red book. "And according to your book, the program works best if partners are in a committed relationship?"


  Lexy nodded. The heat of the lights was more intense than she remembered from other shows.


  "You aren't married yourself. Did you have to do extensive research for this book?"


  Lexy knew what he meant. He was trying to coax some over-sharing out of her, but she wasn't going there. "Stan, I bet you don't know what zinc can do for you."


  He laughed, but she caught the sly gleam in his eyes. He was setting her up. "So how has the book affected your relationships with men?"


  Her smile tightened. You don't really want me to answer that one, Stan. The book had cost her a boyfriend, and taught her just how single-minded men could be. As the author of Workout Sex she had tripped over the men lined up at her door like she was the latest thrill ride at Disneyland. "Stan, let's just say that men like fit women."


  His eyebrows rose above the round rims of his glasses, and he leaned toward the audience. "Must be how she got the name Sex-y Lex-y."


  "Lexy has quite a fan base. Many of our studio guests today have tried her workout routine, and some are interested in trying out for a part in the upcoming Workout Sex video."


  The audience chanted on cue. "Sex-yf Lax-y. Sex-yf Lax-y. Sex-y^ Lax-y."


  Lexy glanced at her watch. The interview segment couldn't last much longer. She should have asked the techie how she would exit.


  "Now it's time for the test phase of our show. Lexy, let me remind you how the show works. Behind you is the Skept-o-Meter." Two gray panels on tracks rolled apart to reveal a wall dominated by a huge painted half-circle divided into pie wedges of primary colors from red to green. A black needle quivered in the red zone labeled, YOU MAKE ME SKOFF.


  Lexy scanned the audience. Her no-good, lying agent was out there somewhere, and Lexy had a few words for her.


  "Only the response of our studio audience can move the needle on our Skept-o-Meter. Are you ready to prove your claim?" His voice rose to a shout over the Sexy Lexy chant and the catcalls.


  "Give it to me, Lexy."


  "You're so sex-y."


  "I'm ready to show everyone some great stretches-"


  "On national television we can only ask Lexy to do a modified version of her workout, but we've put together a few things to help her keep it real." He pulled a black silk pajama top from under his chair and held it up for the audience to see. They roared their approval.


  Lexy's mouth felt dry as a stale rice cake.


  Stanley Skoff held up her book again. "Here's our challenge: ladies and gentlemen, according to Lexy's book you can throw out the weights and the stair-master because the only piece of fitness equipment you'll ever need again is"-a drum roll started and a spotlight pointed to another section of panels-"a mattress!"


  As the panels parted, a California King bed rolled into view. Reclining on red satin sheets, propped on one elbow with Workout Sex in hand, was a grinning shirtless hunk in black silk pajama bottoms. He winked at Lexy.


  "Here we have Chip, an experienced personal trainer from Santa Monica. Chip has read your book, Lexy. Can you give him a workout with just this mattress?"


  Lexy looked at Chip and heard Colin, her ex. Lexy, face it, you're the lite beer of sex. Less filling.


  "Now, we never take chances with the safety of our guests, so ..."


  Another drum roll. Two bare-chested Chippendales wannabes in yellow overalls, red suspenders, and fire hats strode out onto the stage armed with fire extinguishers and took a stance on either side of the bed. Skoff grinned at Lexy and turned to the audience.


  "Audience, don't go away. We'll be right back to see if Sex-y Lex-y can deliver a real workout."


  Lexy forgot book sales, forgot video deals, forgot her agent. She wanted to rip the needle off the Skept- o-Meter and stab Stanley Skoff through his smug heart, but she knew Miss Manners would not approve. Beyond the red sheets, the red fire extinguishers, and the red of Stanley Skoff's tie, in the dark vastness of the studio, off to one side of the bank of audience seats, a small sign glowed red-EXIT. In one word, it was a whole plan. Beyond the sign her driver would be waiting.


  She unclipped the mike from her collar, and yanked the sound box from the back of her leggings. The hunk on the bed arranged himself for the cameramen, and the two fake firefighters studied their own biceps. Lexy struggled briefly to pull the wire out of her cropped top and turned to Skoff, who was having his makeup freshened by a technician. "Thanks for having me as a guest, Stan. Sorry I can't stay longer. Bye."


  Skoff's mouth opened. "Hey, you can't just walk off my show."


  "Stop me."


  The hunk on the bed rolled to his feet and blocked her path. "Hey, babe, chill. Let's work out." His massive pecs gleamed.


  "No thanks, Skip."


  "Chip."


  "Whatever." She shoved her sound box and mike at his oily chest, and he stepped backwards, landing with a heavy plop on the bed. Lexy grabbed an extinguisher from the nearest fire guy, pulled the pin, and leapt down the stage steps. She aimed the extinguisher at two audience members who came after her, dodged a cameraman, and dashed into the darkness beyond the lighted set, her eyes fixed on that EXIT.


  A sign on the door read, DOOR ALARM WILL SOUND. Lexy hesitated a nano-second and tossed aside her extinguisher. As she pushed the bar on the door, she heard Stan Skoff say, "Guess Sex-y Lex-y is not so sexy after all. Our next..." Then the ringing of the alarm took over.


  In the hall a uniformed security guard hurried toward her. "Hey, miss, where do you think you're going?"


  "As far away from here as I can get."


   


  Chapter 1

  



   


  A Firm Foundation


  "The strong, vigorous movements involved in aerobic sex must be continuously supported with an appropriate frame. A lumpy, sagging mattress, inadequate cross slats, or weakened joints can limit the range and intensity of the workout."


  -Workout Sex, Lexy Clark


   


  For the first five miles of narrow curving highway Lexy really enjoyed the fog. She felt invisible for a change, and that made leaving L.A. seem like her best idea ever. Her last good idea hadn't turned out exactly as she'd expected. Workout Sex had made her financially independent, but sadly, it had also made her a national joke.


  The road narrowed to one lane. Dark twisted shapes appeared along the side and faded before Lexy could identify them. She wasn't wearing her contacts, and her prescription dark glasses added to the gloom. Her headlights were as penetrating as a pair of birthday candles, and she downshifted to first gear. Other than navigating her own twenty-foot driveway in Manhattan Beach, Lexy had no experience with first gear. A glance at the dashboard told her she was zipping along at fifteen miles per hour, and she wondered if she might actually damage the engine. Her destination, the tiny town of Drake's Point on the coast north of San Francisco, had to be close, but she hadn't seen a road sign or another car since she'd entered the fog.


  The fog turned to drizzle on her windshield, and she flipped on her wipers. As she reached for the defrost switch, a large beast materialized out of the mist. It was Rudolf on steroids, with a sizeable rack of pointy antlers, a scruffy mane of black neck hair, and a wide, brown body He stepped into the road, and Lexy hit the brakes. The car slid to a stop on the slick asphalt as Rudolf dipped his head and began to graze in the grass on the shoulder. The little spurt of adrenaline subsided as she waited for him to move, admiring the slow careful way he ate. It would be rude to honk. Good digestion was nothing to sneer at.


  By the time she was counting her wipers' steady sweep across the windshield, she realized they had gridlock and Rudolf wasn't waiting for any green light. She peered into the fog but couldn't see a way around him. She had come a long way up one of the coast mountains past steep drop-offs. It didn't seem smart to try to pass Rudolf on the shoulder. She inched her car forward to within six feet of him and put on the flashers. A hint that he was holding people up was fair. She would encourage him to glide back into the mist. He lifted his head briefly, peered past her, then dipped again to his snack.


  Now he was the rude one. He was just lucky she wasn't the road-rage sort of driver. She glanced at her watch. She had things to do, miles to go, and she had planned to be at the inn by now. She unfastened her seat belt, slipped out of the car, and paused to take stock of her surroundings. The cool, misty air smelled like ocean and dried grass with an unmistakable hint of farm animals. A faint rustling sounded to her right, and she wondered what she couldn't see in the fog. Rudolf looked taller than he had first appeared, but she told herself to be assertive. After all, he was just Bambi's big brother. Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders.


  "Okay, Rudolf," she said. "You've had your share of that grass, so it's time to move on down the buffet line." She advanced toward him, cautiously. She'd just wave her arms and yell "shoo" or something.


  "Don't move." A voice came out of the fog, deep and authoritative. It wasn't God or Obi Wan Kenobi, but Lexy stopped anyway.


  Rudolf's head came up and swung around. The black eyes fixed on her. He snorted and his hooves scraped the pavement. Now that she had his attention, Lexy waved her arms at him.


  The next instant a large male body flattened her against the side of her car. Her head hit metal, and her breath came out in a pale huff.


  "Not from around here, are you?"


  "Excuse me, who are you?" The stranger definitely was not God, but she couldn't see who he was because Rudolf was coming their way. The ends of his antlers looked sharp as Freddy Kruger's nails.


  "Don't move."


  She wasn't moving. She was trapped. Her cheek was pressed against a broad, solid chest. Over the bulge of one flannel-clad biceps, she could see the beast approaching, heading straight for them. Lexy held her breath.


  "What do you know about male sexuality?" The voice was deep, and she felt the vibration of it in the pit of her stomach.


  "I beg your pardon?"


  "It's rutting season." The low voice and the warm breath against her temple sent a pleasant little shiver through her. "If that fellow smells female, he's going to investigate thoroughly."


  Rudolf seemed to glide toward them in slow motion, his antlers stirring the fog. Lexy tried not to think about foreplay with antlers. When the stranger pressed harder against her, she didn't complain. Rudolf didn't veer.


  "He's coming right at us."


  "I've got you covered."


  Lexy held her breath and curled her toes. A few hundred pounds of beast flesh just missed her pedicure. Rudolf's flanks rubbed against the back of the stranger, but he didn't budge. His thighs held Lexy's clamped in place, warm strong thighs in worn jeans against Lexy's mostly bare, khaki-shorts-clad legs. The only sounds were Lexy's heart thumping and Rudolf's hooves scraping the pavement.


  A moment passed, long enough to raise Lexy's temperature a degree or two. When the sound of hooves broke off, Lexy stirred. "Excuse me, Rudolf's gone." Time to say thank-you and get on her way.


  "Rudolf?" The stranger didn't move. "Hang on. If that fellow's not the monogamous type, his harem will follow."


  Lexy swallowed a protest as dozens of shadowy shapes emerged from the fog and flowed around the car, setting it rocking on its tires and knocking Lexy against the stranger. He only curled his big body more tightly around her.


  The clop of hooves on the asphalt continued. Rudolf clearly had more than his share of female companions, and Lexy had time to think about the male body pressed against hers. It was definitely big, over six feet judging from where her ear met the man's chest. Lexy was five seven and rarely felt small except around her older brothers. The man's shirt smelled of sawdust, warm sun on pine trees, and wet grass. And with her nose practically in his armpit, he smelled male too.


  She could hear the steady beat of his heart, and instinctively she counted, estimating his resting heart rate. Very fit. She realized that she was clinging with both hands to the loose folds of his shirt above his belt. Though she wasn't touching him directly, her clinging had pulled the fabric of his shirt taut across his belly. She could make an educated guess as to his body fat ratio. His abs were solid but not cut like those of the model they'd used on the cover of her book. She loosened her grasp on his shirt and considered flattening her hands against his sides, just to see how accurate her assessment was. That was when she realized that the stranger was checking her out, too.


  The subtle pressure of his body against hers was as intimate as Lycra. Her cropped T-shirt, which had been perfectly appropriate for the late September heat of the valley as she came up I-5, now seemed skimpy. She shivered. A large stranger who frequented remote hilltops in the fog had figured out her cup size.


  And he knew she was checking him out. She had a feeling he could hear her thinking.


  Okay, she could pretty much tell he wasn't armed. She wasn't in L.A., so he probably wasn't a stalker or a serial killer, and the Unabomber was in jail.


  "Lost?"


  "Not at all." She'd followed her Mapquest directions perfectly. "I'm headed for Drake's Point."


  "Tourist?"


  "Hardly."


  "Running away, then." He said it with complete certainty.


  "Excuse me?" Lexy tried to see whether there were more beasts moving toward them in the fog. Her dark glasses were now covered with beads of moisture.


  "Drake's Point's a regular Brigadoon. People think they can pass through the fog and leave the world behind."


  Great, the first person she'd met was onto her. "Do we have to continue in this position?"


  Lexy felt the laugh shake him before she heard it. He had a nice laugh, warm and easy. "Any position you'd like is okay with me."


  He had to say it. He had to be a man. He just couldn't resist the innuendo! She had heard about as many suggestive comments about positions as there were. On Leno, on Letterman, on Oprah, for heaven's sake. She wasn't taking it anymore. Lexy pushed against him. He waited just long enough to let her know she couldn't budge him, then he stepped back.


  Cold air washed over her, puckering her nipples and raising gooseflesh on her arms. She yanked open her car door and slipped back into the warm interior.


  He knocked on her window. "Hey, in Drake's Point we say 'please' and 'thank you.'"


  She cracked her window. He was accusing her of rudeness. "Excuse me?"


  "Lady, that was a thousand-pound bull tule elk, and you weren't eager for him to take an interest in you."


  "Better a big elk than a big ego any day." She fastened her seat belt and shifted into gear. She lurched forward a few feet, and braked.


  The road ahead was as obscure as ever, but clear of beasts. For that she did owe the stranger thanks. To be fair, and Lexy always tried to be fair, he had known what to do in the face of Rudolf, and he had done it. Competence was good. And he hadn't actually done any groping. And he hadn't pointed out her own assessment of his body, which he could have.


  She wiped the moisture off her dark glasses and rolled down her window. Taunting males were no threat to her. Sexy Lexy had disappeared. She was Alexandra Clark now, gracious, dignified, and anonymous. Looking back into the fog, she couldn't really see his face, just the dark shadowy shape of him. "Thanks for your help. I'm Alexandra Clark, the new owner of the Tooth and Nail."


  She thought he said something, but she stepped on the gas and the rumble of her engine muffled his words.


  There, no one in Drake's Point would ever call her Sexy Lexy.


   


  * * *


  A mile later Lexy rounded a curve and the road dropped down out of the fog. A perfect half-moon of a cove sparkled in golden shafts of light from the distant horizon. A long sloping ridge of the coast range curled around the northern end of the cove, and nestled in its shadow was her inn. Its white walls, dark timbers, and slate roof looked just as they had on the Internet listing. She glanced back at the fog. The rest of California had disappeared. The stranger was right. Drake's Point was Brigadoon.


  There was no sign at the fork in the road at the bottom of the hill, but there was a small gas station. Lexy checked her map and turned left, winding west along a blue creek and over a narrow stone bridge until she reached the inn. Lazy smoke curled up from two chimneys, and an old inn sign swung from a pole, with a pair of arm wrestlers grinning at each other, teeth bared, over the words "Tooth and Nail." Lexy smiled. Her inn, a genuine English inn transported from Dorset, beam by beam, slate tile by slate tile, was the best thing that had come out of her book.


  She paused to admire it. It looked old and comfortable and established, as if it belonged in this particular spot. It was tangible proof of her book's success, of all those sales. Stanley Skoff might joke, but readers proved Lexy had something of value to say. And now she had something of her own, something lovely and welcoming. She had found the inn on an Internet real estate listing that described it as a "relaxing, rejuvenating escape." Separated from the nearest city by a three-thousand-foot coast mountain, it was definitely an escape. With hiking trail access, a lonely beach, and a geothermal spring that fed a series of rock pools, it was bound to be relaxing and rejuvenating. Lexy was sold.


  She gathered her financial wizard brothers to ask for their help arranging the deal, and the three of them had regarded her as deranged.


  Matt suggested, "Stay at the inn; don't buy it."


  Mark was simply puzzled. "Why escape now, Lexy? You're hot. You've never been hot. So scorch a few mattresses and move on."


  Only Bob was willing to help. "Sure. We can help you make the deal, but remember, small hotels have a narrow margin. Keep those rooms filled. And don't expect us to bail you out."


  What had she expected from the guys, who, when she was seven, had dressed her as Yoda to accompany their Jedi Knights on Halloween and coached her to say-"Try not. Do. Or do not. There is no try."


  Lexy sized up the cars in the parking lot. They suggested affluence but not pretension. She pulled in between a tan Suburban with the inn's logo on the side and a dark green Range Rover with a serious bike rack on the back.


  Florence Locke, her manager, met Lexy in the small but charming lobby. A pair of flowered chintz armchairs flanked a round table draped in a moss green cloth. A high-backed antique wood bench held a stack of inn flyers. Florence was on the Cher side of fifty and just as remarkable. She had deep red hennaed hair to below-shoulder length, a perfect manicure, and a magnificent bosom hinted at by the plunging V neckline of a chocolate brown silk jacket worn over jeans. Lexy immediately liked the twinkle in her manager's blue eyes and the hint of England in her fluty voice.


  "I'll have Francisco get your things. Do you want a tour, or would you like to go direct to your room?"


  "The tour, definitely."


  Florence beamed approval and led the way from the lobby, explaining how the old Tooth and Nail had been brought from England and modernized over the years. The dining room with its ancient slate floors, trestle tables, half-timbered walls, and huge basalt fireplace had once been the meeting place of a group of nineteenth-century horse rescuers. A bright fire warmed the patrons sitting over tea in the quiet room. Outside, the creek curved around a brick patio furnished with intricate white wrought-iron chairs and tables from the old inn's turn-of-the-century days. Clay pots spilled bright orange marigolds and blue lobelia onto each table. Boston ivy covered the west wall, and above the door a late-blooming red rose climbed a trellis. Lexy smiled. Her new life was going to be filled with flowers.


  They made a pass through the busy kitchens. A half a dozen people nodded, and Florence promised to introduce Lexy in the morning. Back through the dining room they went into what had been the old taproom with its marble bar and row of tall tap handles.


  Florence exchanged a glance with the bartender, who nodded but didn't speak. His long ponytail and full moustache had gone gray to match his flinty Clint Eastwood eyes. His collarless white shirt and plaid wool vest could have come from any century, and Lexy wondered briefly whether he had been part of the original furnishings.


  "You mustn't mind Nigel," Florence whispered. With a wink, she added, "He's a bit of a flirt."


  Lexy caught the irony. If Nigel had flirted, it was in a past life. Lexy thought he might be effective as Dr. Frankenstein's servant keeping villagers away from the castle door, but apparently the inn drew enough customers to give the dartboard in the corner a well used look. By the door was a glass case with a replica of a sword that had been used at Waterloo by Captain Harry Clare, later Lord Mountjoy.


  "The Mountjoy family in England has the original."


  "I love it. This is so not L.A." The place breathed history. Lexy was ready to put on the long flowered skirts and high-collared blouses of her favorite English designer and disappear into her very own Brigadoon.


  Florence had become Flo by the time they reached the cozy blue and white parlor where morning coffee was served. She started to explain the arrangement of guest rooms as they returned to the lobby. "Upstairs we have your suite, and our ten guest rooms. All full this weekend."


  Lexy liked the sound of that. Her inn was thriving, and she would prove her brothers wrong. She had put herself through an online course in hotel management that stressed guest room satisfaction as the key to keeping up profitable occupancy rates. Lexy was eager to see those rooms.


  "There you are." A cutting male voice came from the stair landing above them. A man and a woman in black spandex cycling shorts and close fitting red and yellow jerseys came down the stairs, arms wrapped around each other.


  "What are you going to do about our bed?" The cyclists stopped a few steps above Lexy and Flo.


  "Mr. Ramsdorf, sorry. We appreciate your patience." Flo glanced at Lexy.


  "Flo, honey, we had this conversation an hour ago." Ramsdorf's thin, sharp voice was grating.


  Flo tried again. "Can we put you in another room if the Sackville bed can't be repaired today?"


  Ramsdorf removed his hand from his partner's bottom long enough to adjust the chin strap of his helmet, a vented black road helmet that tapered to a sharp point at the back. "Let me spell it out for you, Flo. We're going for a ride, and we want our bed restored to full functionality by the time we return." His companion giggled.


  "Of course. We'll get to work on it straight away." Flo's courteous smile never wavered.


  "I should hope so. We're paying how much a night?" He snapped his fingers.


  "Two hundred dollars." The female cyclist had a squeaky, sucking-on-helium voice.


  Lexy glanced at Flo and stepped forward. She knew how to deal with people like Ramsdorf. She had met dozens of big donors at Pacifica College where her mother taught classics and her father coached basketball. She had watched the college president deal smoothly with people who talked too much about the tuition they paid or the money they gave.


  "Excuse me. I'm Alexandra Clark, the new owner here. What seems to be the problem?"


  Ramsdorf's gaze swung from Flo's cleavage to Lexy's shorts and cropped top. "The problem is our bed broke this morning, and you people can't manage to fix it."


  "The bed is broken?" Lexy had slept in dozens of hotel beds. Hotel beds didn't break.


  The woman bobbed her helmeted head. "The mattress plunged right to the floor. We coulda been killed."


  Lexy offered them her most gracious smile. This was her inn now. She didn't know its former policies, but she had to act. It was guestroom satisfaction or vacancies. "How stressful for you. We'll do everything in our power to get you back into bed, and if for any reason we can't, your stay will be on us. Absolutely no charge."


  At the mention of no charge, Ramsdorf's annoyance evaporated. His expression turned smug. He and his partner descended the remaining steps. "We'll be back."


  Lexy fixed her smile in place and stepped aside to let her first guests pass. They waddled to the door, the plastic cleats of their cycling shoes clicking on the slate tiles.


  When the inn door closed behind them, Lexy turned to Flo. "I hope I didn't overstep."


  Flo shook her head. "Not at all."


  "Does the inn have a policy?"


  "We've never had quite this problem."


  In the same instant their glances met in perfect understanding, and they let their tight smiles collapse.


  Flo passed their common judgment. "Those helmets are a major fashion crime."


  Lexy nodded. "Insect-head is not a look just anyone can wear."


  "Oh dear, Alexandra. We rarely get that sort. Most of our guests are very lovely people."


  "How did they break the bed?"


  Flo rolled her eyes. "We gave them an antique English four-poster with an excellent mattress, high-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets, and a lovely comforter, and they treated it like the ring of a World Federation Wrestling match."


  "Can you show me the damage?"


  "There's no rush. We're waiting for Sam."


  "Sam?"


  "Sam Worth. Usually we have to wait a day or more for someone to come over the mountain or down the coast. But with Sam back in town, there's no delay. Sam can fix anything."


  "You've called him already?" Lexy was definitely beginning to appreciate Flo.


  Flo nodded. "I left a message. He's up on the mountain today. We'll catch him when he comes down. Do let's have a look at your room and have some tea first."


  Up on the mountain. Lexy had a sinking feeling. She had met a man up on the mountain with that capable, fix-it kind of competence, and sawdust on his person. "I'd like to see what needs to be done first." She followed Flo up the oak-paneled stairs, down a hall, and into a quaint room with high sloping ceilings and mullioned windows thrown open to the sea.


  Against the inner wall was a tall mahogany bed with a rose tapestry comforter and hangings. Lexy surveyed the destruction. The paneled headboard and tester were still standing, but the posts rivaled the leaning tower of Pisa. The reason was plain. One of the side rails had come loose from the baseboard, and the mattress, box springs, pillows, and linens had fallen through the high frame to the floor below. Quite a plunge. The two cyclists had to be very fit. She moved toward the bed. A smell of coconuts rose from the tangled sheets. They were fit and inclined to use scented lubricants. Nothing so unusual in that.


  She began to pull the covers away from the mattress and froze when she saw the corner of a shiny red paperback book peeking from under the quilt. Her empty stomach clenched. There it was: Workout Sex, the book that had taken over her life, driven away her boyfriend, and made her the target of sex-seeking scum of the male gender. Inside the back cover was a photo of Sexy Lexy as a blonde in black spandex and red-cropped top. She'd done everything she could think of to cover that blonde woman's tracks. Coming to Drake's Point was the last step of her plan, and somehow the book had followed her.


  Flo came up beside her. "Each of our beds comes from England. We name them." She sighed. "Imagine that pair of sticks generating enough heat and excitement to bring down the Sackville bed and the cheek to want another go at it."


  "They did seem to be an athletic pair." Lexy nudged the little red book with her toe, pushing it deep under the bed.


   


  Chapter 2

  



  

  Food, drink, and sexual fitness: No aphrodisiacs needed.


  "Good nutrition is essential to good sex. Feeding the libido as well as the body means getting enough vitamin B, magnesium, ginseng, and zinc to boost the adrenal glands' production of testosterone, the hormone of desire."


  -Workout Sex, Lexy Clark


  

  The second time Sam Worth met the new owner of the Tooth and Nail, she was on her hands and knees reaching under the collapsed mattress of the four-poster bed in room 7 of her inn, her bottom in the air. She had changed from the shorts and T-shirt he'd seen on the road. He stood in the doorway, allowing himself time to consider the view. A long, cream-and-blue flowered skirt fell softly across the sweet curve of her backside. He wondered what had sent her looking under the bed.


  She started to pull back from the depths of the collapsed bed, so he gave a warning knock on the door jamb. Her head snapped back so fast she conked it on the frame. Something red disappeared under her bulky Irish fisherman's sweater, and she crossed her arms over her ribs, hiding the thing. Her startled gaze dropped from his face to his shirt. There was no doubt she recognized it. Her deep brown eyes expressed open hostility. She was clearly a woman who should not play poker or go into undercover work.


  "I see you made it safely down the mountain, Alexandra Clark."


  "You." He'd had friendlier greetings from the highway patrol.


  "Sam Worth." He didn't offer his hand. She was clutching the thing under her sweater as if her life depended on it.


  Her dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail, with loose bits curling around her face from the fog and from sticking her head under beds. It was the kind of hair with deep red highlights to it. He already knew how soft that hair was, and he had an accurate memory of the slim shape now hidden by the bulky sweater.


  "Looks like you could use some help ..." he said. "... Again", he added, just to rile her.


  "I'm not sure I needed help up on the mountain, but thank you."


  "Maybe I was saving the elk." He crossed to stand beside her. She smelled good, like spicy flowers. "Did you attack the bed, too?"


  Her chin came up, and the ponytail bounced. Whatever else she was hiding, it wasn't her feelings. "A pair of guests brought down the bed." She cast a rueful glance at it.


  "I'm impressed," he said. She shot him a glare. "Do you want it fixed?"


  "Yes." Her sense of humor was as undeveloped as her chest. She had plenty of frankness though. She was checking him out again, just as she had up on the ridge. It wasn't the city singles-bar status check. He knew women who could get a man's profession and after-tax net worth in a single glance. Alexandra Clark's look was thorough, scientific and sexy-way beyond the thirty-second biological mate test. He checked her out right back. When he had first seen her in the headlights of her car, he'd had the impression of a sweet bottom and long, curvy legs. Now he added great bones, a determined chin, and serious need of a wonderbra; a dangerous combination as far as he was concerned. Her mouth with its full lower lip was like a signing bonus.


  She swallowed, and he resisted the impulse to grin. That little swallow was her body's yes, one thing they could agree on, and it adjusted his thermostat up a few degrees. So much for thinking that a woman's personality could make a Worth man immune to her. So much for thinking he was through with women. He turned to get his toolbox.


  "Wait. What are your rates? Do you have references?"


  That stopped him. She thought he was the local handyman. He grinned at her over his shoulder. "No one around here charges less, and everyone in town will vouch for my work."


  

  * * *


  With Sam Worth out of the room, Lexy paused to recover a bit of her normal brain function. Her book said that fitness was sexy, and he was proof. She had been unable to resist checking him out. His hair was the golden brown of the late summer hills. There was a teasing intelligence in his blue eyes, a sexy promise in his smile, and a hint of vulnerability in his crooked nose. And she had been sucked into that golden boy ease of his when her whole plan was in danger. She needed to think.


  The corners of the book under her sweater poked her breasts. She wanted to march downstairs and toss it in the big fireplace. She wanted to watch the pages brown and curl and turn to ashes. This was her new start. She was not going to let Workout Sex follow her here. She was taking her name back from the reporters and the TV hosts who had made a joke of it.


  But the insect-heads in black Lycra would be back, and they wanted the "full functionality" of their bed. If the book went missing, they would probably insist on a strip-search of the inn to find it. We've been robbed, they would say. Someone's taken our copy of Workout Sex by Lexy Clark. They would be loud, rude, and insistent, and everyone would hear about their loss. Oh, that book, her staff would say, and someone would remember seeing Sexy Lexy on Oprah or Leno or even Stanley Skoff.


  Lexy opened the armoire and slipped the book into the outer pocket of a suitcase on the floor. It was funny, really. Publishing her book had brought her full circle, back to the nickname of her junior high years when she had first understood the meaning of "irony." She still remembered Mr. Fisher's definition-the use of words to signify the opposite of what they usually express; ridicule disguised as praise.


  Her older brothers understood irony. Lexy's writing a book about sex was, as her brother Matt put it, hi-LAR-ious! Lexy's having sex? Since when? Her friends couldn't believe it either. How had Lexy dared to give them advice about sex?


  She hadn't meant to. She had intended to write a fitness book about a normal activity in which married people engaged. Her friends had certainly hinted often enough that sex was one of the good things about marriage. And all her friends were married, with careers and babies. She and her friends still talked since they'd married, but the conversations had gone from over-sharing of intimate sexual detail to complaining about overwork, stress, and burnout. Lexy had listened for months to laments about no exercise, no sleep, and weight gain. Kelly and Erin despaired that they had gone straight from camisoles and low-rise slacks to denim skirts with elastic waists. Lexy had seen the perfect solution, a way to fit regular exercise into those busy schedules.


  Somehow in the editorial process her book had become Workout Sex, she had lot the girlish "ie" in her name and become "Sexy Lexy with all that label implied about sexual readiness and prowess. Bring on the fire extinguishers. Being Lexy meant being "on" all the time. It meant thrusting her enhanced chest forward and smiling until her cheeks hurt. It meant turning up the volume on her normal personality until she didn't quite recognize herself. It meant being suckered every time someone called her name and she
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