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Chapter One




Christian Kelly cried at funerals. For a man who never wept it had been an appalling discovery. He figured the combination of somber hymns, gentle sobbing and church rituals struck some sentimental Irish chord and caused him to blubber like a baby.

He solved the problem by never attending funerals, which solidified his reputation as a hardened sinner. So it was a testament to his affection for Muriel Medina Rose that he came back to the New Zealand hometown he loathed, wearing the darkest pair of shades he could find, and stole into the last pew midway through a stirring rendition of “When the Saints Go Marching In.”

Kezia Rose appreciated the irony. Knew her grandmother would have, too. Still, it started a fit of giggles she fought to control—hysteria wasn’t far away. It didn’t help that she stood in full view of the congregation, shaky hands clasped, waiting to do her reading.

She dug one spiky heel into the top of her other foot until tears came to her eyes. Then looked at the coffin and had to force them back. Not yet. Not until she’d done her grandmother proud.

Why hadn’t she expected him?

When she felt herself under control, Kezia looked again, coolly now, to where Christian sat, a big-city cat among country pigeons. Maturity had chiseled his features back to strong bone, his thick black hair finally tamed by an expensive cut. Beneath a pair of reflective sunglasses he held his full mouth tight, almost disdainful. In thrall to a newer, stronger grief, she looked—and was not burned. A small sigh of relief escaped her.

The music faltered to a stop in that ragtag way of amateurs and the minister gave her the signal. Three steps to the podium, deep breath. She found her place in the Bible’s tissue-thin pages.

Her voice cracked on the first line; she stopped. Began again, one word at a time, found a rhythm, shut out emotion. The mantle of responsibility soothed her, reminded her who she was. A pillar of the community—teacher, chair of numerous country guilds, churchgoer. New owner of a hundred-year-old ramshackle hotel in Waterview.

The bone-dry Hauraki Plains town had sprung up around the Waterview pub, both named by Kezia’s Irish forbears in a fit of whimsy and not—as Christian had once joked—to provoke a powerful thirst in the locals.

Not thinking about him right now.

The words on the page ran out; the last full stop looked like a bullet hole signaling the end of one of the happiest times of her life. Dazed, she looked up to see Christian, in classic Armani, disappear through the arched church doors. And she was glad. Glad he’d made the effort to come, gladder he’d left without making contact. She had enough to cope with today without saying goodbye to someone else she had loved.

And lost.

* * *

Christian stumbled toward the car park, barely able to see through his fogged sunglasses. Damn it! Temples pounding, he groped through the open window of his car for a box of tissues, yanked off the shades and mopped up the damage. Kezia’s fault. The first break in her voice had brought a lump to his throat, then her words—thin, brave and clear—had sliced at his self-control like stiletto knives until he had to get out of there.

He swung around to face the gabled church and glared at its white clapboards and gray iron roof, mottled with lichen. An old-fashioned church, gravestone companions rising to the left, rose beds to the right in a riotous clash of pinks, reds and yellows. Whoever had planted the damn things had been color blind. Funny he’d never noticed that when he was growing up.

But he remembered the scent. Sweet. Lush with summer heat. He’d always been attracted to women wearing floral scents—now he knew why.

Kezia.

In a prudish black suit at odds with her body. He was annoyed at his relief that she still wore her dark hair long. Of course he’d expected her to still be beautiful in that remote, untouchable way that had once driven him mad—but that no longer attracted him. He preferred easy women these days, easy to win, easy to leave. He’d even expected to feel something when he saw her again. A backwash of teenage emotions agitated by shared grief. A reflex, no more. Like crying at funerals.

He hadn’t expected to be irked by her lack of recognition. Christian grimaced at his egotism. Maybe Miss September had been right. He was shallow and self-centered. Beholden to no woman and proud of it.

Then why was he wiping away tears in the backwater he’d left in anger fourteen years ago? Wearily he replaced his sunglasses and turned back toward the car park.

Beholden to one woman, then. Muriel Medina Rose. A surrogate mother to a motherless boy—when he’d let her. Which hadn’t been as often as she would have liked.

He’d loved that old woman.

Loved taking her out gambling on the rare occasions she visited the city. She, outrageously provocative in an ancient fox-fur stole with its glassy eyes and tidy paws draped nonchalantly over one shoulder and carrying an equally impolitic diamante-studded cigarette holder. He, in his sharpest suit, entertaining his best girl with his wildest stories.

And not even residual bitterness toward her granddaughter—and this hick town—could keep him from paying his last respects.

“Christian Kelly.”

His hand on the car door handle, Christian turned, an easy smile disguising his irritation. “Don—how are you?” He reached for the lawyer’s hand, still as dry as he remembered. In fact, everything about the sandy-haired old man suggested he was slowly crumbling into dust, from the furrowed jowls and droopy eyelids to the rounded shoulders and widow’s hump.

Except he’d looked like this twenty years ago when he’d first represented Christian in the local courthouse. They’d come to know each other well in a resigned “not you again” sort of way until Muriel stepped in and Christian’s life as a juvenile delinquent came to an unceremonious end.

“Sad day, sad day.” The lawyer shook his head. “Good to see you here, though. Muriel would have liked it and it saves me a stamp.” Christian tried to make the connection but failed.

“The will,” Don explained kindly. “Or rather, the letter. She was most particular about you getting the letter.”

“I thought her heart attack was unexpected?” The notion that Muriel’s final illness might have been deliberately kept from him increased his sense of misuse.

Don glanced back as though to ensure he hadn’t been followed, and Christian remembered the man had a flair for the dramatic. “Doc told her two months ago she could keel over anytime,” he confided, “but she didn’t want a fuss. Told Kezia she was retiring to get her to take over running the hotel. When the end came, my girl was playing bridge—a glass of whiskey in one hand and a grand slam in the other.”

Their eyes met. The two men exchanged the “Muriel smile”—equal parts tribute and frustration. Over at the church, the organ started up with a wheeze and voices rose in song for the final hymn. Christian’s hand tightened on the car keys.

Don noticed. “Nice Bentley. A Continental GT, if I’m not mistaken.” He ran a finger across the silver-gray bonnet, his rheumy eyes twinkling. “A bit understated for you isn’t it?”

“It’s my funeral car,” said Christian.

“You have another?”

“One or two.” He looked at Don’s shocked expression and grinned. “Four altogether.”

Don opened the door, inhaled the smell of expensive leather with relish. “Well, you can give me a lift to the wake in this one. Damned if I’m going to watch them bury her.”

Christian’s grin faded. “I wasn’t planning on staying.”

“An hour won’t kill you,” growled the old man. “Muriel put a fine whiskey aside for this. The least you can do is toast her memory. Then we’ll step into my office and do the handover.”

Don Muldoon, being a pragmatist, owned the building adjoining the hotel. “Be where your customers are,” was his maxim. He’d even gone so far as to add an interconnecting door, fueling gossip about the true nature of his relationship with Muriel, which both had reveled in.

He’d miss her badly. Christian wished he hadn’t thought of that, wished he’d just handed the old codger some money for postage and left the dairy-farming flatland behind him—with a squeal of tires for old times’ sake. But he still owed Don for keeping his secret. Sighing, he crossed to open the passenger door. “Thirty minutes.” Then wondered if his sympathy had been misplaced when Don winked at him. “I’m sure even you and Kezia can exchange pleasantries for that long.”

* * *

Kezia nearly dropped the cupcakes when she pushed through the saloon doors into the cool dimness of the lounge bar and saw Christian leaning against the fireplace mantel, flanked by her grandmother’s elderly cronies.

The afternoon rays beamed through the stained-glass window and fell in prisms on the group. Bernice May was yellow, Don Muldoon, green, and Christian—very appropriately, she thought—glowed red. But nothing could leach the color from those extraordinary eyes—pupils like black atolls in a sea of Pacific blue. Eyes measuring her reaction as she measured his, each looking for a cue from the other.

Kezia rearranged the pink-iced sponges that had tumbled off their pyramid while she decided how she felt. So many times over the years, and in so many moods—hope, despair, righteous anger—she had imagined this meeting. Even when she no longer loved him she’d fantasized about what psychologists called closure and Kezia called having the last word. How ironic that in this maelstrom of grief for her grandmother she felt…nothing.

Across the room he smiled at her and her heart remembered why she’d loved him, while her mind thanked God she’d got over him. One woman could never hold a man with a smile like that. There were shadows under those intensely blue eyes, she noticed, and shadows in them. Through her numbness she saw an understanding of her grief, and she frowned because she didn’t want to connect with anyone ever again. Least of all Christian.

Civil, she decided, putting the plate on a sideboard already groaning under the weight of cakes and club sandwiches. She would be civil. As she headed toward the group, holding out a hand in greeting, Kezia returned Christian’s smile. “How nice of you to make the trip.” She heard how facile that sounded even before his eyes narrowed. “Nice” had never applied to Christian. He made no move to take her hand. “I mean, Nana would have appreciated it.” Even now, trying to retrieve the situation, she’d put the stress on the wrong word. The unspoken implication—but I don’t!—hung in the air. Kezia stared up at him helplessly. “Will you please just shake my hand?”

“I don’t think we need to be that formal.” Christian put down his glass and drew her into an embrace that was half awkward, wholly familiar and so full of reluctant sympathy that she was torn between burying her face in his broad shoulder and never coming out and giving him a sharp slap for his insensitivity.

She jerked away to see his eyes leveling the same accusation at her and realized with a shock that she was being selfish. Others suffered, perhaps as much.

On an impulse she took his hands—big and broad with long, tapered fingers—and cradled them, trying to ignore the frisson of awareness that passed between them. “How are you coping?”

Christian removed his hands, reached for his glass. “Like a man,” he said lightly. “Work harder, play harder.”

She remembered the tabloids and couldn’t resist the temptation. “How is Miss September?”

His eyes gleamed. “I’m between months at the moment.”

A laugh, almost painful through disuse, escaped her.

“Toast Muriel with us,” said Don approvingly. “We’re celebrating her life by telling outrageous stories about her.”

Oh, that sounded tempting. But Kezia eased her shoulders back. “I need to pour coffee and serve food.”

“No, Kez.” Christian handed her a glass. “You need a stiff drink and to talk to old—” he paused “—friends. Let someone else dole out the culinary relics.”

“Keep your voice down. Everyone brought food,” Kezia cautioned. They hadn’t parted friends but if Christian had the manners to pretend otherwise then so did she.

“And I was one of those volunteers,” said Bernice May tartly. She poked Christian in the ribs with a bony finger and pointed to the fairy bread on the mahogany bar beside them—thin triangles of white bread topped with multicolored sprinkles embedded in thick yellow butter. In the heat, the corners were as curled as Aladdin’s slippers.

“Bernice May, you’ve been peddling that crap ever since I can remember.” Unrepentant, Christian refilled the old lady’s empty glass. “You’re a terrible cook and you know it.”

“Bernice May is famous for her fairy bread,” Kezia insisted, biting into one. Sugar balls grated against her teeth.

“She’s always saving people’s feelings,” explained Bernice May complacently, watching Kezia try to swill down the sprinkles with whiskey. The combination was indescribably foul but it took Kezia’s mind off Christian’s raised eyebrow. “Anyway, I thought you were a ladies’ man these days,” the old lady complained. “Where’s your legendary charm?”

“Saved for ladies,” said Christian.

Kezia choked midsip but Bernice May laughed until she cried and ended up wiping away most of her penciled eyebrows. “Come home, Christian,” she suggested. “With Muriel gone we need another hell-raiser to keep this town interesting. Don’t we, Kezia?”

“Yes,” said Kezia, emboldened by his instinctive recoil. “Come home, Christian. Swap the penthouse for a farmhouse, the Bentley for a tractor and your tourism empire for a pitchfork. I believe there are at least three single women for you to date.” She realized she was enjoying herself in a perverse way, taking on someone who could match her, whose feelings she couldn’t hurt, even if she wanted to. But she was also appalled at her meanness—and at a time like this.

“Do you count yourself, Kez? If so, we’ll have to drop that number back to two. I never date the same woman twice.”

“And I never repeat the same mistake twice.” Somehow the fun had gone out of it. “What makes you think I’m single anyway?”

“You’re doing this alone,” said Christian, and Kezia fell back into the bleak present. Carefully, she put down her glass. “I should mingle,” she said, and saw quick remorse in Christian’s eyes.

“Kez—”

Don interrupted. “First I need you both in my office to go over the finer details of Muriel’s estate.”

“Why?” Bernice May’s voice echoed Kezia’s.

“It’ll be private in my office,” Don added pointedly.

Kezia shot a suspicious look at Christian. He shrugged. “No idea. But let’s get this over with. It’s time I left.”

She needed no further convincing. “Okay.” Besides, pretty soon she’d need to cry. He had to be gone before that.

* * *

Don didn’t beat around the bush. He pulverized it.

Mentally, Kezia collected all the pieces and tried to fit them together. “The hotel is verging on bankruptcy because Nana’s had a bad run on the horses?”

“It appears Muriel remortgaged some years ago but most of the capital was spent on meeting running costs, interest payments and, later, medical bills. When her health started deteriorating she obviously panicked and bet on the track to try to recoup that money.” Don shuffled papers on his battered desk. “Which is exactly the sort of harebrained scheme Muriel would adopt rather than admit she needed help. I’m sorry, Kezia.”

“There’s nothing for you to be sorry about,” she said perfunctorily, still trying to take in the enormity of his disclosure. “No wonder she retained bookkeeping when I took over two months ago.” Swallowing her terror, she asked, “Can I trade out of this?”

“Maybe. If you can come up with a good enough business plan to satisfy the bank and follow it up with solid results.”

“I’ll give you the money you need.” She’d forgotten Christian was there, half hidden by the side wings of an old green leather chair.

“No.” Her response was instinctive; her brain caught up and approved it seconds later.

Christian looked at Don. “How much is it? I’ll write a check now.”

“I said no, Christian. I don’t want your money.”

“I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing it for Muriel.”

“Muriel won’t take your money, either,” said Don. “It’s specified in the will.” He put on his glasses and read, “‘Christian Kelly is prohibited from paying off the hotel’s debts.’ This, I think, is where I give you her letter.”

Christian looked at Muriel’s familiar flourish and swallowed a lump in his throat. She’d written to him weekly for fourteen years. This would be the last letter he ever received from her.




My darling, you’re wondering why I won’t let you pay off my debt. Too bad, I’m not going to tell you! I ask instead that you stay in town—yes, I know you hate it but it’s just a few weeks—and help Kezia come up with a plan to reverse the hotel’s fortunes. The place needs an entrepreneur’s skill if it’s to survive another hundred years. Tell Kezia I’m sorry I’ve left things in such a mess but it seemed necessary. God bless you both, my darlings, Muriel.




He handed it to Kezia without a word. It seemed necessary? What was Muriel playing at? Had she forgotten he had a multi million-dollar business to run? Okay, his two partners could carry him for a couple of weeks, but to come back here—a place haunted by memories, most of them bad… Immediately he began thinking of ways to circumvent the will. Hell, if a hotel and tourism magnate couldn’t outwit an old lady, he deserved this penance.

With grim amusement he watched Kezia’s face as she read the letter, before she became aware of his scrutiny and turned away. When she turned back, her expression reflected his resolve. Implacable resistance. “You’re off the hook. I refuse your help.”

Just what Christian wanted to hear. Still, he was inexplicably annoyed. “I don’t want to be involved any more than you want me to be, but it would be respectful to at least consider her last wishes.” Ignoring the fact that he’d been doing no such thing.

She thrust out the letter, waited until he took it. “I can manage on my own.” It had always been her mantra—more than that, the truth. Now the words rang hollow, but she couldn’t allow Christian back into her life. And she wouldn’t cry in front of him, though she wanted to, very badly. Worse than the prospect of losing her heritage was realizing her grandmother hadn’t trusted her enough to confide her troubles. She lifted her hand to her heart and pressed against the almost physical surge of pain.

“Don, more whiskey.” Christian guided her to a couch with gentle hands, while the older man hurried from the room in search of the bottle. “Relax.” His breath was warm on the nape of her neck. “I have no intention of coming back.”

“Thank God!” He looked startled at her vehemence and Kezia added impatiently, “Surely you realize she’s trying to force us together to salvage a happy-ever-after out of this mess. Why else would she have that curious clause refusing your money?”

He stared at her and she saw with relief they were in perfect accord on this one.

“It must be nice to die with some illusions intact,” he commented.

She frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He shook his head as though to clear it. “Nothing. Look, let me find a way to give you the money, Kez, then I can leave with a clear conscience.”

She resisted the urge to ask when a clear conscience had become necessary to him; the scars had been picked at enough. “Okay, but it’s a bridging loan. Once the hotel is solvent, I’ll arrange a repayment schedule that will include backdated interest pegged at today’s rate.”

He looked amused. “Whatever.”

“I’m serious, Christian.”

“Don’t tie yourself into unnecessary debt, take the money as a gift. You must know I won’t miss it.”

She did know, but it made no difference. Favors were something she did for other people. Accepting hundreds of thousands of dollars from Christian, the man who’d deserted her, was unthinkable. Simple as that.

Less simple was when she’d be able to repay it. But that was tomorrow’s problem. At least she’d have her home, her heritage, intact.

“I want a business arrangement but…thanks for the offer.” She wished he’d move. The scent of him—crisp linen overlaying healthy male heat, a hint of cedarwood—was making her dizzy.

Don returned with a silver tray bearing their drinks. Reluctantly, Kezia took a sip for medicinal purposes, trying to remember when she’d last eaten. She had no taste for whiskey, but the association with her grandmother was comforting. She took another, inhaling the smoky sharpness like smelling salts.

Christian declined his drink. “I’m driving,” he said. “Don, you should know I intend to find a way to lend Kezia the money.”

“Muriel thought you would,” said the old man calmly, and reached for another envelope on his desk. “Here.”

Irritated, Christian pulled out a scrap of paper. “What is this, Give Us A Clue?” He glanced at it and the color drained from his face. “Hell.”

Foreboding hit Kezia like a rolling winter fog. “What?”

Still he gazed down at the note, his expression remote yet curiously softened. “Hell,” he said again, and shoved it into his pocket.

She knew what he was going to say, could see it in his eyes, could feel the prickle of tears in her own. It seemed she would cry in front of Christian Kelly, after all.

“Hi, honey,” he said grimly. “I’m home.”

Kezia began to laugh. She laughed until she cried.



Chapter Two


One shuddering sob led to another and then another until her body convulsed under the force of them and she curled up on the couch like a lost child, her arms wrapped around her knees. Christian reached for her, but with shaking hands she pushed him away, did the same to Don.

“Let me get someone—a friend,” Christian offered.

Terror strafed through her grief. “No! I don’t want to be seen like this.” A fresh paroxysm racked her body. “Please, both of you go away,” she sobbed, then laid her head on her knees and gave herself over to the anguish.

Dimly she heard a murmur of voices, the door open and close again, the scrape of a chair. And Christian was sitting next to her. “I…don’t…want…anyone…here!” she said between sobs, but took the handkerchief he offered.

“I know,” he said soothingly. “I’m temporary.”

“Don’t touch me.”

“I won’t,” he promised. “I’ll just sit here.”

And he did, watching the shadows lengthen in the room, listening to her sobs until they abated and, emotionally exhausted, she slept. And all the while he suffered, resisting grief, resisting Kezia. He sat stiff and unyielding in his chair. He would not be moved by her beyond common pity.

When he stirred at last, his muscles ached like a prizefighter’s. But he’d won. He stretched as he turned on a lamp against the encroaching dusk, found a throw and covered Kezia.

His opponent looked worse, her face blotchy, her closed lids swollen. In the circle of light her disheveled hair gleamed with velvet browns and sparks of amber. Just as her eyes did, he remembered, and because she looked so vulnerable, so un-Kezia, he smoothed her knotted brow.

An unexpected blow to the heart made him step back, shove his hands into his pockets. His fingers brushed the crumpled ball of paper and, swearing softly, he pulled it out of his pocket, smoothed the creases and glared at it.

Nothing complicated about it, just a scrap of a page torn from an exercise book. The IOU had been dated and signed, the letters sprawling loose and untidy across the page. His signature hadn’t changed much in sixteen years.

You conniving, brilliant old woman. You got me good.

With a sigh he opened the door, saw Don and Bernice May and a host of other anxious people—many familiar—staring at him. Fighting a sense of claustrophobia, he nodded acknowledgments. “She’s sleeping, but I doubt she’ll want a welcoming party when she wakes. Perhaps just you, Don?”

He drew the older man away, ostensibly to talk privately, but moving closer to the pub’s exit. He was in no mood to renew old acquaintances. Plenty of time for that in the following weeks, he thought bleakly. “I’ll be back when I’ve reorganized my affairs. I’m sure Muriel’s bank will allow us a few weeks’ grace.”

“A phone call from you will get it,” Don said dryly.

“Tell Kez I’ll need a bed at the hotel. Ask her to courier me the books so I can start formulating strategies.”

Don looked doubtful. “I can’t promise anything. She hasn’t exactly warmed to the idea of you coming back.”

“Then here’s the carrot. Tell her I’ve set myself a deadline. I’ll turn the hotel around in a month.”

“You don’t know how bad things are….”

“A month,” said Christian grimly. “If it kills me.”

* * *

Kezia racked her brain for another way to tell Christian no. Spats of rain against the pane heralded a summer squall. But the storm building indoors was of more concern than racing to bring in the white tablecloths snapping on the line in the easterly below. “Probably not,” she ventured.

They sat on spindle-legged antique chairs in the private sitting room on the hotel’s first floor. Much of the threadbare blue carpet was covered by piles of paper, as neat and precisely spaced as soldiers at attention, testament to her methodical sifting over the previous week.

Christian had roared back into town thirty minutes earlier in old jeans and a new Enzo Ferrari he called Consolation. If asked, Kezia would recall it as red and showy. And—like its charismatic, self-indulgent owner—not to her mature taste.

“You mean no.” Christian began pacing while she watched her tidy piles of paper anxiously. “I thought we agreed to cooperate—get me out of here as quickly as possible.”

“It’s not that I think your ideas lack merit.” She’d spent the intervening days practicing her responses to this intrusion and resolved on diplomacy, civility and detachment. She frowned as his foot knocked a pile askew. “I just think we need to quantify the problem to qualify the solution.”

Christian grabbed an invoice from the top of one stack and her eyes followed the tug of taut muscle under tightened denim. “‘Nineteen twenty-six. Two bags of chicken mash and five pounds of head cheese.’”

“That’s not indicative of what I’m sorting,” she said stiffly. Okay, maybe she had become a little distracted by cutesy historical data, mainly because she could sleep after reading it, unlike some of the more recent accounts she’d uncovered.

“I know you want to do this properly.” He forced a smile and her mood lightened. She, at least, had relaxed her jaw. “But we don’t have the luxury of time.”

For once she couldn’t disagree with him. The bank had abruptly withdrawn its forbearance when the manager discovered wealthy.

Christian Kelly couldn’t act as a guarantor. Kezia had won a further ten days’ grace based solely on her own banking history. “But cutting staff…” she protested.

“Short term. Ultimately the plan will generate jobs.”

“But my people depend on those jobs now. In a rural community, employment is hard to come by.”

“Even harder if the hotel closes down,” he said bluntly. “And what’s this complicated system with a dozen part-timers?”

“I work the roster to suit mothers’ hours.”

“Get full-time staff. The taxes and health insurances for all these people adds ten percent to your costs.”

“The benefits offset that,” she argued. “My workforce is highly motivated because they’re so delighted to be out of the house for a few hours. By definition mothers are skilled multitaskers, and adept at handling troublemakers.”

“They have to go, Kez.”

“No, Christian, they don’t. We’ll save money elsewhere.” One thing she had resolved after a week of receiving his brusque e-mails—Send this. Find that. What the hell does this mean?—was to clarify who was boss. “Listen.” She squared her shoulders. “I’m happy to consider any ideas you have with an open mind, but—”

“Starting when? You’ve knocked down every suggestion I’ve made.”

“You’ve been here half an hour!” Kezia paused to drag her tone back to civility. “You haven’t seen your room yet, let alone toured the property and met staff. Do you really think I’ll take your recommendations seriously until you do?”

“No, which is the underlying problem. This hotel is in such dire straits because Muriel let emotion overrule good business practice.”

Kezia saw red. “Don’t you dare attack Nana’s judgment. Never criticize her, do you hear me?”

“I’m sorry,” he said simply.

She realized she was standing and sat again, too shaken to censor her words. “I think I would cope with my grief better if I wasn’t so angry with her.”

He nodded, neither in pity nor judgment, and Kezia felt strangely absolved. All week she’d vacillated between tears and guilt-stricken fury. For the first time it seemed forgivable. “You’ve had time to assess the mess. How do you rate our chances of success?”

“If we keep emotion out of it?” Their shared past flickered like a ghost between them. “Fifty/fifty.”

“Better than the odds I came up with.” She hesitated. “As long as you understand that I’m John Wayne in this picture.”

“You’re going to need his balls.”

The door swung open before she could think of a suitable rejoinder. A trolley appeared first, lurched left across the doorway, then right, then surged into the room and rode roughshod over one of Kezia’s neat piles.

“Your horse needs breaking in,” remarked Christian.

The small woman pushing it raised her head. Marion Morgan looked like a benign witch, mainly because of her wild blond hair—closer to mist than curls—but also because of the perpetual myopic bewilderment in her big blue eyes.

A bewilderment that had intensified since her alcoholic husband had abandoned his family three months earlier. Kezia saw with relief that Marion’s preschooler was nowhere in sight.

Christian was the one who needed breaking in.

He hated being here already, she could tell by his inability to sit still. It reassured Kezia that the ties that meant everything to her were binds on him; he wouldn’t outstay his welcome. There was also a curious relief in having the decision she’d made all those years ago reinforced as the right one. Restless and mercurial, he would never have stuck by her.

“Well, this is a surprise.” Christian crossed the room to give Marion a hand. The trolley rattled to a rest, slopped coffee shivering to stillness in the saucers.

Marion flung her arms around him and kissed him. “You’re a lifesaver for rescuing us like this.”

Over her head Christian stared unnerved at Kezia who shrugged, half exasperated, half amused. The man was only here because of some IOU he refused to explain, but bless Marion, she always suspected the best in people. Especially bad boys.

Christian changed the subject. “You work here?”

Marion released him to search through her jeans for a handkerchief. “Most evenings. The job’s a godsend as well as my little bit of sanity.” She dabbed at her eyes. “I guess Kezia has told you of my troubles.”

“All we’ve done so far is argue,” said Kezia, hoping to deflect her. One litany of woes at a time.

“About the past, I expect.” Marion recovered enough to hand out cups of coffee, and Kezia wished she’d kept her mouth shut. The things her youthful self had once done and said to Christian’s boy-man had haunted her all week.

“No. About the hotel.”

“It must be so awkward,” said Marion sympathetically, “deciding what to talk about, what not to talk about.”

Kezia frowned at her; they’d already had this chat.

“We’re opting for the not,” replied Christian. “Is that shortbread?”

Marion offered him a slice. “Very wise,” she approved. “First loves are so embarrassing years later. All that overwrought intensity, the passion and the promises. You haven’t learned it’s safer to hold something back.”

“Marion!” Kezia caught her friend’s eye, sent a desperate message. “We’re not talking about any of it.”

“And I’ll make sure everyone knows that,” Marion soothed.

“Still scared of spiders, Muffet?” Christian used Marion’s old nickname with relish. She paused. “We’re not talking about it.”

A smile, unguarded and complicit, flickered between Christian and Kezia. Maybe we can forgive each other, after all, she thought.

“So—” Marion reached for her coffee “—did you ever settle down, Christian?”

His grin hardened with cynicism and Kezia looked away, feeling foolish.

“Marry, beget 2.5 kids and get talked into a pet hamster?” His mouth quirked. “No, I didn’t.”

“That’s my life you’re describing, so you’d better stop there. Except my son chose a rat.” Marion looked sad again. “Come to think of it, so did I.”

“I’m sorry to hear that—” Christian stopped, puzzlement on his face. The ancient linen tablecloth that enveloped the trolley billowed like a poltergeist.

“John Jason, you come out of there,” yelled his mother, pulling up the cloth. “No wonder I couldn’t steer this thing.”

A miniature Batman clutching a white rat rolled onto the carpet, scattering papers. With a yelp, Kezia lurched forward to save them and succeeded only in splattering coffee down her best white linen suit. Served her right for trying to look coolly austere for Christian’s arrival.

“You should have left that rat at home, Batman.” Christian grabbed the child’s cape and swung him away from the few remaining stacks. “Hotel inspectors don’t like them. I have to say, I’m not too fond of them myself.”

“Roland lives here.” John Jason’s tone suggested Christian should know that. Kezia found herself crossing her arms defensively.

“The rat lives…here?”

Christian’s shortbread was at just the right height. John Jason leaned forward to take a bite. “With me.”

“You live here, too?”

“Me an’ Mum an’—” in a singsong “—Roland an’ Kezia.”

“Normally he’s in a cage.” Kezia made a futile attempt to sound responsible.

Christian asked nicely, “What about the rat?”

* * *

“I couldn’t say no,” Kezia argued.

“You have no problem saying no to me,” Christian pointed out.

“They needed a home after the farm sold. I asked Muriel to take them in. It’s temporary.”

An unwelcome suspicion distracted Christian from the beguiling sway of Kezia’s hips under the soft swish of silk-lined linen as he followed her down the narrow corridor.

“Temporary.” He picked a rational figure and doubled it. “So they’ve been here six weeks?”

“Here’s your room.” She stood aside to let him pass. “It’s the honeymoon suite,” she encouraged, urging him forward.

“God, we’re talking months, aren’t we?” Through the doorway Christian found just what he’d expected—more shabby gentility perfumed with beeswax and mothballs. He dropped his bag and hauled the lace curtains back to throw light on the room’s bones. “Quit hedging,” he demanded. “Just how long have the Munsters been in residence?”

“Three months. The rat—four weeks.” Christian’s attention, hijacked by the sight of an ancient iron-framed bed, snapped back to Kezia.

“You approved the rat?”

“I bought him.” Her brown eyes, lit with rueful humor, met his and he resisted an impulse to smile back. There would be no repeat of his weakness at the funeral.

“Why?” Making a mental note to buy rat poison at the first opportunity, Christian tested the bedsprings. The white linen coverlet was so thin it had the translucence of skimmed milk.

“John Jason was missing his dad, wetting the bed every night. I thought a pet might help. Except any pet for that boy needs a powerful survival instinct.” Her rueful grin intensified. “Hence Roland.”

Damn, he smiled before he could stop himself. Amazing that the intervening years hadn’t wearied Kezia’s philanthropy, more so that he still found it a turn-on. “Rats only leave sinking ships so I guess his presence is a good sign under the circumstances,” he conceded, reluctantly discounting the rat poison. “But the rodent stays in the kid’s room.” An experimental bounce on the mattress evoked shrieks from the springs. “How the hell does anyone have sex in this bed?”

“It’s been a while…” Kezia faltered and he watched the color heighten in her cheeks. So this unwelcome awareness was mutual “…a while since we had honeymooners staying. And the springs have only got worse because…only recently,” she finished vaguely.

“Exactly how much rent are your strays paying?” From the financial accounts, Christian already knew the answer but he wanted her to acknowledge some culpability for this mess. It would give him the moral high ground, a position he found useful in business and avoided like the plague in his private life.

“If you think I’m going to fall on my sword because I helped out a friend, you’re not smart enough to be useful,” she said coolly. “And I can stop fighting the impulse to tell you to go to hell.”

So the intervening years had put steel in that fragile backbone. Shame she hadn’t had it when they were eighteen.

“Keep fighting it, I just got smarter.” This time his smile was deliberate, the wattage turned high enough to melt all female resistance. “I won’t underestimate you again, I promise.”

Kezia snorted. “Christian, please remember that I knew you when you were a sixteen-year-old bagging up chicken
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