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MILLENNIUM MAN FALLS OFF THE FACE OF THE EARTH!

 

NASA golden boy, Astronaut Yeager Gates (Commander, USN) was a last-minute no-show on both Jay Leno and David Letterman this week, leading to wild speculation about his condition following a car accident last month.

Officials at NASA scrambled to reassure a worried and adoring American public that Gates, pilot extraordinaire and all-around daredevil, will make a full recovery. It’s certainly hard to believe that a man who has flown faster than the speed of sound, who has rocketed miles above the earth on the space shuttle, and who is designated to pilot the Millennium program’s lunar module next month could be felled by a sweet little grandma on her way to play bingo, but that seems to be the case.

Houston resident Irma Swenson, 78, says she feels terrible about turning her Buick into the path of Gates’s Harley Davidson. “I know it’s all my fault,” she fretted. “But I was late and I had a lucky feeling about B-4.”

Gates, often in the company of some of the world’s most beautiful women, hasn’t been seen in public since a week before the accident, when he accompanied 22-year-old actress Shanna Reynolds to the premiere of her new movie, Nymphet. According to sources, Gates left the hospital ten days ago but hasn’t made any public appearances since. The brunette and curvaceous Reynolds said, “I sent him a huge teddy bear and like a gallon of chocolate kisses. I just want to know he’s okay.”

She’s not the only one. NASA reports letters and gifts continue to pour in from around the country and around the world. No doubt why—Gates, dubbed by Leno “Captain America,” is the hippest and handsomest of NASA’s new breed of astronauts. The icon of America’s latest space program, Millennium, he’s been a regular on press junkets to fan the flames of enthusiasm for the first mission to the moon in over thirty years.

Rumors are rife that another astronaut will replace Gates on the Millennium I crew, scheduled for lift-off in just weeks, but can another take Gates’s place in America’s heart?

 

Don’t forget Celeb! is always seeking tips. If you spot Commander Yeager Gates or any other celebrity, we want to know! Call us at 1-900-555-0155. (99¢ per minute, average call 5 minutes.)

Celeb! magazine, Volume 25, Issue 11
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Someone was breathing on Yeager Gates’s right arm. The exhalations, cherry-lollipop-sweet, fanned against him in time with the surges of the ferryboat that chugged through the Pacific Ocean toward Abrigo Island. Seated on the aisle, but trapped between his buddy Deke Nielsen and the Breather, Yeager tamped down his irritation, squeezed his eyes shut behind his dark glasses, and pretended to be asleep.

With each choppy bounce of the boat along the waves, cool wind puffed through an open window against his cheek. He could hear the buzz of conversation from the few other passengers, feel the thrum of the ferry’s engines against the soles of his running shoes, and smell the sharp tang of saltwater—as well as the sticky aroma of each gust of the Breather’s breath.

One row of seats behind him, a woman started speaking excitedly. “There it is! I think I see the island!”

The breathing stopped as small footsteps scurried away, and the sense of being scrutinized disappeared too. Relieved, Yeager tugged his cap down farther on his head and slumped deeper against the cushioned seat, stretching out his stiff leg before him.

He released a slow sigh. The whole point of this escape from Houston’s space community was to avoid prying eyes, even those so obviously child-sized. Screw the hospital’s pen-clickers, who claimed withdrawal and avoidance were classic signs of the first stages of grief. He’d be damned if he’d cry about anything. He just plain needed to get away, so he could focus on the healing that would get his life back on track.

The woman behind him was speaking again. “The island’s right there. Rising out of the mist. See? The green cliffs, the sandy beach, palm trees.” Her voice hushed. “It looks…enchanted.”

Other voices in the ferry’s cabin rose in matching and unignorable excitement, and uneasiness ran down Yeager’s spine. When Deke had offered to take him along on the trip, he’d only said Abrigo was the southernmost of the Channel Islands off California’s coast. He’d said it was a good place for a man to go underground. But he’d said nothing to warrant the other passengers’ eager anticipation.

He’d said nothing about enchanted.

Yeager elbowed his friend. “You promised anonymous, Deke. Enchanted doesn’t sound like anonymous.”

He felt the other man’s shrug. “Relax. It’s just an illusion. Happens on foggy mornings. The island suddenly pops up from the haze on the horizon.”

The woman behind them was exclaiming again in wonder. “One moment it was misty, and the next it just…appeared.”

A second voice joined in. “This is my third visit, and it still amazes me. So lush and green against the deep blue ocean. Two hours by ferry, and it’s like arriving on another world.”

Deke’s shoulder nudged Yeager. “See? Just what you wanted, right? A break from reality.”

A break from reality. He needed one for damn sure, he thought, thumbing his dark glasses more firmly against his face. A break to get his life together. A break to understand why, though last year he’d hugged fifteen stories of rocket fuel as it shot him into space, he couldn’t think past tomorrow without his hands shaking.

He sucked in a gulp of ocean air while deep, deep in his belly a desperate but unnameable emotion rumbled. He didn’t want to believe his life would never be the same. Could never be the same.

“You all right?” Deke asked.

“Why shouldn’t I be?”

Deke’s voice sounded doubtful. “Sure?”

It wasn’t so hard to grin. “A-OK.”

“Then let me tell you what’s ahead. The ferry will take us to the harbor directly adjacent to the village of Haven. Houses, including the one where we’ll stay, are mostly on the hillsides surrounding the town.”

Yeager’s right leg cramped in tension. Village. Houses. “That sounds like a lot of people, Deke,” he grumbled. More curious glances. Pity, even.

“I said it was isolated, not deserted,” Deke defended himself. “Sure, people live there. Sure, people visit. But most tourists go to Catalina Island. Abrigo is only known because—”

From behind them a little kid’s squeaky voice piped up: “It’s magic?”

Obviously just as unused to children as Yeager, Deke merely grunted a startled reply.

But the kid’s goofy question eased some of Yeager’s edginess, and he forced himself to relax, massaging the stiff muscles of his right thigh. Magic, he thought, half amused by the idea. Enchantment. Gee, maybe he could convince the magic island’s requisite witch to lift the evil spell he was under.

“Jesus. Magic,” Deke muttered under his breath, sounding disgusted. “Do I look like the kind of man who believes in magic? What am I supposed to say to that?”

“You’re supposed to say you’re not wrong about the island,” Yeager replied. An island! His amusement evaporated as tension once again clawed at his leg. A little dab of rock bounded by ocean. Shit. Along with everything else, he’d turn claustrophobic for sure. “You said it’s been twenty years since you set foot on the place.”

“Believe me,” Deke answered. “On Abrigo, twenty years might as well be twenty minutes. Very little changes.”


On the ferryboat very little changed too, Yeager suddenly realized.

The Breather was back. Air, smelling sticky and cherry, soughed rhythmically against the sleeve of Yeager’s shirt.

He played dead.

But the Breather crowded closer, even as Yeager made himself morgue-still. “I know you,” the Breather’s squeaky voice said.

The new skin on Yeager’s cheek twitched. Know him? I don’t think so. Unless the kid thought he’d found Frankenstein or some gruesome action figure with torn muscles and a fresh facial scar come to life.

“I seen you on Sesame Street.”

Yeager’s gut tightened, but he didn’t move a finger. Was it possible that the kid had really recognized him? Yeah, six months ago, when his world was still spinning in the right direction, he’d explained to Big Bird that the Man in the Moon was just for fun and the moon was made of rock and dust and not green cheese.

The Breather moved closer still, his cherry breath against Yeager’s cheek. A piece of paper and a crayon were shoved into Yeager’s hands. Reflexively, he grabbed them.

So much for playing dead.

“Write your name, astro-man!” the Breather commanded.

Astro-man. Yeager thought about denying it. Even took a breath in preparation.

But from the day of his birth, the day his just-widowed air force pilot father wrote “Yeager”—after test pilot Chuck Yeager—on his birth certificate, he’d been raised to fly. Though he and his dad formed more of a two-man air squadron than a family, the nomadic life of an air force brat had suited him as much as controlling a joystick had later satisfied his soul. And the only real order of his father’s he’d ever rebelled against was when Yeager chose to become a navy jet jockey instead of an air force one.

A jet jockey. That was who Yeager was. A man who needed nothing more than a place to sleep and a training schedule that included plenty of hours in the air. A flyer, an astronaut.

All right, an astro-man. But Yeager shook his head. Despite the fact that he’d been made, he didn’t owe anything to a cherry-breathing, privacy-busting little kid.

The boat bucked forward, and the Breather steadied himself with a hand on Yeager’s arm, then spoke again. “You sunged that song. I liked it.”

Yeager groaned, bitterness bubbling to the surface. What he’d done for his country! Somehow those Sesame folks had persuaded him to lend his lousy baritone to a duet with that gawky yellow bird. The words hadn’t left his brain for weeks, something about every body and every bird needing a place to nest.

“I hate that song,” he muttered.

“Huh?”

Yeager opened his mouth to repeat the statement. Louder this time. But then he pictured the Breather standing beside him. He remembered Big Bird’s cocked and feathery head. Elmo’s bug eyes and rounded orange nose quivering with interest. The passel of Sesame kids who’d looked up at him with stars—and moons—in their eyes.

Sucker.

With a resigned sigh, he flattened the paper against his aching thigh.

Beside him, Deke chuckled. “I’ve been hearing rumors since the accident. Disappointed women claiming you’ve turned from playboy to Boy Scout. Now I believe ’em.”

Yeager ignored him. He particularly ignored the crack about the disappointed women and turning Boy Scout. He’d deal with that problem later. With reluctant fingers he started scrawling.

Only his first name. Even if the Breather showed it to mommy and daddy, what would “Yeager” mean to them?

No reason to think they’d connect it to Yeager Gates. To the Yeager Gates who had once explored the universe but who now couldn’t cross the street on his own.

Especially “Yeager” on a scrap of paper, in crayon, written by a seclusion-seeking man with a recent head injury who was broken, scarred, and—though only temporarily—completely blind.

 

Just as in fabled Camelot, where King Arthur decreed idyllic weather, the fog didn’t dare linger on Abrigo Island. Zoe Cash smiled at her fanciful thought, but still found herself drawn outside her kitchen to the now bright morning.


Light always entranced her. Particularly all the different kinds of it on her island—the cool moonlight, the fiery tongues of a beach bonfire, the sparkle of morning sunlight caught in the last drops of mist on the herbs in her garden.

Even with dozens of things to do today, she abandoned her mental list to stroll in dreamy contentment down the path that separated her home, Haven House, from the cottages used by the guests at her and her younger sister Lyssa’s bed-and-breakfast. At the garden of herbs tiered against the hillside, she stopped to sit on a low wall, stretched her bare legs in the sunshine, and inhaled a deep breath of their mingled scents.

Mmm. Warmth and health. She idly plucked some leaves of a nearby herb and rubbed them between her fingers. Rosemary for remembrance. Then, stretching high, she reached toward an aloe vera plant. Her sister, sometimes endearingly New Age, insisted Zoe daily treat a recent and nasty grease burn on her forearm with the stuff. But catching a glimpse of the wound, Zoe lowered her arm. It was nearly healed!

She leaned against the warm earth behind her. No surprise there, really. Smiling, she let her eyes drift shut. The island was a healing place. It had always taken care of her and Lyssa.

Bong. Bong. Bong. The chimes of Abrigo Methodist Church rang on the hour from 8 A.M. to 5 P.M. and roused Zoe from her drowsiness.


Bong. Bong. Bong. She opened her eyes a slit. Soon she would have to get moving. She had a meeting today and new guests arriving. Bong. Bong. Bong. Only an hour until—

Bong.

Not an hour! Now.

Scolding herself for losing track of the time, Zoe popped up and ran to the house and then through the kitchen to the back hall. A quick right, then she dashed up the stairs of Haven House to the white-railed widow’s walk overlooking Abrigo Island’s Haven Bay. Braking beside a cushioned patio chair, she slapped her hand against her forehead and spun a quick about-face. “The binoculars,” she muttered.

Back down the honey-toned hardwood steps, past the second-floor bedrooms belonging to her and Lyssa, to the first floor. Past tiled kitchen counters with their neat rows of heavy pottery canisters. The only thing on the gleaming dining table was a rustic wooden bowl piled with peaches and Santa Rosa plums. In the living room, a vase of tall and ruffly yellow gladioli, fluffy chintz pillows, and the smell of lemon furniture polish.

But no binoculars anywhere.

“Lyssa!” Zoe yelled. “Lyssa! Have you seen the binoculars?”

Zoe’s sister, Lyssa, materialized on the stair landing. Ever since she was a little kid, she’d had this near telepathic ability of being where you wanted her the instant you wanted her there. Her hair was turbanned in a towel, and clad in a thick white bathrobe, she looked rosy and relaxed. The picture of health.

Zoe couldn’t help smiling. “You must be feeling well.”

Lyssa didn’t bother answering. “What are you looking for?”

“The binoculars.” Zoe wiggled her eyebrows Groucho-style. “Our new guests are due in on the Molly Rose. It docks in a few minutes.”

“Then you’ll see them person to person in just a few more than that,” Lyssa said, ever reasonable.

“Not me. I’m due at a Firetail Festival meeting. I’ll need you to check them in, ’kay?” Zoe whirled around and made for the antique armoire in the entryway. “Where did I put the darn things? I thought I had my hands on them this morning.”

“You definitely did.”

“Hmm?” Zoe paused.

Lyssa was smiling as she plucked at the lapels of her robe. “Right here, Zoe.”

Zoe blinked, then looked down. Oops. The compact binoculars hung by their black cord around her neck. “Sheesh!” She took off again up the stairs, touching the reassuring solidity of Lyssa’s shoulder as she breezed by. “Thanks.”

Back on the widow’s walk, Zoe swept the binoculars across the horseshoe-shaped bay. From Haven House’s hilly vantage point at one end of the horseshoe, she could see the Molly Rose chugging slowly past an anchored armada of pleasure boats toward the ferry landing at the small Haven marina. With a little sigh, she dropped into one of the patio chairs and propped her bare feet on the railing, which was warmed by the early June sun. Deep pink geranium blossoms overflowing the attached flower boxes tickled her toes.

With the Molly Rose not yet ready to dock, Zoe lifted the binoculars again to inspect the town of Haven itself. Various-styled houses—Mediterranean villas, clapboard cottages, over-windowed contemporaries—ringed the hillsides above the more level streets of downtown Haven. On Crest Street, on the hill opposite to Haven House, it looked like the Dobeys were getting ready to repaint their blue and white Cape Cod cottage. The garage door was already a deep green. Though the new color was a pretty contrast to the scarlet bougainvillea tumbling over their bank, Zoe wished they’d stick with blue and white. She liked Haven to stay exactly as it was.

She let the binoculars drift down the steep green hillsides to the village itself. Early on Saturday morning, traffic was light. By noon, gas-powered golf carts—the only transportation for tourists besides bikes and taxis—would tootle along the main shopping streets.

Zoe smiled with satisfaction, noticing the bright blue, silver, and crimson Firetail Festival flags hanging from the ornate poles along beachside Del Playa Avenue. Herb Dawson, the chairman of the committee, must have had them hung first thing this morning. The flags—a blue background for the Pacific Ocean, with the silver and red sardine shapes of the firetail fish—went up every year for the several weeks preceding the festival itself. They heralded the return of the island’s talisman and stayed up until the autumnal equinox, when the fish left their spawning grounds off Abrigo.

Haven townspeople, even a few on the festival committee, had made noises about leaving the flags down this year. With marine biologists questioning the return of the firetail fish for its annual visit to Abrigo’s beaches, some—many, Zoe admitted to herself—had wanted to cancel the festival itself. But Zoe had prevailed.

The firetail would return. They must.

She couldn’t even think what would happen if they didn’t. Nothing must change on Abrigo.

Zoe retrained her binoculars on the ferry and smiled, imagining her guests aboard the Molly Rose and their initial glimpse of the island. When she was ten, she’d seen it just that way for the first time herself, from the upper deck of a ferryboat. Apprehensive about yet another move—another bed, another school, another set of new kid jitters—she’d made the passage from the mainland straining her eyes for a look at Abrigo.

At first, when a dark cloud had appeared on the horizon, her heart had stuttered, and she’d dug her nails in her palms, terrified by what seemed to be a bad omen. But then slowly the cloud dissolved, and behind it, becoming clearer and clearer, materialized the green cliffs of Abrigo.


It was almost as if she’d wished it there, a piece of green permanence in the fluid blue ocean. And though she’d never been to church she’d prayed. Gripping the ferryboat’s railings, she’d prayed to a god with a face as permanent and unchanging as one on Mount Rushmore that she’d get to stay forever on her piece of conjured-up magic.

“Well?” Lyssa strolled onto the widow’s walk, now wearing a short-sleeved cotton knit sundress. “Have you glimpsed our new guests?”

Zoe looked over her shoulder, squinting as the sun gleamed against the yellow-blond of her sister’s drying hair. It was long again, past her shoulders. Zoe touched the ends of her own layered mass. Hers just didn’t seem to go anywhere.

The breeze plastered Lyssa’s dress against her body, and Zoe allowed herself a small sigh. While it was wonderful that her sister had regained her lost weight, Zoe still couldn’t suppress the small regret that she herself remained as scrawny as ever. Though they had the same blond coloring, Lyssa’s voluptuous curves and sleek fall of hair didn’t bear an iota of resemblance to her own scrappy physique and cap of short waves.

But the feeling was petty and their differences long ago accepted. “I’m still waiting for the boat to dock,” she said to her sister. “Have you seen my sunglasses?”

Lyssa sighed and patted the top of her head.

“Oh.” Zoe put her hand up and slid her sunglasses down to cover her eyes. She redirected the binoculars toward Haven’s small harbor and couldn’t suppress a small bounce of anticipation. “Two men, Lyssa. I can do great things with two.”

Her sister sighed. “Do you really think you should get your hopes up, Zoe?”

“You know I’m an optimist. And I get to have them for weeks!”

Lyssa sat down in the chair beside Zoe’s. The breeze caught her long hair and lifted it off her shoulders. “I understand you have a reputation to consider, but I’m wondering—”

“Don’t say it.” Zoe lowered the binoculars and frowned at her sister. “You’re the one who is always feeling stuff. Knowing things. Seeing signs and portents, you say. Well, this time I’ve got a feeling.”

Tiny lines appeared between Lyssa’s brows. “Zoe—”

“The matchmaker of Abrigo Island is back,” she insisted. “I’ve already pegged the women for these guys. Susan and Elisabeth.”

Lyssa groaned. “Susan hasn’t even been divorced two months—”

“What’s that got to do with it?”

“—from the last guy you set her up with.”

Zoe turned back to viewing the harbor. “I’m certain she doesn’t hold a grudge.”

Lyssa touched her forearm. “Of course she doesn’t. Nobody blames you, honestly. It’s just that your matchmaking hasn’t been…”

“Go ahead. Say it. Hasn’t been one hundred percent successful.”

“Zoe! Nobody you’ve ever set up has made it through an entire year of marriage!”


“I got them to the altar, didn’t I?”

Lyssa mumbled something.

“What was that?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t interfere.”

Zoe refused to consider it. “Why else would I live in a small, isolated place if not to interfere? I want people to be happy. Susan and Elisabeth want to be happy. I’ve already told them these men would be perfect for them.”

Lyssa sighed again. “Maybe you could start watching soap operas, like normal people.”

Zoe flashed her a grin. “I don’t like to watch soap operas. I like to create them.”

Lyssa’s gaze fixed itself on Zoe’s face. “Make a match for yourself, then,” she said.

Zoe’s grin didn’t fade. “Yeah, right.” For starters, who would she fix herself up with? She’d grown up beside the few eligible men living on the island and considered them practically brothers. As for getting involved with a temporary visitor, why would she stand in line for heartbreak? She loved the island and had no plans to leave it. “Anyway, we’re not talking about me. We’re talking about our soon to arrive guests.”

Lyssa shook her head. “How do you even know these men are single?”

Zoe snapped her fingers. “The old ‘and will your wife be accompanying you?’ gambit.”

“Oh, Zoe.”

“Oh, Lyssa. Don’t you want to see people happy?”

“I want to see you happy,” Lyssa said fervently.

Surprised, Zoe lowered the binoculars again. She stared at her twenty-three-year-old sister, blond, blue-eyed, healthy. “I have you for company. I have the wonderful island where we grew up. We have this great business. What more could I want?” At one time it was more than she’d dare hope for.

Lyssa was distracted by an oversized blue-black bird that landed on the railing beside her. “Raven,” she said.

Lyssa had a thing for the species, which was sacred to the Native American people who had once lived on the island. To Zoe the birds looked beady-eyed and more than a little mean.

This one was training its eerie stare on her. Zoe tried staring back but had to break her gaze. She would have shooed it away if Lyssa hadn’t been so partial to the spindly-legged things.

A second bird circled above them, something shiny in its beak. The something dropped into Lyssa’s lap just before the bird settled beside the first one. Zoe peered at a gold key glinting against her sister’s cotton dress.

“Two,” Lyssa said faintly. “Two ravens.”

Two! Reminded of her quarry, Zoe grabbed up the binoculars, hoping it wasn’t too late. She wanted to get a good look at Haven House’s new guests before leaving for the meeting. That way, while committee members yammered on about parking enforcement and parade permits, her subconscious could do its matchmaking stuff, like figuring out which man would be best for Susan, which for Elisabeth.

Of course, Lyssa might have a point about getting her hopes too high. Maybe she shouldn’t be so rigid about which women she’d make happy. But she’d match up some lucky ladies with these men, no doubt about it. She had a reputation to protect.

She thought briefly of her six previous failures.

Make that a reputation to recoup.

She’d been waiting for Lyssa to ramble through her usual spiel about Zoe matchmaking because it was romance without the risk, but thankfully she’d desisted this time. They didn’t need to go over it again. Given her history over the last few years, Zoe would have been an idiot to willingly serve up her heart. Matchmaking was much safer.

The Molly Rose pulled smoothly into its slip as freckle-faced TerriJean from T.J.’s Cartopia jogged to the boat, ready to offer a golf cart shuttle to the new arrivals.

Where were they? A little zing of excitement bubbled through Zoe’s bloodstream. The cabin door was flung open. Zoe fiddled with the focus dial to sharpen her view. A man stepped out.

Wide-shouldered and hard-looking, he was fortyish, with close-cropped dark blond hair. Wonderful, she thought, ticking one concern off her mental list. Handsome and perfectly eligible.

He stepped aside for a shadow emerging from behind him. Good, Zoe thought, now let’s see the other one. Her heart beat a little faster.

The shadow became a man.

A tall man, younger than the first, probably in his early thirties. Suddenly, inexplicably, an unfamiliar dryness cottoned Zoe’s mouth. Maybe it was the mysterious dark glasses he wore. Maybe it was because, as he widened his stance against the mild pitch of the boat’s deck, his cocky posture made her think of the pirates who’d hidden their plunder in the island’s bays two hundred years before.

Then an ominous chill waved over Zoe’s body. She squirmed in her seat, a strange anxiety settling on her. Maybe she needed to get to that important meeting right now.

Not even stopping to examine her sudden and instinctive urgency or why she still couldn’t swallow, she commanded her hands to bring the binoculars away from her eyes.

But then the man took off his ball cap. And when he lifted his strong-angled face toward the sky, as if he’d missed it, something weird happened. Very weird.

He harnessed the sunlight.

Snared in the dual lenses of his dark glasses, the sun blazed from his face. Yet it was still reflected off the water too, washing up and over his muscled body and tanned skin, tangling in the golden-brown disorder of his hair.

Zoe held onto the binoculars for dear life, dazzled.

There was no other way to describe it. The man glowed.

Pirate, shmirate.

In her first year at Abrigo Elementary School they’d studied Greek mythology. The textbook had included an illustration of Apollo driving his golden chariot across the sky. That’s who this man reminded her of, the god of the sun, exuding heat and light and undeniable charisma. A being who controlled one of the very forces of the universe.

He shifted, his face turning directly toward Zoe, and she automatically sharpened the binocular’s focus. Whoa. There was something on that arresting face she’d missed at first—a fresh scar, which ran from the edge of his sunglasses down his lean cheek. So the dazzling man wasn’t the perfect Apollo after all.

Either that, or he’d taken one mighty and brutal fall from the sky.

In the breeze his hair fluttered. Her heart did too.

Zoe shrugged away the odd sensation and clamped down on her imagination. Whether he was scarred or not, whether she’d responded so strangely or not, there were still Susan and Elisabeth, she reminded herself firmly. Lucky women. Zoe was glad she’d already spilled her plans to them. She bit her lip, thinking quickly.

The older man—the one who turned so solicitously toward his friend—for Susan. The younger man—

Zoe’s heart slid to the frayed hem of her cutoffs.

The younger man sidled closer to his friend. His so solicitous friend. His too solicitous friend, who, as she watched, drew the golden man’s arm through his as they walked slowly down the deck.

Her shoulders slumped, and she dropped the binoculars in disappointment. They bounced against her almost nonexistent breasts with the uncomfortable weight of an albatross.

Oh, no. Poor Susan. Poor Elisabeth.

Poor me.

Hope rebounded for an instant. Maybe…

God, no.

Face it, even if she had six successes beneath her belt, this was beyond her matchmaking powers. Because she had the distinct impression that the two single men she had planned to hook up with Susan and Elisabeth, the two single men who were to turn around her tarnished reputation as someone who could make love happen, weren’t interested in women at all.

 

When Zoe returned from another frustrating Firetail Festival meeting, Lyssa was nowhere to be found. Just as Zoe was deciding what to do with herself, from the street outside came a distinctive and familiar squeal of brakes. Aware of what the sound denoted, she hastened to open the front door.

“Hey, there, Zoe!” Pony-tailed Gunther, in pith helmet and Postmaster-issued shorts, wrestled an armful of mail up the porch steps. Abrigo didn’t provide door-to-door mail delivery, but on Mondays and Saturdays Gunther liked to don his preretirement duds and play postman, saving his immediate neighbors  the necessity of a trip to their post office box. Gunther held out a thick stack of envelopes and a largish box. Puzzled, Zoe frowned. She couldn’t remember making any recent mail orders.

“For us?” she asked.

“Must be for a guest,” Gunther confirmed, then tripped on the second-to-the-last step, so that Zoe caught the package on the fly.

“Y. Gates,” she read off the brown wrapping.

Y. Gates. The older man or the one that…glowed? A little shiver slipped down her spine. She pursed her lips and ignored the tickle, instead thanking Gunther and bidding him a quick good-bye before carrying the package and the rest of their mail into the crowded alcove office off the kitchen. There she noted the keys for Ambrosia Cottage and Basil Cottage were gone. Obviously Lyssa had checked in the two men.

Zoe paused for a moment. Two cottages for the couple? She hadn’t thought a thing about it when the reservations were made.

The bed-and-breakfast consisted of their two-story, white-on-white Victorian house with overstuffed flowerboxes and six similarly styled cottages sitting on the hillside path behind it. Both Ambrosia and Basil had a spacious bedroom and bathroom, a tiny kitchen, and an ocean-view railed patio.

Just this morning Zoe had inspected the mens’ assigned cottages. Plumping a deep feather pillow here and placing a welcome basket of oranges and fresh-baked sugar cookies there, she’d imagined the unattached males and just how she’d go about attaching them to two of the single women on the island.

Vacationers were a funny folk. Relaxed, open to new experiences, and often burned out in their normal lives, it took just a word and a nudge to set them on the path to romance.

Sometimes people connected with another guest, occasionally with an Abrigo local. In any case, after six of her nudgees married, Zoe had garnered quite a reputation.

Which lately, with the announcement of the sixth separation, had embarrassingly unraveled.

That’s why, no matter how unreasonable, it was hard for a matchmaker like herself not to feel dismayed at the unavailability of Mr. Y. Gates and his pal.

Well, Haven House prided itself on friendliness and service. The least she could do was deliver his mail promptly. She could even mention that they needn’t pay for a second king-sized bed when only one would do.








2




A warm, herb-scented breeze blew across Yeager’s face. Thirty paces from the front door of his cottage, at the twelve o’clock position, was a sliding glass door that led to a wood-railed patio. He’d stubbed his toe on one leg of a glass-topped table and then jammed a splinter of railing into his thumb before finding the lounge chair he sat in now.

He sucked the blood from the wound in his finger. It served him right for booting out Deke before getting the other man’s assistance to fully explore the perimeter of this latest cage. But with nothing to see and nothing to do with himself, the cottage was essentially no different from the ten-by-ten hospital room or the slightly larger confines of his Houston condo.

A man used to constant activity, he couldn’t seem to get the hang of just sitting. For God’s sake, even sitting had always meant doing. Ensconced in the pilot’s seat, cradled in the cockpit of a plane, he felt confident and in control. But dressed in civvies and bat-blind, the only thing he had confidence in now was the uncertainty of his vision…and his future.

Gritting his teeth, he mentally sidestepped the sickening feeling and lifted his face to the sky, letting the sun’s heat wash over him. He was supposed to keep his healing skin protected, but the scar was nothing to him. He had bigger problems than that—hell, he could be standing in front of a mirror and not even see the damn thing—and the warmth felt too good.

On a day just like this one, he’d taken the controls of a plane on his first solo flight. Smoothly lifting off into the still, hot air, the sky had unrolled before him like a vast blue carpet. He’d walked out into it as if he belonged there. And felt as if he’d found home.

In the hospital, the pen-clickers had assured him he’d fly again. When his eyesight returned, he’d pass the FAA’s vision test just like before, no problem. But they’d also stated that the compromise to his health and the risk of re-injury gave him the swift boot out of any military flight program. Including NASA.

Especially NASA.

For the hundredth time, Yeager tried to wrap his mind around the notion. It wouldn’t sink in. He was just too numb.

Maybe it was the numbness that explained the Boy Scout thing Deke had alluded to on the ferry. Not that there was anything physically wrong with that part of Yeager’s anatomy, and not that he was ready to admit it aloud, but the accident had affected something besides his vision.


Since the day he’d come to in the scratchy-sheeted hospital bed, at last not drugged-up enough to mask the fact that he couldn’t see, he’d discovered another disquieting truth.

His sexual urges were as absent as his ability to distinguish light from dark. So in addition to waiting for his eyesight to return, he had to wait for his hormones to report back to work too.

Not that he hadn’t tried to hurry the process along. Women had been invited to his hospital room and then his Houston condo—admittedly only the few he could trust to keep their mouth shut about his condition. Each one, he knew, was beautiful and certainly skilled enough to bring a dead man back to life.

But he was deader than dead.

He needed a distraction. He needed a purpose. He needed something to effing do.

As if he’d yelled the thought aloud, a knock sounded on the front door.

“Mr. Gates?”

At the sound of the strange voice, his gut pitched. Dammit. Had the press found him here already? That was another beast he’d hoped to dodge by retreating to the island. Since the night he’d entered the hospital, they’d been after him. Staked out in the waiting room, cell phones ready to call in a story or a camera crew, reporters had begged any and all visitors on his list to pass along their interview requests.

But he couldn’t face the media. He didn’t want to answer questions about fumbling about in the dark or losing the most coveted seat in NASA’s recent history.

Another knock rattled the door, but Yeager stayed where he was. Maybe if he didn’t answer, the intruder would go away.

“Mr. Gates?”

He hesitated. In his long and recently unpleasant experience, anybody looking for a story thought they had the right to call him Yeager. “Who’s there?” he called out cautiously.

“Zoe Cash.” Even through the door, her voice had a subtly husky quality he wouldn’t have noticed when he could see. “I run Haven House.”

The other one, the one who had given them the keys, called herself Lyssa Cash. Sisters. By their voices, in their twenties.

“Let yourself in!” he called again, remembering his sore toe. He needed a little more practice in the cottage before he went rushing around.

A click and a spurt of air signaled the opening door. “A package was delivered for you,” she said. “Where would you like me to put it?”

Another puff of air moved past him. It crackled with female energy and smelled distinctive and sweet. He detected shampoo and powder. Woman air.

He turned his head toward it, toward her, the fragrance tantalizing.

His mood—for the first time in months—surprisingly lightened.


“Excuse me?” he said, hoping to lure her a little closer.

“A package,” she repeated. “The mailman delivered one for you today.”

Mail? “Who from?”

Her voice drew nearer and so did her scent. “No return address, but it’s postmarked Houston. Do you know someone there?”

Yeah, he thought, his black mood returning. And he hoped the guys at the Space Center had chipped in for a kegger, because being drunk might be the easiest way to spend the next few weeks. Maybe the rest of his life.

She came even nearer. That good scent came nearer too, and Yeager surprised himself again by his acute awareness of it. “Can you bring the package this way?” he asked.

He sensed her movement. The herb-scented breeze brushed across him again, momentarily driving away her unique smell. But then she was close. So close that the air beside him warmed. It seemed to expand around him like a bubble, filling with her fragrance, cocooning him in Woman.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, but like any real man, he got a hard-on.

Startled, he froze. Afraid to upset whatever delicate combination that had restored this bit of normality to his life, he took careful, slow, breaths.

The pull in his groin made the healing muscles in his thigh ache. But Yeager welcomed it, breathing through the twinging pain. In, out. Her soft scent entered his lungs and he went even harder.


Just barely, he resisted the urge to punch his fist in the air and shout whoop-whoop-whoop! Instead, he slowly turned his head and smiled in her direction.

Reduced to four senses, he found his hearing was more acute. He picked up her little gasp.

Yeager remained still. He wanted this sensation to linger—he wanted her to linger—and he wasn’t sure the best way to go about it. He needed to be friendly, charming even, and his male-to-female skills were so rusty, and his arousal so sudden and so fierce, he wasn’t sure he wouldn’t scare her when he tried them out.

Afraid of startling her, he spoke softly. “Hi, there.”

Damn. She drew back, despite his gentleness, her scent receding a bit as she moved. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Gates,” she said, husky but brisk.

“Yeager. Call me Yeager,” he said, aware he was still smiling. Call me forever in your debt, honey. I haven’t lost it all!

“I’ll leave your mail right here.” Something heavy thumped to the table beside him. Her shoes scuffed against the cement patio as she scurried back a few steps.

No. No. Don’t! Yeager straightened a bit, guessing she didn’t know he was blind. He guessing she probably thought him some kind of oaf too, a man who wouldn’t stand and help a woman with a weighty package. So much for charming her.

“I’ll be going, then,” she said.

“Wait!” He couldn’t lose her scented presence so soon. Or the good ache of arousal—especially the arousal. “Could you open it for me?” He held up his bleeding thumb. Yeah, he could tell her about his real injury, but he hated curiosity and pity even more.

“Oh.”

Lifting his face in her direction, he tried smiling her way again.

“Oh. Okay.” She shuffled a bit closer. “I wanted to mention something to you anyway.”

He listened to the sound of her opening his package, imagining slim woman fingers plucking, stroking, sliding. His head drifted back against the lounge chair. For the first time since the accident, the salty-sweet anticipation of sex coursed through him.

“So where’s your, uh, friend?” she said.

“Hmm?” Yeager waded out of his warm reverie.

“Your friend.” There was a funny note to her voice. “The man you came with.”

Annoyance pricked him like another splinter. “Deke? You’ve met Deke?”

He sensed movement, but she didn’t say anything. Great, he thought. He had no idea whether she’d nodded or shaken her head. “Deke had an appointment with an attorney,” he said. “We’re here because he inherited some property.”

That stilled her. Her voice registered surprise. “Property? I just assumed you two were here for…pleasure.”

Two men on a long pleasure trip? Yeager frowned. An odd assumption. “Nope. An uncle left him some old place on the island.”

“Well,” Zoe said. He detected the pop of mailing tape and the papery rattle of Styrofoam popcorn. “Shrink wrap, but we’re getting somewhere.”

He smiled and let his mind drift to her hands again. The tantalizing scratch of feminine nails and the small, soft pads of a woman’s fingertips. Just imagining them was making him feel a whole lot better.

“Mr. Gates, about your Deke.”

Deke who? he thought absently, then refocused his attention and cleared his throat. “Deke? Now what could you have to say about him?”

“That it’s fine here. That the town of Haven, that everyone on Abrigo Island…Well, we may be small, but we’re very much live and let live.”

Live and let live? As he tried to figure that one out, the crackling feather weight of shrinkwrap plastic floated against his thigh, then his foot, on its way to the ground. “What’s in the package?” he asked.

Her voice was puzzled. “Some kind of plastic thingie. It’s all folded up.”

He frowned. “Strange.” He frowned deeper. “And what do you mean about live and let live?”

“I mean—” She broke off and began mumbling to herself. “I think it inflates or something. I feel a valve around here.”

Yeager couldn’t help but think of her hands again, searching for a valve. In a burst of near giddiness, he couldn’t help but think of her hands searching for his valve. He smiled once more.

Suddenly she was speaking again, her words rushing out. “I mean to say that you and your, um, significant other, Deke, don’t have to pretend around here!”

Behind his sunglasses, Yeager blinked. Significant other? He blinked again. Significant other?

To cap off that stunner, a burst and whoosh assaulted his ears.

A shriek rent the air.

A woman fell into his lap.

He accepted Zoe’s unexpected descent with the barest of whoofs.

For several moments, the woman in his arms didn’t move, giving Yeager a much needed opportunity to assimilate the entire event. And now that his brain was catching up with the conversation—you and your significant other Deke!—he wasn’t sure who had screamed first, his ego or her.

 

Zoe suspected her eyes were as wide open as her mouth. Through that particular feature she drew in a desperate breath, the air having been shocked from her lungs when Yeager Gates’s package had self-inflated and knocked her into his arms.

Her own arms were wrapped around the package, which she suddenly realized was a full-sized naked rubber woman.

What?

Shocked once again, she jumped from the heat and hardness of her guest’s lap. The doll, still in her arms, emitted a delighted squeal, and Zoe batted the thing away.

“Oh, my God.” Still not able to make sense of it all, Zoe hightailed it for the door. “Excuse me.”

“Wait!” Yeager’s voice rose. “Don’t leave! What’s the matter?”

Seductive smiles, lap landings, and plastic playmates, for a start. But she couldn’t face him. Not the man who’d glowed like a god this morning and who just seconds before had burned like a furnace beneath her thighs. Her hand slipped nervously on the brass doorknob and then gained traction. With a dorky “Have a nice day!” she escaped from the cottage and darted down the path to Haven House’s back door.

Safe in the kitchen, she slammed the French door behind her and leaned back against it, breathing hard. Lyssa, teapot raised to fill her cup, stared at her.

“What’s the matter?” Lyssa asked.

Zoe tried to figure it out. “I brought a package to Yeager Gates’s cottage. He invited me in.” And then he’d turned her way. Looking like a movie star in his dark glasses, he’d grinned at her and she’d melted like Doris Day under the heat of Rock Hudson’s smile.

“And so?” Lyssa prompted.

“Then he asked me to open the package.” Her mind flashed back to the moment. Yeager’s jaw dropping the instant before the package exploded and she landed in his arms.

His hard arms. His wide chest. That heat from his thighs.


Funny. The Rock Hudson comparison didn’t seem quite right.

The house phone rang and Zoe automatically reached for it. “Can I help you?” she asked.

“What the hell was that?”

Yeager. Zoe swallowed, her cheeks already starting to burn again. How had she ended up cuddled against his chest? “Was what?”

“My package. That thing.”

“W-what do you mean?”

“Listen, Zoe, I can’t find the thing, but I know it makes noise.”

“It squeals.” With the high pitch and delighted tone most women reserved for hot fudge sundaes—though Zoe didn’t think that’s what the rubber doll was supposed to be pretending to be so happy about.

“Well, it’s not squealing any more. What the hell was it?”

She frowned. Nothing was adding up here. “Just a second.”

With her free hand, she pulled open the kitchen door and, carrying the cordless phone, trotted down a path, encroaching tendrils from the bushes of orange and gold lantana brushing against her calves. From a lower point of the property she had a view of the back porch of Yeager’s cottage. She could even see him, dark glasses intact, sun glinting off his dark gold hair again, the long white cord of his phone stretched across the patio. “Uh, Yeager.”

“Yeah?” He sounded impatient and not a little miffed.


“She kind of fell over the railing. If you reach your right hand out, you’ll make contact with her foot.”

“She? What? Her foot?” But even as he asked the questions, he found the rubber appendage and pulled the inflated dummy over the railing. It floundered on top of the patio table, its head dangling over the edge.

Yeager wore dark glasses.

He had blindly groped for the doll’s foot.

Zoe suddenly put the pieces of the puzzle together.

And Zoe suddenly felt as ditzy as the doll looked. “There you go,” she said, mortification washing over her.

The man couldn’t see! That’s why he’d walked off the ferry arm in arm with his friend. It also explained why he’d asked her to stick around and open his package. And when he’d sent that dazzling, let-me-have-you smile her way, he hadn’t even seen her face! “Call if you need anything else,” she said brightly.

“No! Wait!” From where she stood on the path below she saw his hand still touching the dummy’s naked foot. “What the hell is this thing?” he asked.

Zoe didn’t answer, deciding instead to move away. But then her last glance caught on the sight of his long thumb slowly brushing over the dummy’s rubber instep.

“Zoe?” His thumb stroked down.

Her cheeks burned, but this time not from embarrassment. She stared at his moving hand, frozen by the sight of the wandering thumb. Go, she told herself, back to the kitchen. Hang up the phone. Turn away!

Her leg muscles bunched in obedience, but then his long fingers wrapped themselves around the doll’s shapely ankle to slide up the line of her shin. Zoe’s muscles loosened, melted even, and the corresponding skin of her leg prickled. Silly reaction! She wanted to rub the sensation away but found herself too mesmerized to move.

His palm cupped her knee—Inflatable Girl’s knee—and Zoe’s stomach quivered as his fingers edged upward over the rubber thigh. But he skirted the center line, instead slowly tracing the doll’s hip and ridiculously tiny Barbie-doll waist.

Okay, now she really should retreat. But not a bit of her responded to the admittedly weak-willed command. Her eyes stayed glued to the masculine fingers running along the feminine shape.

Zoe licked her lips and tamped down a brief surge of guilt. Was it really voyeurism if one of them was vinyl?

His hand was
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