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These three novels take place, all or in part, in the fictional Maine village of Waycross Springs. I created this setting for contemporary romance novels written in 1997-1998 but reused it, along with several characters who appear in the romances, in the Liss MacCrimmon mystery series I later wrote under the name Kaitlyn Dunnett. Those characters aged appropriately. More recently, Waycross Springs became the home of Valentine Veilleux, amateur detective in  The Valentine Veilleux Mysteries "by Kathy Lynn Emerson writing as Kaitlyn Dunnett." 

The novels Relative Strangers, The E-Mail Order Bride, (originally published as Sight Unseen) and That Special Smile have been lightly edited but still take place in 1997-1998. Consider them "historical" if you will, because you won't find mention cell phones, tablets, Zoom, or streaming services. Fortunately, romantic relationships are timeless.
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Chapter One
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Waycross Springs, Maine

December 1997
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"Shopping for a Christmas present, Corrie?" Rachel gave her friend a nudge and a saucy wink.

Caught staring at the good-looking stranger, Cor­rie Ballantyne sent Rachel a rueful glance. "Dream on."

"He's a dream boat, all right. Tall. Dark. Hand­some." Rachel began to hum "Some Enchanted Eve­ning" under her breath.

In spite of her best intentions, Corrie's gaze slid back across the room crowded with hotel guests and townspeople. She wasn't looking for a vacation ro­mance. On the other hand, there seemed to be no harm in fantasizing a bit.

This particular man could provoke lustful thoughts in a nearsighted octogenarian. That thick, wavy black hair was just meant to be mussed. His narrow face featured high cheekbones, a long, straight nose, and a strong jaw. In combination with height and a superb physique, those assets produced the perfect image of a handsome, mysterious, slightly dangerous heart­breaker.

The outfit he wore reinforced the image. He was in costume, decked out in all the sartorial splendor of a proper gentleman of the late 1880s. The entire staff of the Sinclair House was in nineteenth-century attire, since the evening's entertainment at the hotel was billed as "an old-fashioned Christmas Eve," but he alone managed to project the illusion of a Gothic hero.

The Currier & Ives setting was nice, but to Cor­rie's mind this dash of Victorian melodrama added just the right touch. She continued to stare, envisioning him as an English aristocrat with some deep, dark se­cret sorrow. She was quite pleased with that interpre­tation until he bent down to speak to a man in a wheelchair.

He smiled then, a real dazzler that revealed an un­expected dimple in his formidable chin. The image of brooding misanthrope vanished. Only a gorgeous specimen of the male of the species remained.

"Glad I suggested we come here?" Rachel asked.

"Here" was an opulent hotel left over from the nineteenth century. One of the few summer resorts to survive that bygone era, in part by winterizing one section of the hotel, it was now exclusive, expensive, and unique, catering to those who were fed up with nothing but fast food and generic motels. There weren't even any television sets in the bedrooms. In­stead, guests had to leave their spacious, handsomely appointed chambers and seek out the variety of live entertainment offered in parlors, private dining halls, ballrooms, and lounges. In this aptly named Fireside Room, fragrant applewood burned in a huge granite fireplace, its pungent aroma blending with the scent of pine needles.

Corrie shifted her attention to Rachel, though she remained aware of the man across the room. "This place makes me remember the stories my grand­mother used to tell my brothers and me when we were kids. All about the big hotels in the Catskills, and about my great-grandmother Daisy."

"Was she the one who was scrubbing pots and pans in the hotel kitchen, wearing her fingers to the bone, when your great-grandfather came along, possibly on a big white horse, to rescue her?"

"That's the one. She married him and scrubbed his pots and pans instead." Corrie knew she sounded cyni­cal, but the role of the woman in marriage had been a sore point with her since her own mother's death just after Christmas the year before.

Her subsequent estrangement from her father and brothers was the reason she was here in Maine for the holidays, rather than back home in New York State. No way would she take on the traditional woman's role with her family, not after her mother had sacri­ficed her health by catering to the menfolk.

Corrie Ballantyne had no intention of letting his­tory repeat itself.

Deciding it was time to focus on something else, since there was no sense in dwelling on a past she couldn't change, Corrie searched the crowd for Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome. He would make a fine di­version.

Just as she spotted him, he looked up, staring right at her with a mixture of interest and what seemed to be irritation. After a long, breathless moment, he broke eye contact.

"Well," Corrie murmured. "That was odd." And strangely erotic.

She was relieved when a touch on her forearm and a pleasantly modulated female voice distracted her from her increasingly unrealistic thoughts about the stranger.

"We're all going to sing Christmas carols soon. I hope you'll join us." The woman who'd checked them into the hotel earlier that day had a hostess's smile firmly fixed on her plain, winter-pale face. "I'm Joyce Sinclair," she added.

"Sinclair, you say?" Rachel pounced on the sur­name. "Does that mean you own this place?"

"The family does." Joyce absently patted one of the elaborate twists into which her brown hair, liber­ally streaked with white strands, had been styled.

She was, Corrie speculated, one of those women who always looked years younger than they really were. Not a bit of makeup aided that youthful appear­ance, either. The lack of any lent a certain authenticity to her turn-of-the-century costume, an elaborate gown of deep wine-red with flounces and furbelows galore.

"Eggnog and song are our Christmas traditions here at the Sinclair House," Joyce continued, proffering songbooks. "We'd be pleased if you'd join in the singing."

"You wouldn't be pleased if you ever heard me sing," Corrie warned her, but she accepted the brightly covered booklet.

"She might be persuaded," Rachel said, "if you were to introduce her to that good-looking devil over there."

"Rachel!" Corrie tried to sound disapproving but had to fight back a laugh.

Some things never changed, she thought. Rachel had reveled in being outrageous in high school. More than a dozen years later, she was just as flamboyant, just as likely to say whatever popped into her mind, and just as unconcerned about what others might think.

"That's my son, Lucas," Joyce said.

"Is he married?" Rachel asked.

''Not at the moment."

A speculative gleam lit Rachel's eyes as she glanced, rather pointedly, at Corrie. Joyce caught the look and responded with a conspiratorial smile.

"Oh, no, you don't," Corrie said.

She'd have had more luck stopping a wrecking ball in midswing. Joyce bulldozed a path through the crowd, towing both Corrie and Rachel along in her wake, and neatly intercepted her son on his way to the window alcove that housed a grand piano.

"Lucas, dear," she trilled. "I want you to meet Ra­chel Diamond." Then, with what amounted to a flour­ish, she added, "And this is Corrie Ballantyne."

"Good evening, ladies."

His deep voice was compatible with the brooding hero of Corrie's imagination. She expected to find her­self meeting dark, fathomless eyes to match, but in­stead they were hazel, a particularly appealing shade highlighted with flecks of green.

Joyce's painfully obvious attempt to play match­maker was followed by her hasty retreat. "Time to dispense good cheer and songbooks to the other guests," she declared.

A moment of awkward silence followed her depar­ture. Corrie said nothing, disconcerted by a whiff of bay rum. He'd really gotten into this turn-of-the-century thing.

Curious about him, her earlier interest deepening now that she was in his presence, she held herself stiffly so as not to betray any hint of what she was feeling. A mature woman approaching her thirtieth birthday should not have the urge to swoon when pre­sented to a handsome stranger. Not in this day and age.

"Great costume," Rachel said, daring to run one fingertip over the velvet trim on Lucas Sinclair's la­pels.

His professional innkeeper's expression never wa­vered. "You make quite a splash yourself, Ms. Dia­mond." His tone of voice was suave, and as rich and warm as a chocolate soufflé

To Corrie, he said nothing. She felt a twinge of disappointment, forgetting for a moment that she did not want to attract his attention, but she wasn't sur­prised by the snub. Next to Rachel she often became invisible.

Bright colors had been Rachel's trademark even when she and Corrie were teenagers. Tonight Rachel's dinner dress was brilliant orange with a matching rib­bon worked into her dark brown hair. Corrie was in dove-gray, a full-length cocktail dress chosen precisely because it conveyed a low-key anonymity. She could just imagine what the dashing Mr. Sinclair saw when he looked at her, if he noticed her at all—a woman of average weight, average height, average build, and av­erage coloring with plain brown hair and ordinary blue eyes.

Perhaps it was time for a change, Corrie thought. After all, she was there on vacation. The problem with that plan was that her entire wardrobe had been cho­sen to fit her professional image. As a publicist, her job was to make sure her clients were in the spotlight. She stayed behind the scenes, going to great lengths to blend into the background rather than stand out. The only outrageous garment she owned was the hot-pink ski parka Rachel had just given her as an early Christ­mas present.

Then she sensed Lucas Sinclair's intense gaze set­tling on her. She had to fight an urge to fidget, and she felt a sudden empathy with animals in a zoo. When he spoke to her, his words were innocuous, a question about which of the costumes worn by the staff she liked best, but she avoided meeting his eyes when she answered.

"My favorite is the brown-and-cream number." She gestured vaguely toward the fireplace, where she'd last seen the woman wearing that particularly elabo­rate dress.

When Lucas turned to look, Corrie did the same. There was no sign now of the wearer of the gown. Her gaze was drawn back to his patrician profile. For a moment he seemed puzzled, then he responded with a deep, rumbling chuckle.

"You must have spotted Adrienne," he said. "Would you like to be introduced to her?"
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Still smiling, Lucas navigated a path through the milling crowd, until he and Corrie stood before the fireplace. There he indicated the enormous gilt-framed oil painting hanging over the mantel, a full-length portrait of a woman. Her gown was pale brown and trimmed with bows, its cream-colored panels em­broidered in figures of red, yellow, and green.

"Ms. Ballantyne," he said, careful to keep the mixed emotions he was feeling out of his voice, "may I present Adrienne Sinclair."

He watched Corrie Ballantyne as she studied the portrait, trying to figure out what it was that drew him to her in such a disconcertingly powerful way. There was chemistry between them. No mistake about that. He'd known it from the moment he looked up and found this elegant woman staring at him from the op­posite side of the Fireside Room. He'd quickly averted his gaze, but it had already been too late.

The intensity of that jolt of instant attraction had both surprised and dismayed him, for unpleasant memories had rushed in behind it, rapidly transform­ing his reaction to profound annoyance, most of it directed at himself. His aversion to what he'd experi­enced wasn't Corrie's fault. She didn't know that there had been another time in his life when he'd felt this same kind of immediate, powerful sexual pull toward a complete stranger. She didn't know that in the first instance, he had made the disastrous mistake of mar­rying the object of his desire.

As he'd worked the holiday crowd, studiously avoiding Corrie, he'd been unable to resist sending swift, seemingly casual glances her way. What he'd seen had reassured him. She looked nothing like Dina, his ex-wife. Corrie had shiny medium-length hair, light brown in color. Though her conservative gown concealed her figure, he had the impression of a slen­der build and shapely legs. It remained to be seen if Corrie resembled Dina in other, less obvious ways.

No, it didn't, he told himself firmly. He was only standing this close to her now because his mother, up to her old matchmaking tricks, had pushed them to­gether.

There was no reason he had to get to know Corrie Ballantyne better. In fact, if he had any sense, he'd avoid her completely during the rest of her stay at the Sinclair House.

Her friend, he noticed, had stopped to chat with another guest but was still managing to keep an eye on them. Another matchmaker. Resentment simmered just under the surface. Lucas did not like being manipulated, especially by women. That he'd already been attracted to Corrie before these two busybodies got into the act only made him more determined to resist her. He would treat Corrie the same way he would any other patron of the hotel.

Aware he'd been silent too long and that Corrie was slanting him a quizzical look, he launched into the patter he usually gave to people viewing this portrait. "Adrienne Sinclair was my great-great-grandmother, married to the first Lucas Sinclair. She and her hus­band expanded what until then had been only a small country inn. Within ten years, with the help of over three hundred employees, the place was a completely self-contained grand hotel with rooms for four hun­dred and fifty guests. Together Lucas and Adrienne made the Sinclair House a world-renowned resort. A hundred years ago you couldn't have walked through our lobby without spotting some famous per­son or other. Financiers, lumber barons, politicians, princes—they all came to the Sinclair House to be pampered. And to drink the healing waters of Sinclair Spring. The only thing that really compares nowadays is the luxury you find on a cruise ship."

"Amazing how she's re-created the gown in such detail," Corrie murmured. "Even the bustle and the accessories."

She was staring at the portrait with rapt interest. Frowning, Lucas looked at the painted gloves, the slip­pers with the ornate buckles, the fan. Then he studied Corrie's face again. He was obviously missing something. Her comment had been a complete non se­quitur. "What do you mean by 're-create'?" he asked.

"Well, it says here"—she pointed to a small brass plate set into the bottom of the picture frame—"that Adrienne was born in 1847 and died in 1897. So obvi­ously she's not the one wearing this dress tonight."

"No one is wearing this dress tonight."

"Someone is," Corrie insisted. "Or one very like it. I saw her standing right here not twenty minutes ago."

"I don't believe so, Ms. Ballantyne. A trick of the light, perhaps? You saw the portrait and thought Adri­enne was a real woman?"

He could see in eyes the color of the first forget-me-nots of spring that she was annoyed by his com­ment. Her reaction intrigued him. Perhaps, he thought, she wasn't any more enthusiastic about being the subject of a matchmaking experiment than he was. And yet she was not indifferent to him. In the instant before she blinked and looked away, he caught the reflection of his own desire in her beautiful eyes.

She'd be there only a short while and then gone again, he reminded himself. He'd always made it a policy not to indulge in flings, and he'd long since vowed never to marry again.

Lucas Sinclair had no intention of letting history repeat itself.

"I know what I saw," Corrie said.

"There is no one here tonight portraying Adri­enne," he told her, sure of his facts. "I would know. I arrange for all the costume rentals."

"Are you positive you've seen every single person at the party? There's quite a crowd."

Lucas's genial veneer slipped a little. He felt off balance, oddly uncertain in Corrie's presence. Most uncharacteristically, he spoke his first thought aloud. "Just how much of my mother's famous rum-laced eggnog did you drink before you saw this woman?"

As soon as the words were out, he knew the remark had been both rude and uncalled for. Even if it was the correct explanation, Corrie would be fully justified in taking offense. Instead, although her eyes narrowed, she remained calm, and what she said showed remark­able insight.

"I suppose you think if you irritate me, it will dis­courage me from being interested in you. There's no need. Let's not beat around the bush. We both caught that look your mother and my friend Rachel ex­changed when we were introduced."

"They meant well. Still, I—"

Corrie waved off his attempt to apologize. "They may have romantic ideas, Mr. Sinclair, but I do not. I am not in the market for a husband or a love affair." She hesitated, as if uncertain she wanted to go on, then blurted out the rest of what was on her mind. "Just because you're reasonably good-looking and obviously wealthy, you needn't think that every plain little woman in the world will automatically fall at your feet!"

Plain little woman?

Startled to hear her speak of herself in those terms, Lucas forgot that he'd been looking for an excuse to put some distance between them. Suddenly he wanted to pursue this conversation.

A commotion at the entrance to the Fireside Room prevented him. Once he saw what was happening and recognized their unexpected and unwelcome guest, he had no choice but to abandon Corrie and resume his duties as manager of the hotel.

"Excuse me," he muttered, and left Corrie's side with more abruptness than was polite.

He was still peripherally aware of her, staring after him in confusion as he walked away. He was also cog­nizant of other guests at the party, and smiled pleasantly at one and all as he wove his way through the crowd toward the door. But the focus of his attention was an obsequious little man in a black suit, a man who was raising Joyce Sinclair's hand to his lying lips and kissing it in a mockery of that gallant gesture of re­spect.

With speed and efficiency, Lucas intervened, slip­ping an arm around his mother's shoulders and easing her away from the oily grip of Stanley Kelvin. "I'm surprised you had the nerve to show up here, Kelvin," he said.

What Lucas wanted to do was pick the rat up by the scruff of his neck and hurl him into the nearest snowbank, but the hotel didn't need any more bad publicity, and Kelvin was just the sort who'd jump at the chance to file a lawsuit. Lucas contented himself with a threatening glower.

"This is an open house," Kelvin said with a smirk. "You invited the whole town of Waycross Springs. That means I'm welcome too."

"Everyone is welcome," Joyce said before Lucas could deny Kelvin entry. "Now, if you'll excuse me, Stanley, I must go check on Hugh. I'm afraid I've been neglecting him." With a speaking glance at her son, she hurried off. Hugh, Lucas's father, was confined to a wheelchair, but he had a clear view of all the goings-on. If he'd witnessed Kelvin slobbering a kiss on his wife's hand, he'd be upset. That had probably been Kelvin's intention.

"How is old Hugh?" the intruder asked.

Controlling the urge to throw a punch that would erase that supercilious smile, Lucas kept his voice level. "My father is recovering." No thanks to you, he added silently. "Why are you really here, Kelvin?"

The bitterness in the other man's voice took Lucas aback. "I can't afford to pass up free food, Sinclair." With that he pushed past his reluctant host and headed for the buffet table.
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"Trouble in paradise?" Rachel asked as she joined Corrie at the hearth. "I thought you'd have tall, dark, and handsome eating out of your hand by now."

"I'd rather he use a plate."

"Oops. He didn't like being set up, huh?"

"You could say that. Neither did I."

"Darn," Rachel grumbled. "I'd have sworn I saw sparks between the two of you."

Corrie said nothing. She didn't want to encourage her friend, yet she couldn't deny to herself that some­thing had been simmering between them, a powerful attraction that defied reasonable explanation. She couldn't imagine why she should be drawn to Lucas Sinclair, not when he had that superior, know-it-all attitude. She hated that in a man.

A stir in the crowd signaled that Lucas was making his way to the Steinway situated in one of the room's many window alcoves. The singing was about to begin.

"Come on, Corrie," Rachel said. "If I have the chutzpah to sing Christmas carols on Christmas Eve, you can belt out a few lyrics too."

"Rachel, don't you remember? I sound like a dying frog when I sing."

"Oh." Rachel's stricken expression told Corrie that her old friend was indeed recalling some past occasion when she'd heard Corrie's attempts to sing. "Well, you can move your lips, can't you? Just mouth the words."

Rachel began to flip through the songbook, perus­ing the lyrics and keeping up a steady flow of irrever­ent wisecracks, until a red-vested waiter appeared at her elbow and offered refills of rum-laced eggnog. Corrie waved him away. She'd been drinking hers plain and after Lucas's nasty remark, she wasn't about to start imbibing the hard stuff.

The first familiar notes of "Deck the Halls" sounded from the alcove. Singing started hesitantly, but soon picked up both energy and volume as Lucas Sinclair's deep, rich baritone took the lead.

Corrie stuck to her resolve not to sing. She also made a concerted effort to dismiss Lucas Sinclair from her mind. As the singing continued, she thought she was succeeding.

The Fireside Room combined the ambiance of a bygone era with the atmosphere of a holiday party held in a private home. It had been decorated with all the traditional trappings of a typical New England Christmas—wreaths, boughs, pinecones, and the in­evitable tree. The other guests were so friendly that Corrie soon felt as if many of them were old acquain­tances. She was ensconced on one of the comfortable couches near the fireplace, exchanging gingerbread recipes with a schoolteacher from Topeka, when she once again caught sight of the woman wearing Adri­enne Sinclair's gown.

The costumed figure stood alone, partly in shadow, at the opposite side of the large room. Corrie consid­ered going over to the piano and tapping Lucas on the shoulder. He couldn't miss the woman if he looked up from his music. But she was comfortable where she was. Let Lucas think what he wanted, she decided. It didn't matter to her.

She watched the Adrienne-clone until the song ended, thinking that the woman's costume made the others look like cheap fancy dress. Even at this dis­tance, Corrie could see that the gown was incredibly detailed, and that it appeared to be exactly like the one in the portrait.

A chorus of cheers and heartfelt applause heralded a change in pianists. Corrie joined in the applause and watched as Joyce replaced Lucas at the keyboard. After he began to circulate, still singing, Corrie glanced back at the spot where she'd last seen Adrienne's gown. She blinked in confusion, for in the minute that her atten­tion had been elsewhere, the mysterious woman seemed to have vanished into thin air.
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The Sinclair House's resident ghost sighed deeply, a sound no one but Corrie Ballantyne could even hope to hear. Adrienne knew she needed to conserve energy. She'd have to content herself with watching the rest of what went on in the Fireside Room from a dematerialized state. Remaining solid sapped too much of her strength.

Still, it had been enough. Corrie had seen her. Twice. For the first time in fifty years, someone had come to the Sinclair House who could not only sense Adrienne's presence but also perceive her as she had been, a corporeal being, as real as anyone else in the room.

Quiet elation filled her. She now had the opportunity to set things right. If she succeeded, she would finally be al­lowed to rejoin her husband, her Lucas, in the hereafter. They'd been separated for such a long time, over a hundred years.

Thinking of Lucas made Adrienne wonder if Corrie's sensitivity to the paranormal, already strong, would increase if she became intimate with a Sinclair male. Without any interference from Adrienne, Corrie had already caught the attention of Adrienne's great-great-grandson, the second Lucas Sinclair. About time the boy showed an interest in someone, Adrienne thought. And Corrie wasn't indifferent to him, either. She resolved then and there to do everything in her power to bring the two of them together. Kill two birds with one stone, as it were.

Adrienne was smiling as she settled in to watch the romance unfold.
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Chapter Two
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"How's Pop this morning?" Lucas asked his mother as she arrived for work at the registration desk. In the hotel business, Christmas was just another working day. Lucas had been at the Sinclair House since six.

"Hugh is as well as can be expected," Joyce said, smiling wryly. "The evening tired him, of course, but I think it did him good to get out of the house for a while. It's important to include him, even if he did have to be in a wheelchair. I know he misses being here at the hotel every day. The Sinclair House has always played such a big part in his life."

Lucas hesitated, then asked, "Do you think he real­izes the . . . difficulties he left us to deal with?" His father had suffered a stroke several months earlier, and his recovery had been slow. Hugh had almost entirely lost his ability to communicate.

Joyce shrugged, avoiding Lucas's eyes. She hung up her coat and hat, exchanged her boots for shoes, and went straight to the computer terminal. "It's hard to say for sure, my dear."

"Mom, we need to talk about this. Soon. This isn't the first time Pop has—"

"Could we discuss it later? Right now I have to enter these reservations into the computer."

Lucas skimmed the information coming up on the monitor as his mother typed. His eyebrows lifted higher and higher. "'Cozies Unlimited'?" he read from the screen. "What kind of organization is that?"

Joyce's whole face lit up as she glanced at her son. "It's a conference for mystery fans. They're planning to hold a murder here."

"I beg your pardon?"

"They've reserved rooms for their annual mystery weekend in early May, and there are enough people coming to nearly fill the entire hotel. Isn't that won­derful?"

His expression darkening, Lucas put his hands on his mother's shoulders and turned her around to face him. "Early May? Mom, what were you thinking?"

"That over four hundred people will pay us to stay here and attend the conference."

"They'll freeze."

"Now, Lucas, most of the rooms have lovely fire­places, and May is—"

"Not guaranteed to be warm. Besides, some of those fireplaces haven't been used for heating in years. Some of them are blocked off, by order of the fire inspector. We—"

"We have to find a source of income, Lucas. We have to. How else are we going to pay for all the reno­vations Hugh had done?"

At the glimmer of tears in his mother's eyes, Lucas stopped berating her. Distractedly, he combed his fin­gers through his hair. "It's okay. We'll cope with it when the time comes. Maybe we'll luck out on the weather."

"I'm sorry, Lucas. I thought it would help. We do need business, especially conferences and conventions. You said that yourself."

"Yes, I did."

"Maybe they won't mind. They only sleep in the rooms, after all. The winterized section of the hotel will be all toasty and warm no matter what the weather's like outside."

"And if they do mind and complain, we'll have to refund their money or forget about ever attracting any other groups."

"Maybe the fact that we gave them such a good deal will make them tolerant." She indicated the screen, and Lucas felt his heart stop, then resume beat­ing again.

Sometimes he wished they could go back to a sim­pler time, when no one tried to keep a summer resort open after Labor Day. At the turn of the century, the high season ran from July tenth to September tenth. You made your money then or you folded.

Folding was all too real a danger nowadays.

Joyce nibbled nervously on her lower lip as she watched him. "It seemed like a good idea at the time. Attract new business. Get out of debt."

"Mom," he said gently, "will you promise to let me handle this sort of thing from now on? You're a great manager for the restaurant and a terrific hostess, but now that Pop's out of commission, why don't I take charge of the bookings?"

"You've already got too many things on your plate," she pointed out. "What we really need is some­one on staff to do nothing but scout new business."

"We can't afford that."

"We can't afford not to come up with some new ideas, good ones, and soon."

"At least next time you get a great idea, put me in the picture before you commit the hotel. Please?"

"Of course, my dear. In fact I'd intended to talk to you today about something. I want to explore the pos­sibility of hiring a publicist."

"Where did that notion come from?"

"One of our guests does public relations work for a living. I saw her business card when she registered. It's that nice Corrie Ballantyne. You remember? That quiet, pretty woman. Why don't I invite her to have Christmas dinner with us tonight in the main dining room? I'm sure she wouldn't mind talking shop."

"And that's the only thing you have planned?" Lu­cas didn't bother to conceal his skepticism.

"Why, dear, whatever else could there be?" She blinked up at him in a feigned confusion that wouldn't have fooled a child.

"Give it up, Mom. Besides, I don't have time to have dinner with Ms. Ballantyne today. Neither do you." She served as hostess in the main dining room during midday and evening meals.

"Today is well planned," she answered. "No one needs supervision."

Lucas wasn't so sure of that, but he didn't argue with his mother. "Well, then, why don't you take some time off and spend it with Pop?"

"Because your father is going to be here again, when he wakes up. You and Corrie could join us for dinner and we could—"

"No, Mom."

"At least promise me that you'll take a little time for yourself today. You've been working entirely too hard. Leave the hotel and do something relaxing." When he started to protest, she added the one argu­ment he couldn't counter. "You know what all work and no play did to your father."

Lucas considered her request. He could catch up on paperwork as easily at home as in his office at the hotel. He was about to say so when a sound made him look up.

Corrie Ballantyne was descending the grand stair­case at the far end of the lobby. She looked as appeal­ing in sunlight as she had in the glow of the fire. Too attractive by far. Getting out of the hotel for a while suddenly seemed like a wise idea.
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The Sinclair House brochure boasted of extensive cross-country ski trails, the first of which traversed what in warmer seasons was a golf course. At ten o'clock on Christmas morning, having made dutiful, strained phone calls to her father and each of her brothers, Corrie set out across the fairway.

She was looking forward to her first opportunity in years to ski without a horde of nieces and nephews along. For once, she would not end up buried in the snow by Maurice, her brother's overly friendly Saint Bernard.

Crisp, cold air, the hint of a freshening breeze, and bright sunlight combined to cheer and invigorate her. Rachel's gift had been designed for cross-country wear, lightweight and ventilated to make the best use of the heat her exercise would generate. It had a hood concealed inside the collar, but that was more to pro­tect against wind than cold. After the first mile Corrie removed a pair of fluffy black earmuffs from one deep pocket and slipped them on to guard against frostbite.

The opportunity to catch her breath was welcome too. She stayed put for a few minutes, surveying her surroundings. Off in the distance some tasteless devel­oper had scarred the landscape with four large bright yellow clapboard condominiums. She turned her back on the horrors of modern housing and took a trail that led into the woods. The unspoiled beauty of forest and mountain was in front of her then.

She could no longer see the hotel, either, although she knew it was just off to her right. She suspected some sort of access road was nearby, but it too was masked by trees. Close to civilization, she still had the sensation that she was all alone in the wild, which was exactly the illusion she'd been seeking when she'd set out.

As she glided through acres of white birch and ev­ergreen, she caught glimpses of other skiers from time to time, but they did not intrude on her solitude.

In another half hour she was ready to call it a day. It had been some ten months since she'd last been on skis, and although she was hardly running to flab, nei­ther had she kept up any regular form of exercise. When an A-frame-style log cabin came into sight, she was very glad to see it.

According to the map of cross-country trails she had picked up back at the hotel, this was not one of the public buildings. There were several of those scattered about, including an emergency first-aid center. This particular structure, however, had been included on the map only to mark the point where the trail turned back toward the hotel.

Corrie had traveled in a circle. Another few min­utes and she'd be able to put her feet up in front of a roaring fire and order a hot buttered rum. That thought brought a smile to her face. She'd never tried the drink and suspected it would taste greasy, but she had just enough energy left over from the skiing to feel daring. First, of course, she had to reach the Sinclair House.

Intending to massage her poor, overworked calf muscles before she continued her journey, Corrie bent down. She had no warning whatsoever before she felt a stunning blow to the side of her head. Pinwheels of pain and light danced in front of her eyes, spawning a kaleidoscope of colors. With a sick sense of being caught in a vivid, Technicolor nightmare, she felt her­self fall.

She was vaguely aware of striking the ground with one outthrust arm before she came to rest facedown in the cold, powdery snow. Then the world around her dissolved to black.
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"What the hell is she playing at?"

Lucas stared at the crumpled form for a full thirty seconds before he decided there was a good chance something really was wrong with her. He was perhaps a hundred yards away, close enough to see her fall without being certain what caused it.

He'd been watching the slender, bright pink figure, distracted from his work by some sixth sense as soon as she skied into the clearing that passed by his windows. There was no doubt in his mind as to her identity. There could hardly be two parkas in that particular gaudy color among the current guests at the hotel.

His computer screen glowed at him, the cursor blinking, then began to roll to indicate he'd stayed in one place too long. With a series of quick, impatient jabs at the keyboard, he saved the file he'd been work­ing on and logged off. Keeping his gaze on the mo­tionless blob of pink, he slid his stocking feet into low boots and laced them with deft fingers.

She'd been headed back to the hotel. It had been obvious to him in the few minutes he'd watched her that she was tired from a long morning on the trails. Her speed had been slow and then, inexplicably, she'd stopped.

For a long moment she'd stood there, looking around. Then she'd stared straight at his cabin. Brow furrowing, Lucas snagged a down jacket from one of the pegs near the door. She'd seemed to stare right at him. Then she'd turned away. Then she'd fallen to the ground like a wounded dove.

Even if she did know where he lived, why would she think he'd be home in the middle of the day? And how could she have known he'd be watching? The angle of the sun made it unlikely she could see him through the window.

His suspicion that his mother was continuing to play matchmaker didn't account for everything, though Lord knew she'd launched more complicated schemes in the past. Joyce always had good intentions, but he cringed when he remembered some of the things she'd tried.

On the other hand, if he was honest with himself, he'd have to laugh at the idea that she'd been able to convince Corrie Ballantyne to come after him on skis. What conceit! Corrie had told him plainly enough the night before that she wasn't interested.

She could have tripped and hit her head. So what if there was precious little to trip on out there? He couldn't discount the possibility. Heart attack? Not unheard of, though she seemed too young for it. At a guess she was in her late twenties or early thirties.

When he reached the door he hesitated, debating whether to phone for an ambulance before he went out. He'd feel like a fool if she'd just fainted, and a worse one if she really was putting on an act for his benefit. Disgusted with his waffling, Lucas slammed the door behind him with such force that aftershocks reverberated in the crisp mountain air.

By the time he had his jacket zipped he'd crossed the driveway and reached the utility shed. It took only seconds to slip on and buckle the snowshoes he kept there. If she needed medical attention, he could carry her back to the cabin, then drive her to the hospital. That would be faster than waiting for the local para­medics.

With smooth, practiced strides, he crossed the snow. The closer he got, the more concerned he grew. It wasn't even possible to tell if she was still breathing until he was right next to her. The gentle rise and fall of her torso reassured him, but his relief was short-lived. A slowly spreading stain had already turned a portion of her gaudy pink collar bright red with blood.
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Disoriented, Corrie surfaced through a steady roaring inside her head, convinced her face was being licked by a large dog with a wet terry-cloth tongue.

She thought it must be a Saint Bernard. Logical, really, since the breed had once been used to rescue lost skiers. Then she remembered Maurice. Certain her entire family was about to descend on her en masse, she kept her eyes firmly closed. Maybe if she didn't look, they wouldn't be there.

The faint aroma of soap teased her nostrils, mixed with a second scent she could not quite identify. For some reason that elusive odor filled her with an irra­tional fear. Her eyelids fluttered upward at last, as she sought the source.

The world was a bit fuzzy, but she could make out a decidedly masculine hand holding a wet brown wash­cloth. It was descending toward her face. Eyes widen­ing in panic, she attempted to jerk away, but one edge of the damp material caught her on the side of the head. The mild blow unleashed a jagged shard of pain.

Out of some primal instinct for survival, irrational but overwhelming, Corrie ignored the fire streaking across her forehead and fought for her freedom. She flailed wildly at both the man and his washrag, but only succeeded in increasing her own agony.

"Settle down or I'll sit on you."

Large hands caught her wrists as the man tried to immobilize her. Confused and frightened, Corrie ig­nored his deep-voiced command and continued to squirm until, as if to carry out his threat, he slid closer. She could feel the solid pressure of his hip against her ribs. She was flat on her back on a sofa, she realized, and nearly helpless against this stranger's greater strength.

Frantic, she tried again to writhe away from him, but the attempt only made him tighten his grip. Their locked hands ended up right on top of her breasts. It made no difference that jacket, sweater, and camisole prevented his flesh from touching her skin. Terror of another kind blossomed.

"Let me go," she whimpered.

She squeezed her eyes shut again as she went per­fectly still. Her head throbbed unmercifully. She didn't know where she was or who it was who held her so tightly.

"I won't hurt you, Corrie," her captor said.

The voice sounded irritated and exasperated, but neither dangerous nor threatening. It was rather a deep, soothing rumble . . . and tantalizingly familiar.

"I was trying to keep you from hurting yourself," it continued. "If you'll stay quiet, I'll let go of you."

She took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and looked up at Lucas Sinclair. Her vision had cleared, and his efforts to restrain her had brought his face close to her own. She recognized that line of cheek and jaw at once, and if she'd needed any further confir­mation, there was the dimple.

"Let me go," she whispered.

Hazel eyes flecked with green narrowed. He re­leased her hands but didn't move away. No longer soothing, his next words sounded clipped, as if he was barely able to control the urge to shout at her.

"I'd advise you not to try to move your head just yet."

Gingerly, she lifted one hand to touch the spot on her right temple where the throbbing was centered. With hesitant fingertips she probed a surface sticky with fresh blood.

Blood. That was the smell she had been trying to identify. An involuntary shudder vibrated through her.

The skin had been creased and torn, but she quickly ascertained that the wound was not particu­larly deep. The moisture on her face was only soapy water. Lucas Sinclair had washed most of the blood away.

Head wounds bled a lot. Corrie remembered read­ing that somewhere. Her parka was probably ruined, not to mention Lucas Sinclair's sofa.

"Where are my earmuffs?" she demanded in a pet­ulant tone.

Even as she spoke, she realized it had not been the most sensible question to ask. Typical, though. When she'd been in the third grade and had her tonsils out, the first thing she'd wanted to know when she woke up was what day it was. She'd been afraid that, like Rip van Winkle, she'd slept for years rather than mere hours.

"Earmuffs?" Lucas sounded incredulous as he re­peated the word. "You're worried about your ear­muffs?"

"They were new." She was still poking at the wound on her head. "Black. Fluffy. I'm very fond of them."

"Stop that." He pulled her hand away from the gash. "You'll only start the wound bleeding again."

He guided her hand downward until her arm was stretched out along the length of her body. He had to inch away from her to make room for it.

"Your earmuffs are undoubtedly out there in the snow, along with your skis and poles. I was concerned about getting you inside, not with picking up your gear."

"What happened to me?" Belatedly, the proper question to ask in this situation had surfaced. At first it was met with silence. "Well?"

"Don't you remember?"

Puzzled by the harshness in his voice, she watched curiously as he rose and walked over to a huge picture window. There his dark silhouette stood out in stark relief against the sky, which was about all she could see from her position. The view was pretty spectacular, though, an ever-changing panorama of sapphire sky and drifting clouds. The shape it outlined wasn't bad, either.

It came to Corrie then that she was inside the cabin. The building marked "private" on the map was a snug little home where the hotel manager lived.

"I remember . . . something . . . striking me." Her voice faltered. The suggestion she'd been about to make, that she'd been hit by a misdirected snowball, seemed absurd even to her. Besides, she didn't think anyone had been close enough at the time . . . except Lucas Sinclair.

Her scattered wits slowly regrouped. If he'd been in the cabin, then he had to have seen her fall. He'd come out and picked her up and carried her back in­side while she was unconscious. The fact that snow was still clinging to her clothing, unmelted, indicated that very little time had passed since then.

Cautiously, she sat up. Her head still throbbed, but after a moment the ache began to abate, and she told herself that in a day or so it would be forgotten. She wished she could feel as sure that she'd also be able to dismiss Lucas Sinclair from her thoughts.

He had left the window. Behind her she could hear the sound of water running in a sink. He was rinsing the washcloth, rinsing away her blood. She shuddered a second time, then made a concentrated effort to think about something else.

The sofa she was sitting on was long and wide and comfortable, covered with fabric that felt smooth and expensive to her restlessly moving fingers. She risked a glance at the throw pillow that had cushioned her head. It was stained with what was unmistakably blood.

Her gaze darted away, to a chair, to an end table with a brass-based lamp on top, to a coffee table. The cabin looked rustic from the outside, but the inside had been furnished with comfort in mind. She risked moving her head a little and saw that bookshelves lined one wall, surrounding a built-in, state-of-the-art com­puter workstation. Apparently Lucas Sinclair main­tained an auxiliary office in his home.

Drawing in a strengthening breath, she attempted to stand. The headache remained marginally bearable, but a sharp spasm of pain in her leg took her by sur­prise. Her gasp was loud enough that Lucas heard. She caught only a glimpse of him over the back of the sofa, as well as the tiny kitchen area to which he'd retreated, before she fell back onto the soft cushions.

His face appeared in her line of vision, and she was both surprised and gratified to discover that the long, lean features were fixed in an expression of genuine concern. "Lie back down," he commanded in a mark­edly gentler voice.

She ignored him and continued to massage the cramp that had caused her to gasp. It was already eas­ing.

"What's wrong with your leg?"

"Nothing." She was not about to confess that she'd gone out skiing without warming up first. This man did not need additional reasons, no matter how petty, to think less of her. Any clear-cut reason why she should care about his opinion continued to elude her, but the annoying fact of the matter was that she did.

"What's your name?" he demanded.

"Forget it already?"

His lips twitched at her sarcastic response but did not quite form themselves into a smile. "I'm asking if you know it, not if I do."

"Of course I know my own name." She snapped the words out, suddenly on the defensive. "Cordelia Marie Ballantyne."

"How many fingers am I holding up?"

"Two. Happy now?"

"Not entirely, but at least your vision is okay. That was one of the things the doctor I talked to said I should check."

"You called a doctor? When?"

"As soon as I dumped you on the sofa and realized you really were unconscious."

This time her gasp was one of outrage. The arro­gant beast actually thought she'd been faking to get his attention!

"He'll check you out as soon as I get you to the hospital," Lucas continued.

"I don't need to go to a hospital. I'm fine now." In an attempt to prove it, she flexed her leg, then swiveled until she could plant both feet on the floor. The move­ment jarred her head, and she couldn't keep herself from wincing.

''Sure you are."

Disapproval had etched a frown into his face, but neither his attitude nor her irritation with him nor her physical discomfort could prevent her from noticing how good the dratted man looked in casual clothes. Snug, faded jeans and a crewneck sweater hugged the hard, muscular lines of his body.

His fingers made featherlight contact with the side of her head. She jumped, her nerve endings all aquiver. It was not a reaction to pain. In fact, her head was hurting less with each passing second.

"Someone who knows something about head wounds needs to examine that gash," he said.

"I'm sure it looks worse than it is." Corrie hated having people fuss over her. "If I decide I need a doc­tor, I can get one on my own."

"I can't take the risk that you may suffer some delayed reaction." For a moment she thought he was truly concerned about her health. Then he added, "Or that you'll decide to sue the hotel for negligence."

Infuriated, she batted his hand away. "I suppose next you'll say I knocked myself out as part of some scam."

The odious man actually seemed to be considering that possibility. Determined not to put up with his nonsense for another minute, she tried once again to get up. This time a wave of dizziness swamped her before she could reach her feet.

Instantly, Lucas's hands clamped down on her shoulders. His grip was all that kept her upright.

"I'm fine," she insisted.

"You're stubborn," he corrected her. Gently but firmly, he used that same hold to force her back against the sofa cushions. "Were you that way before you fell on your head?"

She blinked up at him in confusion. For the first time she really thought about what she could remem­ber. It didn't seem possible she could have gotten this injury from a fall. She'd been standing still. Blacking out and somehow injuring herself in the process made no sense at all. Her recollection of the few seconds before she'd lost consciousness was pretty disjointed, but she honestly couldn't think of any good reason why she should have ended up out cold in the cold . . . unless something had struck her on the head first.

"Did you actually see me fall?"

His grip tightened on her shoulders for just a mo­ment before he relaxed his fingers, but he left his hands where they were. The contact began to have an unsettling effect on Corrie's heart rate. That sudden, deep awareness of his warmth and strength made her nervous. It wasn't like her to respond in such a basic, physical way to a man.

"Did you see me fall?" she repeated. "What do you think happened?"

"Damned if I know." He continued to hold her, as if to prevent her from making any further attempts to get up too soon. His fingers gently clenched and un­clenched on her shoulders. His eyes were intent as he studied her flushed face. "I'll tell you one thing, though. It scared the hell out of me when you didn't get up again. The only thing I can figure is that there must have been a rock buried in the snow. You must have hit your head on that after you . . . fainted."

For the moment she let his skepticism pass without comment. "Did you find a rock?"

"I didn't look for one."

"Then I guess I'll have to do it." She glanced pointedly at one of his hands, then the other.

He slowly released her shoulders. His expression gave nothing away, but after a moment he sighed with resignation and stood. "I'll go, and I'll retrieve your precious earmuffs while I'm at it, but as soon as I've done that, we head for the hospital."

Corrie said nothing, but she didn't much care for the way he was ordering her about.

After Lucas had shrugged into a down jacket and slammed out the door, she got to her feet. The room swayed, then steadied. She took a moment to examine her surroundings more carefully. There was a sleeping loft on the second level. What she could see of a huge cathedral window beyond a king-size bed indicated that Lucas woke up every morning to a fantastic pan­orama. On a clear day like this one he could probably see all the way to Mount Washington in neighboring New Hampshire.

Dropping her gaze, she contemplated the view through the window in front of her. No other build­ings were in sight, only the snow-covered cross-country course and the trees all around. The woods were quite thick just beyond the spot where she'd fallen. As she watched, Lucas collected her skis and poles, hunted up her earmuffs, and gave the surround­ing terrain a cursory glance. The scowl he sent in her direction afterward was not reassuring. She limped back to the sofa and was sitting primly, her hands folded in her lap, when he returned.

Still scowling as he came through the door, Lucas announced that it was time to head for the hospital. He let Corrie get up by herself, but he did offer an arm as they maneuvered the flagstone walk that led from the cabin to a van that was parked a few yards away.

"So, did you find the rock that attacked me?" she asked as he settled her in the passenger seat.

"No. No rock. No branch. No sharp objects at all. I don't know what you struck your head on. Maybe one of your own ski poles. A freak accident."

That sounded pretty far-fetched, but she didn't say anything else until he'd loaded her ski equipment into the back of the van and had slid into place on the driver's side.

"I didn't come looking for you," she told him, "and I didn't faint, either. I've never fainted in my entire life."

"There's a first time for everything."

After that remark, they maintained a strained si­lence the rest of the way to the hospital.
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Chapter Three
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Lucas sat alone in the stark emergency room waiting area, shifting restlessly on the hard plastic chair. "Rule one of successful innkeeping," he muttered darkly. "Do not get too involved with any one guest."

"Need to talk to you, Mr. Sinclair." Officer Gordon Tandy looked unhappy as he shrugged out of his uniform jacket and took the chair opposite Lucas.

"What's wrong, Tandy?" The way his day was go­ing, Lucas figured Corrie Ballantyne had decided to press some sort of charges against him.

"I just talked to Ms. Ballantyne's doctor."

"Why?"

"He was puzzled by her injury."

"What are you getting at, Tandy?"

"The crease in her temple is actually a shallow groove. He thought she might have been grazed by a bullet."

"That's crazy!" Lucas was on his feet, hands fisted at his sides. "I can't imagine anyone discharging a gun for any reason on Sinclair land."

"Not even Stanley Kelvin?"

The suggestion made Lucas hesitate. As Tandy well knew, Lucas suspected Kelvin was behind all the petty vandalism, the bad press, and the odd rumors that had plagued the Sinclair House for the last few months. Lucas couldn't prove Kelvin was responsible for any of it. If Kelvin was responsible, though, it made a macabre kind of sense that having failed to do serious damage with such things as nails strewn in the parking lot to puncture guests' tires and annoying middle-of-the-night phone calls to guests' rooms, the vendetta might now extend to violence.

Lucas had no more logical explanation for Corrie's mysterious injury. Was he paranoid? Maybe. Suspi­cious at the very least. But he had nothing concrete to offer Officer Tandy.

"I'd have heard a shot if there was one. I didn't."

"That's what the lady says too." Tandy glanced at the spiral notebook he'd taken out of his breast pocket. "No bang of a pistol. No crack of a rifle. And you didn't hear anything . . ." He scribbled another note to himself. "Okay. That's all I need for now."

"Wait a minute. That's it? Throw out some crazy speculation and then let it drop?"

"Doctors have to report any suspected gunshot wounds. Cops have to check out the reports. I'm going to make a few calls, take a look at the ground where she fell. I'll let you know if I find anything, but it doesn't seem likely. Probably just a freak accident."

"Yeah." He'd said the same thing himself, but the possibility they were both wrong worried him all the same.

When Corrie came out, accompanied by the doc­tor, she was very quiet. Whatever had caused her in­jury, the physician's primary concern now seemed to center on the fact that she'd been out cold for close to five minutes.

"I wanted to keep her overnight here at the hospi­tal," he told Lucas. "She refused."

"Pure pigheadedness," he muttered. He already knew her well enough to realize that he couldn't change her mind. Unfortunately, his comment made conversation between them stilted during the drive back to the hotel.

"I'll be glad to sign papers absolving the Sinclair House of all liability," she finally offered. He heard the hint of sarcasm in her voice and winced.

"I'll send my mother up to keep an eye on you," he countered.

"I am perfectly capable of setting an alarm clock to wake me every few hours. Besides, Rachel will be back soon. I'll be just fine. My head has already stopped throbbing."

"Liar. Dammit, Corrie! Stop being so stubborn. It's no crime to accept help."

At once she looked contrite, but she didn't apolo­gize. Instead, she touched his forearm. "You've done more for me than you needed to already," she said softly.

Surprised at the touch, he glanced away from the road for a moment to stare at her. She seemed about to withdraw her hand when he moved, sliding his arm free and at the same time capturing her gloved fingers with his own.

"I can take care of myself," she said in a faint voice.

Reluctantly, he released his grip. Whether she liked it or not, he now felt responsible for her well­being.
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"My God, Corrie! What did you do to yourself?"

Calmly setting aside the newspaper she had been reading while she waited for Rachel, Corrie managed to keep her tone casual. "Like it?" She touched the fresh white bandage decorating her brow. "I'm think­ing of starting a new fashion trend."

Rachel didn't say a word. She just stood there, hands on hips, boots puddling on the lobby's plush carpet as she tapped one foot and waited for details.

"It's nothing," Corrie said. "You know what a klutz I am. I fell. Tripped myself up on my own ski poles and impaled myself on the tip of one of them."

That did seem the most likely explanation, al­though neither blood nor torn skin had remained to verify it by the time Corrie got around to examining her equipment. She reasoned that since the poles had been lying in the snow until Lucas reclaimed them, the evidence had simply been washed away.

"A klutz, you're not." Rachel's gaze never left her friend's face as she peeled off the top layers of clothing she'd worn for downhill skiing at a nearby slope. "Have you been to a doctor?"

"Have I had my head examined? Yes." Levity was not working. With a sigh of resignation she waved Rachel into a vacant chair, arranged kitty-corner to her own, and offered up a more detailed account of the mishap.

She did not, however, tell Rachel that even the doctor had been puzzled by her injury. Or that the police had talked to her. She didn't want her friend to worry.

Her edited version of events fell far short of an­swering all of Rachel's questions. Corrie could almost see the skepticism growing as her tale wound to a close.

"You got overtired and fell?" Rachel repeated.

"Yup. Grace personified, that's me."

"Hah! Let me tell you something, kiddo. You are the most graceful person I've ever known. I've always envied you that. You're one of those disgusting women who can cross a tile floor in high heels and not sound like an army on the march."

"Thanks. I think."

"You're sure there wasn't some obstacle on the trail? The hotel should put up warning signs if it isn't safe to—"

Corrie held up both hands to stop the impending tirade. "Honest, counselor, the accident was my own fault."

"My reasons for asking aren't entirely personal." Rachel lowered her voice in deference to the other guests who periodically drifted through the lobby. "You know this is a working vacation for me."

Rachel had suggested they spend the holiday at the Sinclair House so that she could check out its facilities for the travel agency she owned in Brooklyn. If every­thing passed inspection, she planned to send business their way.

"You can recommend the Sinclair House to your clients without a qualm."

"So," Rachel asked next, "how did you get back here after you fell? And who took you to the hospital?"

A sudden blossoming of color in Corrie's face gave her away. "Okay. Okay. I was rescued by Lucas Sinclair."

Grinning, Rachel extended stocking feet toward the glowing hearth. Her boots had joined the pile of outerwear between the chairs. "Can't leave you alone for a minute, can I? Are you going to see him again?"

"Short of checking out and going home, I can scarcely avoid it."

A session in the whirlpool when she'd first returned to the hotel had eased Corrie's sore muscles, but just the mention of Lucas Sinclair made her tense up all over again. Under Rachel's close scrutiny, that nervousness grew. When she realized she was plucking at her sleeve, she forced her betraying fingers to be still. Silently, she stared into the fire, hoping Rachel would let the matter drop.

She should have known better.

"You want to talk about it?"

"My accident? I told you. I'm fine. The doctor at the hospital slapped a bandage on my head and warned me to take it easy for the next few days. It's really nothing more than a bad scrape."

"Not the accident, kiddo." Rachel sent a knowing look in Corrie's direction. "I want to hear more about tall, dark, and handsome."

''There is no more."

"You can't deny your encounter with him was unique."

"You're going to keep wheedling until you have all the salacious details, aren't you?"

"Are there salacious details? Oh, goody. Come on, Corrie. Give."

In the hope that putting her feelings into words might help her sort them out, Corrie finally confessed. "I think I'm in big trouble, Rachel."

"Tell Mama all about it."

Despite the fact that they were in one of the hotel's most public areas, their high-backed wing chairs gave an illusion of privacy. The crackle of the wood fire soothed and consoled and muted the sound of their voices. Still, Corrie spoke softly.

"Nobody has ever affected me this way before, Ra­chel. When I was in his van on the way to the hospital, I caught myself wondering what it would be like to go to bed with him. I've barely met the man. I shouldn't be having thoughts like that."

"Why not? Men have thoughts like that all the time about women they've just met. The only question you should be asking yourself is whether you want to do more than think about it."

"I couldn't."

"Shouldn't. Couldn't. Wouldn't." Rachel's teasing tone made Corrie smile in spite of herself. "You should enjoy already."

"It's only lust. If I ignore it, it will go away." Ra­chel just lifted one eyebrow. "Besides, I'm not the type to have vacation flings."

"Come on, Corrie. This is me, y'know. Be honest with both of us. What do you really, deep down, want to do about this guy?"

"Nothing."

Shaking her head over what she plainly considered to be an evasive reply, Rachel collected her things. "I need a shower and a hot drink." She started to leave, then came back and leaned over the back of Corrie's chair. "Has it occurred to you, kiddo, that if this guy turns you on that much, you owe it to yourself to go for the gold?"

"I'm not interested in chasing reluctant men, and that gold is as likely to be dross."

"What if he's the one doing the pursuing?"

"That's not going to happen. I don't think he even likes me."

Sighing deeply, Rachel let her chin sink into the chartreuse bundle that was her ski jacket. "Don't be so sure you're reading him right."

No one Corrie had ever encountered had come close to stirring her libido the way Lucas Sinclair did. It only took a look from him, and her insides turned to jelly. All the more reason to be wary of getting close to him.

"Probably best he stays cold and distant," she told Rachel.

"Distant, she wants! Just promise me one thing—if he does start to show an interest, keep an open mind. He might even be Mr. Right, y'know. You could end up married to the guy."

"Aside from the fact that I'm not interested in marrying anyone, did you take a good look at him? No man who is that handsome and still single is looking for a wife."

"So forget marriage. If you're really attracted to him, then you should treat yourself. A nice, relaxing, torrid love affair could be exactly what you need."

"Really, Rachel! We don't know the first thing about Lucas Sinclair."

That thought was sobering on its own, and perhaps the thing that finally convinced Rachel to drop the subject. Lucas looked normal enough, but who could afford to take chances?

Suddenly Corrie had had enough of staring at the fire, and of futile daydreams too. It was a good thing Lucas Sinclair wasn't trying to seduce her, she thought
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