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Chapter 1

   Samuel's coming!

   It was a great day, an outstanding day, one of those perfect days in late May. The sun's 
warmth through the windshield of the battered red pickup truck made a mockery of temperatures 
that still dropped below freezing at night. Her chances for becoming mayor looked better than 
good for the simple reason no one else seemed to want the job. And on the tape deck, Enrique 
Iglesias was making love with his music.

   Yes, sir, Electra Hamilton thought happily, it's an absolutely divine 
day. She had the afternoon ahead of her, but best of all, Samuel would be here in just two 
more days.

   She couldn't wait. The tone of his voice when they had spoken five days ago seemed to 
indicate he was just as excited as she was. It was, after all, six months since they had last seen 
each other. Six months since they had agreed to think about turning a special friendship into 
something more. Plans to get together sooner always seemed to evaporate in the rush of time, but 
now it was really going to happen.

   She was ready. Had been for a while. A small frown creased her brow. At least, she was 
almost positive she was.

   She barely noticed as the truck found another pothole in the gravel road. He had taken 
her suggestion seriously. She had almost expected him to laugh.

   The tempo of the music softened to a tender croon as the singer reminded her what love 
should feel like.

   Jittery excitement speared through her belly again--excitement and a dose of 
nervousness that brought the hated sensation of nausea. He would be here in two more days. And 
her life was in for a major change.

   Where would they live? Seattle probably. She could tolerate big city life again.

   The music soared. She'd miss the high desert, of course, but they could always come 
back for vacations. A six hour drive was nothing.

   Her mind churned with possibilities as she took the turn into the driveway a little too 
fast. The box on the seat next to her started to slide to the floor. She grabbed for it, took her eyes 
off the heavily shadowed, familiar driveway for just an instant. And in that split second 
something registered as being different.

   Her reflexes were too slow.

   Even as she tramped hard on the brake and felt the truck begin to respond, she knew 
with a horrible sense of inevitability it was too late. The truck came to a halt with a gentle bump 
and crunch of metal.

   Into the near silence, the singer poured out his feelings.

   "Shoot!" Electra switched off the ignition and blinked hard at the dark mass in front of 
her as she tried to adjust her vision from the brilliance of the sunlit road to the dense shadows of 
the driveway. A movement off to the left resolved itself into the shape of a person. The slam of a 
car door echoed loudly in the silence. A lean shape moved toward her, paused to examine where 
the two vehicles were joined together, then approached her window.

   About to open her door, she hesitated and rolled down the window instead. The shape, 
dressed in dark gray chinos and a pale blue shirt, came to a halt. A masculine hand rose and 
came back into view holding a pair of dark glasses.

   "Hello, El. Still at your creative best to irritate the hell out of me, I see."

   "Drew!" Electra felt a shiver of cold shock slide down her spine. "What are you doing 
here? Where's Samuel?"

   "It's good to see you too, El. Sam, as far as I know, is still up north."

   "But--"

   "Do you think you could back up so I can take a look at the damage?"

   "What? Oh, of course." Her hand shook as she turned the key. What was Samuel's 
brother doing here? She hadn't seen Drew in three years. No--almost four. Not since that rainy 
June day she and his brother had graduated from college together, ready and more to take on 
adult life, convinced the world was waiting for them with bated breath.

   The pickup lurched and crunched against the vehicle in front of it.

   "El." Drew's voice, floating through the window, was calm and too controlled. "You 
have to put the truck in reverse."

   "No kidding, Mr. Rocket Scientist," she muttered as she wrestled with the recalcitrant 
manual shift. An all too familiar annoyance was starting to burn through her veins. Drew had 
always had the power to inspire all the wrong emotions in her. The shift gave in with an 
embarrassingly loud grind. With another crunch of metal, the two vehicles separated.

   She turned off the ignition again, set the brake and sat looking at the man who crouched 
to examine the fender of the sleek, black, expensive Lexus.

   Holy cow! What was Drew, of all people, doing parked in her driveway? And why, oh 
why, did she have to plow into him? Literally. The divine day had definitely taken a turn for the 
worse.

   She watched the compact, lean body straighten. His shoulders looked broader than she 
remembered, but his hairstyle hadn't changed at all in four years. The dark, almost black strands 
were clipped to conservative shortness and fell obediently into place on the head of a Roman 
gladiator. Even the small breeze that played in the branches of the trees didn't dare disturb the 
perfect preciseness of his grooming.

   He turned to study the front of her vehicle. Thick eyebrows drawn together in 
concentration crowned dark eyes. His lips, pressed together in a narrow line, triggered a memory, 
a whisper from nowhere, the words of a friend who had once declared the shape of his mouth 
was the mark of a highly sensual man. Drew, she realized with a little start of awareness, would 
be considered by some to be a handsome man. She had never thought of him quite like that 
before. His brother's rugged blondness was far more to her taste than the sophisticated dark looks 
Drew had inherited from his Italian mother's side of the family.

   "Hey, El." He stared at her through the windshield. Sunglasses now shielded the 
expression in his eyes. "You plan on sitting in there all day? I promise I'll try not to make it too 
painful for you."

   Heat raced across her face as his words raised a specter of one of the most embarrassing 
moments of her life. She struggled with the urge to whip the truck into first gear and stamp on 
the accelerator. The vision of Mr. Sophisticated losing his cool and fleeing for his life brought a 
grin to her face and she took a brief moment to savor the satisfying image.

   He pulled the door on the driver's side open with an irritating squeal of unlubricated 
hinges "Out you get. I've had a long drive and would like to eat lunch at some point in the near 
future."

   Her mind still on the image of a fleeing Drew, Electra swung her legs around and 
prepared to exit the pickup. At the last moment, she paused. Damn it! He was on her property. 
She wasn't a teenager anymore and he had no right to give her orders. Besides which, it occurred 
to her that if his car was damaged in any way, it was his fault. Any idiot should have better sense 
than to park a black car in deep shade in someone else's driveway.

   She pulled the hem of her bright red crinkle skirt over her knees, folded her hands 
primly in her lap and said with a calmness she didn't feel, "You never answered my question, 
Drew. What are you doing here?"

   "What am I doing here?" He turned to survey his surroundings and took his time doing 
it. When he faced her again, a slow grin stretched across his features. She mistrusted it instantly. 
"Why, El, I'm on vacation."

   "Huh?"

   "Vacation. You know. R and R. Holiday. Time--"

   "Here? In Little Creek?"

   "Couldn't think of a better place to spend three months unwinding."

   "Three months?" The unpleasant encounter was turning into a nightmare. Did Samuel 
know about this? And if he did, why on earth hadn't he told her?

   She stared at Samuel's brother. The sun had crested the top of the trees and light glinted 
off the stylish sunglasses that had some designer's name etched on one side. His grin was still in 
place. She got the feeling he really was amused--at her expense.

   "Where are you staying? The B&B doesn't take people for more than two weeks at 
a time."

   He jerked his perfectly groomed head. "Here."

   "What?" Mr. Sophisticated, Electra thought wildly, had lost his tiny mind. Did he think 
that just because his brother had an invitation, he had one as well? "You can't. I don't have 
room." Her voice spiraled in a nervous squeak.

   One dark brow lifted. The grin widened. "It's a delightful thought, but whatever gave 
you that idea, El?"

   She scowled at him, tempted to snatch off the sunglasses so she could read his 
expression. "I don't know, Drew. I never was good at riddles. Suppose you tell me what you 
mean?" The tone of her own voice shocked her. She didn't think she actually disliked Drew. She 
just preferred to avoid him altogether. Most of the time. Something about him made her skin 
prickle with uncomfortable little shivers. And she always felt like she was being judged and 
found wanting.

   "I'm staying at the main house."

   "Huh?"

   "You have cotton balls in your ears today? I said I'm--"

   "I heard you. The property management company never notified... Oh, God!" Electra 
pictured in her mind the very messy top of her small desk. Somewhere in that mess was a letter 
from Sunshine Properties notifying her of a rare tenant arrival. There had been a list of 
instructions she hadn't bothered to read at the time. Her promise to herself to get back to it had 
never materialized in all the excitement over Samuel's imminent arrival and accelerating 
developments on the mayoral front.

   "Well, they wouldn't notify God, but I had every expectation they would notify the
   on-site caretaker." This time, his amusement was obvious. "I gave very specific instructions."

   Suspicion bloomed bright and fierce within her. "You know I'm the caretaker here, don't 
you? Did Samuel tell you?"

   He inclined his head. "Something like that."

   "And of all the properties in the area you could have chosen, you chose this one? Why?" 
A quiet rage was building inside her. Once again Drew was interfering in her life. He had never 
approved of her relationship with his brother. It was too coincidental that he was here just when 
Samuel was about to show up.

   "Why not? I like the area. I'm on an extended vacation. This house, from what I've seen, 
will suit my purpose."

   A scream of pure frustration threatened to erupt from her throat. She ducked her head as 
she struggled to hold on to the last vestige of her control. A patch of sun blossomed on the thin 
fabric stretched over her knee and warmed her skin. With great care, she said, "You're here 
because Samuel is coming to visit, aren't you?"

   "No." Now his voice had taken on an icy quality. "This trip was planned long before 
Samuel told me he was coming." He paused and, even in her distress, she felt the change in him 
and heard the strange gentleness in his voice when he spoke again. "El, we need to talk, but I 
really don't want to spend all day in the driveway. Can you let me in the house? When I'm settled 
and have eaten something, we'll continue this discussion. Okay?"

   She stared past him at the sliver of bright water in the distance. Her hands were clenched 
in her lap. The nails bit into her palms. She wasn't ready to let go of her anger yet but a terrible 
sense of foreboding was threatening to paralyze her. "It's always about what you want, isn't it, 
Drew?"

   She heard the whoosh of air as he gave a heavy sigh. "Just give me the keys, El."

   "Oh, all right." She pushed herself to the edge of the seat. "Move, will you?"

   He hesitated just long enough to convey displeasure at her tone, then stepped back one 
pace. She slid out of the truck and set off down the driveway with only a quick sideways glance 
between the two vehicles to assess the damage. The bumper on the Lexus did look a little 
crumpled but her old fender didn't seem any worse than it normally did. She didn't check back to 
see if he was following her.

   Three months! What was she going to do with Andrew Bolinger living in her pocket for 
three months? She'd have to quit the very comfortable caretaker position and take a room with 
Mrs. Cranston again, if she'd have her. She stepped off the driveway onto the graveled path. At 
the end of the path, in one corner of the property, an old, small cabin nestled beneath a stand of 
pine trees. It was the original structure on a prime piece of riverfront real estate. A soft crunch 
from behind her told her she was being closely followed.

   Where, she thought sourly, was her genie when she needed him? She'd give up a lot to 
make one particular man disappear completely from her life. She stepped onto the narrow deck, 
twisted the knob and pushed open the door.

   Quickly, before Drew had quite reached the deck, she went inside and shut the door 
again. She was behaving with unforgivable rudeness, but Drew had always made her feel young, 
inexperienced and inadequate. She was in no mood to improve his opinion of her nor could she 
bear for him to see her private space. It wasn't in any shape to withstand Mr. Perfect's 
scrutiny.

   It took a minute or two to locate the key to the main house. It wasn't in its usual place on 
the hook by the door but mysteriously buried under the pile of papers on her desk. When she 
yanked open the door again, Drew was propped against the side of her house. He looked as if he 
had all the time in the world, as if he hadn't a care in the world. The damn sunglasses still 
effectively screened his expression.

   "Looks as if I may not have needed a key after all," he said. "Do you always leave your 
place unlocked?"

   "This isn't Seattle," she snapped, instantly resenting the criticism she heard in his words. 
"The only thieves we're used to seeing around here are raccoons and the occasional bear."

   "Meaning?"

   He hadn't moved, but his body language had changed subtly, taken on a new alertness. 
Her inflection had clearly caught his attention. She decided against the sarcastic response that 
leapt to her lips in favor of retreat. She had to get rid of him. She had to collect her thoughts 
before she could continue the old argument and wasn't about to admit that he had stolen her 
peace of mind and the glorious excitement that had marked her days ever since her last phone 
conversation with Samuel.

   She tossed the keys at him. He caught them with a smooth economy of movement. 
"Never mind. The big house is kept locked." She hesitated then, mindful of her duty and the 
unread instructions on her desk, said grudgingly. "I'll be here the rest of the afternoon. Let me 
know if you need anything."

   He nodded, tossed the keys in his hand and glanced at his watch. "Come over at four, 
will you? I'd like to go over the instructions I sent the property management company." Without 
waiting for an acknowledgement, he pushed himself away from the wall and stepped down onto 
the path.

   "And bring your insurance information with you, please."







Chapter 2

   Mouth open in shock, Electra watched Drew stride down the path toward the big
   L-shaped house that sprawled in three thousand foot splendor along the bank of the Deschutes 
River. A faint whistle drifted back to her.

   He wanted her insurance information? He was actually going to report that little bump to 
his precious car? Whirling, she stalked back into the cabin, slammed the door, covered her ears 
and screamed with all her might.

   That done, she was left with a raw, scratchy throat and not much improvement in her 
mood. She would call Samuel. That's what she would do. Maybe he would be able to shed some 
light on what his brother was up to. She didn't believe for one minute that the driven Drew 
Bolinger would take three months off for a vacation. And who, besides a teacher, got three 
months off anyway? Certainly not an unimportant software engineer.

   A loud thud came from the direction of her bedroom. She turned in time to see a very 
large, very fluffy marmalade-colored cat stroll through the doorway. "Hi, Tubby. Did I wake 
you?"

   The cat blinked its one yellow eye, opened its mouth and gave a tiny high-pitched 
meow, then stretched and flopped down bonelessly where it stood.

   Electra grinned, started in the cat's direction, remembered her original purpose and went 
to pick up the phone instead. She had Samuel's number in Seattle memorized.

   "Crestar Technologies. May I help you?"

   "Yes. Samuel Bolinger, please."

   "He's out of the office. May I leave a message or could someone else help you?" The 
female voice was polite and efficient.

   "Please have him call Electra Hamilton at his earliest convenience."

   "Of course, Ms. Hamilton. I don't expect him back for a few days though. Are you sure 
someone else can't help you?"

   "No, thank you. A message is fine. He has my number." She hung up puzzled. Samuel 
hadn't said anything about taking off early. Perhaps he was already on his way. A flicker of 
excitement returned. That must be it. He was coming early to surprise her, perhaps because he 
knew Drew was going to be here. Samuel had always acted as a buffer between her and Drew. 
And she always felt more capable of dealing with Drew when Samuel was around.

   She glanced around the cabin and groaned. It was a mess. She wasn't the neatest of 
housekeepers to begin with, but the last week had been exceptionally busy at the shop. On top of 
that there had been various town meetings, since Mayor Daly had apparently decided to go on 
another trip without telling anyone. In exasperation, and with tourist season just around the 
corner, the town's council members had launched a recall. Electra had found herself acting mayor 
with excellent prospects of becoming the mayor since she was the only one in Little Creek who 
had expressed the slightest interest in the job.

   The cabin had suffered from lack of attention. "Hey, Tub. We're going to have to get out 
the old elbow grease, buddy."

   In response, the cat merely rolled over on its back, exposing a snow-white, silky belly, 
and yawned.

   "I thought so. Big help, aren't you?" Electra sighed and went to find her duster.

* * * *

   Andrew Bolinger closed the front door of the main house and, with a great sense of 
anticipation, started in the direction of the cabin. Despite the sun, the breeze that swept down off 
the surrounding snow-covered mountains carried a bite to it. He inhaled deeply as he strode 
along. The clean, fresh scent of juniper was a welcome change from the myriad smells of the 
city.

   Angry clouds were beginning to gather over the tops of the mountains. A storm was on 
its way. In more ways than one. He stepped quietly onto the deck of the cabin and paused. From 
inside, he could hear the sound of Electra's voice. Since he had just carried the last of his 
suitcases from the car and knew no other vehicles had arrived, he figured she must be on the 
phone. Then a vacuum cleaner started up. It was immediately followed by a loud thud and a wail 
of dismay from Electra.

   "Tubby, no. Poor baby. Mama's sorry. I'll--" The rest of her words were lost in rumble of 
the machine.

   Tubby? Baby? Mama? A blur of red passed before his eyes before common sense 
reasserted itself. He tapped lightly on the door and waited a bare ten seconds before twisting the 
knob and pushing it open.

   Chaos greeted him. An electric broom rocked back and forth unattended on a colorful 
rag rug. Pale blue papers were spread in a wide swath across the floor. A basket of laundry 
spilled its contents onto the bright red couch and a stack of books teetered precariously on the 
navy chair-and-a-half.

   And the cabin's occupant, clad in tight jeans, was bent over in an interesting position 
gathering the papers together. Drew couldn't help himself. He closed the door and leant against it 
to savor the sight.

   Electra said something about worthless creatures and stupid decisions. Drew grinned 
and took a step forward. Time to announce himself.

   Something moved.

   From his peripheral vision, he caught a glimpse of a large, furry object hurtling toward 
him. Instinct kicked in. He swung to meet it and took the brunt of the impact in his chest. Needle 
sharp pincers pierced through the fabric of his shirt and into his flesh.

   "Damnation!" he roared.

   "Mercy!" screamed Electra and slammed her head against the desk.

   Drew found himself clutching a large orange cat with one very yellow, very malevolent 
eye. The creature hissed evilly at him. Three of its paws were still connected by claws to his 
shirt.

   "Drew, what the hell are you doing here?" Electra sprawled on the floor. One hand 
rubbed her head. The other reached for elusive blue papers. "It's not--"

   The electric broom swallowed the rest of her words.

   "I can't hear you. What...? Wait." Still holding the cat, Drew took three paces forward 
and flipped the switch on the machine.

   "You scared me," Electra complained into the sudden silence. "What do you want? It's 
not four o'clock yet."

   "No, it's not," he agreed, giving the cat glare for glare. "Something came up."

   "Yes, well, even here, it is considered polite to knock, you know."

   "I did," he said. "You were making so much noise you didn't hear me."

   "Well, you could have--what are you doing with my cat?"

   "Is that what it is? You might ask it what it's doing with me?"

   "Did it attack you?" A blissful expression replaced the faint frown on her face. "Tubby 
doesn't like men."

   "I can see that." Drew studied the cat's furry face. He could swear the creature grinned at 
him, anticipation stamped in every quiver of its whiskers. "Do you think I could toss him 
outside? I need to talk to you."

   "No, absolutely not." Her tone was horrified. "Tubby's an indoor cat. It hates being 
outside."

   "Could have fooled me," Drew muttered. "I would have thought that's exactly where it 
belongs." The cat was getting to be a dead weight. Drew saw an open door and headed for it. 
Electra's bedroom proved to be just as messy as the front room. The red crinkle skirt she had 
been wearing earlier lay tossed across the bed quilt. More books were stacked on every available 
surface and dust bunnies scattered across the wood floor at his approach.

   He disengaged the cat from his shirt and threw it onto the bed. The creature turned to 
hiss at him again and he jumped back and slammed the door.

   "Are you all right?" He turned his attention to Electra. She was getting rather gingerly to 
her feet.

   "I will be just as soon as I recover from a heart attack and a cracked skull." She rubbed 
the back of her head.

   "Sorry." He watched her remove the books from the navy chair and sink into it. "Why 
do you call the cat an 'it'?"

   She stopped rubbing her head to stare at him as if he were a complete moron. "Because," 
she said slowly, as if speaking to a child, "I don't know if it is a he or a she."

   "Didn't you ask when you got it?"

   "No, there wasn't anyone to ask. Tubby just showed up on my doorstep one day and 
wouldn't leave."

   "So you adopted it?" Drew decided to make himself comfortable since it was obvious he 
wasn't going to get an invitation. He strolled over to the couch and contemplated a tattered pair 
of pink cotton panties and a black bra that had fallen onto the seat. Matter-of-factly, he picked 
them up and placed them in the laundry basket, then seated himself. He glanced at Electra. Her 
cheeks were pinker than they had been a moment ago but she otherwise gave no sign she had 
noticed his casual handling of her intimate apparel. "Didn't you ever check?" He really had more 
important things to discuss than the sex of her cat, but none of them seemed as much fun right at 
the moment.

   "No. If it's so meaningful to you, why don't you go in there and check?"

   He grinned. "Thank you. I think I'll wait until it knows me better."

   "Hah," Electra muttered. A suspicious expression crossed her face. "So what's so critical 
you had to come barging into my house?"

   Drew studied the woman curled up in the chair. The painfully thin, tomboyish neighbor 
girl of his youth had grown into a slender, striking and very feminine creature. But four years 
ago, he had seen all that. Four years ago, he had known what he'd suspected for a while--that he'd 
fallen in love with her. It was why his many relationships, even the one attempt at living with 
someone, had never worked out. He had also known that Electra needed to spread her wings. For 
almost four hard years he had left her alone. The infrequent reports from his brother hadn't been 
enough. Not nearly enough.

   Today, she had made an attempt to tame the chestnut mass of unruly hair, but a number 
of curls had escaped from the butterfly clip on the back of her head and straggled in disarray 
around her face. Pale green cat's eyes regarded him with an old wariness. Electra would never 
take any prizes in a corporate boardroom for neatness and business-like appearance, but his 
imagination couldn't help placing her in a far more sensual setting.

   Get rid of the butterfly clip, the jeans, the shirt, and especially the cat. The big bed that 
consumed most of the floor space in her bedroom would serve as a perfect frame for its owner 
and, more importantly, what he wanted to do to her. Had wanted to do for a long, long time.

   She was looking at him expectantly and he shifted uncomfortably. Damn! There was a 
long road to travel before he had a hope of realizing his deepest desires. And there were some 
major roadblocks. His brother, for one.

   He leaned back into the couch and stretched his legs out. "It seems as if Sunshine 
Properties didn't deliver my instructions. The house isn't exactly ready for me." He watched her 
eyes slide guiltily in the direction of her desk.

   "What do you mean? The house is always kept clean and ready."

   He held up his hand and began ticking off items on his fingers. "Let's see. Dust covers 
on the furniture. Refrigerator not turned on. Heat not turned up. Bed not made. No food. I'm 
afraid I'll have to lodge a complaint."

   "No!" Electra swung her legs off the chair and leaned forward. "Please don't. I-I did get 
the letter. I just forgot about it. I'll come over and take care of all that right away."

   Drew narrowed his eyes then looked pointedly at the chaos in the room. "It's okay. I 
handled most of it already. Food's a problem, though. It's been quite a while since I last ate."

   "Oh, all right," Electra declared crossly. She pushed herself off the chair. "I'll feed you 
and then I'll go shopping."

   He rested his head on the back of the couch and closed his eyes. A warm sense of 
satisfaction flooded his veins. "I wouldn't want you to go to too much trouble."

   Her voice from the kitchen was muffled. "Oh, it really..."

   BANG

   "...isn't much..."

   BANG

   "...trouble..."

   BANG

   "...at all."

   BANG...BANG.

   Electra's kitchen had probably never seen so much activity. As he listened to her move 
around, he felt a loosening of his muscles, a gradual relaxing of his body. He never realized how 
tightly wound he became until he was away from all the pressures. Now, he could feel the 
tension seep out of him. Not that the next three months would be without their pressures. He had 
that long to set the course for the rest of his life.

   He heard Electra's footsteps cross the floor behind him.

   "Here." A bottle was thrust into his hand. "I assume you're still a beer drinker?"

   He wasn't. His preferences ran to wine these days, but a beer sounded remarkably good 
after the long drive. "Thank you." He studied the unfamiliar bottle. "I didn't know you drank 
beer."

   "I don't." Her voice was muffled in the kitchen. "It was a Christmas gift from a 
friend."

   "And you were, perhaps, saving it just for me?" The label sported a horned devil. The 
words, 'Arrogant Bastard Ale', were emblazoned across it. The term had once been her favorite 
epithet for him. He took a cautious sip.

   "If the shoe fits..." She came back into the room and handed him a plate. It bore a rather 
meager sandwich.

   It was difficult to tell what was in it but he thanked her politely. The beer proved to be 
quite good even though, according to the propaganda on the label, he wasn't worthy. The 
sandwich was peanut butter and jelly, something he hadn't been anywhere near since he was ten 
years old. He took a bite and watched Electra pick up more of the scattered papers and place 
them in a box. One drifted close to him and he reached down to grab it.

   "Good God!" The woman never ceased to amaze him. He looked up. There was an odd 
expression on her face.

   "You don't approve or you don't think I'm capable?" she said tightly.

   "Neither. I just never thought... I think you're doing a very noble thing." No matter what 
he said, she would take it the wrong way. Somehow, though, he couldn't quite picture Electra as 
mayor of anything.

   "Not so noble." She rose to her feet. "When our esteemed current mayor took off two 
months ago without letting anyone know, no one else wanted the job. I was the only one who 
couldn't say no. I certainly wasn't the first choice."

   "That sounds pretty noble to me."

   A startled expression crossed her face. She opened her mouth, then closed it again and 
turned away.

   In no hurry, he chewed his sandwich slowly. It would take the edge off his hunger. 
Dinner was still several hours away.

   Electra was futzing around, rearranging stacks of books on the floor. She didn't seem to 
own a bookcase and her actions didn't improve the appearance of the place one bit. The laundry 
basket next to him earned several worried glances.

   If he were to do the right thing, he mused, he should have that discussion with her now. 
He took another small bite of sandwich. On the other hand, his motives when it came to Electra 
were usually entirely selfish. If he gave her the news after she had done his grocery shopping, it 
would surely not make much difference. It was his brother's problem, after all. He'd just do his 
best to pick up the pieces.

   "The mayor of Little Creek took off without telling anyone?"

   "What?" She looked around and pushed a strand of hair impatiently out of her eyes. 
"Oh, yes. He's done it before too. But he wasn't gone this long before and no one has heard from 
him this time, even his part-time admin assistant."

   "Why would someone take on the responsibility of political office if he wasn't going to 
fulfill the duties properly?"

   "Ego." Electra waved a book in the air. "Power. Even in a small town like Little Creek, 
we have issues. He's been trying to buy some riverfront property to develop a resort. None of the 
residents want that. We want the tourists to visit from Bend and Sunriver but not stay."

   "And he thought he'd use his position to influence a change of heart?"

   "Something like that." Electra bent over to rescue a stray paper from under the navy 
chair. Drew's lower body proved he wasn't as tired as he thought as her jeans stretched across the 
perfect shape of her bottom. She came back up slightly flushed.

   "So how'd he get elected?"

   "No one else wanted the job," Electra said simply. She eyed the laundry basket snuggled 
against his side again. "Most people who live here are artists and other creative types and just 
want to be left alone to do their thing. They had to mark something on their ballots."

   "And your motive for running for mayor?"

   She shrugged. "I thought it would be fun for a while. The only big issue is the riverfront 
development and, with Mr. Daly out of the picture, it really isn't one."

   "You think he's gone for good?"

   "Hope so. We think he just gave up and went looking someplace else. D'you think I 
could put in a load of laundry before I go grocery shopping?"

   "Of course." Why did she think she needed his permission for such a mundane 
task?

   "Uh." She hesitated. A soft pink stole across her cheeks again. "The washing machine 
and dryer are at the main house."

   The talk was going to be later rather than sooner. Relief relaxed his shoulder muscles. 
He leaned back against the couch. He was no coward, but he wasn't looking forward to Electra's 
reaction. "Is this part of the caretaker arrangement?"

   "Um, yes."

   "Then go ahead. If you don't mind, I'll just stay here and finish my lunch." He raised his 
plate, which still had half a sandwich on it.

   She looked disconcerted as if that possibility hadn't occurred to her, then gave a nod. 
"Okay." She had to step over his feet to get to the basket. And when she grabbed its broken 
handles and lifted, something caught on the couch and half the contents of the basket spilled into 
his lap. Drew found himself the beneficiary of an assortment of shirts, socks, bras, panties and 
something pale blue that looked like long underwear.

   "Oh, jeez." Her flawless ivory skin had taken on the hue of a tomato. "I'm sorry." She 
dropped the basket on the floor, swooped down on his lap and managed to scoop up all but the 
pale blue unmentionables, which somehow had become snagged between his legs.

   "Don't worry about it." He grabbed the piece of clothing and handed it to her before her 
hands came back for another pass across his lap.

   "Thanks." This time she lifted the basket with more care and headed for the door. "Back 
in a minute."

   "Take your time." Drew took a deep breath as the door closed behind her. Jesus! Electra 
Hamilton hadn't a clue what she did to him.







Chapter 3

   The big house was silent and still. Electra laid her insurance papers on the corner of the 
black marble kitchen counter and went to bring in the last bag of groceries. Drew was nowhere in 
sight, for which she was tremendously grateful. One hour of Drew Bolinger per day was about 
all she could handle.

   As she stepped outside again, a gust of wind bent the tops of the pines and rustled the 
sagebrush. The fading day was noticeably cooler. Dark, threatening clouds roiled above.

   Great. Another storm. Electra grabbed the paper grocery bag and slammed the battered 
door of her truck. Normally, she loved storms, but was reluctant to relinquish the bright, sunny 
optimistic mood, which had begun the day. It was obviously a losing battle. As hard as she'd 
tried, she hadn't been able to quite recapture that euphoria. And Drew Bolinger was to 
blame.

   His car was no longer parked in the driveway. For a second, she allowed herself the 
fantasy that Drew had remembered important business in Seattle and taken off again, but she 
couldn't be that lucky. His precious car, undoubtedly, was parked safely in the two-car garage on 
the side of the house.

   Back inside, she remembered her laundry. The washing machine had long fallen silent 
in the mudroom behind the kitchen. As she reached to pull clothes from it to toss into the dryer, 
her face warmed again with the inescapable memory of Drew staring in bemusement at the pile 
of worn, serviceable bras and panties in his lap. Mr. Sophisticated had probably never seen such 
pathetic excuses for underclothing. Most likely, the women he dated all wore silk and lace. Her 
intimate wardrobe was in urgent need of a refurbishing, and she wondered if she could swing a 
long lunch hour the next day for a trip into Bend.

   She dropped the last bra into the dryer and stood staring at it. Damn it! Why should she 
care what Drew thought? Shouldn't Samuel's imminent arrival have inspired such an idea days 
ago?

   "Hi. All done with the shopping?"

   Electra jumped. This time, she was able to muffle her scream enough that it emerged as 
only a grunt. She whirled to deliver a scathing denunciation of people who snuck up on other 
people. The words died in her throat. Drew stood propped against the mudroom door dressed in a 
pair of black swim trunks. A towel was slung around his neck. His dark hair was actually 
rumpled a little, his eyes heavy-lidded. Something warm and heavy coiled through her belly.

   "I'm just..." He hid a yawn behind one hand. "Sorry. Don't know that nap did much 
good. I'm just going out in the hot tub for a few minutes before the storm hits." He yawned again 
and strolled across the room to the outer door. "Maybe we could talk when I'm done? Hmm?" He 
cocked a dark eyebrow, smiled and, without waiting for an answer, stepped outside.

   Her mouth was hanging open. She snapped it shut and sagged, trembling, against the 
dryer.

   Drew napping in the middle of the afternoon? Drew with ruffled hair? Drew looking 
absolutely drop-dead gorgeous in nothing but a pair of brief trunks? In all the years she had 
known him, she couldn't recall seeing him without a shirt. That pelt of fine black chest hair 
covering some well-developed muscles had done something funny to her insides. And what was 
with that sexy smile?

   She shook her head. She was in sad shape if she thought Drew Bolinger was looking 
sexy. Samuel couldn't get here soon enough for her. She closed the dryer door, hit the button and 
tottered to the kitchen to put the groceries away.

     * * * *

   Drew settled in the corner of the hot tub with a groan of contentment. The water was a 
perfect temperature. He figured Electra must be using the tub on a regular basis. She was also 
using the laundry facilities. They were both highly satisfying thoughts.

   He had bought the property as an investment three years ago, not long after Electra had 
moved to Little Creek. He had almost been ready to close on a house nearer Bend, in an area 
where he and his family had vacationed for years. Then Sam had dropped a casual comment 
about Electra having a hard time finding affordable housing and not wanting to stay in the 
B&B forever.

   An investment was an investment, Drew had reasoned at the time. Little Creek was still 
in the heart of the high desert, a prime vacation destination. A little more out of the way maybe. 
A little strange maybe. Not quite as good an investment as the Bend property maybe, but still 
acceptable.

   There had been three houses for sale. Only one, with its original ancient but usable 
cabin, was perfect. He gave the property management company strict instructions. Electra had 
settled in as caretaker a month later.

   Resting his head on the tub wall, he gazed at the panorama before him. Fifty feet away, 
the Deschutes River meandered with deceptive laziness past banks thick with bulrushes. On its 
other side, meadowland dotted here and there with trees stretched away to a mountain range 
obscured today by lowering clouds. A hawk circled above him, screeched and dived behind a 
stand of junipers.

   The choice of property had turned out to be an excellent one and he had stayed away too 
long.

   His reasons were valid enough. The purchase of a struggling computer peripherals 
company with an identity crisis and the process of building it to a solid success took an 
enormous commitment and effort. There had been little time left over for his personal needs. But 
he was at a point in his life now, and in his career, when he could begin to make some major 
changes.

   He stretched and yawned again. The nap to which he had finally succumbed had only 
taken the edge off his tiredness. Weeks of preparing to be away from the office for three months 
and an almost six hour drive had taken its toll.

   And he still needed to have that talk with Electra.

   Samuel, Drew reflected, wasn't a coward by any stretch of the imagination but, with this 
particular subject, he had turned disgustingly yellow-bellied and pathetic. After hours of arguing, 
Drew had given in and agreed to deliver the news. Samuel had pointed out with little logic and a 
great deal of delusion that he, Drew, would be in a perfect position to provide much needed 
comfort to Electra.

   Drew ducked his shoulders into the soothing heat of the water. Electra would most 
likely want to kill the messenger.

   He closed his eyes and grinned as he pictured her in the mudroom tossing clothes into 
the dryer. More chestnut curls had escaped from the butterfly clip and bounced in charming 
dishevelment around her flushed face. The tail of her shirt had pulled partially loose from her 
jeans and hung over her unbelted waist. He had sternly repressed the impulse to put her back 
together again.

   "I've finished with the groceries," she said from behind him.

   He turned. The breeze was tossing her hair wildly about her head. "Thanks. Want to 
come in?"

   Her cheeks pinkened. "No, thank you. You can buzz me at the cabin when you're ready, 
but I think everything on the list has been done."

   "Great." He nodded. "We still need to...come to an understanding. I'll be ready in about 
a half hour."

   She frowned and looked as if she wanted to say something, but then merely inclined her 
head as regally as a queen. Instead of choosing the shorter route through the house, she made her 
way off the deck and onto the path that led around the side to the cabin.

   Half an hour later, Drew, dressed in comfortable gray designer sweats, activated the 
intercom. He acknowledged Electra's curt, "I'll be right over," and poured himself a stiff 
bourbon. The front door opened and closed and he heard the soft pad of her shoes on the 
hardwood floors. She appeared in the great room looking no less untidy than she had before. 
Electra obviously felt no great need to primp for him.

   "Sit, please," he said politely and gestured to the two leather couches and three large 
comfortable chairs arranged to obtain the full benefit of the fireplace as well as the stunning 
view. "Would you like a drink?"

   She muttered something under her breath that sounded like, "No, I'd just like to get this 
over with," but out loud she declined his offer with equal politeness.

   Now that the moment was here, Drew wasn't sure how to broach the subject. Electra had 
wedged herself into the corner of one of the butter-yellow couches and was fiddling with the 
tassel on a pillow. She avoided his gaze.

   He cleared his throat. "El," he began, "I don't know what exactly you had arranged with 
Sam, but he--"

   "I knew it," she shouted and jumped to her feet. "This isn't about caretaking duties. This 
is about Samuel. You never approved of our relationship. Well, too bad. Just because you're here 
doesn't change a thing. He's staying with me and there isn't anything you can do about it!" She 
planted her fists on her hips and scowled at him. Chestnut curls flew about her face.

   He sighed. "El," he said with as much calmness as he could muster, "Sam isn't 
coming."

   The color drained from her face. He took an involuntary step forward, then stopped as 
she held up a hand in front of her. "What do you mean," she whispered. "Of course he's coming. 
He told me so himself five days ago."

   Drew swore under his breath. Five days ago? Sam had said nothing about talking to her 
five days ago. The depth of his brother's deception began to impress itself upon him as he 
watched Electra struggle to collect herself.

   She tilted her head defiantly. "We're going to talk about marriage."

   Damn and double damn! Sam had mentioned Electra was making romantic innuendoes 
in recent conversations, but he had never said anything about marriage. Was his brother that 
stupid or blind, or both?

   Both, Drew decided viciously. Sam had admitted to leading her along at first because he 
hadn't wanted to damage a deep and special friendship, but the whole situation had obviously 
gotten out of control.

   "I'm sorry, El. Sam isn't coming. He--"

   "But I called the office. They said he wasn't there
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