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Chapter 1
“And what would you like for Christmas, little girl?” Cary Adams asked. She leaned forward at the table, resting her chin whimsically on her hands as she asked her friend June Harrison the question. Cary’s hair, a sleek and shimmering brown, curved around her delicately boned features, and her eyes, a tawny hazel that glittered when she laughed, were as wide and innocent as a child’s. Well, it was Christmas. Nearly.
“It’s not a ‘what,’ but a ‘who,”’ June replied with a laugh. “His name doesn’t matter. He just has to be tall, dark and handsome. And rich,” she added as an afterthought. She grimaced. “It’s not that I’m a material girl, but it is a material world.”
Cary grinned and leaned back. She wagged a finger at June. “Not fair. I can’t get you a man for Christmas.”
“No? Well, I wasn’t expecting one, anyway. But you, Mrs. Adams, deserve one. And he should be tall, dark and handsome. And rich.”
“What if I prefer a blond?”
June shook her head. “No, I’m sorry. The saying is ‘tall, dark and handsome.’ Take it or leave it.”
Cary laughed and looked around the room.
Despite the fact that it was always held indecently early—at barely a week after Thanksgiving—Cary loved the annual office family Christmas party. She loved the music, the colorful lights, the scent of the holly branches, pine and candles, and today she even loved the snow that was piling up on the sidewalks and streets.
There was another Christmas party held at the Elegance office every year, always the night before Christmas Eve. But today’s party was Cary’s favorite. It was held for the families of the employees. Husbands, wives, children, grandparents and even a few cousins managed to finagle invitations. Every year Jason McCready, the publisher of Elegance, rented the ballroom of one of the most prestigious hotels in Boston, and it was pure joy to see toddlers and teens running amok among the handsomely tuxedoed waiters. Champagne, eggnog, beer and wine poured freely for the adults, and Christmas punch—bright red for the season, of course—was in abundance for the underage crowd. There were drawings for huge turkeys and hams, and there was a main prize, too, a microwave oven, a television set, a video recorder or the like. Always the latest, always something that someone would really want. Jason McCready, for all his eccentricities, planned Christmas well for his employees. Everybody went away with something, for there was a draw that he called the seasonal exchange. Each employee drew a name from a hat, someone with whom to exchange a gift. Not that it mattered what McCready called it, for everyone in the office joined in his Christmas party, regardless of their religious beliefs. It was all done with tremendous warmth and goodwill, and though the hall was adorned with a giant Christmas tree and someone was always elected to hand out toys to the children, McCready saw to it that the beautiful and ancient Hanukkah songs were also played, and no one’s beliefs were trodden on.
“Hey, kid, you’re awful quiet! This is a party, a celebration, remember?”
Cary blinked, then smiled. June, of the magazine’s advertising salespersons extraordinaire, was staring at her pointedly. June was her senior by about five years. At first Cary had resented being called “kid” all the time, but she had quickly learned that June used the word with affection. After a rocky start, the two had become best friends.
“I was just thinking,” Cary said.
“Horrors!” June murmured in mock protest. She was a striking woman with a headful of wild platinum hair and soft gray eyes. She had the type of figure that might well have once graced the inner pages of a magazine centerfold, but she was as smart as a whip and knew her business backward and forward. June stirred her Irish coffee. “What were you thinking about? Men?”
“No. Actually, yes. One man. I was thinking that McCready throws a fabulous party—especially since he is…McCready,” Cary finished a little lamely.
June smiled and shrugged, and Cary knew her friend understood her completely. Jason McCready was a good-looking man—definitely tall, dark and handsome—and he was very young for his position, still a year shy of forty. But it was said that he had been a dynamo in his early twenties—bright, energetic and full of the ideas that could turn a dying biweekly into a respected glamour magazine. Elegance had a section on the finest homes in America, an entertainment division, a special section devoted to current politics and one to current affairs. And there was the “American World” column, Cary’s own baby, full of insights into people and more personal events. The magazine had a contemporary flair along with the old, traditional values that were intangible and yet all important. And that was Jason McCready’s doing.
He was the publisher, and he was also the president of the board. He was an American success story, and years back, long before Cary had come into the business, he had often graced the covers of various other news-oriented magazines. She could remember one photograph in particular, taken when he had been at Rockefeller Plaza with his wife.
Oddly enough, Cary reminisced, it had been a Christmas photograph. And she could remember it so clearly. The huge annual tree had risen behind them, the ice rink had stretched out before them, and New York had been decked out in a fabulous display of colorful lights. McCready had been in a long black coat that had accented his dark good looks, and his strong, decidedly masculine profile. His wife, Sara, had been in the softest white mink, a complete contrast to him with her feathered white-blond hair and eyes so blue that, even in the picture, their color shone with an almost unreal light. They had been smiling at one another in that picture, the look on Sara’s beautiful face one of adoration. And he had gazed at her with a tenderness that was somehow shattering to the observer; one could almost touch it. They had been so stunning, a fairy-tale couple.
The next year, though, Cary knew, Sara McCready had been dead before Christmas.
And Jason McCready had never consented to another interview. Cary had thought to do one for their own magazine. It had been one of the few times she had actually spoken with him.
And he had nearly jumped down her throat.
She could still remember the occasion in his office. She had made an appointment with his secretary, had gone in fully prepared and with a truly intelligent presentation.
She had walked into his sparse office. White-walled, peach-carpeted, two prints on the wall, a massive oak desk, a leather sofa, two chairs.
He had never even asked her to sit.
He had remained behind his desk, his lime green eyes sharp and cold and so pointedly on her that she’d felt as if steel blades were stabbing her. He had listened for at least sixty seconds before the pencil he had held idly between his fingers suddenly snapped. Then he’d stood, rising to his full, imposing six-three, and walked around the desk to stand before her. She had nearly cowered, when his palms touched her shoulders. Hard. Forcefully. But not violently.
And he had issued one harsh word to her. “No!”
He had stood there staring at her, a strand of his usually impeccable black hair falling over one of his deadly dark eyebrows. His bronze features had gone tight and white, and the fullness of his mouth had been compressed into a grim line. He’d stared at her as if she were an ancient enemy, and she had wanted nothing so much as to run.
It wasn’t courage that had kept her standing there—she was simply too surprised to move. And at last his hands dropped from her shoulders and he turned away. “I said no, Miss Adams—”
“It’s Mrs. Adams,” she’d interrupted, fighting the tears that welled in her eyes, wondering why it should matter at this particular time that she make such a point about her name.
“Mrs. Adams. Excuse me,” he said coldly. He walked around the desk and sat again, with something like an air of royalty about his designer-suited form. “Could you leave now, please? I’m busy, and this interview is over.”
She stiffened her shoulders, certain that not only had he refused her, but that he had also fired her. “I can have my desk cleared out by five,” she said flatly. “I shall expect to see a severance check just as promptly.”
Only then did his dark brows arch and a look of fleeting surprise pass over his hard and handsome features. “Why on earth should you clean out your desk, Mrs. Adams?”
She hadn’t wanted to falter, but she had. And she knew that crimson flamed in her cheeks. “Mr. McCready, it certainly sounded as if you were annoyed and no longer cared to employ me.”
“I am annoyed, Mrs. Adams, but I do not fire people simply because they annoy me upon occasion. I find your work excellent. I merely wish that you would vacate my office and refrain from mentioning such an article in the future.”
She was still staring at him blankly. She had often wondered if the man read anything that went into the magazine anymore. Apparently he did.
“Is there anything else, Mrs. Adams?”
“No!” she exclaimed. But she didn’t move, and she was stunned to hear herself speaking again. “Mr. McCready, this is your own magazine! Why won’t—”
He was on his feet again. And, oddly enough, she felt as if she had his attention. Really had his attention, and not just his anger.
“Because I cannot talk about my personal life, and that is that! Do you understand?”
“All right,” Cary agreed. He was still staring at her. She felt tremors, hot one minute, cold the next, racing along her spine.
For the briefest moment she saw what might have been a glimmer of anguish in his eyes. And she knew, intuitively, that he was thinking about his wife. He had nothing to say without her in his life anymore.
“I’m sorry—” Cary began.
“Don’t be!” he interrupted her.
The words were soft, the emotion behind them vehement. And Cary found herself speaking again despite them. “Mr. McCready, you loved her very much. I can see that. I’m sorry. So very sorry. But you’re not the only one who has ever lost someone they love. Perhaps the article is a bad idea. But you should talk to someone. You should…”
Her voice trailed away. He was staring at her with ice-cold fury in his eyes.
“Are you quite finished, Mrs. Adams?”
She nodded. His life was none of her business.
“Perhaps you’d like to get back to work then?” he suggested pleasantly.
She spun. She did not thank him for his time. He hadn’t willingly given her any. And she didn’t need to thank him for not firing her. Her work was good; that was what mattered. He just wanted her out of his office.
“Mrs. Adams!”
She looked at him.
“I beg your pardon,” he said. “I really do beg your pardon.” His voice was soft. And, seated behind his desk, his hands folded, his hair so dark and his eyes so startlingly green, he was striking—and more. He was appealing. She gritted her teeth, startled at the temptation to walk to him and slip her arms around him. To offer him some comfort.
It was an illusion. McCready wanted nothing from her. And there were no weak links in his armor. He just wanted her to leave his office.
She obliged him.
And she had never ventured back in.
“He still throws a very nice Christmas party,” she commented idly, then cast June a mischievous smile. “Almost as if he still believed in the Christmas spirit. Ho, ho, ho.”
“You almost make it sound as if you still believe in it yourself,” June said sagely, eyeing her friend across the table.
Cary felt as if her heart slammed against her chest, and it was suddenly difficult to breathe. That hurt. She tried. She tried very hard every Christmas. She had learned to smile and laugh a lot. For her family, if not for herself. She had done very well, or so she had thought.
She had gotten past the shock and the agony and the feelings of utter rage, of helplessness. She had found her own apartment, she had become independent and she had managed to build a new life, filled with her son’s school activities, her work and visits to her in-laws and her family. It wasn’t in the least fair that June should attack her about her Christmas spirit.
But June wasn’t really attacking, nor was she going to persist in that vein. She tossed her wild mane, licked her swizzle stick and used it to point toward the large, intricately decorated cardboard house where Santa was seeing to the little ones. “Jeremy is playing Santa this year, isn’t he?” she asked.
Cary nodded. “Padded to the gills, complaining black and blue and having the time of his life. Danny should be just about up to him now. I wonder if he’ll recognize Jeremy.”
“Let’s go see,” June suggested.
They rose and threaded their way through the gaily dressed crowd, stopping to call a greeting here or there. Just as they reached the line leading into the house, Cary came to a halt, smiling. It was just about Danny’s time to go in to talk to Santa. The little girl in front of him had just been escorted through the bright red curtains. Through a tiny crack in the cardboard, Cary could see Jeremy give Santa’s long-legged and beautiful helper a little pinch where the short-skirted elf outfit left her thigh bare.
“Santa is a lech,” she told June with a sigh.
“And Isabelle loves every minute of it, I’m sure,” June assured her.
Isabelle, Santa’s helper, was the newest college student to take a job in the mail room. And her smile clearly indicated that she was having a good time.
Danny, Cary’s eight-year-old son, turned suddenly, sensing that she was there. His freckled face broke into a wide grin at the sight of her, and she felt a sudden, quick pounding of her heart. Danny looked so much like his father. The clear, sky-blue eyes, the blond, almost platinum-streaked hair, the pale spatter of freckles over the bridge of his nose. He was a cute kid, she knew, not just because he was her own. Most kids were cute, she assured herself, but with Danny, it was more. There was something about his eyes…a wisdom in them. Even a compassion. Danny had never grown bitter, even when he had understood what had happened to his father. He had only cried.
He still cried at night, sometimes.
But he had never allowed his father’s death to warp his feelings toward others, or even toward life. He had grown older long before his time. Yet it had given him a charm and a sense of responsibility, rare for his age. Talking to Danny was sometimes like talking to a teenager or a young man ready for college.
“Mom! Come on up!” he called to her.
“Go on,” June told her. “I’ll wait for you by the exit from Santa’s hut.”
Cary grinned. “All right. I want to get a peek at Danny with Santa if I can, and see if Jeremy holds up.”
June nodded. Cary excused herself, as she wended her way through the parents and children to reach Danny. Isabelle offered her a wide friendly smile. “Hi, Mrs. Adams. Is this one yours?” she asked, indicating Danny.
Cary nodded. “He is. Danny, this is Miss Isabelle LaCrosse. She works with us now. Isabelle, my son, Daniel.”
Danny solemnly shook hands. “And I thought you were really an elf!” he said with a soft sigh.
Startled, Isabelle stared at Cary, who shrugged, hiding a smile. “He likes elves,” she explained lamely.
Isabelle peeked behind the curtain. “I think Santa is ready for you, Daniel. Come on in. Mrs. Adams, if you’d like…”
Cary saw a break in the red curtain where she could discreetly spy on Santa and her son. She offered Isabelle a wide, engaging smile and slipped closer while Danny marched in to sit on Santa’s lap.
“Well, ho, ho, ho, it’s Mr. Daniel Adams, so it is!” Santa said. Cary watched her son’s eyes widen with surprise as Santa addressed him so familiarly.
Jeremy, she decided, was perfect. He was padded wonderfully, and the suit was great. A big snowy beard covered his chin, with a swooping mustache attachment that hid the whole lower half of his face. The red and white Santa hat fell over his forehead, and little gold spectacles sat on the tip of his nose.
“Yes, sir, Santa,” Danny said with a certain awe. He had told Cary that he had no intention of sitting on Santa’s lap, that he was a big boy. He had meant to stand and talk to Santa man to man.
But he was quickly up on Santa’s lap, and he seemed to have no idea at all that he was talking to his mother’s cousin.
“I know that you’ve been just as good as gold this year, Danny. So tell me, what would you like for Christmas?”
Danny hesitated. Cary frowned, watching him. “What would I really like for Christmas?” Danny asked softly.
“Yes, son, of course. What would you really like for Christmas?”
“I believe in Santa, you know,” Danny said quickly. “I believe in God and Santa and miracles, especially Christmas miracles. And I know you can help me, Santa—Mr. Claus, I know you can!”
“Danny, I—”
“I’d like a father, Santa. Oh, not a real one! I know you can’t bring my dad back. He lives up in heaven, with God, because he was a great dad. God can’t give people back once he takes them. And it isn’t for me. I’d like someone for my mom. She tries not to show it, but she’s so unhappy, and I can see it. I don’t think she knows I can see it, but I do.”
“Danny—”
“She’s a great cook, and a good housekeeper. She makes neat chocolate chip cookies. And she’s a writer. She writes all about other people who need help, and sometimes the things she writes get help for them. She’s been really good, Santa. Please.”
She felt her heart—she could have sworn that she actually felt her heart—swelling. Tears welled behind her eyelids, and she almost choked on them. She swallowed. Hard. A smile slowly curved her lips. I love you, Danny, she thought.
“Look Danny,” Santa said, managing to interrupt him at last. “I—I’d like to make you a promise, but I can’t. You see, grown-ups have to—well, they have to find people that they like themselves sometimes.”
“I know you can help me,” Danny said stubbornly.
Santa opened his mouth, then closed it. Danny had a stubborn streak in him. And this Santa knew it very well.
“I’ll tell you what, Danny. I’ll see what I can do. But that’s not an easy Christmas order. It’s absolutely the hardest. You may have to give me more than one Christmas to fill that wish, all right?”
“But you’ll work on it?”
Santa sighed. “I’ve been working on it,” he muttered, then smiled. “Of course I’ll work on it. Hard. I promise.”
“Thank you,” Danny said simply. “I’ll help you. I’ll wish on the North Star every night.”
Santa nodded. “And what about this Christmas?”
“Oh, well, I’d like that computer made especially for kids my age. The one they have at school.”
Cary almost muttered an expletive out loud. Danny would never say he wanted anything. And now he was asking for something she could never afford. She knew the computer he was working with at school. It was a wonderful invention, with talk-it-through word processing and talk-it-through graphics for math and art projects.
I’ll bet I could even straighten out my income taxes with it, she thought wryly.
But, unlike many other computers, this one had yet to come down in price. The whole outfit cost thousands, and she didn’t know if she could manage the payments even if she bought it on time.
Jeremy obviously didn’t know the price of the computer. “That’s easy!” he assured Danny. “I can definitely work on that one!” He set Danny on his feet and reached into the big red bag by his high black boots. “For the moment, my boy, I’ve got a remote-control car for you, how’s that?”
“Great, Santa!” Danny said. “It’s great, honest, just great. And thanks, thanks a lot.”
Danny escaped through the curtain, Jeremy started to summon Isabelle to lead in the next child when he happened to look up and notice Cary standing there. He stared at her for a second, then crooked his finger toward her.
“Come here, Cary Adams!” he commanded.
She stepped forward. “Sorry, I was eavesdropping. I couldn’t quite—”
She managed to swallow a little squeal as he wound his arms around her and pulled her onto his lap.
“I hear you’ve been a very good girl,” he told her, and winked.
“Would you quit that, you lech, I’m your cousin!” she protested, laughing.
“Second cousin,” he reminded her, and sighed.
“Close enough, so behave.”
“Well, you heard your son, Mrs. Adams,” he told her. “He wants someone for you. And I’ve tried and tried—”
“Jeremy, you’re a dear, and I love you with all my heart, and you know it. And you know, too, that you aren’t a bit serious about me—”
“I could be, if you would just get over this relative bit,” he said jokingly.
“Jeremy—”
“What about that electrician who was built like a bodybuilder?” he demanded darkly.
She had to smile. “Sorry. He wore his boxer shorts up to his boobs.”
“The lawyer from Concord?”
“He was cross-eyed, I swear it.”
“Cary,” Jeremy told her sternly, “no one is going to be Richard. That lawyer was not cross-eyed.”
She caught her breath and stared into his eyes, seeing his concern and love. She exhaled slowly. “I know no one will be Richard, Jeremy. Honestly, I know that. But he—he would have to live up to Richard, can you understand that?”
He started to nod then maybe he realized that she was very close to tears, so he shook his head vehemently. “Mrs. Adams, your boy has been very good all year. And I think—”
“I think you got me into a lot of trouble!” Cary interrupted him.
“Me?” Jeremy said in mock distress. “I have been an absolute angel!”
“Jeremy, you’ve never been an angel, but that’s not what I’m talking about.”
“Oh?” he murmured, wounded.
“You promised him a father!”
“Hey! I gave you a few years.”
“Thanks. That was really swell of you.”
“I do try to please.”
“And then, on top of that, you promised him a gift I can’t possibly afford!”
“What?” For a moment, Jeremy was serious, frowning. “I thought computers prices were coming down!”
“They are—but not the setup Danny wants. It costs thousands, Jeremy.”
“I’ll help—”
“Like hell you will. I don’t take charity from the family, Jeremy, and you know it.”
“Hey! I have every right to buy my little cousin a Christmas present.”
“Sure. And if I ever manage to afford that system, you can buy him a game or some software.”
“Stubborn, stubborn, stubborn,” Jeremy insisted. Then his eyes brightened. “We might get Christmas bonuses.”
“That much?”
“Maybe. After all,” he teased, lightness returning to his voice, “you’ve been a good girl yourself. Too good. Atrociously, boringly good. So I’m going to sprinkle you with Christmas dust. And the next man you see is going to be the man of your dreams. Rich as Midas, sleeker than a Mercedes Benz, tender, gentle and kind. Tall, dark and handsome. Danny’s Christmas present—and yours. And the Christmas dust is going to make you run right out and be bad with him. How’s that?”
She was laughing. “The next man I see will probably be old Pete from the mail room, he of the ten children and eighteen million grandchildren. But hey, knock yourself out. Sprinkle away with Christmas dust. Maybe I’ll at least find a suitable date for the adult Christmas party. What do you think?”
“I think that your time’s up,” Jeremy said. “If the one adult I get on my lap all day can’t ask for one lousy, decadent present, you may as well stand!”
Laughing, she found her feet. “I’m telling you, Santa sure isn’t what he used to be,” she said with mock horror. She started toward the exit when she stopped short, suddenly aware that someone was blocking the red-curtained exit door.
Someone big. She couldn’t see who it was right away, because the flare from the Christmas lights was in her eyes. All she could catch was the form, tall, imposing, totally blocking the exit. Dark. Even forbidding.
For a moment her heart fluttered, and she didn’t know why. She felt an acute sense of unease.
How silly, she told herself. She didn’t know why she was so startled by the masculine figure in the dark tux.
She took a step forward, then realized who the man was. She should have known him instantly from his height alone.
It was none other than their host himself. Her boss. The illustrious Mr. Jason McCready.
There had been rumors that many a female at Elegance had foolishly cast away her heart and pride on his behalf. McCready wasn’t interested. He never dated his employees, and when he made his necessary social appearances with women, they were never the same from one occasion to the next. Still, Cary knew that June found him irresistible.
That was undoubtedly because June had never ventured into his office with a story proposal, Cary decided.
She took another step forward, deeply irritated with herself. Then she paused again, because of the way he was staring at her.
Once again it seemed as if those green eyes sliced her like steel blades. The scent of him slowly curled around her; it was subtle, but very masculine and…alluring, she had to admit. He was compelling, standing there. So tall, so dark, his shoulders broad, his hips lean. She wondered about his chest. It would be deeply muscled, she was certain. Hairy, or sleek and bare? Hairy, she was sure. Darkly hairy, with a narrow whorl that drew a line from his chest to his…
She jerked her head up and stared into his eyes, horrified. He stepped back, lifting the curtain for her.
“Mrs. Adams?”
She gritted her teeth and started forward. She had meant to see him sometime during the day to thank him for the party, but now she couldn’t seem to muster up a thank you. In fact, she couldn’t seem to speak at all.
“Mrs. Adams!”
She looked up and realized she was very close to him. Close enough to see the texture of his tux, the snow-white pleats of his shirt. The angles and planes of his face, the sensual fullness of his mouth.
“Yes?” she managed.
“I had intended Santa’s lap for those children among us who are under, say, fifteen.”
How long had he been standing there? How could she explain?
She didn’t know if he was seriously angry or if he was teasing her. She still couldn’t find a reply. Nor could she seem to tear her eyes from his.
“Mr. McCready, I…”
He smiled, which made him seem more striking, younger. Almost touchable. Her voice died away as he stared at her.
“I do not want your desk cleared out by five, Mrs. Adams,” he said softly. “I still find your work exceptional.”
“Thank you,” she managed. He was still staring at her. She couldn’t smile; she couldn’t speak. He didn’t expect her to. He was just watching her.
She turned away at last and fled down the steps, hurrying toward June. Just as she reached the bottom step, she realized a little girl was waiting on the landing, waiting for Cary to move so she could run up the steps herself.
But the girl waited politely, with a beautiful smile. She must have been about six or seven, and she had light blond hair caught up in pigtails tied with red ribbons. She looked like an angel, delicate, sweet, with a haunting, wistful smile that instantly tugged at Cary’s heartstrings.
“Is Santa free now?” she asked Cary.
Cary heard June’s laughter, and she blushed. Then she returned the little girl’s smile. “Yes, Santa is free, I think. Of course, there is a line around the other way. I’m not sure—”
“Oh!” the girl cried, stricken. “I have to leave, you see, and my father said it might be okay to slip around this way. But it would be rude to take someone else’s place.”
“Angela, it really is okay. We’ll be quick, and the others will understand,” came a deep masculine voice over Cary’s shoulder.
She turned in dismay. McCready again. But this sweet, delicate little child couldn’t possibly be his daughter….
Yes, she was, Cary realized. She stared from McCready’s gaze to the little girl’s wide eyes. “Excuse me,” she murmured lamely. “Honey, if you have to leave, I know Santa will be thrilled to see you, and no one will mind at all.”
Angela McCready smiled again. “Thank you.” She started up the stairs, then turned back. “It was nice to meet you, Miss…”
“Mrs. Adams. Cary,” Cary told her. And once again that smile crossed the little girl’s lips.
“Mrs. Adams!” Angela McCready exclaimed happily. Cary arched a brow, and Angela continued quickly. “You must be Danny’s mother.”
Cary nodded, still confused.
Angela enlightened her. “We sat together for the magic show. And he taught me how to do a trick. He’s really wonderful.”
“Yes, well, I rather think so myself,” Cary agreed.
“I hope I see him—and you—again,” Angela McCready said.
There was such hope on her face that Cary couldn’t disappoint her. “I’m sure we’ll meet again,” she said.
McCready’s eyes were on her, sharp, unfathomable. Cary felt herself growing warm. But then he and his daughter disappeared into the cardboard Santa hut, and Cary turned away.
It had all happened in a matter of moments, she realized. Running into McCready, meeting his daughter, sitting on Jeremy’s lap…
Jeremy and his Christmas dust! she thought with disgust. So much for Jeremy’s prophesies.
“Danny’s watching the puppeteer. I told him it would be all right,” June said. “Let’s go for a glass of that delicious champagne. I don’t get to indulge in the really good stuff all that often.”
“Champagne sounds wonderful,” Cary agreed. She was parched. More parched than she could remember being. Except for the time she had gone into Jason McCready’s office with her notebook and great expectations.
They walked to the champagne table, where a polite bartender helped them both. Cary toasted June, then raised her glass and sipped her champagne.
The next man you see, Jeremy had told her. She didn’t want a man for Christmas. Sometimes she wondered if she would ever want another man in her life.
And then sometimes…
Sometimes she was lonely and frightened, furious with Richard for leaving her, and sometimes she ached because he had taught her that love could be so very sweet, and then he had been gone, leaving nothing in her life except for the pain and the blackness and the void. She had tried to date, but she had always backed away quickly. Because…
Because no one had ever touched her in the same way. No one had ever made a kiss seem natural. No one had ever seduced her to where she could forget…
“Cary, are you still with me?”
“What? Oh, I’m sorry.” She realized she had been ignoring June. They were sipping champagne. It was a party. And she was having a good time. Well, she was almost having a good time.
She started to smile. Jeremy. Santa. Where would she be without him?
Him and his prophesies!
The first man she had seen hadn’t been old Pete from the mail room after all.
She suddenly choked on the champagne.
No, it had been someone much worse.
Jason McCready.
Tall, dark and handsome. And rich. Just like June had ordered…
Cary swallowed more champagne.
No, no, no…
So much for Christmas dust and miracles!



Chapter 2
Jason McCready had a headache. One that pounded viciously at the back of his skull as he drove toward his house.
He knew he was disappointing Angela by leaving the party so early, but he’d really wanted to go home.
The party had really been Sara’s baby.
Oh, he’d always had a Christmas party. And he’d always tried very hard to do right by his employees. He hadn’t been born to money, nor had he inherited the magazine. He had built it. He knew what it was like to work hard. And more, he knew what it was like to dream.
And once he had even known what it was like to hold magic in the palm of his hand. There had been a time when he had had everything.
He’d had Sara.
Sara had loved Christmas. She’d loved winter, the snow and the clean, cold air. She’d loved the bright lights and the decorations, the Santas in the stores and on the street corners, the specials on television. Just sitting with her before a fire had meant more than anything in the world to him. He’d really, truly had everything.
But that had been before the December night when a drunk driver had plowed into Sara’s silver sports car with enough speed to kill her instantly. The only miracle had been that she had just dropped Angela off for a Christmas party, and so he was left with his very young daughter when he had been bereft of his wife.
But others had handled Angela for him then. In his grief, he realized now, he had deprived her of two parents instead of one. It had taken months for him to rouse himself enough to care for Angela. And now he was trying very hard to make it up to her.
“Can he, Dad?”
“What? Sorry, darling. I guess I wasn’t listening,” Jason apologized. The traffic was bad tonight. Fresh snow had made the streets slippery.
“Danny. Danny Adams. Can he come skiiing with us?”
“What?”
“I said—”
“No, no, I’m sorry, I did hear you, I just…”
“He was so nice, Dad. He—he made me laugh. And he understood when I—”
Angela broke off speaking.
“He understood what?” Jason asked her curiously. He braked quickly for a red light. On a street corner, a Salvation Army volunteer was waving a bell that clanged away, chiming out the Christmas season with a cheerful vengeance.
Why did he feel the loss so much more keenly every Christmas? Jason asked himself. It was a time for peace, a time for faith.
“Nothing,” Angela murmured evasively. “He’s just—he’s just great. Couldn’t we ask him, please?”
“Honey, his mother is one of my employees. I don’t know if I should bother her with this.” His mother wasn’t just an employee. She was Mrs. Cary Adams, and since he’d been watching her for quite some time now, he could almost guarantee she would tell him no.
Angela didn’t seem to see it that way. “His mother was very nice, and I don’t think she’d be bothered at all,” Angela said stubbornly.
Why shouldn’t he ask a friend along for Angela? Guilt plagued him. He hadn’t thought how lonely things must become for her now and then. She had the run of the lodge, of course, but it was true. She had no special friends.
Except for now. She was crazy about this Danny.
Jason had to admit that the boy seemed to be a special kid. There was something in his smile. It was nice. It was open, generous. He’d taken a few hard knocks himself, but he’d come through with that great smile. Jason knew about Danny Adams’s life because he’d made a point to know something about Cary Adams. He’d done so the day she’d come into his office—and walked out of it with her head held high.
He would never forget that day. Just as he hadn’t been able to forget Cary Adams.
She was petite. She had a smooth, soft, melodic voice, but she had a certain essence of steel about her. When he thought about it, he realized that she was a very beautiful woman, with her sweeping dark hair and richly lashed hazel eyes. They burned when she was indignant or angry. He smiled. She wasn’t flashy. She was nicely, quietly sophisticated. Something wild or ornate might draw a glance first, but once a person’s eyes had fixed on her quiet elegance, they were compelled to stay.
It wasn’t her looks that had drawn his interests, for he lived in a world where women were often beautiful and sophisticated. It had been her determination in coming to him, her staying power when he had refused her.
And then it had been the way she had gazed at him with glimmering gold eyes as she had told him bluntly that he wasn’t the only one who had ever lost someone. And he had been in a rut, one hell of a rut of self-pity. She hadn’t lifted the weight of the world from his shoulders, but her anger had done something, and since that day, life had been a little bit better. He’d made sure it was better. She’d made him see that it was something he had to do himself.
That was why he knew about her. He’d had her personnel file on his desk within five minutes, so he knew that Richard Adams had walked into a burning building because he had heard a child crying, and that he had never walked out again.
“Daddy?”
He sighed. The very beautiful Mrs. Adams might have cast accusations at him, but she had a few failings of her own. He could almost guarantee that she would turn him down. She had the defenses of a porcupine.
“I’ll try, Angela.”
“Oh, thank you, Daddy!” She threw an arm around him and kissed him.
“Hey! There’s traffic out tonight!” he warned her.
“Sorry, Daddy!”
But he caught the look in her eyes. She was smiling. She was radiant.
He’d never seen her so happy or so excited.
Jason tightened his jaw. Somehow he was going to have to get Mrs. Adams to agree to let Danny come with him.
Even a porcupine had to have a chink in its armor somewhere.
 
It was the very next Monday that Cary found herself summoned to McCready’s office.
She had been looking through the photographs for a Valentine’s Day special when she sensed someone watching her. Gazing up, she was surprised to find June staring at her with a look that combined excitement and anxiety.
“What is it?”
“McCready’s office,” June said nervously.
“What?”
“You’re wanted. In McCready’s office.”
Cary’s heart lurched. Was she being fired after all? Perhaps he really had been angry to see her sitting on Jeremy’s lap.
“Now?” she murmured. Of course now! She rose from her desk and stared at June. Was this how people felt when they walked to the gallows?
No, no, this wasn’t that bad! Even if he was firing her, it wasn’t anything as terrible as walking to the gallows. She was talented! She would find a new job….
Just a month before Christmas. Danny would never get his computer.
He couldn’t be firing her! Not right before Christmas!
But despite his wonderful parties, McCready didn’t have any Christmas spirit. His spirit had been buried with his very beautiful wife.
“I’m here for you,” June said to her softly.
“I’m fine,” Cary muttered. She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders and walked from her office to the elevators. She stepped into an elevator and punched the penthouse-level button. Her fingers were trembling, she twisted them together.
Stepping off the elevator, she saw Billy Jean Clanahan, McCready’s attractive and sophisticated secretary. She expected to see pity in Billy Jean’s eyes, but there was none. Instead Billy Jean greeted her with a wide grin. “Oh, good, you’re here!” She lowered her voice. “He was getting so anxious in there, I thought he was going to head down and accost you in your own office! Go in, go right in!”
Cary had little choice, for Billy Jean was prodding her toward the door.
She was pushed forward, and a door closed behind her. McCready’s dark head had been bent over the papers on his desk, but it rose instantly. His unfathomable green eyes were on hers, as he stood and walked around the desk, offering her his hand. “Mrs. Adams! Thank you for coming so quickly.”
She wasn’t aware that she had offered her hand in return, but his fingers were folding around hers, and she was aware of an electric tension and tremendous strength. And a startling heat.
She drew her fingers away quickly.
“Sit down, Mrs. Adams, please.” He pulled out one of the chairs for her, and she sat, very aware of him behind her. He was always impeccable. It was a natural thing with him. And he carried that handsome, subtle scent of aftershave. She suddenly felt a warm flowing sensation cascading all the way down the length of her spine. Her fingers curled around her chair, and she caught her breath. She thought that she would leap up and scream, except that he came in front of her and leaned on the corner of his desk, crossing his arms over his chest.
“I have a favor to ask of you,” he told her.
She wasn’t being fired. No one fired an employee this way.
She exhaled, then gasped in new air. He was staring at her curiously, and she struggled for an appearance of composure. “A—a favor?”
“Yes. And may I add from the beginning, Mrs. Adams, that your agreement or disagreement will have no bearing whatsoever on your position here.”
He was smiling again, she thought. That secret smile of his.
She felt herself flushing, and she sat more primly in the chair, her eyes lowering despite her determination. “I didn’t think—”
“Yes, you did think,” he said, and she was startled when he laughed. She looked into his eyes, and she was further surprised by the light of humor in them. “You thought that I had decided to fire you because you had been sitting on Santa’s lap. Taking time away from the children. For shame, Mrs. Adams.”
“Mr. McCready—” She started to stand, utterly humiliated. But his hands were on her shoulders, and his laughter was surprisingly warm and pleasant, even compelling, as he pressed her into her chair. “I understand that you and Jeremy are cousins, right?”
Cary wet her very dry lips. “Yes. But if you—”
“Mrs. Adams,” he said as he walked behind his desk, “do you remember the last time you were in this office?”
Of course she remembered it. She would never forget. She was surprised, however, that he had remembered it.
“Yes, Mr. McCready, I do remember,” she said with grave dignity.
He was still smiling. “Well, you made a rather personal remark to me. You told me that I wasn’t the only one who had lost someone.”
Cary felt as if she were strangling. More than anything, she wanted to get out of his office.
“Look—” she began, standing once more. “I’m sorry, I really had no right—”
But again he was before her. “Ah, but you took the right! Mrs. Adams, will you please sit?” She wasn’t going to have a chance to rise this time. Casually seated on the edge of the desk before her, he kept his hands on her shoulders. She looked at him, and to her great distress, she felt a heat like the warmth of the sun come sweeping over her. She didn’t remember ever being this aware of a man. There was little help for it. His bronzed hands remained on her shoulders. The fabric of his suit was nearly close enough for her to feel the texture. And she could feel that electricity emanating from him, the leashed but still powerful energy.
“Mr. McCready—”
“You saw fit to comment on my personal life, so I think that maybe I have the right to comment on yours. You are sensitive, Mrs. Adams. Very, very touchy. I’ve never met anyone so defensive, so quick. Will you please relax! Your work is very good, and I admire you very much as a person.”
Stunned, she stared into his eyes. “Then…”
“I’d like to borrow your son.”
“My son!” she repeated.
“Just for a week. And you have every right to say no, as I explained before. But I’d look after his welfare as if he were my own.”
“What are you talking about?” Cary demanded in confusion.
“I’m going on a ski trip next week. Half business, half pleasure. Angela is coming with me. She was entranced with Danny at the Christmas party.”
“Oh!” Cary murmured. This had nothing to do with her job. Nothing at all.
And for once McCready was looking at her anxiously. She’d never before seen anything that even remotely resembled anxiety in his eyes.
Something did matter to McCready, even if his wife was gone. Angela mattered.
Dismay filled her. “I really am sorry—”
“It would be a wonderful experience for him. As I said, I’d see to his safety at all times. Mrs. Adams, I’m aware that you do not particularly like me, but Angela has not been so enthused since…well, it’s been a very long time. She hasn’t been so excited about anything since her mother died. If you feel some bitterness for me, I implore you, think of the children.”
Cary shook her head. “No, no! It isn’t anything like that at all. It’s just that—Danny is diabetic. He is very good with insulin shots himself, but he’s still…he’s still a little boy. And when he’s away, when he becomes involved in playing, he can forget. Really, Mr. McCready, I’d love him to be with Angela, she’s a beautiful child. If I could let Danny go, I would.”
She was touching him, she realized. While she had been speaking, she had let her hand cover his to emphasize her sincerity.
She jerked her hand away, and her eyes fell from his. “I am sorry.”
He moved, first walking around behind her, then behind his desk. He sat and idly tapped a pencil against his blotter. “If that’s your real reason, there’s no problem at all.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“You can come, too.”
“Oh, but I can’t. Really, I can’t.”
“Why not?”
“Well, I have work here—”
“You can work in New Hampshire.”
“But I may need things that are here—”
“They can be expressed or faxed.”
It was so simple for Jason McCready. Everything was always at his fingertips. Well, she wasn’t.
“I’m sorry.”
“Oh,” he murmured. “Well, if you’re involved with someone…”
“No, no, it’s nothing like that!” she protested. Then she was furious with herself because she had just admitted to this man that there was no one in her life.
She stood up. “Life just isn’t like that!” she exclaimed. “You don’t live in the real world! No one else can just snap their fingers and have whatever they want!”
He looked at her with a slow, rueful smile curving his lips. “I do live in the real world, Mrs. Adams. I once swore to God that I would trade anything I had if Sara could just breathe, just speak, one more time. It didn’t happen. I’m very aware that the world cannot always move my way. There were two reasons I pulled it all back together, Mrs. Adams. This business, for one. Almost a hundred people are dependent on it for their livelihoods. And I held it together for my daughter. I’m not doing anything terrible here. I’m asking you and your son on a week’s skiing trip, and you might just forget yourself long enough to allow the both of you to enjoy it!”
Cary didn’t know what was disturbing her so much. She leaped to her feet. “I’m sorry!” she snapped again.
And then she spun and hurried out of the office as fast as she could.
June was eagerly awaiting her downstairs, but Cary couldn’t talk to June. She rushed past, shaking her head and casting her friend a look that promised she would explain later.
“Were you fired?” June called as Cary hurried by.
“No!” Cary said. She closed the door to her office and leaned against it, looking at her hands. They were shaking.
What was wrong with the idea? Jason McCready had asked her and Danny on a nice trip. She should be grateful and go. Skiing in New Hampshire. It would be beautiful. The snow would be all over the ground. The lodges would all be decked out in their Christmas finery.
She closed her eyes. She knew why she had said no. She didn’t want to be somewhere like a beautifully decorated ski lodge. Not with Jason McCready.
Because she found him way too interesting. She had liked him better when he had been entirely cold and distant. She didn’t like seeing into any part of his personality.
She was becoming more and more aware…
Of him as a man.
The phone on her desk starting ringing. She walked over and picked it up.
“Cary Adams here.”
“Please?”
The voice was low, deep and very rich. And she was startled when she felt a smile curve her lips.
“It’s just not possible. I’m sure that it’s very crowded this time of year. I’ll never be able to get accommodations—”
“Yes, you will.”
“It can’t be that easy—”
“Yes, it can.”
“But—”
“Mrs. Adams,” he murmured wearily, “I own the lodge.”
“Oh,” Cary replied softly.
“Well?”
“I…” She hesitated again. There seemed to be every reason in the world for her to go. Danny would be delighted. And she would please Angela McCready, and Angela seemed like such a sweet little girl. There was no reason at all that she shouldn’t go.
Yes, there was. McCready himself.
He hadn’t made any illicit overtures toward her, she reminded herself dryly. He hadn’t made any overtures at all.
Still, there was something…
“Mrs. Adams?”
“All right. All right, we’ll come.”
“I’ll pick you up at your house on Sunday morning. Nine o’clock. Is that all right?”
Her palm was damp, Cary realized. “Yes,” she said. Sunday morning.
What had she done?
 
Sunday morning came, and Cary waited anxiously for nine o’clock to come. How did Jason McCready travel? Would he pick her up with an entourage? In a limo? Maybe a Mercedes. No. A Rolls.
“You all right, Mom?”
She was looking out the apartment window, and she would have been chewing her nails if she hadn’t already donned her gloves. Bless Danny. He thought it was the most natural thing in the world that her boss should have invited them on a ski weekend. Oh, the innocence of children!
But then, she had been the only one to see anything at all wrong. June had been ecstatic. “He likes you, kid, he really likes you!” And then, in the middle of Cary’s office, she had loudly said “Hmm! He’s definitely tall, dark and handsome!”
“And a recluse. And deeply in love with his deceased wife,” Cary had remarked flatly.
“Well, look at that, will you? You’re deeply in love with your deceased husband, he’s deeply in love with his deceased wife. What a couple.”
“We’re not a couple at all. I’m certain he’ll have a date up there for…well, for some function. I’m just going as…as…”
“The nanny?” June had suggested drolly.
“Right. The nanny,” Cary had agreed sweetly, making a face.
“Well, we did order tall, dark and handsome for Christmas. And he’s rich, too.”
“We didn’t order tall, dark and handsome. You did,” Cary had reminded her.
“That’s right. According to Jeremy, all we needed to find for you is someone who doesn’t wear his boxer shorts pulled up over his belt.”
“Would you get out of here, please?” Cary had moaned.
“Hmm,” June had speculated again. And Cary had thrown her out of her office as nicely as she could.
But now that the time was coming nearer and nearer, Cary was nervous. She might have been invited because of Danny, but Jason McCready had never suggested that she was along to play nanny for the children.
But then, she wasn’t one of his real guests, either. So where did that leave her? And why did she care so much?
She leaned her forehead against the windowpane and felt the searing cold come through. Her stomach was in knots, she was so nervous.
Too sensitive. And defensive. She had to relax. Well, she would try.
A Jeep Wagoneer pulled up to the curb as she stared out the window. Her eyes widened when she saw the very tall figure of Jason McCready slide from the driver’s seat.
He was in blue jeans and a leather jacket, hatless despite the cold. He looked up and managed to find her face right there in the window. His dark hair was out of order, lifted by the wind, falling over his forehead, and his eyes were very bright. Instinctively, Cary wanted to withdraw. But he had seen her, and he was smiling. Then he waved, and her heart turned another little somersault, because she suddenly realized just how attractive a man he was.
She smiled. So much for the Rolls, the limo or the Lincoln. He’d come in a Jeep.
“He’s here!” Danny shrieked delightedly.
“Yes, yes, he’s here. Grab your bags, Danny. And don’t scream quite so loudly, or we won’t last the first day!” she advised him. But Danny wasn’t chastised. He cast her a lopsided grin, his eyes alight with pleasure. He scooped up his duffel bag and headed for the apartment door, casting it open just as Jason McCready appeared before it.
“Well, I was about to ask if you were ready or not, but it appears that you are,” he told Danny.
“Yes, sir! Thank you, sir! I’m ready. This is great! Just great. Did I say thank you?”
Jason McCready seemed pleasantly amused. “Yes, you did. And I thank you for coming. Angela is very excited. She’s in the car. Want to take your things and run on down? I’ll get your mom’s bag.”
Danny ran out, and Cary found herself face-to-face with Jason McCready. She moistened her lips, alarmed that she was so nervous.
It seemed that she stood there forever, feeling those green eyes touch down on hers. And despite the cold of the day, she felt a warmth creeping swiftly through her.
“Is that your only bag?” he asked.
“What? Oh, yes, that’s it, thank you,” she murmured.
He collected her bag. As he did so, his eyes swept the apartment.
She loved antiques, and they fit well with her building, a three-storied federal brick that had been built in the early eighteen hundreds. The parlor was a compilation of Edwardian and Victorian pieces she had lovingly stripped and stained and polished herself. A braided rug covered the floor before the fireplace, and a deep old leather sofa was covered with an afghan. Little copper pots and other bric-a-brac decorated the buffets and cabinets. Blue and white Dutch patterned draperies hung at the windows. It wasn’t contemporary; it probably wasn’t in the least what Jason McCready was accustomed to. But it was a warm and very inviting room.
He didn’t comment on it, only said, “Ready?”
“Yes.”
He smiled. “You’re not going off into a den of lions, you know.”
She arched a brow and stiffened. Jason McCready’s smile deepened. There was no way, of course, that she could know that he was thinking that the spines of his little porcupine were already bristling away.
Cary hurried through the door.
She also didn’t realize that, as she brushed by him, he breathed in the clean scent of her hair. Or that the subtle charisma of her perfume trailed sweetly through the air.
She was just too aware herself. Of Jason McCready. Big, so very tall in her antique doorway, his shoulders exceptionally broad and attractive in the leather jacket.
She would certainly have no complaints if she was dating this man, she thought. His underwear was not pulled well over his belt line. His belt line was perfect. All of him was perfect.
That wasn’t fair. She knew a lot of attractive men, and she had been teasing about the underwear. It had very little to do with looks. McCready’s appeal was all in his eyes, in the little line around them, in the richness of his voice, in his rare smile….
And then she nearly gasped aloud. She wasn’t dating Jason McCready. She was accompanying her son on a trip to the man’s ski lodge!
With her cheeks flaming, she hurried down the stairs. By the time she reached the streets, she thought she had regained a little of her composure.
The kids were already in back, chatting away. Angela leaped from her seat while Jason packed Cary’s bag in the rear of the vehicle. She threw her slender little arms around Cary, so giving, so trusting. “Thank you! Thank you so much for coming. Daddy said you might not let Danny come along, but I knew you would. I’m so glad that you’re going to be with us!”
“Thank you,” Cary murmured. Jason was coming round to open her door. She stared at him, and he shrugged. She hadn’t realized that he knew her well enough to warn his daughter that she might very well refuse.
The passenger door was open, and he was waiting. She slipped into the Jeep, and the door closed behind her.
Jason McCready went around and slid into the driver’s seat. A plaid thermal blanket lay on the seat between them. He flashed Cary a quick smile. “It’s a long drive. About three hours. Just in case you get cold.”
“Thanks,” she said.
There was very little traffic, even in Boston. The kids chatted away while Jason expertly steered the large vehicle through the narrow streets, past the Common and toward the turnpike.
“Do you ski?” he asked Cary. She shook her head. He shrugged. “Well, we can solve that in a week.”
Her heart skipped a beat. “Really,” she murmured. “You don’t have to worry about entertaining me. I’m just along for Danny. I’ll be all right.”
She nearly jumped a mile when his arm stretched out across the seat and his fingers curved around her neck. He flashed her a very quick smile.
“Relax, Mrs. Adams! It is a ski lodge. It’s where people learn to ski. And you and Danny are both my guests, I’m very much hoping that you’ll enjoy yourself.”
The most absurd sensation swept through her. Tears stung her eyes, and she suddenly longed with all her heart to move closer against him. To lay her head on his shoulder. To relax…to feel his fingers, warm and sure, working away the tension at her nape….
His hand fell away, and she blinked. Hard. Then she managed to smile. “Thank you, Mr. McCready.”
“Dad’s name is Jason,” Angela suddenly volunteered from the back.
“Yes, I know,” Cary said.
“Mom’s is Cary,” Danny offered in turn.
Jason grinned, meeting Danny’s eyes in the mirror. “I know, son, but thank you.”
“Well, if you both know,” Angela said with exasperation, “why do you keep up with this Mr. and Mrs. business?”
Cary, smiling, shifted in her seat to see the wide, expectant eyes of the children. “He’s my boss,” she told Angela.
“And she’s one of my employees,” Jason explained.
“That doesn’t change your name, does it?” Danny asked innocently.
“No, it doesn’t,” Jason said. He glanced quickly at Cary. “I can live with Cary, if you can handle Jason.”
“I think so. It’s simple. Two syllables. I should be able to manage it.”
The Jeep sped along the highway. Cary realized that she had actually known Jason McCready for about three years. And now, within a period of fifteen minutes, they were suddenly on a first-name basis.
And she still felt warm. Very, very warm—despite the cold of winter….



Chapter 3
The ski lodge was beautiful.
The place looked like an alpine château, all wood and angles, with beautiful carvings. The reception area in the front boasted a huge stone and wood fireplace that was decorated with Christmas stockings and ran nearly the length of the wall. All around the fireplace were leather sofas and chairs, arranged for small and large gatherings, all offering warmth and intimacy. Hot and cold drinks were served in the area all afternoon, with mulled wines and exotic coffees the specialty for grown-ups, and hot chocolate with whipped cream and chocolate shavings the main offering for the smaller fry.
Jason McCready explained all this to Cary as they stood in the entryway together. He had pointed out the nearly twenty-foot-high Christmas tree in the lobby to Danny when a young blond man came hurrying forward to welcome them. He was anxious to please Jason McCready, Cary decided, but there was also a warmth in his eyes and a pleasure in his voice that could mean only one thing—he liked his boss.
“Mr. McCready, you’re here! No bad traffic, I hope. Did the weather slow you down?”
Jason shook his head, drawing off his gloves. “No, Randy, the trip was fine. We got off the highway to take a look at the Basin.” He smiled at Cary as he explained. He’d mentioned the Basin when they had stopped for pizza for lunch. It wasn’t far from the lodge, just before a little town called Franconia’s Notch. It was one of the most exquisite places Cary had ever seen, with falls and rivulets racing over rocks through the snow to reach an otherwise tranquil spot where the water hurtled down with a noise like thunder. A lot of the shallower water was freezing over, but Cary assumed that the place would be beautiful in any season. Thoreau had thought so, too. According to Jason, he had been a frequent visitor to the area, and some of his words were now immortalized at the spot.
The area had been exciting to see. And more so, perhaps, with Jason McCready. Because of the ice, he had kept a steady hand upon her elbow as he had led her along, the children racing ahead. He had watched her in silence as he had shown her the place, and when she had spun with pure wide-eyed pleasure, he had seemed to read her thoughts.
“It’s almost like Camelot! In summer, everything is green and lush, and there are wildflowers everywhere. In fall, the colors are simply fantastic. In winter, it’s a crystal palace of ice, just as you see. And spring brings the water rushing down at a greater crescendo, sweet and clean, the flowers just budding and the return of the birds…” His voice had trailed away, and he’d shrugged. They had stood gazing at each other. He hadn’t seemed to need a reply, but she had never seen him so animated, nor had she imagined that he might feel so poetic about any place.
“It’s wonderful. Just wonderful,” she’d murmured, and then quickly added, “thank you for taking the time to stop for me—and Danny, of course—to see this.”
“The pleasure has been all mine, Mrs.—Cary,” he’d said softly. Then he had turned and walked away, leaving her to follow on her own.
And she had wondered if he had come there often with his Sara, and if the place had awakened memories.
In the car he had remained quiet. And he had winced when Angela had begged him to play Christmas carols on the tape player. He had caught Cary’s glance and tried to smile.
He had played the tape, just as his daughter had asked, but he hadn’t joined in any of the songs.
Now, however, he was as polite and easy as could be. He turned, catching Cary’s hand and drawing her over to meet the younger man. “Randy, this is one of my top writers, Cary Adams. Cary, Randy Skylar. And this is Cary’s son, Danny.”
Randy shook her hand and grinned broadly. “Mrs. Adams, it’s wonderful to have you.” His gaze returned quickly to his employer. “I’ve readied the suites in the rear, just as you asked. Would you like something sent up?”
“I’m afraid I have a meeting with the sales staff right away,” Jason said. “But, Cary, perhaps you and Danny would like something?”
She started to shake her head, but then she thought about the children. “Angela, why don’t you come with us to our room for a while? That way we can have Randy send us all some hot chocolate while your dad is busy.”
Angela smiled shyly. “I’d like that. May I, Dad?”
“Well, maybe Cary and Danny should have a little time to settle in first—”
“It’s fine, really,” Cary said, interrupting him. She almost added, We’re only here for Angela, but she didn’t want Angela to feel that she was a burden, because she wasn’t at all. “I’m not tired, and I can throw things in drawers in a matter of minutes.”
Jason shrugged. “Fine, then. I’ll see you all later for dinner.”
He left the three of them with Randy, who escorted them to the room Jason had reserved for her and Danny.
The door to their room was certainly ordinary looking. It was a plain wooden door that opened from the balcony that ran the length of the wall above the Christmas tree. But once that door had opened…
The room was massive, yet cheerful and warm, with its own fireplace against a wall of granite. There was a white leather sofa standing on a raspberry carpet, and beyond a curving pine bar was a full kitchen that appeared to be equipped with all manner of conveniences and utensils. There were two doors leading from the main room. Cary glanced at Randy, then strode across the parlor area to the first door. Opening it, she discovered a bedroom with a huge queen-sized bed covered by a massive quilt. Even here, there was a fireplace. And to one side of the fireplace, set into a small field of white tiles, was a huge Jacuzzi.
Cary left that room behind and hurried on to the next. It was smaller, and it was missing the Jacuzzi, but it was every bit as warm and as nice.
These rooms had been designed as family getaways, she decided. The suite provided a romantic seclusion for adults, while children could be just steps away….
The lodge was his. He had probably designed it, too, Cary thought.
She walked to the main room, and she must have been frowning, because Randy was quick to question her. “Is anything wrong?”
“No, no, of course not. It’s just that…” Angela was staring at her anxiously. It’s just too nice! she wanted to shout. She hadn’t really been invited on this trip—Danny had been the intended guest. And now here she was. In the absolute lap of luxury and feeling very uncomfortable.
“I’m just afraid that I’m taking space from…from another guest,” she finished lamely.
“Oh, but you’re not!” Angela assured her. “There are two of these suites here. My dad and I have the other. See—it’s through that door over there. He never rents out these rooms. Never. They’re always for guests. Really. I hope you like it.”
“I like it very much,” Cary told Angela, but her discomfort was growing. She suddenly felt very much like the governess.
“Come, Mrs. Adams,” Randy Skylar told her. “You haven’t seen the half of it yet!”
He led her through the main room and pushed open French doors that led to a balcony. From there, plate glass stretched above her. Below her, swathed in mist, was an indoor pool. A swirling whirlpool sent water cascading over a rock fall into the pool.
Beyond it, the mountains and the ski slopes were visible through the plate glass. It was breathtaking.
Cary heard laughter and looked through the mist. Some guests had left the slopes to sink into the warmth of the heated pool. Children played on the steps. And a pair of lovers, perhaps the parents, laughed together, the man in the water, the woman stretched out on the tiled rim of the pool beside him.
A knot twisted in Cary’s stomach, taking her unaware. Once she had been like that. She could close her eyes and remember when she and Richard and Danny had taken vacations and left their cares behind.
“Hot chocolate has arrived!” Randy announced. Cary turned. A young woman had appeared, pushing a cart holding a silver pitcher of hot chocolate and a plate of Oreo cookies.
“This is living!” Danny announced happily. Then he looked at his mother, remembering that he needed to be very careful with Oreos—their sugar was high, and that was bad for his diabetes. “Can I have some?”
“Yes, of course. A few,” she told him, smiling. She made a mental note to test his blood sugar level and give him his insulin as soon as they were alone. They had a small machine to do the testing, and he was accustomed to receiving his insulin three times a day. Even at his age, he knew how to do it himself, and Cary was proud of him for that, but he was still young, and she liked to be there to oversee things.
But right now, she decided, he could have a few Oreos.
Cary smiled at the children. Danny was still watching her. “Why don’t you two dig in, and then get into your suits? We’ll swim and shower and change, and maybe then your father will be ready to join you again, Angela.”
Angela, delicate and pristine even with an Oreo in her hand, gave Cary a beautiful smile. “Oh, he will be. He’s always on time, and he never lies.”
“Well, how commendable,” Cary murmured. She offered the two another smile, thanked the maid and Randy Skylar, then disappeared into the master bedroom. As Danny had said, this was living.
She just couldn’t accept this kind of hospitality. It was too much.
She stretched out on the bed and closed her eyes. It would have been so nice if she could have come to such a place with Richard.
In her mind’s eye she saw the pool and the snow-covered mountains beyond the glass. She saw a fire burning, and she saw herself, her head resting against the shoulder of a dark-haired man.
She bolted up, setting her hands against her flushed cheeks.
Richard had been blond. As light as Danny. The dark head in her daydreams had belonged to another man.
Jason McCready.
She groaned softly and buried her head in her pillow. And she didn’t rise until Danny came in to tell her that their luggage had been brought up, so they could change for the pool.
 
After their swim, Angela went through the connecting door to the suite she shared with her father to change. An hour later she knocked at the connecting door and Cary let her in.
“Has anyone ever told you that you are really beautiful, Miss McCready?” Cary asked her, smiling.
Angela blushed, her cheeks as rosy as her red velvet dress. “Do you really think so?”
“Indeed I do.”
“You’re very beautiful, too.”
“Thank you.”
“I told my father that.”
“Oh,” Cary murmured.
“Yes, she did, but it wasn’t at all necessary,” came a rich male voice over Angela’s shoulder.
Jason was freshly showered and shaved, his hair was still damp, and he was very handsome in a black dinner jacket and red vest. Cary, uncertain of how to dress, had chosen a soft white knit that gently molded her body until it flared slightly into a wider skirt just below the knees. Only the back was low and in the least daring, and she had hoped that her choice would suffice whether she found herself in casual or dressy surroundings.
“I already knew how beautiful you are, Mrs. Adams,” Jason assured her.
She felt a flush rising to her cheeks, as red as the color that stained Angela’s fair face. But she wasn’t young, she told herself. And she wasn’t the least bit innocent. She had to acquire a backbone where this man was concerned.
“Thank you. May I return the compliment?”
“You think Dad’s beautiful?” Angela inquired, giggling.
“You mean he’s not?” Cary said lightly.
“Oh, no!” Angela told her gravely. “He’s handsome. Very, very handsome.”
Tall, dark and handsome! an inner voice taunted Cary. Ah, but tall, dark and handsome had been June’s order for Christmas. Cary had just wanted a man who didn’t pull his boxer shorts up to his earlobes.
No. She hadn’t wanted a man at all. Jeremy was the one who had wished that upon her. Jeremy and his darned Christmas dust!
“Well, we’ve got reservations at a place up by one of the other slopes,” Jason said. “Not that the restaurant here isn’t marvelous—it is. But the week may grow hectic, and you may eat here frequently, so I thought I should get you out while I could. Is that all right?”
“Certainly. It’s very thoughtful,” Cary told him. “But you really don’t have to worry about Danny or me—”
“Tsk, tsk, Mrs. Adams. I realize that I don’t have to worry. I choose to worry. May I?”
There was that smile again. One that was open and honest. The smile that made her feel warm. That made candlelight seem to dance and flicker down the length of her.
Cary nodded, consenting as graciously as she could.
Dinner was wonderful. The owners of the restaurant had managed to combine moose and elk and deer heads on very rustic walls with a certain amount of elegance. Cary had her first beefalo steak, and a delicious salad. Conversation with Jason McCready was proving to be easy and natural, and throughout the meal she was surprised by the range of topics they covered, from the best qualities for grammar school teachers to the situation in the Middle East. And with Angela and Danny there, Cary also found herself laughing through the meal as Danny described the very best way to spit on a ball to give it a fast curve, and Angela sang camp songs that might have repelled a hungry bear. So much for elegance.
When they left the restaurant, it was late. The children were barely in the car before Cary turned and realized they were fast asleep, one slumped on the other.
Jason was silent for a while, and Cary felt her eyes flickering shut. Then Jason suddenly spoke.
“The kids are out?”
“Fast asleep,” she assured him.
“I just wanted to say thanks. Thanks very much for coming.”
“Thank you. The suite is beautiful. Too beautiful. I think I would have been happier with something, er, smaller.”
She saw the slow curve of his smile. “Mrs. Adams, you are worth it.”
“Well, thank you,” Cary murmured. He didn’t reply. The motion of the car as it sped through the night mixed with the warmth of its heater, and her eyes kept closing. Then they closed one final time and she couldn’t quite get them open.
It startled him when her head fell on his shoulder. Jason almost jumped, but he managed to hold still. The soft, sweet scent of her hair teased his nose, and for a moment he held his breath.
A poignant anguish stole slowly over him, seeming to seep into him like water over porous rock.
It had been so long….
Sara had fallen asleep on him like that.
He’d been out a number of times since her death. And though he was certain that he’d always been courteous, he knew, too, that he’d always been distant, and he’d seldom seen any woman more than once. According to a number of tabloids, he’d become a very eligible bachelor, but in his heart, he knew he would never be that. He couldn’t retain his interest in anyone; he couldn’t look at beauty with more than a casual eye. He hadn’t really dated; he’d had arrangements, and that had been that. Strange, because he had been intimate with some of those women, but…
He’d never come so close that one of them might fall asleep on his shoulder.
And Cary was certainly the only woman he would allow to be there.
He didn’t know why. He did know that he hadn’t thanked her just for Angela. He had thanked her for himself, as well. It had been years since he had really laughed. Years since he had been anxious for a day to end so that he might see someone—other than Angela—again.
Her hair brushed his chin. Soft and satiny, so warm with its rich brown depths. Like silk, it teased over his flesh. His fingers tightened on the wheel, and he clenched his jaw as he felt sudden, volatile stirrings of desire rise hard within him. His initial anguish had faded away. The present—and this woman—held all his attention. He couldn’t remember wanting anyone quite this way. It was ironic.
She was probably the one woman who would not want him.
She made a soft sound in her sleep as she curved against the warmth of his body more comfortably. Her fingers curled over his shoulder. And then her hand slipped and fell to his thigh.
He clamped down on his jaw even harder.
Cary awoke when the car jerked to a halt. Almost instantly, she was sitting upright, wondering how she had been sleeping.
But Jason McCready was already out of the car, and she didn’t know whether to apologize or not.
“This is it,” he said curtly. “We’re here.” For once on this trip, he wasn’t being terribly polite.
“Yes. I’ll, uh, I’ll just get Danny.”
“I’ll get Danny. He’s a lot heavier than my daughter. You carry Angela. If you think you can.”
“Well, of course I can—”
“I meant that you’re so tired yourself. And hell, you’re not a lot bigger than either of them.”
“I can manage,” Cary said irritably.
“Yes, yes, you can manage.” Jason quickly had Danny in his arms. She bent down for Angela, and his next words seemed to slap her right in the face. “Have I ever told you that you remind me of a porcupine at times?”
With her young burden in her arms, Cary stiffened and swung around. “What a lovely comparison. Thank you so much, Mr. McCready.”
“I didn’t say that you looked like a porcupine, Mrs. Adams. You’re a very beautiful woman, and you must know that. Even though your husband hasn’t been around for a long time to tell you, I’m sure that other men have. Or maybe not. With those porcupine bristles of yours, maybe no one has managed to get close enough.”
“Thank you again. You do have my life right down to a tee, Mr. McCready. And with all the women you date! Don’t you dare judge me!”
Cary delivered the last statement with her nose in the air, then turned quickly on her heel and headed for the lodge.
He was right behind her. “All the women I date?” he inquired.
“Ah, yes, if it’s Tuesday, it must be a redhead,” Cary said sweetly as they reached the door to the lodge.
“I didn’t know you had been paying so much attention to my dating habits,” Jason said.
Cary wasn’t able to reply. Randy Skylar was there to open the door for them. “Let me take her,” he offered Cary, and without giving her a chance to refuse, he swept Angela into his arms. Cary followed the two men up the stairs to the suites, forcing a smile to answer Randy’s polite questions about their dinner.
Jason laid Danny on his bed. Randy had taken Angela into Jason’s suite, so Cary and Jason were left alone to stare at one another, the sprawled and comfortable body of Cary’s son between them.
“Good night, Mrs. Adams,” Jason said softly.
“Good night,” Cary murmured. “Thank you for dinner. It was lovely.”
His slow, rueful smile curved his lips. “Yes, it actually was.” Then he brushed by her and left. And, oddly, Cary could feel the entire length of her side where he had touched her so lightly and so briefly. It was so much warmer than the other side….
Funny, she had been so tired. But even after she had tucked Danny in and changed into a comfortable flannel gown, she couldn’t sleep at all.
She pulled the pillow over her head, gritted her teeth and willed sleep to come. But for the longest time it didn’t.
She kept feeling the warmth of her side and wondering how closely she had leaned against Jason McCready when sleep had come so easily in his car.
 
There was a note beneath her door in the morning. It was handwritten, and she recognized Jason’s handwriting from the Christmas cards she had received over the last few years. It was a broad, large script, very legible, and somehow like the man, firm and powerful. The message was brief but courteous. He was tied up for the day, but she mustn’t feel that she needed to tend only to the children. There were programs for them all morning, movies, lessons on the bunny slopes, whatever. She was welcome to spend her day however she chose, and she shouldn’t worry. His staff were wonderful with children.
Cary didn’t mind spending her time with the children, but she did have an article she wanted to edit, and with a magazine’s deadlines, time could be very precious. She decided to have breakfast with the kids, then work for a while, then go down to the bunny slopes with them.
The day worked out as she had planned it. They breakfasted in her suite; then Angela and Danny traipsed off to see cartoons. Cary started to work in front of the main fireplace in the suite. She wondered if she would be able to concentrate, but to her great pleasure, she found that the comfort of the lodge and the snap and crackle of the fire were definite pluses. She didn’t dig her nose out of her manuscript until two o’clock, when she had accomplished everything she had wanted.
Pleased, she dressed in her own best rendition of a ski outfit—clinging knit pants, a warm wool sweater and a windbreaker—and went in search of the children. They were just finishing lunch, and both were pleased that she was going to join them on the bunny slopes.
“I don’t ski,” Cary told Angela. “That puts me on the bunny slope with you and Danny. Except that I’ll bet that you can ski.”
Angela could ski. Beautifully. But she spent the afternoon with Cary and Danny and the young ski instructor, laughing delightedly as Cary and Danny struggled with the equipment and a new sense of balance. Cary, overwhelmed at first by the heavy boots, the skis and all the safety tips she was being given, swore she would never be able to manage. But by early evening she was delighted. She was managing the slopes. She was skiing! And she was thrilled with the rush of pleasure and exhilaration that negotiating the small slopes brought her.
She was also cold. She and Danny and Angela headed into the lodge. The children had hot chocolate; she decided on an Irish coffee. It was very good, but since she hadn’t bothered with lunch, the hot drink seemed to hit her like lead.
She and the children decided to have dinner in the suite. And by the time they finished with the delicious linguine, the kids seemed willing enough to go to bed. Angela slipped through the door into her own suite. Cary hesitated, told Danny to get ready for bed and followed Angela into Jason McCready’s private quarters.
His suite was obviously never rented out. It had the same view of the pool, the same handsome pine walls and deep plush carpeting. There was more of a feeling of home to his rooms. There were beautiful mountain prints on the walls, and a cabinet filled with curious sculptures and knickknacks. A handsome oak secretary was covered with papers, and on a coffee table before the sofa were several issues of Elegance and other magazines. On a side table was a picture frame. It contained the perfect family photo. Jason McCready surrounded by the two women he loved, a much younger Angela and Sara, both with their beautiful blue eyes and angelic halos of soft blond hair.
Cary suddenly felt as if she was intruding, and she almost backed away. But Jason McCready had never given her any decrees about not entering his private domain, so she hurried through the living room to tap at one of the bedroom doors. “Angela?”
“Cary? Come in.”
Angela was already in her red flannel nightdress, her hair flowing down her back, her eyes wide and bright. Looking at her, Cary felt a peculiar rush of emotion, her heart tearing for Sara McCready. She’s so beautiful, Sara! Cary thought. If only you could see her!
“I just came to…to see if you wanted to be tucked in,” Cary told her.
Angela’s eyes widened. “Yes, please. Thank you very much.”
So Cary tucked her in, kissed her on the forehead and promised to see her bright and early the next morning. She went to her suite and tucked Danny in, then changed into her flannel gown. But once again, as exhausted as she should have been, she couldn’t sleep. She got out of bed, made herself a cup of tea and wandered to the balcony overlooking the pool and the mountains beyond.
To her surprise, there was activity by the pool. She first recognized Barney Mulray, a salesman from Ohio whom she had met at a convention. Then she realized that the pool was full of Elegance salespeople.
And at the far end was Jason McCready.
To Cary’s growing dismay, her first thought was that he looked wonderful in a bathing suit. He was bronzed, lean and very well muscled. His chest was covered by a handsome and provocative mat of dark hair. And from the breadth of his shoulders to the clean, lean line of his hips to the powerful thighs below his black bathing suit, he was perfectly formed.
Someone else thought so, too. There was a little young redhead, with a chest that didn’t quit, sitting near him. She was talking to him, and Jason was responding. But then Barney called to him across the pool, and Jason was just as quick to respond to Barney. Cary leaned a little over the balcony, trying to hear their words.
“Come on, time for a drink,” Barney encouraged.
Jason shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m about to head up to my room. I want to check on Angela.”
Other encouragements were called to Jason, who shook his head. The people began to trail out of the pool. All but the redhead. She leaned closer to Jason—with that chest that wouldn’t quit.
“Really, Jason. Just one drink. Come on. It’s early.”
“Trudy, thanks,” he said, his voice firm. “But I’m tired. I’d like to be alone now, please.”
Not even Trudy would dare to argue with such a tone, it seemed. She rose with a shrug and moved off with the others.
The pool area was suddenly very silent. Only Jason remained at the far end, his eyes closed. Again Cary felt as if she was intruding. Well, she had been intruding, eavesdropping. She started to move away, but right then his eyes flew open. Right to her.
“Ah, Mrs. Adams!” he called softly.
“Hello,” she called back uncomfortably.
He smiled. Just like the cat who had caught the canary. “Did you have a nice day?”
“Yes, lovely, thank you.”
“The kids?”
“They’re fine. They’re sleeping.”
“Angela?”
“She’s fine. I…I tucked her in.”
His eyes widened a bit, she thought, but she didn’t know with what emotion—pleasure that she would do so, or annoyance that she would presume to come so close.
“But you’re wide-awake, I see,” he commented.
“Yes, well, I was going in—”
“Don’t. Come down,” he commanded suddenly.
Cary hesitated. She should go to bed. She shouldn’t go down to him. She felt as if little rivers of water were already dancing down her spine.
This was when memory usually kicked in. When she would remember Richard’s smile, his laugh, when she would feel so cold and empty…
But this time she didn’t see Richard’s face before her. She was caught by the powerful, handsome face of the man in the pool below.
“I just heard you say that you wanted to be alone,” Cary murmured.
“Did you?”
Cary flushed. “Yes,” she admitted.
“Well, I did want to be alone—then. But I would very much appreciate your company now. Please, come down. The water is wickedly warm.”
Much, much more than the water was wickedly warm, Cary was certain.
But suddenly she ached for a taste of that warmth. Just a taste. Jason McCready never offered anything more. And she could never take anything more.
But tonight…
Indeed, the wicked warmth seemed to sweep right up and curl around her. She moistened her lips, still hesitating.
“Cary?”
“I’ll be right down,” she promised.
And to her amazement, she got quickly into her suit and made her way to the pool. To the warmth.



Chapter 4
By the time she reached the pool, Cary was wondering why she had come. Jason McCready was no longer at the end of the pool, and she felt rather foolish standing there, looking around for him.
“In here, Mrs.—Cary.”
He’d moved to the Jacuzzi. And he’d watched her arrive. For some reason, that disturbed her.
And there was more to disturb her. There was a tray by his side as he slowly leaned back in the hot swirling water with his eyes on her. There were two glasses of champagne on the tray, and a dish of bite-sized cheeses and shrimp and crackers.
Cary stiffened and tightened the belt on her terry swim robe. But then she heard his husky laughter, and her flesh warmed. “Your quills are bristling, Mrs. Adams.”
“Are they?” she said, looking disapprovingly at the champagne. “Was this for my benefit?”
“It was.”
“Well, you shouldn’t have.”
“Why not?”
She waved an arm to indicate nothing—and everything. “Because it’s just too…practiced. As if you were going to…”
“Going to what?” He picked up one of the champagne glasses and took a sip.
“If you don’t know—”
“If you’re assuming that I intend to seduce you, don’t you think you’re being just a little presumptuous?”
“Oh, my Lord, this whole trip was a mistake. I just knew it—” Cary began, turning, intending to walk quickly away.
But she didn’t quite manage it. Jason McCready was out of the Jacuzzi and standing before her, dripping wet, very masculine—and entirely imposing.
“It was a mistake because Danny is having such a miserable time?” he demanded. “Or is it a mistake because you’re suddenly afraid of me? Why, I wonder? I’d admired you because you seemed to be the one person who wasn’t afraid to say what she was really thinking.”
“I’m not afraid of you!” Cary snapped quickly.
“Then?”
“Then…why did you invite me down?” she blurted.
He smiled. And there was a gentle humor in his eyes. “I like you. You’re my guest here. I’ve been dealing with business all day, and you’ve been with our children. I thought it might be nice to talk. And, since it’s late and it might also be nice to unwind, I ordered champagne and a snack. I thought you might enjoy it. And you just might, you know, if you let yourself.”
She wasn’t sure exactly why she felt like such a fool. Maybe she really had been presuming too much. Maybe he didn’t find her attractive in the least.
Most probably he was simply stating the truth. And she had been acting like a porcupine.
Her fingers were still knotted over the belt to her robe. Her lashes fell over her eyes. “Is there cocktail sauce for the shrimp?”
“Yes.”
“Well, all right, then.”
She couldn’t quite meet his gaze, so she turned, slipped off the robe and stepped into the Jacuzzi. The steaming heat was wonderful. It seemed to reach into all her muscles and smooth away her tension. Jason McCready stepped in, keeping his distance, sitting across from her. He offered her a glass of champagne. She thanked him, and he leaned back, sipping his own.
“How was your day?” he asked her.
“Great,” she said. She told him how the three of them had spent their time. He asked her questions all the while, and it was more the tone of his voice than the warmth of the water that relaxed her. Before she knew it, she was leaning closer and closer. She had consumed half the shrimp, while he had politely preferred the cheese.
And she had allowed him to refill her champagne glass twice.
But when she had finished recounting the day, there was a sudden silence. Jason was leaning back, his head resting on the rim of the Jacuzzi, his eyes half closed.
“Did you…did you design this place?” she asked him.
His eyes opened slightly. They seemed to cast a searing heat as they swept over her. “Yes.”
“I thought so. It’s so well planned—” She broke off, willing herself not to flush, because he was staring at her so hard. “You designed it for Sara,” she heard herself say.
He shrugged. “Yes.”
“Then it must bring back painful memories for you.”
He shook his head. “My memories aren’t painful. And what difference does it make? According to you, I’m a dating machine.”
“Well, it’s foolish,” she told him.
He shrugged again. “It’s better than what you do.”
“And what do I do?”
“Start off with your quills bristling.”
“I don’t—”
“Did you know that I’m fairly good friends with your cousin Jeremy? Second cousin, actually, isn’t it?”
Cary inhaled and gritted her teeth. Jeremy! What had he been saying about her?
“He says that you’ve gone out three times in three years. And that each time you acted like an ice princess.”
“An ice princess!”
“Yes, an ice princess. And that you never had any intention of enjoying yourself. At least I try.”
“I try, too,” Cary protested.
He sipped more champagne, watching her. Now he didn’t look so much like the cat who had eaten the canary. His eyes were still lazy, half closed, but very green as he stared at her.
“Would you quit that!” she snapped.
“Quit what?”
“Well, I may remind you of a porcupine, but at this moment you very much remind me of a crocodile. So laid back and ready to snap my head off at any moment.”
He laughed and leaned toward her. “I’m not going to bite your head off.”
He was close to her. Very close. She could see the water beading on his shoulders and chest, and she was very tempted to touch one of those little beads. She was even tempted to move closer, to taste one of those little drops of water, to put the tip of her tongue against his flesh.
“The…the life you’re living is very wrong,” she told him primly. She couldn’t draw her eyes from the water…or from his chest. Think! she warned herself. Remember.
“Is it?”
She heard his whisper, and then she knew that they were even closer. She felt his thumb and forefinger stroking her cheek, lifting her chin. And then she felt his lips on hers.
The rushing warmth of the water seemed to sweep through her like a fever, to touch her mouth, her body, her soul, with the same sweet fever. She had never imagined kissing any man besides Richard.
She couldn’t imagine not feeling the touch of this man….
He did not seduce; he did not coerce. He gave so much with the hungry pressure of his lips. They molded to hers; they brought a fantastic warmth, a burst of emotions and sensations to fruition within her.
Maybe she had always known that he would kiss like this. With no hesitation, with a sheer provocative mastery. Maybe she had known that his tongue would move, hauntingly, drawing sensual patterns over her lips, delving between them, seeking the deepest recesses of her mouth, bringing a surge of sweet desire, latent so long, rushing like a cascade of wild water through her.
A sound escaped her, soft, like a moan. A sound of pleasure. Perhaps even a sound of desire. She could never accuse him of seducing her. His first touch had been so light. Even that kiss had provided every opportunity for escape. Perhaps at that point it was she who seduced him. For it was her arms that were the first to curl around his neck. It was she who floated against him as the swirling hot waters of the Jacuzzi lent them aid, seeming to fit their bodies so closely together.
He kissed her again. And again. His fingers traveled down her back, stroking her flesh, her form. She pressed against his muscled body, torn by memory, awakened by it. She was never anything but aware that he was a different man, a very different man, from the one she had married, the one she had loved. But for once her senses were swept away. She wanted this man, and the sensations were so acute and demanding that she didn’t want to care about anything else.
She was in his arms, on his lap, yearning for more and more of his touch. His lips rose a fraction of an inch above hers, and he whispered softly, “I think we’re both relaxed at last.”
“It’s the Jacuzzi.”
“No, because not all my muscles are at ease,” he told her.
Her eyes widened, and she might have been awakened to exactly what she was doing. But he kissed her again as his fingers caressed her cheek, her chin, her collarbone, and his arms tightened around her. The hot whirl of the water was not something outside her anymore, but something that was a part of her.
His lips rose from hers again. “We can’t stay here.”
“No,” she whispered.
“I want this to go on.” Again he offered her every escape.
“I know.”
“Is it the champagne?”
“It helps, I’m sure,” Cary admitted.
She felt him stiffen. He would walk away now, if she chose. But she didn’t choose. She moistened her lips and tightened her arms around him. “Please…” she murmured.
He didn’t make her say more. They stepped from the Jacuzzi and walked across the pool area to a door that led to a private stairway. It led, she realized, from the pool area straight to his bedroom.
One light was on. It cast a soft, dim glow over the black comforter that covered the large bed, the mountain prints on the wall, the black and brass and glass of the furniture. Cary saw very little of it, for she kept her gaze on Jason McCready, on the green eyes that remained locked with hers. She shivered suddenly, violently, for despite the heat indoors, she had come wet from the Jacuzzi into the air, and now her flesh was chilled. Not for long. For when he had laid her down, he covered her with the warmth of his own form. His kiss seared her with heat again, and his caress became a touch of fire.
Once more, his gaze caught hers, and he offered her a last escape. “Will you stay?”
She wanted to speak, but she couldn’t. She nodded, closed her eyes and wound her arms around him, burying her face against him.
“Open your eyes,” he commanded her, drawing her away. And she did so, meeting his gaze. “Tell me that you want me. Say my name.”
“I want you.”
“My name.”
“Mr. McCready.”
“My first name!” He laughed, and she smiled.
She managed to whisper, “Jason. I want you, Jason.”
Then he asked nothing more of her, and the magic began.
He touched her…just where she longed to be touched.
And he kissed her…just where she longed to be kissed.
Fires rose in the night, the flames sending little licks of sensation to tease and torment and bring sweet pleasure to her. She saw his eyes in the dim magical glow of the night. And she saw his hands, so bronze, so large, so masculine and wonderful, against the pale hue of her own flesh.
And she kissed him. Touched the bare skin of his shoulder with the tip of her tongue, just as she had dreamed of doing.
It had been so long. So achingly long…
And what he offered her was good. So beautifully, perfectly good.
For he made love. He took nothing that he didn’t give. He demanded; he shared; he held her; he caressed her. He touched her…so tenderly. And so passionately.
Almost as if he could love her.
And when the sweet whirl of heat and fever rose from pitch to pitch, when the cascade of need and hunger and wanting came swirling to a peak, it burst upon them both with a volatile climax.
The sensations were so strong, so sweet, that Cary’s world went black. And when the light came again, she was still trembling, still drifting. Held in his arms, she shook time and time again with the aftermath of pleasure.
And shock.
It wasn’t that she was suddenly horrified by what she had done. She had done it with her eyes wide open.
But she had done it without thinking. And though she still lay in his arms with the soft glow of the night a sweet shield around them, the garish rays of daylight would come streaking down upon her tomorrow, and she would have the future to live with.
She bit her lip, thinking that her suit was lying by the bed. Was there any way to slip into it without feeling awkward? Should she say thank you very much what a wonderful time and try to slip casually to her own room?
Good God, how could she ever go to work again? She had to quit! Unless he fired her. No—it was getting so close to Christmas. She couldn’t quit. Danny wanted a computer.
She was thinking about a computer at a time like this?
She started to move, but his hold on her tightened. “I—I have to go back,” she said in near panic. “Danny will be waking—”
“At one in the morning?” he said. Those eyes of his were on her again. And he was smiling.
“I have to go back,” she said stubbornly.
He kissed her lips. Then he moved away, rising on one elbow. He watched while she donned her suit, then comfortably slipped into his own. “I’ll walk you down for your robe and back to your room.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I said I’ll walk you back.”
Cary’s suit was still soaked, so cold after the warmth they had shared! As she hurried for the door to the stairway, she brushed by the bedside table, looking down as she struck it with her thigh.
And she stared at the picture. The picture of Sara McCready. Smiling so beautifully.
Oh, God. But Jason didn’t seem to notice. He moved past her, opening the door, then starting down ahead of her. He found her robe by the pool and set it around her shoulders, then smiled. “You’re shivering.”
“I’m cold.”
“You could have stayed warmly by my side.”
“We both have children.”
“We had more time.”
“No.” She shook her head, backing away from him.
“Cary, if you regret anything—”
“No, I don’t regret anything. It was wonderful. You know that. I mean…” Oh, she wasn’t good at this; she wasn’t good at all. She might as well be honest. “It was my first time since…Richard. And maybe I will be able to start seeing people again now. Thank you. But I need to be alone.”
“Cary—”
“I have to go!”
“Wait!” he said demandingly.
Why was she feeling such a swift rise of panic and handling things so poorly? “I have to go! And I don’t care what my leaving means. Even if you fire me!”
His jaw went very square. “Cary! I’m not firing you!”
The panic left her suddenly. But she still needed to escape. “So I don’t have to clean out my desk,” she murmured. She wanted to laugh, wanted to cry. She wanted to throw herself against him all over again.
But most of all she wanted to be alone. Alone to deal with the sudden anguish that seized her now. She couldn’t let him walk her back. She turned and ran from the pool to the steps that led to the balcony, then back to her own room.
 
She spent the morning desperately trying to feel and act normally.
She must have done a better job than she had expected, because neither Danny nor Angela seemed to notice anything amiss. Cary didn’t know where Jason was; she hadn’t gotten a note from him, and he didn’t appear at the table when they went down for breakfast.
To Cary’s dismay, he did appear at the bunny slopes that afternoon. And although he had a meeting scheduled, he just brought the meeting to the bunny slopes with him. Cary recognized a number of the sales staff. They had looked a little dazed at the locale he’d chosen, but nobody was about to say anything.
Cary thought the whole thing was ridiculous. Especially when she skied down the little slope and, despite her very best efforts and determination, ended up on her hind end in the snow. Jason was there, smooth and sleek and infuriatingly comfortable on his skis, to assist her. “We’re going to talk tonight,” he told her briefly.
“No! The children—”
“The children are going to the lodge’s kids’ dinner club. They’re going to have hot dogs and play games and pop popcorn to string on the tree. And they’re going to sing Christmas carols and make Christmas gifts and have a great time. It is the Christmas Season! Have a little spirit!” he told her. “Be ready at six.” By then he had her on her feet and was gliding away.
She couldn’t begin to move so quickly. She could hardly move at all.
“Be ready for what?” she demanded.
But Jason McCready either didn’t hear her or didn’t intend to answer.
 
Danny left early for the kids’ dinner club. That gave Cary time to bathe and dress carefully. She didn’t know where she was going, so she chose a black velvet dress that she hoped was both concealing and elegant. She wasn’t going to run away tonight. She was just going to explain that they couldn’t go any further. Because…
Because she needed her job. And she couldn’t bear for things to be awkward.
And because she didn’t want to be one of his long string of women.
And that was the real rub, she admitted, seeing her features pale in the mirror as she slipped on her little pearl earrings.
Why? What did it matter? she asked herself. He was good for her. He would open up the world that she had closed away, and then she could go on.
No. She couldn’t.
Because she cared about him, she admitted. Because he had fascinated her from the start. Because no one else could draw the things from her that he had drawn so easily. No one else could make her forget Richard.
She hadn’t forgotten Richard.
Yes, she had. For those precious moments in Jason’s arms, she had forgotten.
She closed her eyes. He had made her say his name. But he had never spoken hers.
There was a knock on the door to the suite. Cary grabbed her coat and hurried out. She didn’t want him coming into her room.
His room, really. The whole lodge was his.
She was breathless when she threw the door open and saw him. His eyes were bright. He was still angry, she thought.
And in jeans and a leather jacket, he was far more casually dressed than she was.
“Oh! I’ll change,” she murmured.
“No, it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter at all. Not where we’re going. Come on.”
“Where are we going?” Cary demanded.
He could move so quickly when he was in a hurry. He had her by her elbow, and he hadn’t answered her question. In front of the lodge there were too many people around, all greeting Jason and nodding to her, for her to say anything. But finally they were in the Jeep, and she repeated her question. “Where are we going?”
“There.” He pointed to a structure just up the hill. Cary sighed. For a man who wanted to talk, he was extremely untalkative.
And she still had no idea where they were going.
The ride was too short, and yet it was also interminable. As soon as they entered the wooden building on the hill, she realized it was a private château, and that someone had readied it for their arrival. A fire was burning in the grate, and a delicious aroma was wafting from chafing dishes on the rustic table.
Jason removed his jacket, casting it onto one of the couches. He didn’t take her coat, but walked straight to the table, lifting the cover off one of the dishes. “Beef Stroganoff. And, let’s see, a very nice white burgundy. Have a seat.”
He pulled out her chair. Cary still had her coat on. “Jason, I never agreed to a private—”
“Did you want to discuss our sexual relationship publicly?” he demanded.
“We don’t have a relationship!” she insisted.
He smiled. “Fine. Sit down and tell me why.”
Exasperated, Cary groaned, doffed her coat and then took the seat he had pulled out for her. He poured the wine, then sat opposite her. His eyes met hers as he lifted his glass to her.
“Well?”
“I just can’t see you anymore,” she said.
“Why not?”
“You’re my boss, for one thing.”
“We’re nowhere near work.”
“But we will be.”
“This has nothing to do with work, and you know it.”
Cary sipped her wine. “All right. All right—you need another reason? I don’t care to be one of the crowd.”
“The crowd?” One brow shot up. “Really, it isn’t that bad, is it?”
She flushed. “I just don’t—”
He leaned across the table. His fingers closed over hers. The warmth was electric. Seductive…frightening.
“I enjoy you. I like you. I admire you.”
“You’re lost, sunk, in your memories!” Cary told him.
He smiled ruefully. “I am? All right, then, Cary. We have everything in common. You’re in love with a ghost, too. But admit it, you’re having fun with me. You opened up. You didn’t do anything casual or careless last night. You made love with me! And that’s a hell of a lot more than you’ve managed before!”
She jumped up, and his wineglass slammed down. “At least I’m not always trying to run away!” he exploded.
But you’re not in love with me, either! Cary thought. And then she paused at the awful realization that maybe, just maybe, she was falling in love with him. It had started when he had picked her up for the week….
No. It had started before that. It had started with the fascination she felt each time she saw him.
And now…
“Give it this week,” he said.
“What?”
“You’re having fun. Hell, you’re even having sex. Give it this week. Then, if you want to stop, we will. We can go back to work and never even nod in the hallways.”
She should have said no right then.
He had brought her here, to complete privacy. To complete intimacy. But he would take her home if she wanted. She knew that. She had only to say the word.
But…
She liked the lodge. She liked being with the children. And she liked being with him. She liked his slow smile, his laughter, and she even liked seeing the weariness slip from his eyes.
And she liked his chest. Naked.
The rest of the week…
It was almost Christmas. She owed it to herself.
She sank slowly into her chair. “We’ll have dinner,” she murmured.
And they did. Just dinner. But then it began to snow, and they stood at the window and watched the snowflakes falling. Then they sat before the fire and started to talk about baseball and all the things that little girls needed, and children in general.
Suddenly they were stretched out on the floor beside the flames.
And Cary knew that she wanted to make love. Again.
The flames in front of them, and between them, began to climb higher and higher.
Outside, the Christmas lights flickered red and green.
And Cary knew that she had given herself a bigger Christmas present than she had known. She had given herself laughter and a little bit of Christmas spirit….
And even a little taste of peace.



Chapter 5
The week passed in a whirl.
And while it was happening, Cary had to admit that it was the best time she could remember having.
For one thing, she became a passable skier. Between Jason and Angela, she had plenty of help. And plenty of laughter each time she or Danny pitched into the snow.
The laughter. Perhaps that was what she would remember the most. Or maybe it was the warmth, the quiet evenings. Or maybe the sheer excitement of feeling alive and aware and sensual again.
He told her to relax, to try to have fun.
And she did. They swam; they skied; they ate. They spent time with the children, and they spent time alone. They took lazy walks, and they played in the privacy of the Jacuzzi in Cary’s room. They listened to the endless hum of Christmas carols heralding the season, and they went on sleigh rides with bells jingling.
Danny had the time of his life.
But the week came to an end, and though Jason acted as if nothing needed to change because they went back, Cary knew that it would. The week had been a fantasy. Now they were in the real world. It was an uneasy feeling, and as she lay awake the Sunday night before she had to go to work, she regretted what she had done even as she dreamed about the days gone by.
And then there was Jason.
Courteous, charming. He’d made her laugh so easily. And she’d never imagined a more tender or exciting lover. But now it was time to remember that he moved swiftly, that no matter how easy he had been to be with, he was still in love with Sara, and if he thought that Cary was coming too close, he would move on.
She slept very little that night.
Monday morning passed by without her seeing him. She had lunch with June, determined that she wasn’t going to give anything away. Nothing. And despite June’s persistence, she stuck to her story that it had been a nice week, that Jason had been charming, that Danny and Angela had enjoyed a great time—and nothing more.
She thought she would see Jason sometime during the day, but she didn’t. And she didn’t know whether she was anxious, or very, very glad.
A second day passed without her seeing him, and then a third and a fourth. She lay awake at night, tossing and turning. She remembered his every touch, and she clenched her teeth tightly, thinking how ironic it was that she had finally fallen in love again.
With a man who not only couldn’t love her, but didn’t even want to see her again.
She had warned herself. Again and again, she had warned herself.
By Friday she had stubbornly convinced herself that she was not going to go from living in one kind of hell to living in another. If he asked her to dinner, to a show, to coffee—to anything—ever again, she would refuse.
To make matters worse, June plagued her at lunch every day. And it was the Christmas season. Everywhere she turned, people were singing about tidings of joy.
“Maybe you’ll have a date for the pre-Christmas Eve party,” June teased her at lunch on Friday.
Cary clenched her teeth. “June, I had a nice time last week. I enjoyed both the McCreadys. That’s all.”
“And did the McCreadys enjoy you?”
“June, drop it,” Cary said warningly.
But it was when she returned to her office after lunch that she found the computer. And, as it happened, June was with her.
“It’s that system that Danny wanted so much! The one you thought you couldn’t afford!” June exclaimed. “How did it get here? Who would have…oh!” She stared hard at Cary, then she started to laugh. “I guess one McCready did enjoy you. Very much.”
“June!” Cary gasped.
“Oh, kid, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that. Except that you must have…well, I mean, you must have had a really good time. And he must have had a really good time, too. Oh, I’m not making this sound any better, am I? Gee, I wonder how many other people saw this come in here?”
Damn Jason McCready. He’d forced her into falling for him, then ignored her….
And then managed to turn her into the most delectable piece of office gossip in months.
Cary’s cheeks were flaming, and she couldn’t think of a single word to say to June. She probably shouldn’t accost Jason now, in his office. His secretary would hear her, and the staff would probably be buzzing by the end of the afternoon.
Damn Jeremy and his Christmas dust! Cary thought furiously. The computer was in her office, and it must look like some kind of payment for services above and beyond the call of duty. Well, nuts to timing! She strode out of the office, down the hall and to the elevators. And she didn’t wait for Jason’s secretary to announce her, she waved and went right through the door.
Jason had been expecting to hear from Cary. He’d been waiting for a call.
This past week had been bedlam—absolute bedlam—and he’d played catch-up from morning until night. He’d driven by her apartment on his way home from work twice, but it had been late, and when he’d been about to go up to see if she was awake, he had been amazed to find his hands trembling, and he’d driven home instead.
Early this morning, he’d thought of the computer. He hoped it was the right one and that she would tell him how much it would mean to Danny. The boy had talked about it often enough on the trip, telling Angela all the wonderful things he had been able to do on it in school.
He wanted to talk to Cary. He wanted to hear her voice again. From the minute he had left her at her door, he had missed her. Missed the gold in her gaze, the curve of her smile. He missed the simple beauty of her face and the lithe, sensual beauty of her form. He missed being near someone who shared his love for children; he missed the way she could laugh at herself when she landed in the snow. He missed her eyes, steady and sure when she told him something she was determined he should hear. And he missed her sighs and her whispers and the wonder in her eyes when they made love. Just remembering made an ache rise hauntingly within him.
He had lain awake all night thinking about it, and he had awakened that morning amazed to feel an aching in his heart. He wanted the week back. He wanted to be with her. For the first time in five years he had been happy. He hoped the computer would make her happy, too.
Apparently it didn’t.
He was amazed when she stormed into his office, her eyes gleaming with fury, her beautiful features as tense as iron. There was a pencil between her hands. And even before she began to speak, it snapped.
“What the hell are you doing to me?” she demanded.
Defensively, he was on his feet. He walked around the desk and perched on the edge of it, his arms crossed over his chest. “What on earth are you talking about?”
“The computer!”
“It’s for Danny.”
“Oh, it’s for Danny! But it’s also for me. And I can’t afford it. And I don’t want things from you that I can’t afford. It looks like a—a payment!”
“A payment!” Jason roared.
“Everyone must know now that…that…”
“You’re sleeping with me?” Jason suggested. He said it as if it were something evil. But it had meant everything to him. It had meant salvation.
“But I’m not ‘sleeping with’ you—it’s not some ongoing thing!”
“There was no payoff intended, Cary, and I can’t believe—”
“Oh!” she ground out with exasperation. “I am going to have to quit—”
“Why?”
“Don’t you see what you’ve done? My position is untenable. I just became another of your casual associations, but I have to appear here every day—”
“I wasn’t sure that we were involved in any casual associations,” he said, his eyes narrowing angrily. “I intended to call you this afternoon—”
“Did you? No! No, it doesn’t matter. It can’t go on, don’t you see? I can’t work here and have everyone looking at me as if I were…as if I were one of your women,” she finished flatly.
“It was good between us,” he said harshly. “Everything was good.”
“Was! It’s over. I will not see you again!”
He was still. Dead still. Absolutely silent and tense. Then he spoke softly. “All right. I’ll marry you.”
Cary was so startled that she fell silent, gaping. Then she felt tears stinging the back of her eyes. All right, he’d marry her? It sounded as if he had come to a compromise on a business proposal. And he couldn’t mean it. No matter how…good…it had been between them, he was striking and rich—no, no, how could she forget? He was tall, dark and handsome and rich. Damn June and Jeremy and Christmas dust and the Christmas season! He didn’t mean to marry her; it was just something that had come out of his mouth to stall her.
She shook her head. “You can’t mean that. It makes no sense. And if—”
“I mean it with every breath in me.” He strode toward her, pausing half an inch away. “And it makes perfect sense. You’re the one who said we had a lot in common. So we’re both really in love with ghosts. I understand you, you understand me. We share something.”
Cary shook her head. She didn’t understand the pain she was feeling. He did mean it. He would marry her. Just to keep her near. She should have been flattered. Instead she wanted to cry. “I don’t need anyone to marry me. You certainly don’t have to do anything like that. I can do very well on my own—”
“Yes, yes, I know. But you can do better with me. And I can do a lot for Danny that you can’t do.”
“I’m a good mother—”
“But you’re not a father.”
“This is insane.”
“Angela loves you. And I do flatter myself that Danny is fond of me.”
His hands were on her shoulders, his eyes burning into hers. They were compelling, demanding that she bend to his will.
Excitement began to seize her. She could marry him. He’d offered her something that he hadn’t offered any other woman. There was something missing, but what she would have would surely be better than loneliness. She was falling in love with him. And perhaps that would be enough.
“Do it,” he insisted.
“I…” She jerked free from him suddenly. “I have to go!” she said.
“I’ll be home tonight. Get someone to watch Danny. Come see me. I’ll want an answer.”
She left his office.
She spent the afternoon in misery. Jeremy popped his head in, and it was apparent that he and the entire office had heard about the computer. “Wow! Just imagine what you could get if you went away with him for a month!” Jeremy teased.
Cary felt like hurling her desk at him. “Get yourself and your Christmas dust out of here!” she warned him furiously.
Jeremy couldn’t be gotten rid of that easily. He came in and sat on the edge of her desk. Frowning, he looked into her eyes. “Cary, I didn’t mean anything.”
“Never mind!”
“Cary, I really didn’t mean anything. And neither did Jason, I’m certain.”
“He’s careless! He’s accustomed to having everything at his whim, and he’s accustomed to money—”
“Cary, he was an orphan. An abandoned boy who grew up on the streets more than off them. He worked his way up to everything he has. He isn’t careless.”
Cary stared at her desk. She hadn’t known anything about his past. He never talked about it. Maybe he had walked the hard and rocky road once, but that had been years ago. Perhaps his career had been admirable. Okay, so he was admirable, and that was how he had managed to slip into her heart. That was why she cared so much.
But it was also true that he thought he could snap his fingers and she would snap to attention.
Well, she wasn’t going to.
 
At nine o’clock that night she was on her way to his house in Cambridge. So much for her best intentions. But as the cab carried her along, she convinced herself again that she would say no. In very certain terms.
The house was beautiful, old and furnished with antiques. She was escorted to an eighteenth-century drawing room where Jason was sipping brandy and evidently waiting for her.
She felt awkward as she walked in. And he had no polite chitchat for her. He simply stared at her, waiting.
“How’s Angela?” she asked.
“Fine. Sleeping.”
She nodded. “Jason, I can’t—”
She didn’t see the disappointment in his eyes. His lashes shaded them too quickly. “I really can’t do this. I can’t do this to you—”
“Do it to me? Cary, I want you!”
“And it seems that you’re willing to pay a tremendous price. Jason, I don’t—”
“The price doesn’t matter, Cary. It’s Christmas. You’re what I want more than anything in the world.”
This year, Cary thought.
“I will do my best to give you anything that you want,” he said harshly.
“Jason, it’s just that—”
“Cary, you don’t want to be one of a number of women. I’ll make you my wife. I can give Danny anything in the world. The best schools, anything he wants. A guaranteed future. No worry for you. Cary, it’s Christmas! And I can give you and Danny every Christmas gift in the world.”
“But there’s nothing that I can give you!”
“Damn it, Cary, give us both a break! You’d be giving Angela and me a real home!” he exclaimed.
She felt her fingers curl. It was a business proposition. Pure and simple. But it wasn’t such a bad proposition.
“All…all right,” she told him.
“Done!” A handsome smile slashed his face. In seconds he was across the room. He took her hand, and before she realized what he was doing, he had slipped a diamond on her finger.
It was beautiful. It was large, but it wasn’t decadent. It was surrounded by tiny emeralds, and it fit right beside her old gold band.
“Jason, I can’t—”
“It’s an engagement ring! It seals our promise.”
And it fit. It fit her just right, the band snug and warm around her finger. “A ring and a kiss,” he told her softly. And she was suddenly in his arms.
The kiss too, was filled with promise. Her anxiety and emotions knotted together, and when his kiss deepened, she found a sweet escape in the growing sensation. It had become so natural to be with him. So natural, so beautiful to feel his touch. To know this wonderful, spiraling desire…
She saw his room that night. Saw his large oak wardrobes and dressers, his massive, white-tiled bath, his king-size bed. She lost herself in that bed, in the soft, warm, sinking comfort. She acutely felt his every touch. The sweep of his hand, the pressure of his body, the passion of his being. She rode with him and flew with him, and when it was done, she was once again left shaking with the wonder of their lovemaking.
And once more feeling the growth of tears behind her eyes.
She lay on the soft sheets, feeling his arms around her, and from somewhere she heard the promise of a Christmas carol on the air.
Christmas…
It was for giving, for believing. It was for miracles. It was for faith.
And to have Jason, well…
But there was something missing. And as she listened to the distant beauty of “Silent Night” filling the darkness, she knew what it it was. Love.
He touched her. Touched her shoulder. And his kiss burned into her flesh.
Once more, she thought. She couldn’t resist having one last time. And so she moved into his arms, meeting his kiss with warmth, with magic, with a prayer.
Later, while he slept, comfortable, handsome as a boy, his dark hair tousled, she rose and dressed quickly.
“Where are you going?” Lazy green eyes were on her.
“Home. Danny is there.”
“I’ll take you.”
She shook her head. “No, please, it isn’t late. I’ll be all right.”
But she was beginning to know Jason McCready. Even if this had been a casual date, he would still have seen her home. The man she loved had manners.
He took her to her apartment door and paused there. “I smell popcorn,” he murmured.
“June and Danny. I’m sure they’re making strands for the tree.”
He placed a hand on either side of her head. “I love your apartment. Did I ever tell you that?”
She shook her head, wondering if it could be true. His house was so magnificent. “I love your house,” she told him.
He smiled. “Good. Maybe you can change it, and I can love it, too.” He leaned down and kissed her, and she wanted to pull away, but she couldn’t. She clung to him, letting the magic wash over her.
She walked into her apartment, where June and Danny were indeed busy with popcorn strings.
“Hi, Mom!” There was excitement in Danny’s eyes. He knew that she had been with Jason.
“Hi, honey.” She kissed him on the top of his blond head, her resolve weakening. It would be so good for Danny. Maybe she was thinking like a fool.
No, it would be wrong to marry Jason. She couldn’t do it. She had told him that she would, but she couldn’t. And she couldn’t see him again. Not under any circumstances. Because every time she saw him, she wanted him. For Christmas.
For always.
“Bedtime,” she insisted to Danny, and she finally managed to get him tucked in.
June was not so easy. “Well? You’re upset. You’re going to cry. Oh, that creep! He told you it was over!”
Cary shook her head. “No, he asked me to marry him.”
“What!” June gasped. “Oh, how wonderful!” She started to dance around the room with a pillow, but then she paused. “You did tell him yes, right?”
Cary sighed. “Yes, I did. But I’m afraid I’m not going to. I’m—I’m going to resign tomorrow. I’m not going back to the office. I’ll finish my present assignment, and you can take in all my paperwork.”
“What!” June stared at her as if she had gone insane. She argued with Cary, pleaded with her.
Cary slipped the diamond from her finger and placed it in June’s palm. “Take this back, too,” she insisted.
“Oh, Cary, you can’t possibly dislike him or be angry with him—”
“I don’t dislike him and I’m not angry with him,” Cary said. She smiled. “Actually, I love him.”
Cary knew that June didn’t understand, but Cary wasn’t going to give her an explanation. She ushered June out and hurried to her bedroom, where she turned on the radio.
Someone was playing “Silent Night” again.
Cary laid her head on her pillow and indulged herself in a cascade of hot tears.
 
Jason McCready was on top of the world.
Indeed, the world was beautiful. For the first time in years he couldn’t wait for Christmas. The pain had been miraculously lifted from his heart, and he loved all the things that had once hurt so badly. They would be married before Christmas, he decided. He’d forgotten to ask Cary to help Angela with a Christmas dress, something special to be worn to church. She wouldn’t mind, he was certain.
Sitting at his desk at work, he leaned back and closed his eyes. He laced his fingers behind his head and wondered if Danny needed a new baseball bat, or maybe a glove. Or maybe he had an attachment to his old one. Danny liked collecting baseball cards. He had told Jason that in New Hampshire. There were all kinds of baseball card shows they could go to together.
His secretary buzzed him and announced that June was waiting to see him.
“Send her in,” Jason said.
As soon as he saw June he felt a foreboding. He knew immediately, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that something was very wrong.
“Mr. McCready, I…” Her voice trailed away.
“June, I have always hoped that all my employees would feel free to come here and say whatever they had to say,” he told her patiently.
She went very pale.
“June?”
“Oh, Mr. McCready, I hate being here,” she said. “But I…”
She stepped forward, and she put his diamond ring on his desk. He stared at it, and then at her.
“Cary is quitting,” June said in a rush.
He paled, amazed at the assault of pain that swept over him.
“She couldn’t tell me herself?”
June moistened her lips. “I think she was afraid to see you again. Afraid you wouldn’t really listen to her. Not that I understand her myself.”
Jason stared at the ring, then stood, slipping it into his pocket. He walked to the window.
“She’s going to finish up all her work. She just isn’t going to come in anymore,” June said quietly.
His back was square and straight as he stared at the street. “This isn’t like her,” he said. “Cary Adams has always had a talent for stating her mind.”
She did have that wonderful talent, he realized. Since that day when she’d come here and told him exactly what she thought of him, she’d been changing his life. So subtly, at first. She’d just made him watch her. Watch the sunlight in her hazel eyes. Watch her movement in the hallways. Dear God, he’d come to love her smile.
Christmas bells rang below him. Bright lights in green and red were coming on as the early darkness of winter descended.
A bleakness settled over him. The future was empty without her. Suddenly it hit him like a brick as he realized what his despair meant.
He loved her eyes; he loved her hair. He loved her laughter, and he loved her spirit and her mind. He loved the trusting way she looked at him when they lay entwined together. He loved her, he realized.
And she wanted none of him.
June realized that he wasn’t saying anything. He was just standing there, his shoulders squared in misery as he gazed at the snow. June wanted to touch his shoulders in comfort.
And she wanted to give Cary a good shaking for hurting him so. What was the matter with that woman?
“Cary is usually very determined to handle her own affairs. I suppose she thought it would be easier if she weren’t involved this time,” June said. Why hadn’t Cary gotten Jeremy to come up here? He and McCready were friends, and although June had always liked her employer a lot, she was in a wretched position at the moment. “It’s so much harder when you love someone. Though, for the life of me, I can’t understand—”
“What!”
June broke off, stunned, frightened by the harshness of his tone. She couldn’t remember what she had been saying. “I—er—”
“What did you say?”
“What did I say?” June repeated. “Oh. I don’t understand Cary. I don’t know why on earth she’s doing this. She loves you, and—”
“That. That part. Say that again.”
“I said she loves you—”
“How do you know that?”
“Well, she said so, of course—”
Once again June broke off. He was striding across the room to her, and he was moving so swiftly, and with such power, that she almost cried out and leaped away. She didn’t get a chance to.
His hands were on her shoulders. She was lifted off the floor, and his lips brushed her cheeks.
The bleakness had fallen from him like a cloak of darkness.
She loved him. And he loved her. And as he broke into a broad grin, he suddenly understood. They’d both been too lost. Lost in the past. Lost in pain that they hadn’t managed to let go. And then, like a fool, he’d offered her everything in the world. Everything except what a woman like Cary wanted. Love.
“She is going to marry me. Thank you, June, but you don’t need to stand here stuttering anymore. She is going to marry me.”
And then, while June stared openmouthed, he walked past her and out of the office.
 
By late afternoon Cary had decided that Jason had graciously accepted both the return of his ring and her resignation.
She allowed herself another good cry, then decided she had to try to stop or else she would spend the rest of her days in tears. But it was hard. So hard…
She looked at the phone time and time again, thinking that she should call him. And then her cheeks would flame, and she would be ashamed, because she hadn’t gone to see him herself. She should never, never have sent June to face her own particular lion for her.
But she had been afraid to see Jason McCready. Because if he pressed her, she just might want the magic so badly that she would reach for it, even though it was wrong.
Danny came home from school, and she wondered if she should talk with him yet. She had only told him that she was taking a day off from work—she hadn’t told him she had quit her job.
After all, it was Christmas.
It wasn’t right to be so miserable.
She didn’t say anything to Danny, so he spent the night talking about Jason, and about how wonderful it had been at the lodge, and how he hoped that they would get together again soon.
Cary nearly screamed.
At ten she went to bed. She lay staring at her ceiling and willed herself to go to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come.
Tears would. They were just starting to well in her eyes when she heard the first thump against her window. She jerked up, wondering what on earth could be going on. A second thump hit the window, and she jumped up and raced to it, her heart pounding.
Two stories below was a figure standing under a lamppost. And even as she watched him, another snowball came flying at her, thumping against the window.
Her eyes widened in amazement. Jason McCready, hatless and scarfless, was standing on the sidewalk, grinning at her and throwing snowballs.
She threw open the window, shivering against the sudden cold.
“Jason! What are you doing down there?”
To her utter amazement, he began to sing. “I’m dreaming of a white Christmas…”
His voice was good. Very good. Rich. He could croon out the tune with almost the same appeal as Bing Crosby.
The window next to hers suddenly flew open. Mrs. Crowley, from the apartment beside hers, looked out. “What in heaven’s name is going on?”
“Jason, hush!” Cary pleaded.
“…may your days be merry and bright…”
Another window burst open. It was old Mr. Calahan from the apartment below hers.
“Hey, not bad!” Mr. Calahan said, chuckling. “How about ‘Deck the Halls’?”
“Jason, please, what are you doing?”
“Trying to get your attention.”
“Well, you’ve got mine, young man,” Mrs. Crowley informed him. All bundled up in her thick robe, she was a cheerful picture, with her red cheeks and bouncing pink curlers. Jason grinned at her.
“I came to ask Cary to marry me again. I just wanted her to know that I have lots of Christmas spirit. She thinks she knows all about me, but there are a lot of things she hasn’t realized.”
“Jason!” Cary cried in horror. “I told you I can’t marry you—”
“Why not? Specifically.”
Mr. Calahan craned his neck. “Yes, why not? Specifically.”
“Jason!” Cary cried, mortified.
“That’s all right. I already know,” Jason told Mr. Calahan and Mrs. Crowley. But his eyes, green, bright and with such a tender expression, remained on Cary. She felt her heart beginning to ache and her limbs to burn.
“I asked her for all the wrong reasons, you see. I said that we’d be good together. That we’d be good parents for each other’s children. That we’d keep each other from being lonely. I have a nice business, and I told her that I could take care of her.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad to me,” Mr. Calahan said.
“Go on!” Mrs. Crowley insisted.
Jason smiled. A beautiful, slow, crooked smile that filled his face with wistfulness and longing. “I want to restate my proposal. I want to tell her that I want to marry her for just one reason. For the most important reason in the world. Because she brought light back to my world. She made my every hour worth living. Because I love her with all my heart.”
“Oh, Jason!” Cary whispered.
“How romantic!” Mrs. Crowley clapped her hands.
“Well, tell him yes, young woman!” Mr. Calahan commanded. “Tell the poor fellow yes before he expires out there!”
“Yes! Yes!” Cary cried. “Stay there. Stay right there! I’ll be right down!”
He could have come up, but she wasn’t thinking clearly. And so Cary rushed down the stairs and into the snow, where she threw herself into his arms.
“Oh, Jason! Really? Can it be true?”
He cradled her chin. “Yes, it’s true. Cary, I do want to give you things. I want to give you and Danny everything I can. I want to make you happy. I want you to keep working, if that’s what you want. And I know that Angela and Danny will be delighted. But, Cary, I do love you with all my heart.”
“Jason! I love you, too.”
“Kiss him!” Mrs. Crowley called out.
“Are you still eavesdropping up there?” Mr. Calahan demanded.
“Oh, shut up, you old goat!”
“Hmph! All right, young lady, you go ahead and kiss him. And come inside! That way we can all get some sleep.”
Cary decided to oblige. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. Long and hard.
Mrs. Crowley sighed. A window closed.
And suddenly little flakes began to fall. Beautiful, intricate little snowflakes. It would probably be a very white Christmas.
Jason’s lips parted from hers. Cary caught his hand, and they rushed up the stairs.
Once inside her apartment, she was in his arms again. And when the kiss at last seemed to end, she leaned against him, dazed, amazed, dazzled, and then worried and afraid all in one.
“Jason, this still isn’t quite fair. You’ve given me so much already. What will I ever give you?”
“What I want for Christmas most of all.”
“And that is?”
“You,” he said. “In a red ribbon. And nothing else. Just you.”
She smiled shyly, and he kissed her again. Then he broke away. “Maybe something else, too.”
“What?”
“I always imagined a wonderful family, a big family. I grew up alone, and somehow that makes you really love kids. We have a great boy, and a great girl, but maybe we could go for two more somewhere along the line. If you’re willing. What do you think?”
“I think kids are just great,” Cary whispered.
He already knew that.
“So will you marry me?”
“Yes, Jason, yes. Oh, yes, I’ll marry you.”
“Wow. Oh, wow! Wow, oh, wow, oh, my!” came a little boy’s voice.
Danny was up. And Danny had been unabashedly listening to the whole thing.
“Really?” Danny said.
“You’re supposed to be in bed,” Cary said.
“Really,” Jason told him, grinning.
“When?” Danny demanded. “It has to be by Christmas.”
“Danny!”
“By Christmas it is,” Jason agreed.
 
And they were married by Christmas. The ceremony was on December twentieth. Danny and Angela were both there, along with Jeremy and June and the entire staff of Elegance.
They were holding off on a honeymoon because they didn’t want to leave for the holidays. Jason and Angela planned to stay with Cary and Danny at her apartment until New Year’s Day; then Cary and Danny would move into Jason’s house.
And make it a home, Jason knew.
On Christmas Eve they all went to church. And when they came home, everyone sang carols and set packages around the tree.
But once the kids were tucked in, Jason turned on the Christmas lights and was startled to find a note to him hooked on the tree.
“I have a special gift for you. My room. Five minutes.”
Curious, intrigued, Jason waited the five minutes, then rushed to Cary’s bedroom.
And there, curled up on an expanse of snowy sheets, was his wife.
His gift, his greatest Christmas gift ever.
His wife.
And she was decked out beautifully in nothing—absolutely nothing—but a big red bow.
He paused just a moment, breathing out a prayer. Thank you, God.
And then he walked forward, laughing, and swept his Christmas gift tenderly into his arms.



Epilogue
It was very late, but Danny slipped out of bed anyway. The house was quiet; everyone was sleeping at last.
He ran to the Christmas tree. He was so startled that he paused, his mouth a large O.
He had expected gifts. But he hadn’t really expected so many.
And he certainly hadn’t expected to find his brand new computer, all set up, with a big red bow on it, just awaiting his touch.
He closed his eyes and opened them again. The gifts were all still there. Wait till Angela saw…
But Angela already knew about the gifts, he was certain. And she would be excited, and she would be pleased, because she was Angela, and she was just great, even if she was a girl. His sister now. They’d both been very lucky this Christmas. They’d already gotten the things that money just couldn’t buy. He had a new father. Jason McCready would never replace his real dad, just like Cary could never replace Angela’s real mom. But both were the second best thing. And they both had the very gift in the world to give. Love.
Danny knew that Jason would always be willing to leave work early to throw a baseball. And Angela would have a mom to take her to her Brownie meetings, and Cary would fuss over her hair, tie it up in those pigtails and dress it up with barrettes.
Danny found himself shaking suddenly. This was just the best Christmas in the world.
He took a walk across the room, going to the beautiful little crèche that his mother had set up. He reached over and very carefully fingered the little Christ figure, then walked to the window.
He could just see the North Star. He knew which one it was because Jason had shown it to him. “Hello,” he murmured. He cleared his throat. That wasn’t how you were supposed to pray. “Dear Lord,” he began again softly. “I just wanted to say thank you. I—well, I do believe in the Christmas spirit and miracles, but I know that the Santa I spoke to was my cousin Jeremy. So I know that everything I got—all the miracles—was because of you.” He smiled. “A new dad, and a computer!” Maybe you weren’t supposed to joke with God. No, God would understand, he decided. But his smile faded anyway. “Thank you so much!” he whispered earnestly. “Once you gave us all your Son. And now you’ve given me a dad, and Angela a mom. And I have a sister, and she has a brother. And Mom has Jason, and Jason has Mom. It is a miracle! Thank you!” He stopped because he didn’t have any more words that could express how grateful he was.
The North Star seemed to sparkle suddenly with a dazzling light.
And then it began to fade.
Danny stared at it for a while, then he smiled. The star was fading because it was Christmas. Christmas day.
He let out a wild whoop and went running for Angela’s door. “It’s Christmas, sleepyhead! Wake up!”
Angela, with her eyes barely open, appeared in her doorway in a fluffy robe. “It’s so early!” she breathed. “Can we wake them up?”
“Sure. We’re kids. And it’s Christmas,” Danny told her.
Cary awoke to the children’s shrieks of delight, yet she was afraid to open her eyes.
Knowing that the kids would be up early, she and Jason had put on pajamas before they fell asleep. His arms were around her tightly; she was pulled against him so that his chest met her back, and they were curled together like a little pair of mice. She felt him, felt all his warmth, and didn’t dare open her eyes. She didn’t want him to be a Christmas dream.
But he wasn’t. She was his wife. She was in love with him, and miraculously, he was in love with her. No gift could be greater.
“Mom!”
“Dad!”
It was Danny who called her name, and Angela who woke Jason. Yet when the two came flying into the bedroom, it was Angela who landed on her, and Danny who tackled Jason.
“Whoa, hey, what is this!” Jason protested gruffly. But he was laughing.
“It’s Christmas!” Danny announced indignantly.
“Wow, you mean we might have missed it?” Cary said, wide-eyed.
“Mom!” Danny moaned. “Will you two please get up!”
“I’ll make coffee,” Cary volunteered to Jason. Then she smiled and slipped out of bed. She winked at the kids as Jason tried to fall back asleep, and as she left the room, she could hear a burst of laughter as the two attacked Jason, tickling him mercilessly.
And apparently Jason was just as merciless in return.
Coffee and cocoa were ready when they all traipsed out to the living room. Cary seated herself by Jason’s side, comfortable in the crook of his arm, as the children opened their gifts. There was paper everywhere. And she was pleased to see that Danny was as impressed with the small things as he was with the wonderful new computer. And Angela, bless her, was thrilled with her gifts, too, even though she’d grown up with everything money could buy.
And Jason McCready, the self-made man, seemed more touched by Danny’s home-made Christmas card than by any gift he might have received.
Cary had just stepped over some of the paper to get more coffee when the doorbell rang. She arched a brow to Jason.
“Don’t look at me,” he told her. “It must be your cousin Jeremy.”
And it was. Except that he had run into June in the doorway, so both of them were standing there arguing, with their hands piled high with boxes for the children.
The two were quickly inside, and there was more mayhem as the children kissed them and thanked them for their gifts. Jason poured the coffee while Cary supervised the gift giving. Pandemonium seemed to reign for quite a while; then at last the room grew quieter. “I wanted to know if I could take the kids to the Parade of the Elves. It’s not far from here—I’d only need to steal them for a couple of hours,” June said.
Jason seemed uneasy. “June, I know it’s Christmas, but it might be a little wild out there today. Are you sure you want to take the kids by yourself?”
“Jeremy will come with me,” June said.
“I will?” Jeremy began. June kicked him. He stared at her indignantly, then he seemed to realize that June was trying to give the newlyweds some time alone. “Oh, I will. Of course.” He cast June a look of stern reproach as soon as he thought Cary was no longer looking. Cary hid a smile. She was certain that Jason hadn’t been aware of anything.
“I don’t know…” Jason began with a frown, looking to Cary.
“The kids will be fine. And I’m sure they’d love to go,” she said demurely.
Within minutes, it seemed, she had the kids dressed and ready to go. June and Jeremy were waiting at the door.
June and Jeremy. Hmm, Cary thought. Why not?
Jeremy paused to give Cary a kiss goodbye on the cheek, and she fluttered her fingers over his head.
“What was that?” he asked her.
“Christmas dust.”
“What?”
“Never mind. Just go on and have a good time. And thank you.”
“Sure. We’ll see you later.”
“Christmas dinner is here,” Jason advised over Cary’s shoulder. “I’m doing the stuffing.”
“I’m doing the stuffing!” Cary protested.
“No, you’re the turkey and the vegetables and the mashed potatoes and the pies. I’m the stuffing.”
Cary laughed as his arms came around her. She shrugged. “Whatever. Christmas dinner is here. Just be back by then, okay?”
“Got ya,” Jeremy agreed. June was telling him to get a move on. He rolled his eyes. “Is she coming for dinner, too?”
“Yes.”
“Great.”
“Christmas dust,” Cary repeated.
Jeremy frowned with confusion, then the foursome left.
Oh, well, there was always next Christmas, Cary thought.
She turned in her husband’s arms. His lips found hers, and when he kissed her deeply, she felt the familiar thrill sweeping through her.
Jason looked at the door again. “Are you sure they’re going to be all right?”
“Yes, I’m sure!” She caught his hand and, smiling, pulled him over to the couch. “June and Jeremy only look flighty, honest. I couldn’t trust the kids more with anyone else. And besides, I have another gift for you.”
He grinned, cocking a dark eyebrow.
“Oh, yeah?”
She nodded.
“Where’s the box?”
“There isn’t exactly a box,” she said. Her fingers still entwined with his, she started for the bedroom.
His brow arched higher. “Is it a foot massage?”
Cary laughed. “Maybe…” She stood on tiptoe, quickly kissed his lips, then began to whisper. He could still make her feel so shy at times.
“Remember when I told you there was nothing that I could give you that you didn’t have? And you said that yes, there was—me. Well, you’ve got me.”
“A gift I will cherish all of my life,” he promised her tenderly.
She flushed. “Thank you. But you also said you’d like four kids—if I was willing, of course—and that I could give you the two that were missing.”
“Yes?”
“Well, I thought that we could get started. We’re alone, we’re awake, we’re aware…”
“And we’re just as eager and as willing as can be!” Jason said, laughing.
He lifted her off her feet and into his arms. And then he was kissing her, deeply, richly, warmly. She felt herself coming alive, trembling, quivering inside.
The kiss seemed to last forever, but when he broke away, Jason paused, holding her tightly, tenderly.
And she realized that he was looking out the window. The North Star was still visible, a faint little flicker against the day that had dawned beautifully blue.
Cary felt a new trembling seize her. Thank you, thank you! she thought in silence. Thank you so much.
Jason’s eyes met hers. She smiled. “I was just thinking…” he began.
“So was I.”
“I’m so very thankful that I have you.”
She nodded. “And I’m so thankful for you. And for Christmas miracles. And Christmas dust.”
His grin broadened wickedly. “Christmas dust? That’s one you’ll have to explain.”
“Oh, well, you see—”
“Later,” Jason said firmly.
He carried her into the bedroom and laid her down. Then his lips touched hers, and she was in his arms, and very soon the day was exploding into a new splendor of excitement and wonder and enchantment. After the soaring and the magic and the ecstasy, the peace and the contentment remained, and his arms were locked around her.
“We have to get to the turkey,” he mumbled lazily.
“Yes, we have to get to the turkey,” Cary agreed.
But he didn’t move, and neither did she. He might not know about the Christmas dust, but he did know a lot about Christmas miracles.
Indeed he did. He arose at last, pausing to kiss her on the nose.
“Miracles!” he whispered softly. “Thank God for them, and for you—my Christmas miracle!”
He kissed her again, then pulled her from her cocoon of covers.
“Someone really does have to see to that turkey! Unless you want to test our luck and see if any elves will appear to cook it for us?”
Cary grinned. No elves were coming. They already had their Christmas miracles. “I’m doing the stuffing,” she told him. “You can be potatoes.”
“You be the potatoes!” he charged.
She laughed, found her robe and hurried down the hall, then she opened the kitchen door very carefully.
After all, it was just a matter of belief.
There might be elves in her kitchen after all!
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