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Death hovered like a dark angel in the closed, airless room. There was no escape. For either of them.

Her shoulders stiff with fatigue, her body numb, Amy sat huddled beside her sister’s bed where Lorrie lay groaning in labor. With each contraction, Lorrie’s feverish hand clamped around Amy’s in a bone-crushing vise.

Through a mist of tears, Amy watched the snow outside blowing in the field between the trees. Oh, where was Dr. Pierce? Was he really making a house call to treat an injured fisherman as his loyal nurse had sworn, a bit too fervently, hours ago? Or was he comfortably ensconced on one of the frayed red leather stools at Big John’s Tavern, getting himself stumbling drunk, his frequent condition by this time most Saturday afternoons? Or was his battered Fiat stalled on the side of some bleak highway in the snow? Since he wasn’t answering his mobile, there was no way to know.

An icy wind swept off the Pacific, up the high, barren cliffs and moaned in the forlorn grove of stunted trees outside the window of the tiny clinic.

Amy bit her lip, almost welcoming the discomfort of Lorrie’s fingers cutting into her own again. The pain seemed little enough compared to what Lorrie was going through—little enough since everything that had happened to Lorrie was Amy’s fault.

And Nick’s.

One couldn’t very well forget that there was always a man responsible for every baby born. Nick had seduced and abandoned sixteen-year-old Lorrie.

Amy hated Nicholas Browning for what he had done to her little sister. If only they’d never met him. If only they hadn’t both been foolish enough to fall in love with him.

Amy’s stricken gaze flickered fearfully to Lorrie. Her face was so still and so translucently pale she barely looked alive. Purple shadows lay beneath her eyes. Wet gossamer strands of inky, dark hair were glued to her bloodless cheeks.

As Amy gently brushed her sister’s matted hair away from her hot sticky face, Lorrie whimpered pitifully.

“Amy! Oh, Amy, it hurts!” she sobbed. “It hurts!” She tightened her grip on Amy’s wrist and pulled her closer. Lorrie’s eyes were wild and glazed. “Amy, am I dying?”

Amy suppressed a shudder. “Of course not, darling. I’m here, and I’m going to take care of you and the baby.”

“How?” came a threadlike whisper.

The single word echoed in Amy’s heart. “If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll finish school and find a way to make enough money to support us all. I promise.”

“Oh, I—I wish I was like you—brave and strong, but ever since Mama died, I’ve been scared of just about everything. Like now,” Lorrie whispered. “Am I dying?”

“No! Of course not!” Amy couldn’t bear looking into her sister’s terrified eyes because when she did, she lost her nerve too. “Hush, darling,” she murmured in a low, strangled tone.

The trees outside nearly bent in two. Snow began to swirl.

Amy was wondering why she’d ever considered this godforsaken fishing village clinging to the ocean’s edge in northern California a haven. It seemed a hellish prison now. But six months ago, when she’d been afraid Lorrie might do something desperate if she didn’t get her out of L.A., Amy had convinced Lorrie that the only solution to their problem was for them to switch identities and come here, for Lorrie to have her baby in secrecy and give it to Amy to raise. Thus Amy had bleached her own black hair platinum blond, the same shade as Lorrie’s, and Lorrie had dyed hers black. They had masqueraded as each other. When they returned to L.A. after the baby’s birth, Amy, not Lorrie, would claim the child as her own and raise it.

It had been a nightmare hiding here; a nightmare keeping Lorrie from going crazy with boredom and doing something desperate again; a nightmare evading the townspeople’s prying curiosity. There was one nurse who’d somehow figured out the truth, and Amy worried that Nick might trace them here and charm the nurse into confiding in him.

Lorrie’s frail body tensed in a rigor of pain, and she let out a scream that seemed to be wrenched from the depths of misery. For a moment Amy was so frightened that the breath went out of her lungs. Then Lorrie crushed her bruised hand so tightly she winced.

How long did it take for a baby to come? It seemed to Amy that Lorrie had been lying in that bed for days rather than hours, beads of perspiration soaking her dull black hair as she writhed.

Amy felt for Lorrie’s pulse. It seemed weak and fluttery, and Amy didn’t like the way her sister had begun to lie listlessly between the pains. Her face was as gray as the winter sky outside, and her breathing was growing fainter. She was losing what strength she had.

If the doctor didn’t come... If the baby wasn’t born soon...

The blood was thudding in Amy’s ears so loudly she could hardly think. Something had to be done, and quickly.

Carefully, Amy disengaged Lorrie’s fingers from her wrist and made a dash toward the door. Just as she reached it, Dr. Pierce opened it and stepped inside. The nurse, aware of Amy’s anxiety, came in with him, hovering beside him protectively.

His thin body was bent over like a crane’s, and he moved with brittle, birdlike motions.

“Where have you been?” Amy cried.

Dr. Pierce looked at her with faded blue eyes. “Trying to save a dying man.”

Amy heard the sense of failure in his contrite tone and said nothing more as he moved past her to examine Lorrie.

Dear God, let him save Lorrie, Amy thought.

At last he turned and whispered a battery of orders to his nurse. “The baby’s in breach position. Take her into the delivery room.”

The faded eyes rested briefly on Amy, but she was too numb for her mind to frame a question.

Lorrie’s lips quivered as she was wheeled away from Amy, but when Amy tried to follow the stretcher, the nurse gently restrained her.

Alone, Amy sank into a chair and covered her face with her hands in despair as she listened to her sister’s muffled screams coming from inside the delivery room.

It seemed to Amy that she was outside the delivery room for an eternity, keeping her silent vigil, praying feverishly to God and chewing her lip until it was raw.

During the awful hell of that waiting, one thought reeled through her tired mind. If Lorrie and the baby lived, no matter how desperate Amy might become, no matter how rich he was, she would never ask Nicholas Browning for help. She would protect Lorrie and the baby from him with her own life if necessary.

Once Amy had loved him, but he had broken her heart and turned her love to desperate hate. He had nearly destroyed her sister.

Amy knew it would be hard raising a child alone, without a father, but she was determined to succeed.

She was just as determined to hate Nicholas Browning until the day she died.
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Damn! Nick had known Amy was trouble from the first minute he’d laid eyes on her seven years ago. She was still trouble, and she always would be.

Nicholas Browning was standing in his darkened office that overlooked the marina. He stood alone, a golden colossus of a man, staring unseeingly out the floor-to-ceiling windows at the purple sky and the gray froth of wind-whipped waves on San Francisco Bay. His black mood mirrored the turbulence of the weather outside.

Although he’d shut his door, the faint sounds of Christmas music and his staff’s laughter filtered into the room. He didn’t much like Christmas decorations or music.

Nick was president of South Sails, a world-famous sail loft owned by his cousin, Sebastian Jacobs. Nick’s office was extravagantly decorated. Sumptuous red Persian carpets lay over gleaming parquet floors. Leather chairs and sofas surrounded his immense desk. Twin Chinese statues of apple-green jade guarded the doors. It was an office meant to impress, and it did. The man to whom it belonged was rich, successful, and proud of it. He worked hard and thought he deserved to live well.

At twenty-nine, Nick was proud of his accomplishments. Against one wall his sailing trophies gleamed from glass shelves—two Olympic silver medals in the Sailing class and his three trophies for J-24 championships occupied positions of prominence. Above them were framed photographs of several America’s Cup contenders and their colorful spinnakers. The largest picture was of Nick, at the helm of America’s Lady, Sebastian’s challenger in the last America’s Cup campaign.

Nick loved sailboats and he loved racing them. He liked designing and manufacturing sails and he prided himself in being the best at everything he did. Most men with an all-consuming passion for both their work and their play were happy men.

But he had never been like most men.

Nick didn’t hear the Christmas carols. He was lost in his own thoughts. He remained at the windows, his muscular body tense, his emotions quietly controlled.

“Damn!” He expelled the curse in a taut whisper. How was it possible that one woman could bring him so much pain?

It was almost Christmas and, as usual, he was running away because for him the holiday season was the loneliest time of the year. Not that he was a man who ran away from many things. Not that he would have admitted his feelings to anyone.

Nicholas Browning had been born a bastard, and he’d learned a long time ago how to conceal loneliness behind a stubborn wall of defiant pride.

Nick jammed doubled fists into his trousers and watched the white yachts straining at their dock lines as the fierce winds began to whistle through their shrouds.

Everything had been so simple until Marcie brought him his mail.

Tomorrow Nick had been planning to leave for Australia to sail Sebastian’s brand new high-performance yacht in the six-hundred-and-thirty-mile Sydney-to-Hobart Race and in its associated Southern Cross Cup Series. That was why Marcie had organized the early “bon voyage” Christmas party next door.

Nick went back to his desk and sat down in the leather chair behind it. On the smooth, varnished surface were neat stacks of checks he’d signed as well as invoices, letters, and file folders.

He switched on his digital voice recorder then abruptly turned it off again. He couldn’t work. All he could think of was Amy.

Amy! Dear God! Why couldn’t he forget her and accept their separation the way she had?

Because he wasn’t made of ice the way she was—damn it! Because he’d married her for the right reasons, and she’d married him for the wrong ones.

His eyes strayed to the two pieces of personal correspondence that had arrived today. Inside Sebastian’s Christmas card, he’d enclosed a picture of Amy sailing her catamaran with Triple. Sebastian’s brief note said that Amy had sent the photo in her Christmas card to him. Amy worked for Sebastian, too, and though she had nothing to do with the South Sails operation, she was one of Sebastian’s most valuable executives.

It infuriated Nick that she treated Sebastian like family while ignoring her own husband. Amy had been Nick’s wife for more than five years, and never once since their separation had she willingly corresponded with him.

Why the hell did he still care? Why didn’t he make it easy for her to divorce him? Nick picked up the picture. He would have given anything to feel indifferent toward her, but the mere sight of her laughing, upturned face sent his pulse thudding with a violent mixture of unwanted emotions.

She hadn’t smiled at him like that in years! He stared at the glossy image of a slim young woman strapped into a trapeze, hiking out with only her feet against the side of the boat. A soaked, long-sleeved white T-shirt was plastered to her body. The water made it transparent so that the lines of her bikini were clearly visible. Not that Amy usually wore a bikini in public or ever wanted herself to be photographed in one. She was prim and proper to the core.

His gaze swept over her full breasts, down her flat belly, down the curving length of her brown legs. Memories of her supple body beneath his, her arms wrapped around him, her hands clinging, her soft voice crying out assailed him.

Once she’d been his to touch, to caress, to love. Once he’d made her forget how improper it was for a lady to go wild in bed. Then he’d lost her—completely, irrevocably—and he still didn’t know why. Maybe that was the reason he couldn’t let her go.

In the picture, her long black hair flew about her neck and face in lustrous tangles. Usually she wore it primly secured at the nape of her neck in that tight little knot he detested. He remembered the perfumed scent of her hair—the silken feel of it against his cheek as it fanned out over his white pillow. The last time he’d slept with her had been two years ago. She’d come alone to San Francisco for his younger brother Jack’s funeral, and when Nick had turned to her in his uncontrollable grief, she’d ended up in his bed. But the next morning she’d left him, and her determination to have nothing to do with him had seemed even stronger than before.

Why, damn it? Why?

In the photograph, Triple was at the helm—Triple who was only six years old—and the catamaran was difficult for even a man to manage. Nick felt a surge of paternal pride as he examined the image of his sturdy little boy. Triple’s jaw was squared with determination, every muscle in his small body straining as he gripped the tiller and fought to control the boat.

For all her coldness as a wife, at least Amy was a warm and dedicated mother. Triple wasn’t an easy child. He was bold and precocious, and he had a peculiar penchant for bringing disaster on himself by tackling tasks too difficult for him. He’d been christened Michael John Browning. From the crib he’d been three times as much trouble as an ordinary child would be, and from a multitude of mischievous activities he’d derived his nickname, Triple Trouble, which had long since been shortened to Triple.

The hastily scrawled inscription at the bottom of the picture read:

Dear Sebastian,

This was taken right before Triple lost hold of the tiller and we capsized. Triple got pretty mad when we landed in the water.

Love, Amy

Nick smiled. He always got mad at himself when he made mistakes sailing. Jack had been like that, too. Nick cut the painful thought short. He still found it hard to accept losing Jack.

Nick forced himself to set the picture aside. There was no use torturing himself by looking at it. He’d made a bargain to stay out of their lives for eleven months out of the year. But every July, Triple was his for the whole month. But only for July. The rest of the year Nick tried to forget he had a family. Of course, he sent cards and small gifts on holidays, but he’d learned he was happier if he put Amy and Triple out of his mind and concentrated on his work.

Nick knew she didn’t want him. Sometimes he wondered if she ever had. Had Amy done all of it only because he was rich and she’d been after money, dropping him when she’d seen a way to make use of Sebastian instead—and have her independence, too?

Nick picked up the Christmas card that Triple had sent and studied his son’s scribbled, misspelled message once more.

All I want fro Christmas is to see yuo, Dad. Love, Triple.

Every time Nick reread the brief note, he knew that he felt the same about Triple. It was hell having a son, and yet not having him. Hell, flying to the other side of the world to race a sailboat when all he really wanted to do was spend time with Triple.

The spelling mistakes pulled at something else inside Nick. Triple had inherited dyslexia from him. His case wasn’t as severe as Nick’s had been. Lots of first graders mixed up letters, but Nick knew from experience how much more difficult it was going to be for Triple to learn to read and spell. More than anything, Nick wished he could be there to help him.

But that simply wasn’t possible. Amy would never allow it.

Anger ripped through Nick. Triple’s card was a plea for love. Only someone with a heart of stone could ignore it.

Who did she think she was? Triple was his son, too, and it was Christmas.

Nick glanced at his watch. It was nearly four. Triple was probably home already for the holidays, but Amy would still be at work.

To hell with her.

Nick reached for the telephone and punched the buttons briskly. Even though he rarely called Triple, he knew the number by heart.

“Hello...” The vibrant feminine greeting was a husky caress. The unexpected sound of Amy’s voice jarred his nervous system.

She had been expecting someone, someone she obviously wanted to talk to. Was it another man?

The muscles in Nick’s stomach contracted sharply at the thought.

“Hello,” she repeated, still sounding friendly, though a little uncertain.

He imagined her sitting rigidly at her desk in that austere little office in her Malibu home. He had bought her that house and she’d said she hated it because it was too extravagant—like him.

She was probably wearing a suit made of stiff material buttoned tightly to her throat—something she’d bought on sale somewhere. Her hair would be pulled back in that awful little bun.

“Hello,” he managed at last, the low tones of his own voice oddly strained. “It’s me. Nick.”

Her swift intake of breath was like a gasp of pain. She expelled his name in a rush of hostility. “Nick! How dare you—” She caught herself. It was her custom to treat him with no show of emotion.

A long, hushed silence followed. It was taking her longer than usual to gain control of herself.

“We made a bargain,” she said in her coolest, most businesslike tone. “You leave us alone eleven months of the year.”

“You made the bargain,” he ground out, fighting to hold on to his temper. “I have a right to talk to my son.”

“Not by the terms of our agreement.”

“Your agreement,” he corrected.

“Nick, this is the best possible solution.”

“For whom?” His brittle laugh was forced. “Just get Triple on the phone,” he snapped.

Nick expected her to hang up on him. To his surprise she didn’t.

“He’s not here right now. Dad took him Christmas shopping a while ago.”

“Why didn’t you say so?”

“Because—” She broke off. “Because I don’t want you calling here. Ever.”

“It’s Christmas. Triple sent me a card and told me he wanted to see me. I thought maybe I could stop off in L.A. tomorrow on my way to Sydney. I could see Triple for an hour or so while you’re at work.”

“No!”

“Did it ever occur to you that maybe it would be good for Triple if I saw him more often?

“No, Nick.” Her voice was losing that prim, no-nonsense quality. She sounded vulnerable, frightened. “I won’t have Triple torn between us.”

“Isn’t that what you’re doing by forcing me to stay away from him?”

“I don’t want you in my life!”

“We’re talking about Triple’s life. I’m his father.”

“Nick. Please... No.”

“Triple needs me whether you believe it or not. In his card he made it clear he wants to see me, so I’ll be there tomorrow. If you don’t want to see me, make sure you’re not around tomorrow afternoon. That shouldn’t be too hard. We all know how dedicated you are to your career and making money.”

He realized how harsh he sounded. When Amy tried to boss him around, no matter how he strained to hold on to his patience, his temper always got the better of him. But he didn’t want to end their conversation on a hostile note. He softened his voice. “Of course, I’d rather see you, too. We haven’t seen each other since the night after Jack’s funeral.”

If Amy hadn’t come to him then and restored his faith in the sweetness of loving, he might never have made it through the darkest hour of his life, Nick thought. His own family had stayed in Texas where the real funeral and burial services had been held.

“That night...” Her soft voice faded away. “That night...shouldn’t have happened.”

He imagined her brows drawing together as an unwanted blush suffused her cheeks. She would be biting her bottom lip, too. Prim and proper Amy wouldn’t like remembering the long, wanton night they’d shared.

“Are you afraid to see me?” he accused huskily. “Afraid we might end up in bed again?”

She had regained control of herself. “Why, you conceited, low-down...” She searched for a suitable insult. “Sex maniac!” she hissed.

“Thank you,” he murmured, some inner demon driving him to goad her. “It was wonderful, wasn’t it?”

“You are the most insufferable egotist I’ve ever known. That night meant nothing.” Her voice had an odd, choked sound.

“Oh, but you’re wrong.” His low voice was as smooth and rich as velvet. “It meant a great deal to me. Admit it. You were as starved for me as I was for you. And...we have Triple.”

She made a low sputtering sound that had no translation in polite English.

“I don’t think I would have made it, if you hadn’t been there. I really would like to see you tomorrow,” he said. “Will Sam and Lorrie be there? I’d like to see—”

“Leave Lorrie alone,” Amy replied icily. “I know it never mattered much to you which one of us you dated, but—”

“You know that’s not true,” he said.

“No, I don’t.”

“Amy, you’re the only woman I’ve ever loved.” His low voice was intense and sincere.

“Don’t!” She sounded vulnerable, lost, not her usual composed self at all. “Don’t lie to me. I can’t bear it. You’ve had lots and lots of women. And all of them were more suitable to your nature than I was. You’ll never make me believe I was special.”

“You were special. You still are.”

“No...” The single word was a cry of pain.

“Damn it, Amy. Would you please tell me what Lorrie’s got to do with us?”

A deep chasm of emotion-charged silence seemed to separate them. Some sixth sense told him he’d hit a nerve and Amy was terrified.

“N-nothing! Forget I said it!” she blurted out. “I didn’t mean anything.”

But he knew she did.

The line went dead. She had hung up on him.

Nick set the receiver down slowly. He felt far from good about their conversation. He didn’t like pushing himself on people who didn’t want him. Not even his wife.

Why the hell had she been so upset when he mentioned Lorrie?

Suddenly he was furious at the unfairness of it all. Most of all, he was furious at Amy. From the first, she had refused to give him or their marriage a chance.

Nick’s gaze strayed to Triple’s note again. In a burst of anger and frustration, he wadded it up and threw it toward the trash can, but his aim was off, and it fell soundlessly onto the plush red carpet.

A cord inside of him was beginning to unravel. He couldn’t live like this much longer. It was either fight for Amy and Triple and his place in their lives or lose them forever.

If ever a man was born to fight, it was Nick Browning. Long ago he’d been hurt so deeply and so thoroughly by both his parents that it had arrested the growth of tenderness and softness in his nature, bringing into sharp focus all those other qualities he possessed—intelligence, determination, and ruthlessness.

The one thing he was good at was fighting. And this time, with Amy, he was determined to win.

Two months later
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How could her little boy, who’d been so healthy two days ago, have gotten sick so quickly?

The hospital waiting room, with its rows of gray vinyl chairs and couches, its little Formica-topped tables, was nearly deserted. There was only a solitary rumpled figure hunched hopelessly in a darkened corner. Beside her was a briefcase she hadn’t opened and a messy pile of magazines she’d skimmed and then tossed aside. She couldn’t concentrate on either the words or the pictures.

Amy Browning’s long black hair was lank and uncombed. Half of it was still pinned in its neat little knot; the other half streamed down her back, a mass of tangles and pins. Her young-looking face was thin and drained of color. Circles of exhaustion ringed her haunted eyes.

No one would have recognized this frightened woman as the driven businesswoman she was. She’d climbed to the top by sheer force of will. When it came to money she could be as hard as nails. But when it came to her family, she was soft.

Amy’s fingers were folded together tightly in her lap over her wrinkled wool skirt. Her eyes squeezed shut as she said a desperate, silent prayer.

Dear God, Please don’t let my baby die!

It was February. Outside the thick walls of the hospital, a fierce storm howled down from the Gulf of Alaska and battered the city of Los Angeles and its environs. Waves tore gaping holes in the beaches and undermined the foundations of seawalls and expensive beach houses so that they tumbled into the sea. In the hills, where there had been fires the summer before, there were floods and mudslides. Gale-force winds swept across the city, shattering windows in high rises and littering the streets with shards of glass, flattening palms along the wide boulevards, blowing Mexican tiles off the roofs, crumpling highway signs and downing power lines. In the Santa Monica Mountains, a blizzard raged.

It was the storm of the century, newsmen said, but Amy was scarcely aware of it.

Behind the closed doors of the intensive care unit her son, Triple, was fighting for his life.

Viral encephalitis, the doctor had said.

Amy was alone. Utterly alone.

Dear God, where was Lorrie? Why hadn’t she come as she had promised? How could anything be more important to her than Triple’s life?

As always, Amy, who’d spoiled Lorrie worse than their own mother would have, had she lived, tried to rationalize her younger sister’s failure to be of support when it was Amy who was in trouble. Not once in the past two days had her sister dropped by. Although Lorrie had given other excuses, Amy guessed it was because she was too involved with her acting career.

Lorrie had never been strong enough to cope with her own problems, much less with anyone else’s. She was a gentle, quiet, some might think ineffectual woman. Amy was the person everyone in the family leaned on. None of them probably had any idea how close she was to a total collapse. Amy, who was always in control, was the rock, the foundation of their lives.

A shudder swept through her body.

But not now. Oh, not now!

Sam Holland, Amy’s father, was at home, his own health too precarious to endure the arduous wait at the hospital. While Lorrie hadn’t bothered to call, Sam had phoned faithfully every hour on the first day. Later he’d stopped. It was as though he’d sensed that his calls merely added to Amy’s tension. They’d emphasized the grim fact that Triple was not getting well.

Amy glanced at the sensible watch she always wore. It was still an hour until visiting hours started. Then she would have only fifteen minutes with him.

She remembered how thin Triple had been when she’d seen him last. He’d been unconscious, his little face as white and bloodless as his pillowcase, so different from the vital six-year-old of two days before.

Triple had inherited Nick’s lusty temperament and untamable spirit and was a constant whirlwind of precocious curiosity and adventure. He’d gotten into more scrapes than most children twice his age. She’d given up chasing him, or worrying about him when he got himself into trouble; she’d stopped attempting to answer his endless battery of questions.

He was all boy, and no matter how much she nagged, his shoelaces remained untied; the knees were always worn out of his jeans; and an assortment of skateboards, bikes, or footballs littered the driveway. In his room he kept a treasured hoard of fearsome pets in jars and clumsily made cages. Usually Triple was impish and happy, but when he squared his jaw and scowled at whomever displeased him, he could throw a tantrum that his bullheaded father would have been proud of.

In Amy’s eyes, even so terribly ill, Triple was the most beautiful little boy on earth. His dark lashes lay in little curled fringes against the bright flush of his feverish cheeks. His baby-fine, golden-brown hair fell across his forehead in wispy ringlets. Although his blue eyes were closed and not twinkling with their usual mischief, no one could have helped but admire the even perfection of his features and the baby-smooth texture of his skin. He had an adorable upturned nose, a heart-shaped mouth and a square jaw, too much like his father’s for comfort.

Unconscious, Triple seemed angelic. Awake, he was a diminutive human volcano.

Ignoring the tubes and monitors, Amy had touched her darling boy’s forehead on that last visit, and his skin had been burning hot beneath her fingertips.

She wasn’t used to worrying about him. When he was a baby she’d worried herself sick over him every time he’d gotten into trouble, until finally she’d been drained of every dram of anxiety in her soul, and she’d stopped. He was so fiercely independent, he seemed able to get himself out of every jam.

Only this was different. This illness was beyond even his extraordinary powers of self-preservation.

A spasm of fear gripped her. “Triple, you have to get better,” she whispered. “Grandpa and Mommy...and Aunt Lorrie need you. And who will catch bugs and guppies for your snake, Geronimo?”

Amy’s body curled into a ball in the vinyl chair. Oh, how she longed to see Triple chasing around the house breaking things, letting lizards loose.

“Mrs. Browning...”

She looked up to see Dr. Alsop’s elderly, seamed face and wondered vaguely how long he’d been standing there.

“I’m sorry,” Startled, she attempted to rise. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Don’t get up, my dear. I just dropped by to let you know that I’ll be in the record room for a while. But I’ll be back to check on Triple before I go home.”

Dr. Alsop was Triple’s pediatrician, and he’d hardly left the hospital since Triple had been brought in.

“Is Triple...” Her voice broke.

He shook his head grimly. “There’s no change. Mrs. Browning, isn’t there someone who could be with you?”

“No. My sister...”

“I was thinking of Triple’s father.”

Amy’s golden eyes came alive and flashed against the chalk-white pallor of her face.

“We’re separated,” she managed to say in a tight voice. Involuntarily, she twisted the gold band of her wedding ring until it cut into her flesh like a knife.

“I know. Still...”

She was aware of Dr. Alsop’s troubled gaze studying her.

“He’s the last person I’d share something like this with,” she said icily. “The very last.”

“Is he really so terrible?”

She dug her nails into her palms. “Some people might not think so.”

“But you do?”

Her thin-lipped silence was that of a person who had a bitter distaste for the subject at hand.

“Nevertheless, he is the boy’s father.”

“A mere accident of birth, doctor. He doesn’t deserve Triple.”

“He did marry you, I remember, when Triple was a year old.”

“That was no favor, I assure you.” Her heart was thudding violently at that hateful memory. “Please, Dr. Alsop, I have enough to cope with, just worrying about Triple.”

Dr. Alsop said no more, but after he left, she felt lonelier and more miserable than before. Not that her loneliness was the doctor’s fault. Nor did it have anything to do with where she was or what she was doing with her life.

Nick alone had brought her that kind of pain. She loathed him for the things he’d done in the past, but for Triple’s sake she endured his occasional phone calls and gifts to his son. For her son’s sake she concealed her bitter contempt and endured the one-month separation from Triple every July, when her son went to San Francisco and Texas to visit his father.

With an effort she pushed Nick from her mind, and her thoughts returned to Triple. She buried her face in her hands.

If Triple died...

Outside there was the confident tread of hard-soled shoes striding briskly down the length of the glossily waxed hall floor. The door to the waiting room opened softly, and then closed behind the man who barged inside. Amy was only vaguely aware of these sounds, but instinctively, as if even in that first abrupt moment she had sensed new danger, her spine stiffened to some semblance of its usual ramrod tightness. She glanced up, her eyes dazed and unfocused.

A tall, broad giant of a man silently stood across the room from her. Even in her shattered state, Amy was aware of his commanding masculine aura.

Beneath the raincoat the man wore flame-red slacks and a white shirt open at the neck. His blond hair, brown skin, and the flamboyance of his dress struck an unpleasantly familiar note, but before she had time to realize who he was, his low, huskily pitched voice sent shock waves of dread through her body.

“Hello.”

Although the raspy voice sounded different—deep and frighteningly cold—she recognized it instantly.

She sucked in her breath.

It couldn’t be. Not him! Not here! Not now! Her nerves clamored as she desperately fought to deny Nicholas Browning’s presence. Let me be wrong!

Her heart had begun to race. She felt both hot and cold at once as she glanced toward the bronzed giant in the dripping raincoat who was striding purposefully toward her.

But she wasn’t wrong. It was Nick. Nick with that velvet-smooth, husky voice that could make every nerve ending in her body quiver. Nick, the brashly arrogant egotist she’d once loved so intensely she’d forgotten he was the very type of man she’d always heartily disapproved of—a man who was all show and no substance. Nick with his unruly, damp gold hair falling over his brow; Nick with his sharply chiseled features and aquiline nose, his attractively sun-bronzed skin. Nick with his large, well-muscled body and that intimidating self-confidence that gave him the dashingly reckless air of a buccaneer.

Nick, the very last person she wanted to see—especially now, when she felt so exposed, so vulnerable.

Amy lifted her chin defiantly and dared to meet his gaze. His narrowed eyes were very blue, darker than usual with some deep emotion. She felt them burning across her face.

Hastily she ran her hands through her hair and tried to compose her features into a cold, unfeeling mask.

She probably only succeeded in looking young and frightened.

“Nicholas.” His name escaped her lips, not in greeting but on a faint note of whispered fear. Emotion rushed into her throat, swelling, pushing, choking off speech and breath.

She wanted him to leave, to go away at once. “I don’t have the energy to fight you,” she was able to murmur.

His lips parted and she could see the tips of his even white teeth, but the smile never reached his eyes.

“Good. Maybe we’ll get along for a change.”

There was nothing like his sarcasm to make Amy bristle. “Just go,” she whispered.

He raised his eyebrows. “Darling, I’ve flown halfway across the world to get here. I’ll be damned if I’m leaving before I find out what’s going on.”

Darling. Though he had no right to call her that, even mockingly, the mere word was an intimate caress that made something inside her melt. Soft words came so easily to a womanizer like Nick. Romance was his way—gentleness toward women, and insincere kindness. Those things meant so much to a plain, lonely woman not used to them, but they meant nothing to him.

She rose stiffly as he made his way across the room. The floor seemed to rock unsteadily beneath her feet.

“How is he?” Nick demanded.

She turned away from him, trying to ignore his bold masculine presence, but she was aware of him in every fiber of her body.

His hand closed around her arm like a vise and he whirled her to face him.

“Damn it. Don’t shut me out. Is he dead or alive?”

He towered over her. His blue eyes blazed with an anguish and fear as terrible as hers. His volatile emotions were always so close to the surface, so overpowering.

“Alive,” she whispered brokenly. “I haven’t seen him for nearly three hours, and he was unconscious then.”

“Have you checked with the nurses’ station lately?”

She twisted her hands helplessly. “I’ve just been sitting here.”

“You mean you haven’t even—” He started to say something, then checked himself as he examined her face and saw the haunted guilt creep into her eyes. “You look exhausted,” he said, his voice kinder. “I’ve never seen you like this before. Why aren’t Lorrie or your father here?”

“Dad isn’t up to the strain,” Amy murmured.

“And Lorrie?”

Amy bit her bottom lip and stared at him sullenly without answering. It bothered her that Lorrie hadn’t come. Perversely, it bothered her even more that Nick should miss her, too.

“I—I don’t know.”

His handsome face hardened. She could feel his eyes ruthlessly assessing the damage anxiety and two sleepless nights had wrought on her. She had never been the beautiful, glamorous type a man with Nick’s lusty appetites and gaudy tastes naturally preferred, but usually she was at least school-teacher prim and impeccably neat.

“You don’t look so hot yourself,” she murmured defensively. That was a lie, of course. Nick couldn’t look anything but dashingly attractive.

Ignoring her insult, he reached up and gently brushed a lock of black hair out of her eyes, securing the wayward tendril behind her ear. “Always the girl who has to prove she can tough it out alone, aren’t you?” he said. His hand lingered caressingly against her cheek. “I know all about toughing it out alone. It’s exhausting.”

Touching a woman came easily to a man like Nick, she thought. Still the warmth of his fingers stirred old, unwanted memories. Once she had believed in him. Once she had loved his touching her like that. Once she’d loved him.

“He’s going to make it,” Nick whispered softly. 

She stared at him wordlessly until he let his hand fall away.

“Sorry,” he said, chagrined by her look. “I forgot.”

He looked tired, too, she thought. He was far from his flashy, suave self. His coat was drenched. His parrot-bright clothes were as untidy as hers. His hair was wet and lay matted against his dark brow.

Vaguely Amy remembered the storm outside.

“I know I probably look a mess,” he said, shrugging out of his raincoat and tossing it across the back of a vinyl chair over her jacket. “I just got in from Holland. I’ve got a bad headache and a case of jet lag that won’t quit. When Sebastian called, I was with Hans at the lab going over the tank test results for our latest yacht design for the next America’s Cup campaign. I dropped everything and took a cab to the airport. My clothes are still in Amsterdam. The flight was hellishly bumpy.”

“You always were a big sissy when it came to planes.”

“Big sissy, hell,” he growled. “It was a miracle we got down at all.”

“You needn’t have put yourself through all that. There wasn’t any reason for you to come,” she said woodenly.

For a long moment his fathomless eyes bored holes in her. She almost regretted what she’d said.

“I’m here for the duration, whether you want me or not. Is it so wrong for a father to be worried sick when he finds out his son is in the hospital? You didn’t even bother to call me.”

Because seeing him right before Christmas when he’d told her how much she and Triple meant to him had awakened feelings and needs she didn’t want. He lied so easily. Just as she believed in him too easily.

“I’m your husband, despite the way you try to forget it.” His low tone was harsh with mockery.

He raised his hand to curve it possessively along her slender throat, exerting mastery as he turned her face toward his. “Amy...” His furious gaze held her eyes for an endless moment.

What he’d meant to do or say neither of them would ever know, because suddenly his touch changed everything. There had always been an inexplicable physical bond between them, and even now, when she hated him, she felt its pull. The shock of her own longing made her shudder.

Dimly she realized she should be fighting him. Instead his unexpected gentleness mesmerized her and, when she made no effort to resist him, the anger in his gaze died. All she was conscious of was the feather-light tracing of his fingers on the soft, sensitive skin of her throat, of the deep loneliness that made her desire for him to care. She seemed to stop breathing as his eyes explored every inch of her face.

They were both drawn, she against her will.

He had claimed that he was still her  husband. Had she been rational, she would have argued that in their marriage that was the last thing from a real marriage. But the words wouldn’t come as she felt her body being arched toward his by powerful muscular arms.

His shoulders seemed to enclose her. She felt herself being molded against the hard contours of his male length.

His fingers twined into her long black hair, and he pulled her head back. His brilliantly blue eyes burned into hers for what seemed like forever, and she felt a ripple of the old, unwanted excitement.

He’d begged her for a second chance before he’d left for Australia. How many nights had she gone to bed with the echo of his heartfelt words in her mind?

I never had anyone growing up. I would cherish you and our son...if only you’d let me. Why are you so set against me? What do I have to do to prove myself?

Her throat went as dry as dust. In spite of everything, as he held her, she wanted to believe what he’d told her.

She closed her eyes helplessly.

For a split second Nick’s warm mouth hovered over hers, so close she could almost taste him. In another moment she would have been lost.

A rush of cold air swept into the room as the waiting room door swung open. Dr. Alsop hurried toward them, his thick fingers sifting the pages of a fat chart.

Breathing erratically, Amy sprang free from Nick’s arms, stumbling backward. She felt ashamed of her reaction to him...of her gullibility. Immediately she turned this emotion into fury toward Nick. Why did he have to be so good at seducing her?

As for Nick, he stood statue still and regarded her with equal coldness. It never occurred to her that he might be feeling just as wary.

Amy flushed under the doctor’s frankly speculative gaze. It was humiliating to have been caught in Nick’s arms, especially after their earlier conversation. “It’s all right, Dr. Alsop. This is Nick Browning, my...er...” She met the hot, scathing brilliance of Nick’s eyes, and her voice failed her.

“Her husband,” Nick drawled politely, offering one hand to the older man and encircling Amy’s waist with his arm, as if boldly defying her to challenge his right to do so. “I was in Holland. I wanted to get here as quickly as I could, so I had to spend most of the night on a plane.”

Amy’s blush deepened as Nick drew her tremulous body closely against his own. Although she was still shaking, it maddened her that his grip was rock hard, that he seemed totally unaffected by what had nearly happened between them.

Dr. Alsop’s eyes gleamed with interest. After a second or two he took Nick’s hand and heartily pumped it. “I’m glad you’re here. She hasn’t eaten or slept since we admitted Triple. You’ve got two patients to worry about, young man.”

“How is Triple, doctor?” Amy pleaded, desperate to change the subject.

The doctor’s face masked all emotion. “We have the results of his spinal tap. He’s no better, but he’s no worse, either. I wish I had happier news, but I’m afraid we still have a very sick little boy on our hands. At this point, it could go either way. His condition may improve or it may deteriorate. There could be permanent brain damage, but sometimes children will recover fully within two to four weeks. If he can just hold on, he still has a chance.”

“A chance...” At the thought of Triple dying, something inside Amy broke. “That’s all you can promise me? A miserable chance?” She remembered the night her mother had died, and she began to sob quietly. “Doctor, if that child dies, I’ll die, too.”

“Mrs. Browning, we’re doing everything we possibly can to save him.”

But the doctors had done everything before, she thought.

“Will it be enough?” Her normally controlled voice was rising.

“Darling,” Nick said gently, understanding her pain because it was his own. “Dr. Alsop wants to save Triple just as much as you do. You have to believe that.” His arm tightened supportively around her, his other hand reaching up to brush her hair out of her eyes.

Nick was the last person she wanted to comfort her, especially after what had just happened between them. “Let go of me,” she cried, stiffening as he pulled her even closer.

“Shhh. You’re hysterical,” came his low, hatefully soothing voice.

“If I’m hysterical, whose fault is that?”

His grip merely tightened. “No,” she protested.

“Honey. I’m here to take care of you.”

“I don’t need you.”

“Yes, you do. You’re just too stubborn to admit it.”

As she struggled to free herself, she caught glimpses of his anxious face. The skin was pale beneath his tan, but he’d set his jaw in hard, determined lines. It was in his nature to take over, to command, to subdue.

Amy twisted and bent every way against the iron grip of his arms until her frantic heart felt near to bursting. She didn’t need anyone. She hadn’t needed anyone in years. Not since the boating accident when she’d been a child and her mother had been drowned and her father crippled.

No, it was the other way around—everyone else needed her.

“Amy, don’t fight me.”

Nick’s arms were a vise choking off her breath, and no matter what she did, they stayed around her. Her legs brushed against his hard thighs; his body was as tough and unyielding as steel.

It was no use. No use fighting Nick. He was too big, too powerful, too determined. At last she let herself collapse against him, panting, breathless. Her head nestled against his shirt and her scalding, bitter tears fell against his chest, spotting the white silk fabric. She could feel the warmth of him seeping into her. His hand gently stroked her mussed hair.

“Amy, he’s my son, too. I’ve barely had any time with him.”

She felt his great body tense with his desperate pain, and her hatred dissolved. Feeling guilty for having kept him from Triple in the past, she swallowed. Tenderly she reached up and brushed his rough cheek. If he hadn’t been faithful to her, he truly loved Triple. Maybe it was time she appreciated his good qualities.

She relaxed in his arms, realizing how nice it was to be held, to be comforted. How drawn she was to Nick’s masculine strength, how much she needed it.

Amy was aware of his palm molding itself to the curve of her throat, his long fingers sliding into the tumbled length of her hair at the back of her neck. His other hand now cupped the side of her tear-dampened face, lifting her chin with his thumb until her eyes met his.

“It’s going to be all right, darling, I promise you.”

A tremor of vulnerability shivered down her spine. How did he know? How could he possibly know? Yet even though believing him defied all logic, his words made those inner screaming voices of insidious doubt grow fainter. No matter what he’d done, at least he was here for her now.

Weakly Amy’s hand fumbled for Nick’s waist, and she held on to him.

Dr. Alsop said softly, “I could prescribe a sedative.”

“Maybe later. Right now I want to make sure she gets something to eat.” While he spoke, Nick kept stroking the length of her hair, and his velvet voice and gentle touch were infinitely soothing.

“Doctor, I want to see Triple,” Nick demanded.

The doctor nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Dr. Alsop made the necessary arrangements for them to slip into the intensive care unit before visiting hours. Beneath the disapproving glare of the head nurse, whose surly expression was that of a marine drill sergeant who’d been crossed, they stared quietly at their unconscious child. Father and mother clung to one another, bound together by the terrible bond of mutual anguish. When the nurse ordered them to leave, Nick led a reluctant Amy quietly back to the waiting room, where they sat silently for a long time, holding on to each other.

As they sat together, Amy found it impossible to summon the hatred she’d felt toward Nick for years, or even her fear of him. Maybe it was only because she was so numb with terror over Triple, but she felt stronger because Nick was there.

Almost before Amy realized what was happening, Nick had taken command of her and of her life, precisely as he had in the past. The cynical side of her nature would have said it was just his way. He had the ruthless instincts of a predator. He always waited for the right moment—when she was most vulnerable—and then he moved in for the kill.

That was exactly the method he’d used to force her to marry him.

But at that moment she was too vulnerable and grateful for his presence to make such a cynical assessment of his character.
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Revitalized, Amy felt a surge of resentment as she watched Nick wolf down two bags of chips and a ham sandwich oozing with mayonnaise.

She was reminded that he had other lusty, uncurbed appetites.

“It’s positively indecent the way you enjoy your food when Triple...”

Nick looked up, surprised at the bitterness in her voice. “How would starving myself help Triple?” he demanded with infuriating male logic.

Her lips pursed, Amy wadded up an empty potato-chip wrapper and tossed it onto her tray.

He glanced at the half-eaten, cold, cheese-on-rye sandwich in front of her. “And you’d better finish that,” he ordered, “if you know what’s good for you.”

She felt a pang of guilt. Although Triple was no better, she herself felt much stronger. She hated Nick, but he had always made her feel vitally alive when he was around. It was as if battling him recharged some essential part of her.

Nick had taken charge—cajoled her into combing her hair, washing her face, putting on lipstick, resting and eating. He’d had Dr. Alsop call in a renowned pediatric neurologist, and new experimental medicines were being administered to their son.

Nick was staring at her from across the table, in that determined way of his. A flash of her usual stubbornness flared. She shoved the sandwich away.

He pushed it back. His fingertips grazed hers, and she flinched at the flash of heat contact with his skin brought to her body.

“Eat, darling,” he insisted.

She jerked her hand away from his and stared hard at him. “Stop calling me that.”

“Maybe I will—if you eat,” he whispered.

She was aware of his coiled impatience, of her own fierce tension, and finally her gaze fell before the compelling force of his. She lifted her sandwich and took a tiny bite. The bread was stale and the cheese was cold and tasteless.

“I want to get back upstairs,” Nick said, “but we’re not going until you finish that sandwich. We’ve only got a little while until visiting hours start. I wouldn’t want to miss seeing Triple because of your stubbornness.”

“My stubbornness?” she demanded.

“Yes, of course, yours. I’m determined now because I have to be when I’m around you, that’s all,” he said.

“Excuse me if I don’t see the difference.”

“Eat, Amy.” He glanced at his watch again. “If you want to see Triple, you’ve got five minutes.”

Normally she would never have allowed him to dominate her so thoroughly, but she ate all of her sandwich—in a sullen silence that was so thick he made no attempt to interrupt it until they were back in the waiting room.

It was one minute until visiting hours.

“Triple seemed fine when I saw him at Christmas,” Nick said. “You haven’t told me how all this started.”

“He just got sick suddenly during the night. I heard him cry out in his sleep. I went to his room, and he was burning up with fever. I rushed him to the emergency room.” Her tremulous voice lowered. “I’ve been here ever since.”

“Darling, I know it’s been awful for you,” he murmured.

There was that word again. It made her feel so vulnerable. Every muscle in her body stiffened.

“You said you wouldn’t call me that.”

His hand folded over hers, and her pulse jumped beneath his fingers. He turned her hand over in his palm and studied it thoughtfully. “I said maybe.”

Through his densely curling lashes, he studied her. Amy didn’t dare lift her eyes to his.

He was impossible. He always had been and always would be. But despite her fierce determination to despise him, she was reluctant to let go of the strong hand holding hers.

Why did Nick have to be the only person with whom she could share her maternal anguish?

Because he was the father of her son.

For years she had tried to dismiss the importance of that simple biological fact. For years she had tried to convince herself that the biology of parenthood was not nearly as important as the actual parenting. For years she had tried to tell herself that Nick didn’t belong in their lives, that she was capable of raising Triple alone. She hadn’t even called him to inform him Triple was sick. Sebastian must have called him. She bit her lips, glad that he had done so and that Nick had come.

Nick had told her she was wrong, that Triple needed a father, but she’d refused to listen.

Now she wondered how she’d ever summon the strength to send him away again.

Her fingers tightened in his, and she held on to him.

Triple was as still and gray faced as death. There was no change, the female drill sergeant in white explained. He was holding on, but just barely.

Fresh horror gripped Amy. His eyes seemed more sunken, and beneath his white skin, his cheekbones stood out like batons in a sail.

Amy looked at all the criss-crossing tubes, IV and little lights blinking with bright regularity on the monitors. The room smelled faintly of antiseptic.

As Amy watched, Nick leaned over and pressed Triple’s hot, limp fingers. “Triple, it’s your dad. I’m here, and I’m not leaving until you’re well.”

Not by a flicker of an eyelash did Triple respond. Heat fairly radiated from his flushed face.

“I’m here,” Nick repeated. “Can you hear me, Triple?”

Amy held her breath.

There was no sound other than the metallic rattling of the air-conditioning vent.

“He doesn’t hear you, Nick,” Amy said hopelessly. “Oh, I’m so afraid he’ll never...”

Nick sensed how close she had come again to the breaking point. “I think we’d better go,” he said.

“No. I want to stay with my baby. I have to stay with him. I...” She touched Triple’s forehead. “Oh, Nick, he’s burning up.”

“Hush, darling,” Nick murmured hoarsely. He brought his fingers gently to her lips as if to seal them. “I think the crisis will come tonight,” he said. “I know it’s hard for you to leave him here alone, but it’s just as hard for me.”

Amy looked into her husband’s bleak eyes and saw a pain as terrible and profound as her own. His handsome face was haggard with anxiety. Nick needed her every bit as much as she needed him.

Without thought she slowly put her arms around him, and offered him the only thing she could, the warmth and comfort of her body. She had him in her arms, her face pressed against the roughness of his cheek. When she felt his large body shudder against hers, she just hugged him until finally he let her go.

Stiffly, blindly, like two sleepwalkers they stumbled toward the waiting room.

Later in the night, it became so cold that she began to shiver. He took care of her, wrapping her snugly first in her own light jacket and then in his oversized raincoat. He stretched out on the sofa and pulled her down beside him.

“Get some sleep,” he whispered, pushing her raven head down on his lap when she made a feeble show of resistance. “Forget how you feel about me. We’re in this thing together.” With a weary sigh he let his head fall back against the wall.

Sleep. She wondered vaguely if she could ever sleep again, but she lacked the strength to argue with him.

Instead she let her cheek obediently rest upon the firm warmth of his thigh. Even though she was determined to watch him warily, it wasn’t long before her eyelids started to droop. His masculine profile blurred.

She forgot the danger of him and relaxed in his arms. Soon she slept the deep, still sleep of a person utterly exhausted while behind the closed doors of the intensive care unit, their son battled for his life.
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An icy fear knotting his stomach, Nick held Amy in his arms. Throughout the long night he was afraid as he hadn’t been afraid since Jack’s fatal motorcycle accident two years before. Jack had fought for his life for three days and three nights, but in the end he’d lost.

Losing the brother who’d always hero-worshiped him had devastated Nick. In many ways his love for the wild and boisterous Triple mirrored his affection for his wild and boisterous younger brother.

It couldn’t happen all over again. He couldn’t lose Triple the same way he’d lost Jack. He still dreamed of Jack, still missed him.

Dear God, not Triple, too! Nick knew if he lost Triple, he would lose whatever small chance he had with Amy as well.

He remembered his last visit with his son right before Christmas, and he was glad that he’d gone against Amy’s will and seen Triple. Brief though their visit had been, Triple had been thrilled to see him.

The little boy had taken him into the garage and shown him Amy’s catamaran. He had bounded onto the twin hulls with the sprightly agility of a small monkey and precociously pointed out what everything was.

“Could you teach me how to sail her, Dad? I mean really sail her?”

“I thought you already knew how. Sebastian sent me a picture of you and your mother.”

“‘Course I know how, Dad,” Triple had proclaimed with his usual confidence. “Only Mom doesn’t think so, and she said she’s not going to let me sail her anymore ‘cause she says I don’t do what she says on a boat. I bet if you taught me how, she’d change her mind. And I bet pretty soon I could sail so fast I could cream every kid around here. ‘Specially Elgin Ferris.”

“This is a mighty tough boat for a little boy to start off with,” Nick had said, laughing. But he’d promised Triple that when summer came, he’d teach him how to sail. “I might have to get you your own boat.”

Triple jumped down from the boat with a single, foolhardy leap. Shining blue eyes gazed eagerly up into Nick’s. “My own boat, huh? Maybe I could spend the whole summer with you instead of just July.”

“Maybe...”

Nick had realized then that he should have fought Amy long ago for more time with Triple. Instead, he’d chosen not to fight her too hard and had buried himself in his work and sailing races and had ignored what was really important—his family.

When Amy had come home unexpectedly he’d pled for more time, but he’d quit pushing when she’d looked tearful after saying no.

No more giving up, he vowed, glancing at the sterile hospital walls. Not after coming this close to losing Triple. If Triple lived, Nick was determined to change things. He was through with letting Amy call the shots. He’d let her use him to suit her own purposes long enough.

The delicate floral scent of Amy’s perfume rose to Nick’s nostrils. Her fingers clutched at his arms as she whimpered in her sleep from some bad dream. He glanced down at the tousled dark head in his lap and saw pain flicker across her pale features.

Even in her sleep, she was suffering. Whatever she felt toward him, she loved their son. Nick felt a rush of protectiveness toward her. He wished he could help her get through this as she’d helped him when Jack had died.

She moaned softly, burrowing her head into his belly in an intimate way that would have deeply shamed her had she been awake. Through the thin silk of his shirt he felt her hot mouth nuzzle his flesh.

He caught his breath at the sudden flash of unwanted desire that made his body harden. Again her hands clutched him, as if she were seeking to bury herself in the warmth of his body.

Almost involuntarily his hand came to rest on her head. He smoothed the wispy strands of black silk into place, touching her lightly for fear of waking her. In the dim light with her inky lashes curling against her pale cheeks, her delicate features softened by sleep, she was lovely.

Still asleep, she called his name. He felt a sudden tearing pain in his whole being. More than anything he wanted Triple to live. And he wanted his wife. It didn’t matter that she’d used him and married him only when he’d forced her.

*
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Dr. Alsop led Amy and Nick into the intensive care unit. “I know it isn’t visiting hours, but Triple’s so much better this morning, I knew you’d want to see him. He’s been awake, and his fever’s down.”

“Then the crisis is past?” Nick demanded.

“Maybe not entirely, but he’s definitely much improved.”

Dr. Alsop knocked on Triple’s door and pushed it gently ajar. “I wouldn’t stay too long. After what he’s been through, he’ll tire easily.”

As they stepped inside, a single shaft of wan sunlight streamed through a high window and touched Triple’s hair. The lock gleamed like dark gold against his pale skin. He was no longer flushed, and a slight sheen of perspiration beaded his forehead. To Amy he looked like a sleeping angel.

“Triple,” she whispered.

Triple’s eyes opened drowsily. He managed a thin smile for his mother, and then a bigger one for his father, which produced a gnawing ache in Amy’s stomach. “Dad, I knew you’d come,” he whispered. Triple clutched Amy’s hand weakly when she touched his fingers. “Didn’t you just know he would, Mom?” His blue eyes were big and trusting as he gazed at her.

Only for a second did the shock of her son’s eager questions register on Amy’s face. She was too aware of Nick’s piercing gaze.

“I should have known it,” she replied evasively, letting her lashes fall to veil her eyes. She felt an uneasy prick of conscience. His father’s presence meant so much to Triple, and for five years she’d done everything she could to keep them apart.

“Dad, you’re going to stay for a while, aren’t you? You’re not leaving the minute I get better, are you? Mom, you’ll make him stay, won’t you.”

A twinge of guilt raced through Amy. “Triple, your father’s a very busy man,” she said softly. “We can’t expect him to stay too long when he has to run South Sails with its branches all over the United States. Not to mention all of his racing commitments.”

Amy would have said more, but when she felt Nick’s hard blue gaze raking her, she swallowed the words.

Nick leaned over the bed and contradicted his wife in a deceptively smooth voice. “I won’t be leaving, son—not even when you’re better.”

“Is that a promise, Dad?”

“That’s a promise, son.” Nick’s cutting gaze slashed up to Amy’s face as he spoke, daring her to protest. “From now on, I’m not going to let anything come between us.”

Amy cringed at his words and the defiant challenge she read in her husband’s eyes.

Triple’s need for his father was natural. It was the circumstances of her marriage that made Nick’s continuing presence a frightening prospect.

“Good.” The faint word died on Triple’s lips as he let his eyes droop shut. “You don’t have to go just ‘cause I’m sleeping, either, Dad,” he murmured, his voice dying away again. He had forgotten his mother completely.

Nick smiled a slow smile that transformed his rugged features into an expression of unbelievable tenderness.

This sweet look tore Amy to pieces. Once he had reserved it for her alone. She closed her eyes against the sharp ache of longing that assailed her as she remembered the bittersweet tenderness of their brief love affair. When she opened them again, she was glad Nick had his broad back turned toward her as he leaned over the bed holding Triple’s hand.

“Excuse me,” Amy murmured shakily. “I’ll let you spend some time alone with him.” She stumbled outside.

When Nick returned to the waiting room, he found Amy tucked into one desolate corner.

“Sulking?” he demanded, not in the mood to indulge her coldness toward him.

“No,” she whispered raggedly, twisting the leather strap of her purse. She couldn’t look up. She was too afraid he might read the aching emptiness in her eyes. “Damn you. Why did you have to come back?”

“He’s my son, too,” Nick said.

“We shouldn’t be fighting over him,” she said.

There was the barest tensing of his expression. “That’s exactly my point.”

“Nick, you shouldn’t have made a promise to Triple you don’t intend to keep.”

Eyes as calm as a blue winter sky met hers. “I didn’t.”

“You can’t mean that you really intend to stay.”

“For a while.” At her frown, a bitter grimace chased across his mouth. He came closer, so close that he towered menacingly over her. “Would it really be so awful having your husband home?”

His gaze swept over her, and she was conscious of every part of her body that his eyes touched.

“I don’t feel like I have a husband,” she replied sharply, rising to her feet, desperate to escape.

“Then I’ve definitely stayed away too long.” He spoke with a deadly softness that should have warned her. “I realized that last night when I held you in my arms and almost kissed you.”

Disdain glittered coldly in her eyes. “No,” she murmured with tight finality. “The best thing for all of us would be for you to go away and stay out of our lives completely.”

“I don’t believe that anymore. Last night you needed me. When I got here you were falling apart.”

“Last night I would have been fine, if you hadn’t come.”

“Oh, you would have?” She was edging toward the door. With the swift, savage grace of a jungle cat, he seized her by the wrist and yanked her against his body. “You lying little cheat,” he muttered bitterly. “You can’t even say, ‘thank you, Nick, for being there when I needed you.’ No, you just use me and then kick me in the gut when you’re through with me. You didn’t even bother to call me and tell me he was sick.” His harsh grip dug into her skin. “I’m tired of the way you treat me, honey.”

“Nick, don’t...”

“I flew across an ocean and this entire country to get back to you, to help you, but you don’t want me. All you’ve ever wanted is my money. Or Sebastian’s, once you’d used me to get a hold on him.”

Words of denial sprang to Amy’s lips, but she bit them back. There were too many secrets between them for her to blast him with bitter truths.

He pressed her against himself until every hard muscle and bone of his body imprinted themselves on her soft curves. He was burning hot, his arms crushing steel bands. “Maybe it’s time you learned what marriage really means.”

Her heart raced in frantic alarm. “I don’t want you,” she whispered breathlessly.

His hands wound into her hair. She felt his fingers digging into her scalp as he pulled her head back. She wanted to despise him, but the hard pressure of his male body against her ignited her senses. The warmth of his breath gently wafted over her lips while his musky scent tantalized her. Every nerve in her body was treacherously aware of him.

She pushed at his arms, struggling to break their hold.

“But I want you,” he said softly. “I’ve waited more than I’ve ever waited for another woman.” His eyes were as hard as diamonds. “Maybe I’m tired of wanting and waiting and never having. You’re my wife. Maybe it’s time I took what I want.”

He covered her lips with his, and his rough, unshaven cheek burned against hers. He kissed her hard and insolently, not caring that he hurt her, that he humiliated her.

“You are mine,” he muttered hoarsely, determined to dominate her with the emotion that dominated him. “Mine.”

The fierce words branded her soul. Overpowered by his masculine strength, she didn’t even try to fight him. His mouth smothered hers, and blackness whirled in a mist of stars behind her closed eyelids.

She felt faint, helpless in his arms, caught in the blaze of his passion. Only when she stopped fighting him did the furious quest for revenge cease to rule him, a gentler emotion stealing into his heart. His hold didn’t slacken, but instead of hurt, his mouth exerted mastery.

Intuitively sensing this change in him, her body melted into his, and slowly some emotion, long buried, flared hotly alive as his lips and tongue and hands caressed her. Against her earlobe he murmured soft, heated endearments, and she could not hold back a tiny moan of surrender. She returned his kisses, softly at first, her mouth playing sweetly beneath his, and then more feverishly.

In the white heat of passion all their differences ebbed away.

“You are mine,” he whispered, and she could not deny it.

When he let her go at last, she was so thoroughly shaken she would have fallen clumsily, had he not reached out and caught her. Only when she had regained her balance, did he let her go.

Not a word passed between them as she turned her back on him and went to the small window that looked out on the hospital parking lot.

She heard his footsteps approaching behind her, and the tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickled in awareness of him. She didn’t dare to look at him, but a fierce tremor of longing shivered down her spine.

Just as his words in December had haunted her, all it took was a kiss to show her that all their years apart, all her stubborn determination to hate him were as nothing against the terrible power he held over her. She had loved him, and once he had almost destroyed not only her life but the lives of the people she loved more than anything.

“Why don’t you just go?” she said in a low strangled tone. “Please...”

She was aware of his hands brushing over her hair, and she quickly sidestepped to avoid his touch. But not before her heart had betrayed her and begun to flutter wildly.

He flicked the miniblinds apart. “Storm’s over,” he said. His voice was distant, yet warmly ironic.

She glanced indifferently at the gray, wet world revealed through the parted blinds. All she could think of was his immense body, so burningly near hers. All she could feel was an insane urge to throw herself into his arms and let him hold her once more. No matter what he’d done in the past, he had a power over her no other man had ever had.

“I think it’s time I drove you home,” he began, “so we can both shower and change and get some rest.”

His matter-of-fact suggestion created a chaos of emotion. He was closing in on her, taking over, ordering her around as if it were his right to do so.

One kiss, and he thought he owned her.

Amy whirled around.

For a numbed moment, she could only stare mutely at him.

In the gray light his blue eyes flashed with the glint of icy steel as he regarded her down the arrogant length of his aquiline nose. She noted the commanding thrust of his jaw—never a good sign—the startling prominence of his chiseled cheekbones and the cynical lines slashed on either side of his hard mouth. His was always an uncompromisingly masculine face, but at the moment, he looked so ruthlessly determined she knew that only a fool would dare to stand up to him.

Her own jaw squared. “No. I don’t want to go home with you,” she said.

“Look,” he said, “I’m too tired to argue.”

Amy felt a mild pang of unwanted sympathy for him. It wasn’t only exhaustion that had etched those lines beneath his eyes and beside his lips.

“I can’t leave Triple,” she insisted. “I have to be here when he wakes up again.”

“If you don’t look after yourself, you’re not going to be much use to Triple when he does get better. I’ve already hired a private duty nurse and left your telephone number at the nurse’s station in case there’s an emergency while we’re gone.”

“Nick!”

“There’s no use arguing.” He snapped the miniblinds shut. His hand wrapped around her elbow, his fingers biting into her flesh as he propelled her across the room to the chair where they’d left their things. He picked up her jacket and purse and shoved them into her reluctant arms.

“You always win, don’t you?” she murmured angrily as he pulled on his raincoat and then helped her into her jacket.

She felt his touch graze the nape of her neck as he pressed the collar of her jacket flat. Abruptly her body stiffened.

A dark flush colored his cheeks. “With you it’s never easy.”

*
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“Sunday driver!” Nick muttered, jamming his right heel down hard on the accelerator.

Amy’s heart lurched as the tires screamed around a curve and her ancient Chevy shot forward on a fresh burst of speed. She clutched the handles of her briefcase so tightly her fingers ached as Nick caught up to a pickup and zoomed past it.

“Pretty sunset,” Nick said, impervious to her fear as he glanced over his left shoulder at the scarlet dazzle that splashed ocean and sky. At the same time, he noted the pickup in his rearview mirror with male satisfaction.

“If you’re going to drive my car like a maniac, you could at least keep your eyes on the road,” Amy sputtered nervously. Up to this point, they had driven in tense silence ever since he’d taken her keys and roared out of the hospital parking lot twenty minutes ago.

A faint smile played at the edges of his mouth, and for a minute she thought he was going to make a sarcastic retort. To her surprise, Nick lazily turned his attention back to the road. His gaze slid to her, brief and sweeping. “Whatever you say, sweetheart.” Her mouth was tautly compressed, her nerves more on edge than before.

The daylight was fading. Mudslides had carved new fissures in the Santa Monica Mountains, and several homes dangled precariously from the edge of a cliff. In places the road was blocked. Rinsed by the storm’s deluge to a pale, clear lavender, the sky over the Pacific was very high. Little tufts of cloud drifted on a wet, cold wind, nestling into the pockets between the hills. A red sun hung low against the horizon, gilding the ocean’s placid surface with streamers of blood-red fire.

All Amy saw was the wet asphalt whipping beneath the blue hood of her Chevy, and it was too much for her. “You’re not racing a high-performance yacht in the Indian Ocean, you know,” she said.

“I know.” After a deliberate pause he continued. “But, honey, I’ve got a hell of a lot more at stake in this contest.”

He braked slightly, probably only because her driveway was in sight. Tires spun gravel as he skidded to a stop a fraction of an inch from her Wedgwood-blue garage door.

“Home at last,” he murmured. A corner of his mouth lifted cynically as he eyed the charming redwood establishment nestled against a low dune.

Home. Never before had the word struck such an ominous note of doom in her heart. Just for a second, her eyes darted toward him.

His chiseled profile was backlighted by golden-red light, its lines as hard and unyielding as those of a tyrannical emperor stamped on some ancient coin. Nick looked indomitable.

He was her husband. She found this fact distinctly chilling.

“Yes,” she agreed. “Home. At last. I never thought I’d reach it alive.”

Low, harsh laughter came from his throat. “You’re very much alive.” His hand reached across the distance between them and traced the soft flesh of her upper arm before she jerked it away. His voice became low and sexy. “Believe me, honey, that’s exactly how I want you.”

She wasn’t ready for the sudden softening of his tone, like a caress of velvet sliding against sensitive skin. “I thought I made it clear I didn’t want you touching me,” she said.

“Honey, if you meant to send that message,” came his treacherously raspy voice, “it’s not the message I got.” With sickening accuracy, he continued, “You wanted a lot more than I could give you in a hospital waiting room. Maybe now that we’re home...”

“Not if I can help it!” she whispered.

His eyes bored into hers. “But you can’t,” he said. “What I can’t figure out is why you’re so determined to fight it.”

His veiled gaze glided over her face and figure in silent admiration, and he grinned broadly as if he were contemplating some delightful prospect.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about!”

“Wait and see.” The smug half smile lingered on his lips.

Scorching waves of shame splashed her cheeks with spots of fire. She longed to think of some stinging retort that would set him properly in his place.

Instead she snatched her keys from the ignition and threw open her door. Then she sprang out of her car and rushed up the brick path to her front door. The hushed sound of his laughter followed her. Then his car door slammed.

She was sifting through her purse for her house key, when his hand closed around her wrist.

“I’ll find it,” he said.

A shiver of apprehension raced icily over her flesh at his touch. Swiftly he located the key. As he was pulling it out, she tried to jump away, but he caught her by the shoulders and held her against his body.

“We wouldn’t want anyone to think I wasn’t welcome in my own home,” he murmured silkily.

“Why not, if it’s the truth?”

Even though he said nothing, she noted the barest tightening of Nick’s square jaw as he inserted the key in the door. Before he could unlock it, the lock rattled from the inside, and the door was suddenly thrown open by a dark middle-aged woman, with a thick coil of iron-gray hair perched precariously on top of her head. A pair of grubby gardening gloves protruded from the pockets of the woman’s worn apron.

At first Apolonia registered shock at the sight of her blushing mistress in the arms of her estranged husband. Then her stoic Indian face burst into the radiant smile that was normally reserved solely for Triple.

“Mr. Neecholas,” she cried with uncustomary exuberance, her black eyes growing brilliant as she ignored her mistress’s scowl and concentrated on the golden giant looming in the doorway. “I’m so glad you here! She-e need you now because of Triple. Is he okay?”

“He’s better.”

“Praise the Lord!”

Nick released Amy and swept the short woman into his arms, giving her a hearty bear hug that lifted her off her feet. “And of course, I’m here,” he said, gently mocking Apo-lonia’s accent. “The prodigal husband has come home— where he belongs.”

“Mr. Nick, we missed you so much. I go to the kitchen now, and make you something good to eat.”

Although he seemed to be smiling down at Apolonia broadly, he was watching Amy too. “Now, that’s the way to welcome a man home.”

Amy paled at the sharp thrust of Nick’s double-edged barb. Did he never miss an opportunity to bait her?

“I been using the gloves you give me for Christmas,” Apolonia said proudly, patting the pocket at her thick waist as he set her down once more.

“So I see. But I hope you’ve been rattling those pots and pans in the kitchen.”

Apolonia never liked thinking about cooking and cleaning, the job she’d been hired to do. “So Triple better, Mr. Nick,” she said quickly, craftily changing the subject to the little boy they both loved.

“Yes, he’s much better.”

“Mr. Nick, Mr. Sebastian, he send some clothes over for you.”

“Great.”

“I put them in Triple’s room.”

“Apolonia, I do believe you’ve lost weight.”

“I been sick with the flu, but I feel better now. And, Mr. Nick, Mr. Sebastian, he wants you to call him about business.”

“Thanks. I should have called him. He left me a message on my cell earlier.”

“It is natural that you concentrate only on your little boy.”

Amy sneaked past the effusive pair and left them babbling in the doorway as she moved on into her house, down the long hall toward her bedroom, grateful for once that the cement-headed Apolonia, who had rarely shown more than the mildest feelings of warmth toward her, the woman who had faithfully employed her for nearly five years, adored Nick.

Amy was about to open her door when she heard her father’s voice behind her.

Turning, she saw a frail, hump-shouldered figure step from the den into the dim hallway. Behind him she heard the blare of the television.

“Is that Nick I hear?” Sam asked, his eager voice suddenly choked with emotion.

“Who else would Apolonia abandon her potted plants for and offer to cook a meal instead?”

Sam smiled. “Triple must be better or you two wouldn’t be here.”

Amy nodded. “He’s conscious now, and his fever’s down.”

“Honey, why didn’t you tell me Nick was coming?” Her father gave her a searching look.

“Because I was hoping he would leave as soon as Triple was out of danger,” she snapped truthfully.

“Sam!” Nick’s voice boomed as he headed down the hall to join them. “I can’t tell you how great it is to see you!”

Nick’s white grin transformed his dark face, and just for a second Amy felt herself softening. Then her blood turned to ice as she realized how susceptible she still was to Nick’s false brand of charm. If she didn’t know better, she might almost have believed he cared something for Sam.

“Amy, you can go now. I’ll see to Sam.” Nick waved her away, dismissing her imperiously as if she were of no importance.

She had longed to escape him—until he told her to.

“Well?” Nick drawled offensively, one of his eyebrows arching in her direction when she remained.

“I’ll stay, thank you,” she grumbled perversely.

“Suit yourself,” came his indifferent reply. He turned back to her father.

Sam’s smile was almost as silly and warm as Apolonia’s had been as Nick shook his father-in-law’s hand affectionately. Sam’s eyes were shone with blissful happiness, and it upset Amy to see her own father thirstily drinking in the sight of the one man who’d shattered all their lives.

Nick ignored her coldness and switched on the lights in the den. The relaxing, cozy room was decorated with African masks and furnished with Mexican rawhide chairs. A rumpled blue blanket at the foot of the couch and an untidy stack of newspapers on the floor told of Sam’s lonely vigil while Amy had been at the hospital.

“This place is as dark as a tomb. I bet you haven’t eaten a home-cooked meal in days,” Nick said.

The answer was all too apparent, and the brief accusing glance Nick gave Amy made her squirm with guilt.

She met his gaze with a withering scowl that would have daunted a less forceful man. “I’ve been at the hospital, remember.”

“Well, now that I’m here, all that is going to change. Sam, you’ve endured Apolonia’s bullying too long. And probably Amy’s, too.”

“Mine?” Amy shot Nick a dark look, but he just grinned boldly back at her, pretending he didn’t see her anger as he marched across the den. He stopped in the middle of the room, eyeing a scarred chessboard tucked beneath a pile of magazines. He went over to the board and picked it up, studying it thoughtfully.

“Do you still play chess, Sam?”

“Not since you left.” The wealth of loneliness in his reply pulled at Amy’s heart. Never once had she offered to play with him. But she was busy, working to support them all.

“Me neither,” Nick said with grave sincerity as he set the board down. “But that’s something I’m going to change, too.”

Amy drew in a deep, furious breath. Enough was enough! Watching Nick take command of her disloyal household was unendurable. “You won’t be here long enough to change anything.”

Nick’s eyes met hers, and he smiled, though not as cordially as before. He yanked the proper cords, and the drapes danced open. “I wouldn’t count on that, darling, if I were you.” His voice was very quiet, but it filled the room, grating, like rough stones grinding together.

The sun had sunk below the horizon, but rich burgundy streaks painted the sky and ocean. The surf was high. The beach was littered with driftwood and other bits of broken flotsam, mute evidence of the waves that had ravaged it only hours before.
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