SIREN PUBLISHING gz ..

)Lynn ette Bernard

Eff’f
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Lover of My Dreams

Childhood friends, Sam, Rachel, and Roy, were
inseparable—three lost souls who protected
each other. When Sam’s father threatened their
futures, Rachel did what she had to do in order
to protect them all. She left. Ten years later,
Rachel Williams retreats to the quiet of the
Colorado mountains. She needs isolation from
the outside world to heal from a brutal date
attack.

Sam McCoy has had it with socially elite
women—especially his ex-fiancée. He needs
to go back to the mountains and create a home,
complete with a baby or two. When Rachel is
injured, Sam is there to take care of her. He
loves the way she defies him, makes him laugh,
and makes him need. A future with her would
be filled with love and babies.



Angelic dreams help Sam and Rachel know
they’re fated to be together, despite the
interference of others. It will be up to Roy and
his wife Paulette to help nudge fate along.
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DEDICATION

This book 1is dedicated to the
wonderful people of Colorado. Your
kindness and welcoming friendship
made me know that it’s possible to be
part of a family who may not be blood,
but who are as close as blood.

I would have never had the
opportunity to spend my summer there if
it hadn’t been for my cousins Paul and
Laurine. They invited me, welcomed me,
gave me wonderful memories, and
introduced me to the beauty of the
mountains and the people who lived
there.



All of you helped a young woman
realize that there are good people in this
world. Your welcoming love inspired
this novel and helped me make my
dream a reality.

%k sk sk ok

A very special thanks to my two
childhood friends Joanne and Anne who
gave me so much laughter,
understanding, kindness, and
unconditional love and acceptance. We
were definitely quite the trio. You are
good people who gave me so many good
memories. When we see each other now
that we are older, it’s like no time has



passed despite how our lives have taken
their own paths. I guess that’s the way of
true friendship. I love you both.
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Prologue
A View from Heaven

“The angel Bernadette would like to
speak with You,” Peter said quietly,
looking into the soft, loving eyes of the
heavenly Father.

“Sweet Bernadette,” He answered,
smiling. “She has another baby she
wants to watch over. Come to me, my
child.” His voice was soft as He spoke
to the angel.

The warm scent of cinnamon and sugar
accompanied the petite angel as she
gracefully soared toward the welcoming
presence of God. Soft white and pink
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lights radiated from her, creating an aura
that was both comforting and beautiful.

“Dear Father, a child has been born
that will suffer great sorrow in the loss
of her mother and father,” Bernadette
spoke sadly, unshed tears making the soft
brown of her gentle eyes glisten brightly.
She was drawn to the tenderness
emanating from her Father as He sat
before her. His radiant, white,
voluminous robes stretched out before
her, giving her a sense of comfort and
peace as she sought His guidance and
gifts. “She will face a man of great evil
in her young life, and I would ask to
watch over her and give her the gift of
dreams to help her through the difficult
road that lies ahead of her.”



“You have a kind and caring heart,
Bernadette,” the heavenly Father told her
with great love in His voice. “Go and
watch over the child. Help ease her
sorrows and worries with the gift of her
dreams.”

“Thank you, dear Father,” Bernadette
squealed with delight, making God smile
broadly at her joy. She climbed up onto
His lap and hugged Him tightly.

She kissed His cheek soundly before
leaning back to smile up at His kind
face, her adorable dimples and loose,
light brown, bouncing curls capturing
His heart once again. He valued the
beautiful treasure of her kindness and
caring. Her soothing scent surrounded



Him, allowing Him to breathe in the
gentleness of her goodness and love.

“Have I made you happy, dear one?”
He asked her quietly, cradling her head
against Him, already knowing the
answer.

“Yes, Father, thank you,” Bernadette
whispered against His shoulder, her
little arms hugging Him tightly as her
soft, pink wings gently surrounded them
both.

“You are very welcome, my child,”
He whispered. “Go to her now, she
needs your blessings.”

Bernadette nodded eagerly and
scrambled down from her Father’s lap.
The warm scent followed her as she
soared happily from His presence and



made her way to the hospital where the
innocent child slept, peacefully unaware
of the sorrow that would soon surround
her.

As Bernadette looked down into the
clear plastic cradle that held the
newborn, the angel’s eyes filled with
tears at the fragile beauty of this new
life. Very slowly, she floated toward the
child, leaning forward to gently place a
kiss at the corner of her right eye.
Bernadette smiled and her heart filled
with love as the child turned her face
toward her to lean in to the warmth of
her kiss.

“You are very loved, Rachel,”
Bernadette whispered. “My blessing of



dreams will help ease your burdens as
you grow, sweet child.”

With that, the little angel withdrew
gracefully, gazing down at the beautiful
new baby with open love on her face.
She needed to return to her place in
heaven where she could watch over the
many babies God had given her
permission to bless and guide.

The tiny baby turned her head and
snuggled against the soft bunting within
the cradle. As she slept peacefully, a
small sparkle of light appeared where
she had been kissed by her guardian
angel. A tiny, crescent moon birthmark
appeared to mark her as chosen.



Chapter 1

Ten Years Ago

“Don’t let go, Sam!”

Her soft brown eyes were wide with
fear and pain. A single tear escaped her
right eye, glistening past the tiny,
crescent moon birthmark to fall
unheeded down her pale cheek that was
muddied with streaks of dirt. She hung
precariously from the edge of the high
cliff that she had moments before been
hiking with her cousin Roy and their
friend Sam McCoy. She knew that her
left leg was broken. The pain radiated
from the tips of her toes to the joint of



her hip. Sam’s tanned hand was all that
was keeping her from cascading down
the remainder of the one-hundred-foot
drop to the green canopy of trees below.

“Rachel, don’t you dare look down,”
Sam’s voice called to her with obvious
effort as he strained to pull her up
toward him with his right hand.

Every muscle in his body convulsed
with the fear that had wrapped itself
around him. He had to concentrate to
make the panic subside so he could pull
Rachel up to safety. He looked down at
her and focused on her eyes—pleading
eyes that were staring up at him with
fear.

“Roy, pull harder!” Sam yelled to his
friend who held his legs.



“Ive got you, Sam,” Roy said with
effort, grunting as he dug into the rich
earth with his sneaker-clad feet. He was
afraid to talk and lose any degree of
strength for fear of losing his grip on
Sam’s legs. He pulled with all his might,
straining all the muscles in his shoulders
but not feeling any of the pain as
adrenaline rushed through his body. The
open gash above his forehead that was
just inside his hairline dripped blood
down his face, and he whipped his head
to the side to clear his eyes of the
annoying liquid.

Sam strained with every ounce of
strength he had to pull his best friend’s
cousin up to the safety of the ledge and



out of danger. His left arm was useless
at this point, his shoulder separated in
the tumble down the steep slope that he
and Rachel had taken when the soft earth
had given way under their feet as they
had rounded the difficult corner of the
mountain path.

“Rachel, 1 will not let you fall,” he
promised calmly, trying to reassure them
both as he strained to pull her up with
his right arm.

Rachel held on to his wrist and
forearm with both of her hands, knowing
that their combined strength would
determine her fate on this day. She could
feel Sam’s muscles straining under her
hands, his own grip on her wrist strong
and unfailing. She looked up and saw the



ice blue of his eyes that normally shone
with mischief and humor now betraying
the fear he was feeling even as he tried
to conceal it.

“I trust you, Sam,” Rachel whispered
so that only he heard. “I know you can
pull me up.”

She nodded up at him in affirmation,
and saw the flash of caring that
transformed his face for just a split
second. The moment of softness was
quickly replaced with cold
determination, and she found herself
being lifted upward slowly but
continuously. She helped as much as she
could with her good leg once she was
able to obtain footing on the unstable



ruts of earth and grass that protruded
from the side of the mountain.

She couldn’t help but scream out in
pain as her left leg was dragged the
remaining distance across the ledge as
Sam and Roy pulled her to safety. She
found herself crying at the relief of her
deliverance from sure death. Her chest
was heaving with the effort to catch her
breath as she lay on her back and stared
up at the beautiful Colorado sky. The
calmness and beauty of the blue sky and
cottony white clouds betrayed the truth
of the situation. They had just cheated
death.

As she lay on her back, looking up at
the serenity of her surroundings, she
breathed heavily, trying to control her



emotions. Sam’s right hand still held her
wrist and her shoulders rested against
his face. She could feel his warm breath
as he breathed raggedly against her neck,
and she couldn’t help but revel in the
feel of his closeness. Despite the pain
she was in and the fear that nearly
consumed her, she truly felt that his
touch and nearness to her was the most
beautiful thing she had ever experienced.
There was a constriction in her chest at
his closeness, and she wanted to lie
against his broad, muscular chest
forever.

Being this close to him and touching
him made it difficult for her to breathe.
She actually felt pain in her chest at the



raw need she felt. Sam McCoy was the
one man that she had loved forever. She
wished that he felt the same way, but she
knew 1t would never happen. He didn’t
see her as anything but Roy’s cousin.
She wasn’t even a blip on his radar in
the grand scheme of things.

Date her? Want her? Yeah right.
Never gonna happen.

She wiped at her eyes with her left
hand and saw that it was shaking
slightly. She knew it was because of her
brush with death, but she also knew it
was because of the man who held her so
fiercely against his body. She wanted to
rip his clothes off and make love to him.
She wanted him to want her as much as
she wanted him. She just plain wanted



Sam McCoy to be hers.

Sam turned his face to look at her.
Even upside down, he could see the
relief and gratitude that was evident on
her face. For a brief moment, he
recognized something else, too, and he
couldn’t help but smile at the obvious
caring that he saw displayed there. He
had to admit that it was pretty nice to
feel warmth and happiness at the way
Rachel looked at him with something
very close to adoration. It was flattering
and nice to have someone feel that
sincere emotion about him. It would only
be a matter of time before she would
mature and grow out of her infatuation,
but it was nice to be the recipient of it



for now.

He pushed his thoughts aside and
concentrated on righting them both and
seeing to their safety. He had to get all
three of them down the mountain to
medical care.

Roy reached down and pulled Rachel
up even higher to the safety of the rich
earth that had served to anchor him. His
strength would have surprised anyone
but Rachel. She knew that his tall, lanky
body hid the strength he was capable of.
She knew that the daily routine of the
many hours both he and Sam worked
every day after school at her aunt’s
ranch had made both of them muscled,
strong, and disciplined. She would bet
her life on Sam and her cousin. She just



had.

“Roy, you’re bleeding,” she told him
weakly, reaching up to touch his
forehead gently.

“That’s the least of our worries,
Rache,” he told her, setting her back
gently and releasing her to rest against
the cool dirt before crawling forward to
check on his friend.

“Don’t touch my shoulder,” Sam told
him sternly as Roy reached forward to
pull him up.

“Broken?” Roy asked him, his hands
freezing in place at Sam’s command.

“Don’t think so. Probably just
separated.”

Sam’s voice was tight and clipped.



His face was covered in dirt and sweat.
It was obvious that he was in pain.

As carefully as he could, Roy
wrapped his arms around Sam’s waist
and hoisted him back toward the safety
of the mountain. He was able to settle
Sam beside Rachel without causing his
friend too much additional pain.

“We’re a mess,” Roy stated matter-of-
factly.

“No kidding.” Rachel spoke up,
smirking at the understatement. “I think
my leg is broken,” she said quietly.

Sam sat up quickly, regretting his
sudden movement 1mmediately. He
grabbed his shoulder and leaned
forward to hide the pain on his face from
his friends. He felt Rachel’s hand on his



back and wished he could enjoy her
kindness more, but the pain in his
shoulder was overshadowing the
comfort he felt from her concern and her
touch.

“Roy, I need you to help me,” Sam
told his friend calmly.

“What do you want me to do?” Roy
asked, kneeling before him.

Sam looked at him weakly. His
friend’s jeans were covered with dirt,
and his blue flannel shirt was ripped and
bloodied. He had blood dripping down
his forehead and along his temple, yet
the concern that Roy had for him was
obvious. Roy’s own injuries were
forgotten as he looked down at him and



Rachel. Sam smiled up at him and
nodded in acknowledgment of the
friendship and caring.

It was natural for each of them to have
no concern for their own pain. It was the
way it had always been for the three of
them since they had been children. Sam
looked at the two people beside him and
counted his blessings that he had found
such great friends. They were two of the
five people who were the most
important to him in his life.

“Roy, take my left hand and extend it
out so that my arm is perpendicular to
my body but a little higher than my
shoulder. Then pull hard and quick. That
should put the arm back in its socket.”

“Crap, Sam!” Roy stammered. “I can’t



do that!”

Sam looked up at his friend’s face.
“You have to, Roy. We have to carry
Rachel down the mountain. I can’t help
her if my arm is useless.”

Roy looked at Rachel for guidance.
She could see the panic in his eyes. She
recognized that he was scared, but she
also saw the determination that flashed
across his face before he nodded his
agreement.

“Rachel, can you do your best to
anchor me so Roy only has to try this
once?” Sam asked her without looking at
her.

Without a word, Rachel pushed her
body closer to Sam’s, sitting slightly to



his right so that her hip rested against
his. She wrapped her arms around his
chest and locked her hands together,
leaning her head against his back, and
pulling him tightly toward her body.

“Is this good?”” she asked nervously.

Sam nodded, breathing in deeply,
trying to concentrate on controlling his
pain. “Don’t let go.”

Rachel mumbled something that he
couldn’t quite hear or understand. He
felt her hold on him tighten. He looked
up at Roy.

“Now or never, buddy,” he said
strongly.

Roy nodded and took a deep breath.
He reached for Sam’s left wrist, held it
the way Sam had instructed him to, and



pulled the arm sharply and quickly with
all his strength. Sam moaned in pain then
slumped against Rachel, sliding onto her
lap as blackness threatened to surround
him.

He struggled to fight through the haze
of instant pain and was relieved when it
cased almost immediately. He opened
his eyes slowly and found that he was
still in Rachel’s arms. She was looking
down at him and she was crying silently.
He looked over at Roy and saw that his
eyes were bright with unshed tears.

“Am 1 dead?” Sam whispered weakly.

Roy laughed and Rachel couldn’t help
but smile. She wiped her tears away
with the back of her hand then reached



down and placed her hand on Sam’s
chest, rubbing it absentmindedly as she
smiled down at him.

“Iam dead. And I’ve gone to heaven,”
Sam teased, reaching up to hold her
hand.

Rachel’s breath caught in her throat.
She squeezed Sam’s hand tightly, not
wanting to let go as her arm rested
across his body. She could feel the
muscles of his chest below her arm and
knew that only the thin layer of his shirt
hid the sculptured strength beneath it.
The tight cords of muscles of his forearm
flexed under her touch as she gently
stroked his arm. She wanted to run her
hand across his body, gently squeezing
the golden muscles and tweaking at the



dark nipples that she longed to kiss and
tug with her mouth. His body was a
work of strength and she wanted to touch
him, kiss him, lay beneath him, and feel
him deep inside of her body. She knew
his gentleness and kindness. She longed
to spark and experience his passion.

“Okay, Romeo,” Roy said disgustedly,
his voice pulling her from her erotic
fantasies. “You’re just fine. Now get up
and help me get us down this mountain.
My mom is going to kill us all.”

Sam smiled as he looked up at Rachel,
hesitating slightly when he saw the look
of pure desire that crossed her face as
she gazed down at him. In that split
second his body reacted, tightening



painfully, his cock hardening despite that
dull ache in his shoulder. He had to
mentally shake himself.

This was his best friend’s cousin. She
had been their companion and partner in
crime since they had been kids. The
thoughts he was having about her were
not acceptable. Despite the fact that she
was nearly twenty years old and
absolutely gorgeous, with sensual curves
in all the right places, it was not okay to
think about her in that way. He closed
his eyes and took a steadying breath,
willing his body back under control
before he slowly sat up beside the object
of his brief lack of control and desire.

“Kay has done it before, and I’'m sure
she’ll do it again,” he said, laughing



“Your mom has every right to be mad at
us. My mom, too.” He knew that Kay
Monroe would be furious that the three
of them had hiked a trail that she had
told them was off limits to them. He also
knew that she would be more concerned
that they were all right and would
postpone any punishment until they were
all safely mended. By then, the edge
would be off her anger and the
punishment would be easily avoided.

His own mother would be furious if
she had not been so sick. Joanna McCoy
was fighting an illness that she wasn’t
going to beat. Sam’s heart broke just
thinking about losing her.

“I’ll tell my mom if I think she’s up to



hearing about our stupidity,” he said
finally, smiling at Rachel and Roy when
they both looked at him with
understanding. “We can talk to Kay
when we get back. I'm sure we’ll be
able to calm her down.”

“Don’t think Mom will cave in to your
smooth talk this time, Sam,” Roy warned
his friend, almost reading his mind.
“This time she’ll be pissed.”

Sam nodded, knowing Roy was right.
“We’ll have to deal with that when it
happens,” he told him calmly. “Tear off
the material from the bottom of your
flannel shirt and mine, and we’ll use it to
stabilize Rachel’s leg.” He stood up
slowly, accepting Roy’s outstretched
hand to help steady himself.



As he stood before his friend, facing
him eye to eye, he finally saw the gash
on Roy’s head. “Get your water bottle so
I can rinse this,” he told Roy with a firm
voice.

Roy left him briefly to grab for his
backpack, rooting through it quickly to
pull out an unopened water bottle.
Reaching into his back pocket, Sam
pulled out his clean handkerchief with
his right hand. Roy quickly twisted the
cap off the bottle and handed it to Sam,
allowing him to pour it carefully over
the top of his head, pushing aside his
hair gently as he examined the cut. He
dabbed at the gash with the white cloth,
wincing as Roy hissed in pain. The



white of the handkerchief soon took on a
crimson shade as it was saturated with
Roy’s blood. Sam folded it in half then
folded it in half again and pressed it to
the wound. Roy stood quietly, knowing
better than to protest. When Dr. Sam was
working, there was no interrupting.

“You’re going to need a few stitches,”
he told Roy seriously. “We’d better
hurry and get you to the hospital before
it’s too late to stitch you up.”

Sam reached forward slowly with his
left hand, wincing slightly at the pain it
caused. He took Roy’s hand in his to
place it over the already bloodied white
cloth.

“Press,” he said firmly.

Roy did as he was told, waiting while



Sam slowly ripped another piece of
material from the bottom of his flannel
shirt. You could tell that the use of his
just dislocated shoulder was causing him
no small amount of pain. He stood
patiently while Sam tied the frayed piece
of cloth around his head, securing it with
a knot directly over the wound. Roy’s
face contorted with pain at the pressure
on his wound, but he said nothing. He
saw the way Sam watched him silently
to gauge his pain level.

“Thanks,” Roy said, nodding slightly
to his friend. “Don’t worry about me.
Let’s take care of Rachel.”

Sam barely acknowledged his
appreciation, turning to look around the



area. He cradled his left arm against his
chest, holding it still to ease the
throbbing pain.

“Look for some short branches so we
can secure Rachel’s leg. Try to get some
that are as straight as possible.”

Roy nodded and turned to seek out the
needed branches. Sam turned toward
Rachel, walked toward her slowly then
stopped and knelt down beside her. She
was leaning back on her hands, looking
comfortable as she watched him, but he
knew that she had to be in some serious
pain.

“Which leg?” he asked quietly,
holding his left arm securely against his
chest as he moved toward her.

“The left,” she told him, gritting her



teeth in preparation for his touch.

He reached forward with his good
hand and, as gently as he could, placed
his hand on her leg. Beginning at her hip
joint, he carefully felt the muscle and
bone all the way down to her ankle.
When he looked up at Rachel, he saw
that she was covered in perspiration and
her complexion was pale. He watched
her eyes carefully, worrying that she
would lose consciousness.

“Are you going to pass out on me?”” he
asked her, his voice rough as he tried to
control his own pain.

“Well, you almost did! Why can’t 1?”
she told him defiantly.

“No reason,” he told her, smiling. He



reached forward quickly to hold her as
she lost her tenuous grasp of awareness
and fell backward. He did the best he
could to steady her, but without the use
of his left arm, it was impossible. He
found himself being pulled toward her as
she fell backward. His right arm
protected her from injuring herself as
she fell, but it also prevented him from
doing anything but lay on top of her.

He couldn’t move. He closed his eyes
and swallowed then took a steadying
breath. There was no way that he could
pull himself away from the softness of
her curves. Instead, he could only rest
against her body, his chest against hers
and his face touching her cheek. He
smiled as he breathed in the fresh scent



of her hair. For those brief moments
their cheeks touched. He turned to look
at her, smiling as his attention was
drawn to the unique birthmark at the
corner of Rachel’s right eye. He closed
his eyes, feeling a sense of comfort
seeing the mark that had captured his
interest ever since he could remember.

As she lay beneath him, wrapped in
his embrace, his body reacted without
concern of what should or shouldn’t be.
Her breasts pushed against his chest and
with each breath that she took, he was
reminded of their fullness. He wanted to
explore their beautiful softness with his
hands.

He had the sudden flash of a picture of



him taking each soft mound into his
mouth and teasing her peaked nipples
with his tongue. It made his breathing
quicken and his body tense with arousal.
He was so hard, the confines of his jeans
were nearly strangling him. He tried to
think of anything to get his mind off the
desire that was shooting straight through
him at the incredible feeling of her body
beneath him.

After the third time of reciting the five
times table, he was finally able to
control his body and felt the tightness in
his chest and groin easing. With one last
brush of his face against her temple, he
breathed in the alluring scent of her soft
hair then rested his cheek against hers to
wait patiently and, if he were to be



honest with himself, with a great deal of
contentment, until Roy returned.

“Sam, get off my cousin,” Roy told
him with humor in his voice.

Sam smiled and found his cheek
making contact with Rachel’s one more
time. “I can’t,” he told Roy in a muffled
voice, his mouth against the collar of her
shirt.

Roy put down the two relatively
straight pieces of branches that he was
carrying and reached forward to grab
Sam by the waist and gently pull him oft
his cousin. He saw that Rachel was
unconscious and knew that this was no
time to give Sam a hard time about his
close proximity to his cousin.



“What happened?” Roy asked him
worriedly.

“She passed out when [ was examining
her leg,” Sam explained. “Come on.
Let’s get it splinted before she comes to.
The less she has to feel the better.”

Roy nodded and bent to retrieve the
branches. They worked together, with
Sam guiding him and Roy doing most of
the work, and splinted Rachel’s leg
quickly.

Rachel slowly became aware of the
reality of the hard ground beneath her
and the tugging at her left leg. She
opened her eyes slowly, gradually
becoming aware of Roy tying the last
piece of cloth in place to stabilize the



branch that was supporting her ankle.
She watched as Sam slowly took a
length of his shredded shirt and looped it
around his neck. She tried to reach up to
help him but was too weak. Roy stepped
between them and made a loop at the end
of the material for him then carefully
reached down to lift Sam’s left hand into
the makeshift sling. He saw his friend
grimace in pain and mirrored his
expression.

“Sorry,” he told him quietly.

Sam nodded and reached up to rest his
good hand on Roy’s shoulder. The two
stood slowly then turned to face Rachel.

“Roy, do you have any aspirin in your
backpack?” Sam asked quietly, knowing
the three of them needed some kind of



help to get through the pain while they
traveled back down the mountain.

“Yeah, I do,” Roy said, bending down
and grabbing for his bag. “The next time
either one of you even thinks about
busting my ass for being prepared for
any emergency, remember today.”

Rachel laughed softly then turned
serious in an instant when Roy’s angry
attention snapped at her. She raised her
hands in surrender.

“I promise. I will never bust your ass
for being an overprotective mother,” she
told him seriously.

“Rachel,” Roy warned her.

“Okay, okay,” Rachel said quickly,
doing her best not to upset her cousin.



Sam couldn’t help but laugh sofily.
Roy was such a caring guy. He definitely
looked out for the both of them. It was in
his nature to be that way. It was a good
thing, too. Today’s emergency was
perfect proof that Roy’s tendency to
always be prepared for any disaster was
valued by all of them.

Roy opened the small bottle of aspirin
and shook two pills into each of their
open hands as well as his own then
handed them his water bottle to wash
down the medicine. He drank from it
last, making sure Sam and Rachel were
taken care of before he saw to his own
needs. Capping the bottle, he placed it
into his backpack and shrugged it back



onto his shoulders.

“Let’s get moving,” Sam said once he
was sure everyone was ready to move.
His voice was strong despite the pain he
was in or the worry he was
experiencing.

He and Roy reached forward to help
Rachel up. When she was relatively
stable, they stood on either side of her,
Sam to the left of her and Roy to her
right. They waited for Rachel to put her
arms across their shoulders. Sam was
grateful that Rachel held on to him by
gently placing her hand behind his neck
and resting her arm against the middle of
his back to grip his shirt tightly. He was
thankful that she made sure that she put
no pressure on the joint of his injured



shoulder.

Once she was settled, Rachel nodded.
They reached around her back and took
hold of her waist by the belt loops of her
jeans then lifted her and began to walk
down the mountain, careful not to let her
feet touch the ground. She did her best to
keep her left leg bent so she could use
her right foot to help in the journey.

“Looks like you’re going to be going
back to college with a cast on,” Roy told
his cousin laughing.

“Shut up, Roy,” Rachel told him with
only a little bit of annoyance. It was her
own fault that he was teasing her. She
had done the same to him when he had
broken his arm just before he had left for



college four years before.

“Make me,” Roy challenged her.

“You’re annoying. You know that,
right?”

“Yeah. Deal with it.”

“Sam, what makes you want to be
friends with him?” she asked with a huff.
“He’s such a pain.”

Sam could only laugh. He knew that
Rachel didn’t mean any of the words that
she spoke.

“Rachel, you know you love him,” he
said finally. “And he loves you, right,
Roy?”

“Maybe,” Roy muttered.

I love you, too, Sam, Rachel
whispered within her mind.

She smiled at Sam, blushing slightly as



he caught her eye. Trying very hard to
push aside her erotic thoughts of him,
she held on to him tightly, reveling in the
fact that she was able to touch his body
and hold him close to her as they made
their way down the mountain. She knew
it would end way too soon and she
would have to let him go. She was
determined to enjoy every single second
of it while she could.

Her stomach seized and she felt a rush
of heat settle deep inside her at being so
close to him. She stole a glance at him
out of the corner of her eye and saw his
determination as he helped to carry her
to safety. She closed her eyes and took a
deep breath, wishing that he would feel



for her even a fraction of what she felt
for him.

Sam smiled at the teasing banter
between Roy and Rachel, glad that the
comfort of it helped to ease their
worries as they made their way down
the mountain. They had a long way to
travel to get back to Roy’s old, beat up
truck. He concentrated on taking one step
at a time. The two cousins seemed to be
doing the same. It was a quiet journey,
each wrapped in their own thoughts, but
Sam felt a familiar peacefulness as the
three supported each other down the
steep path.

* ok ok ok



Rachel rang the bell of the front door
of the estate that belonged to the McCoy
family. The family butler Jarod opened it
slowly within seconds and faced Rachel
in silence. Rachel smiled up at the
elderly gentleman, noting that his
appearance hadn’t changed much in the
last fifteen years. He stood straight and
tall and, as always, was dressed
impeccably. His face showed lines of
age and his hair was sprinkled with
white, but he still possessed a strength
and youthfulness that Rachel, Sam, and
Roy knew to be a part of his character.
His eyes held warmth for her as he
gazed down at her. He stepped back
silently to allow her entrance.



“Master Samuel is not in right now,
Miss Rachel, but Mrs. McCoy has asked
to see you when you arrived,” he told
her, bowing slightly as Rachel entered
slowly, maneuvering her crutches to
carefully stand inside the foyer.

“Thank you, Jarod,” Rachel said
quietly. She was always intimidated
whenever she entered the McCoy home,
but Jarod always welcomed her
sincerely. He was such a good guy.

“Elegant cast,” Jarod told her quietly,
smiling slightly.

Rachel looked down at the neon pink
cast that ran from just below her knee to
her toes. “Pretty jazzy, huh?” she asked,
laughing. “How’s Mrs. McCoy?” Her



smile slowly disappeared as she asked
the last question. She was really worried
about Sam’s mother. She had been sick
for a very long time.

“The same,” Jarod answered sadly.
“She’s looking forward to visiting with
you though.”

He led the way to the master bedroom,
walking slowly so that Rachel could
keep up. Rachel observed the ramrod
straightness of his back as he led the
way through the beautifully furnished
estate. Jarod never seemed to age. Her
memories of him from the time she had
been a child were nothing but warm and
loving. The familiarity of him was
comforting. He was always sharply
attired in his formal black suit, white



shirt and black tie. She never really
knew his age but she did know his
kindness ever since she had been a dirty,
knee-scraped kid of five who padded
along after her cousin Roy and his friend
Sam. The three of them had been the
recipients of Jarod’s guidance and
caring for many years.

She was brought out of her
reminiscing as Jarod stopped before the
closed door of Mrs. McCoy’s suite.
Rachel saw that he took a calming breath
before he reached forward to place his
hand on the doorknob. He opened the
door and announced her arrival then left
Rachel to visit with Joanna McCoy and
closed the door behind her.



Rachel hobbled over to the massive,
ornate bed and smiled down at the slight
woman who lay almost lost in the
mounds of white satin fabric within.
Dark hair framed the petite woman’s
face, and she smiled warmly up at
Rachel as she approached. Rachel
smiled and leaned forward to gently kiss
the woman’s frail cheek.

Joanna McCoy hugged Rachel to her
strongly despite her weakness, and
patted the bed beside her for Rachel to
take a seat. Rachel leaned her crutches
against the wall then sat and held Mrs.
McCoy’s tiny hand. She looked down
into her ice blue eyes and smiled. How
alike she and Sam were.



“You’ll be going back to school next
week,” Joanna said smiling.

Rachel nodded, unsure what to say.
“Yes. I’'ll be leaving a week from
Tuesday. Classes start on Thursday,” she
finally told her, glad that her voice
remained strong.

“You be sure to work hard and do
your best. Make sure you finish school.
No one can ever take your education
away from you. Make sure you can take
care of yourself. Make sure you don’t
allow anyone to treat you with anything
but respect.”

Rachel could tell that Sam’s mother
was very weak and that it took all of her
energy to speak to her in short bursts.



Her voice was wispy. There were
hesitant pauses between her sentences as
she fought for her breath. She wished
that she could make all of Joanna
McCoy’s suffering disappear. This
woman was so kind and so caring. She
deserved a long and healthy life. Tears
stung Rachel’s eyes as she looked down
at her.

“I will, T promise,” Rachel told her
softly.

“Rachel,” Joanna said quietly. “You
are a wonderful young lady. I'm very
proud of you. You and Roy have always
been true friends to my son. Please
watch out for him after I'm gone.
Remind him to have fun.”

“I will,” Rachel promised. She smiled



down at Joanna McCoy, glad to see her
visibly relax as she looked up at her.
“Sam’s not here but I have something for
him. Will you give it to him for me?”

Joanna nodded and watched as Rachel
shrugged the denim backpack off her
shoulders, unzipped it, and pulled a box
wrapped in shiny blue paper. She
handed it to Sam’s mother and watched
as she folded back the satin sheets,
placed it beside her on the bed, and
covered it carefully so that no part of it
could be seen. Rachel looked at her in
confusion.

“ll surprise him with it when he
comes home. I have some other things to
give him, too,” Joanna promised, almost



talking to herself. “But there’s something
[ want you to have.”

Rachel looked down at her in surprise.
“I don’t want anything, Mrs. McCoy,”
she said quickly. “I just want you to get
better.”

“Well, that’s just not going to happen,”
Joanna McCoy stated strongly. “There’s
no use pretending that it will. When I’'m
gone | don’t want you to leave school to
come back for my funeral. Edwin will
be sure to make it a tasteless social
opportunity for the rich and famous. I
don’t want you to be anywhere near it. |
want you to say a prayer for me,
remember me with fondness, and love
my son.”

Rachel looked at her with tears in her



eyes. Joanna’s own crystal blue eyes
were bright with tears that threatened to
spill forward. Joanna had no idea how
easy it was for Rachel to promise to
love Sam. She made a conscious effort
to steady her breathing and take control
of the pounding of her heart.

“Rachel, you are the daughter that I
never had. [ know you care about my son
even though you try to hide it. You will
love him and take care of him. You will
show him that a marriage could be more
than social opportunity and a means of
control. You will give him a home, not a
house, that is filled with laughter, love
and, God willing, children.”

Rachel leaned forward to hug Sam’s



mother. “I would love to promise that,
Mrs. McCoy,” she whispered against her
neck. “But Sam doesn’t think of me in
that way. I’m just Roy’s cousin who is a
pest and has hung around with them both
for years.”

“Give it time,” Joanna whispered,
kissing her cheek lightly. “He’ll realize
someday just what a jewel you are.”

Rachel sat up and wiped the tears
from her eyes. She looked down at
Joanna McCoy and watched as the
woman reached up to unfasten the long
gold chain from around her neck. It was
a chain that she had always worn.

“I want you to have this,” Joanna told
her. She wunclasped it with some
difficulty then pulled the chain from her



body, shaking with the effort. Rachel
saw that at the bottom of the beautiful
gold chain hung a single, ice blue stone.
“My father gave this to me when I turned
sixteen years old. He said it matched my
eyes.” She took a tired breath and closed
her eyes briefly, smiling to herself at the
happy memory. “He also told me that it
held his love and all the luck that he
wished for me.”

Rachel watched as Joanna slowly
opened her eyes, clasped the chain
closed, and reached up to loop it over
Rachel’s head. She took the pendant and
dropped it into the neck of Rachel’s
shirt. When i1t was safely tucked inside,
she held Rachel’s hand in hers.



“Now it’s yours. And it holds my love
for you and all the luck I wish for you.
This is between you and me. I don’t
want Edwin to know that you have it. It’s
my blessing to give to you and no one
else has a right to take it away.” She
held Rachel’s hand tightly then released
her grip as exhaustion overcame her.
“I’1l tell Sam that I gave it to you.”

“Mrs. McCoy, I don’t know what to
say,” Rachel began.

“Don’t say anything,” Joanna stopped
her. “Someday my son will see what’s
been in front of him since he was eleven
years old. Don’t give up on him, Rachel.
He needs your support and your love.
His father doesn’t have it in him to



provide that for him. I thought he did at
one time, but I was wrong.” She smiled
up at Rachel but the sadness in her eyes
was evident.

“I’d better let you get some rest,”
Rachel told her with concern. “I’ll come
by again tomorrow.” She began to stand
up when Joanna McCoy reached out to
grab her hand with surprising strength.

“Rachel, wait,” she pleaded quietly.

Rachel sat down slowly and waited
patiently while Mrs. McCoy struggled to
regain her breath. “Take your time, Mrs.
McCoy,” she told her quietly, placing
her hand over the older woman’s as it
gripped hers tightly. “I won’t leave until
you’re ready.”

Joanna nodded, closing her eyes



tiredly. When she opened them again,
her eyes were clear and they looked
directly into Rachel’s eyes.

“Rachel, I’ve been sick for a very long
time,” she began quietly. “I have no
doubt in my mind that there is only one
way that this will end.” She gripped
Rachel’s hand tightly. “I know that my
husband is looking forward to my death.
It will be much easier to run his
company without me being the majority
shareholder. I’ve made sure that all of
my shares will be put in Sam’s name. He
won’t have to be a part of the business if
he doesn’t want to be, but he will be
able to profit fromit.”

“Im sure Sam will do whatever you



want him to do, Mrs. McCoy,” Rachel
said quietly.

“I want Sam to stay as far away from
Edwin and his business as possible,”
Joanna said firmly. “He needs to go back
and finish school. He needs to do what
will make him happy.”

“You should probably tell him that,”
Rachel suggested. “If I know Sam, he’ll
try to look out for your interests and not
go back to school.”

“I think so, too,” Joanna said quietly.
“But you can’t let that happen, honey.
With me gone, there will be no one to
watch out for Sam. Please make sure that
Sam gets away from his father’s control.
Tell Sam he mustn’t get caught up in
Edwin’s life. He has to be strong for me.



He can’t let his sadness paralyze him.
He has to finish school. He has to
achieve his dreams. You must help him.
Tell Roy and Kay Monroe that I need
them to look out for my boy. Jarod will
always be there for him, too. Please,
Rachel. Help Sam. Tell him not to give
up his dreams.”

Rachel nodded, her eyes filling with
tears as she looked down at the frail
woman. “I’ll tell him, I promise.” She
waited for Joanna’s nod and was glad to
see her smile and lean back into the
softness of the bed, relaxing visibly.

“Thank you.”

Rachel smiled then leaned forward to
kiss her cheek lightly. “I love you,” she



whispered to the woman who had been
so kind and loving to her.

“I love you, Rachel,” Joanna McCoy
whispered against Rachel’s cheek.
“Remember what I told you. Don’t give
up on my son. You keep on loving him.”

“I will,” Rachel promised, standing
and retrieving her crutches. She watched
as Joanna McCoy sunk tiredly into her
pillow and closed her eyes. She had a
smile on her face, and she finally looked
peaceful and happy.

Rachel made her way out of the room
and slowly walked through the house.
Jarod met her at the main door and
smiled at her.

“Good luck in college, Miss Rachel,”
he told her formally.



Rachel reached out and hugged him,
kissing his cheek lightly before letting
him go. “You take care, Jarod,” she told
him through her tears. She couldn’t
resist. She had to hug him good-bye.
Reaching up, she wrapped her right arm
around Jarod’s waist and hugged him
tightly. She felt the return of her hug and
smiled at Jarod’s honest affection. She
loved him dearly.

Jarod cleared his throat awkwardly as
Rachel released him then smiled down
at her. “You, too, Miss Rachel,” he told
her, bowing slightly and holding the
door open for her departure.

Rachel made her way to her car,
tossed her crutches into the back seat of



the old heap that had seen better days,
and carefully eased herself inside it.
After she was settled behind the steering
wheel, she took one last look at the
McCoy estate. Although it was a
beautiful house, it was cold and
offsetting. Jarod, Joanna McCoy, and
Sam didn’t really belong in that house.
But it did match Edwin McCoy
perfectly. She started the car and
carefully eased it down the long
driveway entrance of the estate toward
the main road. As she drove the twenty
minutes home, she thought about Joanna
McCoy. What a wonderful woman she
was. How kind she was. How loving.
And how sad.
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Sam drove up the long driveway to his
father’s home two hours later. The sun
was already setting and the Colorado
sky had turned shades of lavender and
pink. He knew his mother would love
the sunset. He parked his car and
carefully eased himself out of it
reaching in to retrieve the small bouquet
of pink and red carnations that he knew
was his mother’s favorite flower. He
tucked them into the safety of his sling,
shut the car door, and made his way to
the entrance of the house.

Jarod opened the door to greet him
before he even reached it. The look on



his face showed the fatigue that the older
man was feeling.

“Jarod, please get some rest,” he told
him gently. “I’ll be with my mother for
the rest of the evening.”

Jarod nodded, pleased that Joanna’s
son was home. “Miss Rachel visited
with Miss Joanna this afternoon, Master
Samuel,” he told him quietly.

Sam stopped walking toward his
mother’s room and faced Jarod smiling.
“I’'m glad,” he said finally.

“Good night, sir,” Jarod told him,
bowing formally.

“Good night, Jarod,” Sam said quietly.
“Thank you for everything.”

Jarod’s nod of his head was almost
undetectable but Sam saw it. He



watched as the man who had given him
fatherly guidance and love throughout his
life walked away slowly and headed
toward his room. Sam was concerned
that Jarod’s steps seemed to be slower
these days.

Sadly, Sam turned to walk toward his
mother’s bedroom. He opened the door
slowly in case she was resting. Stepping
inside quietly, he carefully closed the
door behind him. As he made his way
toward her bed he saw that she was
awake and looking out the windows that
graced the wall to the left of her bed.

“What a beautiful sky,” she barely
whispered, almost to herself.

“I knew you would like it,” he told her



as he sat down beside her on the bed.
“These are for you.” He took the small
bouquet of carnations and placed them in
the filled water glass that sat on the
bedside table.

Joanna turned to look at the flowers
and then returned her gaze to her son.
How kind and caring he was. He had
always been that way. Despite him being
only twenty-five years old, he was more
mature than most men she knew. Her
face radiated with love as she gazed up
at him. She smiled and reached out to
touch his hand gently.

“Thank you, honey,” she told him, her
voice a little stronger from her recent
nap. “You always knew that 1 liked
carnations better than roses.”



“How’re you feeling, Mom?”” he asked
her, running the pad of his thumb across
her knuckles as he held her hand gently.

“A little tired,” she admitted. “But I
had such a nice day. I had a business
meeting early this morning. Jarod had
lunch with me and stayed with me until
Rachel came to visit this afternoon. Now
you're here and the sky is beautiful.
What more can I ask for?”

As she smiled up at him, Sam felt a
squeeze around his heart. “Mom,” he
began hesitantly.

“Don’t worry, Sam,” she stopped him.
“You and I both know how we feel
about each other. We will never regret
not having said something to each other.



I am so proud of you, and I love you
more than life itself. You always knew
that. Always remember it.”

Sam looked at her and smiled. She
was right. Nothing had to be said.

“I love you, Mom,” he said finally.

She smiled and squeezed his hand. He
saw her reach under her sheets and pull
out a wrapped box with effort. He
reached out to help her and she let go of
it thankfully as his strength took the
burden of the weight of the package.

“This 1s for you from Rachel,” she
told him. “Open it. [ want to be nosy.”

She smiled up at him as he tore the
paper off the box. Inside it was an
envelope attached to another wrapped
box. He opened the envelope and read



the note quickly. He smiled and looked
at his mother.

“Dear Sam, I'm giving this action
figure to you so you’ll never forget to do
what you’re meant to do. Stay strong and
go for your dreams. Love, Rachel.” His
voice was clear and strong as he read
the note to his mother. He put the note
aside then lifted the package, smiling
with excitement at the unexpected gift.

He opened the package and grinned as
he looked down at the action figure. He
felt a rush of emotion and his grip
tightened on the item as he looked
through the clear plastic cover to the
character encased within. He got a little
choked up when he realized who it was.



When he looked up at his mother, he
could see that she was confused.

“It’s an action figure from Star Trek,”
he explained, smiling. “The character’s
name is Dr. McCoy.”

Joanna smiled and touched his hand
gently. “You listen to her, honey. She’s a
smart girl.” She squeezed Sam’s hand
and closed her eyes for a moment. She
was so incredibly tired.

“Mom, are you okay?” he asked her
quietly.

She nodded but didn’t open her eyes.
She needed to rest for a minute. Sam sat
patiently beside her, holding her hand
and allowing her to take as much time as
she needed to rest. She fell asleep
briefly, and he realized with alarm how



quickly her strength was waning. He
watched her silently for a moment then
stood with as little noise as possible. He
was about to leave when she awoke with
a start.

“Sam!” she called out to him quickly.

“I’m here,” he said, taking her hand in
his once again and sitting down beside
her carefully.

“Sam, get the large manila envelope
from the drawer,” she told him, pointing
to the deep cherry end table where he
had just placed the bouquet of
carnations.

Sam did as she told him and reached
out to open the drawer. He saw the large
envelope, pulled it from its resting



place, and handed it to her.

“Sam, this is very important,” she told
him, almost crazed with concern. “Inside
this envelope are legal documents that
are important for you to have. When the
time 1s right, bring them to Frank
Niemen. He’ll know what to do.”

“Mom, don’t worry about this,” Sam
said calmly, trying to ease her worries.

“No, Sam,” she told him sternly,
grabbing his wrist to force him to face
her. “This is important. I need you to do
this. Frank and Jarod will help you. Roy
and Rachel and Kay will be there for
you, too. Never forget that. They’re good
friends, Sam. Don’t ever lose any of
them.”

“I won’t, Mom,” Sam promised her



quietly, covering her hand with his own.

“I gave Rachel my pendant,” she told
him after a moment, searching his face to
see if he really realized the importance
of that gift.

“m glad,” Sam told his mom
sincerely. “I would have given it to her,
t0o.”

“Don’t let Edwin take it from her. It
was mine to give, and I want her to keep
1t.”

Sam nodded, realizing with a sick
feeling that his mother was passing on
one of her most precious possessions.
There was a deep sadness in the way she
was looking up at him. He didn’t want to
think about why.



“I’1l make sure that it stays with her,”
Sam promised.

“Sam, go to your room and put those
documents in your wall safe. Then come
back here and we’ll talk some more,”
she told him quietly.

“I’ll put them away later,” Sam said,
putting the envelope beside him on the
bed.

“No, Sam,” she insisted. “Do it now.
It’s important that they’re in your safe.”
Her voice was urgent, almost pleading
as the panic rose within her.

Sam reached forward to touch her
hand gently, concerned that their
conversation was too much for her.
“Okay, Mom,” he agreed calmly. “I’ll



put them away right now. Rest while I’'m
gone, and we’ll talk when I get back.”

He leaned forward and kissed his
mother’s cheek. She reached up to hug
him to her.

“I love you, baby boy,” she told him
quietly.

“I love you, Mom,” he told her,
smiling down at her. “I’ll be right back.”

She let go of him and he stood, leaning
forward to pick up the present and
envelope that Rachel had given him then
turned to leave his mother’s room. He
carried them and the large manila
envelope that his mother had given him
to his room. He didn’t know why his
mother was so concerned that he have it
and insisted that he tuck it safely away in



his safe, but he would do as she asked.
He left the door to his mother’s suite
open and walked down the hallway
toward his bedroom.

He opened the door to his room and
saw that Jarod had already turned down
the covers of his bed. He walked to the
far left wall and swung back the painting
of the lavender and pink sunset that his
mother had painted as a child to reveal
the wall safe behind it. He spun the dial
quickly to the combination that only he
possessed and turned the handle to open
it smoothly. He placed the manila
envelope inside of it and, for some
reason, placed Rachel’s gift and note in
it as well. He closed the heavy safe



door, spun the combination, and swung
the painting back in place. He felt better
somehow now that both the envelope
and the present were protected.

Turning, he walked out of his room
and headed back to his mother’s room.
When he entered, her face was once
again turned toward her windows. As he
stepped closer he could see that the sky
had morphed into a beautiful pink and
blue swirl.

“Nice night 1sn’t it, Mom?” he asked,
smiling as he stepped closer to his
mother and sat down on her bed. “I bet
you could paint that sky. You’d do a
good job, too.”

He froze in his spot as he saw that her
eyes were closed and she wasn’t



moving.

“Mom?” he whispered, the breath
catching in his throat as he looked down
at her still form.

He reached up to feel for the pulse in
her neck. There was none. She was
gone. He remained still for the briefest
of moments as the realization of her
passing settled deep within his heart. As
he looked down at her delicate beauty,
he sadly realized that she finally looked
at peace. He was glad her life had
slipped away as she had been looking at
the beautiful Colorado sky. He couldn’t
ask for a better way for her to pass.

Everything in him broke at that
moment. He leaned forward, wrapped



his arms around his mother and pulled
her up into his tender embrace. He
hugged her tightly to him, rocking back
and forth as the tears came. He did not,
could not, stop the heart-wrenching sobs
that escaped him as he held her.

He didn’t know how long he cried.
The twilight had turned to night when he
became aware again. He felt a gentle
hand on his shoulder. He turned to find
Jarod standing beside him.

“She’s gone, Jarod,” he told him in a
voice that was barely above a whisper.

“l know,” Jarod answered. His own
eyes were filled with tears as he stood
beside the bed. He looked down at the
woman before him and a part of him
died with her passing. There was no



beauty in this house any longer.

Very slowly, Sam lowered his
mother’s body back against the stark
white satin bedding, smoothing her
graying hair back from her forehead and
gently wiping the tears from her delicate
face, not sure if they were hers or his.

He reached out to hold Jarod’s hand,
relieved to feel the gentle pressure of the
elder man’s hand as he squeezed it to let
Sam know that he shared in his pain and
supported him in his loss. He was
thankful for the man who had given both
him and his mother such gentle
friendship and love over the years.

They remained at Joanna’s bedside for
a very long time—each dealing with



their own grief and remembering the
gentle and kind woman who had shown
both of them nothing but acceptance and
love.
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The funeral was just as Joanna McCoy
had predicted. Ostentatious. A tasteless
social opportunity for the rich and
famous. Edwin McCoy reveled in the
attention. Rachel watched from a
discreet distance, standing beside her
cousin and her aunt. Her heart broke for
Sam as he stood stoically beside the
grave site.

The marble white coffin was covered
by a blanket of white roses. It was



difficult for Sam to see anything but the
antiseptic  sterility of the whiteness,
causing his heart to pain him at the
thought of the lack of comfort and love
his mother had lived with. The one
splash of color that invaded the
bleakness was the single arrangement of
pink carnations that he had placed at the
head of the coffin.

Rachel struggled to hold herself
together as she saw the raw pain on
Sam’s face despite his efforts to hide it.
The white sling holding his arm to
prevent further injury to his shoulder
was a stark contrast to the formal black
suit that he wore. He looked like he
wanted to bolt. She couldn’t blame him.



It felt as if the time at the grave site was
endless. She knew it was a test of
control and stamina for Sam. Rachel
wanted to take him in her arms and hold
him tightly within the blanket of her
love.

When everyone left the burial site,
Rachel, Roy, and Roy’s mother Kay
Monroe were the last to leave. The three
of them ached to surround Sam with their
caring, but they knew that Sam’s father
would not appreciate what he would
consider to be their interference in his
plans for the day. Instead, they followed
quietly, joining the procession of cars
back to the McCoy estate.

Inside the McCoy home there were at
least one hundred people waiting to have



their two minutes with Edwin McCoy.
Rachel was disgusted by the lack of
compassion that the people around her
showed. She stayed in the sitting room,
tucked away from the rest of the crowd,
sitting quietly in the middle of an elegant
settee that was placed at the right corner
of the room. Roy sat on one side of her
and her Aunt Kay sat on the other. Jarod
stood silently behind them, often
stepping closer to the group when he
saw any member of the socially elite
group gathered there looking at the trio
with contempt. It was only when they
spotted Sam walking toward them that
the three of them felt like they should be
there. They stood to face him, their



hearts aching at the blank expression on
his face.

Sam hugged each one of them and
thanked them for coming. It was as if he
was on autopilot. Rachel knew it was
the only way he could get through the
day, but it felt wrong on so many levels.

Sam led the way out to the front
veranda and the four who were his real
family followed silently. Kay reached
out to hold his hand as she stood by his
right side, Jarod at her side as always.
Rachel stood before him, and Roy stood
to his left. They were a shield around
him. He felt it. He was comforted by it.

“My father wants me to stay here to
take over some of the business
responsibilities,” he told them quietly,



looking out toward the many expensive
cars and limousines that lined the
driveway.

“Sam, don’t,” Roy told him,
concerned. “What about school?”

Kay squeezed his hand tightly,
drawing his attention back to her. Sam
looked down at the petite woman,
smiling sadly into the gentle warmth of
her brown eyes. The dark brown hair
lightly streaked with gray framed her
beautiful face, her gentle smile gifting
him with the love and the peace that he
always felt whenever he was around her.

“You have to finish school,” Kay told
him sternly. She let go of his hand
reluctantly to search for the tissue she



had tucked up her sleeve and angrily
wiped at her eyes.

“Sam,” Rachel said quietly, drawing
his attention. ““Your mother told me to
tell you to never give up your dream.
She knew that you wanted to finish
medical school. She also knew your
father would try to influence you to stay.
She made me promise to tell you not to
let him prevent you from doing what you
were meant to do.”

Sam looked directly at Rachel and
smiled. He couldn’t help the tear that
escaped his right eye and did nothing to
hide it or brush it away. He reached out
instead to gently wipe away the tears
that soaked Rachel’s cheeks with his
right hand, gently caressing the tiny



crescent moon at the corner of her eye
before straightening and closing his eyes
briefly as he took a cleansing breath.

“Im leaving tomorrow,” Sam said
finally so that only they heard him. His
voice was void of emotion, but Rachel
could feel the pain that engulfed him.

“Where’re you going?” Kay asked the
young man who was her second son. She
reached out to hold his hand briefly.

Sam squeezed it quickly then let go,
unable to accept her gentle kindness and
break his resolve to stay in control
during the rest of this painful day. He
was determined to remain strong.

Kay understood and stepped back to
stand beside Jarod. Instinct made her



lean closer toward her lifelong friend,
and she found herself taking the butler’s
hand within her own. She couldn’t help
but seek out the support he was always
willing to give her. She felt as if they
were the two who had raised this
outstanding young man and were feeling
his pain as any parent would.

Jarod held her hand gently, standing
closer to her so that their arms touched.
Their gentle friendship over the past
twenty years had helped Sam as he had
grown up, and Jarod knew they would
help him get through this difficult time,
too.

“I’'m leaving in the morning to go back
to medical school,” Sam told them
finally. “I can’t be here with him.”



No one questioned or commented.
There was nothing to say. Rachel
breathed a sigh of relief that Joanna
McCoy’s last request was being
honored. She had wanted her son to go
for his dream. She had wanted Sam to be
happy. Only being away from his father
would allow either of those things to
happen. Rachel was going to honor her
promise to Joanna to help Sam with
those dreams. She had no choice. It was
what she had to do for the man that she
loved.

Joanna McCoy had said that Sam
would someday realize Rachel’s worth.
She had said that Rachel was a jewel
that Sam would recognize and cherish.



Rachel didn’t know if that would ever
happen, but she was determined that Sam
had every opportunity to find his own
happiness.

She looked at the man who was her
friend and had to push back her tears.
Her heart broke for him. Her heart ached
for him. She knew she would never find
a better person or a better friend. Maybe
someday it would turn into something
more. She could only hope.

* ok ok o3k

Rachel found herself heading toward
the McCoy estate before the sun was
even up the next morning. If Sam was
going to leave, she was going to say



good-bye and wish him well. She had
promised Joanna McCoy that she would
be there for her son, and she was
determined that she would keep her
promise.

She wasn’t lying to herself. She knew
she was there because she loved Sam.
Joanna McCoy’s wish for their future
together was her secret wish as well.
But it would have to remain just that—a
secret. Sam needed her as a friend, not a
burden to have to figure out how to fit
into his life. Besides, she was the
younger cousin of his best friend. That’s
as far as the relationship would ever go.
She wasn’t kidding herself that it was
any more than that despite her secret



fantasies that it would be more.

The light of an overhead chandelier in
the alcove above the front door went on,
flooding the darkness with light and
drawing Rachel out of her thoughts. The
door opened and she saw a tall figure
standing before her. Her heart did a flip
as she thought she saw Sam looking out
at her, but her joy turned to coldness
when she realized that it was Sam’s
father. He was similar to Sam in stature
but that’s where the similarity ended.

“Come here, Ms. Williams,” he called
out to her with his deep, commanding
voice.

She did as he demanded, as everyone
did when they had any dealings with
Edwin McCoy. He stepped back to



allow her entrance into his house. She
had a bad feeling in the pit of her
stomach, but she maneuvered herself
with effort until she was standing in the
hallway.

“Follow me,” he said gruffly, leading
the way to his study.

Rachel followed, glad that her
crutches made the trip a slow one. The
feeling in her gut worsened with each
awkward step that she made, but she
followed anyway. When they walked
into the study, he stood aside until she
entered then closed the door firmly
behind them. He turned to face her,
causing her to back up a step out of pure
instinct for self-preservation.



“Ms. Williams, I am only going to say
this to you once,” he told her quietly, the
tone of his voice deceptively calm. “You
are to break off all future dealings with
my son. If you try to influence my son in
any way, it will be Sam who will suffer.
[ will cut him off without a penny. He
will not work for me. He will not
continue medical school on my dime.
Even if he is able to secure financial
loans and aid, I will see to it that no
school in this country will take him in.
He will not become a doctor.”

“Why?”” Rachel asked in horror. “How
can you destroy your son’s future?” Her
words were spoken in a voice that was
barely a whisper. She was disgusted at



his total lack of concern for his own
child.

“My son’s future is what I determine it
will be,” Edwin McCoy told her evenly,
his cold eyes leveling her with his stare.
“He will work within my business for
the year. At the end of that year I will
decide if he will be allowed to continue
with medical school. If I decide to allow
him to do so, he will work at the
hospital of my choosing upon completion
of his schooling. He will marry a girl
that I deem fit for his place in society.
He will not end up a country doctor
working for chickens, married to a girl
like you who does not befit my son’s
station in life.”

Rachel stared up at him, her disgust



making her unable to form any words.
Edwin McCoy just looked at her
silently. There was no emotion in him as
he faced Rachel. Rachel felt all the
anger rushing to her chest, nearly making
her explode. She knew her face had to
be mirroring her anger.

“Mr. McCoy,” she finally said quietly,
facing him squarely, “I have always
tried to give you the benefit of the doubt,
but I was wrong. I have to say, you’ve
shocked me with how much you’re
willing to hurt Sam.” She stood facing
him with contempt and loathing evident
in her eyes. “You won’t be able to use
me to destroy your son.”

Edwin McCoy looked at her with



something very close to boredom. That
irritated Rachel more than anything. She
turned to leave, determined not to give
this man any more of her time or
attention. He watched her silently, not
moving to stop her.

“Ms. Williams,” he said quietly.
“You’d be surprised just how much I am
willing to do to have my son follow the
path in life that [ have chosen for him.”

Rachel stopped and turned to look
back at him. He hadn’t moved and was
looking at her calmly with his hands
casually placed inside the pockets of the
black silk robe that he was wearing.

“Are you really willing to risk Sam’s
future, and the future of Roy Monroe and
the Monroe Ranch?” he asked her



evenly.

“You keep my family out of this,” she
warned him, her voice strong and under
control despite her fear.

“That’s entirely up to you, Ms.
Williams,” he told her calmly. “Just
understand that I only need to make one
phone call to purchase the mortgage to
the Monroe Ranch. Your aunt will be
tted up in financial difficulties
immediately since I plan to call for the
full payment of the loan. That would
sufficiently prevent your cousin from
finishing college. Even if he is able to
procure loans to finish his last year of
schooling, he won’t be able to find work
anywhere in this state.”



Rachel just stared at him, unable to
speak. She wanted to scream at him that
Sam had his own choices to make. She
wanted to hit him. She wanted to tell him
what a poor excuse of a father he was.
But a sudden realization overcame her.
Edwin McCoy had money. That meant he
had power. He had the control in this
situation. She did not.

The decision she made right then
would determine the fate of two
families. She would not be the reason
for the ruination of Sam’s career and the
certain destruction of her cousin and
aunt. She knew of the power that Edwin
McCoy uncaringly wielded. She knew
how far his influence stretched.



Rachel faced him directly, trying
desperately to hide what she was
feeling. Her heart was pounding. She
was sure that he was able to hear it in
the deafening silence of the room. There
was no doubt in her mind that Edwin
McCoy would follow through on his
threats against her family and Sam.
Rachel looked at the man before her,
knowing there was only one choice open
to her in order to keep everyone that she
loved safe.

“I’ll keep clear of your son,” she told
him calmly. “You keep clear of my
family and Sam’s dream.”

She reached forward and pulled open
the study door. She was glad that she



hadn’t cried. As much as she wanted to,
her anger and disgust toward this man
made her more determined not to let him
see any weakness. She made her way to
the front door as fast as her crutches
would take her.

She had made a promise to Joanna
McCoy to be there for Sam. But she also
knew that the only way to protect Sam
and be there for him as she had
promised, was to never see him again.
As she walked slowly toward her car,
her heart ached for the love that she
would never know with the only man she
could ever love.



Chapter 2

Present Day

Rachel Williams walked confidently
out of Grand Central Station and headed
out to join the throng of people that
walked the busy streets of New York
City. She wore denim shorts and a red
T-shirt that showed off her feminine
figure. She carried herself with
confidence as she hailed a cab and
reached forward to open the rear door as
it cruised to a stop beside her.

“Plaza Hotel,” she told the cab driver
quickly, settling her garment bag,
briefcase, and overnight suitcase beside



her. She leaned back against the seat and
looked out into the busy traffic.

It was a quick ride to the elegant hotel.
The doorman opened the cab door and
stood back to allow her to exit the cab,
quickly beckoning to the staff that waited
behind him. The bellhop reached out to
take the luggage from her and stood
aside so the door could be opened for
her. The efficient staff ushered her inside
to register with an ease that spoke of
years of outstanding service. The front
desk clerk smiled in recognition as she
approached the white marble counter of
the front desk.

“Good afternoon, Miss Williams,” she
welcomed her warmly, always glad to
see the friendly woman before her.



“Hello, Carol,” Rachel greeted her.
“Nice to see you again.”

“Hope your stay is a pleasant one,”
Carol told her sincerely as Rachel
signed the papers before her.

“Thanks, Carol,” she said happily,
taking the card key from her. “Have a
good one.”

Rachel passed through the hotel lobby,
feeling at once spoiled and unused to the
luxury of the exquisitely beautiful marble
surroundings and crystal chandeliers.
Despite her successful writing career
and financial situation, she was still the
basic country girl that had spent her
childhood in the mountains of Colorado
with her cousin and aunt.



By the time she made her way to her
room on the fifteenth floor, her mind was
already filling with memories of her
time spent with her Aunt Kay, Roy,
Jarod, and Sam. She swiped her card
key and opened the door, closing it
behind her and flipping the extra security
lock into place. She threw her purse and
card key onto the rich cherry credenza
then sat down on the elegant rose
brocade coverlet on the decadent bed.
She lay down on the softness and sighed,
tired from her trip from Connecticut.

After allowing herself the luxury of
doing absolutely nothing for a few
minutes, she stood up and reached for
her bags that had already been placed in



her room. She unzipped the garment bag
and carefully removed the delicate dress
that was inside it. She hung it up quickly
and turned to open her overnight bag.
She looked at her watch and saw that it
was still early enough for her to take
some time to rest before she had to get
ready for her night out. Setting the alarm
on her phone, she placed it on the
bedside table to make sure she wouldn’t
oversleep and miss her date.

Settling beneath the soft covers, she
turned onto her side and cuddled into the
warmth of the sheets. It was cool in the
room with the air conditioning unit on,
but she liked to sleep with the room
cooler. Closing her eyes, she sighed
tiredly. She concentrated on the sound of



her breathing and willed herself to relax.
When she scented the cinnamon and
sugar fragrance, she smiled at its
familiarity. That scent always made her
happy. It also always preceded a really
nice dream.

She calmed immediately and settled. It
wasn’t long before she drifted off into a
restful sleep. The scent intensified and
she breathed deeply to inhale the
comforting presence that wrapped her in
warmth.

The sweet angel Bernadette smiled
down at the kind woman who had been
close to her heart since she had been
born. Rachel was a wonderful person.
Bernadette ached for the loneliness and



the cruelty that her sweet baby had
experienced. Well, it was time to make
things better for her little girl.

She laughed softly as Rachel took a
deep breath and sighed contentedly. She
loved that she had such an effect on her.
Over the years, Bernadette had visited
Rachel often as she slept. She sent her
beautiful dreams that helped her when
she was sad, but sometimes her dreams
weren’t enough. Rachel ached with the
loss of the one man she had sacrificed so
much for in order to protect both him and
her family.

Sam McCoy was her destined mate.
Bernadette knew the goodness of the
man. She also knew how he had suffered
without Rachel by his side over the



years. This had to be remedied. Her
little baby girl was all grown up. Her
beautiful Rachel needed to find the love
and the happiness that she was destined
to experience with Sam.

Leaning forward, she kissed the
crescent moon birthmark that graced the
corner of Rachel’s right eye. She giggled
sweetly as Rachel smiled and released a
sigh of contentment.

“Sleep, my sweet Rachel,” Bernadette
whispered to her. “Dream about the man
who awaits you to give you the life of
love that you deserve. It is your destiny.”

Rachel smiled as Bernadette’s words
settled deep within her soul. She sighed,
drawing in the comforting scent once



again and allowing it to release her
worries and tensions. It was only a
matter of moments before she was
dreaming.

She was lying in her bed. She could
feel the hard body of a man behind her
as he held her against his chest. The
gentle way he held her told her that he
was asleep. She turned carefully to face
him and smiled at the way his black
hair curled over his forehead and his
face was rough with scruff. He was
sexy, gorgeous, and all hers.

“Are you staring at me again, baby?”
he asked as he smiled, his eyes still
closed.

“Yes,”” she whispered. “Can’t help it.



)

I love looking at you.’

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“I love looking at you, too, baby,” he
whispered, opening his eyes slowly and
blinking to clear his vision.

Rachel laughed softly as she leaned
forward and kissed his lips lightly.

“Love you,” she whispered against
his mouth.

His responding growl made her
laugh. When he tightened his hold on
her and pulled her up onto his body so
that she lay draped across him, she
gasped and tried to push out of his
arms.

“No, Sam. I'll crush you,’

)

she



protested.

He laughed as he held her firmly
against his chest. “Baby, theres no
way you could crush me,” he told her.
“You have a really skewed perception
of your body.”

“I do not,” Rachel protested. *“I
know exactly what I look like and how
heavy I am.”

Sam reached up and framed her face
with his hands to hold her steady.
“Rachel, you look beautiful. You’re not
heavy. You're perfect.”

“My belly is getting big,” Rachel
said quietly.

“Yeah. It is,” Sam admitted, grinning
up at her. “l couldn’t be happier about
it.”



Their baby took that moment to move
within her, making both of them smile.
It was the merest of flutters, but it was
there and they had both felt it. The
fluttering stopped and Sam'’s smile
couldn’t get any wider.

“Do you know how happy I am that
our baby is growing inside of you,
Rachel?” he asked quietly.

“I think I do,” Rachel whispered,
leaning forward and cuddling against
his neck, kissing it lightly. “You did a
good job making our baby.”

“Did I?” he asked, laughing softly.

“Yup. And I think you should show
me again and again how you did that.”

Sam growled softly as Rachel



reached between them and took firm
hold of his hard cock to pull up on it
carefully. He moved his hips slightly to
give her more room to play.

“[ think someone needs to be loved,”
he whispered, running his hands down
her back and palming her behind to
press her closer against his hard shafft.

Rachel moaned softly, spreading her
legs as she straddled his waist. Easing
herself up just slightly, she tipped the
head of his cock toward her welcoming
channel and held him securely as she
lowered herself down onto him. His
responding moan of pleasure made her
smile.

When she was fully seated, she
passed her fingertips around his shaft



to feel how snugly he filled her body.
She loved to touch the hardness of him
as he stretched her. Passing her fingers
across her clit, she gasped at the zing
of pleasure that raced through her.

“Touching your  sweet button,
honey?” he asked her, smiling up at
her, his beautiful blue eyes sparkling
with enjoyment.

“Yes,” she hissed, gathering more of
her wetness to ease her strokes across
her engorged clit.

He watched her touch herself, his
cock jerking within her at the erotic
sight of it. His hand joined hers, his
thumb  gathering her cream and
pressing against her bud in tandem



with her fingers. In a matter of
seconds, she opened her mouth on a
silent scream as her orgasm burst
through her. He groaned as her sweet
body clenched down around his cock.

Sitting up quickly, he wrapped his
arms around her back and flipped them
so that she lay open and panting below
him. He pulled out of her and looked
down at the slick pinkness of her.

“Who do you belong to?” he asked,
his voice deep and demanding.

“You, Sam,” she said softly.

“Who does this sweet pussy belong
to?” he demanded, slipping his first
two fingers deep inside of her and
pressing in at just the right angle to
graze her G-spot repeatedly.



Rachel gasped, her hips lifting up as
a second orgasm shot through her.
“Sam,” she moaned.

“Who does this sweet pussy belong
to, Rachel?” he repeated, removing his
hand and taking hold of his shaft to
hold it at her entrance.

“You, Sam,” Rachel said gently as
she fought for breath. “I love you.”

Sam slid deep inside of her in one
smooth thrust, holding himself still as
her vaginal walls pulsed around him.
Leaning forward, he covered her body
with his and began a gentle rhythm of
thrust and retreat as he kissed her
shoulders and her neck.

“I love you, Rachel,” he whispered



against her ear before he kissed her
temple lightly. “You belong to me.”
“We belong to each other,” Rachel
corrected him, smiling when she heard
him chuckle.
“Yeah, baby. We do.”

Rachel moaned as her orgasm raced
through her body. She opened her eyes
and fought to make sense of her dream.
After all these years, she still dreamed
about Sam. She dreamed about him
constantly. It was really starting to make
her crazy. What frustrated her the most
was that she knew that nothing she ever
dreamed was even remotely possible.

Even though every dream was gentle,
loving, and fun, she wished she wouldn’t



dream them anymore. No matter who she
dated, no matter how she tried to begin
serious relationships with men, nothing
ever came close to how she felt about
Sam McCoy.

“I don’t want to dream about him,” she
said out loud.

Climbing out of bed, she walked
toward the bathroom on shaky legs.
Geez! If Sam could make her come that
hard in her dreams, he would be lethal if
he did it for real. She laughed at the
absurdity of her thoughts. She looked at
her watch and saw that she had better get
ready for her date.

When she left the hotel one hour later,
she had transformed herself from the



casual country girl to the sophisticated
woman that turned heads as she walked
through the front doors of the hotel and
waited for a cab to be hailed for her.
She thanked the doorman and stepped
forward to enter the cab and settled back
with her purse on her lap as the door
was shut behind her.

She leaned forward to tell the driver
the address of Richard Damian, her date
for the night, then sat back to enjoy the
ride to his apartment. She was looking
forward to spending time with Richard
and having dinner with him at the
exclusive restaurant River Cafe.

She had met Richard at a corner bagel
shop during one of her trips into New
York City to meet with her agent Nancy



who had become a good friend over the
years. The smell of the freshly baked
bagels must have relaxed her and
lowered her guard because she had
found herself being swept away by his
charm and enthusiasm. Before she knew
it, she was meeting him for dinners and
taking rides through Central Park in
handsome cabs. During the past few
months they had met often, and she had
found that she had become quite fond of
him. His promises to give her the earth,
the moon, and the stars had certainly set
her head spinning and her heart
fluttering.

Despite the ten years that had passed
since she had left Colorado, the memory



of a certain man still haunted her. Her
time away at college and her
determination to create a new life for
herself had done little to erase her
memories of the choices she had been
forced to make. Every man she met was
measured against Sam’s kindness, his
humor, his strength, and his caring. And
each man fell miles short in comparison.

Being alone so much to write her
novels had distanced her from the single
social scene. Richard Damian’s
presence reminded her that she really
did long for the enjoyment of a man
paying attention to her and giving her
warmth and affection. Hiding away in
her home in Connecticut didn’t disguise
the fact that she really did long to be a



part of a supportive relationship that
would confirm that she was a woman
that a man could like and enjoy.

Richard’s handsome face lit up with a
smile when he spotted her as the cab
pulled up to his apartment building. He
opened the door and climbed in to sit
beside her with an ease of motion and
strength of body that spoke of years of
physical training. He leaned forward to
kiss her lips quickly.

“Right on time as always,” he told her,
reaching for her hand and grasping it
tightly.

Rachel only smiled at his comment.
“You look nice,” she told him finally.

“Thanks,” he answered, looking out



the window at the tangle of traffic.
“Let’s hope we can get there in time.
You probably should have come earlier
so we wouldn’t be cutting it so close.”

His words were mumbled to himself,
but Rachel was able to hear them. She
knew a moment of annoyance at his
chastisement and had to take a calming
breath. She was determined not to allow
her tiredness to spark her anger and ruin
their night. Richard was probably right.
She should have left earlier to go to his
apartment.

The night was warm and a cool breeze
was blowing across the river. The lights
of the Brooklyn Bridge twinkled against
the soft blues and pinks of the summer
night sky. It was a beautiful evening. The



weather and the location made the
evening perfect for the romantic night
she hoped was in store for her. She
looked across the seat of the taxi and
smiled as she faced the silent man
beside her.

Richard Damian was handsome and
smart. He had a casualness about him
that had helped to draw her to him. She
felt special to be a part of his small
circle of friends. He was so self-assured
and so motivated that she couldn’t help
but admire him.

She had been somewhat surprised that
he had shown any interest in her when
they had met. She was not exactly the
city type that he usually went for. She



was quiet, intelligent, wusually a
homebody, and extremely strong-willed.
She was not at all the sophisticated,
blas¢ type that he seemed to like to date.
They were total opposites. Where he
was glib and had street savvy, she was
sensitive and family oriented. They were
the last two people in the world that
would make an obvious couple, but he
made her feel as if she were the most
important woman in the world and that
he wanted only her. The very things that
were so different about them were the
precise reasons he told her that he
enjoyed being with her so much.

Her years away at college and the time
she had spent honing her writing skills
had made her independent and very



much a loner. Her days of carefree
exploring had disappeared the day she
had left the McCoy estate so many years
before. She had made choices for the
good of her family and friends, and she
had stuck by them over the years. She
would do anything to protect her Aunt
Kay and her cousin Roy.

They had been her family from the
time she had been five years old. After
her father had died there was no one but
his sister Kay to raise Rachel since her
mother had died shortly after her birth.
She knew no other mother, and no other
brother, even though they were aunt and
cousin. They were her lifeline. They
were her heart. They deserved the best,



and she could never, would never,
jeopardize their lives, their safety, or
their happiness in any way.

She had gone home to visit her cousin
and aunt at their ranch during summer
breaks from college but was always
careful that her weeks there did not
coincide with Sam’s breaks from
medical school. Her letters and phone
calls to her cousin and aunt were as
frequent as her schedule allowed, but
she always made sure to keep them
brief, with only a casual mention that she
hoped that all was well with Sam. She
was sure never to ask them to mention
her to him, and had kept her distance
from him. Sam had written to her at
college a few times over the years and



Rachel had answered only sporadically,
always telling him how her life was
busy and that she was glad for the time
away from her aunt’s ranch.

Eventually, the letters from Sam grew
fewer and with longer gaps between
them. Now only Roy was the common
ground that kept each of them up to date
with the other’s lives. It was through
Roy that she knew how well he did in
medical school and how exhausted he
was through his residency. She also
knew that Sam often spent a few weeks
each summer at the Monroe Ranch. Now
that he had completed his residency and
was working at Denver Memorial
Hospital, she was relieved that at least



one of the threats that Edwin McCoy had
made could not be wielded. She
willingly gave up her dreams to be with
Sam in order to protect his future, but the
time she had lost in having a deep
friendship with him over the years was
what she regretted the most.

Roy had told her that Sam had become
engaged to a woman who belonged to
the elite society of Denver. Rachel was
glad for him. She wished him only
happiness, but she was honest enough to
admit to herself that she also felt an
overwhelming sense of sadness and loss.
As much as she wished things could
have turned out differently, they hadn’t.
Agonizing over what could have been
was useless and would only cause her



more unnecessary pain. If only the
damned dreams would stop. They served
no purpose except to make her constantly
aware of the man she would never have,
and the love she would never realize.
Even though Roy had told her that Sam
had recently broken up with his fiancée,
Rachel still had to keep her distance.
Her Aunt Kay was still in jeopardy of
being hurt by Edwin McCoy’s threat.

“We’re almost there,” Richard’s
sensuous voice interrupted her thoughts.
“I hope you like the restaurant. I want
you to have a nice time.”

Rachel smiled as she looked into his
hazel eyes. “I’m sure everything will be
great,” she told him quietly, unable to



keep the warmth from her eyes as she
looked at him. Despite her lapse into the
past and the sad memories it provoked,
she was happy to be with Richard right
now.

“I want it to be better than great,” he
insisted, reaching out to cover her hand
with his own and squeezing it tightly. “I
have a special night planned for you.”

“It’s already special,” Rachel told him
quietly, pushing away the sadness that
had clouded her mood.

Richard smiled at her and leaned
toward her to place a gentle kiss on her
forehead. When she looked up at him, he
kissed her lips slowly, moving his mouth
across hers seductively as his hand
reached up to cover her left breast and



fondle it boldly. Rachel reached up
quickly and pulled his hand away with
some effort then looked up to see if the
cab driver had seen Richard’s
indiscretion. She couldn’t help but get
flustered at his boldness and was a little
uncomfortable with how much he took
for granted when he touched her.

“Please, Richard,” she whispered as
quietly as she could as she held on to his
hand to keep i1t from roaming further.

Richard looked down at her and
smiled. “Always the shy one,” he teased.
“All right, I promise. No more touching
until we get back to my apartment.”

He leaned forward to kiss her lips
quickly then sat back in the seat, his left



hand resting on her knee and stroking the
length of her thigh. As the taxi made its
way to the cobblestone road leading to
the barge that housed the River Cafe,
Rachel found herself unable to truly
enjoy the breathtaking sight before her.
The taxi entered the semi-circled
driveway and stopped before the
gangplank that led to the popular
restaurant.

Richard paid the cabby and opened the
cab door. Stepping out and turning to
reach for Rachel’s hand, he pulled her
from the taxi. She stepped out carefully
and removed her hand from his to
straighten her dress and adjust her purse.
The feeling of claustrophobia left her as
she exited the cab, and she was glad to



feel the cool night breeze against her
face as she looked around to take in the
romantic surroundings. She smiled as
she looked up at the lit archways in front
of her. She felt as if she were entering a
magical place—a place that promised its
patrons a night of enchantment.

Richard took her hand in his and led
the way up the gangplank. Rachel
followed, tucking her purse under her
arm and looking out across the East
River to the Manhattan skyline as she
walked. It was beautiful. It was a view
that she could never forget or take for
granted because it meant so much to her.
New York City had changed her from an
aspiring writer to a successful novelist



with endless potential.

Tonight she felt special and pretty. She
looked both seductive and elegant in the
peach chiffon dress that bared one
shoulder. She loved the softness of the
dress as it swirled around her knees. She
especially loved how feminine it made
her feel. The gold chain that she wore
sparkled under the twinkling lights, and
she touched it absentmindedly as she
often did to ensure that the treasure was
safely tucked away inside the angled
neckline of her dress. She never
removed the gift that Joanna McCoy had
given her.

Delicate, gold high-heeled sandals and
a petite gold purse completed her outfit,
making her feel beautiful and special.



She took a deep breath and sighed with
happiness at the excitement of their night
out and couldn’t help but smile as
Richard tugged at her hand with
impatience to lead the way up the
gangplank.

She watched him silently as he held
himself so proudly and announced his
name to the maitre d’. She admired his
tailored black suit. It perfectly
complemented his slender physique,
accented his tanned blondness, and
exemplified his attention to style.

Once their reservations  were
confirmed, she followed him into the
dining room and sat facing the wall of
windows that displayed the South Street



Seaport. She sat in the wicker chair
offered to her and waited silently as
Richard ordered a bottle of Cristal in a
no-nonsense tone of voice.

“Sounds like you’re ready to
celebrate,” Rachel teased him. “Can you
afford a bottle of Cristal?”

Richard smiled across at her and
reached out to take her hand in his. “No,
but you can,” he told her quietly, smiling
slightly and winking playfully as he
spoke.

Rachel hesitated briefly then smiled
back at him. She didn’t know what to
say. She supposed she shouldn’t say
anything. She removed her hand from
his, picked up her menu and looked
down at it to avert her eyes from his.



Her throat had suddenly turned very dry,
and she couldn’t quite focus on the menu
before her.

“I’'ll order for us,” Richard told her,
smiling, unaware of the turmoil that he
was causing.

Rachel nodded slightly, all previous
excitement for the evening dampened by
the sudden feeling of suffocation that she
felt. She sat back in her seat and viewed
Richard coolly. Other memories of
previous evenings out suddenly came to
mind. He always seemed to be short on
cash or would often remind her that she
had plenty of money and should be
helping him out.

Joanna McCoy’s advice echoed in her



head, reminding her to keep her dignity
and demand respect. Those strong
memories of a time not so long ago with
people who cared about her made her
straighten her spine and gain her
composure. Once again, her thoughts
turned to her memories of Joanna
McCoy, her Aunt Kay, Roy, and Sam. As
always, the memories were bittersweet.

She had to mentally shake herself.
With effort, she put aside her thoughts so
that she could try to get through the
evening and be realistic about her
relationship with Richard. She sadly
admitted to herself that it had been a
relationship that was based purely on
her own fantasy—her fantasy of finding
someone to share her life with.



She watched Richard silently as he
took great joy in ordering their meal
from appetizer and salad to entrée and
dessert. It was a beautiful and exclusive
restaurant, and she knew from
experience that the food was going to be
cooked to perfection and cost a small
fortune.

“To your writing success,” he told her,
holding up his fluted glass of sparkling
Cristal. “And to mine.” Those added
words were spoken low and were
accompanied by a tight smile.

Rachel raised her glass to him and
sipped the champagne carefully. For an
intelligent woman it certainly took her
long enough to realize the truth about



what Richard felt for her. At least now
she knew what Richard really wanted.
And it wasn’t her.

“Have some more,” Richard told her,
picking up the flat bottle with the gold
label and filling her glass. He reached
forward to tip the end of her glass up as
she brought it to her lips.

“No, Richard,” Rachel protested,
barely able to stop him from tipping the
glass too far and spilling the expensive
drink all over her. “I don’t really want
any more, thank you.”

She looked across at him and saw the
irritation that immediately crossed his
face as he replaced the bottle in the
elegant bucket beside their table. She
saw his eyes flash with anger and found



that she was becoming more than
impatient with him. It had taken her long
enough, but she was now able to step
back from the situation and assess it for
what it was worth. She knew he was
trying to make her feel guilty and find
some reason to blame her for ruining his
happy mood on this special night. He
wasn’t going to be successful.

She watched him silently for a
moment. Richard’s strikingly handsome
face was consumed with anger. The
chiseled, almost delicate features were
attractive to every woman who looked at
them. His complexion was perfectly
tanned, his hair cropped short with
lighter streaks to complement his own



blond hair. It was obvious that the tan
and the highlights were from artificial
enhancement, not the natural result of
someone who spent his time outside to
allow the sunshine to affect his coloring.
Why didn’t she realize that the man
before her was the making of calculated
determination?

The situation was awkward, but she
was determined to evaluate it
objectively. She knew that she would not
be able to exit the restaurant without
making a scene. She would have to make
the best of it. She concentrated on the
glass before her and took a cleansing
breath. Any romantic thoughts she once
had were unrealistic and would have to
remain where they belonged—within her



own mind.

She finally realized and accepted that
she and Richard could never have any
permanent relationship. She really didn’t
know him very well. Until tonight she
was content to be with him and enjoy the
fantasy life that he had offered her. Now,
as she thought back, she remembered
dates that were romantic and fun, yet
showed an anger and immaturity within
him despite the fact that he was seven
years her senior. She shook her head
slowly and placed her glass before her
on the table, silently wondering if any
man ever truly reached full maturity.

Memories of Richard’s past childish
antics were suddenly racing forth in her



mind. She wondered why she had never
realized it before. Could she have been
that blind to the truth? Had she been so
enamored with the thought of falling in
love that she couldn’t see the real man
before her? Obviously so. How pathetic
that she was so delusional. Goodness,
she was thirty years old! What the hell
was wrong with her? She had the sudden
urge to slap herself for her stupidity.

Richard looked at her silently, anger
still very obvious on his face. His eyes
were deadly cold for a moment then
softened slightly. He reached out to hold
her hand, squeezing it tightly and leaning
forward to whisper against the side of
her face.

“You can make me feel better later,”



he told her seductively, licking her
earlobe before leaning back and winking
at her. He drank down the Cristal and
once again reached out to lift the chilled
bottle out of its bucket of ice to refill his
glass.

The waiter came back with their
appetizers, preventing Rachel from
saying anything. She wanted to tell him
off but decorum and good manners
prevailed. She sat quietly, placed her
napkin across her lap, and lifted her fork
to her plate. The ravioli stuffed with
lobster tasted like sawdust in her mouth,
but she ate it mechanically.

She dined silently, watching as
Richard drained one glass after another



of the expensive champagne. One bottle
was replenished with another. With each
glass, his attention toward her was
becoming more amorous. It was
becoming very difficult for her to even
sit silently with him.

Despite the elegance of the meal, it
felt like an eternity before it was over.
Rachel wasn’t quite sure how everything
tasted. The food passed by her in a blur
of plates. She could tell that Richard
was thoroughly enjoying himself. As she
watched him eat and drink, she finally
admitted the truth to herself that she had
always known but had kept at bay.
Richard’s own enjoyment was all that
ever mattered to him. She was glad that
she was able to accept it without any



emotional attachment.

“Sir,” the waiter said discreetly as he
placed the bill contained in a leather
wallet next to Richard’s right hand.

“The lady is treating tonight,” Richard
said, smiling as he pushed the bill
toward Rachel.

Rachel’s smile wavered slightly as
she reached forward to open her purse
and remove one of her bank cards. She
placed it inside the leather wallet before
her and looked up at the silent waiter.

“Thank you,” she said, nodding as he
removed the bill.

Richard reached out and held her hand
before she could put it back on her lap.
He tugged at it slightly, drawing her



attention to his face.

“Thanks, Madame Author,” he
whispered. “Now back to my place to
continue the evening I'm looking
forward to it.”

Rachel smiled stiffly. She had to tell
him that she was not going to his
apartment, but she couldn’t do it in the
restaurant. She took the pen from the
returning waiter and signed the charge
slip, writing in a generous tip, not really
caring about the final dollar amount of it.
It didn’t matter to her anyway. The
money spent tonight was the least of her
concerns. She looked at the man across
from her and swore a silent vow to
herself. It was a hard and expensive
lesson learned. The value she had for



herself was more important than
anything. She would not settle for
Richard just to assure herself that she
would not be alone.



Chapter 3

As they left the restaurant and waited
for a cab, Richard put his arm around
her and rubbed her shoulder, casually
lowering his hand and touching the side
of her breast as he held her. He looked
down at her and smiled, his eyes
glistening at the anticipation of the
evening ahead of them. Rachel stepped
back to remove herself from his embrace
and turned away from him.

“I’m going to take my own cab back to
my hotel,” Rachel told him quietly,
gazing across the water to avoid looking
at him. “I'm leaving early tomorrow
morning to go home.”



Richard stared at her silently for a
moment. “You can’t leave without
saying good-bye,” he told her brightly.
He reached out to embrace her once
again and pulled her toward him
roughly. “Just stay a little while longer. I
promise I’1l make it worth your time.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Rachel insisted,
stepping aside to wait for another cab.

He smiled at her, but said nothing.
When he looked at her, Rachel felt the
coldness of his stare and shivered
despite the heat of the early July night. A
cab pulled up alongside them. Richard
leaned forward to open the door then
took her arm and pushed her into the cab
before she could stop him.



The shock of the sudden movement
caught Rachel by surprise, and she
stumbled to keep her balance as he
propelled her into the waiting cab. She
was stunned into a silence that Richard
took full advantage of. He told the cabby
his address and settled back in the seat
to hold Rachel tightly against his side.

Panic was beginning to well up within
Rachel’s body. She felt as if her chest
was covered with a weight of cement.
She didn’t want to go to Richard’s
apartment. She didn’t want him touch
her. She wished she could push away the
sudden fear that was paralyzing her. She
wanted to tell him to go to hell. But it
was too late. He had firm hold of her



and the cab was already on its way. Her
grip on her purse intensified as her panic
and anger escalated.

“Richard, I told you, I’'m not going to
your apartment,” she told him angrily,
trying not to cause a scene as she pushed
him away from her in the back seat of the
cab. She decided that she would just stay
in the cab and tell the cabby to take her
back to her hotel after they dropped
Richard off at his apartment. She was
glad now that she hadn’t told him where
she was staying in the City.

Anger boiled within her as they rode
toward Richard’s apartment. It seemed
as if they had barely climbed into the
taxi when 1t pulled up before his
apartment building. He opened the cab



door and turned toward her, smiling.

“We’re  home,” he  whispered,
reaching into his breast pocket to take
out his wallet to remove some cash
before replacing it in his jacket.

“You’re home,” Rachel corrected him.
“I’m going back to my hotel.” Her voice
was firm as she spoke. She was
determined that he would not get away
with his caveman attitude.

Richard hesitated a moment then
stepped out of the cab, handing the cabby
a folded bill as he did so. He turned
around to face her then reached into the
cab, grabbed both her arms and pulled
her out of the cab, slamming the door
closed behind them before she could



react. She found herself being ushered
along the sidewalk to the front of the tall
apartment building where he lived,
unable to stop herself.

“No, Richard. I'm not going with
you!”

Her words were ignored. She found
herself being carried along the street by
his sheer determination. She tried to
wrench her arm from his grip but her
strength was no match for his. The grip
on her was such that she knew she would
be covered in bruises by the morning.

Panic took hold and she found that she
was having trouble breathing. She felt as
if she was going to faint. She was
powerless to stop him from hauling her
up the front steps of the apartment house



and up the two flights to his apartment.
She was frustrated that she couldn’t stop
the ascent. She was barely able to keep
her footing as Richard roughly dragged
her behind him.

She fought to catch her breath as he
stood before his apartment door and was
searching his pocket for his keys. He
still had an iron grip on her right wrist,
and despite her continued struggling, she
was unable to remove herself from his
hold. She tried to kick his shin but he
just laughed and held her tighter against
his side.

“I like 1t when you’re feisty, Rachel,”
he told her. “I’m going to enjoy fucking
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you.



“Like hell,” Rachel yelled, wrenching
her hand free and turning to leave. “Go
jerk off, Richard. You’re not fucking
me.”

She got as far as the stairway railing
when she felt his arm wrap around her
waist and she was dragged back to his
apartment door that was already open.
She kicked and struggled but his hold
was like iron around her waist. In just
seconds, she was inside his apartment
and the door was slammed shut behind
them.

She felt suffocated immediately. When
he turned the dead bolt lock and fastened
the many security chains, her heart was
beating at a furious pace. She had to



control her panic and do something.

“At last,” Richard told her, releasing
his hold on her to take his beautifully
tailored jacket off and throw it
heedlessly on the only chair in the
apartment.

Rachel turned and began unlocking the
chains. “I’m leaving, Richard,” she told
him without turning to look at him,
finally finding her voice. She nearly had
the last chain unlatched when she felt his
hand on her shoulder and she was being
spun around and slammed back against
the door.

“You’ll leave when I say you leave,”
he told her, his words slightly slurred.
There was no anger in his tone, just a
sure arrogance that spoke of years of



getting who and what he wanted.

He had her pinned against the door.
Her arms were held above her head, and
he pushed his body roughly against hers.
She tried to move but couldn’t. The
pressure of his body against hers was
making it difficult to breath. Even her
legs were trapped by his, preventing her
from being able to kick out at him.

He leaned in toward her face and she
could smell the alcohol on his breath.
She tried to turn her face away from his
but his lips captured hers before she was
able to avoid them. The kiss was
bruising and rough, and she knew there
was no romantic feeling behind it. It was
brutal and spoke only of power and



control.

She felt his hands loosen their hold on
her wrists. She used the reprieve to put
them between their bodies and shove at
him with all her strength. He stumbled
back in surprise, hitting his hip on the
waist-high table that he had thrown his
keys onto when they had entered the
apartment.

When he looked at her, Rachel’s heart
thudded within her chest as she saw the
primal anger in his eyes. Before she
could react, he lifted his hand and hit her
hard against the left side of her face. She
stumbled from the force of it and had to
hold on to the doorknob to keep herself
from falling all the way to the floor. She
shook her head slightly, regretting it



immediately as pain shot through her jaw
and into her skull. She covered her
cheek with both hands and struggled to
stand up straight to face him.

He had her by the left wrist before she
realized he was coming for her. He
pulled her toward his bedroom, ignoring
the protests that escaped her. She tried to
claw at him, hit him, punch him, but her
strength was nothing compared to his
and her struggle against him made
absolutely no impact. He spun her
around and threw her backward onto the
bed, covering her body with his before
she was able to move away. He held
both of her hands above her head with
his left hand, preventing her from



swinging out at him again.

His lips were wet and demanding as
they covered hers roughly, and she felt
as if she couldn’t get in enough air to
breathe. The taste of alcohol in his
mouth made her gag as he forced her lips
open and shoved his tongue inside to
sweep her mouth. His free hand was on
her breast, squeezing cruelly. The pain
was intense and the panic in her was
increasing alarmingly. She could feel the
bile rising up in her throat.

“Richard, stop!” she was finally able
to croak out between his urgent, brutal
kisses.

“Come on, Rachel,” he told her,
continuing his onslaught of kisses and
groping of her body.



With one fluid movement, he pulled at
the shoulder of her dress and smiled in
triumph as he bared her to her waist.
Only her strapless bra hindered his
movement. He pushed down at it roughly
to expose her breasts to his gaze. His
mouth covered her left breast and she
screamed in pain as he bit into the soft
mound. He lifted his head and looked
down at her, a wicked smile curling the
edge of his mouth.

“I always leave my mark,” he
whispered against the side of her face,
laughing at the whimper of fear that
escaped her.

He reached down and lifted the hem of
her dress to hook his fingers in the top of



her pantyhose, pulling them and her
underwear down to her knees in one
quick movement.

“I've been waiting months for this.
You can’t keep me waiting forever,
right?” He leaned back and looked down
at her then, smiling seductively before
kissing her right breast and biting down
on it.

“No, Richard, stop!” she demanded.
She was firm and strong despite the fear
that was nearly choking her.

She saw the anger flash across his
face as he leaned back to look down at
her before he smiled again. “Don’t
worry. You’ll like it,” he whispered
before his mouth covered hers again.

In one final attempt to get away from



him she managed to pull her wrists free
from his hold and wedge her hands
between their bodies. She pushed out at
him with all her strength. He was
surprised momentarily at her surge of
strength and rolled back on the bed, still
holding on to her arm.

“Rachel, grow up,” he told her,
impatiently. “Come here and kiss me and
all will be forgiven.”

It was obvious to her that his
impatience was quickly turning to rage.
He tried to pull her toward him but she
pulled her arm free and stood up to back
away from the bed. The room was
beginning to close in on her. She willed
her panic under control. Richard didn’t



look charming and handsome to her right
then. He looked dark and threatening.
What she saw in his face was
frightening. The raw anger that looked
back at her scared her more than
anything had ever scared her in her
entire life. She knew she was in a very
dangerous situation.

She turned to run, feeling as if she
were moving in slow motion. Before she
could move away he reached up,
grabbed her arm and pulled her back
down onto the bed. In one quick
movement he pinned her down with his
body once again. The gold chain that she
wore became a weapon as he twisted it
in his hand until it squeezed her throat
tightly, making it difficult for her to



breath. Rachel cried out silently at the
pain and struggled furiously against the
continuing pressure. She realized that
there was only one possible outcome of
this struggle. She was going to lose.

She pushed at his chest in a futile
attempt to stop him. He was so strong.
She couldn’t get him away from her. The
gold chain cut into her neck, drawing
blood. He was holding her body tightly,
enjoying her struggling and fear, smiling
down at her as if waiting patiently for
her to stop her temper tantrum and
finally submit to him.

When her strength all but left her, she
sagged 1n his arms. He released his hold
on her, letting the gold chain fall from



his hand to cascade down the side of her
throat to the bed beneath her. He knew
that she couldn’t fight him anymore. He
leaned down and traced the outline of
her lips with his tongue then covered her
mouth with his and plunged inside it
savagely.

Rachel’s mind raced frantically. She
had to do something. She reached up
with her right hand and rested it lightly
against his cheek. Her tenderness
confused him for a moment then he
smiled against her mouth in triumph and
relaxed his hold on her.

She took advantage of the reprieve and
raked her nails across his face, relieved
momentarily when he pulled back in
shock and pain. He stood then, furious,



and pulled her roughly to her feet,
slapping her face with the back of his
hand. Rachel staggered back from the
force of the blow and reached up to hold
her right cheek. When she looked back at
him she could not contain the disgust and
revulsion that she had for him.

She lowered her hand and stood
straight to look at him calmly. She
couldn’t believe that she had ever
thought that he might be a part of her
future. She couldn’t stand the sight of
him. Any fear that she had of him had
been beaten down by this final act of
violence and control. Now she was just
seriously pissed off. That would serve
her well.



“Get back into that bed and don’t be
such a baby,” he told her angrily. “Do
you think you’re so far above me that
you can’t give me what I want? You're
lucky I ever gave you the time of day.
You’re thirty years old and you’re a hick
from some obscure town. Do you really
think anyone would want you?”

Rachel looked at him silently. Her
head was still pounding from the blow to
her cheek but it was surprisingly clear to
her what she had to do. She knew what
kind of a person she was dealing with,
and she had only one option. She rather
enjoyed the option too.

“It’s okay, Rachel,” he whispered as
he fondled her exposed right breast.



“Even you will be desirable in the
dark.”

He reached out and grabbed her
shoulders, pushing her toward the bed.
She pulled away from him just enough to
give herself some space despite the way
he still held her left wrist. Her hand
reached back to the small table beside
his bed. It was then that Rachel’s hand
touched his clock radio. She gripped it
tightly and lifted it quickly, the
momentum  carrying through  and
connecting with the left side of
Richard’s head. He fell like a sack of
bricks back onto the bed, pulling Rachel
down with him as he fell. Rachel stood
slowly and looked down at the
unconscious figure before her.



“Now who’s in the dark, Richard?”
she whispered, her breathing labored.

She looked at him and tried to calm
her hatred for him. The anger in her
wanted to hit him again, but some small
voice in her brain cautioned her to get
out before he came to. She hesitated for
a minute and watched as his chest rose
and fell with each breath that he took.
She knew that she hadn’t killed him, as
much as she wanted to.

In the minutes that followed, she found
that she was quite calm. She waited for
the tears to come but they never did. She
was unable to really feel anything at the
moment. Thoughts of self-recrimination
flooded her. She could only wonder



what she had ever done to deserve this.
She must have done something wrong.
She must have sent out the wrong
signals.

No. She hadn’t done anything wrong.
She would not accept responsibility for
the violence that this man had inflicted
upon her. She adjusted her bra and lifted
the bodice of her dress to cover her
exposed body. She walked slowly out of
the bedroom and made her way toward
the apartment door then bent down
slowly to retrieve her purse and shawl
that had been thrown to the floor beside
the door during their struggle. As she
unlocked the dead bolt and removed the
chains from the three remaining locks,
she saw that her hands were shaking



violently. She closed the door behind
her quietly, robotically made her way
down the two flights of stairs, and
walked out to the sidewalk to the nearly
deserted street.

She took a deep, cleansing breath and
closed her eyes with relief as she stood
out in the freedom of the warm night air.
Reaching into her purse, she pulled out
her cell phone and connected to 911. She
looked back at the apartment building
nervously, expecting Richard to come
out at any moment.

“You think you can get away with this,
you piece of shit?”” she asked of no one
as the call went through and she listened
to the ringing on the other end. “Wrong.”



“911 Emergency,” a man’s voice
answered briskly.

“My name is Rachel Williams. My
date just tried to rape me.”



Chapter 4

Rachel stood silently outside the busy
Manhattan hospital with the female
police officer that had been at her side
throughout her ordeal. It had been a long
night that had started off as a blur then
dragged on to endless questions,
pictures, and physical examinations.
Despite her embarrassment, she knew
that she had done the right thing in
calling the police. If she hadn’t, she
couldn’t have lived with herself
knowing that Richard would be free to
do the same thing to someone else in the
future.

“Rachel, I wish you would allow us to



take you back to your hotel. Are you sure
you don’t want me to go back with you?”
Louise Ward asked her, her concern
sincere.

“No, thanks,” Rachel told her quietly.
“I1l be all right. T just want to get
home.”

Officer Ward nodded in
understanding. “The department will be
in touch.”

Rachel looked at the young officer and
couldn’t help but be filled with gratitude
for her presence and help. “Thanks for
staying with me, Louise.”

Louise Ward smiled slightly. “You
take care, Rachel,” she said quietly.
“Get some rest.”

“Thanks,” Rachel answered, her voice



shaking slightly.

“You did the right thing,” Officer
Ward told her seriously.

Rachel nodded and took a deep breath.
“I know,” she said finally.

She turned and stepped off the curb,
raised her right hand and hailed an
approaching cab, pulling her shawl
tighter around her shoulders. A taxi
pulled over, and she pulled open the
back door to climb in quickly. She
slammed the door behind her, waving to
Louise as she stepped back away from
the cab.

“Plaza Hotel,” she told the cab driver
firmly, her voice stronger than she
thought she was capable of at the



moment.

As the cab pulled away from the curb
she looked straight ahead, not wanting to
look back. Each look back would be a
memory of her night, and she didn’t want
to think about it. The very thought of
Richard sent a shiver of panic and hatred
through her. She looked at her watch and
closed her eyes as she said a silent
prayer of thanks. She would go back to
the hotel and check out then she would
make her way back to Grand Central
Station. If she hurried she would be able
to make the last train to New Haven.
From there she would drive to her
apartment in  Crystal Springs,
Connecticut and lock herself away from
the world. Once she was home she



would be safe. No one would be able to
find her or bother her there. No one in
New York City knew her home address
except her agent, and Nancy would
never give that information to anyone.

In the short time it took the cab to
make its way through the busy streets to
the hotel, Rachel checked that the safety
pins holding her dress together were
secure. She moved her hand to her neck
to be sure that the gold chain with the
stunning blue stone that looked like ice
was safely tucked away inside the
bodice of her dress. She took out her
brush and brushed her long brown hair
quickly. She removed her small compact
mirror from her purse and checked the



damage done to her face, touching it
gently as she viewed her reflection. It
was swollen and she could see a purple
hue beginning to form across her right
cheek. Her left cheek didn’t look much
better. She closed the compact and
replaced it in her purse. There was no
point in trying to hide it with makeup.
She didn’t really care. She hurt too
much, both physically and emotionally,
to care about anything just then. She
shifted uncomfortably in her seat and
gasped softly as the muscles in her back
radiated pain throughout her abused
body.

She looked out at the people that they
passed and sighed tiredly. She was so
glad she was on her way home. A



coldness settled within her body as she
realized how lucky she was to have
gotten away from Richard when she had.
The more she thought about it the more
anxious she became. She hoped she
would be able to get home before she
fell apart. She couldn’t wait to take a
long, hot shower and scrub the filth of
Richard’s act from her body.

She kept her head down as the
doorman opened the cab door for her.
She made her way into the hotel and
headed toward the elevator, grateful that
the lobby wasn’t very busy. She entered
the elevator and nearly plastered herself
against the left wall, as far away from
the three other people in the elevator as



she could. She reached forward and
pushed the button for her floor then
leaned back against the wall to avoid
contact with anyone. She looked at the
floor, then up at the control panel and
found her vision blurring as she looked
up at the lights that flashed each floor
number. If she could just get to her room
before she lost control of her emotions.
The elevator door finally opened to
her floor and she stepped out and made
her way through the hallway. Her hands
were shaking as she opened her purse to
remove her key card. It took three
swipes of the card before she was able
to open the door. She pushed the door
shut behind her, flipped the extra
security lock, and walked directly to the



bed to pull open her suitcase that she had
left there.

Unpinning the dress, she pulled it and
the strapless bra from her body. She
reached into the suitcase to grab a
regular bra and her maroon sweatshirt.
She was careful as she put on her bra,
gasping in pain as it rubbed against the
bite marks on her breasts. She pulled the
soft sweatshirt over her head, making
sure that the precious gold chain was
safely tucked inside of it.

Her body ached but she forced herself
to continue changing. She pulled off her
delicate high-heeled gold sandals then
carefully peeled off her nylons and
underwear. She threw everything into the



suitcase without regard and pulled out a
fresh pair of underwear and her
comfortable pair of jeans. Dressing
quickly, her mind was set only on getting
out of the hotel as quickly as possible.
She grabbed her socks and sneakers and
hurriedly put them on, finding some
sense of calm as she performed the
ritualistic routine of getting dressed in
the clothes that matched her true nature.
She walked into the bathroom and
retrieved all of her makeup and personal
items. Grabbing her empty garment bag
as she walked toward the bed, she
dropped everything beside her suitcase.
Folding the garment bag into a small
square, she laid it on the bottom of the
small suitcase, then tossed her toiletries



in beside the clothes she had every
intention of throwing away once she got
home. Taking out her casual denim
shoulder bag from the suitcase, she
transferred all the items from her gold
purse into it. Pulling out her hairbrush
and hair tie, she brushed her hair
carefully and pulled it back into a
ponytail at the crown of her head.
Pushing the brush back into her casual
purse, she zipped it closed and set it
aside then zipped her overnight bag
closed and set it down on the floor.

She checked out via the video
checkout, picked up her briefcase and
suitcase, and settled the strap of the
purse across her chest. She left the room



without a backward glance, made her
way to the elevator, down to the lobby,
out the front door of the hotel, and out
into the busy street. She was glad the
doorman hailed a cab for her quickly
and she didn’t have to speak to him. She
didn’t want to have to speak to anyone.

The ride to Grand Central was a
nerve-wracking one for her. She just
wanted to board the train and go home.
Once at the station, she paid the cabby,
pulled herself out of the cab as best she
could considering how much she was
hurting, and efficiently melded into the
throng of people that always populated
the bustling train station.

Despite the heat of the summer night,
she was chilled to the depths of her



bones. She was glad she that had packed
her warm sweatshirt. She felt a sense of
comfort in the casual clothes that she
wore and was able to put aside the
events of the evening as she concentrated
on walking quickly toward the platform
to board the train home. She sat in the
last seat of the last car, placed her bag
between the wall of the train and her left
leg, leaned her left cheek against the
window, and closed her eyes for a
moment at the pure pleasure of it. The
coolness of the glass eased the sting of
her injury somewhat.

Her breathing slowed and she calmed
considerably as the train moved away
from the City. She opened her eyes and



looked out into the blackness of the
tunnel. She felt numb. Her mind was
racing, but she found that she was pretty
calm. She should be upset that she
couldn’t feel anything, but she wasn’t.

The memory of Richard’s words was
seared in her brain, but she couldn’t
bring up any emotions to react to them. It
was better that way. She couldn’t deal
with the thought of him or what he had
just done to her any more tonight
anyway. What she concentrated on
instead was the fact that he couldn’t hurt
her anymore. She was in control of her
life and her future. She had always been
in control in the past and Richard’s
abuse was not going to change that.

She closed her eyes once again and



settled back in her seat, letting the
motion of the train soothe her. She knew
it was 1mpossible but she prayed that the
motion would rock her to sleep.

The two hour trip to New Haven
seemed endless. The viciousness of the
attack was clear in her mind, and her
body was feeling the effects of it. Not
only was she physically suffering, but
mentally she was running the events over
and over in her mind, unable to rest,
trying to think through what she might
have done to avoid the whole thing.

When the train finally pulled into the
New Haven terminal she was
experiencing a full-fledged panic attack.
She tried to breathe slowly to will away



the tightness in her chest and was only
mildly successful. Pushing herself to get
through it, she exited the train as quickly
as she could, walked quickly through the
silver tunnel walkway, and made her
way to the parking garage down the
street from the terminal. She walked up
to the second level, found her car, and
settled herself quickly behind the wheel,
quickly locking the car doors. The ride
home would be nearly forty-five
minutes. She prayed that she could hold
it together for the duration of the trip.
She paid the parking attendant as if by
rote then pulled out of the garage and
headed toward the highway to go home.
She drove safely and methodically,
finding herself outside her home before



she realized it. She pushed the button on
her garage door opener, pulled the car
into its place, and closed the door
behind it. She made her way into her
home through the connecting doorway
and punched the code into the security
system after shutting the door behind
herself. She was so glad to be home.

She dropped her bag onto the floor of
her kitchen and went to the refrigerator
to get a bottle of water. She held the
cold bottle to her right cheek briefly,
then her left, and leaned forward on the
counter to steady herself. Reaching
forward, she picked up the bottle of
ibuprofen on the counter, took off the cap
with some difficulty, damning the



children’s safety cap in frustration. She
popped two pills and drank the cold
water quickly. Everything about her,
body and soul, ached. She hoped the
medicine would help.

She turned to head toward her
bedroom when the blinking light on her
answering machine caught her eye.
There were two messages. She reached
forward to push the play button, noticing
that her hand was still shaking. The
machine beeped and her cousin Roy’s
voice filled her kitchen.

“Okay, Rache, I got your message.
You don’t want to stay with me and
Paulette, and you don’t want to stay with
my mom.” His voice sounded as if he
were smiling. “The campground you



wanted to know about is pretty filled up
right now. I think you should try the San
Isabel National Forest Campground near
Twin Lakes. The name of it is Parry
Peak. It’s not as fancy as the other
campgrounds, but you’ll be able to get
some peace and quiet there. I’'ll be
looking for you on my morning rounds.
I’ll expect you in about a week. You
have my cell and home number if you
need me in the meantime. Paulette said
to call her while you’re driving. She
wants to catch up with you without me
being there to interrupt—as if I would
interrupt you two when you start
gabbing. Where do you think she got that
idea? Be careful, cousin. Love you.”



Rachel smiled weakly and reached
forward to pick up the water bottle. Her
hand froze as her machine beeped and
she heard the voice on the second
message. It was Richard’s.

“The next time I see you, I’'m going to
finish what 1 started, bitch,” his angry
voice echoed across her empty kitchen.

Rachel felt her heart pounding against
her chest. She wanted nothing more than
to erase the message and erase the night
from her life, but she had to stay strong
and stop Richard’s continued abuse of
her. Very slowly, she reached forward
and pushed the button to save the
message. She would give it to the police.

She wanted to wait to call them in the



morning. It was late and she needed to
clean up and get some rest. She rubbed
her temple tiredly. Her head was really
beginning to pound. She was exhausted,
but she knew that she should report
Richard’s threat. Picking up the phone,
she rested it on the counter as she
searched her purse for the card that
Officer Louise Ward had given her.

The phone call was short and to the
point. She was glad that she was able to
talk directly to Louise. Louise filled out
the report as she talked to her and told
Rachel to save the message for
evidence. After one more word of
caution and encouragement, Louise told
her to take care of herself and thanked
her for calling to inform them of



Richard’s threat. It would serve to
strengthen their case against him.

“Take care of yourself, Rachel,”
Louise said gently.

“I will,” Rachel said tiredly. “Thank
you for all of your help today, Louise.”
At Louise’s mumbled acceptance and
soft words of good night, Rachel smiled
and disconnected the call.

She leaned against the counter and
reached out to unplug the phone. She
would call to change her number in the
morning. Thankfully, Richard didn’t
have her address. He had never even
asked what city she lived in. He only
knew that she lived in Connecticut.

She walked through the kitchen and the



living room to go to her bedroom. The
soft pink walls and burgundy coverlet on
her bed helped to soothe her nerves. Her
bedroom always made her feel
comforted. It was soft and feminine and
satisfied her basic need to be pampered.
She turned on the overhead chandelier
and the soft light sparkled against its
hanging glass teardrops.

She made her way into her bathroom
and began to peel off her clothes, careful
to remove Joanna McCoy’s gold chain
and place it gently on top of the counter.
She stood naked before the mirror that
ran the width of the left wall. It was hard
to believe that she was the woman who
stared back at her. The right side of her
face was swollen and purple. The left



side wasn’t much better. Teeth marks
marred her breasts. Although the skin
wasn’t broken, it was bruised, already a
purple color, and sore to the touch.

“Oh, God,” she whispered out loud.

Sickness overcame her and she ran to
the toilet, barely making it in time. Her
body was wracked with spasms as she
heaved time after time until she was
totally devoid of strength and her
stomach muscles screamed in protest.
Silent tears mixed with moans consumed
her as her emotions were finally
allowed to be released.

It was a while before she could move.
When she did, she was weak and
completely spent. She used the counter



to steady herself as she stood on shaky
legs and made her way to the sink. She
brushed her teeth  methodically,
determined to remove the taste of bile
and fear from her mouth. Turning off the
cold water, she grabbed for the hand
towel and wiped at her mouth weakly.

She turned and slid open the delicately
etched glass panel to her shower,
stepped inside, and turned on the water.
When it was warm enough, she turned on
the overhead spray and stepped forward
into the hot cascading water. She stood
there silently, letting the heat run over
her and through her.

The warmth of the water slid down
across her shoulders and onto her back
as she leaned against the side of the



shower stall and cried. The tears came
slowly at first then rushed forward,
coming out in great gasps accompanied
by great sobs that were ripped from
deep within her. She didn’t know how
long she cried. By the time the tears
stopped flowing, her throat hurt and she
felt such incredible weakness she could
barely remain standing.

She picked up her shampoo and began
to wash her hair. Someone once told her
that completing routine tasks helped get
you through tough times. She scrubbed
her hair and rinsed it, not really thinking
about anything. She poured a blob of
conditioner into her hand and rubbed it
thoroughly through her hair. Reaching



forward, she picked up the washcloth
and the bar of soap from the ledge and
lathered the cloth until it was foaming.
Putting the soap back in the dish, she
started at her arms and scrubbed her
body thoroughly. She wanted to wash
Richard’s touch from every inch of her
skin. Although she was gentle, the pain
of her abused body screamed out at her.

She leaned back into the warmth of the
shower, trying to relax under the steady
spray as it washed away the soap and
the conditioner. She was thankful that
Richard hadn’t completed what he had
intended to do. She was proud of the
strength that she had displayed to defend
herself. But she questioned herself as
well.



Maybe she shouldn’t have gone to the
police. Maybe she shouldn’t have gone
to the hospital. She was filled with
conflicting thoughts. Even though she
knew she had done the right thing by
reporting the attack, she wondered if she
should have just left without calling the
police. Everything played over and over
in her mind. The thoughts pounded in her
head until she was sure she would vomit
again. Her head ached worse than her
body, if that were even possible.

She reached forward and turned oft
the shower. Squeezing her hair to get rid
of the excess water, she found herself
taking deep breaths to calm herself. She
stepped out of the shower and wrapped



her hair and her body in the plush pink
towels that she had left out.

She found that she was shaking again.
She slid weakly down the bathroom wall
to sit on the cold tile floor. She sat on
the floor with her head leaning back
against the soft pink tiles on the wall. It
was a while before she could move. She
didn’t really know how many minutes
had passed before she had the strength to
stand.

She used the counter to steady herself
as she pulled herself up and made her
way to the sink. She once again brushed
her teeth methodically, then reached
forward with a shaking hand and filled
the small cup on the counter with cold
water, drinking it slowly. Turning off the



cold water, she grabbed for the hand
towel and wiped her face and her mouth
weakly. She looked at her reflection in
the partially misted mirror and found
empty, cold eyes staring back at herself.

She left the bathroom as it was. She
would clean it in the morning. She took
her brush and hair dryer from the drawer
and walked out into her bedroom. It was
cool in the house and she was grateful.
She could hear the humming of the
central air conditioning unit. It soothed
her to hear the familiar sound.

She brushed her hair quickly then
tossed the dryer and brush onto her bed
and reached out to pull open two
drawers of her bureau. Taking out a



clean pair of underwear and pajamas,
she got dressed quickly then sat down on
her bed, plugged in her hair dryer and
turned it on. She was lost in thought as
she felt the heat on her face and her hair.
It helped to lull her almost to sleep.

After brushing her hair, she made her
way back to the kitchen. She took out
two ice trays and put some ice cubes
into four separate freezer bags. Taking
kitchen towels from the drawer beside
the sink, she wrapped the contained ice
in each one and carried them back to her
bedroom.

She turned off the lights and settled
herself in bed, placing the covered ice
on each of her cheeks and on her breasts.
The coolness of the ice helped



somewhat. Considering what she had
been through, she doubted she would
really sleep, but she was determined to
get some rest. The house was quiet and
cool. Rachel tried to concentrate on her
even breathing to try to lull herself to
sleep but it was of no use. She couldn’t
sleep despite her exhaustion.

The events of the evening inundated
her thoughts and she found herself
moaning 1in fear. She kept seeing
Richard’s face and hearing his cruel
words. Her skin crawled as his attack
replayed in her mind. It was nearly noon
when sleep finally claimed her, but even
that was fitful and unsettling. After what
seemed an eternity of disturbing flashes



of Richard, the haunting scenes abated.

She settled into a deep sleep and
began to dream, finding herself calming
as she scented the comforting cinnamon
and sugar fragrance once again. She felt
the warmth that surrounded her and gave
in to the feeling of love and protection
that she always felt when she
experienced that delicious smell. It was
one that she often felt as a child. It didn’t
matter that the scent hadn’t really been a
part of her adult life very much. Now
that it was back, she was glad for it. The
dream that came to her was unbidden,
but she found herself opening herself up
to the experience of it.

The figure was in shadow. He was



tall and broad but she couldn’t see his
face. Something about him was
familiar, and she found that she wasn't
afraid as she stepped forward to stand
before him. She watched as his hand
took hers and she noticed that he wore
a red flannel shirt.

“Rachel, I'm waiting for you,” his
deep voice spoke to her soothingly.

“Who are you?” she asked the
shadow.

“I’ll hold you and protect you,” he
answered her.

“No!”" she cried out to him. “I don't
want to be touched.”

“Don’t worry, honey,” his soothing
voice assured her. “No one will ever



hurt you again.”

“Yes they will,” Rachel called out to
him. “You can’t stop him.”

“I will,” he told her with conviction.
“I will love you, and hold you, and
touch you.”

He leaned forward and reached up to
hold her face gently within his large
hands. Her eyes closed as his lips
covered hers, kissing her sweetly once,
then again, humming against her lips
with happiness.

“I could kiss you forever, honey,” he
told her softly.

Rachel tried to look through the
shadows that surrounded the man who
spoke so gently to her, but she couldn't
see his face.



“This isn't real,” she whimpered.
“You aren’t real for me.”

“I'll see you soon,” he answered,
stepping back into the fog of her
dream.

“Wait! Don't leave,” she called out
to him.

“I wont,” he promised. “I’ll be
here.”

Rachel turned over in bed and
snuggled deeply into her blankets, finally
settling into a deep sleep. She somehow
felt that everything would be okay.



Chapter 5

“What a bastard!” Paulette said,
horrified. “Did you call the police,
Rachel?”

“Yes. I spent the rest of the night at the
hospital being examined and giving my
statement to the police,” Rachel said,
smiling at the concern of her cousin
Roy’s wife. Paulette had to be one of the
nicest people she had ever met. To hear
her swear was actually kind of funny.

When she had called Roy, she hadn’t
been able to hold it together. Once she
had heard his gentle voice, she had
fallen apart. She knew she upset him, but
she couldn’t help it. He stayed on the



phone with her for a while, listening to
how she had been attacked before he
gave the phone to Paulette. He was
angry, but he was more concerned for
her. That made her calm somewhat. Roy
had always been her protector. So had
Sam.

“Don’t get all worked up, Paulette. It’s
not good for the baby,” Rachel said
calmly, worried for her.

“The baby 1s fine,” Paulette told her
quickly, her patience nearly gone. “You
and Roy really need to lighten up. I
swear, it must be a family trait. You both
drive me crazy with the way you worry.”

“I could say the same about you,
Paulette,” Rachel told her, laughing
softly.



“Hey! ’'m not the one who was nearly
raped by a sadistic asshole!” Paulette
yelled. “I have just cause to worry about
you!”

“Okay, Paulette,” Rachel said quickly,
trying to calm down her cousin-in-law.
“I love you, t0o.”

There was silence on the phone.
Rachel knew that Paulette was trying to
calm down. She didn’t want to upset her.
Roy was worried enough about his
wife’s health.

“Honey, try to calm down,” she could
hear Roy’s voice in the background.

Rachel heard the distinct sound of a
kiss and knew that Roy was loving
Paulette into calmness. Or maybe he



wasn’t.

“Hey! Tell Roy to stop hitting on you,”
Rachel said, teasing Paulette. “I need to
talk to you, and if he keeps distracting
you with his kisses, I won’t be able to.”

“Good point,” Paulette said quickly.
“Roy, keep your hands to yourself. Let
me talk to Rachel. We can make love
after.”

“Geez, Paulette! Too much
information!” Rachel groused, laughing
softly when she heard Roy kissing his
wife one more time before there was
relative quiet.

“Okay, Rachel,” Paulette said,
laughing softly. “Mr. Grabby Hands is
giving me a break so we can talk.”

Rachel couldn’t contain the bark of



laughter that escaped her. As tired as she
was from driving continuously for the
last three days from Connecticut on her
journey to Colorado, she couldn’t help
but feel lighter from talking with
Paulette.

“So, tell me what else,” Paulette urged
her quietly.

“There’s nothing else,” Rachel
protested softly.

“Rachel, I know you. Something else
happened. What, honey?”

Rachel hesitated, her throat
constricting as she fought to keep her
emotions under control. “Please don’t
tell Roy,” she finally whispered.

“You know I won’t,” Paulette



promised.

“I know.” Rachel hesitated, trying to
remember the hateful words that Richard
had spoken to her.

“Tell me, Rache,” Paulette urged her.

“He said that no one would ever want
me,” Rachel said quietly, embarrassed
by the words. “He said that even [ would
be attractive in the dark.”

“Shit!”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“You know he’s wrong, right, honey?”

Rachel remained silent. Even though
she logically knew that Richard spoke
those words to hurt her, emotionally she
couldn’t help but be affected by them.
She had lived a lifetime of isolation. She
often questioned her worth as a woman.



She ached to feel the love of a man who
cherished her and desired her. She
hadn’t ever felt that in her life, and
Richard’s words had hit a nerve.

“I don’t really know that, Paulette,”
she finally admitted, her voice only a
whisper.

“Oh, Rachel,” Paulette said softly, her
heart breaking for her husband’s cousin.
“You should know that. Please don’t
allow him to mess with your mind. Don’t
give him that power over you. He’s a
jerk. He’s a pig. He’s worse than that.
He’s the mud that a pig rolls in. No.
He’s the bugs in the mud that a pig rolls
n.”

Rachel laughed out loud at that one.



“Paulette, you’re the best. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Paulette said softly.
“Come home to us. We need you to stay
with us.”

“No. I’m going to the campground that
Roy recommended,” Rachel said firmly.
“Please don’t be offended, Paulette. I
just need some time alone. I need the
fresh air of the mountains. I don’t want
to have to make conversation. I just want
to relax and write. I have tons of edits to
finish. I really need the peace of the
campground.”

Paulette sighed heavily. “Okay. I
understand. I’ll give you your space.
Roy will, too. But I need to see you.
Promise me that you’ll come and spend
some time with us.”



“I promise. You'll have to let me
know when you feel up to me visiting. If
you’re too tired, you need to tell me.”

“Okay, honey. You drive carefully,”
Paulette said softly. “Call me whenever
you want. I’m pretty much stuck at home
for the duration of my pregnancy, so I’ll
be here whenever you need to talk.”

“Are you okay, Paulette? Is the baby
okay?”

“Yes. Don’t you start, too! Roy is
driving me crazy with his constant
questions.”

“That’s because he loves you so
much,” Rachel whispered, smiling at the
thought of the two of them. She was so
happy that Roy had found someone so



wonderful to love who absolutely
adored him. She couldn’t have picked a
better wife for him.

“Yeah, well, the feeling is mutual,”
Paulette whispered.

“I know,” Rachel whispered back.
“Go on and be with your husband. You
promised him that you would make love
to him when you got off the phone with
me.”

Paulette laughed softly. “Talk to you
tomorrow, honey.”

“Tomorrow,” Rachel said quickly,
ending the call and concentrating on the
road ahead of her.

She liked driving at night. The traffic
was much lighter. She planned on
driving for another couple of hours



before stopping for the night. She knew
she wouldn’t be able to sleep, but she
would get a room at one of the hotels on
the way and do her best to get some rest
before continuing her trip in the morning,

She wondered if she would have more
dreams tonight. She had dreamed about
her mystery lover every night since she
had arrived home from New York City.
At first, the dreams were frustrating and
she didn’t want to experience them. But
now, she looked forward to each one of
them. Each dream made her feel
protected and loved.

She continued to drive with a smile on
her face, thinking about her cousin, his
wife Paulette, and the place where she



had grown up surrounded by friends and
family. It wouldn’t be long before she
was safely home deep within the
mountains—the one place she had
always felt protected and loved.

% ok ok ook

Paulette placed her cell phone on the
bedside table, turning over slowly so
she could face her husband. She smiled
when Roy’s arms surrounded her
immediately, and he drew her close
against his chest.

“So, how’s Rache?” he asked sofily.

“Not bad considering what happened
to her,” Paulette said honestly.

Roy nodded, his jaw clenching as he



thought about the attack on his younger
cousin. “She told you about it?” he
asked.

“Yes.”

“Was it bad?”

“Yes.”

“I could kill that guy.”

“Me, t00.”

Roy concentrated on calming himself.
Just thinking about Rachel going through
her attack made him sick to his stomach.
He never understood how any man could
hurt a woman.

“What else did she say?”

“She told me about some of the things
he said to her during the attack,” Paulette
answered honestly. “Rachel doesn’t



want me to tell you.”

“Why not?”’

“Because it’s humiliating to her.”

“She needs to come here and live,” he
said firmly.

“She needs to fall in love,” Paulette
whispered, leaning forward and kissing
the underside of Roy’s jaw. She smiled
at the soft growl that escaped him at her
touch.

“She’s already in love,” Roy said,
trying really hard to concentrate.

“I know, honey,” Paulette agreed.
“We’re going to make sure that she
finally gets her man.”

Roy laughed softly, easing back and
looking down at his sweet wife with
obvious love in his eyes. He reached up



and brushed back her soft hair from her
face, smiling at the richness of her
brunette hair. When he looked into her
gentle brown eyes, he melted with the
love that shone there for him. He was
truly a lucky man.

“Sweetheart,” he whispered, leaning
forward and kissing her lips lightly.

“I love you, Roy Monroe,” she
whispered against his lips.

Their baby took that moment to move
within her body, drawing both of their
attention. Roy smiled broadly as he slid
his hand across Paulette’s belly, loving
the feel of his son moving so strongly
within her womb.

“You need to take your clothes off,



Roy,” Paulette whispered, reaching up to
tug at his T-shirt.

“Paulette, it’s not safe, honey,” he
protested. “I don’t want to hurt you or
the baby.”

“You won’t,” she told him, tugging his
shirt over his head and throwing it
behind him before reaching down to pull
at his sleep pants. When he tried to stop
her hand, she cupped his groin and
traced the hard length of his cock. “I
want you, Roy.”

Roy moaned as her fingers traced his
hardness. “Baby, this isn’t a good idea,”
he told her, knowing he was putty in her
hands. He could never deny her anything.

“This 1s a terrific idea,” she told him.
“You need to love me. The doctor said



it’s safe. Honest, Roy.”

Roy eased back to look down at her,
seeing the way she looked at him with
open desire. “I love you, Paulette,” he
whispered, leaning forward to kiss her
tenderly.

As he pulled her nightgown over her
head, he groaned softly at the beauty of
his naked woman. He loved everything
about her. Her body called to his. Her
heart matched its rhythm to his. Her soul
was entwined with his. They were truly
one.

He pushed off his pajama pants and
carefully maneuvered her so that she
straddled his hips. He held her steady as
she reached down and took firm hold of



his shaft, placing it at her already
dripping folds. When she pressed down
and took him deep within her body, he
closed his eyes and said a prayer of
thanks for this beautiful woman that he
loved with all of his heart.
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Rachel slowly unfolded and sat down
on the lounge chair she had taken with
her from home, leaned her head back
tiredly, and closed her eyes. She took a
deep breath and relaxed for the first time
in a week. It was a wonderful feeling.

The Colorado night air was cold but
refreshing. It certainly didn’t feel like
the hot and humid July nights that she



was used to in Connecticut. Even though
it was nearly midnight, she didn’t want
to move from her chair just yet. She had
driven a long way, and she just wanted
to do nothing for a few more minutes.
Her last day in Connecticut had been a
busy one. She had sent the tape of
Richard’s threatening message to the
police, glad that she had never replaced
her old answering machine. If she had,
she couldn’t have sent the tiny tape that
contained the threat. She had also called
the phone company to change her phone
number to a new number and made the
choice to keep it unlisted. After calling
the security company to inform them that
she would be gone for the rest of the



summer, she had called Roy and had
talked for nearly an hour, telling him
what had happened. He was upset,
angry, and scared for her, but his
understanding and support was exactly
what she needed.

Speaking to Roy and Paulette had
given her the strength she had needed to
get through the final preparations for her
trip and the long, lonely hours on the
road to the mountains of Colorado. The
daily talks to Paulette on her journey to
the  mountains had helped her
considerably. She wasn’t nearly as
jumpy. She actually was laughing again.
Paulette had that effect on her. Roy also
played an important part in her gradual
healing. Her cousin’s friendship had



never wavered over the years. She had
always been close to him, and he made
her understand that there were kind and
loving men out there. She had just been
unlucky enough to find real idiots.

Roy had wanted her to fly out to
Colorado, but she had felt she needed
the time alone to relax and think things
through. She really believed she would
be in a better mindset if she saw Roy in
one week rather than in a few hours.
That’s how the car trip had been born.

Rachel opened her eyes and surveyed
the quiet campground. She was totally
alone in the peacefulness of the
mountains. The area was totally devoid
of movement and only the occasional



sounds of the night interrupted the
silence. Her soft brown eyes gazed
silently across the softly lit campsite and
settled on a point somewhere in the
darkness beyond. The faint glow of the
lantern she had placed on the ground
beside her threw shadows across her
face, revealing circles of strain and
fatigue under eyes that usually shone big
and bright with enthusiasm. Her dark
brown hair was pulled back into a
ponytail that curled softly at the middle
of her back. The soft tresses framed a
face that mirrored a deep sadness. She
knew she still carried the bruises from
her attack, but she was thankful that they
had lightened considerably.

She looked around the campground,



glad to be in the peaceful area. Her
campsite was secluded from the rest of
the campsites, separated by tall pines
that stood like soldiers ready to protect
her.

“Always the writer,” she said out loud
to herself, smiling sadly at her own
active imagination.

Her smile slowly faded as her eyes
fixed on the lantern flame before her.
She was lost in thoughts of recent
memories. As she leaned in toward the
light she hugged her body as if to
squeeze away the pain. A faint purplish-
yellow discoloration just above her left
cheekbone and right jawline could
barely be discerned in the dimness of the



light. She touched her face lightly,
wincing slightly, partly because of actual
pain and partly because of the awful
memories that were flooding forth.

She had had a long drive to think over
what had happened and evaluate what
Richard had really meant to her. She
realized now that she had loved the
thought of being in love and being loved
by someone. Richard certainly had fallen
short of the kind of man that she would
have wished for. Rachel closed her eyes
and lowered her head in defeat. The date
that night had been yet another chance
for her to move on. It should have been a
beautiful evening. She had hoped it
would have been a wonderful romance.

She knew that it was the writer in her



that had romanticized the entire
relationship. Her long drive had given
her plenty of time to think everything
through, and she realized now that she
had only felt those things because
Richard was handsome, he was
charming, and he was there. She had
relived that night countless times since
then and even though she was angry
about what had happened, she couldn’t
help but feel disgusted, used and
incompetent as both a person and a
woman.

She was disgusted with herself for
allowing herself to be pulled along to
his apartment and wished she had made
more of a scene to stop it from ever



occurring, but what was done was done.
Yes, she had learned a powertful lesson,
but it was a lesson that had made her
stronger.

She had been raised to be kind, to be
nice. She had always done what she
should—this time to her own detriment.
Being kind and nice was important, but
being safe and smart and learning to be
more assertive would have been the
better way to be in her situation with
Richard. It was her own fault that she
had allowed her upbringing to prevent
her from taking a hard stand for her own
protection. If she ever had any daughters
she would be sure to teach them to be
both kind and protective of themselves.
Rachel laughed cynically at the thought



of her having children or being a part of
any loving relationship.

“Yeah, like that’s ever gonna happen,”
she said sarcastically.

She rubbed her eyes tiredly, bringing
herself back to the present. She slowly
eased herself out of the folding chair.
She was in the mountains of Colorado
now. She wanted to forget all of those
painful memories and let the quiet beauty
of the mountains soothe and heal her.

She had to make sure that everything
was settled inside her tent before she got
too comfortable. Reaching forward, she
picked up the lantern and stood up to
stretch, lifting the lantern high above her
shoulder as she moved. The lantern cast



a soft light across her body and
illuminated the area a few feet beyond
her. Her fleece-lined jacket was baggy
and warm and partially concealed her
shape but her jeans hugged her hips and
made her feel feminine despite the strong
muscles that graced her legs. Her life
had been active, always filled with
activities outside, just as she had
enjoyed as a child. Just as she had
shared with Roy and Sam.

She held the lantern out before her and
walked carefully to her car. She opened
the passenger door then hesitated to look
up at the night sky. The air was crisp and
cool, and the sky was filled with stars. It
was beautiful. She stood there for a
moment, enjoying the silence. This trip



was going to be the best thing for her.
Calm and peaceful. Just what she
needed.

Pulling up the heavy hood of the
jacket, she tugged at the strings slightly
to secure the hood in place. The hood
shielded her face, and she could feel the
warmth against her cheeks immediately.
Taking the chest cooler from the floor
behind the front passenger seat, she
placed it on the ground beside her then
closed the door and locked it securely.
She turned, picked up the cooler by its
handles, and started to walk back toward
her tent with the lantern balanced on top
of the chest.

She carried everything to the tent that



would be her makeshift home for the
summer. She stopped, put down the
cooler, and looked over the large blue
tent one last time, raising her lantern to
make sure that it was secured and
steady. When she was satisfied, she
reached forward to unzip the netting
flap. Picking up and placing the cooler
and lantern inside the tent, she quickly
climbed in and zipped the netting closed
behind her. One final zip of the
remaining solid flap and she was shut off
from life’s craziness. She was now in
her own world and no one could bother
her.

She found herself breathing a sigh of
relief. It had been a long trip from her
home in Connecticut, but now that she



was here she knew that she had made the
right decision. Here, in the mountains of
Colorado, she could rest. It was here
that she had always enjoyed writing the
most. She needed some quiet time away
from everyone and everything to sort
things out and finish the edits on her
latest book. Her yearly trek to the
mountains always refreshed her and
allowed her imagination to flourish.

She was at peace here. She was home.
She found that she could dream dreams
that gave life to her stories and hope to
her life. She needed renewed hope—
especially now.

Shaking herself mentally, she refused
to think about Richard, the attack, or the



cruel words he had spoken. She was
determined to let all of that go. She knew
it would take time, but she had to start
moving forward. Only in doing that
would she be able to start to heal. She
could not allow him to have any more
control over her mind or her future.

Focusing on her tasks at hand, she
concentrated on setting up her tent so that
she would have a comfortable home for
the duration of her stay. She carried the
cooler to the back half of the tent and set
it down carefully. She tied back the flaps
that separated the two sections of the
inside of the large tent and surveyed the
area before her.

“And here we have the bedroom not
far from the living room,” she spoke out



loud, smiling as she passed into the area
that she had already set up with a
portable cot and sleeping bag. At least
she still had her sense of humor, as lame
as her jokes were anyway. She reached
out to arrange the pillow and the extra
blankets over the sleeping bag then
turned to neatly stack her books on top of
the laptop case that she had brought
along with her to her mountain sanctuary.
Once she was satisfied that everything
was in its place, she turned back toward
the tent entrance, unzipped the two flaps
and stepped out of the tent, carrying the
lantern with her. Quickly zipping just the
netting of the tent, she turned and headed
away from her site.



She started toward the bathrooms but
stopped when she realized that she had
left her rubber mallet near the lounge
chair. She walked over to it quickly and
was reaching down to pick it up when
she heard a twig snap. A cold shiver of
fear raced through her, and she clenched
the mallet tighter in her hand. She turned
and faced the direction that the noise had
come from. She waited silently, tense
with anticipation.

“A little late to be setting up camp,
don’t you think?” a man’s deep voice
called to her from the darkness.

Rachel jumped at the sound of his
voice but stood to face him squarely.
She was ready to defend herself if she



had to. No man was ever going to get the
upper hand over her again.

“That’s not any of your business,” she
told him calmly and with more
composure than she was sure she had at
that moment.

He stood just outside the circle of
light, making it impossible to make out
anything but darkness and shadows. Only
silence answered her and, for a moment,
she could hear only the beating of her
own heart in her ears. He stepped
forward then, his face still in shadow
under the brim of his cowboy hat, but his
entire body was now bathed in the
radiance of the lantern.

Rachel found herself unable to breath
at the sight of him. He was tall. Very



tall. More than six feet she would guess.
And he was big. His chest was broad
and powerful under the navy down vest
that he wore. His legs were long and
muscular and his whole body screamed
strength, from the top of his tan cowboy
hat to the bottom of his jeans and boots
—jeans that hugged his body to
perfection, she might add.

He stepped forward just slightly,
allowing her lantern light to shine on his
face. His black hair curled slightly over
his ears and fell forward just enough to
cover part of his forehead to frame the
most incredibly handsome faces she had
ever seen. His eyes were blue, drop-
dead-gorgeous blue, and he had the most



sensuous lips she could ever remember
seeing. For a moment, Rachel forgot to
breathe. It was Sam McCoy. And he
didn’t recognize her.

“You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he
spoke harshly, breaking the silence and
the spell that Rachel had found herself
in. “No one here is going to take care of
you.”

Rachel blinked in surprise and shook
her head slowly in disgust. “Listen
buster,” she shot back at him tiredly,
anger lacing her voice. “I can take care
of myself just fine, thank you very much.
If you care to find out just how well I
can take care of myself then by all means
please take another step forward.” She
challenged him calmly, her eyes flashing



hotly, ready for a fight. She lifted the
mallet just slightly and squared off to
face him.

The limited light from her lantern
allowed him to see only a part of her
face but there was no mistaking the anger
that was flashing in her eyes. His
eyebrows shot up in surprise. This late
night camper might prove to be a very
interesting addition to the campground
after all. He stood in silence for a
moment. His eyes raked her over from
top to bottom and back again. His jaw
was set and his mouth was drawn into a
tight, cynical smile.

“I think it’s a little late to be doing any
fighting,” he said finally. “Get yourself



settled and I’ll look in on you in the
morning.”

“Don’t bother,” Rachel flashed back at
him angrily. “Save it for someone who
needs babysitting.”

He chuckled slightly as he turned
away from her. “We’ll see,” he called
over his shoulder as he walked away
from her.

Rachel clutched the mallet tighter in
anger. His arrogance annoyed her. His
attitude enraged her. The last thing she
needed was to be treated like a child by
Sam McCoy.

“We’ll see, indeed!” she muttered
angrily, turning to walk quickly toward
the bathrooms. “Arrogant shit!”

She used the facilities quickly, hating



the pit toilets but knowing she had to
deal with the archaic things. The walk
back to her tent didn’t help to calm her
down, and she found herself swearing
under her breath as she zipped the tent
closed behind her. She placed the
lantern on the chest cooler and tugged oft
her coat as she walked to the back of the
tent. Kneeling down next to her cot, she
opened her suitcase and pulled out a pair
of black sweatpants, some sweat socks
and a navy sweatshirt that had a thermal
hood. It was comfortable, warm, and
huge on her—but she loved it.

She pulled off her shirt, bra, jeans, and
socks, glad that she was too fired up to
feel the coldness of the night air. She had



to admit that she was stunned to see
Sam. She was also surprised by the way
he spoke. He had changed. He had
become arrogant. And obnoxious. As she
pulled on her thermal socks and then her
sweatpants, her mind replayed the scene.

She didn’t care if it was Sam McCoy.
She was through playing the meek and
defensive mouse who apologized for
living. She had given up her friendship
with Sam and her time with her family
because of Sam’s father. She had
learned the hard way what kindness got
her. She would not let it happen again.

“I can’t believe that guy!” she
muttered as she pulled the sweatshirt
over her head and smoothed it down
over her thighs. Pulling her long hair



free of its elastic, she reached for the
brush that sat in her open suitcase and
began to brush her hair vigorously. After
a moment, she pulled the hood up to
protect her head from the coldness of the
mountain air at night. She threw the
brush into the suitcase and rubbed her
eyes tiredly. She had to get some sleep.
She knew that she would feel better once
she was rested.

She retrieved the lantern, set it beside
her cot and climbed between the layers
of her sleeping bag and blankets. She
punched the pillow a few times and
turned it over once in an effort to get
comfortable.

“Come to Colorado, Rachel,” she



muttered angrily, mimicking her cousin
Roy. “Stay at Parry Peak Campground
near Twin Lakes.” She repeated the
words that she now realized were a
calculated attempt at putting her in the
direct path of Sam McCoy. She was
going to kill Roy when she saw him.

Finally, she turned onto her right side
and rubbed her left temple gingerly,
wincing slightly at the tenderness in her
left cheek. She leaned forward and
slowly extinguished the light then lay
back and tried to breathe slowly and
evenly in an attempt to soothe herself.

“God, you have to give me a break
here,” she muttered angrily.

She punched her pillow once more
then closed her eyes determinedly and



concentrated on the noises of the night.
The darkness in the tent surrounded her
with a sense of quiet. Before long, she
could feel herself beginning to calm
down.

Nature’s night sounds enveloped her,
and she could feel the peacefulness
soothing her nerves. It was as if the
mountains were singing to her and
calming her heart. She knew that this
was where her healing would take place
and her creativity would blossom. The
mountains would revive her, and no one
was going to ruin it for her.

“No more complications in my life.
No more men,” she whispered to herself
calmly, sure of her quiet vow as she



drifted off into an exhausted sleep. She
had made enough decisions during the
past seven days to last her a lifetime,
and she was determined to keep them all
—especially the last one.
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Sam McCoy continued his late-night
walk around the campground. All the
sites were quiet and no campfires were
smoldering. He zipped his vest higher
and pulled the brow of his hat lower
over his face, trying to protect himself
from the bitter coldness of the night. He
circled around the inner section of the
campground and headed toward his site,
glad when he passed the wooden sign



that identified his spot as the one
designated for the campground host.

It had been a long time since a woman
had lost her temper with him. More than
ten years. He had enjoyed it.

The women who were members of the
social circle that he found himself a part
of back in Denver were reserved and
aloof, very rarely showing emotions.
Not like this woman at all. He smiled as
he remembered the fire that flashed in
her brown eyes and the words she spoke
with such genuine anger. It was
refreshing to find a woman with a
backbone.

He walked back to his camper, opened
the door and stepped up inside, securely



locking the door behind him. Taking off
his vest, he threw it onto the bed that
extended to the left of the camper then
removed his boots, shirt, and jeans. He
reached forward to retrieve his gray
sweatpants and sweatshirt from the bed.
He pulled them on quickly, the coolness
of the night air making him shiver
slightly. Turning, he reached for the
lantern on the table to turn it down then
climbed up onto the bed on the right side
of the camper. He settled under the many
blankets, leaned back against the
pillows, and rested his hands beneath his
head as he looked out the mesh window
that faced the campsites. His eyes
followed the distant lantern light that
moved across the campground and



disappeared into the tent at the farthest
campsite. He knew it had to be her. He
watched until the light went out. His
mind began to drift, and he found himself
thinking and analyzing his life yet again.

He closed his eyes and sighed tiredly.
He rubbed his forehead to ease the ache
that was beginning. He knew it came
from his inability to stop thinking about
the events of the last few years and his
relationship with Allison.

Allison had been the one woman that
he had chosen to share his life and
dreams with. They had made plans
together for their future. They had
planned a life that they would have and
the children that they would create. They



had been engaged for only six months
when he had realized that she didn’t
really want those things. Saying that she
did was only a means to an end. He
knew now that she dreamed of a life as
the wife of a prominent doctor at Denver
Memorial Hospital who was the son of
one of Denver’s wealthiest citizens. She
had wanted a home the size of his
father’s to impress the rest of society.
She had wanted to attend the society
functions that made him sick at the waste
of money that served to encourage the
decadence of the elite social class.

What Allison didn’t want was Sam as
he really wanted to live his life. She
didn’t want to have the children that Sam
ached to hold and help grow. She didn’t



want anything that was even remotely
what Sam hoped that his future would
hold.

He had called off the engagement
despite Allison’s protests. Sam already
knew that it was the best thing for the
both of them. He would not have been
happy in Denver no matter how well he
did at the hospital, and Allison would
never have been happy here in the
mountains.

When he had spoken to her about
leaving the hospital and setting up a
practice in the mountain towns, her cool
reserve had disappeared and her
delicately beautiful face had contorted in
anger, demanding that he not be selfish.



When she had used the argument that his
father would not stand for it, Sam had
stopped trying to explain what he was
feeling or what he wanted for their
future. It didn’t matter. His father had
interfered in his life for the last time.

He turned onto his left side and tried
to take his mind off the events that had
led to his decision to stay at the
campground for the summer. He had
contacted Roy for help, and they had
come up with the plan to find a peaceful
haven for him while he thought things
through.

Allison’s blue eyes invaded his
thoughts. He kept seeing the way she
walked and the way she talked. He
remembered the way she touched him,



kissed him, and made love with him. He
wondered now just how much of her
actions were a calculated plan to set her
place in society and a part of the McCoy
fortune, and how much of it was genuine.
It didn’t really matter now. He needed to
put those memories behind him. He
needed to rest, and he especially needed
to move on with his life.

He had already made the decision that
he would join a medical practice in the
mountains once the summer was through.
By then he would be well rested and
ready to begin his life without Allison,
and far away from his father and his
father’s influence. It really was all for
the best. He just wished the



disappointment and sadness would go
away. He knew that his sadness was not
because of Allison. He was sad that
there was no special woman in his life.
He was completely honest with himself
when he admitted that Allison was
certainly not the woman he would ever
want to have a future with. He was
disappointed because he knew that there
was very little chance that he would
ever find a kind woman who was loving
and gentle, who wanted a family, and
who valued a simple life.

He lay there quietly for a few minutes
when haunting brown eyes invaded his
thoughts. Soft brown eyes that flashed
with specks of fire when angry were
vivid in his mind. He found himself



smiling at the memory, trying to
understand their strange familiarity. For
the first time in months, memories of
Allison did not keep him awake. Instead,
his thoughts were of the young woman
who had threatened to pummel him with
her rubber mallet.

He smiled as he settled deeper under
the warmth of the covers and found that
his body was beginning to relax. He
hoped that he would finally be able to
get a decent night’s sleep.

“This might be an enjoyable and
interesting summer after all,” he
whispered out loud before he yawned
widely and closed his eyes. For the first
time in a long time, he fell asleep with



hope in his heart and a smile on his face.



Chapter 6

Sam stood silently in the kitchen area
of his camper, gazing out the mesh
window into the stillness of the
campground. He liked the quiet of the
early morning hours. How different life
was here. Not at all like his life in
Denver. His hectic schedule at the
hospital had worn him out. He had hated
his life there.

He wanted a personal side to his
practice that could never be achieved at
Denver Memorial. There, his patients
had become a series of blurred faces that
were pushed by him with alarming speed
in an effort to treat as many people in a



day as possible. He found himself losing
the personal touch that he craved. He
would only be able to accomplish what
he wanted by being a part of a practice
here in the mountain towns that had
given him so much peace and joy when
he was growing up.

He tucked his blue flannel shirt into
his jeans then pulled on his heavy, black
hooded sweatshirt to protect himself
from the chill of the morning. Reaching
forward, he carefully poured himself a
cup of hot coffee from the small
coffeepot that sat on the miniature stove
before him.

“Not exactly roughing it,” he said
quietly, laughing as he sat down at the
small table to drink his coffee. He



sipped at the hot brew and looked out at
the farthest campsite.

He could see the young woman
moving about the site and knew from her
sureness that she was an efficient and
experienced camper. She had set up a
portable stove and was cooking
breakfast. He also had to give her credit
for setting up her tent alone and in the
dark, and doing it correctly. He wasn’t
about to give her more credit for
anything else, though.

He had learned not to rush to judgment
the hard way. He considered himself a
pretty smart guy, but he was the first one
to admit that he had been an idiot to be
so fooled by a woman who only saw him



for the social status that he could give
her and the expensive lifestyle that he
could provide for her.

“Sam, are you up?” a man’s voice
called from outside the camper.

“Come on in, Roy,” Sam called out,
standing and leaning forward to open the
door for him before stepping back to
give him room to enter. “Want a cup of
coffee?” he asked quietly.

“I sure could use one, thanks,” Roy
Monroe accepted the offer tiredly as he
stepped up into the camper.

Sam handed his friend a filled cup and
couldn’t help but smile as the ranger
accepted the coffee and sat tiredly
across from him at the table. Roy had
stood by him through the years. He was a



good friend that he valued.

“Rough night?”” Sam asked him.

Roy took off his ranger hat and placed
it on the bench seat beside him. He ran
his hands through his light brown hair
and smiled weakly at the man across
from him. The years of friendship that he
shared with Sam, and the understanding
it afforded him, was a comfort that he
needed right then.

“Paulette had me up half the night with
her cravings,” he explained tiredly. “I
think pregnancy is harder on men than it
1S on women,” he told his friend
seriously.

Sam laughed softly. “I don’t think your
wife would agree,” he told him smiling.



“Maybe not,” Roy conceded. “But I
sure believe it.”

Sam smiled and took another sip of his
coffee. “How’s Paulette feeling?” he
asked seriously, the doctor in him
surfacing. “She’s had a pretty rough time
of it.”

“I never should have agreed to let her
try and get pregnant,” Roy said
worriedly, leaning back in his seat and
facing his good friend squarely. “The
doctor told her she would be risking her
health to chance getting pregnant, but she
locked herself in the bathroom and
wouldn’t come out until I said yes to us
trying to have a baby.”

“You talked to her obstetrician last



week and he seemed to feel she’s doing
pretty well,” Sam reminded him,
knowing that he needed to assure his
friend. “His only recommendation was
that she should be taking more periods of
bed rest. I’'m sure you can convince her
to stay in bed a little more for both her
sake and the baby’s.”

“Keeping her in bed is what got us
into this predicament in the first place,”
Roy told Sam, smiling for the first time.

Sam laughed softly. He was not
ashamed to admit to himself that he was
a little jealous of his friend’s life. “Try
to get her to rest more, Roy,” he told him
quietly. “It will only help them both.”

Roy nodded and placed his cup down
on the table. “I’ll lay down the law when



I get home,” he told Sam seriously.

“Yeah, right,” Sam said, laughing.
“I’'m sure Paulette will let you lay down
the law when you get home.”

“I’1l just have to convince her without
letting her know I’m laying down the
law,” Roy said quietly, amending his
decision.

“Good idea.”

Roy looked at his friend and nodded.
They drank their coffee in silence, but
Roy was watching his friend carefully.
He was worried about him.

“You look tired,” he said finally when
he saw the circles under Sam’s eyes. “Is
something wrong?”

“No,” Sam assured him honestly. “I



actually had a pretty good night’s sleep.
It’s just that I had a late night, too. I took
a walk around the campground around
midnight and had a little confrontation
with a late arrival at site twenty-seven. |
guess it’s true what they say about
Easterners being unfriendly.”

“What do you mean?”

“Her plates say she’s from
Connecticut. She sure is tough,” Sam
told him, smiling as he put down his
coffee mug. “You should have seen her.
She told me that she could take care of
herself. I know that she wanted to hit me
with the mallet she was holding. Of
course I have to admit I wasn’t exactly
cordial to her.” He couldn’t help but
smile wickedly at his admission. “She



was pretty mad.” Sam looked out across
the campground through the mesh
window, forgetting for the moment that
Roy was there. “I’'m curious to get a
good look at her this morning. It was
pretty dark last night and 1 really only
got a look at her eyes. And her eyes told
me she was pretty pissed at me.”

Roy smiled as he put down his coffee
cup and picked up his hat to place it
squarely on his head. “Let’s make an
official call on this woman,” he said
suddenly, standing up and facing Sam.
“How do I look?”

Sam’s coffee mug stopped halfway to
his mouth. “You Ilook fine,” he
answered, confused. “Why?”



“Do I look impressive?” he asked
seriously.

“Ranger Roy, you would impress the
stripe off a skunk,” Sam joked.

“Good, let’s go,” Roy said quickly,
opening the door and stepping out before
Sam could question him further.

Sam barely had time to grab for his
own hat and clipboard before he raced
after Roy. He put his hat on and hurried
to keep up with his friend. It was
obvious that Roy wasn’t going to offer
any more information, and Sam was a
little confused. Roy had never singled
out any camper before unless they were
violating some law. He usually just ran a
general check on the area and made sure



that all campers had paid for their sites.
Roy’s steps quickened even more as they
approached site twenty-seven, and Sam
didn’t miss the way he was straightening
his already perfect uniform.

“Roy, what’re you up to?” Sam asked
him suspiciously.

Roy raised his hand to stop him from
questioning him further. They were
already at the site. The woman had her
back to them and was bending over a big
pan of water that was on her portable
stove. She was bundled up against the
brisk morning air, her hooded thermal
jacket zipped tightly and the hood pulled
up to shield her face from the coolness.

“Excuse me, miss,” Roy broke the
silence.



Rachel spun around quickly and faced
the two men calmly, her face partially
concealed by the hood. She resisted the
urge to go to Roy and hug the stuffing out
of him.

Sam looked to Roy for an explanation
of his actions and had to hold back the
smile that threatened to burst forth when
he saw the official stance that Roy had
taken. He had never seen Roy act so
formally in his job before.

“Pm Ranger Monroe and [I'm
investigating a complaint that I’ve
received concerning your late arrival at
this campground,” he told her in his most
authoritative voice.

“Really?” Rachel questioned slowly.



“Yes, ma’am,” Roy said formally.

“Well, my arrival was late, I’ll admit
that, but I was quiet and set up my things
as quickly as I could. No one would
have even noticed me if it hadn’t been
for the nosiness of this man,” she told
him angrily, pointing accusingly at Sam.
“I would suggest that you have a talk
with him about the way he’s harassing
campers. You should arrest him or at
least throw him out of the campground.
Do you have that authority, Mr. Smoky
the Bear?” she challenged him.

“What did you call me?” Roy asked
quietly, stepping toward her menacingly.

“You heard me, you poor excuse for a
policeman,” she flashed back at him



angrily.

“Now wait a minute, this is getting a
little out of hand,” Sam finally spoke up,
stepping in and putting his hands out
between them. He couldn’t believe the
hostility between them. He had never
seen Roy act this way in all the years he
had known him.

“You’re right, it 1s,” Rachel agreed,
her eyes never leaving the ranger’s face.
“Do you treat all your campers this way,
Roy Monroe? I’m going to have to speak
to Paulette about keeping you happier so
you won’t be so grouchy on the job. I
thought you two were going to make love
after I hung up with you the other night.
That should have helped with your

grumpiness.”



Sam turned to Roy and saw the smile
of tenderness on his friend’s face and
had to step back as the two reached out
to embrace each other. Roy was lifting
the woman off the ground and hugging
her so hard she could barely speak.

“You two obviously know one
another,” Sam said dryly, watching the
disgustingly sentimental scene before
him. There was something oddly
familiar about this woman that he
couldn’t quite put his finger on.

Roy planted a big kiss on Rachel’s
cheek and carefully lowered her to the
ground to stand before him. “I’ve missed
you, Rachel,” he told her sincerely. He
hugged her gently, not wanting to let her



go.
“I’ve missed you, too, Roy,” Rachel

answered happily, unshed tears making
her soft brown eyes sparkle brightly.

“Rachel?” Sam whispered, confused,
before the full realization of who was
standing before him hit him.

“You okay?” Roy whispered to her
against her face so that only she could
hear him.

“I am now,” she told him honestly,
feeling better to be in the safety of the
mountains with her family and friends.

“Rachel, Sam is this campground’s
host for the summer.”

“I figured that out last night,” Rachel
said sarcastically, stepping out of Roy’s
arms and giving him a look that made



him cringe.

She turned to face Sam and looked at
him with interest. He had matured, but he
still looked like the Sam who had
constantly haunted her thoughts.

“Are you always so pleasant to people
or did you reserve your special brand of
welcome just for me?” Rachel asked
Sam, looking him square in the eyes, a
little angry at the way her heart flipped
as she looked into the crystal blueness.

“You look a little different without a
mallet in your hand,” Sam told her,
smiling. “Sorry about that.”

“Yeah right,” Rachel retorted, not
letting him off the hook just yet.

She faced him stonily. As much as she



wanted to hug him and return to the
comfortable friendship that they once
had, she cautioned herself to keep her
distance. A lot of years had passed. She
had changed, and he probably had, too.
Her eyes lost the sparkle that had been
there moments before as she had greeted
her cousin.

“I suppose I have to be nice to you
since you're a friend of Roy’s,” she told
him seriously, irritation evident in her
voice.

“I thought I was your friend, too,” Sam
told her quietly, a little confused by her
distance.

Rachel took a calming breath and
stepped away from the two of them.
Keeping herself apart from Sam might be



the only way she could get through the
hurt of seeing him once again.

“That was a long time ago,” she began
tiredly. She looked up at the man who
still held her heart even after all these
years of separation, and felt a sense of
panic. She had to keep her distance to
protect herself and her heart. “Look, it’s
probably best if you just stay on your
side of the campground, and I’1l stay on
mine.”

“Hold it!” Roy stopped them. “Let’s
just start over, shall we?”

He looked at both of them for a
moment and then smiled. He refused to
give up on the plan that he and Paulette
had devised. He was going to get these



two together if it killed him. And it just
might.

“I have to get going but I’'ll be back
tomorrow. I’ll let Paulette know you’re
here, and we’ll set up a day for you to
come for dinner and visit. Just let me
know what will be good for you and I'll
make sure Paulette is up to it before we
set the day.”

Rachel turned to face him and smiled
at the mention of his wife. “I’d love to
come by anytime. I can’t wait to see
Paulette.”

“Good, then it’s settled,” Roy said
happily, turning to leave. “Paulette will
be glad to see you again, too, Sam. See
you tomorrow.” He called those final
words over his shoulder, walking



quickly to his truck before Rachel could
protest. He quickly climbed into his
truck and drove away.

Rachel stared after her cousin but
didn’t trust herself to answer him. He
had trapped her good and he knew it.
She turned and was about to walk back
to her tent when she nearly collided with
Sam. His hands came up quickly to hold
on to her arms to steady her. She brushed
them off her and stepped back as if she
had been burned by his touch.

“Don’t you have anything to do?” she
asked him angrily, her eyes flashing.

Sam looked down at her silently for a
moment then a small smile began to tug
on his mouth. He tipped his hat to her



slightly then turned and walked back
toward his camper.

Rachel watched him leave and found
that she was breathing heavily. He had
an unbelievable ability to make her so
incredibly angry. She turned and walked
to the pot of water heating on her
portable stove. She stuck her finger in it
to see if it was warm yet and pulled
back immediately as the water scalded
her.

“Just great!” she muttered, putting her
finger in the bucket of cold water that sat
beside the stove. She reached up with
her good hand and turned off the flame
under the pan.

She nursed her finger for a few
minutes then got to work. She cleaned up



the dishes and utensils from breakfast
then carried the cooled pan of water to
the picnic table that was set off to the
left of her tent. She went into her tent and
brought out a bottle of shampoo, a brush
and a towel, and proceeded to wash her
hair with the warmed water. Using a big
cup to pour the water over her head to
wet and rinse her hair, she sighed with
satisfaction as the warmth of the water
soothed her. When she was finished, she
wrapped her head in the towel and sat
down on the top of the picnic table.

She rubbed her head vigorously with
the towel then placed it beside her on the
table, picked up the brush, and began to
brush her hair. When she was finished,



she looked up at the sky and breathed in
deeply. It was a beautiful day.

She had a lot to do. First she would
take the warmed water into the tent and
take a sponge bath. Afterward, she
would drive into town for supplies and
ice. When she returned she would finally
get to work on the edits for her novel.
She knew she would be able to get a lot
done once she was settled and able to
focus on her work. Once she immersed
herself in her writing, she knew that
nothing would be able to invade her
thoughts.

As long as Sam stays on his side of
the campground, her mind added
silently.



Chapter 7

Rachel closed the lid on the chest
cooler and surveyed her tent. All the
food and supplies had been put away
and the tent was clean and orderly.
Satisfied that all of her chores were
done, she grabbed a white silk scarf and
tied her long hair back into a ponytail.
The day had become warmer and she
had changed into a pair of jeans shorts
and a white and blue checked cotton
blouse with three-quarter sleeves. She
wanted to take a walk along the rushing
stream that she had seen on the other
side of the campground and just take
some time to daydream.



She needed to relax and enjoy her
surroundings for just a little bit before
she sat down and began working on her
book. Her laptop was already charged
and was ready for an afternoon of
editing. The car charger had been one of
the best purchases she had ever made—
especially now that she was in a
campground that had no electricity.

Stepping out of the tent, she zipped it
closed behind her and headed straight
across the campground toward the
stream. She could hear the sound of
someone chopping wood as she neared
the stream and could see a man at the
bottom of a small hill near a circle of
rocks. His back was to her as he raised



the ax and swung it down powerfully to
split the log. He wore no shirt and his
broad chest and bulging muscles were
covered with perspiration. Rachel
couldn’t help but admire the strength and
the beauty of his body. She mentally
made a note of the scene before her. It
would be perfect to use in a novel that
she would write in the future.

She started down the hill to walk
toward the stream and found that the hill
was steeper than she had thought. She
had to run the last couple of steps to
catch her balance before she could stop
at the bottom. The man threw aside the
newly split piece of wood and turned to
face her. Rachel’s breath caught in her
throat in surprise as she realized that it



was Sam, and her eyes flashed with
uncertainty.

Perspiration covered his body, making
the sculpted muscles of his chest glisten.
His stomach was a six pack of heaven
and, once again, she fantasized about
kissing his chest and circling his nipples
with her tongue. She followed the path
of dark hair that lightly dusted his chest
and trailed the midline of his body to
escape her gaze below the waistband of
his jeans. How she wanted to trace that
line of hair and cup the hidden treasure
behind his pants. Her breathing was
labored as she looked up to meet his
gaze, the crystal blueness of them seeing
straight into her soul. She was afraid that



he could see directly into her hidden
thoughts and desires. She had to keep her
distance from him. Her heart couldn’t
take much more.

Sam noticed her at the exact same
moment and stopped his chore to watch
her silently. He saw the look in her eyes
and wondered sadly what had happened
to the young woman whose comfortable
friendship with him had made him so
happy. He wasn’t sure what he saw right
then, but he was sure she was gazing at
him with open admiration, and
something else. Perhaps desire? No. It
couldn’t be.

“No, Rachel, we do not have
electricity and we do not have showers,”
he teased her, trying to rekindle the easy



relationship that they had once had.

Rachel looked at him silently for a
moment, unable to speak because of the
absolute gorgeousness of him. She shook
herself mentally, not wanting to
jeopardize the friendship that they had
once had but knowing that she had to
keep him distant for her own protection.
She couldn’t take the deep sadness she
knew she would feel over the lost love
that she knew only she felt. The added
pressure of a one-sided love was
something she  couldn’t  handle.
Especially now. Her face mirrored her
myriad of emotions until the anger and
determination settled over her to form a
barrier of protection.



“Maybe you should drive into one of
the bigger cities and see 1f you can find a
nice hotel to your liking,” he told her
finally, his voice harsher than he had
meant it to be. He had been thinking
about Allison again and Rachel had just
shown up at the wrong time. Seeing the
anger on her face just pushed him that
extra bit too far.

“If you're trying to make me angry
you’re doing a wonderful job,” she told
him evenly, fighting to control her
temper. She wished she hadn’t walked
near his site. She wished she had
approached the stream from further away
so that she wouldn’t have had to go
anywhere near him.



Without another word, she turned and
walked away from him. She couldn’t
help but mutter to herself as she made
her way through the area of trees that
separated her from the stream. She had
to get as far away from him as quickly as
possible before her mood was totally
ruined. If that happened, her afternoon
would be useless and unproductive.

She followed the path along the edge
of the water then snaked her way through
the maze of trees to find a secluded spot
far away from the sites of the
campground. Once she stood next to the
crystal stream she was determined to
force herself to forget all about Sam
McCoy.



It was so beautiful here. She had to
find a way to keep Sam from her
thoughts, just as she had done for the
past ten years. She walked a little further
downstream and climbed across some
rocks to one large boulder that sat in the
middle of the rushing water. She sat
down on it, looked down into the
clearness of the stream and found herself
absorbed by the beauty around her.
Everything was so peaceful.

Thirty minutes passed quickly but she
remained where she was. For the first
time in such a long time, she was totally
relaxed and at peace. As she looked into
the sparkling water, memories drifted
through her mind, and she found that she



was becoming overwhelmed by her
loneliness.

“Enough of that,” she whispered,
standing quickly and carefully walking
across the stones to make her way back
toward the streambed. She would not
allow herself to be dragged down into a
depression. She had to get back to her
site and begin working on her edits.

As she walked toward the trees a bird
flew overhead, catching her attention.
She looked up to admire it, for the
moment not paying attention to the
ground before her. She stepped on a
small rock which turned under her right
foot, making her twist her ankle and lose
her balance. She reached out to prevent
herself from falling and succeeded in



grabbing hold of a tree branch that was
within easy reach beside her. She fell
forward and scraped her arm against
another branch before she was able to
regain her balance. Her blouse sleeve
tore slightly and pain shot through her
right arm.

She sat down on the ground, not
knowing which to grab first, her ankle or
her arm. Both were throbbing with pain.
She took a deep breath and tried to
compose herself, fighting the pain and
frustration. Once she had her emotions
under control, she began to assess the
damages. Her arm was bleeding but the
cut didn’t look deep. After catching her
breath, she stood carefully to test her



ankle. It was sore but she didn’t think
that it was broken. She thought she could
walk if she were careful and took her
time to get back to her tent. She knew
that she would have to baby it for a few
days.

“Rachel, you’re batting a thousand!”
she muttered angrily to herself as she
tried to hobble forward. When she put
her weight on her right foot she had to
bite back the cry of pain that nearly
escaped her. She stopped for a moment
and wiped the beads of perspiration
from her forehead in an effort to calm
herself then headed slowly back toward
the stream.

She sat at the edge of the rushing water
and removed her sneaker and sock. She



gasped as she submerged her foot into
the icy coldness of the mountain stream.
She kept it there as long as she could
stand it, but the frigid temperature forced
her to take it out within a few minutes.
She held her foot in her hands, trying to
rub some warmth back into it.

She decided it would be best if she
tried to walk back to her tent before all
the feeling came back to her injured foot.
She put on her sock and then carefully
eased her sneaker back on, lacing it
tightly to give her foot more support. She
stood carefully and began the slow
journey back to her tent.

She hoped that Sam wasn’t in the same
spot she had left him less than an hour



before. She didn’t want to have to pass
him and risk him seeing that she had
gotten hurt. She couldn’t handle him
touching her or showing any concern for
her. Her wall of protection would
crumble if he was the least bit kind to
her. Or sarcastic. That would be all that
she needed—his sarcasm on top of her
pain.

She hobbled through the trees and
concentrated on walking as normally as
she could once she entered the clearing
next to Sam’s camper. He was stacking
logs when she emerged from the
seclusion of the trees. She was glad that
he was i1gnoring her and she was able to
pass by him without his comments.
Quietly and as quickly as she could, she



tried to walk up the small hill but had to
stop halfway up when the pain in her
foot became too much for her to
continue.

“Are you lost?” he called to her,
goading her from the bottom of the hill.

Rachel turned to face him angrily. “I
don’t find any humor in your obnoxious
remarks, and I would prefer that you
save them for someone else,” she told
him abruptly.

Sam folded his arms across his chest
as he looked up at her silently. He was
covered 1in perspiration from the
exertion of his chores. “Reprimand
received and noted,” he said quietly,
nodding his head slightly in agreement.



He really had to stop teasing Rachel.
There was just something about her that
made him revert to the same relationship
they had when they were younger. He
had to remind himself that she was no
longer a teenager. She was a mature
woman who had no right to look as
appealing as she did.

He couldn’t help but take in the full
vision of her and smiled in appreciation.
It was then that he saw the blood on her
right sleeve. He was beside her in three
long strides, scaring her in the process
and making her back up in fear. When he
reached out to touch her arm she
panicked and pulled away from him
sharply.

She tried to continue up the hill but her



ankle gave way beneath her and she
collapsed to the ground. He was by her
side immediately and reached out to help
her up but she pushed his hands away in
anger.

“Don’t touch me!” she screamed up at
him. She saw the confusion on his face
but she didn’t care. “I can take care of
myself. I don’t need anything from you,
so leave me alone.” She tried to stand
but the pain in her foot forced her to sit
back down on the ground.

Before she knew what was happening,
she was being lifted by strong arms and
carried up the remainder of the hill. The
expression on Sam’s face was calm but
determined. He ignored her as he carried



her up to his camper. Rachel had no
choice but to hold on to his powerful
arms as he carried her upward. She may
be stubborn but she was not stupid
enough to not hold on.

She was uncomfortably aware of his
lack of clothing and did not like being
forced to touch his naked, although
drool-worthy, body. His muscles were
taut under her hands, making her aware
of the incredible strength that this man
possessed. He wasn’t even winded
when he reached the top of the hill. She
was shocked into silence until she
realized that he was heading toward his
camper.

“Put me down!” she said finally,
afraid that he would actually take her



into his camper.

“Be quiet,” he said coldly, ignoring
her protests as he carried her inside the
camper and set her down gently on the
double bed that was set up at the right
side of the camper. He left her there for
just a moment while he opened a cabinet
below the sink and began pulling out
medical supplies.

Rachel took the moment to survey her
surroundings. The pop-up camper was
well  organized. Two  mattresses
extended from either side of the camper
with a table with bench seats and a small
cooking area complete with a sink and a
stove in the center of the camper. There
was a small area to walk around in at the



entrance. Supplies for cooking and
cleaning were stacked neatly on the
counter that connected the small sink and
stove area. There were books stacked on
the opposite bed and clothes were
folded neatly beside them. She looked
down at the small ledge that was below
her where he had placed her on the
mattress and saw a plastic container
filled with water on top of what
appeared to be a chest refrigerator.

“Take off your shirt,” he told her
firmly, his deep voice invading her
thoughts.

She looked up at him in shock.
“What?” she asked incredulously. “Are
you crazy?”

“No, I’'m a doctor,” he reminded her



calmly.

Rachel looked at him with instant
anger. She had no response to his honest
statement. Instead she crossed her arms
across her chest and looked at him with
a stubbornness that wasn’t about to be
breached.

He stared at her for a moment then
reached forward, ignoring the way she
cringed away from him, and took hold of
the ripped seam at the top of her sleeve.
With one quick pull he separated the
sleeve from her shirt.

Rachel gasped in shock. “You are
crazy!” she yelled.

“Shut up,” he told her calmly.

Rachel opened her mouth to speak then



thought better of it and snapped it shut. It
was better to lose her shirtsleeve than
her dignity.

He set to work quickly and efficiently,
opening up packages and laying them out
before him. He picked up an antiseptic
gauze and raised it to clean the wound.

“This may hurt a little,” he told her,
hesitating for a moment.

“Im sure you’ll enjoy that,” Rachel
said angrily, turning her head away from
him and staring at the camper door.

“Ill enjoy every minute of it,” he
answered her quietly, holding her arm
gently but firmly as he began to clean the
wound.

She gasped slightly at the initial
stinging of the antiseptic then clamped



her mouth firmly shut, refusing to let him
see her pain. She felt a coolness of air
brush across her skin as Sam slowly
blew on her skin. She closed her eyes at
the relief from the pain only to clench
her teeth together at the sensation of
Sam’s gentle caring. A familiar ache
tugged at her stomach at the desire she
had for him and the loss she felt from
being away from him for so long. The
silence continued as he taped three
bandages across the cut and covered
them with a sterile gauze.

“I've put butterfly bandages on your
arm,” he told her quietly as he taped
down the gauze. “The cut wasn’t deep
enough to require stitches but it won’t



heal neatly without the butterfly strips.”

His explanation was brief but helpful,
and Rachel was glad for it. He didn’t
have to explain anything to her. She
grudgingly admitted to herself that it was
a kind thing to do. She could just
imagine that he would give that same
consideration to any patient.

Taking a wet cloth, Sam cleaned away
the rest of the blood from her arm and
dried it carefully with the towel beside
him. His touch was gentle but firm, and
she could tell that he was competent in
what he was doing.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” he
asked her, his voice professional.

“I'm fine,” she answered quickly,
pushing his hands away and leaning



forward to get down from the bed.

She needed to get away from him. She
couldn’t stand the pain of being this
close to him once again. She had to keep
her distance. She had to stay strong even
if it meant acting as if she were angry
when she knew in her heart that it was
because she wanted to pull Sam into her
arms and never let him go. Instead she
gave him one last strong shove and
quickly tried to stand.

He took firm hold of her arms and sat
her back down on the bed. She was
uncomfortably aware of the way that his
biceps bulged as he detained her. It was
painful to view his body. It was torture
being so close to him that she could



easily reach out and touch the
washboard muscles of his stomach. She
couldn’t prevent her eyes from traveling
from the very attractive patch of black
hair that covered his bulging pectoral
muscles to follow the dark hair down the
center line of his body, blushing slightly
as it disappeared below his waistband
to an area Rachel often dreamed about.

“Rachel, what is wrong with you?” he
demanded, frustrated by her attitude.

“Nothing is wrong with me,” Rachel
insisted, pushing at his chest to get him
as far away from her as possible so she
could get down from the bed and leave.
“I just want to go back to my site.”

Sam stopped her with strong hands on
her shoulders. He wasn’t hurting her but



he was determined to have her remain
where she was for the moment.

“If you won’t tell me where else
you’re hurt, I’ll be forced to conduct a
complete physical examination,” he told
her calmly when she refused to talk.

“Just who do you think you are?” she
demanded, roughly pulling herself free
from his grasp. Her eyes bore into his
and was somewhat surprised by his lack
of reaction.

“Dr. Sam McCoy at your service,” he
told her formally, bowing slightly at the
unnecessary introduction.

“Shouldn’t you be working at a
hospital somewhere instead of working
in a campground for the summer?” she



challenged him angrily. “Why are you
here?”

“Because the police are looking for
me for beating up a patient who refused
to answer my questions,” he answered
quickly.

Rachel had to bite the inside of her
cheek to keep from smiling. She had to
admire his quickness—that was for sure.
If she wasn’t careful he would melt her
resolve very quickly. She sat back
slightly, folding her arms across her
chest as she faced him. She looked at
him silently and knew that she was going
to lose this standoff.

“I twisted my ankle,” she said finally.
“That’s all.” She stressed the last word,
unable to stand it if he touched her



anywhere else.

He nodded and reached forward to
take her two legs gently within his hands
then carefully turned her and pushed at
her shoulder to force her to lie down on
her back. He removed both sneakers and
socks and examined her ankles in
complete silence.

“Did you already soak your foot in the
stream?” he asked her quietly when he
felt the coolness of her skin.

“Contrary to popular belief, ’'m not a
total idiot,” she told him angrily.

He smiled slightly and looked up to
face her. “I don’t think you’re a total
idiot,” he protested calmly. “Only a
partial idiot.”



“You're just full of charm, aren’t
you?” she asked him, turning away from
him when she saw the amusement that
crossed his features. She turned her head
to stare up at the top of the camper and
ignore him while he wrapped her ankle
with a compression bandage and
replaced her socks and sneakers, tying
the right one loosely so as not to put any
more pressure on her injured foot. He
turned then and started to put away the
medical supplies. When he saw her
trying to get down from the bed, he stood
up quickly and faced her.

“Don’t put your weight on that foot,”
he told her abruptly.

“And just how am I supposed to get



back to my tent? Fly?” she asked him,
barely able to control her temper.

Before she could stop him, he was
beside her and lifting her into his arms
once again. He carried her from his
camper and walked the length of the
campground toward her tent.

“How much do I owe you for your
services, Dr. McCoy?” she asked him
sarcastically.

“It’s on the house,” he said quickly,
ignoring her as he carried her the
remaining distance to her site.

He deposited her on the lounge chair
beside her tent and straightened to look
down at her. Turning, he unzipped her
tent and disappeared inside it before
Rachel could protest and came out with



two pillows. Lifting her foot gently, he
placed one pillow beneath it and one
pillow under the crook of her knee then
took a step backward.

“Keep your foot elevated and stay off
it as much as possible. If you need
anything just holler. I’'ll be able to hear
you from my camper. Loud noises carry
in the mountains.”

“Ass,” Rachel muttered, ignoring the
soft laughter that her comment caused.

He turned then and started to walk
away. “I'll check on you later,” he
called to her without turning around.

“Your bedside manner stinks!” Rachel
called after him angrily.

Sam stopped walking as soon as the



words left her mouth. He turned around
and walked slowly back toward her.
Rachel’s heart began to beat a little
faster as she saw the way his muscular
body had tensed and his blue eyes had
darkened.

Flashes of another angry man lashing
out and hitting her face made her chest
constrict in sudden fear and pain. She
held her breath as he leaned forward and
placed his hands on either side of her on
the arms of her chair. He stared into her
eyes, his face mere inches from her own.

“Honey,” he said quietly, his voice a
husky calm. “My bedside manner would
leave you weak and satisfied.” He
looked at her silently for a moment, his
eyes sparkling with humor and certainty.



He searched her face silently then stood
and turned to walk away. He didn’t look
back.

Rachel sat there completely stunned.
All her anger and fear were gone. As she
watched him walk away from her, she
found herself in awe of his controlled
strength and sensuality. Goodness, she
wanted to throw her arms around him
and feel the safety of the comfortable
friendship she had felt as a kid with him
and Roy. She was also not ashamed to
admit that being the recipient of his
bedside manner was exactly what she
had wanted for as long as she could
remember.

When she saw him disappear into his



camper, she leaned her head back
against her lounge chair and let out a
groan of frustration. Closing her eyes did
not shut out the picture of his incredibly
sexy body or the feel of him holding her
so tightly against him as he carried her.

The dream she had of waking up with
him and making love with him was very
clear in her memory. He had demanded
that she belonged to him. He had made
love to her with such fierceness she had
been stunned by the level of desire and
ownership. She remembered how she
was pregnant with his baby. It was a
beautiful dream, but she knew it was not
something that could ever possibly be
her reality. She had to ignore that dream.
She had to deny her need for him.



What she wanted to do was to pull her
to him and throw her arms around him.
She wanted to kiss him within an inch of
his life and pull him deep into her body.
God help her.

She knew then that she would have to
leave the campground. If she was this
out of control after only being with him
one day, she would not last a second.
The very thought of being so close to
him and having to keep herself away
from him exhausted her. In her already
weakened state since her attack, she
knew she didn’t have it in her to fight
anymore.

She had to stay angry with Sam. It was
her only defense. But she was so tired.



She wasn’t up to any more arguments.
Besides, she knew that she really should
be nice to him. He deserved it. She
wanted more than anything to be nice to
him. She wanted to do more than that
actually. She sighed tiredly and rubbed
her temples as an ache began to pound
there. She needed rest.

“I’11 just close my eyes and relax for a
few minutes,” she whispered as she
settled herself more comfortably on the
lounge chair. In a matter of minutes she
was sleeping soundly.

“Do not be so filled with anger and
suspicion, Rachel,” the angel Bernadette
whispered to her as she slept. “Sam is a
good and a kind man. He will value you.
You need to give him the chance to show



you just how important you are to him.”

Rachel moved restlessly in her chair,
turning toward the gentle warmth and the
sweet smell that surrounded her. “No,”
she whispered as she slept. “He’ll hurt
me and then leave me.”

“No, sweet child,” Bernadette said
softly. “Sam 1s the man who is destined
to be yours. Open your heart and allow
your love to flourish. Sam needs you.
You must help him heal. You must be the
woman who is his future. You will have
beautiful babies with him.”

Rachel smiled as she slept. Bernadette
surrounded her with her pink wings,
keeping her safe and warm as she sent
her sweet dreams of Sam holding her



tenderly and kissing her as she held their
baby in her arms.

“I want that,” Rachel whispered,
unable to keep the single tear from
falling from the corner of her eye to
slide past the crescent moon birthmark
there.

“You deserve that,” Bernadette told
her gently, reaching out and touching the
single tear with the tip of her index
finger. “Sam deserves that.”

“Sam,” Rachel said, moaning softly as
she moved restlessly in her chair.

“You will have that, Rachel,”
Bernadette promised. “Have faith, my
child.”

Rachel relaxed, slipping into the
dream that soothed her soul. She kissed



Sam’s neck as he leaned in and kissed
the top of their baby’s head. Yes, Sam
did deserve to be happy. She wanted
him to be happy with her.



Chapter 8

Rachel felt warmth surrounding her.
She snuggled closer toward the body that
was leaning against her shoulder. Her
eyes opened slowly as she tried to
comprehend where she was. She found
herself looking straight into Sam’s face
and she couldn’t help but jump in fright
at the surprise.

“Must you always sneak up on me?”
she asked him angrily.

“I just came by to see if you were
okay,” he explained, straightening up to
stand beside her. “I can see that you
are.”

He turned to walk away without



another word. Rachel looked down and
saw that she was covered with two of
her own blankets and realized that Sam
must have covered her. His
thoughtfulness touched her, and she felt
guilty for snapping at him. It was already
getting dark and cold, and she would
have frozen in her shorts and blouse if he
hadn’t come by. He was already changed
into a red flannel shirt with long sleeves
and a down vest. He must have realized
that she was not dressed for the coolness
of the coming night.

“Sam,” she called to him hesitantly.

He turned and faced her stonily. “I
won’t bother you again, Rachel. I
promise,” he vowed with one hand
raised.



“I’'m sorry,” she told him sincerely. “I
really do appreciate what you’ve done
for me. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he told her,
nodding. “It would be best if you got
changed into some warmer clothes. It
gets pretty cold here at night.”

“I remember,” she answered quietly.
“Thanks.”

She leaned forward to pull herself up
from the chair and found his hands there
to help support her. Rather than dismiss
his help, she accepted it gratefully and
stood next to the chair on one foot. She
started to hop toward the tent when he
reached out and offered her his arm for
support. She hesitated a moment then



placed her cold hand on his arm,
impressed by his strength and kindness
despite her determination to keep her
distance and not feel anything for this
man. She hopped toward the tent while
he carried the blankets.

They stopped at the tent entrance and
she could tell that he was unsure how far
to go with her. He opened the flap and
held it back for her, letting her hold his
arm while she hopped into the entrance.

“I have some chicken and potatoes
cooking,” he said finally when she
turned to face him. “If you’re up to it,
you're welcome to come over and eat
with me—so you won’t have to worry
about making dinner for yourself and you
can rest your foot.”



His last words were added carefully,
making Rachel know that he was hesitant
to extend the invitation. She felt a deep
sense of guilt at having been so rude to
him, but she also acknowledged that Sam
wasn’t completely innocent in the
rudeness department. She hesitated only
a moment then smiled sincerely at him.

The smile transformed her whole face
and Sam found himself unable to look
away from her. Rachel was absolutely
beautiful, but it was the memory of her
kindness and caring that drew her to him.
He wanted that caring friend back in his
life. He had missed her.

“I would appreciate the food,” she
finally told him sincerely.



“I’ll be back in about twenty minutes,”
he said, nodding. Turning, he walked
back to his campsite.

Rachel watched him walk away, then
closed the flap of the tent and hopped
toward the back of it to her suitcase. She
sat down carefully on the cot and took
out her warmest sweats. She laughed as
she looked down at the old navy
sweatshirt and realized that she had
never worn such an outfit to eat dinner
with a man before.

It’s not a date, she reminded herself.
Hes just an old friend to have dinner
with.

As she dressed she began to shiver,
partially from the cold and partially



from the nervousness at spending an
evening with Sam. His kindness was
tearing down her walls of defense. It
was more difficult to keep herself distant
from him—especially since all she ever
wanted was to be close to him.

The sweet dream she had experienced
just moments before of holding Sam’s
baby in her arms while Sam leaned
forward to kiss his child flashed through
her mind. There was an immediate sense
of warmth surrounding her. The soothing
scent that filled her nose made her smile.
She liked the feelings both gave her.

Turning, she quickly undressed and
pulled on the warm clothes. She had to
admit to herself that she was pretty
happy and excited to be spending some



time with Sam. She was also feeling
something that she was very much afraid
to feel. Hope.
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True to his word, Sam was back at her
campsite in twenty minutes. By then,
Rachel was dressed and ready for him.
When he reached out to lift her into his
arms she couldn’t help but shriek in
surprise.

“Is this really necessary?” she asked
him seriously.

“If we wait for you to hop across the
campground, our dinner will be cold
before we get there,” he explained



patiently.

Rachel couldn’t help but smile. She
was enjoying herself already. She hated
to admit it, but she liked the feel of him
holding her and was ashamed of herself
for enjoying the innocent intimacy so
much. She knew she could not allow
herself to become close to him and find
herself in the difficult predicament of
putting Sam’s career and her family at
risk. She doubted she could survive the
heartbreak of having Sam in her life,
even for a short while, and then having
to walk away from him again, but she
wanted this time with him. She missed
him and the easy friendship and comfort
that they had with each other.

When they approached his camper, she



saw that it was glowing warmly from the
lantern that was placed in the center of
the table. He set her down just inside the
doorway. She hopped over to the table
and sat down. She allowed him to lift
her foot and gently turn her body to the
right so that her foot and knee could be
placed on pillows along the bench seat.

He turned and removed two dishes
from the counter and placed one in front
of Rachel and the other across from her
for himself. Both plates were already
filled with half a barbecued chicken and
a baked potato each. He reached out to
retrieve the plate of corn on the cob, the
napkins, and the utensils, and placed
them on the table.



“Sorry, I only have water to drink,” he
apologized.

“That’s fine,” she insisted, impressed
already by his culinary expertise. “Do
you always spoil your patients this
way?” She couldn’t help but tease him,
happy when she saw the small smile that
immediately came to him.

“A few hours ago you accused me of
treating my patients very poorly,” he
reminded her as he poured two glasses
of water and placed them on the table
before sitting across from her and
looking at her very seriously.

Rachel sat back and looked at him.
“I'm really sorry about that, Sam,” she
apologized sincerely.



He looked at her quietly. She looked
so ashamed and forlorn that he couldn’t
help but smile. “That’s okay,” he said
without hesitation, dismissing it.

“No, it’s not,” Rachel stopped him. “I
know how important being a doctor is to
you. | know you care about your patients.
That was wrong of me to say what |
said. I’'m sorry.”

Sam searched Rachel’s face and saw
the sincerity in her eyes. The beautiful
brown eyes that looked at him with such
sadness were enough to unnerve him.
There was such a deep despondency
about her that he was worried. He tried
to search her face for a clue, but the
shadows in the camper prevented him



from getting a really good look at her.

“Apology accepted. Dig in,” he told
her, pointing to the food. “I make a mean
barbecued chicken if 1 do say so
myself.”

Rachel smiled and picked the chicken
up in her hands. She bit into it hungrily
and made a sound of pleasure at the
taste. Sam smiled and made the same
sound back.

“You're a good cook” Rachel
complimented him as she wiped the
corner of her mouth with a napkin.

“Thanks,” Sam said with a mouthful.
“Pm a pretty good doctor, too.” He
looked at her with blue eyes that were
sparkling mischievously.

Rachel looked at him silently for a



moment. She reached forward to lift her
glass of water and took a sip before
setting it down on the table before her.

“Are you okay, Sam?” she asked him
finally, crossing her arms across her
chest as she faced him.

“I’'m fine,” he answered a little too
quickly to be taken as fact.

“You have to admit it’s a little strange
that you’re here,” Rachel continued,
relentless in her quest to find out what
was wrong. “After all, how many
doctors do you know that are
campground hosts in an obscure
campground in the mountains of
Colorado?”

Sam smiled as he put down his nearly



devoured piece of chicken. “Just one,”
he admitted, sitting back and licking his
fingers with total enjoyment. “And now
you know one, t00.”

Rachel couldn’t help but smile as she
watched him. “I guess I do at that,” she
agreed.

“I hope you and Roy enjoyed your
little joke earlier,” he said finally,
reaching for the plate of corn on the cob
and offering it to her.

“Had you going there, didn’t we?” she
asked him, laughing as she accepted the
corn and placed it on her already full
plate.

“That’s an understatement,” Sam told
her, shaking his head. “I was afraid I
was going to have to break up a



fistfight!”
Rachel laughed softly. “I love to tease
Roy. He’s so much fun when he’s riled
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up.

Sam looked at the woman across from
him and couldn’t help but smile. He was
enjoying her devilish sense of humor. It
was nice to see this side of her
personality again. She was acting more
like the Rachel he once knew.

“It’s obvious he likes having you
around.”

Rachel smiled and nodded. “I miss
him a lot. I miss everything about
Colorado,” she admitted honestly.

Sam watched her as her vision glazed
over and she looked somewhere over his



left shoulder into the darkness beyond. It
was amazing how much her face
softened as she disappeared into her
thoughts.

She looked at Sam’s face and smiled
at the grown man before her. Her face
was suddenly alive with animation. “I
seem to remember a certain story about a
guy who got into big trouble one summer
when he was skinny dipping and Roy
took his clothes. Something about a long,
naked walk back to the ranch where my
Aunt Kay was having a church meeting.
Could this guy be you, Sam?” she asked
him with wide eyes that were sparkling
with humor.

Sam shifted uncomfortably in the
bench seat and cleared his throat in



embarrassment. “I don’t think those
proper ladies ever had a more
interesting meeting before or since,” he
admitted, wincing slightly at the
memory. “I wanted to kill Roy, but he
was smart enough to keep himself scarce
until | had cooled down.”

Rachel’s burst of laughter made him
smile despite the embarrassing memory.
He watched her silently as she took the
napkin from the table and wiped away
the tears of laughter from her pretty
brown eyes.

“Im glad my humiliation causes you
so much enjoyment,” he told her dryly,
not really upset at all.

“m sorry,” Rachel told him in



between the laughter. “I  keep
remembering Roy’s story. He really
enjoyed telling it to me. I keep picturing
how you must have looked trying to
sneak into my aunt’s house to get some
clothes and then walking right into the
middle of all those sweet old ladies.”
Rachel burst out laughing again then
sobered instantly. “Oh, I’'m so sorry.
You must have been so embarrassed.”
She reached out and touched his hand
gently as she realized that she might be
hurting his feelings.

Sam looked down at the soft hand that
touched his and smiled at her sudden
concern. He looked up at her and winked

to ease her worry as she pulled her hand
from his.



“Embarrassed doesn’t even touch how
I felt,” he admitted, blushing lightly at
the memory, making Rachel enjoy the
moment even more.

She reached out once again and
touched Sam’s hand, trying with all her
efforts to be comforting, but laughter
was threatening to bubble out. She
hadn’t enjoyed herself so much in such a
long time. Being with Sam gave her that
enjoyment. It was really nice.

“You’re cute when you blush,” she
told him, smiling when she saw his blush
deepen.

Sam cleared his throat nervously,
trying not to let her comment fluster him.
He looked down at the hand that gently



covered his and felt something that he
hadn’t felt in a long time. He felt cared
for.

His index finger gently stroked the
underside of her wrist, causing her to
gasp at the contact. He was disappointed
when she pulled away from him and
placed her hands on her lap. He didn’t
know why, but he wanted to reassure
her, bring their time together back to a
non-threatening comfort level.

“I found humor in it eventually,” he
told her lightly, ignoring what had just
happened when he had touched her.
“Especially when I remembered how
your Aunt Kay jumped up and tried to
cover me with her floral china plate that
had just served the entire ladies’ group



apple pie.”

Rachel’s explosion of laughter made
him grin at the memory. The hand that
was moments before holding his was
now holding her stomach, and she was
looking at him with such incredible
enjoyment that he had to tell her the rest.

“I gripped that plate and backed my
way out of the room as fast as I could.
When 1 left at the end of my vacation,
she gave me that plate as a keepsake of
my time with them. Whenever they come
to visit me in Denver I make sure I serve
them desert from that plate. Only your
Aunt Kay knows why. Roy just thinks
that we have a weird attraction to that
piece of china.”



Rachel rested her head on her hand,
unable to stop laughing. It took her a few
minutes to calm down, but Sam waited
patiently, smiling the whole time.

When she was finally quiet, she sat
back and looked at Sam with an
expression of total joy. “I haven’t
laughed like that in so long,” she told
him quietly. “Thanks.”

Sam nodded and reached forward to
refill her water glass. “Any time,” he
told her seriously, watching her as her
expression changed from joy to sadness
in the short span of seconds. “Are you
okay?”

Rachel looked up at him and nodded.
“This last week has been a bear,” she



told him quietly.

“Do you want to talk about it, honey?”
he asked her gently.

Rachel shook her head. She couldn’t
speak. His concern was sweet, but it
was the way he called her honey that had
her tied in knots. She wanted him to call
her that all the time. She wanted him to
love her.

Hell. It doesn’t matter what I want.

She reached forward and lifted the
glass to her lips. Sam watched her as she
drained the liquid and put the glass
down. “Do you have any other
embarrassing moments you’d like to
share?” she asked him suddenly, her
eyes sparkling as she looked across at
him.



He could only smile.



Chapter 9

As Sam carried Rachel across the
campground later that evening, he
couldn’t help but be a little disappointed
that the night was separating them. He
had enjoyed her company during the
meal. He hadn’t enjoyed a woman’s
company in such a long time. He had
forgotten how much fun it was to spend
time with Roy and Rachel.

“Where are you taking me?”” she asked
him suddenly, aware that he was not
walking toward her tent.

“I figured you would want to stop at
the facilities before turning in,” he
explained quietly.



Rachel looked up at his face and
smiled at his thoughtfulness. He hadn’t
changed. He was still a really nice guy.
It was too bad that things had worked out
the way that they had. She truly mourned
for the friendship and possibly more that
they might have shared.

“Thanks,” she told him quietly,
averting her eyes to hide the sadness she
couldn’t help but feel.

He nodded in response and set her
down before the women’s side of the
structure that housed the pit toilets. After
she hobbled inside, he walked off to the
side to stand quietly as he looked out at
the sites. Once he brought her back to
her tent he would do his last minute



check on the campground and turn in. It
had been a full day and a lot had
happened. He looked out across the
campground while he waited. He
realized that he felt peaceful and
relaxed. It had been a long time since he
had felt so good.

“Im ready,” her voice came from
behind him a few minutes later.

He turned to face her and bent forward
to lift her into his arms. It was odd how
natural it was for him to hold her. He
guessed it was a natural result of a
friendship that was a good one, even if it
had been interrupted by so many years of
being apart from each other.

When he set her down before her tent
she turned to face him. He looked down



at her and had to step back because he
suddenly felt too close to her.

“Thanks for everything, Sam,” she told
him, smiling. “The dinner was delicious.
I really enjoyed myself.”

“Me, too,” he told her honestly. “You
owe me a dinner when you’'re feeling
better.”

“Deal,” she agreed quietly. “Good
night, Sam.”

“Good night, Rachel,” he answered,
waiting for her to light her lantern and
zip her tent closed before turning to walk
back to his camper.

Rachel sat down on her cot and placed
the lantern on the floor beside her. The
cold night air made her shiver, and she



pulled on her hooded sweatshirt to keep
warm. She unhooked her bra, removing
it to throw into her open suitcase before
she settled her arms into the warm
sleeves of the sweatshirt. She snuggled
between the layers of her blankets then
reached out to take a book from the top
of her briefcase. She knew she wouldn’t
be able to sleep just yet. Too much had
happened, and her mind was filled with
thoughts about Sam and her time visiting
with him.

She read for about twenty minutes then
gave up and put the book away. She had
read the same sentence four times and
didn’t have any idea what she had read.
Her thoughts were constantly returning to
Sam. Her body grew hot with desire as



she thought of him, of his smile, of the
feel of his hand covering hers, and of the
feel of his chest against her body as he
carried her.

She wanted to share her bed with him
and hear him moan with pleasure as she
touched and teased his body. She wanted
him to touch her, kiss her, and desire
her. The thoughts made her ache.

She took a shaky breath and tried to
calm herself. Shifting carefully so that
she wouldn’t hurt her foot, she turned
down the lantern and closed her eyes.
When sleep finally came, her dreams
were haunted by smiling, ice blue eyes.
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Sam walked back to his camper and
retrieved his clipboard, flashlight, hat,
and coat for his last walk around the
campground for the evening. He found
himself looking toward Rachel’s tent
often to see if he could catch a glimpse
of her and saw the progression of her
light as it passed through her tent. It
wasn’t until he saw the light finally go
out that he was able to concentrate on his
duties.

He finished his survey of the grounds
and assured himself that everything was
safe and secure. No one had left any
campfires burning and all the campers
were accounted for. He headed back to



his camper and stepped up inside it.

Turning off his flashlight, he removed
his coat and work boots before
retrieving the gray sweatpants and
sweatshirt from the bed. He pulled oft
his clothes quickly, stretching to relieve
the tightness in his shoulders before
pulling on the warm clothing and
climbing onto the bed on the right side of
the camper. He covered himself with the
many blankets there and settled back
onto his pillow, but sleep eluded him for
the longest time. He kept going over the
evening in his head.

He had really had a good time during
dinner. He had enjoyed laughing and
talking with Rachel. The comfortable
time with her reminded him of the times



that he often returned to in his mind
when he was too stressed. The times
with Roy and Rachel during their youth,
when his mother was still alive, were
memories that made him feel cared
about, appreciated, and loved. He hadn’t
felt that way since he had taken up
residence in Denver, met Allison, and
began working at Denver Memorial
Hospital.

He wasn’t kidding himself though.
Things had changed. Rachel was a
successful woman now. Roy was a
married man with a great wife and a
baby on the way. Sam had been through
things that had made him stronger but
had also made him cynical and distant.



His mom had once told him that true
friends would weather the difficulties
throughout the years. She had said that
time and distance wouldn’t matter when
you had true friends.

She had cautioned him never to forget
that Roy and Rachel would always be
there for him when she knew that she
would not. Being with Roy and Rachel
today had proven his mother to be right.
He felt relaxed and at ease with himself
for the first time in many years. It was a
great feeling.

But it was more than comfort with
Rachel. He felt that something about her
was different. Maybe it was the years
that had passed. Maybe it was that they
both had matured and gone through



major changes in their lives. Maybe it
was just the way that he was allowing
himself to think about her now.

He remembered how she had felt in
his arms as he had carried her to her tent
and his body tensed and hardened. She
was incredibly soft in all the right
places, but he could feel the strength in
her, too. The way her body had filled in
with womanly curves caused him to
desire her. When she was pressed
against him, it felt right.

He found that he had wanted to touch
and kiss her and that surprised him. He
remembered how he had felt that day on
the mountain when Rachel had broken
her leg. He had admitted to himself that



he was attracted to her. He had never
felt that way about Rachel before that
time. It had scared him back then. He
shouldn’t have been feeling that way
about her. But he had. And now he was
feeling that attraction again. He certainly
hadn’t felt that way about any woman in
quite a while. Not since Allison. And, if
he was honest with himself, he hadn’t
even felt that way with Allison.

“You’re slipping, Sam,” he warned
himself sternly as he turned on his right
side and closed his eyes. He could not
allow himself to get involved with
anyone. He had already decided what he
wanted to do with his life and getting
involved with any woman was not part
of his plan. Even if that woman was



Rachel.

Sleep eluded him for the longest time.
He turned over restlessly and bundled
under the many covers, seeking warmth.
It was a while before he could feel
himself unwinding and was surrounded
by a sense of comfort and warmth as
sleep finally claimed him. He found
himself part of the most realistic dream
he had ever had.

He walked up the front steps of a
large white house and opened the door
to go inside. He could see the furniture
in the living room and recognized some
of the pieces as the furniture that was
now in his Denver apartment. This



house had to be his home. He turned
toward the stairway that led to the
second floor and took them two at a
time, climbing them quickly. At the top
of the stairs there was a door the color
of deep mahogany, and he reached
forward to place his hand on the glass
doorknob. He turned the doorknob and
opened the door then walked into the
room.

It was a master bedroom with a king-
size bed of rich mahogany covered with
a soft blue comforter and many small
lace pillows. The door to the right of
the bedroom opened and a woman
dressed in a long, flowing, white
nightgown walked toward him. He
found himself being drawn toward her.



She lifted her arms to greet him. He
saw himself take her into his arms and
hold her close to him. He kissed her
gently and hugged her tightly against
his body. He stepped back and lifted his
hand. He reached out and touched her
fully rounded belly. Her hand covered
his and pressed it to the child that was
growing inside of her. His child. He
bent forward and placed a loving kiss
on her belly.

“I love you, Sam,” she whispered as
she looked down at him, touching his
face gently. “Your baby is happy that
you're home, too.” She smiled as she
took his hand and placed it on her
swollen abdomen just below her left



breast.

Sam smiled as he felt the movement
of his child beneath his hand. “Hello,
little one,” he whispered as he rubbed
his hand over his wifes belly tenderly.
Leaning forward, he placed one more
kiss on his child that was growing
within his wife’s body.

Her hands touched his head gently,
lacing her fingers through his hair to
caress him tenderly. He looked up at
her, his blue eyes sparkling with love
as he caught her eyes and stood slowly
to face her. His right hand moved
upward to gently cup her very full left
breast, and he smiled as she groaned
with pleasure at his touch.

“Sam, what you do to me,’
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she



whispered before his mouth captured
hers.

“Honey, I intend to do more,” he told
her huskily, taking her hand in his and
walking backward, leading her to their
bed.

He pulled the feminine nightgown up
and over her head to remove it from
her body, revealing the beauty of her
very pregnant form. He traced his
index finger over her breasts to lightly
circle her darkened nipples.

She moaned with pure pleasure as his
hand wandered and finally reached for
his hands to stop them as her breathing
quickened. She helped him shed his
clothes, kissing his chest lightly and



holding him tenderly within her
embrace.

He helped her to unbuckle his belt
and open his jeans, stepping away from
her for a moment to pull them from his
body. When he was completely naked
before her, she smiled up at him as her
soft hand reached out and cupped his
sac tenderly, rolling its contents gently
within her hand before releasing them
and taking h