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Morgan Dempsey has always wanted to work in the hotel business. Acceptance in the concierge training program of a boutique hotel chain means she's closer than ever to her dream. But on arrival at Whistler, she learns that the position has gone to Adrian, a quiet young man from Switzerland who has a strange aversion to skiing. Morgan's disappointment is tempered by her attraction to Rob - a 'bad boy' ski instructor. Will she fall under Rob's spell, or will she and Adrian discover that they have more in common than their love of hotels?
This short romance novel is 40,500 words.   Sensuality Level: Sweet Romance.

From the Author
Whistler has a special place in my heart. My husband and I visited just before the Olympic games in 2010 and fell in love with the atmosphere and, of course, the scenery. That visit, plus my own experience working in the hotel industry, prompted me to write this gentle romance. 
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Chapter One


It was snowing as the cab approached
Whistler Village; lazy flakes that floated slowly to the ground, covering the
dirty patches with pristine white. Morgan smiled to herself. The new layer of
snow represented a fresh beginning; one that she’d been looking forward to for
some time now.


The hotel had offered to pick her up at
the bus depot, but she’d declined. She wanted to discover Whistler on her own;
to savour those all-important first impressions by herself.


“How about here?” The cab driver pulled
into Mountain Lane. “This would be a great spot to walk in, if that’s what you
really want. The Zimmerli is right through there.” He pointed to a well-lit
lane.


Morgan hadn’t changed her mind; she
wanted to walk in, to absorb the atmosphere slowly. She paid the driver,
shouldered her backpack and started walking, her large suitcase trundling behind
over the cobblestones. The lane was well used, judging by the number of
footprints. Mid-November and Whistler was already busy.


The air was crisp and the snow squeaked
underfoot. It was magical. A corny description, she thought to herself, but
true. There was no other way to describe it. A golden glow up ahead told her
she was getting close to one of the squares and she slowed. She only had one
chance to see it for the first time, and she didn’t want to miss anything.


An abrupt turn and there she
was...standing in a perfect little alpine village. “Whistler,” she said aloud,
then looked around furtively. It wouldn’t do to get caught talking to herself
on the very first day. She stood still and took it all in; loving it, hoping
that she wasn’t going to wake up and find out she’d been dreaming.


Shops lined the main streets. Jewellery,
snowboarding gear, fur coats, brandy, smoked salmon and a million
souvenirs...all were offered for sale. The peak Christmas season was still a little
over a month away and yet every restaurant and bar appeared full, spilling
music and revellers into the cold night air. Then she remembered; it was Saturday.
She smiled to herself, knowing that those with the biggest hangovers would ski
the double black diamond runs tomorrow to prove how macho they were. It was the
same at ski resorts everywhere.


She turned another corner, went over a
small faux-bridge and there it was. She recognized it from the website, from the
brochures, and from studying Google Earth. Zimmerli Boutique Hotel. The eleventh
and most recent addition to the chain of exclusive hotels that had been started
in Italy. Lit by soft spotlights tucked into the shrubbery, the building glowed
warmly against the midnight blue of the sky. She allowed herself a moment to
admire it.


Broad, shallow steps led up to the
lobby. Miniature evergreens in black ceramic pots flanked the steps. Each tree
sparkled with tiny white lights, enticing visitors to enter. This was what
she’d wanted; to see it from the point of view of an arriving guest. So far she
liked what she saw.


The lobby was minimalist and elegant.
Morgan recognized the restraint it must have taken not to turn it into a
kitschy copy of a European ski lodge. But then this hotel was owned by Zimco, a
company known for quality and discreet, professional service.


She left her suitcase by the porter’s
desk and crossed the lobby to the registration desk.


The young man behind the counter greeted
her warmly. Behind rimless glasses, he had compelling dark green eyes.


“Good evening and welcome to the
Zimmerli Hotel,” he said.


Her first instinct was to wonder what
he’d done wrong. She’d worked in Banff long enough to know that nobody wanted
the Saturday night shift. He must be in someone’s bad books.


“Thank you,” she said, trying to make
out the name on his name tag. Her eyes were tired from a long day of travel and
she leaned forward to squint at the letters.


“Adrian,” he said with a faint smile. He
looked behind her as though expecting to see someone else.


She gave him her best hundred watt
smile. Might as well; it looked like they’d be working together. “Hi Adrian,
I’m Morgan Dempsey.”


“Yes,” he said, still looking toward the
door. “Mr. Lewis isn’t with you?”


“Mr.?” She tilted her head as though she
hadn’t heard him correctly. “Oh, you mean Dale Lewis.”


“Yes. Mr. Lewis did not come with you?”
He spoke with a slight accept. Could be French, she wasn’t sure. Could be
anything, actually. Zimco, the corporate giant that owned the Zimmerli and its
sister hotels, drew on employees from all over the world.


“No, he didn’t.” She’d love to hear more
of his accent, but she’d better explain. “You see, Dale is female, and she got
delayed back at The Lake.”


He looked up, frowned. “Lake Louise,
right?”


She was tempted to say that nobody in
the business called it by its full name, but managed to bite her tongue. “Yes.”


“She is coming, though?”


“She’d be here with me right now if her
supervisor hadn’t been in a minor accident. You know what housekeeping’s like,
with everything so physical. Dale volunteered to cover her shift until Monday.”


“Ah, I see.” He looked at his computer
screen as though it had some explaining to do. “Dale. An odd name for a woman.”


“Don’t let her hear you say that. The
last time somebody made a remark about her name, she threatened to rip out his
tongue and...well...never mind what she said she’d do with it.”


He tried to hide a smile but failed. She
took the opportunity to study him more closely. A small horizontal scar sliced
across the bone underneath his left eye socket, starkly white against his
tanned face. Dark brown hair curled slightly at the nape of his neck, but
otherwise he was buttoned up. She became aware that he was studying her as well
and looked down at the registration form.


“Are you new here, too?” She scribbled
her signature on the card. The hotel provided free accommodation for two nights
and a generous meal allowance; she wasn’t about to pass that up.


“I’ve been here a few weeks,” he said, then
glanced at his watch. “The restaurant is open until ten, so you have lots of
time. You must be hungry.” There was that little smile again.


“I’m starving.” She was dying to ask
where he was from, but he seemed a little reserved and she told herself not to
pry.


“Where are you from?” she blurted out.
So much for minding her own business.


“I’m from Switzerland.”


“Oh, you’re Swiss,” she said, all
smiles. “I wondered about the accent. So I guess you worked at one of their
hotels over there?” She made a broad gesture. “Zimco?”


“I worked at their hotel in Klosters.”


“Hmmm. Klosters. Wasn’t that the place
Princess Diana made famous when she took Wills and Harry skiing?”


He gave a wry smile. “We like to think
it was famous before that, but yes, that’s the place.”


“What was it like living there?”


“I lived in Davos.”


She nodded as though that made perfect
sense. All she knew about Davos was that there had been a G-8 Summit there some
years ago.


“Where will you be working?” he asked
tentatively.


It was the perfect opportunity. Ever
since she’d been accepted into the concierge training programme, she’d been on
cloud nine. It had been her dream forever.


She glanced across the lobby to where
the concierge desk sat in a small alcove, serenely alone. “I’ll be covering
some shifts at the front desk, but I’ll be in the concierge training programme.
It’s going to be amazing; I can hardly wait to get started.”


Adrian blinked once, twice, three times.
She couldn’t read what was going on behind those eyes, but something had
startled him. He shot a quick glance toward the alcove then looked down at his
computer screen. “Ya, I see,” he said, his accent becoming more pronounced. If
it got any thicker, he’d be wearing lederhosen and yodeling.


“How long have you worked for Zimco?”
she asked.


He blinked again and seemed decidedly
uncomfortable. “It feels like I’ve worked for them all my life.” He shrugged,
drawing attention to his broad shoulders. “But not quite. I started working at
the Klosters hotel when I was a young teenager. Clearing dishes in the dining
room and on the terrace. Stuff like that.”


“Lucky you. My parents wouldn’t let me
get a job in the mountains until I was eighteen. It was mostly about not
wanting me to leave home, even though Banff isn’t that far away from Calgary.
Eventually they gave in.” She paused for a moment. “I’ve always wanted to work
in hotels, so it was inevitable.”


He gave her a look that she couldn’t
quite decipher and held out a hand, suddenly formal. “Very nice to meet you,
Morgan.” They shook. “Morgan. Another odd name.”


She rolled her eyes. “I’ll tell you
about it some time.” She pointed to the elevator. “Up there?”


“Oh. Yes.” He seemed a bit flustered.
“I’ll have your bag brought right up.” He handed her the room card. “See you
later.”





Chapter Two


Morgan found her makeup bag, placed it
on the bathroom counter and dug out her hairbrush.


“I wonder what’s up with him?” she said
aloud, brushing her hair back from her face and securing it with a clip. She
stared at her reflection. “He seemed to pull back, as though I’d said something
wrong.” She replayed the conversation in her mind but couldn’t think of
anything she’d said to offend him. She gave her head a quick shake. “I hope
he’s not going to be a pain to work with.” Her stomach growled, reminding her
that she hadn’t had a proper meal all day. Time to eat.


Adrian was busy checking in a young
couple when she came back downstairs. The restaurant attached to the hotel
wasn’t run by the hotel, but was accessible from the lobby for the convenience
of the guests. She went down a short hallway, opened a door and was met by a
blast of sound.


The hostess looked up and beckoned her
over. “Hi, you must be Morgan; I’m Tess. Adrian called and said you’d probably
be coming down.” She nodded toward a large table in the corner. “I thought you
might like to sit with some of the gang in the casual section. Come on.”


Morgan followed and was greeted
exuberantly by the assortment of people around the table.


“Settle down, people. This is Morgan.
She’ll be working at Zimmerli.” She turned. “What department?”


“Front office.” Morgan smiled.


“Okay,” said Tess. “You all can
introduce yourselves. I have work to do.” A broodingly handsome specimen lounged
with a foot up on an adjoining chair and she slapped it down. Morgan got the
impression that there was an ongoing struggle between Tess and the man.


A puddle of snow had melted on the
chair. He man wiped it off with a napkin and indicated that she should sit.
“Welcome,” he said nonchalantly. “I’m Rob.” Dark blue eyes rimmed with slate
grey studied her from beneath dark brows. He picked up a glass of beer and held
it for a moment, then drained it. His Adam’s apple bobbed and her attention was
drawn to a gold chain around his neck. She found herself wondering what his
chest looked like and forced herself to drag her eyes away.


“Hi, Morgan.” A man with a welcoming
smile leaned across the table and offered his hand. “I’m Chance Larson.” He
jerked a thumb over his shoulder, toward the street. “I work in the ski shop
next door.”


“And I’m Karen.” A young woman with a
bright smile and long dark hair stuck out her hand. “I’m in the front office at
Zimmerli as well.”


The rest of the people around the table
worked on the lifts and one worked for the Village, keeping the walkways clear
of snow. She didn’t try to remember their names; there’d be plenty of time for
that later.


“So, Morgan. Where are you from?” Chance
smiled again, revealing a dimple in his right cheek. He placed a hand flat on
his chest. “I’ve spent time in a lot of places, but I’m originally from Lake
Louise.”


“Oh really? My roommate is there right
now. She’ll be here in a couple of days. I grew up in Calgary and I’ve been
working in Banff.”


“Great.” Chance hiked his chin toward
Rob. “Rob grew up in Squamish, just down the road, but we don’t hold that
against him. He’s a ski instructor.”


So that accounted for the amazing tan.
She glanced sideways at Rob but he didn’t seem to be following the
conversation. His attention was focused on a group of women at a nearby table.


“And Karen is from Vancouver.” Chance
gave her that amazing grin. “Hotel Vancouver, wasn’t it?”


“Yes. I’m hoping to travel and I thought
working for Zimco would be a good way to do it.”


“I can’t argue with that.” Morgan looked
up at the server. “Sorry, I haven’t even looked at the menu. Just bring me a
hamburger and fries, please. Oh yes, and a pot of tea.”


Karen pushed her cup away and sat
forward with her elbows on the table. “So you met Adrian? What did you think?”


Morgan shrugged. “He seems nice enough
but I must have said something to offend him. He was friendly and smiling at
first and then he kind of backed off.”


Rob turned away from the women who were
now eyeing him with interest. “He’s a loser.”


“Oh Rob, shut up. Just because he
doesn’t like to ski.” Karen gave him an annoyed look. “There are other things
in the world besides skiing.”


“Well, we agree on that.” He gave Morgan
a smouldering look.


Karen waved him off. “Ignore him,” she
said brusquely.


Not an easy feat when he was looking at
her like that. His gaze lingered on her for a long, suggestive minute and then
he rose and sauntered across the restaurant to the table of women. He moved like
a predator and it occurred to Morgan that he was precisely that. He grabbed an
unoccupied chair from a nearby table and straddled it backwards to the delight
of the women.


“The man’s an alley cat.” Chance’s tone
was non-judgmental. “But you’ve gotta give him props for going after what he
wants.” He smiled as Rob proceeded to charm the women, then returned his
attention to Morgan. She got the impression that nothing ever bothered him.
“Don’t pay any attention to what he says about Adrian. The guy’s all right.” He
paused. “Although it does seem odd that someone who grew up in Switzerland and
worked at ski resorts all his life doesn’t ski.”


“I grew up in Calgary and worked in
Banff for the past four years and I’m not much of a skier. Now my friend Dale,
she loves to ski.” She looked at Karen. “She got delayed at the Lake; she’ll be
working in housekeeping.”


“She’s the assistant housekeeper? I
heard somebody was on the way.”


Morgan nodded. “Yup. We’ll be rooming
together at the Lodge.”


“The Lodge.” Chance picked up his cup
and drained the last of the coffee. “That was a brilliant move on the part of
Zimco to buy property and build a no-frills apartment building for staff.
Finding a place to rent has historically been the hardest thing about working
here in the winter. Rents are astronomical.”


Morgan turned to Karen. “You live
there?”


She nodded. “Yes, and so does Chance.
They rent their surplus units to people who work in the Village.”


“What’s it like? I mean I know what they
told me, but reading about it on paper and reality are generally two very
different things.”


Karen and Chance exchanged looks and
Karen answered. “It’s pretty much as advertised. The units are small and
compact. Small fridge, microwave, two-burner stove but no oven, small bedrooms
and a small sitting area. The common area downstairs was a good idea. Big
screen television, one of those electric fireplaces, comfortable chairs and a
few tables for when people order in pizza or Chinese food.” She glanced at
Chance. “It’s nice, isn’t it?”


“I like it. And there’s a laundry right
on the ground floor so you can read or watch television while you wait for your
laundry.”


“Sounds like they thought of
everything.”


“They did, but a lot of us have got in
the habit of meeting here after work.” Chance looked up. “Hey, Tyler. How’s it
going?” A tall man in chef’s gear stood at the table.


Karen looked up and blushed prettily.
“Hi, Tyler.” She glanced back into the formal section of the dining room. “They
let you out.”


He winked at Karen. “Yeah. Can’t keep a
good man down.” He spoke with a broad Australian accent. “And who have we
here?” He extended a hand toward Morgan. “Tyler Brockman, Sous-Chef
extraordinaire. Welcome to the Heartbreak Hotel.”


“Jeez, Tyler. Give her a break. She just
arrived.” Chance shot her an apologetic look. “Somebody came up with the name
last winter and it kind of stuck.”


Morgan couldn’t help glancing over at
Rob. “Is it true?”


“Nah.” Tyler set down the coffee mug
he’d brought with him. “And even if it was, I don’t think you’d have to worry.”
His eyes sparkled with good humour and Morgan was charmed.


“In that case, I guess I’ll stay.” She
laughed and stuck out her hand. “Morgan Dempsey,” she said. “Just arrived from
Banff.”


Tyler bobbed his head. “Nice enough
place, but Whistler’s got better pow.” He sat down in the chair that Rob had
occupied.


“Tyler’s a rider,” explained Chance.
“One of the best amateurs around.”


Morgan realized that she was probably
one of the few employees not here primarily for the skiing or snowboarding.
“So, Tyler,” she said. “Is it true that once a person starts snowboarding they
rarely go back to skiing?”


He considered her question for a moment.
“I can’t think of anyone who’s ever gone back.” He grinned. “But it’s always
there when we get older.” It was clear he thought that day would never come.
His gaze landed on Karen and softened. “I’m going to give Karen a few tips next
weekend when I have a day off. See if I can convert her.”


Karen flushed again. “I’m looking
forward to it.”


Chance watched the interaction, smiled,
and then turned to Morgan. “If you’re not here for the skiing, why are you
here?”


Morgan set down her hamburger and wiped
her mouth. “I’m here for the concierge training programme. It’s something I’ve
always wanted, and I finally have the chance.”


Karen gave her a surprised look. “That
should be interesting. You’ll like Klaus.”


“That’s Klaus Drescher, the concierge, right?”


Karen nodded.


Morgan decided to jump in. “While we’re
talking about personnel, what about Colin Wynn-Jones, the manager?”


Karen exchanged a quick glance with
Tyler. “You’ll find out for yourself soon enough, but let’s just say he’s not
very popular with most of the employees.”


“Oh?” This wasn’t what Morgan had hoped
to hear. “Any specific reason?”


“I don’t know. It’s hard to put your finger
on it. He’s one of those people who expect you to take responsibility, but when
you do he’s quick to jump all over you if he doesn’t like your decision. I
suppose that wouldn’t be so bad ‘cause it’s all part of the learning process,
but he loves to do it in front of the guests, or the other staff.”


Morgan winced. “I can see where that
would be annoying. Thanks for the warning.” She looked up as Rob left the
restaurant, one arm around a thin, elegant blonde in the latest après-ski gear.
He whispered something in her ear and she gave a low, sexy laugh. He pulled
open the door and ushered her out then turned back to look at Morgan. For an
irrational moment she wished that she was the one heading out into the snowy
darkness with him. Then sanity returned and she broke eye contact, but not
before his mouth curved in a knowing smile.


“Well,” she said, somewhat breathlessly.
“It’s been a long day for me. I think I’ll head up to my room.”


“I’ll finish your fries.” Chance pulled over
her plate. “Probably see you around tomorrow. Let me know if you need help
getting down to the Lodge.”


Morgan was deep in thought when she
entered the lobby. Table lamps illuminated the room with golden pools of light
and a fire crackled softly in an open fireplace. When compared with most hotels
the lobby was small, but it was elegantly appointed.


“Goodnight Morgan.” Adrian’s greeting
broke into her thoughts and she turned to see him standing behind the desk. He
didn’t have the dark, sensual looks of Rob or the casual friendliness of Chance
and Tyler, but his quiet, old-fashioned manners seemed just right in this
setting.


“Goodnight, Adrian.” She continued
toward the elevators, then paused and went back to the desk. “I’m sorry if I
sounded like I was prying into your private life earlier. My friend Dale is
always telling me I ask too many questions.”


“No.” He took off his glasses and rubbed
his eyes. “I enjoyed our talk.” He replaced the glasses. “Please let me know if
you need any help getting to the Lodge tomorrow.”


“Thank you. You’re the second person
who’s offered to help.” She thought for a moment. “I do get to stay here
tomorrow night, though?”


“Yes, but most people move in on the
second day. It’s your choice.” He glanced toward the concierge desk. “I hope
you enjoy working here. See you tomorrow.”





Chapter Three


Bright sunshine flooded the restaurant
with light the next morning. Designed with a wall of large windows, patrons
could watch as skiers and riders ascended the massive mountain. Line-ups had
already formed at the base of the lifts.


“Amazing, isn’t it?” Chance appeared
behind her and guided her to the same table they’d occupied the night before.
He raised a hand for two coffees and they appeared moments later.


“Shouldn’t you be working?” Morgan
glanced toward the ski shop, but couldn’t tell if it was open.


“We usually don’t open until eleven on
Sundays.” He shrugged. “Most of the retail outlets do the same.” He blew on his
coffee. “Calgary, huh? Why would you want to work in hotels when there are so
many other opportunities in Calgary?”


She frowned. “What do you mean?”


“All those big oil companies. There must
be lots of good jobs.”


She nodded. “You’re right, but I’m not
the office type.” She thought for a moment. “I’ve always wanted to work in
hotels. Ever since I was a small kid.”


“Really?” He seemed genuinely
interested. “Tell me about it.”


“My Dad owns a car dealership, and Mom
and Dad travelled a lot when I was growing up.”


Chance grinned. “Don’t tell me your
father is Boomer Dempsey. I’ve seen his commercials. They’re great.”


She nodded again. “Yes, that’s him. His
name is actually Andrew, but everyone except Mom calls him Boomer. Anyway, when
they travelled, Mom would bring home matches from the hotels they visited as
souvenirs for me. She kept them tucked away in one of her drawers, but I was
allowed to look at them.” Her eyes grew misty. “She kept them in a black tin
box. I can still see it. It was from Black Magic chocolates and to me those
faraway hotels represented something different; something that wasn’t about
cars and trucks.”


She pulled back. “Don’t get me wrong.
Dad provided us with a great living, and one of my brothers runs a second dealership
in Calgary. Even the twins will have their own places soon, but every
discussion around our dinner table had to do with the automotive industry. I’ve
always wanted to do something different.”


He raised his eyebrows. “You have three
brothers? That’s a lot of testosterone.”


“No kidding. They’re great, though.”


“Names?”


“Ken is the oldest. He’s the one who
runs his own dealership. The twins are two years older than me. Grant and
Gareth.” She turned to him. “Why do people do that? Give twins names that are
so similar. It’s hard enough to tell them apart as it is.”


“What about your friend. What’s her
name?”


“Dale.”


“Has she always been interested in
hotels too?”


Morgan realized she’d never thought
about that before. “Not always. You see, she lived with us and we’ve been
besties almost all our lives, so when I first went to Banff to work, she went
to Lake Louise.”


“Is she adopted? It sounds like there’s
a story there.”


Morgan pulled back a bit. “No, she’s not
adopted, but as to the story, you’ll have to ask her.” She smiled to show him
that she hadn’t taken offence. “But be careful. She’s a fierce one.”


“Sounds interesting.” He looked deep in
thought. “I heard you tell Karen that she’s in housekeeping.”


“That’s right.”


“When does she arrive?”


“I’m not sure. Could be as early as
tomorrow. She’ll probably call although she’s awfully independent. If she
arrives late enough I’ll go to the bus depot and meet her. If not, she’ll grab
a cab.”


“Or I could meet her.”


Surprised at the offer, Morgan stared at
him. “Why would you do that? Besides, she probably wouldn’t appreciate being
met by someone she doesn’t know.”


“Why not?” It was a reasonable question,
and Morgan found she didn’t have an answer.


“I don’t know. It’s just the way she is.
Besides, how can you get away from the store?”


There was that dimple again. “My staff
will cover for me.” He checked his watch and stood up. “I’m opening this
morning, so I’m going to hit the buffet. Coming?”


Morgan watched him weave his way through
the tables, pausing to greet several locals. Chance Larson was obviously well
liked, but if he thought he’d charm Dale with a dimple and a smile he had
another think coming. Too bad, really, because he seemed perfect for her
friend. She put down her coffee mug and followed him to the buffet.


* * *


They ate in silence, each absorbed in
their own thoughts. Chance pushed his plate away and stood. “I close the shop
at four this afternoon. Would you like a lift to the Lodge?”


“That would be great. I’m going to check
out all the shops in the Village so I know what’s available, but after that, do
you have any ideas?”


“You could use your lift pass and go up
the Express Gondola. There’s a great view from up there.”


“I’d forgotten about the passes.” She
gave him a sheepish smile. “I suppose if I was more interested in skiing I
would have been all over that. But thanks; that’ll fill the time nicely.”


“Great. See you at four, then?”


“I’ll be in the lobby. Bye.”


* * *


“I have room for a single.” The lifty
scanned the line. “How about you?” He gestured to Morgan.


Jammed in with a group of riders, Morgan
looked around for something to hold.


“You look nervous,” said one of the
young men. He stood. “Here, take my seat.” It was only a narrow bench, but it
was better than trying to stand in the swaying gondola.


“Thanks,” she said. “It’s my first time
here.”


“Glad to help.” He went back to
exchanging insults with the others and left Morgan to take in the amazing
scenery. In a short time the village was far below and she could see the frozen
surface of Green Lake in the distance. The snowboarders continued their chatter
and for the first time since she could remember, she felt lonely. It seemed
like a long time ago that she’d left home to start working at Banff. In no time
at all, she’d learned the name of every staff member; they had become her
extended family. But here she knew no one, at least not yet.


Once at the top, she purchased a coffee,
took the cup outside and stood at the railing overlooking the town below. It
was hard to make out the buildings, and she wondered which one was Zimmerli. How
long it would be until she felt comfortable here in this new environment?


She yanked off her gloves, shoved them
in her pocket and held the cup in both hands. Tears burned behind her eyes and
she shook her head, angry at herself for feeling this way. She’d always known
what she wanted to do, and this sudden attack of self-doubt had unsettled her.


A group of riders launched themselves
down the hill with whoops of joy and she watched until they disappeared. The
gondola continued to disgorge eager skiers and boarders, and yet her life
seemed to stand still as her thoughts took her back to that day six weeks ago
when she’d gone home to tell her parents about getting the job in Whistler.


* * *


Her father had looked at her as though
she was speaking a foreign language.


“Whistler?” he’d said, not attempting to
hide his disappointment. “But that’s in British Columbia. I thought working in
Banff would cure you of that nonsense.”


“Now, Drew.” Cynthia Dempsey was not a
forceful woman, but the one thing she asked of her family was a peaceful
atmosphere at the dining table.


Morgan forced herself to remain calm. “It’s
not nonsense, Dad. I’ve wanted to do this for a long time now. I’ve never made
a secret of it.”


Her father had opened his mouth to
speak, but one look at his wife had him rethinking his words. He glanced at the
twins, who’d been silently following the conversation.


Boomer Dempsey was nothing if not a
practical man. He spread his hands in a gesture of acceptance. “It’s just that
I’d hoped you would join us at the dealership.”


Morgan hated to disappoint her father.
He’d always been larger than life, but that was part of the problem. He ran
over everyone without realizing it and she’d determined long ago not to become
like her mother, who invariably agreed with every utterance that came out of
his mouth.


“I know Dad, and I’m sorry, but I want
to do this on my own.”


He forced a smile. “Well I just hope
they realize they’re getting a top-notch employee.”


Morgan smiled at the compliment. It had
been years since she’d helped out at his office during summer holidays, but his
words meant a lot. “Thanks, Dad.”


* * *


“Penny for your thoughts.”


Morgan looked up, startled. She hadn’t
seen Rob approaching. He faced her, one arm resting on the railing. God, but he
was good-looking, in an edgy, dangerous way.


He looked at her with eyes that seemed
to see right through her. “You’ve been crying.” It wasn’t a question.


“No I haven’t.” She turned away,
embarrassed at being caught out. “Maybe a little.”


He raised a hand and brushed back an
errant wisp of hair. “Can I help?”


She almost laughed. “No, but thanks.”
She looked into those blue-grey eyes and the words started to spill out. “I was
feeling lonely, that’s all.” She gestured down the hill toward the village.
“Everything is new and I don’t know anyone.”


“Of course you don’t. You just got
here.” He gave her an indulgent look. “Besides, you know me. What else do you
need?”


She laughed. It felt good. “You’re
certainly not lacking in confidence, are you?” She looked around. “What are you
doing here, anyway? And don’t tell me you followed me.”


“I did actually.”


Her heart lurched in her chest.


“I saw you get on the gondola.” His gaze
moved slowly over her body as though taking inventory. “And here I am.”


Butterflies took up residence in her
stomach as he continued to look at her.


“Too bad I can’t stay.”


She came crashing back to earth. “You
can’t?”


He gave her that knowing smile again,
much like last night, and she wanted to smack him. He glanced at his watch.
“No. I’m due to give a lesson in five minutes.” He looked toward the gondola
and zeroed in on a slender woman who was looking around expectantly. Morgan
couldn’t tell if she was the same woman he’d left with last night, but it
didn’t matter. He pushed away from the railing and looked into her eyes. “See
you later,” he murmured, and before she could react, he’d cupped her chin and
brushed his lips against hers. He pulled back a fraction and she opened her
eyes to see him still looking at her. “Sweet,” he murmured, then turned and
left.


Morgan clutched at the railing as he
made his way through the outdoor tables, grabbed his skis and waved to the
woman. Every instinct she possessed told her that Rob Taylor was a heartbreak
waiting to happen. She knew that as certainly as she knew her own name, and yet
her body ignored the warning. A sucker for punishment, she waited for him to
turn back and give her that smirk, but today it didn’t come. Perhaps he wasn’t
predictable after all but somehow she doubted that.





Chapter Four


“Here we are.” Chance pulled up in front
of a long, narrow building. “As you can see, Zimco used every square inch of
land, but then everyone in Whistler does the same.” He jumped out and hauled
Morgan’s suitcase up the short walkway to the front door. ‘Sorry I can’t stick
around, but Jamie got sick quite suddenly and it seemed best to send her home.”
He stopped inside the front door. “You’ll be all right, won’t you? You looked a
bit shaky back there.” The concern in his eyes was almost her undoing.


“I’m fine. You get back to the shop.” On
the short drive to the Lodge, he’d mentioned that sales often picked up when
people came down from the ski hill after daylight skiing. She also knew without
being told that retail shops in high profile locations scrambled for every
dollar of business just to meet expenses.


“Okay. What time does your shift start
tomorrow?”


“Thanks Chance, but I’ll find my way
there.”


He brushed her words aside. “I’m going
in anyway and I’ll be leaving at eight. If you’re down here, I’ll give you a
ride. Okay?”


She smiled up at him. “Okay. To tell you
the truth, I’m a bit nervous about my first day.”


“Even more reason to let me give you a
lift.” He pushed open the door. “See you in the morning.”


* * *


Tension knotted Morgan’s stomach as she
reported for work the next morning. Karen was on the desk and greeted her with
a warm smile. She looked very European in her black jacket, skirt and white
blouse.


“I was surprised to see you checked
out,” she said by way of greeting. “Did you get settled?”


“Yes, thanks.” Morgan had done little
more than unpack her overnight bag. She’d been too nervous and excited to do
much else.


Morgan glanced at the concierge desk,
then back at Karen. “Where should I report?”


“Mr. Wynn-Jones is expecting you.” She
gestured to a narrow hall between the front desk and the elevators. “You’ll
find his office down that hall.”


Morgan looked around for somewhere to
leave her coat.


“Here, I’ll show you.” Karen pressed a paneled
wall and a door swung open. “We keep our things in here.” She took the coat.
“Good luck.”


An older woman looked up as Morgan
pushed the door open. The nameplate on her desk identified the woman as Enid
Blacklock.


“Good morning. You must be Miss
Dempsey.” Cool eyes assessed her. “Mr. Wynn-Jones is expecting you.” She
gestured to an open door. “Go right in.”


The man behind the desk didn’t rise when
she entered the room. He looked her over and narrowed his eyes. Morgan wondered
if she was dressed inappropriately, but she’d followed the Zimco instructions
to the letter. Black skirt, black tailored jacket, white shirt and black shoes.
The black seemed to bring out the highlights in her tawny blonde hair; she was
pleased with Zimco’s clothing dictates.


“Hello Sir.” She crossed the room and
held out a hand. “I’m Morgan Dempsey.”


She realized her mistake when he was
forced to stand but she met his angry gaze calmly. “I’m glad to be here.”


He gave her hand a perfunctory shake and
settled back in his chair, indicating that she should sit.


He opened a file and looked down at it
as though reading it for the first time. A ridiculous ploy designed to make her
feel insignificant, but she was determined not to let it work. She waited
calmly while he read.


After a few moments, he looked up. “I
see you’re expressed an interest in our concierge training programme.”


She nodded eagerly. “Yes, Sir. I was
delighted when Mr. Blenkinsop told me I’d been accepted. It’s something I’ve
wanted to do forever.”


“Daniel Blenkinsop does not manage this
hotel.” He spat out the words and Morgan recoiled. Something was wrong.
Terribly wrong.


“Yes Sir, I know that. I just meant...”


His eyes glittered and she realized that
he was enjoying himself. “This is a very popular programme, and we accept only
our most promising employees.”


What was he saying? She was afraid to
ask, but she had to know.


“I don’t understand, Sir.” She tried to
remain calm.


He picked up a pen and tapped it against
the papers in her file. Mesmerized, she watched the up and down movement as the
tapping grew louder in her head.


“I don’t know what Mr. Blenkinsop told
you, Miss Dempsey, but one of the criteria we use to choose from the many
applications we receive is length of service with Zimco. This year Mr. Drescher
will be training someone who’s been with the chain for many years now.”


Morgan’s heart fell. “You mean...”


The manager ignored her. “Mr. Drescher
will be training Adrian...”


“Adrian?” She couldn’t believe what he
was saying.


“Yes.” He smiled, but it was not a
pleasant sight; he was enjoying himself far too much. “So you’ve met the young
man?”


“Yes, Sir. He checked me in on
Saturday.” She thought back to Adrian’s odd behaviour. “But he didn’t mention
anything.” The last was said quietly, almost as an afterthought.


“Yes. Well, he’s a very discreet young
man.” He examined his fingernails. “We got word from Zimco headquarters two
weeks ago that he’d been chosen.” He closed the file and set it firmly aside. If
he had any idea that he’d just crushed her dreams, he didn’t show it. “And now
if you’d like to report to the Front Desk, Miss Anderson is prepared to review
our systems with you.” He picked up another file; she’d been dismissed.


She gave the secretary a weak smile on
the way out. “Thank you,” she said, walking stiffly from the room. Her father
had trained her to say thank you. “Always be polite,” he’d said. “It takes no
extra effort.” This time he’d been wrong. It had taken every ounce of strength
she possessed to smile and speak in a pleasant tone, but she’d managed. A small
victory to be sure, but she refused to appear beaten on her first day.


“He told you, huh?” Karen’s sympathetic
smile almost brought her to tears. She glanced around and lowered her voice.
“I’ll bet he loved that.”


Morgan nodded and sucked in a deep
breath. “You knew?”


“I’m sorry, but yes. To tell you the
truth, I didn’t even know you were interested in the programme until you
mentioned it. I thought maybe I was mistaken about Adrian, so I decided not to
say anything.” She looked away and her voice trailed off. “I just got here a
couple of weeks ago myself.”


Morgan blinked back tears of
frustration. “I’m the one who should be sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you
should have said anything. I just need a couple of minutes to let this all sink
in.” She looked toward the concierge alcove and was surprised to see the light
on. A dark-haired man sat at the desk, engrossed in a computer screen. “Is that
Mr. Drescher?”


Karen nodded. “Yes. He’s really nice. He
and his wife are here for a year and from what I hear he plans to train several
people in that time.”


There might be hope for her yet, but
right now that was little comfort. “Where’s he from?”


“They’re from Zurich, but I understand that
he worked for Zimco in Italy, at their flagship hotel.”


“I was hoping for a career like that
some day.” Morgan spoke quietly but passionately. “Maybe I just wanted it too
much.”


“Maybe.” Karen didn’t look convinced.
“But I hear you about needing some time to absorb the disappointment.” She
looked closely at Morgan. “Go check your makeup for a minute, and then I’ll
show you our computer system.”


Morgan studied her reflection in the
small mirror someone had tacked onto the wall. Her brothers had loved to tease
her when they were growing up together and she’d learned to hide her weaknesses
from them. She would do the same now, only she’d be hiding her disappointment.


She wished that she hadn’t been so quick
to tell everyone here that she’d been accepted into the training programme, but
she’d been so excited, so enthusiastic. “And why not?” she said aloud, daring
the woman in the mirror to contradict her. “It was something to be proud of.”


She considered her immediate future at
Zimmerli. The hotel chain she and Dale had worked for was large and impersonal.
A great training ground, but completely opposite from the boutique hotel concept.
Zimmerli Whistler may have only a fraction of the rooms, but those rooms were
costly, exclusive and occupied by guests who expected superior, discreet
service. The opportunity to work in a hotel of this calibre was one of the
reasons she’d applied to Zimco...that and the possibility of an international
posting sometime in the future. She’d observed a large commercial hotel in operation;
it was time to add to her experience.


* * *


“Welcome back.” Karen gave her a brisk
nod and Morgan realized she’d passed some sort of test. “Now, let’s get you
familiar with our CRS.”


The morning passed quickly as she
absorbed the intricacies of the hotel’s reservation system. It soon became
obvious that guests who’d stayed at Zimmerli hotels were loyal customers and often
visited several other hotels as well. Their personal preferences were saved in
the central data bank and Morgan was impressed with the level of service the
chain offered as a matter of course.


By noon, she and Karen had reviewed all
of the day’s arrivals, assigned suites, and she had observed several checkouts.


“You should be able to do a couple of
check-ins this afternoon,” Karen observed. “It looks as though you’ve worked
with this system before.”


Morgan nodded. “One very similar. In
Banff we...”


Karen held up a finger and reached for a
phone that was tucked discreetly below the desk. “Outside line,” she mouthed,
then glanced at the clock. “Good morning, Zimmerli Whistler. How may I help
you?”


She shot a quick look at Morgan. “Yes,
she’s here.” She passed the phone to Morgan. “It’s for you.”


“Hello?” Morgan frowned. She’d
completely forgotten about Dale.


“Hey.” The familiar voice was music to
her ears. “I’m at the Vancouver bus depot and I’m about to get on the express
bus. Have you taken your stuff to our place yet?”


Morgan smiled. Dale wasn’t one to waste
words. “Yes. I moved over there yesterday.”


“Good.” An announcement blared in the
background and her friend waited for the noise to subside before continuing. “I
think I’ll pass on the free hotel accommodation. I’ll get to know the rooms
soon enough. Where do I go to find this Lodge place?”


Morgan wasn’t sure if she should mention
Chance’s offer. What if he couldn’t make it? She gave Dale the address. “What
time does the bus get in?”


“Two thirty.” Another announcement in
the background. “Listen, I have to go.”


“Okay, but why don’t you come here after
you drop off your bags? I don’t have any food in yet and there’s a place
connected to the hotel where people hang out...”


“I’ll think about it. See you later.”


Morgan lowered the phone and stared at
it for a moment before hanging it up with a smile. “I have no idea why we’ve
managed to stay friends for so long. She can be impossible sometimes.”


Karen grinned. “Those are the best
friends, aren’t they?”


Morgan nodded her agreement. “Yeah.”


Karen stiffened and looked toward the
concierge desk. Morgan turned, fairly sure she knew why the other woman had
reacted. Adrian stood beside the desk, in earnest conversation with Klaus.


“Would you like to take a break for
lunch?” Karen motioned toward the restaurant. “We usually grab something in
there.” She glanced at the wall clock. “If you go in now, you’ll beat the
hungry hordes coming down from the mountain. I’ll go later.”


She wasn’t quite ready to deal with
Adrian yet and agreed. “Sounds like a great idea.” She grabbed her purse and
headed into the restaurant. It was already busy, and she recognized some of the
lift personnel from yesterday at the regular staff table. She joined them and
listened with an amused smile as they exchanged stories on what had happened
this morning.





Chapter Five


Morgan was stirring sugar into her
coffee when the table went silent. She looked up to see Adrian standing
hesitantly by the receptionist’s podium, scanning the restaurant. He spotted
her and came directly to the table.


“Could we eat together?” he asked,
nodding politely to the others at the table. “At another table?”


“What’s the matter with right here?” She
wasn’t going to make this easy for him. The “liftys” were suddenly engrossed in
conversation, their heads together.


He sat beside her at the end of the
table, effectively isolating them from the others. He seemed nervous but
determined, and as he opened his mouth to speak their server came by.


“Have you ordered?” he asked.


She nodded.


“Just coffee please, Janine.” He shot a
quick look at Morgan. “Something tells me I won’t be staying long.” She tried
unsuccessfully to hide a smile.


“Listen, Adrian...”


“I’m sorry, Morgan...”


Their words hung there and she forced
herself to look at him. Why did he have to have such remarkable eyes? There was
no superiority there, no sense that he’d edged her out for the coveted job. As
a matter of fact, he looked miserable.


She sighed and sat back; waited for him
to speak first.


He looked at her for a long moment and
his gaze softened. “I should have told you,” he said, keeping his tone low. “I
just didn’t know what to say.”


She released the air from her lungs,
surprised to find that she’d been holding it. “It’s not your fault,” she said.
“But when I spoke to the manager at the Zimmerli in Banff I really thought I’d
been chosen.” She shrugged. “There must have been some mix-up. Mr. Wynn-Jones
said they always choose the person with the most experience working for Zimco
and that’s obviously you.” She gave him what she hoped was a confident smile.
“That’s all there was to it.”


He frowned. “Not really. You see...”


“Hi guys. Can I join you?”


Chance was already pulling up a chair.
He looked back and forth between them, but if he noticed anything out of the
ordinary, he didn’t let on.


“Oh, my goodness.” Morgan smacked
herself on the forehead. “I was supposed to phone you.”


Adrian raised an eyebrow. For a moment
he looked jealous, but Morgan told herself she was imagining it.


“Dale is arriving this afternoon. She
said she’d find her way to the Lodge, but if the offer is still open...”


A smile lit up Chance’s face. “Is she
coming on the two thirty?” He didn’t wait for her to reply. “This is ideal. We’ve
been training a new employee, so it will be a perfect opportunity to slip out
and leave the two of them to fend for themselves.” His grin was infectious. “Although
I don’t know. She’s young and pretty and Ken, my assistant manager, is all over
her like a bad rash.”


Morgan smiled back at him. “She can
probably take care of herself.”


“You’re right.” He sat back while the
server brought Morgan’s soup, and coffee for everyone. “I don’t know what I’ll
do if I ever have a daughter of my own. Probably lock her in the house until
she’s thirty.” He looked up at Janine. “Hamburger, please.”


Adrian watched the exchange with
interest. “Your friend arrives today? The one with the masculine name?”


“Yeah.” She turned back to him, her
earlier tension forgotten. “Dale. Chance offered to pick her up.”


“Be careful of your ears.” Adrian smiled
at his own joke but Chance looked confused.


Morgan jumped in to save him. “I was
telling Adrian how Dale reacts when people comment on her name.”


He reared back, miming fear. “Am I in
danger of losing my ears?”


Morgan laughed. “No. Just don’t mention
that Dale is a man’s name and you’ll be fine.”


“What about your name?” Chance took a
sip of coffee. “That’s about as masculine as you can get.”


“Ya.” Adrian cupped his mug and Morgan
stared at his hands. They were large and competent-looking; she had the sudden
feeling that she would be safe in those hands. She shook off the thought as he
continued speaking. “You said you’d tell me about it.”


She looked at him, then back at Chance.
“It’s not much of a story, really. It’s something we argue about in our house
every year when my birthday comes around.”


“Say no more. Say no more.” Chance
seemed pleased with himself. “Her father has a car dealership,” he said to
Adrian. “I’ll bet the argument is whether he named you after the Morgan.”


Adrian looked confused.


“It’s a classic old car. A sports car.”
He grinned at her. “Am I right? You’re convinced that your Dad named you after
the classic Morgan and he denies it.”


“Something like that.”


“Why do you care? It’s a wonderful
name.”


“Okay, I admit. I don’t mind it now, but
when I was young it wasn’t so funny.”


He sobered. “I can imagine. Hey,
thanks,” he said as his hamburger arrived. He took a big bite. “So what does
she look like? How will I recognize her?”


Morgan leveled a look at him. “Why do
you want to do this? Really?”


Chance swallowed and turned to face her.
“Because she sounds interesting. She sounds real, and that appeals to me.” He
lowered his voice. “Look around. These women are snow bunnies, and to be
perfectly honest, I’m tired of them.”


Morgan hadn’t expected such a heartfelt
answer. Her respect for Chance went up a notch or two. “The day we met, she
called me a stuck-up bitch.”


Chance swallowed. “An interesting
start.”


“I probably deserved it. Mom used to
make sure I had all the latest fashions, even when I was young.” Her eyes took
on a distant look. “And Dale was on the opposite end of the spectrum. I guess
that’s why we became such good friends. You know, opposites and all that.”


Chance was listening carefully. “She had
a tough upbringing, huh?”


Morgan gave her head a quick shake. “I
told you yesterday, it’s her story to tell. But to answer your question about
recognizing her, she’s almost as tall as you; she’s thin and athletic, and she
has short dark brown hair. You’ll recognize her by the chip on her shoulder.”


Chance froze, his burger halfway to his
mouth. “Still?”


She nodded. “Sometimes.” She laid a hand
on his arm. “Don’t expect too much, okay? And for goodness sake, don’t let on
we talked about her.” She went back to her soup, watching Chance out of the
corner of her eye. How had he managed to get her to divulge so much
information? Especially when she considered how closed up Dale was. 


Because of that face, she answered
herself. He’s got such a nice, honest face. God, I hope he doesn’t break her
heart.


* * *


Dale stepped off the bus and stood aside
to stretch. It had been a long day, starting with Morgan’s mom driving her to the
airport. Eager to get going, she’d left Banff last night and stayed overnight
in her old room. Cynthia Dempsey had kept it much the same as when she and
Morgan shared it all those years ago.


At the airport, Morgan’s mom had
insisted on walking with her as far as security. Dale recalled her words. “Have
a good time,” she’d said, concern evident in her eyes. “I worry about you, you
know.”


“Yes.” Dale gave her a fierce, quick
hug. “I know. And I’ll try. I promise.”


“It’s just that...” Cynthia Dempsey had
stood there in the pale morning sunshine, eyes brimming with tears. “I love
you, Dale.”


“I know, Mom.” She’d given her a kiss on
the cheek, inhaling the familiar perfume. “I’ll be in touch.”


And with that, she’d turned, walked
through security and hadn’t looked back. She loved Morgan’s mother too much to
let her see the tears that threatened. Some day she’d get up the nerve to tell
her that she loved her, too. Someday.


Dale watched as the bags were unloaded
from the bus, placed onto a cart and wheeled to the baggage claim area. The
huge suitcase held everything she’d need for the next few months and her skis
were top of the line. She wasn’t about to lose sight of them now. The cart was
crammed with wrapped skis and boards. The young people who arrived in Whistler
by bus didn’t have fancy bags; they spent all their money on gear and lifts.


A group of youngsters hopped up on
excitement milled around the baggage claim area and she observed them
dispassionately. She’d never been like that when she was young. She’d been too
busy hating everyone and building walls that couldn’t be breached.


A tall man stood off to the side,
silhouetted against the brilliance of the sun. He seemed to be looking at her
and she stared at him, wishing he would move so she could get a better look at
his face. A cart came whizzing by and he stepped aside to avoid it. She could
see him clearly now; he was smiling in her direction. He had a dimple in his
right cheek and she had the oddest urge to get closer so she could gaze into
those dark brown eyes.


She took a quick look behind her to see
who he was meeting but there was no one. When she turned back, he was walking
toward her, smiling as though he knew her.


“I’ll bet you’re Dale.” He was a couple
of inches taller than her, and for a moment she couldn’t speak.


“Uh-huh,” she nodded finally. “Who are
you?”


“I’m Chance.” He smiled down at her and
she took a step backward. She could already feel her defenses crumbling, and
she couldn’t allow that to happen.


She smiled at him in spite of herself. “I’ll
bet you got a lot of mileage out of that name when you were in school.”


He placed a hand over his heart. “Oh, yeah.”
His smile didn’t waver. “But it worked the other way as well.” He tilted his
head. There are a lot of variations on ‘Not a Chance’ or ‘Last Chance’, or
“Take a Chance’.


Dale nodded. “I suppose so.” Dammit, but
he was appealing. “Did Morgan send you?”


He frowned. “Not exactly. I
volunteered.”


She gave him a puzzled look. “Why would
you do that?”


He lifted his shoulders in a casual
shrug. “It seemed like a neighbourly thing to do. Besides, I thought it would
be a great way to meet you.” He looked toward the baggage claim area. “Do you
see your stuff yet?”


She couldn’t believe that she’d taken
her eyes off her bags for so long. “Yes, there it is...that black one.” She
laughed. “What am I saying? They’re all black.” She pushed through the crowd
and reached for the handle.


His hand covered hers and for a moment
they looked into each other’s eyes. “I’ve got it,” he said softly and she
pulled away. Was her hand really tingling from his touch? She’d thought that
sort of thing only happened in romance novels...not that she ever read them.
Romance novels were nothing but fantasies, and she didn’t indulge in such
nonsense. Her skis came around and she yanked them off the conveyor belt with
more force than necessary.


He lifted the bag effortlessly and
motioned for her to follow him.


The sun was bright in the parking lot
and she looked around, shading her eyes with her free hand.


He watched her without appearing to do
so. “Did you come all the way from Calgary today?” He popped the back of an SUV
and placed her bag inside. “I’ll bet you’re tired.” He reached for her skis and
she surrendered them.


He was being far too solicitous and she
wasn’t sure she liked it. The men she knew would never have considered whether
or not she was tired. She probably knew the wrong type of man, but it was much
easier that way; there was no temptation to get involved.


Chance scurried around and opened the
passenger door.


She made a move to get in and then
stopped, one hand braced against the door frame. “I should warn you,” she said
evenly. “I’m not interested in men.”


He raised both eyebrows in mock
surprise.


“No, it’s not that.” She took a quick
breath. “Poor choice of words. I like men; I just don’t want to get involved
with one.”


“That’s good. Less competition for me.”
His gaze fell to her lips.


She tried to stare him down but it was
difficult when he was looking at her like that...as though he’d like to kiss
her. The trouble was, in spite of her words, the thought appealed to her...a
lot. She was in big trouble.


“So, are you going to get in?”


He was challenging her and she was
surprised to find she liked it. She got in and he passed her the seat belt.
“I’ve got it,” she said, somewhat breathlessly. If he tried to fasten it for
her he’d be much too close...definitely not a good idea.


“Right.” He slid into the driver’s seat,
secured his seat belt and placed both hands on the steering wheel. “Where to? I
was thinking we could drop your bags off and I could take you for a quick tour
of the area.”


“You make it sound like a date.” Now why
had she said that? It was too late to take the words back. She closed her eyes
and let her head fall back on the headrest. “Sorry. You’re right, I am tired.
Let’s start by dropping off my stuff.”


“You’ve got it.” Chance was silent on
the drive to the Lodge, which was located about half way to the Village. He
pulled up and she studied the building for a moment.


“How am I supposed to get in?” She was
angry with herself for not thinking ahead.


Chance waved a card. “Here. Morgan sent
her key card. She said yours is in your package at the hotel.” He got out and
started to unload her suitcase. “You really do look tired. Maybe we should have
our date some other time.”


She grabbed the skis and trudged behind
him to the front door. “I need a nap. One hour and I’ll be good to go.”


He looked at his watch. “Okay. How about
this? I’ll go back and tell Morgan you’ve arrived, check on my shop, and then
I’ll come back and get you for dinner tonight. Morgan mentioned something about
eating at the hotel.”


She was suddenly too tired to argue.
“Okay, what time?” She followed him into the elevator.


“I’ll be here at six, how’s that? Gives
you enough time to unpack a few things and have a power nap.” He led her down
the hall to her room and opened the door. “Here you are.” He handed her the
card. “See you later.”





Chapter Six


Dale studied Chance as he walked away, wondering
what it was about this man that had attracted her. Because whether or not she
wanted to admit it, she was attracted to him. He was tall and lean, and
although she couldn’t see his body underneath his ski jacket, she sensed by the
way he moved that he was fit and muscular. His cheerful outlook was refreshing
in today’s world of brooding bad boys. She’d had enough of them to last a
lifetime. Frowning, she took one last look and ducked into the room before he
turned and saw her studying him. Warmth spread through her at the thought that
he’d be back to pick her up. Where had that come from? She’d been serious when
she’d told him that she wasn’t interested in getting involved with a man right
now...but somehow her heart hadn’t been listening. 


“Dale Lewis,” she said aloud, heading
for the empty bedroom. “You’re here to work and to learn how a boutique hotel
runs, not to get involved.”


“Great start”, said the voice
in her head.


“Maybe so, but I’m too tired to argue about
it,” she said aloud, setting the alarm on her iPhone. She yanked back the
duvet, crawled into bed and was asleep almost instantly.


* * *


Morgan had just finished checking in a
family when Chance strode into the lobby. Did he ever stop smiling? She was
beginning to wonder.


“You found her?” she asked eagerly.


“Sure did.” He jingled his keys. “She
seemed tired, so I left her to have a nap and I’m going to pick her up later
and bring her back for supper.”


“A nap?” Morgan wondered if she’d heard
him correctly.


“Yeah. She was up early. Poor kid looked
wiped out.” He moved closer to the desk. “I like her, Morgan, although you’re
right; she’s kinda prickly.”


Morgan glanced back toward the Manager’s
office. He’d been showing up at the desk all afternoon, startling her. “You
guys didn’t have a fight or anything?”


“No, we’re cool.” Chance glanced down
the hall and nodded his understanding. “I’ll see you later, okay?”


* * *


Dale was checking out the bookshelf in
the common area downstairs when Chance came back. He stopped to watch her as
she took down a book, opened it and started to read. Lost in the contents of
the book, her expression was soft and open. Not at all like the closed-off woman
he’d met this afternoon. He leaned up against a dividing wall, crossed his arms
and studied her. Her long legs were encased in tight fitting black pants, and
she wore a pair of calf-high leather boots. On top she wore an off-white crew
necked sweater and a soft leather bomber jacket in rich brown. He wondered if
she knew how attractive she was; somehow he doubted it.


She looked up, spotted him and for a
moment she looked happy to see him. But the expression faded as quickly as it
had come. She slid the book back onto the shelf and he noted the position,
intent on checking it out later.


“Hi,” she said coolly. “You came back.”


He pushed away from the wall. “I said I
would.” If she thought she was going to get rid of him by playing hardball, she
had another think coming. He’d grown up with two older sisters and survived.
“Shall we go?”


He pointed out various buildings as they
drove back into the Village, but she didn’t seem to be paying attention. She sat
sideways in the seat, studying him openly.


“What do you do?” she asked during a
lull in his narration.


“You mean work?”


She nodded.


“I’m the Manager of the Ski Shop right
next to the Zimmerli.”


“Do you like it?”


“Most of the time.” He shot her a quick
glance. “Generally speaking, the people who come here are in a good mood, but
there are always the unpleasant ones.”


“I know what you mean. You should have
seen how some of them treated the maids at the Lake. As if they’re sub-human or
something.”


“I know. My uncle was a porter at the
Chateau back in the fifties.” He paused. “That’s where you came from, right?
The Lake? I grew up in Lake Louise.”


“Really? That’s interesting. But how did
you know I was working there?”


“I was telling Morgan about coming from
there and she mentioned it. Anyway, Uncle Dave told me that back then the
guests used to refer to the staff as servants.”


She gave a soft little snort. “They may
not call us servants to our face, but some of them still think of us that way. It
will be interesting to see what the guests at Zimco’s hotels are like.”


“More of the same, I expect.” He turned
into the Village. “Here we are. We’ll park in the back and walk in.”


They crunched through the snow and he
remained silent as she got her first sight of the Village. The Stroll was
crowded with skiers and riders, all talking excitedly about their day on the
mountain and heading for their favourite watering holes.


Dale nodded as they walked along. Chance
wasn’t sure if she was nodding to herself or to him.


“It’s about what I expected,” she said,
turning to him. “Very cozy.” She hesitated before the entrance to the Zimmerli,
looked up at the building then turned to him. “Where is your shop?”


He touched her lightly at the waist and she
gave him a startled look but didn’t object. He led her forward. “Over here.”
The lights were still on and he was pleased to see several customers engaged
with the staff. “We carry gear, and skis and boards.”


She stood still for a moment, taking it
in. “You have a lot of stock. The shop must be doing well.” She stepped aside
as a customer came out carrying a purchase and looked at Chance. “Do you ski?”


“Love it,” he said. “My dad had me on
skis almost as soon as I could walk. Nowadays I don’t get out often enough.”


“I know what you mean.” She glanced
toward the lifts. “I’m a skier as well. I made myself a promise that when I got
here I’d get out more often.” Her mouth curved in a rueful smile. “We’ll see.”


Her stomach rumbled and she laughed, not
at all embarrassed. Chance didn’t know what had happened to her in the past to
make her so emotionally closed off, but that laugh at her own expense confirmed
for him what he’d already suspected. She was a warm, vibrant woman, and he was
determined to get to know her better, no matter what kind of barriers she put
up.


She looked at him as though reading his
thoughts and he held her gaze, then gestured toward the hotel. “Let’s go and
see if Morgan has finished her shift. I know somebody who needs to eat.”


* * *


“...and I’ve assigned the Glasser party to
Suite 326-28.” Morgan was reviewing the late check-ins with the room clerk on
the evening shift. “Mr. and Mrs. Glasser will occupy 326 and the nanny and
their son will be in 328.” She looked up when Dale and Chance entered, and a
smile lit her face.


“You made it!” She grabbed her purse,
came out from behind the desk and gave her friend a quick hug. “I’m so glad to
see you.” She stepped back and looked over at Chance. “I’m hungry. I didn’t eat
much for lunch.”


They entered the restaurant and Tess pointed
them in the direction the large table. “A bunch of us have sort of made this
our table,” explained Chance, waiting as Morgan slid along the bench at the
back and Dale followed. He moved a chair to the end of the table, blocking anyone
else from sitting next to her. His eyes shone with pleasure as the two women
got caught up.


“So you stayed at home last night?”
Morgan picked up the menu but didn’t look at it.


Dale nodded. “Yes. Mom says hello, by
the way. She took me to the airport this morning. I had to get the early
flight; that’s why I was so tired.” She looked around for another menu then
took the one from Morgan. “I need something to eat.” She glanced at Chance then
back at the menu. “What’s good?”


“Just about everything. I’m going to
have lasagna tonight. Tyler does it well.” He nodded to himself. “Yeah. Lasagna,
garlic bread and a Caesar.”


Dale passed the menu back to Morgan.
“Sounds good to me, too.” She paused for a moment. “Tyler is the chef?”


“No, he’s the sous-chef. A wild
Australian snowboarder who claims he’s working his way around the world.” He
lowered his voice. “He has a still on the lower level.”


Morgan lowered the menu. “You’re
kidding. Why would he do that? Isn’t that dangerous?”


Chance grinned. “No, because he can, and
not really.” The server came by to take their orders and he waited until they
were alone again. “When they dug the foundation for this place there were a few
nooks and crannies down in the sub-basement where all the mechanical systems
are located. Tyler seems to think it’s his duty to have a still; says he’s done
it everywhere he’s worked.”


Dale toyed with the cutlery beside her
place. “I don’t want to know about it. What if the hotel finds out?”


“The restaurant is physically connected
to the hotel, but it’s leased out. Even so, I don’t think they’d be pleased.
Not to mention it’s against the law.”


“As well it should be.” Dale held up a
hand. “Don’t get me started. I’m dead set against any type of mind-altering
substance.”


Chance opened his mouth to speak but
Morgan managed to catch his eye and gave him a subtle shake of her head.


He changed the subject. “So, Morgan, how
did it go today with the training programme?”


Dale turned to her roommate, her
expression contrite. “I’m sorry, I should have asked.”


It was Morgan’s turn to examine her
cutlery. “I didn’t get the position.”


“But...” Dale sputtered. “What happened?
They told you in Banff that you’d been approved!”


Morgan smiled at her friend’s outrage. Dale
could always be counted on to be in her corner, no matter what.


The outside door opened and a blast of
cold air reached the table. Morgan looked up to see Rob. It seemed like forever
since she’d seen him, since he’d brushed his lips against hers, and yet it was
only yesterday. He spotted her and gave her that lazy, cocky grin that
fascinated and enraged her at the same time.





Chapter Seven


“Hello everyone.” Rob pulled out a chair
across from Morgan and for a long moment his gaze held hers. Then it moved
sideways to Dale. “Hi, I’m Rob.” He stuck out his hand and Dale gave it a
perfunctory shake. “Of course you are,” she said with a cool smile. She turned
back to Morgan. “So what did they say?”


Morgan kept her eyes downcast. “They
said they’d changed their mind and decided to give it to someone with more experience
working for Zimco.” She looked up and met Rob’s gaze. “They gave it to Adrian.”


Rob’s eyes flashed. “I’m sorry, Babe, I
really am. But Adrian! That wimp is such a loser.”


Morgan ignored the endearment – if
that’s what it was – and found herself defending Adrian. “No he’s not!” She
looked over Rob’s shoulder. “He just walked in and he’s coming over this way.
Please don’t say anything.”


Adrian hovered near the table and Morgan
motioned him to join them. “Adrian, I’d like you to meet Dale. She just arrived.”


He leaned across the table and shook
hands. “Welcome.” He looked uncomfortable. “I mean, nice to meet you.”


“You, too.” Dale gave him an appraising
look. “We were just talking about you. Morgan says you’ve been working for
Zimco for a while.”


“Ya.” He looked at Morgan and flushed
bright red. “For quite a few years.”


“So if we have any questions, we can ask
you?”


He looked from Dale to Morgan, then back
again, lost for words.


Dale gave a low, throaty laugh. “I’m
just kidding, Adrian, and I really am glad to meet you.” She looked up as their
meals were delivered. “Thank goodness. I’m starving.”


Rob ordered steak, salad and a beer.
Adrian ordered coffee and a salad. Rob raised his eyebrows at Adrian’s order but
didn’t say anything. He leaned on the table and spoke to Morgan. “I forgot to
ask you yesterday when we were up top. Do you ski?”


She looked up from her food. “I do, but
it’s been mostly cross-country. I left my gear at home.” She paused. “And Rob?”


“Yes?” His tone was low and intimate.


“I’m not your Babe.”


For a split second anger flared in his
eyes. A moment later, she wondered if she might have imagined it when he gave
her an all-knowing smile. “Not yet, maybe.”


She kicked herself for rising to his
bait; she should have let the remark slide. “You’re pretty confident, aren’t you.”
It wasn’t a question.


He tipped his chair back and the look he
gave her ignited every nerve ending in her body. “Just stating the obvious.”


She decided not to pursue the
conversation. Dale and Chance were eating, but they were absorbing every word. At
the end of the table, Adrian acted as if he wasn’t listening as he stirred
sugar into his coffee, but his stiff demeanor gave him away.


“What about you?” Rob turned and paused.
“Adrian, isn’t it?” Morgan could have smacked him for pretending not to know
Adrian’s name. “Do you ski?”


Morgan found herself cheering for Adrian
as he leveled a look at Rob. “I did when I was younger, but not so much
anymore.”


“What’s the matter? Afraid you’ll fall
off the mountain?” Rob’s tone was taunting.


The colour drained from Adrian’s face.
He pushed back from the table, stood, and grabbed the back of his chair as
though to steady himself, then walked stiffly out of the restaurant.


Rob watched him go with a self-satisfied
smirk. “What’s the matter with him?” He turned to the others at the table and
spread his hands. “What?”


Dale put down her fork. “What’s your
problem?” She spoke in a low, reasonable tone of voice. Morgan glanced at
Chance, who was watching her with a fascinated smile.


Rob shrugged. “Nothing. I just asked him
a simple question and he ran off like a little girl.”


“What’s your last name?” She gave him a
thin smile.


Rob looked confused. “Taylor.”


Dale nodded. “Well, Rob Taylor, I’ve
only just met you, but I know one thing about you already. You’re an arrogant
asshole.” She picked up her fork and started eating again.


A startled server stood behind him,
holding his meal. He looked up and nodded to a table across the room. “Take it
over there,” he said, and rose. He glared at Dale then nodded to Morgan. “See
you later,” he said, then went to join a group of women who shoved each other
aside to make room for him.


Morgan watched him go, unsure what had
just happened.


“What’s his problem?” Dale repeated.
“Besides being a pig, that is.” She glared at Morgan. “And don’t you dare tell
me you’re attracted to him. Look in the dictionary under ‘bad boy’ and you’ll
find his picture.”


Morgan looked across the room, where the
women on either side of Rob were rubbing up against him like cats. “I suppose
so,” she said, returning her attention to her friend. “But he’s got something.”


“Maybe so, but do you want to catch it?”
Dale spoke as though she and Morgan were the only ones at the table. “Listen to
me, Morgan. There’s a reason these types are called bad boys. It’s because
they’re bad. You don’t need someone like him in your life.”


She turned and looked surprised to see
Chance sitting next to her. “Tell her.”


Chance shook his head. “I usually don’t
give advice, but I have a couple of sisters and I’d probably tell them to be
careful around him.”


“Yeah.” Morgan was silent for a moment.
“I hope Adrian’s all right. Did you see him turn white when Rob mentioned
skiing?” She frowned. “What was it he said? Something about falling off the
mountain, wasn’t it?”


Chance nodded. “Something like that.
Maybe he injured himself and it brought back bad memories. Whatever it was, he
seemed shaken.” He wiped up the last of the tomato sauce with a chunk of bread.
“I don’t know much about him other than the fact that he’s from Switzerland. He
keeps to himself.”


“Does he live at the Lodge?” Dale asked.


“Yes,” said Chance, “but he doesn’t
mingle much.”


Dale turned thoughtful. “He seems
pleasant enough. Maybe he’s just shy.” She looked at Morgan. “He likes you,
though.”


Morgan almost choked. “Me?” She was
surprised to find that she liked the idea. “Why would you say that?”


Dale gave Chance a quick, almost
intimate smile. “I don’t think he sat here because of us.”


Morgan waved her comment away. “We
always sit here. Chance told you. It’s like a staff table.”


Dale gave her that look. “Nevertheless,
he likes you.” She patted her lips with her napkin and turned to Chance. “Were
you going to drive us back, or do you have something to do?”


Morgan couldn’t believe that her
fiercely independent friend was actually asking for a ride.


“I was going to check on the shop, but
that will only take five minutes. How does that sound?”


“Sounds good to me.”


Morgan spoke up. “Hello you guys. I’m
here too, or do you want me to get lost?”


“Don’t be silly.” A slight blush crept
up Dale’s neck. “Let’s go. By the way, do I need to pick up that package from
the hotel or can we get by with just using your key tonight?”


“Just one key is fine for tonight. The
housekeeper mentioned that she’d like you to report in around eight in the
morning, so we can go in together.” Morgan made it as far as the door without
looking over at Rob. “It’s been a long day for me, too.”


They stepped outside and she took a deep
breath of fresh air. Fine snowflakes swirled in the air as they stood in front
of the ski shop and watched Chance close up. “He’s nice, isn’t he?” Morgan
asked quietly.


“He’s too nice.” Dale’s voice was tinged
with longing. “That’s what worries me.”


Morgan hoped it wasn’t happening again.
Dale always found an excuse to push back against the men who interested her.
Granted, none of the men from her past relationships had been anywhere near as
nice as Chance, so they’d been no loss. But she knew the signs; her friend was
already donning her armour, and there was nothing she could do to influence the
outcome.


“Okay, ladies.” Chance ushered out the
last staff member, turned on the night lights and alarm, and locked the door.
“I’ll give you that ride now.” He glanced quickly at Morgan, then turned his
attention to Dale. Snow caught in his eyelashes as he smiled down at her and a
stab of jealousy caught Morgan by surprise. She didn’t think a man had ever
looked at her like that.


“Come on.” Chance motioned for her to
catch up and they trudged three abreast through the freshly fallen snow. “It’s
been a long day for both of you.”


Morgan made her way to the Lodge
entrance as soon as they were parked. Dale and Chance followed more slowly,
seemingly unaware of her presence. It was the first time she’d been alone since
hearing the disappointing news this morning and tears threatened as the reality
of her situation sunk in. She wasn’t sure if she’d have come here if the
training opportunity hadn’t existed, but it was too late now. If she quit and
went back to Banff, Zimmerli at Whistler would be left short-staffed, and an
abrupt departure wouldn’t look good on her resumé. She clenched her teeth and
headed for the elevator; Dale and Chance could follow when they were ready. 


* * *


“Thank you for having dinner with me
tonight.” Chance opened the door to the Lodge and followed her into the lobby
area.


Dale was about to tell him that it
wasn’t exactly a date but something held her back. Maybe it was the tone of his
voice, or the hopeful look in his eyes, but she swallowed the harsh rejoinder.
His presence had a calming influence on her and that fact pleased her almost as
much as it frightened her.


“It was nice,” she said finally. “And in
case I forgot to say this earlier, thank you for picking me up this afternoon.”
She took a few steps toward the elevator and then came back. “Would you like to
go skiing some time?” The transparent joy on his face clutched at her heart.
“Together?”


“Yes,” he said simply. “I’d like that
very much.” He moved toward her and for a moment she thought he was going to
kiss her.


Please don’t, said the voice
in her head. I want you to kiss me, but it’s too soon.


He seemed to read her thoughts and
stopped inches away. “We could set a time now, but I’m thinking you’ll want to
check your schedule first.”


“Good idea,” she said, wondering if he
could see the pulse pounding in her throat. “I’ll have a better idea after
tomorrow.”


“Uh huh.” He was looking at her as if
she was a winning lottery ticket.


The elevator pinged. “I’ll see you
tomorrow then.” She stepped inside, pressed the number for her floor and leaned
against the wall. What was she doing? She’d just gone against every instinct
she possessed and asked a man for a date!


A slow smile crept over her face as she pictured
the look on his face. Whistler was definitely looking good.


* * *


The elevator door closed and Chance did
his version of a happy dance, then looked around guiltily. He’d been so wrapped
up in Dale that he hadn’t checked to see if anyone was in the lobby. But he was
alone, and he wasn’t ready to go to his room quite yet. He crossed the open
space in front of the television and went to the bookshelf. The book she’d been
reading this afternoon was hard cover, and he spotted it without any trouble.
It was a book on the West Coast Trail. Judging by her fitness, she was probably
a hiker. The book fell open to several pages of colour photographs and he could
see why she’d been smiling as she read it. The scenery was spectacular. Pictures
of moss-draped trees contrasted sharply with vistas of broad, empty beaches.
There weren’t even any footprints on the sand, just bleached logs and random
piles of kelp. Shots of bears, eagles, orcas and humpback whales drew his
attention and he read the photo captions, thinking that one day he’d like to
travel with her to the remote west coast of Vancouver Island. From Whistler
they could be there in a day if they left early.


“Take it easy, Larson,” he chided
himself. “You’ve only known her for a few hours.”


So why did it feel so right? He closed
the book, returned it to its spot and nodded to himself. Some things were meant
to be, and this was one of them. He could be patient.





Chapter Eight


Adrian was already at the concierge desk
when Morgan arrived for work the next morning. He was assisting a young couple
but looked up and then quickly turned his attention back to the guests.


She was scheduled to work most of the
morning shift alone; Adrian was to be on hand for a few hours over the noon
hour and for her afternoon break. Hopefully he would open up about what had
upset him yesterday, but she wasn’t counting on it.


“Excuse me!” She’d been assigning rooms
for the afternoon check-ins and looked up to see a strikingly beautiful woman
on the other side of the desk, long fingernails tapping impatiently. “I’m Mrs.
Glasser in Suite 326. Where is the closest hairdresser?”


Morgan glanced across at Adrian, but he
was on the telephone and the couple he was helping looked as though they were
settled in for a while. “I know of two in the Village.” She gave the woman the
locations. “Would you like me to call for you?”


“They aren’t far, are they?” She started
to pull on her gloves.


“No, Mrs. Glasser. They’re both within a
few hundred feet.”


The woman gave her a scathing look.
“Then I’ll walk, and take my chances.” She strode away without a word.


Morgan watched her leave, and then
checked the hotel records. Mr. Glasser hadn’t arrived as scheduled last night;
evidently he would check in within the next day or two. CEO of a large software
development company, he was an important customer of Zimco hotels.


The rest of the morning passed quickly
with checkouts and general enquiries. Adrian glanced her way several times but
he stayed busy the entire morning and was only able to break away a few minutes
before Morgan’s scheduled lunch break.


“Sorry,” he said, scanning the check-ins
and room assignments. “It got crazy for a while there, but thankfully Mr.
Drescher is back now.” He was avoiding looking at her and she was surprised at
how much that hurt.


She spoke lightly. “You looked like you
were handling things pretty well on your own.”


His hand stilled over the keyboard.
“Just lucky, I guess.” He shot a quick look at the concierge desk. “Klaus’ wife
wasn’t feeling well last night and he took her into Vancouver to a specialist.
I hope it’s nothing serious. That’s the thing about Zimco; they never expect
the employees to put work before family.” He returned his attention to the
computer. “I’ll cover for you if you want to have your lunch break now.” 


“Okay.” If she’d thought he was going to
open up, she was disappointed. She reached for her purse.


“Morgan?” He was frowning, but at least
he was looking at her. “I’m sorry about last night.” He took off his glasses
and rubbed at his eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept well. “I must have
looked like a real wimp running out like that.” He put his glasses back on.
“It’s just that...”


The door leading to the hall opened and
the hotel manager appeared with a piece of paper in his hand. “I’d like to
check the room assignment for the Graham party,” he said without preamble.


“Yes, Sir.” Adrian called up the
reservation on the computer, then spoke softly to Morgan. “See you when you get
back from lunch.”


* * *


Morgan did a quick scan of the
restaurant as she entered, hoping that Rob had decided to eat somewhere else. Her
prayers were answered, and she greeted the lift personnel at the table as she
sank gratefully onto the bench behind the table. Dale joined her a few minutes
later, her skirt and blouse crisp and unwrinkled. Morgan never understood how
she did it.


“So, what do you think?”


Dale shrugged. “So far it’s about as I
expected. They have duvets, but then you already know that.” She lowered her
voice. “I hate changing duvet covers, but I must say that all their linens are
top of the line.” She glanced at the menu and ordered a bowl of soup. She
rarely had large meals while she was working.


“There’s a woman in 326-28 who’s a real
piece of work.”


Morgan nodded. “Mrs. Glasser. Yes, I met
her about half an hour ago.”


Dale’s lips tightened into a thin line;
a sure sign she was annoyed. “There’s a nanny in the party and she treats her
like dirt.” She accepted her coffee and lifted it to her lips to blow on it.
“And she doesn’t treat her own son much better. He’s a darling little thing.
Around six, I’d say. His name is Brandon.” She sighed and set the cup down. “I
know the rules; don’t get involved, but I don’t think the nanny takes very good
care of him. He was wandering around the halls before I came down. I had to
take him back and he wasn’t pleased.” She grinned at the recollection, then
sobered. “He said the nanny watches television all the time and that nobody
ever plays with him. Poor kid. Makes you wonder why some of these people bother
to bring their children if they don’t want to spend time with them.”


“Spend time with who?” Chance pulled up
a chair.


Morgan shook her head. “You didn’t hear
that. We were talking about a guest. Definitely a no-no.”


“Okay.” He gave her a brisk nod then
turned to Dale. “How was your morning?” He’d driven them to work earlier.


“So far so good. Quite a few of the
seasonal employees have worked here before, so that makes it easier.” She
looked up as her soup was delivered. “How about you?”


“Good. We got a new shipment, so I’ve
been busy with that.”


Morgan wondered if they knew how
comfortable they looked, chatting about their work day. It was as if they’d
known each other forever and once again she felt a pang of envy at their
growing closeness.


She ate quickly and stood up. “Don’t
mind me. We’re short one person in the front office today, so I’m going to get
back there.” The words sounded false, even to her. She gave them a fleeting
smile. “See you guys later.”


Dale frowned as she watched her head
back to the lobby. For the first time in her adult life, she found herself torn
between her feelings for a man and her friendship with Morgan.


Chance seemed to sense her distress.
“Sorry. I guess we kind of left her out of our conversation.” He lifted his
coffee cup, and then put it down again. “The last thing I want to do is come
between you and Morgan.”


“Don’t worry. You couldn’t do that.” The
words sounded harsh and she smiled at him to soften their effect. “You know
what I mean.”


“I think I do, yes. I had a buddy in
high school and when he suddenly started to hang out with a girl I didn’t know
what to do with myself for a while.”


She pushed away her empty soup bowl.
“What happened?”


“He married her a few years later and I
was his best man.” He smiled at the memory. “We’re still friends.”


Dale gazed into her coffee cup. “Morgan
and I have been friends for a long time.” She nodded to herself. “I’m sure it
hasn’t always been easy, having me for a friend, but she’s nothing if not
loyal.” She gave a deep sigh. “Did you have a normal upbringing?”


Chance shrugged. “If you call growing up
with two older sisters normal, then yes. They taught me just how strong a woman
can be.”


Her eyes flashed. “Are you being
condescending?”


They glared at each other for a moment
and then his demeanor softened. “You know I’m not being condescending.” The
dimple appeared in his cheek. “Did we just have our first fight?”


She looked away. He was getting to know
her too well already. “No,” she said, finally making eye contact. “But I’d
better get back to work.”


He moved his chair so she could get out.
She moved past him and he touched her lightly on the arm. “See you later. Maybe
we can talk about going skiing.”


“We can do that.” She’d thought about it
several times since last night. “See you later.”


* * *


“Hi!”


Morgan looked up from the desk. Adrian
was with Klaus and they appeared to be studying a manual. She looked around,
puzzled.


“It’s me!” The small voice was coming
from the other side of the desk. “Brandon.”


She stretched over the desk and looked
down. “Well hello there, Brandon.” The child appeared to be alone. “How did you
get down here? I didn’t see you come out of the elevator.”


“The stairs.” He looked pleased with
himself. “My Mom’s out skiing and Jacinta is watching television.” He looked at
her hopefully. “Do you have any toys?”


“I’m afraid not.” She looked up to see
Adrian crossing the lobby.


Adrian dropped down until he was at eye
level with the child. “Hello there. What’s your name?”


“I’m Brandon. Do you have any toys?”


Adrian looked at Morgan, then back to
the child. “Sorry, I don’t.” 


The young boy sighed dramatically, and
Morgan hid a smile. “My nanny forgot to bring my toys.”


Morgan spoke up. “Young Mr. Glasser is
staying in 326/328 with his family. And his nanny,” she added, raising her
eyebrows slightly.


“Glasser?” He stood up. “Is that Peter
Glasser?” He leaned on the counter while Morgan checked.


“Yes, but he hasn’t arrived yet.”


Adrian looked down at the child. “The
Glassers are regular customers, but I haven’t met this young man before.”  He
held out a hand “Well, Brandon. I’m sure your nanny is going to be looking for
you. Shall I take you back to your room?”


The boy hid his hand behind his back.
“Don’t want to go back,” he said.


Morgan motioned to Adrian.


“Wait here,” he said to the child. “I’ll
be right back.”


“I was about to take a short break,” she
said quickly. “I could take him with me and get him some ice cream or
something. We could call the nanny and see if it’s okay.”


He hesitated, but only for a moment.
“Okay.” He picked up the phone. “I’ll do it.”


* * *


“Really? I can have ice cream?” Brandon
was wide-eyed as Morgan settled him at the staff table in the restaurant.


“Just a small dish.” She couldn’t help
but smile at his enthusiasm. “We don’t want to ruin your dinner.”


Morgan ordered coffee for herself and a
small sundae for the child. He chattered away as he dug in. She was looking
outside, wondering if she’d spot Rob, when his words registered.


“What was that you said?” she asked.
“About the towels?”


He looked guilty. “I went exploring. There’s
a really cool room where they keep the towels and sheets and stuff. It smells
all nice in there and it’s cosy.”


She smiled. “You really shouldn’t be
going in there, Brandon. What if you got locked in or something?”


He gave her what could only be described
as a sly look. “I’m careful.” He finished his sundae, and then sat back,
looking pleased with himself. Something caught his eye outside and he jumped up
and ran between the tables to the window. “Mommy!” he cried, waving
frantically. “Mommy!”


His mother turned, saw him in the
window, and her expression turned thunderous. “Brandon!” Morgan could see her
mouth the words. “What are you doing there?”


He ran back to the table as she flung
open the door to the restaurant. “What are you doing with my child?” She
grabbed his hand and led him toward the hallway. “Wait until the manager hears
about this!”


Morgan pressed her fingers to her
temple; she was getting a headache. Might as well go and face the music.


The doors of the elevator had scarcely
closed on Mrs. Glasser and Brandon before the manager turned on her. “Whatever
gave you the idea you could take that young boy to the restaurant?” He was
almost shouting.


“I’m sorry, Sir. It’s just that...”


“Excuse me, Mr. Wynn-Jones, but I’m to
blame as well.” Adrian had been standing aside, but he came forward now. “I called
the nanny and she said he was allowed to go and that he had no allergies.”


“I can take care of this.” Morgan
refused to let Adrian take the blame. “It was my idea.” She frowned at him,
trying to signal him to back off.


“Stop it.” The manager looked from one
to the other. “The fact remains that Mrs. Glasser is extremely upset.” He
turned to Morgan. “This will go on your personnel record.”


“But, Sir...” Adrian stepped forward
again and Morgan glared at him.


“I don’t want to hear about it!” The
manager turned abruptly. “Back to work, the both of you.”


Morgan bristled, but knew better than to
talk back. “Yes, Sir. I’m sorry.” The front door slid open and the lobby was
suddenly alive with a group of new arrivals.


Adrian turned and greeted them, his
smile warm and welcoming. She watched him for a moment. He may seem uncertain
in social situations, but when it came to handling guests, he was quietly
confident. He looked as though he’d been dealing with guests all his life, and
she supposed that he had, in some capacity or another. For the next couple of
hours she forgot the incident with Brandon as she and Adrian handled the rush
of afternoon check-ins.





Chapter Nine


“Hey, we made a pretty good team this
afternoon.” Adrian was scrolling through the day’s check-ins. “Only two more
parties to arrive tonight.”


“I don’t know where the time went.” She
smiled at him. He was right, they had made a good team; people seemed to
respond to him.


“Would you like to go for a drink after
work?” He removed his glasses and put them in his pocket. “I could use one.”


She shot him a curious look. “Is this a
date?”


He looked down at her. “Would you like
it to be?”


Was he flirting with her? “Not tonight,
no.”


“You mean no drink or no date?” His eyes
sparkled with amusement.


“I mean no date, but I would like a
drink. Do you know somewhere we can go?”


He led her down a narrow passageway
between two buildings and into a busy bar. He managed to snag a table near the
fireplace and they sank down into low armchairs.


“What did Dale say when you called her?”


“Chance is taking her over to the
Chateau for a drink. She was looking forward to it.”


“I don’t know him all that well, but he
seems like a nice guy. They’ve sure hit it off quickly.”


She raised her eyebrows.


“What?” he said. “You seem unsure.”


Grateful for a chance to gather her
thoughts, she sat back as their wine was delivered, then took a small sip
before answering. “Dale hasn’t had a lot of success with relationships, but I
have a good feeling about her and Chance. As you said, he’s a nice guy.”


When she said no more, he nodded
thoughtfully. “I guess the reason is something personal.”


She smiled at him. “You’re very
sensitive, you know that?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know.” The light
from the fireplace cast his face into shadows, but the small scar high up on
his cheek stood out starkly. “I should apologize for butting in this afternoon,
but it seemed only fair to tell Colin that I’d called and spoken with the
nanny.”


“Colin?” She raised an eyebrow. “You
mean Mr. Wynn-Jones.”


He rubbed his face with both hands. “I
have something to tell you, Morgan.” He shot her a quick look. “I tried to tell
you before, but we always seem to get interrupted.”


He didn’t continue, and she prodded him.
“What?”


“Promise you won’t hate me.”


“For crying out loud, Adrian. Will you
just tell me and get it over with?”


He stared into his wine glass. “My full
name is Adrian Zimmerman.”


“Sounds like the name of the hotel
chain.” She sat up and her back stiffened as the name sank in. “Are you...” For
a moment she couldn’t speak. “Are you related to the owners?”


He looked at her levelly. “The owner is
my father.”


“Your father.” She picked up her wine
glass, then put it down without drinking. “That explains a lot. Why haven’t you
told anyone?”


He leaned forward. “My dad didn’t want
me to. I told him we should be up front about it...that people would figure it
out eventually. Somebody’s going to show up at the hotel who knows me. Peter
Glasser, for example. He’s a friend of our family.”


She was only half listening to him. “But
you’re from Switzerland. I thought the hotel chain was headquartered in Italy.”


He nodded. “The first hotel was in the
Italian Alps. That was my grandfather. But we live in Davos, like I told you,
and my father wanted the main office there.” He waited for the information to
sink in. “I’m sorry, Morgan. I hope we can remain friends.”


She looked up sharply. “Is that what we
are? Friends?” She gave a short, mirthless laugh and looked at him. “You took
my dream job, you lied to me, and you expect us to be friends?”


“I didn’t lie to you. I just didn’t tell
you...” He looked miserable and his voice trailed off.


She sat back and studied him. The truth
was that from the first night she’d found him charming and attractive. More
importantly, she’d lived in a family of men long enough to recognize that he
was a gentle soul. Gentle and kind. Too bad he was the owner’s son. That would
put their friendship in an entirely different light.


“I tried to be mad at you,” she said,
almost to herself. “But it’s not easy.”


His head came up. “You mean you don’t
hate me?”


“I didn’t say that.” His face fell and
she touched his arm. “Just kidding, Adrian. Don’t be so hard on yourself. Of
course I don’t hate you.”


“Good.” He leaned toward her and for a
moment she thought she saw desire in his eyes. “Could we keep things as they
are?”


“You mean don’t tell anyone who you are?”
A sudden thought struck her. “Does Wynn-Jones know?”


“Yes. I think that’s why he came down
hard on you this afternoon...because he didn’t want to say anything to me, even
though I deserved it. But I’d sure like to keep the status quo for a while.” He
raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “If someone shows up who knows me,
we’ll just play it by ear.”


“Okay, but I’ll have to tell Dale. We
share everything.” She nodded to herself. “She’s the sister I never had.”


Something shifted behind his eyes. “Do
you have any siblings?”


She edged forward on her seat. “Three
brothers. Ken is the eldest and Grant and Gareth – the twins – are closer to me
in age. A couple of clowns, let me tell you.” Her face softened. “You know, I
think they scared off just about every boy who came to the house when I was in
high school. It’s no wonder I’m still single.”


“Can I ask you something?”


“I can’t promise I’ll answer, but sure,
go ahead.”


He set down his glass. “Are you and Rob
an item?”


Dammit, why did the mere mention of his
name make her heart race?


“Rob?” She pretended not to understand. 


“I guess that means yes.”


“No it doesn’t.” She hated talking about
this. Especially when she wasn’t quite sure how she felt about him.


“I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” He
hesitated. “And I heard him say something about you being up top together.”


“Are you jealous, Adrian Zimmerman?” She
emphasized his last name.


She was instantly sorry that she’d goaded
him. But he leveled a look at her, and she was impressed by the way he held his
own.


“We weren’t together.” She took a quick
sip of wine. “Not in that way, anyway. I went up there on my first day to look
around and he was there to meet someone for a lesson.”


“Okay.” A faint smile touched his lips.
“I just want to know where I stand, that’s all.”


“What about you?” She tilted her head,
challenging him. “Do you have someone at home?”


He hesitated for a moment before
answering. “Not really.”


She deliberated about letting him off
the hook, but to her surprise she found that she wanted to know. “That’s not
much of an answer.”


He toyed with his wine glass and she regretted
pushing him; he looked miserable. “It’s complicated,” he said finally, then
drained his wine. “Shall we go and find something to eat? Just a hamburger,
then I’ll drive us both home.”


“Sure, I’d enjoy that.” She took the
hand he offered and got to her feet. He looked into her eyes for a moment, and
then released her hand. She was tempted to slip her hand back into his. It had
felt safe there.


The mountain rose above them as they
walked back to the hotel. Illuminated for night skiing, it seemed to come
alive.


“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Morgan
paused to look up.


“Ya.”


She was beginning to know him well
enough to be aware that when his accent thickened, something was bothering him.
He wasn’t looking up. She decided not to press him; they’d shared enough
revelations tonight.


“I understand there are some great
trails for cross-country night skiing.” She nudged him playfully. “Would you
like to try it sometime?”


He smiled, but it looked forced. “I
didn’t think you brought your skis.”


She shrugged. “I didn’t. But I can get
kitted out. Did you bring your gear?”


He nodded. “Yes.” He raised his head
slowly and there was no mistaking the pain in his eyes. “I did it to please my
father.”


“I don’t get it.” She really didn’t.
“Why should he care?”


His gaze roamed slowly over the mountain
and paused at the gondola. “I stopped skiing a couple of years ago.” His eyes
glittered behind his glasses. “I tried again just before I came over here. It
was too soon, but I could see how much it pleased my father, so I made a big
show out of bringing my skis.” He guided her toward the ramp leading down to
the basement. “One of these days I’ll try again.” He smiled at her and this
time it was a real smile. “When that day comes, I hope you’ll go with me.”


She could see how much the conversation
had cost him. “I’d be honoured,” she said quietly.


He led her to a Range Rover that was
parked in a Reserved spot. 


“I’m impressed,” she said, climbing in.
“These parking spots are like gold.”


“There has to be some advantage to being
the owner’s son,” he said, tucking her coat in beside her. He stopped, one hand
on the open door. “Thanks for coming out with me tonight, Morgan. I enjoyed
it.”


“Me, too.” And she had. Maybe too much.





Chapter Ten


“You didn’t bring your gloves?” Chance
took Dale’s hands in his and tried to look stern. He rubbed them gently and
blew on them, brushing his lips against her fingertips. “What am I going to do
with you?”


They were standing in the soft glow of a
streetlight.


“Nothing.” She yanked her hands away
from him and shoved them into her pockets. Tears sprang to her eyes. “And stop
being nice to me.” She strode toward the parking lot.


He stared after her for a moment, and
then caught up. She glanced at him, anger flashing from her eyes, and kept
walking.


Snow had been falling while they were
inside and she stood at the edge of the parking lot, looking confused.
Everything was covered with a couple of inches of snow.


Snow melted in her hair as she surveyed
the rows of vehicles. “Where are we?” she said after a moment.


The despair in her voice almost broke
his heart. He reached out and pulled her into his arms. “We’re right here,” he
said gently, tilting her head. “I’m right here, and I’m not going anywhere.”


She looked into his eyes as he lowered
his head. He nipped gently at her bottom lip, running his tongue along it,
waiting to be invited inside.


He sensed the moment she gave in. She
closed her eyes and her body softened against him. A small whimper escaped from
somewhere deep inside and her arms went around his neck.


“Don’t do this to me,” she murmured, and
yet she didn’t push him away. He deepened the kiss, senses swirling. Nothing
about this woman made sense. He’d known her for less than a week and yet he
knew without a doubt that he was deeply, irrevocably in love with her. Love
like that didn’t just sneak up on a guy...did it? He pulled her even closer and
kissed her eyes before making his way back to her mouth.


She welcomed him as he slid his tongue
into her mouth, probing gently, trying not to frighten her off again. He pulled
back and looked at her. “Dale?” he said tentatively.


She shuddered and his protective
instincts kicked in. “Are you cold?” he asked, looking around the parking lot.
He’d made a note of the row he parked in.


“No,” she said with a smile. “But I
suppose we should get to the car instead of standing here making out like a
couple of teenagers.”


“I don’t know.” He took her hand and
grinned down at her. “I was kind of enjoying it, myself.”


He led her to his SUV, settled her
inside, started the motor, and then walked around the vehicle, brushing the
snow from the windows. Through the windshield, her eyes looked haunted, and he
wondered how to proceed; how to address what had just happened. One thing he
knew for sure; if they were going to talk, he didn’t want to be sitting in a
vehicle, where he couldn’t see her properly.


“Let’s go get something to eat,” he said
as he pulled slowly out of the parking lot.


“I’m not hungry,” she said. She stared
out the passenger window. “But okay.”


“Pizza all right?” he said. “There’s a
quiet little place near the Lodge. They do mostly takeout, but they have a few booths.”


She shrugged and he smiled to himself.


* * *


“Yes please.” Dale looked up as the
server approached with a carafe of coffee. She upended the cup that was on the
table and sat silently as the steaming liquid was poured.


Chance pretended to study the menu.
“What kind of pizza do you like?”


“Anything,” she said. “No, wait. I like
meat and no anchovies.”


“Then we’ll have that.” He handed the
menu back to the server.


She cradled the mug, warming her hands.
“You shouldn’t have kissed me.” She raised her eyes and he saw longing there.
It was all he could do not to crawl over the table and kiss her again.


“Why?” he toyed with his mug, but didn’t
drink.


“Because I liked it.”


“Well, that’s a relief. I thought maybe
I’d lost my touch.”


Her expression softened. “Hardly.” Her
gaze lingered on his lips, then she looked away. “I’m no good at this, Chance. I’m
no good at relationships.”


He ached for her. “We’re doing fine so
far, aren’t we?” He reached across the table and stroked the back of her hand
with one finger. “Aren’t we?”


She withdrew her hand.


Anger boiled in his gut. Anger at
whoever had hurt her. But he managed to control himself. “Have I done something
wrong?”  He sat back and spoke as calmly as he could. “I’m not going anywhere,
Dale, so you might as well get used to it.”


A tear rolled down her cheek and she
brushed it away absent-mindedly. She seemed to be studying the pictures of
Tuscany of the wall, but he knew she wasn’t actually seeing them. He waited for
her to gather her thoughts.


“It was when you warmed my hands,” she
said, her voice little more than a whisper. “You caught me by surprise.” She
raised her eyes. “My mother used to do that.”


He held her gaze.


The pizza was delivered. Chance thanked
the server, but it sat between them, untouched.


When she spoke, her voice seemed to come
from far away. “My mother was a crack addict,” she said finally. “I didn’t
realize that until I was in my teens. Until I started living at the Dempsey’s.”
She ran her finger around the rim of her coffee mug. “When I was small, she’d
get straight for a while and come home. In those days, crack was fairly new and
I guess the authorities didn’t understand the depth of her addiction, because every
time I asked to go back with her, they’d let me.” A faint smile crossed her
lips. “She’d make a big fuss over me and tell me how much she loved me. Things
would be great for a month or two, and then she’d disappear. I’d wait and wait
for her to come back, even though deep down inside I knew that wasn’t going to
happen.” She paused. “Children are far more intuitive than adults realize.
Anyway, I’d try to cover up when the neighbours inquired, but eventually they’d
call Child Protective Services.” She looked up at him. “I don’t know how many
times this happened but it was always the same. She’d apologize and hug me and
tell me I was the most important person in her life. You’d think I would have
learned not to trust her, but I loved her in spite of it. Soon it got so I
didn’t trust anyone who told me they cared. If the one person who was supposed
to love me would do that, why should I trust anyone else?”


She picked up a slice of pizza and
started to pull off the pieces of pepperoni and eat them. “Mrs. Dempsey was
always there for me.” She looked up. “Morgan’s mother.”


He nodded.


“Never once did she criticise my mom.
She explained to me that being an addict was a disease, and that Mom really
loved me, but by then I was really messed up. I don’t know why she didn’t give
up on me, but she didn’t. She was there for me when my mother finally took an
overdose and died.” She looked into the distance, nodding as though reliving
those days. “She fought to have me live with them. Now she’s my mother.”


Chance put a slice of pizza on his plate
and stared at it. “She sounds like a good woman.”


Dale smiled. “She is.”


They sat in comfortable silence while
Chance ate his pizza.


“Thank you,” she said eventually.


“For what?” he grabbed another slice but
waited for her to speak.


“For not saying all the trite things
that most people would say right now. Like you’re not my mother, that I can
trust you...yada, yada, yada.”


“Oh, that.” He smiled and took a large
bite. “What if I had said something like that?”


She glared at him. “Don’t go there,
Chance Larson. I may have to hurt you.”


He very deliberately wiped his mouth
with a napkin. It was disconcerting the way her eyes lingered on his lips, but
he rested his forearms on the table and leaned forward. “I’ll just repeat what
I said before. I’m attracted to you, Dale, and I’m not going anywhere.” He
lifted her hand and kissed her palm. “That’s a deposit until I can kiss you
properly.”


Her eyes widened. “You didn’t say you
were attracted to me before.”


“No? Well I am.” He kissed her hand
again, brushing his lips across her knuckles. “I intend to stick around and see
where this goes.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze, let it go and reached for his
pizza. “I have a feeling I’m going to need lots of energy to keep up with you.”
He gestured to the pizza. “Eat up. I don’t want anybody saying I don’t feed my
girl.”


She smiled and started to eat. Chance’s
heart turned over; he’d won the first battle. If there were more, he’d win
those, too. This was a woman worth fighting for.





Chapter Eleven


“I see Mr. Glasser arrived last night.”
Morgan looked up as Karen arrived at the front desk. They were expecting a
small group over the lunch hour and it would take both of them to handle the
check-in. “I can’t remember. Did you meet Mrs. Glasser yet?”


“She came to the desk the other night.”
Karen made sure Mr. Wynn-Jones wasn’t lurking around and rolled her eyes. “Very
demanding.”


“Maybe she’ll be different now that her
husband is here.” Morgan smiled. “Her little boy is a charmer, though.”


Karen nodded. “So I hear. I also heard
you got into trouble for taking him for ice cream.”


“No secrets around here, huh? Speaking
of which, how are things with Tyler?”


Karen shrugged. “Fine, I guess. I’ll be
seeing him on the weekend, but there’s no future there, Morgan. He’s working
his way around the world. He’s made that pretty clear.” She raised an eyebrow.
“How are things going with Adrian?” She glanced toward the concierge desk, but
he wasn’t there. “I hear you two went out last night.”


“Just for a drink after our shift.” Her
heart started to beat a little faster. “Why, are you interested in him?”


“No. Besides, I think he’s got his eye
on you.”


“Really?” A warm glow suffused her body.
“Huh.”


Karen laughed. “You look like you don’t
know how to take that. But it sure looks that way to me. In the meantime, I’ll
be happy to cover if you want an early lunch.”


“Good idea.” Morgan headed for the
restaurant.


She was ahead of the lunch crowd, and
the usual table was empty. She sat on the bench behind the table, lips curved
in a smile as she considered Karen’s comment about Adrian.


“Thinking about me?” startled, she
looked up to see Rob approaching the table. He slid in beside her and suddenly
she was having difficulty breathing. His thigh pressed against hers and desire bloomed
in the pit of her stomach.


“Hi, Babe.” He turned toward her, raised
a hand, and toyed with her hair. “I was hoping to see you here.”


She was afraid to look at him. Afraid
she might get lost in those blue-grey eyes. She pretended to study the menu.
“You were?”


He touched her chin with a finger and
turned her head. They were so close she could see the individual whiskers on
his cheeks and for one wild moment she wondered what they would feel like
against her skin. Would they be soft or scratchy? Would they...


“Yes. I wanted to invite you to the
party tonight.” He rubbed his thumb against her bottom lip and she was glad she
was sitting down. “Tyler says his latest batch is outstanding and we’re going
up top to try it out.”


“You mean from his still?”


He gave her that grin that was half
mocking, half intimate. “You got it.”


She couldn’t possibly. “Okay, what
time?”


“We thought we’d head up around six
thirty. Do you have something warm you can wear?” He leaned closer. “I like my
women hot.” He brushed his lips against her neck and then slid off the bench.
“Gotta run. I have a lesson that was supposed to start five minutes ago.”


Movement by the entrance to Zimmerli
caught her eye. Adrian was watching Rob leave, his expression unreadable. He
looked at Morgan, blinked a couple of times, then turned and walked back down
the hallway.


Tess chose that moment to stop by with
coffee. Morgan pushed her cup across the table to be filled. “Thanks, Tess.
Just soup for me, please.”


The server put down the coffee pot and
stared out the window after Rob. It didn’t take a mind reader to see what she
thought about him.


“I suppose he’s asked you to go to the
sampling party.” She stood with a hand on her hip. “You be careful now. That
stuff’s powerful.”


Morgan hadn’t considered that. She
wasn’t much of a drinker, but she’d be careful. “I’ll be fine,” she said,
watching the spot where Adrian had disappeared.


“I’m just sayin’.” Tess was still
mumbling as she walked away. “But it seems to me you chose the wrong fella.”


Morgan glanced toward the now-empty
hallway. What had Adrian thought when he saw her with Rob? He hadn’t come right
out and said so, but she was fairly sure he didn’t like the ski instructor.


That didn’t surprise her; the two men
were polar opposites. Rob, with his dark, edgy good looks that left her
breathless every time she saw him. And Adrian, with his green eyes and courtly,
almost old-fashioned manners. Rob exuded a sensual confidence, whereas Adrian’s
self-assurance was different. In his quiet way, he knew who he was, and didn’t
need to prove it to anyone.


“You’re acting as if you have to choose
between them,”
said the voice in her head. “When that couldn’t be farther from the truth.
Relax and enjoy yourself.”


Dale appeared in the hallway and she
looked up, welcoming her friend. When she’d returned to the Lodge last night,
Dale and Chance had been sitting on the sofa, his arm around her shoulder. The
television was on, but the sound had been turned down, and she could see that
they weren’t watching it. Dale had crept into their room long after midnight,
and Morgan was surprised when she’d bounded out of bed this morning a few
minutes before her alarm.


“How’s your day going?” There hadn’t
been much time for conversation while Chance drove them to work this morning.
There was something different about Dale today, and she searched her face. In
spite of her lack of sleep, the dark smudges that usually rimmed her friend’s
eyes seemed to be diminished. Her eyes had always been hard to read, but today
they glowed. Everything about her seemed softer.


“I’m fine.” She looked at the soup that
Tess had just delivered. “I’ll have some of that, please.” She went into her
professional mode. “All of the rooms for that incoming group are ready. We
should have clear sailing for the rest of the day.”


“Good.” Morgan nodded absent-mindedly.
“But I was wondering about Chance. You guys getting along okay?” The answer was
obvious, but Morgan was eager for confirmation. In spite of their closeness,
Dale had never been forthcoming about the men she was dating.


“Yes, actually, we are.” Dale looked up
as a group of skiers came through the door and seemed disappointed not to see
him. “We did a lot of talking last night.”


“Anything in particular?”


Dale’s expression softened. “No. You
know how it is in the beginning. We’re just getting to know each other.”


It was difficult not to be jealous. It
had been a long time since Morgan had been at that stage in a relationship.
Maybe that’s why the thought of being involved with Rob was so appealing. Except
that a relationship with him would be like stepping from the calm into a
whirlwind of emotions.


She laid a hand on her friend’s arm.
“I’m happy for you, Dale. I really am.”


Her friend gave her a goofy, very
un-Dale-like smile. “We’ll see. It’s early days yet.”


“Hello, ladies.” Chance approached, and
Morgan heard her friend suck in a breath of air. “How is everyone?” He included
Morgan with a quick smile, but his attention was focused on Dale. The air
sizzled between them and Morgan spooned soup into her mouth, trying to hide a
grin.


“We’re fine.” Dale didn’t object when he
sat next to her and gave her a fleeting kiss on the cheek. “How about you?”


“The store is busy today.” He ordered
without looking at the menu, then turned back to her. “The new staff have
settled in, thank goodness. It looks like we’re going to have our best season
yet.” He toyed with the cutlery for a moment. “The owner came to me this
morning with an interesting proposition.”


Morgan listened with interest. She’s
been brought up in a household where business was discussed regularly.


“He asked me if I’d like to buy him out
over the next couple of years. He’s American and he wants to concentrate on his
locations down there.” He looked at Dale. “It’s a big decision, but I’m already
thinking of ways I could expand the business. For example, he’s not here enough
to appreciate the amount of traffic we get in the summer.”


“Really?” Morgan was interested.


“Yes.” He gestured toward the lifts. “In
the summer, every second lift is filled with mountain bikes.” He made a
chopping motion with his hand. “Riders, bikes, riders, bikes. The mountain is
covered with some of the best trails around. And trust me, those bikes are
costly.”


Morgan looked outside. Only the base of
the mountain was visible from here, but she could easily imagine it in the
summer, crowded with bikers. “I’ll bet they need a lot of repairs,” she
murmured, almost to herself.


Chance shot her an appreciative look.
“Exactly what I was thinking. They ride ‘em hard, and are always needing repairs.
I’d love to set up a shop on the side to handle parts and repairs.” He paused
for a breath. “Sorry, but ever since I talked to Randy the ideas keep coming.
Would you like to go out to dinner and we can talk about his some more?” He
looked over at Morgan. “You too.”


Morgan pushed her soup bowl away.
“Sorry, kids, but I have plans.”


Chance didn’t look pleased. “Are you
going up top for the sampling party?”


“Sampling party?” Dale looked confused.


“Yeah. Tyler is throwing a party on the
patio up top to sample his new product from the still.”


Dale’s eyes widened. “The patio? Is it
really outside? Won’t they freeze up there?”


Chance gave a reluctant laugh. “Not for
long. I hear this batch is potent.”


Dale turned to Morgan. “You be careful,
okay? Who are you going with?”


“Rob asked me.” She stood up. “I’ll be
fine. See you guys later.”


Dale watched her walk away. “She’s a big
girl, but I think she’s in over her head with him.” She picked up her spoon,
then set it down again. “Am I being silly?”


Chance considered her question. “No, but
she’ll be with a group of people. Tyler may come across as a wild man, but when
it comes right down to it, he’s sensible.”


“It’s not Tyler that concerns me.” She
picked up her spoon again. “I think I’ll mention it to Adrian. I have a feeling
he’ll want to know.”





Chapter Twelve


“I was wondering about that.” Adrian
frowned as he listened to Dale. “I saw them together at lunch, and I put two
and two together.”


“So you already knew about the still? I didn’t
want to spill the beans if it was secret, but I’m more concerned about Morgan.”


“Spill the beans?” He looked around
cautiously. “You mean because of my father.” He shook his head. “We don’t own
the restaurant, although the lease is coming up for renewal and I think he’s
looking into it.” He removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I’m glad I don’t
have to deal with the still, though. I’m already enough of an outsider here.”


Dale had no compunctions about speaking
her mind. “I don’t agree. Everybody likes you, but you’re different than the
rest of us, and that’s good. We’d feel the same if we were working in
Switzerland.”


“I suppose so.” He put his glasses back
on. “Anyway, thanks for the heads up.”


* * *


Morgan stamped her feet to ward off the
cold and searched Skier’s Plaza for Rob. She should have asked him for better
instructions on where to meet. It was already past six thirty, and the boarding
area was almost deserted. A gust of wind threw ice crystals against her face
and she stepped inside the loading area.


“Hey, are you meeting the gang up top?”
The lifty made a drinking motion.


“Yes. I was supposed to meet Rob.”


The lifty motioned her closer. “Might as
well grab this gondola. He’s already gone topside.”


Morgan frowned. So this was the way it
was going to be. She should have known better. The gondola lurched ahead and she
looked back at the receding Village, wishing she’d stayed there.


There were hardly any skiers on the
mountain. The lights were on, banishing the early winter darkness, but most
people would be down below, stoking up on energy before tackling the mountain
at night. The wind whistled through the gondola door and she huddled in a
corner, wondering what had prompted her to accept Rob’s invitation.


Envy played a big part in it. She hated
to admit it, but she was envious of Dale’s growing romance with Chance. They
seemed so comfortable together, and the way he looked at her was enough to make
any woman’s heart beat a little faster. She couldn’t imagine Rob ever looking
at her like that. She gave a strangled laugh and braced herself as the gondola
reached the top.


Someone had cleared the snow from the
tables and benches. Candles in squat glass jars graced the tables, their flames
flickering.


“Morgan!” Tyler waved her over. “Over
here, mate. We were afraid you weren’t coming.”


She shook her head at the sous-chef’s
exuberant greeting. He was like Chance in that regard; she’d never seen him
without a smile on his face. He presided over a makeshift bar and Karen stood
at his side, a glass in her hand.


“Have a cocktail,” he urged, handing her
a glass. His speech was slightly slurred, and she wondered how long they’d been
up here. “You’ll love it.”


“What’s in it?” She peered into the
glass, then smelled it.


“Don’t ask.” Tyler listed slightly to
one side. “Spoils the fun.”


It smelled fruity. She took a small sip
and the concoction took her breath away.


“See?” Tyler poured some more into her
glass. “I told you you’d like it.”


Karen looked over her shoulder and
frowned. Morgan turned to see what had attracted her attention.


Rob was coming up the steps from the
building housing the restaurant, his arm around a tall blonde. They stopped at
the top of the steps and he nuzzled her neck, then pulled her body hard against
his. Morgan felt like a voyeur as she watched him kiss her, his hands roaming
boldly over her body. Staff from many of the Village businesses sat at the
tables enjoying Tyler’s offering, but nobody seemed to notice them. 


Karen shrugged. The gesture summed up perfectly
everything Morgan suspected about Rob. He took what he wanted, and if the woman
of the moment refused, there was always another willing one, waiting to be
mesmerized...and more. She drained the glass and held it out for a refill.
Tyler complied, and filled it to the rim, looking puzzled when a few drops trickled
down the side.


“Hey, Babe. You made it.” Rob appeared
at her side, took the glass from her hand and placed it on the table. Damn him,
but he looked even more appealing here in the flickering light.


“No thanks to you.” His beard was darker
than usual; she ached to reach out and touch it. “I was waiting at the bottom.”


He pulled back from her. “Did you think
I was going to stand around waiting for you?” he gave her that mocking smile.
“This wasn’t exactly a date, you know.” He leaned over until his lips were an
inch away from her ear. “But if you’d like to make it one, we can hook up
later.”


Heat coursed through her veins and then just
as suddenly, reality made her reel back. He’d probably been saying the same
words to that woman just moments ago. It was so ridiculous, she laughed. She
had no intention of being a notch on Rob Taylor’s belt. She picked up her glass
and took a long drink.


Her laughter angered him. He turned on
her and for a moment she saw beneath the suave, sexy exterior. “You lose,” he
said with a snarl. “You and that wuss boyfriend of yours. He probably couldn’t
get it up if he tried.” He stalked off and she watched him leave, relieved and
angered at the same time.


“Are you okay?” Karen asked.


Morgan looked up, surprised to see Karen
and Tyler still there. People from the other tables were moving about, their
casual conversation punctuated by laughter. Nobody seemed to realize that her
silly, romantic dreams had just been shattered.


“I’m fine.” She looked into her glass
and frowned. It was empty, and she held it out.


Karen watched while Tyler poured.
“Better be careful with that stuff. It has a way of sneaking up on you.”


“I’m fine.” Morgan emptied half of her
glass and followed Rob’s progress across the patio. “Did you hear that?”
Without warning, tears started to run down her face. “He’s unbelievable!” She
drained the glass and sat down with a thud. “Wow! You’re right. That stuff is
powerful.” Tyler and Karen were starting to blur.


Karen came to her side. “What have you
had to eat today?”


Morgan heard Karen’s voice. It was
coming from far away. She was asking something about food. “I had a couple of
spoons of soup at lunch,” she said, surprised that her lips could form the
words. They were getting numb, and she raised a hand to touch them.


Karen looked at Tyler, who was none too
steady himself. “I’d better take her down.” She paused. “Then I’ll come back
for you.”


Morgan almost made it to the gondola
before she threw up. Karen rubbed her back as she heaved.


Morgan pointed to her purse. “Tissues,”
she said. Karen retrieved them and she wiped her lips, then her eyes. “I don’t
know why I’m crying,” she mumbled. “He’s not worth it.”  Laughter bubbled up in
her throat and it was interrupted by hiccups. “I do know why I’m throwing up,
though, and I should seriously know better.” She frowned and tried to concentrate
as they stumbled into the gondola. “I think I’d like to go home now.”


* * *


By the time they reached the bottom, Morgan
was slumped against Karen. The narrow benches across either end of the gondola
weren’t made for comfort, but the room clerk had managed to keep her upright.


Adrian ran from the shadows when he
spotted Karen trying to revive Morgan. “I’ll take her from here,” he said,
supporting her with an arm around her waist.


“Have you been waiting long?” Karen gave
him a curious look. “It’s cold out here.”


Adrian grinned and stamped his feet.
“I’m used to the cold.”


“Well.” She stepped back awkwardly. “I’d
better go back up top and see if I can talk Tyler into closing up.” She nodded
toward Morgan. “He’s getting that way himself.”


“Karen,” he said. “Thank you.”


The room clerk smiled. “You’re welcome,
Adrian. You’re a good guy.” She stepped onto the next gondola and waved.


During the walk to the hotel parking
lot, Morgan raised her head and tried to focus. “Where are you taking me?” she
asked.


He manoeuvred her down the ramp into the
parking lot. “I’m taking you home.” He struggled to keep her upright while he
unlocked the passenger door. “Come on, almost there.”


She crawled into the passenger seat and
sat placidly while he fastened her seat belt. By the time he went around and
got into the driver’s seat, her head had fallen back onto the headrest and she
appeared asleep.


Adrian pulled out and headed for the
Lodge.


“It wasn’t a date,” she said dreamily,
turning to face him. In the lights from the oncoming cars he could see that her
mascara was streaked. A fist closed around his heart when he realized she’d
been crying.


“It wasn’t?” He didn’t care; he just
wanted to keep her awake.


“No. I feel so foolish.” She dabbed at
her eyes and then frowned as a thought struck her. “Where did you come from? I
didn’t see you there.”


“Karen came down with you on the gondola
and I just happened to be walking by.” She seemed to accept this explanation.
“So I offered to drive you home.”


“Oh.” She turned her head the other way
and stared out the side window. “I think I’m going to be sick again.”


“Hold on, we’re almost there.” They were
pulling into the parking lot.


She was fumbling with her seat belt and
as soon as the car stopped, she opened the door and slid out, crumpling onto a
pile of snow. Adrian came running around to help her but she waved him away.
With nothing left in her stomach, she heaved several times, then reached for
the door handle and pulled herself upright.


“Come on.” He dabbed at her mouth with a
soft handkerchief. “Let’s get you up to your room.”


The lobby was empty when they entered
and they managed to get up to her room without anyone seeing her. “Room key?”
he asked.


“In there somewhere.” She braced herself
against the wall and looked down at her purse. “It’s tucked into a little
pocket.” She giggled. “Tucked into a little pocket. That sounds funny.”


“I’ll find it.” It was where she said,
and he opened the door, flicked on the light and guided her inside.


“Which one is your bedroom?” Adrian
asked.


“That one.” Morgan pointed to the far
door, but headed for the bathroom. “I don’t feel well.”


“I’m not surprised,” muttered Adrian. He
checked the refrigerator and the cupboards, ran some water in the kettle and
placed it on the stove. “Tea,” he said to himself. “I’ll see if she’ll drink
some tea.”


He walked to the door of the bathroom
and listened. “Morgan?” When there was no reply he pushed the door open. She
was sitting on the floor with a facecloth in her hands and looked up at him as
he entered, a quizzical look on her face.


“What are you doing here?” The front of
her blouse was drenched with water.


“I brought you home.” He took the
facecloth from her and helped her up. “Come on, you need to be in bed.”


“But we scarcely know each other.” She
giggled.


He tried to hide a smile. “No offence,
but I didn’t mean it that way.” He guided her to the bed and she sat down
heavily. “At least not tonight.”


She closed her eyes, but opened them
again right away. “The room is spinning,” she said, and looked down at her
blouse where he’d managed to undo several of the buttons. “Are you taking
advantage of me?”


He stepped back, and a flash of
annoyance crossed his normally placid face. “No. You’re soaking wet.”


She looked down. “Oh.” She tried to undo
the rest, but her fingers wouldn’t co-operate. “Would you do it, please?”


He complied, and removed her arms from
the wet garment.


She frowned as he knelt down and removed
her short winter boots and her socks. “At least I have my nice bra on.” 


He kept his head down.


“Women worry about stuff like that, you
know. When we put our old underwear on, we always hope we don’t get into a car
accident or something.”


He looked up sharply. Her bra was a lacy
white confection and he felt an immediate stirring in his groin. He stood up,
pulled down the duvet and managed to get her to swing her feet up. He was
greatly relieved when she sank back against the pillow and he could cover her.


“I’m making some tea,” he said, shoving
his hands into his pockets to keep from touching her. “Do you think you could
drink some?”


She smiled up at him. “That would be lovely,
thank you. I don’t know why you’re being so nice to me.”


He looked into her eyes and saw the
moment realization dawned. This was not the way he wanted it to be. He’d
envisioned some romantic setting when he told her that he cared about her.
Funny how things like that rarely worked out. “I’ll get that tea,” he murmured,
and turned to leave.


“Adrian?” He turned at the tone of her
voice. It was tentative and shy. “Why is it complicated?”


He searched his mind, but had no idea
what she was talking about. “Why what is complicated?”


“When I asked you if you had a
girlfriend the other day, you hesitated. Then you said it’s complicated.”


The kettle whistled, startling him.


“You don’t owe me an explanation, but
I’d like to know,” she said softly.


He nodded. He wasn’t sure if he could
bare his soul to anyone, but if he did, it would be to Morgan. “Let me get you
that tea first,” he said. “And then we’ll see.”


Deep in thought, he dunked the teabag in
two mugs of hot water and poured milk into hers, the way he’d seen her fix it
at the restaurant. He wanted to tell her in the worst way, but was now the
right time? Tonight she’d gone through emotional trauma of her own. No, he
decided. He’d tell her eventually, but not tonight. He’d choose a time when
they were both seeing things more clearly. He tucked a bag of cookies under his
arm and went back into the bedroom with the two steaming cups.


Morgan had rolled over onto her side and
was snoring softly. So much for his big decision. He smiled to himself, placed
the cups and the cookies on the bedside table and pulled up an easy chair. He
didn’t want to take a chance that she would be sick again during the night.
Cradling the hot mug in his hands, he sat down to wait.





Chapter Thirteen


“So...you’re thinking you’d like to go
ahead and get some financial advice?” Dale and Chance had finished dinner and
were lingering over coffee. “It sounds like you’ve decided that you’d like to
take him up on his offer and buy the place.”


He reached across the table and took her
hand. “I would, yes. What do you think?”


She lowered her eyes to their joined
hands. “I think it’s an opportunity that might not come along again.” She
waited for panic to set in, for the urge to pull her hand away, but it didn’t
come. She lifted her head and met his gaze. “I say go for it.”


He opened his mouth to speak, but was
interrupted by the server.


“Anything else here, folks?”


“Not for me, thanks.” Dale resented the
intrusion, and was surprised to find that she wanted to know what Chance had
been about to say.


“I’m fine as well. Just the check,
please.” Chance offered his usual bright smile. “Then that settles it,” he
said, returning his attention to her. “The lease is coming up for renewal soon,
so the timing couldn’t be more perfect.”


She thought back to earlier that
evening. “The whole complex must be on the same schedule. Adrian was saying
that the restaurant lease is up for renewal.”


Chance cocked his head. “How would he
know that?”


She hesitated. “Can you be discreet?”


He pulled back. “I’m offended.” His grin
belied his words. “I think so, yes.”


“Well, Adrian’s last name is Zimmerman.
His family owns the Zimmerli hotel chain.”


“Ah.” Chance nodded to himself. “You
know, I thought there was something different about him. He’s...oh, how can I
put it...he’s restrained and quiet, but there’s something confident about him.”


She thought for a moment. “I haven’t
seen all that much of him, but that’s a good description. He seemed concerned
about Morgan earlier. I think he was going to wait around to make sure she got
down all right.”


He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of
which, I’d better get us home. You work tomorrow, right?”


“Yes,” she said, rising from the table.
“I have a feeling you’re going to be pretty busy from here on.” He held her
coat and she slipped into it. “We’re never going to get out skiing at this
rate.”


He pulled on his jacket and they walked
out into the crisp night air. “We’ll find time, never fear.” He stopped in a
pool of light and touched her face with one large, gentle hand. “I think it’s
only fair to warn you, Dale Lewis. I’m falling for you in a big way.”


“You are?” she asked, just before his
lips came to rest on hers.


He groaned and pulled her into an
embrace. She leaned against him, safe in his arms. “I think I’m falling for
you, too,” she murmured, then pulled back to look up into his eyes. “I don’t
know how it happened so quickly, but it has.” She raised her lips for another kiss.


* * *


Back at the Lodge, they’d stopped
outside her room for one last kiss when Chance looked down and frowned.


“What?” she said, following the
direction of his gaze.


The room card was stuck in the slot of
the door. Dale removed it, slid it back in again and the green light came on.
They entered quietly. The light was on in the small kitchen area and soft light
came from Morgan’s bedroom but there was no other sound.


Dale put up a cautionary hand, walked to
the bedroom door and took in the scene with one glance. Adrian had fallen
asleep, his head resting at what looked like an uncomfortable angle on the back
of the easy chair. She smiled and motioned for Chance to come. They stood for a
moment, observing the tableau and her hand crept into his. “It’s a good thing
she’s working the afternoon shift tomorrow,” she whispered. “I’ll bet she’s
going to have a massive hangover.”


Adrian lifted his head and massaged his
neck. When he saw them standing in the doorway, he grinned sheepishly and rose.
“I brought her home,” he said in a low voice, following them out into the
living area. “She was in pretty bad shape.” He glanced back toward the bedroom.
“I took off her blouse and her shoes, but other than that she still has her
clothes on.”


Dale raised an eyebrow.


“She was all wet. She threw up a couple
of times and tried to clean herself up.”


“Sorry. I should have known better than to
question your motives. What happened, do you know?”


Adrian shook his head. “I’m not sure.
She wasn’t making much sense, but I got the impression that it was something to
do with Rob; something about it not being a date. Karen brought her down on the
gondola and I took it from there.”


Dale gave him a knowing look. “And you
just happened to be in the area, I suppose.”


A blush crept up his neck. “Sort of.”


“How fortunate.” She kissed him on one
cheek, then the other. “Thank you, Adrian.”


He wandered off and she turned to
Chance. “Would you do that for me?”


He circled her waist with his arms and
pulled her close. “What, take off your clothes?” His eyes sparkled. “Gladly.”


She gave him playful slap. “No, you
goof. He obviously waited around when I told him she’d gone up top. Isn’t that
sweet?”


“Oh, I’d wait for you.” The playful tone
went out of his voice and he searched her face. “But then I think you already
know that.”


She nodded. “I do. Now kiss me
goodnight. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.”


* * *


Morgan had never had a hangover before,
but she recognized it the moment she opened her eyes. The insistent throbbing
was almost more than she could stand. She sat up slowly and looked down at
herself. She still had her slacks on, plus her bra. Had she fallen asleep
before she could finish undressing? She lowered her head and spotted her winter
boots. One sock was tucked neatly inside each one and she frowned. She never
wore her socks more than once and never, ever put them back in her boots.


“How are you this morning?” Dale stood
in the door, ready for work. “Would you like a glass of water and a couple of
aspirins?”


Morgan didn’t seem to hear her. “Look at
my boots,” she said. “I never put my socks back in my boots like that.” Faint
memories, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, started to come together, and she
winced. “Did Adrian bring me home? He did, didn’t he?” She noticed the tea cups
and cookies on the bedside table. “He was here in my bedroom?”


Dale decided to put her out of her
misery. “He brought you home, yes.”


Things were coming into focus. “Good
thing he was walking past the gondola and saw me.”


“Yeah, right.”


She looked up at Dale’s comment, but the
movement sent stabbing pain into her temples. “What are you saying?”


“Lord, Morgan. You can be so dense
sometimes.” Dale took a breath. “He was waiting for you.”


“He was?” She looked down at herself
again. “Did he see me like this?”


“He took your blouse off. And your
boots.”


“He didn’t need...”


“Morgan, you were all wet.” She picked
up the crumpled blouse, then dropped it again. “He was sitting here looking out
for you when we got home.”


“He was?” Morgan recalled the look on
Adrian’s face last night as he looked down at her. There was something in that
look beyond friendship and a faint smile played around her lips as she
considered the possibilities. Maybe things weren’t looking so bleak after all.
“That was nice of him.”


Dale waited a few beats before she spoke.
“So what happened with Rob?”


Morgan gave a short laugh. “I think I’m
cured of that particular ailment, and guess what? I don’t mind at all.”


“Well then, something good came out of
all this.” The doorbell rang and Dale checked her watch. “That’ll be Chance. Do
you think you’ll be all right by yourself?”


“I’ll be fine.” She stood up to prove
her point. “I’ll be just fine.”


* * *


Karen was behind the front desk when
Morgan arrived for her afternoon shift. The room clerk gave her a sympathetic
smile as she went into the back room to hang up her coat and put on her shoes.
“How are you feeling?” she murmured, checking to make sure that Mr. Wynn-Jones
wasn’t around.


“Better than this morning.” Morgan had
consumed several cups of tea and a couple of pieces of toast, but that was all.
“Thank you for helping me out last night.”


“You’re welcome.” She gave her a sly
look. “Wasn’t it nice that Adrian was just walking by?”


Morgan wasn’t sure how to respond.


“As if I believed that.” Karen grinned.
“But it was sweet.”


Morgan looked over at the concierge
desk, but Klaus was there by himself, engrossed in conversation with a guest.


“He’s out for a late lunch.” She grinned
again and for the first time Morgan noticed that she had a dimple, much like
Chance’s. “For some reason he thought it necessary to stop by and tell me.”


“It’s getting kind of complicated.”
Morgan looked away.


“Because his family owns the hotel?”


Morgan looked at her, speechless.


“Tyler told me.” She lifted her
shoulders in a casual shrug. “He knows somebody who worked in the kitchen at Klosters.”


Morgan gave a short laugh. “I’ve only
known about it for a couple of days. He told me that eventually someone would
come along who knows him.”


“I don’t think Tyler plans to tell
anyone.” She worked on the computer for a few moments. “Is that going to change
anything between you two?”


Morgan considered the question for a
moment. “We’re still getting to know each other but I’m hoping it doesn’t.”


“Well good luck. You guys are cute
together.”


“Cute?”


“Yeah, cute. Nothing wrong with that, is
there?”


Morgan had to smile. “No, I guess not.”





Chapter Fourteen


The front desk telephone rang and Karen
answered. “Front Desk, how many I help you?”


Morgan sensed the change as Karen frowned,
and called up the account for Suite #326 on the computer. “No, Mrs Glasser.”
She glanced over at Morgan. “I’ve been here since this morning and I haven’t
seen him.” She held the phone away from her ear and Morgan suppressed a smile.
“Yes, I’ll call you immediately if I see him.”


“That was Mrs. Glasser. She just came in
from shopping and her little boy is missing. She’s having a fit.” She thought
for a moment. “I think I should go tell Adrian.” She didn’t wait for a
response, but walked briskly across the lobby in the direction of the
restaurant.


“Have you heard?” Mr. Wynn-Jones startled
her by entering the front desk area from the side door. “The young Glasser boy
is missing.”


“Yes, we heard. Karen has gone to tell
Adrian.”


“That’s not necessary. He can’t do...”
He stopped in mid-sentence. “Yes, I suppose that’s a good idea. He can help
search.”


At that moment Adrian and Karen entered
the lobby. Adrian acknowledged Morgan with a quick glance, then spoke to Mr.
Wynn-Jones.


“Shall I accompany you upstairs, sir? I’d
like to hear what Mrs. Glasser has to say and perhaps I could help search.”


“Yes, of course.” The manager puffed
himself up. “Come along.”


As they neared the elevator, Adrian
turned and made a subtle gesture with his cell phone.


“What was that all about?” Morgan turned
to Karen. “Did you see that?”


She nodded. “Check your cell phone. I
think he was trying to tell you something.”


Morgan went into the back room, dug out
her phone and smiled. Back at the front desk, she showed it to Karen. “He must
have put his number in last night.”


“I guess he was trying to signal you to
call him if you hear anything.” She turned away to answer the phone.


At that moment a handsome but obviously
distressed man raced up the outside steps and across the lobby.


He looked around frantically. “I’m Peter
Glasser. Has my son been found yet?”


Morgan spoke calmly. “I don’t know, sir.
Mr. Wynn-Jones has just gone upstairs to see your wife.”


He turned away without another word,
strode to the elevators, and punched the button impatiently. A soft ‘ping’
announced the arrival of the car and he stepped inside.


* * *


“But what if he’s been kidnapped?” Sylvia
Glasser had worked herself into a full-blown panic. The frightened nanny
cowered in the corner of the room, having received a thorough dressing-down in
front of Adrian and Wynn-Jones.


“I don’t think that’s very likely, Mr.
Glasser.” The manager did his best to calm her. “That just doesn’t happen
around here.”


“Well, it could!” She turned on him,
eyes blazing. “There’s always a first time.”


“He’s right, Mrs. Glasser.” Adrian
stepped forward.


Her angry gaze flicked from Adrian to
Mr. Wynn-Jones. “I won’t have some room clerk second-guessing me! Who the hell
are you, anyway?”


Peter Glasser burst through the door.
“Adrian! Is that you?” He extended his hand and clapped Adrian on the back. “I
didn’t know you were in Whistler. What can you tell me?”


Wynn-Jones blanched in the face of this
familiarity, but he pushed forward. “We think your son has been missing for
about half an hour. Possibly longer.” He glanced over at the nanny. “The nanny
says she last saw him during her favourite talk show.”


Peter Glasser took in the suite with one
sweeping glance. “Where are his toys?” He turned to his wife. “I thought you
were going to buy him some toys. The kid is bored to tears. It’s no wonder he’s
run off.”


Adrian took a few steps away. Peter must
be angry indeed to berate his wife in front of others. His phone vibrated in
his pocket and he walked over to the window and answered. “Yes, Morgan?”


“Adrian, don’t say anything, but I think
I might know where Brandon is. It might be nothing, so I don’t want to get
their hopes up, but he talked about hiding in the linen closet.”


Adrian shot a quick glance at Peter,
then turned around again. “Can you get up there right away and look for him?”


“I’m in the service elevator now. If I
find him shall I call you back, or just bring him to the suite?”


He clutched the phone. “Bring him to the
suite.”


Morgan stopped at the unmarked door and
fumbled with the emergency master key. It was dark inside and her hopes of
finding the child faded. To be sure, she flicked on the light switch and moved
farther into the room, between the rows of shelving.


“Brandon?” she called. “Are you in
here?”


A rustling noise on the other side of
the shelves drew her attention and her heart leaped into her throat. She ran
around and found the child blinking at the bright light.


“Hi there,” she said, trying to keep the
relief out of her voice. “Shall we go back to your room?”


“Okay.” He grinned up at her. “Can I
have some ice cream?” His small hand slipped into hers.


“Let’s ask your Mom and Dad, okay? They
were worried when they couldn’t find you.”


They walked down the long corridor and
turned left to the corner suite. The door stood open, and she saw Adrian
speaking to the Glassers. Mr. Wynn-Jones stood by, trying unsuccessfully to appear
in charge. The child brightened. “That’s my Daddy!” he cried, letting go of her
hand and hurling himself at his father. “Daddy!”


Adrian watched the joyful reunion for a
moment, then raised his gaze to Morgan. “Come in,” he said, gesturing with his
hand. “I’d like you to meet Peter Glasser. Peter’s an old friend of the family.”


Morgan extended her hand. “Hello, Sir.”


“Call me Peter.” His smile was brilliant
now that he had his son back. “Thank you, Morgan. I knew something was up when
Adrian asked us to wait a few minutes before we started searching.” He placed a
hand on Adrian’s shoulder. “I forced him to tell me why you thought you knew
where Brandon was.”


Sylvia Glasser had the good sense not to
comment.


Morgan looked down at the child. “We had
a date for ice cream a few days ago, didn’t we, Brandon?”


The child nodded vigorously. “Want to go
for ice cream now.” He tugged at his father’s slacks. “Please, Dad?”


“Not now, son. We have to talk about how
you’re not going to hide in the linen room anymore.” He turned to the nanny.
“Jacinta, please call room service and order some ice cream for the boy.”


“Yes, Sir.”


Sylvia Glasser pushed forward. “What I
want to know is why the door to the linen room was left open. Your housekeeping
people need to be reprimanded for this.”


Morgan fumed silently. The woman was
trying to divert attention from her failure to buy the promised toys.


Adrian dropped down to his haunches
beside the child. “Tell me, Brandon. Was the door standing open when you went
inside?”


The child pulled himself up to his full
height. “I’m a big boy now. I open it with the doorknob.” He made a twisting
motion.


Adrian stood and faced the irate woman.
“The housekeeper unlocks the room in the morning to allow access for the maids
and locks it again at night. It’s an unmarked door.” He gave her a steady look.
“It appears that housekeeping has done nothing wrong, but I’ll make them aware
of what transpired.”


“You do that.” Mrs. Glasser looked to her
husband for backup, but he was playing on the floor with their son.


Peter Glasser looked up and rose as
Adrian moved with Wynn-Jones and Morgan toward the door. “Thanks, man,” he
said, giving Adrian a brief, friendly hug. He turned to Morgan. “And thank you,
Morgan. Brandon seems to be a big fan of yours.”


She smiled. “He’s a cute kid.”


Glasser offered his hand to Wynn-Jones
for a quick shake. “You must be pleased to have employees like Morgan here. Not
many hotel employees would give up their break to take a child for ice cream.”
He stopped abruptly, as though considering his own words, then turned to his
son. “Come on Brandon. You and I are going downstairs for some ice cream.”


“But what about the room service?”
Sylvia Glasser’s tone was shrill.


He waved her comment away. “Let them eat
it. Come on, Brandon.”


* * *


“So.” Karen had waited until the manager
was in his office and Adrian was back at the concierge desk. “I see you found
him.”


Morgan nodded. “Asleep in the linen
room.”


Karen glanced over her shoulder.
“Wynn-Jones didn’t look happy.”


Morgan rolled her eyes. “You weren’t
here the day I took Brandon for ice cream, were you? He totally sided with Mrs.
Glasser when she flipped out. Said it was going on my personnel record.”


Karen’s lips tightened into a thin line.
“He’s a real piece of work.” She became brisk and businesslike again. “Okay,
let’s go over the check-ins for tonight.”





Chapter Fifteen


Morgan was exhausted by the time her
shift finished and she gladly turned the desk over to the man who worked night
audit. She’d managed to eat some soup on her break, but not much more. Thank
goodness she had the day off tomorrow. She intended to sleep in and then stock
up on supplies for the small kitchen.


“Morgan.”


She’d been hoping he would show up.
They’d both been busy since the incident with Brandon Glasser and she still
hadn’t thanked him for looking after her last night.


“Hi, Adrian.”


Melting snow clung to his hair and he smiled
at her across the lobby, shifting his gloves nervously from one hand to the
other. “I thought maybe you could use a ride home.”


She twisted her scarf around her neck.
“I was hoping you’d offer.”


“Really?” The delight in his voice
warmed her. He took her arm as they went to the elevator. “Shall we stop for
something to eat?”


Suddenly hungry, she checked her watch.
“It’s late, but there might be a drive-thru open. We could take the food back
to the Lodge and eat downstairs.”


“Good idea.” He tucked her carefully
into the passenger seat and they pulled out slowly. At the top of the ramp he
pulled the vehicle over, dug his phone out of his pocket and speed-dialled.


“Yes,” he said. “This is Adrian
Zimmerman.” He waited for a moment. “I’m just outside of the garage entrance,
and it’s slippery here. Would you please have Security put down some de-icing
compound right away?” He listened, then nodded. “Thank you. Good night.”


Morgan scarcely recognized this new
Adrian. He’d been forceful without being bossy, confident without being
demanding.


“So they know who you are?” she asked.


He nodded. “Security had to know, and
the fellow who works night audit was there when I arrived late the first
night.”


She tried to read his expression as he
pulled out. “Is someone in trouble?”


He shot her a quick look. “What? No.” A
smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “There’s been enough blame assigned
already today, wouldn’t you say?” He turned left onto Highway 99. “Security
would have found it on their rounds, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”


* * *


“How about here?” Adrian chose a table
close to the fake fireplace and deposited their hamburgers, fries and drinks.
Dismayed, Morgan watched him walk to the television. The last thing she wanted
to do was watch a late-night talk show.


“I know there’s a music channel on here
somewhere,” he said, scrolling through the channel guide. “Oh, here it is.”


Soft music filled the room and he
lowered the sound, then walked to the wall beside the fireplace and pressed the
switch.


“When I saw this the first time I
thought it was ridiculous, but it’s really not bad, is it?” Flickering light
cast shadows on his face and she noticed for the first time that he had dark
circles under his eyes.


“Come and eat,” she said, gesturing to
the table. “You look like you’re ready to drop.”


He sank down into the chair beside her,
then removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I’m not too bad.” He put his
glasses back on and grinned at her. “You’re the one who’s made an amazing
recovery.”


She took a sip of her tea. “That’s what
I wanted to talk to you about.” She gave him a weak smile. “Thank you for
everything you did for me last night. I should have known better than to try to
drink that stuff.”


He took a bite of his hamburger and
chewed thoughtfully before he spoke. “Don’t feel too bad. I hear Tyler could
barely lift his head this morning.” He nudged her food. “Eat up.”


Morgan ate a couple of fries and
followed them with some more tea. “Rob actually apologized today.”


“Really?” His eyes narrowed.


She looked into the distance. “It wasn’t
much as apologies go, but the word ‘sorry’ was in there somewhere.” She lifted
her hamburger, but didn’t eat. “I forced myself to maintain eye contact while
he spoke, and you know what I saw?”


“What?”


“Nothing. There’s an emptiness there,
behind his eyes. I found myself feeling sorry for him.” She nodded to herself
and took a bite. “He’ll probably end up being a lonely old man.”


A smile played around Adrian’s lips and
she found herself wondering what it would be like to kiss him. She looked away
abruptly.


“What?” He touched the back of her hand
and she looked up. Her gaze lingered on his mouth and he smiled again. Was he
reading her thoughts? The idea didn’t disturb her at all.


“Morgan...”


“Adrian...”


They spoke at the same time.


“You go ahead,” he said.


She looked down at her food, suddenly
shy with him. “I just wanted to make sure that you know how much I appreciate everything.
I was a real mess.”


His gaze flickered down to the front of
her blouse. It was her turn to flush. “It was my pleasure,” he said, somewhat
huskily.


They ate for several minutes in comfortable
silence.


“You have the day off tomorrow, don’t
you?” he asked, probing the bottom of the container for the last of the fries.


Morgan nodded. “Yes. I’m looking forward
to it.”


“Would you like to do something?”


She didn’t need to be asked twice. “I’d like
that. Did you have anything in mind?”


“Not really. What about you? There must
be something you’d like to do.” He smiled at her indulgently.


She could get used to being spoiled like
this. “I’d love to take a ride on the Peak-2-Peak. I hear it’s absolutely....”


The blood drained from his face.


“Adrian?” His knuckles were white where
he gripped the edges of the table. “Are you all right?”


He blinked, looked at her and nodded.
“Ya.” He tried to laugh, but no sound came out.


Morgan spoke softly. “It was something
about the Peak-2-Peak, wasn’t it?”


He nodded, but wouldn’t meet her eyes.


“Adrian.” She pried his fingers from the
table and held his hand between both of hers. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


He looked down at their hands and his
expression eased. “I’m afraid of gondolas. Gondolas, chair lifts, anything that
goes up the side of a mountain.” He blew out a long, steady stream of air and
finally raised his eyes to meet hers. “That’s why I don’t ski.”


It made sense...sort of. “I’m sorry I
suggested it. I didn’t know.” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze and released
it. “We could do something else.”


He stared at the fireplace and she could
almost see him making up his mind. He touched the scar high up on his
cheekbone. “No. It’s time I got over my fear. Let’s do it.”


“But...”


“No, I’m sure.” He gave a shaky laugh.
“Let’s do it in the morning, before I lose my nerve.”


She watched him carefully. “This isn’t
some sort of macho guy thing is it? You don’t have to do this, you know.”


“I know.” His eyes softened when he looked
at her. “But it’s something I need to do. And doing it together will make it a
lot easier.”


“Okay then, but it takes separate trips.
I thought we’d go up Blackcomb, across on the Peak 2 Peak to Whistler, and then
back down.”


He looked at her steadily. “I can do
it.”


She was still unsure, but he looked
determined. “Okay. Where shall we meet and what time?”





Chapter Sixteen


It was snowing softly when they drove
into the Village the next morning. Fine flakes that appeared more like a heavy
fog than snow.


Adrian paused at the foot of the
Blackcomb gondola. “When it snows like this, it reminds me of my Grandmother’s
lace curtains.” Morgan was surprised when he reached for her hand. In spite of
his nervousness, she felt safe with him.


“Did you spend much time with your
Grandmother?” 


“Yes.” They shuffled along in line. “She
lived in one of those houses you see on the postcards, between Klosters and
Davos. I liked visiting her. She made the best hot chocolate.”


“What’s her name?”


He paused. “Promise you won’t laugh.”


“Why would I laugh?”


“Her name is Heidi.”


Morgan laughed.


“See?”


She was grateful when the loader
motioned them forward. Adrian gripped her hand so tightly it almost hurt.


“Sorry,” he said, suddenly realizing
what he’d done. They stepped into the gondola with the others and the door
closed.


He paled as the gondola pulled out and
started to ascend. Morgan was fascinated as the buildings grew smaller in the
valley below. This was a different view from what she’d experienced before and it
seemed pointless to miss it. Adrian tensed every time the gondola went over one
of the towers, and he stood rigidly, eyes straight ahead, but maintained his
composure.


A bump from one of the towers threw her
against him and he looked down at her, his expression unreadable.


“Sorry,” she murmured, but he put an arm
around her and pulled her back against his side. “You’re fine right where you
are,” he said, nuzzling the top of her head.


The rest of the trip seemed to fly by.


By the time they reached the top of
Blackcomb it had stopped snowing. They moved away from the terminal and stood
silently, taking in the magnificent scenery. Riders and skiers were everywhere,
spilling out of the gondolas and lifts in amazing numbers.


“I looked up the Peak 2 Peak last night
on the Internet,” she said after a moment. “Did you know that the towers were
constructed by the Swiss? Also the cable, but for some reason they call it
rope.”


He’d grabbed her hand again and gave it
another squeeze. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?”


She grinned. “Is it working?”


He paused to consider her question.
“Yes, actually. It is.”


“Good.” She watched a group of young
people being herded off to the side with their instructors. “Shall we get it
over with and go over to Whistler? I also learned that it’s sunny there in the
morning.” She turned to face him square on. “Are you okay?


“Let’s do it.”


Morgan managed to snag a bench seat
beside the window. Adrian sat beside her and she took his hand again. “I’m
going to be your guide,” she said, leaning into his warmth.


She’d had a brilliant idea last night,
while doing research on the internet. If she kept up a steady stream of chatter
while they crossed from Blackcomb to Whistler, it might divert him from whatever
trauma had left him terrified of heights. She also hoped that when they got to
the Roundhouse at Whistler and she stopped chattering, her silence would prompt
him to confide in her.


It took only seconds until the gondola
was high above the forest floor. From here, the snow-covered trees appeared
oddly distorted, but Adrian wasn’t looking down. His attention was fixed on the
high alpine, and she could tell that he was enjoying the beauty of their
surroundings.


“The mountains are different here,” he
said after a few seconds. “At home they’re sharper...more rugged.”


“They’re newer,” said Morgan, following
the direction of his gaze. “The Alps are still being formed.”


“That’s true,” he said, smiling down at
her with what could only be described as tenderness. “So what else have you got
for me?”


“Okay.” She turned to face him. “The
distance travelled by the Peak 2 Peak is 4.4km, and the crossing time takes
eleven minutes. A gondola leaves every forty-nine seconds.”


He looked surprised, and she nodded.
“Quick, huh?” She pointed upward. “The cable we’re riding on, or should I say
the two cables, came from Switzerland on 50-ton spools. They had to be
offloaded down in Washington State because they were too large for any facility
in Vancouver Harbour.” She searched her memory for other tidbits. “Oh, and the
entire project was completed on time and on budget. I thought the businessman
in you would appreciate that.”


He gave her an amused smile. “I’m not a
businessman.”


“Bite your tongue. You’re very much a
businessman. You may not work nine to five in an office, but you’re very good
at what you do.”


He looked puzzled. “And what is that?”


“You’re an innkeeper. A hotelier. I’ve
watched you handle people since the first moment we met...including me by the
way...and you’re good at it. I’ll bet your father is proud of the way you
represent the family to the public.”


A shadow crossed his eyes and she
wondered what she’d said wrong. Maybe he didn’t get along with his father.


His gaze drifted outside, but she
suspected he wasn’t seeing the skiers and riders making their way down the
hill.


He blinked, and focused on Morgan. “Speaking
of my father, he’ll be here any day now.”


“Really? Any special reason, or is it a
routine visit?”


“I think he wants to look into the
restaurant lease.”


“I would have thought he’d have someone
to do that for him.”


Adrian nodded. “Yes, usually the Food
Services Manager would scout it out first, but Dad’s a hands-on owner.” He gave
her a lop-sided grin. “And I think he wants to check on me.”


“Are you looking forward to seeing him?”


He hesitated for a split second. “Yes, I
am. By the way, he flies in the company jet and we never know when he’s going
to show up. I had an e-mail from my mom last night, and she said he was in Banff
the last time she heard from him.” He looked up. “Oh look, we’re here already.”
He stood up as the gondola swooped into the terminal and the exit door opened.


Once clear of the terminal building they
were in brilliant sunshine. Adrian visibly relaxed and offered her his hand
again as they strolled to the Roundhouse.


“Know what I’d like to do?” he said.
“I’d like to get coffee and a snack and sit outside.”


The area looked completely different
than it had the other night when Tyler had set up his impromptu bar. Gray Jays
hopped from the perimeter railing to the tables, looking for food.


“I’d like that,” she said, following him
into the busy restaurant.


* * *


“This is nice,” Adrian said a few
minutes later. The outside area was busy, but riders and skiers were coming and
going constantly, and a table opened up as they came out with their drinks.
“One more trip to go,” he said, looking over at the Whistler gondola. “But I
think it isn’t going to be a problem.” He waited until Morgan was settled, and
then sat down.


“I didn’t realize how much I missed
this,” he said with a sad smile. “We skied a lot at home.”


Had Morgan heard right? “We?” Was
he referring to a girlfriend? Once again her thoughts returned to the other
night. She’d asked him about his “it’s complicated” comment and although her
head had been fuzzy at the time, she’d thought that he was about to tell her...





Chapter Seventeen


Adrian stared silently into his coffee.


“Bernie and I skied together since we
were kids.” He cradled his cup in both hands. “I’ve heard that here in Canada
people talk about being on skates before they can walk.” He smiled faintly. “At
home we’re that way with skis.”


She waited for him to continue.


“Bernie was my older brother. He
reminded me about that constantly, even though the age difference was only a
couple of years.” He looked into the distance. “He loved the hotel business.
Now there was your true hotelier. We both worked in the hotels from the time we
were old enough to behave, but it was Bernie who really loved them. Dad was
already grooming him to take over some day.”


Morgan had so many questions she didn’t
know where to start. Silence seemed to be her best choice.


“It happened last year; it was the week
after Valentine’s Day. I remember Bernie complaining about his girlfriend.
She’d been pressuring him to get engaged, and he was resisting. Anyway, we got
the day off to go skiing.” His gaze came back to her and rested on her face for
a long, heartbreaking moment. “It was a beautiful day and we were so happy to
get away together. We got along really well, and even though he was older than
me, he was constantly telling people that I was the serious one in the family.”
He nodded as though he could still hear his brother’s voice. “Anyway, we
decided to ski early in the morning. It was sunny up top at that time of day,
and the forecast was for a foot of fresh.”


A Gray Jay hopped onto their table but
neither paid any attention.


“We were a little over half way up the
mountain, going over a ravine, when something went wrong.” His eyes widened
with remembered panic. “We felt the gondola lurch as we passed a tower and
suddenly we were hanging on for our lives. The gondola swung and we were
knocked off our feet. Bernie slid across the floor and crashed into the door; it
opened and he fell out, but he managed to grab onto the door handle.” His voice
lowered; little more than a whisper now. “I reached for him, and for a moment I
thought I could pull him back into the gondola.” He lowered his head into his
hands. “I’ve relived that moment so many times. I could see it in his eyes when
he realized that he wasn’t going to make it. He didn’t panic, he didn’t say
anything; he just fell.”


He exhaled slowly and fingered the scar
on his cheek. “I haven’t spoken about that for well over a year.” He pulled the
wrapping off the Danish pastry he’d bought and crumbled some of it up for the
bird with trembling hands. Morgan’s heart broke for him. He watched the bird
for a few moments and then looked at her. “I haven’t skied since.”


Tears clogged her throat but she pushed
them down. “And that’s when you got the scar.”


He nodded, and reached for her hand.
They sat silently, each lost in thought.


Morgan spoke first. “I can see why you
would be terrified. It must have been difficult to get in that gondola today.”


He looked down at their joined hands. “I
had a good guide.”


It was her turn to nod. “You’re amazing,
you know that?”


He raised an eyebrow.


She unconsciously edged closer to him on
the bench. “I can’t pretend to understand what you’ve been through, but the way
you are now...” She searched for the right words. “Most people would be angry.
They’d be looking for someone to blame, they’d be lashing out at everyone
around them, or they’d drown themselves in booze and drugs.” She looked into
his amazing eyes. “You didn’t do any of those things, did you?”


“I might have if I’d thought it would
help.”


She shook her head. “No you wouldn’t.”


“No, I suppose not.” He shredded some
more pastry for the bird. “My grandmother wouldn’t have approved.”


The bird snatched at the crumbs and flew
away. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned your grandmother. You love, her,
huh?”


His eyes softened. “Yes. Both Bernie and
I did.” He blinked a few times. “See? I mentioned Bernie’s name. Another thing I
haven’t been able to do for a long time.”


Morgan took a sip of her tea. It was
cold, but she didn’t care. “So are you now serving penance?”


He looked up sharply. “What do you
mean?”


“Are you working in the hotels when
you’d really rather be doing something else?”


He relaxed. “No. I’ve always worked in
them in some capacity, but it wasn’t until after Bernie died that I realized I
really do like it.”


“That’s good.” Morgan nodded to herself.
“It would have been hard on your father if you’d turned away from the
business.” She opened the other Danish, pulled off a piece and ate it without
tasting. “How are your parents taking this? You hear a lot of stories about
couples breaking up after a child dies.”


“Not in our family. My mom and dad are
both amazing.” His voice was hoarse with emotion. “They seemed to understand
that we were all in this together. I was drowning in guilt as you can imagine,
but they seemed to know what to say from the first moment. They were unbelievably
supportive.”


“They sound amazing. I’d like to meet
them.” Too late she realized what she’d said. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out
right.”


He smiled at her discomfort, but it was
a tender smile. “I know what you meant, but I’d like you to meet them, too.
You’ll probably meet Dad in the next few days.”


She ripped off another piece of pastry.
“So was coming here your idea? Your grandmother must miss you.”


“Funny you should say that. Coming to
Canada was her idea, and as usual she was wise to suggest it.” He paused for a
moment. “She knows me well.”


“So you’re glad you came?” 


He turned those amazing eyes on her.
“Very.”


Morgan’s heart started to beat a little
faster. “That’s good, then.” She held his gaze and something passed between
them. But she wasn’t under the influence of alcohol now. In the cold, clear
light of day she knew better than to fall for Adrian Zimmerman. Not when his
father owned the hotel she worked in.


She reached for the pastry again, and
then pushed it away. “That stuff is terrible, and I’m hungry. Let’s go for
brunch over at the Chateau.” She grinned. “My treat, since you paid for the
gondolas.”


He tore the Danish apart quickly and tossed
it to the birds. Several had gathered since they sat down, attracted by the
offerings. “Great idea. I’m hungry too.”


Morgan stood in the gondola going down,
facing the valley. Adrian didn’t hesitate; he came up behind her and wrapped
his arms around her.


She looked over her shoulder. “You’re
going to watch?” she asked.


“I’ll try.” He rested his chin on the
top of her head. “But I’m not making any promises.”


The gondola was full of boisterous
skiers and it wasn’t until they stepped off at the bottom that they had a
chance to speak again.


“That was fun,” she said shyly.
Something had changed between them on the ride down the mountain. She could
have moved away when he moved in to hold her, but the truth was, she’d been
right where she’d wanted to be. Adrian Zimmerman made her feel safe. Safe and
cherished. It was a sensation she could get used to, so why was she being
cautious about becoming involved with him? What would Dale say? She almost
laughed out loud and Adrian gave her a strange look. Dale would say that it
didn’t matter what other people thought, that she was responsible for her own
life.


“Are you okay?” Adrian led her past the
hotel and down the ramp to the parking garage.


“Yes.” She gave her head a quick shake.
“I was just thinking about Dale.”


“I haven’t seen her for a couple of days
now.” He pressed his remote entry and the lights flashed on the Range Rover.


“Me neither.”


He stopped by the passenger door and
looked down at her. Something in his expression made the breath catch in her
throat. “Why are we talking about your friend?” he asked softly.


“I don’t know.” She looked up at him.


“Morgan.” He lowered his head part way,
then stopped, searching her eyes.


She raised a tentative hand and touched
the scar on his cheek. “Adrian,” she murmured, as he lowered his head the rest
of the way.


His lips brushed hers, tempting, teasing,
and finally tasting. A low groan escaped from his throat and his arms tightened,
pulling her against his chest. Even through their winter clothing, she could
feel his heart pounding as his tongue slid between her lips and explored her
mouth. She moaned softly and leaned into him, reveling in the wild sensations
that were rocketing through her body.


He pulled back slowly and looked at her,
eyes heavy with desire. “I’ve wanted to do that since the first moment I saw
you.” He brushed his thumb across her bottom lip and her legs almost gave out.


“You have? I think I wanted the same
thing.” A small laugh burbled up from somewhere deep inside. “But I just
realized it.” She pulled him down for another kiss.


“Hey you guys. Get a room!” Adrian
shielded her and peered over the top of the SUV in time to spot Peter Glasser
climbing into his car. He gave a quick tap on his horn as he pulled out, and
they both dissolved in laughter.


“I think that’s our cue.” He dropped a
quick kiss on her lips and opened the passenger door.


“Aren’t you embarrassed at being caught
like that?” she asked.


Adrian hooted. “By Peter? Not a bit. He
and Bernie were in school at the same time and he spent a lot of time with us.
He’s like family.” He closed the door and walked around to the driver’s side.


“That’s a relief. At least he won’t say
anything.”


He reached over and gave her hand a
squeeze. “What’s the matter? Don’t want to be seen with me?”


She fumbled for her sunglasses as they
drove out of the parking lot. “No. It’s not that.”


“Then what?” he frowned.


“Look, Adrian. I like you; I guess
that’s obvious.”


“I sense there’s a ‘but’ coming.”


“But you’re the boss’s son. Your family
owns the hotel and a lot of others.”


“Yes, I see. That makes perfect sense.
I’m employed, I’m single, and we share the same interests. Definitely not a
good basis for a relationship.”


“Stop kidding around. You know what I
mean.”


“Morgan.” He reached across, grabbed her
hand and brought it to his mouth. The touch of his lips on her knuckles was
warm, soft and intimate. “You’re over-thinking this. Let’s just relax and enjoy
each other’s company.”


He was right. After all, there were no
promises between them. At least none that had been spoken.


Adrian pulled out onto Blackcomb Way. “You
know, I haven’t been to the Chateau yet. This will be a chance to check out how
the big boys do it.”


“I hear it’s impressive, but I like the
concept of a boutique hotel. It’s so much easier to control the quality of
service.”


He shot her an appreciative glance.
“What’s what we’ve always believed. My father’s big on niche marketing. Ours is
small, discreet hotels with superior service.” The central tower of the hotel
loomed ahead and he glanced over at her. “Let’s not talk about work for a
while. When we step inside those doors, we’re just a young couple on a date.”


“You’ve got a deal.”




Chapter Eighteen


“Buffet or a la carte, sir?” Their
server deferred to Adrian.


He looked at Morgan. “A la carte for me,
please,” she said.


“Thank you, Jeremy. I’ll do the same.”
Adrian accepted the menu and laid it aside. “I think we’d both like some coffee
first.”


Morgan nodded her agreement and the
server left. “How did you spot his name tag so quickly?”


“Habit, I guess. When I was a kid and
worked out on the terrace at Klosters, people yelled at me all the time.” He
lowered his voice. “The Germans and the Brits were the worst. Anyway, when
someone took the time to notice my name, I appreciated it. Of course as Bernie
and I got older, Dad demanded that we acknowledge staff, whether in our hotels
or somewhere else.”


“My father would approve of that. He’s a
born salesman and he taught me the value of always thanking the receptionist
when you enter and leave an office. It’s a good habit.”


Coffee appeared and Morgan took a
thoughtful sip. “I hate to admit it, but I’ve been so busy since I got here
that I’ve scarcely thought about my family.”


“What are they like?”


“Well...” She considered her answer. “I
told you about my brothers, right?”


“In general terms.”


She thought for a moment. “In a way, the
men in my family are larger than life. They’re very enthusiastic in everything
they do, which mostly relates to business these days. And of course my mother
is supportive.”


He cocked his head to one side. “Does
she work in the business or does she have her own interests?”


Morgan allowed her gaze to drift over
the other diners before she replied. “Mom has her own interests I suppose, but
to a large extent she lives in Dad’s shadow.” She brightened. “It was because
of their travels and hearing about all the places they visited that I became
interested in the hotel business.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “Oops. We
weren’t supposed to talk about business.”


“And what about Dale? She’s part of your
family as well, isn’t she?”


“For sure.” She met his gaze. “I think I
know you well enough now to give you a bit of her back-story. Her mother was a
drug addict who died from an overdose. She’s lived with us since her early
teens. She worships my mother.”


“Wow.” Adrian was silent for a few
moments. “I saw her with Chance, I think it was yesterday. They were walking
through the Village, but they were completely wrapped up in each other. They
looked happy.”


“I know. This thing with Chance has
really surprised me. She usually pushes men away but he’s really hung in
there.”


“Is that what it takes?” His voice
lowered. “If so, I...” He stopped abruptly, pulled out his phone and read the
message.


“We have to go,” he said abruptly,
standing up.


“Why?” He’d gone from relaxed to tense in
the time it took to read the message. The bottom dropped out of her stomach.


“Here.” He shoved the phone into her
hand and managed to get her arms in her coat sleeves while she read.


The message was from Dale. Urgent. Have
Morgan call me and come back to hotel ASAP.


He threw some money on the table and
hustled her out. “Do you want me to stay with you or shall I go get the car?”


She was already holding the phone to her
ear, so he gestured to the porte cochere. “I’ll pick you up.”


Dale answered right away. “Where are
you? Why don’t you have your phone on?”


There was a hint of panic in her voice.
Morgan didn’t think she’d ever known Dale to lose it before. “We’re at the
Chateau. What’s going on?”


Dale took a deep breath. “I just had a
call from Ken. Mom’s been in a car accident. They’ve taken her to the hospital
but that’s all he can tell me.” Her voice lowered. “He thinks someone was
killed in the other vehicle.”


Morgan looked around wildly. Where was
Adrian? Oh yes, he’d said something about going for the car. “I’m on my way.
Adrian’s gone for the car.”


“Okay. I want to keep this line clear in
case Ken calls back.” She paused for a moment. “I’m going with you, Morgan.”


“What?”


“Calgary. I’m going with you to
Calgary.”


Morgan realized that Dale was almost
crying. “Of course you are. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”


She went out the front door and made her
way through a chattering group of Japanese tourists who had just climbed down
from a tour bus. Adrian pulled up behind the bus and for a moment she didn’t
spot him, but a quick tap on the horn drew her attention and she ran to the
SUV.


“What did Dale say?” he asked as he
steered carefully around the bus.


“Mom’s been in a car accident.” Morgan
fought for composure. “They don’t know much yet, but she’s been taken to the
hospital.” She stared silently out the window.


“Are you okay?” He touched her gently on
the arm.


She looked at him through eyes brimming
with tears. “I was just thinking about how long it’s going to take us to get
there.”


“Us?”


“Yeah. Dale’s determined to go as well.”
She wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “Wynn-Jones isn’t going to like
this; both of us being gone at the same time.”


Adrian’s jaw tightened, but he managed a
wry smile. “He’s not the most understanding person in the world, is he?”


He squinted as the SUV went from
brilliant sunshine into the relative darkness of the underground parking area.
Morgan was out of the vehicle and headed for the elevators before he’d turned
off the ignition.


“Come on,” she said, leaning on the
elevator button. “Dale said to meet her in the lobby.”


The lobby was full of suitcases and ski
gear when they exited the elevator. Two couples with teenage children were
checking in, and the children waited impatiently by the elevator, room cards in
hand.


Morgan looked around and spotted Dale
and Chance across the lobby. Dale was on her cell phone and looked up as Morgan
entered, then motioned her over.


“She’s here now,” she said into the
phone and handed it to Morgan. “It’s Ken,” she mouthed.


Morgan steeled herself. “Hi Ken.”


“Morgan. I’m at the hospital now with
Dad and the twins. They have Mom in ICU and they’re not telling us much. The
most we can get from them is that she has a head injury and they’re going to
keep her sedated for a while.” His voice quavered and Morgan gave him a moment
to recover. “That’s about all they can tell us.”


Morgan exchanged a look with Dale, who
was clinging to one of Chance’s hands. “Okay. Dale and I will make plans and
one of us will get back to you. Tell Dad and the boys to hang in there.”


She turned to Adrian, but he wasn’t
behind her. She hated to admit it, but she wanted his support if the manager
gave her any grief about leaving.


And then she spotted him across the
lobby, talking to a tall, handsome man. Probably another important guest. He
turned, saw her and waved her over.


“Morgan, I’d like you to meet my father,
Bernard Zimmerman.”


Of course. She should have recognized
him, even across the lobby. He had the same dark green eyes and broad shoulders
as Adrian, and he looked at her with interest.


“I’m sorry to hear about your mother.
Adrian tells me she lives in Calgary?”


Morgan nodded.


“Well, Adrian seems to think that we
should help you get home a bit faster, and I agree.”


Morgan looked from father to son, not
comprehending.


Mr. Zimmerman pulled out his cell phone.
“How soon can you be at the heliport?” he glanced at Adrian. “Son?”


Adrian grinned. “Oh. Let’s see. Half an
hour?” He glanced at his watch, then looked at Morgan for confirmation. “We can
dash back to the Lodge, pick up a few things and still get to the heliport by
eleven thirty.”


His father walked a few steps away and
began to speak into the phone.


“Dad’s going to arrange for you and Dale
to get to the airport by helicopter. Our jet is at the South terminal, and it
will take you to Calgary.” He smiled. “The pilot should know the way; they just
came from there.”


“But...” Morgan looked at the front
desk, where Karen was busy with check-ins. “This is all moving so quickly. What
about my shift tomorrow? What about Mr. Wynn-Jones?”


“I’ll cover for you, and don’t worry.
Dad doesn’t like to interfere with the hotel managers, but he will override him
if necessary. Come on, let’s go tell Dale.”


Mr. Zimmerman stood by as Morgan filled
Dale in on the plans. He stepped forward as she finished her explanation.


“The helicopter service will make sure
you get to the company aircraft.” It was his turn to look toward the front
desk. “I just arrived, and I haven’t touched base with Mr. Wynn-Jones yet, but
he looks busy. When things calm down, I’ll fill him in about what happened. You
can call him from Calgary when you know more.”


Morgan’s throat closed up with emotion
and she couldn’t speak. Dale stepped forward, hand extended. “Thank you, Sir.
We appreciate all of this.”


“We should leave now.” Adrian looked at
Chance. “Is it okay with you if I drive them?”


“Sure.” Chance pulled Dale into his arms
for a quick hug. “It will be all right,” he said, tucking a stray piece of hair
behind her ear and staring into her eyes. Something passed between them and he
stepped back. “Drive carefully, Adrian.”


Chance stood beside Mr. Zimmerman and
watched them duck into the elevator. “Thank you, Sir. That’s a nice thing
you’re doing for them.”


The hotel magnate looked at Chance for
the first time, a smile on his face. “I did it for my son as well. Do you know
what he just told me?”


“No, Sir. What was that?”


“That young woman just took my son on
the Peak2Peak gondola.” He shook his head in wonder. “I was afraid this day
would never happen.” He unashamedly wiped a tear from his eye and clapped
Chance on the shoulder. “This is a happy day for me.”





Chapter Nineteen


The rotors were already turning slowly
when Adrian pulled up at the heliport. He walked with the women to the small
building that served as a terminal.


Morgan turned to him. “Please thank your
father again. This was...” She lifted her shoulders, unable to come up with the
right words.


He cupped her face in both hands,
brushed his lips across hers, and then released her. “Go,” he said. “And call
me when you know something.” The high whine of the helicopter was drowning out
his voice. He pointed to his cell phone. “You have my number,” he shouted.


She nodded her understanding, then climbed
into the helicopter. The steward closed the door, and the earth fell away
beneath them. For a moment she could see Adrian, one hand shielding his eyes,
then the helicopter turned and he was lost from view.


The thirty-five minute flight was over
before they knew it and soon they were ensconced in the luxurious leather seating
of the Zimco aircraft.


“Welcome aboard, ladies.” The steward
greeted them warmly. “The pilot tells me we should be arriving at the Calgary
airport at approximately three fifty five local time.”


Dale muffled a small gasp. “I forgot to
call Ken back,” she said to Morgan, then motioned for the attendant. “When can
I make a call?” she inquired, placing her phone on the lacquered table beside
her chair.


“As soon as we’re at cruising altitude.”
He smiled. “I’ll let you know.”


“Thank you.” Dale sat back and looked
over at Morgan.


“Did I see Adrian kiss you back there?”
She waved a hand in the air. “Back at Whistler, at the heliport?”


Morgan stared out the window. “You saw
that, huh?”


“Hello! Of course I did.” She leaned
forward. “What’s wrong, Mo?”


Morgan exhaled slowly. “It’s just
that...” She turned back. “I can’t see this going anywhere.”


“Why not?” As usual, her friend wasn’t
going to let her off the hook. “And don’t give me some half-assed story about
his father owning the hotels. You can’t hold that against him.” She stopped and
narrowed her eyes. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”


“I think he has a girlfriend at home.”
Morgan studied her friend for a reaction, but was disappointed.


“What gives you that idea?”


“I asked him point blank the other day,
and all he would say is that it’s complicated.”


“Hmmm.” Dale mulled over this latest
information. “But he didn’t actually admit to having a girlfriend. And I
definitely saw him kissing you.” She grinned. “And you’re here, and she’s not.”


Morgan groaned. “I don’t want to be a
winter romance. He’ll probably go back when the season is over and then what?”


“Don’t sulk; it doesn’t become you.
Besides, it seems to me that you’re overthinking this.”


“That’s what he said.”


“And he was right. By the way, where
were you when I was trying to call?” Dale tried to look stern. “Your phone was
turned off.”


Morgan rewarded her with a faint smile.
“We went up Blackcomb and across on the Peak2Peak.”


“Adrian? On the Peak2Peak?”


“I know. Crazy, huh?” The steward had
disappeared up front and she filled Dale in on Adrian’s story.


“My God. That must have been awful.” She
turned to look out the window, lost in some memory of her own. “It’s no wonder
he doesn’t ski,” she said eventually. “Do you think some day he’ll try it
again?”


“I’m hoping he will.” Morgan took a good
look at her friend. “You look different. I dunno, happy or something.”


She expected Dale to deny it, but was
pleasantly surprised. “It scares the hell out of me, but yes, I am
happy.” She picked up her phone and looked at it as though she was angry with
it. “The funny thing is, I was going to call Mom tonight and talk to her about
it.” Her fingers closed around the phone. “And now this. If anything happens to
her, I don’t know how I’ll stand it.”


It was Morgan’s turn to be strong. “Well,
nothing’s going to happen. You heard Ken; she’s in good hands. Just think, you
can tell her about Chance in person.” She hesitated. “Probably tomorrow.”


Dale gave her a bleak smile. “You
promise?”


Morgan forced herself to maintain eye
contact. “I promise.”


The steward chose that moment to come
back into the cabin with some coffee and pastries. “You can make that call
now,” he said, arranging everything on the table between them. “Is there
anything else you’d like?”


“No thanks, Kurt. This looks wonderful.”
Morgan spoke for both of them; Dale already had the phone to her ear.


* * *


“She’s doing fine.” Ken was all smiles
when he picked them up. “The doctors informed us that they’ll start reducing
her medications overnight and they expect she she’ll regain consciousness
tomorrow.” He gathered each of them in a hug. “But still, I’m so glad you’re
here. Dad hasn’t left her side, of course.”


He glanced outside where a fuel truck
had pulled up beside the Zimco jet. “Nice ride. I’ve just begun to realize that
I’m working in the wrong business.”


Dale punched him lightly on the arm. “As
if you’d ever change. Cars are in your blood.”


He picked up their bags. “Still,” he
said, glancing back one last time. “It must be nice.”


Dale and Morgan looked at each other.
“We hardly noticed,” said Morgan. “All we could think about was getting home.”


She pulled her collar up as they stepped
outside into a cutting wind. “I’d forgotten how different the cold is here,”
she said. “I’m glad I threw in some warm slacks.”


“Come on. The car is just over here.” He
tossed their bags in the trunk and they piled into the late model sedan. “We’ll
go right to the hospital.”


* * *


Morgan’s chest constricted when she saw
her mother in the hospital bed. Her father had pulled up a chair as close as he
could get, and was stroking the back of her hand with one large finger. His
eyes were haunted but he looked up and smiled. “My girls,” he said, rising to
give each one of them a hug. “I’m glad you’re here.”


“Hi Dad.” He sat back down and Morgan
laid a hand on his shoulder. “She looks so small, lying there.” Her mother was
unusually pale. A bag of clear liquid hung on a stand beside the bad, and a
tube led to a cannula which was taped to her mother’s left hand. The heart
monitor beeping steadily in the background did nothing to comfort her.


“Ken says they may allow her to wake up
tomorrow.” Dale spoke to Mr. Dempsey. “That’s good, isn’t it?”


He nodded. “Yes. That’s excellent.” A
nurse entered the room and he looked at her defiantly. “He told me to go home,
but that’s not going to happen.”


Morgan and Dale exchanged looks. “Maybe
later?” said Morgan tentatively. “You look terrible, Dad. You don’t want her
seeing you like this when she wakes up.”


For a moment, Boomer Dempsey looked
uncertain. “Maybe,” he conceded reluctantly. “But not for a while.”


“Okay.” Dale spoke in soothing tones.
“We’ll go home and put together something to eat. If you can come home later,
that would be great.” She moved to the side of the bed and kissed Cynthia on
the forehead. “We’re here, Mom,” she said, her voice tight with emotion. “We’re
here.”


There was little conversation on the way
home; each of them lost in thought. A few blocks from their home, Morgan spoke
in a soft voice. “He really loves her, doesn’t he?”


Ken frowned. “What makes you say that?”


“It’s just...” Morgan struggled to find
the right words. “Dad’s always been this larger-than-life figure in my mind.
Boomer Dempsey. Even the name is overpowering. I think of him as being the head
of the family and the rest of us trailing behind him like a bunch of little
ducks. Especially Mom; I always think of her as living in his shadow.” She
looked back at Dale. “I used almost those exact words just this morning when I
was talking to Adrian.” 


A soft snort came from the back seat.
Dale obviously disagreed with something she’d said, but she continued on.


“When I saw him sitting beside her bed
like that, I realized just how much he loves her.” The Christmas lights on the
houses began to blur, and she brushed away unshed tears. “It was an
eye-opener.”


After a moment’s silence, Ken spoke. “Who’s
Adrian?”


“Adrian Zimmerman. That was his father’s
jet we came on.” Morgan paused. “I suppose technically it’s the company jet,
but ultimately, it’s his.”


Ken slowed as he entered their street.
“So that explains it. Is he nice?”


“He’s very nice.” Dale spoke before she
could reply.


Morgan twisted around to stare at her
friend.


“Well, he is.”


Morgan could still feel his lips on
hers. Good thing Dale didn’t know about the kiss in the hotel garage. She
smiled. “Yes, he is, isn’t he?”


* * *


Dale and Morgan put together a batch of
chili and some home-made biscuits. Boomer came home from the hospital, ate a
surprisingly large portion and then went back, promising to come home for a few
hours of sleep.


“That man is so stubborn,” Dale said as
they were getting ready for bed. “But at least we know he’s had something to
eat.”


She crawled into her old bed, opened her
Kindle and then looked up at Morgan. “Have you called Adrian?” A smile softened
her face. “I talked to Chance while you were in the shower and told him the
good news.” She gave a small sigh. “He misses me already.”


“I’ll bet he does. You two have been
almost inseparable lately.”


Dale lowered her eyes to her Kindle but
the smile was still there. “Go down the hall to Ken’s old room and call him,”
she said.


* * *


“Morgan?” Adrian answered almost
instantly. “I was hoping you’d call.”


She smiled into the phone and brought
him up-to-date on her mother’s condition.


“That’s wonderful.” He paused for a
moment. “We were talking about your mother just before you got the call from
Dale. Was that really just this morning?”


“I know. So much as happened. Did you
have a good day with your father?”


“Yes. He spent some time in with Mr.
Wynn-Jones, and they had lunch together in the restaurant. We had dinner
together tonight.” He chuckled softly. “He seems to think you’re some sort of a
miracle-worker for getting me on the Peak2Peak.”


“You’re the one who did it.” She looked
outside. “It’s snowing here. What’s it like there?”


“Clear tonight. I miss you, Morgan.”


Had she heard him right?


“Did you hear me?”


“I miss you, too.” She closed her eyes.
“A lot.”


“Good.” There was a comfortable moment
of silence. “Okay, then. I’ll say goodnight, but promise me you’ll call again
tomorrow and fill me in. Oh, and my Dad says to tell you that you’re to take as
long as you need.”


She laughed at that. “I’m sure
Wynn-Jones is thrilled at that news.”


“I wouldn’t worry about that. I have a
feeling that Mr. Wynn-Jones is going to be looking for new career opportunities
fairly soon. I shouldn’t be telling you this, but Dad wasn’t at all impressed
with him.”


“I can’t say that too many of the staff
will be broken hearted.”


“Dad got that impression too. So, you’ll
call me tomorrow?”


“I’ll call.”


“Good night, Morgan.”


“Goodnight.”


Dale looked up when she came back into
their shared bedroom. “You got through to him, I see.”


“How can you tell?”


“For crying out loud, Morgan. I’ve known
you since you were a kid.”


“You’re impossible.”


“So I’ve been told. Goodnight, kiddo.”





Chapter Twenty


The doctor met them in the hallway the
next morning.


“She’s been conscious for about an hour
now.” He smiled at Boomer. “First thing she did was ask about you and the rest
of her family. She was worried about you all. Now, you can each visit her for a
minute or two this morning, and then we’re going to run some tests. You can all
come back later in the afternoon and see her again, but she’ll probably be
tired. What she needs now is rest, and a minimum of stress.”


Boomer opened his mouth to speak but the
doctor cut him off. “Mr. Dempsey, you can stay as long as you’re quiet. I think
it will be good for her if you’re here.”


* * *


“I feel useless.” Morgan stood in the
middle of her mother’s perfectly ordered kitchen. “There must be something we
can do for Mom while we’re here.”


Dale was gazing out into the back yard
and didn’t seem to hear her. “Did she say anything to you?”


“Not really. Her eyes kept closing. But
she looked happy to see me.”


“Yeah, same here. That’s a good thing,
isn’t it? The fact that she’s sleepy?” She wandered around the kitchen,
touching the familiar items.


“Yes, it’s good.” She caught her friend
in a hug. “She’s going to be fine.”


Dale blew out a stream of air, visibly
relaxing. “I suppose we could put up the Christmas tree,” she suggested
tentatively. Even in her later years, when she’d finally accepted that she was
part of the family, Dale had rarely participated in family traditions.


“That’s a terrific idea. Let’s send Ken
out for a tree while we get out the decorations. We can have the house all
decorated when Mom gets home.”


* * *


“Hello, girls.” Their mother was sitting
up when they went back to visit around six. Her colour had improved greatly and
the food tray showed that she’d eaten fairly well. She reached for her water
and winced. “The doctor tells me I’m going to be stiff for a while.” Morgan
handed her the water and she sipped gratefully through the straw. “Something to
do with the muscles tensing when we’re in an accident, I guess.” She looked
from one to the other. “I’ve been afraid to ask your father, but what happened
to the people in the other vehicle? Were they badly hurt?”


Dale indicated that Morgan should
respond.


“Apparently it was touch and go for the
driver, but we checked just now when we came in and it looks like he’ll pull
through.”


She grasped Morgan’s hand. “Make sure
your father knows that, will you? I have a feeling that he thinks the other
driver died, and he’s been trying to avoid upsetting me.”


“Mom, will you worry about yourself for
once?” Dale smiled to soften her words. “Dad’s a big boy.”


“Yes, I know, but do this for me, will
you?” She smiled at them both. “I’m eager to hear all about Whistler, but let’s
wait until I get home. I was pushing to get out of here today, but they
wouldn’t hear of it.” She sighed, and lay back on the pillows. “Maybe
tomorrow.”


Boomer was pacing up and down the
hallway when they left the room.


“How is she?” he asked, his brow
furrowed. “What do you think?”


“Dad!” Dale laughed, hoping to ease his
tension. “You’ve been here almost all day. You know she’s much better.”


Morgan grasped his hand, forcing him to
be still. “We checked on the other driver when we came in and he didn’t die
after all. Mom senses that you’re worried about that, so make sure she knows
that you’re in the loop, okay?”


“That’s a relief.” Some of the tension
left his face. “My lawyer has already contacted me and he thinks we should sue,
but it’s a young chap with two young children; suing would only create
hardships for him.” He grinned. “As a matter of fact, I might give him a car
from the used car lot.”


“Great idea.” Dale gave him a hug. “He’s
bound to tell someone. You can’t pay for advertising like that.”


He pulled back. “Well, listen to you! A
businesswoman in the family.”


Dale gave him a shy grin. “A friend of
mine is looking into buying a business. We’ve been doing a lot of
brainstorming.”


“Good for you. And now, if you’ll both
excuse me, I want to get back to my better half.” He disappeared through the
door of the private room.


* * *


“Andrew, really. I can manage.” Cynthia
Dempsey only called her husband Andrew when he tested her patience, preferring
‘Drew’. She never called him ‘Boomer’.


“Just trying to help,” he said, opening
the front door with a flourish.


Morgan, Dale, and the three boys stood
by, waiting to catch their mother’s reaction.


“Oh, children,” she said, eyes gleaming
with tears. “It’s lovely.”


And it was. An eight-foot tree stood in
its usual corner, glittering with lights and ornaments that had been in the
family since Morgan could remember. Christmas-themed bowls that were brought
out once a year held an assortment of nuts and candies, and chunky candles were
placed strategically around the room, their flickering light glowing softly.


“We built a fire.” Grant and Gareth
spoke together. The entire family knew how Cynthia loved to sit in front of the
fire. She went there now, lowered herself into her favourite chair and put her
feet up on the ottoman.


“It’s good to be home,” she said,
meeting the eyes of each person in the room. “The doctor says that as far as he
can tell I’ll have no long-term effects and that the best thing for me right
now is rest. So I’d like you to get on with your own lives. You’ve all spent
enough time worrying about me.” She smiled up at Morgan. “But I really would
like a decent cup of tea. I don’t know what they use at the hospital, but it’s
never quite the same.”


Morgan’s brothers went downstairs to
their man cave. She’d heard the three of them murmuring earlier about dates
later on tonight. Her father wandered into his home office, no doubt checking
up on company business.


“Girls, I’d like to talk to you please.”
Cynthia gestured to both of them and they drew closer.


“You know that I appreciate your coming
home, but you both have jobs. This is the busy season, and I’m sure the hotel
needs both of you.” Her tone softened and she gripped the mug of tea in both
hands. “I love you both, but you need to go back now. It’s great of you to make
dinner, but if I know my neighbours, the freezer is already half full of
casseroles, right?”


Morgan and Dale looked at each other and
laughed.


“So, I won’t need to worry about meals
for a while, and believe it or not, the twins have learned how to use the
dishwasher.” She paused to catch her breath. “So I think you should go back
tomorrow.” They started to protest and she held up a hand. “I know how kind
your employer was to fly you out here. Well, now it’s your turn to repay his
kindness and get back to work.”


Dale nodded. “You’re right, I suppose.
The hotel’s occupancy rate is always high, but starting next week, I think
we’re at a hundred percent through the New Year.” She turned to Morgan. “Isn’t
that right?”


Morgan nodded, deep in thought. “Yes,
and Adrian can’t cover for me forever. The concierge desk is bound to be busy.”


Her mother watched her carefully. “Is
that the young man who got the position instead of you?”


“Yes, but it’s a long story.”


Cynthia Dempsey removed her feet from
the ottoman and tucked them up onto the chair. “Sit here and tell me about it.”


Morgan was aware of Dale drifting away
as she sat down.


“I know how disappointed you must be
about this, but I’m proud of the way you’ve handled yourself. You sound like
you don’t harbour any ill feelings toward this young man...Adrian did you say
his name is?”


Morgan looked down, trying to hide the
blush she could feel flooding her face, but her mother knew her too well.


“Tell me about him,” she said softly.


Morgan looked into her mother’s eyes.
“It’s complicated, Mom.” She heard her own words and recognized them for what
they were...an avoidance of the truth.


“He’s really nice. I met him the first
night I checked in.” A sigh escaped her lips. He’s tall, and good-looking
without being flashy. But most importantly, he’s what you would call an
old-fashioned gentleman.”


Her mother made a murmur of approval.
“But?”


“Okay, his last name is Zimmerman and
his family owns the hotel chain.”


Her mother looked at her steadily. “And
that makes a difference how?”


“You sound like Dale.”


“She’s a wise woman. Really, Morgan,
what possible difference does it make? When I met your father, I knew he was
going to be a wealthy man one day, but that didn’t stop me from getting to know
him. The only thing that would have made a difference was if he was involved
with someone else. Now that...” She stopped abruptly. “Is that it? He has
someone else?”


Morgan raised both hands, and then let
them drop. “I don’t know. I asked him, but he never really answered the
question.”

“What does your heart tell you?”


Morgan closed her eyes. “I don’t know.”


“I think you do.” Cynthia Dempsey
reached for her tea and regarded her daughter over the rim.


“What do you mean?”


“Give him time, Morgan. I’m not saying
you should be a doormat and wait for him to call, like we did when I was
young.” She took a sip of tea and set the mug down carefully. “Besides, you
work with him; it will be hard for you to avoid each other.”


“I just don’t want to fall in love with
him and then have him go back home to Switzerland.”


“And what would you do if that
happened?”


“I’d survive, I suppose.”


Her mother nodded. “Yes, you would.” She
stared into the fireplace for a moment. “And now I think I’d like to go to bed.
It’s been a long day.” She stood up; tall, erect and determined. Morgan
realized that she’d never really known her mother. “Now go and book your
flights.” She touched her daughter on the cheek. “And keep me informed, would
you?”





Chapter Twenty-One


“Your Mother would like a cup of hot
chocolate.” Boomer burst into the kitchen and Dale looked up. “Can you show me
how?”


“I’ll do it. I’d like to talk to her for
a minute anyway.” Dale poured some milk into a measuring cup and popped it into
the microwave. “Dad.” She laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t tire her out by
hovering too much, okay?”


“I’m not...” He stopped. “I am, aren’t
I?” For the first time that she could remember, Boomer Dempsey actually looked
embarrassed.


Dale gave him a loving smile. “She’s
doing really great, but she worries when she thinks she’s not taking care of you.
So act relaxed, okay? Even if you’re not.”


“Relaxed.” Boomer nodded. “I can do
that.”


“Okay, good.” Dale hid a smile as she stirred
the hot milk into the chocolate mixture. “Now give me a few minutes with her
before you come busting in, okay?”


“You’re tough,” he said with a laugh.
“But okay.”


* * *


“Hi, Mom. I brought your hot chocolate.”


“Dale.” Cynthia set aside the book she’d
been attempting to read. “I was just thinking about you.” She patted the edge
of the bed and moved over a bit. “Sit down.”


She took a sip of the hot chocolate.
“Your Dad didn’t make this, did he?”


Dale chuckled. “No.”


Cynthia studied the young woman she
loved as much as her own daughter.


“Who is he?” she asked after a moment.
She set down the hot chocolate and reached for Dale’s hand. “I can see the
happiness shining in your eyes.”


Dale didn’t deny it. “His name is
Chance. Chance Larson.”


Cynthia nodded. “I like him already.”


“He’s twenty-eight, and he’s from Lake
Louise originally. He’s the manager of the ski shop that’s attached to the
hotel.”


“And you love him.”


Dale hesitated for a moment. “Yes, I do.
I know it seems awfully quick. He met me at the bus depot when I arrived, and
that was it.” She traced the pattern on the duvet with a finger. “Do you think
it’s possible to fall in love with someone that fast?”


Cynthia squeezed her hand. “I fell in
love with Drew the first moment I saw him.”


Dale spoke softly; almost to herself. “I
keep thinking that something is going to go wrong. That he’ll wake up one
morning and realize he doesn’t want me. But he’s always there, steady as a
rock.”


“I know this is personal, but has he
told you he loves you?” 


“No, but I think he wants to.” Dale
lowered her eyes. “That first day, I told him I didn’t do relationships.”


“And what did he say?”


Dale laughed. “He said that was a good
thing. Less competition for him.”


“He sounds like my kind of guy.”


Dale looked up, her eyes luminous. “I
love him. A lot.”


“Then that’s all that matters. We can’t
undo the past, Dale, but this man sounds like your future. Listen to your
heart. I told Morgan the same thing. Don’t deny yourself this chance at
happiness.”


Dale gave her mother a gentle hug. “I
love you, Mom. You don’t know how much.”


Cynthia Dempsey’s eyes filled with tears
and she touched her heart. “Thank you, my dear. I love you, too.”


* * *


“They go on forever,” said Morgan,
looking out the window. The Rockies stretched into the distance, bold and
rugged, even when draped with a blanket of snow.


Dale looked up from her Kindle. “When I
was a kid, I thought that the Rockies were a string of mountains, one after the
other, that ran from the top of Alberta down into the States.”


“They’re beautiful.” Morgan’s voice was
wistful and Dale gave her a curious look.


“Are you okay?” she asked. “You’ve been
quiet since last night.”


“I talked to Mom about Adrian. What she
said makes a lot of sense.” She turned in her seat. “You know, I’m looking at
her differently since all this happened. She has more backbone than I
realized.”


Dale raised her eyebrows. “You’ve always
thought she was a bit of a wimp. But you couldn’t have been farther from the
truth.” She turned off her Kindle and closed the cover.


“When we were young, you were a solid
sleeper. You’d fall asleep and not wake up until Mom called us to get ready for
school. But I wasn’t so lucky, and as a result, I overheard a lot of
conversations.” She downed the last of her coffee, then continued. “That’s the
nice way of putting it. Actually, I eavesdropped. I’d sit in the hallway by the
stairs and listen to what Mom and Dad were talking about.” Her attention
drifted for a moment, then she reeled herself back in.


 “Your mother fought like crazy to have
me live with you. Boomer was dead set against it. He was afraid I’d be a bad
influence. I can understand that; I was full of anger back then. But she was
adamant. As far as she was concerned, I was going to stay and...let’s see, what
was her favourite expression? ‘No two ways about it’.” She shot a quick
sideways glance at Morgan. “That’s why I refused to be adopted. For a long time
I thought he didn’t want me. Foolish, I realize that now. It wasn’t that he
didn’t want me, it was just that he was trying to protect you.” She was
silent for a moment. “So you see, your mother is a tough cookie, and she’s
smart, too.”


Morgan held out the bag of peanuts to
Dale, then tipped what was left into her mouth. “While we were growing up, she
never said much,” she said around the peanuts. “But all that time she was observing
us, figuring out what makes us tick.”


She looked at her watch. “Speaking of
ticking, we’ll be there soon. Do you think Chance will be there to pick us up?”


Dale beamed. “Quite sure. Unless he gets
hung up at the store.”


* * *


They spotted Chance’s tall, lanky form
as soon as they walked into the baggage claim area. Morgan looked around, half
hoping that Adrian would have come as well; even though she knew that the hotel
was short-staffed during her absence.


Dale’s bag appeared on the carousel
first. She grabbed it eagerly and went to meet Chance.


“Here, let me take that.” He reached for
the suitcase and their hands touched.


“Oh, hell!” he said, releasing the
suitcase and gathering her into his arms. “I missed you,” he said simply,
pulling back and looking into her eyes. 


“Me, too,” she said, lifting her lips
for a kiss.


Chance turned to Morgan. “How is she
this morning?” He still had an arm around Dale. “When I talked to Dale last
night, she was doing really well.”


“Better every day.” Morgan looked
around.


Chance followed her gaze. “He couldn’t
come.”


Morgan shrugged, but she was having a
hard time hiding her disappointment. “I understand.” She smiled brightly. “So,
how’s business?” They walked out toward the short term parking lot.


“Busy. The hotel, too. Mr. Zimmerman has
been stirring things up a bit”


“Anything I should know about?”


“I don’t think anything has been decided
yet, but I heard he’ll probably get the lease on the restaurant.”


Morgan nodded. “How’s Adrian?”


Chance didn’t answer for a moment. “He’s
fine,” he said eventually. Morgan wished she’d been able to see his eyes.
“Busy, of course.”


Prickles of apprehension crept down
Morgan’s spine. Something was wrong here. She hadn’t been able to reach Adrian
last night, but she’d thought he said he was working and staff members were
required to turn off their personal phones while working at the front desk. She
wanted to ask more questions, but Chance and Dale were chatting happily about
his progress in purchasing the business, and she didn’t want to appear too
needy.


Stop it! she told
herself as they drew closer to Whistler. Her imagination was running away with
her, and she hated that. They’d be there soon enough.


Dale turned around. “We’ll go straight
to the hotel and check on our schedules for tomorrow, okay?”


“Sure.” Morgan was tired, and her
clothes were wrinkled, but she wanted to see Adrian.


Chance looked at her in the rear view
mirror. “I’ll check in at the store and maybe we could all have dinner together
at the restaurant.” His eyes gave nothing away. “It’ll be busy, but it’s better
than trying to cook.”


Morgan could only nod.


He pulled into his assigned parking spot
and headed for the store. Morgan and Dale walked up the front steps of the
hotel and the lobby doors opened silently.


* * *


“No, not there.” An elegant woman laid a
possessive hand on Adrian’s arm and smiled up at him. They were standing in
front of a tall Christmas tree and she brushed up against him as she reached
forward and removed a sparkling decoration. “Over here.” She re-positioned the
bauble.


Morgan hated her on sight. After her
experiences working at hotels in Banff, she recognized a spoiled rich girl when
she saw one. The woman laughed and touched the side of Adrian’s face. “Now,
don’t pout. Besides, this is work for a woman.” She followed her touch with a
kiss and he raised a hand to his cheek.


Dale strode across the lobby toward the
elevator. The housekeeping office was located on top floor. Adrian spotted her
and his eyes widened. Then he turned.


“Morgan!” he said, the colour draining
from his face. He looked trapped; his gaze skittering from the blonde to Morgan
and then back.


“Ah, so this is Morgan.” The woman came
forward, walking as though she was on a fashion runway. She extended her hand.
“I’m Claudia. Claudia Klauser.”


As she came closer, Morgan’s dislike
intensified, if that was possible. The woman had perfect skin and brilliant
blue eyes. The hair colour was probably from a bottle, but it was skillfully
done. Long blonde hair was twisted in a French braid at the nape of her neck
and fine wisps curled around her face. In her travel-rumpled clothes, Morgan
felt like someone’s kid brother.


Her good manners came to the fore and
she accepted the proffered hand.


“So you’re Morgan,” the woman said. Her
faint accent only made her more exotic. “We’re all so grateful to you for
curing Adrian of his fear of heights.”


Morgan withdrew her hand. “He did that
himself.” She tore her eyes away from the woman and looked at Adrian. He looked
miserable.


“Be that as it may,” she waved a hand
airily, “We’re still grateful, aren’t we darling?” She returned to Adrian’s
side and slipped her arm into his.


“Claudia...”


She wrinkled her perfect nose. “He’s
always been modest, but we’re used to it.” She cuddled up against him. “Just
think, when we get back home we can go skiing again.”


He gave her an odd look and disentangled
his arm. The woman made a moue of displeasure, but he didn’t seem to notice. He
gave his head a quick shake and walked across the lobby.


“Morgan, I’m sorry...”


She hoped he couldn’t hear her heart
breaking. “I understand, Adrian. You said it was complicated.” She looked past
him to where Claudia was hanging more ornaments. “I must say, she’s beautiful.”


“Who?” He looked puzzled.


“Your girlfriend. Claudia.”


“Morgan.” He reached for her, and then
seemed to remember where he was. “Claudia’s...”


“Morgan!” Bernard Zimmerman came into
the lobby from the direction of the restaurant. “You’re back! How is your
mother?”


Morgan could see how this man was so
successful. Every eye in the lobby turned when he walked in. Adrian was
developing the same charisma; it was a pity she wouldn’t be around to see it.


“My mother is fine, thank you. She asked
me to thank you for getting us there so quickly.”


“My pleasure.” He looked across the
lobby at Claudia, then turned to Adrian, a small frown on his face. “I thought
you were going to arrange for the tree to be decorated on the late shift?”


Adrian sighed. “You know Claudia. She
found the boxes stacked over there and hauled them out while I was dealing with
a customer.” He lowered his voice. “It was either let her go ahead or have an
altercation right here in the lobby.”


Mr. Zimmerman’s lips narrowed. “You made
the right decision, of course, but I really would have preferred it to be done
later.”


Adrian looked at Morgan. “I was going to
ask Morgan to come back late one night and do it with me.”


Why was he talking about this now? It
was all too confusing.


“If you’ll excuse me,” she said, “I need
to check on my shift for tomorrow.” She held her hand out, European-style.
“Thanks again, Mr. Zimmerman.”


Adrian watched her go.


Bernard read Adrian’s expression.
“What’s going on here, son?” He glanced at Claudia. “Is Claudia playing games
again?”


Adrian winced. “She made it sound like
we were together. I was trying to explain when you came in, but from the look
on Morgan’s face, she wasn’t going to be very receptive.”


Bernard took him by the arm and led him
away. “Listen to me, son. You have to make it clear once and for all that
you’re not taking your brother’s place in her life.” He gave a short laugh.
“Even Bernie was getting ready to break it off with her, but she was clinging
to him like a limpet.” He bent his knees and looked into Adrian’s eyes. “You’re
being too nice. Are you willing to risk losing Morgan because some spoiled girl
won’t take no for an answer?”


“No, I’m not.”





Chapter Twenty-Two


Adrian waited at the front desk until an
arriving couple had finished their check-in. “Where’s Morgan?” he asked.


Kent looked up from the computer.
“Sorry, man. She left when you were talking to your father.” He glanced toward
the front door. “Looked like she couldn’t wait to get out of here.”


“Dammit!” he checked his watch. Another
hour and a half to go on his shift. He’d worked alone at the concierge desk the
past couple of days and had enjoyed the freedom, but now he wished that Klaus
Drescher would appear. No such luck. “Okay, thanks, Kent.”


He eyed the Christmas tree. Claudia had
only hung about half a dozen ornaments.


“Put those back in the box, please. My
father wants this done when there are no guests around.’


“But Adrian...”


He looked at her wearily. This woman
thought of nothing but her own desires. It was no wonder his brother had tired
of her. “Just do it, Claudia. And I don’t appreciate that little charade with
Morgan right now. There’s nothing between you and I, and there never will be.”


“But Adrian...”


“Stop saying that.” His hands clenched
at his sides and he forced himself to relax. “Go back home, Claudia. There are
lots of rich, eligible men there at this time of year.”


She opened her mouth to reply, then shut
it, turned on her heel and headed for the elevator. Adrian removed the
ornaments, tidied up the mess she had made and put the boxes back behind the
concierge desk.


“So?” He looked up to see his father.
“Where is Morgan?”


“Gone back to the Lodge, I guess.”


“What are you waiting for?”


“I have another hour and a half before I
can leave.”


His father motioned for him to get up.
“I’ll cover for you.” His eyes sparkled. “It’s not as if I haven’t done this
before. This is a slow time of day, isn’t it?”


Adrian admitted that it was.


“Then go. I can manage. It will be fun.”


“Thanks, Dad.” Adrian ran to the
elevator, and waited impatiently to be taken to the parking garage. He hadn’t
noticed that it was getting dark out. He hoped he could spot Morgan if she
hadn’t already caught a bus on Village Gate Boulevard.


It was snowing when Adrian pulled out,
Had it really only been a few days ago that they’d gone for brunch at the
Chateau? He turned left onto Village Gate and searched for her among the crowd
waiting for the bus. There she was! He pulled up at the bus stop and rolled
down the passenger window. ‘Morgan!” he called.


She looked at him and tears pooled in
her eyes.


“Get in,” he urged. She looked like a
waif. She had no gloves, and there was snow melting in her hair.


The SUV filled with light as a bus
pulled up behind.


“Come on,” he said.


She hesitated for a moment, then got in.


He pulled out and she remained silent.
He glanced at her from time to time, but she kept her face averted.


“Thanks,” she said, as they pulled into
the parking lot at the Lodge. She jumped out and headed for the door. When he
caught up to her, she was digging frantically through her purse, trying to find
her key card. Tears were streaming down her face.


“Here, let me.” He opened the door.


They went to the elevator and rode up
together in silence.


She stood outside her door, key card in
hand.


“You don’t have to explain,” she said.
“I understand.”


She turned and opened the door.


“No, you don’t.” He followed her inside
and went directly to the bathroom, where he grabbed a towel.


“Come here.”


She frowned, but took a few steps
closer. He tossed the towel over her head and started to dry her hair. “You
don’t understand at all.”


He whipped the towel away and pushed her
hair out of her eyes. “Morgan, Claudia is Bernie’s girlfriend. Or should I say
she was his girlfriend.” He smiled faintly. “When Bernie died, she
focused on me.” He touched her cheek with the tips of his fingers. “I don’t
want her, Morgan. I want you. I always have.”


“Why?” Hope dawned in her eyes.


“Why?” He stepped back and looked at
her. “Because you’re real, Morgan Dempsey. Even with your wet hair and red
eyes, you’re more beautiful than Claudia will ever be.”


He opened his arms and she stepped into
his embrace. “This is where you belong. Don’t run away from me again, okay?
I’ll just come and find you.” He kissed the top of her head. “I missed you,
Morgan. Promise me you’ll give us a chance.”


His voice rumbled in his chest and
Morgan raised her lips. “My mother told me to listen to my heart. And right
now, my heart would like nothing better.”


His kiss was everything she’d dreamed
about for the last three days. When their hearts finally returned to normal he
cupped her face in his hands and looked into her eyes. “I hate to share you
tonight, but Dad would like us to join him for dinner, if that’s all right with
you.”


“That reminds me. I sort of promised to
have dinner with Chance and Dale. Is it all right if we all eat together?” She
grabbed her phone.


“Dad would love that.” He gave her
another quick kiss and felt for his own phone.





Epilogue


Six months later.


“I see what you mean. That’s a lot of
testosterone.” Adrian whispered in Morgan’s ear as they approached the
restaurant her mother and Dale had chosen for the rehearsal dinner. Her
brothers and her father were standing outside, enjoying the warm spring air. Morgan
and Adrian had only been apart for a week, but they held hands as though they’d
been separated for months. Adrian had arrived that afternoon from Whistler, around
the same time the Zimco jet had delivered his parents and grandmother from
Switzerland.


“We’ll be next.” Morgan fingered the
antique emerald-cut engagement ring Adrian had given her this afternoon. “Does
that make you nervous?”


“Absolutely not. I can hardly wait to
make the announcement.” They had agreed to tell their families tomorrow, after Dale
and Chance left for their honeymoon.


“How’s your grandmother?”


“She’s a bit tired from the trip, but
they’re all looking forward to tomorrow.”


Morgan smiled up at him and he gave her
a quick kiss. “Okay, let’s do this.”


They entered to a chorus of greetings.
Inseparable as usual, Dale and Chance greeted them together.


“You look beautiful.” Morgan admired her
sister. “But most of all, you look happy.”


“I am.” Dale had every reason to be
happy. Chance’s new store was a major success and Dale was now head housekeeper
at Zimmerli Whistler.


Cynthia Dempsey called her family
together. “Let’s get our pictures taken before we eat.”


Adrian hung back, but she motioned him
forward. “Come on, Adrian. This is a family picture.”


“How did you know?” he said, unable to
hide a grin.


“I know my daughters,” she said, smiling
at him fondly. “All right now everyone. Say cheese!”


* * *
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Chapter One


 


The fawn leaped onto the road and stood
frozen, huge eyes watching her approach. Maybe if Amanda hadn’t been looking
for the sign to Loon Lake Resort she would have seen it sooner, but it was too
late now. She yanked the steering wheel and her SUV slid over the gravel
shoulder, down the slight incline and came to rest with the passenger side
against a tree.


Sunlight filtered through the trees,
illuminating patches of forest. It was an odd time to think of it, but she
loved this part of British Columbia and had been thrilled when Vince told her
he owned a cottage on Sandy Lake. Unfortunately, that first flush of excitement
hadn’t lasted.


Don’t think about that now, she told
herself. Think about how you’re going to get out of here.


Surprisingly, she was unhurt. Vince
would be angry when he found out about the Land Rover but she didn’t care; the
deer was safe and that was what mattered. He’d told her more than once that it
was better to “hit the damned things” than swerve to avoid them. Last summer
he’d hit a doe not far from here and unceremoniously dragged the still
twitching body to the side of the road, muttering about “vermin”. She’d held
back an angry retort, afraid of him even then. It was a chilling realization.


The car was still running; that was a
good sign. She turned off the ignition. Birdsong filled the air and she
recognized the distinctive warble of a Vireo. And then the sound of flowing
water filtered through. There was a stream nearby; no doubt one that emptied
into Loon Lake. Many of the lakes in this area were connected by channels large
enough to accommodate a canoe or a shallow-draft boat. That, coupled with the
excellent fishing was responsible for the increase of fishing resorts over the
past twenty years.


She unbuckled her seat belt and grabbed
the empty water bottle. A few deadfalls littered the forest floor; thankfully
she’d worn an old pair of jeans and a T-shirt. Vince hated her to dress
casually. It had felt good to pull on the old jeans this morning knowing that
she had a whole week without him harping at her for one thing or the other. It
was going to be heaven. She reached the stream and filled the bottle. The water
was cool, clear and sweet. She drank greedily, laughing at herself when some
water dribbled down her chin. It doesn’t get any better than this, she
thought, swiping at the drops with the back of her hand.


Movement along the creek bed caught her
eye and she stared for a moment, unsure of her eyes. It was a puppy. Cold and
bedraggled, it appeared to be on its last legs, clambering over the rounded
rocks at the creek’s edge.


“Oh, you sweet thing.” She spoke aloud
and the puppy looked up. It spotted her and wagged its tail.


She was quite sure it was a spaniel.
Even at this young age, its ears were droopy; even moreso since they were
soaking wet. She picked it up and pulled it to her chest. The dog was a mass of
movement, shivering, squirming with excitement and trying to lick her face all
at the same time.


“Are you lost?” she asked, burying her
face in its fur. She raised her head and looked around. “That was a silly
question, wasn’t it? Of course you’re lost.” She stroked the dog’s head and it
calmed. “You can’t have wandered too far from home. I’ll bet the people at Loon
Lake know about you. Come on, let’s get up to the road and start walking.”


She wrapped the dog in her fleece
jacket, grabbed her tote bag, locked the vehicle and climbed the bank. “Someone
will come along soon,” she said, not sure if she was reassuring herself or the
dog. “It may be remote up here, but it’s not the end of the world.” She started
walking. The few times she’d come to the cottage she hadn’t been driving, but
she knew that Vince used the sign to Loon Lake as a marker. Their driveway was
a mile and a half beyond that, and led into Sandy Lake.


She’d been walking for about fifteen
minutes when a pickup truck came up from behind and stopped. The driver leaned
toward her, one arm on the steering wheel and the other draped along the back
of the seat. “You okay?” he asked, eyeing the bundle in her arms. “I’ll bet a
deer jumped out in front of you.”


She met his eyes. “That’s right. How did
you know?”


He gave her a gentle smile. “It happens
a lot around here. Some people say you should just hit them.” He paused. “Thankfully,
they’re in the minority. Can I offer you a ride?”


She hesitated and looked ahead. “I’m
going to Loon Lake. I can walk, thanks.”


He shrugged. “I’m going there myself.
It’s no trouble.” He leaned across and opened the passenger door. “My name’s Jackson.
Hop in.”


Vince had warned her against talking to
strangers in this area. Sometimes he treated her like a child. But then she had
to admit that she’d been acting like a child, letting him boss her around.
“Okay,” she said. “I’d appreciate that.”


She climbed up into the cab of the
truck. “I’m Amanda.”


“What have you got there?” He looked at
the bundle again. “Is it a baby?”


She cradled the puppy, which was being
surprisingly quiet. “No. Yes. Well, sort of.”


He frowned, but there was a glint of
amusement in his eyes. “It either is or it isn’t.”


The puppy chose that moment to shake
free of her jacket.


The man looked like he’d just won the
lottery. “It’s Rocky”.


“Rocky?” She started to giggle as the
dog licked her face. “You know this dog?”


“Sure do and I also know two kids who
are going to be very happy to see him. He belongs to Hannah and Logan.” He
reached out to pat the dog. “I work for their parents at Loon Lake Resort. The
dog went missing a day and a half ago and we’ve all been looking for him ever since.”
He put the truck in gear and pulled back out onto the road. “It’s a good thing
he wasn’t gobbled up by a cougar.”


Amanda instinctively covered the dog’s
ears. “Don’t say that. You’ll frighten him.”


Jackson’s lips twitched and she studied
him as he drove. He hadn’t shaved for a day or two but it wasn’t the look
affected by celebrities these days; it was the beginnings of a real,
honest-to-goodness beard. He wore his dark hair tied back at the nape of his
neck. The only thing missing was an earring. He glanced over and seemed about
to say something, then changed his mind. Amanda was disappointed; there was
something about this man that made her want to get to know him. He was nothing
like Vince, she knew that instinctively. Her husband was a slick, perfectly
groomed city type who wore suits that cost enough to feed a third world village
for a month.


Deep down she sensed that the man beside
her didn’t need the outward trappings of success. He exuded a powerful aura of
masculinity that made her light in the head. She studied his hands on the
steering wheel and for a wild, heart-pounding moment she wondered what they
would feel like on her body.


Enough. She couldn’t think like this.
She was a married woman, and although Vince had been treating her like dirt
recently, he was still extremely jealous. She hated to think what he would do
if she was ever foolish enough to get involved with another man. She shuddered
and turned her attention back to the dog.


“Why is this little guy called Rocky?”


“Because he’s a fighter.” Jackson
chuckled. “He’s got lots of spunk, that one. You should see him attack Jesse.”


“Jesse?”


“Yeah, Dave’s old lab. This little guy
is all over him like a bad rash.” They passed a driveway leading to one of the
other resorts on the lake. “And before you ask, Jesse is named after Jesse
James. When he was a pup, Dave used to hang one of those western scarves around
his neck. We all thought he looked like a gunfighter and the name stuck.”


She nodded. It sounded like something
out of a fairy tale. She pictured dogs and children growing up together, the
way it was supposed to be. A jolt of longing made her look away.


“Hey, are you okay?” She couldn’t
believe that he’d picked up on her mood. She’d known Vince for two years now,
been married for almost as long, but he’d never shown this type of sensitivity.
It was unnerving.


“I’m fine,” she said and turned back
toward him just as they drove into a clearing. Sunlight flooded the cab of the
truck, lighting his eyes. Slate grey, shot through with slivers of blue, they
watched her, and for an irrational moment she wondered if he could read her
thoughts. Because in spite of his appearance which was scruffy at best, he
struck her as highly intuitive. Now where did that come from? she
wondered and buried her face in Rocky’s fur.


Her husband’s cabin was on the adjoining
lake but Amanda had never been to Loon Lake Resort. She’d been curious about it
last year and had looked it up online, learning that it comprised twenty rental
cottages, thirty fully serviced camping spaces, boat rental and a convenience
store with attached coffee shop. The most popular of the fishing resorts in the
area, it was now being operated by the grandson of the original owner, along
with his wife.


The resort was in an uproar when they
arrived. A middle-aged Asian man sat on the arm of an Adirondack chair, rocking
back and forth, his arm swathed in white gauze. Customers stood in random
groups, looking back toward the building as the last few people scurried out.


“Uh-oh.” Jackson pulled into a spot
below the ‘Office’ sign, jumped out of the truck and raced through an open door
at the back of the building. Amanda petted the dog nervously, waiting for him
to re-appear. When he hadn’t come out after several minutes, she settled the
dog into her jacket and climbed down, closing the door quietly behind her. She
poked her head inside. Judging from the supplies stacked on shelves lining the
hallway, it was the back entrance to the kitchen.


“Hello?” she called tentatively.
“Jackson?” She stepped into the kitchen.


“Sorry Senora, you can’t be
here.” A young man accosted her.


“It’s okay, Carlos. She’s with me.”
Jackson stepped forward.


Amanda looked around and surveyed the
damage. There had obviously been a kitchen fire. “At least you had a K class
fire extinguisher,” she said. “Looks like you caught it early.”


Carlos raised his eyebrows. “Si,
but Tran is badly burned.” He looked back at the mess in the kitchen. “I’m not
surprised.”


Amanda could see what he meant. Grease
coated the ceiling and the walls weren’t much better. She was afraid to even
look up the exhaust hood or in the grease box. It was a miracle the whole place
hadn’t burned to the ground.


Jackson narrowed his eyes. “You know
about K class fire extinguishers?”


She nodded. “Yes. I worked in a kitchen
for a few years.”


A young woman with flyaway blonde hair
came into the kitchen.


Jackson stepped forward. “Kathy, I’m
glad you’re all right.”


She smiled up at him. “I wish I could
say as much for my kitchen.” She looked from Jackson to Amanda. “Sorry, do I
know you?”


Jackson put a hand at her waist and
guided her forward. “I’d like you to meet Amanda. She has some good news for
you.”


Kathy looked distracted. “I could use
some.”


“She found Rocky.”


“You did?” She looked around the room.
“Is he okay?”


“Yes, he’s fine. He’s in the truck,
sleeping I hope.”


Kathy’s shoulders dropped down a notch
and she smiled. “The kids are going to be so pleased. They’ve gone into town
with Dave for supplies. Thank goodness Carlos was here; he grabbed the fire
extinguisher right away.” Worried eyes surveyed the damage. “I hope the Health
people don’t close us down.”


Amanda surprised herself. “Not if you
clean this place up. She did a more thorough assessment of the mess. “What you
see is residue from the fire retardant. That can be cleaned up, but beyond that
this entire kitchen needs a good cleaning.” She stopped, realizing what she’d
said. “I’m sorry. This isn’t my business. Sorry I was so blunt.”


“No, you’re right.” Kathy nodded. “I’ve
been telling Tran to clean up for months now, but every time I bring it up he
conveniently forgets how to speak English.” She gave a wry smile. “It was my
own fault for letting him get away with it, but cooks are so difficult to find
up here.” She glanced at Carlos. “Carlos is a great help, but he doesn’t have
enough experience.”


“Cooks!” Amanda knew what she meant.
“Listen, I’ll just go out and get the dog and then if you can give me the name
of the nearest garage I’ll call a tow truck and get out of your way.” She hoped
she could get cell service up here; she’d never tried before.


The dog snuffled a little when she
picked him up, then burrowed down into her arms. “You’re home, little guy,” she
said and kissed the top of his head.


She looked up to find Jackson watching
her. “You’ve become attached to him, haven’t you?”


She was about to deny it, but that
seemed pointless. “I confess, I have. It’s that puppy smell, you know?”


“Yeah, I know.” Jackson reached out and
patted the dog on the head. “They’ll have to keep him on a leash for a while. A
terrible fate for a curious puppy, but better than getting lost again.”


Amanda knew how the dog would feel.
After all, she’d been on a leash for the past couple of years. It wasn’t fun.
She nodded in agreement.


“There you are, you naughty puppy!”
Kathy gave Rocky an affectionate shake. “Would you mind waiting a minute?” she
said to Amanda, then took the dog and placed it in an enclosure at the back of
the building.


She pushed her hair out of her eyes and
addressed Amanda. “Jackson says you have some experience in kitchens.”


Amanda shot a look in his direction, but
couldn’t read anything in his expression. “I’m not a chef by any stretch of the
imagination, but I know my way around a kitchen.”


“I was wondering...” Kathy raised her
shoulders. “Would you be interested in working here for a while? I mean, I
don’t know where you were headed. You probably have somewhere to go, but I
thought I’d take a chance...” She looked at Amanda beseechingly. “I could offer
you free accommodation in one of our cottages. It’s an older one and fairly
small, but it’s quiet. And of course I’d pay you.”


Amanda thought about the luxurious
cottage waiting for her only a couple of miles away. Suddenly the idea of being
alone didn’t seem so appealing.


Kathy glanced toward the front of the property.
Most of the people who had been milling around when Amanda and Jackson arrived
had gone back to their cottages. “A lot of our guests rely on the restaurant
for meals. They come here to relax and fish; they don’t want to be bothered
cooking.”


Amanda nodded. “I can understand that.”
She made a snap decision. She would offer to help for a week. Hopefully Kathy
could find a replacement in that time. “Okay, I’ll give you a week.” She
glanced at Jackson and her breath caught in her throat. Her decision had
nothing to do with him. Nothing at all.


Carlos had been hovering in the
background. She turned to him with a smile. “Will Carlos stay and help? I have
a feeling we could work well together.”


“Si, Senora.” He stepped forward.
“What about dinner tonight? These people need to eat.”


Amanda thought for a moment. “We can’t
use the kitchen the way it is.” She turned to Kathy. “Do you have a barbeque?”


“Yes, we have a couple.” Her eyes lit
up. “Are you thinking barbeque for tonight?”


Her mind was racing. “Yes. I don’t know
what you think of the idea, but what if you offered hamburgers or hot dogs with
a bag of potato chips and a drink and an ice cream bar for dessert, and made it
free? It won’t cost you much and you’ll have a lot of happy campers.” She
laughed at her own joke. “Literally.”


“Brilliant.” Can you pull it off?


Amanda shook her head. “Not
me...Carlos.”


The young cook beamed.


“I’ll be cleaning the kitchen. It’s a
big job, but I’m confident that I can get it done if I start right away. We’ll
be ready to serve breakfast in the morning.”


Kathy gave her a quick hug. “You’re
amazing, you know that? I don’t know where you came from, but you saved the
day. Now I’d better get out there and deal with Tran. He needs to get to the
hospital so they can check out his burns. I have him slathered with
antibiotics, but I’d rather be safe.”


Jackson spoke up. “I’ll take him.”


Kathy looked at him gratefully. “Thanks,
Jackson. If you see Dave in town, ask him to come home, would you?”



Chapter Two


 


The kitchen was even worse than she’d
thought; by her best estimate, it hadn’t been cleaned for several months. What
really angered her was that there was plenty of commercial de-greaser on hand.
She took a deep breath, pulled on some gloves and started to work.


She was taking a break when Kathy came
in several hours later accompanied by two blonde children.


“Kids, I’d like you to meet Amanda. She
found Rocky wandering in the woods.”


The girl clutched at her mother’s slacks
and hid behind her leg, but the boy came forward. “Thank you for finding him.”
He looked at her curiously. “Do you have any kids?”


The question caught her off guard. She
shook her head. “No, I don’t. Why do you ask?”


Wide blue eyes like his mother’s looked
up at her. “Hannah’s a girl. I’d like to have a boy to play with.”


Me too, thought Amanda. She squatted
down. “Sorry about that. What do you like to play?”


“I like to fish,” he said proudly.
“Jackson says he’ll teach me, but he gets busy sometimes and has to go away.”
He looked toward the freezer. “Can I have some ice cream? Mom says I have to
ask you now.”


Kathy nodded and Amanda dug out an ice
cream bar for each child.


“You know the rules,” Kathy called after
them as they ran out. “Stay away from the dock.”


“Okay, Mom.” The children ran off.


Amanda watched them disappear then
turned to their mother. “So, how did the barbeque go?”


“It was a hit.” Kathy was looking around
the kitchen in amazement. “I’d forgotten that the kitchen was so bright.”


Amanda glanced around. “I’m not finished
yet, but we’ll be ready for breakfast.” She pointed to a list. “I took a break
and checked the cooler. You have a lot of out-of-date items in there that have
to be thrown out. Tran obviously never heard the old expression ‘When in doubt,
throw it out’.”


Kathy glanced at the list, put it down
without reading. “I trust you. Do what you have to do.”


Amanda pushed another piece of paper
across the counter. “I checked your supplies against your menu and I’m starting
a list of what needs to be purchased. Do you have a preferred wholesaler?”


“Yes, I have a binder with all that
information. Is it okay if we do that in the morning? We can’t call them until
then anyway.” She looked around the kitchen again. “You’ve done an amazing job
already, Amanda. Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” Amanda got up and
stretched. “Do you mind showing me the cabin? I’ll dump my stuff and then I’d
like to clean for a couple more hours.”


As they crossed the property Amanda
could see why it was so popular. Located on a scenic bay, it curved around on
itself, so that the cottages looked back toward the common area and the two
boat docks that stuck out into the water. A sandy beach was clearly marked off
from the boating area.


Kathy stopped and looked out over the
lake. A few clouds hugged the distant horizon, their undersides painted pink by
the setting sun. “I like to walk along the lakefront at this time of day,” she
said, almost to herself. “And I’m always thankful that Dave’s grandfather had
the foresight to buy this piece of property.” A small sigh escaped her lips. “We
love living here.”


“I can see why. It’s a great place to
raise kids.”


“Do you think so?” Kathy frowned. “I
sometimes worry that they aren’t getting much interaction with other children.
Of course Logan starts school in a couple of weeks but it’s not the same as
growing up in a neighbourhood full of kids.”


“Logan did say something about getting
tired of playing with Hannah. He seemed disappointed that Jackson didn’t have
time to teach him to fish.”


Kathy’s head came up and Amanda wondered
if that was caution she saw in the other woman’s eyes. Kathy studied her for a
moment before continuing. “Logan’s decided that Jackson is cool. I think it has
something to do with the hair.”


“He’s cool all right.” Amanda couldn’t
believe she’d said that. She shot a frantic look at Kathy. “Tell me I didn’t
say that out loud.”


Kathy shrugged. “Don’t worry. I’ve
thought the same thing myself.” A faraway smile softened her features. “There’s
something about him, isn’t there? Whatever it is, he’s got it in spades.”


Amanda laughed out loud; it felt good.
“Kathy Keane, shame on you, and you a married woman.”


Kathy nudged her. “Look who’s talking.”


They walked companionably along the dirt
road. At random intervals, trails wide enough for a car led to cottages nestled
among the firs.


There wouldn’t be a better time. Amanda
turned to Kathy. “What do you know about Jackson? All he said is that he takes
care of the boats for Dave.”


They continued in silence for a few
moments. Kathy appeared to be studying the ground. Then she raised her head. “I
don’t know much about him, actually. He and his brother and Dave all grew up
together but I hadn’t met Jackson until he showed up earlier this summer. He
stays in the boathouse and seems content with the little bedroom Dave set up
for him. As to anything personal, I know very little.” She grinned. “Maybe
that’s what makes him so intriguing.”


“It’s just...” Amanda searched for the
right words. “It’s just that he seems to be over-qualified for the job.”


Kathy sighed. “I thought so, too.” She
shot a quick look at Amanda. “Please don’t let on I told you, but I think he’s
getting over some emotional trauma. And no, I don’t know what that is.”


Amanda nodded. “I shouldn’t even be
asking about him.” She gave a little shudder. “If my husband knew...well...I don’t
like to think what he would do.”


“I’ve heard about those jealous types.”
Kathy’s tone was sympathetic. “But fortunately, I’ve never experienced it
firsthand.” Understanding flooded her face. “That’s why you’re up in this neck
of the woods, isn’t it? You’ve come to be alone, to get away.”


It felt good to talk about it; Vince had
made sure she didn’t have any close friends. “Yes. Vince is away at a
convention.” Tears flooded her eyes and she willed them back. “A week all on my
own, with no one to criticize, or put me down.” She paused. “Well, I suppose
it’s six days now. But I intend to enjoy every one of them.”


Kathy looked crestfallen. “I never
should have asked you. Here you are, trying to enjoy a few days on your own.
I’ll understand if you’d rather not stay....”


“No.” Amanda gave her a reassuring
smile. “I’m actually looking forward to it, looking forward to being around
people.” 


“In that case, here we are.” Kathy
motioned to a trail leading to the last cottage along the waterfront. “Your
cottage.”


It was delightful. The compact kitchen contained a small
cook top and a half-sized fridge. In the bedroom, a welcoming hand-made quilt
covered the queen-sized bed. But the most appealing feature was the screened
porch. It overlooked a private water access and Amanda could see a groove in
the sand where a canoe had been pulled up. A pair of Adirondack chairs sat side
by side at the water’s edge and she looked at them longingly.


“You could sit out here in the evenings
if you like, but you’d probably get eaten alive.” Kathy tapped the screen.
“That’s why the porch is screened in. People around here love to tell stories
about the mosquitoes. My brother works at the airport in Williams Lake and he
says a mosquito landed on the runway when they were refuelling and they got ten
gallons into him before they realized he wasn’t a Cessna.”


Amanda laughed at the old joke. “Never
mind, I love it.” She turned to the woman who had quickly become a confidant.
“And now I’m going unpack before I head back to the kitchen. How do I lock up
the kitchen when I leave?”


“Don’t worry. Dave checks everything
before we turn in. Goodnight.”


Amanda stood in the doorway as the other
woman walked down the path and disappeared from sight. Why hadn’t she told her
about her own luxurious cottage just a few minutes away? Growing up she’d been
a happy child thanks to the love of her grandmother but it struck her now how
much she’d changed in the past few years. Since meeting Vince, her life had
closed in on itself. Instead of helping her to expand her circle of friends,
he’d insulated her. Theirs was an almost secretive existence. Why had she never
thought about that before?


Vince had assured her that she would
soon find friends among the neighbourhood women when they’d first moved into
the posh neighbourhood on the North Shore of Vancouver. She’d made several
attempts, but doors remained closed to her. At social functions she got the
impression that they were talking about her when she approached. Vince had
dismissed her comments as nonsense, but looking back, he’d had that cold,
predatory gleam in his eye. He’d been isolating her even then. Why hadn’t she
recognized what he was doing? More importantly, what was she going to do about
it now?


* * *


It was dark by the time the kitchen was
usable. Amanda made a mental note of several things she’d continue working on
during the week, but she was satisfied that it would pass inspection if they
should happen to get a surprise visit from the Health Inspector. She stepped
outside and blinked, adjusting slowly to the darkness. A few sodium vapour
lights on poles stood at strategic spots on the property, but didn’t light the
entire area.


“Should have looked for a flashlight”
she muttered to herself, feeling her way along cautiously. The trees around
here were massive and sent roots in every direction; she didn’t want to trip
and break a leg.


“You are a sucker for
punishment.” The hair on the back of her neck came erect at the sound of his
voice. “When you say you’re going to do something, you’re not kidding, are you.”
It was more of a statement than a question.


He came from the direction of the
boathouse, preceded by the glow from his flashlight.


“Hi Jackson,” she said breathlessly.
“I’m glad to see you.” He was close enough to touch.


“Should I be flattered?”


Was he teasing her? She couldn’t see his
eyes properly in the muted light. “That depends.” She looked toward her cabin.
“Can you tell me where I can find a flashlight? My cottage is right at the
end.”


“I know.” He waved the flashlight and
beams of light bounced off trees and disappeared into the darkness. “I’ve come
to walk you home.”


Her pulse raced. “You don’t have to do
that. I can find my way if I have a flashlight.”


He lifted his shoulders. “Sorry, can’t
help you.” He didn’t look sorry. “Come on, I don’t bite.” He started walking
and she scurried to catch up.


He slowed and waited for her. She had
the most outrageous inclination to reach out and touch his face. What did that
beard feel like? Was it hard and scratchy, or soft to the touch? She tore her
eyes away and forced herself to concentrate on the road.


“How did you make out?” His voice cut
into her fantasy. “In the kitchen?”


“Oh, fine. We’ll be ready for
breakfast.”


“That will be nice.” She caught the
irony in his tone and raised her eyebrows.


“Don’t get me wrong. Tran always showed
up on time, but he was not a breakfast cook by any stretch of the imagination.”


Amanda wanted to laugh. “I’ve never done
breakfast in a restaurant. You might not be much better off with me.”


He hesitated for a moment and something
glittered in his eyes. “I doubt that.”


Was he saying what she thought he was
saying? She’d better change the subject.


“Did you get something to eat tonight?
Kathy said Carlos did a great job with the barbeque. He stepped right up and
took over.”


“No. After I dropped Tran off I had
dinner with some friends in town.”


“Oh.” Of course he would have a
girlfriend. The idea was unsettling, but it had to be faced. With his looks and
physique, he was probably beating women off with a stick. A big stick.


“So will he be okay?”


“Who, Tran? He’ll be fine. His wife came
to pick him up from the hospital.”


“Did he seem upset that he lost his
job?”


“Not a bit.” Jackson played the light
over the ground, indicating the driveway leading to her cottage. “I got the
impression it wasn’t the first time he’d been let go.”


They walked in silence for a few
moments.


Amanda finally spoke. “I hope Kathy can
find someone to replace him.” 


“I don’t.” They’d stopped by the rear
door to the cottage. Amanda had left the outdoor light on. It was enough to see
by without disturbing anyone in the neighbouring cottages. Insects drawn by the
light batted their wings against the fixture. Their frantic motion echoed the
beating of her heart.


“Why not?” She knew what he was going to
say but she had to ask.


“Because then we’ll lose you.” His face
was partly in shadows but she could feel the intensity in his gaze.


She couldn’t form a coherent thought.
“Yeah...well...”


“But in the meantime...” his words
trailed off. If he was waiting for her to say something, he was going to be
disappointed.


A faint smile lifted the corners of his
mouth. “Good night, Amanda.” He stepped forward and for a moment she thought he
was going to kiss her. Instead, he opened the screen door and held it for her.
She nodded, slipped the key into the lock and went inside without looking back.
It had to be that way; otherwise she would have thrown herself at him.


She leaned back against the door,
fighting to catch her breath. And then she remembered the small window in the
door. She whirled around, looked out and caught a glimpse of him at the end of
the trail. The light from the flashlight bobbed along and then disappeared as
he turned right, headed back toward the boathouse.
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