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During her own bridal shower, Isabel Wharton is whisked away by past love Dan Black Horse to his retreat in the Cascade range. But returning to her Native roots, and Dan’s loving arms, is harder than she ever imagined.










Dear Reader,

This story, first conceived of fifteen years ago, has a special place in my heart for several reasons. It is the very first work I created for Harlequin Books and ultimately led to my very happy home publishing under the MIRA imprint. I’ll forever be grateful to editor Marsha Zinberg for the opportunity.

The Borrowed Bride takes place in my adopted home state of Washington, and I hope it conveys the wonder and beauty of this region. Re-reading the novella was a glimpse through a different lens, and I was able to see how much of my current writer’s voice was present early on, and how a story like this laid the groundwork for the novels that would come after. Still, the story needed updating in a few spots. And unfortunately for Washingtonians, but fortunately for my editors, there is still poor cell phone service in the area where the story takes place. Overall, I’m happy to report that my general worldview of the redemptive power of love is still in place.

I hope you enjoy this romantic journey and that your own dreams are coming true for you each and every day.

Happy reading,

Susan Wiggs
 Rollingbay, Washington, USA
 www.susanwiggs.com






To Mary Hyatt, my own dear mensch, with love.
 Here’s to long-distance friendships!




Dance. Everywhere, keep on dancing.

—Native American prophecy
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One



Isabel Wharton’s dreams were finally coming true—or so she thought. Surrounded by a burst of springtime and eleven chattering women, she prepared to join their intimate circle, to become their daughter, sister, niece, cousin when she married Anthony Cossa.

The bridal shower, held in the garden of a cottage café on Bainbridge Island, was winding down. Isabel tore open the second-to-last package and peered at the gift, then beamed at her future sister-in-law.

“It’s lovely, Lucia. Simply lovely.” What is it? The thing resembled something she had seen in her ob-gyn’s office. She bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from asking. Lucia and Connie and Marcia would be the sisters she’d never had.

“A silver pasta server.” Connie, Lucia’s younger sister, set aside the package. “Leave it to Lucia to assume you want to cook pasta.”

Ah, but Isabel did want to cook pasta. And cannoli and tiramisu and gnocci, all for Anthony. She wanted to do everything for Anthony. He would make the perfect husband, and better still, he came with a family that was so large, so boisterous and so loving that she was engulfed by a feeling of belonging.

They would warm the cold, empty places inside her. At least she hoped so.

“I saved the best for last.” Connie perched on the edge of her white wicker garden chair.

Isabel caught Mama Cossa’s eye and winked. “I’m not sure I trust your daughter.”

“I haven’t trusted Connie since she tried out for the seventh-grade wrestling team.”

Isabel laughed and removed the slick, metallic gold wrapping paper. Female hoots filled the garden as she lifted a wispy silk garment from the box.

“Now that,” Connie said with great pride, “is hot.”

Isabel stood, holding the lacy red teddy against her. The silk felt as cool and insubstantial as mist. The lace plunged to her navel; the legs were cut sinfully high. Even held against her India-cotton skirt, the teddy felt wicked and wild.

“I figure Tony will have a heart attack when he sees you in it,” Connie said. “But at least he’ll die happy.”

The women’s laughter chimed like music in the garden. Isabel felt a wave of affection and gratitude, along with a feeling of contentment so sharp and sweet that her chest hurt. These women—Anthony’s sisters and aunts and nieces, his beautiful mother—were to be her family. Her family.

Ever since she’d moved to Bainbridge Island and established her plant nursery, she’d begun to feel as though she really belonged somewhere. All that had been missing was a family, and now she was about to get that, too.

They began to drift homeward then; most of the guests were staying on the island, where the wedding would take place in just one week. Mama Cossa, good-humored but limping from bursitis, gave Isabel’s hand a squeeze. “See you at the rehearsal dinner, dear.”

Only a few women remained when a faint hum sounded in Isabel’s ears. She gazed down the length of the garden. The flower beds and trees were drenched in the glory of sunshine. Just past the tops of the towering fir trees, she could see the sparkling waters of Puget Sound.

The island, she decided, was paradise on earth. She had built her life on a foundation of shattered dreams, but finally everything was falling into place.

The roaring grew louder. It was the sound of a boat motor or a car without a muffler—urgent, industrial, a faintly animalistic low grumble.

Connie and the others, who had been bagging up torn paper and ribbons, paused and turned. Isabel frowned. And then, right where the gravel driveway turned off from the road, he appeared.

He was an image out of her worst nightmare. Clad in black leather. A bandanna around his head. Inky, flowing hair. Mirror-lens sunglasses. The Harley beneath him bucking and spitting gravel like a wild animal.

“I smell testosterone,” Connie murmured as the machine roared up a terraced garden path.

Isabel stood frozen, immobile as a block of ice. The apparition skidded to a halt, jerked the bike onto its kick-stand and walked toward her. Long, loose strides. Tall boots crunching on the path. Tiny gold earring winking in one ear. Long brown hands hanging at his sides.

“Somebody call 911,” Lucia whispered.

He yanked off the mirror glasses and stared at Isabel. Dark brown eyes dragged down the length of her. Then he reached into the lingerie box on the table and plucked out the red silk teddy.

“Very nice,” he said in a rich drawl, inspecting the garment. “You were always a great dresser, Isabel.”

She snatched it away and thrust it into the box. “What are you doing here?”

He gave her the old cocky grin, the expression that used to make her go weak in the knees.

It still worked.

His looks had attracted her in the first place. She had been drawn to his aura of seductive danger, the faint sulkiness of his full lips, the powerful body as well tuned as his Harley. The long hair so thick and gleaming that she yearned to run her fingers through it.

The direction her thoughts had taken ignited a blush in her cheeks. “This really isn’t a good time.”

“There never was a good time for saying the things we should have said to each other,” he said with that lazy, Sunday-morning, stay-in-bed-all-day drawl. “But I figure it’s now or never.”

Her blush intensified. “Maybe you could come back later, after…” She let her voice trail off. Her mouth was dry, her thoughts scattered.

“Nope, Isabel, won’t work. We’ve got some unfinished business.” He hooked a thumb into the top of his black jeans and shifted his weight to one leg. “I figure you’d rather settle things in private, so you’d better come with me.”

With a force of will, she was able to drag her gaze from him. “Connie, this is Dan Black Horse.”

“Perfect,” Connie whispered helpfully. “Just perfect.” She sent Dan an adoring look. “I have all of your albums. I’ve been a fan for years. Too bad you’ve quit.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” Dan said with effortless gallantry.

Connie gave Isabel’s shoulder a nudge. “Go ahead,” she said with sisterly wisdom. “If you’ve got something to settle with this guy, take care of it now, because next week it’ll be too late.” She lowered her voice and said, “If you weren’t my friend, I’d kill you for not telling me you knew Dan Black Horse.”

Isabel stooped to pick up her woven straw purse. “I won’t be long.” She forced her lips into a smile. “I’ll be all right, really.”

Dan Black Horse pivoted on a boot heel and led the way down the garden path. When they reached his bike, he eased it off the kickstand and held out a black, slightly battered helmet.

“No way,” she said, stiffening her spine. “I’ll follow you in my car.”

“Nope.” He plunked the helmet on her head and fastened the strap. “Where we’re going, you don’t want a car.”

She clenched her jaw to keep from screaming. Priorities, Isabel, she reminded herself. Keep the priorities straight. The most important thing was to avoid making a scene.


She heaved a sigh, hitched back her cotton skirt and got on the bike.

“Way to go, girl,” Connie murmured, not far behind her.

“We’ll go to the Streamliner Diner,” she told Dan tautly. “And I mean to be back by—”

The thunder of the large engine swallowed her words. He rolled forward, then opened the throttle. The bike jerked into motion.

Instinctively, her hands clutched low on his hips. A feeling of the forbidden seized her. She gritted her teeth, moved her hands to the cargo bar behind her and held on for dear life.

He wasn’t wearing a helmet, she observed as they turned onto the narrow wooded highway that bisected Bainbridge Island. Maybe a cop would pull them over.

Officer, I’ve been kidnapped by a man I swore I’d never see again.

But as they roared southward toward the quaint little township of Winslow, even the stoplights turned green, conspiring against her.

Craning her neck around his bulky shoulder, she saw the diner up ahead, looming closer…and then farther away as they veered past it, down the hill toward the ferry terminal.

“Hey,” she shouted in his ear. “You said we’d have our little talk at the diner.”

“You said that, sweetheart.” He tossed the words carelessly over his shoulder and passed the tollbooth.

The last straggling cars were pulling onto the ferry. A female attendant wearing a bright orange smock was about to cordon off the loading platform.

Dan thumbed the horn. It emitted a chirpy beep. The attendant grinned and waved him through. He drove up the ramp and parked. Immediately, a horn blew. Too late to get off.

As the ferry eased away from the terminal, he turned around to face her. “Damn, Isabel,” he said, “you’re one hard woman to find.”

 

The second he killed the engine, Isabel struggled off the bike. “You’re crazy,” she said, “but I suppose you know that.”

“Maybe.” He favored her with a look she remembered well, the one of sleepy arousal that used to make her happy to dive back into bed with him for long, languid weekend mornings.

“This is ridiculous,” she said in exasperation—both at him and at her wayward memory. She braced her hand on the iron wall to steady herself as the ferry headed for downtown Seattle.

When Dan didn’t reply, she turned and stomped up the stairs to the lounge. The spacious waiting room, flooded with April sunshine, was crowded with islanders heading to the city for shopping or an evening on the town. She spotted a familiar face here and there and managed to nod a greeting.

Great, she thought. All she needed was for the bank clerk or the hardware store owner to see her going to Seattle with a sinfully good-looking man.

She went out on deck, where the wind caught at her skirt and hair. Gulls wheeled and sailed along beside the ferry. In the distance, a sea lion splashed in Puget Sound.

It didn’t take Dan long to find her. Within minutes, he joined her on the open-air deck. “Here.” He pushed a paper cup of café latte into her hand. “Skim milk, one sugar packet, right?”

She took the cup and sank to a bolted-down bench. “I hope you know you’ve ruined the afternoon for me.”

He sat beside her, resting his lanky wrists on his knees. A dark fire smoldered in his eyes, and she sensed a tension about him, a coiled heat that disturbed and fascinated her. “Couldn’t be helped. Besides, it’s better than ruining the rest of your life.”

She almost choked on a mouthful of hot coffee. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He reached forward and caught a drop of latte with a napkin before it stained her India-print skirt. “You can’t marry him, Isabel.” His voice, with the unforgettable low rumble of masculine passion that had filled the airwaves for two years, was harsh. “You can’t marry Anthony Cossa.”

“Since when do I need your permission?” she retorted. The breeze plucked at her hair. Her permed curls were now a deep chestnut color, thanks to an expensive salon job. She pushed a thick lock behind her ear and glared at him. “How did you find me, anyway?”

He sent her a hard-edged grin. “Through Anthony.”

“Oh, God.” She set down her cup and folded her arms across her middle. “What did you do to Anthony?”

Dan stretched out his long legs and crossed them at the ankles. He leaned his head back against the wall. The movement and pose were graceful, vaguely feline, subtly dangerous. “I don’t remember you being this suspicious.”

“I’m generally suspicious of men who kidnap me from my own wedding shower.”


“Fair enough. I had business with Anthony. And what do I see when I get to his office? Your smiling face in a silver frame on his desk.”

She tried to picture it. Dan, all in rebel black, with his long hair and earring, facing Anthony, immaculate and trying hard to look laid-back in his Banana Republic chinos.

“He’s a good guy, Isabel,” Dan said expansively. “He’s real proud to be marrying a gorgeous, successful woman.”

“He’s no slouch in the looks and success departments,” she argued. “Maybe I’m real proud to be marrying him.”

“Maybe,” Dan said, jamming a thumb into his belt and drumming his fingers on his jeans.

Isabel jerked her attention from the insinuating pose and glared out at the Sound.

“That’s what I thought at first,” Dan went on. “I was going to blow the whole thing off, wish you a happy life with your upright, square-jawed bachelor-of-the-month, and bow out.”

“I wish you had.” She took a gulp of coffee. She probably shouldn’t ingest caffeine. Being with Dan made her jumpy enough. “Why didn’t you?”

“There are things I’ve always wondered about, Isabel.” He sat forward, gripping the edge of the bench. It was there again, the pulsing rhythm in his voice, the mesmerizing glitter in his dark eyes. “Five years ago, you walked out on me and never looked back.”

I couldn’t look back, Dan. If I had, I would have gone running into your arms.

She gave up on the latte and rose from the bench to drop her cup into a waste barrel. “What do you want from me?”


“Just a little of your time.”

Her eyes narrowed. “How much?”

He sent her the same lazily sexual smile that had cast a spell on her five years earlier. She had been twenty-one, a terrible driver, and while backing out of a parking space in front of an ominous-looking nightclub, she had knocked over a large black motorcycle.

Terrified but determined to do the honorable thing, she went into the club to find the owner of the bike.

He was performing that evening, playing to a small, grungy but clearly appreciative crowd. The lead singer of a local band, he strummed a wild, primeval tune on a battered Stratocaster guitar. To Isabel, he looked like eternal hell and damnation in the flesh. He was gorgeous. She was spellbound.

He forgave her for the damages, took her out for a latte that had stretched into an all-night conversation, and stole her heart.

She backed warily away from the memory, for it was still as dark and seductive as that moonlit night had been.

“How much time, Dan?” she asked again, telling herself she was older, wiser, immune to his devilish smile.

“That depends,” he said, “on how long it takes for you to realize you’re marrying Anthony for all the wrong reasons.”

“Oh, please.” She turned away and gripped the rail of the ferry. “I’m a big girl now. And I’m not stupid. I don’t want you back in my life.”

The boat was nearing the downtown pier. Good. The minute they got to the terminal, she would call Anthony at his office. The situation was bound to be awkward. Best to explain this to him before Connie got started.


A flash of electric awareness came over her. She felt Dan behind her, although he wasn’t touching her. Despite her anger, a vital tension tugged at her.

“Turn around, Isabel,” he whispered in her ear. “Look me in the eye when you say you don’t want me.”

Her entire body felt slow and hot, as if she were swimming through warm honey. She forced herself to turn to him, pressing the small of her back against the iron rail.

He clamped one hand on the bar on each side of her so that she was trapped. She looked at him, really looked at him, and her throat went dry.

He had hardly changed at all. Still the same magnificent face that made women stop and stare. Same velvet-brown eyes with gold glinting in their depths. Same lean, unyielding body, filled with a hard strength that made his tender touch all the more astonishing. Same perfectly shaped lips…

His mouth was very close. She could feel his heat, could feel the clamor and clash of panic and desire inside her.

“You were saying?” he whispered. His lips hovered over hers, and she felt a fleeting reminder of the wildness that had once gripped her whenever he was near. “Isabel?” His intimate gaze wandered over her throat now, no doubt seeing her racing pulse.

“I was saying,” she forced out, “that I don’t…”

“Don’t what?” His thumbs brushed at her wrists, lightly, gently.

“…want you…” she tried to continue.

“Go on,” he whispered. His tongue came out and subtly moistened his lower lip.


“…in my life again.”

His hands stayed on the railing. Yet he moved closer, his hard thighs brushing hers, searing her through the wispy fabric of her skirt. She felt every nerve ending jolt to life. By the time he grinned insolently and pushed back from the railing, she was dazed and furious, and the ferry was unloading.

“Just checking,” he said.

“You bastard,” she whispered.

A pair of women with straw shopping bags passed by, sending Isabel looks of rueful envy.

Dan stepped back, smiling his I’m-a-rebel smile.

“I need to make a phone call,” Isabel said. “And then I’m taking the next ferry back to Bainbridge.”

“We haven’t settled a damned thing.”

“We settled everything five years ago. It didn’t work then, and it won’t work now.”

“Five years ago was only the beginning.”

“No.” The word sounded strangled as she headed for the stairs. “It was the end.”

He caught her wrist, and she froze. There was not a trace of a smile on his face when he brought her around to look at him.

“Don’t you think you owe me one more chance?” His voice was a low rasp that reminded her of the smoky, yearning love ballads he used to sing to her. “After all, you almost had my baby, Isabel.”








Two



Dan Black Horse couldn’t believe Isabel had agreed to come with him. But then, he couldn’t believe he had said such a blatantly manipulative thing to her.

She had even called the clean-cut Anthony and told him not to worry; she’d be in touch.

And so here they were—a couple of hours southeast of the city, at his guest lodge in a wilderness so deep and untouched that there weren’t even roads leading to the property.

He looked across the timber-ceilinged lounge at her and could not for the life of him think of a damned word to say.

She stood at a window, one slim hand braced on the casement, gazing out at the dense old-growth forest that rose like a sanctuary around the lodge. In the green-filtered glow of the afternoon sun, she looked fragile and lovely, the shape of her legs visible through the thin, full skirt, her back straight and proud, her hair flashing with burnished light.


A wave of tenderness washed over him. Always, she managed to look isolated and alone, even when she was in a crowd of people. It was one of the first things he had noticed about her.

“You changed your hair,” he said at last, then grimaced at his own inanity. Boot heels ringing on the floor, he crossed to the bar and took out a can of beer for himself and a soda for her.

She turned around to face him. Her full breasts strained against her cotton jersey top. “You changed your life.”

Her face was more striking than he remembered. Large doe eyes. High, delicate cheekbones. A full mouth that drove him crazy just thinking about it. An air of winsome uncertainty that made him want to take her in his arms and never let her go.

Ah, but he had let go. Five years earlier, he had not been brave enough, smart enough, to hold her.

He handed her the soda and gave her a lopsided grin. “Yeah, I guess you could say I made some changes.”

“A few, it would appear.” She strolled around the rambling room. “Where’s the phone? I had no idea you were taking me this far away. I should check in with—”

“No phone,” he told her quietly.

“What?” Liquid sloshed out of the can, but she didn’t seem to notice.

“There’s a radio for emergencies, but the phone lines don’t come up this far, and it’s too remote for cellular.”

She sagged against the back of an armchair. “Whatever happened to the city boy? Didn’t you find fame and fortune with the Urban Natives?”

“Depends on your standards for fame and fortune. The band did okay. The last album went gold, and it got me into this place.”

“I noticed the name of this place on the door—The Tomunwethla Lodge.” She brushed her hand over a woven wicker bean jar on a side table. “What does that mean?”

Ah, she had trained herself well. He had always hoped she would acknowledge the past, maybe even come to cherish it as he did. But given Isabel’s background, that wasn’t likely.

“Cloud Dancer Lodge,” he said. “‘Cloud Dancer’ is a song I once wrote. A really bad, crying-in-your-beer song. Probably the most popular thing I ever did.”

Isabel rose and stood on a braided oval rug in front of the massive hearth. “So what’s the point?”

“Of the song?”

“Of everything.”

He set down his beer and took her hand, leading her to the huge sofa facing the fireplace. A moose head with baleful glass eyes stared down at them.

“The point of everything,” he echoed, blowing out his breath. He tried another grin on her, but she remained solemn. “Lady, you asked a mouthful.” He half turned, hooking a booted foot over his knee. God, he wanted to touch her, really touch her, to wake up the passion he knew was only sleeping inside her. But the way she was looking at the moment, he was afraid she might shatter.

Just as she had five years ago.

“First, my granddad got sick,” Dan said after a moment. “I moved to the town of Thelma to help look after him. And damned if I didn’t start to like it out here again.” He linked his hands behind his head and stretched out his legs. “Used to be, I couldn’t wait to get away from the rez, from the country.” Through half-lidded eyes, he watched her for a reaction. There was none. If anything, she seemed even more subdued. More withdrawn.

Well, what did you expect, Black Horse?

“My granddad died.”

“Dan, I’m sorry.”

“He was eighty-three. He left me a grant of land that’s tied to a treaty with the government dating back to the 1880s. Right around the time of his death, a timber company approached the tribal council, wanting to make a deal on clear-cutting.”

“But this area is sacred ground,” she blurted out. Then she looked surprised at herself and fell silent.

“Exactly,” he said. “But the deal was real tempting. When you don’t know where your next meal’s coming from, lunch with a grizzly bear looks pretty appetizing.”

That coaxed an extremely small smile from her.

“So I did some research. The lands are protected, but the council was leaning toward the timber company. I made a counteroffer. Got a special grant to develop a recreational area, sank everything I had into it and built this place. Just put the finishing touches on it a week ago.”

“It looks as if it’s been here forever,” she said. “The lodge is really beautiful, Dan.”

“It’s supposed to have that rustic flavor.” Flipping his wrist outward, he did a perfect imitation of Andy, the band’s former keyboard player, who had switched careers to interior design. “Without skimping on creature comforts.”


Isabel laughed softly. The sound gripped Dan where he felt it the most—in his heart.

“So that’s the short version,” he said. “If this is a success, I could open lodges in Alaska, maybe Belize or Tahiti in the winter—”

“Why?” Her question was sharp and humorless.

“Because I know what I’m doing.” Sort of. “Somebody else would come in and build a theme park. Probably stick totem poles up everywhere and sell shaman baskets for yard ornaments. I wanted something better. I wanted to do it right.”

She stood and crossed the room, inspecting a cloth wall hanging and the tuber mask beside it. “This is just right. Really.” Even as his chest filled with pride, she paused. Maybe she was beginning to unbend a little. “I take that back. The snowshoes hanging on the wall are marginal. And the antler ottoman has got to go.”

“It’s my favorite piece of furniture.”

She sat back down on the sofa. “So now I know why you’re here. Why am I here?”

He paused. “A picture’s worth a thousand words?” he offered.

“Fine. I came. I saw. I’m impressed. Now take me back to the city.”

“I can’t exactly do that,” he said in a soft, slow voice.

“What do you mean?”

“We have a lot to talk about. I need time.”

She shot up again. “I don’t have time. I’m getting married exactly one week from today. I have to meet with a caterer. A florist. A dressmaker. Photographer, videographer—” She counted them off on her fingers and turned on him in frustration. The pale skirt floated around her slim legs, and for a moment, she looked as exotic as a gypsy dancer. “Sorry, Dan. I just didn’t schedule in being abducted by an ex-boyfriend.”

He’d had no idea she was so bitter. This was going to be harder than he had thought. A lot harder.

“In other words,” he said, “you want me to say what I have to say and then get the hell out of your life.”

She blew out an exasperated breath. “That’s putting it a little bluntly.” Then she looked defiant. “I don’t have time to play games with you.”

He crossed the room in two strides and clamped his hands around her upper arms. She felt delicate and breakable. He used to marvel at her softness, her femininity, the way it contrasted with his own hard edges and roughness. But when she flinched at his touch, he grew angry.

“Is that what you think this is, lady? A game?”

“Tell me different.” She glared up at him.

“I brought you here because you ran away, and I was fool enough to let you go. Well, not this time.”

“What?”

He stared into her eyes, seeing his reflection in their depths and, in his mind, seeing the dreams and desires that used to consume them both, feeling the ache of an unfulfilled promise.

“I can’t let you go, Isabel. I can’t let you just walk out of my life again. You’re making a big mistake, marrying that guy, and I can prove it.”

“How?” she challenged, lifting her chin.

“Like this.” He lowered his mouth to hers and cupped his hand around the back of her head. This was not how he had treated her aboard the ferry. He was not teasing her or, in some mean-spirited way, trying to assert his masculine power over her. This was a kiss designed to bring back the wildness and passion they had once shared. To remind her—remind them both—of all they had lost and all they could be once again if they tried.

She held herself rigid. At first, she made a resentful sound in the back of her throat. He softened his mouth on hers and skimmed his thumb down her temple to her jaw, lightly caressing. A small sigh gusted from her, and her clenched fists, which she had put up between them, relaxed. Her palms flattened lightly against his chest.

Ah, he remembered this, the thin, keen edge of desire he felt only with her, and the way she swayed and fit against him. Her mouth was soft, and the taste of her—one that had lingered for years after she left—was as familiar and welcome as the springtime.

His tongue traced the seam of her lips, and she opened for him, almost shyly, her trembling hands over his heart.

Finally, when it was all he could do to keep from making love to her right then and there, he lifted his mouth from hers. She looked up at him, and he down at her, at the sheen of moistness on her lips.

The sheen of tears in her eyes.

“Isabel?” His voice was low and rough.

“I can’t believe you’d do something so cruel.”

He dropped his arms to his sides. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

She drew an unsteady breath. “You’re just trying to manipulate me. To make me feel unfaithful to Anthony.”

“What about being faithful to yourself?” He pivoted away, furious at her, furious at himself for wanting her. “I guess you never learned that, did you?”

She caught her breath as the dart struck home. Though Dan knew it wasn’t her fault, she had turned away from the part of her that was like Dan—the Native American part.

“I moved on, Dan,” she said. “I moved past that. It’s known as growing up.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t find you again to hurt you. I did it to ask you for a second chance.”

She brushed at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “It’s no good. I can’t. You—you bring up a darkness in me. I get all twisted around inside when I’m with you. I can’t live like that.”

“There are those who say you should seek out your darkest places. Explore them. Find the sunshine that will burn the shadows away.”

“Don’t you see? That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“You’re running away, Isabel.”

She crossed to the door and went out onto the porch to stand, glaring at a magnificent view of Mount Adams. “It’s my choice.”

He came out and stood behind her, placing his hands lightly on her shoulders. She didn’t pull away.

At length, she said, “Take me back to the city, Dan.”

“I’ll take you back this instant,” he said, “if you can say you really mean it when you tell me it’s all over between us.”

He turned her in his arms. He saw the truth written all over her face. She had been just as aroused by the kiss as he had.

But he could see that she was close to breaking. It was time to back off, to give her space, to let it all sink in.

“I have to feed the horses,” he said. “They’ve got internal clocks that tell them exactly when five o’clock rolls around.”

“I can’t believe you have horses. You wouldn’t even keep a goldfish in your apartment in Seattle.”

He grinned and spread his arms. “Hey, I’m a responsible citizen now.”

She eyed his earring, his black ponytail, his T-shirt with the slogan Question Authority. “Yeah, right.”

Whistling, Dan jumped down the porch steps and headed for the stables. “Believe what you like. You’re stuck with me for one more night.”








Three



Isabel watched his long, lanky frame disappear down a wooded path. He strode gracefully, showing the same ease with which he used to walk onto a stage in front of a crowd of fans. He didn’t look like a crazy man.

But she knew better. And he made her crazy when she was with him.

She touched her lips and closed her eyes while warm pulsations of remembrance passed through her. Why did he have to kiss her? Why did he have to bring back all the glory and pain and messy, magical moments that used to make each day with him an adventure?

Why did he have to remind her that she felt none of this savage, dangerous passion with Anthony?

The thought of her fiancé jolted her into action. She pushed open the screen door and grabbed her purse from the bar. Slipping the strap onto her shoulder, she marched down the steps.

If Dan wouldn’t take her off this mountain and back to the city, she would do it herself. Rope-soled espadrilles notwithstanding, she would walk to the nearest phone, wherever that was.

Why hadn’t Anthony just said no when she had called him from the ferry terminal? As in, I think it’s a lousy idea to spend the day with your old boyfriend. Get the hell back here right now.

But no, not Anthony. “Sure, babe,” he’d said in his breezy way. “If it’s something you think you need to do, go for it.”

Part of her wished he had just enough of the caveman left in him to stake his claim. To sling her bodily over his shoulder and take her off to his lair.

As Dan Black Horse just had.

But Isabel had to remind herself that Dan’s methods had been worse than primitive; they’d been downright manipulative. Mentioning their lost baby had really hurt.

She tossed her hair back and continued down the path—if this faint indentation was indeed a path. The cleared area around the lodge gave way to old-growth forest so dense and primitive that she felt like Eve in the Garden of Eden.

She tried to get her bearings. They had arrived on Dan’s Harley. She still had the grass stains on her hem from the bouncing cross-country ride. But there had to be a path to follow, maybe a logging track or the road the builders had used to haul materials to the lodge.

Dan had explained that lodge guests would typically arrive by helicopter, landing on the helipad a short hike uphill. That had a lesser environmental impact than clearing the woods for a road.

Muttering under her breath, she continued down the hill, thinking that if she just kept going down, eventually she would reach the dirt road and then the highway.

Within half an hour, she had decided that bridal-shower clothes were not appropriate for treks through trackless wilderness.

In another half hour, she paused to note that the sun was to her left. That was west. Seattle was to the northwest. But another hour after that, she realized the sun was setting, and if anything, she had wandered into even denser woods.

Finally, to top off a really good day, it began to drizzle.

The foul word that came out of Isabel surprised even her. The hem of her skirt trailed over a spray of thick fern fronds.

That is the nokosa plant, said an almost forgotten voice in her mind. Our people use it to heal wounds.

“Sure thing,” Isabel muttered. “So what do you use to keep from getting lost in the wilderness?”

Not that she would heed any advice from that voice. It was the voice of the first man who had betrayed Isabel: her father.

She clenched her teeth. This was outrageous. She saw the headlines now: Prominent Businessman’s Bride Found Dead. She just wasn’t herself that day, Connie would helpfully recall for the press.

Isabel plodded on, keeping despair at bay with sheer stubbornness. The shadows grew longer, the forest floor wetter. With every step she took, she devised a new torture for Dan.

The light rain misted her hair, then plastered strands of it to her forehead and neck. Her skirt and cotton jersey top were soaked through. Her espadrilles absorbed moisture like a pair of sponges.

Miserable, wet, lost and furious, she shook her fist at the cloudy twilight sky. “Damn you, Dan Black Horse!” she shouted.

A few minutes later, she spied a movement in the distance. Low branches of Sitka spruce nodded and bobbed as something huge and menacing stirred beneath them.

Another choice headline popped into her mind: Bainbridge Bride-To-Be Butchered By Bear.

Isabel screamed.

 

When Dan came back from feeding the horses, he assumed Isabel had gone to look around the place.

Good, he thought. He had worked hard to build the lodge. Harder than he had ever worked at anything. Making it in the music business had been a cakewalk compared to this—to wresting a working enterprise out of a virgin forest without disturbing the very essence of that wilderness. The property consisted of the lodge and outbuildings, a central yard with a spectacular view of Mount Adams, the stables, garage and helipad. It would have been quicker to bring in bulldozers and cement mixers, but he had done everything the hard way. By hand, with local labor. Native American labor.

He hoped Isabel liked it, hoped she realized what it meant to him. Maybe she would open her mind to the past, and her heart to the tribe she’d been made to leave so long ago.

He sat on the cedar porch swing, waiting for her to return and planning what he would say to her tonight.


First, dinner. Grilled salmon from the river, some greens and herbs from Juanita’s garden and a nice Washington State wine. Then he’d tell her everything. Almost.

He figured it was a little too soon to tell her he was on the verge of bankruptcy. And maybe too late to tell her that he loved her.

After a while, he grew restless. He got up and paced the porch. He called to Isabel. He walked the length and breadth and circumference of the entire property.

Finally, the sick realization sank into his brain.

Isabel was gone.

 

“Lady, you look like you seen a ghost,” said the stranger.

“A bear.” Isabel’s legs felt wobbly. She leaned back against a large rock. The surface was soaking wet, but no wetter than she already was.

“A bear?” He looked around, his long hair whipping to and fro. “Where?”

“You,” she said, fully aware that hours of exposure had probably addled her brain. “I thought you were a bear.”

“Cool.” He pushed back a low-hanging branch. In every respect but one, he appeared a typical American teenager—oversize hiking boots, baggy, low-slung jeans, a plaid shirt with a hood trailing down his back.

He stood high and dry beneath a broad fiber mat supported by three straight sticks. The design woven into the mat was a tribal bear crest.

“I’m Isabel Wharton,” she said, “and I guess you could say I’m lost.”

He grinned—the half shy, half cocky smile of a teenage boy. “Gary Sohappy,” he said, “and I figured you were.”

“You…” Her pulse was finally returning to its normal rate. “How did you know to come looking for me?”

“Dan radioed down.” He held out the woven shelter so that it protected her. “He said to keep my eyes peeled for a real good-looking woman with a chip on her shoulder.” Gary took her elbow and started down the slope. “Watch your step here.” He glanced at her, still bashful, still full of mischief. “I don’t see no chip.”

“I left it with Dan Black Horse,” she said through gritted teeth. “I take it he’s a friend of yours.”

“Yep.” He continued to lead her down the slope. It was almost dark now, and she could see no discernible path, but the boy seemed to know where he was going. “My uncle and I and a lot of guys from the rez helped him build the lodge. He said you were his first guest.”

A tiny dart of guilt stung her. She had not paused to look at it that way. Dan had built a virtual woodland paradise, and she had shown little appreciation for his hard work.

“He caught me at a really bad time,” she said with wry understatement.

The woods seemed to be thinning. Rain pattered down almost musically on the mat umbrella.

“Guess so,” Gary said. “I hope the Seahawks like it better than you did.”

She frowned. “The Seahawks? As in Seattle Seahawks?”

“Yep. He’s been trying to get a contract to bring the whole team up for R & R. Like a wild-man weekend or something.”

Realization clicked in Isabel’s mind. Anthony was a promoter for the Seahawks. That was how Dan had come into contact with him and figured out how to find her.

But if Dan needed the contract, then why would he jeopardize it by dragging her back into his life at this critical moment? Anthony was a tolerant man, but maybe not that tolerant.

Darkness had fallen by the time they reached a level clearing. Isabel saw a cluster of buildings hunched against the side of a hill. She made out the shapes of an antique tractor and a battered pickup truck.

“How far are we from the nearest town?” she asked Gary.

He stopped beneath an awning at the back door of the main house and shook off the umbrella. “Probably ten miles to Thelma. Maybe Dan’ll take you there Monday night. There’s a dance at the fire hall.”

“Dan’s not taking me anywhere,” she muttered. They entered the house, and the world seemed to tilt on its axis.

She had never been here, had never seen this place, but she knew it. There was a place like this in her heart. She had been running from it for years.

She stood on a fiber mat in a small kitchen. The linoleum floor was cracked but swept clean. The yellow countertops had a boomerang design in the Formica, circa 1960. A butane-gas stove held a battered teapot and a large cast-iron dutch oven. A curl of steam, redolent with the fragrance of herbs, seeped from beneath the lid of the pot.

On the wall was a gas-station calendar with a photo of Mount Rainier. The picture was fading, and the calendar had not been turned since February. In the doorway stood a small, slim woman whose smile showed no surprise, only welcome.

“Hi, Gram.” Gary parked his hiking boots on a rubber mat just inside the door. “Found her.”

“That’s good. Supper’ll be ready in a minute.”

Gary left the room, and the woman inclined her graying head. “Juanita Sohappy.”

“I’m Isabel Wharton. I guess Dan told you about me.”

Juanita nodded, then lifted the lid of a basket. “Here. Take off your shoes and wrap up in that. Sit down at the table. I’ll get you some stew.”

“I’m not hungry, thank you.” Isabel pulled the blanket, worn soft with age, around her shoulders.

Juanita’s black eyes glinted with warning. “Everybody eats when they come to my house.”

Isabel sat down, instantly obedient and secretly delighted by Juanita’s aggressive hospitality. In the kitchen, she observed a poignant collection of poverty and pride. Four dishes stacked just so in the cupboard. A collection of World’s Fair 1962 tumblers. Juanita’s apron had been made from a flour sack with intricate, beautiful embroidery at the edges.

Isabel took it all in with a lump in her throat, and a stark truth hit her.

She had built her life in Bainbridge. But she had left her soul in a place like this.








Four



Petunia swung her head to the side and cast a baleful glare at her rider. She was the best horse in Dan’s stables, but he knew she deeply resented getting wet and wasn’t too fond of the dark, either.

Dan made a sound of sympathy in his throat and urged her down the hill. Horseback was the best way to find Isabel. Elevated, he had a broader range of vision—at least until it grew dark. Unlike the bike, the horse was quiet, and he could hear Isabel if she answered his calls.

The rain hissed through the woods, spattering onto the broad, lush tongues of primeval ferns and drumming dully on the hood of his poncho. He ought to check with Theo and Juanita. If Isabel wasn’t with the Sohappys, he would radio the forest search service.

In the meantime, he yelled until his throat ached.

Damn it, where was she?

In one way or other, he thought, heading north toward the Sohappys’ settlement, he had been searching for Isabel Wharton for the past five years.


Only now he knew what it took to hold her—if he could get her to sit still long enough to listen. If he could get past that wall she had built around her heart. If he could find the words he had never bothered to say to her.

He remembered the first time he had ever seen her. The scene was branded on his memory. He had been twenty-three, cocky as hell, driven by a need to escape and rebel and shock people. The ponytail, the leather, the earring, the attitude—all were donned with calculated purpose, and he wore them like a second skin. His appearance tended to scare nice people.

He liked that.

When Isabel came into his life, Dan was playing his guitar and singing to a crowd as dark and ominous-looking as he. His music had already gained him some startled praise from area critics—not that he cared. He just sank into the sharp, rough rhythm, letting it surge around him like the constant, broken pulse of the sea. Through his music, he expressed the wildness and mystery inside him, expressed it with an insistence and a precision that was profitable, but ultimately destructive.

He spotted her through the heated, angry glare of stage lights. Only a vague impression at first, but totally mind-blowing given the usual crowds at the Bad Attitude. She was dressed all in white with a burnished halo of sable hair framing a troubled face and the largest, saddest eyes Dan had ever seen.

He stepped back from the mike, doing idle riffs while he watched her. She bent to speak to Leon Garza, the sound man. Her hair fell forward, obscuring her face. She tucked a lock behind her ear then, with a quick, nervous motion of her hand.


Leon lifted his eyebrows, skimmed her with a hungry expression Dan suddenly wanted to pound from his face and then nodded toward the stage.

Dan let his riffs trail off and signaled for Andy to take over on the keyboard. She looked up as Dan approached. The expression on her face would live in his heart forever. She showed the usual nice girl’s shock and fear. Her slim hand clutched tighter around her purse strap. But it was her determination that caught his attention.

That, and the quick, unmistakable signal flare of sexual interest. She probably wasn’t even aware that her breath caught. That the tip of her tongue briefly touched her lips. That her eyelids dropped to half-mast.

Yeah, she was a nice girl, but her soul was wild.

“My name is Isabel Wharton.” She handed him a business card. “I think I just wrecked your motorcycle.”

That was the beginning. He felt it then, and so did she—the heart-catching awareness and a wanting that tore at his gut.

It was so powerful it should have—could have—lasted forever.

“I won’t lose you again, Isabel,” he said under his breath as he rode on.

 

The sitting room was small, tidy and shabby. Gary was in the next room playing the air guitar with the headphones on. Isabel could hear the tinny rhythm even from a distance. It was one of Dan’s songs.

Juanita sat in a fading armchair, knitting a muffler of red wool. On the sofa sat her son, a soft-spoken man called Theo, who had come in shortly after Isabel. His booted feet were propped on a stack of farming and forestry journals.

“I figure Dan’ll be here pretty soon,” Theo said. “It only takes about twenty minutes on foot.”

Isabel sent him a rueful smile. She was warm and dry, and her curls were now a thing of the past. It’s that Indian blood, her foster mother used to say. Makes your hair straight as a board. Isabel had spent three weeks’ allowance on a permanent that very day, and had worn her hair curly ever since.

“Twenty minutes?” she said. “I was out walking for at least two hours.”

Theo kept his face solemn and impassive, but his eyes twinkled. “Guess you took the long way. You must’ve been plenty mad.”

She blew out her breath. “Not mad. Just impatient.”

Juanita made a light, noncommittal sound in her throat.

Isabel winked. “Well, maybe a little mad.” She felt unexpectedly—almost reluctantly—comfortable with this family. And there it was. The operative word. Family.

She had never really had one. She remembered a few happy times on the reservation back before her daredevil father had gotten himself killed. After that, she recalled only a murky haze of formless months. Although she’d still had her mother, an Anglo, the woman had only been there in a physical sense. After her husband’s death, she had severed all emotional connections with Isabel.

Eventually, with a sort of dazed resignation, she had surrendered her daughter to foster parents.

The O’Dells had been older, excruciatingly kind and absolutely convinced that Isabel’s dark moods were caused by her ambivalence about being half Native American. They hadn’t meant to make her reject her heritage, but their subtle emphasis on Anglo ways had changed her. With the very best of intentions, they had scoured her soul, emptied her mind of the ways of her father’s people.

When Isabel graduated high school, the O’Dells had retired to Arizona. They still exchanged Christmas cards and the occasional letter.

Family. Without consciously knowing it, she had gone off in search of one.

With Dan, she had almost found what she was looking for. She remembered staring in awe and cautious joy at the results of the home pregnancy test. She remembered rushing off to the club where he was playing that night, practically bursting as she waited for him to finish the set, then leaping into his arms to tell him the news.

His reaction was the beginning of the end. He looked panicked, muttered a choice swearword, then gave her a fake smile and false words of hope. They would marry, of course. Get a little house in West Seattle. Shop for furniture and dishes. Build a life together.

Two weeks later she lost the baby. Two weeks after that, she lost Dan. He was away on a gig when the bleeding started. By the time he made it to the clinic, it was too late.

He held her and wept with her, but even through a fog of painkillers she saw it. The look of guilty, sad relief in his eyes.

“You’re a million miles away,” Juanita said. She had a wonderful smile, her creased face a relief map of a long, well-savored life.

Isabel smiled back. “I guess I was.”

Juanita set aside her knitting and wrung a steaming, fragrant cloth into a basin next to her chair. She wrapped the cloth around her right elbow. “Arthritis,” she explained.

“Ma, the doc at the clinic said to take the pills and use the heating pad,” Theo said.

“My way’s better.” She looked directly at Isabel. “I use an old Indian salve. Bethroot and wormwood steeped in hot water.”

“It smells wonderful,” Isabel said. But it was more than that. Just being in this house caused a deep fluctuation inside her. These people didn’t question or accuse, but just accepted who she was, what she had done. As Juanita had bustled around the kitchen, getting supper and then steeping her herbs, the old folkways seemed to seep back into Isabel’s bones. And to her surprise, it didn’t hurt.

The rain stopped as softly as it had begun. Isabel excused herself and walked out onto the rickety front porch. Stars of searing brightness shone over the dark hulks of the mountains. The air smelled of evergreen and fresh water. It was cool at this elevation, and she wrapped the warm shawl tighter around her.

She heard Dan before she saw him. Or rather, she heard the horse. The damp thud of hooves, the occasional ripple and snort, the creak of saddle leather.

It wasn’t every day a man came for her on horseback.

He appeared in the darkened yard, a slick, hooded poncho enshrouding him. “And I thought,” he said in his rich, silky voice, “that going to Bainbridge to get you was a pain in the ass.”


Theo came out on the porch. “You okay, Dan?”

“Yeah. Petunia’s good and mad at me, though.”

“Petunia?” Isabel asked.

“She came with the name. Won’t answer to anything else.”

“You can put her up in the barn for the night,” Theo said. “Gary’ll ride her to your place in the morning. You want to stay here?”

“I’ll borrow your truck if you don’t mind.”

Isabel opened her mouth to protest. Then she thought about the small house, the meager supplies. It wasn’t fair to impose on the Sohappys.

But the prospect of spending the night alone in a luxurious wilderness lodge with Dan Black Horse didn’t thrill her, either.

Or maybe it thrilled her too much.








Five



“You mean there’s a road leading to your place?”

Dan smiled into the dark and ground the pickup’s gears a notch higher. “It’s an old logging trail. Real old. You have to know where to look for it.”

She clutched at the edge of the seat as they bounced over a rut. “Good,” she said. “Then you’ll have a way to get me home tomorrow.”

He said nothing. He didn’t want her to go home tomorrow. More than that, he didn’t want her to insist on going home tomorrow.

Finally, he asked, “Did you like the Sohappys?”

“Very much.”

“They’re my nearest neighbors.”

“I was lucky Gary found me.”

“He’s a good kid. Wasn’t always, but he is now.”

“He told me you hope to get the Seahawks up here. Why didn’t you tell me?”

He drove to the front of the lodge and parked. “Because now it might not happen.”


“Why not?”

Dan killed the engine and draped his forearms over the steering wheel, turning his head to look at her. The rain had ruined her fancy hairstyle and made it glossy and straight. He liked it better that way.

“’Cause I stole their promoter’s girlfriend,” he said.

“Oh, please.” She jerked the door open and jumped out, climbing the porch steps to the front door.

“Go on in,” Dan said. “It’s not locked.”

She hurried in. He’d built a fire in the hearth of the main lounge, and the leaping flames seemed to draw her. He stood behind her, watching her tense movements and feeling such a surge of tenderness and passion that his chest hurt.

“Look,” she said, staring as if mesmerized by the fire. “Number one, I wish you’d been straight with me and told me about your business with Anthony. And second, you didn’t ‘steal’ his girlfriend.”

“Borrowed, then?” Dan suggested.

“I don’t belong to either of you. He was amazingly understanding when I called him today.”

“Then he’s a fool.” Dan took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “Like I was a long time ago. I never should have let you go, Isabel.”

Just for a moment, she swayed toward him.

An unbearable tension seized him; he wanted to cover her mouth with his, to taste her and plunge his hands into her hair.

Then she seemed to catch herself and pulled back. “There was never a question of you ‘letting’ me go. I left. That’s all there is to it.”

“Then why are you crying, Isabel?” he whispered.


She lifted her hand to her cheek and seemed surprised to feel tears. “It’s been a long day,” she said in an unsteady voice.

He took her hand, the one that was wet with her tears. “Come on. Your room’s ready.”

She seemed a little dazed as she followed him upstairs. He gave her his favorite room, the one Juanita had done in timber green, with a wall hanging depicting a dogwood blossom.

A man’s flannel pajama top lay folded on the bed. Isabel looked at him questioningly.

He grinned. “It’s one of mine.”

“But you never—” Her face flushed as she broke off.

“Nope, not when I lived in the city. It gets cold up here. I didn’t get the heaters up and running until a few months ago.” He handed her the nightshirt and pointed her toward the massive bath and dressing room done in gleaming green tile and chrome-and-glass brick. “I’ll go make you a pot of tea. Okay?”

Her brief smile was weary and resigned. She disappeared into the bathroom, and he went to make the tea.

When he returned with a tray a short time later, he stopped in the doorway, propped his shoulder on the doorjamb and grinned. She was already in bed, fast asleep.

 

Isabel awoke amid snowdrifts of eiderdown comforters. This was, she decided with an indulgent stretch, the most decadent bed she had ever slept in. It was also the most restful night she’d had since she could remember.

Then, peevishly, she figured that walking for miles in the rain was bound to make anyone sleepy.


She bathed in the sunken oval tub with the massage jets turned on full blast. She left it only when she realized how hungry she was. Wrapping herself in a thick terry-cloth robe that had been draped over a towel warmer, she finger combed her hair and helped herself to a new toothbrush that lay on the counter.

Then she went in search of her clothes, not relishing the thought of putting on the damp, muddied skirt and top. She was amazed to find the clothes, along with her espadrilles and a cable-knit cardigan sweater, on a luggage bench just inside the door. Everything had been cleaned for her.

She found Dan in the kitchen, locked in a staredown with a can of biscuits.

Unable to stifle a laugh, she said, “You just have to press a spoon on the seam, and it’ll pop open.”

He glanced up and grinned at her. She blinked, and for a moment her legs felt wobbly. Dan had always had a dazzling smile, one that caught at her heart and made her fiercely proud to be the object of it.

He handed her a spoon and the can of biscuits. “I’ve never been big on breakfast.”

“I remember.”

His gigs had kept him out late every night. The next day, he usually staggered down to the espresso stand on the corner for latte and biscotti.

As she popped open the can, he watched with amazement and asked, “Is that legal?”

Laughing again, she peeled apart the biscuits and put them on a baking tray. He slid it into the oven and poured them each a mug of coffee. “It’s good to hear you laugh, Isabel.”


“I slept well last night.”

“Pretty quiet up here, isn’t it?”

She added cream and sugar to her coffee. “I can’t believe you washed my clothes.”

“As survival skills go, laundry isn’t too much of a challenge.”

“I remember a time when you couldn’t toast bread.”

“I’ve figured a few things out.” His voice dropped, and his strong brown hand closed over hers. “Isabel.”

She knew she should take her hand away. She knew she should insist on going back to the city immediately. She knew she should not be feeling this overwhelming attraction to a man who had broken her heart.

Yet she simply sat there in the bright, sunlit kitchen alcove, sipping coffee and holding hands with Dan Black Horse.

It was wrong. So why didn’t it feel wrong?

She felt warm and dreamy and relaxed. She loved the way he looked in the sunlight through the window, his long hair gleaming, his denim shirt parted at the throat to reveal his tanned chest, his dangerous smile and his deep brown-black eyes.

I’ve missed you.

She almost said it. Then the oven timer went off, and they jumped simultaneously. Dan retrieved the biscuits and brought them to the table with butter and honey.

While they ate, he talked. “I always thought I’d have no trouble handling the band’s success,” he said. “But when it started happening for us, it never quite felt right. I guess you could say it messed with my internal chemistry or something.” He ran a hand through his loose hair. “I didn’t fit into my own life anymore. The tours, the schmoozing, the politics, putting up with Jack and Andy and all their problems…” He shook his head. “I kept waiting to feel like myself again. To do something real.”

A faint smile curved his mouth. “‘The great mother calls home her own.’ That’s how my grandfather explained it. Once I found this place again, there was no way I could ever go back to what I had before.”

“I read about your departure from the band,” she said. It had been all over the local arts journals.

He waved his hand. “We hung together for as long as we could. Had a few laughs, made some good money. I pick up the guitar now and then when I’m in the mood. That’s enough for me now.”

She looked out the window and saw a bird land on a tangled marionberry bush at the edge of the yard. “What time is it? I really need to be getting back.”

His eyes hardened almost imperceptibly. He had never been big on clocks and schedules. It was one of the things she had found so charming about him at first, so exasperating later.

He squinted at the clock on the stove. “Looks like around noon.”

“Noon!” She almost choked on her biscuit as she shot to her feet. “I can’t believe I overslept.”

“No such thing as oversleeping at this lodge. That’s a house rule.”

“But—”

He stood and pressed a finger lightly to her lips. She tried to ignore the frankly sensual feeling that simmered inside her.

“Listen,” he said, slowly taking his hand away. “I remember what you said about your busy week. But you can’t get any of that done on Sunday. At least take a look around, Isabel. See what I’ve done with the place.”

She remembered how petty she had felt yesterday for ignoring his accomplishments. After he took her home, she would never see him again. The least she could do was admire what he had built.

The rain had washed the forest clean. Everything was a rich, glistening green. A light breeze shivered through the trees. Isabel felt a piercing sense of connection with this place, and she understood Dan’s affinity for it.

They walked along a path to the stables. The long, low building, surrounded by a fenced yard, housed four horses, three of whom put out their heads to see who had come. Isabel patted one hesitantly on the nose.

“You never did care for horses, did you?” Dan asked.

“You know why. My father died—killed himself—in the Yakima Suicide Race.” She winced at the memory. She had been ten years old. With a gang of other men from the reservation, he had joined the dangerous cross-country race on horseback, hurtling down almost vertical ravines, leaping streams and fallen trees. Her father had plunged off a ninety-foot cliff to his death.

The next year, an animal-rights group had outlawed the use of horses in the race, and it was presently run on motorcycles. Of course, that was too late for her father—and also for her mother and Isabel.

She stared at the big bay horse. “It wasn’t the horse’s fault any more than a car wreck is the car’s fault.”

“The race is different now,” Dan said.

“And how would you know?”


“I know,” he said simply. “The local wineries are really big on sponsoring the race. It’s—” He broke off, as if he thought better of what he was going to say. “Come on.” He took her hand and continued the tour, showing her the best places to fish for salmon and trout, a shed where the white-water kayaks and rafts were stored, an equipment barn crammed with a tractor, an off-road motorcycle, a mower, a snowmobile, cross-country skis, fishing and rain gear.

She studied him, leaning against the rough-cedar building, surrounded by soaring trees, and she couldn’t suppress a smile.

“What?” he asked.

“How does the saying go? ‘The difference between men and boys is the price of their toys.’ You have every toy.”

He laughed. “No golf clubs yet.”

“This all must have cost you a fortune.”

He pushed away from the wall. “Everything I had. People are supposed to want to come here and play.”

“So you’re counting on getting this contract with the team.”

“It’d keep me out of debtors’ prison.” He sent her a devilish grin. “Do they still have debtors’ prison?”

As they started back up toward the lodge, she thought, what an adventure this was. It made her plant nursery on Bainbridge seem dull.

But safe. Very safe.

 

Dan showed Isabel the beginnings of the garden Juanita had started for him. Tiny herb, flower and vegetable seedlings sprang from rows of damp black soil. Isabel surveyed the area, cordoned off from deer and rabbits with electrified wire. Here was something she knew, something quiet and orderly like the life she had made for herself.

She walked along stepping stones between the rows, enchanted by the old-fashioned homeyness of the garden. The foxglove were the sort raised a century ago, antique strains she rarely saw these days.

She stooped to pinch off a sprig of fragrant Yakima tea, used for brewing or making potpourri. “This is a little more familiar territory.”

Dan leaned back against the garden gate. “How did you get into selling plants, anyway?”

“The temp agency I was working for sent me to Bainbridge to set up work files for a nursery. I ended up staying on, eventually taking over the management of the whole business.”

He moved toward her, plucking the tender cutting from her fingers and dropping it to the ground. “And you’re happy growing plants, selling them?”

“Well, of course,” she said. His proximity raised a tingling awareness in her. She stepped back, feeling a little defensive. “I guess it doesn’t compare with grunge-rock tours and wild-man adventures, but it’s perfectly fine and I’m good at it.”

“And your plans to marry?” A dangerous edge crept into Dan’s voice. “Also perfectly fine?”

“Yes,” she said too quickly.

“So you’re not looking for anything better than ‘fine.’”

Somehow, without her realizing it, Dan had backed her against the garden gate. He was so close that she could see him in sharp detail—the regal sweep of his cheekbones, his coal-black lashes like individual spears around bottomless dark eyes.

Isabel had always known Dan Black Horse possessed a special magic. The critics and music fans knew it, too; in a matter of a few short months, they had boosted him from obscurity to stardom. And then the rest of the country discovered him—on the covers of trade and fan magazines, on CD and concert posters.

Even those who had never heard his music were drawn to him. It was that aura he had, a subtle yet wrenching wounded look that made people stare and wonder and ache for him.

“I can’t do this,” she said in a choked whisper.

His hands rested easily on the top of the gate on either side of her. He wasn’t touching her, but he was like the electric fence—falsely benign, waiting, ready to administer a hot shock if she dared to touch.

“Can’t do what?” he asked.

“This… Be with you, damn it! Be near you.”

“Why not?”

“I can’t think straight,” she blurted out. “You’re playing games with me, and it’s not fair.”

He didn’t move a muscle, but his eyes and mouth hardened almost imperceptibly. “I wish you’d listen to yourself, Isabel. You’re standing there admitting you still have feelings for me.”

The words hit her like a punch in the stomach. For a moment, she couldn’t breathe, and her eyes watered as a tearing pain swept through her. His image blurred and softened, and she felt as if she were drifting toward him, closer, her hands already anticipating the rough-denim, hard-muscled texture of him.

But before she could move or speak or make sense of what was happening, Dan shoved back from the gate and stalked away. Stricken, she stared at his long, slim, retreating form. Then she saw that Gary Sohappy was riding into the yard on the horse called Petunia. He and Dan spoke for a moment. Gary held a parcel wrapped in a hooded sweatshirt under his arm. He handed it to Dan and dismounted.

Isabel left the garden to say hello to Gary and to thank him again for finding her last night. When she reached them, she stopped short and gasped, spying the bundle in Dan’s hands.

“What happened?”

“Not sure,” Gary said. “I found her on the way up here.”

She was a bald eagle. Only her head was visible, sharply defined in line and color. The great hooked beak was vivid yellow, the eyes bright obsidian, the distinctive head sleek and white.

Gary’s hands were covered in scratches. “She was pretty hard to catch,” he said with a grin.

Dan held the bird under his arm. “Get inside and wash up, Gary. Use the disinfectant soap. We’ll be in the barn.”

Isabel picked up the trailing reins of the horse and followed Dan.

He stared at the bundle. “Ever seen a bald eagle close up before?”

“No.” She was riveted. The bird was watchful, almost brooding. “I had no idea they were so large. How did Gary know it was a female?”


The bird pecked at Dan’s arm. He winced. “Her temperament?”

“Sexist,” Isabel muttered.

In the barn, she tethered the mare in cross ties and went with Dan into a small tack room. Barrels of feed stood along one wall beneath an array of reins. Dan set the bird carefully in a dry sink. The eagle struggled, fighting the makeshift bandage. There was something heartbreaking about seeing such a majestic creature floundering and helpless in an alien environment.

But apparently Dan’s voice worked on the bird, too. “Shh,” he said, and spoke a patois of English and Yakima in a mesmerizing singsong. He used his hands with a light, knowing touch, stroking the smooth feathers and even the sharp beak with one hand, while the other hand unwrapped the bird. She still acted edgy, as if ready to explode into flight at any moment.

Except that she couldn’t fly, and as soon as Dan set aside the sweatshirt, they saw why. One wing hung limp. Isabel could see a little blood.

“Must’ve been wounded in the storm,” Dan said. “I don’t think the wing’s broken, so that’s something.” He kept up his singsong patter as he opened a metal wall chest to reveal a selection of horse liniments, containers with handwritten labels, jars with rusting lids, a few giant syringes. Dan selected a plastic bottle of antibiotic powder and dusted the wound with it.

The bird erupted into a panic. Dan gathered it awkwardly to his chest and held it there, grimacing as a set of talons sank into his forearm.


Isabel bit her lip. “What can I do?”

He shrugged. “Hell, I don’t know. We should probably immobilize this wing.”

“Let’s try that.”

Even with Gary helping them, it took over an hour to bind the wing. The bird had the temper of a pit bull, with razor talons and a can-opener beak to back it up. By the time they had fashioned a bandage of gauze, all three of them bore a few nicks.

Gary lined a crate with straw and positioned it under a single lightbulb for warmth. He placed the bird inside, and they stood back, watching. The bird still had fire in her eye and a haughty air, and her chest rose and fell rapidly. Gary went to put up the horse.

“I guess we should feed it something,” Dan said.

She shuddered. “Don’t eagles eat raw meat?”

“I think so,” he said.

“Couldn’t we try a can of tuna fish or something?”

As they walked up to the house, Dan draped an arm across her shoulders. The movement was so natural and felt so right that before Isabel even thought about it, she leaned her head into his shoulder. His knuckles grazed her cheek, and she shivered.

“I should get my purse,” she said, wondering why her voice sounded so lifeless and flat. “I guess we’d better get started for Seattle.”

“Nope.” His stride didn’t falter as they mounted the steps.

Isabel stopped and looked at him. “What do you mean?”

He gave her a smile that raised a hollow ache in her chest. “Too late, Isabel.”


“Anthony said to take all the time I needed. I’ll never be too late for—”

“I mean too late in the day. It’s dark out.”

She blinked, then looked around. Through the black-leafed trees, the sky was deep purple with twilight.

“You’re stuck with me for one more night, Isabel,” he said unapologetically, then turned and went inside.








Six



The next morning, Dan caught his breath when Isabel walked into the kitchen. He had probably, at some point, seen a more beautiful sight, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember when.

Her face was scrubbed clean, her hair slightly damp from the shower. She wore a gray sweat suit with the University of Washington seal on the front. The soft folds of fabric enveloped her small frame.

She helped herself to coffee. “I found the sweat suit in the closet in my room. I hope you don’t mind.”

“’Course not, Isabel. It’s chilly this morning.” He rose and handed her the sugar bowl.

She smelled like every warm, fragrant dream that haunted a man in the dead of winter. When she didn’t fuss with her hair, it relaxed into a long waterfall of silk he wanted to bury his fingers in.

“Did you check on the bird?” she asked.

“A couple of times in the night, and then at the crack of dawn.”


What he didn’t tell her was that he had also stood in her room in the dark, watching her sleep while wave after wave of tenderness and regret rolled over him.

Five years ago, she had slipped into his heart through a side entrance when he thought he had barred all the doors. He set his jaw and clenched his eyes shut, remembering.

The day she had told him about the baby was branded on his memory. She was so thrilled and so scared. So was he. No, he was terrified.

His feelings for her suffered from some sort of paralysis. Too young and too thickheaded to understand that the first bloom of love needed to deepen and ripen and mature, too stupid to see that responsibility wouldn’t stifle him, he’d panicked.

Her grief and rage over the miscarriage provided him with the opportunity to escape. Like a fool, he took it.

“Dan?” Her voice intruded on his thoughts.

He opened his eyes and blinked at her.

“Is the bird okay?”

“Yeah.” He couldn’t stop staring at her.

She took a sip of her coffee, regarding him over the rim of her mug. “Are you okay?”

His grip on the edge of the tile counter tightened. He had to anchor himself somewhere, to something, or he would explode. “Yeah. Only—”

“Only what?”

“I always thought you were the one who left five years ago, Isabel.”

“And now what do you think?” She seemed to have no trouble switching into his train of thought. He could almost believe the past was on her mind, too.


“Physically, you left, you walked out. But I didn’t give you many options. Stay in hell with me or save yourself. Not much choice there.”

She started to move away. “We were young—”

“Were young,” he echoed harshly, grasping her wrist. “We’re different now, and you know it.”

She was breathing hard with some inner struggle. Dan made himself let go of her hand. “Sorry.” He carried her cup to the table for her.

Both of them were edgy and emotional this morning. Dan’s nerve endings felt raw with desperation. All he knew for certain was that he could not stand the thought of her getting married to someone else. He had no idea what alternative he could offer her, but he had to make her see that what they had shared was not over. It would never be over.

“Did the eagle eat the tuna fish?” she asked, shifting gears again.

“Some. It didn’t seem to be to her taste.” Dan forced himself to release his need for her at the moment. There was an intensity to his feelings that she would probably find frightening. He had to back off, get a grip. “I tried canned salmon this morning. She picked at that. I was thinking we could try to get her some fresh fish today. It’d probably be better for her.”

“We should,” Isabel said quickly.

He grinned. “Any excuse to go fishing.”

She grinned back. “Any excuse.”

 

Dan felt as if a time bomb were ticking somewhere at the back of his mind. If he mentioned it to Isabel, it might go off. If he didn’t mention it, it might go off anyway.


Armed with rods, a creel and a picnic lunch, they plodded in hip boots down to the lake. Isabel looked vibrant, as beautiful and understated as a doe in a forest grove—and as fragile.

All right, he thought. Say it.

He stopped walking and touched her shoulder. “I meant to ask you earlier. If you need to make a call, I can radio someone in town—”

“It’s okay.” Color stained her cheekbones. “Anthony said I should take all the time I need.”

“Anthony is a first-class fool,” Dan said, “and I thank God for that.”

She started walking again, so he couldn’t see her reaction to his words. “He’s always been very understanding. And I’ve always been moody. So it’s a perfect match.”

“Yeah, right.”

At the lakeshore, they waded in, flailing their arms to keep from falling as the mud sucked at their boots. After they tired of standing, they slogged ashore and took off their boots. Dan rolled out a thick fiber mat so they could recline. Isabel baited her own hook, arguing volubly about the merits of canned corn versus salmon eggs. She looked gorgeous, fitting the scene like an emerald in a perfect setting. Before Dan’s eyes, she seemed to relax, the inner tightness he sensed in her uncoiling.

Mother Earth doing her sacred duty, he decided whimsically. As he lay back on the mat and let the warmth of the sun bathe him, he imagined he could feel the slow, steady heartbeat of the earth beneath him, a subtle, comforting rhythm that he had ignored for too long. He had been deaf to it until his grandfather, filled with a dying man’s reflective wisdom, had awakened him to it once again.

Perhaps that was what Isabel was feeling now, that sense of homecoming.

She glanced at him. “What are you thinking?”

He sent her a lazy smile. “That it’s a perfect fishing day.” He touched her slim thigh with one finger and traced it gently, teasingly. “Enough nibbles to keep things interesting, but not so many that it starts…to feel…like work.”

She laughed—a little nervously, he thought—and shifted away from him. “You’re a bad influence, Dan. I don’t think I’ve spent so many hours doing nothing and—” She bit her lip.

“And loving every minute of it?” he asked in a low voice. “To an outside observer, it might look like not much is going on.” He touched a lock of hair at her temple. “But there’s plenty happening here, Isabel. We’d both be lying if we said otherwise.”

 

Isabel had no idea how long she had been sleeping. The excitement of fishing again—something she hadn’t done since her father had taught her—must have worn her out. But she hadn’t realized a nap in the fresh air could give her such a sense of renewal. She awoke to blink at the late-afternoon sun, squinting through breeze-blown leaves, listening to the soft lapping of the lake on the shores and to the quiet cadence of Dan’s breathing.

He had fallen asleep, too. In his faded jeans and plaid shirt and hiking boots, a John Deere cap pulled down over his eyes, he was the consummate woodsman—wholly masculine, with a rugged splendor that made him a part of the forest and mountains.

Something still existed between them, some magnetic attraction. She could no longer deny that. But for now, she refused to shape the idea into words. She was simply taking the time she needed—

Needed for what? asked the wary cynic inside her. To rediscover that, yes, Dan Black Horse was still the sexiest, most fascinating man she could ever hope to meet? And to rediscover that he still had the power to break her heart?

Helping herself to a long drink of lemonade from the thermos, she scowled at him. “You’re not doing me any favors, Dan Black Horse.”

He awoke with a luxurious, long-bodied stretch that made her hormones jolt into overdrive. “What’s that?” he asked in a sleepy voice, taking the thermos from her.

“Nothing,” she snapped. “You—” A buzzing sound interrupted her. With reflexes tuned perfectly by instinct, she pounced on her rod and set the hook. Moments later, she reeled in a plump, silvery trout, by far the best catch of the day. Laughing, she said, “I told you I was right about the corn.”

He laughed with her, and the tension dissolved. They packed up their gear and hiked back to the lodge.

The eagle snapped up a small fish in her big yellow beak. She scarfed another, then cocked her head, waiting for more.

“She likes sushi,” Dan said.

Isabel clutched his arm and nodded. “I think we’re spoiling her. She won’t know how to survive in the wild after this.”


“She’s a grown bird. I don’t think a few days with us will make her lose her taste for the wild.” His finger traced a shivery line down the side of Isabel’s throat. “Right?”

Stung, she lurched away. “I need a bath,” she said hastily. “It’s been a long day.”

He winked at her. “It’s not over yet.”

 

She luxuriated in the tub, letting the massage jets pummel her muscles. She loved the sense of unreality that enveloped her here at Dan’s lodge. She was remote, detached from the rest of the world.

Free.

But free was just a nice word people used instead of lonely, or maybe desperate.

What Isabel had wanted—had always wanted—was a sense of connectedness. To know that she belonged.

Anthony was perfect for her. He came fully equipped, a package deal with a large, loving family that surrounded and enveloped her like a hand-stitched quilt. He was what she needed.

Not Dan Black Horse with the heartbreak in his eyes and a body that promised enough forbidden pleasure to make her legally insane.

She realized she had been in the tub brooding for far too long. Feeling sheepish, she got out and dressed in her skirt and top and the cardigan sweater Dan had loaned her yesterday.

She stood in front of the mirror wishing for mousse and a curling iron until she realized what she was doing, what she was thinking.


It shouldn’t matter how she looked for Dan.

But oh, God. It did.

 

“That smells heavenly,” she said, a soft smile curving her mouth. “When did you learn to cook?”

“It’s not cooking, it’s grilling.” Dan grinned at her as he set down a platter of trout and vegetables. His long, glossy hair was still damp from the shower, and he smelled of soap and wood smoke.

He served a chilled local wine and even lit candles on the dining-hall table. They sat across from each other and lifted their glasses.

For Isabel, the moment froze in time. In the blink of an eye, she was hurled back to the night she had told him about the baby. After she’d told him the news, she’d had ginger ale and he’d had beer, but they had laughed and clinked their glasses and made promises with no idea how to keep them.

The soft chink of his glass against hers brought her back to the present. “Isabel?” he said in his low, rough voice. “What’ll we drink to?”

“The eagle’s health?” she suggested, pleased that her voice did not sound as wobbly as she felt.

He chuckled and made the toast. Isabel grew warm and flushed with the good food and the chilled wine, and the moments slipped past.

She glanced out the big bay window to see violet shadows streaking the mountains. “I suppose,” she said, “you’ll tell me it’s too late in the day to start for Seattle.”

“Isabel?” His large hand covered hers.

“Yes?” The wine and his nearness gave her a pleasant, floating sensation.


“It’s too late to start for Seattle.”

“What a surprise to hear you say that.” She forced herself to stop smiling. “Tomorrow, then,” she said decisively. “First thing.”

“Seeing as how you’ve been getting up at the crack of noon, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

“It’s easy to sleep here,” she blurted out.

His hand lifted to her face, knuckles grazing the curve of her cheek. “I’m glad you like the lodge.”

“I didn’t say I—”

“You didn’t have to.” His finger made a tender exploration, finding the shape of her chin and then tracing her lips until she almost cried out for mercy.

“Dan—”

“We could go somewhere,” he said lightly.

“Where?”

He didn’t answer, but got up and took her hand. He held out a leather jacket, and when she slid her arms into the slick lining and felt its comforting weight on her shoulders, she nearly wept with the poignancy of her memories.

He had owned the leather jacket for as long as she had known him. Its shape was his shape. Its scent was his scent. It seemed to carry the very essence of him, to envelop her with the intimacy of a lover’s embrace.

He seemed not to notice the effect it had on her as he took her hand and led her out to the shed where he kept his Harley.

She asked no questions, and he offered no explanations. She simply got on, wrapped her arms around him, closed her eyes and leaned her cheek against his back. She felt protected and alive as never before.

The bike roared down the mountain, headlights sweeping the wooded slopes. She had complete faith in his driving. Even at night, he knew the wilderness like an old song memorized in his youth.

After a while, they came to a dirt road, and a few miles beyond that, the paved one. Isabel was startled and intrigued when they rolled into the town of Thelma.








Seven



“I can’t believe you brought me to a dance,” Isabel said, standing in the foyer of the fire hall.

Dan grinned and slid his leather jacket off her shoulders. “We used to go dancing a lot.”

She turned her head and sent him a wry look. “Getting crushed in the cramped space of some seedy concert hall was never quite my idea of a good time.”

“You should have said something. Shouldn’t have let me drag you along.” He exchanged greetings with Sarah Looking, who was in charge of the coat check, and handed her the jacket.

Isabel gave a little laugh, though he noticed the strained sound of it. “I wanted to be where you were, Dan.”

Do you now? he wanted to ask her. Do you want to be where I am now?

“I guess I didn’t really know where I wanted to be,” he said, leading her into the dance hall. “But I never meant to force you to do anything that made you uncomfortable.”


“You never did, not really.”

He drew her against him for a dance. The ersatz country swing music was whiny and slow, but somehow satisfying. It was, he conceded, more than likely the fact that he was dancing with Isabel. She felt like heaven in his arms, her frame supple and willowy, her soft hand cradled in his, her face shy and shadowy in the dim light.

“Care to ditch that no-count Indian for a cowboy, ma’am?” someone asked.

Isabel gasped in outrage, but Dan stepped back, laughing.

Clyde Looking, head of the tribal council, lifted his ten-gallon hat in greeting, and Dan made the introductions. Within moments, Clyde danced away with Isabel, and Dan eased back to the refreshment table to help himself to a drink.

Lucy Raintree served him. Theo Sohappy stopped by. People were easy with one another, chatting and joking, some just smiling and tapping their feet to the overdone percussion from the cheap keyboard. The music should have made Dan cringe, but instead it was as comforting as a greeting from an old friend. Later, he would perform a song or two; he always did.

Dan felt—had felt from the start—an unexpected sense of community with these people. The feeling had always eluded him in the city. He’d had friends, sure, but with them he had never found this level of comfort, this quiet settling of the soul.

Dan had never known he was missing it, but maybe it was part of the reason he had been so savage inside, had made mistakes on important matters. Like Isabel.


Had he ever told her he loved her?

“So she’s still here.” Theo watched Isabel dance with Clyde Looking. “And you didn’t even have to tie her up to make her stay.”

Dan laughed, his eyes following the dancers. Clyde was the perfect host, pausing in his two-step now and then to introduce Isabel to someone new. She looked flushed and bright-eyed. Dan had feared she would feel awkward here, that her laughter and conversation would seem forced, but he could tell her enjoyment was genuine.

“Nope,” he said, “I didn’t tie her up, not that the thought didn’t cross my mind.”

“Don’t blame you. God, she’s a looker. Part Indian?”

“Yeah, but she was raised in an Anglo foster home.”

“Ma told her she had to step out of the shadows, be herself. You know how Ma is.”

“If anybody can thaw out Isabel, Juanita can,” Dan said.

Theo clapped him on the shoulder. “Looks like you did a pretty good job of that yourself. Is she going to stay for the race?”

Dan felt a twinge of apprehension. He was signed up to ride his motorcycle in the Yakima Suicide Race. He owed it to Isabel to tell her, but he just hadn’t found the right time. She’d try to talk him out of it. And he already knew he wouldn’t listen.

“I don’t know, Theo,” he said. “I guess that’s up to her.” His gaze was riveted to Isabel. The song ended, and she excused herself from Clyde and made a beeline for the pay phone in the corner of the hall by the drinking fountain.

Dan’s gut sank like a stone. Quite obviously, nothing had changed, and she couldn’t wait to call her boyfriend and tell him so.

 

Everything had changed, and Isabel knew she could no longer put off calling Anthony. Her fingers felt cold as she lifted the receiver and dialed his number, punching in her credit-card code and then waiting with growing impatience through six rings.

The answering machine kicked on. She listened to the bland, cheery message, then said, “Anthony, it’s me, Isabel. If you’re there, pick up. We need to talk. You see—”

“Sure, babe.” Anthony Cossa’s real voice interrupted her. “What’s up? Are you ready to return to civilization yet?”

“The lodge up here doesn’t have a phone. I’m in a town called Thelma.”

“Listening to lousy country music, if I’m hearing the background noise right.” He laughed easily.

“I was planning to come back sooner, but something came up. A couple of things.” She had no idea where to begin, what to tell him, what was fair. An injured eagle? An unresolved past? A sudden need to look into a part of herself she had kept in the dark for years?

“Having second thoughts, babe?” Anthony asked.

She could discern no inflection in his voice. She tried to picture him—he was probably wearing khakis or jeans, in his pristine Santa Fe–style condo on Western Avenue, drinking a beer from a microbrewery and being paged every sixty seconds while channel surfing on his forty-eight-inch TV.

She tried to remember the last time they had shared a bottle of wine and just listened to music for a few uninterrupted hours. She tried to remember the last time they had gone dancing.

“Isabel?” he prompted.

“Anthony, I just don’t know. Saturday, I saw our whole lives rolling out ahead of us like a giant red carpet. But now—”

“Now what?” Still she heard no sharpness in his voice, just curiosity.

“Maybe the red carpet took a left turn somewhere. I’m having to take a good look at myself, Anthony, and—”

“Just a sec. I have another call coming in.” He clicked off.

She stood staring at the telephone keypad, wondering whether or not she had a right to be irritated.

“Okay.” Anthony was back. “I’ve got someone on hold. Long-distance.”

She was leaning heavily toward being irritated now.

“So what do you want to do?” he asked. “Postpone the wedding? Call it off?”

She felt the burn of tears in her eyes. “Your family has everything all planned—”

“My family,” he said. “That’s really what all this is about, isn’t it? That’s what it’s always been about.”

“I adore your family, Anthony. I’d hate myself if I disappointed them.”

“Yeah, well, look. You do whatever it is you have to do to get your head straight, and call me tomorrow, okay, babe?”

“Yes, but—”

“I better take this other call. Talk to you soon.” He was gone with a gentle click.

Isabel stood with the receiver still held to her ear and leaned her forehead against the cold, shiny metal of the pay phone. She’d believed she belonged with Anthony. She had thrived on the fast pace of his lifestyle, and he had seemed eager to move to Bainbridge Island in order to be with her.

But his abruptness and bland reaction had seemed exaggerated in their phone conversation. Perhaps it was the odd juxtaposition of hearing Anthony’s voice in a fire hall in Thelma. Or perhaps it was the things Clyde had said about Dan still echoing in her ears.

According to Clyde, Dan had saved the tribal council—the whole town, for that matter—from financial collapse. The lodge enterprise had employed people who hadn’t had jobs in years.

Of course, Clyde had said cautiously, Dan had run through a lot of his own money getting started. A lot of money.

The rapid-fire beep of the off-the-hook-phone signal startled her. She quickly replaced the receiver in the cradle and turned.

Dan stood a few feet back, watching her.

The sight of him made the breath catch in her throat. He had always been easy in his tall, broad-shouldered frame, and he seemed so now, with his weight shifted to one leg and a thumb stuck into his belt. He was backlit by the muted lamps in the hall so that she could not see his face, only the inky waves of his long hair.

He was too far away to have heard her conversation, yet she felt a heated blush rise in her cheeks as if she had been caught doing something wrong.

Ridiculous. He was the whole reason she was in this dilemma. If it had not been for him, she would still be in the bosom of the Cossa family, getting ready for her wedding.

Moments passed. They both stood unmoving. Some part of Isabel yearned for him so fiercely that she nearly wept. Then, before she could decide whether or not to go to him, he turned on his heel and strode away.

She felt a deep, invisible agony rip through her, but she stood there mute and helpless. She wanted to be angry, wanted to blame him for her doubts, but he was ignoring her, stalking past dancing couples and groups of people chatting together.

She should not have been surprised when he stepped onto the low platform and picked up an acoustic guitar. But she was. Somehow, she had managed to forget that Dan was a musician, a performer. An artist.

The lights dropped even lower, and the other musicians tapered down the tune they were playing. The fiddler set a mike in front of Dan.

He was surrounded by shadow, alone in a pool of light as he had been when she had seen him for the first time. As perhaps he had always been. When he lifted an unseeing gaze to the listeners in the room, her heart lurched. How well she remembered that unfathomable look.

His long brown hands worked magic on the battered old guitar, drawing out chords of melancholic sweetness. It was the music of lonely places in the heart, of chances missed, of lost souls looking for a welcome somewhere.

Dan’s gift with music had not diminished since his retirement. Instead, Isabel knew instantly that his talent had intensified and deepened. He had come back to the place where his soul had been made, and she heard a new awareness in his mesmerizing voice.

The words were simple, a refrain that rang true, that made women reach out and sidle closer to the men beside them, and made the men gently take the hands of their partners.

Through it all, Isabel stood alone, stricken, watching, knowing only one thing for certain.

She had never stopped loving Dan Black Horse.

There. She admitted it to herself. And it was the truest thought she’d had in years. She had let anger and fear eclipse her love and darken her heart, but the love had never gone away. It had just been obscured by a hundred other things. And she had allowed it. So had Dan.

But somehow, he had found a way to look back at what had happened and to learn from what he saw. That was what it was all about. His song, and his abduction of her, the whole crazy weekend.

The song ended with a smattering of applause. Dan grinned and chatted for a few minutes with the musicians. Then he walked straight to Isabel.

“Now what?” he asked, keeping his distance, watching her, waiting.

“Now—” Isabel’s mouth felt dry as dust. If she followed her heart, there would be no turning back. Yet she had never felt more certain of anything in her life. “Now we go home.”








Eight



Dan wasn’t sure what she meant, but he knew what he wanted her to mean. He said, “I’ll get your coat,” and then nothing more as they rode back to the lodge.

After putting up the bike, he took her hand and started walking across the yard. The moon was up, and spidery shadows crept across the damp ground. The quiet was all pervasive, pierced only by the hollow hoot of an owl.

Dan stopped walking and looked down at her, at the fine, silvery light in her hair. Her breathing was quick and uncertain. He gently brushed a stray strand of hair back from her cheek. He wondered about that phone call she had made, but he didn’t ask. He’d find out soon enough.

“Now what?” she asked, echoing his own question to her. She gazed up at him, looking as lost and lonely as she had the first time he’d seen her.

He felt a surge of tenderness as he slid his arms around her waist and pulled her close.

“Now this,” he murmured, and settled his mouth on hers. He kissed her in a way that left no question as to his intent. The pressure of his lips urged her to open for him, and his tongue plunged inside, hungry, possessive. His body was so racked with desire that by the time he lifted his head, he could barely speak.

If she said no, he would back off. He had made that promise to her the first time he had kissed her, and he knew he would still honor it now.

When she spoke, it was a breathy whisper. “Yes.” And nothing more.

But it was all he needed.

Hand in hand, they walked into the darkened lodge and up the stairs to her room. She had been here only two days, but already her presence was strong in the soft, soapy fragrance that hung in the air, in the overturned paperback book she had left on the bedside table, the shoes she immediately kicked off.

He knew there were things he should say to her, things he should ask her, but talking distracted him from the way he wanted to touch her. He stood behind her and took off the leather jacket she wore, letting it slither to the floor beside the bed. He bent and brushed aside her hair and kissed the tender flesh at the nape of her neck.

A soft sigh slipped from her, and she tilted her head to one side. His lips trailed across her heated skin, tongue flicking out to touch her earlobe, hands moving to her waist to release the front buttons of her knit top. He freed her of the shirt and slid his hands up over her breasts. He slid her skirt down and watched her step out of it. He ran his open-palmed hands up and down the length of her, feeling the contours of her body as if for the first time. She had not changed; she was still petite and slender and soft. So utterly feminine that she made him feel large and clumsy.

She gasped, reaching up and back with her arms and winding them around his neck to bring his mouth down. He turned her and kissed her then, and she brushed against him with an intimate, suggestive movement. She slipped out of her lacy underthings while he undressed, and neither felt awkward, for it was an inevitability that had been waiting for them for years, lying dormant and unacknowledged in their hearts until this searing instant.

They lay back on the bed, cool sheets and billowy eiderdown sighing beneath the weight of their bodies. Dan braced himself up on one elbow and let his caresses ripple down the length of her while he gazed into her face. She wore a slumberous look, moist lips slightly parted, eyes half-closed. Her hands reached for him; then her palms drifted down his sides to his hips. He had to set his jaw and squeeze his eyes shut to regain control.

Not until this moment did he realize the power she had over him. He bent his head and kissed her, drinking from her lips, his hands circling her breasts and then dipping lower, parting her thighs, finding her so ready for him that he could hold off no longer. He moved over her, their mouths still joined. Wanting her pleasure even more than he wanted his own, he lifted his head and waited, muscles straining, for some sign from her. She stared up at him, her shadowed expression unreadable.

“You’re not…” he said through clenched teeth, “making this easy.”

“Am I supposed to?” she whispered. But there was a smile in her voice, and her hands drifted down and clasped and guided him, and they were suddenly together as if they had never been apart.

He found a rhythm they both remembered, a dance of the heart that had endured despite the passage of time. She lifted and tilted herself, as giving as the earth in springtime, and her dulcet acceptance filled him and brought him such a shattering pleasure that he saw stars. When a soft cry slipped from her and she arched upward, he knew the reunion was complete, knew that neither of them would ever be the same.

Still their silence persisted, and it was a comfortable stillness, an abatement of worry. Neither spoke; they did not have to. Nor did they want to. That would mean entering the world again, entering reality, facing up to the unresolved matters that hung over them.

Dan gathered her close and made love to her again, slowly this time, lingering over every part of her as if getting reacquainted with an old friend. She gave herself to him with a sigh of surrender. He found all the little delights of her, the hollow of her throat and the tender inside of her wrist, the backs of her knees and inner thighs where the skin was softer, smoother than anything he could imagine. With hands and mouth, he brought her to ecstasy again—and again—until she was sweetly exhausted, snuggling against his chest and growing warm and heavy limbed until, just as dawn tinged the sky, she slept.

 

She awoke slowly, hovering in a delicious realm somewhere between sleep and waking. Her mind was filled with memories of Dan—his voice, his touch, the taste of his mouth, the shattering power of the passion she had found with him.

Only him.

Willfully, she thrust aside the thought. Just for now, she would not worry about the future. Just for now, she would let herself be warm and lazy and slightly dazed by all that was happening to her.

“Dan.” She whispered his name and opened her eyes, but he was gone. He must have gotten up to make coffee. She stretched, feeling interesting aches in certain parts of her body, then went to brush her teeth. Rather than pulling on the terry-cloth robe, she slipped into Dan’s leather jacket. Wearing it, feeling its voluminous weight drop from shoulder to midthigh, she felt closer to him.

The jacket should have evoked bitter memories, for she had also worn it the afternoon she had come home from the hospital. Both she and Dan were so silent that day, neither knowing what to say. They both cried and held each other and looked at the doctor’s pamphlet explaining how a high percentage of early pregnancies ended in miscarriage; it was generally a natural process and there was no reason they could not try again….

Somehow, they both knew they would not try again. The first time was an accident, but a second time would be deliberate, would force them to commit to permanence in their relationship, no more drifting through the days toward a hazy, shapeless future.

He had not been ready. And when Isabel finally realized that she could no longer wait for the full commitment of his love, she left.

Last night changed everything. Dan had never touched her so deeply, so intimately. He was different now. Settled. Responsible. Ready to love her. She was falling in love all over again. This time, it was for real. This time, it was for keeps.

As she walked bare legged and barefoot down the steps, she felt wicked and wanton. Dan had plucked her out of her controlled, rigid life and plunged her into a world of sensation and emotion. It was scary and sometimes it hurt, but she had never felt so alive.

Her hand encountered a folded piece of paper in the pocket of the jacket. She pulled it out—a flyer of some sort. As she read the words, she stopped on the second-to-last step. The blood froze in her veins. Her heart turned to a block of ice.

“No,” she said in a low voice, forcing her legs to start moving again. Surely this was just something Dan had picked up and forgotten to discard. Surely… She forced herself to calm down and made her way to the back of the lodge.

The kitchen was warm and cheery with the scent of coffee. Dan was out on the back porch, leaning against the railing, holding a mug in one hand and an envelope in the other. He was looking out at the mountains.

He wore only jeans, no shirt or shoes. His muscular shoulders and chest gleamed in the muted morning sun, and his hair flowed down his back. The subtle shadow of whiskers softened the harsh line of his jaw.

There was such a stark beauty in him that for a moment Isabel felt completely inadequate. He could not possibly be hers. He was too perfect, too desirable.

Then she remembered her purpose and stepped out onto the porch. The screen door tapped shut behind her, and Dan turned.


His slow, easy smile held every memory of the splendor they had shared the previous night. “Damn, Isabel,” he said, his eyes smoldering, “you always were a great dresser.” He set down his mug and held out one arm. She went into his embrace, and he kissed her, his mouth tasting of sweet coffee.

“Did you sleep all right?” he asked her.

“Sleeping is about the only thing I can do right around here,” she said.

“I can think of a few other things.” His hand slipped into the jacket, and his eyebrows lifted. “Damn, Isabel. You’re naked in there.”

She couldn’t stifle a laugh as she moved away. His expression told her he had every intention of whisking her back to bed. She welcomed the prospect, of course, but first she had something to ask him.

“What about this?” She held out the flyer.

He hesitated for a heartbeat. The piece of paper dropped from her fingers.

Dan propped one hip on the railing. His face was inscrutable. “The Yakima Suicide Race,” he said.

She drew her hands into the sleeves of the jacket. “It has nothing to do with you, Dan. Right?” When he did not answer, she said again, “Right?”

“It’s this afternoon,” he said, not looking at her. “And I’m entered.”

Isabel leaned back against the door and squeezed her eyes shut, hoping against hope that she’d heard wrong. Just the thought of grown men on motorcycles jolting down near-vertical slopes, leaping gullies and skirting cliffs made her nauseous.


“Dan,” she said, dragging open her eyes. “My father died in that race.”

“I know.”

“Don’t do it, Dan.”

“One of the local wineries made the purse worth winning. It could keep me afloat through the summer, long enough to get the cash flow started.”

“You won’t need any business if you die in the race,” she said fiercely. “I can’t believe you’d do this to me.”

“Will you listen to yourself?” Dan rounded on her. “Your father didn’t do a damned thing to you. You’ve always regarded his death as a deliberate, personal affront. A reason to pretend you’re not Indian at all, a reason to hide with your sterile Anglo foster parents and grow flowers on your sterile Anglo island.”

His words sliced like cold metal into her. “I don’t need this, Dan. I don’t need you to say these things to me.”

He advanced on her, anger blazing in his eyes, and braced a hand on the door behind her. “Maybe it’s time someone did say them. Your father’s death wasn’t about you.”

“And this race isn’t about me, either,” she retorted, glaring up at him, trying to tamp down her feelings of dread. “You’re doing this because you blew the deal with Anthony, right?”

Dan said nothing. She took it as an affirmation. “You know,” she said softly, “there’s a sort of crazy gallantry in what you did. But there’s nothing gallant about putting your life at risk.”


His jaw tightened dangerously. “Isabel, don’t do this. Don’t make me choose.”

“I can’t make you do a damned thing,” she said. “I never could.”








Nine



“Why are we stopping here?” Isabel asked, noting a string of triangular colored flags stretched across the road in Thelma. Yakima Suicide Race, the banner proclaimed.

Resting his hands on the steering wheel of the pickup truck, Gary Sohappy held in the clutch and looked back at the straw-lined crate in the bed of the pickup truck. “I was just trying to decide what would be the best place to let the bird go.”

“I don’t think it can fly yet.”

“Dan said it could.” Gary shifted gears and continued down the only paved road in town.

“Dan’s been wrong before.” She looked at her watch. After their quarrel, she had insisted on coming to town to call Anthony. He had groused a little about having to reschedule a meeting, but he had agreed to meet her in front of the fire hall and take her back to the city.

The prospect left her cold and empty.

Dan had prepared for the race in stony silence. Like a knight of old, he had strapped on armor of black leather, adding shin guards, pads at his knees and elbows and a helmet. He tried to kiss her goodbye; she turned away. Then she turned back in time to see him walking off with long, angry strides.

She opened her mouth to call to him, but no sound came out. He rode off on the motorcycle just as Gary arrived to take her to town, then to take the eagle into the wild and let it go.

One passenger into the wild, one back into her cage. The thought struck Isabel like a blow in the dark, and she gasped.

“Something wrong?” Gary asked.

Everything, she thought.

“Where does the race end?” she asked suddenly.

“Huh?”

“The race. I want to see the end of it.”

“Same place it does every year. But I thought you had to meet somebody.”

“Gary,” she said, “I need to see the race.”

He grinned. “Okay by me.”

 

Her hands, clutching the door handle, were like ice as the truck bounced off-road and uphill. When the terrain became impassable, Gary parked and they got out. Tall grass swished and sighed in the breeze. Gary went around to the bed of the truck and opened the eagle’s crate.

“Is she all right?” Isabel asked.

“I think so—ow! Her talons work just fine.” Gary set the eagle on a large rock. The bird perched there, looking haughty and fierce, the breeze ruffling her feathers. Slowly, her wings unfolded.


Isabel held her breath. Fly, she thought. Fly. You can do it.

The bird let the wind sift through her feathers, then folded her wings back up.

“Not ready,” Gary mumbled, clearly disappointed. “I brought my camera and everything.” He scooped up the bird and began to climb the hill. “We’ll have the best view of the race from Warrior Point,” he said over his shoulder.

The cold numbness froze her hands once again, and no matter how hard she tried to drive the dark memories out of her mind, they came at her, as steady and inevitable as the tide.

She knew exactly where Gary was heading.

Because she had stood there and watched her father die. Her memories were as sharp and clear as slides viewed through white light. Her father and his friends were drinking beer. Not a lot—just the usual amount for an afternoon. Her mother laughed with them when her father teased his wife about her concern for his safety.

He kissed them both goodbye, his wife on the lips, his daughter on the top of the head. Isabel saw mirth in his eyes, but something else, too, something too subtle for her to grasp. Now she realized it was a restless hunger. A deep dissatisfaction.

Her father had never held a steady job. Running off on dangerous adventures seemed to be a way of proving himself. Defining who he was—not some reservation idler, but a man.

She understood none of this when she was a girl. She understood only that she had seen her father die.

A group of observers had gone out to the point, Isabel and her mother included. Isabel was standing, holding hands with her mother. The riders appeared in an explosion of dust and thundering hooves, pouring down a near-vertical gully, leaping a narrow, deep chasm before swinging in a hairpin curve down the side of the mountain.

Only, instead of making the hairpin curve, her father went over a cliff. Isabel stood in disbelieving silence, staring down at his broken figure and the unmoving horse beside him. She remembered one other detail of that moment in time. Her mother—quite deliberately and quite without malicious intent—dropped Isabel’s hand.

Isabel’s mother completely shut down. She had moved to the city and willingly surrendered Isabel to a foster home.

From that moment onward, confused and angry, Isabel pretended that the past did not exist. She eradicated from her character all Native American values and sensibilities.

Until Dan.

The thought of him drew a gasp of anguish from her.

“We’re almost there,” Gary said over his shoulder.

“I know,” she muttered.

Dan had filled her with his passion and pride and vitality. She had been afraid of the tribal part of him, and perhaps she still was, but he had awakened her to the ancient songs and rhythms she had never quite been able to banish from her heart.

She had loved the tender, whimsical side of him. But she had never understood the dark side, the danger-loving side, the part of him that hungered for tests of his strength, his endurance, his mortality.


She saw the point looming ahead. Little had changed. A line of evergreens grew along a ridge. The valley was a deep cleft formed by the two mountains, with a rushing stream in between, and by gazing across the velvety green gorge, she could see the course the race would follow. It was more like the bed of a waterfall than a path, steep and curving and littered with rocks. And of course, there was the cliff, brooding and sheer, too stark to grow anything but the most tenacious of plants.

She stood and watched. Gary set the bird on the ground. The day was bright and sharply clear. The sound of the wind filled the air. And then she heard it.

The animal rumble of motorcycle engines. The riders were approaching the last and most dangerous leg of the race.

A curious thing happened. The eagle grew restless, bowing out her wings and rushing into the wind; then the bird flung herself off the end of the point. Isabel gasped and Gary laughed in wonder and lifted his camera to his eye. At first, the bird appeared to be falling, helpless, a horrifying sight. Then an eddy of wind caught her beneath her wings. With a high-pitched cry, she was soaring, soaring across the valley that was already alive with the thunder of the race.

 

Dan felt a little silly wearing the windbreaker bearing the label of a Yakima Valley winery. It was white, and he never wore white, and besides, the zipper was faulty. But in return for their sponsorship, he got a few perks, including deep discounts on his supply of wine for the lodge.


Other riders were similarly garbed, their numbered windbreakers shouting ads for everything from motor oil to masa harina flour.

He knew he would win the race today. Number one, he needed the winnings. Number two, he was riding like the wind. There were simply days when this was true.

Smaller and more nimble than his Harley, the off-road motorcycle seemed an extension of his body, slanting and skating with elastic responsiveness beneath him. He could almost forget the look on Isabel’s face when he had tried to say goodbye, hoping she would wish him luck.

She hadn’t.

The flavor of danger filled his mouth with a sweetness that turned bitter when he remembered Isabel.

She seemed to think plunging into danger was his way of recoiling from intimacy, that after last night it was no coincidence that he was here today, putting his life on the line. She believed it was his way of avoiding emotional commitment.

He wanted to say she was wrong. But was she?

He set his jaw and prepared for the last and most treacherous part of the race. The windbreaker flew loose, the flimsy zipper breaking as he bolted down a rock-strewed ravine.

A movement caught his eye. He chanced a lightning glance upward and was amazed. A soaring eagle was circling the valley.

He wondered if it could be the eagle they’d rescued. If it was, that meant Isabel was here. Watching.

The loose jacket flapped madly. Dan swore under his breath and gritted his teeth, clearing his mind. He had to jump a gully and make a turn before he was in the clear.


He braced himself to soar across the gully. But then the unthinkable happened. The windbreaker caught a gust of wind and flew upward, obscuring his face, blinding him.

He never found a footing on the other side. He just kept going like a stone flung from a sling.








Ten



There was no hospital in Thelma, so Dan was taken to the tribal clinic across the road from the fire hall. There was no regular doctor, either, but an emergency-room physician from Olympia was on hand for the race.

Isabel did not even recall the frantic drive to town. The clinic personnel had barred her from seeing Dan; she had only glimpsed him as he was whisked past on a gurney. His eyes had been closed, his face pale.

They had promised to report back to her. With panic clawing at her insides, she paced the cool, antiseptic corridor, then finally stepped outside to lean against the cinder-block building.

She thought about praying, but no words would form. She thought about cursing, but that seemed so useless, like throwing stones at the moon. And so she covered her face with her hands and shuddered, wishing hard, wishing with all her might, that he would recover.

“Isabel?” A man’s voice penetrated the swirling panic.


Her eyes flew open. “Anthony.”

“Hey, I’ve been hanging around waiting for over an hour.” He did not look angry. She had never known Anthony to get angry. He looked pleasant and smooth and artlessly handsome as always.

“Are you about ready?” he asked.

“I…” Her mouth felt like sawdust. “I can’t go anywhere, Anthony. There’s been an accident.” She practically choked on the word. “I have to wait and see if—” She broke off and regarded him helplessly. “I can’t go with you.”

He raked a hand through his abundant dark hair. “Look, Isabel, this is getting ridiculous.”

“I know,” she said softly. “I know. You don’t deserve this. You go back to town, Anthony. Never mind about me.”

He held her lightly by the shoulders. “Babe, I’ll wait.”

Juanita Sohappy joined them, hurrying to Isabel. “Is there any news?”

“No,” Isabel said faintly. “Not yet.”

“I hope the white-eyes doctor knows what he’s doing,” Juanita said, using the language Isabel had never quite forgotten. She squeezed Isabel’s hand, then went inside the clinic.

Anthony stared after her for a moment. “A friend of yours?”

“Yes. We just met, but she reminds me of the past, of people I used to know.”

“This is really wild. People you used to know? Native Americans?”

She blinked. Her thoughts seethed and scattered like storm clouds. “I’m half-Indian,” she said simply.


His hands dropped from her shoulders. He stared at her as if she had just sprouted antlers.

“Is that a problem?” she asked.

“Of course not.” But his voice was taut, strained. “The problem is that you never told me.”

“No. No, I didn’t.”

“Why in the world—” He made a fist and pressed it against the gray cinder-block wall. “What is it, Isabel? Did you think I’d find you weird or something?”

“I guess I didn’t think much at all. I never told anyone.”

“This is insane. We’re supposed to be married Saturday. And here I am finding out things—important things—about you that you should’ve told me months ago. What else haven’t you told me?”

Ah, so much, she thought sadly. About her father, her mother, all the things that had turned her into what she was when she had first met him—a bashful woman frightened of her past, intimidated by passion, seeking a way to belong.

And she wondered—she made herself wonder—if it was fair to expect Anthony to answer all those needs.

And that, after all, was the key. Neither Anthony nor Dan nor anyone could give her happiness. How naive she had been to think they could.

“Anthony,” she said, her voice more steady than she could have wished. “I’m sorry. After I hear about…” Her voice broke. “About Dan, we’ll talk.”

“I’m not sure we need to.” His lips thinned, and she could tell he was annoyed, but to the core of his being, Anthony Cossa was a kind and patient man. Kinder and more patient than she deserved.

A moment later, Juanita pushed open the clinic door. She did not say a word. She did not have to. The expression on her face said it all.

 

His grandfather would have called it a “true dream.” Wispy images and sensations in Dan’s head pulsed with vivid color. Drumbeats sounded in his ears, and he felt the heavy thud at the base of his neck.

Right where it hurt the most.

A coldness seized him, and he tried to dive back into the dream, into the colorful oblivion behind his eyes. But he could not will himself to slip away again. A horde of thoughts and regrets battered at him. He thought about asking for more of the painkiller that had gotten him this far, but that would only postpone the inevitable.

He had to open his eyes and face what had happened to him.

Correction, he told himself. What he had done to himself.

Minor lacerations, the doctor had reported. A few cracked ribs. It was a good thing he had been wearing a high-quality helmet. Too bad none of his safety precautions could protect his spine.

Possible nerve damage, the doctor had said with a look on his face that chilled Dan to the center of his chest. The physician claimed he could not render a prognosis until Dan was transported to a major hospital for extensive neurological evaluation.

But the doctor’s expression, so studiously bland and gentle, said, Sorry, buddy. You’ll never walk again.

Dan insisted on two things. That the doctor keep his condition strictly confidential. And that Dan receive the largest legal dose of painkiller the doctor could, in good conscience, administer.

The physician agreed to both requests without hesitation.

But now, Dan was emerging from his narcotic fog, and he had some decisions to make. First, the lodge. The tribal council would help him. Maybe the winery would keep things afloat until the guests started coming. And hell, if it came to that, Dan still had his voice. He could record something new, though he’d look pretty ridiculous singing flat on his back.

And then there was Isabel… The pain lanced like lightning through him. He barely had time to compose his thoughts before she stepped into the room.

He hated himself for putting that expression on her face—that look of terror and pity and shattering grief. Her skin was pale and looked tautly drawn across her cheekbones. Her hair was mussed as if she had passed her fingers through it repeatedly in agitation. Her narrow hands were held clasped in front of her.

“Hi,” he said. “I just woke up.”

She nodded and stood at the foot of the bed, her gaze moving slowly over the apparatus that held him immobile. He was reminded of a time when their roles had been reversed, when she had been the patient. That was the beginning of the end for them the first time. Now, once again, their parting would take place in a hospital room.

“I would’ve waited all night if I had to,” she said. “Would’ve waited a lifetime.”

Dan let out a slow sigh. The bitter irony of it all ate at him. He had brought her here to make her see that they still loved each other, that they could make it together. And she had realized it, but the revelation had come too late. He knew she would stick by him through whatever ordeals he had to face in the coming months.

But he would never let her shackle herself to him now.

“I guess I deserve an ‘I told you so,’” he said.

“I’d never say that.” She moistened her lips.

The thought of never again tasting that beautiful, kissable mouth nearly drew a roar of anguish from him.

“How are you?” she asked, as he knew she would. “No one will tell me a thing. Exactly what’s hurt? What’s broken?”

“Nothing that can’t be fixed,” he lied. “Next year at this time, I’ll be back in the race.”

“You can’t mean you’d do it again.”

“Sure I would.” He troweled on more lies, saying anything—anything—to drive her away, to save her from loving a broken man. “I never should have come to see you again. You were right all along. I can’t change. I’ll always be wild and reckless. I’d drive you crazy.”

She looked stricken. Tears brimmed in her eyes. “You’re making me crazy now. I came to tell you I’d stay with you—”

“It’s no good. It didn’t work for us the first time, and it won’t work now. It was stupid of me to think it would.”

“But—”

“Go back home, Isabel,” he said in a hard-edged voice. “There’s nothing for you here.”

She stepped back from the bed, clutching her stomach as if he had struck her. She swept him with a horrified gaze, taking in the huge iron device holding his head, the stiff cage around his middle. “I’m not leaving you,” she whispered.

“I won’t let you stay. We can’t make it together. What happened today just proves it.”

The pain that flashed in her eyes made him want to reach out, to beg her to stay, but he forced himself to say, “I never should have found you again in the first place. I’m sorry for that.”

She looked at him for a long time. He thought she might cry, but she didn’t. She squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, looking both fierce and fragile. “I won’t force myself on you.”

“Goodbye, Isabel,” Dan said.

And when she turned away and walked out the door, he added in the faintest of whispers, “I love you.”








Eleven



“It’s wonderful to see all of you,” Isabel said, and she meant it. Sitting at her favorite garden café, enjoying a perfect Indian-summer afternoon, she truly did mean it. Six months after the disastrous bridal shower, Connie and Lucia had come over to Bainbridge Island for lunch.

Connie handed her a cream stock envelope. Somehow, Isabel knew before opening it what she would find.

It was an invitation to Anthony’s wedding.

“We figured you’d want to know,” Lucia said.

“You’re right.” Isabel smiled at them. Even after she had broken off the engagement with Anthony, his sisters remained friends with her. And Anthony surprised her by coming through with a contract for Dan’s lodge. By all reports, the team had a spectacular weekend, hosted by Clyde Looking and Theo Sohappy while Dan was still laid up.

“I’m pleased for Anthony,” Isabel said with conviction.

Connie touched the rim of her wineglass to the rim of Isabel’s. “We figured you would be. But what about you, sweetie?”

In an odd way, Isabel cherished the hurt that she lived with night and day, the hurt she had endured since last April, when Dan had ordered her out of his hospital room, out of his life. Sometimes, that pain was the only thing that reminded her she was alive. Early on, she had tried to call, but again and again he refused to speak to her.

“I’m all right,” she said, looking down, tucking a silky lock of hair behind her ear. She’d gone natural with her hair for the first time since high school, letting it grow in straight and stark black instead of using chemical perms and colors. Idly, she noted the blast of the one-fifteen ferry horn.

Summer sales at the plant nursery had broken records. Of the three new staff members she’d hired, two were Native Americans, and one was an expert on traditional Indian herbs.

In a burst of energy, she had totally redone her cottage. Over the bed hung her pride and joy—a Yakima mat woven with the design of a soaring eagle crest.

On a good day, she avoided thinking of Dan for whole minutes at a stretch.

But most days, she dwelled on the time she had spent at his lodge, remembering every moment, polishing it up in her memory until it gleamed with the soft patina of a lost dream.

She had stayed in touch with the Sohappys. They told her little of Dan, only that he had gone to a hospital in Olympia for therapy and then returned home. The lodge was prospering thanks to the winery that had sponsored the race and to record summer visitors. Word-of-mouth recommendations kept the place booked solid.

From Dan, there was nothing but silence.

Isabel gulped back her wine and tried to focus on what Lucia was saying, but a faint sound kept humming beneath the murmur of conversation.

She gazed down the length of the café garden. Most of the plants had come from her nursery. The flower beds and trees burst with fall color.

The roaring grew louder, more urgent. Lucia stopped talking. Isabel stopped breathing as unbearable anticipation built in her. And then, right where the gravel driveway turned off from the road, he appeared.

He was an image out of her most intimate dreams. Clad in black leather. A bandanna around his head. Inky, flowing hair. Mirror-lens sunglasses. The Harley beneath him bucking and spitting gravel like a wild animal.

“It’s Mr. Testosterone again,” Connie murmured as the machine roared up the terraced garden path.

Isabel stood, clutching her wineglass in fingers numb with shock. The apparition skidded to a halt, jerked the bike onto its kickstand and walked toward her. Long, loose strides with a limp that favored his right leg. Tall boots crunching on the path. Gold earring winking in one ear.

“This sort of déjà vu I can live with,” Lucia whispered.

He yanked off the mirror glasses and stared at Isabel. His dark eyes dragged down the length of her, and she felt the touch of his gaze like a caress.

The wineglass slipped from her fingers, struck the grass and rolled under the table. “What are you doing here?” she asked.


He gave her the old cocky grin, the expression that used to make her go weak in the knees.

It still worked.

She was still drawn to his aura of seductive danger, the faint sulkiness of his full lips, the powerful body as well tuned as his Harley. The lean hips and broad shoulders that made her body flush with memories.

“I came to see you,” he said. “And to say I’m sorry.”

Her cheeks heated with stinging color as she moved away from the table. “‘I’m sorry’?” she echoed. “You banished me from your life, and you think two words will cover it?”

“No,” he said in a low, rough voice. “It’ll take me a lifetime to make it up to you.”

“You can start now,” she said, folding her arms over her middle, not daring to let herself hope.

He gave her that lazy, Sunday-morning, stay-in-bed-all-day grin. “I figure it’s now or never, Isabel.”

She felt the rapt fascination of her friends, and from the corner of her eye, she saw Connie jerk her head, urging her to go with Dan.

Still uncertain, she took his hand, and they walked toward the Harley. She felt the unevenness of his gait. Rather than detracting from his physical grace, the limp shifted his weight in a way that was somehow wildly sexy.

He held out a helmet for her. She stepped back, dropping his hand and studying him. For the first time, she noticed a few extra lines around his eyes and mouth and a leanness in his face that had not been there before.

“I won’t go with you until you tell me the truth, Dan. I want to know the real reason you stayed away so long. Why you never called.” She eyed his right leg. “Just how bad were your injuries?”

He started to put on his mirror glasses, then seemed to think better of it. “Not so bad they didn’t heal, Isabel.”

“What about what you did to us?” she asked, forming the words around the ache of tears in her throat. “Will that heal?”

“Saying I’m sorry is only the beginning. When I sent you away, it was like cutting off an arm. Cutting out my heart, maybe. It was stupid, running you off when I had never needed you more.”

“Then why?” she persisted. “I need to know.”

“I thought I’d never walk again. I didn’t want to saddle you with that.”

She remembered the way he had looked in the hospital bed, immobilized by a stainless-steel scaffold. Realization hit her like a thunderclap—it hadn’t been anger she’d seen in his eyes, but fear. “I can’t believe you thought your physical condition would make a difference in the way I feel, Dan.”

“Like I said, it was stupid. I was stupid. But I’ve had a lot of time to learn a few things.”

“What sort of things?”

“That I don’t need to take risks, to go looking for danger, to hide from my feelings. My reckless rebel days are over.”

A rush of elation rose through her, and her mouth curved into a smile. “Well, it’s about damned time. I’ll hold you to that.”

“I know.” Without warning, he set down the helmet and pulled her against him so that she was engulfed by the textures and scents that had haunted her dreams all summer.

From the corner of her eye, Isabel saw Connie briskly fanning her face.

“Forgive me,” Dan said, brushing his lips over hers, “for wanting to make sure I could heal before I came back to you.”

“That is stupid,” she whispered, entranced by the way he was kissing her, so lightly and gently that her head swam. “You should’ve told me.”

“I’m telling you now,” he said, still kissing her almost senseless.

“Telling me what?” she managed to ask.

“That I love you. That I want us to get married. Have babies. Grow plants and build picket fences and plan fundraisers and go fishing—”

“Yes,” she said, sliding her fingers through his long, silky hair, letting the bandanna drift to the ground.

“Yes to what?” he asked.

“To all of the above.”
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