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Chapter One
By the time he got to Queen Charlotte City, Scott thoroughly regretted his decision to take the ferry. He could have flown. He realized by now that he should have taken the jet from Vancouver to the Queen Charlotte Islands.

Instead, he had taken one ferry to Vancouver Island and another to Queen Charlotte, thinking that it would be better for the baby. That was before he discovered that Robin Scott Alexander was subject to violent attacks of seasickness. Incredible that he and this baby could share blood, yet take to the sea so differently.

Sitting in the aft passenger lounge of the ferry, Scott crooned at the baby. Robin Scott howled back at him. Scott made rocking motions with his arms in hopes of enticing the unhappy infant into silence, perhaps even into sleep. During all his own years at sea, Scott had secretly believed that seasickness was psychological, a physical symptom of fear. Yet here he was, saddled with a two-month-old bundle of screaming, whimpering agonies, and a twenty-six hour ferry trip. Psychological? He had always tried to be patient with his seasick crewmembers, but he vowed in future to be more sympathetic.

Easy, kiddo, he crooned, shifting the baby up to his shoulder.

Behind him, an irritable voice muttered, Shut that bloody kid up, for God's sake! I'm getting sick of this! 

So was he! Scott stood up with Robin in his arms and grimaced wryly at the amused stare of the matronly woman sitting opposite. Earlier, he had nursed the futile hope that she might offer to hold the baby, might silence Robin with some magical motherly touch. Unfortunately, his wishful thinking had been pure fantasy. The matron had smiled sympathetically, but showed no sign of wanting to take over Scott's problem.

Walking, pacing between the rows of passenger seats on the Queen of the North, Scott finally soothed the infant into stillness. 

Silence, then the faint moaning, then the stiffening of the little body. He recognized the warning signs, knew he had only seconds to avert disaster. He dodged around two slow-moving, elderly men and dashed through the cafeteria, then around three businessmen and a young mother with a toddler. He ran desperately for the men's room and-this time-got there before young Robin threw up all over yet another clean shirt!

A day and a night on the ferry and Scott had worked his way through three shirts and two pairs of trousers. And this was supposed to be simpler than taking the jet?

But it had seemed such a good idea. Robin Scott Alexander had been an angel back in Vancouver. Too young to realize he had lost his mother, to worry that his future was very uncertain, the baby had slept through the funeral, and had gurgled happily in his crib while Scott sorted through Donna's possessions, crating up the personal things that the baby might want some day, sending them on by courier to his own home on Cortes Island. Sorting, throwing out, saving, he had learned more about Donna than he had known during her short life.

While he sorted through the souvenirs of Donna's life, he had wrestled with the problem of this baby, Donna's child by a man she had never been willing to name. He did not want to leave the child to the whims of the social welfare system, orphaned and alone, and yet-

Then he had found the letters, just as Robin opened his throat and let out a mighty wail. A new diaper-thank the lord for the public health nurse who had come and shown Scott about diapers and formulas! Then a bottle, and with Robin sucking contentedly on his bottle, Scott had read the letters that gave him the answer to little Robin's future. One phone call and he was sure baby Robin's father would be flying to Vancouver to take charge of his son.

The Queen Charlotte Islands, those ancient bits of land in the cold Pacific waters of northern British Columbia. Scott had seen the hills and mountains from the decks of various ships over the years. Always passing by, he had never set foot on their shores. His memories held scraps of information gathered from magazine articles and film documentaries, an impression of ancient forests, of quiet, good-hearted people, a world apart from the rat race. A good omen, he had thought. A home for young Robin amid the sounds of sea birds and the love of people close to nature.

Robin. Donna had named the baby after its father.

But there was no telephone number to match the name on Donna's letters. There could be any number of reasons for that. The man might have his number under a business listing. How the devil had Donna, a pure city girl, met a man from those remote islands? Scott had frowned down at the baby, staring into dark eyes that seemed black in most lights. A stranger, this baby, with dark hair and dark eyes, with none of the fair coloring of the Alexanders. Although young Robin Scott Alexander had never been exposed to the hot sun, his skin was darker than Scott's own weathered fair skin, certainly unlike Donna's smooth, pale flesh. Perhaps the father was Haida Indian, or part Haida. It was certainly a possibility, if he lived on the Charlottes.

Reading the letters Donna left behind, he had realized guiltily that he had been too busy with his own life, that Donna had needed him and he had not been there for her. And now little Robin needed someone. Scott frowned, realizing he was planning to hand the infant over to a name on a piece of paper.

What other choice had he? Sylvia, Donna's foster mother, was too frail to take on a child, and there was no one else. Caroline would be shocked if he suggested she look after this child, and rightly so. He shied away from the idea of asking Caroline to marry him and give Robin Scott a home and a family. Marriage had never had a place in Scott's plans for the future, and it was unlikely he'd have any aptitude for fatherhood.

No. It was impossible for him to give the baby a home. A man could not look after a child by remote control from a ship in the Beaufort Sea, even if his year's work was usually completed in the eighteen weeks or so when those northern waters were navigable.

So the answer lay in Queen Charlotte City, a mere hour by commercial jet from Vancouver. But Scott had rejected the idea of the jet, not wanting to disembark at Sandspit airport with an infant baby, dependent on local transportation to get him across the harbor from Sandspit to Queen Charlotte, to find an address that was only a number on a piece of paper. He disliked the idea of being ejected from a taxi, complete with baby and diaper bag, to confront a stranger, yet knew he could not dump little Robin alone in a hotel room while he checked things out.

He might be able to rent a car at the airport, but he had been in enough small, northern communities to know that he could easily end up stranded at the airport with a telephone number for a car rental outfit, and no one answering at the other end. Far better to arrive with his own transport. After all, the Queen of the North made regular trips to the Queen Charlotte Islands. A big, modern, roll-on, roll-off ferry with staterooms and dining rooms. Better, travelling with a baby on the ferry, driving off in his own truck. Especially as Robin was such a placid young thing. The baby would sleep the voyage away.

In fact, Robin did sleep, all the way from Port Hardy across the Queen Charlotte Sound, to Bella Bella and across Milbanke Sound. Throughout the journey, Scott stayed at the baby's side, chained by his unaccustomed role as nursemaid.

Normally, Scott would have looked up acquaintances among the crew. He had caught a glimpse of the captain, had recognized him, and would have liked to make his way up to the bridge and share reminisces of their days as seamen on the coastguard's Alexander MacKenzie. Instead, he had stayed with Robin, appreciating for the first time how much a child could trap a young mother.

Then, in the middle of the night in Princess Royal Channel, the southeasterly winds had hit. Nothing dangerous, nothing he would have thought about twice, but enough to upset passengers with frail stomachs.

And Donna's baby.

When Scott went into the men's room to rinse out his first shirt, all he could see was the soles of shoes through the spaces below the cubicle doors. Sick passengers. Sick baby.

Robin alternated between screaming and throwing up all through the night, falling into a fitful sleep as the ship docked in Prince Rupert. Then, at noon, when they set sail again, Robin whimpered. As they crossed Chatham Sound, windy but not terribly rough, Robin writhed in Scott's arms. They cleared the islands into Hecate Strait, and the baby gave up any pretence of calm.

Queen of the North, big and sturdy though she was, shuddered as she crashed down on the steep waves of the Hecate Strait. A southeaster, with all the anger of the Pacific flooding into the big, shallow strait. The waves were steep and violent, miserable going in the most seaworthy of vessels.

After changing out of his third shirt, even Scott couldn't face the thought of supper in the cafeteria, and in fact the kitchen had closed. Scott got himself a hot chocolate from the dispenser, then took one of Robin's bottles down to have it warmed. Robin rejected the bottle in any case, and Scott didn't finish his chocolate.

Finally, they cleared the markers at Lawn Point and turned to make the run into Queen Charlotte harbor. Sheltered from the south wind by the mass of Moresby Island, the Queen settled into calm water. Robin fell asleep just as the announcement came on the loudspeakers. All passengers to the car decks.
> 
The matronly woman from the passenger lounge stopped Scott as he started down the stairs to deck C. Next time, she advised in husky, expert tones, Give the poor thing a bit of Gravol before you take him onto a boat. He shouldn't have to be so sick. A bit of Gravol and he'd sleep the whole trip away. 

Thanks, he muttered, knowing there would be no next time. His custody of this child was purely temporary.

She bent to look at the baby, stroking his cheek with a gentle finger. Robin opened dark eyes and stared at her without expression and the woman looked from the baby to the man holding him. Takes after his mother, doesn't he? she decided. He certainly doesn't look much like you. 





Chapter Two
Melody woke Monday morning at eight-thirty, later than usual, thickheaded and yearning to curl back up under the covers after her late night. She resisted the lazy impulse. Seven of the recordings were complete, ready for Robin and the band, but there were five more, ideas roughed out but not ready yet, and the recording studio booked in Los Angeles for a date only six weeks away.

She got up and pulled on her housecoat, more for warmth than modesty. She usually slept in an oversized T-shirt. With the trees surrounding her house, the chances of anyone looking in on her were minimal. She was accustomed to wandering around the house in bare feet and the T-shirt most mornings until she had consumed at least three cups of coffee.

Not today, though. That wind was cold, and somehow the electric heating system was not keeping up with the cool wind. She went around turning up the thermostats in all the rooms, cursing Amanda and Charlie for their nineteen-year-old decision to pull out the oil furnace and install electric heat. It might have made sense back then, when electricity was so much cheaper, but now ...

Of course, Amanda and Charlie had hardly ever been here to realize how much better the oil furnace would have been. There would have been something so much more warm about heated air blasting out of vents in the floor, but from their long-term hotel room in the Caribbean, Amanda and Charlie could hardly be expected to think about the virtues of cuddly warmth. It was just lucky that they had left the fireplaces intact!

She put on the coffee to drip, then took the recording she had made last night into the living room and pushed it into the stereo.

The living room was massive, a long room running from the front of the house to the back. It was divided into two parts, more by decor than by shape. The front, with windows looking out over the front lawn, through the trees to the water, was the public part, decorated with light, old-style wallpaper and big oak beams. Two big over-stuffed sofas, the television set, bookshelves and coffee tables. The massive picture window.

The back was private, the walls dark walnut, the drapes a deep, rust-colored brocade. Everything warm and dark and private, even the two big easy chairs that faced away from the public part, looking out at shadowed moss under old, twisted trees, at the creek that murmured as it moved endlessly, dividing the Connacher property from the Edgley property.

The stereo system was at the back, positioned by Charlie for optimum listening from those two chairs. Typical Connacher priorities: music came first. Melody had installed the new ham radio transceiver there, too, mainly because it was close to the antenna tower she and Robin had put up years ago, when they had jointly gained their amateur radio certificates.

Her eyes fell on the radio transceiver and she smiled, thinking that Charlie would have a fit when he found out how she had contaminated his favorite room with the dits and dahs of Morse code, the howling and squealing of distorted radio signals. Certainly that had never been Charlie's intention when he and Amanda bought this hideaway. But, possession being nine points of the law, Melody was the one in control here, no matter how the deed of title was worded. And Charlie might rant and rave, but in the end he would let her have her way. Years ago, after one disastrous attempt to put her on stage, Charlie had learned it was easier to give in to his daughter than to fight her.

Before turning the stereo on, she went to get a cup of freshly brewed coffee, then curled her feet up under herself in the big chair nearest the window and reached one hand out to push the button that would start the music.

She listened with her dark eyes closed, her hands with their short, unpolished nails curled around the warmth of her coffee mug, her unbrushed, short brunette hair tumbled wildly around her head. The bass guitar took over the room, then the percussion instruments, then Melody's own voice, which was only a substitute to put the words in place over the music. It would be Robin singing the words in the studio, and in addition to this version, she would give the band the written music and words, and a clean DAT tape with only instrumentation, no voice. In fact, if Robin turned up in Queen Charlotte in time, she would get him to do the voice-over.

It was good, with the dreamy, poetic rhythm that she was best at. Her mind substituted Robin's deep, powerful voice for her own and she felt the excitement growing. This one was going to be a winner. It might be the title song for the album.

The music faded to silence with a final, emotional chord from the bass guitar. All synthetic, the guitar and the percussion instruments, but Jeff had advised her well. The equipment upstairs might lie in one of the best recording studios in North America, and no one listening could tell that this was not real musicians playing tunes to Melody's command.

She shut off the stereo and went for another cup of coffee, decided against breakfast because she was out of yogurt and had no milk to pour over her granola. She would buy milk today, after her session upstairs and before she went to the radio station. She wrote herself a note-'milk'-and tacked it up on her bulletin board.

She washed up her supper dishes from last night as she drank the coffee, her mind already upstairs in the sound room, then she poured another cup of coffee and carried it with her upstairs to her bedroom.

The doorbell rang just as she pulled her sweater out of its drawer. She hesitated, then started unzipping her robe. She would dress first. Nine o'clock on a Monday morning. Surely no one would be in such a massive hurry that they couldn't wait while she put on her clothes.

She shrugged out of the robe just as the buzzer went again. Damn! This was the islands and surely nothing was that urgent! It was probably the mailman with the contracts from her agent. Peter always sent them registered, which she could never see the point of because it was no faster and they could easily be re-copied and sent again if they should go astray. Registered meant that she had to come to the door and sign for the envelope, inevitably meaning that she had to interrupt a session in the music room, throwing everything out of sync and putting her back a half-hour by the time she got back to work and in the mood after listening to the mailman's gossip. 

Melody knew her weaknesses. She was too easily distracted. Two or three small interruptions could throw her whole morning into a useless frustration. So she locked her door when she went to the music room, turned the unlisted telephone off, and everyone knew that you didn't try to contact Melody Connacher before one in the afternoon.

She should be thankful that she was behind schedule this morning, that the postman would only interrupt her dressing, not her creative mood. She zipped the dressing gown back up and went downstairs to the door, throwing it open.

In a hurry this morning? she asked mildly, her anger toned down to friendly criticism. Her temper flared quickly, but anger never lasted long for Melody.

The man on her doorstep was a total stranger.

Melody pushed her hair back in an unconscious attempt to tidy herself, to look less like a sleepy slob. She said briskly, Yes. Can I help you? 

He wasn't the mailman, not unless Canada Post had given up on blue uniforms and gone to immaculate gray trousers and leather, sheepskin-lined jackets. Not to mention the captain's hat that topped it all off, giving him the look of an inappropriately polished but tough man of the sea.

She started to smile, then the curve of her lips faded to a frown as she realized that his hazel eyes held no warm lights in them, his mouth no friendly curve to it. It was character in his face, she decided, not handsomeness. She felt a sensual jolt that surprised her, even while she decided thankfully that he was a stranger whose frown was not going to mean trouble for her.

Is Robin Connacher here? His voice was firm, pleasant, and he was accustomed to people jumping when he spoke. Behind him, she could see the black truck he must have driven up her twisted driveway. It was a four-wheel drive, shining and expensive. Like the man, it was obvious that the truck meant business.

Sorry, she said, smiling slightly, her mind putting musical notes to words about a sea captain with a big truck and tired laughter lines radiating from his eyes. He was obviously an islander, although she knew she had never seen him before. She would have remembered. He had the tough confidence that went with the wild north. A fisherman perhaps, maybe even a neighbor. The house down the hill had been for sale six months now, and last week the real estate agent's car had been there, showing someone around. There was no laughter in his voice or his eyes, though, so Melody snapped out of her whimsical daze and repeated more firmly, Sorry, he's not here. 

He doesn't live here? The voice seemed to lose something of its authority. This isn't Robin Connacher's house? 

You've got the right place. Did Robin live here? Did Robin actually live anywhere specific? She shrugged that question away and said, But you can't see him. Sorry. If you want to give me a message for him, I can see it gets delivered. 

That won't do, he said, frowning.

She resisted an urge to salute and say Aye, aye, captain.

I've got to talk to him. He looked back at his truck and she followed his gaze, then stared at him when he grumbled, Did you ever think of getting someone in to fix up that driveway? 

With four-wheel drive, I wouldn't think you'd have a problem, she snapped back. My van does it all the time. 

He shrugged something away, then the irritation was gone and he was smiling down at her. He wasn't a tall man, but then neither was she tall, and he had the big, heavy shoulders of a wrestler or a weight lifter. She felt small and ridiculously feminine. 

He said, I'm a bit over-tired. I took the ferry up from Port Hardy and didn't have a very good sleep in my hotel last night. 

She nodded and tried to pretend that she did not realize his eyes had fixed on the free swelling of her breasts under the soft housecoat. It was time he left, past time she got to work. She could spend the morning on her front veranda, feeling tousled and oddly vulnerable, or she could work on the eighth song.

Look, do you have a message for Robin, or- 

He shook his head, pushing his hands into the pockets of the suede jacket. No message. I have to see him personally. I take it he's at work? When will he be home? I could come back this evening or- 

He won't be here. She heard a sound, muffled, like a baby's cry, and he jerked around towards his truck. She said, It's probably a raven. They're all over the islands. He must not be an islander, not when he talked about staying in a hotel. She added, They're fantastic mimics. The ravens, I mean. They can sound like a baby, or a dune buggy engine, or a rock dropping in water. 

His eyes flew from his truck back to her. The sound came again before she realized that she was wrong, that it was no raven. He looked uneasy, something she suspected did not happen all that often. 

It's a baby, he said.

She laughed. Your day to look after the baby? He was obviously not accustomed to the job. 

The baby yelped again and he jerked, torn between going to the truck and not going. No, he said abruptly. I-Oh, hell! Just wait a minute, would you? 

He ran to the truck just as the cries turned to wails. He was back with the baby in his arms, holding it as if he had done it a lot, but still with that uneasy look in his eyes. The baby didn't stop crying, although he joggled it gently and rubbed its back.

Maybe it needs changing, she suggested. Or feeding? 

Maybe, he agreed. Listen, I really have to see Robin Connacher. I'm Scott Alexander, and I've come up here from the lower mainland specially to see him. 

She shook her head. I'm sorry, but you're out of luck. He's not here. As I said, I can get a message to him, but unless you want to sit around a few weeks waiting, you won't get to see him here. 

Damn! The baby's wailing gained power with the man's curse. He lowered his voice, pressing the baby against his shoulder and saying with a subdued anger, It's urgent that I see him. Wherever he is, I've got to get there and talk to him. I-Who are you? 

She frowned, wondering just what Robin was involved in. Wild though he was, it really wasn't like her twin to get into the kind of trouble that brought tough-looking men to his door. If this tough stranger had come looking for Charlie, she could believe it more easily. Her father was always in scrapes. But Robin?

I'm Melody Connacher, she said, suddenly wondering why he had a baby with him. A baby, and he was a stranger, staying in a hotel, so he had no family locally. Of course, he might have a wife with him, but in that case, why wasn't she in the truck, holding the baby? Where was the baby's mother? And what on earth was he doing here?

Realizing that she should have been suspicious from the first, she demanded abruptly, What is it you want with Robin? 

Where is he? he countered, speaking softly so as not to disturb the baby's sudden silence.

Away, she snapped. She could feel her heart pounding. It would be hours after he left before she could get herself quieted and in a mood for working. Damn the man! Why do you want him? 

It's personal. The baby stirred. The man sighed in a way that made her remember he had said he was tired. She almost invited him into the house, but she knew better than that. He could be anyone at all. An axe murderer. A baby kidnapper.

He demanded, Are you Connacher's wife? 

Robin's not- She broke off, knowing she should not give out personal details about Robin. Then, not realizing she was going to tell him, she said abruptly, I'm his sister. 

He's not married? 

She crossed her arms over her breasts and the man nodded, as if she had answered his question. You must have a phone number for him, or an address, a hotel where he's staying. It's really very important. 

He was persuasive, his voice sending messages that said he was trustworthy and responsible, that she could tell him anything. But her childhood and those two years in Los Angeles had given her a wariness that reminded her Robin was famous enough to be fair game for all kinds of crazy schemes. 

No, she said. I can give him a message if you like. Then if he wants to see you, he'll call you. I don't give out his phone number or his address. She smothered a grin at that, thinking of city things like telephones, and Robin on his little ship in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.

The baby drowned out his answer with a powerful scream. Melody winced. The man holding the infant shouted to drown out the howling. Look, Ms. Connacher, we've got to talk! But first of all this baby needs tending to! 

The wind twisted over the veranda and she hugged herself closer, aware of her bare feet as his eyes dropped to the hem of her housecoat. She snapped, It's not my baby. 

He scowled at her, the expression in his eyes as violent as his arms were tender on the child. The poor baby howled even more loudly. He needs changing, but it's bloody cold out here. Why don't you open that door and let us in. We can talk better inside. 

No. They glared at each other. A baby could be a novel gimmick to get into a strange house. It was not his house, but Melody felt nervous. Not that she thought he would physically force his way inside, but those eyes had changed from hazel to granite and he was the sort of man who got his way regardless of rules or opponents. She bit her lip and asked again, What is it you want Robin for? 

Not me, it's the baby that wants him. 

The baby? she repeated, her voice sharp and startled.

Yes. His baby. 

His- Her lips were open but nothing was coming out. Robin's baby? The baby did have Robin's glowing skin, his dark hair, a heritage from an unidentified Latin ancestor. Even Robin's eyes. But-

You can't just burst in here and- 

I'm not in anywhere, he corrected wryly. She felt his presence like a physical blow as he shifted a few inches closer. I'm out in the cold. 

She shook her head, sending the curls tumbling as she finished in a rising voice, -and claim a strange baby is my brother's. You-you think just because he looks like Robin that you can- 

Does he? He looked down at the baby, his own eyes hazel again, assessing as he said, I thought he must. He certainly doesn't look like Donna. 

Donna? She had never even heard Robin mention the name Donna! Surely Robin would have told her? Granted, they'd seen little of each other these last two years, but surely he would have told her if he'd fathered a child? This had to be a con, although this stranger looked far too blunt and direct for a con man. She bit her lip, unable to keep her eyes off the baby with Robin's eyes, her eyes. She said, I don't know anyone named Donna. 

Can't we leave that until later? His voice had lost the aggressiveness, but this firm, persuasive gentleness might be every bit as dangerous as the lord-high-captain voice. She started to tell him it was not her baby, that she had no reason to believe it was Robin's either, but before the words could come he seemed to read her mind.

He said, It's not my baby either, but it is crying, and shouldn't we look after its problems before we settle our own? A new diaper and a bottle of formula. 

I don't have any diapers. You'll have to go down to the Shop Easy, or- 

Suddenly she found herself with an armful of squalling baby. She clutched instinctively, afraid of dropping the infant. Listen, Mr. Whoever-you-are, I don't know anything about looking after babies! You can't just dump it here and- 

I'm getting the diapers, he said, and he was gone, covering the ground between the veranda and his truck with quick strides. She stood in the doorway while the baby burped something up on her housecoat. She stared after the man, wondering if he really was getting diapers. It seemed more likely that he would get behind the wheel and drive away.

She shouted, If you drive off, I'm calling the police. They'll be here before you can back down to the road! 

He reached into the truck, then emerged with a bag that looked identical to those used by the young mothers around Queen Charlotte. It seemed very out of place in the hands of this muscular, he-man type. He was grinning as he slammed the door of the truck and took the stairs up to the veranda towards her two at a time. Don't worry, I'm not deserting you. Diapers, as promised, and I believe you about the police. That driveway certainly wasn't made for quick getaways. 

He stopped, close enough that she could smell the soap he had showered with that morning. Fresh and tangy and masculine. She frowned. Her thoughts ran like a soap advertisement, and that should be a warning to her. If she didn't get to work soon, she would be doing advertising copy instead of songs.

He shifted the strap of the bag onto one shoulder and reached the other hand up. She jerked, thinking he was going to touch her, but his fingers brushed the baby's cheek, not Melody's. The infant turned his head towards the man's hand, opening his mouth and sucking noisily on a brown, callused finger. Watching, Melody saw the man's expression change to tenderness as he looked down at the suckling baby. She felt an impulse to reach up and trace the lines drawn on his weathered cheek by that half-smile.

Are you going to let us in? he asked, smiling widely enough for her to see the laughter lines crinkle around his eyes. He must have been psychic because he added, We're not dangerous. 

Maybe not the baby, she said, and his laughter sounded as she had imagined it would, full and real, not forced at all. She stepped back and he was inside before she had time to wonder if she was crazy.

He stopped inside the door, reaching back to close it behind her. She stopped too, waiting.

Somewhere to change the baby? he suggested.

She looked towards the living room and he smiled, his eyes taking in its comfortable elegance. The kitchen table? he suggested. That would be better. And we could start warming up a bottle. 

We? She looked down and found those eyes staring back at her. Her eyes. Robin's. The eyes they had inherited from their mother. The eyes this baby had inherited from his father? Perhaps. She knew she was not going to turn out the man and this baby, not just yet.

He said firmly, Yes, we. Until we get to this baby's father, you and I are the nearest thing it has to kin. 

His mother? What about the mother? Surely the mother had not pushed her child aside. Robin would never be interested in the kind of woman who- 

She's dead. He said it flatly, without emotion, and she stared at him. The kitchen, he reminded her, and she wondered if he was as untouched as he appeared. What had the mother been to him? Kin? She stared at the baby and thought about the kind of odd, intertwined relationships that seemed to belong in the madness that was LA and the world she had escaped.

The baby shifted and Melody could feel the dampness. First things first. She led the way, still holding the baby because he wasn't offering to. She stopped at the kitchen table and said firmly, You'll have to do this. I haven't a clue what to do. 

You've never changed a baby? 

Never, she said firmly.

Just my luck. I thought all girls baby-sat. Surely- 

I didn't have that kind of childhood. Now why had she said that? As if she were inviting his interest, and she saw the curiosity, the response that seemed to mean he was as aware of her as she was of him. She had never felt a response to a man's smell before, but her nostrils caught that after-shower scent again and she felt an answering quivering deep inside herself. Take it, she said, holding the baby out, rejecting the crazy feelings.

His lips twitched, but he did not quite smile. He took the baby. Have you got a bath towel? She went and got one and he nodded to the table. She spread it out, then watched as he efficiently stripped the lower half of the baby, put the diaper in a plastic bag and said, You'll have somewhere to dispose of that? 

Yes, she agreed, taking it, unable to resist adding, You, on the other hand, seem to be an expert in this baby business. Maybe you baby-sat for spending money when you were a kid? 

No, he said absently. I fished. Put a pot of water on the stove to heat up a bottle. 

A fisherman. She had been right. 

Aye, aye, captain, she said. His head jerked around and she grinned. You're bossy, you know. You're used to giving orders. 

But she put the water on, although he was the one who fed the baby. 

Somewhere more comfortable? she suggested, and he followed her into the living room with baby and bottle. She wanted to sit across from him and watch, intrigued by the sight of the big man holding the tiny baby with such care, fascinated by the look on his face when he bent to watch the tiny person suckling on the rubber nipple.

Perhaps because she wanted so much to watch, and because the desire was uncomfortably stirring, she stood up and said abruptly, I have things to do. Make yourself comfortable. I'll be back in a few minutes. 

It was past time she got dressed. She ran up the stairs, leaving him behind. Her sweater lay on the bed, her jeans a jumble on the floor where she had dropped them when she picked up her dressing gown to put it back on. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she shed the dressing gown again.

She was tumbled, rumpled, as if she had just come from her bed. She had not yet brushed her hair into tame order this morning. Her lips, always red, looked fuller than usual, vulnerable. No wonder he had stared at her when she told him she was leaving him alone with the baby. She looked ... sensual, she thought, not liking the word.

She dressed quickly, zipped her jeans up and pulled the sweater on. She brushed her hair briskly, taming her curls into waves. When she put the brush down, her hair had its daytime look, smooth and controlled as if she had just been to the salon. A pity, Amanda had always said, that Melody had the dramatic coloring, the full dark lips and the wonderfully wavy hair, when she was the one Connacher who hated to be up on the stage. Wasted.

She made her bed, pulling the blue pile spread smooth. She hung up her robe and put away her T-shirt. She pulled the bedroom door tight behind her and went down the corridor to the music room, stopping at the head of the stairs and listening, hearing a faint murmur that might be her uninvited guest talking to a baby.

She moved from the synthesizer to the multi-track recorder in her sound room, her hands hovering, but touching nothing. It was ridiculous to pretend she could work right now. She lifted the page of notes for a hauntingly sad song about a girl at the side of the sea, and her fisherman lover who went out on the herring fishery and lost everything in a cold, fierce winter storm ... his life ... his love.

She knew that when she went back to the song, the fisherman lover would have changed, taken on a reality that was beyond her usual fantasies. He was downstairs.

She was stalling and she knew it. Avoiding going back, avoiding the complication of this baby and the man. She had learned to protect herself from distractions, to shield herself from the rat race that destroyed what was creative in her, from the trivial tasks that sucked away her spontaneity. Not selfish so much as necessary, because she had almost lost herself before she learned to say no to the people who demanded parts of her.

You're giving away your power, Jeff had warned her three years ago. You're letting Peter and Robin and all the others have the energy you need, suck your talent dry. You think you owe them something, that you have to give because they ask, but you don't. You owe yourself something. Turn us off. Say no. Find yourself again. 

It had been difficult to say no to Peter. He was more than her agent. At first she had been flattered because he was good looking and important and he seemed to admire her. She had wanted to be swept off her feet, in love, and he said he loved her. She supposed she had wanted to belong to someone who was actually there when she opened her eyes, not flying from Paris to Toronto to the Caribbean. She wanted love, and she had said yes when he asked her to marry him.

He had molded her in the image he wanted, but she had almost lost herself in the process. She hated the publicity he said was essential to her career, but when she said so, his voice had turned from loving tolerance to a sharp weapon. So she had given in to him, but her songs dried up and she had cried often without knowing why. She had wondered who she was and why she was and what it meant when Peter said he loved her, whether she really loved him.

That was when she had gone to Jeff, the sound man on Robin's band and a good friend. She had been desperate for advice, had known Jeff would see things more clearly than she could.

That horrible scene when she walked out on Peter seemed unreal now, three years later. She thought it must be unreal to Peter as well. Peter was only her agent now, a good agent and a cool friend. Impossible to think that she had once believed she loved him.

Even Robin had been taking advantage of her in those days, holding her in the rat race of LA when she needed to be alone, insisting he needed her at his rehearsals. The day she told him she was leaving, leaving Peter and LA and going up to live in the house at Queen Charlotte, Robin had looked at her as if she had betrayed the bond they had shared from the moment of birth.

She had needed to put over a thousand miles between herself and the world of recording studios and high-pressure productivity, but she had her life the way she wanted it now. She had learned to say no. Most of the time, at least. But saying no to an infant baby? Robin's baby?

A part of her wanted to push the man back out the door, to deny that this had anything to do with her. Another part remembered childhood, and backstage rooms, and Robin being there when Amanda and Charlie and everyone else forgot. Robin's child downstairs. If that was true, this baby would be the closest thing to a child of her own that was ever likely to be.





[bookmark: three]Chapter Three
The baby was lying on its stomach on the sofa, a towel under it and a pillow placed to prevent its rolling off onto the floor. Melody stared down at the tiny form encased in a fuzzy garment.

The man was at the other end of the living room, moving slowly along the rack of tapes and compact discs, perhaps assessing her, or Robin, by the music he found there. He had taken his jacket off. Under it he wore a long sleeved, beige cotton shirt, the cuffs rolled back to his elbows. His arms matched his shoulders and chest, rock-hard and heavily muscled.

What did you say your name was? She moved towards him, wanting to pull him away from that part of the house, into the public part where he would be more easily controlled.

Alexander, he said, not looking up. Scott Alexander. You've got a lot of Robin Conners' music here, haven't you? I didn't know he'd done some of these albums. He looked up then, smiling, thinking music instead of babies, it seemed. You're a Conners fan. So was Donna. 

His eyes rested on her change of appearance, the smoothly waving hair, the sweater that drowned out her figure. His expression became thoughtful, assessing, and she wondered what she had told him, without knowing. She felt an uncomfortable excitement that left her slightly breathless.

She moved to take the compact disc case out of his hand. Incredible, but it seemed that he did not know. She frowned, but it was not her place to tell him. Not yet, anyway. 

The long-playing records are a few years old. I don't think they're available any more. Done before Ro-Conners became popular. I've got all his- She broke off and asked, Would you like a cup of coffee? Then, if you've got some kind of evidence that child is my brother's, perhaps it would be time to bring it out. 

He nodded abruptly and went to the sofa where he had left his jacket beside the baby. She followed him and took the bundle of letters that he held out. She wanted to take it away, to the kitchen or upstairs, somewhere private so that he would not be watching while she read. She recognized Robin's handwriting. The first letter was dated June of last year, written from the house here.

Last June. Robin had turned up suddenly, storming into the house, taciturn and moody. It had been almost a year since he had spent any time in Queen Charlotte. According to Jeff, all winter Robin had disappeared after every performance, although no one knew where. Melody had been too tied up in her own priorities to wonder much about either the disappearances or the moody visit in June. Robin's business, she had told herself. If he wanted her to know, he would tell her.

The answer was here, in a letter written by her twin to his love.

You have asked the one thing I can't give you, my darling. I hated the harsh words and anger of our parting, but now, with the anger gone, nothing is changed. Even for you, my love, I can't give up my career. I would not be the man you say you love if I killed that part of myself. I believe that we could make a loving home, a close family, without that sacrifice. If you decide to try, you know always how to reach me. If not, there's no point in our seeing each other again, is there? With love, and hope. Robin.
The other letters were older. Written in Robin's hand. Love letters. She did not read them. How old is the baby? she asked, whispering.

Two months. 

Conceived before they parted in anger, already alive in Donna's womb when Robin wrote that letter, although Robin must not have known. Last June. She closed her eyes and remembered Robin's visit. Two weeks of Robin at his worst, difficult and moody, prowling the living room each morning. Watching for the postman? She put the letters down, deliberately not handing them back to him. 

By right those are Robin's. 

Yes. 

She said intensely, He didn't know. She must not have told him about the baby. Robin wouldn't have taken off if she had. 

No, she didn't tell him. She didn't tell me, either, who the father was. She said she loved him, but she couldn't stand to be always like her foster-her mother had been, always waiting for her husband to come home. Then, finally, he answered the question she had not asked. She was my sister. She died ten days ago. 

Oh, God, she whispered. Poor Robin. 

The baby shifted, grumbling, and Melody touched the little shoulder, wondering how she was going to tell Robin.

Now that you know why, he said, will you tell me how to get in touch with him? His hands pushed deeply into his pockets, his shoulders threatening to burst the seams of his shirt.

She swallowed. You can't. Not now. He's in the middle of the Pacific. 

He's a seaman? On a ship? He became briskly businesslike. Radiotelephone? Satellite phone? All those big ships have communications these days. 

She prowled restlessly to the map of the world that was tacked up over the radio. Not a big ship. He's on a sailboat, halfway to Hawaii on a sailboat. She swung back to the man and the baby. I can talk to him on amateur radio, but that's as public as shouting in the town square. I can't talk to him about something like this. I can't tell him when he's alone out there. 

He looked at his watch, frowning, then turned and stared at the sleeping baby. I could leave him with you. You're his aunt, after all. You can deliver him to the father. 

She could feel it closing in on her, could feel herself losing control again. How could she ever finish the songs in time if she had a baby to look after? What did she know about babies? She said desperately, And you're his uncle, and one hell of a lot more capable of looking after a baby than I am. At least you know how to change diapers, what to do about bottles and formulas. I don't know beans about any of that, and I can't- 

What I know about it you could write on a postage stamp. He prowled across the carpet, his voice angry but muted as if to avoid waking the baby. A half hour with a public health nurse. What she told me, I'll tell you. 

I- Poor baby. Robin's baby. Of course, she would have to take care of it. Heaven knew how she would manage to finish the last five songs. I suppose you have to be back at work somewhere. What is your name again? 

Alexander. He looked down at the baby and something happened to the harshness in his face. He said, I'm due on board ship in three weeks. I had been planning a trip to Mexico with a friend in the meantime, but ... 

***

She woke early, before the alarm rang, and lay still for a moment, listening to the whisper of wind in the trees outside. The house was silent except for the faint creaking that an old wooden building gave in the night. Even the wind outside was faint, rustlings through the spruce needles interspersed with magic silences.

She heard the baby then, a faint grumble, closer than the wind. If he had woken earlier she had not heard him. She slipped out of bed, her bare feet on the cool floor, and walked to Robin's room.

The door to Scott's room was open slightly, as if to allow him to hear if Robbie cried. Melody slipped past the open door silently and went into the baby's room. She lifted the small, grumbling form up and cuddled him while she got a diaper out of the package. As she changed him, he waved his chubby legs and arms aimlessly and made gurgling noises at her. She felt ridiculously pleased that she managed the small task without mishap.

She carried Robbie down to the kitchen, feeling more relaxed down there, where she was less likely to wake Scott. She saw an empty, dirty baby bottle in the sink, evidence that Scott had been up in the night with Robbie.

She thought about his open door. She had left her own door open, too. Had Scott looked in on her in the middle of the night, staring at her sleeping form tangled in the covers? Was that why she had slept so restlessly? 

Why was she so aware of him? It was never like this with the strangers Charlie sent to visit. Even Jeff's visits hardly disturbed her work. She left him to his own devices when she wanted to work, sought him out when she felt like having a friend around.

She mixed the formula and heated a new bottle, then she settled into her favorite chair by the stereo while Robbie curled against her and sucked noisily at his breakfast.

He fell asleep right after, so she put him on the sofa as Scott had, with a pillow to stop him rolling off. She got herself breakfast then, a spoonful of honey over fresh yogurt. Then she went back upstairs and dressed hurriedly, suddenly nervously certain Scott would wake any moment, and aware of how little the T-shirt did to cover her.

Scott was still sleeping at eight; at least he had not come out of his room. Their deal said that it was his turn to look after the baby now while Melody worked. She grimaced at his door, but actually she preferred it this way, with him sleeping, out of her way.

She moved the playpen into the sound room, careful not to bang it or make any noise. Then she brought Robbie up and closed the door, locking it because if the baby would be quiet she wanted to record this morning. She didn't want anyone walking in and throwing opening-door sounds over the six-string guitar.

Of course, he might knock loudly on the locked door, and that would ruin the recording, too. If he did interrupt, she would go up in flames and that would be the last time he would interfere with Melody Connacher when she was working!

She grinned at a vision of herself screaming at that muscular hulk of a he-man. Best done in fantasy, she decided.

Time you got used to music, she told the baby as she lowered him on his back into the crib. He grinned and gurgled as she played back last night's work, and she warned him, Talk all you want now, but once the listening's done and I start laying the percussion track on, you behave and keep quiet. 

He squirmed and his mouth twisted, and Melody decided that it was a smile on his lips.

She had recorded the bass guitar last night, then layered the drums on top of the bass, using her multi-track recorder. Now she listened, and it was good. The rhythm was filling, the music gaining depth. She changed the disc in the synthesizer and played with the controls until she had the percussion sounds she wanted. She made notes on her paper while Robin groaned and grunted and whimpered.

She picked him up and raised him to her shoulder as she had seen Scott do the night before, remembering just in time to put a towel over her shoulder. Robin groaned, then burped sour milk onto her towel. She patted his back and congratulated him. Then his wide, dark eyes dropped and she put him down on his stomach. He twitched once, then promptly fell asleep.

The percussion layer went on like smooth butter on a sandwich. She worked, unaware of time passing, until it was finished. Then she played the recording back and knew that the words were not quite right. The second stanza would have to be changed to follow the rhythm and the mood. She played it again, humming the words. Then again, and suddenly the right phrase came to her.

It was almost eleven when Robin squirmed and grunted. Melody picked him up and rocked him with one arm while she finished her notes. Working with a baby in the house was going to be a breeze. She should have known, because Amanda and Charlie had sung their way around the world, dragging twin babies with them, and it had not visibly cramped their style. And as for the babies, she and Robin were healthy enough, normal enough. If Amanda could do it, Melody surely could.

Robin started to cry and Melody murmured, Okay, I know. You want a new diaper. We'll go get one. 

Scott was standing in the hall when she came out of the sound room with the baby in her arms. I'll take him, he said coolly, and his eyes were granite again this morning.

She shook her head and dodged his hands. It's okay. I'll look after him. 

She walked past Scott, into Robin's room, the room that belonged now to both the small Robbie and her twin. She changed the diaper while Scott stood in the doorway, watching but not smiling, just staring.

Finally he spoke, his voice cool and formal. I slept in. 

Robbie waved his legs and got the diaper snarled up before she could fasten the tapes. Without looking at Scott, she said neutrally, You said you were short of sleep yesterday. She felt a tight band across her chest and wished he would smile at her again. She felt as if she had lost something precious, and that was crazy.

It's time for you to be working. I'll look after Robin now. 

No need. She managed the diaper the second time, then snapped up the legs of Robbie's sleeper. She picked the baby up and held him in her arms like a shield as she faced Scott. He's not difficult. 

He can be, said Scott wryly.

The man was too big. He filled the doorway and made no move to let her past. She stopped, holding the baby tightly as she looked at him, wondering if she had imagined the warmth in those eyes yesterday.

I've been thinking about it, she said. You're right. There's no reason you can't leave Robbie with me. I can look after him. She looked down at the tiny head. Consider him handed over. There's no need for you to stay. 

He didn't like it. She didn't know why. Yesterday he had wanted to push Robbie into her arms and walk away. Now he said, You go out every afternoon. You can't park Robbie in a playpen at the radio station. 

Amanda and Charlie had parked their babies in all sorts of places, many of them more chaotic than a modern radio station. She hugged Robbie closer and said, There's Mrs. Winston. She can come in and look after Robbie while I'm out. 

And the mornings? When you're in your music studio upstairs? 

She had not told him what was up there, in that room. Damn it, she had not told him much at all, but he seemed to know.

She snapped, Robbie's fine with me. Would you let me past? Please! I want to take him downstairs. 

At first she thought he would stop her, but he stepped back and she stumbled past, catching herself before she tripped. She got to the stairs before she realized that the playpen was in the music room, that she had been working and only stopped to change the baby. She turned and went back, and thankfully Scott was gone. The door to his room was closed.

She shut herself into the sound room with the baby. Was he packing? She hoped so. He would go, and she would be alone with Robbie, and her life could return to normal. A new normal with her brother's child to care for. 

She supposed she should go back and ask Scott for his address, because she should send him word of his nephew from time to time. He would probably want to know how the child grew, although he had been quick enough to try to hand the baby over yesterday.

She had the sense not to try to lay the next track onto the new song. Not with her fingers trembling as if she and Scott had been screaming at each other out there. He had not even raised his voice, so why did she feel so shattered?

She played the recording back, then played it again. She made notes, but she would not touch the synthesizer until he was gone. You understand, don't you, Robbie? she asked the baby as she took the soundproofing off the window. I'm not a stage type, like your dad or your grandparents. They can turn it on under pressure, but I need peace and quiet. 

Robbie gurgled and squirmed in agreement.

She picked him up and carried him downstairs in the end, because she really should be down there when Scott left, to get his address and say thanks and good-bye.

The door to Scott's room was still closed, or closed again. He was probably finished with it, had cleared it out, although she knew he had not started the truck outside. He must be downstairs. She could feel him in her house, knew he was not gone. He was like that, impossible to ignore, intruding without actually doing anything she could put her finger on.

He was in the living room, prowling along the bookshelves. He had out a book and was standing, turning the pages. That was what bothered her, because he had not asked if he could read the books, had not asked before he played her music. She knew that Charlie's stray friends never asked, but somehow it was different with Scott. She put the baby down on the sofa again.

She said, I thought you would be gone by now, and was shocked at the rudeness in her own voice.

I'm sticking around. His whole face was rigid, and his voice. I want to meet your brother before I entrust my nephew to his care. 

She gasped, then snapped, You weren't so fussy yesterday. You were in a hurry to hand over your problem and get the hell out of here. 

He swung away from her and prowled to the window. He sounded like the sea captain she had fancied he was, handing out decisions, orders. But I've had second thoughts since yesterday. So, Ms Connacher, I'm afraid that I'm staying, whether you like it or not. He turned and faced her. 

Arrogant, she thought. Bossy. She did not like him. She glared at him and he stared back, but she realized he was determined to stay. Short of calling the police and having him thrown out, Scott Alexander was staying.

I don't like it. I don't want you here. 

I know. Lines drawn between them. Battle lines, although what was there to fight about? He said, Don't worry, I'll survive it. It won't be the first time I've stuck around when I wasn't wanted. 

There was something ominous about the way he said the words, as if the man's will was as strong as his body. Easy to get along with yesterday when he seemed to approve of her, But since last night there had been coolness and anger instead of a friendship in its infancy. She was trying to send him away, and he was damned if he would go.

Better, he said softly, if you don't try to fight me. I'm staying. 

She could call John, ask him to come and throw out her unwanted guest. But John was too civilized for that kind of aggressive act, and he was her colleague, not a man to run to. There was Luke, Laurie's husband. Luke and Scott would probably be about a match for each other, both tough and hard and mostly hidden inside themselves.

Would they actually fight? Would Scott go that far, physically insisting on staying, even to the point of a fist fight?

Luke would want to know why, so would anyone she asked to help. She would sound like an idiot, because Scott would smile as he had yesterday and anyone would wonder just what her problem was. The baby's uncle, and she herself had invited him to stay only yesterday. She would never be able to voice the way this man made her feel, as if he could crush her will with one of those muscular hands.

So I'll stay, he said, conversationally but coolly. He turned the book in his hands. I'll enjoy your library. You've several books I've wanted to read. 

She wanted to hit him, but her small fists would make no more impression than her screaming voice.

We have a deal, of course, he said tonelessly. It's time for you to be upstairs writing Robin Conners' next hit song, isn't it? I'm the baby-minder, and I'll make lunch. How about a quiche? 

Her lips twitched and she felt the tension flowing away like a mysterious, wild river. He was smiling, saying, I know. Real men don't eat quiche. I've heard that one. We'll call it egg pie, shall we? 

She realized then that he had won. He had turned her anger into laughter, and he was staying. She turned her smile to a frown and walked out of the room. There was nothing she could say that would not acknowledge his victory, so she would remain silent.

 





[bookmark: four]Chapter Four
Melody tried to pretend he was not there. Hopeless, but she managed a cool distance. Polite co-existence with Scott, while he chopped wood and devoured her music and her books, smiled coolly and made her uncomfortably aware that she was behaving badly.

He asked if he could use her telephone to make some long distance calls, adding, I'll put them on my calling card, of course. 

Why bother asking? she snapped, wishing the words unsaid. He had been polite. She was the irrational one, telling him to stay, then turning surly and irritated at his presence in her home.

He called someone named Caroline. His wife, for all she knew. She heard him say the name and she walked away, not listening, or trying not to, but she felt relieved that his voice on the telephone sounded cool, not loving. He made other calls, but she made sure that she did not hear them.

Bev came Wednesday morning and looked at the baby. Bev was a nurse and a mother herself, the nearest thing to an expert that Melody had available. Bev and Robbie gurgled at each other, then Bev asked Scott questions about formulas and nap times.

Scott and Bev seemed to like each other on sight. Melody felt uncomfortably tense listening to the easy conversation between her friend and Scott. He had hardly smiled in two days, and now he was laughing when Bev asked him how the baby had traveled, telling her about his disastrous trip north on the ferry.

He hadn't told Melody about the trip at all.

She felt like a child, left out, not knowing how to get in, telling herself she did not care. Bev was being friendly, and he was being the charming man he obviously could be without much trouble. No wonder he preferred to talk to Bev. Melody had frowned and snapped and, perhaps, even sulked. No wonder he had none of those smiles for her, with the laughter sparking in the crinkles around his eyes, breaking out in his low voice.

What are you? Bev asked, laughing at his account of trying to nurse a baby on a heaving ferry. You're a seaman, aren't you? 

Master of an icebreaker in the Beaufort Sea. 

Melody supposed that he would have told her if she had asked.

Scott Alexander. Hard body and smiling eyes that could turn to stone. Dangerous. Bev obviously did not think so, but Melody had felt unsettled ever since she opened her door to him. Even when she was away at the radio station, just thinking about coming back, she could feel turmoil inside her.

Her instincts for self-preservation told her to deal with him as she had the other unsettling influences in her life. Shut him out. 

She tried.

On Wednesday night the net frequency was nothing but a mass of static. Melody had a noise level of twenty over nine, hopeless for talking to anyone. She wondered how long it would be before she could talk to Robin again.

Scott gave the baby his feeding while Melody tried the radio, then put him to bed.

Melody disappeared into her music room while Scott was in the bedroom with Robbie. She worked alone until eleven, then went silently to bed. The light was shining up the stairs from the living room, so she tiptoed carefully past the stairwell to her own room and closed the door. Her new policy, she decided. She was avoiding Scott Alexander. Much easier on her equilibrium if she did not see him. 

She lay for a long time in the dark, listening to the sounds of trees and wind and a fine rain outside. Scott was very quiet downstairs. She closed her eyes and tried to form shapes and colors, to drift on a dreamy tide of music to a place far away.

She jerked back to consciousness abruptly, lay awake listening to nothing, then heard the soft sound of a man's tread outside her door. A board creaked. A light switched on. She saw the crack of brightness under her bedroom door. She lay very still, breathing very quietly, trying to catch at sleep again, not listening, yet hearing every step he took.

He walked across the hallway to the baby's room. Silence, hushed. Back to the room he slept in. She had to stop thinking of it as Scott's room. It was not anybody's room. A spare bedroom. An assortment of people had used it. Robin's friends. Her parents' friends who turned up saying Hello, Charlie said you might have a bed for me for a few nights. Just passing through, getting away from it all. Resting, you know. 

She had put up so many of them since she came back here. Amanda and Charlie had sent a string of guests up here over the years. Most of them had been tended by Mrs. Winston who had lived in until Melody came back to take up residence.

Melody lay in her bed in the darkness, not listening, or trying not to listen for Scott's sounds, trying to make sense of her own strange reaction to this one man. All those friends of her parents, friends of Robin's. She had invited them in and said, Here's the bed, and there's the kitchen. Help yourself. The beach is that way, four blocks downhill. Make yourself at home, just remember that if the door to the sound room is closed, don't knock on it and don't open it!


None of them had disturbed her peace, not since she had learned to stop feeling guilty about putting her work first. So what was different about this one man with his easy smile and his impenetrable eyes?

The crack of light under her door disappeared. The house groaned. She could hear a slow drip, water in the drainpipe. A very light rain, typical of the misty isles.

She must have slept. The sound of rain was gone when she opened her eyes again. Soft light drifted through her window from the rising moon. Her bedroom window looked out on the forest and she never closed her blinds.

There was no sound at all, not even the house making night groans. She got up and went silently barefoot to the baby. She had forgotten to open her door. He might have cried out and she would not have heard. 

Scott would have heard, she supposed, because his door was open a crack.

Robbie was just starting to stir when she got there. She lifted him and changed him while he was still half-asleep and had not found his voice. Then she carried him downstairs, because it was time for his night feeding. Scott usually woke for this one. Melody seldom heard the baby until later in the morning.

She warmed the bottle, then went back upstairs, settling on her brother's bed with pillows behind her, holding the baby in her arms. Watching the little mouth sucking intently, she relaxed into a half-sleep herself. She had never really thought about having babies. It had not seemed to go with her life.

She tilted the bottle to stop little Robin from sucking air, drew her leg up to support the baby's little bottom. He was so small, curled into the curve of her arm, his legs lying across her abdomen.

There was no sound, but she felt her heart stop, then smash into her ribs. She looked up and he was there. Scott. Standing in the doorway, watching her, and she realized that the moonlight had bathed her in its pale gleam.

She licked her lips without realizing, staring at him. He was in shadow, a black form in the doorway. He moved and she could see the lines of him, the smoothness of his broad shoulders telling her that he wore no shirt. Then, closer, and she could see him in sharp silhouette. He had put on his jeans, but she would swear he wore nothing else. He watched her as if she held his attention against his will. Staring at her.

Her eyes flew down, to the baby in her arm, to the pale nakedness of her legs curled casually across the bed, the white edge of her T-shirt against her upper thigh. He moved and she jerked her gaze up, and now the moonlight showed his face, still and intent on her. She did not need to look down now, to know what he saw. Her free breasts, swelling under then thin cotton knit of the shirt. The baby pushed his fist into her breast and she heard Scott take in a shaken breath.

Melody ... 

It was just a whisper. She had never heard his voice like that, lower than ever, filled with tenderness and desire.

Somehow, she must move, must talk and break this spell. She swallowed and licked her dry lips, but his eyes were on her throat, her lips. She could see him clearly now, and his man's body did not try to hide that he wanted her. He had hardly touched her, not even casually, in the days he had been her guest, but right now his eyes were blazing through the moonlit room.

It was the moonlight. Her fault, not thinking to put on a robe. She shifted the baby and tried to arrange herself more modestly, but it was impossible because she was wearing next to nothing. The moonlight showed every curve she had in sensuous, gentle glowing.

I- Her voice sounded like his, low and seductive, like an invitation. She cleared her throat and said, It's all right. I'm feeding him. He didn't move and she stumbled on, S-Scott ... you can go back to bed. You don't need- 

Bed. She half-choked, her arms on the baby. The bottle made a noise and she shifted it, but it was empty. How could she get up without that shirt shifting even higher on her hips?

Scott said, He's done that bottle. Give him to me and I'll put him back to bed. His voice sounded normal now, but his eyes were heated, filled with golden fire. She gulped as he reached down for the baby.

She scrambled to her feet as Scott turned to lay the baby in the playpen. Better, she thought in relief. The shirt hung halfway down her thighs now. She was uncomfortably aware that her breasts were two soft, sensuous swellings free under the soft knit, but when she started to cross her arms over them, he stood up and she saw his smile growing, but it was more than a smile. It was a touch, a caress.

He said softly, That just makes it more obvious. 

She gasped softly and looked down, saw that she had pushed the swelling of her breasts up and dropped her arms abruptly. I-you-I'd better go back to ... Good night! 

She moved, quickly. He moved, too. She stopped abruptly, but he was only half an arm's length away, between her and the door. She could see the bulge of his chest muscles, his heavy biceps pressing against his naked chest. She looked down, could not seem to stop herself, and his chest hair thickened as she followed it, then thinned as it trailed down to the waist of his jeans.

He had not taken time to put his belt on.

He was watching her, seeing everything. The way his naked chest affected her, her own awareness of his eyes on her. Her body, breasts swelling in some mysterious woman's reaction to this man's chemistry. No words, but so much said. He was closer, and in a second his lips would take hers. She felt it coming. Not his hands on her. She thought she would jump, run away, if his hands touched, but he held that back.

The softest brush of hard, full lips against hers. She shivered and the touch returned, brushing, caressing, light, not demanding. She tried to breathe and she could not. She tried to step back, but he held her trapped with only those teasing lips.

Scott- It was a gasp, air sucked in, his name distorted. His tongue slipped in, taking advantage of her whisper, a warm invasion along her inner lips. She tried to say his name, a protest, but the sound might have been anything. Her heart was panicked, thundering. Her chest felt like the frightened trembling of a sparrow.

He stepped back before the shivering could grow to push him away. Her eyes flew wide, staring at him, and he said softly, Stop looking at me like a trapped animal. You're free. 

She did not feel free. She was at the mercy of his touch, her breath falling into short, quick gulps as she saw his hands move and thought of his touch sliding along her screaming nerves.

He caught her wrists lightly and turned them, his thumbs stroking her inner wrist where the pulse throbbed, his eyes holding hers. She could not even seem to find the will to look away, although she could feel her pupils widening in a gasp as his light touch caressed the soft flesh that led towards her inner elbow.

Melody, he said on a whisper. With a name like that, I should have known you'd be all softness and nerves. He swallowed and she felt his lips on hers, although he did not move. Just his fingers, sliding along her arms, sending her body trembling with heat.

She had to get away, wanted to get away, but it was she who moved closer as his callused fingers slid along her bare upper arms, fingertips slipping under the sleeves of her shirt, wrists brushing the fullness of her breasts.

Then his lips were close and her breath turned to a gasp as he bent to take her mouth. She shuddered, felt him tremble, and his hands closed on her arms, pulling her against his hard chest, trapping her hands which had somehow found their way into the curling hairs on his chest.

She tried to stare up at him, to say something that needed to be said, some protest perhaps, but his mouth took hers in a deep invasion that she could only return as her body sought the hard contours of his.

Moonlight. Starlight. The heavens spun as something wild surged up inside her. His tongue explored the gift of her mouth and she learned that there were wild, shattering sensations that could curl along her nerves just from the touch of tongue and teeth, lips that made hers engorge and tremble with sensations of flame and a deep, shuddering urge to surrender more, to feel more, to drown in sensation.

His hands, sliding along her back, claiming her flesh, branding her with his hardness, the rough gentleness of his chest hair through the thin cotton, the gasping surrender that exploded in her when his hands slid to her hips and pulled her closely against his implacable need.

His groan, against her face, in her ear. Oh, God, Melody, how can you do this to a man? 

Her head fell back, somehow against his shoulder, her eyes opening slowly, unwillingly, his voice hardly a whisper.

Your lips always look like ... as if they're waiting for a man's kiss. Full and red and sensuous. He took them and she lost the reality her mind had started to grasp for.

Sensation. Warmth. The wonderful, deep trembling of heated need. Her hands found some freedom as he shifted to caress the curve of her back, the calluses on his fingers scratching slightly on the cotton of her T-shirt as they explored lightly the shape of her spine, the hint of her ribs, the full swelling that was her free breasts.

She gasped and suddenly she was heavy in his hands, his fingers forming her breasts, holding them up for the soft seeking of his lips. She groaned in the instant his lips touched. The cloth was not a barrier, but a teasing, sensuous tool, passing the warmth of his breath, the seeking firmness of his lips. She trembled, her fingers clenching in the hair of his chest to try to keep some kind of sanity ... her legs, weak and trembling, collapsing against his as he brought her hips close with one arm, holding her firm and safe from falling, but losing all feeling for up or down or ...

She heard it, her voice but not hers, a moan that invited touching, kissing, possession. He heard it, felt it, and swept her up into his hard arms. Her head fell back against his arm, his shoulder, and she saw his face above her, a tenseness holding some kind of control. He swallowed, and she saw the spasm all along his throat, and the control, what there was of it, was going to end when he got her through that door, into that room.

Onto his bed. 

She felt the softness as he lowered her and she scrambled, breathing shallowly through her mouth, coming off the bed on the other side and halfway to her feet in a crouch like an animal facing a hunter.

I ... I ... She gulped air, her hands out as if to ward him off although he was motionless, watching her, waiting for-for what? I-Scott, I-I didn't mean to-to-to do this. 

This? He rounded the end of the bed and when she jerked away, she found herself held by one hand, fingers around her wrist like a steel band. He said steadily, I didn't see you fighting me off. 

She shook her head, feeling the storm inside, the tension that she thought would be with her all through the night. God! She did not even know the man, and his touch, his kiss, had sent her wild. She would have done anything, given anything. Even now she was not sure that it would be different. If his fingers gentled to a caress, the shuddering need could overwhelm her and she would be at his mercy.

She realized from the way he was watching her that her breathing had turned into short gasps, as if he were caressing her. She whispered, Please, just-just let go of me and- 

His fingers tightened and she gasped. Then he released her abruptly and stepped back, but he was the other man, his eyes cold and his voice lacking the tenderness she'd heard only moments ago.

You ask for it, wandering around in that bit of nothing. His breathing was still heavy, but under control now. I see you go past every morning, walking by my door with bare feet and bare legs, that shirt on as if it were clothing. With his hands, he traced the curves of her body, neither gently nor roughly, his voice bringing heat to her cheeks. A man's only got to look at you moving to know what's underneath. His hands found the swelling of her breasts and his fingers stilled, cupping, lifting to make the swelling more prominent. One message a man does not get, watching you walk past in that rig, is no. 

She gulped, feeling the hard response of her nipples to his touch, staring at the chill of his eyes, knowing they were cold although the moon was draining its light away from the room as it slid behind a cloud.

I didn't-I just didn't think. I-Scott, I grew up in the theatre. Clothes, or the lack of them, didn't mean all that much. She was talking fast, desperately, stumbling over her own words. Changing rooms and people ... people running in and out. I- 

His hands freed her abruptly. This is no theatre. Don't issue invitations unless you mean them. 

She stared at him, nodded but could not get words out. He moved and there was space, room to pass him without touching. She walked past him, out of his room, not looking back, but knowing, feeling his eyes on her every step of the way.

Somehow, she got to her room and closed her door before she sagged against it and let the trembling of her body take over. So that was it. She had tried to call it distrust, discomfort with his easy way of settling into her home. She had never thought to call it sex. Physical attraction, the kind you read about, the sort of thing she had written songs about without knowing. The sort of emotion that knocked a woman off her moorings and left her trembling, aching for a man's touch.

She had never felt this before. She shuddered, remembering how she had stepped into his arms. Maybe he was right. She had been teasing him, wandering around, past his open door, never really thinking that he might be awake and watching. Wanting her. Certainly there was no excuse for what she had done tonight. Lying with Robbie on the bed, hardly dressed herself. Had some part of her known he would wake and come? Had she wanted him to come?

He was more honest, reaching to take what she seemed to be advertising. Useless to pretend he had swept her away, carried her into his room against her will. What had he done? The lightest of kisses that shook her to her foundations, then a teasing caress of her bare arms with his fingers. She was the one who had flowed into his arms, who had given up her lips, had groaned his name and wanted, ached for his touch, his caress, his kiss.

And his loving.

He had only reached to take what she had seemed to offer. She hugged herself, wondering how she was going to face him in the morning, how she was ever going to get through the days from now until he left. Even now, that crazy part of her wanted to go back to his room, to accept what was in his eyes and his touch and his kiss, and to ask him to love her, to take away the ache that consumed her.

She heard his step in the hall outside her door and her breathing stopped. Was he coming to her? If he did ...

She felt herself tremble and knew that if he came to her now, she would not send him away. By morning, she thought she might have the strength to know what was sanity and what foolishness, but tonight all she could feel was the echo of his touch. Sensation had drowned out thought. 







Chapter Five
She really must learn to keep her imagination where it belonged, in her work. Crazy, but she had been feeling as if Scott had strings that would pull at her from a world away, that he was the man who could whisper her name and send her reeling, body and soul ... today and tomorrow and forever.

Today and tomorrow and forever, words like a song. Perhaps that was it, the germ of a new song stirring in her. Not real feelings, not a frightening loss of control of mind and heart and life. Melody knew she sometimes went a little crazy when she was working. She always had. Her little bit of artistic temperament, she supposed, and no problem if she kept it inside her own head, or safely inside the soundproofed walls of the music room. But to reach out her arms and whisper his name, to groan and feel the need to beg for his possession, surging and growing and turning wild and unchained within her-

That was madness.

Fantasy was her business, poetry. She had to learn to keep that part of her where it belonged, and Jeff's voice got her back on track. She hung up the telephone, then worked on reminding herself that Scott Alexander was a stranger, attractive and pleasant, but not touching even the surface of her life. For heavens sake! What did she know about the man? He was Donna's brother, but she had never met Donna. He could feed a baby and change a diaper, and he was a sea captain who had to be in the Beaufort Sea in less than three weeks. Lord! She wasn't even sure where the Beaufort Sea was, except it was up north in the cold Arctic somewhere. And she damned well wasn't going to go running to her atlas to find out, either!

It did not matter. He did not matter. Not to her. He was a guest, like all the others, friends of Amanda and Charlie's, friends of Robin's. Here's your room and there's the kitchen and keep out of the music room. Have fun, but don't bother the lady in residence.

She managed to believe it, almost, so long as she did not look too closely at Scott's eyes. Well, that was right. When had she ever watched those casual guests so closely?

She smiled at him and breezed out of the house before he could say whatever was in his eyes. She sailed through Island Time without thinking about him. Not much, anyway, and less all the time.

She was all right now. Unstable, but she knew that about herself. She was too easily vulnerable, needed to keep close to nature, a little isolated from the world. Here, in the space of a few days, a stranger from the wild Pacific Ocean had driven into her life with his big cross-country tires and had turned her upside-down.

All right. So she was too easily thrown off balance, although she had not realized until the last few days that she had this gasping passion buried inside her. Good for her songwriting, but best kept out of the rest of her life. She needed day following day with order, not with uncontrolled emotion. Look at the trouble she had been having with her work ever since Scott Alexander walked through her door!

She used the telephone at the radio station to call him. Scott? Look, I won't be able to get home for supper tonight. I've got to put in some overtime in the tape editing booth. It was a lie. John did all the editing. Scott's voice on the telephone told her he knew it was a lie, without words, just undertones. Damn it! Imaginary undertones, as likely as not. Perhaps she was imagining it all, the messages in his eyes, the words unspoken and felt between them.

No matter. He was not important to her. Too dangerous.

She arrived home just before net time. She concentrated her hellos on baby Robbie, who was already drooping. She avoided talking to Scott, avoided looking at him. Then she brushed past them, the man and the baby, switching on the radio and muttering about the schedule.

She heard him going upstairs with the baby as she tuned up. It was not going to work. He was not one of the usual stream of strangers from the theatre world, invaders to be handled without actually touching them. Her people were the islanders, not the visitors, but although she had labeled him an islander at first, he was a stranger. Stranger from the sea. Stranger. Danger.

For the first time in days, the twenty-meter band was free of static, and Vancouver net control was loud and clear. She checked in, then net control called Robin's call sign and she heard her twin's voice, clear and close in her living room. 

Melody, let's go up thirty. I'll call you. 

She shifted her frequency up thirty kilohertz and tuned in on Robin's powerful voice. His big voice was always a surprise to people who thought a slight form meant a light whisper of a voice.

The trades are blowing twenty-five to thirty, he told her, his voice excited. I've been making six knots all day. She had been learning nautical terminology in the year since Robin dove headfirst into sailing and yachting. Trade winds. Thirty knots was about fifty kilometers an hour.

She felt Scott's presence behind her, but managed to keep her eyes from him by staring at the pencil in her hand, at the numbers on paper. Robin's latest position, longitude and latitude. 

Robin, when do you expect to be in Hawaii? 

She could hear the faint sound of Morse code from another amateur station, the quiet swish of Scott's shoes on her carpet, then Robin's voice saying, Four days, plus or minus the wind. You know how it is. No schedule out here. 

Robin had taken to the sea to escape the pressure of deadlines between appearances and recording sessions. Or had he been escaping his love for Donna, a woman who wanted more than he could give?

What had Donna asked? That Robin give up his career, move into a house and stay in one place. That he give up his identity. Better, she thought, that Robin had resisted. Robin without music would be a pale shadow of himself.

She could feel Scott at her side. Did he expect her to tell about the baby? About Donna's death? On the radio? She keyed the microphone. Robin, be sure to telephone me the moment you get to shore. 

Her brother's voice snapped across the miles of ocean that separated them. Is Charlie's heart kicking up again? 

No, nothing like that. It's-nothing like that. Just a snarl-up you'll have to deal with. 

Behind her, Scott moved restlessly. Angrily?

Okay, Robin said with relief in his voice. She knew he would assume that the problem related to the upcoming recording sessions. It was forbidden to deal with business matters on amateur radio, so he said only, All right, Melody, if that's all, I'll sign and go change my Genny for the hundred percenter. The wind's picking up. Eighty-eight, twin. 

Eighty-eight; love and kisses. Genny; Genoa jib sail. She smiled slightly and signed off, echoing his endearment. When Robin's voice had faded to memory, she threw the switch that brought silence flooding over the room and sat, staring at the radio, knowing she had to turn and meet Scott's eyes now. All day, she had been avoiding that.

Why didn't you tell him? 

On the air? Her voice was rising as she stood up, defensive. Anger made it easier to stare it him coldly, with criticism. Do you know how many people are listening? Ham radio operators on several continents, not to mention the short wave listeners! And you want me to tell him the woman he loved is dead? Flat, like that, while he's in the middle of the ocean? He'd be alone with it, out there, and I- Her voice faltered to a gasp as she swung around to him, her hands on her hips and her head tossed back in preparation for battle.

The man who had fed the baby with tenderness in his eyes, that man was gone. Along with the man who had touched her, kissed her and lifted her into his arms as if his possession were total. Trapped by the harshness in his eyes, Melody felt her breath go short and her chest tighten.

Silence. Tension. What's wrong? she whispered finally.

A spasm jerked across his face, then he relaxed as if he had forced the tension away. I'm leaving on tomorrow's ferry, he said, and his voice held nothing more than the bare words.

What about ... She swallowed. You wanted to see my brother first. Robin. To be sure-to check him out. 

I've a friend waiting for me. His jaw tensed. I'm supposed to be in Campbell River this week, then going on a trip with ... 

To Mexico, with a friend. The woman he had telephoned? Caroline. Another sister? Girlfriend? Lover?

Go, then, she said, drawing the old defenses around her. Always, until Charlie and Amanda dumped their children on the Queen Charlotte Islands, friends had been brief and transitory, here and gone, every new warm contact leading to the pain of parting. Melody's childhood years were littered with half-memories of half-friendships, of people left behind and never seen again. As she became older, friendships took longer to grow, and she became the one on the outside. Robin had fused with the world of the stage, reveling in its excitement, but not his twin.

She had come to accept it, told herself that it was a songwriter's lot, always being a misfit, that it was essential to the poet to view the world from the edge. Even here on her islands, she was an oddity. A good place, though, for people who did not quite fit. Among the Haida, the fishermen and the loggers, the island was scattered with intriguing misfits who had found a home on the misty isles where an individual was allowed to be different without penalty.

At ten years of age Melody and Robin had been thrown from their rambling backstage life into a housekeeper-supervised existence in Queen Charlotte. The islanders might have shunned the twins as outsiders, but instead they gave the newcomers the chance to prove themselves.

For Melody, the islands had become her refuge, her home, although Robin had always resented fiercely the fact that the authorities had caught up with Amanda and Charlie, insisting that two ten-year-old children could not spend their childhood without regular schooling. Robin had been singing regularly on stage that last year, while Melody had refused to join the act in front of an audience.

Now Scott nodded and said tonelessly, Yes, I will go. It's time. Do you need anything? Money? 

Money? she squeaked. Why should I ask money from you? I- 

His hand caught her arm as she flung it out in anger. His fingers burned her flesh through the loose knit of her sweater and he said angrily, For the baby. Is there anything you need for Robin Scott before I- 

No. The tight breathing was making her chest rise and fall visibly. Oh, Lord! What had she thought he meant? He was staring at her, could see her face flame. Her color was always high, but now her cheeks were blazing, even her lips and her forehead, her throat. She gasped and saw the sound echoed in his eyes.

She could feel the tension in him, explosive emotions boiling through her once-peaceful home. It was in her, too, a violent something about to take her apart. She swallowed and jerked away, but his hand remained on her arm, burning through her sweater.

Let go of me. The words were only a whisper. Her eyes got caught in his. The granite had changed to hazel and, as she stared into his gaze, his eyes turned dark and she forgot to breathe. She said, Tomorrow? You're going tomorrow? and it was not her voice at all. Some part of her recognized the husky vulnerability that was a childhood memory of Amanda singing a love song to Charlie on stage. She shook her head to reject the parallel and he nodded, understanding something she had not formed into words.

His thumb moved, calluses sliding along, catching the wool of her sweater, stirring the tender flesh at the inside of her upper arm as the heat of his moving fingers flowed through to her. He saw her swallow, saw her eyes widen and lose their focus. Mesmerized, his thumb stroked more gently, slipping over the barrier of her pushed-back sleeve, feeling out the softness of her forearm as his breathing paced hers. Tomorrow, he echoed as her lips parted unconsciously. Or now, he growled, and he was closer, his eyes on her lips, on the soft smoothness of her long neck, the trembling at the base of her throat.

She managed to say shakily, Now would be better. Go now. Far better. This was dangerous, playing with explosive unknowns. She could get badly burned if she let herself drown in this trembling vulnerability. She might drown, never find herself again. She told her arm to pull away, but his fingers slid down and his thumb found her inner wrist. The caress shot right through her, but she managed to turn her groan into words, to whispers. Scott, I-please, I want you to go away now. 

His lips were closer. Her tongue slipped out to moisten her own swollen, dry lips and her teeth caught her lower lip.

He did not smile, just stared at her in the reddish glow that was the sun setting outside, draining light from the world. He lifted her hand and bent his mouth, not to her lips, but to her inner wrist. She felt the trembling in her knees, the weakness, but she would not give in to the soft agony of his lips, his tongue playing along her pulse. Her fingers clenched on nothing. 

He muse have felt the movement, because he whispered, If you want me to go, you'd better decide. Now. 

Yes, she gasped, but his tongue did not stop its erotic journey along the nerves of her inner arm, her wrist, the curve of her palm. As his lips moved, his eyes traced the motion of her breathing, finding the full swelling of her breasts under the oversized sweater. What if he touched there? His lips moved back to her wrist, towards her elbow, but his eyes were everywhere and she could feel the reaction in her body, tightening and aching. Go, she gasped. Please go. 

He was not even holding her in his arms. What if he did? He was a foot or so away, the only contact his fingers on her wrist, his mouth along her forearm. And she could feel the hunger swelling inside herself. Her legs did not want to hold her. If she sagged closer he would touch and hold and take over what would happen. Go, she whispered again, wanting him to pull her into his arms and end the tension.

He dropped her wrist. She stood motionless, vulnerable and exposed, because he could see and she could not seem to cover up what he was taking from her eyes. He raised one hand and slowly brought it to her. She could feel the movement of the air, herself shivering as his fingers slowly found the front of her sweater. She could feel herself tightening, and when his fingers stroked lightly over the peaks of her breasts through the wool, the hard buds of her nipples felt so achingly sensitive with waiting, needing, knowing the touch would come, that she groaned aloud, choking the sound to a gulp and silence.

Please, she whispered.

He pulled his hand back, but his voice was seduction overlaid with a low anger. I don't ravish youngsters, music lady, and you're no child, so make up your mind. His eyes found the thrust of her aroused breasts, telling her without words that he knew she wanted his touch.

I don't understand what you mean, she whispered, confused.

He shook his head. She felt the tension break when he turned away. She sagged down onto the carpet, staring at the fire as he moved around her room. She did not watch him, kept her eyes on the flames. He was moving, pacing. In a minute there would be his footsteps on the stairs. Why could he not let her play the harmless game of self-deception? She could say go, and he would touch her, kiss her, and somehow despite her protests he would make love to her before he walked away. 

Oh, God! She ached for his touch, but so much better if she said no even though she trembled for him, because she would have herself intact later. A night's passion, but not of her asking.

Love.

If she turned and looked at him, whispered a word of consent, it would happen. An affair, hot and quick and over. If it happened now, in the morning he would leave, or perhaps even earlier. He was a stranger, a sailor who had come and would go, and she knew almost nothing of him, except that he was tender with the baby, and that he was not a man for staying. And that he would not take her and sweep her away on a tide of passion, not without making certain first that she was just as responsible as him.

Lover. A lover, for a night. Temporary. She tried to put the words into her mind, but although she knew he would walk away, his soul touched hers when their eyes met.

The music released her. Had he known it would? How much did he know? How far past her barriers could he see? She turned and felt as if the yellow flames from the fire were still in her eyes, but he was there too, at the stereo, the music flowing over them both. Her own words, flowing over her mind, with meaning they had not had when she wrote them two years ago. Robin's voice, singing, Touch of a stranger, a lover's touch. Two souls meeting before they part. 

She did not look away, could not look away. He moved slowly, deliberately, crossing from the stereo to the fireplace where she sat on the thick carpet. Her hand moved and she saw it stretch towards him, but he passed her. He went to the fire and shifted a log, sending sparks blazing around. When he turned back to her he was all hardness and control.

She swallowed and her lips parted, but the words were somewhere else.

He said softly, Melody, do you want me to go away? Now? 

She shook her head, wordless. The door would close and the truck would drive down her tortured hill. She would have to go out and move her van to let him out, and she would be shivering, watching the red of his taillights as he drove away. Forever.

They would meet again, around the baby, over the years, but there would never be loving, because whatever happened tonight would be isolated, a memory only. She did not dare let Scott be a part of her life, or he could consume her.

He stroked the dark hair away from her cheek, his fingers curling around the full curve of her cheekbone. If I stay, he said intently, his eyes on hers, You know what's going to happen. 

If he walked away now, she would never know what her own songs were about. Dreams, she had thought, writing them, but the dreams were here, now, in his eyes and her veins. She curled her fingers around his wrist and felt his pulse beating, strong and hard. And she said, Don't go. Not yet. 

It was like a song. The music ... the magic ... the slow dance of reality and anticipation. He sank down beside her slowly, not touching, only eyes, and she felt her lips curve in a smile as she turned towards him. The smile and the movement and the anticipation of his touch were all dreaming. His eyes followed the curves of her body and she realized that the sweater that covered everything, covered nothing.

She licked her lips and he touched them with his, pulling back to see her eyes. What did he want her to be? She saw his chest swell beneath the brown shirt he wore as he took in a deep, powerful breath. Her fingers curled, wanting to touch.

Touch me. Touch my soul. Words, her song, flowing over them. His fingers reached her shoulder and stroked her arm through the sweater, a teasing hint of how his touch would be on her naked flesh. Her hand moved between them and she traced the contours of his hard chest.

He took her mouth. The music exploded.

She needed this, had been aching for him always. His lips covered hers and she opened to him, invited his invasion of her warm, moist mouth, shuddered and groaned soundlessly as her body flowed against his, his hands holding her arms, bringing her close, arms surrounding her. A safe ... warm ... hot nest where there was only warmth and touch and feeling and the surging of the music felt in their veins.

Her breasts pushed hard against his chest. His hands spread out to span her back, fingers touching to make flames along her nerves. Her spine arched and he molded her fine-boned torso to his hard muscles. She gasped as one hand slipped under her sweater and his fingers traced up her spine with sensuous, soft abrasion.

When he lifted his lips from hers, she found herself staring up at him, lying on her back on the soft plush carpet. Behind him, she could see the red brilliance of the sun's last glow, the sunset surrounding his head like a halo of fire. Longer days, she thought. Summer coming soon. Then she could think of nothing but him.

He said, I want to see you, and she needed his eyes on her with the touch of a lover. She stroked the crispness of his shirt, found the place between two buttons and slipped her fingers through, into the rough curls of his chest hair.

He growled, If you do that ... and she laughed, her voice husky and teasing and drowned out by the song. Touching. Loving. Your mind caressing mine. 

Touch me, she whispered, and his eyes turned to flames. His hands traced the shape of her, through the clothing, and she was naked while fully clothed, shuddering, feeling his caress everywhere. His hands settled under her breasts, curving to hold them, and she gasped, Please. 

Don't be impatient. He gave a low laugh, stroking her midriff, the sweater transmitting his message. Her eyes fell shut and there was only the soft teasing of his hands everywhere, and her fingers worrying at his buttons, her groan as he stroked her thigh through the jeans, her swollen breast through bra and sweater, her hip.

Then stillness. Her eyes dragged open. She had found her way through the buttons, or he had. His shirt was gaping open, her hands threading through the hair, finding the hard curve of his male breast, the arousal of his tiny nipples, the rigid tension of his upper abdomen. His fingers were resting on the naked flesh of her midriff, under the sweater, but motionless. In a second he would move, the sweater would be gone, then everything else, and she would go up in fire, consumed.

Melody, are you prepared for this? 

She stared at him. His fingers moved, so slightly, and her flesh shuddered. Prepared? She was aching for him, needing him with a drugging, wild passion that had come from somewhere inside, from the place where the songs came, the secret, mysterious, all-consuming, hidden part of her.

Yes, she whispered, because she had been waiting all her life for his touch on her soul. Please touch me. 

It was more than she had thought it could be, so much more. He pushed up the sweater, so slowly, and his eyes aroused her long before his hands and lips could touch. She writhed with impatience, with need, and the sweater was gone.

He cupped her breasts with love, and bent to the sweet curve that he had pushed up from her bra, his lips and his breath hot on her. Then he freed her of the scrap of lace with an abrupt motion and took his freedom of her warmth with his lips.

She would go mad with the sensations. Touching, fire, the song in her ears and her blood and the pounding of her wild heart. She twisted, writhed, told him with formless moans how she needed the feel of his lips and his hands and his body on hers, while her own hands roamed over his chest and his shoulders with restless seduction.

I've dreamed of you like this, he groaned as he freed her of the last trace of clothing, as he bent to take the place of the flames playing light over her softly-glowing flesh. The rough hair of his leg invaded the softness of her inner thighs and she moved to reach for his possession of her. Loving you, he whispered, tracing fingers over the curve of her belly. Touching, he breathed, and his lips moved to the places his hands had been. I dreamed of you needing me the way I burn for you, he said harshly as she pulled him closer.

She rose to meet him and he filled her as the rain fills the river, the thunder invading the mountains with gasping rightness. His need was hers, so that when she groaned, he shuddered with an echoing passion that grew to consume them both. Then the music was gone and the sun was gone, and she felt only the explosion of the stars, the earth shifting, torn out of its orbit as she fell spinning into the place where there was no Melody, no Scott, only the soft, hot, wild, hard demand that was their shuddering fulfillment.

***

Scott looked in on Robbie after he packed. The baby was just stirring, grumbling sleepily that it was time for his night feeding. Best if he walked away and let Melody wake to tend the baby, he told himself, but then he picked Robbie up and took him into the kitchen. He forced himself not to look at Melody as he carried the baby past, but he saw her, lying nestled under the quilt he had brought down to cover her.

She was lying on her stomach, her face pillowed by her forearm. Her long, dramatic eyelashes were fanned over her full cheeks. Even in sleep, with her normally sleek hair tumbled by the passion of their loving, she looked fresh and beautiful. None of her dramatic coloring was artifice.

He heated the bottle, fed Robbie, then burped him and changed him and put him back into the playpen upstairs. He stared down at the baby, feeling guilty in the knowledge that he was about to walk out on his young nephew. 

But he had to go. Self-preservation.

He had never met anyone like Melody before. The dreamy passion of her songs lay deep in her eyes, peeking through the barriers of her mask. He had sensed it from the first, had wanted her from the beginning. She had been more than he expected, had touched him in places both moving and terrifying. Melody Connacher. Dangerous Melody. She looked so smooth and sophisticated, so carefully groomed even in that sloppy sweater she wore. Controlled on the outside, only her eyes exposed the emotional woman underneath. High color in her cheeks. Eyes that went black with emotion. Body that curved to hold and comfort a small child. 

Lord! He had started dreaming about her, and now the dreams had burst the bounds of his sleeping fantasies. Dreaming, And doing things for her. It had started out as the old, learned habit of his childhood, because he knew that she did not want him here, and he felt a stubborn determination to stay.

Thrown into foster homes when his parents died, Scott had learned quickly that while his two-year-old sister Donna was cute and cuddly, eight-year-old Scott was awkward and difficult. Donna could smile and gurgle and win anyone over. Scott knew, even at the age of eight, that he could not win his place in strange homes with a smile. Instead, he worked quietly, looking for the jobs that needed doing, trying to make himself indispensable. The dishes. The garbage. Chopping wood.

It had worked for three years, until their foster mother discovered she was pregnant and pushed away both Donna and Scott in favor of her natural child. When they were placed together again with a fisherman and his wife, Scott had vowed to make himself completely indispensable this time.

That was how it had started with Melody, he supposed. The old habit, quietly looking for tasks to do to compensate for his unwelcome presence. Then it got out of hand, and he had fallen into the pattern of protecting her working time, sharing Robbie with her, sharing moments in the evening with her, lunches and cups of coffee, moments of listening to music.

Insane though it was, he had begun to think of this place as if it were his own home, had begun to think of the woman as if she were his. That was the frightening part, because he had vowed years ago that he was never going to let anyone get close enough to tear his life apart by walking away. Never again. A child had little choice, but a man could choose his life, choose his women. Far better to have a woman like Caroline, cool and independent and more concerned with her own career than with their relationship. 

That was how he wanted it.

He stopped on his way out of the house, stood in the darkened living room and stared down at Melody's dark curls. He caught himself before he actually reached down to touch her. If he touched, stroked, whispered her name, she would murmur and sigh and finally turn to him, open her arms to him and make him whole again.

Angrily, he broke away from her spell, her soft trap. How could a man possess her complexities? Songwriter, semi-recluse, passionate lover. If he didn't get away quickly, she would have a stranglehold on his soul. She would have him begging for the moon, then she would drift out of his arms with a few words of poetry. He didn't need risks like that. A life of turning on the radio and hearing her words, dreaming of her with dreams he could not escape.

He managed to get the truck out without driving on the soft part of her lawn. He couldn't avoid leaving tracks on the edge of the grass, but he thought the grass would spring back if he raked it. He stopped the truck at the top of the twisting drop and pulled on the emergency brake. It would only take a minute to get her rake from the shed behind the house.

Get the hell out of here, before it's too late!

He had the door half-open, but he jerked it shut. The slam of metal on metal burst the quiet of the night. He clenched his jaw and forced his actions to slow. Then he let the brake off and eased his way down the hill.

Sneaking away, his heart pounding with turmoil. God! Here he was, thirty-six years old, and he felt like he had when he was fifteen after that big blow-up with Tom, his second foster father. Scott had been kicked out of high school for continuous truancy, and Tom had laid the law down. School, or work, or get the hell out. Tom, accustomed to the harsh life of a fisherman, had enforced his anger with blows, and Scott had run when he caught himself about to strike back.

That night he'd been on foot, roaming Vancouver's streets, not driving a big, powerful truck along a winding island highway. Steamed up, angry, frightened and too foolish to admit it. He had moved from the respectable area into the wild, and somewhere in the angry night he had begun to see what was around him. Homeless people. Old men without families, girls pretending to be women, selling what should only be given with love.

Inside the houses, safe and secluded, were the families. Scott had no family except Donna, and his lately sister was clinging to Tom and Sylvia so hard that she seemed to have forgotten Scott was her brother. He had felt cut off, isolated by the anger of the man he could not bring himself to call father. Then, somewhere between the drunk asleep in the alley, and the girl on the street who looked so much like Donna, he lost the anger and realized that no matter how alone he felt as a barely tolerated foster child, it was nothing to the isolation of having no one.

In the morning, when Tom arrived at the Lady Sylvia, Scott had been waiting. They had stared at each other. If Tom had said anything about the night before, Scott would have been gone. Perhaps Tom realized that, because his face had worked silently, then he had nodded abruptly and said, Sandpaper in the wheelhouse. We're stripping down the gunwales to paint them. 

That stormy night had been over twenty years ago. Tom had never been his father, but after that night they had developed a restrained relationship that worked. Perhaps by the time the old fisherman died, they had become friends of a sort.

Turning back had been the right choice then, but tonight was different, the risks the other way, and safety was in getting away before he got in over his head. So he drove, instinctively putting miles between himself and Melody. He followed the only highway there was, the winding, narrow route north along the east coast of Graham Island. He had a lot of time to kill. The ferry that would take him away was not scheduled to leave until midnight. He had the dawn to wait for, then a full day.

He stopped at a stream beside the road, cupped his hands and filled them with cool mountain water. The water tasted of pine. There was a sign posted at the edge of the clearing where he had pulled off the road. He read the legend and learned that anyone who drank the waters of St. Mary's Spring would always return to the Misty Isles.

He felt a sudden, irrational terror, as if the legend was another strand pulling him down into quicksand. He slammed into the truck and drove on and managed to talk sense to his crazy imagination. All right. Of course he would come back. For Robbie, his nephew. He would come back and visit, take his nephew out for fishing trips.

Would Robbie live here? Did Robin Conners actually live in the Queen Charlotte house, or was it merely a place he visited? Did Melody live alone with her music and her dreams? The music room seemed to belong so totally to her that he had trouble imagining her sharing it with anyone else.

Were there men? Jeff, for instance, who had telephoned and seemed to know her habits so intimately. Would Scott come to visit Robbie and find her with another man? Any man would want her, and Jeff probably did. A woman like Melody, filled with warmth and dreams-

One day he would return and she would be married. Another man's child would lie in her arms, nuzzling against her breast for comfort and food.

A car came at him, then swerved. Then the haze in front of Scott cleared, and he saw the yellow line on his right. He was on the wrong side of the road! He jerked the wheel and the car flashed by, horn blasting in a wail of frightened protest.

He pulled off the road, still shaking from the close call. He could have killed the innocent driver of that car! He had to get control of himself, stop painting pictures of Melody on the telephone with a man named Jeff. Smiling and laughing. Excited.

Melody, her head thrown back, her mouth open on a gasp as Scott touched her throat with his lips. Melody, soft and wild under him, her skin glowing with firelight as he possessed her. His name, whispered on the night air. Melody's whisper.

 





[bookmark: six]Chapter Six
Melody wanted to go to Hawaii to meet Robin, but she hesitated to take the baby with her. Scott had had trouble with Robbie on the ferry. If the baby got seasick, he might well get airsick, too.

Scott. When would his name on her mind turn to something ordinary, instead of leaving her with this trembling emptiness?

Melody wanted to meet Robin in Hawaii, but could not accept the idea of leaving Robbie behind with Mrs. Winston. The housekeeper had not been very much of a mother substitute for Melody and Robin. Maybe Robbie was too small to notice, but he had already lost his mother. He needed stability.

But to tell Robin about Donna's death on the telephone-

The baby started screaming just before noon the day after Scott left. Melody realized that her concept of time was changing, that life was organized into before Scott came, when Scott was here, and after Scott left. He was the lover in her dreams, in her songs.

Jeff turned up just as Robbie started screaming.

You drive, she said as he walked through the door. To the hospital. 

He looked startled, but recovered quickly. Yes, ma'am, he said and he got her there quickly.

A night in the hospital and she had Robbie back, but with the caution, He's got a hernia in his groin. It's slipped back into place now, but watch him. It may have to be operated on, but we'd like to wait until he's at least a month older. 

Robin called the next night, the telephone ringing in the middle of the night. Melody stumbled downstairs to grab it before it woke the baby. Jeff, in the room that had been Scott's, slept through the noise.

Her twin's voice was vibrant over the miles. What is it? Don't tell me they've messed up on the dates for the recording studio. 

You're in Hawaii? Why had she not practiced the words, ways to tell him? Do you know what time it is here? When did you get in? Donna's dead. The woman you loved is gone.
> 
Just now. He was laughing at her confusion, not repentant for interrupting her sleep. Just cleared customs now and got my cruising permit. What's up, Melody? 

In the end she said it bluntly, because she knew no soft way. She blurted, Donna Alexander's dead. 

Nothing. He did not say a word. She gripped the receiver, wished she could touch him, see him. How could she have broken the news to him so brutally.

Oh, God, he whispered. No. Please, no. 

Robin, there's a baby. Your baby. 

He did not hear. He whispered, Donna- 

She remembered when they had been twelve years old and he had tried to keep a trapped squirrel in captivity. It had died. She remembered Robin's face, his eyes just before he stormed out of the house. He had been gone six days. Everyone had searched. Mrs. Winston. The police. Even Amanda and Charlie, called home from a night club engagement in France.

She gripped the receiver tighter. Robin? I-look, what city are you in? Where in Hawaii? What marina? I'll come there. I- 

No! He sounded angry, but she knew it was not anger.

Robin! Listen to me! Don't go off and-the baby-this baby needs you. Your baby. Donna's- 

She heard a choked sound, then nothing but the hollow sound of her own telephone. She hung up quickly, hoping he would call back, knowing he would not. He needed time. Why was it that they could never share their worst hurts with each other?

Don't worry, she told the baby softly as she fed him. He'll come. And ... even if he doesn't, I'll look after you. 

Jeff knew nothing about babies and had no intention of learning, despite Melody's threat that she would tell his next girlfriend what a rotten baby-sitter he was. So Melody got Mrs. Winston to baby-sit while she was away at the radio station. Monday she went through Island Time in a fog, but on Tuesday she got hold of herself, and by Thursday she managed most of her time on the air without thinking about Scott.

Jeff made up for his inadequacy as a baby-sitter by overhauling her synthesizer while she was at the station, getting rid of an annoying buzz that occurred whenever she tried to lay a percussion track over bass guitar. He was the soundman in Robin's band, and what he didn't know about synthesizers hadn't been discovered yet.

He was exactly the kind of guest she had always liked. If he was hungry, he fed himself or went out to a restaurant. When he wasn't playing with her equipment, he was reading, technical magazines and horror novels alternately. When she was restless and unable to work, he talked her into getting Mrs. Winston in for the evening and going out dancing at the hotel.

But Scott was haunting her daydreams, giving her nightmares. She was fighting a losing battle trying to talk herself out of the infatuation. It had been too long since she had taken a romantic interest in a man. She had been too long in an emotional vacuum, with only the fantasies in her music room. It hadn't been Scott, but her own needs exploding. It could have been any attractive man.

She did not believe her own arguments. There were attractive men all around her. Jeff was attractive, although she had never felt anything but comradeship with Jeff. There was a man in the advertising department at the radio station, too, tall and handsome and single, yet he left her cold.

She was in limbo, unable to work or think straight. She told herself it was Robin she was waiting for. He would call, or he would come, and until then she could not make any plans for her future. She wasn't sure why she needed to plan, but she felt a desperate hunger for something to hang onto.

She stumbled through the days. Reality was the hours in the sound room, letting her feelings loose on the music. Reality was holding Robbie in her arms. Everything else was a haze, but she had control. At the radio station, she made her voice light and warm and friendly. At home, she tended to Robbie's needs, fed him and changed him and sang to him. She listened to Jeff talking, nodded and murmured to keep his words flowing.

Would Robin never call, never come? Two weeks, now three? Three weeks, Scott had said. That was the day he brought Robbie to her. Three weeks and he had to be on board his ship. The days had passed and she had counted. Scott would be there now, on his ship, and she had only a hazy picture of a formless ship in the midst of the ice, Scott at the bridge.

She wished Jeff would go so she could stop pretending to be cheerful. Then, suddenly, he did leave, and it was worse, because she had no one now to distract her from her thoughts.

Before Jeff left, he caught her chin with his long fingers and tipped her face up, examining it carefully. Want to talk about it? he asked.

She shook her head. She should have known Jeff would see that she was disturbed, but talking about it would only make it seem more real. Infatuation, not love. It would go away if she tried hard enough, waited long enough.

He said simply, If you do need to talk, you know where to find me. 

I know. Thanks, she whispered.

He kissed her cheek and was gone, leaving her alone with Robbie and her worries about Robin, her memories of Scott.

Mrs. Winston left for a holiday in Vancouver with her husband, so Melody took the baby with her, playpen and all, to the radio station. Scott would not like that. She shrugged that thought away angrily, but the next day she got Bev to look after Robbie. Robin Scott. Donna had named her baby after the two most important men in her life, her lover and her brother. For Melody, it meant that every time she said the baby's name, she would be haunted.

***

She waited by the telephone the next Wednesday. He had not said he would call, but he had said phone calls once a week, and it was a Wednesday when he called before. She spent the whole week telling herself she didn't care if he called, and then Robin came home and she really did manage to forget about Scott for a while.

At first, Melody thought Robin was reaching for his baby only because it was the child of the woman he had loved. If so, the infant soon wound its own spell over the man.

I'm going to find a house, he told Melody, young Robbie held against his shoulder for a burp. Come on, Robbie. One big burp for your dad. Not an elaborate house, though. Something that feels like home. Like this. 

There's this house, offered Melody. She watched father and son, seeing Robin's dark eyes echoed in his child, his slight, fine-boned figure. She could share the work of bringing the baby up. This house is as much yours as mine, and there's surely room. Flying from here to LA is easy, you can make connection in Vancouver. You could- 

He shook his head, not smiling now. No, my dear twin. This is your haven, not mine. I like these islands, but I probably wouldn't come back at all if it weren't that you were here, making this place feel like home. If I lived here with Robbie, you know how it would be. He frowned at his son and said somberly, She wouldn't marry me, you see, because she was certain that a performer couldn't make a home. That I'd be off and away all the time, always leaving her, and she'd be more lonely with me than without. I told her-I promised her I wouldn't let it be like that, that we could make a home, a real home, even though I had to travel to perform. But she needed a home, you see. She'd lost her parents before she could remember, been a foster child, had a foster father who was always away at sea. 

Melody did not know what to say. She thought she understood how poor Donna must have felt. Robin was so passionate, so effervescent, and so impulsive. A woman might worry that he would chain her, and then disappear.

Scott would have shared Donna's childhood. If it had made Donna insecure, it seemed to have made Scott strong. Had it also made him wary of loving and families?

Robin said, I promised her that. She didn't believe me, that it could work, but-Our child will have the home I would have given Donna if she'd lived. He blinked, hard, and his jaw went rigid. Melody knew he did not want her sympathy to erode his self-control.

He said, Somewhere near Los Angeles, I think. Or at least somewhere close to a major airport where I can get to LA in a couple of hours. I'll find a housekeeper. Someone who's good with kids. A wife was what he needed, she thought, but with the shadow of Donna in his eyes, she could not say so.

He said, I'll be there every night I can. He caught her eyes and held them. Melody, I can't keep Robbie here. I'd take advantage of you, and you'd tie up the rest of your life with my child. It's time you reached out for your own life. I'm not going to give you excuses to hide away. 

What would he think if she told him that her life was growing its own complexities? People talked about twins lives running in parallel, but this was ridiculous! Robin, with a child he had unknowingly fathered. And Melody-

I've got two weeks, he said, moving away with Robbie. I'm going to put Robbie to bed and- 

For two weeks? She had missed something here.

He smiled. No, you idiot, for a nap. Then I'll get on the phone and organize things, get real estate agents looking, get something fixed up temporarily. I'll take Robbie to LA with me, to my apartment. Someone to look after him while I'm working. 

She said, The studio's booked a week from now. 

Practice sessions. Robbie can come to them. He grinned and she laughed, thinking it a good thing that she had been taking the baby into her music room, getting him used to the sounds. He added, Not to the recording sessions. 

The twins stared at each other silently across the room. He had always been so much a part of her life, but as adults they had both stood alone, going their separate ways, Robin into the heart of the music scene, and Melody staying on the fringes, needing quiet and order.

Finally she nodded. She was going to miss Robbie, but she could not cling to him now that Robin was back. Two weeks, she echoed. I'll have the songs ready for you next week in LA. 

You'd better. Are they good? 

Wait and see. They both knew she would not share them until the work was finished, even though there was little to do now but the final polishing. See you in LA in two weeks, she whispered, and although he did not leave for two more days, that was their real farewell.

She should have been in the music room that evening, but the soundproofing would block out the telephone if it rang. Wednesday night. Scott. She was right beside the telephone when it rang, sitting in one of Charlie's big chairs in the living room.

How's Robbie? he asked.

Fine. She settled into the deep chair, her legs curled up. Robin's putting him to bed right now. The doctor says the hernia looks like it won't need surgery. 

And Robin? Your brother? He sounded as if he were close, perhaps only a block away.

Good. He's sad about Donna. And he wants to meet you, to ask about Donna. He and Robbie are going to LA in a couple of days. She was going to miss them terribly. She would be following soon, but she knew she would not feel this sense of family in the madhouse of the practice sessions for Robin's new album.

I'll be back on the tenth of June, said Scott. For two weeks. We'll get together then. 

We? Did he mean to come to her, or just to see Robin and the baby? She stared at the library of music on the far wall and told herself that this was her life. Stable, her hideaway on the islands. She had no room for what happened to her with Scott. Hadn't she come here to find herself, to concentrate on writing songs?

And the music? he asked, as if he sensed the motion of her thoughts.

Almost done. Next Wednesday she would be in Los Angeles with the tapes. She almost said it, told him what hotel so he could call there. Then she stopped herself, afraid she would be taking too much for granted, assuming he wanted to know her movements. In the end she changed her words to, What's up in the Arctic? 

Ice. His voice was wry. Lots of ice. We've spent the whole week fighting it. 

How do you break ice? Do you just ram into it? 

He explained how the ship rode up onto the ice until the ice knife under the water broke through. Sometimes the knife under the bow wasn't enough. Yesterday Jonathan Cartier had jammed in the ice. Scott described how he had got clear by rocking the ship, pumping water from port to starboard tanks inside the ship.

Actually, he said, I pushed buttons and talked a lot. The engineers did the work. Lots of noise, he added with a laugh. I slammed the throttles from full ahead to full astern so many times, the chief engineer was ready to come up on the bridge and have my head. 

Five minutes. It was over so soon. Then she was alone with her thoughts and a clear image of Scott sitting across from her, as if they had talked for hours.

Why did he call? Once he had called someone named Caroline from her house. Did he call her now, from the frozen north? Melody hugged herself, wishing she knew where this was going. It was one thing to write wild, emotional songs, but she liked to know where her life was headed. Maybe it was all the years of their childhood, of rambling from backstage room to backstage room, but when Charlie and Amanda parked the twins in Queen Charlotte, Melody had vowed she was going to keep control of her own life after that. She'd slipped, getting caught up in the music scene when her own songs started to sell, trying to keep up with the madhouse of the recording industry, of Peter with his demands that she fit the image of a popular song writer and the fiancée of an upwardly-mobile talent agent.

Upwardly mobile! God, she hated that phrase. It summarized all of her agonies in Los Angeles. No matter how hard she had tried, it had never quite worked. Thank God for Jeff, who had shown her what she was doing with a few critical words.

She shivered, wishing Scott were there to light the fire for her. She was scared. Things were happening. She was losing control, and she knew that she could not hide from the changes. She was not sure what she wanted, but knew that when Scott Alexander had walked into her home with a baby in his arms, her life had changed. It was never going to be the same again. 

 





[bookmark: seven]Chapter Seven
Melody stayed to watch the recording sessions. Robin was surprised, but did not ask her why. Peter was less restrained.

As your agent, I'm glad to see you're coming to your senses, he told her as they stood together in the back of the control room. She was wearing jeans and a bulky sweater, and he had already told her that she should dress up more, you never knew when you might run into a newsman. Now he said, You should be here until the recording's done. Friday I'm booking the Chapels for a party. You'll- 

No. She looked at him, tall and thin and nervy, his blonde hair carefully waved across his forehead, his eyes watchful. No, Peter. I'm not doing any publicity stuff. Robin's the performer, not me. 

He was gearing up to argue. He was a good agent, and she knew she would be crazy to leave his agency, but he was not going to dominate her life. She cut off his words quickly. Peter, I'll do interviews, even a talk show while I'm here if you really think it's important, but I'm not going on display with rounds of parties and angling for gossip columns. She shook off his frown and said firmly. I hate cocktail parties and I loathe publicity dinners and I won't do it. 

He opened his mouth to protest and she snapped, Accept it, Peter. It was an old argument with them by now, but one she was determined never to lose again. Now stop talking and let me hear what's happening with this song. 

She turned away and forgot Peter as she watched Robin and his band turning her poetry into what had to be a hit song when it was released. Even the cynical soundman had a moody look in his eyes as he twirled the dials in the control room. As she listened, she could almost pretend that this was everything, that she would walk from here back to her island retreat and into her music room where the world could not invade.

She left in the third week of recording, taking a jet from Los Angeles to Vancouver where she retrieved her van from the parking lot. It was time for her to deal with what was happening to her.

She could have telephoned. She had his number, the telephone that would ring at his house on Cortes Island. She had never been to the island, had never seen the little harbor where he had once told her he was building his house. He would be back there by now. At least, he would have left the Beaufort Sea. She had looked on her map when he called, but even now she didn't know if the Beaufort was part of the Arctic Ocean or not. The map wasn't clear and she had not asked. She should know, she thought absently. He worked up there, and he had her life in turmoil.

She had no idea what she would do if he wasn't home. Leave a note, she told herself sharply, swinging her car onto the ferry at Campbell River. Lord, her life was one long sequence of ferryboats. Ferry from Vancouver to Vancouver Island. The drive up the island to Campbell River, then another ferry to Quadra Island. Scott had picked a spot that was almost as remote as her Queen Charlotte Islands. To get to Cortes, she had discovered she had to go island hopping. From Quadra, she took another small ferry to Cortes Island. His island hideaway was definitely out of the rat race!

She had no address, just his telephone number and the knowledge that he had property on Gorge harbor. She should have telephoned from Campbell River, where she could get a hotel room if it turned out he wasn't at home. But what the hell would she say? What if he didn't want her here? What if a woman named Caroline answered? God! For all she knew, he might be married to Caroline. He had never said he was single. That was an assumption she had made. She knew so little about him. Incredible, because she felt as if she had known him forever.

The Gorge? The grizzled old man walking along the gravel road frowned at her. She had driven off the second ferry and stopped to ask the way. He was wearing old, patched overalls and a lumberjack's shirt, and he had not shaved in years. He frowned at her and gestured. Over there. Where else would it be? 

The Gorge. She knew it when she found it. She stopped the car and looked out over the small, enclosed bay, the rock bluff that gave narrow entry to the sea beyond. She could live here, walking out in the morning along the shore, looking up to the green trees, out over the cool, dark water. Neighbors, but not too close. A place for quiet of the heart, and poetry. Songs.

She shoved the van into gear, frightened by the way her thoughts kept doing that, weaving Scott and his world into her dreams as if he could be nowhere else. She heard the wheels crunch as she pulled back onto the road, and she tried to harden her thoughts.

Scott was not the only person who lived on the Gorge. She passed several driveways that led to little worlds on the water, too many to go knocking on doors hoping for the right one. She remembered the telephone booth back at the ferry landing and wondered if she should go back, call him after all and hold her breath for the note of welcome-or rejection-in his voice.

She drove along the road, following the curve of the bay.

The name was carved on a beautiful, polished piece of cedar hanging at the end of the drive. Alexander. It wasn't an unusual name, but she turned into the drive and stopped when she saw the peak of his roof. Cedar shakes, still glowing reddish in the sunlight. A new roof that had not had time to weather into the beautiful gray of the shake roofing that was so common in older houses in the north. 

She took her foot off the brake and let the van roll forward a few feet.

His house belonged here among the trees, at the side of the ocean. All cedar, the style reminiscent of traditional log cabins, but with a modern crispness of line. A warm house, rambling along the curve of the hillside. She could see the edge of a big veranda where he must sit to look out over the water. And Scott.

He had not seen her. He was at the far end of the house, standing in a clearing among the trees. He was faced away from her, but she saw him swing the axe up. She had not realized until that moment that she would know him anywhere, from any angle.

She had time to leave, to run. She could reverse and quietly crunch her tires back out of his driveway. He would never know she had been here. She could go back to Queen Charlotte and-

Some things could not be hidden forever. She felt the nervous excitement of needing to know what would be in his eyes when he saw her; the fear that he would see what was in her heart. Love. She looked down and saw that her hands were clenching the wheel. She released the steering wheel but her fingers were trembling. She put the van back in gear and rolled down the short hill, coming to rest right behind his shiny, black truck.

She stared at it, remembering Scott in her home, their two vehicles sharing a driveway. He had complained about her drive. His was straighter. Perhaps he did everything more logically, more rationally than she did, cleaned out his driveways and took precautions against dangers and risks.

Risks.

He swung the axe again. On the block, a piece of wood split cleanly, the two parts dropping neatly to the ground. He bent to pick up a piece of wood from the ground and throw it neatly onto the pile. Then the second piece. 

When he turned towards the driveway she could see nothing in his face, certainly not welcome. She scrambled out of the van, afraid that he would come to her window and tell her to go back. She told herself there was no reason for him to send her away, not when he had called from the Arctic to talk about nothing much, as if he wanted only to hear her voice.

He was wearing old jeans and a T-shirt from a hotel in Tuktoyaktuk. She stared at it, concentrating on the weird spelling of the Eskimo word as he came closer. Anything to avoid staring up at his face, his eyes.

Do they wear T-shirts in Tuktoyaktuk? she asked nervously. I thought it would be all fur parkas up there. 

He stopped walking, just out of her reach. Summer sun gets up to Tuk for a bit. His voice was not smiling, nor his body, all muscles and hardness through the dusty jeans and the shirt. She looked up and his eyes were hard, too, with none of the welcome she had hoped to see. So the telephone calls had been for Robbie, not for her. 

I wasn't sure if I could find this place. All I knew was Gorge harbor, on Cortes Island. She shifted from one foot to the other, the heels of her sandals sinking into soft soil. She looked down and realized she was standing on new grass.

I don't imagine you had much trouble. At least I was home. 

Did you call me again? I was in LA. Had he? Or had he come, knocking on her locked door? She wished she had not come today, because this was not a man she could open up and talk to. Not the same man who had walked into her house with a baby, who had called and chatted about icebreakers over satellite telephone.

He pushed back a damp lock of sandy brown hair that had been clinging to his forehead. She bit her lip and wondered how to change this from a tense, uneasy staring match into something friendlier. 

It's a warm day for chopping wood, isn't it? 

He shrugged.

She caught herself before she gnawed on her lip. She pushed her hands into the deep pockets of her red, cotton skirt and wondered if he thought she looked too garish dressed in red, wondered if he thought she looked nice at all. She had put on fresh lipstick on the ferry, had brushed her hair although it was already smooth waves and healthy shine.

He pushed his hands into the pockets of his jeans, pulling the fabric tight. What do you want, Melody? 

Her eyes followed the stretch of the denim, then jerked back to his face. She knew her color was high. Had he noticed her looking? If so, there was nothing in his face. No smile, no warm teasing light in his hazel eyes.

Where was the sense that she could read his thoughts, that they could speak without words? She looked away to the warm cedar of his home, the water beyond rippled by a late-afternoon breeze.

Can I come in? She hated the note of pleading that somehow seeped into her voice.

He shrugged and turned away towards the house.

She struggled over a lump in her throat and managed to make her own voice impatient. If you don't want me to be here, I'll go back. She might as well, she realized, because she hadn't the courage to tell him.

He turned to stare at her. How do you plan to get back? Swim? 

The ferry. She had to look away. Lord, this was terrible! I think I'd better go. Now. 

He didn't say anything to that at first, but she couldn't seem to move. Then, finally, he said gently, Melody, the last ferry's gone five minutes ago, and he turned and led the way up onto his front veranda.

Go ahead, he said, stopping to take his boots off on the veranda. Go on inside. 

She would have liked to stay on the veranda for a moment, to look out over his rocky beach and the small harbor, but his impatient voice made her nervous. She followed his gesture and found herself in a big, open room, hardly furnished except for an easy chair and a sofa. And two walls filled with books.

The room did not seem bare. Here, as outside, he had used the warm cedar that grew so plentifully on the coast. The floor was some kind of hardwood, she thought, glowing and beautiful. The fireplace was the most modern thing in the room, styled to look traditional, but with glass doors that allowed light and heat to flow into the room, while controlling the airflow for efficient heating.

Do you like it? 
She swung around. He was just inside the doorway. He looked more approachable to her without shoes. Yes, she said, not smiling because he wasn't. For a second she thought he was anxious for her answer, but decided it was just that he was not very happy to have her here. She turned away, moving to the picture framed over the fire. Ice fields? she asked. Somehow, with the fire and this room, they don't seem all that cold. He didn't answer and she moved to look at the titles on his shelves. I thought you said your house was only half-finished. 

This half, he answered, moving to the fire. She felt a blast of heat and heard the crackling as he opened the glass doors and bent to feed in more wood. The living room and the kitchen are mostly done, except I've got to go shopping for some furniture one of these days. If you want to see bare walls, framing and joists, there's the back half, and upstairs. 

Oh. She would have been happy to have a tour, but he had not spoken as if it were really an invitation.

He stood up and she jerked back to the books. It was not getting better. She wished painfully that she had not come. She watched as he pushed his hair back, releasing a small chip of wood that had been caught in the waves.

Look, can you fend for yourself here while I get cleaned up? 

Yes. She made an abrupt gesture. Of course I can. Go ahead. 

He frowned and seemed about to say something, then nodded and walked out of the room towards the back of the house. The unfinished part, he had said, but she heard the sound of water running a moment later. A shower, she thought, so it wasn't only the kitchen he'd finished.

She would have put on music, but there was no stereo. She went to the books instead, but that was almost as intimidating as the granite of his eyes. She took out a geology book and tried to absorb the words when she opened it, then gave up and pulled out a book of tall ships. She stood, turning pages, listening to the water running somewhere close by. Scott's shower. She turned another page and admired an old boat with an abundance of white, square sails.

When the telephone rang, she almost dropped the book. Then a door opened or closed somewhere and Scott's voice called to her, Get that, will you. Take a message. 

She answered the telephone. It was a woman calling, her voice sharp and startled. I must have the wrong number. The voice rattled off a number.

No, you've dialed right, said Melody, looking down at the number on Scott's telephone.

Where's Scott? 

He's ... busy. Can I take a message? 

No, I-Yes, all right. The voice became brisk. Ask him to bring my nightgown and my toilet things in to Campbell River. The nightgown's in the drawer in his dresser, and-He'll know where to find it. 

The line went dead. Melody put down the receiver. Well, that was plain enough. She pushed her hands into her pockets and tried to tell herself that she was curious about this room, about the scenery. Anything but the woman.

When Scott came into the room, she was at the window, looking out at the trees. She did not turn when she spoke. That way she was able to keep her voice casual.

The bedroom must be done, too. She heard the bite in her own voice, but could not seem to stop it. Because she said she left her nightgown in your dresser, and would you bring it to her. And her toilet bag. She turned and Scott was in the doorway. She added, She didn't say what her name was. 

Caroline. His hair was still damp, just starting to wave as it dried. He was wearing a pair of corduroy slacks and a soft, bulky sweater and his face was flushed uncomfortably. He said, She- 

Don't tell me! Melody made a sharp gesture. She had to be crazy, letting herself dream about him. I knew there was a Caroline. You called her from Queen Charlotte. I just thought-I don't know what I thought. She gulped and said, That she didn't matter, I guess. 

Yeah, he said uncomfortably. Look, I- 

She spun away from him, but where was there to go? You don't have to explain anything. It's not-you don't owe me any explanations or- 

You mean I can sleep with anyone I like, and you don't give a damn? 

No. She smoothed her hands on her skirt. I-I don't mean that. I ... I just don't want to hear about her. 

Hell! She jumped and he said, Damn it, Melody! I'm sorry, but I don't-If there are rules for this sort of thing, I don't know them. Caroline-we were friends. He grimaced and said, Not all my friends leave their nightgowns in my drawers. 

Were, he had said. Past tense. She bit her lip. She's not a friend any more? 

Not that kind, he said. Not since-It was you I called when I was up in the Beaufort, not Caroline. It was you I went to see the minute I returned. 

And she had not been home. Her fingers curled into her skirt and she whispered, I was going to tell you. The last time you phoned me, I-I almost gave you the number of the hotel in LA, where I would be. But I-I guess I wasn't sure why you were calling me, if you would call again. 

She felt the flush in her cheeks, but the ice was gone from his eyes. She could see the long breath that escaped his body, leaving it relaxed. He smiled slightly and asked, Do we owe each other any more explanations? 

She shook her head, because she was not ready to tell him her secrets yet. He said, All right, then. Why don't you stop looking as if you want to run. I won't bite. 

Won't you? 

He must have seen the nervousness in her smile, because he said, Melody, you may be stranded here until the morning ferry, but I won't expect you to share my bed, if that's what you're worried about. 

Oh. She felt deflated, confused.

Shall we find something to eat? he suggested. Have you had supper? She shook her head and he said, Stop looking as if I'm the big bad wolf and we'll get some supper. 

She followed him through an unfinished hallway into a big kitchen. She was surprised at its modern brightness after the warm, glowing darkness of the living room.

No, Caroline did not design it, he said sharply, reading her thoughts. I did. With the help of the cabinet-maker I hired. 

I like it, she said, and half-smiled when she realized that her voice was placating. Then he laughed and somehow everything was all right.

Omelets? he suggested.

All right. 

She chopped the onions and he wiped her eyes when she cried from the fumes. Then he burned the omelet and insisted that he could do better. It was going to be all right. She told herself that, watching him burn the omelet. 

Charlie always insisted he could cook, she said, laughing, wrinkling her nose. You really burnt it, didn't you? 

Yeah. He opened a cupboard door and exposed a flip-top garbage bin. Let's start from scratch again. This time I'll watch the stove instead of watching you. 

She gasped and he said, And who's Charlie? 

My father, and he can't cook. When he threatens to, it means he's hungry and Amanda-my mother-better get in the kitchen or he'll smoke up the whole house. She smiled fondly. He's a real manipulator. 

You love them? He was keeping his eye on the pan this time, and the omelet came out of the pan light and aromatic.

Yes. We didn't have a very conventional childhood, and that footloose life-style doesn't suit me, but Robin and I always knew they loved us. He nodded and she remembered that his background had been foster homes and probably not enough love.

What about men? he asked, and she did not turn the subject back to childhood. Sometime, he might want to share his with her. Maybe.

Only one, she said. We were engaged. That was when I thought being a songwriter meant I had to live in the madhouse with the musicians. He thought so, to. She shrugged. He wanted me to be someone else. 

He was watching her but, somehow, she didn't mind. He asked, What did you want? 

She met his eyes. Not Peter. 

Peter? he repeated. Jeff called and asked you to call him back. At Peter's. 

She nodded. He's my talent agent, and Robin's. And Jeff's, for that matter. He's good, but I'm not in love with him. Sometimes I wonder if I ever was. 

He managed not to burn the second omelet and they ate together in the breakfast nook. It's good, she said.

What about Jeff? He was watching her, perhaps looking for a reaction. She wondered if she should resent the questions, but she wanted him to care. 

He's a good friend. When I was going nuts trying to be the fastest rat on the treadmill, he helped me see what I was doing to myself. She stirred the omelet and said slowly, I've only been writing my songs in Queen Charlotte for a couple of years. Before that-Jeff helped me find the equipment I needed, and he came visiting and brought me gossip and-He's been with Robin's band from the beginning. He was waiting for her to say something else and she said, We've never been lovers. He's like another brother. 

Caroline and I were lovers. You know that. He stirred the omelet around on his plate without eating any. I think she appealed to me because she's all tied up in her career and didn't need me. Maybe I appealed to her because I wasn't asking her to give up her independence or make any commitments that would interfere with her plans to become head of her department at the college. 

She frowned. It sounded cold-blooded.

He said, My parents died when I was eight years old. I started learning then that it's best not to tie your happiness to someone else's whim. He said it flatly, as if it were a fact that had not changed.

What about Donna? He did not answer, but his sister was gone, another lesson that might make it hard to trust in someone else. She dropped her fork onto the plate and whispered, What about Robbie? 

In her heart, she was wondering, What about me?
> 
He washed up their few dishes. She dried, opening cupboards to find the places for the plates and glasses.

I thought of getting a dishwasher, he told her as he rinsed out the sink.

You could put it over there, couldn't you? There's room at the end of the counter. Actually, I only use the dishwasher in my house when company descends. 

Does that happen often? 

Men knocking on my door, handing me babies? All the time. She fell abruptly silent, then, thinking of what she had come to tell him, but she wanted very much to enjoy this evening first. Sometimes it's a madhouse. Charlie and Amanda send friends sometimes. Can we go for a walk? Would you show me the rest of your house? 

Outside first, he said. While there's still light. 

He loaned her a big, bulky sweater that hung halfway down her thighs, then he took her out walking along his rocky beach. He told her about the old man who lived around the curve of the bay, who remembered when the Gorge was wild territory accessible only by private boat. They speculated together on whether the pirates had ever discovered how perfect Gorge harbor would be as a pirate's den, and he told her about his plans to have a wharf put in.

I've got to straighten out the water rights first, he said, and she memorized the lines that formed on his forehead as he concentrated on the prospect of getting through red tape.

Would you have a boat? She had never been out in the water in anything but a ferry.

I don't think so, at least not a big one. He stopped, looking back at his property, his house, as the setting sun bathed it in warm tones. I've got friends who have a sail-boat. It would be nice to have a place for them to tie up when they come cruising up here. I've got a runabout on a trailer in the garage. It's enough for what I want, good for a run into Campbell River in an emergency, or an afternoon salmon fishing. 

Later, she could not have said what else they talked about. Everything. Nothing. It was dark when he brought her back into his house. They went first to her van for her suitcase, which he insisted on carrying for her.

He did not kiss her. The moon was rising as the sun set, but when he put her case into his bedroom, he said neutrally, You're tired. Get some sleep. The morning is soon enough for a tour of the house. Then he left her alone in the bedroom and she was crazy enough to open the drawers until she found one drawer, empty except for a lacy, black nightgown.

Melody had never looked good in black. She caught herself before she slammed the drawer shut, knowing that Caroline made no real difference. Caroline was history in Scott's life now. But what was Melody? 

 





[bookmark: eight]Chapter Eight
The upstairs was a mess, sawdust and plaster dust everywhere. He told her to be careful not to trip over anything, and that it was going to be two more bedrooms with dormer windows and views of the ocean.

And this part? she asked, standing in the middle of the biggest, empty room.

He shrugged and saw her eyes crinkle with laughter. I don't know. I'll finish it, I guess, and wait for all my friends to descend on me, looking for a place to sleep. 

Looking at Melody as she stood at the newly framed window, he almost told her it would make a terrific music room. The window could easily be shuttered. The walls could have soundproofing added. He had not yet put the plaster on them. It scared him, thinking like that. He did not want to be aware of every move Melody made, every breath she took, but when she breathed, he felt the pressure on his lungs. He liked the way she always went to the windows when she entered a room, as if the view meant as much to her as the walls. Caroline had walked around frowning at the exposed joists, the unfinished floors, but Melody seemed to see through the construction to the dream he had of his finished home.

He did not want to compare her to Caroline, because there was no comparison, and that frightened him most of all. 

Calling home from the Beaufort had suddenly come to mean talking to Melody. He remembered the third time he went to the rig to call her, listening to the empty ringing. He had felt a sick fear that he would never talk to her again, never hold her in his arms again. He had waited for the next week, the next chance to call. Had waited for some message. Had finally flown out of Tuk to Calgary, and then to her island instead of to his own.

Her van had been gone, her house dark. Empty houses and closed doors. He had managed to guess that she had gone to the recording sessions in Los Angeles. She had not said she was going, but he knew that was the deadline she had been working against in her song writing.

It was not that she was gone, but more that she had not bothered to tell him, as if it were not important enough. As if he were not important enough. That was when he realized that he had done exactly what he had vowed never to do. An affair, he had told himself. After all, Melody was committed to her songwriting. She liked being a recluse between visits from friends and her brother. She was not looking for a deep relationship, for commitments or risks. Neither was he, damn it!

He had not expected to find that he was the one with his heart out. The discovery, standing on her dark doorstep, had sent him back here, panicked and determined to throw himself into construction, into reading about geology. Anything but thinking about her. 

He had ploughed into the books. Every year he tried to learn something to fill the gaps in his education. He had never gone back to school, but he tried to make up for it by reading, studying, learning about the world he lived in. This year, he had decided, he would pursue books with a vengeance and to hell with the notion of getting a stereo to learn more about music so that he could share it with Melody.

As a child he had vowed never to give anyone the power to hurt him again by walking out on him or kicking him out. So why was he up here, showing her his home and hoping she would like it? Why was he fighting the impulse to tell her how he could change it for her to share?

An affair, for God's sake. A friendship. Not a life.

What's wrong? she asked, turning to him as if she could see the turmoil inside him. She was wearing his sweater again, because the heating was not installed upstairs yet.

Nothing. He pushed his hair back. I've got to work on the siding at the back today. I want to put stain on before it rains. It would be better after she was gone. Then he would make himself remember that she was Robbie's aunt, too dangerous for touching.

Oh? She made it a question, adding, Do you want me to leave? 

He shoved his hands into his pockets to avoid touching her. You're likely to get paint-spattered if you don't. He tried not to think about making love to her with the firelight playing on her glowing, naked flesh, with her eyes dark and passionate as he bent to kiss and possess.

How's Robbie? he asked desperately, pushing away his over-active imagination. She had been here since yesterday afternoon, yet somehow there had been no time to talk about his nephew.

He listened to her talking about Robbie, about her brother, and he knew it wasn't going to work. He was going to touch her, and if she did not run or scream, he was in trouble.

You could stay a while, he said, harshly cutting across her account of Robin's running into a reporter when he was out walking the baby in his new carriage.

She fell silent, staring at him, her eyes wide and black and unfathomed. What the hell was he doing? Setting himself up to be slapped in the face. So she had made love with him. Once. It didn't mean-No, damn it! He didn't want it to mean more! He made certain nothing showed in his voice. He said, If you're taking a holiday, you could do some painting, some hammering if you like. You need a holiday. She half-smiled and he grinned, although inside he was afraid she would say yes and he knew he was in too deep. Or just sit around and read, he added, and heard the hopefulness in his own voice.

Her hands moved to push into her pockets, but the sweater was in her way. He let his own hands free and possessed hers. Her fingers were cold, trembling. He rubbed them between his hands, to warm them.

She said, I'd better help you paint. You don't have a lot of light reading in those shelves. 

We can go into Campbell River and raid the book stores, he offered. Then he released her hands because he could feel the tension growing inside himself. He tried to tell himself it was nothing more than a shared holiday, an affair that would be a pleasant memory next year, but he kept remembering how he had felt standing on her doorstep, knowing she was gone and not knowing where.

Melody linked her hands together when he released them. In a second he would kiss her. She could see his eyes turning from hazel to a low fire, his firm lips parting just slightly. She knew she must stop him.

No? he said, and it was only half a question. He was picking up something from the tension in her, or did he simply read the thoughts right out of her mind? He stepped back and she saw relief in his eyes, as if he had not really wanted to want her.

Not- Not right now. Not yet. She licked her lips and knew the words were not going to come. Practicing saying it was one thing, but this was impossible. She wanted to stay, take the holiday he had offered. She wanted to put on an old shirt of Scott's and stand beside him, painting stain onto his siding. She wanted to read his books, to watch him lighting the fire in the fireplace. She wanted to talk and listen and share the silences ... to make love with him again.

She knew, though, that she could not possibly stay without telling him first. She gulped and said, I guess I'd better go. 

Why did you come? 
She could nothing in his face. He was waiting, watching, the ship's commander suspending judgment. Crazily, that made it easier, because she could harden her own voice too, and her mind. She turned away from him so that he could not see into her eyes. She stared through the window at the smooth, shining water of the little bay, the narrow gorge that opened out to the ocean. 

She said, I thought you should know, that you had a right to know ... I'm pregnant. 

She turned and he was staring at her. She wasn't sure what it was in his eyes. He blinked and she thought maybe it was shock. Of course it would be shock. She had wanted it to be joy, but she should have known to keep the fairy tales in her music room.

He said slowly, Say that again. 

She didn't. He had heard her the first time. She could not keep staring at him, wondering what on earth he was reading in her eyes. Was he reading her young dreams of happy-ever-afters? Dreams that had been twisting their way into her mind ever since that morning when he had turned up on her front doorstep.

He pushed a rough hand through his hair, frowned and asked, But how- 

I wasn't on the Pill or anything. 

It was anger now, in his eyes, although his voice was as cold as the ocean where he piloted his ships. I asked you and you said ... 

She remembered the warm fire, the heat that had flashed between them, undeniable as if they were two halves of one soul aching for unity. She gulped and admitted, You asked if I was prepared, and I-I didn't mean birth control. I just- 

He turned away from her. She did not realize he was going downstairs until she heard his boots on the stairs, steady and deliberate. She followed him, her sandals clattering down the stairs. She came to a stop in the living room, out of breath, staring at him across the room. He was standing at the door and she wondered if he was intending to walk out on her, or to kick her out.

Scott- 

He said flatly, I don't believe it. You can't be that naive! 

Couldn't she? She had turned thirty last Christmas Day, but she had never really loved before, not in the way a woman loves a man. All her loving had been in songs, in fantasy. Perhaps she had hidden in her own fantasies, finding them safer than what she felt now.

She had been insane to come. She had thought-

He had a right to know, that's what she'd thought, but under that, some crazy part of her had yearned for him to feel what she did, a wild warm excitement, a rightness that the touch of a loving stranger had given birth to a life. Fate. Belonging.

She did not want to love anyone like this, so painfully, not unless he could love her back. She pushed her hands into her pockets. She was cold in spite of the fire he had lit in his fireplace, despite the warm cedar. It was his eyes, and she knew there was never going to be anything for them.

Except the child they had created.

He was tensed up like a wire, his eyes glazed, his jaw clenched. Even his hands were clenched into fists at his side. What did he think she was going to do to him? Did he think she was trying to trap him into marriage?

She jerked her eyes away from him, but he was all around. The picture, the books, the fire, even the glimpse of water outside. She said raggedly, Look, I'm not interested in being lectured. I only came to tell you because- she gulped -because it's not the sort of thing you put in a letter. And I thought you had a right to know. 

She had thought he would welcome her, welcome her child. Secret fantasy, not acknowledged even to herself. Crazy woman. Fantasizing songwriter. Poet.

He said flatly, What do you expect of me? 

He was staring at her and she could feel her eyes burning, her lids open too wide and her skin stretched too tightly over her face. If she didn't get out of here, she was going to cry. She must not let him see her cry, not when he was looking at her like this, his eyes harsh and his mouth a line of judgment.

She saw him swallow. His nostrils flared, his voice bitterly angry. What did you expect, Melody? Did you think I would welcome your news? What was I supposed to say? Let's get married and have a happy ever after? 

She shook her head, although maybe that was what she had dreamed. He prowled angrily across his living room and came back to confront her.

What the devil do I know about families? About babies? Nothing! His face was all harsh lines and angles. I can barely remember my own mother. All I know is from the outside, looking in. I haven't a damn clue in hell how to be on the inside, and you'd be crazy to think we could-we could ... 

Love each other? It hurt to swallow, hurt more to whisper, Couldn't we try? 

If that's what you thought- He cleared his throat, turned to stare grimly at a tree outside. Why do you think I brought Robbie to you in the first place? I was desperate to get him off my hands. A baby needs a father who knows what the hell he's doing. All I know about families is what I learned as a kid. I learned how not to get thrown out. If I did enough chores, I got to stay. Maybe. 

Her hands reached out towards him, wanting to soothe the pain she could feel in him. Scott- 

He jerked away. A woman needs a man who can love both her and her baby without messing it up. He started prowling again, came to rest in front of her, staring at her bleakly.

You're afraid to try, afraid to take a chance. We could- 

No, we couldn't! He crammed his hands deeply into his pockets and turned to glare at the fire.

She stared at a place in the middle of the window and said tightly, This baby's not going to go away, Scott. 

I'll-We'll make some kind of-some sort of financial arrangement. 

Oh, God! She could feel the tears coming. This was worse than she could have imagined. She walked past him. Then she was on the veranda, staring at nothing, and he was behind her. She made herself move, across the open expanse to the stairs, down to the grass.

She got to her van and the keys were still there. She had not even thought of keys, of her purse. She stared at the dashboard and knew she could not walk back into that house for her purse. It was in his bedroom, with her suitcase.

She turned the starter, but nothing happened except for the whine of the buzzer telling her to do up her seat belt. She sat there, staring at the windshield, and finally she realized that she had forgotten to put the car in parking gear when she stopped. The emergency brake was on, but the gearshift was in gear.

If she sat here long enough, messing up the simple job of driving away, he would come through the door and she would have to look at his eyes again and know he was never going to care for her in the way she needed. Never going to love her.

She must not cry. Whatever she did, she had to keep from letting the tears out until she was somewhere far away. The engine caught, finally, and she started reversing.

He was there, standing in the doorway, at the back door, staring after her, blurry through the moisture in her eyes. She kept going, trying to go straight back and steady. He did nothing to stop her.

A giggle escaped her, but it was half a sob. What was he going to do about her suitcase? Would he send it to her? She might open her door to a knock and find a courier there, her suitcase returned. If this went on, his bedroom would be littered with mementos of women who had once shared his touch but not his heart.

She was out of his driveway before she realized that she could not go on. She would willingly have risked driving forever without her driver's license, just to avoid facing him again. But she could not even get off his island without her purse. No money for ferry fares, no credit cards for gasoline. Not even a bankcard to get cash from some strange, shiny bank.







Chapter Nine
Percussion instruments drowned out the tempo of the bass guitar. Then nothing, just the echo of rhythm in the silence of the room.

Melody dropped her hands from the synthesizer. The multi-track recorder turned silently, recording nothing. She stared at the equipment, knowing it was useless. She had no idea if the song was good or bad. It felt dead, the words without meaning, the notes disconnected. She did not know if the lack was in her, or in the music she had written.

Last night she had reached for the telephone to call Robin, intending to play the music over the telephone and ask him if it was any good. He would have been astounded. She had never let anyone else listen to a song unless she was sure it was good. If she had no confidence in it, she was not willing to share any of her work.

She turned everything off and took the tape out of the recorder, placed it in its protective plastic case. Then she closed the door on the music room and went out, locking the house.

She went to the radio station, although it was hours too early for Island Time. She wanted busy-work, so she buried herself in the record library. She picked out other people's music, talked her way through Island Time, and felt a little better.

It was returning home that was difficult. It had never bothered her before that the house was empty. If she wanted to talk to the world, she had the ham radio. And there was her music room, always before filled with life and feeling. But now, three days living alone and she was ready to climb the walls.

She accepted Bev's invitation to dinner, spent an evening playing with Bev and John's two-year-old holy terror. The next day she went down to the college and picked up a copy of the new calendar, but none of the night school courses would be starting until September, so that did her no good. She needed something to fill her hours now, to stop her from thinking.

Then she went back to the radio station, into Laurie's office, to ask the station manager about going to work full time. Laurie was sorting through the results of a survey of listeners, turning endless pages of computer printout. She looked up at Melody, frowning, her lively dark eyes worried.

Are you sure you want to, Melody? Full time, I wouldn't be able to release you for the recording sessions, you know. 

Melody wondered if she would ever be able to write another song. She could not say that to Laurie.

Think about it, said Laurie. And if you ever want to talk. I'm here, you know. About anything. 

Friends. She had more friends than she deserved. Jeff and Laurie and John and Bev. Yet she knew that she could not go to any of them for help. She had to be strong, to start planning for herself and the child. She had to find her own answer, not someone else's.

She went to her doctor and came home with a vitamin supplement and a book on looking after herself and the child inside. Queen Charlotte being the small town it was, she suspected that within twenty-four hours everyone would know Melody Connacher was expecting a child. No one would be likely to say anything, not to her, but there were few secrets in a town this size. She did not think any of her friends would criticize her, but they would expect her eventually to confide in them.

Plans, she thought, and she went down to the basement to start cleaning out the storeroom. It had been waiting ten years or so to be organized, but now seemed a good time. Some of it was bits and pieces of Charlie and Amanda's theatre life. Some of it was from Robin and Melody's youth. She thought that if she cleaned house, she might find her thoughts tidier, more purposeful.

At least there were the royalties coming in, and with Robin turning so many of her songs into hits, Melody and the baby should not have to worry about how to pay the grocery bill for a while. Better if she could write more good songs, but if not, she would go back and tell Laurie that she wanted to dedicate all her time to the radio station. She would tell her about the baby, and Laurie would understand.

Crouched on the floor amidst the dusty memories, Melody picked up a bundle of paper with a garter holding them together. She slipped the garter off. A blue garter. Something blue for Amanda's wedding?

Love letters, from Charlie to a younger Amanda. She thought of the letters Robin had written to Donna. Love letters. Lovers. Then she put Charlie's letters back where she had found them, without reading them.. They were private, not hers to intrude on. 

She sat cross-legged on the basement floor, thinking about her parents as lovers for the first time. With a child's narrow view, she had never thought of their romance. She knew them as characters, as friends to each other and their children, as partners on the stage ... but not as lovers.

What would they think when she told them she was going to have a child? They would accept it, but they would worry about her. From a distance, she thought wryly, because she and Robin had never been encouraged to lean on their parents. Perhaps that was the pattern they had learned, standing alone, because despite the ways in which they were close, Robin had not told her of his love for Donna, and Melody was not reaching to tell her twin what she loved a man who did not want loving.

When the knock came, she knew that it would be Scott.

He had been in her mind, lying in the background through everything else, the doctor and the radio station and Charlie's love letters to Amanda. In a few days, he would be back on his icebreaker in the Beaufort Sea. She had been counting the days. She thought she knew him well enough to know that he would want to settle his loose ends before he left.

She went up the stairs, dusting her hands off on the seat of her jeans. She was aware of watching herself move, observing herself as she opened the door. Then he was there, in front of her, his broad shoulders blocking out the light. His hazel eyes were serious, thoughtful. She wondered what he intended for them, for their child. Her eyes went past him, to the shiny black truck. She thought of the first time she had seen him, Robbie hidden in the truck.

He must have read her thoughts because he said, Nothing in the truck this time. May I come in? 

When she stepped back, he passed her and walked into the public part of her living room. She closed the door and stood at the end of the sofa, watching him prowl the deep carpet. He stopped to stare at the fireplace. For a crazy moment, she thought he was going to kneel and start tending the fire. She wondered how she could think of this as the public area when they had made love just there, lying together on the deep carpet in front of the fire.

I've been thinking. His voice was strained. He swung around and they were staring at each other, like two people across a classroom. She had known he would be like this. Frozen. We'll get married, he said coldly, deliberately.

Why? There was no love in his eyes, his voice. She wondered what kind of a marriage it could be.

Babies need families. His face was expressionless.

She had to move. She gulped and walked past him, to the fire. She knew it was a warm June day, but she felt the trembling inside herself, like cold. Babies need families. Scott's family had been torn from him at a young age. He was still talking, his words falling into the quiet of her living room. She tried to concentrate on what he was saying.

... get married right away. I've got five days before I go back to the Beaufort. It's just long enough. We'll go down to the government agent this afternoon and apply for a license. 

He dominated the room. He would dominate her life, but when she turned to face him, his eyes were flat and lifeless, not even angry. Whatever had been between them, the warmth and the sharing which had seemed strong from the first day-If she married him with his jaw set and his eyes determined, then it would be gone. He would have locked himself into a trap. A trap of his own choosing, but she would be the jailer.

She moved her hand, a spasmodic movement. You make it sound like getting a fire permit. Her voice was jerky, too.

Fire. There was no fire in him at all. Not now. He had it all under control. He started pacing, then stopped and stared at her, his hands clasped behind his back. He had worked all this out. What she thought, what she felt did not matter. She was just a game piece he was moving. He wanted it that way, without feeling.

He said tonelessly, You can stay here for the summer. It would be better, until I'm finished my season in the Beaufort, if you were close to your friends. After that, you'll move to Cortes Island. 

To your house? It was a plan for strangers. Will you give me a room of my own? He had built walls in his mind to keep her out. Walls. Rooms.

If that's what you want. He said the words as if he did not care.

She said abruptly, I'm going to make coffee. 

He did not follow her into the kitchen. She should have known he wouldn't. He had not come for intimacy, for sharing. He had come to look after his obligations. She poured water into the reservoir in the coffeemaker, spooned coffee grounds into the filter. She heard the music start. If she married him, it would be like this forever, Scott in the next room, playing her music, touching her soul. She stared at the coffeemaker as it gurgled and hissed, and she thought of the letters in the basement. Charlie, hopelessly in love with Amanda. Her parents, together, walking through the life they had chosen.

She tried to shift her reality, to turn what she was feeling into a poem, words for a song, but it was too real. She could not remove herself from her own feelings by making them poetry.

She brought the coffee to him in the living room. He was in the private part now, standing at the window, his shoulders broad through the warm brown of the knitted shirt he wore. She put the coffee down and felt the barriers in him. She could not reach, could not touch. She curled her fingers inwards, nails digging into her palms. Touching was important to her, she realized. Touching and loving. Better to live without him entirely than to walk through a life of walls and tension.

Coffee, she said, and he turned, as if he had not heard her until that instant.

The music was a soft background. Not her love songs, not Robin's deep emotional voice. He had picked a neutral, classical piece. Background, filling the silence. He did not reach for the cup she had set down on the end table for him. They stared at each other for an endless moment.

She clasped her hands together behind her back, licked her lips and whispered, Do you love me? 

His jaw flexed. Something in his eyes flared briefly and was gone. She felt tightness in her throat and swallowed. 

Scott, I want a marriage with love, with intimacy. I ... I can't marry you if you're doing it just because ... because you see it as your duty. She saw his chest expand, felt the tightness in his breathing.

His words were stilted. I assume that it is my child? 

She felt as if he had struck with his closed fist. She gasped and his jaw became even more rigid. She blinked and managed to win a victory over the tears that wanted to flow. She whispered, I did not get pregnant to trap you. This is not a trap. But it obviously felt like a trap to him.

Under his hardness must be some emotion, some caring. She had to believe that, had to trust her instincts. Loving Scott was not something that would go away, but if there was ever to be a chance for them, he must acknowledge their love, too.

I didn't plan to have your baby, she said, whispering. It just-that night ... it was right. Loving, feeling love for you- His jaw clenched in a spasm, but she remembered what had been in his eyes, in his voice as he whispered against her naked flesh. She said, You loved me, too, that night. We made a baby that night, and it will be a child of love. I don't regret it, and I won't regret it. I won't have him-I won't have our baby grow up in anything but a home of love. 

If she stayed, he would have to say something, to deny her truth, so she left the room as if she were running. She was afraid that if he denied what they had shared, the denial would become his truth forever.

She went to her music room. Her haven, she thought uneasily, knowing she could not hide from her world, knowing she should face Scott and say something. But she could not handle it even one minute longer, her heart aching and her voice trembling, her tears so close, and his eyes so cold.

She shut the door. He would not come into this room. If he did, he would be exposing himself to all the things he was afraid to acknowledge. Loving and risking. She did not close the shutters. She could hear the birds outside, and she would hear his truck when he started it. She wanted him to stay, but knew he would leave. He had come to offer marriage, but her price was far higher than he would pay.

Love.

Oh, God! Was she wrong? He had been dragged through homes that did not want him as a child. Maybe he could never reach for her. Maybe she was the one who had to take chances, accept his stilted proposal of marriage and hope he would learn to let himself love her.

She went to the window when she heard the sound of his truck. She watched him drive away, almost certain that she had just made a terrible mistake.

By eleven-thirty that night she knew that she had been mindless, asking a man who was afraid to love for words that would commit him. She dashed out and started her van, roaring down the hill and along the highway to the ferry terminal. If she was fast enough, there might be time. His car was probably aboard by now, but she could get a foot passenger ticket and run on just before they pulled out. She saw the lights of the ferry ahead, her hands trembling on the wheel because it wasn't too late yet. The ferry wasn't gone yet.

Then she saw the other lights behind her, red and blue lights flashing. Oh, God! Not now! The police. She jerked the wheel and stopped on the shoulder, hoping desperately that the police car would tear on past her, on its way to something more urgent than a mere speeding driver.

But the police car stopped too, pulling up behind her. She watched in her rear-view mirror as the officer got out and walked slowly forward to her car.

In a hurry? He looked very young, but his face had the stern authority to back up the uniform.

I-I have to get to the ferry. It's- 

Can I see your driver's license and registration, please? His voice was politely critical. If you'd gone slower, you'd have got there more quickly. 

It was no use. She rummaged in the glove compartment for her registration, in her purse for her driver's license. He took the documents and went back to his car and she sat, watching the rear view mirror, knowing it was going to take too long.

The officer came back eventually, after checking on the radio, she supposed, that she wasn't a wanted criminal. He was writing out her speeding ticket as she saw the lights of the ferry moving away from the dock. Too late.

She called Scott's home two days later, figuring that's how long it would hake him to get home. There was no answer. She called again the next day and wondered what she would say if he answered, but he did not answer and she did not dial his number again.She called the Caribbean two weeks later. Amanda answered, her voice that magical, husky music that had enchanted her audiences for decades.

Darling, she breathed, I was just going to call you. 
Melody laughed, knowing it was probably not true. How's the act? she asked. Are you still throwing the West Indies on their ears? 

Of course, darling. What about you? Have you written a gold for Robin yet? 
Next week, Melody said. She twisted the cord from the telephone around her index finger and tried to decide if she was imagining the worry in Amanda's voice. I thought I might come down and catch your act. I could use a holiday. 

You'd be crazy, said Amanda repressively. Come in the winter. Right now it's a steam bath here. You'd be dripping all over the hotel, and the audience is no hell. Honey, it's the off season. 

I want to see you. To tell them about their coming grandchild, that had been her idea when she picked up the telephone, but now she was worried. Amanda wasn't herself.

Amanda said coolly, We're not at our best during the hot season. 

What's wrong? Something was. Is Charlie okay? 

Amanda did not have a quick answer to that question, and Melody demanded urgently, He's not sick? Three years ago he had had a heart bypass. Ever since, he had insisted he was a young man again. Forty at least.

No. Of course not. Amanda took a noisy breath, then admitted, He's having trouble remembering his lines. 

Melody closed her eyes on a vivid picture of her parents. She did not know which town to attach the memory to, there had been so many stages in so many towns. Just another memory, Charlie throwing back his words to Amanda on cue, the audience laughing. Backstage, hidden in the shadows, Robin and Melody watching. After the laughter came the hush, then the music, and the Connachers drifted from silence into a soft duet that caught the heart strings.

Mom- 

We've been thinking of retiring, said Amanda briskly, covering emotion now. Melody thought of Scott, of the way he covered emotion. Amanda said, I'm the business head, of course. I'm always the one counting pennies. 

If you need a loan, you can always hit me up, said Melody, careful to keep her voice light.

Amanda laughed and Melody relaxed. If her mother could still laugh, things would be all right. I'll hit Robin, her mother said. I saw him on satellite TV yesterday. That concert in LA, and they mobbed him. They love him. And his new album's a winner. The title song- 

Where did you hear that? It's not been released yet. 

Amanda laughed, a sound of happy victory. We've got our contacts, darling. 

It was the stuff of her childhood. Theater talk. Melody let Amanda lead them away from the personal. They had never leaned on each other. Affection, yes, but all the Connachers knew how to stand alone. Even she and Robin, supporting each other as children because their parents were often away, but not sharing the secrets of their souls.

I still thought I'd come down there, said Melody.

All right, if you must, although I'd rather you waited awhile. Amanda paused, then said, And think about what you want to do with the house. 

What? Melody looked around her. The house? Her home? It had been hers and Robin's since they were teenagers. What do you mean? 

Money, said Amanda. I'm sorry, honey, but if Charlie and I are going to retire, we've got to liquidate some of our assets. 

This house? You're going to sell this house? 

Well, yes. Amanda's voice was brisk again now that she had introduced the subject. So if you and Robin would get together and think about it. Whether you want it. Because, you see, we've had an offer. You remember Wendy and Ronald Saunderly? Last year, they were up for an autumn holiday. A good offer, and if we accept it, we can walk out on the club here. She laughed, a sharp sound. Rather walk out before we get the axe, you know. Charlie would like to know we quit because we decided it was time. 

An offer for Melody's home, the house she and Robin had grown up in, the house she had naturally assumed she would bring her own baby up in.

The Saunderlys? She remembered them, talkative, too energetic, the woman raving about the peace and quiet as she bustled around the island. How long do you and Charlie have to make up your minds? 

Fourteen days. Well, from the offer date. That was three days ago. 

Three days gone already. If Melody had not called her mother, would Amanda have called her? I'll talk to Robin. How much was the offer? 

Melody suppressed a gasp at the answer. From a purely practical point of view, her parents would be crazy to refuse an offer like that. Melody could not hope to match that price unless Robin wanted to share ownership of the house, a house that meant nothing to him, except that it was his sister's home.

Two weeks less three days, but she found herself doing the same thing Amanda had, putting off calling Robin to talk about it. She hugged herself, wondering what there was in the world that was hers. Everything seemed to be slipping away. Robin's life and hers had been separate for years now, ever since she had left Los Angeles. Her parents would probably never come back to this country to live now. Amanda had said something about buying a place in Mexico. Melody was the only one clinging to the Connacher home on the islands.

She should not feel that a future without this house was a formless unknown. She still had the job at the radio station, and she could build a music room anywhere, couldn't she?







Chapter Ten
The hospital corridor was cold and brilliant and completely immaculate. Melody had always hated hospitals, hated the thought of illness and waiting for bad news. She had no reason for it, just perhaps the fear of losing people she loved. She had never before spent a night waiting in a hospital waiting room, not knowing what would come.

She was scared. More alone than she had been in all her life. There was nowhere to hide here, no music room, no fantasies. Only the shining hospital that did not have the antiseptic smell she thought was supposed to go with hospitals, and the man on the other side of the room, as silent as she was, waiting for news that did not come.

It was the personnel officer from Scott's oil company who had telephoned Melody. Personnel had received a request to notify Scott Alexander's next-of-kin of an accident, but his recorded next-of-kin was a foster mother in care in a home for the elderly. Scott, however, had visited the personnel office only a couple of weeks before.

He made you beneficiary on everything, said the brisk, friendly woman. His group insurance policy. His registered pension plan. So I thought you were the one to notify. 

Where is he? Scott. Seriously hurt. An accident on the icebreaker.

They're airlifting him to Calgary. The woman named the hospital and Melody had grabbed for paper and pen. They took him to Tuktoyaktuk by helicopter. A doctor met him at Tuk, and is accompanying him to Calgary. 

Tuktoyaktuk to Calgary. Three hours from the Northwest Territories port to the modern facilities of Calgary.

He arrived in Calgary long before Melody could get there. She had to wait for morning and the jet to Vancouver, then another two hours for a connection to Calgary. Then the hospital, and it seemed forever without news.

Scott had been taken directly to surgery hours before Melody arrived. Then, about the time she landed at Calgary airport, he was rushed back into surgery a second time, hemorrhaging. She had not seen him, would not be able to see him for hours. Critical, the nurse had said, and the doctor was too busy trying to save his life to talk to anyone.

Melody paced from the window looking out over endless hospital buildings, to the corridor where eventually the surgeon must appear with news for her.

Look, miss- 

She swung around. Her silent companion, the other man in the room. He stood, tall and lean, limping slightly as he walked towards her. His voice was soft, with a precise accent. British, she decided, amazed that part of her mind could still function.

Sit down, he said gently, insistently, his voice taking on the faint burr of Scottish ancestors. You cannot pace the floor all day like that. Sit down and I'll bring a cup of tea for you. 

Tea. It sounded far better than the foul liquid she had coaxed from the coffee machine earlier. Even the bitter smell of it had made her nauseous. He was gone for ten minutes or so, and came back with two steaming cups. Real cups, not cardboard or plastic. She accepted the one he handed her, curling her fingers around it. He pulled a paper bag out of his jacket pocket and brought two doughnuts from it.

Lunch, he said. Of a sort. 

Thank you. Doughnuts, when Scott might be dying.

She breathed in warm fumes from the tea, sipped and felt the heat flow slowly down her throat. Soon she would make herself eat one of the doughnuts. She needed the strength. If Scott-when Scott got better, he would need someone. She shuddered, knowing that if he had not put her name on his personnel forms, no one would have called her. She might have felt uneasy, a sixth sense telling her something was wrong. She would not have known where or what.

The stranger held out the flattened paper bag. She took a doughnut from on top of it. It tasted sugary, too sweet. She chewed for a long time and finally swallowed without gagging and asked, Who are you? 

Harry. The mate from Jonathan Cartier. You're the skipper's woman, aren't you? 

She wanted to be his woman, if he would ever let her that close. She said, I love him, and it felt like a release to say it out loud.

He nodded. They fell into silence, waiting together.

When Melody could sit no longer, she got up and prowled the little waiting room. She walked to the window, then to the corridor. No one there. Back to the window again, then past Harry's feet to the corridor where a nurse was hurrying somewhere else with a swish of rubber-soled shoes. Would they ever come to say Scott was going to be all right?

Soon, Harry would tell her to sit down. She looked at him, but he was staring at the floor between his feet. Then, finally, she sat beside him, staring at the doorway to the corridor.

It's my fault, he said in a low, soft voice. I've got this bad leg, and the skipper's been after me to get to the doctors with it. I'm his mate. She blinked and he said, First mate. Next in command after the Master. She nodded and he explained, Yesterday we were bringing up the rig's anchors, and the skipper must have seen me trip on the deck. It's the cold, gets to the damned leg. I've been afraid to go to the doctors, afraid I'd find out it was-well, anyway, skipper put me on the bridge and took my place. That's why he was there when the Bruce cut loose, instead of safe on the bridge where he should have been. 

She hugged herself, trying to understand the strange terms. He's your captain, isn't he? He nodded and she said, If he ordered you off the deck, you had to go. He wouldn't blame you, would he? She wondered if she would ever feel warm again. Could you explain to me what happened? I don't know what the Bruce is, and I need to know what happened. 

The Bruce is the kind of anchor we use on the oil rigs in the Beaufort. Here, have this last doughnut and I'll use this bag to show you. 

He sketched an icebreaker for her, on the paper bag. She discovered that asking questions and concentrating on the answers was easier than waiting.

A doctor came finally, trailing a mask and wearing tired lines around his eyes. He nodded to Harry and looked at Melody, then said, I'm Dr. Walton. The nurse says you're waiting for word of Mr. Alexander. Are you a relative? 

She was the mother of his unborn child, the woman who loved him. Was that enough to entitle her to news? She said unsteadily, We're getting married, because if he lived and the offer was still open, she intended to become his wife. She could not bear to spend the rest of her life knowing that if he needed her, no one would call and she would not be there.

The doctor rubbed his forehead with his forearm. You can't see him yet. 

Is he-? 

In the recovery room. The hemorrhaging is stopped. He'll have a couple of extra seams in the abdominal area, but he'll probably get through the next fifty years. The doctor half-smiled. That man of yours is one tough character. I think it's going to be all right. I-hey! 

She could feel the room spinning, then hard hands gripping her. The world steadied and Dr. Walton was glaring at her, frowning.

I'm sorry. I just- 

Get some rest, he said sharply. Then his eyes became more intent and he said, You're gravid, aren't you? 

She blinked, pulling back from his steadying hold. What? 

He grimaced. Sorry. Medical term. Expecting. A child. Her startled silence must have answered him because he said, Don't ask how I can tell. Something about the eyes. My wife says I should be a witch doctor. His voice shifted from indulgent to brisk. Look, you need to get out of this place. Check into a hotel, get some sleep. Have a long, relaxing soak in a tub. Then have a good dinner before you come back. Your man might be awake by then. 

She was breathing again, reassured by his matter-of-fact instructions. Can I leave the name of my hotel with the nurse? 

Yes, and we'll call if you're needed, but don't worry. Your sea captain's going to be fine. He'll be around to see his grandchildren born. You just make sure you get your rest. And regular meals. 

It was Harry who insisted on taking her to a nearby hotel, Harry who called back to the hospital with the telephone number of the hotel and room number, Harry who ordered room service for her and sat with her to make sure she ate it before he left her to sleep.

Amazingly, she did sleep.







Chapter Eleven
Melody sat on a rock at the water's edge, her legs crossed, her chin in her hand, staring at the place where a loon had disappeared a moment ago. Two weeks, and neither she nor Scott had mentioned the future.

Magical weeks, if she did not think ahead. They had gone for long, slow walks through the lightly populated island. Scott had taught her the names of the trees, the nesting patterns of a multitude of strange seabirds. In return, she had started to teach him Morse code.

From his telephone, while he slept, she had called Laurie at the radio station, apologizing for leaving her high and dry.

I can't tell you when I'll be back. Or if, she'd admitted. You'd better find someone else. 

Let's leave it in the air, said Laurie. I'll fill in a bit myself. I always miss the hands-on stuff. Let me know. 

The next day Scott took her to a deserted cliff-side where he showed her the bald eagles nesting. She told him about her one disastrous appearance on stage when she was seven years old. She had frozen and Charlie had ad-libbed all around her, and she'd refused ever to go on again.

She made quiche and he ate it, and they laughed about his calling it egg pie, but he refused to eat yogurt when she bought it. He made a fire in a pit outside and they had a wiener roast because he said he'd never been to a wiener roast as a child. She wanted to tell him that she loved him, but was afraid to say the words in case he would not want to hear.

He told her about Tom, the foster father who had taken Scott onto his fishing boat and taught him to love the sea. About Sylvia, Tom's widow, who hated being left alone and lived in a residence now.

Another day, while he slept, she called Amanda and Charlie and learned that the papers had been signed. The house was sold. She called Mrs. Winston and warned her the buyers were coming to look.

You're moving then? said the woman who had been housekeeper to the Connacher twins since their teens.

Yes, said Melody, because that much was certain. Mrs. Winston deserved to be told more, but Melody could only say, I'll call you when I know something definitely. 

Soon, she would have to go home and pack. She put off the decision, put off worrying about where she would be moving. Once, Scott had told her that she could move into his home, that he would make room for her music upstairs. Once, he had said they should marry, but since his accident, he had not referred to either the marriage or the unfinished room upstairs.

He talked freely about his other plans for the property on the Gorge. He was going to build a small bathhouse and sauna at the base of the hill behind the house. He wanted to turn the unfinished downstairs room where she was sleeping into a library someday. He drew sketches of his plans and asked for her ideas, but he never said one word that referred to her staying.

She did not have the courage to ask him.

Behind her, she heard the door of the veranda as it swung shut. A few minutes ago the telephone had rung. Something to do with the backhoe Scott was hiring to dig out the foundation for the bathhouse. Although he was not allowed to do any work himself, he was managing to organize quite a bit of action by telephone. Soon, she knew, it would be impossible to keep him from working.

Without turning to look, she knew when he was behind her, knew he would be leaning against the big rock with his arms crossed and his eyes narrowed against the power of the sun.

Did you get them for Monday? she asked. Everyday questions. She savored the sweetness of his nearness.

No. It wasn't the contractor. 

Oh. She twisted and found him watching her. Something in his eyes started her heart keeping time in a slow thud. What-who was it? 

Your mother. 

Oh, lord! What on earth had Amanda said? Did-did she want me to call her? 

He shrugged. Yes? Or no? She heard the loon call from the water behind her, but could not turn to look.

She said to tell you possession date is the end of August, and can you organize clearing out the house by then. 

She nodded mutely.

You didn't tell me the house sold. 

No. Because that would bring up the question of where she was going to move, and she was afraid to break the bubble. She pushed her hair back, wished it were long hair and could drop over her face to hide her confusion. He was not pleased to know that she was homeless. I-did you tell her I'd call? 

I didn't get the chance. She said she wanted to meet me, she and Charlie. 

Oh, lord! She knew what was coming. He unfolded his arms and crossed them again. She bit her lip, feeling very much the same as she had at the age of seven, on stage with everyone watching, messing it up and unable to escape.

She referred to me as your young man. 

Robin, she whispered. Robin must have said something. She wished she could flee, but there was nowhere else she would want to be. She loved him. God, she loved him so much that she knew even her songs would dry up if she could not share her life with him.

Where would Robin get that idea? 

She shook her head. From her, because she had told Robin she loved Scott. She saw a glimpse of color behind Scott's shoulder and she grasped at the distraction. There's a car ... or a truck. Coming here, I think. 

Going past, he said. He did not turn to look.

The sound of the engine faded. She got up from the rock, wondering what came next. Was he trying to find the words to send her away? If he started talking about support payments and medical coverage, she thought she would scream.

She said helplessly, It's time for lunch, isn't it? Lord, why wouldn't he stop looking like that? She was scared. He did not answer and she could not stand here just waiting. She said uneasily, I feel like I'm on display. As if-I'll make some soup, shall I? 

He followed her to the kitchen. She tried to act as if he was not there, to move around with some kind of purpose. She got out a can of soup and a saucepan. She went into the odds and ends drawer for the can opener, stood staring at bits of string and a roll of electrical tape, trying to remember what she was looking for.

Can opener, that was it. She pushed the drawer in and got the right one open. Scott was looming, saying nothing, and she felt as if everything was going to explode.

You look as scared as I am, he said quietly.

She dropped the opener. It clattered to the floor. She bent to get it and he said, Leave it. 

She whispered, What do you want? Her throat felt dry and tight.

A muscle twitched in his jaw. He said, You. 

The ring of the telephone broke the silence. They stood, wordless, as the rings continued. His eyes were almost black with some kind of emotion. She licked her lips and caught her bottom lip between her teeth. The telephone gave one last ring and then quit.

He said, I want you to stay here. There was no feeling in his voice, although his eyes were black and filled with tension. She swallowed and no sound came. He must know that she wanted above everything to stay with him.

His hands were hanging at his sides, fingers hanging down. His face was haggard. When I was a kid, when my parents died, Donna and I went to our first foster home- He shrugged, showing no emotion although she knew it was there. Donna was just a baby, didn't really know what had happened. I didn't settle in very well. They made it plain-lord, I don't even know what their last name was now, I was supposed to call them Mom and Dad, but they made it plain that if it weren't for Donna, they'd send me back where I came from. Wherever that was. He shrugged uncomfortably. I don't like talking about this. The house was-anyway, after a couple of years we were both moved again. The foster mother was expecting a child of her own, couldn't handle us. 

She wanted to go to him, to put her arms around him, but something in his voice forbid touching. He said, I made sure I worked hard enough to be able to stay at the next place, but I was only working for one thing. To have total control of my own life. I didn't want my happiness in anyone else's hands. 

She had not known the details, but she had known it would take time. She would be patient, would not ask for anything he was not willing to share. She would love him, but she would be quiet about it.

He said, I went to sea because the sea doesn't ask a man to be anything but what he is. Because I could- He shrugged away emotions he could not put in words, said, I bought this place for myself, a place no one could kick me out of. He added flatly, I did not build this house to share with anyone else. He grimaced at his own words and said, This was the place where I was safe. 

Was. Until now. She must have made some sound, because his eyes changed. She whispered, Then why are you asking me to stay? You don't have to. Every word hurt as it passed her throat.

She saw his fingers curl in on themselves. He said harshly, When that anchor was coming at me, I knew it was the end. A man doesn't lose in a battle with seven tons of steel and survive it. I jumped for the crash rail, trying to get behind it, and I knew I wasn't fast enough. And the only thing I could think of was you. 

She said, I love you, but the words would not come out.

I wanted to hold you in my arms, to go to sleep feeling you warm against me. I wanted to see you when I woke up in the morning. His eyes closed and his voice deepened. I wanted to see our child, to hold it, to watch you holding the baby we made. 

She moved then and her hand found his chest. She could feel his heart hammering against her palm. He said, When we made love, I thought you were too dangerous, that I couldn't afford to feel what I was feeling for you, but I couldn't seem to keep away from you. I had to phone you from the rig, and when you didn't answer- 

I love you. It was only a whisper, but this time she managed to get the words out although he did not seem to hear.

His chest was hard, the muscles rigid under her hand. When you came here, the first time, I was just beginning to admit to myself that I needed more than one night with you. I wanted you closer, sharing ... the whole idea terrified me, but I couldn't seem to push you away in my mind. Upstairs, that morning, when I asked you to stay for a holiday-I was really starting to ask you to move in, to live with me, but I got scared. I'd never had a relationship that mattered this much, not with any woman, wasn't sure I could do it, not with the load of hang-ups I'd carried out of my childhood. 

She told him, I wanted to say yes. For a holiday, or forever; but I had to tell you about the baby first. She felt the shudder go through his chest. Scott, I wasn't trying to trap you. I-we can take time. We can- 

His hands possessed her arms, his fingers digging in. I know I was terrible ... brutal to you when you told me you were pregnant, I ... I don't know if-can you understand, Melody? I just couldn't cope with it. You were putting all these images in my mind, loving and families and babies, and they were the kinds of dreams I just couldn't believe in, I'd never-I wanted ... wanted it all so much it terrified me, so much that I- 

She slid her arms up, around his neck. He was so tight, so tense. She wanted to tell him that it was all right, but did not know how to reassure him.

His hands moved to her back, bringing her close against him. There's never been anybody that mattered in my life who didn't disappear on me-either by dying or by kicking me out. 

So you had to push me away? In a crazy way, she understood.

He nodded, staring down at her bleakly. When you told me-at first I couldn't believe it. I hadn't even considered it might happen. You ... and a child ... and love. All in my reach. It would have been heaven, except I knew I was afraid to try. Afraid I'd blow it, I guess. He shook his head, admitted, I'm scared witless, even now. I want you. I want our baby. But I don't know if I can love either of you, or both of you, the way you deserve. I'm not sure I know how. 

I love you. He heard her this time. Her voice was strong and her arms were tight around his neck.

I need you loving me. He groaned, Melody, without you at my side, my world is all black and white. There's no color. 

He was still frowning and she covered his lips with hers. If I can't love you, I'll never be able to write another song, another poem. 

Oh, God! He shuddered, then his lips possessed hers, hard, and his arms held her close and tenderly. I dreamed of you loving me. What did I do to deserve you? 

He had loved her. She did not say the words because he was not ready, but she knew that words were unnecessary. His arms were holding her, his eyes loving her. She shivered and felt his body respond, and knew that she was home.

She whispered, All my life, I wanted a home that was really mine. Moving around all the time, and the crazy scene that was the music world. I tried to pretend I was at home when I went to Queen Charlotte, but- She swallowed and said raggedly, When you came to my door, that was the first time I believed there was something more to loving than the fantasies I spun in my music room. 

His hands slid under the loose cotton of her blouse, fingers shaping the satiny flesh underneath. She was losing the slender curves that he had once made love to, but his touch was trembling and his voice intense as he murmured, I want to pick you up and carry you into my bedroom. 

He felt her body's response to his suggestion and laughed huskily. She warned, You'd better not. The doctor would have my head. His lips possessed hers and she managed only to gasp, What about lunch. 

Loving first, he growled, and something seemed to catch in his throat.

She pressed her lips against his throat and said softly, You don't need to say it. 

He silenced her with a kiss.

She had thought her body would be awkward, but his touch was magic and when she trembled, she could see his eyes flash in response. Then he took her hand, and they were in his room, moving to the big bed. He lay down with her, touched her, and it was more than it had been before, deeper and more shattering, filled with a long tenderness that brought tears to her eyes.

Don't cry, he said, holding her, slowly exploring her lovely softness with his fingertips. Please don't cry. 

She moved closer, into his arms, her flesh merging with his, telling him without words that the tears were for feeling, for fullness. For love, not sadness.

I love you, he said, and the world went still.

Was it hard to say? 

I've loved you for so long. He bent over her. The words have been inside, trying to get out. 

I've watched you with Robbie, she whispered. You're going to make a wonderful father. 

If you're there to help me. You will be, won't you? You're going to marry me? She saw his face go harsh and cold, but she understood now that it was only a mask.

Yes. She returned his kiss, giving herself up to her lover. I love you ... I've always loved you. Forever. She would tell him so, often, make sure he did not ever forget.

Then he touched her intimately and she gasped and moved closer, returning his caress. He groaned and moved over her and there were no more barriers. They were together, beyond walls or restraints, pleasuring each other almost beyond bearing. She held him close when she felt the powerful build-up to his release, felt the answering pressure inside herself, heard her voice making formless sounds of needing and loving.

He groaned her name, and his love, as he took them both beyond the stars. Then he held her in his arms, closely against his heart, and when their pulses quieted, they slept. Together.

Outside, on the water, the loon bobbed up from the glassy bay, craned his long neck and looked towards the silent house. Overhead, an eagle swooped down from a cloudless sky. In the kitchen, the can opener lay open on the floor, forgotten.
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