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Just stay away

from my son!"
Hands closed on her shoulders from behind. ' 'Don't

talk with him and don't play chess with him,
'

'

Coffee continued as she shrugged her shoulders at

his touch. But Dodge didn't let go. If anything, his

grip tightened. She closed her eyes, trying not to

shiver as she felt each individual fingertip press

into her flesh.

' 'How long are you staying here?" She put an edge

to that question.

His laugh was rueful, seductive, his breath warm
on her ear. ' 'Long as it takes to write your

husband's biography. So if you want m.e out of

town that badly ..."

"Yes?"

' 'You ought to cooperate,
'

' he said softly, and let

her go.
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CHAPTER ONE

Why WON'T they leave us alone? Oh, why won't they leave

us alone? It didn't make a good marching rhyme. The
question was too complex, too many syllables.

Point and counterpoint, the tips of Coffee Dugan's ski

poles jabbed into the heavy snow. Her cross-country skis

attacked the hill with a two-note ripping sound. Leave us.

Leave us. That's what her skis and the snow and her heart

were crying. As she raced up the trail, her breath steamed

out, billowing around her flushed cheeks, then pluming

above her mane of golden, flyaway hair.

Her round chin lifted at a flicker of yellow beyond the

trees above her, where the trail steepened and bent out of

sight. She stepped out of the groomed track into the deeper

snow to the side of the path and stood there, panting. Trail

etiquette decreed that downhill skiers always took right-of-

way. And in the town of Jackson, New Hampshire, the de-

scending skier was apt to be a tourist, and a novice on the

slopes—white knuckled and on the ragged edge of control.

Right-of-way or no, the prudent native stepped aside. For-

eign entanglements could take on a whole new meaning

when two strangers met on skis.

But this skier was rounding the last bend above her with

the deceptive smoothness of an expert. He saw her, smiled

as he passed, then his edges bit into the snow. He snow-

plowed to a stop just below her, his skis a precise V, and

looked back over his shoulder. '* Coffee."
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"Hello, Peter." She stepped back into the track. Much as

she liked the ski patrolman, this was no day for chatting.

She had to get home to her son, get him out of town. She'd

take Jeffie to a movie down in North Conway, stay for sup-

per and maybe some shopping. By the time they came home,
whoever had been looking for them would be—

''Coffee, wait. I was trying to find you. Somebody's been

asking around town about—"
"I heard. Lisa told me down at the store." A stranger,

Lisa had said, in a sleek black sports car, asking for the

family of Richard Dugan. No one had come asking for

nearly a year now. Oh, why won't they leave us alone?

'*He stopped by Hilltop Farm. Asked Ike if somebody
named Maureen owned the place."

Coffee's blue eyes widened. "Maureen! " So the stranger

knew the name of Richard Dugan' s mother, Coffee's

mother-in-law. That was a first. Usually the reporters sim-

ply came looking for the Dugan family.

And the town collectively and singly turned them away
with a shrug, with a smiling shake of the head, with a Yan-
kee's laconic, "Wouldn't know." Because if Maureen and
Coffee Dugan didn't want to talk to reporters, that was that,

as far as anyone who knew anything in Jackson was con-

cerned.

Peter turned to stand parallel to her. "Ike didn't tell him
anything, of course."

Of course. But the stranger had known somehow that

Maureen owned a bed and breakfast, even if he'd chosen the

wrong one. And there weren't that many in town to choose

from. If he went asking at each and every one ... "I've got

to get home, Peter!

"

"I just camxC from there. Nobody's home but Jeffie and

one of your guests. They're playing a game out in the sun-

room."
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**Agame?"
**Board game. Couldn't see what from the yard. I kept my

skis on, yelled up to Jeffie. He said Maureen was in town

and you were skiing."

A game. . .Coffee's shoulder-length hair was too heavy to

stand on end, but she felt a stirring at the nape of her neck.

She lifted a ski and set it uptrail, heel in, toe out, outer edge

biting into the slope. Now that she'd lost momentum, she'd

have to h^ringbone her way to the top of the run.

"Coffee, want me to come with you?" Peter called after

her.

She shook her head and planted her other ski, then the

left one again, picking up speed now as she moved with an

odd, duck-walking grace up the hill. Jeffie playing with a

guest. But the Owl Brook Inn had only two guests right

now—a young honeymoon couple, and they'd driven up to

Wildcat for a day of alpine siding. Coffee couldn't imagine

that they'd be back so soon. Couldn't imagine that, even if

they had returned, either of that blissfully preoccupied pair

would take time to play a game with a seven-year-old boy.

So if one of the honeymooners wasn't playing a game
with Jeffie, who was? Coffee almost flew up the hill. When
the trail leveled out, she stretched out into the long, gliding

run of the Nordic skier, her skis hissing out their song of

desperate fear. Leave us. Leasee us. Oh, why can't they leave

us alone?

She took the steeper shortcut path, the last fifty feet of

which bordered Owl Brook. After last nighfs brief rain, the

little river was in full spate, rushing black and swollen be-

tween its snow-mantled banks. Its thunder drowned out the

words in her head, but the sound seemed an echo of the

dark, roaring urgency within her.

A game. There was only one game she feared. The game
that had meant everything to her husband. The game that
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had stolen all Richard's joy in life, and had then taken his

life. Chess ... It sounded like the hiss of the river, black

water on icy rock. No one could play chess with Jeffie. She

wouldn't allow it—would do anything to stop it.

Because although the word chess brought an innocent

pastime to mind to most people, to Coffee Dugan it mean
something else entirely. Chess had destroyed the man she

loved. She'd not let it destroy her son.

The backyard of the Owl Brook Inn ran steeply down the

hillside to the river. Stepping out of her ski bindings when
she reached the lowest terrace, Coffee shouldered her skis

and bounded up the stone steps to the middle terrace. Up in

the sunroom, a graceful, many-windowed Victorian addi-

tion to the older farmhouse, she could see no movement.

But the sun had dipped behind Iron Mountain now, and

with its loss, that room would be chilly. They might have

retreated inside.

Leaning her skis in the mudroom, she ran through the

sunroom into the big, old-fashioned kitchen, then paused to

listen.

But all she could hear was her own heart, and the sound

of her soft, ragged breathing. The kitchen felt ahnost trop-

ical, and she glanced sharply at the massive kitchen range.

But it was she who was giving off all the heat, after her dash

up from the valley. Pressing her fingers to her fevered

cheeks, Coffee moved to the doorway that led to the hall.

On her left, the door to the family room stood ajar.

**Then I'll move it there!" a clear, childish voice an-

nounced from the room beyond. The note of shrill bravado

in Jeffie's voice revealed the uncertainty it was meant to

mask.

Move it? Oh, no. No, this was too like her nightmares to

be real. Spreading her hand on the door that blocked her
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view, Coffee stood paralyzed, willing this not to be so. It had

to be a dream.

In her mind's eye, she saw not the varnished oak beneath

her fingertips, but a chessboard, in close-up on the televi-

sion screen, with her husband's long fingers descending into

camera range, the chessman he held coming down like a

falling axe. She took a sobbing breath as the camera in her

memory switched to Richard Dugan's opponent, merci-

lessly probing his reaction. The look on the Russian's face

had been fear—a fear so deep, so physical, that her own
stomach had twisted with pity and revulsion. They called

this a game? No one should be made to feel such fear! So
she had switched the TV off, had watched no more of the

tournament in which Richard had won the world champi-

onship without losing a single match.

"If you move it there, Jeff, what will my queen do?" The
voice was low, male, and unfamiliar to Coffee, and its

question confirmed her worse fears. Taking a deep, shak-

ing breath, she stepped into the room.

Jeffie and the stranger were playing in front of the fire.

The chessboard that sat on the rug between them was tiny,

some sort of traveling, folding set similar to the one Rich-

4ard had carried with him wherever he went. Across the

board, man and child faced each other. Their poses mir-

rored each other exactly—legs crossed Indian fashion, hands

on knees, her son's white-blond head and the stranger's dark

one bent over to study the game. But if their positions were

identical, their attitudes were not. The stranger sat with the

lithe, loose-jointed ease of a big cat. Jeffie sat with a furi-

ous, forward-leaning immobility, as if he were about to dive

into the game. His attention was directed at the board like

a blaze of light.

Though he was facing his mother, he never looked up.

**The queen will— She'll—o/i/ Then I won't move there."
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He snatched up a tiny piece and held it suspended above the

chessboard. "Fll move . . . I'll move ..." He stared down at

the board. "Fll move . . . umm . .

.''

*

'That's check and checkmate, son," the man said qui-

etly. "Any place you move, you move into danger."

But Jeffie had already moved into danger—had been

placed in terrible danger by this meddling stranger! For

three long years, since the death of her husband, Coffee had

kept Jeffie safe from chess. She'd thrown out every chess-

board in the house, had locked all the scrapbooks of Rich-

ard's victories away in the attic along with his trophies.

She'd forbidden Maureen, Richard's own mother, from

even saying the fatal word in Jeffie's presence. And now this

stranger had opened the door she'd thought she'd locked

forever. He had no right! No right to do that, no right to

hunt them down and invade their privacy. No right to re-

mind them of things better forgotten and buried. As Coffee

crossed the room, she was trembling.

"No/'* Jeffie wailed suddenly. ''FU move—I can— I

can—" His small face screwed into a knot of rage and des-

peration.

''You can't, son," the man said softly. "You're licked."

He held out his hand for the piece that Jeffie waved. "But

you played one heck of a game."

"iS^aMcan-"
Coffee dropped to her knees beside him. "Jeffie..." Her

voice was shalcing so badly, she stopped and tried again.

"Jeffie . . . Where's Gram?" She caught his arms and pulled

him gently to his feet, already knowing the answer to her

question. In the small, safe town of Jackson, New Hamp-
shire, children were granted a degree of freedom unknown

to city kids. Maureen must have gone to the grocery store,

and Jeffie must have chosen to stay behind. "Where's

Gram?" she insisted anyway.
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He hadn't even heard the question, she realized as he

turned dazed eyes her way, eyes of that same palest blue that

Richard's had been. At the look in them, Coffee felt as if a

hand had curled around her heart and squeezed tight. He
looked at her as Richard had looked, those first few times

after they'd married, before she'd learned never to inter-

rupt him while he played chess. He looked lost, stunned,

trapped halfway between two worlds, belonging to neither.

**Mommy, I've gotta—

"

*

'You've got to go to your room, Jeffie," she cut in with

a brittle gaiety that was belied by her trembling hands. '*I

want you to do your homework now. We're going down to

North Conway tonight to see a movie." Standing, she urged

him toward the door, but he resisted her, leaning back

against her hands and turning to stare at the board.

"I've gotta move—My king's—

"

/'No, Jeffie, forget the silly game." He dug in his heels,

but she pushed him forward. "Now run and do your

homework. I'll be up in a few minutes to check it for you."

She propelled him out the doorway.

"No! " He spun around and tried to reenter the room, but

she caught the door and pulled it against her side, blocking

his way and his view.

"Yes." She put all of a mother's weight and authority

behind that single word, and gave him. a look to match.

"Right now, young man. Upstairs and get busy. March."

"No. .

.

" Tears of frustration gUttered in his eyes. But at

least that lost look was gone—he was back in her world.

That was what counted.

"Go," she said again. "I'll be there in a minute."

He went, slowly at first, staring incredulously over his

shoulder at her, then, when she didn't relent, he broke into

a run. She listened to him pounding upstairs, his angry sobs
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knifing into her, then she drew a shaking breath, turned

around and shut the door firmly behind her.

As her eyes locked with the stranger's, his black, thick

brows Hfted in an expression that might have been surprise,

might have been ironic amusement. But otherwise, he didn't

move. He sim.ply sat, his big hands relaxed on his knees,

those dark eyes not missing one freckle on her face.

*'Out!" she said, then didn't trust herself to say more.

''You're Mrs. Dugan." His voice was deep, but not

smooth. It had a husky roughness to it that grated on her

nerves.

"No kidding, Sherlock! Now take your game and get out

of this house before I call the police. You're trespassing."

"No, I'm not." Except for a sHght narrowing of his dark

eyes, he didn't move. "Your son invited me in."

"Well, I'm inviting you out! Now/" Swooping to her

knees beside him, she grabbed the hinged board, spilling the

chess pieces onto the rug. She flipped it over to expose the

hollow underside where the pieces would nest, then scooped

up a handful of the chessmen and threw them inside.

"Now?" He grinned suddenly. "You're not going to tell

me to march, hke poor Jeffie?"

She had gathered a second handful of chessmen while he

spoke. As his taunt sank in, her hand clenched around them

till their sharp edges hurt her fingers. He was laughing at

her, mocking even the pet name she called her son. But that

was mere insult conipaied to the injury he'd done them al-

ready—he'd brought chess back into their lives when she'd

thought they were safe at last. If she'd dared, she would

have thrown the chessmen in his face. Instead, she drew

back her hand as she swung tov/ard the fire.

"Hey!" Fingers clamped around her v/rist, stopping the

throw in midair. "No, you don't!"
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- She'd got up on her knees to make the toss. As he swung
her back to face him, she fell forward, catching her weight

on her free hand. She bit off a cry as her palm came down
on a chessman. The piece snapped and a sharp edge dug into

her. With the pain, her impulse to destroy died.

He must have thought she meant to grab more pieces to

throw. With a snarl, he caught that hand as well and lifted

it, holding her half-suspended before him by her wrists.

Breathing hard, they glared at each other.

In the firelight, his eyes were coal black, touched with

fire. They were too close to her own. Coffee wriggled, try-

ing to back away from those tiny flames, but his grip only

tightened until she could feel the thud of her pulse beneath

his fingertips.

"I'm pretty attached to this set," he growled finally, when
she didn't speak. "My dad gave it to nie,"

She'd forgotten the strength in a man's hands. Was that

what flooded her eyes with tears, or was it the memory of

Richard, giving Jeffie his first chess set for his fourth birth-

day? She dropped the chessmen she'd been holding and

turned her head aside. ''I'm sorry," she muttered. "That
was stupid of me, but—" But there was no way she could

explain to this stranger all the pain, all the— She shook her

head, shaking the regrets aside; they were not to be shared

with a stranger.

He lifted her slightly, then set her down to one side, away
from his precious chessboard. His hands gentled on her

wrists, but he didn't let go.

All she wanted to do was wipe her eyes, but she was too

embarrassed to demand her freedom. She looked back at the

fire, refusing to meet his gaze.

His thumbs brushed idly across the soft undersides of her

wrists, and she sucked in a startled breath. She'd forgotten

the touch of a man's hands. That thrill of electric aware-



14 CHECKMATE

ness as if her skin were warm velvet and he was stroking its

nap the wrong way. But why did it have to be this intruder

who reminded her?

Abruptly he let her go. **My name's Dodge Phillips, Mrs.

Dugan."

She knuckled her lashes, her cheeks, then trapped her

hands between her knees and looked up at him. "I don't

care who you are. Why can't you people just leave us alone?

No comment means no comment—don*t you understand

plain English?"

"You people?" He returned her glare blankly. "Who do

you think I am?"
"You're from Time Magazine, or People, or News-

week, " she murmured. "Or Sports Illustrated, or Yankee,

or American Chess." Listing the magazines, she saw all

their swarming, hard-eyed reporters again, and her own

voice hardened. "You want to know the inside story—what

really happened to Richard Dugan and why» and how I feel

about it, in disgusting detail. Where's your rotten cam-

era—you're missing the perfect photo op. His grieving

widow in tears. Isn't that what you came for?"

"No." He shook his dark head, frowned and swiped at a

lock of hair that had fallen over his brow. "Not ex-

actly..."

"Not exactly? Then how about a shot of Mount Wash-

ington, where he died? Or his grave? Everyone settles for

that when we won't talk to them. I'll even give you direc-

tions to it." Anything to get him out of the house. Any-

thing at all to break the hold of those dark eyes. With a jerk

of her head she looked down to find his chessmen still scat-

tered on the carpet.

She picked one up, glanced up at him warily, half expect-

ing him to pounce on her.
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He smiled—he knew exactly what she was thinking—and

pushed the chessboard across the rug to her. She set the

chessman inside the box and shot him a defiant look.

'*I knew your husband, Mrs. Dugan," he said quietly. "I

played against him a time or tv^^o."

The shock of that registered in her hands— a nasty little

jolt of electricity starring out across her palms, then siz-

zling up her wrists. She hunched her shoulders and picked

up another chessman. '*Get out of this house," she said

softly, not meeting his eyes.

For the first time, his voice held a note of exasperation.

•'I'm trying to tell you that I'm not a reporter. I don't work

for a m.agazine, nor for a newspaper. I'm a chess grand

master myself, rating 2520, if that means anything to you."

A squeak of half-hysterical laughter escaped her lips. He
thought that made things better? With genuine amusement

lighting her face, she glanced up at him, reflexively check-

ing to see if he shared the joke, then shaking her head as she

realized that, of course, he wouldn't. She looked down

again, found a rook hiding in the shadow of his big foot and

picked it up.

No, that didn't m.ake things better. It made Phillips a dif-

ferent sort of enemy. He wasn't one of the probing, sensa-

tionalist outsiders, trying to package someone else's grief

and sell it to a celebrity-mad public.

He was one of the insiders—one of the elite of the chess

world, with a rating like that. Just another of the fanatics

who had lured Richard into their dark, seductive world of

combat and obsession. Death in miniature, meted out on a

black-and-white checkered battlefield. "Go away, Mr.

Phillips. I don't want to talk to you about anything." She

dropped the two pieces into the box, then scanned the rug

for more.
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Phillips pulled the inverted chessboard to him and began

ordering the jumble of chessmen, fitting each into its proper

niche. Coffee breathed a sigh of relief. He was going, then.

"Fve talked to your father-in-law," Phillips said without

inflexion.

She shrugged. 'Tve never met the man.'* Nor would she

ever want to. If anyone had made Richard what he was. . .if

anyone had killed the man she loved . . . And then John

Dugan hadn't even bothered to come to the funeral.

"Yes, I know you've never met." Phillips's big hand ca-

ressed his neatly arranged pieces.
*

'You're the other half of

Richard Dugan's life. It was split right down the middle,

wasn't it? The chess world . . . and you."

Yes, that was precisely right. She looked up at him defi-

antly. But it wasn't something she was going to try to ex-

plain to a stranger.

Yet defiance was one thing. Holding this man's gaze was

another. To do so was to open herself to him, somehow. To
suffer his gaze moving across her face like warm, delicately

questing fingers. To feel him peering into her eyes, as if he'd

cupped his hands and leaned close to peer through a reflec-

tive window. Coffee had too many secrets to guard to per-

mit that intrusion.

Her breath coming a Httle ragged, she looked away, found

one final chess piece lying at the edge of the rug. When she

picked it up, she realized it was the white king. But the tiny

ivory cross that should have crowned its head was broken

off. This was the piece she'd crashed by accident.

"Lx)oking for this?" Phillips picked the fragment of cross

off the carpet with an ironic grimace and held it out to her.

She didn't take it. "Chess—one thousand. Me—one."

She murmured the score, trying to make a joke of it, then

regretted it immediately. This set had meant something to

Phillips, after all.
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His lip curled suddenly. **You hate it that much?" He
plucked the broken chessman out of her hands with none of

the gentleness he had shown before. *'Is that what hap-

pened to your husband, Catherine Dugan—you tore him in

half? You forced him to choose between you and the game
he loved? Is that the kind of woman you are?"

No, that wasn't what had happened. Whatever choices

Richard had made, he had made alone. That was the way he

had lived. The way he had died. Even if she would have

wanted that kind of influence over her husband, he had

never granted it. Had never let her close enough.

But to explain that, she would have to explain every-

thing, would have to tear off the bandages and show this

man where she hurt. *'Who—who are you to judge?" she

whispered, her throat aching with the strain of the words.

'T'myour—

"

Down the hall, the front door opened with a crash that

made them both jump. Thinking of the door's decorative

panels of glass. Coffee winced again and turned toward the

sound. A woman's high giggling and a young man's shout

of laughter followed the crash, then one pair of booted feet

scampered up the stairs, accompanied by more giggles. The

honeymoon couple was home.

"Hey, honey!" Sam Daley called from the hall. "What

about our tea?"

From above, Jennifer Daley trilled a reply that Coffee

couldn't catch.

"Okay," Sam replied, then the sound of his heavy foot-

steps started down the hall toward the kitchen.

With a sigh. Coffee rose and looked down at Dodge

Phillips. "I have to serve my guests their tea, Mr. Phillips.

Can you show yourself out ?
"

As their eyes locked, she thought he was going to ignore

her dismissal. Then his mouth twisted into a grim smile.
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"Certainly." He dropped the king into its niche, started to

close the case, then stopped, looking down at the pieces.

Coffee frowned. What was he staring at now? But before

she could figure that out, he grinned, surprising her with a

flash of excellent white teeth and a wonderful crinkling of

the outer corners of his dark eyes, and shut the box.

A knock sounded on the family-room door. '*Hello?

Anybody home?"
Coffee swung around. ''Coming, Sam."

While she bustled around the kitchen, Coffee kept her

ears tuned to the hallway. He had said he would go, but if

Dodge Phillips was leaving the house, he was certainly light-

footed. She sliced the brandied fruitcake, a specialty of the

inn, then Hfted her head at the sound of the front door

opening and gently closing. Good. She shut her eyes for a

moment in heartfelt gratitude, then started as the whistle of

the teakettle announced that the water was ready for the

teapot.

Pouring the water into the flowered pot, she bit her lip.

She had to go to Jeffie and soon. How long had he been

upstairs alone? The interview with Phillips might have lasted

minutes or much longer. There had been something so up-

setting, so disorienting about his dark eyes, that their time

together hadn't been measurable in the normal way.

But then, nothing about the encounter had felt nonnal.

Her blood was still rushing like a stream tumbling down the

mountainside.

And I still don't know what he wanted, she realized sud-

denly. She'd been so frantic to see the last of him, she hadn't

thought to ask. Doesn't matter, she told herself firmly. Af-

ter the reception she'd given him, he wouldn't be back. Now
if she could only repair the damiage he'd done . .

.

She dropped the tea egg into the pot, put the lid in place,

then paused, her eyes darkening. Jeffie had not played a
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game of chess in three years, not since his father's death.

And yet, with Phillips's encouragement, it had all come
back to him in an hour or two, apparently.

^ She shuddered, rattUng the cups on the tray as she lifted

it. The rules of chess weren't easy. Each piece had a differ-

ent way of moving and attacking. Most seven-year-olds

couldn't master the rules of the game at all, and yet Jeffie

had learned to play at four. But then, Jeffie was no ordi-

nary child. That was the whole problem.

And I'd almost managed to forget that, she told the ab-

sent Phillips bitterly, untilyou came along.

With the tray balanced on one arm. Coffee opened the

rear door to the large room that looked out over the steep

hillside and down to the brook below. This room was a

combination lounge and dining room, with two large tables

for family-style dining at the end near the kitchen, and sev-

eral couches and chairs grouped round the big fireplace at

the other end. And it was empty. Coffee clucked her tongue

in exasperation. If the Daleys didn't want their tea, then

why—
"Coffee?" Sam Daley hovered in the doorway at the far

end of the room. "I was wondering—" He shifted his

weight from one size-twelve shoe to the other and back

again. *'Would it be okay if we took our tray up to the

bed—" At the word, he suddenly, wonderfully, blushed

scarlet and half turned away, then swung back and finished

in a rush, **—to our room?"
She had to fight back her smile as she brought him the

faray. "Sure, that would be fine." She thought regretfully of

the white medallion bedspread on their big fourposter— it

would show every spot of dribbled tea—then resolutely

shoved the worry aside. What were honeymoons for, after

all? She handed over the tray, then followed him into the

front hall and stood there while he loped up the stairs. She'd
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give him a moment to make good his retreat before she fol-

lowed him up to Jeffie's room.

Jeffie . . . She swung to look out through the etched and

beveled glass panels of the front door to the parking area

before the old farmhouse. Phillips would be long gone, of

course, but—
But he wasn't. With a gasp of dismay, Coffee stepped

close enough to the door to chill her nose against its glass.

Bent nearly double, Phillips leaned down, his hands

braced on the open window of Maureen Dugan's car. Cof-

fee's mother-in-law was smiling up at him and nodding at

whatever he was saying. Clearly they were already on the

best of terms.

Unable to take her eyes off the pair, Coffee groped blindly

for the door handle. First he'd revived Jeffie's memories of

chess, and now he was charming Maureen. What had Rich-

ard called such an attack—a pincer play? And just what did

this man want, anyway? She would have to find out.

But as she yanked open the door and stepped into the

glassed-in vestibule, Phillips moved back from the car. With

a cheery wave, Maureen drove on through the parking lot

and around the side of the house. She would bring the gro-

ceries through the garage door into the kitchen. Coffee

paused, her hand on the storm door. Still shaken from their

last encounter, she had no desire to confront Phillips again.

Maureen had probably learned what he wanted. Coffee

could always ask her instead. And most likely it was merely

curiosity.

While she dithered, Phillips had crossed the snow to a

small, low-slung black car—a Porsche. It figured, Coffee

thought. The car matched the man's arrogance and sleek

power. Her hand dropped away from the doorknob. He was

going; was as good as gone. Why stop him now?
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And then, as he opened his door, he glanced back at the

house. Coffee took a step backward, but he wasn't looking

her way. His square chin was lifted. As she watched, that

same grin, a smile that made her own lips automatically

twitch in response, flashed once more. Dodge Phillips raised

his right hand and flipped a casual salute at whoever

watched him from above. Still smiling, he folded himself

into his car.

And suddenly she knew. He'd been waving to Jeffie. Jef-

fie must have climbed up into his dorm.er window on the

third floor, must be staring after the man like a puppy left

behind by its master as Phillips backed the Porsche around

in a curving K-tum.

A shaft of pure terror shot through her. Phillips had re-

opened the Pandora's box of Jeffie's terrible craving for

chess, ^^^at if she could not shut it again? Coffee wrenched

open the door, bounded across the wide porch and down the

front steps. The Porsche was backing toward her. As it

stopped and prepared to move forward, she rapped the car's

sleek side.

Phillips's head snapped her direction. He shifted to neu-

tral, then pressed a switch that rolled down his -window.

''Yes, Mrs. Dugan?"
Fear for Jeffie clawing at her soul, she could hardly find

words. "St-stay away from my son!" she stammered, and

gripped the cold edge of his window. "Do you hear me?"
His face hardened. ""'I hear you, but that might be diffi-

cult. Your mother-in-law invited me to stop by for lunch to-

morrow." His eyes swept beyond her, scanning the inn. "I

understand she owns this place?"

vSo he was trying a flanking attack. Coffee saw her own
knuckles whiten where they gripped the glass. "Yes, she

does. But understand this also, Mr. Phillips. Maybe I can't

stop you from coming here," Though she would try— oh.
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would she ever try! "But you are not to talk to my son. You
are not to play chess with him—ever."

"It's too late . . . Coffee." His dark eyes probed her face.

"Can't you see that? It's in his blood. You try to lock that

talent up inside of him, and Jeff's going to explode."

Coffee. He had called her "Coffee." Few people outside

her closest friends and family knew her nicknam.e. And now
this stranger, a man who was voicing her deepest, darkest

fear, and smiling while he did so. "Who are you?" she

gasped. "Just who do you think you are, butting into our

lives this way?"
His smile lost all its v/armth. "Pretty lady. . .I'm your late

husband's biographer." Clad in black leather, his finger-

tips grazed her knuckles. "Now watch your fingers." The
glass rose between them^ as she snatched her hands away.

Richard's biographer. Coffee closed her mouth slowly as

the Porsche growled out of the parking lot. But there had

never been a biography written of Richard Dugan! Phil-

Hps's car turned downhill toward the valley and shot over

the narrow wooden bridge that spanned the river. Above the

rush of the water, she heard its planks grumble, then go si-

lent. The car vanished beyond the dark pines, swallowed up

by the twilight.

Or did he mean— Her heart stum.bled, then steadied as

she brought a hand to her chest. Did he mean that he m.eant

to write Richard's biography? "Oh, no, you don't,'' Cof-

fee whispered aloud. "No, I can't let you do that, Dodge
Phillips!"

She spun on her heel, took a step toward the house, then

remembered to look up. The dormer window of Jeffie's

room was empty, but its curtains still swung gently to and

fro, to and fro.
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"Jeffie?" Coffee tapped a finger on his third-floor bed-

room door. When he didn't answer, she opened the door

slowly. ''Jeffums?"

His little room was in darkness. Four squares of silver

gray marked the window from which he'd watched Philhps

leave. The only other thing catching the light was Jeffie's

pale hair where he lay sprawled on his bed, face buried in his

pillow.

**Hey, kiddo." She sat down beside him, spread a hand

between his bony little shoulder blades and felt him tense.

Crying or mad at her or both? But he wasn't shaking. Mad
then. She breathed a silent sigh of relief. His anger was eas-

ier to take than his hurt, somehow. She rubbed his spine

with the heel of her hand, up and down a few times, but he

didn't relax.

What to tell him? How to explain, without telling too

much? Though he'd outgrown the stage when she and

Maureen had called him the Why-Why Bird, he was still

fond of the question, and she didn't want to get into whys.

Not for years and years yet. "You wore your shoes to bed,

big boy."

"Don't care." At least that's what the muffled growl

sounded like.

"Well, let's take 'em off, shall we?" When his consent

didn't come, she took them off anyway, slipping off first one

sneaker, then the other. As she grasped each of his ankles in
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turn, she remembered when she couid encircle one with

thumb and forefinger. No longer. He was growing so fast.

She dropped the shoes beside the bed and went back .to

rubbing his spine. *'Did you start your homework, Jef-

fie?"

He growled something unintelligible and hunched his

shoulders.

But the answer was apparent when she glanced at his

desk, the top of which was bare. He hadn't touched his

books—not that there'd be much to do. She sighed. He
wasn't going to make this any easier. **We can't go to a

movie till you do your reading, kiddo."
*

'Don't care!"

Sulking was not something Coffee normally encouraged,

and it seemed best in this crisis to act normally. **Now Us-

ten, big boy," she said firmly.

*'You didn't listen to me/" he turned his head to point

out, then swung back to muffle a hiccuping sob in his pil-

low.

*'No. .
." A pang of guilt shot through her. **I guess I

didn't." She rubbed him some more. "Was there some-

thing you wanted to tell me?"
**Iwon."

For a moment, her ears refused to make sense of the

growl. Her brain didn't want the translation.

When she didn't respond, Jeffie rolled onto his side. "I

won the first game," he said clearly.

Deep in her stomach, fear spun down and around in a

cold, sucking whirlpool. How many games had they played?

And could Jeffie have really won, or had Phillips only let

him think so? Not that it mattered. What mattered was the

exultance that sang in her son's voice when he said it.

**I would'a won again if you hadn't stopped me," he as-

sured her, his voice taking on that hard edge of bravado that
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meant he knew he was lying. He was still at an age where he

thought that, if he said something firmly enough, it would

come true.

**Jeffie, I want you to listen to me and hsten good." She

rocked him gently in time to her words. **I don't...

want . . . you . . . playing that game. Do you understand?

You're not to play that game. Ever.''

**It's called chess," Jeffie told her on a note of clear de-

fiance.

Dear God, so he had a name for it now, thanks to Phil-

lips. And what he could name, he could ask for, at school,

in a toy shop Stalling for time and wisdom, she leaned

to switch on the bedside lamp. *'It doesn't matter what it's

called, I don't want you playing it. Is that clear?"

"Why?" It was more challenge than question, the way he

delivered it. His bottom hp stuck out and his brows drew

down in an exaggerated scowl.

''Because I said so." She didn't utter those words often.

She'd hated them as a child, and she always wanted to laugh

at herself when she was driven to use them. But not to-

night. There was nothing funny about this crisis. *'And I

don't want you . . . seeing that man again. Understand?"

"His name's Dodge."

"I don't care what his name is, I don't want you talking

to strangers!"

* *He knew my dad.'

'

Coffee opened her mouth, then shut it again as guilt swept

over her. Did he miss having a father that much, that he

could be captivated instantly by anyone who'd known
Richard? She'd tried so hard to strike a balance between

Jeffie's natural curiosity and her need to conceal. And she

thought she'd found a good compromise. There were pic-

tures of Richard all over the house, and she always an-

swered Jeffie's questions. He knew who his father was.
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But he'd never asked her what Richard had been, or why
he'd died. She'd hoped those hard questions wouldn't cx3me

for years and years. And they shouldn't, if Phillips hadn't

set him wondering.

**A11 the same ..." she said, stymied by her child's logic.

**Maybe he knew your father, but I don't know him. So I

don't want him in this house, and I don't want him playing

games with you. Is that understood?"

Gold lashes drooped over his ice blue eyes, and his pout

deepened. Coffee bit back a sigh. Most of the time, he was

a sunny, cooperative child, but when he caught a case of the

stubboms . . . She touched his snub nose. **You understand

me," she said with more authority than conviction.

Eyes still closed, he wrinkled his nose and tossed her hand

off. Uncertain what else to say, she studied the rest of him.

He was still wearing the flannel shirt and jeans he'd worn to

school this morning. He'd lost a button again, off a sleeve

this time. She often teased him about the Button Monster,

who hopped along behind him, amassing a collection of

Jeffie buttons. **What have you got in your hand, kiddo?"

she asked, noting the clenched fist below the gaping sleeve.

"Nothin'. .
." He wriggled, then hid his fist under his

pillow.

Normally she wouldn't have made an issue of it. A child

needed his privacy, especially a male child living with

women. But some instinct tonight . . . "Let's see it, Jeffie,"

she said firmly.

His blue eyes opened and studied her with—there could

be no other word for it—wariness, an emotion she'd never

been offered before in their relationship. She forced her

mouth into an encouraging smile. *'Show."

His hand crept back into view and came to rest on his

stomach. Small, grubby fingers uncurled to show her a tiny

chessman. The black king.
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Her heart seemed to stop cold, then start with a terrible

jerk. She remembered Phillips, and his sudden grin as he'd

looked down at his assembled chessmen before closing the

case. He'd known the king was missing, and yet had said

nothing. He wanted Jeffie to have it! There was a roaring in

her ears, and it was more than the distant hum of Owl
Brook, but she forced a note of calm into her voice. "Give

me that, Jeffie."

His fingers closed tightly, and the king vanished. "It's

mine." He might have been claiming a birthright, not just a

bit of ivory.

"It's Mr. Phillips's, and he'll want it back." But he didn't.

He'd wanted Jeffie to have it. He'd passed his terrible gift

to her child right under her nose. "Give it here and I'll see

he gets it."

"No."
"Positively 3^65. " There was no compromise on this one.

No way she could let him keep that piece and brood over it,

as Richard had done with his chessmen. She slid her arms

under his body and scooped him off the bed—no easy task

nowadays, but in this m^oment of fear, he seemed a feath-

erweight. "Now we're going to put it away, and that's that."

"No!" He arched his back and kicked his heels, but ig-

noring that, she lugged him out of his room and across the

hall to her own.

She scanned the room and decided, then carried him over

to the tall, bird's-eye maple bureau in the corner. "We'll put

it in the drawer here, where it'll be safe till I can get it back

to him. Okay?"
"No!" He kicked his legs again. "Let me down!"

"Not until you put it away." She pulled out one of the

little lingerie drawers at the top of the bureau. "You can put

it in there." Her back was starting to ache. Propping the el-

bow that supported his shoulders on top of the bureau, she
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looked down at him, her face set with determination. She'd

stand here till her back broke in two if she had to.

And he must have seen it in her face. His own started to

screw up and redden, and his lips to tremble. **It'll be safe

there," she said coaxingly. From him most of all. And he

from it. 'Tut it right there on that lacy thing. That's a nice

place for it."

Tears were starting to stream now. She wanted desper-

ately to hug him, needed badly to put him down. She shifted

her weight and stood fast. "You can't keep it, baby. Mr.

Phillips. . .Dodge, . .will want it back. That's my good guy,"

she said softly as he dropped it on her camisole. For a mo-

ment they both stared at its stark elegance, nestled in a bed

of frothy white lace. The image of Phillips's firelit face

flicked through her mind and the skin on her wrists crawled

where his hands had held her. She shivered, bent her knees

and set Jeffie on his feet. "That's my big boy." She tried to

hug him, but he wrenched away. Heart aching, she stood by

the bureau while he ran out of the room, then his door

closed with a bang.

She stood listening for a while, and though she couldn't

hear him through the walls, she knew he was still crying.

And that he wouldn't take her comfort for this one. Biting

her lip with the pain, she turned back to the bureau. "Damn
you! " she whispered, looking down at the black king.

She closed the drawer, shutting it out of sight. But for

neither her nor for Jeffie was it out of mind.

Normally Coffee baked for the week on Friday, so that

the house would smell wonderful for the weekend guests.

But tonight she needed an outlet for her restlessness. She

poured the last measure of whole-wheat flour onto the bat-

ter and stirred till it stopped sticking to the walls of the bowl.
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"1 just don't see what good can come of seeing him," she

said to her mother-in-law across the kitchen.

Maureen looked up from stacking her supper plates in the

dishwasher. "Maybe you can't, Coffee, but where's the

harm?"
Phillips was dangerous in so many ways, Coffee went

speechless trying to sort them all out. He meant harm to

Jeffie, and somehow, in a way she could sense but not ex-

plain, he meant harm to herself. She shook her head in

frustration and turned the dough out onto her floured

kneading canvas. "He just wants to root around in our lives,

Maureen. Why do you have to indulge his grubby curios-

ity?"

"There was nothing grubby about the man. He was per-

fectly pleasant." Maureen shut the dishwasher with her hip,

then wiped a wisp of v/hite hair off her broad forehead.

"Of course he was! People are always pleasant when they

want something." Dusting her hands with flour. Coffee at-

tacked the dough.

"Weil, if he wants something from me, he has something

to trade," Maureen said tartly. "He knew Richard. And he

wants to talk about him."

Which is more than you do. The unspoken accusation

hung in the warm kitchen air between them. Flushing with

shame, Coffee looked down at her kneading fingers. Mau-

reen was right; she didn't like to talk about Richard m^uch.

She had so m^uch guilt tied up with his memories. When she

opened the door to themi, everything came avalanching

down on her at once. All the things she should have done,

could have done, might have tried. And though she knew in

her head that she'd done the best she could for Richard, she

couldn't seem to feel that in her heart. There was always this

gnawing pain that she must have left something undone.

That she'd missed something.. .had failed to turn some key
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to his heart or his mind or his happiness And so rather

than suffer the pain, she kept that door closed.

How would Ifeel? she wondered, as she flipped the sticky

dough and sifted a Httle more flour onto it. How would I

feel, if rd lost Jeffie and then no one would let me talk

about him? "Fm sorry," she murmured and glanced up at

her mother-in-iaw. "But. .
." But there was still Jeffie to

think of. She hadn't been able to save Richard from him-

self, but there was still Jeffie. And this time- she would beat

the game, whatever it took.

*'I hated the reporters as much as you did," Maureen re-

minded her. Crossing to the big stainless-steel refrigerator,

she pulled out two pounds of bacon and carried it over to

the range. **But Mr. PhilUps didn't seem pushy like that.

And a biography of Richard, that's not like a magazine ar-

ticle that gets thrown out with the next trash " She laid

the bacon out piece by piece on the griddle. **You know,

sometimes I think that people might just forget that Rich-

ard ... ever lived."

**Oh, Maureen!" Coffee cried in protest. Folding the

dough over, she thumped it with the heels of her hands. '*No

one will forget Richard, ever. He made his mark. They'll

dissect his games for the next hundred years."

**His games, yes. But the man?" Maureen asked softly.

The anguished, driven, ruthless man who had been her

husband, Jeffie' s father, Maureen's remote but beloved son?

Coffee folded and pushed, folded and pushed. Was he

someone that anyone needed to remember or know but the

people directly involved? Whose business was that dark side

of Richard but their own? Sure, it would make a biography

more fascinating—milking the tormented-genius angle-

but...

She shook her head. "Maureen, I've got my own son to

think about. I don't see how reading a book like that will
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ever make Jeffie feel good about his father. Fd rather he got

his picture of Richard through you and me, not from some
stranger's interpretation of the facts. Not from some gloat-

ing distortion. I don't want him reading a book like that—

ever.'

'

Maureen turned the flames of the griddle up slightly.

"You know, you can't hide Jeffie away from chess forever,

Coffee. One day he's going to want to know everything

about his father. Everything about the game.'

'

'*But not in his formative years!" Coffee cried fiercely.

''I've told you that. If he catches the obsession at this

age—" She picked up the bread dough and slammed it

down. She was overkneading it, but she couldn't seem to

stop. In her mind's eye, she could see the photos in Mau-
reen's scrapbook, hidden away in the attic. Richard at eight,

in his first tournament, scowhng at a chessboard. Richard

at nine, a ring of adults staring raptly down at his board

while the grown man he was beating gnawed at his cuticle.

Richard at ten, unsmiling as he held up a trophy as big as

himself. There was not one picture in that scrapbook of

Richard smihng. Not one, "Maureen, I'll do whatever I

have to do, to let Jeffie grow up normal, to keep himi away

from that horrible game. If that means leaving you, leaving

this town—" Fleeing that damned, prying Phillips . .

.

At her words, Maureen swung around. She crossed her

arms over her soHd body and lifted her square Yankee jaw.

''Go ahead,'* she said distinctly. "Go ahead and take my
grandson away from the only hom.e he's ever known! I'm

sure that's the best thing. Cut his roots, throw away his

friends, leave me to run this place alone "

The two women glared at each other across the room.

Tears glittered in Maureen's eyes, and Coffee could feel a

sympathetic prick in her own. With her white hair and her

raw bones and her defiant stance, Maureen might have been
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a settler of three hundred years ago, braced on her door-

step, holding the marauding Indians at bay. The image made

Coffee smile in spite of herself. '*Now you're fighting

dirty," she pointed out. Even with both of them, Owl Brook

Inn was a handful. Maureen couldn't manage the bed and

breakfast alone. "Next you'll be telling me you're over sixty

and your old bones ache in the mornings."

Maureen's mouth twitched reluctantly. "I was getting to

that," she admitted, her voice gruff with emotion. She spun

around and picked up an egg aimlessly, then set it down

again.

"You know we're not going to leave you," Coffee told her

rigid back. "Not just because this is Jeffie's home, but be-

cause you've made it mine. I can't forget that, Maureen.

Not ever. But—" She stopped as the swinging door to the

hallway swung inward.

Hair rumpled, Jeffie stood there, dressed in his pajamas.

"I'm hungry," he growled.

'

"I should think so," Maureen agreed.

He had not come down for supper, and Coffee had not

permitted his grandmother to take a meal up to his room as

she had wanted to do. But it looked Hke a small boy's stom-

ach had beaten out pride once again. Coffee breathed a lit-

tle sigh of pleased vindication, and carefully avoided

Maureen's eyes. This was no time for "I told you so's".

"How about a bacon-and-tomato sandwich?" Maureen

suggested as she bustled to the refrigerator.

Jeffie considered, looking as if he'd like to find fault with

that suggestion, but his stomach settled the matter with a

loud rumble. He nodded stiffly, and Coffee coughed to hide

her laughter.

Not being in the doghouse, Maureen could chuckle aloud.

"You can eat it in front of the fire, all right?"
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Maintaining his dignity, Jeffie nodded and shuffled off to

the family room. As soon as the door closed behind him, the

two women giggled.

**rm sorry," Coffee said finally. "Fm way out of hne.

You see whoever you want, Maureen." She'd been an idiot

to think she could ever dictate to her strong-willed mother-

in-law. Might as well try to move Iron Mountain, once

Maureen had made up her mind. And her pride and stub-

bornness had run in a straight line from her, to Richard, to

the child in the next room,

"Fll make sure he's long gone by the time Jeffie gets

home from school," Maureen assured her as she spread

mayonnaise on bread.
* 'Thank you," Coffee said, accepting the tacit apology.

"But there's one other thing, Maureen,"

The older woman clucked in irritation. "Isn't there al-

ways?"

Coffee ignored that and pre-ssed on. "Richard was your

son, and of course you can talk about him ail you want. But

Jeffie is mine, and I don't want him in this biography. So

will you promise not to discuss Jeffie—or me—with Phil-

hps?" If he was seeking the personal angle for his book,

then perhaps limiting the available material would change

his mind.

"You're being silly," Maureen snorted. She completed

Jeffie's sandwich and set it on a plate.

"Maybe so, but there it is," Coffee told her flatly. And
she would make herself scarce as lilacs in January, come
lunchtime tomorrov/. The last person in the world she

wanted to meet again was Mr. Dodge Phillips.

But THOUGH she might Ayoio the man, Phillips still had

the power to turn her world topsy-turvy, Coffee discovered

the next morning. She stared into the lingerie drawer where
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the black king had been tucked the night before. Gone. She

prodded the camisole where the chessman had rested, as if

it might have burrowed undercover during the night. But of

course it wasn't there.

* * Jeffie!
'

' she whispered in disbelief. This wasn't like him
at ail. He'd known the piece was off-limits. She'd made that

clear enough to him.

Shutting the drawer with numb fingers, she stood, trying

to marshall her spinning thoughts. This was Phillips's fault.

She hadn't had a moment's ease since he came to town. That

dream last night. . . Waking with pounding heart and twisted

sheets, she hadn't remembered much of it, only dark, fire-

lit eyes moving near and then nearer to her own, until she

fell into their darkness. That dream and now this. It was his

fault.

Crossing to her son's room, she stood dithering in the

doorway for a moment, then changed her mind. No, she

couldn't search his room. She'd simply have to demand the

piece when he came home from school.

Running in her socks down t^^'o flights of stairs, she found

Maureen in the kitchen. "I can't find his chessm^an after

all," she said briskly, keeping her worries to herself. *'If

you'll ask Phillips for his address, Fli mail it back to him

right away."

"Ail right." Maureen glanced at her curiously, but ap-

parently decided not to ask what the problem was now. She

turned back to the tomato quiche she was making.

Making a fuss for Phillips's lunch, Coffee nodded wryly.

Hadn't anyone ever told her that real men didn't eat quiche?

**ril be back by two," she muttered. She stalked into the

sunroom and stepped into her ski boots.

Twenty miles of perfect snow worked its usual magic on

Coffee's worries. The day was cold and clear, with a tang of
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pine each time she inhaled. She climbed the Wildcat Valley

Trail until she could branch off toward Black Mountain,

then circled its peaks by way of the Woodland Trail. Though

the next day the slopes would teem with weekend skiers, she

had them nearly to herself that Friday. She passed no one

she knew.

By the time she returned to the Owl Brook Trail, she had

put her fears behind her. As always the mountains reduced

man-made problems to their proper proportions. And she'd

been making a mountain out of a molehill with Phillips.

So she'd dreamed about him. . .so what? After three years

alone it would have been more surprising had she not

dreamed after such an explosive and close encounter with an

attractive male.

And her larger fears for Jeffie were just as exaggerated.

So Phillips had talked about writing a book—that didn't

mean one would be written. In her twenty-six years, Coffee

had noticed that roughly every third person she met meant

to write a book—someday. But somehow, no matter how
they talked, they never got around to doing it.

And Phillips certainly hadn't looked like a serious writer

to her. He wasn't the bookish sort at all, not with his keen

eyes and those big, competent hands. So this talk of a bi*

ography was probably a whim, or an excuse to come

knocking at the shrine. Maureen would have satisfied his

curiosity by now and have sent him on his way. Coffee could

mail his chessman back to him, and in time— a short time,

she prayed—Jeffie would forget all about this. Life would

go back to normal. "It will," she promised herself as she

stepped out of her skis, below the sunroom. It absolutely

had to.

Still she entered the house ahnost on tiptoe, her ears

pricked for the rumble of a masculine voice. And she
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breathed a sigh of relief when she found only Maureen sit-

ting in the family room.

Her mother-in-law sat in her favorite chair before the fire.

She was working on the quilt that always lay close to hand.

''He's gone?" Coffee asked without preamble.

Maureen looked at her strangely. ''Left an hour ago," she

said, around a mouthful of pins. She looked back down at

her work.

"Good." Coffee beamed with satisfaction. "Did you get

his address for me?" That was the one bit of unpleasant-

ness remaining, she remembered. She'd have to relieve Jef-

fie of the chessman as soon as he came homx. Glancing at

the clock, she frowned. Come to think of it, where was Jef-

fie?

Maureen took the pins out of her mouth. "He said he'd

let you know, as soon as he found a place." She looked up

expectantly.

''Found a place? You don't mean in Jackson?" Coffee

dropped down on the sofa as if someone had kicked her be-

hind the knees.

"Yes. He plans to stay in town while he researches his

book. He said he'd be looking at Elsa Warner's cabin, this

afternoon."

"No," Coffee said flatly, and popped back up again. Not

possible. The Warner's little rental chalet was less than a

quarter mile down the hill, just off the trail to town. Why,

Jeffie skied past that cabin almost daily. He'd be returning

up that trail any time now, since he'd skied to school this

morning. "He can't do that!" She hurried to the phone

across the room. ''She can't do that!" Elsa Warner was a

friend, after all.

"I don't know why not," Maureen countered. "This is

America."
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Coffee gritted her teeth and dialed. Then shifted from one

boot to the other while the V/arner's phone rang and kept

right on ringing. She cradled the receiver. **Elsa's probably

showing it to him right now.' ' She started for the door, then

swung back again. "Can you handle things for the next

hour?" The first weekend guests should be arriving any time

now.

"I expect I can," Maureen said dryly, *'Bul if you think

you're going to change that man's mind, you'd better think

again."



CHAPTER THREE

The Warner's rental chalet was perched on the moun-

tainside a hundred feet above the trail that led down to

Jackson. Coffee turned off the main track onto the un-

groomed private path that zigzagged up through tall pines

and white birches to the cabin's deck. The back of the cha-

let could be reached by road, but as was often the case in

Jackson, that was the long way around. And she had no

time to waste.

As she herringboned up a steep rise, she noted absently

that,someone had passed this way before her. Most likely an

exploring tourist. She blinked as she passed from the cool

blue light of the woods into a sunht grove of head-high

Christmas trees. The Warners had cleared enough forest to

make a view for the cabin above, and being thrifty, they had

planted the slope in balsam fir for extra income. She sucked

in the lovely hoUday scent and slogged on.

Looking up, she could see the cabin's deck jutting out

from the hill above her, and beyond it, the peaked roof of

the little A-frame. A wisp of smoke trailed out of its rough

stone chimney. Oh, no. At the sight of occupation, her al-

ready racing heart thumped harder. No, this simply couldn't

be happening.

But someone had cleared the snow off the wooden steps

that led up from the hillside to the elevated deck. Coffee

noted as she stepped out of her skis and leaned them against

a support piling. Someone with very large feet had broken
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a short trail from the bottom step to the cords of wood
stacked under the deck. She froze suddenly, her scanning

eyes transfixed by a footprint to the left of the big ones. This

one was smaller, too small to be an adult's. With a gasp, she

swung toward the stairs.

A pair of short, waxless skis leaned against the stair rail-

ing. Jeffie's ski poles, with their Garfield the Cat decals

pasted to the shafts, rested beside his skis.

Fingernails biting into her palms, she stood still for a

moment, struggling against her first impulse, which was to

tear up the stairs and snatch Jeffie from harm's way. Be
cool, she thought desperately, taking a deep breath. Easy

does it. She jumped, then glanced up at the sound of a slid-

ing door opening somewhere overhead.

Feet tramped onto the deck. "One more load should do

it," Phillips stated in his husky baritone.

**rm gonna carry five this time," Jeffie announced.

**Don't need that much, buddy. The bin's almost full.

Carry two or three logs, and that'll be great. You've been a

real—" Phillips's voice halted abruptly. He stopped short

on the top step, his hands braced on the railings at either

side. "Mrs. Dugan," he said. His voice had lost its vibrant

note of amusement. Now it was warily neutral.

Easy does it. Mounting the stairs with the gliding delib-

eration of a climber crossing an ice bridge over a bottom-

less chasm, she kept her eyes locked on Phillips's.

His dark brows drew together slightly, and he backed

away. Automatically, he put out a hand to steady the child

who stood behind him.

At the gesture. Coffee's heart sank. Maybe it was be-

cause his hand remained on Jeffie's shoulder. The gesture

was almost possessive. No, you can't have him. I've given

one to chess, I'll not give another.
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As she climbed the last few steps, she came into Jeffie's

view. His small mouth rounded into a guilty O.

So he remembered what she'd told him the night before.

She couldn't remember when he'd last disobeyed a direct

order. Could the pull of chess be that strong? Or was it

simply male companionship that was the attraction? But

Jeffie had never tagged after Peter Bradford, when the ski

patrolman came calling at Owl Brook Inn. "Jeffie." She

kept her voice calm, though the effort hurt her throat.

*'What are you doing here?"

'*Umm. .
." The boy's clear skin flushed rosy pink and he

stole a glance up at the man beside him. '*Uh ..."

Returning Jeffie' s glance, Phillips patted his shoulder,

then let him go. He looked back at Coffee and crossed his

arms. His expression had shaded from neutrality into

something harder.

'*I brought back his king," Jeffie muttered. He glanced

up at Phillips again, then crossed his own arms.
* 'Dodge

needs it to play chess," he added with more assurance.

A wave of desolation swept through her. Her son was

mimicking this—this stranger. And she was shut out. The

two of them had closed ranks against her, masculine reck-

lessness resisting feminine concern. She felt outnumbered,

stunned that Jeffie could so easily shift his allegiance. But

she was right—that was what she had to keep on remem-

bering.

**Well, now that you've returned it, we need you at

home," she said, and was surprised at how normal she

sounded. "The fire needs laying in the guest lounge, and

then Gram wants help in the kitchen.' ' Later she would think

what to say to him concerning this disobedience, or per-

haps it was better to simply ignore it. Right now, she sim-

ply had to get him away from here. **So scoot, big boy, and
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tell Gram I'll be home in a minute. I have to talk with Mr.

Phillips."

Jeffie opened his mouth to protest, then shut it again. The

request was plausible, after all. Coffee and Maureen had

made him feel a part of their team since he could toddle, and

in the last year or so he had become a real help to them. He
knew he was needed. Still, his eyes darkened with disap-

pointment, and he glanced up again at his tall companion.

But if he was hoping PhilUps would countermand his

dismissal, he was disappointed. The man gave him a lop-

sided smile and a brisk clap on the back. "Good to see you

again, Jeff."

Ignoring the man beside her, Coffee moved to the railing

to watch her son trudge down the stairs, then step into his

ski bindings below. Jeffie glided off down the slope with-

out a backward glance, not bothering to use his poles, and

disappeared among the Christmas trees.

When he was gone, she could contain herself no longer.

She spun from the rail, her hair flaring out around her

shoulders. "I told you to stay away from my son!"

Across the deck, Phillips stood at ease, his arms crossed,

his dark eyes intent on her face. Without changing his

stance, he shrugged. The constrained movement made her

suddenly aware of his forearms, bare below the rolled up

cuffs of his red flannel shirt. Beneath the dark swurls of hair,

they were pure muscle, surprisingly tan for this time of year.

*'So you did," he agreed. He turned toward the sUding glass

door that led into the chalet. ''Cold out here."

Did he think they were going to end the conversation just

like that? Startled, she balanced on the balls of her feet for

a moment, then lunged after him. He had not closed the

door behind him. She slammed it shut to announce her en-

trance and glared around her.
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The bottom floor of the A-frame was airy and open. The

hving room in which she stood offered spectacular views out

over the deck to the southern mountains. Its cathedral ceil-

ing heightened the sensation of spaciousness, and the fire

leaping behind the glass door of a big wood-burning stove

gave it warmth. In the small but nicely laid out kitchen be-

yond an intervening butcher-block bar, Dodge Phillips

turned the flame down beneath a whistling teakettle.

"You can't rent this place," she said, crossing to lean

against the bar and scowl at him.

He laughed—a short bark of amusement that didn't

sound so amused. "I already have." He opened a cabinet,

shut it and opened another.

'*Elsa Warner's a friend of mine," she told him, letting

the threat hang in the air between them.

**Good. Then don't make trouble for her. She's accepted

my money already, and she couldn't turn me out if she

wanted to. Which she doesn't." He turned and smacked two

mugs down on the counter before her. "Hot chocolate or

coffee, Coffee?" His lips quirked, then straightened again.

He had one of those intensely masculine mouths, the kind

with almost no upper lip visible. An oddly sensitive line di-

vided the gold, clean-shaven skin above from the rather full

and beautifully carved lower lip. "Who told you my name?

Maureen?"
"Your husband." His dark, clever eyes registered the

shock on her face, then he turned to rummage in a grocery

bag. "In Berlin. We were drinking espresso at the time."

Eyes stinging, she swung to stare sightlessly out at the

mountains. Somehow she'd never pictured Richard dis-

cussing her with anyone. She'd always assumed that she

didn't exist for him, when he was off on a tournament. Be-

hind her she heard the small clinks and stirrings of bever-

age making, then a thump as he set down a mug by her
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elbow. She smelled instant coffee. "I wanted hot choco-

late," she said perversely.

He laughed again, under his breath. **Ask for it next

time." He came around the bar, holding his own mug, and

walked over to check the fire.

She didn't bother to tell him there' d be no next time. He
knew it already. **How did Jeffie know you'd be here?" she

asked, his back to her as he opened the glass doors and

shoved in another log.

In profile, his lips curved again as he studied the flames.

*'I gather it was something along the lines of Elsa Warner

stopping at the post office when she left here, and seeing

someone who has a kid, who knows a kid, who knows Jeff.

I hadn't been here thirty minutes when he showed up."

So Jeffie had not taken the chessman to school with the

intention of returning it to Phillips. Had he taken it along

for fear she'd search his room for it, or simply because he

couldn't bear to be parted from it? Either reason was equally

disturbing. "I don't want you seeing Jeffie again," she told

him.

"It's a small town. I'm supposed to avert my gaze when
we meet on the street, Coffee?" He turned to look at her

mockingly.

**You know what I mean."

'*I know what, but not why," he agreed. He stood and

prowled toward her. ''If you're so dead set against chess,

why does Jeff know how to play it at all?" He stopped and

stared down at her, his eyes narrowed.

She was still propped against the bar by her elbows. To
straighten would put her nose-to-chest with him, but to stay

there, leaning back like that, left her feeling vulnerable, too

open to his probing gaze. Her skin tingled with his near-

ness, felt again like ruffled velvet as his eyes moved over her.

But if he was trying to intimidate her, she was not about to
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let him see it was working. She tipped back her head to look

him in the eye. "Richard taught him. Jeffie hasn't played

since he died."

"But that's—" A slow, beautiful smile spread over Phil-

lips face. "That's three years ago." He shook his head

wonderingly. "He'd forgotten a few of the moves, but once

I showed him, he took off like a rocket. Attacked with two

pieces—that's the surest sign.'

'

"Sign of what?" she asked, though she knew already.

"Of genius—chess genius, that is."

She shivered. Richard had said the same once, the last

time he'd played Jeffie. She remembered the look on his face

when he'd said it. It hadn't been this look of pleasure that

Phillips wore, it had been a look of . . . fear. But whether it

had been {Qaifor Jeffie, or fear of him, she hadn't known.

Hadn't dared ask. Whichever, he'd never played his son

again, though Jeffie had begged him. And it was a month

after that that he'd set out for Mount Washington. She

shivered violently.

"Cold?" Phillips brushed her arm with his knuckles.

She flinched away from his touch and drew in her breath

sharply. "No." What was she doing, standing so close to this

man? She had the feeling that an immense stretch of time

had passed while she'd stood there remembering. If she

wanted to remember, she should remember that this man
meant to write a biography about Richard!

And what if he mentioned in his book that Richard Du-

gan's son showed the same signs of precocious chess genius

that his famous father had? How long would it be before

someone read that, and told Jeffie about it? She could pic-

ture Jeffie reading the book himself at age ten—he was

reading well above his grade level already. She could imag-

ine him coming to her, a fanatic gleam in his eye as he asked

her if he was really a chess genius. She shook her head with
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a jerk. No, ten was too early. If she could protect him until

he was fifteen. . . But how could she protect him at all, with

this man practically living in their back pocket?

Her eyes came back into focus, and rose from his broad

chest to his quizzical face. As their eyes locked, she felt a

twinge of pure panic. It was her dream, all over again. He
was too near. ''Move, " she said crisply.

His brows lifted, but he moved back a step. She pushed

off the bar and started across the room.

**Going so soon?" he asked ironically.

She wheeled to face him^, but kept on moving away. "I

help mn a bed and breakfast, and it's Friday afternoon.

Yes, I'm going." Her hand touched the glass of the door

behind her and she stopped. **But I want you to promise

me-"
"To shoot myself at the first available opportunity?" he

mocked.

It hit too close to home. She felt her eyes go round and she

spun toward the door. But she was standing too close to it—

her knuckles smashed into the glass. She gasped with pain

and the expectation of disaster, but the glass didn't shatter.

Trembling, she brought her bruised knuckles to her mouth.

Hands closed on her shoulders from behind. "What did

I say?" Phillips demanded, his breath tickling her ear.

''Nothing/ J-just stay away from my son. Don't talk with

him and don't play chess with him." She shrugged her

shoulders, but he didn't let go. If anytiling, his grip tight-

ened. She closed her eyes, trying not to shiver with his

touch, feeling each individual fingertip that pressed into her

flesh—her thin sweater was no protection at all.

She took a deep breath and forced her eyes open. She

could see his reflection dimly in the glass, making one shape

with her own. "You're really writing a biography of Rich-

ard? Seriously?"
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"Yes." His hands slid a few inches down her arms, then

back up again.

"How long are you staying here?*' She put an edge to that

question.

His laugh was rueful, seductive, warm on her ear. "Long
as it takes to gather the facts, Coffee. So if you want me out

of town that badly ..."

"Yes?" Reaching down, she sHd open the door, and the

outside air chilled her face. It was a welcome antidote to the

warmth at her back.

"You ought to cooperate," he said softly, and let her go.

Coffee shook her head and walked out. She didn't look

back, not once. But somehow she knew he was watching,

standing unmoved and unmoving in his doorway, till she'd

reached the protection of the little pines.

The afternoon and evening passed in the usual Friday

flurry. The inn was half-full of guests by the time she re-

turned, and more soon arrived. Maureen and Coffee hur-

ried upstairs to show guests to their rooms, and downstairs

to greet new arrivals at the door. There was the big punch

bowl of mulled cider in the guest lounge to be filled and re-

filled, the fire to be fed and poked to a cozy blaze. There

were the guests to be introduced to each other and jollied

into some sort of sociability around the hearth and the TV
set. There were the constant and famiHar questions to be

answered: Where could one get an extra-special meal in

town? Where could one find a reasonable meal? Which were

the best trails for beginner cross-country skiers? Which of-

fered the most scenic vistas or the most thrilling descents?

When would Coffee give the two-hour skiing lesson that was

part of the basic weekend package?

Around eight, the worst of the rush was over. Most of the

guests had gone out to find their dinners, reasonable or
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outrageous, depending on their budgets. The rest were

amusing themselves in their own rooms or in front of the TV
set in the lounge. In the kitchen, Coffee set a tray of empty
teacups near the dishwasher and straightened her back with

a sigh. Maureen turned from the range to give her a weary

smile. **Where's Jeffie?" Coffee asked. She'd seen him only

in passing for the last few hours, and she hadn't had a sec-

ond's peace to think what she'd say to him.

^*Up in his room, I think." Maureen stirred the pot of

stew that would be their own supper. "Supper in ten min-

utes, if you want to tell him."

''Sure." Coffee started for the stairway, then stopped at

the registration desk as the phone rang. ''Owl Brook Inn,"

she said automatically, and glanced toward the front door.

Light from a pair of headlights swung across the glass in-

sets as a car pulled into the parking lot.

"Coffee? This is Joe Harris," the owner of the Blue Duck
Inn said briskly. "I've got a walk-in couple here, and we're

full up. You don't have a double left, do you? Something on

the nice side?"

"Not this weekend, Joe. We've got one teensy room with

one teensy window in the back, bathroom down the hall. It's

half price, but then it's only half size. We rent it when we're

desperate."

"Not their style," the innkeeper said regretfully. "Guess

I'll try the Village House."

As she hung up, the storm door opened, and someone

paused out in the vestibule. Through the decorative glass

panels of the front door, Coffee could make out white-blond

hair and blue eyes staring in at her. The outline of the per-

son seemed humpbacked and strangely distorted, but that

must be some trick of the swirling patterns on the etched

and frosted glass. She smuled hospitably, but the person

simply stood there.
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Coffee crossed to the front door and opened it. "Please

come in," she said. *'We don't keep it locked."

Two pairs of huge blue eyes looked into her own. A blond

young woman held a blonder two- or three-year-old bal-

anced on her rounded hip. The little girl's head nestled on

her mother's shoulder. Tlie child had the blank, accepting

look of a dreamer just awakened. Her mother smiled hesi-

tantly. "This is the Owl Brook Inn?"

"Yes, it is." As she must surely know. The gilded and

carved sign that hung by the entrance to the parking lot

could not be missed. But perhaps she didn't read English?

There was a faint but unmistakable accent to the woman's

words. * 'Would you Uke to come in?' ' Coffee held the door

wide in invitation, though she looked at the drowsy child

with concealed dismay. With their antique furnishings and

adult clientele, most bed and breakfasts took a dim view of

renting rooms to guests with young children. In spite of

Jeffie's residence, the O^'l Brook was no exception.

"Please." But the blonde entered the house the way a ti-

ger hunter enters the bamboo grove, eyes wide and con-

stantly scanning. She turned in a half circle, taking in the

hall, the big staiicase, v/bat she could see of the guest

lounge, then turned back to Coffee.

While she'd been making her inspection, Coffee had

taken a look at the parldng lot, then closed the door. No one

seemed to be waiting out there. So these two were traveling

alone? She found those ssarcb-beam eyes aimed at her face

again.

"I would like a room for the night," the blonde said with

quiet determination.

She was German, Coff;2e guessed, or perhaps Swedish.

But she didn't look like a skier— too softly rounded, and few

people brought a child skiing, anyway. So what was she do-

ing here? Jackson was not on the way to anywhere. "I'm
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afraid we only have one room left," she shook herself out

of her speculations to say. Quickly she explained about the

little room, and stated its price for one night.

The blonde gasped, then blushed a charming shade of

rose.

*'I know it seems high," Coffee agreed, "but this is tour-

ist country, on the weekend, when everyone's rates go up.

And I can guarantee you it's the cheapest room you'll find

in town." She smiled sympathetically. "You know, there are

motels with cheaper rates down in North Conway. Vd be

happy to call around and find a room for you, if you like."

The woman rested her cheek against the child's downy
hair for a moment, then straightened and shook her head

slowly. "No, we are very tired. It took much longer to drive

here than I thought."

Where did she mean by here? The Owl Brook? Jackson?

Almost without thinking, Coffee reached out to draw a fin-

gertip down the child's velvet-soft arm. "Look, it is late. I'll

knock the rate down twenty dollars if you want to stay here

tonight. And tomorrow we can help you find something that

suits you better.'

'

"You're very kind." While Coffee filled out the registra-

tion card for her, the woman switched the child to her other

hip. Her name was Anke Meier, and her home address was

Cologne, Germany.

"You've come a long way! " Coffee observed cheerfully.

The blonde did not return her smile. "Yes."

She was in no mood for chatting. Coffee decided, dis-

carding all questions as to v/hat the v/oman was doing in this

part of the v/orld. "This is your key," she said, "and I'll

show you your room as soon as you like."

"My luggage..." Anke Meier looked dazedly toward the

parking lot and half turned in that direction.
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She was dead on her feet, Coffee realized, coming quickly

around the desk. "Look, you've got your hands full. Could

I hold her for you while you get your bags from the car?"

She held out her arms for the child.

The woman hesitated so long that Coffee thought she'd

made a mistake of some sort. Embarrassed, she started to

drop her hands and step back, when suddenly the woman
nodded.

"If you would." Gently she tranferred the clinging child

to Coffee's arms. "Her name is Brigitta. Gitta. .
." she broke

into German, a crooning reassurance that was clearly a

promise to return.

''Nein, Muttie!" the Uttle girl protested, but she didn't

struggle.

"Hi; there, Gitta. Mama will just be a minute now." Her
arms full of the satisfying warmth and weight of the child,

Coffee sat down in a chair across from the desk. "You've

had a long drive, huh?"
Brigitta swiveled in her arms to meet her gaze and study

her with eyes bright with intelligence. Coffee's words clearly

held no meaning for her, but they must have been reassur-

ing all the same. The child relaxed against her Uke a sleepy

cat. With a half-guilty glance toward the door. Coffee bent

her head to sniff the child's hair. She could have closed her

eyes and believed it was Jeffie, almost; they had the same

smell of sunshine, like a sheet fresh from the clothesline. She

sighed happily. Nice to hold a baby again. Jeffie was grow-

ing less and less willing to be cuddled as he grew older. A
pity. She looked down at the child's drooping, incredible

lashes, then jumped as Maureen spoke.

"Now what have you got there?" She put her hands on

her hips.

Coffee looked up mischievously. "Gee, can I keep her,

Ma? Please? Huh?"
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Maureen shook her head in amusement. "That would just

about give you a matched set, wouldn't it?"

Coffee nodded, smiling down at the child. The door

opened, and Anke Meier stepped inside, lugging an enor-

mous, battered old suitcase and a carryall full of baby gear.

She set the suitcase down almost on her own foot as she saw

Maureen.

Coffee rose and came forward. "Maureen, this is Anke
Meier, from Germany."

Maureen's hand had come up automatically as Coffee

spoke. Halfway horizontal it froze, missing by inches the

hand Anke had extended. Maureen's eyes widened, then she

bhnked rapidly.

Coffee glanced at her in surprise, then quickly looked

down again as Gitta nearly toppled out of her lap. Stretch-

ing out her fat little arms, the child reached for her mother

with a demanding cry. Coffee jiggled her up and down, then

looked up to find Maureen and Anke shaking hands, their

eyes locked on each other. A wavering smile crossed Anke's

pale face. Maureen looked almost grim.

"You're sta)dng here?" she demanded.

"I put her in the rose room," Coffee interceded quickly

as Anke nodded. What was bothering Maureen—the

thought of a child in the house?

"Then I'll show them up," Maureen continued on that

same harsh note. She held out her hands for the child, and

still wondering. Coffee handed Gitta over.

But if Maure^i didn't like children as guests, she still

loved children. As Gitta settled under her chin, her face re-

laxed for a second and a smile flickered. Then she stiffened

and led the way up the stairs. "I'll send Jeffie down," she

called back to Coffee. "And the salad needs dressing."

Eyebrows raised. Coffee stared after the procession for a

moment. Between the suitcase banging against her legs and
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the big canyall, Anke had her hands full, and for a second

Coffee considered offering to help. But both of the women
seemed to have forgotten her existence, and somehow she

felt she wouldn't be welcome. A strange feeling, in her own
house. And just your imagination, she told herself as she

headed for the kitchen. Phillips had rattled her cage two

days in a row, and now she was seeing bogeys around every

corner.

But she didn't want to start thinking about him. Deter-

minedly she switched her thoughts to her own son, and just

what she was going to do with him. In spite of his disobe-

dience, she didn't want to ground Jeffie. That would be

making too great an issue of it. She was still praying that his

fascination with Phillips would fade, given time and dis-

tance.

So instead, I'll keep him too busy to play outside this

weekend, she decided. They'd turn out his bedroom, wash

the walls. Then, if he had any energy left, they'd drive down

to North Conway, get him those new sneakers he'd been

needing. She wrinkled her nose. Who am I kidding? I'm the

one that'll run out of energy! Starting toward the kitchen,

she stopped short as she caught the first bitter whiff of

burning stew, then she broke into a run.
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Keeping Jeffie occupied indoors wasn't easy at the best

of times. But this weekend, Coffee thought, the task seemed

even harder. Everyone was on edge.

She knew what was making her own stomach churn with

anxiety—she'd seen Dodge Phillips's Porsche that morn-

ing. It had been parked in the village when she drove down
to pick up rental skis and boots for the guests who'd be tak-

ing her lesson at ten. Luckily she hadn't run into its owner,

but the car itself seemed as menacing as a black knight

poised to pounce on an unsuspecting white pawn. So that

accounted for her nerves.

But what was bothering the normally cheerful Maureen?

"Jeffie, I think I've had about all the help I can take," his

grandmother grumbled. "If you're going to be Mr. Butter-

fingers this morning, maybe you better go somewhere else."

She picked up the chunk of Swiss cheese that Jeffie had

dropped on the kitchen floor and ran it under the faucet.

"Can't." Jeffie shot a look of rebellion at his mother,

who'd just come in through the sunroom. "Mommy said I

have to help you." He turned back to the pile of grated

cheese on the chopping block before him and began push-

ing it into a checkerboard pattern.

"Well, thank you very much, but if you're going to play

with the food, I'd rather do it myself." Maureen picked up

his board and whisked it away.
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"Why don't you go read a book, kiddo?" Coffee sug-

gested, ruffling his hair.

''Read 'em all," he grov/led. Shaking her hand off, he

climbed down from his chair at the kitchen table.

"Ohh, I'd bet there's one or two you haven't tried yet.

And there's a new Ski Magazine in the guest lounge." Cof-

fee sneaked a puzzled glance at Maureen, who was whip-

ping eggs as if her Hfe depended on it.

**That stupid baby's in there," Jeffie said wearily. He
might have been explaining that the lounge was full of co-

bras, as any fool should know.

Coffee hid a smile. A good night's sleep had made a world

of difference in the cuddly child of last night. This morning

Brigitta had been more of a circus than twelve monkeys and

a raccoon tied tail to tail. Anke Meier was doing her best to

ride herd on her child, but lacking a leash or ankle irons,

there was only so much vigilance one mother could bring to

the problem. Gitta's experiment with what happens when

one pulls on a tablecloth—with the table set and ready for

breakfast!—had been the crowning disaster so far. Luckily

only a few other guests had been down for breakfast by

then, and they had been more amused than bothered by the

incident. But poor Anke had been mortified and close to

tears.

And Maureen certainly had not been entertained. Per-

haps that was the source of her bad mood. "Come with me
and ril find it for you," Coffee suggested, tacitly offering

her protection.

The baby was indeed in the lounge, seated with her

mother in the window seat overlooking the brook. Anke was

reading to her from a children's book, but she looked up as

Coffee and her son entered the room.. Her expectant ex-

pression faded to one of vague alarm. "We're just looking

for a magazine," Coffee explained and headed for the side
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table near one of the sofas, with Jeffie practically treading

on her heels.

But if they had a reason for being here, what was Anke
doing? she wondered. Why travel all this way to plant one-

self in the lounge of a ski resort? The day was a dazzle of

sunlight on snow outside, and yet here she sat. She hadn't

mentioned staying a second night and yet she was making no

move to leave.

**Here it is," she said, and handed the magazine to Jef-

fie.

''GittSi, neinr'

Coffee looked up to see Brigitta making a beeline for

Jeffie, her starfish hands outstretched, her face alight with

glee. "Now here's someone of theproper size!" her expres-

sion seemed to say.

But Jeffie didn't agree. Drawing himself up to his full four

feet, he pointed a finger at the child. "No!" he roared.

On she came, giggling. With a groan of despair, Jeffie

took to his heels and bolted out of the lounge, Gitta in tod-

dling pursuit.

'Wem, Gitta, nein!'' Anke caught her daughter near the

door, swooped her up, then turned to look at Coffee. Both

women broke into laughter, smothering their giggles as they

glanced guiltily toward the doorway.

Across the hall, the door to the family room shut with an

emphatic thud, and that set off another round of giggles.

Coffee came forward to smooth the child's silky head.

"Poor Gitta," she chuckled. "Come back in twelve years or

so and he'll run the other direction, I promise." She looked

up to find Anke had lost her smile. She was staring at her

blankly.

Lost something in the translation, Coffee decided uneas-

ily. She considered explaining, then discarded the notion.
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'*Well, I've got to give a ski lesson," she said instead, and

sidled toward the door.

As LESSONS WENT, THIS ONE was a success. All of her six

pupils had cross-country skied at least once before, and they

made rapid progress. Coffee started them in the field to the

side of the inn, and once she was sure they could handle a

gentle slope, she took them down to the Eagle Mountain

fields beside the Wildcat Brook. After an hour they were

doing so well she escorted them down the **more difficult"

Yodel Trail into the valley. They took a few spills on the way,

but came up smiling. "Good snowplow, Mrs. Beamis!" she

called from her position alongside the trail. "Bend your

knees a little more, Mr. Mello. That's it."

They arrived on the Wentworth golf course winded and

flushed with triumph, new converts to the gentle pleasures

of ski touring. Their lesson was over and now they could ski

to their choice of restaurants for lunch in the village.

Quickly Coffee dispensed last-minute advice, congratula-

tions, and recommendations as to lunch spots, then waved

them on their way.

Except for her two young hotshots—a pair of lawyers up

from Boston. Joe Halloran looked up from the map of his

ski-trail guide. "The ElUs River Trail is over that way. Cof-

fee?"

"Yes, hook around those trees and then straight ahead."

He nodded, satisfied. "We're going to ski upriver to the

Dana Place for lunch. Want to come?"

Her smile wavered in spite of herself. "Thanks, but Fm
afraid not. I can't leave Maureen with all the chores back at

the house.' ' She had not skied the Ellis River Trail for three

years. Maybe never would again. Richard had gone that

way, on his way up to the Gulf of Slides.
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She left them with a wave and headed back across the golf

course toward her trail uphill.

The track passed close to the graveyard and Coffee

glanced toward Richard *s grave as she gHded past. A red-

jacketed figure stood before his stone, dark head bowed as

the man read the inscription. Her left ski came down out-

side the groomed furrow of the track, and Coffee stum-

bled. She caught her balance and looked sideways again, to

find the man watching her. Dodge Phillips. She should just

keep on skiing. He couldn't follow her through the snow

without skis. She'd be safe.

But warring with her impulse to flee was a simmering

outrage. This was her town—must she fear meeting him
wherever she went? The man was ripping her peace to shreds

simply by being. She stepped out of the trail and slogged

through the unmarked snow toward the black iron fence

that separated the graveyard from the surrounding fields.

Phillips tromped through the snow to meet her, gloved

hands jammed in the pockets of his ski jacket, breath trail-

ing white over his shoulder. His eyes flicked over her face,

and his smile of greeting uncurled. '*Coffee," he said evenly,

and rested a boot on the bottom rung of the fence.

Now that she was here, she didn't know why she'd both-

ered. There was no use telling him to get out of town again.

Looking at his resolute jaw, she suspected few people suc-

cessfully told this man anything. And after the start they'd

gotten off to, it was a little late for pretty pleases.

"Now you say, 'Hello, Dodge,' " he instructed gravely.

*'Or if you're really feeUng extravagant, you could try,

*How's it going?'"

Some other place or time, under other circumstances, she

could have Uked this man. She felt a smile trembhng inside,

or maybe that was just terror. Something about him scared

her even as it attracted.
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'*And then I say, 'It's going rotten,' " he continued when
she didn't speak.

**Why?" The question popped out before she knew she

even wondered.

*'Because nobody will talk about your husband, that's

why. I mention his name and they either look blank, or they

clam up and stare over my shoulder. What's everyone hid-

ing?" he asked with a hint of frustration.

That was the last thing she wanted him to think—that

there was some secret waiting to be dug up. He looked like

the type who would dig to China, if need be. Stubborn, cu-

rious, intelligent—those were dangerous traits in someone

who meant to write Richard's biography.

She brushed her hair back behind one small ear, then

dropped her hand as his eyes followed the movement. "No
one's hiding anything. It's just that those who knew Rich-

ard know I don't Uke him gossiped about. The rest didn't

know him." She looked toward the white marble stone, its

shoulders iced with snow. It looked like a chessman, keep-

ing cold and eternal guard, yearning for a black foe to ven-

ture forth and give battle.

"Richard didn't talk to people much." His interest hadn't

been people at all. People couldn't be picked up, moved, set

to one side of the chessboard, and Richard had never quite

forgiven them for that. Any of them. Certainly not her. She

shrugged.

"But he grew up here, he had to have had friends."

Did he? Apart from herself? She glanced at Phillips, then

looked away again. "He was only here summers, starting

when he was fourteen— after Maureen divorced and moved

back here. I think if he had friends, they were all involved

in chess. People he knew in New York City, where he lived

winters with his father, or from the tournaments."
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Phillips leaned forward to rest his black gloves on the

fence between them, bracketing her own. She looked down
at his gloves. He had big hands; she liked that in a man.

Such hands promised strength, protection, a safe haven for

a woman. She jerked her eyes back to his face as he spoke.

"He didn't have friends in chess, Coffee. He had oppo-

nents."

She shivered and looked away across the graveyard. Yes.

That was why she'd do anything—anything at all to keep

Jeffie away from chess.

"Didyou know him?" Phillips challenged, his voice soft

and harsh all at once.

Had she ever really known him? She swung to stare over

her shoulder, but from down here in the valley, the dark, fir-

clad slopes of the lower mountains shut off all views of

Mount Washington to the north. But always, that craggy

peak reared high in her mind, its icy gales ripping off a

plume of sunht snow. If she'd known Richard as she should

have, she'd have known he didn't mean to come back that

day. She'd have known to stop him.. She jumped violently as

Phillips's glove closed over her mittened fingers and

squeezed. She swung back to face him.

For a moment they simply stared at each other. There was

something besides curiosity in his narrowed gaze. Coffee

gulped and lifted her chin. She didn't need his pity, if that's

what it was.

But she must have misread him, for his next question of-

fered no quarter. *Tf you knew him, then do you know why
he quit chess? What would make a man walk away at the

absolute peak of his success?"

Once again she saw the snow-shrouded peak. That was
where his talent had led him.

"He never played another game of chess after he took the

world championship in Berlin, did he, Coffee? I can't find
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anyone who gave him a game in the eight months he lived

after that. Why would he turn his back on the thing he did

best in aU of life?*'

She swallowed convulsively, but still her words came out

ragged. * 'Maybe he just grew tired of it. He'd proved he was

the best in the world. He'd reached the—the top. What more
was there?" What more in life was there for him?

But there should have been more, her heart protested.

There'd been herself, and Jeffie, and Maureen, and this

world of such sparkling beauty it almost hurt to look at it.

Why couldn't that have been enough for him?

"Tired of it?" Phillips snorted incredulously. "Did Ba-

ryshnikov tire of ballet, after he'd danced Swan Lake?''

Startled, she opened her mouth, then closed it again. Was
that how he saw chess? Two players dancing a joyous pas de

deux, rather than two enemies locked in a duel to the death?

Richard had been known for his killer instinct, his relent-

less aggression. But for what had this man been known,

while he was earning his grand master points? "Why do you

have to write this book?" she blurted suddenly. "Surely

there are other people to write about? Why don't you go

write about Baryshnikov, or , . , or . .
." Or anyone but Rich-

ard,

He laughed aloud. "You think that's what I do for a liv-

ing? That I'm a professional biographer?"

"You're not?" she asked stupidly.

"No." He smiled again at the thought. "I write educa-

tional software. Computer games that teach logic to school

children. You've never heard of The Lady or the Tiger

series?"

Numbly, she shook her head. But her astonishment was

giving way to outrage. If he wasn't doing this for the money,

was he doing it for the fun of it? Was he raking up things

best forgotten, or never known, as a gentleman's hobby?
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Reawakening Jeffie's terrifying thirst for chess on a whim?
*'Then . . . then if you're not, what do you think you're do-

ing, trying to write Richard's biography?" she erupted.

**What makes you think you're even quahfied to write it, if

you're nothing but a silly amateur?"

Clearly, he wasn't used to having his competence ques-

tioned, and just as clearly, he didn't like it. His brows

snapped down and he leaned forward across the fence, his

jaw jutting aggressively. "Oh, I'm qualified, all right, Cof-

fee. I know the chess world inside and out—that's one ad-

vantage I have over a professional biographer. And I was

there in Berlin, as a second to Haley, and as a commentator

for the networks. And I'll put m.y prose up against the writ-

ing of any pro you care to compare it to. Not that I need

your permission to write this book."

*'Lucky for you, since you'd not get it!" With a bitter

shrug, she took a V-step away from the fence. She was

wasting her time here.

But reaching across the fence, he caught her wrist. "Cof-

fee!"

Her hair whipped in a fine golden arc as she swung back

to glare at him.

"Since I'm going to write this book whether you like it or

not, wouldn't you prefer it to be accurate?" His black,

leather-clad thumb stroked the top of her mitten. "With-

out your help, I may get some of the facts wrong. Doesn't

that worry you?"

"No." No, what worried her was that he'd get the facts

right. That somehow he'd guess Richard had not simply lost

his way on the brutal flanks of Mount Washington, as had

so many other winter travelers. That he'd not lost his life,

but had abandoned it as not worth living. She didn't want

Jeffie to read that in a book, ever. He wasn't going to in-
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herit his father's legacy of despair if she could prevent it.

"No, you can't blackmail me that way, Mr, Phillips."

His brows shrugged, then he actually smiled. "Was worth

a try."

She looked down pointedly at his detaining fingers.

"Now, if you don't mind, I should go."

"Certainly." He let her go. "And would you remind

Maureen that I'll be dropping by shortly, to pick up that

scrapbook she promised me?"
"You can't stop by today!" she protested. "Jeffie's

there."

His mouth twisted. "Send him out to play, if you think

I'm contagious."

And where would Jeffie go, if she sent him out to play?

Straight down to Phillips's cottage?

When she didn't speak, he shook his head wonderingly.

"What are you so afraid of?"

"Nothing." Nothing she could tell him about, for fear

he'd tell the world.

His dark eyes probed her face. "Why are you so afraid of

mer'
"I'm not!" But she was. As she started to shiver, she

swung away again, hiding the spasm with the movement. In

the distance, she saw a familiar figure in a yellow parka— it

was Peter Bradford. The trail patrolman was headed to-

ward Yodel. Cupping her hands to her mouth, she hal-

looed, then waved when he spotted her. She glanced over her

shoulder at Phillips. "Got to be going," she said. "That's

a friend of mine."

As opposed to me, his dark eyes said ironically.

Yes, her own answered. She gave him her sweetest smile,

not meaning a bit of it, then turned and slogged off through

the snow. When she reached the trail, she settled into her

gliding stride and almost flew toward Peter, as if he were the
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one point of stillness in a world gone spinning out of con-

trol.

Fifteen minutes of uphill work and Peter's cheerful

company did little to soothe Coffee's ragged nerves. Mau-
reen knew that she meant to keep Jeffie away from Dodge
Phillips! So what did she think she was doing, inviting the

man over on a weekend? And given Maureen's strange

mood of this morning, did Coffee dare express her dis-

pleasure, or should she simply grit her teeth and endure the

situation? Meanwhile, what should she do with Jeffie?

She'd have to distract him in his room somehow until Phil-

lips had come and gone. Leaning her skis in the mudroom,
she slipped out of her ski boots and stalked sock-footed up
the stairs into the sunroom, her blue eyes ablaze with exas-

peration.

**No, Anke," Maureen's voice carried clearly from, the

kitchen. "You need that money more than I do. You pay me
back some day when you can afford it, if you like."

Coffee paused halfway to the doorway as the words sank

in. Tact suggested she not intrude on the scene taking place

in the kitchen. She shifted from one foot to the other. So

Anke Meier had not been able to pay for her room, even at

the reduced rate Coffee had offered her last night. But then,

why hadn't she said as much when the price was discussed?

''I do like," Anke said finnly. "As soon as I find a

job..."

This sounded like a more positive note on which to barge

in, and Coffee's feet were getting cold. She coughed, then

came forward, treading heavily. When she stepped into the

kitchen, Anke turned to face her, a high flush of pink along

her wide cheekbones. Maureen also gave her an odd look,

from where she stood by the kitchen table. The older woman
held a rolling pin, and a white mound of cookie dough lay



64 CHECKMATE

on the table before her. At her feet, Brigitta sat on the floor,

fingering a key chain and humming a soft, two-note song to

herself.

"Oh, hello, Anke," Coffee said casually.

The woman gave her a brief, taut smile and turned back

to Maureen. **Well ... I think we must go then."

"Yes, you should," Maureen agreed dryly. "And I have

to get ready for teatime.'

'

"I have only to get my bags," Anke said with great dig-

nity.

Coffee flashed her a puzzled glance, then busied herself

unwinding the wool scarf she wore. Anke looked almost

hurt, but that made no sense. Why should she feel hurt, if

Maureen had just given her a free night's lodging? Proba-

bly it was only embarrassment.

"Come, Gitta," Anke called. Then, when the baby ig-

nored her, she gave a cluck of irritation and went to pull her

to her feet.

Maureen dusted off her bony hands. "I'll mind her while

you bring your bags down, Anke."

For a moment it looked as if the blonde would refuse the

offer, then she nodded stiffly and left the room.

"Come on, big girl." Maureen hoisted the child to her hip

and bounced her expertly. ' Time for you to be going."

The child crowed something in German and jingled her

keys in Maureen's face. Maureen chuckled, looked up at

Coffee and lost her smile.

"Sorry Vm late," Coffee said uncomfortably. It was oc-

curring to her that, if she was going to fuss at Maureen for

inviting Dodge Phillips to the house, she couldn't exactly

explain the reason for her own tardiness—that she'd stopped

to chat with the man in question. "I'll start on the rooms as

soon as I change clothes." Each of the guest rooms had to

be spot vacuumed, given fresh towels. There were beds to
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smooth out and flowers to change in the vases. And then tea

would be served in two hours.

**That's no problem," Maureen said, in almost a sing-

song. "Take your time." Her attention had shifted back to

Gitta, and it was to the little girl she was really speaking. Still

jiggling the child, she strolled toward the hall and the front

door beyond.

**But I do have a problem," Coffee murmured, with a

wary glance toward the family-room door as they passed it.

**I understand Dodge Phillips is stopping by in a little

while?"

Maureen squared her jaw and kept walking. "Yes, he is,

for a scrapbook I promised him."

"And just what am I supposed to do with Jeffie?"

Maureen swung to face her near the registration desk.

"Coffee, you're making a storm in a teakettle, worrying

about the man!" She stooped to set the child down, then

crossed her arms and glared at her daughter-m-law. "You
can't catch chess like a disease."

"Maureen, if you'd seen Jeffie when they were play-

ing. . . The look in his eyes ..."

Maureen shook her head stubbornly. "You can't blame

everything about Richard on chess, my dear."

Oh, couldn't she? They'd had this argument before and

had never yet reached agreement on it; weren't likely to this

time. But still . .

.

Maureen hurried to continue as Coffee opened her

mouth. "I know Richard wasn't a normal—wasn't an easy

man, but it wasn't only chess that made him that way. There

was the way his father pushed him ..."

A squeal of childish excitement caused both women to

look around, and then up. Two-thirds of the way up the

staircase to the second floor, Gitta clambered up another
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carpeted step, her small bottom stuck high in the air, her

lace-edged panties peeking out from under her short dress.

''No, Gitta!" Maureen's reactions were the faster. She

leaped for the stairs and took them two at a time.

Coffee stopped with one foot on the bottom step. There

wasn't room for both of them on the stairway, and if they

panicked the child. . . The baby caught a baluster and pulled

herself to a standing position, then swayed backward on her

tiny, fat feet.

"No, Gitta!" Arms outstretched, Maureen reached for

her as the child wobbled and nearly fell. **You bad, bad—
ohP' As her foot slipped out from under her, Maureen

grabbed for the banister and missed.

* *Maureen ! '

' Coffee cried helplessly.

Arms flailing, her body toppled forward—landed with an

awful thud on one knee. Maureen cried out again, and

snatched at the balusters as she tumbled feet-first down the

stairs in a series of sickening Httle thumps.

*'Maureen!" Coffee reached her as she stopped sliding,

three steps from the bottom. *'Oh, God, Maureen, are you

all right?" She touched her back, smoothed a hand across

her bony ribs. "Oh, Maureen, say something!"

"What is it? What happens?" Anke Meier stopped short

on the landing above. As she saw Maureen's body, she let

out a shriek and dropped her suitcase. Gitta plumped down
on the stairs and started to howl.

"Don't move her!" a masculine voice commanded at

Coffee's ear.

Coffee glanced to the side, and found herself staring into

Dodge Phillips's dark eyes. He touched her cheek with a

fingertip. "She'll be all right," he said quietly, "but let's not

move her yet."
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**Oh, Dodge. .
." Coffee blinked furiously— this was no

time for crying—and turned back to Maureen. Up on the

stairs, Gitta continued to wail loudly enough for them all.



CHAPTER FIVE

Housing two cups, Dodge sat down by Coffee in the

emergency waiting room. ''Hear anything yet?" he asked as

he offered her one of the drinks.

Coming out of her daze, Coffee shook her head. *'No,

she's still in X rays." She focused on the cup before her, then

accepted it .
"Thanks .'

'

''Sure." He settled back on the hard plastic couch beside

her and draped one long arm over the backrest.

She had a lot for which to thank Dodge Phillips, Coffee

reflected. He'd been like a rock back there at the Owl Brook,

calming a half-hysterical Anke, helping Coffee revive Mau-
reen and determine that nothing seemed to be wrong with

her spine or hips. When they'd found that the medical res-

cue unit was out on a mission somewhere up on Black

Mountain, he'd seconded her decision not to wait, but to

take Maureen to North Conway themselves. So he'd car-

ried Maureen out to the station wagon, then had driven her

and Coffee down valley to the hospital.

And now he was simply lending his quiet support. His

arm at her back radiated warmth. And Coffee somehow
knew that should she give in to her dismay and curl into his

shoulder, he'd be at no loss. He'd hold her as long as she

needed him.

Bringing the drink to her lips, she found it was choco-

late. She smiled a tremulous smile against its sweet warmth,

then swallowed. He'd even remembered that. Slowly she
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settled back and felt her hair brush his arm. Tilting her face

to the ceiling, she closed her eyes. Be all right, Maureen, she

prayed. You've got to be all right. "She's older than she

looks,'* she murmured, and bit her lip. "She's always been

so strong, so independent. . .she'd hate it if that changed. ..."

The arm behind her stirred, then curved around her. Not

even daring to acknowledge that he was there, Coffee sighed

and let herself be gathered in. Coming to rest with her cheek

pillowed against his shoulder, she kept her eyes closed. That

was the only way she could pretend this wasn't happening

and still surrender to the comfort she so desperately needed.

"It won't change," he murmured, his breath stirring the

hair at her temple. "She's going to be all right."

Coffee smiled, and felt the tension start to seep out of her

taut body. He couldn't know that, any more than she knew

what the doctors would find, but it was what she wanted to

hear all the same.

"You really care for her," Dodge added, his voice rum-

bling in his chest where her ear pressed against it.

She nodded. "I've Uved with her ever since Richard and

I were married."

"You didn't have a place of your own?"
She shook her head, her hair rasping softly against his

flannel shirt. "We didn't have much money. ... I was straight

out of high school, and Richard only a year older. . . and he

needed all the money he won in tournaments for travel to

more tournaments, chess books—stuff like that. My folks

had just moved to Florida, and they didn't . . . well, Rich-

ard and they didn't really..." She shrugged, dismissing that

sore point. "Anyway, I wanted to stay in Jackson. I'd lived

there all my life. So Maureen gave us the top floor of the

annex. It has a kitchenette, everything we needed ..." They
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could have been very happy there, if Richard had given them

a chance. She squirmed restlessly, then felt Dodge take hold

of her cup of chocolate.

**Done with this?'* When she nodded bhndly, he lifted it

away—must have set it down on the side table.

"But he spent much of his time down in New York, be-

ing coached by his father and hanging around the chess

clubs, didn't he?*' Dodge continued. **I remember one

snowy afternoon, about a year before he took the world

championship, I saw him in Washington Park, playing with

the chess bums on the benches there. He was playing five or

six games at the same time, and those bums are some of the

best players in the city, even if they're not rated. He'd bet

them a dollar a game You didn't consider moving down
to the city with him?*'

If she had, would it have made a difference? She breathed

a heavy sigh and felt his arm tighten in response, then ease

again. *'No " Oh, she'd considered it, all right, but she

wasn't a city girl. The one time she'd gone down to watch

Richard play in a tournament, she'd hated it. Hated the

noise and the danger and the dirtiness of the city, all those

people crammed together, with no clean mountain air to

breath. And of course, Richard's father had hated her. He'd

been terrified she'd distract Richard just as his success was

approaching its zenith. No, it had been better to stay in

Jackson with Maureen where she was wanted and needed.

And once she'd become pregnant with Jeffie, she'd

known her decision was the right one. She'd felt sure that to

start a baby out right, you should surround yourself with

beauty and serenity and the people who loved you. So she'd

stayed in Jackson, hoping that one day, when Richard was

done with his wars, he'd come home to stay, help her to

build a real marriage.
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*'What about when Richard came to Jackson? What did

he do to stay in training?" Dodge asked. ' *He didn't have a

sparring partner up here?*'

Coffee's eyelashes brushed his shirt as she opened her

eyes. The arm around her no longer offered comfort, it felt

like a trap. He'd been pumping her, hadn't he? She felt a hot

stain of embarrassment spread across her cheeks. Here she'd

taken this gesture for kindness, when all along, he'd been

trading sympathy for information for his book. She pulled

away from his arm and sat up. "I don't want to talk about

chess," she said coldly.

Though he'd been caught prying, he didn't have the grace

to look ashamed. "No, I guess you wouldn't," he said, his

voice very dry. *' Sorry. I thought you could use a httle dis-

traction."
*

'Thanks, anyway." Coffee rose, not knowing where she

meant to go, but determined to put some space between

them. Then she snapped to attention as the doctor walked

into the room.

''Catherine Dugan?"
"Yes! Is she all right? Can I see her?" Coffee crossed the

room in a few strides, then had to clasp her hands to keep

from grabbing his lapels.

The doctor smiled. "Yes, she's badly bumped about, but

we think she'll be fine. And I hope you will come talk to

her— right away. We want to keep her overnight and she

doesn't like the idea much."
That was putting it mildly. "No," Maureen said when

Coffee had followed the doctor to the examination room.

The older woman pursed her lips and started to cross her

arms, then winced and abandoned the gesture. Her right

wrist, which had been fractured, was now enclosed in a

plastic brace and bandages. "I'm not staying here a minute

more than I have to."
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The doctor looked harassed, but his voice kept its sooth-

ing tone. **Now, Mrs. Ehigan, we always have to consider

the possibility of concussion. We'd really like to keep you

for observation overnight."

Coffee stroked Maureen's good hand. "Maureen, if the

doctor really thinks—"

But Maureen shook her head vigorously, then looked over

Coffee's shoulder. "Dodge! You brought me here, didn't

you?"
Coffee turned to find Dodge lounging in the doorway, a

faint smile on his tanned face. "I did," he acknowledged.

"Well, then you can just take me home again! I've

banged up my knee and my wrist, but there's nothing wrong

with my head. I want out of here. I hate hospitals."

Dodge's eyes switched from Maureen's flushed face to

Coffee's, then back again. His shoulders hfted in the faintest

of shrugs. "All right," he said calmly. "When do you want
to go?"

"Now!" Maureen stated over a rising chorus of protest

from Coffee and the doctor. "Now will somebody please

bring me my clothes?"

"What did you do that for?" Coffee demanded when an

exasperated doctor had shooed her and Dodge out of the

room.

Dodge blew a Uttle breath of annoyance. "You said you
admired her independence, Coffee? Then have the courtesy

to let her make her own decisions. She's certainly old

enough."

"But if anything's wrong with her—"
"She wants to take that chance." He set a hand lightly on

her shoulder. "And you'll be nearby, won't you?"

Coffee backed off a step, and his hand dropped away.

"Of course I will. But if there's some crisis in the middle of

the night..."
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**ril Stay overnight on a couch, if you're worried," Dodge
offered. "That way if there's any emergency. .

."

"Thanks, but I think you've caused quite enough trou-

ble already, Dodge.' ' Coffee turned on her heel and left him.

The trip home was a silent one. Sitting in front beside

Dodge, Maureen seemed to have her attention turned in-

ward. She was clearly hurting—the doctor had refused to

give her any truly potent painkiller for fear it could mask the

signs of concussion. Besides her bruised forehead and her

fractured wrist, she had suffered a severely wrenched knee,

which looked swollen to mountainous proportions under its

ice pack.

The other occupants of the car were hardly more talka-

tive. Though Dodge cast an occasional solicitous glance at

Coffee's mother-in-law, he had withdrawn from Coffee en-

tirely. Once, when his eyes met hers in the rearview mirror,

it was as if he was glancing at a stranger.

Brooding alone in the backseat, Coffee was careful not to

look in the mirror again. But all the same. Dodge PhiUips

ruled her thoughts. Why had he sided with Maureen? Was
it for the reason he had given, which was praiseworthy

enough, even though she thought it reckless and wrong?

Or had he sided with Maureen for a more devious rea-

son? Could this be his way of broadening his bridgehead at

the Owl Brook Inn? Because though Maureen had Uked him

before, now she looked on him as an ally. And Coffee

thought she could anticipate his next move. With Maureen

laid up for weeks, Dodge could always use her confinement

as his excuse to come calhng. There would be no way Cof-

fee could turn him away.

He's outflanked me again, she thought and chewed her lip

in frustration. It was not that she begrudged Maureen her

visitors, but that she could see no way to keep Dodge and
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Jeffie apart. But I have to, she thought, and hugged herself

hard to contain a shiver. I simply have to.

As the car turned into the parking lot, she stirred, then

glanced at her watch. Poor Anke had been holding the fort

for several hours.

In the rush to get Maureen to hospital, there had been no

time to summon outside aid. So Coffee had left Anke in

charge of the house and, more importantly, of Jeffie. The

young woman had been blaming herself bitterly for Mau-

reen's accident—she'd seemed absolutely grateful for the

chance to help in some way. Coffee only hoped that Anke
had remembered to explain to the guests why no one had

served them their traditional afternoon tea. She grimaced.

There were sure to be complaints about that, whether Anke
had explained or not. Well, that was the least of her wor-

ries.

The car stopped and she leaned forward just as Dodge
turned around. This put them too close, nearly nose to nose,

but Coffee clenched her fingers on his seatback and held her

ground. 'Til make the daybed and clear the way, if you can

wait a few minutes?" Maureen would not care for an audi-

ence when Dodge carried her in, if Coffee knew her own
mother-in-law.

In the dim light. Dodge seemed to be looking at her lips

rather than her eyes, though she couldn't be sure. He nod-

ded and turned away.

When Coffee entered the Owl Brook, Mrs. Higby, a re-

peat guest of the bed and breakfast, was just leaving the

guest lounge. "Oh, Coffee, there you are!" She patted her

arm. * 'That new cook of yours is absolutely marvelous/ Do
you think you could persuade her to part with the recipe for

those shortbread cookies she served at tea? They were to die

for!"
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**ril, umm, ask her," Coffee promised, then stared at the

woman's back as she headed upstairs. Anke had served the

tea?

A heavenly aroma wafting from the back of the house

seemed to confirm that conclusion. Coffee followed her

nose to the kitchen.

Across the room, Jeffie knelt by a tower of wooden
blocks. With one hand he was pointing sternly at Brigitta,

who sat facing him on the far side of the tower. The toddler

was almost levitating in her eagerness to join the game.

**Not yet, Gitta," he commanded. With the other hand,

Jeffie balanced a final block on the top row of his con-

struction. ''Okay, now!" he cried, and backed off.

With a squeak of deHght, the little girl launched herself

off the floor and went for the tower. Throwing her fat Uttle

arms wide, she hugged the building. Blocks clattered and

flew. Shielding his face with his arms, Jeffie giggled as

loudly as the Uttle girl.

Across the room, Anke looked up from her work at the

kitchen table and smiled. Then, catching a glimpse of Cof-

fee, she wheeled around, her smile fading. She was wearing

one of Maureen's flowered aprons, and she'd pulled her fine

golden hair back in a knot, from which it was escaping in

wispy tendrils. A smear of flour decorated one cheek. "She
is well?" she asked eagerly, hurrying to meet Coffee.
'

' Please, tell me she is well?
'

'

"She is," Coffee assured her. The young woman looked

so concerned, Coffee wanted to hug her. Instead, she

touched her arm, then knelt as Jeffie ran toward her. She

hugged him instead. "Hiya, big boy!"

"Mommy, where' s Gram? Is she sick?" Luckily, Jeffie

had been occupied upstairs and so had missed Maureen's

accident entirely. Anke must have given him some sort of

explanation.
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"Gram's just fine," Coffee said, and squeezed him again.

"She tripped on the stairs and hurt her arm and her knee,

that's all." She looked up to smile at the hovering Anke.

"That's all," she repeated firmly for her sake.

The woman let out a heartfelt sigh. "God be thanked!"

"Yes. And now I have to make the daybed. She's out in

the car."

It took twice as long to make up the daybed in the family

room with Jeffie and Anke trying to help her, and Brigitta

gleefully joining in the activities, but Coffee was happy to

put up with the fuss. Anke was almost singing with relief as

she hurried to adjust a side table, find a vase of flowers to

brighten it, then run back to the kitchen to put on a kettle

for tea.

As she returned, Coffee stopped her. "Anke, Maureen

will need peace and quiet. We can't let the children disturb

her."

"Oh, no. But of course not!"

"I'm going to go tell Dodge to bring her in now. If any

guests try to leave the lounge, do you think you could head

them off for a minute, until we get her past that door?"

"Head them off?"

"Distract them. Talk to them."

Anke nodded, then, unexpectedly, a dimple appeared in

her rounded cheek. "I shall ask them which is their favorite

ski trail. That is all that they talk of anyhow, skiing."

"That will do it," Coffee agreed with an answering smile.

Jeffie was standing beside her. She spread her hand flat on

his soft hair. "You, big boy. Do you think you could keep

Gitta busy in the kitchen until we get Gram settled? Then

you can come have a teeny tiny visit, okay?"

Jeffie nodded. "We'll build another tower. Gitta loves

em.
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The transfer of Maureen from car to the family room
went smoothly. Maureen looked frail but haughtily regal in

Dodge's arms, as if she were accustomed to having hand-

some men carry her everywhere. But behind the fierce dig-

nity, Coffee could see her exhaustion and pain. Indignation

at Dodge stirred within her again, as the grand master de-

posited Maureen with exquisite care on the daybed. Mau-
reen should have been in hospital—would have been, but for

Dodge's interference.

He straightened, and their eyes met and locked. As if he

could read her thought, his mouth twisted in a faint, lop-

sided smile. And though he didn't shrug, he might as well

have.

But Coffee was the first to look away. She busied herself

adjusting the pillows to prop up and protect Maureen's in-

jured knee. **There now. . .would you like some more as-

pirin, Maureen?"

The older woman opened her eyes. ** Please. And where

are the children?"

"In the kitchen. Could you handle a very short visit from

Jeffie? He's worried about you."

"Of course. And Gitta, too."

Coffee suppressed a smile. Anke had better watch out.

Maureen was going to end up feeling as if she had a claim on

the child, after trying to rescue her on the stairs. "All right."

She stood, then turned to find Anke already waiting in the

doorway, Gitta riding her hip and Jeffie standing at her side,

his eyes wide with concern. "Come in," she called softly.

While Anke and Jeffie talked with Maureen in hushed,

anxious voices. Coffee looked around for Dodge. She found

him standing in the corner beyond the hearth, leafing

through a red scrapbook. The hair stirred at the nape of

Coffee's neck. She knew that scrapbook. It was one of the
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ones Maureen had maintained so lovingly while Richard was

alive. Coffee had put them away in the attic three years ago.

She felt herself drawn across the room as if she were

leashed by a noose of fine wire. **Just what do you think

you're doing?" she asked in a furious undertone.

*'What's it look like?" he said calmly, his voice equally

low. "I told you this afternoon that Maureen meant to loan

me this. Would you like me to ask her again?"

Coffee darted a look at Maureen's visitors. Jeffie's back

was turned to them. He'd had eyes only for Maureen when

he entered the room, but any second now, that could

change. **No, take it and go."

"I thought you'd see it that way." Dodge closed the book

with a snap and tucked it under his arm. "See me out?"

He knew the way, and she started to tell him so, then

closed her mouth again. However she felt about the man
personally, she couldn't deny that he'd been a great help.

With a short nod she followed him into the hall, then along

it to the front desk.

"You're sure you don't want me to stick around to-

night?" Dodge's eyes seemed to be asking more than that

simple question.

Coffee crossed her arms, barring herself from the pres-

sure that, more and more, those dark, ironic eyes seemed to

exert upon her. "No, thank you."

"I'm offering for Maureen, not for you. Coffee." His

voice was very wry.

She felt her arms tighten and her cheeks warm, which was

ridiculous, since he'd clearly not meant that as an innu-

endo. Then her cheeks grew even hotter, as his eyes flicked

down to her breasts, framed and emphasized by that move-

ment of her forearms. "I know that," she muttered, drop-

ping her arms just as he smiled and turned away.



CHECKMATE 79

He scribbled a number on a notepad on the desk, ripped

it off and swung back to hand it to her. "Here's my phone

number, in case you change your mind. Call me anytime you

need me, will you?"

**Yes. Okay.*' And now she had to get him out of there,

had to make him stop looking at her like that. She had no

defenses at all against his eyes, it seemed. Crossing to the

door, she opened it for him.

His beautifully shaped mouth twisted as he passed by her.

Clearly he felt himself thrown out.

She couldn't bear that. Not after the tenderness he'd

shown Maureen today. "Dodge?" she said as he opened the

storm door.

He turned back, his profile sharp and strong against the

porch Ught.

"Thanks ..." she continued. "I know you mean well."

Slowly he smiled. "Do I?" There was a clear note of

mockery in his husky voice. A blast of cold air swept in to

chill her, then he was gone.

What had he meant by that? Slowly, Coffee closed the

inner door, then stood leaning back against it. The glass's

chill penetrated her shirt and she shivered, crossed her arms,

then hastily uncrossed them. Damn the man! How could he

make her so self-conscious with just one look?

She started as, down the hall, Jeffie stepped out of the

family room. Coffee let out a Uttle sigh of thankfulness. At

least that had gone well. Jeffie hadn't even noticed Dodge.

With a smile, she came to meet him. "Okay, Jeffums?"

He nodded solemnly. "Gram's going to nap now. And
Anke says to tell you your supper is ready. Me and Gitta ate

hours ago."

"That sounds great. Want to sit with me while I eat

mine?" They turned back down the corridor toward the
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kitdien, her hand riding his warm, narrow shoulder. **You

run tell Anke I'm coming, and FU go peek in on Gram,

okay?"

Anke had made herself a great deal more than useful.

Besides the beef stew for their supper, she'd made a won-

derful broth from beef bones, shallots and wine for Mau-
reen. She'd baked shortbread for the tea, and apparently

she'd been mixing and kneading bread dough as if her life

depended on it. The freezer was now crammed with frozen

loaves braided and twisted into half a dozen enticing pat-

terns. And to top it all off, she hadn't even made a mess of

the kitchen. Coffee shook her head dazedly as she shut the

freezer door.
*

'You've been very busy," she said inade-

quately.

**When I worry, then I cook," Anke explained with a lit-

tle smile as she brought a bowl of stew to the table for Cof-

fee.

"Well, you needn't worry," Coffee told her. ''What hap-

pened today was just an accident. It was nobody's fault.

And Maureen is going to be fine."

*'Yes, God be thanked. And now I go to sit with her,

while you eat."

"I think she's dozing. Sleeping," Coffee added, when
Anke looked blank.

Her face brightened. "That is good. And so I will sit in

the dark." She slipped out of the room.

If it made her feel better, then she might as well, Coffee

concluded with a little smile. She glanced across the kitchen

to where Jeffie and Gitta were lying on their stomachs,

pushing a choo-choo train of blocks back and forth across

the linoleum between them. She let out a satisfied sigh.

Thank heavens that those two had somehow made their

peace today. Her lashes came down in a long, fluttering
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blink, then she shook her head and straightened up. She was

exhausted, she realized suddenly.

Determinedly, Coffee set herself to finish the stew. She

would send Jeffie up to bed early tonight, more for her own
sake than for his. Tomorrow was going to be a long, hard

day at Owl Brook Inn without Maureen's help. She would

have to think about hiring someone to help her through the

next month or two.

Her eyes returned to the children across the room. Git-

ta's golden head was pillowed on her fat little arms now.

She'd had enough for the day, too. Coffee frowned. It went

without saying that Anke and her daughter would stay the

night. So she'd have to find some tactful way to waive their

bill. She brightened. Of course—the baking more than paid

for their room. She needn't manufacture a salve to Anke's

pride at all. That would do. Tiredly, Coffee stood up from

the table and beckoned, finger to her lips.

**Bedtime," she whispered to Jeffie. "I'll be sleeping

down here with Gram tonight. But I'll come up in a few

minutes to tuck you in."

But when Coffee stepped into Jeffie' s room a short while

later, all her hard won peace flew out the window.

Dressed in his teddy bear pajamas, Jeffie sat cross-legged

on the quilt on his bed. It was a design that Maureen had

made for him, with a central medallion of rose and sky blue

squares. On the quilt squares, two double lines of coins

faced each other in a familiar pattern. As Coffee stopped

short, her fist rising to her breast, Jeffie reached to move a

penny one square toward the opposing ranks. He was play-

ing chess.

As she crossed the room. Coffee felt as if she were wad-

ing through ice water. Jeffie didn't look up when her shadow

fell across his makeshift chessboard and she stopped beside

him.
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Oh, yes, she'd seen such concentration before. Richard

had shut out most of life with that same laser beam of ob-

session. Her palms were so wet, she rubbed them against her

thighs. '*Jeffums ..." she said hoarsely.

He didn't hear her. He picked up a coin from the oppo-

site side of the board and brought it one square forward.

This was all Dodge's fault! She felt the hot flick of out-

rage beneath her ribs, then fought it down again. That was

for later, but for now. . . She put a damp hand to Jeffie's soft

hair, and he jerked his head with the same annoyed little

twist that Richard had used so often. As if he were dodging

a fly.

But she wasn't going to be brushed off this time. She

should have fought harder for Richard. She'd fight as hard

as need be for her son. / will, Dodge, she promised the dis-

tant man. You bet I will. She put her hand on Jeffie's

shoulder and shook him gently. **Bedtime, young man."

This time he looked up at her, but his eyes were wide and

unfocused.

"Bedtime," Coffee repeated, her heart sinking. She

reached to take the coin he held from his fingers.

For a second he resisted, then he let it go. His luxurious

lashes swept down, then up again, and suddenly he was with

her. **Mommy."
''Bedtime," she repeated. **Let's put the money away,

Jeffums."

"Money?" He looked down at the coins. "Oh. I'm play-

ing chess. The game I played with Dodge."

The blood was pounding in her ears so loudly, it seemed

to drown out his voice. Richard had been able to hold every

move of dozens, perhaps hundreds of games in his head.

But Jeffie. . . Oh, please, not Jeffie.
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**I know where to move the king now. I made a mistake

last time," Jeffie confided. **I won't make it again."

And neither would she, Coffee vowed, as she picked up
Jeffie's emptied piggybank from off his desk and brought

it over to the bed. Neither would she, if only she could fig-

ure exactly where she had gone wrong, or how to put it right

again. All she knew was that in the midst of all her troubles

stood the image of a dark, broad-shouldered man, like a

black king—the still center around which the battle whirled.



CHAPTER SIX

Only one couple lingee^d over their breakfast. It was

snowing outside this morning, a gentle, fluffy snow that had

enchanted the guests. Most were out playing in it already,

and Coffee could hear others tramping downstairs, their

footsteps heavy in their ski boots.

She finished clearing one of the tables, then stopped at the

occupied table. ''Well, what do you think? Would you like

another pot of coffee?" she asked Mr. Grierson with a smile

that belied her inner worries.

"Thanks, no—any more and we'll float away." He
dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. "But. . .ah. . .we

wouldn't mind a bit more of that coffee cake, if you've got

any left, Coffee. That's the best darned stuff I've ever

tasted. My compliments to the chef."

"I'll tell her. And yes, we've plenty more." Coffee

bumped her way hip first through the back swinging door,

then into the kitchen. She set down her tray on the counter,

then smiled at Anke. "That makes it unanimous, Anke.

Every one of our guests adores your coffee cake."

"So they should," Anke agreed, as she stacked dirty

dishes into the washer. "It is the recipe of my mother. She

cooked like an angel."

"And so do you." Coffee cut more wedges of the rich

cake, picked up her tray and hurried back to the lounge.

There were three more tables to clear, and by then she hoped

the Griersons would be gone and she could start vacuum-
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ing. No, first she would check on Maureen and the chil-

dren.

She paused for a moment by the far table, her eyes on the

fluffy, drifting flakes beyond the window. Jeffie. . . She'd

had nightmares about him last night. Some time after mid-

night she'd awakened with a protesting cry that had roused

Maureen as well. She hadn't been able to remember the

dream, only the menace of it—dark, tall shapes looming

over Jeffie, calling him. After she'd given Maureen an-

other dose of aspirin, she'd tiptoed upstairs to check on her

son, even though she'd known he would be all right.

And I mean to keep him that way, she thought, her hands

clenching the tray. Sometime today she would have to take

that quilt from Jeffie' s room. She'd tell him it needed dry

cleaning. But would that even help? Now that she thought

to look, the world seemed to be covered with checker-

boards. Why, even the linoleum in the bathrooms was in

black-and-white squares. Jeffie could find fuel for his ob-

session wherever he looked.

Her hands started moving again. She gathered the silver-

ware, found room for the coffee cups and saucers. At least

Maureen's misfortune had one bright side to it. Coffee now
had an excuse to keep Jeffie nearby, rather than let him out

to play with his friends as he normally would on a week-

end. She'd asked him this morning to keep his grand-

mother company and to be ready to run errands if she

needed anything. He'd also been assigned to ride herd over

Gitta, who'd been consigned to the family room as well

during the breakfast rush.

Pushing back into the kitchen, she found Anke polishing

the top of the stove. Coffee smiled to herself. The woman
was incredible. She'd been up an hour before Coffee, set-

ting the guest tables and starting the coffee, and she hadn't

shown any signs of slowing. "Anke, let's take a break," she
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called. **It's our turn to eat." Coffee brought the last pot of

coffee over to the table, then collected the pan of cake from

the oven.

But Anke was apparently more at ease while in motion.

She perched on the edge of her chair across from Coffee,

and broke her slice of moist, sweet cake into crumbling

squares with her fork. She gulped her coffee so quickly that

Coffee wondered that she'd didn't burn her mouth.

Her nervousness was contagious. After Coffee's first at-

tempts at conversation were rebuffed with a startled smile

and a shy monosyllable, she gave up and devoted her atten-

tion to the excellent pastry. Still, each time Coffee looked

up, she found the German's wide blue eyes fixed on her face.

And each time she caught Anke in this inspection, the girl's

eyes darted away to a far corner of the kitchen. Coffee was
almost relieved when the meal was over. "Well," she said as

she folded her napkin. "We've finished the hard part, Anke.

Everyone should be out skiing, so I can get to their rooms
as I'm able. And most of them will be gone by tonight, so

then it will get easier. But you've really been a wonderful

help."

The blonde stared at her wide-eyed, not helping the con-

versation limp along in any way.

"So what about you?" Coffee asked. "When do you
mean to leave?"

Anke clenched her hands on her cloth napkin. "I can-

not."

"You can't?" Coffee repeated in confusion. She was too

tired for guessing games this morning. "What do you mean?
Is it your car, or—" Money. Was she entirely out of money?

"I cannot leave Maureen like this," Anke said, her voice

vibrating with emotion. "I am to blame for her fall. So

then— I cannot leave until she is well. I owe her this— this

and so much more."



CHECKMATE 87

**Anke..." Coffee shook her head helplessly. "Good
heavens, you're not to blame!

"

**It was my baby on the stairs," Anke said stubbornly. "I

am to blame. And so now I pay what I owe. To you, too.'*

She'd been looking into the distance, somewhere over Cof-

fee's shoulder. Now her blue eyes swung to stare into Cof-

fee's with a passionate conviction. "You need my help, too,

Coffee. This house is very big."

**Well, you've got that right." Slowly Coffee relaxed.

Maybe the idea wasn't quite as crazy as it seemed at first

thought. She had fully intended to hire someone to help out.

And reliable help was hard to come by, in the height of

tourist season. No one she could find would be half as ca-

pable or reliable as Anke—she was already convinced of

that. "Have you discussed this with Maureen?" she asked,

remembering the way the two women had had their heads

together earlier this morning after Anke had brought Mau-
reen her breakfast.

"Yes ..." Anke twisted her napkin and her eyes darted

away again.

' 'And what did she think?
'

' Coffee prodded.

"She thought that she must think upon it."

"That sounds like a good plan," Coffee said with relief.

"Let me see if she's considered the idea yet, and then we'll

talk some more." When Coffee left the kitchen a minute

later, Anke was scrubbing out the stainless-steel sinks as if

her one chance at salvation depended on their spotlessness.

In the family room, Coffee found a tableau that stopped

her in the doorway, a smile on her face. Maureen was

propped up on her pillows, a blond child tucked under ei-

ther arm. The three of them were absorbed in a cartoon

show. Maureen looked sheepish as Coffee sank down on the

chair beside them. "I haven't watched one of these in

years," she confided in a voice low enough not to disturb
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her companions. Not that a bomb dropping down the

chimney would have got their attention at the moment.
'*You're sure you should let them up there?" Coffee

worried.

"Oh, they're wiggle worms, but that's all right." Mau-
reen smiled down at Gitta, who was scowling at the screen,

her pink rosebud mouth contorted into a comic imitation of

the cartoon villain's sneer.

**Okay." Maureen certainly looked happy enough. Cof-

fee went on to describe in an undertone her conversation

with Anke. *'So what do you think?" she asked finally.

'*I was going to ask you that," Maureen countered.

It was up to her? Coffee bit her hp thoughtfully. Anke
was a darling, but there was this awkwardness between them

that Coffee couldn't fathom. Shyness, she supposed. On the

other hand, perhaps it was all in Coffee's head. Maureen
certainly seemed to hit it off with the German. And clearly,

she adored Anke's child.

She's never had a little girl to play with before, Coffee re-

alized suddenly. Richard had been an only child, and Mau-
reen had lost custody of him at an early age. Then she'd had

Jeffie to lavish affection upon, but perhaps Maureen had
always wanted a daughter or granddaughter to pamper?

Coffee rubbed a fingertip along the toddler's velvety arm.

Weil, if that was so, who was she to stand in the way? She

and Anke got on well enough, and no doubt they'd grow

more comfortable as they worked together. "I think it

sounds like a great idea," she said, and was rewarded with

Maureen's beaming smile.

**Well ..." Coffee leaned over Maureen to tickle Jeffie'

s

nose. He gave her an absent sniff and went back to his pro-

gram. *'Guess I'll go tell Anke."

It was much later in the afternoon, after the guest rooms

had been freshened, that Coffee sensed something was
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wrong. Carrying a basketful of dirty laundry, she'd stopped

in on her way to the kitchen to see how Maureen was do-

ing. Her mother-in-law was sleeping, and on the nearby

couch, Gitta was also snuggled into a quilt and napping

sweetly. There was no sign of Jeffie.

She hurried on to the kitchen, where Anke was starting

the preparations for tea. *'Anke, have you seen Jeffie?" she

asked, careful to keep the worry from her voice.

Anke turned from the counter. "He is not in that room?*'

**The sunroom?'* Coffee opened the intervening door and

stepped down into the area. No one was there.

**A little time ago, he passed this way," Anke said be-

hind her.

Let him be up in his room, Coffee thought desperately, as

she nodded and walked to the steps that led down to the

mudroom. Propped against the wall below, she could see her

own skis, but not her son's. Her heartbeat stampeded. He
might he anywhere, she told herself. But if Jeffie had wanted

to visit one of his little friends, he knew the rules. He would
have asked permission. And since he had not . .

.

Coffee spun around. "Anke, it looks like it's going to be
a very small tea. The Higbys just left, and most of the rest

are still out skiing. Do you think you might handle it by
yourself? I'll try to come back in time, but—"

"Please do not worry. It is no problem," Anke assured

her.

In spite of her worries. Coffee had to smile as she slipped

into her ski jacket and boots and hurried out the mudroom
door. Anke had gotten the Americanism half-right, any-

way. She sobered again as she stepped into her ski bindings

and slipped the ski-pole thongs over her fingers. Half-

obUterated by the falling snow, a ski track led from the back

door in a purposeful slash down the hill. Toward the trail

that led to Dodge's cabin.
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But she'd taken only a stride in pursuit when she heard the

growl of a car turning into the front parking lot. Coffee slid

to a halt and stared over her shoulder. They weren't expect-

ing more guests tonight, but walk-ins weren't unheard of.

And Anke had not yet learned check-in procedures, or any-

thing about room rates. With a hiss of frustration, Coffee

poled along the snow-covered flat of the side driveway to-

ward the front of the house.

As she rounded the comer, Dodge's black Porsche backed

into a parking space. A door swung open and Jeffie tum-

bled into view, his face ahght with excitement. The other

door opened, and Dodge Phillips swung out at a more lei-

surely pace. He met Jeffie at the back of the car and hfted

Jeffie's skis off the ski rack. "Here you go, buddy." He
handed them to the child. Then his chin came up as he

spotted Coffee over her son's shoulder.

Would she ever be able to approach this man without her

heart trying to kick its way out of her ribcage? Coffee took

a steadying breath, then turned to her son. "Jeffie, I

thought you were taking care of Gitta for us?"

Jeffie's cheeks were already flushed with the cold, and

now they deepened a shade. "She's asleep. And I'm tired of

playing with babies." His worshipful glance up at Dodge

showed clearly who he'd rather be playing with. "We drove

home the long way. Dodge said we could."

Dodge let out a httle groan that turned into a fit of

coughing as Jeffie smiled up at him proudly and Coffee

glared daggers.

She jabbed a pole into the snow on each side of her skis.

"Well, she's going to wake up any time now, if I know

Gitta," she said. "And meantime, Anke could use some

help serving tea. So scoot, young man."

Jeffie departed reluctantly but resolutely, like a very short
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soldier marching off to war, his skis slanted over one shoul-

der. But the moment Coffee turned to blast Dodge, Jeffie

swung back and called, "Hey, Dodge?"
Dodge's wary expression relaxed into a smile. '*Yeah?"

'*Thanks for the ride!" Jeffie wheeled again and started

up the stairs.

Coffee blinked. It had been an oddly man-to-man ex-

change. Her baby was growing up. And she wanted him to

keep on growing, but straight and tall, not blighted by the

obsessive winds that this man had brought with him. Her
brows drew together again as she turned back to Dodge.

"Hey, Dodge?" Jeffie called from the porch behind her.

This time he sounded all Uttle boy. "You coming in?"

"Maybe." Dodge waved him inside with a casual flip of

the hand, like a catcher lofting a soft one to a teammate at

the end of an inning, then swung back to Coffee, the

laughter still sparkling in his eyes. "Persistent, isn't he?"

That made two of them. But with all the interruptions,

Coffee was losing the thread of her tirade. She lost it en-

tirely as the storm door opened, and Jeffie and two of her

guests tramped down the front steps.

"My cap," Jeffie said, "'s'in the car. The Porsche," he

added proudly.

"Door's unlocked." Dodge chuckled and caught Cof-

fee's elbow. "Want to come show me the river. Coffee?" He
waited for her to step out of her skis, then pulled her across

the parking lot toward the road. "You can yell at me in

peace down there," he explained under his breath.

It wasn't a bad idea, though she felt as if she were being

deflated by an expert. She looked back over her shoulder

and saw that Jeffie was drifting along behind them, his eyes

wide with interest.

Dodge had glanced back, too. "Hey, bud—inside," he

called. "You've got a job to do."
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Jeffie turned around and went. Coffee felt her blood

pressure rise a notch. What did it take to win such unques-

tioning obedience—a set of baritone vocal cords and a five

o'clock shadow?

Dodge led her to the middle of the little bridge over Owl
Brook and dropped her arm. Brushing the cap of snow off

the iron railing, he rested his forearms on the parapet and

leaned over to stare down at the brook. Automatically, she

came to lean beside him. Thirty feet below, the water roared

under its fresh mantle of white. Here and there where the

current ran fiercest, she could see the black, rolling water

itself. The planks of the bridge rumbled as her guests drove

their car across. They beeped their horn merrily and sped off

toward the valley.

Dodge leaned over and brought his lips almost to her ear.

"It wasn't really the long way home," he said. "It was the

quickie excursion, up by Black Mountain and back again."

She turned toward him partly to glare at him, partly to

remove her ear from the warm caress of his breath.

He gave her a rueful grin. "I guess I was showing off," he

conceded. "It's not often I find somebody who Hkes my toys

as much as I do."

That boyish grin of his pulled her the way the river sucked

along a tumbling pine branch. She caught the edge of the

railing to steady herself. "I told you to stay away from Jef-

fie."

"You did," Dodge agreed. "But how am I supposed to

stay away from the kid, when he comes and flattens his nose

on my plate-glass window? There I was, minding my own
business, playing chess with my computer, and next thing I

know—"
"You didn't let him watch you play!" Coffee exploded.

"Dodge, you know how I feel—"
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He put a black-gloved hand over her nearest mitten.

**Yes, you've made that very plain," he said wryly. "So I

figured the best thing to do was hustle him out of there and

take him back to you. And that*s all I did."

"Thafs not all you did!
'

' Suddenly she was close to tears.

"He was playing chess by himself last night—using his quilt

for a chessboard."

"Was he!" Dodge tried to hide his look of pleasure and

failed miserably. "Coffee, you can't stop this. You're crazy

to even try."

"Who do you think you are?" she said between her teeth.

"You walk in here out of nowhere, and you think you know
what's best for my son?"

"I think I do," he said cahnly. "I've been there, where he

is now—though I don't pretend that I showed the same
grasp at his age. But, yes, I know what it's like to ride the

tiger of your own talent
"

He hung on to her hand when she would have drawn it

away. "Coffee, you've got to understand this," he said ea-

gerly. "The kind of genius Jeffie's got—he's got to ride it,

or it'll ride him. He's got to learn to control it. And I could

show him how."

"We don't need your help! We were doing fine without

it!"

"Were you?" His tone had shifted; the question taunted

even as it caressed her. "Were you really. Coffee?" His fin-

gers tightened on hers.

They might have been squeezing her heart, or feathering

softly, deliberately down her spine. She shuddered and
whipped her head around to stare back toward the inn. The
timer that controlled the electric candles in all the windows
had switched on. The house glowed like an illustration in an

old-fashioned Christmas card. If she hadn't been doing fine

this past three years, at least that—the Owl Brook Inn—was
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what she*d been doing. And she had been happy, until this

man came along. She had to remember that. She'd be happy

again, when he was gone. But somehow, with his thumb
smoothing her fingers, it didn't feel that way.

Doggedly, she forced her thoughts away from her own
loneliness and back to the problem at hand. *'Do you mean
to mention Jeffie in your book?" she asked dully. She

swung back to face him.

**Yes," Dodge replied. "He's fascinating. Chess genius

almost never breeds true, Coffee. There are a lot of theo-

ries why. Some think it's an Oedipal conflict—that the fa-

ther can't tolerate the chance of being dethroned by his son.

So he stamps out the child's talent at an early age."

Remembering the fear in Richard's eyes the last time he'd

played Jeffie, she could almost believe that theory. How
strange, that had he lived, Richard might have discouraged

Jeffie from playing. But he hadn't lived to do that. And so

she would have to. *'You can't write about Jeffie," she said,

and yanked her hand away from his.

"I can." He turned to lean on the railing again.

*'No!" She caught his forearm, determined to make him
see. **You can't. I won't let you. Didn't you ever look at

Richard—really look at him? Didn't you look at that

scrapbook Maureen loaned you? Did you ever see him
smile? I won't let you do that to Jeffie, Dodge. I won't!"

She looked down to find that she was pounding on his arm
with clenched fist.

*'Easy!" Swinging around, he caught her wrist, then

hooked his other arm round her waist. "Take it easy, will

you?" He gave her a little shake.

Suddenly the tears she'd been fighting overflowed.

"Damn!" She choked and turned her head aside.

He brought her the rest of the way in against him and

locked her there with the arm at her back. His chin came
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down lightly on the top of her head. *'Hey, easy. .
." he said

in an entirely different tone of voice.

She spread her free hand against his jacket to push him
away, then somehow lost the impulse. She was wrapped in

warmth and infinite strength She let out a shuddering

little sigh and leaned against him.

**Easy..." he murmured and rubbed his cheek across her

hair.

She could have stayed like this—being rocked ever so

slightly back and forth in his arms, the river rushing below

them, his heart pounding against hers, snowflakes falling on

her lashes. She could have stayed this way forever, but

headlights swept over them, then a car rumbled across the

bridge only feet away. It was some of her guests—the car

swung into the parking lot. Coffee tried to back away, but

Dodge held her in place.

**Be still," he said crisply, **and let me think."

So she nodded and stood there, letting him think. But

with the car's passing she'd lost the peace that she'd found

for a moment. There would be knowing smiles to face back

at the inn now. The thought of them made her suddenly

conscious of the shape and hardness of his body, of the fact

that her breasts were flattened against his chest. That in spite

of the falling snow, she was as warm as—as— She dis-

missed the notion of an oven and twisted restlessly in his

grasp. This time his arms eased to let her retreat half a step.

His hands shifted to her arms.

"Then what about a trade?" he asked her. His black hair

was spangled with snowflakes. A perfect one landed on his

left eyebrow and he shook his head impatiently.

* 'A trade?" she asked warily.

**I want information. You want me to leave Jeffie out of

this book. Seems to me we have grounds for a trade." He
reached to brush a snowflake off her nose, then gave her a
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lopsided smile. **So how does this sound? I promise to leave

Jeffie out of the biography entirely. You promise to come
talk to me. Tell me about Richard."

She shook her head instantly. She'd never talked with

anyone about Richard, and she didn't want to start now.

Not with this man, of all people.

"No?'' His smile was regretful—and utterly unyielding.

*'Well, it seemed like a good idea. Guess I'll have to stick

with the original plan. Maureen seems pretty open to help-

ing me."

And if he continued to interview Maureen, inevitably, he

and Jeffie would come into contact. Coffee clenched her

hands till they hurt.

And there was something else to consider. What if Mau-
reen let something sHp about Richard's suicide? It was she,

after all, who had found the letter.

But surely Maureen would guard that fact, no matter how
much she liked Dodge, Coffee argued with herself. Mau-
reen had been raised Catholic, after all. The manner of

Richard's death had to wound her as deeply as it did Cof-

fee. She wouldn't want that to make it into print. But

still . . . trusting Dodge as she did, Maureen might let some-

thing slip.

On the other hand . . . Coffee took a deep breath. If she

herself became Dodge's prime source of material, then she

could control the facts she fed him—make sure he never

learned the truth. She raised her eyes to his, and felt the lit-

tle jolt of electricity as their gazes locked.

His eyes were catching light from somewhere—either the

snow itself or the lights of the inn. Warm candlelight or bits

of ice, which was she seeing in those dark eyes? She'd have

given a lot to know.

And who was she kidding, telling herself that she could

control this man? He'd been one step—no, several steps
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ahead of her since the first time they'd met. A grand mas-

ter, like Richard he would see five, six, seven moves ahead

of where he was playing at any point in a chess game. And
in life? she wondered. Was that what he was doing? Stalk-

ing and herding her toward a conclusion that only he could

yet see?
'*Well?" he murmured.

Did she really have a choice? And wasn't that what chess

was all about—the ruthless and systematic removal of your

opponent's choices until he was driven to the final square of

his defeat?

But Fm not there yet, she thought, and took a deep

breath. They were barely into the middle game, as Richard

would have said.

And Richard would also have said that the hungriest

player, rather than the most talented, usually won. Well,

Dodge Phillips couldn't hunger for victory in this game half

as much as she did, with her son to protect.

She hfted her chin and looked him straight in the eye.

"Okay," she said softly. ''You've got yourself a deal."



CHAPTER SEVEN

"You're looking fancy," a cheerful voice observed in

Coffee's ear.

Jumping half a foot, she dropped the skillet she'd been

washing, then spun around from the kitchen sink.

Peter Bradford stood before her, a puzzled grin on his face

and a large bunch of daisies clutched in one hand. "Sorry!"

the ski patrolman added.
*

'Didn't mean to scare you like

that. I knocked, but you didn't hear me."

**That's okay, Peter." Coffee gave a rueful laugh. "Guess

I'm just jumpy tonight." Jumpy was an understatement.

She was due down at Dodge Phillips's cabin in half an hour.

She studied the blue wool shirtwaist dress she was wearing

and grimaced. The effect she'd been striving for was one of

cool formality, a visual message to reinforce the business-

like tone she meant to set at their conference. But perhaps

she should have stuck to shirt and jeans. She wouldn't want

Dodge to think she thought this interview was something

special. Placing the skillet in the drainer, she shut off the

tap. "What are you up to with those flowers?"

"For Maureen. I heard she had an accident."

"You heard right," Coffee agreed as she dried her hands

on a dish towel. "Hang on a minute and I'll take you to

her." She set about adding soap to the dishwasher. They had

finished supper only minutes before, eating on trays in the

family room with Maureen. But Coffee had not been able
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to Stomach a bite. She was not looking forward to this eve-

ning.

*'You must have read my mind," Peter said, eyeing her

dress. *'I meant to ask if you wanted to go find some mu-
sic, after I visit with Maureen.'

'

Coffee smiled and shook her head. **Traid I have to go

out, Peter." When he raised his brows, she considered ex-

plaining, then decided not to. Peter had no claim on her

company, after all. He was just a friend—had been ever

since high school. But she found Dodge Phillips too dis-

turbing to discuss—even with a friend.

**Anything to do with that guy who's moved in down the

hill?" Peter wondered shrewdly.

Coffee sighed. Small-town living had its drawbacks. If

you sneezed up here on the hill, half of Jackson caught a

cold. ''He's invited me down for a drink." Commanded,
was more hke it. Last night on the bridge she'd tried to put

him off for a day or two, but Dodge had cut through her

excuses with a few incisive questions. He wanted to get

moving on his book research. And I suppose I want him to

get moving, too, Coffee reminded herself. The sooner he got

what he wanted, the sooner he'd leave them all in peace.

Still, she was not looking forward to this meeting.

"Well, watch out for them city slickers," Peter warned

her, only half whimsically. "Anybody drives a Porsche ain't

to be trusted." He snapped off a daisy, set the bunch down
on the counter and caught the thick braid she'd pulled her

hair into. "Now turn around."

Nose squinched in mock protest, she did so, and he tucked

the blossom behind her ear. "There— outfit complete,"

Peter decided.

She gave him a wary smile, uncertain as to whether her

"date" had just been given his blessing or if this was a sub-

tle form of male branding. Peter had made it known that if



100 CHECKMATE

she ever wanted him as more than a friend, he was wilUng.

But for some reason she could never explain, she just

couldn^t feel that way. "Thanks, friend," she said lightly.

His good-natured grimace said that the message had been

received. Then the kitchen door swung open and Gitta pat-

tered through with a giggling shriek.

From out in the corridor, a hollow, ghastly voice boomed.

**Gitta, where are yoouu? Gitta, Tm gonna get yoouu! Are

you in the bathxoomV Jeffie's voice faded as he checked

out that room.

The little girl whirled around, looking for a hiding place,

then ran right at Peter. Grabbing his leg, she swung around

it to hide behind him. She buried her face against the back

of his leg, giggling half-hysterically.

Peter craned to look over his shoulder. "What's this?" he

laughed.

''This is Gitta. Her mother is working for us while Mau-

reen's down."

"Where are you?" Jeffie groaned from the doorway.

"Herelcowe.^"

The little girl shrieked, stamped her tiny feet in excite-

ment and hugged Peter's leg all the harder, her face hidden

as if that would hide her from her pursuer.

**Hooo! HaaahP' Jeffie stomped with long, menacing

strides into the kitchen, saw Peter and stopped, discon-

CCTted.

But peeking around her shelter, Gitta spotted Jeffie. With

a shriek, she turned to flee along the counter and tumbled

over Coffee's feet. She landed with a thump in a perfect

belly flop, then let out a breathless bawl.

"Uh-oh! " Peter stooped along with Coffee, and brought

the crying child to her feet. "Bet that hurt, didn't it?"

Eyes squinched shut, Gitta sobbed her wholehearted

agreement.
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A shamefaced Jeffie drifted over to join them. "Is she

okay?''

''Sure, she is/' Peter said easily. ''Everything but her

pride. A girl doesn't like to take a nosedive in front of an

audience." Reaching up to the counter, he brought down his

bouquet ^nd snapped off another blossom. "Here, sugar."

He twirled the daisy near the tip of her pink snub nose.

"Gitta, what is this?" Anke bustled into the kitchen just

as Peter's attentions reduced the child's howls to a hiccup-

ing sob.

Gitta grabbed the flower from his hand, examined it and

scowled. Then, starting to sob even louder, she held the

daisy and her arms out to her mother as Anke knelt beside

the other adults.

"She took a tumble," Peter explained to Anke.

"Please?"

"She fell."

"Ah? Yes. She is a clumsy, clumsy girl." Anke buried her

face in the side of the toddler's neck and made a playful,

blowing sound. "Gitta... Brigitta..." She blew on the child

again, and suddenly Gitta's sobs changed to a reluctant

chortling. Peter watched, fascinated, and seeing his eyes

widen, Coffee smiled to herself and picked up the flowers.

She passed them to the ski patrolman. "Better save a few

of these for Maureen," she warned. At the moment, he

looked as if he'd just as soon hand them over to a certain

blonde.

Standing, Coffee checked her watch and her smile faded.

"Anke, would you take Peter here to Maureen?" she asked

the German. "I'm late." As she turned her back, Peter was

shaking Anke's hand, his craggy face very serious. Anke
looked just as solemn, but her dimple was showing.

Coffee put a hand on her son's shoulder. "No more
chasing tonight, big boy," she told him. "Anke will want to
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put Gitta to bed soon. So you ought to let her settle down
first. And you have homework to do."

Jeffie made a face, and she tweaked the end of his nose.

"Why don't you bring your books down and do it with

Gram and Peter?" she suggested. She would just as soon he

didn't retreat to his room imtil he was ready for bed. She had

changed his quilt for a wool blanket, but she had little doubt

about her son's ingenuity. If he wanted a chessboard, he'd

make one somehow. It was better to keep him otherwise oc-

cupied. Really, Gitta was proving to be as much a blessing

as Anke.

'*You're gonna go see Dodge, aren't you?" Jeffie de-

manded.

When he'd asked where she was going earlier, Coffee had

simply given him a mischievous smile and told him that she

was going **out." But she couldn't duck a direct question.

"Yes," she said briefly. How did he know? Or was it just

that Dodge was always on his mind?

"Can I come?"

"No, bugaboo. You have homework to do." Coffee

kissed the comer of his scowl, then hurried down the con-

necting passage to the garage.

She was half an hour late by the time she reached Dodge's

cabin. Biting her lip with vexation, she knocked on his front

door, waited, then knocked again. Could he have gone out?

But a plume of white smoke was rising from the chimney.

She raised her hand to knock a third time and the door

opened.

"There you are," Dodge said. Backlit by a warm golden

light, he looked very tall and wide enough to fill the door-

way. Coffee took half a step back, then stopped herself. It

was too late to retreat now.
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'Td about given up on you," Dodge continued. He
caught her arm and drew her into the house. "Come in be-

fore we let all the heat out/'

He had heat enough to spare, Coffee thought ruefully as

he helped her out of her coat. The weight of his hands on

her shoulders seemed to bring the hot blood rushing to the

surface of her skin. He must have overstoked his wood
stove, she told herself. Novices tended to do that.

Leaving the coat in his hands, she walked on into the

room. Except for a hght over the sink in the kitchen, the

room was lit only by the kerosene lamp on the counter that

divided the space, and by the fire, roaring behind its glass

door. She turned around nervously, looking for a safe place

to sit.

**I was just doing the dishes," Dodge told her with a

smile. The sleeves of his black wool shirt were rolled up to

the elbows.

Her eyes skated over the swiriing, dark hair on his fore-

arms, then darted away.

"Come talk to me while I finish." He nodded toward the

kitchen.

The little galley was too cramped for both of them, she

thought, but was unable to voice the protest. She moved to

lean against the refrigerator, but Dodge touched her arm

and eased her on down the counter. "Let me get you a

drink." He poured out a glass of white wine, handed it to

her, then collected his own from where it waited near the

sink.

He tapped her glass lightly with his own. "To. .
." His eyes

skimmed over her face—down to her lips, then back up to

her eyes.

Just your imagination, she thought edgily. She wanted to

cross her arms, but couldn't while holding the glass of wine,
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and had to settle for clenching her free hand around the edge

of the counter.

His eyes followed the gesture and Ungered there. "To
winter," he said, and sipped his wine.

Coffee took a quick swallow as well, set her glass down

smartly and jumped at the noise it made.

Dodge set his own glass beside hers. **And to talkative

women," he added, amusement shimmering behind his

words. He picked up a plate and rubbed a sponge across it.

"So how*s Maureen?"

Gradually, under his offhand but thorough questioning,

Coffee began to talk. He didn't really care how she'd spent

her day, she told herself. This was simply his means of

putting her at ease. And to some extent it was working. With

most of his attention fixed on his dishes, she was freed from

the disturbing power of his eyes. Leaning against the counter

beside him, she was free to watch his long, competent hands.

Free to study the way his mouth curled at the corners even

when he wasn't smiling, as if he would find the world en-

tertaining even at the darkest of times.

But her uneasiness returned as he shut the water off.

"Come sit down," he said, and touched her shoulder. Shy-

ing away from his fingers, she moved ahead of him into the

Uving room.

The easy chair that she would have chosen had a moun-
tainous stack of books piled upon it. So did the chair that

was drawn up to face a computer sitting on the desk in the

comer. That left only the couch. Looking again at the chair,

she shot a suspicious glance over her shoulder at Dodge.

Had he again anticipated her move and blocked it? Knight

to queen's three, she thought, nibbling her lip. He was

kneeling by the fire, feeding more wood to the red-hot coals.

Seen in profile, the curve at the comer of his mouth seemed

to have deepened, but perhaps that was only the firelight.
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He came to join her on the couch almost immediately,

switching on a lamp, then reaching to pick up a book from

the coffee table—Richard's scrapbook. "Well, shall we get

started?"

So she had been wrong. He wasn't stalking her romanti-

cally—at least not at the moment. It should have been re-

assuring to realize that, but somehow wasn't. One worry

simply replaced the other. She didn't want to think about

Richard tonight. But Dodge lifted a notepad and pen off the

table, then opened the scrapbook and spread it across both

their laps. "Maureen's notations are pretty cryptic, and her

handwriting's worse. Do you know what tournament this

was?" He tapped a photo on the first page.

"Yes." She knew these pages by heart. Richard had loved

to look at his own scrapbooks, and he'd given her blow-by-

blow accounts of all his victories. "That was in Chicago, the

first year he was playing.'

'

Dodge's pen scratched on the paper. "He'd have been

nine?"

"Eight. .
." Only a year older than Jeffie. She stared down

at Richard's brooding face on the page, and felt her heart

constrict. No, not that for Jeffie. If she had to endure

Dodge's interviews from now to summer to keep Jeffie out

of his book, out of that life, then she'd willingly pay the

price. Pay it a hundred times over.

"And who is this player? Do you know him?"
As the minutes, then the hour passed, the pages of

Dodge's notebook slowly filled with his angular, bold writ-

ing. He rose once to refill their glasses and once to stoke the

fire again, but each time he returned, he maintained the

same circumspect distance between her thigh and his on the

couch. Gradually, as she became sure that he meant to make
no move on her, Coffee relaxed. Perhaps it was the heat of

the room, or the wine, or the soft, deep rasp of Dodge's
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methodical questions. She felt as if she were sinking into a

red-gold haze of memory, that she was reciting by rote a

story that had happened to someone else, somewhere else,

far away and long ago.

As she spoke, Dodge's unswerving attention became al-

most a physical sensation. It seemed to press upon her skin

with a lazy, hypnotic weight. Her nerves expanded and

prickled as if someone were brushing her hair out before a

fire. Her lashes fluttered once, and were heavier when she

Hfted them. The room was very warm
Dodge turned the last page, then rested his hand upon it.

"You two seem so different," he observed casually. "What
attracted you to him?"

Her lashes drooped again as she tried to remember and

recite the facts. "Oh ... his intelligence. . . And he seemed

to know just what he wanted ... At eighteen, that's pretty

rare. . . most kids are confused. They don't know who they

are or what they want '^

"And he wanted you?" Dodge asked so quietly that his

words merged with the murmur of the fire.

She smiled, a rueful, bittersweet smile, and slowly leaned

back against the cushions. "He wanted me." He'd wanted

her, she later realized, as Richard had always wanted vic-

tory. Her initial resistance had been like a red cape to a bull.

"And I suppose the only way he could get you was to

marry you?"

Coffee opened her eyes. They weren't talking about pho-

tographs. How had they moved to this personal level? She

swung around to find that Dodge had turned sideways and

had propped an arm along the back of the couch behind her.

Their faces were only inches apart. She drew back and found

the armrest of the couch blocking further retreat. A tiny

spark of panic lit within her, like the flare of a struck match.
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**As a matter of fact, yes/' she answered, her voice very

cool and precise, even as she felt her cheeks warm. *'I was a

bit of a prude in those days." His unflinching gaze felt like

a hot hand laid against her cheek. The blush deepened until

her eyes watered, and she swung away from him. And now
he was going to lean even closer and ask her if she was still

a prude. And when he did, she was going to get up and go.

He didn't ask it. He asked something worse. *'And what

haj^ened after he'd won?"
That was enough—more than enough! Gathering her feet

under her, she shot him a furious look and started to rise.

But his hand settled on her far shoulder. Unbalanced, she

dropped back against the cushions. 'T don't mean sexu-

ally," he cut in as she opened her mouth to protest. "I'm

talking chess. Your husband never showed much interest in

rematches. Once he knew he could beat an opponent, he

looked for a tougher one. Did he stay interested in you,

Coffee, once he'd won the game?"
She'd asked herself that a thousand times at least—what

had happened to Richard's relentless, all-consuming pas-

sion once they had married? Where had it gone? Had she

simply been a flesh-and-blood queen to be conquered, then

swept from his board? Was that all? Or was it just that chess

had swallowed up all of his time and energy after that,

leaving nothing of him for her? She parted her lips to an-

swer, then slowly shut them again. She didn't know.

Wouldn't have answered this man's merciless probing had

she known.

His hand seemed to rise through the haze of her intro-

spection. The side of his warm, rough knuckle brushed

along her bottom lip. ' T would have," he said, his voice very

low and almost harsh.

Would have? It took her a moment to think back to his

question—long enough for his knuckle to stroke back across
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her mouth the other way. / would have stayed interested in

you, once I'd won, he was saying? Proudly she lifted her

chin and looked away.

Maybe, but Richard would have said exactly the same
thing, while he was pursuing her. That and anything else he

had to say to win her heart. And last time, it had worked.

But she wasn't a girl of eighteen anymore, ready to believe

that passionate words, or ruthless pursuit, equaled love.

Resting a forefinger against her chin. Dodge urged her

head back around to face him. **Okay, here's an easier

question," he said. He gave her a smile, but there was

something strained about it. **After your marriage, did you

stay interested in him?"

He was as brutal in his quest for facts as ever Richard had

been in his quest for victory. But then, why should that sur-

prise her? He was a chess grand master—Richard's brother

under the skin. His finger feathered up the line of her jaw,

traced the curve of it up to her hair, then outlined the rim of

her small ear. She shivered, a liquid, rippling motion that

came from deep within, then shook her head and kept on
shaking it. No, she wasn't going to make the same mistake

twice, no matter how much she might want— She shook her

head again, shaking that thought aside, and rose.

He made no move to stop her. "That was a no? You
didn't stay interested?" he asked with soft mockery.

"That was a no, I'm not interested!" she said, rounding

on him fiercely. Who was he to come crashing into her life

this way, making her feel this way, when— "I'm tired of

game players." She stalked toward the front door. "I'm

tired of games." Her head jerked in surprise as she realized

he was padding along right on her heels.

"Ah. .
." he said softly. "That's one question I haven't

asked yet."
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"What's that?" she asked, yanking her coat off the coat

rack.

Without answering, he took the coat from her hands and

held it up for her. She stared at the garment as if it were a

waiting trap. But she couldn't leave without it. With an im-

patient sigh that was meant to conceal her fear, she turned

her back and slid her arms into its sleeves.

He brought the coat up over her shoulders. Then, still

holding its lapels, he rested his fists against her collar-

bones, his arms encirchng her, and rocked her gently back

against the hard, warm length of him. His face brushed her

hair and his fists pressed more firmly against her as she

shuddered. *'I haven't yet asked ... what's wrong with

games?" he murmured, his breath tickling her ear.

Trust him to feel that way! While she . . . she was another

kind of person entirely. She couldn't play at love—never

could. It would never be just a game to her. His left fist

rested just above her heart, which she could feel pounding.

No doubt Dodge could, too. And God help her, she wanted

his hand to stay there, wanted his fingers to open and take

her. Wanted his arms to slide down and around her, to hold

her tightly and never let her go. With another rippling

shudder, she pressed forward against his fists, until they

eeised their pressure, then fell away.

It was only two long, lonely strides to the door. She took

them without looking back. *'There's nothing wrong with

games—for some people," she said, and walked out into the

night. After the warmth of his arms, the cold air was like a

bucket of ice water in the face. Bracing and raw . . . and ut-

terly unwelcome.



CHAPTER EIGHT

To REACH JacksoNj it was necessary to turn off the high-

way that led north through the White Mountains and cross

the old covered bridge that spanned the Ellis River. The
bridge had been one of Coffee's favorite haunts since child-

hood. With time on her hands, she naturally gravitated

there. Stepping out of her skis, she propped them against the

first pair of X-crossed timbers that reinforced the half walls

of the structure. She strolled out along the shadowy pedes-

trian walk, absently waving to old Mr. Hazard as his car

rumbled across the wooden roadbed and passed her on its

way into town. The grumble of the car*s engine and the rush

of the river below echoed off the tin roof overhead.

The age-darkened pine framework was scarred with the

names of generations of Jackson kids. Coffee slowed her

steps, then smiled as she came to the beam where she and
Elsa Warner had carved their names that day they had
played hookey from junior high. Like most of the carvers,

they had ended their inscription with the date. But in their

case, the last numeral was missing. It simply read 198—.

The gouge in the wood that followed the eight was where

Elsa's blade had slipped when she saw her mother's car ap-

proaching the bridge. Coffee laughed to herself and walked

on. She would have to give Jeffie a knife for his next birth-

day—he was almost old enough.

Reaching the center of the bridge, she leaned on the rail-

ing to stare down at the river. Nearly an hour till Jeffie's
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school let out. She meant to meet him as she had done the

day before, then ski up to the inn with him. That was the

surest way to make certain he didn't stop by Dodge's cabin.

Another car turned off the highway, then rumbled past, but

she didn't turn to see who it was. A tourist, from the speed

he was driving. The locals took Hfe at a saner pace.

Not that her own Ufe had felt all that sane recently. Cof-

fee let out a little sigh. She hadn't had much sleep last night,

after leaving Dodge. Her flannel nightgown—normally the

coziest of garments—had seemed too rough, too warm,

against her suddenly sensitive and overheated skin. And
she'd awoken this morning to find that sometime in the

night she'd slipped out of the gown entirely. With a little hiss

of displeasure, she concentrated on the water below. The
river was shallow and filled with snow-capped boulders.

Gurgling and shouting, it dashed itself to foam and gleam-

ing splinters as it fought its way south.

Coffee jumped violently as someone leaned on the rail-

ing beside her.

**rve been meaning to do this for days," Dodge Phillips

said.

*'You have?" A witty retort, she jeered at herself, and

searched a mind gone blank for something else to say. But

she'd made the mistake of meeting his eyes, and found that

it took all her psychic energy simply to break their hold on

her. And she could feel her heart beating, like a distant echo

of the river below. Darn the man, how could he affect her

so? Richard had never— She ducked that thought like a

skier dodging an eye-level branch at trailside, then jerked

around to stare down at the water. "Yeah, it's a nice place,"

she muttered, directing her words at the river.

**Must be wonderful when it rains," Dodge observed,

tipping his head back to survey the rafters' rugged symme-
try. *'rm a sucker for tin roofs."
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So was she. She hunched her shoulders and clamped her

hands together. Oh, go away, Dodge. Please go away. You

scare me. Scariest of all was that she didn't want him to go,

that somehow without looking, she knew to the quarter inch

how far she would have to drift sideways to bring her arm

into contact with his. She let out a shaky breath. This was

ridiculous. It was just that she hadn't been touched in so

long, the way he'd touched her last night. It had nothing to

do with him. Any man's touch would have had the same af-

fect on her. Liar, she told herself rudely.

Meantime he'd been talking. "—Since I'm headed up

there now?" he finished on an inquiring note.

She had a fifty percent chance of being right, whatever

she answered. "Yes," she mumbled to be agreeable.

"Good, then let's go." Dodge hooked his fingers under

her elbow and started her toward the Jackson side of the

bridge.

"Where?" She pulled away from him to grab her skis as

they came to them, and he transferred his hand to the small

of her back. Light as his touch was, she could feel it through

two layers of sweaters.

He glanced at her in surprise. "To visit Maureen, I said.

I've been down in North Conway, finding her a book and a

nice, decadent-looking box of chocolates. She does like

chocolates?
'

'

"No." Coffee stopped short.

"She doesn't?" Dodge took the skis out of Coffee's

hands. His dark eyes registered amusement rather than dis-

tress. "Then I guess I'll have to feed them to you, won't I?"

"I mean no, you can't come up to the house. Jeffie will

be getting out of school in half an hour.'

'

Dodge shrugged as he lifted her skis to the ski rack on his

car, which was parked at the side of the road. "So?"
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**So we made a deal, Dodge Phillips! You were going to

leave Jeffie alone, if I agreed to talk to you/'
**Wrong." Dodge opened the passenger seat for her and

stood waiting, a look of impatience clouding his previous

smile. ''We agreed that I'd leave Jeffie out of my book, if

you talked to me. And speaking of which, when can we have

our next session?"

He was rushing her on purpose, not giving her time to get

her teeth into one issue before he presented the next. It re-

minded her of speed chess, that lightning-fast version of the

game that Richard had adored, where no clock was used and
one move followed the next like the punch and counter-

punch of two boxers. She shook her head in frustration,

then gave up and got in the car. If he meant to see Mau-
reen, he would see Maureen. So all she could do was expe-

dite the visit.

And with any luck, Jeffie would dawdle on his way home.

In fact, he'd no doubt stop by Dodge's place while Dodge
was at the inn. '*Did you lock your cabin?" she asked as he

got in beside her.

"Yes. That's a custom computer I've got up there, to say

nothing of the software project I'm working on."

That was all right then. Coffee let out a little breath of

relief. Then perhaps this was as good a way of keeping the

two of them apart as any. She'd just have to make sure that

Dodge didn't stay too long. ''You don't need to lock up in

this town," she told him as the engine himimed to life and
he pulled out onto the road. "But I'd appreciate it if you
keep doing it."

His brows drew together as they reached the village and
slowed for its quarter mile of shops, restaurants and stroll-

ing tourists. "Because of Jeff?"

She gave him a short nod, then slid lower in her seat as

they passed the Ski Touring Center. Tongues wagged enough
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in this town already; no use giving them something as ab-

surd as herself and Dodge to talk about.

Dodge let out a little hiss of exasperation. "You didn't

answer my question last night. Why do you hate chess?"

Coffee hunched her shoulders. There was no way to tell

him that, without telling him the heart of her secret. **I be-

lieve the deal was that Fd talk about Richard," she said

coldly. "Not about me.'*

"The subjects seem pretty interconnected to me," he ob-

served in as grim a voice. The Porsche growled past the lit-

tle white clapboard schoolhouse where Jeffie would be

finishing his day, then cut across the humped stone bridge

in the center of town. Beneath its low arch, the Wildcat

Brook was in full spate as it tumbled down from the falls a

quarter mile above the bridge. Beyond the bridge, it ceased

its headlong rush and widened to meander through the val-

ley, as if it were reluctant to join the Ellis, a mile down-

stream. "If one were reduced to guessing," Dodge
continued in a thoughtful voice as they followed the river

uphill, "one could suppose that a petty, self-centered

woman might be jealous of anjrthing that distracted her

husband from her own precious self. A woman like that

wouldn't give a damn if chess made her husband happy. ..."

Was that how Dodge saw her? Coffee cast him a stricken

look. Could that possibly be what she was—Si petty, jeal-

ous woman? But no, if chess had made Richard happy. .

.

She'd never tried to stop him while he was driving toward

the world championship. Sure, she'd been lonely, but she'd

backed him every way she knew how in those years. It was

after he'd won, when he'd come home so lost and con-

fused, that she'd begun to realize what chess had done to

him. And then, of course, once he was gone... "I'm

not . . . like that," she said, shaking her head. **rm not."
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*'No." Releasing the stick shift, Dodge brushed his

knuckles along her cheek, then caught the wheel as they

swooped around a rising curve. *'I don't think you are, ei-

ther."

Her skin tinghng from that brief caress, she closed her

eyes in momentary gratitude.

**So why do you hate chess?" he persisted.

He was driving after the answer the same way he'd have

stalked the opposing king, with a feint from his knight on
this side, a lunge from a bishop on that. And he'd keep on
pressing until she gave him an answer. She let her breath out

between her teeth. "I hate chess because it makes a person

narrow—obsessive, all right? I don't want that for Jeffie. I

want him to have friends, a wide range of interests. I don't

want him to live like a Httle racehorse in blinders, only able

to see and breathe and think one thing. There's so much
more to life than just chess." There, would that satisfy him?

But much as she believed what she'd said, she felt like a

traitor to Richard for saying it to this man.

"Ah ..." He drove in silence for a bit, then the curve at

the comer of his mouth deepened. "So I suppose that ex-

plains me, too, since I've played chess all my life. Do you

think I'm narrow?"

"I . . . don't know you that well," she hedged.

"Well, let's see. . . Besides playing chess I scuba dive, play

raquetball, ski—alpine, not Nordic," he added quickly

when she looked surprised. "I read fiction, collect oriental

rugs, have friends all over the country, play the guitar pretty

badly, cook pretty darn well if I do say so myself, run my
own company and make it pay. I know all the major con-

stellations, can whistle three octaves and I'm told I give a

mean backrub." He shook his head, his mouth sorrowful,

his eyes gleaming with laughter. "You're right, that's terri-

bly narrow. I'd better pull up my socks and get busy."
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She wanted to smile at his whimsical tone, but this was too

important. **So that's you. But not everybody's like that."

"My point exactly, Coffee. And damn few are like Rich-

ard. There's no reason to suppose that Jeff—"

"There's every reason to suppose," she cut in. "He's

Richard's son. Fm not about to risk it. I'm keeping Jeffie

away from chess."

"You're not being reasonable," Dodge insisted as the

Porsche swooped over theOwl Brook bridge, planks rum-

bling under its tires. "I agree with you that a child prodigy

shouldn't have his little nose held to the grindstone, the way

Richard's father—"

"Dodge, the subject is closed," Coffee snapped. The car

turned into the parking lot and came to an abrupt halt be-

fore the inn. "I'll be the one to worry about Jeffie."

"And that's another thing," he growled, swinging to face

her. ''Jeffie. What are you trying to do. Coffee, curse the

poor kid for life? It's time you started calling him Jeff. If his

little friends hear you doing that—"

"Would you just mind your own business. Dodge?"

Coffee fumbled for the release on her seat belt, but couldn't

find it. She yanked off her mittens in disgust and tried again.

"What do you think I'm doing?" He swung out of his

seat and stalked around the front of the car.

What did he mean by that? She stopped her struggles for

a second to stare at him through the windshield. But before

she had time to consider, the belt buckle parted beneath her

fingers and she set the belt aside.

He opened the door for her as she turned, then offered his

hand.

She didn't need that—didn't need his help at all, she told

herself, but the reality was more basic than that. She didn't

want to put her hand in his. Didn't want to see how small
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and delicate her fingers would look next to his, nor how
much paler.

But when she swung her boots out to rest in the snow, he

didn't back off, and his hand remained floating before her.

All right, she thought, fuming, and accepted it. Hard and

warm, his fingers closed around hers. She sucked in a tiny

breath at the jolt of energy that sizzled up to her elbow.

Color rising in her cheeks, she rose to face him.

His eyes seemed even blacker than usual. His lips moved
slightly, but if it was a smile, he didn't complete it. "Why do

we always end up fighting?" he asked huskily. His free hand

came up to catch a strand of her hair as his fingers squeezed

hers. "Hmm?" He tugged gently at the lock, letting it trail

out between his fingertips like a ribbon of silk, then slid his

hand beneath her hair and around to cradle the nape of her

neck.

No, she couldn't let him kiss her. But she found herself

leaning closer. **No," she said, her voice too soft and

breathlessv.

His Ups moved again, this time forming the hint of a

smile. "No? And if I won't take no for an answer?"

"You'd better." She'd meant that as a command. It came

out more like an appeal, begging to be brushed aside. The

pressure on the back of her neck increased, and she tipped

her head up in instinctive surrender.

And the storm door of the house squeaked open. Coffee

flinched a half step backward as Dodge's fingers relaxed.

"Coffee?" Anke stood on the porch, frowning down at

her anxiously. '* Please to excuse me." Her blue eyes

switched to Dodge, then back to Coffee's face, and her ap-

ple cheeks turned a charming pink. "But there is a phone

call. I do not understand the man. And Maureen is sleep-

ing."
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"I'll be right there," Coffee replied, and she couldn't have

said if she was grateful for the interruption or disap-

pointed. But no, she would be crazy to fall for another game

player. Just because she was vulnerable to him, it didn't

follow that he felt anything at all for her, beyond the need

to win the game. She'd learned that lesson too well. And
besides, there was Jeffie to think about. She braced herself

as Dodge turned back to face her and the door clicked shut

behind Anke.

But that warm, irresistible intensity was gone from his

face. In its stead his dark, straight brows had drawn to-

gether. "Who is that?" he demanded, jerking his chin at the

house.

"That's Anke. Anke Meier. You met her the day Mau-

reen fell down the stairs, remember?"

"Oh." There was a stillness about Dodge, as if he'd left

his body behind to hold her hand, while his mind ranged

somewhere miles away. "Right. She looks different when
she's not hyperventilating. Who is she?"

"Dodge, I have somebody on the phone. Why don't you

come in and ask her yourself, if you're so curious?" Her

words came out sharper than she'd intended them. But a

moment before, he'd looked as if he had nothing on his

mind in all the world but the need to kiss her, and now he

looked... stunned. Almost... smitten. She stared at him for

an instant more, but he was hardly aware of her presence.

His eyes were looking off over the river. Jerking her fingers

from his, she hurried up the steps.

While she talked on the phone with the fuel-oil delivery-

man. Dodge entered the inn. That startled look was gone

now. Carrying his presents for Maureen and the scrapbook

he was returning, he wore that bland expression he'd used

on the doctor at the hospital. Coffee put a hand over the

mouthpiece. "Maureen's asleep, Dodge."
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'*I can wait. Mind if I go get some coffee?"

Before she could even nod permission, he was striding off

toward the kitchen. Which was where Anke had gone, Cof-

fee was fairly certain. A faint buzz of voices from that di-

rection confirmed it, then the voice nattering in her other ear

drew her back to the matter at hand. "Let me check the fuel

tanks and get back to you, can I, Ralph?" she appealed, but

then Ralph wanted to tell her about his daughter's win in the

slalom event the week before at Mount Cranmore.

It was a good ten minutes before Coffee managed to hang

up. Biting her lip, she headed down the hall. Jeffie would be

home any time now, and Dodge hadn't even started his visit

with Maureen. But as she entered the kitchen, her steps fal-

tered. Anke was sitting, facing Dodge at the big pine table.

At Coffee's entrance, her head bobbed up like a startled

deer's, then she jumped up from the table. Her porcelain

complexion seemed even paler than usual, except for a fe-

ver spot of brilliant red on either cheek. Ducking her head,

she hurried past Coffee. *'Brigitta— it is time for her wak-

ing," she murmured, and darted out of the room.

There was no reason to feel sad, no reason to feel jeal-

ous. Coffee told herself as she hooked her thumbs into the

pockets of her jeans. She'd done everything she could do to

discourage Dodge, so she had no right to feel this way. If

anything, she should be pleased to have her suspicions con-

firmed. Just a game player. And any game will do, huh,

fella? But that was unfair; Anke was a very pretty woman.
Peter had thought so as well, the instant he'd laid eyes on

her.

Dodge picked up his mug from the table, drained it, then

stood. "Well, what do you think? Is Maureen still sleep-

ing?" He was wearing that bland look again, a butter-

wouldn't-melt expression that she bet he'd developed in his
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tournament years. Behind it, she could ahnost hear the

wheels turning.

Well, fine. Let him think, let him fantasize. He was a free

man, no concern of hers. **ril go see," she said, and turned

on her hed. Her hands were hurting, and as she walked, she

glanced down at them in surprise. She was digging her nails

into the palms.

While Dodge visited with Maureen, Coffee hovered in the

kitchen. There was no tea to be served this afternoon, since

the last of their guests had left this morning. But Jeffie

would enter through the sunroom door when he came home.

And she would whisk him straight up to his room on some
pretext, though she had yet to think of anything plausible.

She glanced at her watch. He must have stopped by Dodge's

cabin. Could he simply be waiting on the deck for him

there? But it was too cold outside to sit still for long. He'd

have to give up and come home soon.

Pacing to the refrigerator, she opened the door and

scowled at its contents. It was her night for cooking, since

Anke had cooked last night.

**Coffee."

Dodge was lounging in the door to the hallway. He held

another of Maureen's big red scrapbooks. That would be the

one of Richard's middle years, no doubt. There was only

one more. Only three scrapbooks, she thought; it wasn't

enough for one Hfetime. Suddenly her vision blurred and she

spun away. Silly. . . she hadn't really cried for the last cou-

ple of years. Why was she so emotional nowadays? But the

hand closing on her elbow told her why.

*'Coffee?" He pulled her gentiy around in spite of her

resistance. **What's the matter?"

"Nothing. I'm just being silly." She tried to laugh and

failed miserably. **We're out of milk and mayonnaise and I

hate to go shopping."
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**You're— '* He laughed, shook his head, then glanced

down at the book he held and looked up again, instant

comprehension driving the laughter from his eyes. **You

really loved him," he said simply.

Wiich was the wrong thing to say. Her eyes filled again.

And she wasn't even sure if that were so, anymore. She had

cared—cared fiercely. Was that the same thing as love?

Somehow, she was starting to think not. And if she hadn't

really loved Richard, was that what had gone wrong? If she

had, could she maybe have saved him? An arm hooked

aroimd her waist and drew her forward. She bumped into

Dodge's shoulder and stood there, breathing deeply to ban-

ish the tears, inhaling the warm, seductive scent of his skin,

of wool and a hint of bay rum. "Don't mind me, I'm just

being foolish," she muttered against his shirt.

"There are worse things to be." His hand smoothed up
her back, and he gave her a one-armed, soul-satisf)dng hug

as he kissed the top of her head. "But it sounds like there's

somebody on the porch. Jeff?" He let her go.

Wiping her face. Coffee turned as the door to the sun-

room swung slowly open. She let out a gasp.

Wearing a brooding scowl, Jeffie peeked in through the

widening gap. A trickle of dried blood ran from his pink-

ened nose down his face. More spatters of blood marked the

white collar of his rugby shirt, and his hair stood up in tou-

sled spikes. His hat was missing. As their eyes met, he

winced and started to close the door, then stopped himself.

His bottom lip pushing out even further, he shrugged and

entered the room.

**Jeffie!** Dropping to her knees before him. Coffee

caught him up in a passionate hug. "Baby, what hap-

pened?"

"Nothing!" he snarled, and tried to shrug out of her

hold.
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**Did you fall?"

His look of total disgust answered that question, but his

bottom lip was starting to quiver and his eyes swam. If

Coffee had known a way to press a button and make Dodge

vanish from the face of the earth, or at least from this

kitchen, she would have done so. Jeffie would die of mor-

tification if he broke and started to cry now.

Dodge dropped on his heels beside her and held out a

damp dish towel. "You took a good one, Jeff.'* His tone was

matter-of-fact, almost but not quite admiring. Very mas-

culine. "Looks like you get the purple heart.'*

"What's that?** Jeffie growled and took the towel auto-

matically.

"When a soldier is wounded in the line of duty. It's a

medal they give him.*' Dodge nudged the towel toward his

face. "Now clean up. You're upsetting your mother."

Coffee sank back on her heels, looking from one to the

other. Jeffie's scowl was starting to smooth away. He
dabbed gingerly at his nose, and she fought back the temp-

tation to take the towel and do it for him.

"What started it?" Dodge asked casually.

"Danny Lewis..." Jeffie mumbled, wincing as he

scrubbed. "He said I was a liar. That I didn't drive your P-

Porsche."

Danny Lewis! Why, he was almost two years older than

Jeffie and much bigger! Then the rest of Jeffie's report hit

home, and Coffee tu ned to stare at Dodge, her mouth

agape.

But he ignored her. "Hope you set him straight on that."

"Yeah." Jeffie's scowl returned. "I tried."

"That's what counts." Dodge laid a finger alongside

Jeffie's nose and frowned consideringly. "That hurt?"

"Uh-uh," Jeffie denied, though his eyes watered.
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**Hmm. It's not swelling much. I don't think you broke

it, this time."

This time! There wasn't going to be another, Coffee

promised herself. Arlene Lewis wouldn't be home from

work yet, but once she was. Coffee meant to have a word
with her.

"Well." Dodge slapped Jeffie's shoulder briskly enough

to rock him back on his heels. **Your shirt's a mess, pal.

Better go change it."

**Yeah." Jeffie trudged off without even a glance for

permission from Coffee.

"And Jeff?" Dodge's words stopped him in the door-

way. He turned to look back at the man.

"I'm driving up to the base camp at Mount Washington

tomorrow," Dodge said easily. "If you want to come along,

I can pick you up. . .after school. I'll be parked out front by

the fence. Okay?"
The look Jeffie gave him was one of purest bliss. "Okay.'

'

His shoulders straightened, then he ducked out of the room.

**YeahI" they heard him say to himself, as the implications

began to hit home.

Dodge laughed under his breath, wadded the towel into a

ball, then glanced at Coffee. He looked a little sheepish. "I

didn't really let him drive. He just steered ... on a straight-

away. . . in first gear. I handled the pedals, of course."

Coffee wasn't sure if she wanted to kiss the man or ex-

plode.

"Well. .
." Dodge stood, then held out his hand. "Can

you think of a better way to make Danny-boy eat his

words?"

Coffee could not. But she'd been trying so hard to keep

him and her son apart, and in one swoop, Dodge had blown

that plan to smithereens. If she refused to let Jeffie go with

him now, her son would never forgive her.
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And worse yet was their destination. To Mount Wash-

ington . . . Absently accepting Dodge's hand, she rose from

the floor and turned to face the distant mountain beyond the

walls. With the sun setting it would be outlined in fire, while

its sprawling bulk seemed to shadow half the world. She

shivered suddenly and clasped her elbows to stop it.

**I won't talk about chess, Coffee, if it will make you any

happier," Dodge promised behind her. "But at this age, the

kid could use a httle male companionship."

'*Yes," she agreed absently, turning, but not yet seeing

him. "But not you.. .
." She shook her head, trying to shake

a vision of snow falling on desolate rock out of her mind.

"Fm the only one who seems to be volunteering at the

moment," Dodge growled. "Or is that so?"

She shrugged, hardly listening, and drifted toward the

front door, hoping he'd follow. There was always Peter, of

course, but Dodge was the only volunteer that Jeffie seemed

to want. That was what frightened her so. For though

Dodge promised not to talk about chess and she beheved

him, he was still a living, breathing reminder of the game to

Jeffie.

With a hiss of exasperation. Dodge lifted the scrapbook

off a counter and followed her down the corridor. They

stopped by the front door. "I'd like your help with this

scrapbook,'* Dodge said without compromise. "When can

we get together? Tonight?"

No, she couldn't face him tonight. Coffee shook her head.

She felt as if her nerves were stretched and quivering like the

strings of a violin in his presence. Pluck them one more time

today and something would snap.

"Tomorrow night? I'll have Jeff back no later than four.

If you wanted to come out, catch a bite to eat some-

where. .
." Dodge's chin lifted as footsteps sounded on the
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Stairs. Anke was descending, Gitta balanced on her hip. Her
face was very pale and her expression almost defiant as she

looked down at Dodge. Then her eyes moved to Coffee.

**Jeffie . . . you have seen his poor nose?"

**Yes, Vm just going up to him," Coffee assured her. Be-

side her, Dodge had gone stone-still.

As Anke reached the ground floor, Dodge's hand rose as

if to stop her. Instead, he touched Gitta's cheek. *Tretty

child," he said in an expressionless voice.

Anke*s face flushed as if a sun had risen inside her.

"Thank you." She hiuried on down the hallway without a

backward glance.

Unsmiling, unblinking, Dodge looked after her until she

vanished into the family room. Then with a tiny jerk of his

head, he turned back to Coffee. "Well. .
." But his eyes were

looking right through her. "Fll. . .call you." Absently, he

touched her shoulder, then let himself out the door.

Slowly Coffee closed it behind him. He'd forgotten to set

their next date to look at the scrapbook. Or was it that he

just didn't care?

So why should she? Why, oh, why should she? Squaring

her shoulders, Coffee hurried up the stairs.



CHAPTER NINE

"Yes, that's a dog," Maureen agreed, smiling down at the

child curled in the big easy chair beside her.

Gitta patted the book's illustration again. "Da! Da!" She

laughed excitedly, then, sticking out her lower lip in con-

centration, the child turned the page.

"She's going to be speaking English in no time," Mau-
reen assured Coffee, who was poking at the logs in the fire-

place. "And that fire was burning perfectly fine, thank you.

Can't you sit still for a minute? You're worse than Miss

Wigglewart here."

"Sorry," Coffee muttered, but Maureen's attention had

already switched back to Gitta, who was patting the picture

before them.

"Vis?" she demanded. "Vis?"

"That's a kitty cat," Maureen said, and apparently that

was the question, because Gitta nodded with vast satisfac-

tion.

SmiUng in spite of her worries. Coffee left them to it and

prowled out of the room. Pausing in the doorway, she

swung back to consult the mantel clock. Nearly four. She'd

have to leave soon, whether Dodge had brought Jeffie back

by then or not.

Pacing down the hallway to the front desk, she poked at

the stacks of envelopes that held a year's tax receipts for the

Owl Brook Inn. Yesterday, when Dodge had pressed her for
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a meeting tonight, she'd forgotten that she had an appoint-

ment scheduled with the bed and breakfast's accountant in

North Conway. But she didn't want to leave for that meet-

ing until she'd seen Jeffie safely back from his expedition to

Mount Washington.

Crossing her arms and hugging herself, she wandered

back down the hall and into the kitchen. The door to the

sunroom was open—a waste of heat at this time of day,

when the sun had already sunk behind the mountains. Cof-

fee walked over to it, started to close it, then instead rest-

lessly stepped out into the room.

Dustcloth in hand, Anke stood transfixed before the

framed family photographs that decorated one wall. Her
nose only inches from the glass, she was staring at one of

Coffee's favorites. It was a picture Maureen had taken the

day she, Coffee and Jeffie—age two at the time—had driven

down to the airport in Boston to collect Richard. After

nearly two months away, he'd been returning from a tour-

nament in Brazil. Standing beside Coffee, Jeffie riding his

shoulders, he looked tanned, handsome, all that a young

husband should have been. It was one of the few pictures

Coffee had of him smiling. One of the few pictures of the

three of them together.

At the sound of Coffee's footsteps, Anke jumped and

looked around.

"You've found the family mug shots," Coffee said to

break the silence.

**Ah. .
." Anke said on an uncomprehending note, her

startled look of guilt beginning to fade. She smiled apolo-

getically. "This is...was...your husband?" She tapped the

photo's glass with a fingernail.

"Yes." Coffee came to stand beside her. "That's Rich-

ard...."

Anke let out a little sigh. "He looks very. . . happy."
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"Yes.'* Coffee smiled to herself. Cock-a-hoop was more

like it. "He'd just won an important tournament." He'd

defeated a former world champion, also a Russian, in that

match, and had come back sure that he could take the pres-

ent champion. Not that he'd ever had any doubts.

**Ah ..." Anke said again. "And you look happy,, too.'

Coffee studied the photo. "Yes, I guess I do." She was

looking up at Richard, startled, as she'd always been on his

returns, at how much taller he was in reality than in her

memory. She remembered she'd been very proud of him,

and a bit shy, as if this were a stranger she'd be taking home
to her bedroom that night. But, yes, she'd been glad to have

him back.

"You loved him," Anke said on a note of discovery.

"That's what husbands are for," Coffee said, too lightly.

But she didn't want to think of Richard. Would he ever let

her go? Was it love that was binding her so tightly to his

memory, or guilt that she hadn't been able to save him? And
either way, did it matter? She couldn't quite seem to cut the

strings and go on. Maybe that was because the one man who
might have tempted her to try again was the same man who
kq)t dragging her back to confront her old ghosts.

WilUng herself to sidestep that train of thought, she

glanced at the woman beside her. "And your husband,

Anke, where is he?" It was a question she'd been wanting

to ask for days.

She regretted it immediately. The blonde's pale complex-

ion turned a fiery red to the hairline. "There. . . is no hus-

band," she said, refusing to meet Coffee's eyes. She stared

past her at the photos. "There never was."

That was what Coffee had half suspected. Not that it

mattered to her in the least. She'd seen enough in the last

few days to know that whatever the situation had been,

Anke had played an honorable part in it, if one could use
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such an old-fashioned word. But then Anke was endear-

ingly old-fashioned, it sometimes seemed. "I'm sorry,*' she

said simply.

Anke turned to look at her directly. "There is no need to

be sorry," she said with an ahnost fierce dignity.

"No need at all," Coffee agreed, "unless you're sorry.

Then I'm sorry, too." She touched Anke's arm. "That's

what friends are for."

The young woman might have been translating those

words into German, she took so long to react to them. Then
a warm, shy smile spread slowly across her face. "Yes. ..."

Coffee returned that smile as long as she could, and then,

as if the move had been choreographed, they turned as one

to the photos.

"Did you see this one of Peter?" Coffee asked at ran-

dom. "I took that at the Fireman's Barbecue, in the park

last Labor Day. He's one of our volunteer firemen, you

know?"
^'Yes, he told me. But what is he doing?"

"He was playing air guitar for us." Coffee laughed, re-

membering. Seeing Anke's puzzled face, she had to ex-

plain. In the middle of it, she turned at the sound of

galloping footsteps, then Jeffie burst into the sunroom.

"Mommy! We're back!" he cried and caught her hand.

"Dodge bought me a T-shirt, see?" He pulled open his

jacket to show her a shirt with a pen-and-ink design of a

rabbit on the front. "And Danny Lewis and the other guys

saw me get in the Porsche!" He did a little hopping dance

of glee. "I gotta tell Gram!" He stopped as Dodge ap-

peared in the doorway. "She's out here," he announced,

then ducked under Dodge's elbow and disappeared.

"So I see. .
." Dodge lounged in the doorway, his red

parka slung over one shoulder. He smiled at them both.

"Hello."
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Anke murmured something about Gitta and hurried to-

ward him, her eyes downcast.

Whatever his interest had been in the blonde the day be-

fore, it seemed to have waned. He gave her a poUte smile,

nothing more, as he stepped out of her way, then moved to

fill the doorway again.

And it was time for her to be going as well, Coffee real-

ized. But she stood where she was, her chin up, her breath

coming a little faster than it had a moment ago. What was

it about this man? There were plenty of handsome men in a

resort town like Jackson, so why this one?
*

'Tonight?" he asked, resuming the conversation exactly

where he'd left it the day before. "We can check out a res-

taurant, something down in North Conway if you like,

then—" He stopped as she shook her head.

"I'm afraid I have a previous date, Dodge." She liked the

way his brows drew together at that, so much that she

couldn't resist adding, "With the most important man in the

world to me "

"Oh?" He looked half wary, half suspicious that he was

being teased as he stepped down to the sunroom. "Who's

the lucky guy?"

"My tax accountant. He plays my hero once a year, and

tonight's his night."

Dodge's face relaxed slowly into a smile. "I see— Well,

let's hope he comes through for you. In that case, tomor-

row. I'll pick you up at six."

"Okay " She wanted, almost needed, to spread her

hand on his chest. In her mind's eye she could see her hand

resting there, see it sliding sideways beneath his shirt. That

dark swirl of hair that was just peeking out the vee of his

collar would feel like silk beneath her fingertips. She tore her

eyes away. "Want to walk out with me? I'm late already."
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They walked in silence down the hall, and though it was

a wide one, they bumped shoulders gently, three times, be-

tween the kitchen and the front desk. She picked up her

records, then Dodge held the door for her.

*'See you tomorrow then," he said, his smile lighting his

eyes.

''You're not going, too?" Startled, she stopped halfway

out the door.

**Nope, figured I'd stay and chat a while with Mau-
reen."

''But Jeffie—" She stopped, confused. Just because she

found Dodge's company more and more enticing didn't

m^ean that she was comfortable with the thought of—
His mouth hardened. "Coffee. .

." He shook his head. "I

thought I'd broken that hex. You trusted me with him all

afternoon."

"You didn't give me much choice, did you?" she re-

minded him. His fingers tightened on the door next to her

face. He was madder than he looked, she realized, glancing

up at his white knuckles.

"No, I guess I didn't," he said dryly. "Well, you're go-

ing, and I'm staying. So what do you want me to do? Talk

to Maureen, but cut Jeff dead every time he speaks to me?
Or would you prefer to take him with you?"

"Neither of those choices will work, and you know it,

Dodge."

"I know it. Now if you'd just figure that out." He
shrugged, his face relaxing into ruefuhiess. "Coffee, I swear

the word chess will never cross my lips tonight. They are

sealed," He ran a fingertip along her mouth, from one cor-

ner to the other then back again, as if demonstrating.

"There, now may I go see Maureen?"
He had her, of course. She gave him a short nod, then

slipped out the door and let him close it. Her hands full of
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tax records, she stood very still for a minute, staring out the

storm door, her lips still quivering from his touch, and then

swung back. Returning to the front door, she leaned closer

to peer through a clear spot between two etched swirls of

glass.

Dodge stood at the far end of the hall. His arms crossed,

he was lounging against the wall, his head tipped down as

he spoke. And before him stood Anke, an uncertain smile

flitting across her pretty face.

Was that why he'd been so anxious to stay? If her hands

had not been full. Coffee would have touched her lips. She

could not quite believe that a moment ago he'd caressed

them, and now— Then Jeffie popped out of the family

room and beamed up at Dodge as he spoke. Clapping him

on the shoulder, Dodge said a last word to Anke, then fol-

lowed Jeffie back into the room. With a soft sigh of bewil-

derment, Coffee turned and went.

Skhno was a good antidote to confusion. The next day,

after she'd finished her morning chores. Coffee took to the

trails. It was one way of driving Dodge Phillips out of her

mind. If she didn't know what she wanted, what he wanted,

what she should or could do to protect Jeffie, at least she

could stop spinning her mental wheels and get some exer-

cise.

So stop thinking about him, she told herself for the

fiftieth time as she glided toward the little path that led

down from his cabin. But glancing up it as she passed, she

spread her skis and slid to a stop.

Someone had come down that trail—sometime today,

since it had snowed almost four inches during the night.

Could Jeffie have stopped by Dodge's cabin on his way to

school? She bit her lip in thought, then shook her head. The

trail wasn't that steep. He would have snowplowed at the top



CHECKMATE 133

there, coming around that turn, then again as he turned out

onto the main trail. But in between he would have simply

tucked low and enjoyed the descent, his skis parallel. She

knew her daredevil son.

And besides . . . She smiled suddenly. Ten feet above the

intersection of the trails, off to one side of the smaller path,

there was a wide patch of thrashed and flattened snow.

Someone had taken a fall there. Her smile widened.

Couldn't be, she told herself as she pushed off and started

downhill again. Could be anyone. Still . . . the day seemed

suddenly a little brighter, the air in her lungs effervescent

with cold and the tang of pine resin.

Tucking down over her skis as the trail sharpened, her

poles cocked up behind her, she kept her eyes peeled. She

shot past two more fall spots, snowplowed around a steeper

drop, and found Dodge at the bottom of that pitch, leaning

against a tree, his poles propped out to either side.

It was pure showboating to do a telemark stop beside him,

but she did it anyway, showering his boots with a little wave

of fresh snow. "Hiya!"

"Hi." For once he didn't look glad to see her, but his eyes

flicked down the taut line of her body to her skintight ski

pants, then back up again.

Perhaps it was that almost unwilling inspection, perhaps

the sense of freedom and power that she always felt on skis,

or perhaps some inner devil—wherever the impulse came
from, she reached up to brush the telltale snow off his

shoulders and cap. "Having fun?" she teased.

"Barrels," he growled. "I woke up this morning, saw all

that fresh snow and decided it'd be a great day to go out and

hold up a tree." He patted the birch he was leaning against.

"Meanwhile, don't let me interrupt you. You were going

someplace."
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**Oh . . . Vm in no hurry." Suddenly, there was no place

she'd rather be.

*'What I was afraid of." His mouth twitched in spite of

himself, and he pushed away from the tree to stand side-

ways to the slope. "Scratch a gorgeous blonde, you find a

sadist every time. So what' 11 it be? A pratfall or a nosedive,

or shall I simply break my neck for your viewing plea-

sure?"

She laughed and shook her head. "Why didn't you sign

up for lessons at the Ski Touring Center when you rented

your skis?"

"I figured anybody who could ski downhill could handle

cross-country."

Coffee smiled. She'd heard that same note of indigna-

tion from many a disillusioned downhill hotshot. "Both

sports use snow, true, but the technique isn't quite the

same."

"TeU me about it!"

She slid one ski back and forth, then the other, in a joy-

ful little snow dance. "Want a lesson, or would you rather

slog on without witnesses?" She held her breath. He'd been

in control of every encounter they'd had so far. Was he se-

cure enough to let a woman take the lead?

His eyebrows lifted, then dropped in a shrug of resigna-

tion. "Looks hke I need one."

"Okay." She stopped smihng, though the smile felt as if

it had settled somewhere behind her heart, and automati-

cally dropped into her teaching persona—brisk and opti-

mistic, someone who wouldn't dream of laughing out loud

when her pupil ate snow. "Since we're already on a slope, I

guess we'd better start with the snowplow. So. . .just watch

me do one. . . . Notice that I'll actually lift one ski out of the

track so that's it's easier to push it out to the side
—

"
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He was a fast learner with good balance. Gradually, as

Dodge stopped fighting the skis and accepted the fact that

he hadn't the precision control afforded by downhill boot

bindings, he began to improve. Encouraging him and of-

fering mild critiques, Coffee led him to the north, away

from, the village. She told herself that he'd want to be chal-

lenged, that he'd easily become bored on the nearly hori-

zontal skiing down in the valley. But though that was true,

whether she could admit it or not, there were other rea-

sons.

Even in midweek the beginner courses were always in use,

and she didn't want to share his company with another soul.

It was nicer out here in the pine-scented silence, where the

only sound was theiT breathing, or the slither and thump of

a pine branch shedding its load of snow.

And she also liked the fact that on the tougher slopes he

was slightly overextended and knew it. He didn't feel so

threatening out here in her home territory. "We'll have to

herringbone to the top of this one," she told him as he

joined her at the base of a hill.

'Tine, you go right ahead," he told her and stuck his

poles upright in the snow. "I'm going to stand here and cool

off." He was fast learning what a warm sport ski touring

was. He'd akeady shed his parka and his cap, stuffing them
into the backpack that Coffee wore when she skied, and
beneath his tan, his face had a fine healthy flush across the

cheekbones.

"Okay." They'd have a drink at the top, Coffee prom-
ised herself as she duck-walked up the slope. She was feel-

ing pretty warm herself, though she was down to her wool
shirt and her usual lace undershirt of polypropylene. Half-

way up she stopped, panting, to look over her shoulder.

Dodge had unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it out of his

waistband. He was gaining on her, his superior strength
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counterbalancing her skill. "You're going to freeze to death

next time you stop,
'

' she called, laughing.

**Huh! It's up to ninety at least," he gasped.

And he drank as if it were high noon in the desert when

he joined her at the top of the run and she handed him her

water bottle. He closed his eyes and swallowed, a trickle of

water running down the side of his damp throat, then into

the dark hair that swirled across his broad chest. Fasci-

nated, Coffee drank in the spectacle. He was beautiful, hard

without being overbuilt. And though he hadn't mentioned

lifting weights when he'd Usted his accomplishments the

other day, he must surely be doing so. Perhaps he didn't

think of that as a hobby, but merely routine, like brushing

teeth or watching one's diet. She'd have liked to ask, but

couldn't think of a way to phrase it that wouldn't tell him

she'd noticed.

But mesmerized as she was by the sight of him, her dis-

cretion was wasted. She looked up from his chest to find he

was now watching her. Taking the bottle he offered, she

looked quickly away again, the color rising in her cheeks.

"Well.. ." She jammed the bottle into her hip holster and

started out. But the trail was wider here. Dodge caught up

and skied alongside. She glanced at him sideways. His eyes

were very dark, very intent upon her. She suddenly wished

she'd not undone the top two buttons of her shirt, which was

silly, considering that she knew experienced skiers who, as

they heated up, skied the backwoods in nothing but their

long Johns. "How's the research coming?" she asked, sim-

ply to break the uneasy silence.

"Coming along. I've been analyzing Richard's moves in

his pivotal games for the last year, so I know what I'll write

for those chapters. And I've been reviewing the definitive

biographies on Fischer, Karpov and the other giants these
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last few weeks. All I have to do is finish my notes on Mau-

reen's scrapbooks and ask you a few more questions."

And then his research would be done, and he would go.

While she—she would stay here, following the endless cycle

of her days at the bed and breakfast, a routine that had once

seemed all she needed. And when the loneliness of that

overwhelmed her, she could take her sadness to the moun-

tains and ski these trails. But in the end, they would only

lead her back to a place that would now, after Dodge, seem

empty. Without a heart. / need a man to love, she thought,

and skied faster. / need someone to need me. Not the way

that Jeffie and Maureen needed her, but the way a man
needed a woman.
But it wouldn't be this man. He might want her, but he

hadn't offered his love, and if he had, it wouldn't work.

Because there was Jeffie to consider. Jeffie came first, no

matter how lonely she might be. So it couldn't be this man.

She could almost hate him for that. Dodge had awak-

ened this yearning in her, a thirst as unquenchable as Jef-

fie's thirst for chess. And soon he would go, leaving her to

cope alone with both her own unsatisfied needs and those

of her son. "So why don't you ask your blasted questions

and get it over with?" she panted.

"Right now?"
"Why not?" The pain would only grow, the longer he

stayed.

"When I'm dying of heat stroke and you're skiing my legs

off?" When she nodded without looking at him, he caught

her arm and pulled her to a halt. "Whatever you say, lady.

If you're in the mood, you're in the mood."
She had wanted to talk while they traveled, not standing

here where she had to look him in the eye. But it was too late

now.
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**A11 right," Dodge said, breathing hard. **I want to

know. Why did Richard quit chess after the championship?

I can't write the book without knowing that."

She'd been a idiot to invite this. She swung away, but he

caught her shoulder and turned her back again. *'Why,

Coffee?" he insisted.

She could hear her heart pounding— it still thought she

was skiing. Somewhere off in the forest, a bird was calling

heeyee yee, in a bittersweet, tiny voice. Behind Dodge stood

a massive birch, its silvery bark scarred and filigreed with

nets of black. Where a branch had long since fallen away,

the dark lines grew in a concentric circle, forming a wrin-

kled, sardonic eye that watched her over his shoulder.

**Why?" Dodge asked. '*It was all that he knew how to do.

Why would he quit?" Far away and sad, the bird cried

again.

"I . . .don't know," she said, and tried to swallow the lump

in her throat.

"Coffee ..." He shook his head, not believing her.

"I don't. He wouldn't talk about it." After he'd re-

turned from Berlin he'd simply brooded, or had disap-

peared ior days at a time to ski in the mountains, then eat

and sleep in the climbers' dormitory at the Mount Wash-

ington base camp. Whenever she'd tried to ask him what

was wrong, he'd simply snarled at her.

Dodge put a hand on her shoulder. **Were you two

having . . . problems?"

"Yes! Okay, we were." She looked away, then swung

back again. "Are you going to put that in your book?"

"I'm just trying to understand." His fingers tightened

until they almost hurt her. "Tell me this. . .if he'd lived,

would you have left him?"

She stood very still, her eyes unfocused as if she were lis-

tening. Would she have? Oh, she'd wanted to.... Those last
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months after he'd returned had been terrible. For years

she'd been telling herself that everything would come out

right once he'd accomplished his goal and come home to

stay. Instead she'd found herself all the lonelier, having him

home and yet finding they were no closer. Lying by her side,

or sitting silently across the breakfast table from her, Rich-

ard had been as remote as if he'd stayed in Berlin.

But would she have divorced him? "No "It wasn't in

her to turn her back on the man she'd promised to love, but

oh, the terrible relief at the end when she thought he'd

turned his back on her. When he'd said, **Coffee, it's over."

**No," she said again, but it was more a protest at the

memories unfolding within her than an answer to Dodge's

question. Wrenching away from his hold, she set out again

at a pace he'd not be able to match.

Richard had locked himself in his Uttle study all that last

morning, and when he'd come out at last, he'd been carry-

ing the backpack that held his winter camping gear. But this

time she'd run out of patience. She'd been determined not

to let him go, determined that this time he must face her.

This time she absolutely had to find out what was going

through his head. But he'd listened in stony silence until

she'd argued and pleaded herself to a standstill, then had
started once more for the door.

"Richard/'' she'd called after him, half in anger, half in

despair. If he wouldn't even try . .

.

Turning to look back at her, his face as cold and remote

as the mountains toward which he was heading, he'd sim-

ply said, **Coffee, its over." Then he'd walked out the door.

And God forgive her, she'd thought he meant their mar-
riage, and the first emotion she'd felt was relief.

That was the first emotion; shock and hurt had stumbled

immediately on its heels. And it had been pride that had
made her shrug, then call after him, **Whatever you sayI"
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So she had stood there and let him walk out of the house on

that brilliant, frigid morning, had watched numbly from the

window as he'd skied down the hill. And she'd never once

dreamed what he had really meant by those words.

It was only two days later, when she'd driven up to the

base camp at Mount Washington, assuming that that was

where Richard had been sleeping and determined that they

talk, that she'd had the first inkling of what he might really

have meant. For no one at the base camp had seen Richard

that week.

Once she'd learned that, she'd told herself that he'd left

the valley, had probably hitchhiked down to North Con-

way, then caught a bus to New York to stay with his father.

But still she'd gone to Peter for advice. And it turned out

that the ski patrolman had passed Richard two days be-

fore, heading north up the Ellis River Trail toward Mount

Washington.

So Peter had called out the search teams, and at first

everyone had been cautiously optimistic. The weather had

been fine if bitterly cold, and Richard was an experienced

winter camper with top-notch gear. He should have been

able to survive two days out on the mountain.

But only hours after the search began, one of those sud-

den, devastating storms for which Mount Washington was

notorious had swept in on the jet stream, then wrapped its

purple clouds around the mile-high peak. The blizzard had

driven the searchers down below the timberline, then all the

way down the mountain to the safety of the valley. A week

later, when the storm had blown itself out, they had re-

sumed the search, but this time without hope.

By then, Maureen had found the letter Richard had left

behind, and Coffee had already known the worst. She knew

that he'd been talking about his life, not their marriage,

when he'd said, "It's over."
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Behind her, so close that she jumped, another man's voice

cut through the bitter memories. *'Coffee, slow down!"
Instead of slowing, she ducked her head and stretched out

until she was almost flying. She couldn't face Dodge right

now. He'd have to ski home alone. She didn't doubt for a

moment that he could do so.

*'Damn it, Coffee! You've got my trail map! And my
jacket!"

She'd forgotten. Ahead on the trail, a mound of snow had

sifted off an overhanging fir to half block the way. She lifted

her left ski over it, set it down again, then glanced behind.

Dodge was striding hot on her trail, his face dark with irri-

tation and the effort of keeping up with her.

**Coffee!" he yelled on a note of clear warning, just as his

ski tip caught the mound of snow. His left ski stopped while

the rest of him continued its forward rush.

"Dodge!"
For an endless mom.ent he was airborne, poles flailing like

useless wings, skis clattering behind him. Then he hit the

edge of the trail in an explosion of powder snow.

"Dodge!" His head only inches from the trunk of a pine,

he lay face down, spread-eagled, utterly motionless after all

that terrible motion. At the very least, with his nose buried

he'd smother. Releasing her bindings, Coffee leaped out of

her skis and ran to kneel beside him.

But there was no way to turn him over while he was at-

tached to his skis. Frantically, she popped the catches on his

bindings and threw the skis aside.

"Dodge!" She didn't want to move him, but oxygen had

to come first, any broken bones later. Catching his shoul-

der and the hard angle of his hipbone, she rolled him over.

His eyes were closed, his black, thick lashes fringed with

snow. His bare chest was slick with sweat and the snow
melted by his overheated skin. "Dodge!" She brushed snow



142 CHECKMATE

off his face, touched his heaving chest. He was alive, but if

she couldn't revive him out here. . . God, she'd been a self-

ish idiot! Struggling out of her backpack, she yanked out his

parka, spread it over his chest, then cupped his face with her

hands. **Dodge?"

The dark lashes fluttered, but his eyes didn't open. Gen-

tly she began to explore his skull beneath the thick, soft hair,

then his neck, searching its hard, smooth length for any sign

of injury. But she could find nothing amiss. "Dodge?"

Pushing the parka down, she explored his collarbones, but

the elegant, almost sculptural forms were perfectly sym-

metrical. At a loss, she laid her hand over his heart, felt it

slamming against her palm, then jumped as his hand swung

up to pin hers in place. *'Oh!"

'*You're not going to try mouth-to-mouth resuscita-

tion?" he inquired as he opened his eyes.

"You're all right!" she gasped, and tried to sit back on

her heels. But his hand tightened over her fingers, keeping

her where she was.

"Not as right as I'd have been if you'd fallen for that

one." He was starting to grin.

And she was starting to get angry, he'd frightened her so.

"Dimwit, Dodge!"
' 'Damn it, yourself. What were you planning to do, leave

me out here to wander till I froze?"

It was too like her recent thoughts. There hadn't been a

mark on Richard when they found him in the spring, high

up the mountain in a natural amphitheater called the Gulf

of Slides. Had he climbed till he could climb no more? Or

had he simply sat and waited for the cold to take him? She

would never know. She shuddered violently, her mouth

opening, then closing again as no words came to mind.

His smirk faded as he watched her face. "I'm sorry
—

"
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She shook her head, trying to smile. It was hardly his

fault.

"Looks like you're the one who needs a little resuscita-

tion," he continued huskily. Half sitting, Dodge stuffed the

parka beneath him, then hooked an arm around her waist.

He lay back again, pulling her down with him to cradle her

against his bare chest.

"No. .
." she protested, but her fingers had spread against

the warm, resilient contours of his body and seemed to have

fused there.

"Yes/* Cupping one hand to her face, he coaxed her

mouth down to his. "It's a nice word. Coffee," he mur-

mured, lipping her as he spoke. "It's high time you tried it.'

'

His fingers twisted sensuously into her hair, gathering it at

the nape of her neck. OutHning her mouth with just the tip

of his tongue, he was asking for entry, not demanding it.

Yes. . .he was right. When had she last said yes to life? Yes

to such pleasure. To such gentle, heartbreaking strength as

these arms that now held her. Oh, she needed this—needed

him. With a hungry little sigh, she surrendered her mouth
to his.

He groaned deep in his throat, a very masculine sound of

triumph and release, then entered her in a kiss that was a

joining more than a caress. His hands stroked from her hips

to her head and back again, molding her to him, while their

tongues spoke their own silent language of joy. With a

murmur of delight. Coffee snuggled closer, wrapped her

arms tightly around his neck—and felt them sink into the

snow. "Dodge!" She tore her mouth away. "You must be

freezing." The parka had slipped, and his wool shirt was not

protection at all from the snow beneath.

"Freezing?-I'm going to go up in a puff of smoke! " He
kissed her chin, the line of her jaw, the hollow at the base of

her throat, the lace where the lapels of her shirt met in a vee.
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"You can't lie in the snow." They were miles from home,

and he was a beginner skier who'd just taken a bad fall. Let

him get chilled and he'd grow even clumsier.

"So ril sit up." Suiting action to words, he reached for

her again.

One more kiss, then she would get him m„oving again. But

there was no Une of demarcation. One kiss flowed into the

next, became a liquid, molten stream of bliss, a tactile lan-

guage of question and shuddering response, a breathless

rushing toward knowledge and delight. She should stop him,

but no one had ever kissed her eyelids before, arid once he'd

done so, she couldn't conceive of anyone but Dodge ever

kissing them again.

But he's going. Arching her neck as his lips wandered

down her throat to her shoulder, gasping at the starburst of

sensations radiating out from his kisses, she stared wide-

eyed at the branches above. He was going, once he'd fin-

ished his research. And she was staying. She let out a

pleading cry as his teeth closed gently in the top of her

shoulder, and hugged him even closer.

She would be staying here in Jackson, remembering the

way he'd kissed her, and never wanting another man to

touch her again because of the way this man had made her

feel. Stop this before it's too late, she told herself franti-

cally. This wasn't heaven they were rushing toward, but

heartache. "Stop!" she murmured against his mouth.

"Hmm?" He backed off an inch or two to see her eyes,

but his hand spanned her throat and stroked upward, tip-

ping her chin for his next kiss.

"We've got to stop." Though, oh, she didn't want to. But

that was the clearest warning of all that she must stop this.

She ran a hand across his chest and felt him shudder. "You
must be freezing. This is crazy."
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*

'Crazy? This is the first time we've made sense, Cof-

fee." He stroked his thumb across her bottom lip, coaxing

her mouth open. '*rm afraid if we stop. .
." But he shiv-

ered again.

This time her concern was all for him. **We've got to."

She glanced to the west. Once the sun dipped behind the

mountains, the temperature would plummet. She had to get

him home. *'On your feet, soldier!" She scrambled to her

own, and held out her hand to him.

He caught it, but made no motion to rise. "Guess you're

right.' ' He took a deep breath, visibly reaching for control,

then his fingers tightened on hers. "Besides, I've got a hot

date at six."

She'd forgotten that. But she couldn't go through with

that now, couldn't let herself be alone with Dodge again.

One more kiss like the last one and she wouldn't melt—she'd
burst into flames. There was a certain self-limiting safety to

kissing him in the middle of a snowbank, come to think of

it. She shook her head. "I don't really think—"
"That's what I was afraid of," he cut in, his mouth wry.

"But think again." Without pulling on her hand, he rose to

his feet.

"I have." She couldn't be alone with him in his cabin, not

after this. They'd opened a door that she'd not be able to

close again, and he knew it as well as she did. "I can't. I just

can't. Dodge."

Lifting her hand, he set it over his heart. "Can't, Coffee,

or won't?"

Belying the calmness of his voice, his heart was slam-

ming against his ribs. Like an echo, her own heartbeat an-

swered it, drumming its own song of desire in her ears.

"It doesn't much matter, does it?" she asked dully while

she fought the urge to knead his skin with her fingertips. She

couldn't betray her own need for lasting love as well as
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present sexual delight. And even if he'd offered her more

than a "hot date," she wouldn't betray Jeffie by loving a

man who would endanger him. **It comes out to the same

thing in the end."

**Oh, it matters a lot, Coffee," Dodge disagreed. "One I

might get around. The other, .
." He shrugged. Dropping her

hand, he reached for his shirt and began buttoning it. "Cold

out here," he muttered, his dark eyes looking right through

her. "Too damn cold."

Yes, she could feel the bitter chill seeping into her heart.

For just a moment she'd thought she was glimpsing a ten-

derness she'd never known before, a tenderness so great that

it could trap her and possess her forever. But she'd been

wrong—he'd been offering her passion, not tenderness. It

had been just a game, that was all, and now that he'd lost,

he wasn't even being a good sport about it.

They skied back in the same frosty silence, Coffee in the

lead, Dodge following, his face distant and thoughtful every

time she looked back at him. As they neared the cabin from

the road side, Dodge skied ahead and led the way around

back to the stairs leading up to his deck.

"Well ..." Coffee stabbed the blue-shadowed snow with

her pole tip as Dodge stepped out of his bindings. She didn't

know what to say. She wanted some healing between them,

but could think of no words that would effect it. Though she

owed him no apology, she wanted to offer one. It wouldn't

have been made with words; she'd have simply stepped into

his arms and offered her lips. But that was a crazy impulse.

That was what had caused all this bad feeling already. If she

hadn't let him start, he wouldn't be so angry that she hadn't

or wouldn't let him finish. "Well," she said again.

Did he still want her help with the scrapbooks? And if he

did, would he consent to meet her someplace safe? Perhaps
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a restaurant for lunch? Or would that suggestion just make
him angry all over again?

**Well ..." Dodge propped his skis against the stair rail-

ing. **Do you want to come in?"

He knew the answer to that. Her sadness shifted toward

irritation as she shook her head.

"No? Not even with a chaperon?" Dodge jerked a thumb
at the cords of split wood stacked below the deck, and Cof-

fee's eyes followed the gesture to a pair of small skis propped

against the logs. Jeffie's skis.

Heart sinking, she glanced overhead at the deck, but if

Jeffie were waiting there, he'd have sung out by now. "You
didn't lock up today?"

"Looks like I forgot." Dodge didn't even have the grace

to seem regretful, but his smile held a touch of bitterness

she'd not seen before. With a careless shrug, he started up
the stairs.

He had turned her life upside down since his coming. She

couldn't begin to think how she'd ever put it right once he

was gone. But the sooner he was gone, the sooner she could

start mending her heart and her world. Releasing her bind-

ings with two jabs of a pole tip, she bounded up the stairs

after him and caught his arm. "Dodge, when are you leav-

ing?"

His face went blank as he looked down at her. "That's

what you want?"

No! she almost cried out. No, it was the last thing in the

world she wanted, but it was what she and Jeffie needed.

As the silence stretched between them, his mouth twisted.

"When, Coffee?" he asked, anger simm-ering behind the

words. "When I find the answer to one more question—not

a minute before. So you'd better get used to it." Shaking her

hand off, he turned and continued up the stairs. "Com-
ing?" he added mockingly, without looking back.
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With Jeffie up there? He knew she was. But what his

question was, or its answer, she could no more have said

than what she was feehng at this moment. He wasn't leav-

ing yet. With hope and fear at war in her heart, she fol-

lowed him up the stairs.



CHAPTER TEN

Through the sliding glass door Coffee could see Jef-

fie, perched on the edge of Dodge's coffee table. Utterly

absorbed, he was staring down at a tournament-size chess

set. As she sucked in her breath, he lifted a black rook off

the game board before him, moved it to a new position, then

rotated the board so that now he was his own opponent,

playing white. He picked up the white queen, moved it two

squares ahead, then spoke aloud. Though his voice did not

reach her through the glass, his lips were easy to read. The
word had been "check."

*'You see!" she whispered furiously.

**I see a kid doing something he loves," Dodge retorted.

He caught her arm as she started forward and swung her to

face him, catching her other arm to hold her there. **Cof-

fee, look. I don't know what you're so afraid of, but youVe
got nothing to fear."

*'You don't understand!" she cried, then regretted the

words immediately.

"I'm trying to." His hands tensed, effortlessly holding her

in place as she tried to twist out of his grip. "God knows I'm

trying to, but you're fighting me every step of the way." He
gave her an exasperated little shake, but when he spoke

again, his voice held the weight and deliberation of some-

one determined to make his point. "Look ... I think one of

the most important things a man—a person—has to do in

life is find something he does well. There's a kind of joy in
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that, Coffee. You know that—I've watched your face when

you ski. Well, that's what's pulling Jeff. He's found what he

does well." His hands gentled on her arms, his thumbs

moving in a restless, unconscious caress. His eyes were

locked on hers as if he could persuade her through the in-

tensity of his gaze alone. "And I wonder what happens to a

person if you thwart such a talent? Does the person—does

Jeff—find something else that he loves to do? Or does

something break inside, Coffee? Does he just wander aim-

lessly for the rest of his life, looking and never finding?"

She shuddered and shook her head. Of course she didn't

want that for Jeffie. She wanted him to have something he

loved, but not something that could maim and even kill. But

if Dodge were right, if the denying of Jeffie' s talent could

also maim . .

.

"You're worrying too much," Dodge continued ear-

nestly. "The only way chess is going to turn into an obses-

sion for Jeff is if you insist on snatching it away from him.

You've never heard about forbidden fruit tasting the

sweetest?"

He was hitting every nail of her fear squarely on its head.

But still . . . She turned her head to watch Jeffie move an-

other chessman. "Look at him, Dodge. He's off in another

world. He should know we're out here. We're not whisper-

ing."

"The kid's got wonderful concentration," Dodge agreed.

"Nothing wrong with that. It doesn't mean he'll always

concentrate on chess." His hands slid down from her arms

to lock behind her waist, and he pulled her forward. "Look,

trust me for once. Let's not make a big deal of this, okay? I

agree that all chess and no play makes Jack a dull boy. So

let's do something besides chess tonight. Hmm?" Arching

her even closer, he rubbed the tip of his nose up the curve of

hers to her eyebrows, then nuzzled them with a playful ten-
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derness that clutched at her heart. "What do jrou say?" he

coaxed, his lips skimming her face. "We can cook sup-

per—I've got a steak in the fridge. Then we'll catch an early

movie in North Conway. We can have him home in bed in

plenty of time for a school night. How does that sound?"

It sounded wonderful. So ordinary, so. . . domestic, that

was it. It made them sound like a family. Her eyes stung and

she took a shaky breath. Could Dodge possibly be right?

Was she making things worse by fighting Jeffie's passion?

"Hmm?" Dodge pressed, and bent to kiss the comer of

her mouth. He was starting to smile, as if he could sense her

wavering.

Was it his words that were swaying her, or his lips? Or was
it the spark that had rekindled deep in her chest? He still

wanted her company this evening, even with a seven-year-

old chaperon in tow. That was a revelation to be treasured,

to be examined minutely when she had time and breath to

consider it. But now was not the time, not with Dodge's

mouth covering hers. His kiss was swift and fierce, an un-

spoken declaration of his victory in this dispute. As their lips

parted, he sm.iled in unabashed triumph.

"Good," he said crisply. "Okay, let's get cooking."

Funny, she already felt as if she'd been standing over a hot

stove all afternoon. With a rueful smile, she let go of his

jacket lapels, then her smile faded as her eyes returned to

Jeffie. He was removing the black bishop from the game.

He swiveled the board again and scowled down at the re-

maining black warriors.

Dodge slid open the door and preceded her into the cabin.

"Hiya, Jeff," he said casually.

The boy turned his head, swept blind eyes across the two
of them and returned to his problem. Pocketing her mit-

tens, Coffee clenched her hands until her nails dug into her

palms. She'd been wrong—crazy—to let Dodge reassure her.
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But she stayed where she was as the grand master crossed

the room. He squatted on his heels beside the low table.
* 'Who's winning?" he asked, laying a hand on Jeffie's

shoulder.

Jeffie's long, silvery lashes fluttered several times, then his

eyes focused on Dodge. "White. . . But black could win. I

could win black, if white didn't know what I was doing."

His dazed face came to life as inspiration hit. * *Will you play

white?"

Coffee could see Dodge's mouth tighten. He wanted to,

as much as Jeffie wanted him to. She clasped her hands

harder. Oh, Dodge, can I trustyou?
As if he'd heard that thought, he darted a glance at her,

then grimaced and looked back at the child. **Some other

time I'd love that, Jeff. But tonight yourmom and I thought

we'd take you to a movie. So let's go make some supper

first, shall we?"
Jeffie didn't even acknowledge the suggestion. *'If you

play white I'll give you your knights back," he wheedled.

It wasn't going to work. For a moment she'd let herself

hope that Dodge had some magical way of curbing this ob-

session, but—
Dodge laughed. **You'd give back my knights? You've

never heard the saying Never Give a Sucker an Even
Break?"

**It wouldn't matter," Jeff confided. *'I can beat you
anyway."

Dodge's amusement faded to a look in which compas-

sion fused with respect. "Wouldn't surprise me, pal.

Wouldn't surprise me at all." Reaching out, he took the

board and Ufted it an inch or two off the table. "But right

now. . .we have to put this away." He waited, the board

hovering within the boy's reach. "Okay? I'll save—" He
glanced at Coffee, noted her frozen face, and his jaw mus-
cles slowly knotted. "I'll save your positions for you."
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He wasn't her ally. She had to remember that. No matter

how he made her feel, he was on Jeffie's side. On the side of

that dreadful game. She took a shuddering breath and

stepped forward, but Jeffie was nodding, giving reluctant

permission.

"Okay," he said.

"Good." Dodge whisked the board away and set it on top

of a tall bookshelf. "Now..." His voice turned almost

hearty with relief. "I think we'll put you in charge of pok-

ing up that fire, Jeff. Looks like it's got a few coals left. And
your mom and I will scout out the kitchen."

Turning, he reached for Coffee. He caught the zipper on

her jacket and started it downward. "See?" he said under

his breath. "All it takes is a firm hand."

"Anyway, we don't need the board," Jeffie said, stop-

ping beside them. "It's black's move. I'm gonna move my
king to Bl. So now it's your move."

"You—" Dodge's hand froze in midair, with Coffee's

jacket half-unzipped. "Where'd you learn board nota-

tion?"

"That magazine." Jeffie pointed to an open magazine on

the couch. "I read about Denisov—Deniv— A game a man
with a funny name played with a lady. It told all the moves."

His face aknost glowing, he smiled up at Dodge. "A lot of

people play chess, don't they?"

"Yeah ..." Dodge's face was a mask as he looked from

Jeff to Coffee and back again .
* 'They do.'

'

He moved to finish the task he'd set himself, but Coffee

reached out and caught his wrist, stopping the motion.

She'd been a fool, a wishful fool, to think this could ever

work. As Dodge looked up from her zipper she returned his

gaze steadily, her teeth clamping into her lower lip as she

fought for the courage to do what she must.
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**So where are you gonna move then?" Jeffie tugged at

Dodge's sleeve.

The grand master didn't glance down at him. His eyes

were burning into Coffee's, sending her a message that

might have been a plea, but looked more like an ultima-

tum. ''Rook to Ql," he said, his voice gritty with emotion.
*

'Knight to Q4!" Jeffie snapped.

"Pawn to ..." Still holding her eyes, Dodge let go of her

zipper. His lips twitched for a second as she zipped herself

up again, but Coffee couldn't have said if it was with regret

or concentration as he plotted his next move in the game.

"Pawn to KN3," he said evenly, then to Coffee, "Don't go.

We're almost done."

She shook her head—there was nothing left to say. Turn-

ing, she found Jeffie' s coat and put it on him. He lifted his

arms for the sleeves in reflex, all his attention centered on

Dodge's face. "I wouldn't do that," he warned his oppo-

nent.

"No?" A flash of humor warmed Dodge's face, then his

expression went blank again. His eyes were still fastened on

Coffee as she pulled Jeffie' s cap out of his pocket and set-

tled it on his head. "Well, I do a lot of things you wouldn't

do, pal," he added absently. "Yet. .
." He shook his head

at Coffee again. "Stay," was all he said, but that one word

held a world of emotion.

"Then my knight . . . uh, knight to B3! " Jeffie sang out.

How could she fight this? They didn't need a board or

even pieces to play. Coffee shuddered and put her hands on

Jeffie's shoulders, pulhng him back against her thighs. She

could take her son's body with her, but Dodge had his mind.

She wanted to fling herself on the man, beat on his chest and

scream at him till her own tears choked her. You see what

you've done? she stormed at him with her eyes.
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But Dodge was crouching on his heels before them. His

hands settled on Jeffie*s shoulders, covering her fingers with

his own. "That's mate in two more moves, Jeff," he said

softly. **You're quite a guy. I resign."

**You're not going to finish?" Jeffie protested.

**Nope. That's the way it's done. It's not in the rules, but

it's how a gentleman plays," Dodge told him, and rocked

him gently on his feet. *'When you know you're beat, you

resign." His fingers contracted, squeezing Coffee's hands as

well as Jeffie's shoulders, then he held out his hand. "Good
game, Jeff. Thanks."

She would not cry—couldn't, in front of Jeffie, not that

he would have noticed as he grinned, his small fingers en-

veloped by the man's. She took another breath, then said,

her voice almost a croak, "Okay, Jeffums, let's go." She

nudged him away from Dodge and toward the door.

He glanced up at her in total surprise. "We're going?

What about—

"

"We'll see a movie some other time. I think maybe to-

night isn't a good night after all."

He let out a little-boy groan of disappointment that

sounded so normal tears sprang to her eyes in spite of her

resolution. Face averted, she steered him across the room.

"Coffee?" Dodge called behind her, his voice grating.

"I'm going to ski again tomorrow. Come with me?"
Without turning, she shook her head and reached for the

door latch. "I don't think—" She swallowed a sob.

"The Ellis River Trail, Coffee," he insisted. "After noon.

I hope you'll change your mind ..." About everything, he

seemed to be saying.

If she could have ... if only were there were some way. .

.

"I'll go!" Jeffie volunteered as she hustled him out onto

the deck.
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**rd like that, Jeff," Dodge said, coming to stand in the

doorway. '*But you'll have to ask you mother."

She shook her head, still avoiding Dodge's eyes. **You

can't, Jeffums. You'll be in school. And tomorrow is Anke's

day off, so after school I want you to watch Gitta for her."

Jeffie let out another long-suffering groan, and she gave

him a gentle push. "Now scoot. Go get your skis on."

With a grimace and a glum, ''G'night, Dodge," he

trudged down the stairs.

There was nothing left to say, nothing to stay for, and yet

she couldn't seem to go. She swung her head an inch or so,

and from the comer of her eye could see Dodge's lean form

still standing behind her. ''You're letting your heat out," she

muttered.

She felt more than saw him shrug. "Couldn't get much
colder, could it?"

No. H^ breath steamed in the darkness, and the cold was

clawing into her soul. She shook her head, the hot tears

streaming, but whether they were for the evening together

that had slipped through their fingers, or for something

much larger, much more precious, that had slipped away,

she could not have said. "Good night. Dodge," she mur-

mured, and started for the stairs.

"See you later," he called after her, and his voice had lost

its bitter edge.

But even though it had. . . She hunched her shoulders. Not

if I see you first, Dodge Phillips. From now on, it would

hurt too much to look at him.

Stay busy. She'd used that rule to fight off sadness be-

fore. Sooner or later it would work again. So when Mau-
reen decided to cook supper for the first time since her

accident the next day, Coffee skied down to the village to

buy her a pound of mozzarella. Not that she felt the least bit
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hungry for homemade pizza or any other food, but at least

the errand would keep her busy.

Coming out of the small gas station and grocery store,

Coffee stopped on the porch to tuck the package of cheese

into her backpack, then shrug her pack into place. She

glanced at the elementary school across the road. Jeffie

would be safely occupied there for another two hours, and

Dodge . . . She frowned, then looked up at the sky. The
forecast was for snow this afternoon, and lots of it. Surely

he'd heard? This was no day to start up the Ellis River Trail

alone. She bit her lip as she considered phoning him with the

warning, then shook her head. He was a big boy and a very

smart one. He didn't need her to take care of him. She

reached for the skis that were propped against the outer wall

of the store, then stopped as a voice called her name.
*

'Coffee!" Peter Bradford called again. He was crossing

the street from the direction of the Jackson Ski Touring

Center. "Is Anke in there?" he asked eagerly, lowering his

voice as he tramped over the ridge of plowed snow at the

edge of the road.

"Anke?" Coffee shook her head. "I haven't seen her

since this morning. It's her day off. She said something

about driving down to North Conway.'

'

"Oh.. ." His shaggy brows knit together. "Well, her car's

parked down the street." He nodded back the way he had

come. "She's not in the center so I thought..." He
shrugged, suddenly looking very sheepish.

Coffee hid her smile. "Maybe the tavern?" She nodded
at the Wildcat, though lunch in its dining room would surely

be a bit rich for Anke's blood. But perhaps she'd stopped in

at the bar. "I'm headed for the post office, so if I see her

over there, I'll tell her you're looking for her."

"Thanks. ..." Clapping her on the shoulder, Peter headed

for the tavern.
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Coffee looked after his broad figure for a moment, her

amusement fading. Any cheer Peter had brought with him
he'd taken away again. He didn't even stop to chat. With a

little hiss of self-annoyance, she squared her shoulders. It

was absurd to feel neglected, when she'd never wanted Peter

for more than a friend If she was lonely, it was not for

him.

**Excuse me, miss?" An older woman leaned out the

passenger-side window of a car that had stopped before the

store. "Could you tell us how to find the Village House?"
* *Of course.' ' While Coffee gave the woman and her hus-

band directions, she stole a glance over her shoulder. She
was just in time to see Peter leaving the Wildcat with a scowl

on his rugged face. Turning away from her, he stalked off

in the opposite direction. Coffee frowned. Strange. Then she

turned back to the tourists.

Once they had driven on, she returned to the porch for her

skis. What had made Peter so mad? she wondered as she

took hold of them. She looked over her shoulder again, and

understood. Now Anke was leaving the tavern. She smiled

up at Dodge as he held the door for her, then preceded him
down the walk.

Two long strides took Coffee into the shadow of the store

doorway. She shoved on inside, then checked her headlong

flight. Assuming a casual air, she jammed her hands into her

pockets and sauntered over to a bookrack by the window.

So. . .now she knew exactly what Peter had been feeling, she

thought as she stared sightlessly at the paperbacks. That

sharp little knife twisting somewhere near the heart

A moment later the black Porsche zipped past the win-

dow and Coffee let out a little sigh. He was heading uphill

toward his cabin. If she'd agreed to go skiing with him at

noon, he would have had two dates in one day. Quite the

busy guy, aren'tyou, Dodge? she jeered at him mentally, but
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it didn't help the sadness, nor the confusion. Last night she

would have swom that he— She shook her head, dislodg-

ing that thought. It didn't matter anyway. Wouldn't make
the least bit of difference. She took a deep breath. Well, if

he was staying busy, then so should she. The post office,

then home . . . then she'd clean the oven. She'd been putting

that off for days.

But after she'd picked up the mail, which came to the bed-

and-breakfast's post office box, the new clerk called her

over. "You'd better give Jeffie a little talking to," he told

her with a grin. "He's got the right idea, but he's missing a

few refinements." He brought out a torn letter from under

the counter, then a box filled with pennies. "Look what he

was trying to send through the mail!" he chortled, jingling

the pennies. "And with only a twenty-five-cent stamp. The

whole thing came apart when he dropped it through the mail

slot." He handed her the envelope and grinned again.

"Whatever he was tr>dng to buy, he must have wanted it

bad. Looks like he cleaned out his piggy bank."

It did indeed, Coffee thought, as she numbly accepted the

box of pennies and the envelope. With a word of thanks she

turned away, then stopped near the door, reading the printed

address on the letter that he must have mailed on his way to

school that morning.

It was addressed to the American Chess Federation, in

Boston. BHndly she pushed out the door, then stopped

again, taking in deep, shaky breaths of the frigid air. But it

didn't help. Oh, God, it's starting. A fringe of icicles hung

from the edge of the post office roof. She felt as if one of

them had been driven right through her, a ghstening, freez-

ing shaft of pure terror. Jejfie. . . Pulling out the paper that

was folded inside his envelope, she scanned it, her teeth

buried in her bottom lip.
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It was an entry blank, printed on the slick paper maga-

zines were made of, with a ragged edge where it had been

ripped out—the chess periodical that Jeffie had been read-

ing last night. Still she shook her head, refusing to believe

it. This was an entry blank for a chess tournament, to be

held next month in Boston. The pennies were Jeffie' s entry

fee. She shook her head again. Jeffie, oh, Jeffie, no...

Lifting her head, she stared toward the schoolhouse as if she

could see him through its wall, and actually took a step in

that direction. Then she stopped herself.

Taking a deep breath, she shut her eyes for a moment.
Steady. The terror she was feeling, that was all for the fu-

ture. For the moment he was still safe, sitting in his Uttle

desk behind those walls. And he would come safely home to

her, once school was done. She'd insisted he ride the school

bus this morning, using the coming snow as her excuse to

keep him off his skis. That way there'd be no stopping by

Dodge's on his way home.

Not for Jeffie, anyway. Carefully folding the letter, she

tucked it and the pennies into her pack. But as for

her. . .she'd be skiing past Dodge's cabin on her way home.

And it was time they talked. This v/as the final straw. //

you'd only just left us alone, Dodge Phillips. Well, he

would. If it was the last thing she did in this world, she'd

make sure that he left them alone after today.

For once skiing up from the valley did nothing to calm

her. Each rasping stroke of ski through the snow seemed to

rip at her heart. And the smoke she saw rising from his

chimney to the darkening sky as she skied up through the

little pines might have been the smoke of burning dreams.

But it didn't matter. She wouldn't let it matter. All that

should matter was Jeffie.

As she crossed the deck, she saw that Dodge was work-

ing at his computer. His eyes fixed on the lit screen, he didn't



CHECKMATE 161

hear her boots on the boards. Clenching her teeth—she'd

seen such concentration before—she rapped on the glass,

then slid open the door when he swung around.

His face lit with pleasure as he got to his feet. "I'm glad

you changed your mind, Coffee, but haven't you heard the

forecast?"

Why couldn't he act like what he was—her enemy? That

would have been so much easier to take than this warm
smile, which was now fading as he studied her face. '*!

didn't come to go skiing." She took a half step backward to

avoid his hand, which was reaching for her shoulder. **I

came to ask you to go. Get out of town. You've got to."

He stood motionless for a moment, then his dark brows

drew together. **Why? Because of last night?"

**Because of that, and because of this." She yanked off

her backpack, snatched the letter out of its pocket and

thrust it at him. "Did you put him up to this? Tell him you'd

take him?" Her voice was raw with unshed tears. Hugging

herself hard to contain them, she wheeled away as he read

the entry blank, then swung back again in time to see his lips

curl in the ghost of a grin.

He looked up and his face was solemn again. "I knew
nothing about this. Coffee, believe me. But—"
Anger didn't replace grief, it combined with it in a lacer-

ating emotion that tore at her throat. ''But nothing, Dodge
Phillips! This was what I've been afraid of since the minute

you set foot in this town. You're ruining everything! Now
will you please, please, please get out of our lives, and let me
start picking up the pieces?"

As her voice cracked, his hands lifted, then dropped again

to his sides. His long fingers tensed against his thighs. **I

told you, Coffee—not till I get the answer to one last ques-

tion," he said heavily.
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The reason Richard quit chess—that had become the prize

in their game, hadn't it? And chess players never quit play-

ing while there was something left to win; she should know.

Whirling away from him, she dug her fingers into her fore-

arms until she winced, but the pain cleared her head for a

moment. Well, she defined winning another way. Winning

to her was Jeffie safe and sane and free from the dark ob-

session this man had brought with him. She would settle for

that.

And when his book comes out? a small interior voice re-

minded her. She bit her Up. That would not be for a year or

two. And with any luck, Jeffie might not see it for several

years after that. She would trade future worries for present

security if she had to. What mattered right now was that,

with Dodge in his life, Jeffie was going to grow more and

more obsessed with chess, until she couldn't reach him any-

more, any more than she'd been able to reach Richard.

What mattered was driving Dodge out of their lives before

that happened.

*'A11 right ..." she said, her voice shaking. "You like to

make trades, Dodge. Here's a trade for you. I'll answer your

question as best I can, why Richard quit chess . . . and you

take the answer and go. Is that a deal?"

Two long strides closed the distance between them, and

he caught her arms. "That's what you want?" he de-

manded, his eyes boring into her. "You really want me to

go, Coffee?"

His fingers were hurting her, though the pain was noth-

ing compared to the pain inside as she met his eyes squarely.

But she'd trade her pain for Jeffie's happiness any day. That

was just the way it was. "Yes!" she whispered, her voice

choked with tears.

He didn't let her go so much as shove her from him, then

he swung away. "Okay. .
." He walked over to the stove,
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dropped down on his heels and opened its glass door. **So

tell me," he said bitterly, and shut the door without adding

another log.

All the nervous energy had drained out of her with the

victory, if that's what it was. It didn't feel like one.

*'Okay. .
." She sank down on the couch and stared at the

floor. "But I'm asking you one more thing
"

His contemptuous snort told her that she'd already made
her deal and could now live with it.

*Tor Jeffie's sake," she said stubbornly. "I don't want

you to put this in your book. I'm begging you. You'll see

why, once I've told you." And so, without looking up from

the floor, she told him, her words stumbling and painful as

she described the months after Richard had come home
victorious from the world championship. His confusion, his

bitterness, his final words as he walked out the door. "It's

chess that did that to him. Dodge. That's why I hate it so."

Tears drowning her eyes, she looked up blindly. "Chess

robbed him of everything. He sacrificed everything else in

his life for one single-minded purpose—to be the best in the

world. And once he'd become that. . .he—he didn't have any

purpose left. . . . That's what he was struggling against, those

last eight months . . . and finally. . . he just gave up."

Dodge sank down on his heels before her and caught her

clasped hands. "Let me get this straight. You think he skied

up the mountain and just let himself freeze?" He laughed,

a harsh, protesting sound. "Coffee, that's crazy! He must

have slipped, hurt an ankle or hit his head. Anything could

have happened up there. You can't think—"
"I don't think— I know." And so she told him about the

letter that Maureen had found in Richard's desk, the fourth

day he was missing, after they'd given up hope. Closing her

eyes for a moment, she could see the scene just the way it

had happened. She'd walked into Richard's study, to sur-
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prise Maureen standing by his old rolltop desk, reading a

sheet of paper covered with his nervous scrawl. Once again

she could see the stricken look in Maureen's eyes, hear the

driven snow lashing against the windows and the freight-

train moan of the wind as it swept down the mountain.

*'He left a suicide note?" Dodge's expression was utterly

stupefied when she opened her eyes. '*What did it say?"

"I didn't read it." When his eyebrows shot up she added,

"Maureen wouldn't let me. She said it would only hurt me."

Knowing Richard's talent for blaming others, for using

words to wound, and seeing the look of pain on Maureen's

face, Coffee had believed her. **I hurt enough already.

Dodge, knowing he was dead . . . knowing I could have

stopped him. ... If Maureen said that letter would only hurt

me more, I believed her. I didn't want any more. . .1 couldn't

have taken it. ... So I didn't ..."

Dodge settled onto the couch beside her. Warm hands slid

beneath her thighs and behind her back, and he lifted her

into his lap. "You poor kid " Pulling her against his

chest, he settled his cheek on her head. "And you've been

blaming yourself ever since, huh?" He brushed his lips

across her temple. "Where's that letter now?"
Her moment of wondrous comfort vanished. He might be

holding her like a lover, but he was thinking like a biogra-

pher. Utterly defeated, she rested her forehead against his

shoulder. "Don't know," she said dully. "I guess Maureen
destroyed it."

"I. . .see.. .
." There was a note of vibrant energy in those

two words, almost of gaiety.

She sighed, then breathed in his warm, wonderful scent

as she inhaled again. So now he was happy. He had the

pieces to his puzzle. And she... she had his word.

"So. . . that's why I hate chess, for what it did to Richard,"

she murmured against his shirt. "That's why I'll never let
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Jeffie get involved with it That's why I want you to

leave."

Pressed as close as she was against him, she felt his start

of surprise. Raising her head, she met his dark eyes. **You

are leaving. .." she reminded him. "That was the deal. You
said you would."

*'Yes, but-"
She shook her head fiercely. *'No buts about it, Dodge!

I'd never have told you if you hadn't agreed!

"

His face had gone blank. She could aknost hear the

wheels spinning behind that mask, then he glanced toward

the windows. **Okay, I agreed, but I didn't say when. You
want me to pack up and go in the middle of a blizzard?"

Turning in his arms, she discovered it was snowing. She

shuddered. "No. . .but tomorrow?"
The masklike stillness broke for a second into an expres-

sion that was almost painfully vulnerable, then it hard-

ened. "If you want me to. . .but you'll have to ask me again

tomorrow."

Before she could protest that that was unfair, he'd kissed

her, a swift, businesslike kiss, and swung her off his lap.

"Okay, let's get moving. I've got an errand to run before

this gets any worse."

He insisted on driving her up the hill to the inn, though

she would rather have skied. As they swung into the park-

ing lot, he scanned the cars. "Looks like you've got a guest

or two. But Where's Anke's car?"

"If it's not here, she's not back yet."

He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. "Do you
know where she was planning to shop in North Conway?"
He was asking her? He'd talked to Anke more recently

than she had. But Coffee was past hurting. She'd reached a

state of numbness that she hoped would last for a long, long

time. "No." She shrugged tiredly and slipped out of the car.
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A moment later she was standing skis in hand, the warmth

of his kiss fading from her cheek, watching the black car

swoop across the bridge and down the hill at a breakneck

pace. But she was too numb to wonder anymore.

In the family room, Maureen sat in her chair near the fire,

her lap filled with bright quilt patches while Gitta played at

her feet. She looked up with a smile, then put down her

needle. **What's wrong?"

I've sent away the only man I might have loved. She

couldn't say it. Maureen would find out for herself soon

enough. Coffee shrugged and shook her head. "Headache.

Fm going to make some tea. Would you like a cup?"

Maureen's narrowed eyes didn't buy that excuse, but she

had a Yankee's respect for emotional privacy. 'That'd be

nice."

Coffee glanced at the mantel clock. *'Is Jeffie back?"

**Notyet."

The school bus would be creeping along in this weather.

Coffee told herself as she headed for the kitchen. But a mo-
ment later she heard the front door close with a bang, then

Jeffie's scampering feet. "In here, Jeffums!" she called, and

put the water on to boil.

"Wow! It's snowing/'' Pink-cheeked with the cold, he

bounced into the room, trailing his wool scarf behind him.

He dropped it as she stooped to hug him. "Can I go play

with Dodge?"

Which was he going to miss more, she wondered, the

question wrenching at her heart. Chess or the man who'd

opened that door for him? "Not today, big boy, you're the

designated baby-sitter, remember?" She didn't yet have the

heart to tell him that Dodge was leaving. When he let out an

aggrieved moan, she only smiled. "Want some hot choco-

late before you get to work?"
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While she made his chocolate, he sat at the table and told

her about his day. She answered absently, her mind on her

own worry. What should she say about his letter? She'd

thought at first that she would ignore the incident, but that

would leave Jeffie waiting forever for a response that would

never come. Or worse yet, the postman would tease him
about the pennies, and he'd learn in that way that she'd in-

tercepted his entry. No, it was better to face up to it.

Crossing to the backpack that she'd hung on a hook near

the back door, she took out the envelope. "Jeffums, the

postman gave me this." As she explained, she watched his

expression change until she was facing a softer, rounder

version of Dodge's poker face. He was shutting her out,

watching her with a wary stoicism that chilled her to the

bone.

So he hadn't forgotten to mention the letter this morn-

ing. As she'd feared, he'd meant it to be a secret. Before

Dodge, they'd never kept secrets from each other. "It wasn't

a good idea, anyway, Jeffums," she finished gently. "Bos-

ton's too far away. I couldn't have driven you down there.

We've got Gram to take care of, and the guests."

"Dodge will take me," Jeffie said stubbornly. "He likes

chess."

Sooner or later she was going to have to tell him. There

was no way she could spare him the news, or the pain that

would come with it. It might as well be now. She smoothed

the bangs off his forehead. "Dodge can't take you, dar-

ling. He's going away."

A slap would have gained her the same reaction. His lit-

tle body jerked with the words, then his eyes widened in

shock. "He's—" He shook his head, flatly rejecting the

news. "He can't. Ht can't/''

"I'm afraid he's got to, big boy. He was just here for a

visit, like one of our guests. People come and go "



168 CHECKMATE

But not Dodge, Jeffie's wounded eyes protested.

Not Dodge, her own treacherous heart agreed. She

reached for Jeffie, and the kettle on the stove whistled.

**Hang on, baby. ..." She touched his cheek, then went to

shut off the steam-driven wail. But when she turned back

again, Jeffie was gone.

Into the family room, she decided, looking down the

empty hall. She started after him, then checked herself. If

she crowded him now with her sympathy, he'd only reject

her, maybe even blame her for Dodge's going. It would be

better to give him a minute to absorb the blow and then try

to sooth him. In the meantime, Gitta's uncomplicated gai-

ety might be the best distraction of all. And he often turned

to Maureen for comfort. She would leave him to their at-

tentions while she put the tea tray together.

But minutes later, when she carried the tray into the room,

she found only Maureen and Gitta awaiting her. "Jeffie

didn't come in?" she asked in surprise.

Maureen looked up from her patchwork. "Didn't know
he was home yet."

Upstairs in his bedroom then. Coffee decided with an

absent nod. So he was taking it even worse than she'd

feared, she thought as she poured out Maureen's tea. She

settled Gitta down to a snack of cookies and milk, then left

them to it. Hurrying toward the stairs, she stopped in dis-

may as the front door opened and a smiling young couple

barged in, their arms full of skis and baggage.

*'Ms. Dugan?" the man asked, dropping his gear and

advancing on her with outstretched hand. "I'm Eric Lund-

gren. We have reservations for six for this weekend, re-

member? But we saw the forecast this morning and decided

it was come now or be snowed out, so we jumped in our cars

and here we are." As if to dramatize his words, another

beaming couple trooped through the door, brushing snow
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off their shoulders. "We were hoping you could take us

early, and I see your vacancy sign's out." He gave her an

^gaging grin.

"Yes ... of course " Coffee would have been just as

happy to bundle them back out the door and lock it behind

them, but that wasn't the way to stay in business. Forcing a

smile to her face, she moved to the front desk and reached

for the registry.

It took almost an hour to settle the guests in and make
their tea. As soon as she could. Coffee hurried up the stairs

to Jeffie's room. "Jeffums?" When he didn't answer her

knock, she pushed open his door, then sucked in her breath.

The room was as neat and untouched as she'd left it this

morning, when she'd changed his bedclothes. Clearly he'd

not been there since. "Jeffums?" She covered the other

bedrooms on the third floor with mounting dread, then

rattled down the stairs to the second floor and peeked into

Anke's room. But he wasn't there. "Jeffie," she whis-

pered, staring out the window at the faUing snow. Then he

would be in the family room, or the kitchen.

But she took the stairs to the first floor two at a time. The
front door opened as she descended the last step, and she

ahnost vaulted into Dodge's arms.

"What's the matter?" he demanded, holding on to her

when she would have backed away. Behind him, Anke stood

in the doorway, her face white and her eyes wide with alarm.

"Jeffie," Coffee said. Twisting out of his arms, she al-

most ran to the family room, looked inside and backed out

again. He wasn't there. Be in the kitchen, she told him. But

he was not.

Dodge caught up with her in the sunroom, where she

stood staring down into themudroom. "Coffee!' ' His hands

clamped on her arms. "Tell me."
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'*Jeffie ... he must have skied down to your place." With

an effort she wrenched her eyes from the wall where his skis

should have been propped. **Did you lock the cabin?" But

even as she asked she remembered his hand moving against

the latch, the soft cHck as he locked it.

Dodge's eyes shared the memory. ''Let's go! " He caught

her arm as she started for her skis. "By car, Coffee. The

roads are still passable."

"But I'm taking my skis.' ' And she prayed she would not

need them.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Outside Dodge's cabin, Coffee almost danced with im-

patience while he unlocked the door nearest the driveway.

His skis were propped beside it—she sent one toppling into

the snow, then picked it up again. ''What are these doing

here?" she demanded, simply to be talking.

"I practiced this morning—skied up the road." Dodge
pushed through the door and she followed on his heels.

But Jeffie wasn't waiting for them. Out on the deck, a

trampled path paralleling the glass showed where he had

marched back and forth to stay warm. It was only half filled

in with fresh snow. Leaning over the raiUng, she could still

make out his tracks, cutting back down the mountain.

**He's headed home," she said and whirled around. He had

to be. 'Tm going after him."

**Then you've got company." But Dodge caught her as

she started back to the Porsche for her skis. "First tell

somebody where we're going—Maureen or your friend

Bradford. I'll throw on another layer."

He was thinking straighter than she was, she realized, as

she dialed Peter's number with shaking fingers. All she

could think of was Jeffie' s wounded eyes . . . and her child's

headlong stubbornness. He'd gone running to Dodge;
would he turn back before he'd found him? And if not,

where would he seek him? If he had looked for Dodge's skis

below the deck, the only place Jeffie had ever seen skis

stored at Dodge's cabin, and found them gone . . . Could he
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have jumped to the conclusion— Oh, please God, no. Pe-

ter's answering machine came on and she took a sobbing

breath. "Peter, this is Coffee, at four-thirty. There's a

chance that Jeffie's heading up the Ellis River Trail. If I

don't report in by five, that's where I'm bound. Dodge is

with me. Thanks."

She turned to find Dodge behind her. **You think he went

looking for me?" he demanded.

**Yesterday you said you'd be skiing there."

**But damn it, Coffee, my car was gone. Wouldn't he re-

alize-"

"He didn't check. His tracks don't lead around the front

of the house." It didn't surprise her. In Jeffie's world, skis

were the primary means of transportation. And he'd been

upset, perhaps already befuddled by the cold.

"Then let's go." Catching her hand, Dodge hustled her

out of the cabin.

All the way downhill to the intersection with the main

trail. Coffee prayed. Let him turn uphill. Please God, let

him turn.

But the faint grooves that were all that remained of his

tracks turned downhill. Coffee shook her head, then kept on

shaking it, denying the evidence. First Richard, and now
Jeffie. No, it couldn't happen twice; she wouldn't permit it.

Could not bear it.

Dodge caught her around the shoulders and gave her a

shake. "How much of a head start has he got?" he de-

manded, his mouth at her ear. The wind was growing gus-

tier, each distinct blast rolling relentlessly down the

mountains with the rising wail of a freight train.

"An hour?" Maybe less if he'd waited long at the cabin.

Dodge nodded and his arm tightened in an encouraging

hug. "We're not going to lose him, Coffee." He kissed her

face, his lips hot on her cheek. "I promise you we're not.
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But let's not lose each other, okay?" He kissed her again.

'*Stay close." Letting her go, he started down the trail in a

crouching snowplow.

The Ellis River Trail. . .in how many dreams had she skied

that remorselessly rising path with the black river rushing

beside it? How many times in her sleep had she followed

Richard's tracks up that white tunnel through the dark,

overhanging trees, pleading, no, it's not over?

Not over, her skis sang through the deepening snow. Not

over, Dodge had promised her. But still Jeffie's slogging

tracks led north toward Mount Washington, until the drift-

ing white wiped them out.

Gliding in a dream, half-stunned by the flying snow and

the cold, Coffee followed by faith alone now. But who was

Jeffie following? The father who had passed this way three

winters before, or the man who now matched her stride for

stride?

Dodge caught her arm to stop her. "Breathe a minute,"

he panted in her ear.

**Only a minute," she agreed reluctantly, though with

another blast approaching, he probably couldn't hear her.

Pressing as close together as they could, wearing skis, they

shared body heat and something even more precious.

Dodge turned her face into his shoulder as the gust ar-

rived. Once the worst had swept past them, he pushed up the

rim of her cap and put his lips to her ear. **Is there any way
off this trail?"

Bounded on ^e right by the river, the trail was hemmed
in by a wall of mountains to the left. That was the way
Richard had gone. A few miles north of where they stood,

he'd turned off the trail to start his climb toward the tim-

berline. But Jeffie ... if it really was Dodge Jeffie was fol-

lowing, he'd stick to the trail. '*No," she shouted back.
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"Then we'll find him," Dodge promised. "We'll find him

soon."

Without Dodge, she would have missed him. A quarter-

mile up the trail, the grand master stopped her. Downed
years ago in some winter storm, a massive white birch lay

alongside the path. With its trunk split some three feet above

the snow, the shattered butt was still propped atop the re-

maining stump. The rude triangular shelter thus created

protected the ground directly beneath, and the drifts to ei-

ther side had formed a tiny snow cave. Dodge pointed to the

pair of skis propped up against the trunk. They were al-

ready so frosted with snow she had looked right past them.
' Jeffiel" Coffee kicked out of her bindings and waded

through the drifts, with Dodge tramping on her heels.

"Jeffums!"

Sheltered from the wind in the bare spot beneath the

overhanging trunk, Jeffie had curled up like a small, hiber-

nating animal. He'd pulled the drawstring on his parka hood

so tight that only his mouth was visible when Dodge
scooped him up. His smile was sleepy as they hugged him
between them. "Knew you'd come," he murmured, then

burrowed his face into Dodge's shoulder.

"Glad somebody wasn't worried!" Dodge laughed at

Coffee over the child's head. "Now what's the fastest way
out of here? Back the way we came? '

'

Coffee nodded. It was, though with the snow getting

deeper every minute, it was going to be slow going, carry-

ing Jeffie. But she didn't doubt for a minute that they would

do it. Tonight, between them, she and Dodge could do any-

thing.

Then her head swung around as she realized the distant

roar she heard was not the next gust of wind. With a little

laugh, she caught Dodge's arm and urged him toward the

trail. Their luck was running straight and true tonight, as
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unbreakable as the thread of emotion that stretched tight

between them.

The rider of the lead snowmobile that came roaring up the

trail wore a familiar yellow parka. Lifting an arm, she

flagged down Peter Bradford, then hooked her other hand

through Dodge's elbow. **To heck with skiing. Let's go

home in a cab."

Up on thethird floor, in Jeffie's bedroom. Coffee could

hear the high-spirited babble of the party that had been go-

ing on since their return. Peter and his snowmobile bud-

dies, all the guests of the Owl Brook Inn, and Maureen and

Anke were banishing their earlier fears in a rollicking cele-

bration down in the guest lounge. With a smile, Coffee

brushed the damp bangs off Jeffie's forehead. She had

popped him straight into a warm bath on their return, and

now he was tucked in under a mound of blankets. And that

was where he was staying, safe and sound for the rest of the

night, even though he'd begun to perk up again.
*

'Where's Dodge?" Jeffie mumbled.

"Right here."

Coffee turned to find the grand master standing in the

doorway with a tray in his hands. A faint smile quirking his

lips, he set the tray on the bedside table. "Ready for some
chocolate, Jeff?" When the boy nodded and pushed him-

self up against the headboard, Dodge handed him a mug.

Sitting on the opposite edge of the bed from Coffee, he

stretched across to hand her a glass of golden liquor.

"What's that?" Jeffie demanded, his freshly scrubbed

face already sporting a chocolate mustache.

"Brandy." Dodge lifted his glass, his eyes holding Cof-

fee's. "And here's the toast— to Jeff, who still has ten fin-

gers and ten toes."
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"Not funny," Coffee growled as she took a sip, but Jef-

fie giggled.

**Can I have some?" With a child's unerring instinct, he

directed his appeal to Dodge.

The grand master laughed under his breath and shook his

head. **This is for rescuers. You're a rescuee, chum. In the

doghouse. You scared us out of a year's growth."

Jeffie digested this in silence, his solemn face half-hidden

as he sipped from his mug. **But you scared me," he

pointed out finally. **Mommy said you were going."

*'I know " Dodge pulled the blanket that had slipped

off Jeffie's legs back into place, then his hand lingered on

the boy's knee. "But she was wrong. I'm not going any-

where." He swung to face Coffee. "I'm not," he repeated

quietly, but his eyes held a challenge.

Her own eyes began to sting, but she could not look away.

Nothing had changed—she still hated and feared chess. And
everything had changed. She loved this man—loved his

strength, his cleverness, that faint ever-ready curve of his

lips and the hunger in his eyes when he looked at her.

And her son loved him, too. "Good," Jeffie proclaimed

with sleepy satisfaction. "You better not."

"Not on your sweet life." Dodge rescued the mug from

his hands as it began to tilt, then set it aside. His eyes dark-

ening with expectation, he turned back to Coffee as she

came around the foot of the bed.

"Good," said Jeffie again, then added, "Mommy says I

don't have to go to school tomorrow, so will you come over

and play chess?"

Watching her face. Dodge winced, then he stood. "If I

can," he promised, and leaned down to kiss Jeffie's fore-

head. Patting his shoulder, he straightened again. "I will if

I can, Jeff. Meantime, may I borrow your mother?" When
Jeffie giggled and nodded his permission, Dodge draped an
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arm over Coffee's shoulders and started her toward the

door.

This was how she wanted to walk for the rest of her Ufe,

with Dodge's arm around her. But how could she?

At the far end of the hall from Jeffie's room, Dodge
turned her to face him, his eyebrows rising in rueful in-

quiry. With a httle sigh of despair. Coffee stepped into his

arms. He didn't kiss her at first, he simply caught h^ to him
and held her so tightly it took her breath away. Closing her

eyes, she could feel their hearts beat together, an entwined,

exultant rhythm that she wished could go on forever.

Putting her Hps to his throat, she kissed him—kissed him
again as the taste of his skin almost overwhelmed her, then

stiffened her body to tell him that he must let her go. When
he shook his head and kept on holding her, she felt the tears

start again. '*You promised. .
." she reminded him. **You

said you'd go."

"Mmm," he agreed, and nuzzled her temple. **And I

don't break promises lightly, Coffee, but I'm breaking this

one."

It was what she wanted to hear—dreaded to hear.

"Why?" she asked, and couldn't help smoothing her hands

up his spine.

He tipped his head back so he could see her face, "Be-

cause I want to be part of your life," he said simply, "and I

want you to be part of mine."

Her eyes overflowed and she hid her face against his

throat. "Dodge, if it were just me . .
." She shook her head

hopelessly.

"But it's not." Lacing his fingers into her hair, he tugged

her head gently backward till she had to look at him. "It's

not just you, and I'm glad of that. He's a terrific kid. I'd

love him if he didn't know his rooks from his elbows."

"But he does."
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"Does he ever," Dodge agreed, and eased his hold on her

hair. Rocking her gently to and fro in his arms, he sighed.

''And so do I, Coffee. It's in my blood. I couldn't give it up,

and Jeff wouldn't let me give it up if I wanted to."

**Ikn-know.. . And that's why—"
*

'That's why I want you to talk to someone," Dodge cut

in decisively. "You think Richard killed himself because of

chess, and you think somehow you should have saved him.

I say it's time you stopped blaming chess and stopped

blaming yourself. So come downstairs "He turned her

toward the stairway.

Wiping her cheeks, she stared up at him. "What are you

talking about?"

"You'll see. I'll come back up and sit with Jeff in a sec-

ond." Without another word, he guided her down to the

second floor, then back to the bedroom that was now
Anke's. He rapped on the closed door, then smiled at the

German when she opened it. "Anke ..."

Coffee found herself being propelled into the room as

Anke retreated before her. She heard Dodge shut the door

behind her, and then they were alone. Her eyes moved from

the blonde's strained face to the twin bed in the corner where

Gitta was curled up and sweetly sleeping, then back.

"She will not wake," Anke assured her, and beckoned her

to the opposite end of the room, where two easy chairs faced

each other near the window. "Please to sit, Coffee." Anke
picked up an envelope off her bureau and held it, her face

troubled. "I did not want to hurt you," she said softly.

"That is not why I came, that you must believe." She sat

down abruptly, placed the letter on her knees and spread her

fingers on it. "But Dodge tells me that you hurt already.

And this I see for myself. And he says that perhaps I can

stop the hurting
"
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How? Coffee wanted to cry, but somewhere deep inside,

she felt the barest thread of hght creep toward her confu-

sion, as if a door were slowly opening on a darkened room.

*'This is hard " Anke whispered. '*You will hate

me. . .

.

That was the one thing of which Coffee felt sure. She

shook her head.

Anke's smile was very sad. **So you think, but..."

Squaring her shoulders, she leaned forward and set the let-

ter in Coffee's lap. '*This you must read."

The letter was addressed to Anke Meier, at an address in

Cologne, Germany. The spidery script was one Coffee had
seen a thousand times before. It was Maureen's writing.

The room was so still Coffee could hear the blood surg-

ing in her ears, then a soft sleeping murmur from Anke's

child. She stared from the letter to Anke's resolute face and

back again, then slowly pulled out two folded sheets of pa-

per.

**Yes, that is the one to read first," Anke agreed as she

unfolded one sheet. The spare, unembellished script might

have been Maureen's own voice, dry to the point of harsh-

ness, all its pain and warmth hidden behind the business-

like words.

My dear Miss Meier,

I regret to inform you that my son, Richard Dugan, is

dead. Enclosed you will find a newspaper clipping to

that effect.

I also regret to inform you of a fact that my son

should have told you himself. Richard was married,

and leaves a wife and a child in my care.

In your letter, which I found in his desk this morn-
ing and which I return to you, you ask to borrow some
money for complications of your pregnancy. .

.
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With a sharp little intake of breath, Coffee looked up.

Yes, of course; she should have known. Her face very pink,

Anke met her eyes levelly. Coffee swung to stare at the

white-blond head on the pillow across the room, and her

eyes filled. Richard's child, yes. How had she not known?

Jeffie had known instinctively, hadn't he? She looked down
again at the letter.

Enclosed you will find a check. Please consider it a

gift, not a loan, and please do me the favor of neither

thanking nor contacting me again.

Enclosed also you will find a letter from my son that

he had not finished before his death. Though I do not

approve of its sentiments, of course I honor his inten-

tion by passing it on to you.

And now I can only wish you and your baby the best

of luck, my dear, and my sincerest regrets.

Yours truly,

Maureen Dugan

Slowly, Coffee folded the letter. Yes, she should have

known Richard's restlessness, his depression and irri-

tability when he'd come back from BerUn— this explained

it. He'd not been angry at her, he'd been angry at himself.

"I am so sorry," Anke said softly. "I did not know. I was

working in the bar, at the hotel where the American chess

players lived. He seemed so. . . so smart and strong." Her

smile was bittersweet. "And I thought he loved me very

much."

Remembering her own courtship, Coffee could almost

second that rueful smile. Richard, yes, when he'd wanted

something . . . someone ... Or perhaps, she told herself,

studying the blonde's wistful face, perhaps this time he had

really loved; who was she to say?
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*'And now," Anke said, **the other letter, the one from

Richard. Dodge tells me that you think Richard killed him-

self. This is not so. You must read—"
*'I can't." Coffee shook her head. *'I can't, Anke. But tell

me. ..." Deep inside, she could feel the door swinging wider,

light and hope sweeping in to meet three years of darkness.

"Ah ..." Anke looked toward the bed and her child, her

eyes ghstening, then turned back to Coffee. **He said that

he had been thinking, thinking, thinking since he left me,

and that now he had decided he should not have gone. He
told about you, and. .

." She hesitated. "He said that he

cared for you, very much, but it was not love . . . that you
married when you were children and did not know ..."

It should have hurt, but it did not. He'd been right; she

hadn't known what love was, not as she knew it now.

"He said that he would come to me, but first he must find

how to tell you, and that would take more thinking."

And to think, Richard had always gone to the moun-
tains.

"He said that it was time to start a new life. That he had

had one life with you and with chess, and that now a new
door was opening " Anke continued.

And inside Coffee, the door had swung wide. In a mo-
ment, she would rise and walk through it.

"Then he said that he was going to ski in the mountains,

and think, and when he came back he would know how to

tell you. And he said that, if you climb high enough, from

the tops of the White Mountains you can see the sea on a

very clear day. And he said that if the weather was fine,

perhaps he would climb that high. He would look at the sea,

and think of me and his baby on the other side of it. . . . And
there the letter ends," Anke finished softly.

Tears were streaming down both their faces. Coffee nod-

ded and wiped her cheeks. So Richard had not died in sad-
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ness and despair, he'd died in hope, on a fine day above the

timberline, looking for the sea. He'd died loving someone.

Could anyone ask for more?

She stood and brushed at her eyes. And he hadn't diedfor

chess— it was starting to hit her. And that meant—that

meant she and Dodge—With a little laugh, Coffee flung her

arms wide and hugged Anke. **Oh, Anke. . .I—thank you!

"

Holding her off by her arms, she laughed through her flow-

ing tears. "You are so brave to tell me, and I am so sorry,

and I—I—thank you."

"Then you are not angry?" Anke smiled timidly. "It is all

right?"

"Anke, it is so all right " Coffee shook her head,

searching for words. "I mean I'm sad, but I'm also. . .happy.

I can let go." / can go on. And there was someone waiting

for her. She could walk through that door out into blessed

sunlight, and Dodge would be waiting for her. "Thank
you!" With a radiant smile. Coffee whirled away from the

blonde toward the door, then checked herself as she passed

the bed. Swooping down, she laid a swift kiss on Gitta's soft

cheek, turned back to beam at Anke again, then swung out

the door, almost running. There was so much to say. She'd

wasted so much time.

But at the foot of the stairs she lost another minute as she

ran smack into Peter Bradford.

"Whoa, Where's the fire?" he laughed, catching her arms

to steady her. "Have you seen—" He stopped and stared.

"Hey, what's the matter?"

"Not a thing in the world!" Coffee almost sang. "Anke
and I have just been having a good cry. You should try it

sometime, Peter."

The ski patrolman grinned and shook his head at the

mysteries of women. "I'm gonna cry if I can't get Anke to



CHECKMATE 183

come down and join the party. Do you think she knows how
to jitterbug?"

**If she doesn't, you'd better get busy and teach her,"

Coffee patted his shoulder, then pointed behind her.
*

'She's

in the back bedroom." She sHpped by him, then turned

again. "And Peter?" she called, walking backward. **You

don't have to worry about Dodge Phillips. That man's go-

ing to be out of circulation very, very shortly."

*'Oh, yeah?" Peter gave her a thumbs up, then laughed

as she spun around and rattled up the stairs.

*'He is, huh?" Dodge asked as she reached the landing,

to find him standing there.

For just a second her smile wavered, then it widened to

reach her eyes. **You better believe he is!" she laughed as

she swept him into a bear hug.

**And the sooner the better," Dodge said with intense

satisfaction as his lips sought her face. 'The sooner the

better."



EPILOGUE

When Coffee Phillips stepped through the door into the

family room, Jeffie and her husband were playing in front

of the fire. The chessboard on the rug between them was the

traveling set that Dodge had given Jeffie for Christmas that

year, one that Jeffie carried with him wherever he went.

Across the board, man and child faced each other. Their

poses mirrored each other exactly—legs crossed Indian

fashion, hands on knees, her son's white-blond head and her

husband's dark one bent over to study the game. But if their

positions were identical, their attitudes were not. Dodge sat

with the lithe, loose-jointed ease of a big cat. Jeffie sat with

a furious, forward-leaning immobihty, as if he were about

to dive into the game. His attention was directed at the

board like a blaze of light.

Though he was facing his mother, he never looked up. But

Dodge's head swung around, and their eyes met and held as

they always did when one of them entered a room.
* 'Maureen says supper in five minutes," Coffee warned

him, coming to sit in the easy chair at his back. Though it

had been completed almost a year ago, they had received the

advance copies of Dodge's book in the mail only that day.

To celebrate the event, Maureen and Anke and Peter had

invited them up the hill to the Owl Brook Inn for a special

supper.

*'No problem, I'll be mincemeat by then," Dodge as-

sured her, leaning back against her shins. Catching the hand
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she rested on his shoulder, he laid a kiss in its pahn, then

turned back with a groan as Jeffie moved a bishop across

the board.
* *Check!

'

' Jeffie murmured

.

As Dodge let her go and leaned forward to make his next

move, Coffee reached for the copy of the biography that lay

on the lamp table beside her. Though she'd read the manu-
script last spring before Dodge submitted it, she'd not had

a chance to more than glance at the finished book since her

return from her doctor's appointment in North Conway this

afternoon.

Her hands tightened on the closed book for a moment
and she smiled to herself, laughter shimmering deep inside.

Today was indeed a banner day. She had her own news for

Dodge, her own creation to brag about, but she didn't mean
to steal his thunder. She'd save that secret for tonight, tell

him when they were alone together in bed

"Check," Jeffie said as he moved again.

Coffee opened the book and looked down at the photo-

graphic plate that faced page one. It was a copy of the photo

from Maureen's scrapbook. A ten-year-old Richard,

dwarfed by his trophy, looked back at her, unsmiling. Her
eyes misting, she reached out to stroke a finger across his

cheek, with fondness but without regret. He'd played some
chess games that would be remembered a hundred years

from now, and he'd left two wonderful children to do his

smiling for him. It was no mean legacy.

Flipping through the book, she came to a plate on the very

last page that she had missed in her earher inspection. It was
a photo of Jeffie, taken at his first tournament, last spring.

Clutching his second-place trophy, he had a wide, blissful

grin on his face. He'd been looking, she remembered,

straight past the photographer at her and Dodge when it was
taken.
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Her eyes filled again—this was Dodge's own private

message to her, wasn't it? His promise that joy lay ahead for

them all. Oh, I love you, I do! Swooping forward, she

leaned over his shoulder to kiss his cheek.

*'Mmm." He smiled ^stractedly, reached up to catch the

nape of her neck and keep her there, then laid his king over

on its side. **I give," he told Jeffie. Releasing her, he held

out his hand. '*You had me on the run, Jeff."

Glee and love struggled in her son's face as they shook

hands. "Yeah," he agreed. **But. . .but it's just a game."

Embarrassed, he glanced toward the hall and spotted Gitta

standing in the doorway, her thumb in her rosebud mouth.

*'Hooo!" he moaned, reverting instantly from chess prod-

igy to small, mischievous boy. **Haw! " He raised his arms

and curled his hands into claws. With great stomping mon-

ster steps, he chased his giggling sister from the room.

"Easy for him to say!" Dodge muttered, collecting the

chess pieces. "The best I've done this week is a draw. He
just gets better and better."

Settling on the rug beside him, Coffee picked up the black

king. "We've got about a minute left till supper. You can

play me, if you'd like a quick win."

Taking the king from her fingers. Dodge feathered it

across her lips. "Could we postpone that till after?" he

proposed, his voice growing huskier. "With you I'd

rather. . . prolong the game."

Holding his eyes, Coffee's smile was a promise. "Check,

mate," she said lightly.

They laughed, then both turned as Jeffie swung around

the doorjamb, one-handed. "Mommy? Dad? Gram says to

tell you supper's on the table."

"We're on our way," Dodge assured him, getting to his

feet, then Ufting Coffee to hers. Hand in hand, they fol-

lowed him out the door.



1992

Celebrate the most romantic day of the year with

MY VALENTINE 1992—a sexy new collection of four

romantic stories written by our famous Temptation

authors:

GINAWILKENS
KRISTINE ROLOFSON

JOANNROSS
VICKI LEWIS THOMPSON

My Valentine 1992—an exquisite escape into a romantic

and sensuous world.

Don't miss these sexy stories, available in February at your favorite retail outlet. Or order your

copy now by sending your name, address, zip or postal code, along with a check or money

order for $4.99 (please do not send cash) plus 75$ postage and handling ($1 .00 in Canada),

payable to Harlequin Books to:

In the U.S. In Canada

301OWalden Avenue



HARLEQUIN
PROUDLY PRESENTS

A DAZZLINGNEW CONCEPT IN ROMANCE FICTION

One smaB town—twelve terrific love stories

Welcome to Tyler, Wisconsin—a town full of people

you'll enjoy getting to know, memorable friends and

unforgettable lovers, and a long-buried secret that

lurks beneath its serene surface. ...

JOIN US FOR A YEAR IN THE LIFE OF
TYLER

Each book set in Tyler is a self-contained love story;

together, the twelve novels stitch the fabric of a

community.

LOSE YOUR HEART TO TYLER!

The excitement begins in March 1992, with

WHIRLWIND, by Nancy Martin. When lively, brash

Liza Baron arrives home unexpectedly, she moves

into the old family lodge, where the silent and

mysterious Cliff Forrester has been living in seclusion

for years. . .

.

WATCH FOR ALL TWELVE BOOKS
OF THE TYLER SERIES

Available wherever Harlequin books are sold

TYLER-6



Back by Popular Demand

A romantic tour of America through fifty favorite

Harlequin Presents, each set in a different state

researched by Janet and her husband, Bill. A journey
of a lifetime in one cherished collection.

In January, don't miss the exciting states featured in:

Title #23 MINNESOTA
Giant of Mesabi

#24 MISSISSIPPI
A Tradition of Pride

Available wherever
Harlequin books are sold.

JD-JAN



All men are not created equal. Some are rough

around the edges. Tough-minded but

tenderhearted. Incredibly sexy. The tempting

fulfillment of every woman's fantasy.

When it's time to fight for what they believe in, to

win that special woman, our Rebels and Rogues are

heroes at heart.

Josh: He swore never to play the hero . . . unless the

price was right.

THE PRIVATE EYE by Jayne Ann Krentz.

Temptation #377, January 1992.

Matt: A hard man to forget . , . and an even harder

man not to love.

THE HOOD by Carin Rafferty.

Temptation #381, February 1992.

At Temptation, 1992 is the Year of Rebels and
Rogues. Look for twelve exciting stories about bold

and courageous men, one each month. Don't miss

upcoming books from your favorite authors,

including Candace Schuler, JoAnn Ross and Janice

Kaiser.

Available wherever Harlequin books are sold. RR i



Harlequin Superromatwe®
Family ties . .

.

SEVENTHHEAVEN
In the introduction to the Osborne family trilogy,

Kate Osborne finds her destiny with Police

Commissioner Donovan Cade.

Available in December

ONCLOUD NINE
Kate's second daughter, Juliet, has old-fashioned
values like her mother's. But those values are tested

when she meets Ross Stafford, a jazz musician,
sometime actor and teaching assistant . . . and the

object of her younger sister's affections. Can Juliet

only achieve her heart's desire at the cost of her
integrity?

Coming in January

SWINGING ONA STAR
Meridee is Kate's oldest daughter, but very much her
own person. Determined to climb the corporate
ladder, she has never had time for love. But her life is

turned upside down when Zeb Farrell storms into

town determined to eliminate jobs in her company

—

her sister's among them! Meridee is prepared to do
battle, but for once she's met her match.

Coming in February

To order #481 SEVENTH HEAVEN (December 1991), send your name, address and zip or postal

code, along with a check or money order (please do not send cash), for $3.29 plus 75ir post-

age and handling ($1 .00 in Canada) for each book ordered, payable to Harlequin Reader Service

to:

In the as.



HARLEQUIN
^ CaktSkirofRpmana

Be a part of American Romance's year-long celebration of love

and the holidays of 1992. Experience all the passion of falling

in love during the excitement of each month's holiday Some of

your favorite authors will help you celebrate those special times

of the year, like the revelry of New Year's Eve, the romance of

Valentine's Day, the magic of St. Patrick's Day

Start counting down to the new year with

#421 HAPPY NEW YEAR, DARLING
by Margaret St. George

Read all the books in A Calendar of Romance, coming to you

one each month, all year, from Harlequin American Romance.

%Armencan Kjmance'' com



HARLEQUIN

Coming Next Month

#3175 RANCHER'S BRIDE Jeanne Allan

Marriage to a virtual stranger is daunting enough, even thougii Dallas agrees

when Clay Dalton assures her it's the best solution to little Nicky's problems.

Then she learns that Clay wants it to be a real marriage

—

#3176 LOVE FOR HIRE Jasmine CressweH
' 'Oh what a tangled web ..." Julie's invented a fiance—an American

millionaire—and now she has to produce him! When she hires Robert Baxter,

a handsome American actor, to play the role, things go from bad to

w'orse . . . because Robert's performance is all too convincing.

#3177 UNLIKELY CUPID Catherine George

Janus Stanhope is sure Georgina is wrong for his brother Miles. In fact,

Georgina is only helping out by pretending to be Miles's fiancee, but she can't

tell Janus the truth. Which is a shame—because Janus turns out to be the man

of her dreams.

#3178 MAGIC CARPETS Lucy Keane
Zelda doesn't trust the mysterious Aram Kalinsky one inch, but when they're

stranded in the Syrian desert, she needs his help. She'll just have to use the

wits that traveling in the Middle East has given her and ignore the inten.se

physical attraction she feels for him. . .

.

#3179 CATS IN THE BELFRY Patricia KnoU
Laura Decker returns home to South Carolina to find she's inherited one old

house, seven pampered cats and an ira.scible neighbor named Sam Calhoun—

a

man who seems to have every dog in town living in his backyard.

#3180 MY HERO Debbie Macomber
When Bailey York has trouble creating a hero for her romance novel, she

decides to find herself a man— to observe, that is. Well-to-do architect

Parker Davidson is perfect for the role . . . except that he has no intention of

remaining a paper hero!

AVAILABLE THIS MONTH:

#3169 THE CINDERELLA COACH #3172 CHECKMATE
Roz Denny Peggy Nicholson

#3170 WINDSWEPT #3173 WITHOUT KNOWING
Rosalie Henaghan WHY

#3171 GARRETT'S BACK IN '^^^^^^ ^^^^'^

TOWN #3174 GIVE AND TAKE
Leigh Michaels Kate Walker



It was Coffee's move
And for once, Coffee Dugan didn't hesitate—she

knew exactly what she had to do to protect her

son. She'd keep him from spending time with

Dodge Phillips.

It was the only way she could stop Dodge from

playing chess with Jeffie—and from dredging up

memories of the boy's dead father. Memories

Coffee would rather forget.

But can Coffee keep Dodge from capturing

her heart?
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