
        
            
                
            
        

    



 


Deception


 


by


 


Mona Ingram


 


BOOK ONE


 


of the


 


International
Romance


Collection


 


 
















 


 


©2011 Mona
Ingram


All rights
reserved


 


This is a work
of fiction.


Names,
characters, places


and incidents
are either the


product of the
author’s


imagination, or
are


used fictitiously,
and


any resemblance
to actual


persons, living
or dead,


business
establishments,


events or
locations


is entirely
coincidental.
















TABLE OF
CONTENTS


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen












Chapter One


“You want me to do what?” Justine froze,
coffee cup in mid-air. “Why on earth would I do something like that?”
Impossible as it seemed, her former college roommate could still surprise her.


“Come on, Justine. You’re in New York
now. Besides, it will be fun…that’s why I agreed in the first place.” Olivia
spotted a shrimp in her salad and speared it, undeterred by the horrified look
on her friend’s face. “And you’d be doing me a huge favor by taking my place.”


“But Livvy. To parade myself in front of
a group of strangers.” She shuddered. “Men, who would be bidding on me. It’s…”
she groped for the right words. “It’s demeaning.”


“Nonsense. It’s for charity.” Olivia
edged forward on her chair, suddenly serious. “Okay, here’s the deal. One
hundred percent of what we raise goes directly to inner city children. Every
penny, and they desperately need our help.” She broke into a brilliant smile.
“Besides, since when have you been shy about parading around in front of
people?”


“That was different.” Justine lowered
her fork. “And in case you’ve forgotten, I quit modeling.”


Olivia searched her friend’s face.
Justine had been tired when she arrived last night, and they hadn’t talked
much. “Are you going to tell me why?”


Justine’s long, elegant hands were
restless and Olivia’s instincts kicked in. A skilled journalist, she knew when
not to press. She sat back quietly, waiting for her friend to speak.


“As they say on the talk shows, I had a
‘lightbulb’ moment.”  Taking a sip of mineral water, Justine’s gaze
drifted over the other diners, but it was easy to see that her thoughts were
somewhere else. “We were on a shoot in Central America. You know the type of
place. Five star hotels filled with ‘beautiful’ people, designer shops in the
arcade, breathtaking scenery, but the local people are so poor it makes your
heart ache.” She watched a droplet of condensation roll down the side of her
glass. “Anyway, we’d just completed a shot and they were setting up for the
next one when I started to look around and it hit me. Here I was, getting paid
more for one hour of work than some of those people earn in a year.” Her eyes
flashed, and Olivia caught a glimpse of her friend’s passionate nature. “I was
ashamed that I’d never considered it before.”


Olivia nodded. “I can see how that would
get tiresome. After all, it must be tough being one of the most sought-after
models in America, raking in all that money. Television shows. Print ads.
Catalogs. Boring, boring, boring.”


“You’re missing the point.” Justine
glared at her friend. “On purpose.”


“No I’m not.” Olivia raised an eyebrow,
refusing to back down. “It’s just that you sound like you belong on daytime
television, spilling your guts or something. But I’m glad you’re here.”


Justine eyed her friend affectionately.
“I’m glad to see nothing has changed with you, Livvy. You still tell it like it
is.”


“Is there any other way? Besides, we’ve
been friends for too long.” Olivia lounged back in the comfortable chair. “You
know, I can still remember the day we met at college. There you were, a tall,
gangly California girl standing in the doorway with a piece of paper in your
hand.”


Justine smiled at her friend. “And you.
As English as the day is long. I was so envious of your beautiful complexion, I
remember that.”


“But you had that tan. And that
California body.”


“There! You see? It was always about the
body. Nobody ever saw me.” 


Her friend’s impassioned outburst made
Olivia stop, but only for a moment. “Fair enough. But why did you quit?”
Olivia’s brow furrowed. “You never really told me.”


Justine paused, gathered her thoughts.
“In the beginning it was an exciting combination of hard work and glamorous
locations. But it didn’t take long until I began to detest being treated like a
commodity.” She slanted a glance at her friend. “Okay, I know what you’re
thinking. A very high-priced commodity. But soon even the travelling became
tiresome. You of all people can understand that, with the number of miles you
log every month. Anyway, when Mom died I took some time off. It was wonderful.
I hadn’t realized how much I missed going to art galleries and museums.” She
spread her hands. “So I worked out all my contracts, tied up the loose ends and
decided it was time I had a serious look at New York.”


Reaching across the corner of the table,
Olivia placed her hand on Justine’s arm. “I’m sorry about your Mom, but I’m
glad we’re finally here at the same time. Especially since my London editor has
given me enough assignments over here to last three or four weeks. Those quick
overnight visits we’ve managed to squeeze in over the past few years haven’t
been enough. How long can you stay?”


“I’m not sure I want to stay, but I’ll
have to find a place until I make up my mind. I hear that’s not an easy task.”


Olivia pulled back. “Don’t be a goose.
You’ll stay here, with me. You’ve seen the size of the flat. Dad never uses it,
and he’s made it clear that it’s mine for as long as I want. On the rare
occasions that he comes to town he stays at his club.” She shook her head.


“What about your Mom? Doesn’t she use
it?”


Olivia gave a short laugh. “Mummy
doesn’t particularly like New York. She’s happy as a lark at home working on
her charity events. I doubt that she goes into London more than a few times a
year. I don’t understand her, but there you have it.”


“Don’t knock it. At least you have a
mother.” Justine smiled weakly.


“Do you want to talk about it? About
your mom?”


Justine shook her head. “I’m still
finding it hard. It was such a shock when she died, and I’m just starting to
get over it.” She lifted her coffee cup but didn’t drink, setting it down again
with a trembling hand. “No, that’s not right. I’ll never get over it. She was
everything to me, Livvy. I didn’t know my father, and somehow she made my life
so complete that I never missed having one. When I look back now, I realize
that all she ever wanted was for us to have a good life together. And we did.”
She crumpled the linen napkin, her breath catching in her throat. “And to think
that she died because of a drug that was supposed to help her. It’s not right.
It’s just not right.” Tears streamed down her face.


“What did her doctor say?”


“He was useless.” She made a futile
attempt to flatten the napkin in her lap. “He told me some story about
PharmOmega being one of the most respected drug companies in the world, that
they only release new drugs after extensive testing. You know how they all back
each other up.” She raised her eyes to see her friend looking at her oddly.
“Well they do, you know. It’s well documented. I even found out later that they
withdrew the drug from the market. Now that should tell you something.”


Olivia nodded, unusually quiet.


Justine drew in a deep, ragged breath.
“See? That’s why I shouldn’t talk about it. I get all carried away.” 


“Not at all. Isn’t that what friends are
for?” Olivia tugged on her earlobes. “Any time you feel the need to vent, I’m
here. Two ears. No waiting.”


Justine smiled wistfully. “Remember how
we used to say that? We thought we were so clever.”


“We were. The cleverest.” Olivia grew
pensive. “You know, that year at Stanford was probably the best of my life.
Sharing a flat with you was the icing on the cake.”


“It was fun, wasn’t it?” Justine smiled
at her friend. “So...one more time. Tell me about this auction.”


Olivia leaned forward eagerly, glad of
an excuse to change the subject. “I wish I could say it was my idea, but it
wasn’t. I’m in favor of anything that will encourage people to donate to this
particular charity.” She signaled for more coffee. “Stephanie and Rand Brampton
are hosting a party at their estate in the Hamptons. He’s a brilliant
investment banker, and Steph is a dear. You’ll like them, I’m sure. Anyway,
it’s tomorrow night. There are fifteen women in the auction, and the successful
bidder takes his prize to dinner. What could be simpler than that?”


Justine still wasn’t convinced. “I don’t
know why, but it makes me uncomfortable.” She shot a sudden look at her friend.
“What do we wear?”


“There are no rules. Wear anything you
like. Whatever will make them bid the most for the pleasure of your company.
You can even be anonymous if you like.” She shot an impish grin at her friend.


Justine was intrigued. “And how would I
accomplish that?”


“The women to be auctioned will be
wearing masks as they circulate among the other guests. Isn’t that a hoot? I
thought it sounded like fun, that’s why I agreed.”


“A mask? What had you decided on, Elvis
or Nixon?”


“No, silly. Beautiful, elegant masks.
Beaded, feathered, sequined…you name it. Feminine masks. And if they wish, the
women can continue the charade when they go out to dinner.”


“Oh sure.” Justine shot a wry glance at
her friend. “Can’t you just see me walking into Le Cirque with a mask on?”


Olivia frowned. “I hadn’t thought that
far ahead, but I can see where that would present a problem. Why, were you
thinking you’d stay anonymous? That is if you agreed to do it,” she added
quickly.


Justine picked up the dessert menu and
pretended to study it. In spite of her initial reaction, a shimmer of
excitement rippled down her spine. It was the sensation she’d sometimes get at
a shoot, when everything came together to create what she knew would be a
memorable picture. She had to admit that the idea of the auction was starting to
appeal to her. “Is there anything else I should know?”


“That’s about it. Of course I’ll have a
car for you. That way, you can be independent and come home anytime you like.
The ‘date’ for want of a better word, is to be arranged between you and the
successful bidder.”


“What type of men are they likely to
be?”


“If Steffi has anything to do with it,
they’ll all be perfectly respectable. CEOs, investment types, entrepreneurs.
Your average run-of-the-mill millionaires.”


“Okay, I’ll do it.” Justine leaned forward,
eyes sparkling. “I’ll take your place, but I don’t want anyone to know I’m your
friend. And since I can be anonymous, I’d like to take it one step further and
become someone else. You know, make myself up to look different. I could change
my eye color with contacts.” She fingered her hair, a soft ash blonde. “I’ll
curl my hair and put in some color. There’s an amazing new product that washes
out. I only wish you were doing it too.”


“That’s the trouble with being a
journalist. Opportunities rarely come along when it’s convenient. This rock
group is the hottest in the country right now, and when I asked their manager
if I could travel with them to their next concert it was just a shot in the
dark. I had no idea he’d agree. It’s a great scoop, and my editor’s delighted.”


“He should be. I’ve read everything
you’ve written, and you’ve done some great stuff.” Pausing, she cocked her
head. “What’s the group’s name again?”


“They’re called Inside Out.” Olivia
shrugged. “Makes you wonder who comes up these names.”


Justine tapped her teeth thoughtfully.
“Speaking of names, that’s another thing I can do. I’ll call myself something
different.” She thought for a moment. “How about Jasmine? It’s close enough to
my name that I’m quite sure I’ll remember to respond.”


“It’s brilliant.” Olivia clapped her
hands. “You’re a natural.”


Justine laughed. “We’ll see about that.
When do you leave?”


Olivia consulted her PDA. “The band’s
charter leaves at eight thirty tomorrow night. Not too long after you leave for
the Hamptons. I’ll be able to help you get ready.”


* * *


Justine gazed at herself in the mirror,
pleased with the transformation. Her eyes glowed with an almost feral cast from
green contact lenses. A riotous mass of curls tumbled about her face and
shoulders, rich auburn with gold highlights. Skillfully applied blush skimmed
her high cheekbones, and tawny lipstick shimmered on her generous lips. She
looked familiar and yet different. Slightly exotic…that was it. She turned to
face her friend.


“The car is here.” Olivia stopped in the
hall, speechless for once.


“Well, what do you think?” Justine did a
slow pirouette. “Will I pass?”


Olivia swallowed. “For a moment there I
didn’t recognize you.” She circled her friend, eyes alight. “I always knew you
were a chameleon, and this proves it.”


Justine waved the delicate mask that
matched her outfit. “Even so, I’m glad I can hide behind this.”


“Just remember to have fun.” Olivia
hovered in the open doorway, still staring at her friend. “Have a good time,
Justine, and thanks for going in my place.”


A soft ‘ping’ announced the arrival of
the elevator. “Olivia?”


“Yes?”


The doors opened soundlessly and Justine
stepped inside, an enigmatic smile flirting with her lips as the elevator doors
closed. “Call me Jasmine.”


Olivia closed the door and walked slowly
back into the apartment. It was good to be alone, to have a moment to think.
There’d been little time for thinking in the whirlwind of packing and getting
Justine ready for the party.


She wandered to the large windows
overlooking Central Park but she didn’t see the spectacular view. Ever since
Justine’s anguished outburst over lunch yesterday, she’d been torn between two
loyalties. Loyalty to her friend, who had so recently lost her mother, and
loyalty to someone she’d known and admired since childhood – Alexander Melrose,
the CEO of PharmOmega. She breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that Alex had
declined her invitation to attend the auction.











Chapter Two


Justine took in the lush, manicured
lawns and riotous flowerbeds as the limousine swept up the curving drive and
came to a halt in front of a home of classical proportions. It was evident that
Rand and Stephanie Brampton liked to live large.


The driver jumped out and opened the
door. “I’m here as long as you need me,” he said, watching curiously as she
settled the mask into place. “And if you don’t mind me saying, you look mighty
fine, Miss Jasmine.”


“Thanks, Boyd.” Justine grinned at him.
They’d chatted amiably in the limousine for most of the drive. “Wish me luck.”


“Hello, hello. You must be Jasmine.” A
tall, tanned man sauntered down the steps, hand outstretched. “I’m Rand
Brampton.” He assessed her without appearing too obvious, but Justine got the
impression that he knew to within a few dollars how much she would bring at
auction. “Most of the guests are outside.” He led her through a spacious foyer,
pausing at the entrance to a living area that was surprisingly cozy,
considering its size. On the far side of the room, massive doors folded back,
seamlessly blending the inside with the outside. The effect was elegantly
casual, and Justine admired the skill of the designer. Guests stood in small
clusters, the men tanned and the women discreetly jeweled.


Rand gave her a moment to take it all in
before touching her lightly on the elbow. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to a few
people.”


Before he could make good on his
promise, a short, heavy man broke away from a nearby group. Somehow he managed
to speak around the cigar clamped between his teeth. “Over here, Brampton. We
need you to settle a bet.”


Justine turned to her host. “You go on
ahead. I’ll wander around and mingle.”


“Thanks,” he said with a wink. “That’s
Ollie Van Horne, from Texas. We want to keep him sweet for the auction.”


Justine knew the type. She’d seen enough
of them at fashion shows with their trophy wives. It was part of what had
prompted her to leave modeling. She wondered if she’d made a mistake in coming
here.


A full bar flanked one side of the
patio, and under a massive tent a team of caterers were putting the final
touches to the dinner set-up. With a start, Justine realized that she hadn’t
eaten since this morning, but her stomach rebelled at the thought of food.


Skirting the bar, she walked to the far
side of the patio and pretended to admire the view. A welcome breeze ruffled her
hair, and she wondered why she had deluded herself about coming here tonight.
It had been a big mistake, no doubt about it.


* * *


Alexander Melrose extricated himself
from a small group of partygoers and placed his glass on the tray of a hovering
waiter. Years in business had taught him to be adept at masking his feelings,
but he was quite sure his disinterest was starting to show. If it weren’t for
the charitable aspect of tonight’s event, he wouldn’t be here. Sauntering to
the edge of the tiered patio, he gazed out over the Atlantic. He could have
gone home for the weekend and come back on Monday, but for what? Besides, he’d
be going home next week.


He took a deep, calming breath, savoring
the tangy ocean smell. A fishing boat moved across the horizon, wheelhouse
windows reflecting the lowering rays of the sun.


He turned back toward the house and
surveyed the other guests, recognizing several faces among the crowd.
Ironically, Olivia had pleaded with him to make an appearance but he’d begged
off. And now that he’d made the effort to show up, she’d been called away on an
assignment. If he’d known she wouldn’t be here, he could have sent along a
cheque. After all, he had no intention of taking part in the auction. He hadn’t
told Olivia, but he found the idea of bidding for a woman faintly distasteful.
Perhaps he was getting old, he mused, allowing his gaze to drift over tonight’s
‘prizes’. Each one seemed determine to outdo the next. Sequins, beads, plunging
necklines… you name it, they were wearing it.


And then he saw her, and his heart stood
still. Tall and elegant, she moved through the crowd with feline grace.
Conversation came to a sudden halt as she passed one group of guests but she
carried on, unaware of the gaping males and envious females she left in her
wake.


Where the other ‘prizes’ showed more
than generous amounts of cleavage, she was covered. The high-necked, sleeveless
dress hugged every contour of her body. Slit up one side to mid-thigh, it was
at once demure and sensuous. A sudden tightening in his groin took him
completely by surprise. When was the last time a woman had affected him this
way? He couldn’t remember.


* * *


Justine looked longingly over the dunes,
but escape was out of the question. What was the matter with her? She’d modeled
for crowds many times larger than the hundred or so people gathered here. She
slid a wrap over her shoulders and turned at the sound of high heels clacking
across the patio.


“Jasmine! I apologize for not meeting
you at the door.” Stephanie Brampton held out her hand. “We’re delighted you
could come.”


Justine took an instant liking to her
hostess. “I’m glad I could help.” She darted a look at the crowd. “Although I
have to admit I’m a bit nervous.”


Stephanie looked at her guests as though
seeing them for the first time. “I guess I would be too, if I didn’t know them,
but they’re harmless. Now then, you know how the auction works, don’t you?”


“Could you run over it again?”


Stephanie consulted a list, running her
finger down it. “Oh, dear. I see you’re the last on the list. You don’t mind,
do you?”


All she wanted was to get it over with,
but she managed a bright smile. “Not at all.”


The hostess looked relieved. “Good.” She
glanced at her watch. “The auction will be starting in about fifteen minutes.
Rand is the auctioneer, and he’ll invite each girl up on the stage and
introduce her.” She leaned closer. “We thought the masks would add a bit of
fun, but it seems that everyone knows who most of the girls are, even with
their masks on. But nobody seems to mind as long as we make some money for the
cause.” She consulted her list again. “Alexa Connor is right before you. So if
you listen for her name you’ll know to start making your way to the front.
Okay?”


Justine nodded, her throat suddenly dry.
Why had she allowed Olivia to talk her into this? She wasn’t sure if it was the
idea of the auction that was making her panic, or the thought of having dinner
with one of these strangers. Either way, she’d been out of her mind to agree.
With a practiced smile, she accepted a glass of champagne from a passing
server. It did little to calm her, and she started as a voice boomed behind
her, followed by a waft of cigar smoke.


“There you are, darlin’. I’ve been
watching you.” The loud Texan clutched a cigar in one hand and a glass of bourbon
in the other. His cheeks were flushed, and a fine sheen of perspiration shone
on his forehead.


Justine forced a smile. “Have you now?”


“Yessiree.” He looked her boldly up and
down. “And I like what I see.”


“I’m flattered.” She looked over his
shoulder, pretending to acknowledge a greeting. “If you’ll excuse me, I think
Stephanie is looking for me.”


The Texan surprised her with his
quickness. He shoved the cigar into his mouth and grabbed her arm before she
could escape. “I’ll see you later, little lady.”


Justine looked down at the pudgy hand
and he loosened his grip. As she moved away, she could feel his bold eyes
looking at her possessively. Stephanie was chatting with two other women and
Justine joined them, unaware that her face was flushed.


“I see Van Horne cornered you,” said one
of the women, glancing meaningfully at the imprints of the Texan’s hand on her
arm. “If that man didn’t have such deep pockets he’d never be invited
anywhere.”


Justine couldn’t hold back a shiver of
dislike. “Well I hope he doesn’t bid on me. I don’t care how much money he
has.”


Stephanie raised her glass. “Spoken like
a liberated woman. But if he does, remember it’s for a good cause. Speaking of
which…” she nodded toward the low stage. “It looks like Rand is getting ready
to start.”


* * *


The auction was spirited, with much
good-natured kibitzing between the guests. Playing the part of auctioneer to
the hilt, Rand was relentless and there was a spontaneous outbreak of applause
when Matt Howe bid eight thousand dollars for his wife. In spite of the relaxed
atmosphere, Justine’s anxiety grew. She moved through the crowd, but no matter
where she stood, Ollie Van Horne materialized in her line of vision, wreathed
in a cloud of cigar smoke. He was making his interest obvious to everyone, and
she dreaded the moment when she would have to step up on the small stage.


“And last but not least…” Rand scanned
the crowd anxiously. Justine had been so busy trying to avoid the Texan, she
hadn’t noticed that Alexa Connor had come and gone. Years of modeling
experience kicked in, and she walked forward gracefully, noticing Rand’s smile
of relief when he spotted her. “Here she is, gents.” He offered Justine his
hand, leading her to the center of the stage. “Which lucky gentleman will have
the honor of dining with this lovely young lady and supporting one of my wife’s
favorite charities?”


Silence followed Rand’s words. Justine
studied the upraised faces, unsure of what was happening. The crowd parted, and
Ollie Van Horne strode to the foot of the stage, waving his cigar in the air.
Justine almost gagged at the smell; it took all her self-control not to bolt
from the stage.


“Five thousand dollars.” His eyes
glinted, and he turned to challenge the other men. “I’d say she’s worth that,
wouldn’t you?”


“Come on, Ollie. You can afford more
than that. I bid six thousand.” A faceless voice from the back egged him on.
The spell was broken, and the crowd shifted, looking for the new bidder.


“Seven and a half.” The Texan nodded
toward Rand.


“Any other bids?” Rand raised his gavel.


“Hey Ollie, what’s the matter? One of
your oil wells run dry?” A man with a flat Boston accent inquired. “I’ll make
it eight and a half.”


The crowd murmured excitedly. Justine
had the odd sensation of watching the bidding from some distant place. Or was
that just wishful thinking?


“Y’all know I’ve got my eye on this
little filly. Ten thousand.” The Texan jabbed his cigar at Rand. “Didya get
that Brampton?”


“Ollie Van Horne bids ten thousand.”
Rand nodded in his direction, and Justine found herself searching the crowd for
the man with the Boston accent. Anyone would be better than the Texan. “Are
there any other bids?”


Justine tensed as Rand raised a small
wooden gavel. “Going once…”


“Twenty-five thousand dollars.” The
English accent stilled the rustling in the crowd and Justine knew instinctively
that the man behind the bid was accustomed to being heard. A flutter of
excitement rippled through the guests and they turned toward the voice. “I
should think she’s worth all of that.” The voice was cool and controlled and it
was music to Justine’s ears. Searching the crowd, she spotted a tall man
silhouetted against the fading sunset, hair slightly rumpled by the constant
breeze. He sauntered forward and the other guests ceased to exist. Tilting his
head to the side, he regarded her with an intoxicating mixture of interest and
desire.  “Anything less would be an insult,” he murmured, as though
speaking to her alone. 


“Melrose!” Rand relaxed as the man
continued to move through the crowd. “I should have known that was you.” His
eyes cut over toward the Texan. “Well Ollie, any further bids?”


The Texan’s eyes narrowed and he glared
at the Englishman. “You can have her, my friend, and good luck.” He shouldered
his way through the crowd, which was already closing around Alex.


Justine scarcely heard the rest of
Rand’s speech inviting the guests to dinner. She needed to get away from the
crush of people, to regain her equilibrium. The lingering daylight had faded
and a three-quarter moon cast long shadows across the lawn. She stumbled toward
the beach, pulled off her sandals and came to a halt in the sand while she
caught her breath. With no desire to return to the party she wandered closer to
the water and found a secluded spot in front of a tall clump of grass. She sat
down with a sigh, wrapped her arms around her raised knees and looked out
across the water. The waves rolled in, and then receded back down the beach
with a soft, soothing hiss. Her body slowly relaxed, tension draining away. She
would have to go back and be introduced to the man who had bid for her, but not
quite yet.


A small shell gleamed in the darkness
and she picked it up, fingering it absently. Why hadn’t she paid more attention
to the man who’d bid on her? In spite of everything, she found that she looked
forward to hearing his voice again. She smiled to herself as she recalled the
horrified look on the Texan’s face. She chuckled softly then stilled, aware of
someone standing slightly behind her. She turned slowly, heart in her throat.
He stood staring at the ocean, tie loosened and hands shoved casually into his
trouser pockets.


“You followed me.” She hadn’t intended
to sound quite so harsh.


He turned his head toward her, eyebrows
drawn together in a frown. “I wanted to make sure your admirer didn’t follow
you. If you prefer, I’ll leave.”


Justine shook her head. “No, don’t
leave. I guess I’m still on edge after that performance back there.” She
gestured to the spot beside her.  “Join me if you don’t mind a bit of
sand. It’ll give me a chance to thank you for rescuing me.”


He lowered himself to the ground, a
smile lifting the corner of his mouth. “My shoes are already full of sand. A
bit more won’t hurt.” He extended his hand. “My name is Alex Melrose.”


Justine slipped her hand into his and
wondered if he felt the jolt of electricity that passed between them. “Hello
Alex, I’m Jasmine.” Her voice sounded surprisingly husky; she scarcely
recognized it. They stared at each other for a moment, and she reluctantly
retrieved her hand. “Do you make a habit of rescuing women from the clutches of
dirty old men?”


“No, I don’t, but I saw Van Horne grab
your arm earlier, and it didn’t take a mind reader to see that you weren’t
welcoming his advances.” Even in the stark moonlight, she could see the flash
of anger in his eyes.


Allowing her gaze to linger on his face,
she soaked up the maleness that seemed to roll off him in waves. His classic
good looks were enhanced by a slight break in his nose, lending him a rakish
air. Finally she lowered her eyes and tugged at a piece of dune grass. “Well
thank you and I’m sure Stephanie appreciates the donation to her charity.” She
grinned impishly. “I wish you could have seen the look on Van Horne’s face when
he heard your bid. I thought he was going to swallow his cigar.” Laughing aloud
at the memory, she began to enjoy herself for the first time since she’d
arrived. “Rand and Stephanie’s guests will be talking about this night for a
long time.” She wiggled her feet in the sand and didn’t see the wave of longing
that swept over his face at her unabashed delight.


“I didn’t bid to embarrass him. I did it
for you.” Seemingly startled by his own words he looked away. He stood up
abruptly and offered her his hand. “I hadn’t intended to bid at all, to be
perfectly honest. I don’t want you to feel obliged to have dinner with me.”


Justine took her time brushing the sand
from her dress to hide her disappointment, then picked up her sandals. She
searched his face. “Would you rather not?” she asked softly. “It’s your call.” She
waited for his reply.


His gaze drifted out over the ocean,
then returned slowly to her face. “The truth is, I’d like to have dinner with
you very much. But it would have to be in my suite at the hotel, and after your
experience tonight, I can understand if that doesn’t appeal to you.” He reached
out to caress her arm where Van Horne had grabbed her and desire snaked through
her body like summer lightning.


“It appeals to me.” Pinpricks of
anticipation tap-danced down her spine. “I just arrived in New York and my
schedule is open, so you pick the time.” She was beyond playing games and
besides, she wanted to see him again as soon as possible.


“How about tomorrow night?” They paused
at the foot of the steps leading up to the lawn. “I could send my car for you.”


“I can make my own way, thank you.” She
nodded toward the party. “I think I’ll leave now. I’ll just find Stephanie and
say my good-byes.”


“I’ll accompany you to your car.” They
made their way slowly toward the house in comfortable silence. At the edge of
the patio she sat on a low stone wall and slipped on her shoes. He offered her
his hand and raised her to her feet. She teetered for a moment, caught off
guard by the heat that sizzled between them.


She murmured her good-byes to Stephanie
and Rand, aware that every guest at the table was eyeing her. Rand rose from
the table and walked her to the foyer.


“You’re sure we can’t talk you into
staying for dinner?” There was a devilish gleam in his eye. “You must know
they’re all talking about you.”


She returned his grin with one of her
own. “Even more reason for me not to stay.” Her car pulled up and Alex
materialized in the foyer.


“Ah, there you are.” Rand grasped Alex
by the shoulder. “The man of the evening.” He looked over his shoulder and
lowered his voice. “Stephanie asked me to thank you for rescuing Jasmine from
Ollie.”


“It was my pleasure.” Alex walked to
Justine’s side. “We’ve already set our date for dinner.” He looked down at her,
eyes glittering in the torchlight.


“Yes.” Rand’s gaze flickered from Alex to
Justine. “Well, I’ll leave you to say your farewells. You’re staying for
dinner, aren’t you?”


Alex nodded, but he didn’t take his eyes
from Justine. “I’ll be right in.”


Justine was aware of Boyd behind her,
opening the door of the limousine. She should say something, but she didn’t
trust her voice.


He lifted her hand, brushing his lips
against her knuckles. “Come to me early. We can have a drink and relax before
dinner.”


She nodded silently and slipped into the
limousine, already resenting the hours until she would be with him again.


* * *


Justine let herself into Olivia’s
apartment, grateful for the soft lights her friend had left on. She tossed her
shawl and purse on the bed and kicked off her sandals before wandering into the
kitchen where she snagged a bottle of water from the fridge.


The answering machine was blinking, and
she lunged for it. Olivia’s cheerful voice was welcome after the unreality of
the past few hours. “Hi Justine, it’s me.” She raised her voice to be heard
over the background noise. “It’s crazy here, but I wanted to let you know I’ll
be staying overnight tomorrow, and heading back on Sunday. I’m anxious to hear
all about the auction. ‘Bye love.” The machine clicked off and Justine stared
at it for a moment. Her thoughts had been in a whirl since leaving the Hamptons
and she pressed the cool bottle to her forehead. Which was worse she wondered;
the butterflies in her stomach or the heat that sneaked up on her when she
thought about Alex? Which, by the way, had been every moment since she’d left
the party.


In the past few years, with her hectic
work and travel schedule, she’d had little time for men. There had been dates
of course, but not once had she met anyone who’d affected her the way Alex did.
From the moment she heard his voice and spotted him silhouetted against the
sunset, he’d seemed larger than life. Special, somehow, and not just because
he’d ‘rescued’ her. Thinking of him now, she silently scolded herself for
leaving the party so quickly. She didn’t even know the color of his eyes, for
goodness sake! What had she been thinking?


“This is ridiculous,” she said aloud.
“I’ve taken a simple act of kindness…or charity…on his part and I’ve blown it
way out of proportion. I doubt that he’s given me a second thought.”


* * *


Alex kicked off his shoes, smiling to
himself as sand spilled onto the parquet flooring in the foyer of the hotel
suite. The maid would earn her keep tomorrow; he made a mental note to leave
her a large gratuity. At the bar he splashed some whiskey in a glass and stretched
out in an easy chair, feet comfortably propped on an ottoman. He was still
trying to figure out what had happened to him tonight. Rash actions were
totally against his nature and he raked his fingers though his hair, wondering
what had possessed him to open his mouth.


As if he didn’t know! Closing his eyes,
he conjured up a vision of Jasmine… digging her toes into the sand and laughing
in that husky, sexy voice. His fingers tightened around the glass, and he
snorted softly, unwilling to kid himself any longer. From the moment he’d laid
eyes on her walking through the crowd he’d wanted her.


He tossed back the drink and scrubbed
his face with his palm. How long was it since a woman had attracted him like
this? The truth was, he hadn’t allowed himself to be tempted. He devoted every
waking hour to his work. It had to be that way… didn’t it?


* * *


Justine smiled at the doorman and
entered the lobby of Alex’s hotel. The day had been interminable, and as the
hours crawled by she came to the realization that this evening had nothing to
do with the auction... at least not for her. She wanted to be here, and
she desperately hoped that Alex felt the same.


The doors of the elevator slid open
soundlessly on the Penthouse floor. Justine caught sight of her reflection in a
mirror and her throat went dry. You’re only playing a role, she reminded
herself. The same thing you’ve done countless times when you were modeling.
Walking down the hall toward Penthouse A, she ran her tongue between her lips,
fighting a sudden attack of nerves. As she approached the door, she remembered
her mask and slipped it into place. “It’s Show Time,” she whispered to herself,
and then reached for the doorbell.











Chapter Three


Alex stood at the open door to the
balcony, wondering idly how he’d arrived at this point in his life. A short
while ago he had received a call from the London clinic where his wife had been
in a coma for the past nine months. The clinic had instructions to call him any
time Gabriella’s condition changed, but the Doctor had been quick to set his
mind at ease, and had assured him that there was no need to cut short his
business trip.


Gabriella had experienced a small
incident, but was expected to stabilize overnight, and in another day or two
he’d be returning to England. His mouth twitched with a wry smile. Not having
Jasmine’s telephone number was a blessing. After all, how could he cancel if he
couldn’t contact her? The soft chime of the doorbell broke through his troubled
thoughts, and he strode through the suite and into the foyer. He took a deep
breath, then opened the door.


His nostrils flared slightly at the
vision before him. He didn’t know where to look first, at the riotous hair that
had his fingers curling involuntarily, or at the luscious mouth that he had the
sudden urge to kiss. Equally as compelling was the body-hugging long black
dress. Emerald green eyes watched his response from behind the mask, and he
tried to hide his disappointment that she had chosen to wear it.


She stepped forward and offered him her
hand. “Hello Alex. Good to see you again.” The voice was the same…low and
vibrant. She slipped a stole from her shoulders.


Cool fingers sliding across his palm
restored his good manners. “Forgive me for staring,” he said, showing her into
the suite. The back of her dress was cut down to her waist and his gaze
lingered on the curve of her spine where it disappeared beneath the shimmering
fabric. She turned toward him and handed him a stole that she’d carried over
her arm. Her hand trembled as she handed him the garment.


She’s as nervous as I am, he realized,
draping the stole over a settee in the foyer. He gestured toward the bar.
“Would you care for a drink? A glass of wine, perhaps.” He had to keep his
hands busy before he reached for her. Everything about her made him forget that
he was a gentleman.


Jasmine smiled, and he began to relax.
“Thank you, but I rarely drink. If you have any mineral water, I would enjoy
that.” She walked toward the bar with the fluid, sensuous walk that had
captivated him at the party last night. Watching her as he prepared her drink,
he realized that she was even lovelier than he’d first thought. The only other
woman who’d ever attracted him like this had been Gabriella. Perhaps he should
remember where that had got him.


Justine kept her eyes lowered, toying
with the ice in her drink. Dunking an ice cube, she examined the sparkling
droplet at the end of her forefinger for a moment then licked it, unaware of
the effect she was having on him. He busied himself by pouring a splash of Crown
Royal. He longed to see her eyes more clearly, and for a moment he wondered if
she could sense his thoughts. If she could, she’d know that he wanted to make
love to her. She’d know how he ached to explore that enticingly smooth skin,
discovering every inch of her body. Would she cry out with pleasure as he
entered her? Suddenly he wanted very much to know the answer.


“Do you come to New York often?”


The sultry voice broke through his
reverie. There was no doubt he’d been celibate far too long. He couldn’t afford
to indulge in such far-fetched daydreams. Grateful for the abrupt return to
reality, he grasped at the lifeline of conversation.


“Every few weeks or so, although
sometimes it feels as though I spend half my time here.” He indicated the open
doors to the balcony. “Would you like to sit outside with your drink?”


Justine slid from the stool and walked
out onto the balcony. The sky was darkening and in the twilight the city took
on a magical glow. She leaned back against the railing, her dress molding against
her body. What was happening to her? Outside of work, she was never knowingly
provocative, but tonight was different. The air seemed to crackle between them.
For a moment their eyes locked, and she wondered if he could see the pounding
pulse in her throat or sense the way she ached to be touched. 


He stopped in front of her and she saw
his eyes clearly for the first time. Dark green around the edges, they were
flecked with shards of gold. For a moment she thought that he was going to
reach for her and she had no doubt that she would have gone willingly into his
arms. Whatever it was, Alexander Melrose had it in spades!


“Are you a native New Yorker? Your
accent sounds… different.”


“You have a good ear.” Justine allowed
surprise to show on her face. “I was raised in California and I lived there
until recently.”


“And what did you do there?” The
softness of the question made it somehow intimate.


“I grew up there. In Palo Alto.”


“Palo Alto.” For the briefest moment his
thoughts seemed to turn inward. He stared into his glass then took a large
swallow, turning back to her with an urbane smile. “Did you attend Stanford?”


“Only for one year, but I loved every
minute of it. I studied Art History.” Her eyes skimmed over the lights below
and came back to rest on his face. “I was on a scholarship, and my mother
insisted that I have what she called the full college experience. She worked
two jobs so I could live near campus. Back then I didn’t realize what a
wonderful gift she’d given me. I had a part time job, so together we made it
through.”


The doorbell rang, and Alex frowned at
the interruption. “That will be our dinner.” He set his drink down on a table
and strode toward the door.


Justine could see that her initial
impression had indeed been correct. He moved with unhurried assurance. The
elegant cut of his bespoke suit did little to hide the fact that he possessed
the body of a well-toned athlete. She closed her eyes for a moment and threw
back her head as voices floated out to her. This was proving to be a much more
difficult evening than she had anticipated. She was accustomed to controlling
her emotions in front of a camera, but when Alex looked at her it seemed as
though he was reading her innermost thoughts. The idea was oddly arousing and
her skin tingled as though from a lover’s touch.


Impatient with the subterfuge of the
mask she removed it and raked her fingers through her hair, welcoming the play
of air on her over-heated skin. Sensing his presence, she opened her eyes to
find him standing in the doorway, watching her.


“You took off your mask,” he said
simply, a smile of delight on his face.


She nodded, afraid to trust her voice.


It took a moment for him to recover. “I
hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of ordering for us in advance.”
With a courtly bow, he led her into the dining area. Soft music played in the
background, the lights had been dimmed, and on the table candles flickered in
crystal candleholders. A low arrangement of pale pink roses added to the
romantic setting. 


“Why this is lovely!” Justine’s delight
was genuine, and Alex grinned boyishly. Groups of floating candles in simple
glass containers were scattered around the room, bathing it in a soft glow. His
fingers grazed her shoulder as he helped her slide her chair forward.


“I ordered us a simple meal. I hope you
don’t mind.” He slid into his seat across from her. “Bisque, followed by a
tossed salad, and a main course of tournedos. If you don’t eat meat, I ordered
a fish course as well.”


“It all sounds delicious, thanks.”
Realizing that he was waiting for her to begin, she picked up her spoon. “And I
particularly enjoy lobster bisque.”


“Wonderful.” She looked up to find him
watching her. He didn’t seem interested in the food before him. “What types of
jobs are available for someone with an Art History degree?”


Thank goodness for small talk. Perhaps
now she could concentrate on something besides the way he was looking at her.
“Unlike some of the other first-year students I didn’t have any great
expectations about what I’d do after graduation. I simply wanted to learn.
Still do, as a matter of fact. Back then I had a vague notion of working in a
small museum or gallery.” She lifted her shoulders. “Turns out it wasn’t meant
to be, but it’s never too late to follow your dream. Wouldn’t you agree?”


“Absolutely.” Somehow his reply lacked
conviction, and she couldn’t help but wonder. Had his dream come too late? 


“Looking back, I suppose it was
inevitable.” Justine paused to savor a slice of perfectly broiled tournedos.
“This is excellent, by the way.”


Alex ate, seemingly without enthusiasm.
He waited for her to continue.


“I suppose you could say I was seduced.”


His eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”


“Seduced by money. A recruiting team
came on campus to look for models, and I was lucky enough to be chosen.”


He looked at her with frank appraisal.
“Oh, I daresay there was more to it than luck.”


Justine raised her eyebrows. “Perhaps,
but the point is, it didn’t take much to convince me to stick with it when the
money started rolling in.”


Alex nodded his understanding. “It would
be hard not to. But as you said…”


“It’s never too late,” they said in
unison.


A heated look passed between them, and
she dropped her eyes.  


“Would you care for some dessert? I
ordered chocolate mousse. It’s one of the house specialties.”


“We’ve only met and you’re already
discovering all my vices.” He placed the plate before her and she shot him a
quick glance. “Most of them, anyway.” Where had that come from? She didn’t
recognize herself.


“We’ve been talking about me all evening,”
she said, groping for a neutral subject. “Tell me about your education.”


Alex’s gaze fastened on a small dab of
chocolate mousse that lingered on her bottom lip. She raised her napkin, hoping
she could wipe it away discreetly before he noticed.


Too late. He was looking at her with an
intensity that was oddly exciting. She stilled, waiting for him to speak.
“Alex?”


For a moment he seemed startled at her
voice then settled back in his chair, once more the gracious host. “Well, let’s
see. My education seems rather boring compared with yours, but I went to Oxford
plus I studied at Wharton.”


“Very impressive.”


“Is it?” He gave an indifferent shrug.
“I followed the career path Father laid out for me.” He grinned sheepishly. “No
rebellious spirit here, I’m afraid.”


“But you completed your education. At
least I assume you did.” Justine took a sip of water. “I’d planned to go back
to school after I quit modeling but my mother became seriously ill.” She
blinked rapidly, fighting tears. “So I haven’t done anything about it.”


“Do you regret that?” He leaned forward.


“Never. I cherish every moment I spent
with her when she was sick, and as for going to back to school… well let’s say
I can go back to that any time. I saved a lot of money while I was modeling.”


“What did you model?”


Justine met his gaze squarely. “Lingerie,
mostly.” This information elicited a juvenile remark from most men.


“Tell me about your mother.”


Justine welcomed the question. The
highly charged sexual atmosphere was exciting, but it was also exhausting. She
decided on the abbreviated version of her mother’s story.


“Mom had congestive heart failure. We
were told that with treatment and a few lifestyle changes, she could have a
normal life. That’s what made it such a shock when her condition worsened so
quickly. She was gone within weeks.”


“I’m sorry. My father died a few years
ago while I was out of the country.” What he didn’t say was that he had been on
his honeymoon with Gabriella and had never forgiven himself for being out of
touch. “It didn’t seem real somehow.” He smiled wryly. “You endured the pain of
watching your mother die, but at least you were there.” He hesitated. “Was that
any consolation?”


“Surprisingly, yes it was. She was
everything to me; so much more than just my mother. She was also my best
friend, and was always there to support me, no matter what I wanted to do. I
still find myself wanting to share things with her.” She blinked rapidly. “I
loved her, and I was devastated when she died.”


“I know exactly how you feel. I had the
utmost respect for my father. I still do, and I miss him every day.” He gave
himself an almost imperceptible shake, as though chiding himself for revealing
too much. “What about your father?”


“Oh him! He left my mother when she
became pregnant with me. The thought of a child was too much for him.” Her eyes
flashed. “Good riddance. It angered me so much when I was growing up that I
legally changed my name and took my mother’s maiden name.”


“I can’t say that I blame you. I have no
patience with men who shirk their responsibilities.” His face clouded over and
he stood up abruptly. “Would you care for an after-dinner drink?”


“No thanks, but I’ll keep you company if
you’d like one.” She glanced over at the food service trolleys. “Actually, I’d
enjoy a cup of tea while you have your drink.” She settled into a corner of the
overstuffed sofa and accepted the cup and saucer with murmured thanks.


He saluted her with the brandy snifter,
green-gold eyes gleaming. “It’s been a wonderful evening. I’ve enjoyed our time
together.”


“As have I.” That was certainly true,
she thought to herself. How could I not enjoy being with this man?


“Jasmine.” He reached for her hand. “I’d
like to see you again, but there’s something I have to tell you first.” He
looked up at her, his expression bleak. “I’m married.”


She drew in a long, slow breath.
“Married,” she repeated. “That changes things, doesn’t it?” She knew she should
be running for the door, but something held her back. She raised her eyes to
find him watching her. Maybe it was the light, but it seemed that she could see
inside his soul. And he was miserable.


“You don’t seem to be the type of man to
have an affair.” Realizing how the words sounded, she gave a short, dry laugh.
“Listen to me. I’ve known you for a few hours, and I’m telling you what kind of
a man you are. How ridiculous is that?” She tried to take a sip of her tea, but
her hand was trembling.


Alex leaned toward her and took the cup
and saucer from her. “It’s not ridiculous at all. I’ve never cheated on my
wife.”


She wanted to believe him in the worst
way. “Why would you start now?”


He stared at her for a good minute and
she finally looked away, unnerved by the intensity of his gaze. He leaned
forward. “I thought you felt it too.”


Her reply, when it came, was scarcely
more than a whisper. “I did. That’s why I’m still here, I suppose.” She turned
back to him. “Tell me about your wife.”


He swirled the amber liquid in the
bottom of his glass. “My wife and I were about to divorce last year when she
was in a skiing accident. Now she’s lying in a coma in a clinic in England.”


“Oh Alex, I’m sorry.” The pain in his
voice was genuine but she needed to know more. “Do you mind if I ask why you
were divorcing?”


“I mind because it still hurts, but I’ll
tell you.” He placed his glass on the table with a trembling hand. “She said
she wanted to marry someone else. Just like that. I had no idea.”


Justine squeezed his hand. “That’s a
tough one.”


“No kidding.” He attempted a smile.
“I’ve been coasting along ever since. Until last night, that is. This past year
I’ve merely been going through the motions but when you walked into that party
last night my heart started to beat again.” He looked directly into her eyes.
“Sounds corny, I know, but for the first time in what seems like forever I feel
alive.”


She was dangerously close to falling for
this man, but she couldn’t allow that to happen. Alexander Melrose was a broken
heart waiting to happen. “I appreciate your honesty, I really do, but I’m
feeling a bit overwhelmed. I think I should go home now.”


He gave her another long searching look
then rose to his feet. “I’ll get your wrap,” he murmured, striding into the
foyer.


She couldn’t let it end like this. If
she left now, she knew instinctively that there wouldn’t be a second chance;
he’d be gone from her life. She followed him into the foyer and he turned to
face her, slipping the stole over her shoulders. With a feather-light touch, he
ran his hands down her arms, and an intense jolt of desire curled in the pit of
her stomach. She seemed to be watching the scene from a great distance. His
hands reached out to cup her face, and he gazed into her eyes as he lowered his
lips to hers. She responded to the heat of his mouth, a soft moan escaping from
somewhere deep inside. His tongue slid restlessly over her lips, and she opened
her mouth to him, staggered by the sensations that rocketed through her body.
She shouldn’t be doing this…he’d warned her about his wife, but her body hadn’t
been listening. He pulled away and looked into her eyes for a moment before
renewing the assault on her senses. His mouth was insistent as it captured
hers, and neither of them noticed her stole slip down her back, landing on the
floor in a puddle of black silk. His hands roamed possessively over her back
then moved lower, cupping her buttocks and pulling her closer. His body was
firm and hard, the evidence of his arousal making her bolder with every breath.
Her hands explored beneath his jacket, tentative at first, then becoming
urgent, needing to touch him closer, to feel his skin. Impatiently, she tugged
his shirt out of his trousers and slid her hands over his bare back, learning
the contours of his body. Taut muscles quivered under her touch.


“Jasmine” he whispered, his mouth
trailing down her neck. “You’re so lovely.” Hands that had clasped her buttocks
a moment ago slid up her sides, cupping her breasts. He stepped back and
watched the passion flare in her eyes as he touched her intimately. Eyes
darkening with desire, he eased one strap from her shoulder, feasting his eyes
on the exposed flesh. He lowered his mouth to her breast and she reacted
without thinking, clenching her fingers in his hair, eager to take all the
pleasure he was willing to give her.


When he lifted his head, his expression
was a mixture of tenderness and stark, naked lust. “Jasmine, forgive me for
being so bold, but I’ve wanted to make love to you from the very first moment I
saw you.” Her breast was exposed, and he cupped it gently, feathering the
nipple with his thumb.


His touch triggered exquisite, aching
need in the most female part of her body. Her breath came in rapid little gasps
and her knees threatened to buckle. She really did seem to be watching herself
from a distance. The woman in the foyer threw back her head as the man left a
trail of kisses down her neck and across the exposed flesh. His tongue teased
the distended nipple, tantalizing her with almost unbearable pleasure.


A telephone rang softly but insistently.
Alex lifted his head, his eyes glazed and unfocused. “Bloody telephone,” he
growled, his hand briefly caressing her cheek. “I’ll be right back,” he
murmured, then turned and strode back into the suite, yanking at his tie. 


Justine staggered backward and sat down
on a bench in the foyer, heart hammering in her chest. What was she doing? Much
as her body told her otherwise, she couldn’t make love with Alex tonight. She
barely knew him, but heaven help her, she wanted him like she had never wanted
a man in her life.


Her surroundings slowly came back into
focus, and she frowned at the sight of her stole on the floor. How had that
happened? Adjusting her dress, she slipped her arm back into the strap and
picked up her stole as Alex’s voice reached her.


“Yes, you’re interrupting me, but that
can’t be helped.” There was a short pause. “When did this come in?” A snort of
disgust reached her ears. “Like it or not, we have to deal with it. Give me
five minutes then ring back.”


Justine took a few uncertain steps
toward the suite. Alex stood by the telephone with his back to her, massaging
the back of his neck with one hand. His discarded jacket and tie lay tossed
across the back of a chair. With a tortured groan he turned and saw her
standing in the doorway. The expression on his face was one of regret…or was it
relief? His white shirt hung open, and a few curls of very masculine chest hair
drew her eye. He moved toward her with long, angry strides.


“That was my Paris office on the
telephone.” He motioned back into the room and ran his fingers though his hair,
clearly agitated. “Something important has come up, and they’re setting up a
conference call…” he waved his hand. “I guess you heard.”


Justine ached to reach up and touch his
face but kept her hands tightly clenched in her stole. The passionate scene of
a few moments ago already seemed like a dream. Surely it had happened to
someone else? She smiled wistfully and when she opened her mouth, her voice was
surprisingly normal. “I understand.” Her eyes roamed over his face, memorizing
every detail. Even in this disheveled state, he was devastatingly handsome.
“Thank you for a lovely evening.”


He reached out his hand and then slowly
let it drop. “Will I see you again?”


She squeezed her eyes shut, blocking out
the sight of him. How could she think with him looking at her like that? “I
don’t know, Alex. This has all been so…” she shook her head and opened her
eyes. He was still watching her. “So unexpected.”


“Wait.” He strode back into the bedroom
and snatched up his jacket. “Let me give you my private number.” He removed a
business card from a slim holder and jotted a number on the back of it. Before
she could react, he popped open the clasp of her bag and slipped the card
inside. “Promise me you’ll think about it, at least.”


She nodded silently, and moved toward
the door.


“I’m sorry our evening had to end so
abruptly.”  He opened the door and stood aside.


Reaching out, she brushed her fingers
across his lips. “Goodnight, Alex.” She turned and walked out the door, closing
it softly behind her.


* * *


Unable to move, Alex stared at the door.
Her scent lingered in the air; a tantalizing reminder of her presence. Now that
he’d found her, he was unwilling to let her go. With a supreme effort, he
strode back into the suite, forcing himself to focus on the upcoming telephone
call.


* * *


Justine welcomed the silence of Olivia’s
apartment. She undressed automatically, hanging up the dress and placing her
shoes on the floor beneath it. She slipped into an oversized T-shirt, wandered
into the living room and curled up on the sofa, pulling the T-shirt down over
her legs.


What had happened tonight in Alex’s
suite? Could she possibly have lost her heart to him in the space of only a few
hours? She moaned softly, recalling how his lips had left a trail of heat on
her skin. She still burned with desire, but had she confused lust with love? It
would be easy enough to do…after all, Alexander Melrose affected her as no
other man had ever done. She’d known that he was different from the first
moment she laid eyes on him. She also knew that making love with him would be a
sensuous, satisfying experience. There was only one problem. Alex was a man she
could fall deeply in love with…all the way.


She ran down a mental checklist, ticking
off what she knew about him: he was married, well educated, and generous in
support of charities. She also knew how her entire body responded when his eyes
caressed her, how his lips tasted, and the feel of his back beneath her
fingertips. She’d been brought up to believe that nothing but the truth was
acceptable. And the truth was that she ached to see him again.


With a soft cry she leaped off the
couch, and ran to her bedroom. Her bag was where she had tossed it, in the
middle of the bed. Pulling out the business card, she looked at the telephone
number he had jotted down. She ran her fingers over the numbers, planning what
she would say to him when she called.


She turned over the card and blinked
several times, unable to comprehend what she was seeing. Confused, she flipped
it back and forth, frowning at the phone number then staring in disbelief at the
printed side. She turned on the bedside light and looked again, as though by
some miracle the information would change. “This can’t be happening,” she said
aloud. The blood seemed to drain from her head and she staggered back onto the
edge of the bed, clutching the card. A vision of her mother swam in front of
her eyes. Her mother, fighting for life in a hospital bed, victim of a drug
that was supposed to improve her life but had ended up taking it. She looked
back down at the card. Alex’s name and title were engraved in the center of the
card, but it was the company name that sent a stab of despair into her heart.
PharmOmega–Alex’s company–had produced the drug that had killed her mother.


“Nooooo!” The word was wrung from her in
a cry of pain and denial. Sliding to the floor, she grabbed a pillow, hugging
it to her stomach and rocking back and forth, fighting the despair that broke
over her in waves, leaving her gulping for breath. She didn’t know how long she
sat there, tears running down her cheeks, forcing herself to accept what the
card revealed. Finally, when she could no longer deny the truth, she lowered
her head to her knees, mourning her lost dreams. Because that’s all Alex could
ever be…an unfulfilled dream. Sharper yet was the pain she felt at the loss of
her mother…a pain that was as fresh at this moment as it had been the morning
she died.











Chapter
Four


After a long,
exhausting night at her mother’s bedside, Justine had gone home to shower and
change. Always the optimist, she wanted to believe that she had seen a small
improvement in her condition. As she stepped out of the shower, her cell phone
rang.


“Justine, it’s
Heather.” The senior nurse on day shift, Heather was a comforting mixture of
compassion and practicality. “Your Mom’s taken a turn for the worse. I think
you should get back here.”


“No!” Justine
pressed the phone to her ear with one hand, pulling clothes out of her drawers
with the other, fighting to form a coherent thought. “Do you think…” She
couldn’t bring herself to say the words.


“I’m afraid so.
I’ll sit with her until you can get here, but hurry.”


Justine didn’t
remember driving to the hospital, or the long walk down the corridor to the
nurses’ station. Heather met her in the hall, her expression grim.


“Am I too late?”
Justine’s voice cracked.


The Head Nurse
nodded. “I’m sorry. It was very quick. You may not want to hear this right now,
but it was a very peaceful death. She just slipped away.”


“But this can’t
be happening. She was fine just a few hours ago!” Justine looked around wildly.
Meals were being delivered, orderlies were wheeling patients to and from
various appointments. Nurses walked by, shoes squeaking on the highly waxed
floors. How could life be going on normally when hers had just been torn apart?
She staggered a bit, then steadied herself by grasping the railing that ran
down the length of the hall. “Can I see her?”


“You can see her
later if you wish. She’s been moved out of her room already.” The nurse guided
her to the waiting room at the end of the hall, settling her into a chair. “The
doctor is on his way. He’d like to speak to you.”


Justine looked
at the nurse as though she were speaking a foreign language. This can’t be
happening, she thought wildly. I’m going to wake up and this will have
been a bad dream. Mom can’t be dead. She grasped the nurse’s arm,
silently beseeching her to clarify this terrible mistake.


“Can I get you
anything?” Heather asked solicitously. “I have to get back on the wards, but I
could bring you a cup of coffee or something.”


Justine managed
a weak smile and released her grip. “No. Thank you.” The nurse nodded and left.


The morning sun
spilled through the windows, highlighting the brightly colored cushions in the
waiting room. Justine hated them on sight. How could the hospital create such a
cheerful room in such a cheerless place? She looked down at the crumpled tissue
in her hand and wondered idly where it had come from.


With grim
determination, she pulled herself together, vowing not to let grief overwhelm
her. Not yet, anyway. The nurse had asked her to wait for the Doctor. As though
he could be of any help now! She looked up to see him standing at the Nurses’
station, reading a chart. He turned and saw her, and for a brief moment, she
got the impression that he wanted to avoid her. Perhaps he did, but she wasn’t
going to let that happen.


She stood up as
he came into the waiting room.


“I’m so sorry,”
he said tentatively. His eyes searched her face. He won’t find any signs of
hysteria in me, she thought stubbornly.


“I don’t
understand how this could have happened.” Her voice almost broke, but she
fought for control and won. “You said she’d be in here for a few days to
monitor her reaction to the new drugs. She was improving, I’m sure of it.”


“Sit down
please, Miss Phillips.”


She allowed him to
guide her to a chair, and he sat down across from her.


“You will recall
that we discussed stabilizing your Mother’s condition with a new drug.” He
opened a file folder and glanced at it as though reviewing a script. He closed
the folder, grasping it tightly.


Justine watched
him carefully. “I recall very well what you said. You said that Crohn’s disease
in combination with congestive heart failure was not a death sentence. You said
she’d have many good years ahead of her. I’d like to know what happened.”


The Doctor
removed his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Your Mother had a
severe and unexpected reaction to the new drug.”


Justine frowned.
“How can that be? These drugs are tested, aren’t they?”


“Oh yes.” He
replaced his glasses and picked up the file again, moving it away from Justine.
“But sometimes…”


“Sometimes
what?” She had the distinct impression that she was missing something. “What is
it you’re trying so hard not to say?”


His demeanor
suddenly turned defensive. “Nothing. Nothing at all. I prescribed the same
medication for several of my other patients and they did remarkably well. Your
Mother’s case was simply unfortunate.”


Justine couldn’t
believe her ears. “Unfortunate hardly covers it.”


“I’m sorry. That
was a poor choice of words.”


Waving away his
apology, she leaned forward. “What was the name of the drug?”


The Doctor gave
an impatient sigh. “It’s referred to as XR44. PharmOmega always assigns an
alphanumeric code to their new drugs for the first year of use.” He looked at
her steadily. “If you’re thinking of a lawsuit, I’d advise against it.”


Justine stared
at him in surprise. “Suing the drug company won’t bring my mother back. The
thought never entered my head.”


“Well I just
thought I’d mention it. PharmOmega defends themselves very vigorously in
court.”


“I’m sure they
do.” Justine stood up abruptly and crossed her arms, taking a few steps away
from the Doctor. Then she turned back to him, her face grim. “This is none of
your business but I’m going to tell you anyway. My mother hated the fact that
everyone sues each other at the drop of a hat. And I feel the same way. I find
your suggestion offensive.”


The Doctor
nodded silently. Was that a flicker of relief she saw behind his glasses? He
reached for his pager and glanced at it. “Do you have any more questions? One
of my patients has arrived at Emergency.”


Justine looked
at him blankly. “I can’t think right now.”


“I understand.”
He got to his feet and looked down at her. “Call me anytime if I can be of
help. I’m truly sorry, Justine.”


* * *


After dealing
with the paperwork surrounding her mother’s death, Justine closed the house and
drove up the west coast, oblivious to the changing scenery as she made her way
north. A small town in Oregon finally caught her attention, and she rented a motel
room near the beach, where she did nothing but sleep for several days.
Eventually she began to see the beauty around her.


When she’d left
California, her anger had been a random thing, ready to strike out at anyone
and everyone. Walking the beaches of Oregon, her anger crystallized. In her
mind, PharmOmega had taken her mother’s life. She might have focused her anger
on her mother’s Doctor, but that would have been wasted energy. In a bizarre
twist of fate, a week after her mother’s death the Doctor had died from a
massive coronary while fly-fishing in a remote mountain stream.


Justine spent
many hours each day walking the hard packed sand of the Oregon beaches,
invigorated by the brisk sea air and the magnificent scenery. Her anger cooled
and was eventually replaced by introspection. She pondered the facts of her
mother’s death, turning them over one by one. Something didn’t add up, but she
was too emotionally exhausted to pursue the vague sense of unease that wouldn’t
leave her.


Surprisingly,
her chaotic thoughts were soothed by words her mother had uttered not long
before her death.  She could still hear her voice, which was usually
accompanied by a gentle smile. “Every time something goes wrong in our lives,
we want to blame someone else,” her mother had said more than once. “So we sue
them. Such a waste of energy when we could be doing something positive
instead.”


Justine perched
on a rocky outcrop, out of reach of the foaming surf. She would honor her
mother’s memory, but she’d never forget the name of the company responsible for
her death. It would have to be enough.


* * *


She slowly
returned to the present, sitting on the floor of the bedroom in Olivia’s
apartment. 


She was still
clutching the business card; she flattened it out and stared at it again. The
PharmOmega logo taunted her. There was no mistake. Alexander Melrose, Chairman
and CEO. How could this be happening? Hours ago she had been giddy with
anticipation at the thought of spending another evening with him. And now…now
what? She dragged herself upright and wandered into the bathroom, staring at
the unfamiliar image in the mirror. The skillfully highlighted auburn hair was
attractive, but it didn’t belong to her, it belonged to Jasmine. She shook her
head angrily. The transformation had been a mistake. She knew that now, as
clearly as she knew she’d never see Alex again in spite of the intense
attraction that sizzled between them.


She staggered
into the shower and stood with her face turned to the brutally hot water,
washing the color from her hair. If only she could erase her memories this
easily.


But that would
be too easy. She stepped from the shower, wiped the fog from the mirror and
peered again at the freshly scrubbed woman who greeted her. She was herself
again, but somehow that didn’t change the facts. As Jasmine she had fallen hard
for Alexander Melrose. “And what about you?” she asked the woman in the mirror.
“Did you fall for him too?”


She was afraid
to answer.


* * *


Justine was
sitting at the kitchen table staring into a mug of tea when Olivia returned the
next day. “How was the trip?” she inquired, trying to inject some enthusiasm
into her voice.


“Great.” Olivia
slipped her camera gear and laptop from her shoulder with a groan and collapsed
into the opposite chair. “I’ll have a whole new appreciation for my
photographer from now on. When Randy said he wanted me to take pictures in
addition to doing the story I agreed without a second thought.” She reached for
a cup, pouring herself some tea. “So, how did the auction go?”


“The auction?”


“Hello. Earth to
Justine.” Olivia’s eyes narrowed as she sipped the tea. “Is something wrong?
You look like you’re off somewhere else.”


Justine picked
up her teacup and then set it back down. “I’m fine. The auction was great. A
man paid twenty-five thousand dollars for me.” Tears welled up in her eyes and
she brushed them away angrily. “I had dinner with him last night.” She rested
her head in her hands.


Olivia looked at
her oddly. “I think you’d better tell me about it.”


Justine took a
deep breath. “His name is Alexander Melrose, and he’s married.”


“Alex? But he
said he couldn’t make it to the auction.”


Justine’s head
snapped up. “You know him?”


“Know him? At
home we live on adjoining estates.”


“But Livvy!”
Justine looked at her friend, trying to absorb this new information. “Why
didn’t you say anything when I mentioned PharmOmega?” She dropped her head in
her hands. “This keeps getting worse and worse.”


Olivia jumped
up, started to pace. “All right, all right. Perhaps I should have said
something, but you seemed to be warming to the idea of the auction, and Alex
had told me he couldn’t make it. I never dreamed he’d change his mind… that you
would meet him.” She frowned. “Wait a minute. Why did you say ‘he’s married’ in
that tone of voice?”


Justine sighed.
There was no sense trying to bluff her way past Olivia. Her friend had always
been able to worm information out of her. “I liked him, okay?” Her eyes
narrowed. “So how well do you know him?”


“Know him? We
practically grew up together.” Olivia stopped pacing and sat down again. “And
now you’re miserable because you discovered he’s married. Some marriage,” she
muttered to herself.


“Tell me about
him.” Justine heard the plea in her voice, but she didn’t care. Try as she
might, she hadn’t been able to banish Alex from her thoughts. She had to know
more about him.


Olivia settled
back in her chair. “His family has lived on the estate next to ours for
generations. By comparison, we’re newcomers.” Her eyes misted. “He’s had a
tough time of it the past few years. What’s happened to Alex shouldn’t happen
to anybody. I feel sorry for him.”


In spite of
herself, Justine leaned forward eagerly. “Tell me.”


Olivia leveled a
look at her friend. “I guess it won’t hurt to fill you in a bit. Let’s see…”
she stared into her teacup. “Where should I start?”


Her lips curled
in a soft smile of remembrance. “First of all, I suppose I should confess. I
had a terrible crush on him when I was a kid. He seemed so glamorous, going off
to school and all. And he rides like a dream. I can still see him flying over
the stone fences on his favorite horse.” She took a quick sip of tea. “But I
digress. When he was twenty-five he surprised a lot of people by marrying a
woman named Gabriella. Thankfully by then I was over my crush. They were a beautiful
couple. She was a world class skier, but she planned to give it up when they
got married. Then Alex’s father died unexpectedly and he was thrust into the
position of running the business.” Olivia’s mouth tightened. “Shortly after
they were married, Gabriella went back to skiing. It turns out she was doing
more than skiing, and about a year ago she announced to Alex that she wanted a
divorce. Can you believe it? The foolish girl intended to marry some Austrian
nobleman or something. I never did hear exactly who it was. It doesn’t matter,
because a few months later she was in a terrible skiing accident and has been
in a coma ever since. Of course the Austrian disappeared and Alex won’t divorce
her now. She’s being cared for in a clinic outside of London.”


“That sounds
like something right out of the tabloids.” Justine was thoughtful. “Is she
going to recover?”


“I don’t know.
I’ve been meaning to ask Mother when we speak on the phone but our
conversations always seem to get sidetracked when she starts telling me about
her gardens or her work for the Children’s Hospital Auxiliary.”


Justine gave a
weak grin. “Sounds like charity work runs in your family.”


“Yes I suppose
it does.” Olivia studied her carefully. “But we were talking about Alex. What
happens next? You’re not blaming him personally for your mother’s death are
you?”


Justine stood up
and went to the sink on the pretext of rinsing out her cup. She needed a moment
to collect her thoughts. Olivia was blameless in this little drama. She turned
back to her friend, opting for a portion of the truth. It wasn’t complete
honesty, but it was all she could offer.


“No, I don’t
blame him. Not really.” She shot a surreptitious glance at her friend. “The
thing is, we really hit it off. You have to admit, he’s all man.”


“You’ll get no
argument from me.” Satisfied with Justine’s answer, Olivia wiggled in her
chair, eager for more details. “So what happened at dinner?”


  The
evening scrolled across Justine’s mind in fast forward. “We had a wonderful
time.” That at least was true. She took a deep breath. “More than a wonderful
time, to be honest. I think I was really falling for him. And then he told me
about his wife.”


“That’s
amazing.”


“Why is that?”


Olivia gave her
head a quick shake. “Because Alex is very closed-mouth about his private
business. He must have felt comfortable with you.”


“Well, like I
said, we were getting along quite well.” Justine met her friend’s eyes. “Much
as I’d love to see him again, he’s a heartbreak waiting to happen.”


“And if he
calls?” Olivia was persistent. “What would you do then?”


Justine
hesitated. “Well for one thing, he doesn’t know my name or where I live. As of
last night, Jasmine ceased to exist.”


“Yes but what if
he calls Stephanie? She’ll call me.”


“Oh. I hadn’t
thought about that.” Justine pursed her lips. “I don’t think he’ll call, but if
he does, maybe you could you tell him you didn’t really know me that well. You
could say I was in town for a few days and I’ve left again.”


“He bid
twenty-five thousand dollars for you and you don’t think he’ll call?”


Justine
shrugged. “I rather think he can afford it.”


“Of course he
can, but that’s not the point. A bid of that size calls attention to him, and
as I said, Alex is a private man. Seems to me it was more than just a
charitable donation.” She softened her tone. “Justine, are you sure this is
what you want?”


“Honestly?”


“Yeah,
honestly.” Olivia smiled encouragement.


“I don’t know.”
Justine looked tentatively at her friend. “I’d like to see him again. More than
I can possibly tell you, but somehow it just doesn’t feel right.” She stood up,
pacing the room. “The auction was all well and good. We were expected to be in
disguise, so I played my role, and with the exception of the mask, I continued
it for our ‘date’.” She paused for a moment, finding herself trembling at the
memories. “But can’t you see? He wants to see Jasmine, and I’m not comfortable
with that little charade. I let it go on too long. I can see that now.” She
stopped pacing and slumped down on the chair opposite her friend. “Jasmine’s
gone and Alex is married. Maybe we should just leave it at that.”


Olivia studied
her friend. “Why am I thinking that’s not what you really want?” She
paused for a moment, in case Justine changed her mind, but her friend was
resolute. “Okay…if he calls, Jasmine was in town for the weekend and has gone.
End of discussion.” She picked up her laptop. “And now I need to look over my
notes from the weekend.”


“Did you get
some good material?” The change in subject was a relief.


“The best, but
it was hard to keep up. Life with them is one continuous party.” She slapped
the heel of her hand into her forehead. “I just remembered. We’re invited to a
party tonight. It’s precisely what you need to get your mind off Alex.”


“A party? That’s
the last thing I need right now.”


“Come on. The
invitation came from one of Daddy’s boring banker friends, but he generally has
an eclectic mix at his soirées. It’ll do you good.”


“I was thinking
of going to the Museum this afternoon.”


Olivia made
shooing motions with her hands. “Then run along. But be ready around seven.”


* * *


Justine ran
lightly up the stairs to the second floor of the museum, where she knew she
would find paintings by Gauguin, Monet, Cézanne and Pissarro. They all
enthralled her and within moments she was lost in the paintings that spoke so
clearly to her soul. She was startled when she heard the announcement informing
visitors that the gallery would be closing in half an hour. Where had the time
gone? Reluctantly, she left the building. The afternoon sun was still warm and
she pulled her light jacket around her shoulders as she walked along Fifth
Avenue in the direction of Olivia’s flat. A limousine came to a halt just ahead
of her and a tall man got out, reaching inside to help a woman alight. Justine
stopped abruptly, certain that it was Alex, but he turned and she realized her
mistake. She hadn’t thought about him all afternoon, but suddenly he was front
and center in her thoughts. A sharp quiver of desire left her breathless with
longing. Somehow she’d have to forget their evening together. There was nothing
to be gained from reliving those moments. Nothing at all.


* * *


“Like I said,
you’re a chameleon.” Olivia stood back and studied her friend. Justine’s hair
was back to its normal ash blonde and curled into a sedate twist at the back of
her neck. Her makeup was subdued, but expertly applied. Soft lipstick made her
look young and vulnerable.


“Are you feeling
well?” Olivia was concerned. Justine had been quiet since coming home from the
Art Gallery.


“I’m fine. It’s
just that I feel like being less noticeable tonight.” Justine would have
preferred to stay home, but she had promised to accompany Olivia. Besides, her
friend was right. A night out would keep her thoughts from straying back to
Alex. At least she hoped it would. “I’m ready when you are.”


* * *


Alex glanced
idly around the spacious penthouse. He didn’t usually attend parties, but one
of his board members had invited him and on the spur of the moment he had
accepted. Being out in public couldn’t hurt…it might even help to drag his mind
away from Jasmine. He forced his attention back to the knot of people that
surrounded him. The men were discussing the pros and cons of the European
Union, and the women were trying to appear interested. He wondered how soon he
could slip away. He turned his attention back to the conversation.


* * *


Justine needn’t
have worried about being noticed tonight. The room was crowded, and she and
Olivia were swept from group to group as Olivia greeted friends and
acquaintances. Justine paused by the piano to listen to a medley of Cole Porter
tunes. As the pianist launched into I Get A Kick Out Of You she scanned
the crowd, wondering how soon she could make a graceful exit. And then she
froze, her glass almost slipping from her grasp. Alex was making his way across
the room. His gaze seemed fixed over her shoulder and she turned, realizing
just in time that he was bearing down on Olivia.


His greeting
carried an easy familiarity. “Hello Olivia. Didn’t know I’d see you here
tonight.” He saluted her with his glass.


Olivia looked
from Justine to Alex. He hadn’t acknowledged her yet. As he stood grinning at
Olivia, both women realized that he didn’t recognize Justine. And why would he?
She looked completely different tonight. Justine straightened her shoulders and
sent Olivia a pleading smile.


“That’s because
you so rarely venture out while you’re here. It’s not my fault if you don’t
meet anyone.” Olivia’s tone was gently scolding.


Alex grinned
boyishly. “Ah Liv, you sound like my mother. She’s constantly after me to get
out more.” His eyes flickered over Justine. “I apologize if I’ve been rude.” He
held out his hand.


Olivia turned to
Alex. “This is my friend Justine Phillips. Justine, I’d like to introduce you
to an old family friend, Alexander Melrose.


Justine
blanched. Somehow her hand found its way into Alex’s. “Delighted to meet you.”


He smiled
politely and turned back to Olivia. “I missed you at the auction the other
night.”


Olivia offered
him her most innocent look. “Oh, did you go after all?”


“Yes, I did. I
rather enjoyed it.” He glanced briefly at Justine, politely including her in
the conversation before returning his attention to Olivia. “The evening was
quite successful, according to Stephanie.”


“Were you one of
the successful bidders?” Olivia tilted up her face, enjoying every moment of
the conversation.


“Let’s say I was
able to make a small contribution and leave it at that, shall we?” He touched
Olivia briefly on the shoulder. “Carruthers is waving me over, but I’d like to
have a word later, if you don’t mind.” He turned to Justine. “It’s a pleasure
meeting you, Justine.”


She nodded
speechlessly and watched his broad back disappear in the throng of guests.


Olivia met her
glare with surprising equanimity. “See, I told you. He didn’t even recognize
you.”


Justine didn’t
know if she was disappointed, or relieved. And then it struck her. He was
interested in Jasmine. Jasmine with the green contacts, the riotous mass of
hair and the husky voice. It was that woman who interested him, not the real
person she knew herself to be.


“You’re right,”
she said, adopting a positive attitude. “He didn’t recognize me. At first I was
in complete shock, and then there was such a feeling of relief.” She pressed
her fingers to her pounding temples. “I think I’m getting a headache.” Moving
toward the open doors to the terrace she looked back at her friend. “I’ll be
outside, getting a breath of fresh air. I need to be by myself for a minute or
two.”


Olivia watched
her friend with concern. Justine had put up a good front, but she knew her too
well. Her friend had been shaken by Alex’s presence. She accepted another glass
of champagne from a passing waiter and joined a group of familiar faces.


* * *


The evening air
was surprisingly soft and gentle above the muted roar of the traffic. Justine
looked out at the lights for a moment, willing her pounding heart to slow down.
She was tempted to turn around and try to catch another glimpse of Alex. The
sight of him had made the blood pound in her ears. And yet their meeting had
been so surreal. She was still having a hard time accepting the fact that he
hadn’t known who she was. A young couple wandered out onto the balcony and
embraced. Justine looked away, searching for a more secluded spot. A deck chair
and a low table were tucked into a corner behind a mock orange bush and she sat
down, grateful for the privacy. What was she thinking of… being disappointed
that Alex hadn’t recognized her? After all, she had no intention of seeing him
again…did she?


She sipped her
drink slowly, sorting out the jumble of emotions that had left her head
spinning. What about PharmOmega? Not once during that incredible encounter had
she even thought about the drug company, or that Alex was its CEO. She held the
cool glass against her forehead and closed her eyes.


Her peaceful
interlude was broken as two men wandered out onto the balcony.


“What concerns
me is the fact that we have drugs coming off patent in March of 2015, December
2015 and February 2016, as well as that user patent expiring in November of 2016.”
The speaker paused, and ice cubes rattled in a glass. “Of course, those dates
could be pushed out for six months with a pediatric extension before the
expirations. But what’s worse is that we don’t have anything very exciting in
the pipeline.”


A second voice
spoke up and Justine caught a hint of a German accent. “You’re not the only one
worried about your job. You’ll be able to read this in our Annual Report in a
few weeks, but I have it on good authority that we paid 8.2 billion for the
Parallax acquisition. We also purchased 12.5 million shares of Ovada for $68
per share just before the public tender offer. Oh, hello there, Melrose.”


“Good evening
gentlemen.” Justine’s heart raced at the sound of his voice. She listened as he
exchanged pleasantries with the men. His voice was different than before;
crisp, almost formal.


* * *


The two men
exchanged a few more words with Alex and then moved back into the room,
ostensibly to refill their glasses. The amorous couple had departed, and Alex leaned
on the railing, looking out over the city. Visions of Jasmine had haunted him
all day. Her lips, her tousled mane of hair, the sensuous way she moved. She
was like a drug, and he had willingly become an addict. He had to see her
again. He had been fingering a one pound coin and tossed it into the air. It
bounced from his palm and clattered to the tiles. He strode behind a plant to
retrieve it and was startled by a woman sitting very quietly in the corner.
“Gracious, you surprised me” he said. “You’re Olivia’s friend, aren’t you? What
are you doing out here by yourself?”











Chapter Five


The situation
was so ridiculous it was funny. Justine stifled a laugh. “Au contraire.
I haven’t been by myself since I came out here. It’s like Grand Central
Station. Let’s see.” She tapped her lip in an exaggerated parody of
concentration. “There were the lovers, then two men who sounded worried about
their careers, and now you.” She paused, realizing that she probably wasn’t
making much sense. “I didn’t really mean to eavesdrop.” She hiked her chin and
shot him a challenging look. “I was here first.”


“I’m sure you
were.” He smiled at her, and her breath caught in her throat. Those incredible
eyes seemed to see her for the first time.


“If anyone could
be accused of eavesdropping, it would be me.” He smiled crookedly. “I stood
just inside the door and listened to those chaps divulging what sounded to be
sensitive company information. What was it that one chap said? That they paid
$8 billion for Parallax and a huge number of shares of Ovada?”


“Not precisely.”
Justine closed her eyes. She couldn’t concentrate with him staring down at her.
“He said ‘You’re not the only one worried about your job. You’ll be able to
read this in our Annual Report in a few weeks, but I have it on good authority
that we paid 8.2 billion for the Parallax acquisition. We also purchased 12.5
million shares of Ovada for $68 per share just before the public tender offer.
Oh, hello there Melrose.’”


Alex stared at
her, and she could almost see his mind working. “Did you just repeat
word-for-word what he said? I think you did.”


Justine sighed.
Why had she let him in on her secret? The answer to that was obvious; heaven
help her, but she wanted to keep him talking.


“It’s a gift…or
a curse, depending on how you look at it. But yes, my mind seems to capture
words effortlessly.”


“This is
incredible. What else did they say?”


She frowned and
looked up at him. “What is this, a test?”


“No. Yes.” He
ran his fingers through his hair in a gesture that was becoming familiar. 


“You shouldn’t
mess up your hair like that. It’s a bad habit.”


His expression
was a mixture of surprise and annoyance. “And what do you know about my
habits?”


“Oops. Sorry.”
She lowered her head and mumbled. “But it really is a bad habit.”


Alex’s mouth
twitched as he fought to suppress a grin. “Stop changing the subject. It’s
Justine, isn’t it?” She nodded. “So tell me Justine, what else did you hear?”


She repeated the
dialogue about the drugs coming off patent.


Alex let out a
low whistle. “That’s public knowledge, of course, but his take on the situation
interests me.”


Justine rose and
moved to where he stood, resting one elbow on the railing.


When he spoke
his voice was low, almost seductive. “That’s quite a gift you have.” He turned
to her, and his face was serious. “What sort of work do you do?”


Justine smiled
uncertainly. “Right now, I’m taking some time off. I’m…you don’t want to hear
this.”


“Yes, I do.” He
seemed to be studying her.


“I’m going to
indulge myself. Take in some plays. Go to museums and art galleries.” She
hesitated. “Stuff like that.”


“That sounds
wonderful.” He turned back to the view. “How long do you retain the information
you’ve heard?”


“Huh? Oh, we’re
back to that, are we? Well, let’s see. I’ve never tested myself, but I think
for a few hours. I could probably sit down at a laptop right now and type out
everything those men said.” She lifted her shoulders in a partial shrug.
“Probably longer if I didn’t hear other conversation in the meantime, if you
know what I mean.”


“Hmmm.”


“Why are you so
interested in this quirky ability of mine?”


Alex turned and
faced her. “I had a call from my Paris office last night.”


Justine managed
to keep a straight face.


“I have an
important meeting there in a few days. My company is considering acquiring a
specialty pharmaceutical maker in France. We’re scheduled to sit down with them
for some informal discussions, and I’d like to keep it that way. It would be
bad form to have a secretary along taking notes, but it occurs to me that if I
introduced you as my companion, you might pick up something of interest.” He
bent his knees and peered into her eyes. “What do you say; would you like a
trip to Paris?”


Justine’s heart
did a little tap dance. A trip to Paris with Alex! Thoughts bounced around in
her head like lightning bugs trapped in a jar. She couldn’t. But why not? It suddenly
occurred to her that if she traveled with him she might gain some insight into
his company. She had no illusions that she would learn anything momentous, but
didn’t she owe it to her mother’s memory to grasp the opportunity?


  A
self-deprecating laugh bubbled up her throat. Who was she kidding? She wanted
to travel with him because she was still attracted to him…in spite of his
connection to PharmOmega. But could she possibly accompany him and not give
away her feelings? Clearly, he didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in her
as Justine. The knowledge stung a little, but the chance to be close to him
more than made up for that fact. 


“I’m not sure I
understand. What do you expect me to ‘pick up’?” She’d better get this clear.


Alex spread his
hands. Those same hands had caressed her intimately and her stomach fluttered
as she recalled the way his thumb had feathered her nipple before his mouth had
claimed it. She forced her eyes back to his face. “We’ll play it by ear, but I
envision a scenario very much like what just happened. We might get into a
conversation where facts and figures are being tossed about.” He leaned closer
and the scent of his cologne made her go weak. “But you’ll remember them. If
what we hear is important, I’ll ask you to make a record of it on a laptop, as
you suggested. Nothing sinister.”


“It sounds a bit
like industrial espionage.”


Alex laughed
easily. “Not really. That’s stealing information. I don’t see anything wrong in
being able to remember what’s said openly in a conversation.”


Justine pursed
her lips. “I suppose you’re right.”


“I’d pay you for
your time, of course.”


“Of course” she
murmured, shooting him an oblique glance. “I’ll leave the amount up to you.”


“Does that mean
you’ll come?”


As though she
could refuse. “Yes, I’ll come. It sounds very interesting.” And dangerous, she
thought. Would she able to hide her feelings…about him as well as his company?


“Are you staying
with Olivia?”


“For the time
being, but I’ll give you my cell.”


“Very well. I’ll
have my secretary contact you.” He removed a slim notebook from his jacket
pocket, jotted down her number and consulted his schedule. “We leave at seven
forty-five on Tuesday evening. I’ll have a car pick you up. Margery will give
you the details.” He held out his hand. Justine hesitated and then slipped her
hand into his. His skin was smooth and warm, his handshake brisk and
businesslike. “That’s settled then. I’ll see you in a couple of days.” An
amused smile tugged at his mouth. “You’re a remarkable young woman, Justine.”


“Thanks, I
think.” She looked directly at him, almost hoping that he would recognize her.
No such luck.


The noise from
the party was getting louder and he raised his hand in a farewell gesture.
“Until Tuesday.”


Following his
progress through the crowd, she watched him track down Olivia and draw her
aside. Heads together, they spoke for a few moments before he shook hands with
an older gentleman then made his way to the door. Justine realized that she had
been holding her breath, and exhaled as Olivia came out onto the balcony.


“I saw Alex out
here talking to you for the longest time. What was that all about?” 


“You won’t
believe me.”


“Try me.”


“I’m going to
Paris with him.”


“You’re right. I
don’t believe you.” Olivia looked out over the city, and then turned back.
“Wait a minute. You’re serious, aren’t you?”


“Yes. I’m going
to work for him. Or at least he calls it work. He’s hired my memory, and
I get to go along for the ride.”


“You’re not making
sense.”


Justine turned
away, uncomfortable in the face of her friend’s curious stare. In spite of
their closeness during their year as roommates, she’d never told Olivia of her
remarkable abilities.


She turned to
her friend. “Remember in school when I’d sometimes repeat what people said?”


Olivia nodded.


“Well I don’t
make a big deal about it, but I have a peculiar ability to remember things I
hear. Words just stick in my head like flies on flypaper.” Justine explained
what had transpired earlier. “And so I agreed to go with him.”


“I’m confused.
Didn’t we talk about this just this morning, or was that someone else in my
kitchen?”


“That’s the
beauty of it, Livvy. He’s not interested in me…or should I say Justine. He
honestly doesn’t recognize me from last night.” A sudden thought hit her. “And
I’m beginning to doubt that he was ever interested in Jasmine.”


“Oh, he’s
interested all right.” Olivia shook her head. “That’s what he cornered me
about. He’s been on to Stephanie, and she referred him to me. He wants to see
her again.”


Justine’s heart
fluttered. “What did you tell him?”


“I told him that
Jasmine was a friend of a friend, and that she’s left town.”


“Oh.” She
couldn’t meet Olivia’s eyes. “Good.”


Olivia raised an
eyebrow. “You’re sure you’re fine with this?” She acknowledged a greeting from
someone inside the apartment, then returned her attention to her friend.


“Of course.”
Justine motioned toward the party. “Go ahead. I need a few minutes to sort
myself out.”


Olivia touched
her arm. “Okay. You know where to find me.”


Justine walked
back to the railing, marshalling her thoughts. She’d been confident that
telling Alex that Jasmine had left town was the right thing to do. So why did
she have such a sense of loss? The answer was simple; he was interested in
Jasmine. But it was Justine who would accompany him to Paris. A shimmer of
excitement erupted in goose bumps along her arms, then disappeared in a flood
of guilt. How could she feel this way about him, knowing who he was? Racked
with conflicting emotions, a low moan escaped her lips. She was being torn
apart, but there had never really been any doubt. She would travel to Paris
with Alex, even if it was for all the wrong reasons.


* * *


Justine spoke
with Alex’s secretary and reconfirmed the details of the trip. Always
efficient, Margery informed her that she had been able to secure an additional
seat in First Class. The Paris office had been instructed to provide Justine
with a laptop computer. It would be waiting in her suite at the Georges V.


* * *


“Good evening,
Miss Phillips.” Alex’s driver greeted Justine in the lobby of the apartment
building. “Right this way, please.” He opened the rear door of the limousine.


“It was kind of
him to send his car for me,” she said dryly, ducking her head as she stepped inside.


Alex looked up
from the file he was studying, a flicker of amusement on his face. Justine
pressed long, slender fingers over her mouth. She wore clear nail polish, and
his stomach clenched as he recalled the soft color Jasmine wore on her nails.
It matched the dark rose lipstick she favored.


“Oops.” Justine
smiled brightly. “There I go again, putting my foot in my mouth.”


The young woman
was refreshingly forthright. Alex grinned for the first time today. The knot of
frustration in his stomach had grown steadily when he realized that he would be
unable to reach Jasmine. “And how is my secret weapon today?”


Justine looked
at him blankly. “I beg your pardon?”


“You, Justine.
You’re my secret weapon.” He sighed. “A clumsy attempt at humor, I’m afraid.”


She settled into
the comfortable seat as the limousine glided away from the curb. “I’m fine,
thanks. Never better.”


Alex thought he
detected a slight brittleness in her tone. He looked at her sharply. Indeed,
her lovely hazel eyes appeared haunted, perhaps even sad. Her outfit was
offbeat and yet sensible. A classic knit sweater hung loosely over a pair of
black leotards. Her legs were long and shapely, and she wore soft flats on her
feet. She would be comfortable en route.


As if reading
his thoughts, she folded her legs beneath her. “I’ll be a good girl now, and
sit in my corner.”


Alex indicated
the file in front of him. “I have to figure out a compromise on this upcoming
acquisition. So if you’ll excuse me, I’ll run over these figures once more.”


Justine selected
a magazine and opened it on her lap although she knew she couldn’t possibly
read. How could she with Alex sitting next to her looking unbearably handsome?
Marveling at his powers of concentration, she flicked the pages of the
magazine. From time to time he tapped his pen on a row of figures, deep in
thought. She closed her eyes, calling up memories of their evening together.
Memories that were so vivid a small sigh escaped her lips. Her eyes flew open,
expecting to find him staring at her, but his attention remained focused on the
report in front of him. She studied him in profile, trying to reconcile the now
familiar face with the monster she had pictured behind PharmOmega. At least she
was now in a position to learn about his company and judge for herself. She
leaned back in the seat and watched the skyline slide by.


* * *


The cabin
attendant smiled sweetly at Alex and Justine experienced an irrational flash of
jealousy.  The departure had been on time, their meals ordered.


“Would you care
for a glass of wine?” He leaned toward her as the flight attendant waited
patiently.


“Yes, thank you.
Dry white, please.” His cologne was evocative, and her throat closed up as
memories flooded in again. This wasn’t going to be as easy as she had hoped.
She sipped her wine.


“You mentioned
the other evening that you’re planning to visit some museums and galleries on
your time off. Have you been to the Louvre?”


“Yes I have, but
I’m looking forward to seeing it again.” She shifted in her seat. “What’s our
schedule?”


“We’ll be
getting to the hotel fairly early. I’ll be spending most of the day at the
office, but you can do whatever pleases you. We have a dinner meeting scheduled
with the principals for the evening.” He leaned toward her again. “I’ll
introduce you as my companion.” He raised an eyebrow. “They’ll probably think
you’re my mistress. We’ll let them think that, if it’s all right with you.” He
pulled back into his seat.


Justine tried
not to appear hurt at his sudden withdrawal. “I suppose I can pull off a little
role playing, if that’s what you want.” What do you expect, she asked
herself, an engagement ring?


“Excellent. Ah,
here are our meals.”


They exchanged
small talk during dinner and then Alex put on his headset. Justine curled up
with her seatbelt loosely fastened and a blanket pulled up under her chin. She
drifted off to sleep with a contented smile on her lips.


* * *


The cabin lights
dimmed and Alex pushed back his seat in an attempt to catch a few hours of
sleep. Justine slept peacefully beside him, eyelashes feathered against her
cheeks. He smiled as she shifted to a more comfortable position. She was cocky
and independent. She was nothing like Jasmine, whose gentle mannerisms had
captured his heart. He closed his eyes, and for what seemed like the hundredth
time wondered if he should have withheld the truth from her. But no…even before
Gabriella’s deception, he would not have entertained the slightest suggestion
of dishonesty in his personal or business affairs. His groin tightened at the
memory of their evening together. Without doubt, he knew that making love with
Jasmine would be explosively satisfying. Sex with Gabriella had been like the
fulfillment of a contract. Quid pro quo. Why hadn’t he realized that earlier?
Dazzled by her beauty and charm, he had wanted her for his wife whereas she had
wanted only his luxurious lifestyle and the social advantages of his position.
He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.


Although he
barely knew her, he sensed that Jasmine had no hidden agenda – she would give
as freely as she took. In the year since Gabriella’s accident, she’d been the
first person to break through his self-imposed emotional barriers. He shoved
back his seat and closed his eyes. The passion in Jasmine’s eyes had been real,
and he regretted that he would never see it again.


* * *


Early the next
morning, a company limousine greeted Justine and Alex at Charles de Gaulle
airport, whisked them through sparse traffic and delivered them to the Hotel
Georges V.


A lush bouquet
of flowers brightened the living room in Justine’s elegant suite, their heady
scent filling the room. She stepped onto the balcony and gasped in delight at
the sight of the Eiffel Tower rising magnificently alongside the Seine. The
morning sun warmed her face and she smiled, planning the day ahead. A discreet
tap on her door sent her running to open it, her face flushed with pleasure.


“Is everything
to your liking?” Alex stood in the hall, briefcase in hand.


“It’s perfect. I
have such a wonderful view.”


The green and
gold eyes smiled at her as he nodded his head. “Yes, I know. My suite is right
next door.”


Justine shrugged
her shoulders. “Silly me.” The grin was firmly planted on her face. “It’s going
to be a beautiful day.”


“I was
wondering…” Alex seemed suddenly shy…“if you would like to join me for a cup of
coffee downstairs in the Courtyard?” He consulted his watch. “My meeting isn’t
for another hour and I thought if you weren’t heading out right away…”


“I’d love to.
Give me two minutes.” She turned to him. “Why don’t I meet you down there.”


Alex was
impressed when she appeared a few minutes later. Not only was she prompt, but
her appearance rivaled the most elegant Parisienne. She wore a pair of
off-white linen trousers with a black fitted jacket of the same fabric. Long
dangling earrings swayed enticingly, accenting her lovely neck. A group of men
glanced appreciatively in her direction as she walked across the courtyard, and
he found himself looking at her with new eyes. He could think of several of his
friends who would enjoy having her as their mistress. The thought of her with
any of them disturbed him.


She leaned
toward him, as though to impart a great secret. Her eyes sparkled with
enthusiasm. “I’m going to go for a walk,” she announced. “I’ve decided to walk
along the river and perhaps go as far as the Louvre.”


Their coffee
appeared, accompanied by a plate of warm croissants.


“I wish I could
come with you.” The words slipped out before he realized what he was saying. He
couldn’t remember the last time he’d acted irresponsibly.


“You do?”
Justine pulled the end off a croissant and popped it into her mouth. She closed
her eyes, savoring the buttery pastry. “Couldn’t you take the day off?”


He shook his
head.


“No, I suppose
not,” she said dryly. “Nose to the grindstone and all that. It must be tough
being a Chairman and a CEO of a large corporation.” Her tone changed from
playful to serious. “That’s a lot to live up to.”


He looked at her
curiously. “Most people don’t see it like that. They think all I do is sit
around and give orders.”


“Maybe you
should. Then you could come with me today.”


She licked
butter from her fingers and Alex was lost for a moment. With a supreme effort,
he tore his eyes away. “I’d like that. My wife…” He hesitated, and then
continued. “My wife doesn’t have much interest in museums or art galleries.”


A film of
sadness slipped across his face as he spoke. Justine took a deep breath.
“Olivia told me about your wife’s accident and that she’s hospitalized in
London. I’m sorry, Alex.”


He set down his
coffee cup. “So am I. It’s been a tough year.” He glanced at his watch and
stood up. “I’m sorry to leave you, but the driver will be here any moment.”


“And here I
thought I’d talked you into playing hooky.” She smiled up at him. “Have a good
day. I’ll see you back here this evening.”


* * *


A slight breeze
rustled the leaves of the plane trees along the Seine. Justine turned east,
heading for the Tuileries Gardens. For the first time since she had parted from
Alex as Jasmine, she was completely at ease. Today was a day to set aside all
of her worries and her heartaches. Paris was a city for living, and she
intended to do just that.


* * *


“I see you got
my message.” Alex stood up and held her chair as she joined him in the bar
later that evening. His eyes skimmed over her simple black dress and carefully
applied makeup. “You look lovely,” he said, gesturing to the waiter. “We have
time for a drink.”


“A glass of
champagne would be lovely.” She turned to him. “So, how was your day, honey?”


He looked
startled, and then nodded, chuckling softly. “You almost had me there for a
moment.” He waited until her drink arrived and then held his glass up in a
toast. “Here’s to us.”


Their eyes held,
and Justine managed to croak out a reply, touching her glass to his. “To us.”
The golden liquid bubbled in her glass and she sipped it appreciatively. “Did
you solve your problem about this merger?”


His tone was
patient as he replied. “It’s an acquisition, not a merger. There’s a big
difference. And yes, we did manage to come up with what we hope will be an
acceptable compromise.”


“Do you want to
brief me on who’s who tonight?” Justine dipped her finger in the champagne then
brought it to her mouth, licking off the sparkling droplet with obvious
enjoyment. “Sorry, bad habit,” she said, sounding far from apologetic. She
pushed the glass firmly away. “This is very fine champagne but I’d better not
have any more if I want to keep my wits about me.”


“You know, I met
a woman recently who doesn’t drink at all.” Alex’s eyes grew distant for a
moment before returning to Justine. “That’s quite rare these days.”


A surge of
pleasure rippled through her body as she realized he was thinking of Jasmine.
“Yes, I suppose it is. I’ve always enjoyed a glass of wine, myself.”


“So do I,
actually” he said. “Now let’s go over those names.”


* * *


Justine glanced
discreetly around the restaurant as they greeted their hosts. Located on a side
street on the Left Bank, the restaurant catered to local clientele. With his
arm draped possessively around her shoulders, Alex performed the introductions.
She longed to lean into him, but instead she extended her hand graciously.


“Justine, I
would like you to meet René Contin and Marc Desaulniers.” She shook hands. “And
this is the founding partner, Madame Michelle Letourneau.” Justine turned to
face an elegant older woman who led them to a table tucked away in a private
alcove. She and Alex were soon being entertained by an amusing account of
René’s recent trip to New Zealand, where in spite of his excellent English,
he’d had difficulty understanding the local accent. 


Over the fruit
and cheese tray, talk turned to the acquisition. Justine smiled attentively,
listening to the conversation. There didn’t seem to be any critical points
under discussion, but Alex was unfailingly polite. It was agreed that the
lawyers from both sides would meet the next day to prepare the first draft of
the agreement.


Justine was
startled when Alex leaned into her and brushed his lips against her cheek.
“Excuse me, would you darling?” he murmured silkily. Her skin sizzled from his
touch, and she hoped he hadn’t noticed her sharp intake of breath.
Instinctively, she raised her hand, fingertips touching his face in a gesture
of intimacy. Her eyes lingered hungrily on his lips for a brief moment before
she nodded.


“Monsieur
Melrose is a very handsome man.” Michelle’s gaze followed Alex’s tall figure,
then turned back to Justine, assessing her with renewed interest.


“Yes, I suppose
he is.” Justine feigned nonchalance. “But all of this work is becoming
tiresome. I wish he could find the time to accompany me to the art galleries.”


The Frenchwoman
launched into an enthusiastic description of a new display at one of the
smaller Left Bank galleries. Justine had read about it this afternoon and was
able to smile and nod without really listening. Across the table a far more
interesting conversation was taking place between the two men. Confident that
she couldn’t possibly understand them, they were quietly congratulating each
other on manipulating their sales figures for the past several years. In their
opinion it was unlikely that the deception would ever be discovered. They
estimated that the exaggerated figures added over two million dollars to the
deal.


Incensed at
their fraudulent attempt to cheat Alex, she struggled to keep her composure,
and was unable to hide her tension when he eased back into the seat beside her.


“Are you ready
to leave?” He picked up her hand and raised her fingers to his lips. With a
supreme effort she reminded herself that he was playing a role. “Yes” she
nodded. “I’m ready.”


They parted from
their hosts with effusive handshakes. They agreed that it was a perfect night
for a walk and Alex dismissed the car that had been on standby during the meal.
The evening air was gentle and they were only a short distance from the Seine,
with their hotel a few blocks beyond that. 


They strolled in
silence for a moment before Alex spoke. “Well, what did you think?” he asked,
watching her carefully.


“I think you got
your money’s worth.”


Her tone was
sharp, and he increased the length of his stride to keep up with her angry,
impatient steps. “Have I done something to offend you?”


“What?” She
reached out to touch him on the arm. “No, of course not. I’m just so angry at
what they said.”


“Calm down.” He
tipped up her chin and looked into her eyes. “What did they say?”


“It was when you
disappeared. “Where did you go, by the way?”


“I had to use
the facilities. Now will you please tell me what they said?”


In spite of her
anger, she grinned. “Yes, of course. Well, Michelle was telling me about an art
show and René and Marc started chatting together about your deal.” She clenched
her fists. “How dare they try to cheat you!”


“Justine, you’re
driving me mad. Will you please tell me what they said?”


“Sorry, boss.” 


He scowled at
her, trying to look fierce.


“They inflated
their sales to make the bottom line look better. They estimate that they got an
extra two million on the deal, plus change.” She prodded him in the chest with
a finger. “Have you ever heard anything so…so sneaky?”


He tensed, eyes
flashing angrily. Then just as quickly his mouth curved in a wry smile. “I’m
afraid I have, chérie. People cheat in business all the time.” He took her arm
and tucked it under his. “Now tell me, how did you come to hear this
conversation?”


She tried to
pull away to look at him, but he held her firmly. “Because they were sitting
right across from us. And because I speak fluent French.”


“Do you now?” He
raised an eyebrow. “How convenient.”


They passed
through the busy intersection and walked onto the Pont des Invalides.


“Well it was
certainly convenient tonight.” She stopped and clutched at his jacket. “Oh
Alex,” she gasped, looking over his shoulder.


“What is it?” He
followed her gaze.


The Eiffel Tower
loomed behind him, a sapphire gem in the dark night sky. Transformed by blue
lighting, it glowed with ethereal brilliance. They walked along the bridge,
looking back every few steps at the soaring structure. As if by some unspoken
agreement, they paused at the apex of the bridge and leaned on the railing.


“It doesn’t get
any better,” she said softly, as a bateau-mouche approached the bridge,
spilling music over the inky water of the Seine. She turned to him. “Thank you
for tonight. This is beautiful.”


“And so are
you.”


She looked at
him steadily for a moment, and then looked back at the river. “Thank you for
saying that.” Her throat was tight with emotion, and she knew that she’d better
get the conversation back to business.


“Aren’t you
angry that they tried to cheat you?” Her earlier fury had been replaced by
curiosity. 


“Disappointed,
yes. Angry, no.” He leaned on the railing. “I don’t take these things
personally, Justine. When it comes to business, I choose not to waste energy on
anger.” She shivered and he took off his jacket, slipping it around her
shoulders. “I’ll go ahead with the deal, but at a lower price.” His eyes
glinted and once again she imagined she could see his mind working. “How much
extra did they say?”


“They said they
added $2.4 million.”


“Very well. I’ll
lower the price by $2.9 million. That will teach them a lesson.”


Justine smiled.
“You take no prisoners.”


“I suppose not.”
He offered her his arm. “Shall we walk?” They sauntered past several amorous
couples on the bridge. “The way I look at it, $2.9 million will pay for a lot
of vaccine.” He patted her hand. “So you’re right. I did get my money’s worth.
Now I want to hear about how you learned to speak French so well. Let’s go back
to the Hotel bar and have a nightcap.”











Chapter Six


  “It
started as a bit of a joke, really.” Justine sipped her Cointreau. “It was in
high school. Our teacher told us about a contest posted on one of the bulletin
boards, the prize being an eight-month French immersion course at the Sorbonne.
My friends were relentless. As a matter of fact, one of them picked up the
application form and browbeat me into applying. I didn’t even realize that I
had an ear for languages until I got here.”


She paused,
smiling at the memory. “Every word was in French. Textbooks, classes, lectures,
everything! The students were from all over the world and French was the common
language. Even though we’d had an excellent French teacher at school I couldn’t
comprehend a word for the first few weeks but then it seemed as though
something magical happened. Almost overnight I found I could understand
everyone. It was wonderful.” She smiled brightly. “And that’s the story of how
I got to spend eight months in Paris.”


“I’m envious.”


Justine couldn’t
believe her ears. She made a show of looking around at their luxurious
surroundings, her hands spread in a mute appeal. “You live your life like this
and you’re envious? Get a grip!”


Alex accepted
her outburst with a rueful smile. “You’re right of course. Was I sounding sorry
for myself? That wasn’t my intention. It’s just that… well the whole idea of
spending that much time on your own in Paris… it’s intoxicating.”


“Are you
kidding? I was terrified at first. But I lucked out by choosing to live in a
small pensione and within a few weeks I was just one of thousands of
students roaming the Left Bank. I’ve been back several times since, but it’s
never been the same.” Her eyes met his. “Delightful, but never the same.”


“Some things
just can’t be repeated.” Like this evening, he thought. I don’t want it to end.
Surprised at his thoughts, he leaned forward. “Would you care for another
drink?”


“No thanks.” She
settled back in her chair, holding her snifter with two hands. “Does the notion
of freedom really make you envious?”


“Back then it
did.” He paused. “I suppose it still does, actually. When I was young, all my
school chums went to Europe on their breaks and larked about.” He smiled at the
memories. “As you can imagine, they came back with wild tales of their
conquests. Some of their stories might even have been true, but I never did get
to discover that life for myself. Father considered school breaks the ideal
time to expand my education. And not in Europe.”


“Are you telling
me you’ve never had any time to just… you know… hang out and be yourself?”


He laughed
easily. “You make me sound like an abused child but no, I can’t say that I ever
just ‘hung out’ as you so aptly put it. I was, however, rather proud of my
independence when I broke my nose during a cricket match.” He fingered the
break and she could almost see the memories flashing behind his eyes.


“I was wondering
about that.”


“It was a matter
of honor. One simply doesn’t admit to pain.”


“You didn’t have
it looked at?”


“I’m afraid not.
Just slapped a plaster on it and by the time I went back home it was healed.”
He shuddered. “I refused to have it re-broken.”


Justine studied
him openly. “I like it. Keeps you from being too perfect.”


“I’m hardly
that, as you’ll get to know if you spend any time with me.” He glanced at his
watch. “I’ve enjoyed myself tonight Justine and I hate to break this up, but I’ll
have some unhappy Frenchmen to deal with in the morning, thanks to you.”


“What are your
plans for tomorrow?” Her expression was hopeful.


“Let’s see. The
morning will be taken up in re-negotiations, and then beyond that I have no
definite plans. Did you have something in mind?”


“It’s just a
whim, really, but I’d like to buy you lunch. I had planned to wander around the
Left Bank tomorrow. You know, visit the old haunts.”


Alex signed the
check and helped her from her seat. “It sounds tempting. But how would I
contact you if I can’t make it? It’s one of my small phobias. I hate to be late
for an appointment.”


“Really? Me
too.” They waited for the elevator. “Tell you what; I’ll wait at Les Trois
Frères from one until one thirty. If you don’t show up, I’ll know you got tied
up.” 


“I hate to think
of you sitting there…” 


“Fighting off
amorous Frenchmen?” She grinned at him cheekily.


“When you put it
like that, I can see I’ll have to make a special effort to be there. Where is
this place?”


She explained
the location as they walked down the hall to their rooms. “Well, here we are.”
She held out her hand. “The French shake hands when they meet, and when they
part. Isn’t that charming?”


He brought her
hand to his mouth and kissed it gallantly. His eyes held hers. “Yes, it is.”


She fumbled with
her key and opened the door. “We did well tonight, didn’t we?”


Seeing her
framed in the soft light of the room’s interior he fought the sudden urge to
take her in his arms. “We sure did. Goodnight, Justine, and I’ll try my best to
meet you for lunch tomorrow.”


She closed the
door softly and leaned against it. It had taken all her willpower not to throw
herself at him. Pushing away from the door, she realized how tired she had
suddenly become. She stripped off her clothes and slipped between the cool
sheets. It was true, she thought with a smile. They had made a good team
tonight. She snuggled down into bed and recalled her anger when she’d
discovered that the Frenchmen had planned to cheat Alex’s company. The same
company that she’d held in contempt since her mother’s death. But tonight
things looked different. 


* * *


Crowds of
tourists flowed around Justine as she studied the façade of Notre Dame de
Paris. The intricate beauty of the structure never failed to amaze her. She
glanced at her watch and realized that it was time to start making her way to
the Boulevard St. Germain.


It was a few
minutes before one when she arrived at the restaurant, and she settled happily
at an outside table where she could observe the locals weaving their way
brusquely through the throngs of tourists. She ordered a small glass of beer
and waited impatiently, anxious to hear the results of Alex’s re-negotiations,
and to tell him of her morning excursion.


By one
forty-five she had almost finished her second beer. For the first half-hour she
had eagerly inspected every man who came into sight. After each disappointment,
she found herself comparing the unsuspecting strangers to Alex. Not one of them
could match his style and she soon tired of the comparisons. For the last
fifteen minutes her normally optimistic outlook had deserted her. Impatiently
she brushed away the tears that gathered in the corner of her eye. It was
nothing to cry about. After all, he had warned her that he might not be able to
break away in time.


“Je regrette,”
she told the waiter sadly. He had observed the lovely young woman eagerly
scanning the crowded sidewalk. He accepted her money with a small bow, his
expression making it clear that the man who had left this lovely creature
sitting alone was very foolish indeed.


Fighting back
tears, Justine made her way through the crowds along the boulevard. And then,
through the cacophony of sound, she heard her name and stepped back toward the
building, away from the constantly moving flow of people. She stood on her
tiptoes and searched for the familiar tousled head.


* * *


Alex spotted her
as soon as he stepped out of the car on the opposite side of the street.
Clutching his peace offering, he called out and began threading his way through
the traffic. A foolhardy gesture, but he did not want to lose her in the crowd.
Angry horns blared in his wake, and Justine spotted him just as he made it to
the sidewalk. “I was afraid I’d missed you,” he said, gazing down into her
eyes. He handed her a small bouquet of violets. “Forgive me, please?” He
reached out and gently brushed a tear away from her cheek. 


She stared at
the flowers. No giant bouquet could have been more beautiful, or made her feel
more special. She stood on her tiptoes once more, kissing him quickly on the
cheek. “Of course I forgive you. Did you get everything sorted out? Have you
had lunch yet?”


“Steady on.”
Alex laughed and casually slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Do you mind if
we go back to the restaurant? I’m starved!”


With an impish
grin she linked her arm through his. “We can’t have that. You’ll need your
energy where I’m taking you this afternoon. Let’s get you some lunch.”


He shook his
head and smiled back at her. “What am I going to do with you, Justine?”


“I don’t know,”
she shot back, a gleam in her eye. “We’ll think of something.”


They settled
down at her former table, and the waiter served them with a broad smile.


“What’s good
here?” Alex turned to her for advice.


“Call me crazy,
but I was going to have the hamburger and a beer.”


“Sounds good to
me.”


She spoke
quickly with their waiter, and turned back to Alex. He was watching her with
obvious delight, and she fought against the blush that crept up her neck. “So
tell me, how did it go?” She leaned forward eagerly.


“Do you doubt my
bargaining skills?” His gaze skimmed over her, noting how young and carefree
she looked. A ribbon held her hair pulled loosely back from her face but a few
strands had escaped and floated free in the gentle breeze. He felt a sudden
urge to loosen the ribbon and sift his fingers through the silken mass that
hung down her back. He sat back as the waiter arrived with their beer, grateful
for the interruption. He didn’t usually get distracted this easily. Taking a
sip of beer, he leaned back in his chair. “We agreed on the figure you and I
discussed last night. The lawyers are working on it now, and I’ve cleared my
afternoon. I’m all yours.”


“All mine.” If
only he knew how those words sounded. “That’s a dangerous thing to say.”


“And why is
that?” His eyes held a mild challenge.


Her heart wanted
to answer him honestly, but common sense prevailed. “Because I might walk your
feet off, that’s why.”


* * *


The afternoon
became a precious scrapbook of memories. Wandering lazily along the Seine, they
paused frequently to examine the artwork for sale and peruse the bookstalls.
With the afternoon sun at their backs they walked aimlessly, exclaiming with
delight at the treasures they uncovered.


Justine was
examining a stack of old magazines when she realized that he had wandered off
to study some art prints. She scanned the stalls for him, and spotted him
easily in front of an easel. Sensing her eyes on him, he turned slowly and met
her gaze through the crowds. The connection was instant and powerful, only to
be broken by a cluster of passing tourists. She glanced back at the spot where
he had been, but he had disappeared again. With a shrug, she turned back to the
magazines.


“Did you find
anything you like?” His voice, low and velvety, whispered in her ear.


She didn’t dare
turn around. If she did, she just might tell him! “As a matter of fact, yes I
did.” She picked up a magazine, feigning interest.


“And what would
that be?” He was standing right behind her, and she was positive that she could
feel the heat radiating from his body.


“I like the way
you’re relaxing. You should do it more often. I haven’t known you very long,
but for the first time you don’t seem to care what time it is.”


“I don’t.” He
glanced at his watch. “Up until now, that is.”


“Uh-oh. Do I
sense another commitment? I think I’m jealous.” She wandered a few steps and
stopped beside an ice cream vendor. “Would you buy me an ice cream, please?”


Alex held up two
fingers and they were soon walking again. Some of the stalls were starting to
close; the crush of people had lessened.


“I have two
meetings scheduled for tonight.” He glanced at his watch. “In an hour and a
half, actually. First with the accountants and then with the lawyers. I’m
sorry, Justine.”


Grateful for the
diversion of the ice cream, she masked her disappointment. “Don’t be sorry.”
She looked at him brightly. “This afternoon was just a bonus, that’s all.”


“Yes,” he mused.
“A delightful bonus.” They walked shoulder to shoulder for a few minutes, the
silence between them comfortable. “I have an idea,” he said suddenly. “I don’t
know why I didn’t think of it earlier.”


“Maybe you had
other things on your mind. Like buying a company, for example.”


“Do you want to
hear this or not?”


His fake scowl
elicited a grin from Justine. “Of course I do.”


“I’m going to
London tomorrow.” He hesitated. “To check on my wife, and go to the office. I
thought you might like to go with me and go on to my home. You could meet
Olivia’s mother and I’ll catch up with you on Saturday.”


Justine stopped
dead in her tracks.


“It was just a
thought. Of course if you have something else to do…”


She shook her
head and resumed walking. “No, it’s not that. You took me by surprise, that’s
all. I’ve always wanted to meet Olivia’s mother.”


But more than
that, she welcomed the chance to observe this compelling man in his own
environment. Beyond the intense attraction that drew her to him, she thrived on
their friendly banter, and their shared interests. “Am I finished here? Will
you be wanting me anymore?” She blushed, realizing how her words could be
misinterpreted.


He didn’t seem
to notice her discomfort. “You’re free to go home any time you wish. I’m sorry
if I didn’t make that clear, but I thought you might enjoy a short side-trip.”


She nodded her
agreement. “I would. There’s just one question.”


“There’s always
a question with you Justine.” He shook his head, but seemed pleased at her
decision. “What is it?”


“It’s rather
short notice. I won’t be putting your mother out, will I?” She was beginning to
doubt herself already. “Do you think I’ll fit in? What do I call your mother?”


He stopped
abruptly and reached for her arm, pulling her gently aside. His eyes held hers
for several heartbeats before he spoke. “Justine, I believe that you could fit
in just about anywhere and you’ll find that nothing upsets Mother. She’ll
probably ask you to call her by her first name, which is Daphne.” He resumed
walking, but continued to hold her by the arm. “And by the way, that was three
questions.”


The sun sank
below the horizon, gilding the top of the buildings that lined the banks of the
river. Words seemed unnecessary, and Justine wished the afternoon could go on
forever. She couldn’t pinpoint the moment it had happened, but sometime in the
past couple of days, he’d become more than the man who’d captured her heart
with one kiss. This man was nothing like the monster she’d fabricated in her
mind at the time of her mother’s death. The knowledge lightened her heart, and
she darted a quick glance in his direction and then looked away with a
contented smile. 


  “I’m
afraid we’ll have to hail a cab to get back to the hotel in time.” Alex led her
up the steps to the street. “But I can’t remember when I’ve enjoyed an
afternoon more.” He held the door of the cab and she slipped inside. “Thank you
for inviting me.” He climbed in beside her. “You’re good for me, Justine. My
trips from now on will seem rather boring, I’m afraid.”


She considered
her words carefully before she spoke. “I’ve enjoyed it too.” She tried to keep
her tone light. “And besides, Margaret has my number if you decide you need me
again.” She waited hopefully for a response, but he was already preoccupied
with his schedule.


“Yes, of
course.” He pulled out his notebook. “Can you be ready to leave the hotel at
ten in the morning? The car will pick us up then. When I get back to the office
I’ll have my secretary book you a seat.”


“Sure, ten
o’clock will be fine.” Justine winced as their driver blasted his horn for the
second time in as many seconds. “Will I like her?”


“Who?” He looked
puzzled.


“Your mother. Do
you think I’ll like her?”


“I suppose
you’ll find out tomorrow, won’t you?”


* * *


A small woman
with delicate features greeted Justine the next day. “Hello, my dear. You must
be Justine. Welcome to Haversham Hall.” She removed her gardening gloves and
looked down at her muddy boots.  “Excuse my attire, but I’ve been working
in the rose gardens. I’m determined not to let those pesky aphids get ahead of
me this year.” She extended her hand. “Call me Daphne, won’t you?” 


Gentle blue eyes
inspected her without giving offence, and as they shook hands Justine sensed
that the gracious exterior masked a steely determination. “Alex says you have
been travelling with him as an interpreter and that you were a great deal of
help to him in Paris.”


She was grateful
that Alex hadn’t mentioned her prodigious memory. “I hope so. This was the
first time I’ve ever done anything like this, and I wasn’t quite sure what to
expect.” She turned as a woman came bustling out of the main house, wiping her
hands on an apron.


“Oh there you
are Fiona. This is Justine. She’s been working with Alex.”


“Welcome to
Haversham Hall, Miss.” She indicated Justine’s suitcase. “Leave your bag, Miss.
Gerald will take it up to your room.” She jerked her head toward the expanse of
lawn below the rose gardens. “That lot will be tearing holes in the lawn again.
They do it every year.”


“Never fear,
Fiona. It will grow back again in no time.”


Justine had
noticed the activity on the west lawn as she came in. Several trucks and vans
were parked beyond an ornate greenhouse. She turned to Daphne. “If you don’t
mind me asking, what’s going on?”


“We’re hosting a
fundraiser for the Children’s Hospital tomorrow. We have a bake sale and crafts
and games and rides for the young ones. The money goes toward buying computers
and games and books for the children.” She turned to Fiona. “We raised over two
thousand pounds last year.”


“Humph!” The
housekeeper glared in the direction of the lawn, where men were busy hammering
stakes into the ground to hold the tents. “Thanks to young Mr. Melrose, I’d
say. Without his help they wouldn’t do nearly as well.”


“Now, Fiona.
Mrs. MacMillan does a remarkable job of organizing everything. You know most of
the credit should go to her.” Daphne’s voice was gently scolding.


“You must mean
Olivia’s mother!” Justine looked in the direction of the tents. “Is she here
now?”


“I shouldn’t
think so. Today the men are working on the set-up. No doubt Audrey is at home
finalizing all the details.” She looked at Justine closely. “Of course… you’re a
friend of Olivia’s. Alex mentioned that. How is she?”


“I’ve only been
in New York a short time myself, but from what I can see, her assignments are
keeping her busy. And with Olivia, busy is happy.” She scanned the horizon.
“Can you see their house from here?”


Alex’s mother
gave her an amused look and then smiled. “No, I’m afraid you can’t, but I’m
sure Alex will want to show you around when he arrives.”


A somnolent
peace hung over the countryside, broken only by the distant voices of the crew
setting up for tomorrow. Haversham Hall, situated on a small rise, glowed in
the afternoon sun. Honey-colored limestone, distinctive to most Cotswolds homes,
softened the façade of the imposing building. Pale grey granite pillars rose
gracefully on either side of the massive front door. Justine tried not to
stare. A string of lower buildings trailed away to the right, and she heard the
sound of a horse whinnying impatiently in the stables. “It’s lovely,” she said
softly, her eyes roaming over the buildings and the gently undulating
landscape. “I imagine Alex enjoys his time here.”


“There hasn’t
been much of that recently, I’m afraid.” Daphne’s reply was forthright, but
Justine did not detect any bitterness in her tone. “His time is stretched
thinly these days.” She smiled brightly. “Never mind, we enjoy seeing him
whenever he can get here, and we try to make his visits as enjoyable as
possible.”


A sudden thought
struck Justine. “Would it be better if I leave? Perhaps if I’m not here he’ll
be able to relax more completely. I hate to think of him missing an opportunity
to unwind, even for a short while.”


Daphne pulled on
her gardening gloves, masking her surprise at the considerate gesture from the
young American woman. “That’s very thoughtful of you Justine, but not necessary.
This wasn’t meant to be a family weekend. With the fundraiser tomorrow there
won’t be much opportunity for laying about.” She smiled kindly. “But thank you
for your thoughtfulness. Perhaps on Sunday we can all have a leisurely
breakfast and then Alex can give you a tour. In the meantime, please feel free
to wander around the house and the grounds. We’re rather informal here, as you
can see.”


Fiona showed
Justine to her bedroom, flicking back the curtains with a practiced hand. “Mind
the latch on this window, Miss. It’s a bit stiff, but it will open.”


“Thank you
Fiona.” Justine walked to the window and gasped with delight at the scene
before her. Formal gardens intersected by walkways spilled down the gentle
slope to a huge expanse of lawn. At the bottom of the lawn, a small jewel of a
lake flanked by weeping willows and rushes sparkled in the sun. At one end of
the lake, pink water lilies were beginning to bloom. Every plant and tree had
been placed for maximum effect when viewed from the house. Below the window,
wrought iron furniture graced a flagstone terrace, patiently waiting to be
occupied. She turned from the window to find that the housekeeper had left her
alone to enjoy the view.


The four poster
bed was heaped with snowy pillows and a soft duvet. She stretched out and closed
her eyes, wondering idly what her mother would think about her current
situation. She fell into a fitful sleep, her dreams an unsettling mixture of
her time spent with Alex as Jasmine, and the last two days as Justine. By now
she knew that she would lose his trust completely if she confessed her
deception. She woke with the solution to her dilemma still beyond her grasp.


The sun was low
in the sky when she went downstairs. A quick check of the main rooms revealed
that Daphne was not around. The golden light drew her outside, along the
crushed limestone of the driveway. She paused near the greenhouse; the door was
open, and she could hear a female voice singing snippets of a song as a radio
played softly in the background. Inside, Daphne stood at a potting bench,
mixing soil.


“May I come in?”
She spoke gently, not wanting to startle her hostess.


“Oh, hello my
dear.” She didn’t turn around. “Please. Come in and look around, why don’t
you?” Reaching up to a shelf above the workbench, she turned off the radio.


The humidity and
the rich smell of potting soil and growing plants were evocative. “This brings
back memories,” she said, sticking her finger in a pot to check for moisture.
“I worked part time at a nursery for two seasons while I was in high school.”
She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “I love the smell of a greenhouse. And
the atmosphere, of course. It makes me feel…peaceful, I suppose.” She pointed
to a section in the back where a mass of magenta flowers clung to long trailing
stems. “I see you like bougainvillea. And orchids.” 


Daphne arranged
a row of 10mm pots, partially filled with soil. Flats of African violets waited
to be transplanted. “These are my donation to the fundraiser tomorrow,” she
said, working steadily as she spoke. “As you probably know, African violets are
easy to propagate. Many hundreds of my babies have made their way into local
homes over the years.” She eyed Justine’s fresh blouse and waved at an ancient
coat rack in the corner. “Grab an apron and give me a hand if you like.”


The two women
worked contentedly across from one another and the stack of plants grew
rapidly. “What did Fiona mean when she said that the fundraiser did well
because of Alex? Or am I being too nosy?”


“Not at all.”
Daphne picked up a marker and started writing labels. “The Children’s Hospital
is only one of the many charities he supports.”


Justine filled
up a flat and reached for another one. “I haven’t known him very long but I’d
be willing to bet that he doesn’t brag about his charitable donations.”


Daphne’s head
came up. “You’re surprisingly astute. But this is the least of his involvement.
Where he really makes a difference is Africa.” She paused, lips pursed, and
gave her head a quick shake. “That was careless of me. I’m sorry but it isn’t
my place to tell you about that. You’ll have to ask him if you want any more
details.”


“Fair enough. It
looks like I’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”


Daphne nodded.
“And tomorrow will be here soon enough.”











Chapter Seven


Justine ran to
her window the next morning. After an enjoyable dinner with Daphne last evening,
she had slept soundly. The weather was perfect, and she hummed happily in the
shower. Alex would be here today! She was eager to see him and wondered what
time he would arrive. 


“Sausage and
tomatoes and scrambled eggs are on the sideboard.” Fiona bustled into the
dining room as Justine appeared. “The mistress has gone to the greenhouse
already to set up her display.”


Justine grabbed
a sausage and a piece of toast. “Thanks Fiona, but I think I’ll run down and
see if I can help.”


She left the
amused housekeeper staring after her. “It’s high time we had some more young
people around here,” she said aloud, clearing the dishes. “This place could use
some life.”


Justine helped
wheel the plants to the sale area. Daphne’s table was set up under a small
open-sided tent. Two antique plant stands stood like sentries on either corner,
and Justine helped to arrange the potted violets then stood back to admire the
display.


Daphne glanced
at her watch. “Gracious me, look at the time. I have to run up to the house and
change.” She seemed to notice Justine’s summery dress for the first time.
“Since you’re already dressed could I ask you to keep an eye on the plants?”


Justine surveyed
the display proudly. “I’d be happy to watch it. Take your time.”


Daphne headed
toward the house and Justine ran after her. “What time is Alex getting here?”
The older woman noticed the sparkle of anticipation and wished that her son had
married someone like this bright and cheerful American. Gabriella had never
shown the slightest interest in the gardens or the greenhouse. Guilty at
thinking such thoughts, she shook her head. “Oh I’m sure he’ll be along soon,”
she said vaguely, catching the flash of disappointment that crossed Justine’s
face. “He won’t let us down.”


Families started
to wander on to the lawn, exclaiming at the colorful tents and the free rides
for the small children. Daphne’s violets were popular, and Justine proudly took
the proffered money. Between dealing with customers, she scanned the grounds,
eager for a glimpse of Alex. She sighed and turned to see Daphne coming toward
her with a stylishly dressed woman.


“My dear, I’d
like you to meet Audrey MacMillan.”


Justine stared
at the older woman for a moment before regaining her composure. “Excuse me for
staring Mrs. MacMillan, but Olivia looks so much like you it’s disconcerting.”


“Quite all right
Justine.” She smiled graciously. “Olivia has mentioned you many times. It’s
wonderful to finally meet you.” She scanned the display of plants. “And how is
my daughter?”


“She seems very
well, Mrs. MacMillan. She hasn’t changed all that much since we roomed together
at university.”


“Ah yes. Her
rebellious Stanford days.”


Daphne looked
from one to the other. “Stanford. The University in California, right?”


Audrey nodded.
“Yes. It’s a very fine University but we would have preferred that she study
closer to home.” She nodded toward Justine. “I suspect that this young lady was
responsible for keeping her out of trouble.”


“Not always.”
Justine’s laughter bubbled up. The older women looked startled at first, then
smiled their amusement. 


Daphne turned to
Justine. “You’ve been a wonderful help but now it’s your turn to see what the
other vendors are offering.” She slipped behind her table and started to
re-arrange the remaining plants. “There are some lovely items for sale in the
next row. And don’t forget the games of chance.”


Audrey looked
from Justine to Daphne. “Did I tell you that dreadful fortune is teller back
this year?”


“You mentioned
it, yes,” Daphne replied dryly. “Although I suppose he does no harm, and some
people seem to enjoy his ridiculous prophecies.” She glanced at Justine. “Have
fun, my dear, and perhaps you’ll join us for tea later on? We’ll be taking it
up at the main house.”


* * *


Alex spotted her
strolling down the row of tables. Her glossy hair was tied back loosely with a
lavender bow. A summer dress swirled around her legs and her skin glowed in the
afternoon sun. Feeling an unexpected surge of pleasure he studied her graceful
movements as she paused to examine articles for sale. He was surprised to realize
that he had missed her saucy attitude and her constant stream of questions.
Seeming right at home, she chatted with the vendors, admiring their handiwork. 
He watched her examine a delicate bracelet. It was clear even from a distance
that she was considering purchasing it, then she replaced it with an expression
of regret.


* * *


Wandering among
the games of chance, Justine found herself in front of a small peaked tent.
Broad red and gold stripes lent it an exotic air. A small sign on an easel
beside the entrance was ornately lettered. Fortunes it proclaimed. She
peered into the dim tent, intrigued by the possibilities.


“Enter,
beautiful lady.” The voice was deep and accented, but Justine could not place
the nationality of the speaker.


She ducked under
the low entryway, and was confronted with a robed and turbaned figure sitting
placidly behind a draped table.


White teeth
gleamed in a dark face. “Sit please,” he intoned, spreading his palms. A
discreet tent card at the edge of the table was inscribed Readings by
Donation.


Justine stepped
into the gloom of the tent. Audrey had spoken of this creature and allowed him
to set up the tent. Surely there was no cause for alarm, and yet there was
something about him that caused the fine hairs on the back of her neck to
prickle disturbingly.


She looked
about. There were no tarot cards, no crystal ball. “Do you read palms?” she
asked uncertainly.


“If that is your
wish.” The voice was smooth and sensuous and surprising surge of awareness
swept through her body. Why was she responding so strongly to this man?


He extended his
hand palm up, indicating that she should place her hand in his. His eyes were
hooded and downcast, and she reached out tentatively.


Holding her hand
gently, he stroked his forefinger over her palm. The action was intimate and
almost sexual. She inhaled sharply. This was not a good thing. She took a
calming breath and attempted to pull her hand away. He began speaking.


“Madam has
recently been in a foreign country.” He continued stroking her palm, sending
quivers of delight racing through her body. “Madam is in possession of some
amazing skills. Even more amazing than this miserable fortune teller, who is so
glad she fell into his web.”


Justine raised
her head in outrage, and looked into a pair of familiar green and gold eyes.
Outrage turned to surprise and her mouth fell open. “Alex, you had me
completely fooled What in the world are you doing?”


“I am but your
humble servant Madam. I am telling your fortune.” He continued stroking her
palm, and she shivered involuntarily.


“I’ve been
looking all over for you,” she blurted out, snatching her hand away. 


“And I am so
happy to report you have found me, Madam.”


Justine laughed
nervously. “You can cut out the accent now.” She rubbed the palm of her hand.
“You really had me going, you know?”


“Did I?” He
smiled disarmingly. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you, Justine. Are you enjoying
yourself?”


He was back to
his normal voice. Relieved and disappointed at the same time, Justine replied
lightly. “Yes, your mother has been a delightful hostess. I’m sorry if I
snapped at you just now. You surprised me, that’s all.”


“Then we forgive
each other. Are you having tea with Mother later?”


“Yes, she
invited me.”


“Splendid. I’ll
see you there.”


* * *


“I think that
went rather well, wouldn’t you agree?” Audrey lifted a teacup to her lips. The
three women were seated on the flagstone terrace overlooking the gardens and
the lake. The last of the visitors had left about an hour ago, and activity at
the estate was returning to normal.


“I did a quick
count of the money and we’ve made over three thousand pounds this year.” Audrey
reached for a sandwich. “I’ll have the exact figures tomorrow.”


“You were
marvelous as usual.” Alex walked out onto the terrace and Justine’s face lit
up. He gave her a sly wink as he kissed Audrey on the cheek. “And from what I
could see everyone had a good time.” 


Daphne patted
the chair beside her, a glow of motherly pride on her face. “Sit here and I’ll
pour you some tea.” Her sharp eyes had not missed the look that passed between
her son and the young American woman. There seemed to be some genuine affection
brewing there.


Seated on his
other side, Justine reached out and touched his face. “You missed some of your
makeup, Swami.” Her voice had turned husky; she hoped no one had noticed.


“So, you met our
resident fortune teller.” Audrey looked from Alex to Justine.


“Yes, and he had
me completely fooled.” She turned to him. “How many years have you been doing
this? I suppose I’m the only one within miles who didn’t know it was you.” She
gave him a playful slap on the arm.


“It’s been five
or six years now, hasn’t it Mother?” Alex accepted a plate of tiny sandwiches from
his mother and popped one into his mouth.


Daphne turned to
Justine. “Yes, and as Audrey said earlier, we can’t get rid of him. He thinks
it’s great fun.”


“Well it is.” He
eased back in his chair. “Wouldn’t you say so, Justine?”


“You do it well,”
she conceded, recalling the way she had responded to him. She flashed him a
look and found him smiling at her as though reading her thoughts.


Alex turned
smoothly to the two older women. “Well ladies, would you care to come into the
village for dinner at the pub? We’ve all earned a night out, wouldn’t you say?”


“Thank you my
dear, but I plan to have a quiet bowl of soup with Fiona and put my feet up
this evening.” Daphne smiled her thanks.


“And I need to
get back to Martin. He’s up from London for the weekend.” Audrey stood up and
smoothed her dress. “Thank you for everything once again Daphne.” She smiled at
Justine. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Justine. Tell Olivia I expect her to
come home for a visit this summer.”


Justine stood up
and offered her hand. “I’ll do that. And I’m delighted to finally meet you.”


They stood at
the front door as Audrey drove off. Alex turned to Justine. “Well, partner.
That leaves us. How about a trip into the village?”


Justine looked
to Daphne for direction. The older woman made shooing motions with her hands.
“Go ahead. It will give me an excuse to retire early.” She smiled
affectionately at her son. “Get Justine to wipe that bit of makeup off before
you go, won’t you? I’ll see you for breakfast.”


Alex sat
patiently on a chair in the kitchen while Justine dabbed at the stubborn makeup
in his sideburns. “Where did you get this stuff?” she asked, avoiding looking
into his eyes. “It was very effective.”


“Would you check
my neck please? He tugged his collar open and Justine’s legs wobbled as the
familiar tang of his cologne invaded her senses. “A friend of mine is an actor
in London and he showed me how to use it.”


“He did a good
job,” she murmured, dabbing at the last traces. She returned the cloth to the
sink and stood clutching the edge for a moment, regaining her equilibrium.


Alex was on his
feet in an instant, moving to her side. “Are you all right, Justine?”


Smiling brightly
she turned to him. “There’s nothing wrong with me that a trip to the pub won’t
cure.” She had to stop reacting to him every time he came near! “I’ve never
been to an English pub.”


“Then by all
means, let’s go.”


* * *


The pub was
comfortably full when they arrived, and Alex greeted several men, inquiring
about their families and their farms.


“What do you
think?” he asked as he steered her toward a corner table, away from the
dartboard. Pink evening light spilled in through diamond shaped windowpanes,
combining with the soft glow of wall sconces to illuminate the wood-paneled
walls and the scarred tables. A worn brass rail gleamed at the bar and old
photographs and newspaper clippings hung in mis-matched frames on the walls.


“It kind of
wraps around you, like a favorite old sweater,” she replied, returning her
attention to Alex. “I feel like I’ve been coming here forever.”


The barmaid
appeared, placing a pair of pints on the table. “We’ve run out of steak and
kidney pie,” she announced, eyeing Justine curiously. “But ‘arry still makes
the best hamburger around.”


“Sounds good to
me,” replied Alex, glancing at Justine. She nodded and he passed the menus
back. “How are the children, Em?”


The buxom
woman’s eyes softened. “Michael’s gone to Canada. Can you imagine that? He’s
working with computers over there. And David is in his last year at veterinary
college. Always loved the animals, that one did.”


“Two fine boys,
thanks to you and Harry. And I can see for myself that things are still going
well here.”


The woman
beamed. “I’ll be off to put in your order, then.”


“Thanks, Em.”
Alex watched her disappear behind the bar. “Special service tonight,” he said
with a wry grin. “She wanted to get a look at you and report back to Harry, I
guess.”


“I wondered
about that. Normally you’d go and get your own drinks at the bar, right?”


“Right, but I
can’t blame her. They haven’t seen me in here in well over a year.” He grew
silent as they sipped their drinks. Justine watched his inner struggle, wishing
she could help. The high-spirited chatter of the pub faded into the background
as he looked up at her. “Thanks for coming out tonight.”


“How did
everything go in London?” She hesitated to ask such a personal question, but
sensed he wanted to talk.


He stared into
his drink, lost in thought. “I went to the clinic this morning. There is no
change.”


“But that’s
good, isn’t it?” Justine shook her head, completely out of her depth. “I’m
sorry but I don’t know anything about this kind of injury.”


“The doctors
themselves don’t seem to know much about it.” He ran his fingers through his
hair. “At least that’s what I’m beginning to think.”


“I can’t imagine
what it must be like for you as well as for her. Living in limbo like that. Do
you think she’s aware of what’s going on?”


“I don’t know.”
He looked around the pub, his expression bleak. “Everyone has a different
opinion.”


“What do you
think?” 


He sucked in a
ragged breath of air. “I think that for once in my life I’m up against
something I can’t control. I probably shouldn’t have brought you here tonight,
but I was being selfish.” His face broke into a lopsided grin. “I enjoy your
company, even if you do talk nonstop and ask a million questions.”


Justine reached
across the table and laid her hand on top of his. “You know what my mother used
to say? She’d say ‘Justine I’ve told you a million times not to exaggerate.’
And then we’d both laugh.” She pulled back as their meals were delivered.


“Is that your
way of telling me I overstated your curiosity?”


She raised her
eyebrows. “Speaking of curiosity…” she was rewarded with a broad smile. “Your
mother let something slip yesterday, but she told me I had to ask you about
it.”


He bit into his
hamburger and eyed her warily.


“We were talking
about donations and she mentioned something about Africa, but then she clammed
up.” She leaned closer. “So what’s the scoop Ace?”


He lounged back
in his chair and gave her a heart-stopping grin. “So, I’ve gone from ‘Boss’ to
‘Ace’. I don’t know whether to be insulted or flattered.”


“Oh no you
don’t.” Justine wagged a finger in front of his face. “You’re not allowed to
change the subject.”


“Let’s eat
first, then I promise I’ll tell you.”


A companionable
silence settled over the table as they ate. 


“Come on, let’s
get out of here.” He paid their bill and guided her outside. 


“Where are we
going?”


“Let’s walk.” He
headed across the street to a small park. A slowly moving stream reflected the
remaining twilight and an old stone bridge rose in a gentle arch across the
water. They walked across and settled onto a garden bench.


“Do you have any
idea how much money a company like PharmOmega makes?”


Justine was
startled by the question. “I’ve never thought about it.”


“A lot.” He
looked at her intently.


She didn’t know
how to respond, so she remained silent.


“There are
hundreds of areas in Africa where people are dying at an unprecedented rate.”
He stared into the stream as it slipped by in front of them. “I’ve seen it, and
it’s the most appalling thing you could imagine. At the best of times there
isn’t enough affordable medication, and nowadays the civil wars compound the
problem. As if genocide isn’t bad enough, thousands of people are dying for the
lack of simple vaccine. It’s unconscionable.” His voice took on a distant tone.
“People are starving and the cost of cassava rises by 40 percent in a matter of
weeks. Health Centers run out of anti-tuberculosis drugs regularly.” He rubbed
the heels of his hands against his eyes, as though to erase the images. 


“And that’s
where we come in. When I took over as Chairman of PharmOmega I decided that I
had to do something. With the help of a good friend who owns a large drug
supply company in Germany I’ve built a small organization that provides vaccine
and supplies at no cost to Health Centers in CAR.” He turned to her. “The
Central African Republic. The need is everywhere, but rather than throw up our
hands at the enormity of the problems, we’ve made a difference in one area, at
least.” He smiled bleakly. “And that’s what Mother was talking about.”


The light faded
from the sky as he spoke, but the intensity in his voice made his feelings
clear.


“Have I heard
about this organization?” She peered at him in the darkness.


“Let’s get back
to the car.” They walked slowly over the bridge. “No, you wouldn’t have heard
of us. We keep a low profile. There are already too many aid organizations
begging for money, and fund-raising is a job in itself.” He shook his head
wryly. “I’d give much more if I could, but we’re a public company.” His voice
trailed off. “Shareholders can be merciless.”


Justine smiled
in the darkness. “So that’s what you meant back in Paris when you said that the
money would buy a lot of vaccine.”


His hand rested
lightly against the small of her back. “Thanks to you, it will.”


* * *


They drove home
with the top down and the wind in their hair. Justine raised her arms and
untied the ribbon, lifting her hair off her neck. A jolt of desire as powerful
as a fist slammed into Alex’s midsection. Her gesture was evocative of Jasmine,
but he was stunned to realize that tonight he’d been completely focused on
Justine. Clutching the steering wheel tightly, he glanced sideways. How had he
ever thought that she was less exciting than Jasmine? Approaching the turn-off
to the estate he slowed and downshifted. What a combination that would be…
Justine and Jasmine! 


The scent of
roses perfumed the night air as Justine climbed from the car. “I’ll be leaving
tomorrow,” she said quietly. “I have a mid-afternoon flight.”


“Yes, I know.”
He came around to the passenger side of the car and leaned against it, folding
his arms across his chest. “Steves will take you in to Heathrow. We’ll have
time for a quick ride around the estate if you’d like. Do you ride?”


“I’m no
equestrian, but I can manage.”


“That’s settled
then. I’ll show you a few of my favorite spots in the morning.” He let out his
breath in a long stream. “It’s been a long day.”


“I keep
forgetting you were in London this morning.” Her eyes scanned his face. “I’m
sorry about your wife, Alex.”


He turned to her
and nodded without speaking.


“Goodnight then.
And thanks again for inviting me.” She stood on her tiptoes and brushed her
lips against his cheek, inhaling his familiar scent. Stepping back, she stared
at him with trembling lips.


With an agonized
groan he pulled her against his chest with one arm. The other hand cupped her
face, looking into her eyes with mounting desire.


“Alex,” she
whispered, afraid of what was happening and yet incapable of moving.


He lowered his
mouth to hers, feathering her lips with small, delicate kisses. His thumb
gently stroked the soft flesh under her jaw and he deepened the kiss, slanting
his mouth over hers. She laid her hand tentatively on his chest. His heart was
hammering, and she opened her lips to him, moaning softly as his tongue probed
the inside of her mouth, sending streams of desire coursing through her veins.
She gasped as his arousal pressed into her stomach. If he wanted to make love
to her right here on the gravel of the driveway, she would be a willing
partner. His hand moved from her face to the back of her neck and his fingers
splayed into her hair, tensing and then releasing the wind-blown strands. “I
knew it would feel like this,” he murmured against her mouth. “It’s like silk.”



She pulled away.
It was quite possibly the hardest thing she’d ever done. “We can’t do this,”
she whispered raggedly. “Much as I’d like to, but…” she stepped back and
smoothed down her dress with trembling hands.


“You’re right.”
His voice was tight. He leaned over and brushed his lips quickly against hers.
“Thank goodness one of us has some sense.” His smile was ragged, but sincere.
“We’re still a team, right?” She nodded. “And we’re still going riding in the
morning?” She nodded again, not willing to trust her voice.


They entered the
silent house and he walked her to the foot of the staircase. “Goodnight
Justine.” He reached out and ran the backs of his fingers down her cheek.
“Thanks for being you.”


“Goodnight
Alex.” She forced herself to walk toward the staircase. “I’ll see you in the
morning.”


She ran lightly
up the stairs while he stood below, watching her with an aching heart.


* * *


Alex greeted her
cheerfully the next morning, his expression betraying nothing of what had passed
between them the previous evening. “I’ve already been to the stables. Our
horses are ready for us any time.” He waved her to a chair and rose to pour her
coffee. “I’m looking forward to showing you around.”


* * *


“How much land
do you have? Or is it considered impolite to ask?” They were riding beside an
area that had been left naturally forested. She would never ride as well as
Alex, but at least she wasn’t falling off!


He turned to her
with a smile. He looked so handsome this morning that her heart did a
somersault every time she looked at him. “Don’t you ever get tired of asking
questions, young lady?”


She frowned.
“How will I ever learn anything if I don’t ask?” she muttered under her breath.


“What was that?”
His eyes sparkled.


“Never mind.”
She tried to pull ahead of him but he reached out and grabbed her horse’s
reins.


“We have three
thousand acres.”


She pursed her
lips. “That’s a lot, isn’t it?”


“There are
estates much larger than this. My great-grandfather sold off a chunk near the
turn of the century. Rumor has it he needed cash to pay off his gambling
debts.”


“What do you do
with that much land? The taxes must be enormous.”


“Apart from the
grounds we farm one hundred acres.” Anticipating her question he held up a
hand, mouth curved in an indulgent smile. “And before you ask, that’s a small
area for a farm. We have a wonderful couple who live on it and raise sheep and
cattle. Oh and I suppose a few chickens and pigs, but that’s all.”


“And the rest of
it?”


“The rest is
leased out.” He handed her back her reins. “Come on, I’ll show you one of my
childhood haunts.”


They left the
forest behind and rode up a gentle hill. Although it wasn’t much by California
standards, it commanded a sweeping view of the surrounding countryside. A
massive oak tree stood at the top, a silent sentinel with spreading branches.


“What an amazing
tree!” Justine followed eagerly behind Alex. He helped her dismount, and they
left their horses to graze while they walked to the top of the hill.


Fields of green
unrolled below them, intersected by fences and hedgerows. A paved road could be
glimpsed in the distance, and from time to time the windshield of a passing car
reflected the sun back at them.


“The estate runs
as far as the highway in that direction.” He grasped her shoulders and turned
her to the right. “Look down there to the east. Do you see the house?”


“Yes, the one
with the willow trees?”


“That’s the
MacMillan residence. Olivia’s home. It’s called Willowbrook. Rather apt,
wouldn’t you say?”


Justine looked
up at him. “It’s big.” A cloud moved in front of the sun, its shadow edging
down the hill and skimming over a flock of sheep. “Oh look, there’s a little
creek running through the valley bottom.” She turned and found that Alex was
sitting on a rock outcropping, watching her intently. She climbed up beside
him, wrapping her arms around her knees. “I’ll bet you came up here a lot as a
kid.”


“Every time I
wanted to be alone.” He shook his head. “You know, I never once brought Gabby
up here. She wouldn’t have understood it.” His deep attachment to the land
shone through in his eyes. “I love this place. It’s my sanctuary.”


A soft breeze
skipped up the hill, carrying the heady smells of an early summer day. Justine
lifted her face. “I can see why you feel that way,” she said, turning to him.
“I could stay here for hours.” She checked her watch and shook her head, a
reluctant smile on her lips. “It’s true, isn’t it? Time passes far too quickly
when you’re enjoying yourself.”


He nodded, as
though he didn’t trust himself to speak. He held out his hand and she accepted
it silently, coming to her feet.


She swayed for a
moment, and his hands slid around her waist, strong and confident. She looked
up at him, wondering if he was aware that even the briefest touch of his hand
was enough to make her want to throw out all the rules. His fingers tightened
and she saw her own desire mirrored in his eyes. “Well Boss,” she said,
striving for lightness she didn’t feel, “it’s been grand.”











Chapter
Eight


Justine settled
into her seat on the aircraft. A crisp white envelope lay on her tray beside a
cup of steaming tea. She stared at her name, boldly inscribed on the front in a
slanting, masculine script. Alex’s driver had handed the envelope to her as he
escorted her to the First Class check-in area. “Mr. Melrose asked me to give
this to you, Miss Phillips.” The envelope crackled as she picked it up and
turned it over. Haversham Hall was discreetly embossed on the back flap,
followed by the mailing address. Her time spent there seemed like a lifetime
ago. She closed her eyes, wondering what Alex was doing right now. With an
impatient shake, she sat up, chiding herself for daydreaming. Her visit had
been delightful, but it was time to get real. Using the knife on her tray, she
slit the envelope and removed a sheet of thick vellum notepaper. 


Dear Justine, she
read. You said I could decide how much to pay you for your services. I
believe that this cheque is equitable. It was a genuine pleasure working with
you. As I said before, my life will seem dull without you. Regards, Alex


She read it
again, eagerly searching for hidden meaning between the lines. Finding none,
she opened the cheque, scarcely glancing at the PharmOmega logo in the
left-hand corner. She gasped as she read the amount then looked around the
cabin self-consciously, but no one seemed to notice. She looked at the cheque
again. Twenty nine thousand dollars! One percent of what she had saved him. The
cheque slipped from her hands. She leaned back against the headrest, fighting
the tears that welled up in her eyes. It was a huge amount; a generous
indication of his appreciation for what she’d done, so why did she suddenly
feel let down? She lifted the note, her eyes lingering on the last sentence.
Would his life become so dull that he’d ask her to travel with him again? With
a soft snort of derision she answered her own question. The cheque was proof
that he regarded her as an employee…granted, a well paid employee who traveled
First Class…but still an employee.


Her fingers
lingered over his signature, and for a moment she was back on the driveway and
in his arms, the scent of roses lingering in air. With a moan of despair, she
rolled her head toward the window. She couldn’t deny it any longer. She wanted
Alex Melrose with every ounce of passion she possessed. The aircraft flew
steadily toward New York, and she slipped the cheque in her bag with a sad
smile. The sight of the PharmOmega logo on the cheque hadn’t bothered her one
bit.


* * *


Olivia was on
the telephone when Justine entered the apartment. Thankful for the air
conditioning, she dumped her bags in the guest bedroom and sauntered into the
living room just as her friend hung up.


“Welcome home.”
Olivia’s greeting was effusive. “I missed you. Tell me absolutely everything!”


The two friends
settled in with mugs of tea and Justine brought Olivia up to date. “…and I saw
your home just this morning.” Her eyes were bright with the memory. “Alex and I
rode up a hill and we looked down onto your place.”


Olivia’s hand stilled
as she was reaching for her cup. “The hill with the old oak tree?”


“Yes, that’s the
place.”


Olivia made a
face. “When we were kids, he wouldn’t let any of us go up there with him. It
was his one special place where nobody else was allowed.” She looked at her
friend with renewed interest. “Either he’s changed a lot, or he trusts you.”


Justine stared
into the bottom of her cup. “That’s what I’m afraid of. I think he does trust
me, but he’ll change his mind quickly enough if he ever finds out that I’m Jasmine.”


“There’s no
reason he should find out. Is there?”


Justine shoved
her cup away. “Not unless I decide to tell him, but I really want to, Livvy.
The trouble is, I know he’d hate the fact that I hadn’t been completely honest
with him and would you blame him after what his wife did?”


“Justine.”
Olivia spoke slowly and distinctly. “Listen to yourself. You’re talking as
though you have a future with him. Seems to me you’re a bit conflicted here.”


“I know, I know,
but I can’t think straight when I’m around him.” She laughed, but it was a dry,
mirthless sound. “He had me talking to myself the first night I met him. I told
myself ‘Justine, this man is a heartache waiting to happen.’” She stood up
abruptly. “And guess what? I was right.” They were the right words, but she
didn’t believe them. Not one little bit.


* * *


Alex stared at
the proof for his company’s Annual Report. He’d been having trouble
concentrating all day. He pulled out a desk drawer and picked up the delicate
bracelet that Justine had admired on Saturday. His lips curled in a lazy smile
as he thought of the way she reacted to him in his disguise as a fortuneteller.
He could still sense the electricity that shot through his body as he stroked
her palm, could still feel her body molded to his during that one brief,
sizzling kiss.


He glanced down
at the report in front of him. What had happened to the decisive executive?
Justine had crept into his thoughts several times a day since she’d gone back
to New York. He missed her quick mind. He even missed her cheeky remarks. He
turned to his computer monitor and checked his schedule. Was it too soon to
take another trip to New York?


* * *


Justine didn’t
care who was watching. The vibrant colors of the Cézanne pulled her toward the
painting, and she angled her head one way and then the other, examining the
bold strokes. She took a step backward, still studying the richness of line and
color.


“You can say one
thing for Cézanne. You’ll never mistake his work for anyone else’s.”


His breath
stirred a wisp of hair at the base of her neck. Turning, she found him looking
at her steadily, eyes searching her face. He was every bit as appealing as she
had remembered. Maybe even more.


“Hello partner.
I thought I’d find you here.” He grinned and looked back at the painting. “I
can’t see the title from here. What’s it called?”


“Huh?” Justine
gave herself a mental shake. “Oh. It’s called The Card Players. Isn’t it
wonderful?” Her eyes returned to the painting. “Wait a minute. What are you
doing here?


“There you go
again.” He shook his head in mock dismay. “Always with the questions.”


“I’m serious.
How did you find me here?”


He tucked her
arm under his and led her away. “Let’s go for coffee and you can ask me all the
questions you want.” His eyes sparkled with mischief and Justine stopped
walking.


“What’s going
on? You’ve got that look in your eye…”


He raised an
eyebrow. “And what look would that be, pray tell?”


“Never mind,”
she muttered, walking again. “Where are you taking me?” She scarcely noticed
the works of art as he guided her downstairs to the restaurant. She only knew
that her heart was soaring. He had come to find her!


She floated into
the restaurant on a cloud of hope. He settled her into a booth and sat down
across from her. She barely noticed the waitress arrive at their table.


“We’ll have some
tea please.” He looked across at Justine. “Would you like something to eat?”


“You decide.”
She couldn’t have made a decision to save her life.


“Fine.” He
flashed a smile at the waitress who flushed and gave him her full attention.
“Two hamburgers please, with fries.”


He turned his
attention back to her. “All right. Now you may ask your questions.”


Justine sat back
and laughed. “I was asking you what you’re doing here, but you know what? It
doesn’t matter. What’s important is that you’re here.” She studied his face and
noticed a subtle change. “You look better than the last time I saw you in
England. I’m not sure what it is. Maybe you’re more relaxed.”


“That’s
possible. I’m taking your advice.”


She looked at
him and frowned. “I don’t recall giving you advice.”


“Really? With
that memory of yours? Surely you remember telling me I should take more time
off.” His eyes challenged her.


“I did say
something like that, didn’t I?” She glanced up as the waitress brought their
tea. “And have you? Taken time off, I mean.”


“I’m here now.”
His voice caressed her. “It’s a start.”


She poured some
milk in her cup and held the creamer over his cup. He nodded. “So, how did you
track me down?” Tea followed the milk into the cups. 


“I called Olivia
this morning and she told me where I might find you. She said you’d been
spending a lot of time here, and that you mentioned Impressionists.” He
grinned. “The rest was leg work.”


Justine hid her
smile behind her cup, hesitant to show how much his presence delighted her.
“How is Daphne?”


“Mother is fine.
I think she enjoyed your visit. She’s mentioned you several times.”


“I’m flattered.”
Her face softened. “That weekend seems like a long time ago.”


“For me, too.”
His voice was husky; she wondered if he was recalling their kiss.


The tension was
broken by the arrival of the waitress with their hamburgers. “There you go,”
she said brightly. “Will there be anything else?”


“Not right now,
thank you.” Alex smiled at her and then returned his gaze to Justine. “I brought
something for you.”


She noticed for
the first time that he had a small gift bag with him. He passed it across the
table. Her eyes lit up.


“What is it?”
She reached inside and burrowed through the tissue paper. “Oh Alex,” she said,
recognizing the bracelet immediately. She held it reverently in two hands. “How
did you…I wanted to buy this but I didn’t have enough cash.” Her eyes glowed.
“I’m so glad you got it for me.” She slipped it on her wrist. “How did you
know?” 


“I was watching
you from my tent.”


Their eyes met
again and the heat in the exchange was unmistakable. Her palm tingled precisely
where he had stroked it, and the ground shifted under her feet. She wanted this
man more than anything she could imagine, but not so soon. She smiled, and
struggled to keep her tone light.


“Ah, yes. Swami
sees all.”


“Perhaps not
all, but I’m getting better. For one thing, I’m serious about taking more time
off.”


She watched him
bite into his hamburger, eyes closing with enjoyment. “Not quite as good as the
Left Bank, but almost.”


A lazy grin slid
across his face. “You read my mind.”


She flushed, but
met his gaze. “It was fun to go back to Paris. And the company was enjoyable.”


“I’m glad to
hear that.” He leaned forward. “Because I was wondering if you’d consider going
to Africa with me.”


“Africa? Are you
serious?” Her throat went dry, daring to dream of the time they would spend
together. “What possible help could I be in Africa?”


“You speak
French, for one thing. French is the official language in the Central African
Republic, even though most of the people speak Sangho. There’s been an outbreak
of bacterial meningitis near Bangassou and I’ll be delivering some vaccine.” He
reached across and took her hand. “I’d like you to see it. It’s as simple as
that.”


Justine fingered
the exquisite bracelet. “I’d love to go with you. You know, looking at this
beautiful object, I realize how much we have.” She bit her lower lip. “There
must be something I could take…even something small that would make a
difference in a few lives.” She looked up and found him smiling at her. “Do you
have any ideas?”


He continued to
smile.


“What are you
grinning at?”


“I was just
thinking what a generous person you are. But to answer your question, there is
so much need I wouldn’t know where to begin. For now, why don’t you just bring
yourself? If you want to lend a hand at the Health Centers, that would be a
wonderful gift.” He paused. “It’s not very glamorous, Justine. We’ll probably
be sleeping in tents, and based on past experience we’ll either be hot and
dusty or caught in a thunderstorm. Probably both.” He grinned. “I have a
feeling you’ll love it.”


“When do we
leave?” Lunch forgotten, she rummaged around in her purse for a pen and a
notebook.


“First of all,
you need to get your vaccinations up to date. Call Margery. She has all the
details. The flights from Heathrow to Bangui land in Paris, so I’ll meet you at
the airport there this coming Sunday. That should give you time to get
organized. Margery has already checked, and there’s a connection that will work
for both of us. She’ll organize your ticket and anything else you need.”


“Are you going
back to London?”


“Yes, I leave
tonight.” He automatically glanced at his watch. “It’s been a quick trip, but a
successful one.”


“I’m glad to
hear that.” Did she dare to believe that he had put his encounter with Jasmine
behind him? “I’ll see you in Paris on Sunday.”


* * *


Alex found it
hard to sleep on the return flight to London. Images of Justine crowded his
mind. He’d almost hoped that their kiss by the rose garden had been an
aberration–a reaction to an emotional day. But no. Today when he’d spotted her
studying the Cézanne his heart had swelled in his chest and for a moment he
couldn’t breathe. She was everything he remembered and more. Did she see through
his thinly veiled excuse to take her to Africa? He stared through the Plexiglas
window into the night sky. It didn’t matter if she did. What mattered was that
she’d agreed to accompany him. Gabriella had never expressed an interest in his
work in Africa but it was clear that Justine was genuinely interested. He lowered
the window shade and closed his eyes, anticipating the hundreds of questions he
knew she’d ask. He couldn’t wait. 


* * *


Several
International flights landed at Heathrow at the same time and crowds streamed
out of the security area. Walking patiently behind a group of Japanese
tourists, Justine spotted Alex. His tousled head of hair was easily
identifiable, several inches above the tallest person. She paused for a moment
to admire his striking good looks. Dressed casually, he was more compelling
than usual, and his amazing eyes locked on hers over the heads of the excited
crowd. Justine tipped her chin in acknowledgement, and the air between them
crackled above the milling crowd. “Hi,” she said when she finally reached him.
“Did you miss me?”


He gave her
elbow a slight squeeze. “As a matter of fact, I did. Come on, let’s get over to
the Air France departure area.” He glanced at the knapsack slung over her
shoulder. “You travel light.”


“Well I didn’t
think we were going to a fashion show. I just have this and one checked bag.
Somehow taking a purse where we’re going seemed a bit over the top.”


“Ah, Justine.”
He smiled down at her. “I really did miss you.”


* * *


Justine tore her
eyes away from the landscape below. They had been descending for the past
half-hour, a rich tapestry of vegetation displayed below in the late afternoon
sun. Bronzed rivers reflected the colors of the sky, winding lazily through the
undergrowth then reappearing in a series of oxbows in the lowlands. She turned
to Alex. “What happens when we get there?”


“We’ll be met at
the airport and taken to the Resinter Hotel. If you’re not too exhausted we’ll
get some dinner, and tomorrow morning we’ll make a fresh start.”


She nodded, then
turned back to the window. “I can’t wait to see it.”


They stepped
from the aircraft into shimmering heat. Justine’s first impressions were of
dense foliage and swirls of red dust dancing across the runway. The sun was
sliding below the horizon, and she paused to watch the rapidly changing colors
in the western sky.


“Are you
coming?” He stood aside, an understanding smile on his face.


“Sorry,” she
murmured, running to catch up. “I don’t ever want to forget my first
impressions of Africa.” 


A short, wiry
man met them in the Arrivals area. “Jean-Guy.” Alex shook hands warmly with the
Frenchman. “I’d like you to meet my travelling companion, Justine Phillips.”


Dark brown eyes
inspected Justine openly. “Welcome to Bangui, Justine.” He guided them to a
dusty vehicle. “Have you been travelling long?”


“I left New York
last night.”


He raised his
eyebrows. “Then you will be very tired.” He turned to Alex. “I’ve arranged our
flight to Bangassou for ten in the morning. Sammy Lakoue will meet us there.
He’ll drive you to the Health Center and I’ll go on to Ndanda.”


Alex leaned
forward eagerly. “How is he?” He turned to Justine. “Sammy has been with us
from the beginning. We couldn’t function without him.”


“I spoke with
him this morning. They are busy as usual.” Jean-Guy drove rapidly toward the
town. “Did you bring the meningitis vaccine?”


Alex nodded.
“Those four boxes in the back are packed with vaccine and a few other things I
thought would come in useful. I also brought extra supplies in case the
outbreak spreads to your area.” He scanned the single story buildings strung
out along the road. “Not much has changed, has it?”


“Non, mon
ami. Africa is timeless.”


* * *


Alex watched
Justine walk across the dining room the next morning, and he knew he’d been
right to bring her. She wore a simple white cotton blouse tucked into khaki
trousers, emphasizing her slim waist. Her hips flared enticingly and he felt
himself become aroused as she wound her way through the tables toward him. Her
hair was pulled back in a single braid, and his hand tensed around his coffee
cup as he remembered the silky feel of it between his fingers.


Her face glowed
with enthusiasm. “I’ve been for a walk already, and now I’m ready for some
coffee.” She frowned as he continued smiling. “What’s up? You look like the
proverbial cat that ate the canary.” The hostess brought the coffeepot and she
held up her cup.


“Nothing.” He
paused. “No, that’s not exactly true. I was thinking how lovely you look this
morning. They’ll be fighting over you up at the Health Center.”


Justine gave a
mock shudder. “I hope not.” Her eyes settled on his face.


Alex looked at
her intently. “Maybe I should set the record straight right away and tell them
you’re my woman.” His voice became very soft. “How would you feel about that?”


His words hung
in the air. He didn’t know where they’d come from, but he found himself holding
his breath, waiting for her reply.


Justine looked
startled for a moment and then a slow smile lit her eyes. “As you wish. After
all, we can’t have them fighting now, can we?”


“What’s this
about fighting? Have you been reading the newspaper?” They both started as
Jean-Guy approached the table.


Alex turned to
the Frenchman. “Has fighting broken out again?”


“It has never
really stopped, I suppose.” He turned to Justine, admiration in his eyes. “Bonjour,
Justine. You look ready for your trip.” He motioned for coffee and pulled out a
cigarette, his eyes asking silently for permission. Justine nodded. “The rebels
have been active in the North but that’s to be expected. It’s when we don’t
hear anything that we have to be concerned.” He lit the cigarette and inhaled
deeply. “Today’s rebels will be tomorrow’s government. That’s the way it goes
in this country.”


“Sounds like
it’s hard to tell the players without a program.” Justine smiled wryly.


“Precisely.”
Jean-Guy finished his coffee. “The aircraft is ready. Shall we go?”


* * *


Justine listened
as Alex and Jean-Guy exchanged news over the noise of the engines en route to
Bangassou; they seemed to know at lot of the same people. Alex was interested
in everything the Frenchman had to say, and it was clear to Justine that they
both cared deeply about the staff at the Health Centers as well as the people
they were serving. The pilot brought the aircraft in low over a stand of trees
and taxied to a battered white Toyota. Alex waved to the man standing beside
it. “That’s Sammy,” he informed Justine. “Come, I’ll introduce you.” 


The handsome
black man shook Alex’s hand warmly then greeted Justine with a welcoming smile.
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Justine.” He turned back to Alex. “Will she be
helping at the center?” 


“I hope so.” She
spoke before Alex could reply. “I’d like to help in any way I can.”


“That’s good. We
can always use an extra pair of hands.”


Within minutes
they had the crates off-loaded, and Jean-Guy shook hands. “I left my car here,
so I’ll get going.” He bowed over Justine’s hand. “I hope to see you again
before you go. If not, enjoy your stay.” He swung into an open vehicle and
drove off with a wave.


“He seems eager
to get going.” Justine looked after the vehicle, which disappeared down the
road in a cloud of dust. 


Sammy chuckled;
a deep, resonating sound. “He hates to be away from his center for very long. I
can’t remember the last time he took a holiday.” He shot a look at Justine.
“There is always work to be done here.”


* * *


“Word travels
fast.” Sammy slowed down as they neared the compound. Groups of people sat or
stood patiently in the clearing. “They heard you were arriving with the
vaccine.”


A tall, lanky man
with a loping gait met them as they parked next to a white cement block
building. “Welcome back, Alex. I hope you brought the vaccine.” Blue eyes
looked out from a sun-browned face. “As you can see, we have plenty of
customers already.”


“Justine, I’d like
you to meet Dr. Henri Leclerc. He and Sammy keep this facility going.”


“Delighted to
meet you, Henri. How can we help?” Justine liked him immediately.


The doctor
smiled. “Let’s get the supplies unloaded so we can start immunizing this
bunch.”


Patients waited
stoically at the end of the long treatment table while Sammy recorded their
names. Justine watched closely as Henri worked, soon realizing that she could
assist by opening the syringe packets and by swabbing arms. The line seemed
endless, and she looked up after a few hours to find Alex watching her. 


“Let me spell
you for a while,” he said. “I’ve stowed the rest of the supplies inside and
there isn’t much more I can do there.”


Justine
gratefully accepted the bottle of water he handed her and sank down on the
steps of the main building. For the first time since she arrived she had time
to study the simple rectangular buildings around the perimeter of the clearing.
Their thatched roofs looked perfectly sensible, and she glanced up at the
corrugated metal roof of the Health Center, thinking how loud it would be in a
rainstorm. Her eyes flickered back to Alex, completely at ease working
alongside Henri. A short sleeved shirt revealed muscular arms and her thoughts
veered off to when those arms had held her last. He lifted his head and smiled
at her; she returned the smile, thankful he couldn’t see the butterflies in her
stomach.


A child of about
eight ran out into the open compound, chasing a homemade ball. Layers of tape
and plastic and other unidentifiable materials had been wound with string. He
chased and caught it with skilled footwork.


“They all dream
of becoming a great football star.” Sammy eased himself down beside her. “They
take the game very seriously.”


Justine glanced
toward the table, where a few people still waited for their shots. The rush for
the day was evidently over. “In America we call it soccer,” said Justine
“although the rest of the world calls it football.” The youngster darted
around, laughter ringing out as his friends joined in.


Sammy nodded.
“Thanks to Alex, they will be playing for many years.” A loose ball rolled in
their direction and he kicked it back. “He’s a good man. Very few people know
about what he does for us.”


Justine frowned.
“How do you know that?”


“Because.” Sammy
gave a short, mirthless laugh. “I’ve talked to doctors in other centers that
are funded by foreigners. When the donors visit, they always bring a camera
crew to record their good deeds.” He hiked his head in Alex’s direction. “Not
Alex. He comes by himself, and instead of a camera crew he brings us what we
need to treat our people.”


Justine nodded
thoughtfully. Sammy had just revealed another side to this multi-faceted man. 


“Well that just
about does it.” Alex joined them in the shade and tipped up a bottle of water.
Justine wondered how a bobbing Adams apple could be so appealing.


“Don’t worry,
there’ll be more people tomorrow.” Sammy pointed to two tents on the far side
of the compound. “By the way, I’ve had your bags taken to those tents. I think
you’ll be comfortable.”


Alex reached
down and helped Justine up. “Come on, let’s examine our new quarters.”


“Dinner at seven
at my place.” Henri waved to them. “Wear something cool.”


“You were great
today.” Alex looked down at her as they crossed the compound. “I was proud of
you.”


Justine held out
an imaginary skirt in a curtsy. “Why thank you, sir.” She sobered. “What are
Jean-Guy and Henri doing here?” She waved a hand in front of her face. “Wait a
minute. That didn’t come out right. What I meant was how did they get here? Who
pays them?” She grinned. “Always with the questions, right?”


“Yes, but this
is one question I’m happy to answer because I’m proud of everyone who works
here.” He paused in front of the tents, looking at the buildings surrounding
the compound with a satisfied smile. “Henri arrived several years ago, when he
was working with Doctors Without Borders. When we found out that he was willing
to stay permanently, we were more than happy to pay him from our Foundation.
His wife teaches in the local school. We’re lucky to have them both.” He
paused. “Jean-Guy is another story. He worked in R&D in our facility in
France. When his wife died he came here to get away, and he never went back. If
he didn’t have to go to Bangui once in a while for supplies he’d never leave.”
He opened the flap of the tent. “This must be yours. I see your bags.” 


Justine ducked
into the tent, blinking as her eyes adjusted to the muted light. Soft rush
matting covered the canvas bottom of the tent, and a thick mattress lay on a raised
platform, covered in a pristine white sheet. Folded at the foot of the
mattress, a quilt added a splash of color. A small lantern sat alongside a
washbasin on a low table and her bag had been placed on a folding chair across
from the mattress. The unrelenting African sun filtered through the sides of
the tent, bathing the interior in a soft, hazy glow. 


“Why it’s
perfectly cozy. I’ll have everything I need.” She massaged the back of her
neck. “Wow, I didn’t realize I was so tired.”


Alex dropped the
flap of the tent and moved toward her. “Here, let me do that. Turn around.” His
voice was husky. Hands resting lightly on her shoulders, his thumbs kneaded her
spine, working up to the base of her skull.


“Oh, that feels
good.” She closed her eyes, giving herself over to the pleasure of his hands.


“It sure does.”
Strong fingers stroked the side of her neck, easing the muscles. A tension of a
different sort started building in the pit of her stomach.


“I’d better
leave.” His lips brushed the side of her neck, just below the ear. “Or I won’t
be able to stop.”


When she turned
to face him his eyes were heavy with desire. “And this time I don’t think I
could resist.” Her words were little more than a whisper.


He reached out a
tentative hand, brushed a stray wisp of hair from her face. “My God, you’re
beautiful Justine.” His gaze lingered hungrily on her mouth then trailed down
her body before returning to her face. “I’d better leave,” he said again, his
voice throaty. “Come on outside and I’ll show you the shower they’ve rigged
up.”


Justine suddenly
realized she’d been holding her breath. “A shower would be great,” she said
shakily, following him outside.


A makeshift
shower had been set up between two tents. Tacked to four stakes, a canvas tarp
served as walls, and a 45-gallon drum was suspended over the enclosure. “As you
can see, we’ve spared no expense,” he said with a small smile. “All the
comforts of home.”


“First class as
always.” She struggled to keep her tone light. “A shower is going to feel
great, but first I think I’ll have a quick nap.”


“Good idea.” He
drew in a deep breath. “I’ll see you later.”


She ducked back
into her tent and closed the flap, leaning back with a sigh. Her body pulsed
with desire. Why did things have to be so complicated? 











Chapter
Nine


Justine writhed
as Alex loomed above her, hands feathering lightly across her skin. She thrust
upward, eager for his touch. Her breasts ached to feel his hands, his
lips…anything to ease the unbearable need that had been building all day. He
cupped her breasts tenderly and brushed his thumbs over her nipples, teasing
the already responsive tips. She moaned as he lowered his head, taking one and
then the other into the hot recesses of his mouth. “Please,” she moaned softly.
“I want to feel you inside me.”


He lifted his
head, eyes gleaming in the muted, golden light of the tent. Easing her legs
apart he reached down and parted the lips of her sex. She whimpered with
pleasure as he entered her with a long, hard thrust.


Her watch beeped
insistently and she fumbled to turn it off. She looked around the unfamiliar
tent, aware of her heart racing frantically in her chest and a steady throbbing
between her legs. The wind had picked up, rippling the sides of the tent. She
slipped into a wrap and grabbed her towel and wash kit. The sun was diving
toward the horizon and she headed toward the shower, intent on waking up. As
she approached, the wind whipped the flap open, and she stopped dead in her
tracks.


Alex stood
beneath the shower, his face turned up to catch the water. He was turned away
from her, and the muscles in his back rippled as he raised his arms to rinse
his hair. Soap ran in rivulets down his body and she stood rooted to the spot,
drinking in the sight of broad shoulders, tapering down to narrow hips. He turned
slowly, unaware of her presence. The hair on his chest lay flat, the water
pouring over it, and her eyes followed the trail of soap as it slid over his
stomach and disappeared between his legs. He was partly erect, and she gasped
aloud, thinking she had never seen anything so beautiful. Her tongue darted out
between her lips as he reached up to turn off the water.


“Would you care
to join me?” His voice startled her out of her reverie. Green and golden eyes
smiled in amusement.


“Yes.” She
slammed her eyes closed. “No.” She turned away, completely flustered. “I’m
sorry. The wind…” she looked back at him. He was reaching for his towel, and
her eyes were drawn again to his sex as he wrapped the towel around his waist.


He stepped
forward, capturing her firmly in the circle of one arm. Tilting up her head, he
studied the heat in her eyes. “I think you want me as much as I want you,
Justine Phillips.” He lowered his head, and his tongue traced the outline of
her mouth. “And I want you very badly,” he murmured against her lips.


Her eyes flew
open and she was startled to find him looking right at her. His mouth claimed
hers once more, his tongue probing with intimate thrusts. Dropping her towel
and wash kit she melted against him and her arms snaked around his neck. Her
breasts, sensitive to the slightest touch, brushed against his bare chest and
he pulled her even closer, rotating his hips slowly and sensuously. There was
no mistaking his erection.


A low growl
erupted from his throat and he stepped back, tightening the towel slung around
his hips. Flushed with desire, Justine clutched at the opening of her robe,
watching his every move. He raised his head, the naked need in his eyes every
bit as strong as her own. “Have I offended you?”


“Not at all.”
Her smile confirmed her words. “But I think we’d better go to dinner.”


“Yeah.” He
brushed his lips over her hair. “I’ll wait for you outside my tent.”


She took a few
extra minutes getting ready and was rewarded by Alex’s response when she
stepped out of her tent. She wore a wrap-around skirt in subdued shades of
avocado and plum, and a matching plum tank top. Her hair was tightly braided
and hung in a single strand down her back.


“You look
delicious,” he said, tilting his head to one side. “But then you always do.”
The soft evening breeze tousled his hair, making him more appealing than ever.
“How quickly do you think we can eat and get back here?”


Justine wasn’t
sure how she was going to get through this night.  


* * *


Marie Leclerc
greeted Justine and Alex enthusiastically. “You don’t know how wonderful it is
to have someone to talk to,” she said, eyeing Justine’s simple outfit. “I
haven’t been home to Paris for over a year.” She looked at her husband fondly.
“Although Henri did take me on a wonderful holiday to the coast a few months
ago.”


She led them
through the tiny house to a verandah overlooking the Mboumou River and offered
them a glass of wine.


Justine listened
quietly as Henri and Alex discussed the Health Center. The French couple
displayed a stoic acceptance of the vagaries of life in their remote location.
They spoke of the difficulties posed by the lack of medical records, problems
with the school, and their ultimate wish for a more peaceful continent. But
their overall concern was for the local people they had come to love and
respect. Their dedication to their work and obvious love for each other was
inspiring.


* * *


Alex’s gaze
drifted over to Justine. She sat next to Marie, chatting quietly about the
school, looking serenely beautiful in the soft light. A rare stab of self-pity
caught him by surprise. What would his life have been like if he had met a
woman like Justine instead of Gabriella? In the short time they’d spent
together it was evident that Justine would have been a far better partner than
Gabriella. And her instant rapport with Daphne was a distinct bonus. Listening
to Henri with one ear, he watched her lean forward to say something to Marie.
Misted with fine perspiration, her skin glowed in the flickering light from the
oil lamp. As though sensing his scrutiny, she raised her eyes to meet his. She
inhaled sharply, the desire in her eyes unmistakable. He shifted in his chair,
wondering if the evening would ever end.


* * *


Henri and Marie
chatted through dinner, unaware of the heated looks being exchanged between
their guests.


“Would you care
for some coffee?” Marie stood up, looking hopeful.


“Thank you, but
no.” Justine smiled. “We’ve had a long day, and I for one need some sleep.”


“But of course”
their hostess said graciously. “I forget you have come a long way. Henri tells
me I talk far too much when we get visitors, but it’s so rare…” Her voice
trailed off.


“I’m sure I’ll
see you again tomorrow.” Justine stood up.


“I have an
idea.” Marie’s voice brightened. “I’ll walk with you back to your tent and you
can bring me up to date on the latest fashions. I’ll take a flashlight.”


“Excellent
idea.” Henri chose one of the flashlights hanging by the back door. “I’ll walk
back with Alex and I can show him those tuberculosis figures we were
discussing.”


Alex shot
Justine a hopeless look as they went out the back door. She looked over her
shoulder as the men lagged farther behind, then concentrated on answering
Marie’s questions.


The Frenchwoman
chattered happily all the way back to Justine’s tent. “My goodness, I’ve talked
your ear off.” A gust of wind rattled the tents and her head came up, alert to
the changing weather. “It feels like rain. I’d better get back to the house.”
She kissed Justine on both cheeks. “I’ve enjoyed your company so much. Thank
you for coming.”


“Not at all. And
thank you for the wonderful dinner.” She watched the Frenchwoman hurry away,
light from the flashlight bobbing along the pathway.


Henri had led
Alex to the Health Center and across the compound, where dim light seeped out
of the windows. Justine stepped into her tent with an audible sigh. The evening
had seemed interminable. Every time she looked up, Alex seemed to be looking at
her. And those looks were heavy with promise, leaving her in a state of eager
anticipation. With shaking hands, she lit the oil lamp, bathing the tent in a
golden glow. Her breasts were achingly sensitive and desire pooled between her
thighs as she undressed. A gust of wind shook the tent and she shivered, then
slipped into a thin cotton chemise. Fastening the tiny buttons, she visualized
Alex’s hands undoing them and caressing her heated skin.


The wind
threatened to pull the tent flap out of her hand as she peeked outside. Across
the compound, the light still burned. With a sigh, she undid the braid in her
hair. Her hair sprang into soft curls and she brushed it slowly, wondering how
much longer it would be until Alex would be with her.


The first
raindrops to hit the tent sounded like small pebbles. Startled, she dropped the
hairbrush and ran to the door of the tent. The sky was ominously dark and as
she watched a bolt of lightning snaked out of the sky, striking a tree near the
Health Center building. Her oil lamp sputtered, and then went out.


“Alex!” Calling
his name she stepped outside, oblivious to the rain.


“Justine!”
Appearing out of the dark, he swept her into his arms, lifting her off her
feet. “Are you all right?” He buried his face in her hair and they stood
wrapped together in the pelting rain.


“I’m fine,” she
said somewhat shakily. “I was worried about you.” Another flash of lightning
illuminated the compound.


A slow grin
curled the corners of his mouth and he carried her into the tent. “What should
be worrying you right now is the way you look.”


“What do you
mean?” She looked down at her chemise. The thin fabric was soaked through and
was molded to her skin. “Oh, my goodness.”


“You can say
that again.” Another flash of lightning illuminated the compound and his eyes
took in the perfect globes of her breasts. The transparent fabric clung to her
stomach and her thighs. His voice was hoarse as he stepped toward her. “You
have nothing on under that,” he said, his voice growling approval.


“Uh…no.” He
stepped closer. She shivered, as much from anticipation as from the damp
fabric.


“Justine.” He
held her lightly by the arms. “If you want me to leave, you’d better tell me
now.”


“Leave?” Her
voice sounded strangled. “I was hoping you’d stay.” She reached behind her and
opened the flap of the tent. He followed, quickly fastening the ties on the
flap before turning back to her. For a moment they looked at each other, eyes
adjusting to the lack of light in the tent, ragged breathing the only sound. He
brushed a wisp of hair away from her temple, then dropped his hand to her
shoulder.


“You’d better
get out of that,” he whispered, tugging at the buttons.


His hand brushed
against her breast and she realized he was shaking. She would explode if she
had to wait for him to undo every one of those buttons. She reached down a
lifted the damp chemise over her head.


He groaned as
the luscious contours of her body were revealed during the random flashes of
lightning.


“Shall I try the
lamp again?” She heard her own voice as though from a distance. It was
tentative, somewhat shy.


“No need,” he
murmured, reaching for her.


His fingers
brushed the side of her neck and trailed down to her breast. He cupped it in
his hand, kneading softly.


Justine threw
back her head, a soft gurgling sound escaping from her throat.


“Are you all
right?” he asked, rolling her nipple gently between his thumb and forefinger.


Heat started to
spiral through her body. “I dreamed about this,” she gasped. Her pulse pounded
in her ears, as loud as the thunder outside.


“Did you now?”
His lips trailed down her neck and captured her breast. “And did you like it?”


Her breathing
came in sharp little gasps as his tongue circled her nipple. “Yes, I liked it.”
He sucked gently on the engorged tip and she arched her back. “That feels so
good,” she moaned softly.


“Tell me what
else you liked,” he instructed, raising his head. His hands continued to caress
her and her lips parted in a seductive smile.


“I liked looking
at you,” she whispered. “In my dreams you were naked. I could feel the hair on
your chest against my…against my breasts.” Her fingers went to the buttons on
his shirt, trembling as she undid them. She yanked it out of his waistband and
ran her fingers over the quivering muscles of his stomach. “You’re beautiful,”
she murmured, her fingers moving south, skimming over his erection.


She stroked the
full length of him through the fabric of his trousers. He groaned, and then
pulled back. “Let’s not forget your dream,” he coached, his voice tight. “I
think you said something about me being naked.” He stepped out of his trousers
and his shorts.


He stood before
her fully erect, and her body responded instantly.


“Did you like
this part?” he cajoled, pulling her toward him. His penis prodded her in the
stomach.


“Oh, yes.” She
slipped her arms around his neck as he lowered his head. A flash of lightning
revealed the heat in her eyes and he smiled, covering her mouth with his. His
kiss was soft and yet demanding, his tongue exploring her mouth as he moved
slowly against her.


“What else did
you like?” he asked, his voice soft and seductive. “Tell me, Justine.”


“I can’t.” She
buried her head in his chest.


He tipped up her
chin. “It’s too late to be shy now, my sweet.” He reached down and swept her up
in his arms, carrying her to the makeshift bed. He deposited her tenderly on
the mattress and brushed the hair from her eyes.


“Tell me,” he
said, stroking her stomach in small, sensuous circles. His hand moved lower,
cupping her mound. “Do you like this?” His fingers toyed with the tight curls
at the juncture of her legs, and she nodded silently. Her nipples were on fire,
and as though reading her thoughts, his mouth closed over one and then the
other as his fingers slipped lower. Parting the delicate lips of her sex, he
found her moist heat. “Open your legs sweetheart,” he said huskily, stimulating
her with deliberately slow strokes and watching her respond. 


She arched up,
lifting her hips off the mattress, her breath coming in soft little puffs of
desire. His hand continued to move between her legs, sensing what she needed
almost before she did. Lost in the exquisite pleasure of his touch, she
unconsciously moved her hips with him. “Alex,” she moaned, her voice hoarse
with pleasure. “I don’t think I can stand much more.” With knowing strokes, he
massaged the bud of her desire, eyes heavy as he watched her intently.


“Alex,” she
begged. “Please.” She reached for his shaft. “I need you inside me.”


He rose over her
as another flash of lightning lit up the tent. Her hair lay curled around her
head in disarray and she looked at him with a longing so intense that his
breath caught in his throat. For a moment he was with Jasmine, and then a
deafening clap of thunder reminded him of where he was. Justine’s legs wrapped
around his waist as he entered her with a deep groan of pleasure.


“Oh Alex,” she
breathed as he started to move. “You belong inside me.”


She closed her
eyes and tears of joy slid down her cheeks as he started to move with long,
deliberate strokes. The raging storm outside was nothing compared to the
beating of her heart. In the dim light she looked up to see him watching her.
He found a rhythm and she moved with him, breath catching in her throat as
intense pleasure shimmered through every nerve of her body. Heat licked at the
core of her being, slowly building as she offered him the most precious gift
she could imagine…her complete trust. Alert to her needs, he increased his pace
and together they moved as one. Perfectly in tune with each other, it was
difficult to tell where he ended and she began.


“Open your
eyes,” he demanded huskily. “I want to watch you when you come.”


“Oh My God,” she
moaned softly, eyes wide. “I’m going to explode.”


Shards of
brilliant light filled her senses. Heat radiated from deep within her,
travelling in waves through her body.


Her insides
pulsed around him and he let out a muffled shout, joining her in a shattering
release. Buried deep inside her, he kissed her neck, her chin, her mouth, with
a sweetness that wrapped itself around her heart. Exhausted, he rolled onto his
back and she held him, brushing the hair back from his forehead. Raising
himself on one elbow, he regarded her tenderly. “That, my sweet,” he said,
brushing his lips against hers, “was the part I like the best.”


The rain stopped
as quickly as it started. Justine curled into Alex’s side, resting her head on
his shoulder. His breathing quieted, and she thought maybe he’d fallen asleep.
She was surprised when he spoke.


“I don’t know
why I didn’t see it earlier.” His free hand feathered over her skin.


“See what?” A
clutch of fear hit her in the chest.


“This.” His hand
cupped her chin and he kissed her, tenderly at first and then more deeply. “I
must have been blind not to see you as you are now…a beautiful, sensual woman.”
His hand slid to her breast and he smiled as a small moan escaped her lips.
“You see?” he teased, lowering his head to suckle on her nipple. “You want me
again already.” He pushed her gently onto her back and kneeled over her,
spreading her legs. “And guess what? I want you, too.”


She sighed as he
entered her. “I wanted you the first moment I laid eyes on you,” she said
truthfully. “Make love to me, Alex. I’ve waited for so long.” She lifted her
hips to meet him and they moved together in the timeless rhythm of love.


* * *


Justine woke
with a start. Her body was deliciously heavy and sated. She raised her arms
over her head, stretching languidly. The tent shimmered in the morning sunlight
and she smiled to herself, wondering if the glow of lovemaking would be on her
face this morning.


Voices in the
compound caught her attention. At the sound of Alex’s voice she peeked out the
flap of her tent. He and Henry were sitting on the narrow bench that stretched
the length of the Health Center. As she watched, Alex ran a hand over his face,
his expression distraught. Henri was speaking calmly, one hand on Alex’s
shoulder.


She pulled her
clothes on quickly and ventured outside. Alex raised his head, eyes bleak and
smudged from lack of sleep. “It’s Gabriella,” he said dully, barely looking at
her. “She’s taken a serious turn for the worse.”


Henri stepped
forward. “I had a call from London this morning. Fortunately there is a flight
out of Bangui this morning and I’ve been able to arrange a charter to get him
there in time. He can be in London by late tonight.”


Alex ran his
fingers though his hair. “How soon is that charter arriving?”


Henri looked at
his watch. “It’ll be here in twenty minutes.”


“I’ll go and
pack my things.” He turned to Justine. “I’m sorry, Justine, but the only
aircraft Henri could get is a small one. It takes only one passenger.”


“Don’t worry
about me.” She smiled bravely. “Henri will take care of me, and maybe I can be
of some help today.”


Alex nodded and
headed toward his tent. Justine glanced at Henri, who seemed distracted. “Is
there something else?” she asked. “Something you’re not telling him?”


He looked at
her, his blue eyes concerned. “Yes, but it isn’t about his wife. I didn’t want
to bother him, but Jean-Guy also called this morning. They’ve discovered an
unusual number of patients with meningitis in Ndanda. It has all the markings
of a major outbreak. And to make things worse, his assistant is away for a few
days.” He shook his head. “As the English say, when it rains, it pours.”


“What about me?”
Justine looked at him eagerly. “Could I drive to Ndanda and help him? I could
drive myself. It’s not very far, is it?”


Henri looked at
her thoughtfully. She had been an immense help yesterday, and she had displayed
a lot of common sense. “I think it would work,” he said slowly. “And I know
that Jean-Guy would appreciate the help.”


Alex appeared
outside his tent. 


“Don’t tell Alex,
please.” Justine touched his arm. “Let’s not worry him.”


Henri nodded.
“You’re right. He’s got enough on his mind.”


* * *


Alex was quiet
on the way to the airport and for once, Justine didn’t pester him with
questions. As the battered Toyota pulled up to the airstrip, the aircraft
landed and he strode toward it, bag in hand. At the open door he turned and
looked back at her. Fighting to hold back tears, she smiled and waved. He
tossed his bag into the cargo hold and came back to where she stood. Caressing
her cheek with the back of his fingers he spoke softly. “At least we had last
night.” His eyes held hers, and then moved slowly over her face as though
trying to memorize it. “I’m sorry, Justine.” With that, he turned and walked
away.


Justine raised a
hand in farewell as the small aircraft roared past them and lifted into the
clear morning sky. As the sound faded into the distance, her shoulders slumped
and she turned, blinking rapidly to keep the tears at bay.


* * *


Alex experienced
a sense of unreality as the plane droned on toward Bangui. This wasn’t the way
it was supposed to be! He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to concentrate on what
lay ahead with Gabriella. Visions of Justine and memories of the magical night
they had spent together kept creeping into his mind. Her scent still clung to
his skin and a guilty rush of desire washed over him as he recalled the
intensity of their lovemaking. But this was no time for daydreaming. With
discipline honed over years of business dealings, he set all thoughts of her
firmly aside. It was time to return to his responsibilities, and he steeled
himself for what was to come as the changing landscape brought him closer to
his destination.


* * *


“Well.” Justine
turned to Henri, attempting to sound cheerful. “Do you still think I could be
of some help at Ndanda?”


The Frenchman
nodded as they drove back to the camp. “Yes, I do. It’s a two hour drive, so
we’ll load the car right away and you can be on your way.”


Her spirits rose
as she pulled out of the compound and headed up the road. The trees and brush
sparkled from last night’s rain and the sun beat down, reclaiming the moisture
that had fallen. Following the hastily drawn map that Sammy had given her, she
made good time, pulling into Jean-Guy’s compound around noon.


He greeted her
eagerly. “Henri called to say you were on the way,” he said as he unloaded the
supplies. “And he said you would like to help.” Clusters of people waited in
the scarce shade.


Lines began to
form as they discussed the best way to proceed. Working steadily, they
immunized eighty-four people, and by the end of the afternoon they were both
exhausted, but euphoric.


“You were
marvelous,” he said sincerely. The sad brown eyes smiled. “I’ve fixed a bed for
you in the Health Center, and perhaps you would join me for dinner. It’s only
ragout, but it’s delicious, if I do say so myself.”


Justine accepted
gratefully. “That would be wonderful. Thank you.”


* * *


After dinner,
Jean Guy lit a cigarette and carefully measured out two glasses of brandy. He
held up the bottle, examining it ruefully. “It’s just about fini” he
said with a sigh, “but it’s a pleasure to share the last of it.”


They settled
into comfortable leather chairs and watched the last of the light leave the
sky. The Frenchman smoked in silence, and Justine sipped slowly, content to
listen to the night sounds.


Jean-Guy shifted
in his chair. “Alex should be home in a few hours.” He blew out a stream of
smoke. “I can sympathize with what he must be going through.” His voice was
laced with sadness, and he gazed into the distance.


“How did you
lose your wife?” Justine spoke softly.


“She died from
ovarian cancer.” He lifted his glass, but did not drink. “It was heartbreaking,
working for one of the finest pharmaceutical companies in the world and not
being able to help her.”


“What type of
research were you doing? Was it a cancer drug?”


Henri shook his
head. “No. I headed the team that developed a new drug for the treatment of
Crohn’s disease. We called it XR44.” He rubbed his fingers over his forehead as
if to erase a bad memory. “It was an excellent drug and we were having good
results with it, but there were a few problems. Alex decided to pull it even
though it cost him millions to do so.”


A cold shiver
ran up Justine’s back at the mention of the drug that she blamed for her
mother’s death. “What happened?”


Henri finished
his drink, fingers tensing around the brandy snifter. “We alerted physicians
about adverse effects in certain patients with Congestive Heart Failure but it
seems that some of them did not read the Bulletins.” He ground out his
cigarette angrily.


Justine forced
herself to speak calmly. “So you’re saying that if a doctor prescribed your
drug to someone with CHF, as well as Crohn’s disease, they could have died?”
Jean-Guy was describing her mother’s condition. No wonder her mother’s Doctor
had seemed so tense!


“In a few cases,
that’s exactly when happened. We released the drug in the United States first,
and when Alex learned that six people had died he withdrew it, even though it
had been approved, and physicians had been notified through the proper
channels.”


“And people died
unnecessarily because some Doctors weren’t paying attention?” It didn’t seem
possible. “Does that happen often?”


“More often than
you’d imagine. But only someone like Alex would withdraw an approved drug,
knowing how much his company would lose. There was a huge uproar at the
shareholders meeting, but Alex prevailed. After all, he owns the majority of
the shares.” He stood up and leaned against one of the porch supports. “It was
a terrible time for the company, but it was even worse for Alex.” He fumbled in
his shirt pocket for another cigarette and lit it, inhaling deeply. “As the
head of the company he took the deaths personally. He made it his mission to
visit every Doctor who had prescribed the drug incorrectly. I learned later
that he checked on every family as well, and gave financial aid to those who
needed it.” He picked a piece of tobacco from his tongue, examined it and
flicked it away. “He tracked them all down except one.”


Blood roared in
Justine’s ears. “What happened?”


“In that
particular case, nothing.” He paused. “The Doctor died shortly after his
patient and even though the replacement Doctor agreed to give him the patient’s
name he wasn’t able to find the family.” Animals chattered loudly in the forest
but he was lost in thought. “Anyway, after my wife died, I couldn’t bring
myself to return to work in the lab and I was fortunate to be working for
someone who understood. As a matter of fact, Alex was responsible for getting
me the extra training I needed and now I’m working here, where I know I can
make a difference.”


Justine opened
her mouth to speak then thought better of it. Any lingering doubts she may have
had about PharmOmega drifted away into the dark African night. Unaware that
Jean-Guy had been studying her, she was surprised at his next words.


“You’re in love
with him, aren’t you?” He looked at her kindly.


Justine blushed.
“Yes, I am.”


His eyes took on
a faraway look. “Then I can only wish you the best.”


They walked in
comfortable silence to the Health Center and he showed her the bed he had
prepared for her. He kissed her softly on both cheeks. “He’s a good man,
Justine. Give him time.”


* * *


Justine found
that she enjoyed helping Jean-Guy and was almost disappointed when his
assistant returned. The youngsters in the camp, also keen on football, tried to
teach her the game, laughing uproariously when she tripped over her feet time
and time again. During quiet moments, Jean Guy sat on the porch with a distant
smile on his face, watching her play in the dusty compound.


Their formal
handshake turned into a brief, fierce hug as they parted a few days later. “You
have brightened my life considerably,” he said, relinquishing her hand
reluctantly. “I shall miss you.” His voice was thick with emotion.


“Thank you my
friend.” Justine looked into his eyes. The Frenchman had undergone a subtle
change while she was there. His smile appeared more readily, and his demeanor
had softened. She found herself hoping that one day he would allow himself to
love again.











Chapter Ten


Justine scarcely
noticed the scenery on the way back to Bangassou. Her thoughts were focused on
Alex. Surely he would have called by now. She pulled into the compound, and was
greeted by Henri.


“Has Alex
called?” Justine hoped he hadn’t noticed the catch in her voice.


Henri shook his
head. “No, I’m afraid not. The only call we’ve had was from Marie’s aunt. She’s
coming for an extended visit.”


Justine managed
to inject some enthusiasm into her voice. “That will be wonderful for her.”


Henri grinned.
“You’re right about that. She hasn’t stopped talking about Claudine for days.”
He openly inspected Justine’s tanned arms and legs. “It looks as though you
enjoyed yourself at Ndanda. Jean-Guy called to tell us what a great help you
were.”


Justine grinned.
“I enjoyed it, and I’m getting pretty good at football, too.” She glanced
around the compound, baking quietly in the heat of the afternoon. “I almost
wish I wasn’t leaving tomorrow. I’m going to miss this place more than I would
have thought possible a couple of weeks ago.”


* * *


Justine tossed
her bag into the Toyota the next morning and turned to her hosts.


“I hope you come
back some day.” Marie kissed her on both cheeks. “I’m only sorry Alex didn’t
get to stay longer.”


Justine hugged
them both. “Thank you for everything.” She hopped into the vehicle beside
Sammy, fighting back tears. “Au revoir.”


* * *


Justine dropped
her bag in the hallway, and accepted a welcoming hug from Olivia.


Her friend held
her at arm’s length. “My God Justine, you look exhausted!”


“I’ve spent the
last couple of days travelling.” She swayed slightly, and Olivia settled her in
a comfortable chair. “Have you heard anything?” She was almost afraid to hear
the answer.


Olivia sighed.
“Gabriella died two days ago. She developed pneumonia and the doctors couldn’t
do much other than keep her comfortable.”


“Poor Alex.”
Justine shook her head. “I wonder how he’s taking it.”


“I spoke with
Mother this morning, and she didn’t know. According to Daphne he insisted on
making all the arrangements himself. He’s staying in London until everything is
settled. I’m flying over tomorrow for the funeral.”


Justine
shivered. “I feel strange.”


“What do you
mean?”


“I’ve spent so
much time with Alex recently but now I can’t even console him.” She got up and
walked to the window. “It doesn’t seem fair.” She turned hopefully. “He hasn’t
called here, has he?”


Olivia shook her
head, regarding her friend sadly. “I’m afraid not. I wish I had some brilliant
words of wisdom for you, but I don’t. Give him time, Justine, that’s the best
thing you can do.”


“Funny. Someone
else told me that just the other day.” Justine gave her friend a crooked smile.
“He told me something else, too.”


“I’m almost
afraid to ask.”


“No, this is good.
Jean-Guy was a researcher at PharmOmega. He worked on XR-44, the drug that
caused the reaction in my mother.” She repeated the amazing story to her
friend.


“Did you tell
this Jean-Guy who you are?”


Justine shook
her head. “No. I trust him but I wouldn’t want him to know. He’s had enough
sadness of his own.” She smiled sadly at her friend. “Funny how things turn
out, isn’t it?”


* * *


Olivia and her
mother headed for the gardens, taking advantage of the favorable summer
weather. “Do you have to go back so soon?” Audrey MacMillan regarded her
daughter fondly. “I was hoping we would have more time together.”


“I’m sorry but I’ve
had this commitment for a while. A long weekend was all I could manage.” Olivia
trailed along after her mother while she cut flowers for the house. She
shuddered, remembering the white roses at Gabriella’s funeral.


Audrey looked
knowingly at her daughter. “Why do people say things like ‘It was a lovely
funeral’? There’s nothing lovely about a funeral.” She eyed a patch of larkspur
critically and chose several stems. “Alex handled himself very well, don’t you
think?”


“He’s not a
child any more, Mother.”


“No, of course
not.” She added the larkspur to the basket. “Ever since his father died he’s
handled himself impeccably. Daphne is very proud of him. He comes home this
afternoon, and she’s looking forward to that.” They headed back toward the
house. “I haven’t seen you out riding this trip.”


“I was thinking
of going out this afternoon. Do you mind?”


“Of course not,
my dear. Just be back and changed in time for dinner. You know how your father
hates it when you’re late.”


* * *


Olivia swung
into the saddle, relaxed for the first time in days. She was soon out of sight
of the house. Keeping to familiar trails, she was lost in thought when a rider
suddenly appeared over the rise.


Alex reined in
next to her, his horse prancing sideways. “Hello, Olivia. Thank you for coming
over for the funeral. I saw you at the church.” His eyes were dulled with pain.


“How are you,
Alex?” Olivia felt helpless. “Is there anything I can do?”


“No thanks.” He
looked out over the rolling hills. “The best thing for me right now is work.
I’ve been away from it far too long.” The amazing green and gold eyes held hers
for a moment. “Good to see you Livvy.” He nodded and rode off, sailing over a
low stone fence with amazing ease.


Olivia shook her
head at the retreating figure. It was no wonder Justine was head over heels in
love with him. Even in his sorrow, Alexander Melrose was incredibly handsome.


* * *


Alex left his
horse grazing and climbed the hill. The oak tree offered a welcome patch of
shade in the afternoon heat and he sank down in his usual spot. Seeing Olivia
had unsettled him. It had been on the tip of his tongue to ask about Justine,
but he couldn’t bring himself to do it so soon after Gabriella’s funeral.


Justine was
constantly in his thoughts. As he gazed out on his estate and the surrounding
countryside he recalled the last time he had been here. She had been right
beside him and even now her enthusiastic comments echoed in his ears.


He couldn’t
believe how much he missed her! Every night he tossed and turned in bed,
dreaming of her tantalizing body. More than once he had awakened with a painful
erection, remembering the heat in her eyes and the way her body had arched up
to meet him. He found that he missed her droll comments and her quick mind as
much as her luscious body. He smiled as he recalled his recent conversation
with Jean-Guy. It was so like her, offering to help. Describing Justine’s
interaction with the youngsters in camp, Jean Guy had sounded happy for the
first time in years. The truth was, Alex ached to see her again, but his
secretary’s calls were becoming more urgent, and he knew that his presence was
required at the office.


He also needed
time to sort out his feelings about Gabriella. The sorrow he’d endured during
her final days had turned to slow, burning anger every time he allowed himself
to think of how she had deceived him. Never again would he permit himself to be
betrayed by a woman! His thoughts returned to Justine. He knew in his heart
that she would never deceive him and his smile gentled as he wondered how long
it would be until he could see her again.


* * *


“He didn’t even
ask about me?” Justine’s eyes filled with tears.


“He just sat
there looking at me.” Olivia’s heart was breaking for her friend. “I really
thought he wanted to say more, but he rode off.”


“What else did
he say?” Justine’s voice trembled. “How did he look?”


“He looked
terrible, to tell you the truth.” Olivia’s brow drew together. “Oh yes, and he
said something about needing to work.” She reached out to her friend. “You’ve
got to give him time to heal, Justine. That’s all there is to it.”


“I suppose so,”
she whispered. “But while he’s healing, my heart is breaking.”


* * *


Daphne opened
the card attached to the gift box and scanned it quickly, glancing over at her
son. “It’s from Justine,” she said, admiring the heavily veined malachite
necklace. “She says she saw it at a market in Bangui and decided it was the
perfect gift to thank me for being such a kind hostess.”


“Very nice,
Mother. May I see the card, please?”


Daphne watched
as he read the card and turned it over, looking for more words. He seemed
disappointed.


“Have you called
her yet?” 


Alex looked at
her, clearly surprised. “No, Mother, I haven’t.”


Daphne fingered
the smooth stone. “It’s been well over a month now, son. I should think you’ve
waited long enough.” The blue eyes were kind.


Alex smiled. “Am
I that transparent?” 


“Perhaps not to
others but I know you well, my boy. And I have had the distinct pleasure of
knowing Justine.”


“Propriety
sucks, Mother.” 


“Alexander
Melrose!” Daphne raised one elegant eyebrow. “Although in this case I agree
with you.”


Alex toyed with
the gift card. “Did I hear you discussing another fundraiser with Audrey? I
thought I heard something about a masked ball at Willowbrook.”


Daphne looked at
him curiously. “Why yes, she’s been planning it for months. She calls it her
Midsummer Night’s Ball. Why do you ask?”


Alex smiled, and
her heart stopped. He looked so much like his father! “I thought perhaps Audrey
could invite Olivia and Justine.” His studied nonchalance belied his eagerness.
“And I also thought I might make a very casual re-entry into society, as it
were.”


“You know,” she
said, eyes sparkling with approval, “I think I’ll suggest that very thing to
Audrey tomorrow.” 


* * *


The colors of
the Cézanne blurred and Justine wiped impatiently at her eyes. Why did she keep
returning to this painting when there were so many great works of art to study?



“Are you all
right Miss?” The security guard had noticed the lovely young woman many times
over the past month.


Justine looked
up, forcing a thin smile. “Thank you, I’m fine.” 


In truth, she
didn’t think she’d ever be fine again. Even when her mother died, the pain had
gradually lessened. But this was different. Every time she permitted herself to
think of Alex her heart constricted and her throat ached. The sting of tears
was becoming so familiar that she scarcely noticed it anymore. In the first
days after Gabriella’s funeral she had pounced on Olivia’s phone every time it
rang. Surely he would be calling soon. Their encounter at the camp in Bangassou
had been more than just a casual encounter. Or so she told herself, reliving
each word, each gesture over and over until it was like a film running
continuously in her mind.


“I’m keeping
myself busy at the museums and the galleries,” she told Olivia bravely. “I know
it’s just a matter of time until he calls.”


But the call
didn’t come and this morning she had finally broken down. “I can’t do it anymore,”
she told Olivia over coffee. “At first I was positive I would hear from him.
Now I just don’t know.”


Olivia looked
closely at her friend. “You’re losing weight, Justine. You’ve barely eaten for
weeks.”


“I’m not hungry,
Livvy.” She raked her fingers through her hair. “But I have come to a
decision.”


Olivia
brightened. It was a step in the right direction.


“I’m going to go
back to California at the end of the week. With the money I earned from the trip
to Paris I can afford to take my time and look around for something I’d like to
do.” She turned red-rimmed eyes on Olivia. “I realize now that I was foolish to
fall in love with him.” She shook her head as her friend started to interrupt.
“No, Livvy, it’s true. I talked myself into believing that he wanted me the
same way I wanted him. But in the end it was just physical. I thought…” she
threw up her hands. “I don’t know what I thought, but I’ve been kidding myself
long enough.” A fleeting smile crossed her face. “You can come and visit when I
get settled. It’ll be like old times.”


Olivia looked at
her friend sadly. “Moving to California might be just what you need. You’re
wasting away here. I hate to see you like this.”


Justine squared
her shoulders. “You know, I feel better already, having made the decision. I’m
going to spend the morning at the Museum, and then I’ll start packing.”


* * *


Justine headed
back to the apartment, her steps lagging. Several times at the Museum she
thought she had seen Alex walking through the crowds. His unruly head of hair,
his mesmerizing eyes, his broad shoulders…the visions haunted her day and
night. From the very first, the attraction between them had been electric... and
it had only amped up from there.


She continued walking;
trying to sort through her memories of each precious moment she had spent with
him. But the passionate scenes in the fury of the African storm tended to blot
out all other memories. She’d done her best not to think of that night, telling
herself that it was pointless to dwell on the past. But the nights were too
long, and when the pale light of dawn crept in her window, she would lie in bed
and tremble from wanting him. She could still feel his lips and his hands
working their magic on her willing body. Her desire was palpable, washing over
her in hot waves, leaving her gasping, aching for his lovemaking. And then,
like a plunge in a cold pool, his words would come to her, reminding her that
what she had taken as a sign of his deepening love had been nothing more to him
than a sexual encounter. ‘At least we had last night’ he’d said the last time
she’d seen him. Those words came back to haunt her now, weeks after they’d been
spoken. She dodged a group of slow-moving pedestrians, eager to get to the sanctuary
of Olivia’s flat.


And to think
that she’d been foolish enough to equate sex with love! Her steps slowed. The
first time she’d acknowledged her love for him had been in the golden light of
the African morning, in a tent that still smelled of their lovemaking. And yet
the trip to Paris, and to his home in the Cotswolds was when she’d really come
to know and appreciate the man behind the professional facade. That was when
she had truly fallen in love with him. The memories of those days were buried
in her heart and for now that’s where they would stay. She needed all her
strength to get through the next few days.


* * *


Justine sat on
her bed fingering the mask she had worn as Jasmine. Suitcase open beside her,
she was lost in thought when Olivia appeared in the doorway.


“You might want
to hang on to that,” she said, eyes sparkling.


Justine frowned.
“What do you mean?”


“I’ve just had a
call from Mother.”


“How is she?”
Justine envisioned the tall, elegant woman.


“Full of
surprises. She called to ask us to fly home this weekend to attend one of her
fundraisers. It works out perfectly for me; I have some time off between
assignments.”


“You’re not
making sense. Why would she want us at one of her fundraisers? And what does
the mask have to do with anything?” Justine’s heart started to pound. “She
asked both of us to come? Why?”


“That’s
precisely what I asked and when I pressed her for an answer she admitted that
it was Daphne’s idea.” Olivia bounced on the balls of her feet, brimming with
news. “That sounds interesting, wouldn’t you say?”


“Yes, but…”
Justine’s mind raced. Was Daphne simply being kind? No, that wasn’t it. “What
did you mean about the mask?”


“That’s the best
part!” Olivia’s eyes were shining. “It’s a masked ball at Willowbrook. Mother
is calling it her Midsummer Night’s Ball, and all the guests will be in full
costume. Isn’t that great?”


Justine tried to
swallow the knot in her throat. “Did you ask about…” She hesitated. “Did you
ask about Alex?”


“Oh who cares
about him?” Justine’s head shot up and Olivia laughed. “Of course I did, you
goose. She’s not sure if he’ll be there. But ‘not sure’ trumps a ‘no’ any day,
don’t you think?”


Justine had to
agree, but she was suddenly afraid. It had taken a month and a half to make the
decision to get on with her life, and now all she could think about was seeing
him again! Smiling for the first time in weeks, she held the mask in place and
batted her eyelashes. “When do we leave?”


* * *


Olivia accepted
a drink from the flight attendant. “We’ll stay at my flat in London for a day
or two while we round up our costumes. Have you given any thought to yours?”


“Yes and no.”
Justine wound a piece of hair around her finger. “I’d like something romantic,
but that’s as far as I’ve got.” She turned to her friend. “What about you?”


“I thought I’d
go as a gypsy. I like being comfortable at these things.”


Justine fingered
the bracelet Alex had given her. “It’s going to seem strange wearing a mask
again. I’m worried that it might trigger a memory in Alex.” She sipped her
drink, lost in thought. “I don’t know how he’d react if he ever realized that
I’m Jasmine, but my instinct tells me that he wouldn’t like it one little bit.
Although I suppose that’s putting the cart before the horse. We don’t even know
if he’s going to be there.”


Olivia squeezed
her hand. “Let’s hope he is. At least you’ll finally know one way or the other
how he feels.”


* * *


Willowbrook was
swarming with people when they arrived. On the south lawn, a crew was erecting
a giant white tent.


“Gracious
Mother, how many people are you expecting?” Olivia kissed her mother’s cheek.


“Around two
hundred, I should think.” Audrey greeted her daughter and Justine.


“How do you
raise money at something like this?” Olivia frowned, looking about in
disbelief. There seemed to be workers everywhere.


“The guests pay
handsomely and we have a donor who pays for all of this.” She waved her hand
airily. 


“Mother, you’re
a marvel.” Olivia picked up her suitcase. “Do you mind if we get settled?”


“Oh my dear,
didn’t I tell you? Daphne expects Justine to stay with her.” She turned to
Justine. “I hope you don’t mind. Besides, we’re absolutely chock-a-block here.”


Justine’s heart
thundered in her chest. “I’m to stay at Haversham Hall?” Her eyes darted from
Audrey to Olivia. “That’s…why that’s wonderful.”


* * *


“Hello my
dears.” Daphne greeted them as Fiona showed them out to the terrace. “Will you
join me for a cup of tea?” She looked fondly at Justine. “Thank you so much for
the lovely necklace. I’m looking forward to hearing all about your trip to
Africa.”


Olivia smiled to
herself as Justine touched on the highlights of her visit. Daphne listened
attentively, laughing as Justine related her attempts to play footie.


“Of course Alex
played football at school, but when he came home he was only interested in his
horses.” She turned. “Isn’t that right, Olivia?”


“Definitely. I
was telling Justine how I had a crush on him when I was young. Looking back, I
probably wasn’t the only one.” She sipped her tea. “Is he coming for the
weekend?”


Daphne sighed. “I
hope so. He was called back to London yesterday on business, but he said he’d
try to make it back in time for Audrey’s party tomorrow night.” Her eyes
softened. “I’ve arranged a costume for him. I doubt that he would remember to
get one for himself.” She peered intently at Justine over the rim of her
teacup. “Are you all right, my dear? You look exhausted.”


Justine willed
herself not to blush. “I’m fine, thanks. Long flight, I suppose.”


“Then let’s get
some food into you and send you off to bed.” She turned to Olivia. “You don’t
mind, do you dear?”


* * *


“Good night
Daphne and thank you again for inviting me to stay.” Justine was having trouble
keeping her eyes open. “I apologize for deserting you so early, but I’m
suddenly very tired.”


“Nonsense.”
Daphne walked with her to the foot of the stairs. “We’ll have lots of time to
visit later.” 


Justine stripped
off her clothes and eyed the high four-poster bed. It looked inviting, but even
more than sleep, she needed a bath. Sinking into the tub, she adjusted the
water flow with her toes, trying unsuccessfully to keep her thoughts from
turning to Alex. A wave of heat that had nothing to do with the temperature of
the bath water surged through her. Instead of fading, the memories of his
lovemaking were as fresh as if it had been yesterday. Thinking about him now,
her nipples hardened and she ached for his touch. She shuddered involuntarily,
rippling the surface of the bath water. Alexander Melrose was the real deal,
and she wanted him with an intensity that left her breathless. But had he even
thought about her?


“That’s enough
of that,” she muttered to herself, climbing out of the tub and drying off
briskly. “By this time tomorrow you may wish you had never met him.”


* * *


The Bentley’s
finely tuned motor made no noise as Alex brought it to a stop in front of
Haversham Hall. He got out and stretched, amazed at how clearly he could see in
the light from the full moon. Audrey’s timing was impeccable…a full moon, and
excellent weather to boot! With a smile, he entered the quiet house.


Entering his
room, he glanced at his watch and kicked off his shoes. Twelve thirty. Too late
to see Justine! He slipped his jacket over the wooden valet and pulled off his
tie. Pouring a splash of whiskey into a crystal glass, he slumped down in his
favorite chair in front of the unlit fireplace. He stretched out his long legs and
sipped slowly, examining his feelings.


The moment
Daphne had called to tell him that Olivia and Justine would be attending the
ball, his spirits had lifted. Until that time, he hadn’t allowed himself to
admit how much he missed her. The truth was, he missed everything about her –
from her never ending questions and agile mind to her sweet body. It would be a
long night with her in a bedroom just down the hall. Abruptly he stood up, and
started pacing back and forth. He had walked this path many nights while he was
sorting out his feelings about Gabriella. But tonight was different. He was
impatient to see Justine – to hold her…yes…to make love to her. His heart started
to pound. Was she still awake? He could walk the few steps down the hall and
see if there was a light on in her room.


He reached
hesitantly for the doorknob, then stepped inside and stood silently, with his
back to the door. The curtains billowed softly in the warm night air, and a
night-light bathed the room with a radiant glow. His heart jumped around inside
his chest like a troupe of Irish clog dancers.


He stepped
further into the room. Justine lay sprawled on the bed, partially covered by a
sheet. Her hair spilled over the pillow and his fingers curled involuntarily at
his side. She breathed softly, her chest rising and falling as he watched her
hungrily. One arm stretched toward him, the bracelet he had given her glowing
in the pale light. She looked thinner than he remembered, and he felt a stab of
worry that she may have been sick. Her breasts gleamed in the moonlight and he
stepped closer. God, but she was lovely! For a moment he felt guilty, standing
here looking at her and becoming seriously aroused. He ached to reach out and
run a hand over the fullness of her breast, to feel her nipples respond to his
touch. She moaned softly and rolled her head away, shifting so that she sheet
slipped soundlessly to the floor. The soft glow from the lamp cast a magical
glow over her, accenting the curves and recesses of her body. His erection grew
even larger as his eyes lingered on the patch of hair at the juncture of her
thighs. With a groan he stepped back to leave and she moaned again, her hips
thrusting up suggestively. As he watched, her nipples hardened and she threw
her head back. “Alex” she whispered softly. “Alex.”


He was
completely undone. “I’m here my sweet,” he said, moving to the edge of the bed.
Her breasts thrust upward, the tips pebbled and hard. He lowered his mouth and
rimmed her nipple with his tongue as she continued to writhe beneath him.
Sucking gently, he drew her into his mouth and she panted softly as he
feathered her other breast with his hand.


* * *


Justine awoke
slowly from her dream. It had been so real she could still feel his mouth on
her breast. She could even smell the distinctive tang of his cologne. A
delicious heat was building between her thighs. She opened her eyes to see him
lifting his head, eyes heavy with desire.


“Alex,” she
said, reaching for him. “Is that really you?”


He slid onto the
bed beside her, cradling her in his arms. “Every inch of me.” His eyes promised
untold pleasures as he lowered his mouth to hers.


Her senses
spiraled as he kissed her, tracing the outline of her mouth with the tip of his
tongue then trailing a string of kisses down her neck before returning to
plunder her mouth once more.


“I have a
confession,” he whispered, his hand skimming over her stomach with erotic
slowness. “I was watching you while you were sleeping.” His hand moved lower,
sliding into the mass of curly hair. “I think you were dreaming about me.” His
fingers slid between the lips of her sex, his eyes flaring as he stroked her
slowly. “Is this what you were dreaming about?”


She found it
hard to respond while he was caressing her with such sweet intimacy. She
unconsciously lifted her hips. “Among other things,” she replied breathlessly
as a shimmer of delight rippled across her skin.


His fingers slid
into the hot, moist heat between her legs, his voice husky with desire. “I’ve
dreamed about you every night. I dreamed about making love to you and the way
you respond when I touch you like this.” He raised himself on one elbow and
gazed into her eyes. “I missed you, Justine.”


“And I missed you.
You have no idea how much.” She started unbuttoning his shirt, hands trembling
as she ran them over the taut muscles of his stomach. “Well, maybe you saw how
much I missed you.”


He slipped off
the bed and finished undressing. His erection sprang free and she reached for
him. He was like warm velvet in her hand and yet he was hard and ready. Her
throat went dry as she looked at him.


“If that dream
you were having is anything to go by, you missed me a lot.” He crooked his
finger at her. “Come here.”


She looked at
him, her eyes questioning.


His voice was
thick. “Sit on the edge of the bed.” She complied and he pulled her forward,
running his hands slowly up her thighs. Kissing her lightly, he eased her back
onto the bed.


Anticipation
coursed through her body. Arms outstretched, she clutched at the duvet.


“You’re so
beautiful,” he said, kneeling on the rug beside the bed, running his hands up
the inside of her thighs.


Justine’s body
was wild with chaos as he spread her legs apart, exposing the delicate folds of
flesh. “Alex?” she gasped. Her heart was pounding wildly as his hands gentled
her.


“Easy my sweet.
I’ve been hungry for you for a long time. I know how you feel, now I want to
know how you taste.”


Justine moaned
softly as his hot mouth settled between her legs, alternately stroking and
sucking the sensitive bud of flesh. Flames licked at her as his tongue tortured
her with sweet pleasure. He laved her with knowing strokes, then switched
abruptly to a slow, tantalizing circular motion. His tongue was slightly
abrasive and she shivered with the exquisite pleasure he was giving her.
Holding nothing back, she gasped aloud as fire raced through her veins, her
entire body igniting under his touch. “Alex,” she pleaded, her head thrashing
from side to side. “Please. I want you now.”


He loomed over
her, every muscle in his body rigid with passion. Positioning himself between
her legs he entered her with one long, satisfying thrust. Eyes dark with
desire, he gazed at her intently for a moment, then started to move inside her.
“I love you Justine. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before, but I love you.”


She held his
gaze, tears spilling down her face. “I’ve loved you since the first moment I
saw you,” she said softly, wrapping her legs around him. He filled her completely
and she moved with him, held by his eyes as he watched her respond. Heat spread
throughout her body, growing more intense with every stroke. “Now my love,” she
cried as her body started to pulse around him. “Now.”


Alex bit his
lips to keep from crying out. He was swept away in the most intense orgasm of
his life, and he clung to her as shocks of pleasure rippled through his body.


In the afterglow
of love she curled in his arms as he absently caressed her. “This has been one
of the hardest times of my life,” he whispered against her hair. “Waiting until
I could see you again.”


Justine smiled.
“I was beginning to think you didn’t want me.” Her eyes were bright with the
glow of unshed tears. “I was so afraid I’d never see you again.”


“I’m sorry my
sweet. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He pulled her closer. “I spent some
difficult hours sorting out my feelings about Gabriella’s dishonesty. Her
deceit.” He ran a finger under her chin and kissed her lightly on the lips.
“For a short time I had myself convinced that I would never again be able to
trust a woman.” He lay back and exhaled slowly. “But that was foolish thinking.
I know that now. When I started to come out of it, all I could think of was
you.” He turned to her. “I lusted after you something fierce, Justine. I kept
remembering the way you looked at me in the shower at Bangassou, and the way
you stripped off your nightdress inside the tent.” His eyes held hers. “I began
to appreciate your honesty. It’s one of your finest qualities.” He grinned
saucily and ran a hand down her thigh. “Well, that and a few others I can think
of.”


Justine’s heart
skipped a beat. It was now or never. She had to tell him she was Jasmine, or
the truth would hang between them for the rest of their lives. 











Chapter Eleven


“Did you mean
what you said about loving me?” She looked up at him uncertainly. “Because I
have something to tell you.”


He pulled back
and looked at her steadily for a moment. She wondered if he could see the fear
in her eyes. Fear that he would reject her when she told him.


“And I have
something to tell you.” He slid his fingers into her hair. “I love you more
than you can ever imagine. I want to marry you, Justine. I want to love you and
care for you. I want to have a family with you.” He raised himself over her, easing
her legs apart. He was ready again! He captured her mouth with his own and with
one long thrust he was inside her again. “I love you Justine, and I want to
hear you say it again. Tell me you love me and that you’ll marry me.”


She laid her
hand along his unshaven cheek. “I do love you, Alexander Melrose and I can’t
think of anything I’d rather do than have a family with you.”


Their lovemaking
was slower this time, ending in another intense burst of pleasure as they
peaked together, sliding down the other side in languid satisfaction.


Alex fell asleep
almost instantly. Tears of joy and regret slid down Justine’s cheeks as she
watched him lying on his back, breathing deeply. She should have made more of
an effort to tell him about Jasmine. She laid her hand gently on his chest,
feeling the steady beat of his heart. Even asleep, his appeal was almost
overpowering. She looked openly at his sex, and below that the muscled thighs
and legs. He stretched in his sleep and her gaze returned to his face, carved by
the moonlight. His full, sensuous lips curved in a smile and suddenly he looked
very young. Too young to be burdened with such heavy responsibilities, and yet
he accepted them with a grace that belied his age. She felt a surge of pride
for his accomplishments, both as a businessman and as a humanitarian. And this
man loved her! It was almost too much to take in. She wanted to laugh out loud
with the joy that bubbled up inside her. Her mother would have loved him too.
She drifted off to sleep holding onto that thought.  


* * *


Justine reached
out for Alex when she awoke the next morning, but he was gone. Her body ached
pleasurably and she lay back for a moment, reliving the moment he’d told her he
loved her. It was almost too good to believe.


She swung her legs
over the side of the bed and looked at the bedside clock. Eleven thirty!
Embarrassed to have slept so late, she hurriedly showered and dressed. Her
footsteps echoed down the hallway as she poked her head into the deserted
dining room and then wandered into the study, hoping to find Alex. The scent of
his cologne lingered, but the study was empty. A deep leather chair and a
well-worn chesterfield flanked a tiled fireplace and a battered oak desk
occupied a corner of the cozy room. Justine noted a modern computer on a side
table and smiled, thinking of Alex running the old estate with new technology.


She drifted into
the main room and wandered over to the French doors overlooking the lake.
Daphne was sitting on a bench overlooking the lake and she appeared to be
watching the ducks. Justine slipped through the doors and wandered through the
flowerbeds before heading across the lawn. As she approached the lake, Daphne
raised her head.


“Good morning my
dear. I hope you are well rested.” The piercing blue eyes smiled, and Justine
did not think they missed much.


“I apologize for
sleeping so late. Olivia and I were up rather late the other night in London.”
She sat down beside Daphne. “We were trying on our costumes and reliving old
times.”


“That’s right, I
recall you telling us that you shared a room when you both attended University.
Stanford, wasn’t it?”


“Yes.” Justine
watched the ducks. “Although I left after a year.”


“What made you
quit? That is if I’m not being too nosy.” She tossed some seed to the ducks.


“No, not at all.
I got a chance to do some modeling, and the money was too good to pass up.”


“Ahh.” Daphne
smiled. “I should have known it was something like that. You move so
beautifully.”


“Thank you.”
Justine felt a blush creeping up her neck. Would she ever be free of it? “Is
Alex around this morning?”


Daphne shook her
head. “He asked me to tell you that he’s going to spend the day on estate
business.” She reached out and laid a hand on Justine’s arm. “He told me the
news this morning. I wish his father could be here to see how happy you’ve made
him.”


Justine’s throat
closed up and she blinked back tears. “Thank you.” She leaned closer and kissed
her lightly on the cheek. “And thank you for raising such a wonderful son. I
love him a lot.”


“He loves you,
too.”


Justine smiled.
“I hope Alex won’t mind, but Olivia was going to come and collect me this
afternoon and show me around Willowbrook. She has both of our costumes and we
had planned to get ready together.” She blushed. “I didn’t expect Alex to be
back so soon.”


Daphne smiled.
“You go ahead with your plans and we’ll see you at the ball.”


* * *


Justine waited
until they had reached the main road before sharing her news with Olivia.
Saying it aloud made it seem less like a dream. 


“Livvy. Alex
came home last night. He’s asked me to marry him.”


Olivia let out a
shriek of delight. “I’m so happy for you Justine. Really I am. So, tell me
everything. Did he get down on one knee?”


Justine blushed.
“Not exactly, but it was rather romantic.”


“When is the
wedding? When will you announce it? Oh my goodness. This is so exciting.”


“We didn’t even
talk about any of that stuff.”


Olivia raised an
eyebrow. “Too busy with other things, I assume.”


“Oh Livvy! And
to think I might never have met him if it wasn’t for you.” A cloud passed over
her eyes and she clutched at her friend’s arm. “I tried to tell him last night,
Liv. About Jasmine. But it just wasn’t the right time.”


Olivia pursed
her lips. “Do you really have to tell him?”


“I wish I
didn’t. But after what Gabriella did to him…” she shuddered. “So yes, even if
he gets angry, I have to tell him.” She barely noticed their arrival at
Willowbrook. “I love him too much to start out with a lie. You can see that,
can’t you Livvy?”


Olivia looked
sadly at her friend. “Unfortunately, I can.” She pulled up behind a florist’s
truck. “But tell you what. Let’s put it out of our minds for now and see what
Mother’s been up to.”


“Hello dear.”
Audrey smiled vaguely as she walked past them, heading toward the tents. Olivia
and Justine followed slowly, amazed at the transformation that was taking
place.


Tiny white fairy
lights sparkled in the trees surrounding the tent, and musicians were setting
up their instruments in a nearby gazebo. A wooden floor in front of the gazebo
awaited dancers, and individual tables surrounded it, separated by potted
trees, their limbs bedecked with more white lights.


“It’s a
fairyland,” Justine whispered, stepping aside for two women carrying a long
swag of flowers. Pastel tablecloths added subdued touches of color. Tall
candles in glass chimneys graced each table surrounded by flower arrangements
in skillful combinations of pale green and delicate white.  Audrey
appeared in time to supervise the young women as they draped the flowered swag
on the buffet table.


“Can we do
anything to help, Mother?” Olivia’s gaze darted about the room.


Audrey glanced
at her watch. “Everything is right on schedule. The caterers will be bringing
the food in the next hour. Thank you for offering, but it’s all under control.
You two run along and get into your costumes.”


* * *


Olivia finished
fastening the tiny buttons on the back of her friend’s dress. “You look
absolutely fabulous.” Justine pirouetted in front of the mirror in Olivia's
spacious bedroom. “Alex won’t be able to keep his hands off you.”


“Do you think
it’s too much?” Justine eyes the low-cut dress critically. She had chosen a
costume representing a southern belle. “Maybe I should tuck some lace in here,”
she said, tugging at the neckline. “Although I must admit it makes me feel very
sexy.” The tightly fitted bodice emphasized her figure, and layers of skirt
whispered silkily around her delicate slippers. The mask she had chosen was
unlike the one she had worn with Alex, and she posed for Olivia, waving her fan
seductively.


“It’s perfect.”
Olivia struck a pose in front of the mirror. She wore a white peasant blouse
tucked into a multi-colored skirt, and her hair was held back on one side by a
silk rose. “I have no doubt I’ll be the only red-haired gypsy here tonight.”


Justine laughed.
“You look absolutely beautiful.”


Olivia’s eyes
sparkled. “That’s what I’m counting on. The grounds will be strewn with the men
I have rejected before the night is over.”


Justine fingered
her bracelet, her thoughts turning to Alex. She would be seeing him soon.
Glancing out the window she was surprised to see that darkness had fallen. “My
goodness,” she said. “Where did the time go?”


“The same place
it always does when we get together.” Olivia crossed the room and hugged her
friend. “I can’t begin to tell you how delighted I am for you. Alex, too. You
both deserve all the happiness in the world.”


Justine stood by
a narrow glass door, staring out at the peaceful scene below. “It’s like a
dream, Livvy. Almost like this ball tonight. Look out there. You’d never know
that a party was ready to break out on the other side of the house.” She
stepped out onto a small landing. “What’s this? You even have your own
stairway. Did you never sneak out at night when you were young?”


“Not really.
Where would I have gone? I can’t remember the last time I used it.”


“Good point.”
Justine looked down the narrow steps then rejoined her friend.


Olivia linked
arms with Justine. “What do you say? Shall we go down and join the
festivities?”


“Why not?”
Justine’s voice trembled and she grasped her friend’s arm. “I’m nervous, Liv. I
only hope that seeing me in a mask doesn’t give Alex ideas.” She fanned herself
anxiously. “I have to tell him, and the sooner the better.”


Olivia stopped
in the middle of the broad staircase. “You’re not going to tell him tonight,
are you?”


“I’m not sure
when I’ll work up the courage. But soon, Livvy. I have to do it soon. It’s
tearing me apart.” She looked to her friend for confirmation. Olivia’s face was
flushed with excitement. “Let’s not talk about this now. You go ahead; I’m
going to watch for Alex and Daphne.” She waved her friend away. “Have fun. I’ll
see you later.”


Pools of light
illuminated the tables surrounding the dance floor. Justine made a mental note
to compliment Olivia’s mother on the magical setting as she studied the
glittering costumes of the guests. Swaying in time to the music, she smiled to
herself. She had never danced with Alex, and she hummed along with the music as
a few guests started to drift onto the dance floor. 


“May I have this
dance?” Startled, she looked up to see a beefy man in a Henry VIII costume
executing a formal bow. She accepted with a nod and they joined the others on
the dance floor. 


Justine!” called
Olivia, as she floated by on the arm of Professor Dumbledore. “Look out, or
you’re likely to lose your head.”


Henry VIII
laughed and whirled her around the floor. The music came to an end and before
she had time to catch her breath, a tall man bowed before her, resplendent in a
pirate’s costume. 


“You must be
Justine. My daughter says I’m to have a dance with you.” One eye sparkled, and
the other was covered with a traditional pirate’s eye patch. “And I must say
it’s a pleasure.”


“Mr. MacMillan.”
Justine studied Olivia’s handsome father. “I am delighted to meet you. I was
just thinking what a wonderful job Audrey has done with the decorations.”


“Please call me
Martin.” He smiled down at her. “Yes, Audrey puts a lot of effort into it, but
of course Melrose is the one who makes it possible.”


This was
becoming a familiar refrain. “Alex?”


“Quite. He pays
for everything, so all of the revenue from the tickets can be donated to the
hospital.” He looked over her shoulder, his expression avuncular. “He’s a
remarkable young man, but please don’t tell him I said that.” He executed a
smooth turn, releasing her with a flourish. “Hello Daphne. Save me a dance for
later, won’t you?” He extended his hand. “Good to see you again, Melrose.” The
two men greeted each other warmly. “I’ve just had the pleasure of dancing with
this delightful young woman but I rather suspect she’s been waiting to dance
with you.”


The air crackled
as Alex and Justine looked at each other. He stepped forward, and she went into
his arms as though they had been dancing together all their lives.


“Hello, my
love,” she said softly. “I missed you today.” She pulled back and looked at
him. “Are you supposed to be Rhett Butler?”


“I’ll be anybody
you like.” His voice sent shivers of delight down her spine and his eyes
lingered on her mouth. “Do you have any idea how much I’d like to kiss you
right now?” He pulled her close and she could feel the evidence of his arousal.



“Alex!” Her eyes
glittered behind her mask. “What will people think?”


He laughed, as
the music carried them out onto the dance floor. “To quote the infamous Mr.
Butler, I don’t give a damn.” He lowered his voice a notch. “As long as they
can’t read my thoughts.”


They circled the
floor, his hand tightening imperceptibly on her back. “I missed you as well my
sweet. It was all I could do to keep my mind on estate business.” He brushed
his lips against her hair. “I thought about that erotic dream you were having.”
He dancer her off the wooden floor and they stopped behind the tent, swaying in
each other’s arms. His hand trailed down her neck and skimmed over her breasts.
“All I can think about right now is making love to you again. Touching you,
tasting you.” He groaned aloud. “I have to stop talking like this, or I’ll
never get through the rest of the evening.” His fingers traced the outline of
her mask and an odd expression flitted across his features, then he shook his
head. “I’ve promised to take Mother home shortly after midnight. If you’d like
to stay, I’ll come back for you.”


Justine laid a
hand along his cheek. “I’ll come with you. I don’t want to be separated any
more than we already have.” She reached up and brushed her lips against his.
“And besides, there’s something I want to tell you.”


He smiled down
at her. “I hope you’re going to tell me that you love me madly and you can’t
wait to have my children.” He led her back toward the dance floor.


She squeezed his
hand. “Among other things.”


* * *


“This has been
the most magical night of my life.” Justine settled beside Daphne while Olivia
claimed Alex for a dance. “I still can’t believe it, Daphne. I love him so much
it hurts.” Alex was laughing at some remark of Olivia’s and she thought he had
never looked so handsome. “He takes my breath away,” she said throatily.


Daphne smiled.
“I loved his father the same way. He was a wonderful dancer and on nights like
this I miss him more than ever.” Her fingers clutched a lace handkerchief, but
she remained dry-eyed. “Alex deserves someone who will love him
unconditionally. And I know he’s head over heels in love with you.”


Olivia was out
of breath when Alex led her back to the table. “The lad can dance,” she said,
picking up Justine’s fan and fluttering it gaily. She looked across the dance
floor. “Uh-oh. Mother is beckoning me over. If I don’t see you again tonight, I
hope you had a good time.”


 “I’m glad
mother is in such demand as a dance partner.” Alex expertly guided Justine
around the dance floor. “That gives us more time to be together.” He squeezed
her hand. “Have I told you how much I love you?”


“Not in the last
five minutes, but if you’d like to tell me again…” Her sentence was interrupted
by a burst of fireworks. The dancers stopped en masse and gasped in delight.


Alex led her to
a grassy spot beside the gazebo where they could watch alone. She slid her arm
around his waist. “That’s it,” she said dreamily.


“And what is
that?” He pulled her closer.


“I was trying to
tell Daphne how I feel about you.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.
“But now I know. It’s like a burst of fireworks.” She turned to face him. “I
love you so much, Alex. It frightens me.”


“Don’t be afraid
my sweet. Now that we’ve found each other, nothing can come between us.” He
kissed her lightly. “Nothing.”


* * *


“I’ve had a
wonderful time,” said Daphne when they returned to the main tent. “But I’m
getting tired.” She turned to Alex. “Would you mind taking me home?”


“Not at all,
Mother. Justine and I have already decided that we’d leave when you were
ready.”


Daphne gathered
her things and stood up. “I’m sure you two have lots to talk about. Perhaps you
could let me know when we can announce the engagement.”


* * *


The lights of
Haversham Hall cast a welcoming glow as they pulled up in front of the main
entrance. “I think I’ll leave the keys in the car and Steves can put it away in
the morning.” Alex held out his hand to Daphne. “I forgot to tell you, Mother.
You looked beautiful tonight.”


“Thank you, my
dear. And now I think I’ll make myself a nice cup of tea before I go to bed.”
She headed toward the kitchen and then turned back. “Goodnight Justine.” Her
eyes misted over. “You look so lovely tonight.”


“Goodnight
Mother.” Alex kissed his mother on the cheek and slipped an arm around
Justine’s waist.


Justine leaned
into him as they ascended the stairs. Soon they would be doing this every
night, much as his parents had done. Part way up, she stopped. “Why don’t you
go and have a cup of tea with your mother? I love you, and I’ll have you for
the rest of our lives, but right now something tells me your mother could use
some company. I think she’s missing your father.” She looked up at him, love
shining from her eyes. “I’ll have a quick bath and wait for you.”


He kissed her
gently on the lips. “That’s why I love you, my sweet. I’ll be back soon.”


* * *


“Oh, you
startled me.” Daphne was pouring hot water into the teapot. “Is everything all
right?” She studied her son as he entered the kitchen.


“Everything is
wonderful. I just thought I’d have a cup of tea with you, that’s all.” Alex
lifted down two mugs and placed a pitcher of milk on the table. “Justine is
going to have a quick bath.”


Daphne smiled
knowingly. “It was her idea, wasn’t it, having you come back to keep me
company? I could tell from the first time we met that she was an
extraordinarily sensitive young woman.”


Alex sat down at
the table with a broad grin on his face. “Yes, she is sensitive, and yes, it
was her idea.” He poured some milk into his cup. “She’s remarkable, Mother. We
share a lot of the same interests. I didn’t realize how important that was when
I married Gabriella.” He sobered. “I feel very fortunate to have found someone
like Justine.”


Daphne poured
the tea. “It really is a small world, isn’t it?”


“In what way?”


“To think that
Justine and Olivia roomed together at Stanford.” She stirred a carefully
measured teaspoon of sugar into her tea. “And imagine her being a model. That’s
why she moves so gracefully of course.” She raised her head.


Alex was staring
at her. “Justine was a model?” His shook his head as though trying to avoid a
pesky insect. “And she went to Stanford? Are you sure?”


“Why yes. Let me
see…it was just this morning we were speaking of it.” She lowered her eyes to
her cup. “It’s clear you haven’t known each other very long. Although I recall
she told me about rooming with Olivia the first time we met.”


Alex squeezed
his eyes shut and then opened them again. The room seemed to be spinning around
and he gripped the edge of the table.


“Alex, your
knuckles are white. Is there something wrong?” Daphne’s voice cut through the
fog that was blurring the edges of his vision.


“I’m fine,
Mother.” He gulped at his tea. This wasn’t happening! His gaze darted about the
kitchen, fastening on the familiar objects. He needed desperately to control
himself in front of his mother! Perhaps he was mistaken. But no…Justine had
never mentioned modeling, or Stanford, whereas Jasmine… He was back in the
suite in New York, with Jasmine across from him, telling him about attending
Stanford. A sharp jolt of pain pierced his heart and he gripped his coffee cup
with both hands. She had deceived him. Justine was Jasmine! He smiled in what
he hoped was a convincing manner. “Well I suppose Justine will have had time
for her bath.” He stood up. “Goodnight Mother. I’ll see you in the morning.”


He didn’t know
how he made it up the stairs, but he found himself standing at the foot of his
bed. He peeled off the fake moustache and tossed it away. His jacket followed,
and he slumped down into his favorite chair, loosening the buttons on his
shirt. Leaning forward, he stared into the fireplace as images starting
flooding into his consciousness.


He saw Justine
studying the art at the Met in New York, and heard the pleasure in her voice
while describing her visit to the Louvre in Paris. Why had he not linked that
with Jasmine’s interest in Art History?


With growing
awareness he recalled the strange sensation that had come over him in the tent
in Bangassou. Justine’s curly hair had been so evocative of Jasmine, and yet he
had failed to make the connection.


And then
tonight. For the briefest of moments, when he looked into her eyes behind the
mask, he had been transported back to New York, and Jasmine.


How had he not
seen the similarities before? He heaved himself out of the chair and poured a
drink. Swirling the golden liquid in the glass another image came to him.
Justine in Paris, licking the drop of liquid from her finger. And Jasmine in
New York, making the same gesture. He looked into the glass and then drained
it, feeling the liquid burn as it slid down. The whiskey did nothing to numb
his senses, and he fought vainly against the tears that burned behind his eyes.
A pain unlike anything he had ever experienced curled around his heart,
squeezing until he could no longer breathe. He shook his head slowly from side
to side, denying the truth that stared him in the face.











Chapter Twelve


Justine eased
her dress over her head and carefully hung it up. It was a relief to remove the
tight undergarments, and she padded into the bathroom to run a bath. Pinning
her hair high on her head, she scrubbed her face until it shone, and then sank
into the massive old bathtub. The enchanted evening was far from over and her
body quivered with anticipation as she dreamed of the lovemaking to come.
Humming contentedly, she dried off, pulled on her nightgown, and slid between
the sheets to wait for Alex.


* * *


Awakened by the
moonlight, Justine picked up the bedside clock. Five past two! More than an
hour had passed since she’d crawled into bed. With a frown she slipped a robe
over her shoulders, tying it firmly at the waist. The bedroom door opened
silently and she looked out into the dimly lit hall. Light came from beneath
his door. Maybe he’d fallen asleep. Thinking to surprise him, she opened the
door and stepped inside.


He was seated in
a chair, his long legs stretched out in front of the fireplace. “Alex?” she
called softly. “Are you asleep?” She moved further into the room until she
stood beside the chair. Fingers steepled under his chin, he stared straight
ahead. A sudden chill ran down her spine. “Is something the matter?”


“Why didn’t you
tell me?” His voice lacked emotion. She would have preferred anything other
than this lifeless sound. He continued to stare straight ahead. “Or did you
think it was all a lark?”


Justine shrank
back. Her worst fears had been realized. “Alex…”


He raised a
hand, one finger in the air. “Don’t, Justine. Don’t try to justify your actions
now.” He moved forward, massaged his temples with long, sensitive fingers. “I
believed in you, Justine. In your honesty, your integrity.” His voice cracked.
“But you deceived me, the same as Gabriella.” He turned, and the sorrow in his
eyes slammed into her like a fist.


“No, Alex. It
wasn’t like that at all.” She reached out.


He pulled his
arm away from her outstretched hand. “Don’t touch me,” he said. “There’s
nothing you could say to me that would change what you’ve done.”


“Alex, please.
You’re not being fair. You have to listen.” 


“Do I now?” He
looked at her with cold eyes. “I don’t think so.” He raised an eyebrow. “It’s
just as well we didn’t announce our engagement.” He laughed mirthlessly.
“That’s one good thing, anyway.”


His words stung,
but she knew she had to make him understand. “Please listen,” she begged. “I
can explain.” The words sounded trite, and yet they were the only ones that
fit.


“No, Justine.
I’ve listened to enough lies.” He stood up, his face haggard in the dim light.
“Go away. I can’t bear to look at you.”


His words
hammered her like physical blows. She staggered backward, a whimper of pain
escaping her lips. Turning, she ran from the room, her robe fluttering behind
her. The door closed and Alex turned to support himself against the mantel, his
head falling onto his arms as he choked back tears of rage and frustration.


* * *


Justine looked
wildly about her room. She had very little to pack, and she threw her suitcase
onto the bed, emptying the drawers and the closet with rapid, jerky motions.
She had no idea where she was going, but she had to get away from here now! She
slipped the bracelet off her arm and placed it on the dresser before making her
way downstairs and out into the cool night air. Where would she go? The silence
of the night greeted her on all sides and she took a deep, calming breath.
Before anything, she would go to see Olivia. With a sense of relief she
recalled the outside staircase leading to Olivia’s room. At least she wouldn’t
have to undergo the humiliation of pounding on the massive front doors of
Willowbrook at this time of night.


Rather than use
the main entrance she slipped out the service door by the kitchen and started
walking down the driveway, gravel crunching underfoot. She stopped abruptly and
turned around. Alex had left the keys in the car. Retracing her steps, she
looked inside at the right hand drive, wondering if she could make it as far as
Olivia’s house. At this time of night, there wouldn’t be much traffic on the
roads…if any. She tossed her suitcase into the back seat and turned the key.
“Here goes,” she said, surprising herself with the sound of her own voice. 


* * *


“Livvy, wake
up.” She tapped at Olivia’s window. After she had stopped shaking, the drive
had been uneventful. She tapped again, impatient now. A light came on, and
Olivia’s face appeared on the other side of the French doors.


“What in the
world is going on?” She pulled Justine into the room. “My God, you look
terrible.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “You told him, didn’t you?”


“No, Livvy.
Well, yes.”


“Either you did
or you didn’t. Make up your mind.”


“I was going to
tell him. I’d decided not to wait any longer but somehow he figured it out for
himself.” The tears started to fall again. “Oh Livvy, he was so angry, and I
can’t blame him. He said I was just like Gabriella.”


“Ouch!” Olivia
paced the floor. “But surely you tried to explain.”


“Yes, of course
I did. But he wouldn’t listen. He told me to go away.” Her voice broke and she
slumped into a chair.


Olivia was fully
awake by now. Her heart was breaking for her friend, but she didn’t know what
to suggest. “What do you want to do?” You know you’re welcome to stay here for
a few days until he calms down and you can sort this out.”


Justine jumped
up, her eyes desperate. “No! I have to get away.” She laid a hand on her
friend’s arm. “Could you help me get to London? I need to get away from here.”
She shivered. “Would you do that for me?”


“Of course I
will, but are you sure that’s what you want?” Olivia’s tone was gentle. “You’re
both pretty emotional right now. Maybe you should give it a few days…”


Justine rubbed
her arms as though she were cold. “If you’d heard the way he spoke, you
wouldn’t think that.” Alex’s words echoed in her head and she moaned softly.
“Please, Olivia. I can’t stay here.”


Olivia walked to
her closet. “Of course.” She was dressed within minutes. “I’ll drive you into
London and you can stay at my flat.” She paused. “I’d stay with you if I could
but I have to be back here tomorrow. I promised Mother I’d finally spend some
time with her, but I’d like you to agree to one thing. I want you to call me if
you decide to go away.”


Justine looked
at her steadily. “All right.”


She barely
noticed her surroundings on the drive into London. Olivia kept glancing over at
her, but she stared straight ahead, too shaken by her encounter with Alex to
feel guilty about ignoring her friend. She jumped when Olivia finally spoke.


“I should drive
to London in the middle of the night more often. Heaven knows I wouldn’t try it
in the daytime.” The traffic was light, and they were at the London flat in
just over an hour. Olivia peered into the refrigerator. “I see the housekeeper
has been here. There’s enough food to keep you going for a day or two.” She
turned to her friend. “You look exhausted, Justine. Shall I draw you a bath?”


“I already had
one tonight.” Was it just a few hours ago that she had lain in the bathtub
dreaming of a honeymoon with Alex? “Thanks, Livvy but you’d better get back.”
Forcing herself to smile she accompanied her friend to the door. “I’m sorry I
made such a mess of everything.”


“You’re sure
you’re going to be all right?” Olivia hesitated, hand on the doorknob.


Justine nodded.
“I’ll be fine.”


“All right then,
but call me if you need anything. I’ll be back to check on you in two days.”
Olivia ran down the steps.


 Justine
watched from the second floor window as the car lights came on and her friend
drove off. Olivia had placed her bags in the guest bedroom, the one she had
occupied just a few nights ago. She kicked off her shoes and lay down on the
bed. Only then did she allow herself to remember Alex’s words. She replayed the
scene over and over, and each time his words pierced her heart like tiny
arrows. She whimpered aloud as another wave of pain engulfed her. Somehow or
other, she would get through this. But first, she had to get through tonight.


* * *


Alex’s chin
slumped onto his chest, waking him up. Dazed, he wondered for a moment what he
was doing in front of the fireplace. Then the painful memories struck again. He
stretched and looked toward the window. The first pale blush of light was
visible, and he stretched, not at all surprised at the stiffness in his body
which echoed the dull, relentless pain in his head. His clothes were rumpled, and
he undressed quickly, making his way to the shower. Adjusting the temperature
as hot as he could stand it, he turned his back to the pounding stream of water
and leaned against the wall. This pain was different from what he had
experienced with Gabriella. Different, but no less agonizing. He had long since
realized that his relationship with Gabriella had been superficial. He rotated
his shoulders under the pounding water. With Justine, he had come to know
her…at least before last night he’d thought so. He shook his head, spraying
drops of water everywhere. That was why her betrayal hurt so much. Because he’d
believed that she was the perfect partner for him…in life as well as in love.


Angry now, he
toweled dry. He’d spent most of the night reliving their time together. In
retrospect, it was so obvious that Justine was Jasmine! But the knowledge only
made him feel more foolish, if that was possible.


Donning his
riding clothes, he strode down the hall and passed Justine’s room. He didn’t
know what he would say if she was still here, and he didn’t know how he could
stand it if she was gone. He paused, then ran lightly down the stairs. The sun
was already warming the air as he headed toward the stables. 


* * *


Fiona greeted
him as he walked into the kitchen after a two-hour ride. “Good morning. Can I
get you some breakfast?”


“Thank you
Fiona. Just coffee will do this morning.” She handed him a steaming mug and he
sipped appreciatively. “Is Mother around?”


“Madame is in
the greenhouse this morning.” Fiona bustled about the kitchen, avoiding looking
directly at him. “She told me to ask you to join her there when you got back.”


Alex walked
slowly toward the greenhouse, debating how much to tell his mother. He was
surprised to find that he did not want her to think poorly of Justine.


Music floated
softly from the open door and he stopped to observe his mother. He rarely
regarded her as anything other than his mother, but today he looked at her as a
woman. She had loved his father with quiet devotion, and although his father
had controlled much of his younger life, he knew instinctively that his mother
had been responsible for the gracious, loving atmosphere of their home. She had
stayed in the background, quietly forming his character in ways he had been
unaware of, and for that he would always be grateful.


“Good morning
Mother. Did you sleep well?”


She raised her
head, and her blue eyes narrowed. “Yes, thank you.” With practiced movements,
she finished repotting an orchid plant. “Justine was excellent with plants.”


He noted the
past tense. She looked at him searchingly. “What happened, Alex? Audrey phoned
to say our vehicle is at Willowbrook, and Fiona says Justine’s room is empty
this morning.” She was wise enough not to remark on the dark circles under his
eyes.


He set his
coffee cup on the potting bench and his hand trembled as he raked his fingers
through his hair. So she had left! “I’d rather not say, if you don’t mind.” His
eyes skimmed over the plants and returned to her. “We had a disagreement over
something that happened in New York.”


“Will she be
back, do you think?” Watching him carefully, Daphne could not recall a time she
had seen him this unsettled. Not even when Gabriella died.


“I don’t know.”
His distress was palpable. “If you’ll excuse me Mother, I think I’ll go back to
the house. I’ll be staying here for a few more days and I need to make some
calls.” He kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you Mother, but it all
came as a bit of a surprise.”


Daphne watched
him walk away, a smile on her lips. While she hated to see her son suffering,
it was a good sign. Whatever had happened between the young people, it was
obvious that he still loved Justine. She could be patient. She reached for
another pot, and returned her attention to the orchids.


* * *


Alex found the
Fiona in the kitchen. “Did Justine leave a message for me?” His need to know
where she’d gone was stronger than his wounded pride.


“No lad, not
with me. But you might want to check her room.” Neither her expression nor her
tone of voice indicated her true feelings. Keen eyes watched his back as he
strode from the room.


Justine’s scent
lingered enticingly in the guest bedroom. He glanced toward the bed, his heart
twisting as he recalled the way she had looked in the moonlight two nights ago.
The memory shimmered through him like ripples on the lake, and a smile drifted
across his face before the shuttered look returned. The soft glow of gold on
the desk drew his attention. Picking up the bracelet he examined it
thoughtfully, as though it might speak to him. She had worn it last night but
it was cold now; lifeless. His fingers curled around it and the first faint
seeds of doubt started to germinate in his mind.


He gazed out the
window, surprised to see that the day had darkened. Rain bounced from the surface
of the lake, and a sudden gust of wind rattled the weeping willows. A perfect
complement to his mood.


* * *


Justine tidied
up the kitchen in the flat, determined to leave it as she found it. It was the
least she could do to show her appreciation, and besides it helped to keep her
occupied until flight time. Her morning had been spent shopping for her
upcoming trip, and she checked her list for the umpteenth time. Yes, she had
managed to get everything. In spite of her broken heart, excitement gripped her
as she considered what she was about to undertake. Her only regret was that
Olivia had not been at home when she called to say she was leaving. She flushed
guiltily. She had promised to inform her friend when she was leaving, but
nothing had been said about revealing her destination. She left a message
stating only that she was leaving, and would contact her friend as soon as she
was settled.


As she closed
the front door, her phone jangled insistently and her heart raced. She couldn’t
possibly speak to Alex right now, not when her soul was still tormented by his
parting words.  And if it was Olivia, her friend would only pry her
destination from her, and she wanted time to be alone. Steeling herself, she
turned her back on the apartment. She walked to the corner, flagged a cab and
was soon on the way to Heathrow.


* * *


Justine made her
way to the rear of the aircraft, a wry smile on her lips. How quickly she had
become accustomed to the luxury of travelling with Alex. That part of her life
had come to an abrupt end, but she doubted she would ever forget how he made
her feel. She squeezed past a seated passenger to claim her window seat.
Blinking back tears, she opened the book she had bought in the airport and
tried to concentrate. There would be plenty of time to think about Alex when
she was more emotionally stable. Tonight there was a long flight ahead.


* * *


Justine’s
exhaustion was swept away by a flutter of anticipation as the aircraft started
its descent into Bangui. She looked below, once again fascinated by the lush
African landscape as seen through the golden rays of the late afternoon sun.


She stepped from
the aircraft, and the heat blasted her with familiar intensity. She took a
battered taxi downtown, and was soon checked into her hotel room. She planned
to spend two nights in Bangui, giving her ample time to explore and arrange for
a flight to Bangassou. After a quick dinner she crawled into bed. It had been
ages since she’d slept properly, and she fell asleep the moment her head
touched the pillow.


* * *


The next morning
she opened her eyes slowly. Why was her vision fogged? It took her a moment to
remember that she was in Africa, sleeping under a mosquito net. She lay on her
back and allowed her thoughts to drift, second-guessing her decision to come
here. It was difficult to think logically when the pain in her heart was so
achingly fresh.


She swung her
feet onto the floor, padded into the bathroom, and studied at her reflection in
the mirror. Her eyes were surprisingly clear. How could she look so normal when
her heart had been shattered into a million pieces? There’ll be none of that
she told herself, pulling her hair away from her face with a brisk, no-nonsense
twist. Self-pity was not an option. The best medicine would be complete
immersion in work. That’s why the decision to come here had seemed so right.
Showering quickly, she went downstairs for breakfast. Action was what she
needed while she considered a future without Alex.


* * *


The tension of
the past few days drained slowly away as she wandered through the market. There
was no reason to rush. Her flight tomorrow had been surprisingly simple to
arrange, and she paused to study the variety of merchandise. She recognized the
malachite vendor from whom she had purchased Daphne’s necklace, and experienced
a twinge of regret that she had not been able to say good-bye to Alex’s mother.
She vowed to write to her once she was settled. She owed her that much.


* * *


Dark clouds
hugged the distant skyline when she arrived at the airport the next morning.
“Do you think it will be safe to fly?” she asked the pilot, trying not to show
her nervousness.


“No rain coming
this week,” he replied, stowing her bags in the back of the cabin. “You’ll
see.”


The flight
seemed shorter this time. She pictured Henri and Marie in their home and hoped
that they would welcome her arrival. Things had been different when she
traveled with Alex. Now she wasn’t sure what type of a reception she would
find. She squeezed her eyes closed, and when she opened them, Bangassou was
visible straight ahead.


Sammy greeted
her as she stepped from the plane. “Sammy,” she cried extending her hand. “How
did you know I was coming?”


“Jungle drums.”
His face broke into a smile. “Just kidding. We’re a small community and we
don’t get many women travelling alone.” He lifted both of her suitcases and
headed toward the old Toyota. “We heard yesterday that you were coming.”


“How are Henri
and Marie?” She held on as the old vehicle bounced over a series of ruts in the
road. 


“They are the
same. They look forward to your visit.”


The road skirted
the school on the edge of the compound, and Marie waved through the open
window. Henri came out of the Health Center, his hand extended. “It’s wonderful
to see you again.” A woman stood in the doorway, a tentative smile on her face.
Henri turned. “Justine, I’d like you to meet Marie’s sister, Claudine.”


Gentle brown
eyes smiled, and she extended her hand. “Marie has spoken about you. I’m
delighted to finally meet you.” Justine sensed a lingering sadness in the other
woman. She looked around the compound. “Everything looks much the same. Have
you had any serious problems since we… since I was here the last time?”


If Henri noticed
her verbal stumble, he was kind enough not to remark on it. “A few more
meningitis cases, but other than that, it’s been business as usual.” He pointed
to the tents across the compound. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you like,
of course.”


Justine’s eyes
flickered over the tents and returned to rest on Henri’s face. “That would suit
me very well, thanks.” The knot that formed in her throat made it difficult for
her to speak, but she tried to smile brightly. “How is Jean-Guy? I was hoping
to visit him while I’m here.” She raised her hands, palms open. “What I’d
really like to do is work.”


Claudine stepped
forward. “There’s always work to be done. Quite honestly, I don’t know how
Henri and Marie have managed alone all this time.” She turned to Henri. “Didn’t
you tell me Sammy is taking supplies up to Jean-Guy later in the week?”


“That’s right.”
He glanced at Claudine. “I’m sure he’s ready for some company.”


Justine picked
up her suitcase. “That’s settled, then. I’ll go whenever it suits Sammy.”
Claudine lifted the other bag, and almost stumbled. “Goodness, what have you
got in here?” 


“I brought a few
gifts, and some supplies for the school.” Ducking her head as she entered the
tent, she was almost overcome with memories.


Claudine set
down the suitcase and turned to leave. Justine brushed away sudden tears,
grateful that the Frenchwoman didn’t ask any questions. They may have suspected
why she was here alone, but she was confident that they would wait until she
was ready to tell them. “You will join us for dinner, of course?”


“I would like
that.” Justine’s smile wavered through the tears. “I’ll see you later.”


* * *


“This is
marvelous!” Marie’s eyes lit up at the fashion magazines Justine handed her. “I
shall devour every last page.”


The ache in
Justine’s heart eased a little on seeing the delight in Marie’s eyes. This was
better than Christmas morning. Justine also produced some scented body wash and
the young Frenchwoman sniffed it appreciatively. 


Justine turned
to Henri. “I noticed that you were learning to carve.” She produced a set of
finely crafted carving tools. “I hope these will help with your hobby.”


Henri looked at
her, his face puzzled. “How did you know?”


“I noticed some
of your pieces the last time I was here. You’re very talented.” Henri took out
each tool and examined it carefully. “Thank you Justine. You are most
thoughtful.”


“It was my
pleasure.” She turned back to Marie. “And I brought a few things for the
school. I hope you don’t mind. I’ll bring them over in the morning.”


* * *


“Henri can you
show me how this works?” She appeared at the Health Center the next morning
with a deflated black and white ball and a pump. “I brought some soccer balls
for the children. Oops, I mean footballs.” She grinned.


Henri showed her
how to inflate the ball and rolled it up onto his toe. “You have no idea how
much they will cherish this.” He looked at her closely. “You look better today,
if you don’t mind me saying.”


“Thank you,
Henri. I feel better. I should apologize for dropping in on you like this but I
needed to get away for a while. Alex and I had a terrible row.” She raised her
head and looked him squarely in the eye. “As a matter of fact, I think things
are over between us. I hope I haven’t put you in an awkward position by coming
here.”


“Not at all.
Claudine was right when she said there’s a lot to be done.”


“Well then, put
me to work. What would you like me to do?”


“Claudine
probably wouldn’t ask you herself, but she’s trying to expand the garden by our
house. I’m sure she would appreciate some help.”


Justine grinned.
“I’m great with gardening, and believe me, I’ve got lots of energy to spare.”
She gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Thanks, Henri.”











Chapter
Thirteen


Olivia rode
through the woods on a familiar trail, her mind far away. Where was Justine?
The message she’d left with the housekeeper had been annoyingly brief. Ever
since Justine’s frantic departure, she’d been haunted by memories of the raw
pain in her friend’s eyes. Men! They could be such self-centered asses.


As usual, the
sight of Haversham Hall made her smile. Shining softly in the late afternoon
sun, the manor house was warm and welcoming, its classic lines pleasing to the
eye. The fragrance of roses wafted across the lawn.


“Good afternoon,
Steves.” She greeted the groom. “I won’t be long. I’m looking for Alex.” She
dismounted.


“He’s out riding
at the moment. Perhaps Mrs. Melrose could tell you where he’s gone. I believe
you’ll find her in the greenhouse.”


Olivia walked up
the driveway, gravel crunching underfoot. Sunlight glinted off the greenhouse,
and she heard music playing softly inside.


“Hello, my dear.
Lovely to see you.” Daphne showed no surprise at her sudden appearance. A
curious smile was her only reaction.


“Thank you. I
hope you don’t mind if I come right to the point. Have you heard from Justine?”


Daphne sighed.
“I was going to ask you the same thing.” She spilled a handful of bark into a
pot. “I hope she’s all right. I like Justine very much.” She took off her
gloves. “Do you at least know where she is?”


“That’s what’s
bothering me. Her message said only that she was leaving and wanted to be alone
for a while. I can’t imagine where she’s gone.” She bent over to examine a
spray of tiny yellow orchids. “I thought perhaps I’d check with Alex and see if
he has any ideas where she might be, but Steves says he’s out riding.”


Daphne was
thoughtful for a moment. “You could probably find him up on his hill. He’s been
doing a lot of thinking these past few days, and that was always his favorite
spot as a child.”


“Of course. I
should have thought of that.” Olivia brightened. “I think I’ll ride up there
and beard the lion in his den, as it were.”


Daphne looked
after her with a smile. “Good luck,” she said softly. “I think you’ll need it.”


* * *


“Go away,
Olivia.” Alex sat with his arms propped on his knees. He glared at her but she
ignored him and continued walking up the hill. “I don’t want you here.”


She sat down
beside him. “Too bad. I’m here and I’m not leaving until you hear what I have
to say.”


“Go away.” His
voice was flat.


Her temper
flared. “You’re good at that, aren’t you? Sending people away before you hear
what they have to say.” He turned his head to look at her, and she was struck
by the pain in his eyes. Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that this
was not a good time to lash out at him. Even so, she refused to apologize.


“She didn’t
intend to deceive you, Alex. You have to believe that.” Her voice softened.
“She fell in love with you. Why do you think she asked me to tell you that
Jasmine left New York?”


“What do you
mean?” His eyes held a glimmer of hope.


Olivia picked up
a stone and studied it thoughtfully for a moment before she spoke. “She was
willing to risk losing you.”


He frowned. “I
don’t understand.”


“I know that, so
listen carefully my friend. At that dinner in your hotel suite you told her you
wanted to see her again. If I recall correctly, you even gave her your private
number.” He nodded, and she carried on. “But posing as someone else had left
her conflicted. She didn’t like the deceit, and to make things worse, you told
her you were married. It tore her apart, but she asked me to tell you Jasmine
had left town.” She tossed the stone down the hill. “She did that hoping that
if she ever met you again you might see her as she is. It was a huge risk,
knowing that you were enamored of Jasmine. But she wanted you to fall in love
with her–with Justine –without any further deception. Do you have
any idea how difficult that was?”


His eyes
flickered over the familiar scenery as he pondered Olivia’s words. “All right,
I can see how that might have been difficult. But she had plenty of time to
tell me later.”


“Did she really?
I don’t think so. The way I recall it, you whisked her off to Africa. And then
when Gabriella died, you didn’t see her for well over a month. She didn’t hear
a word from you in all that time.” Taken aback by the strength of her emotions
she stood up and took a few steps away. Looking down the hill toward her home
she spoke with her back to him. “I can see my bedroom from here,” she said,
almost to herself. “We were sitting in there the afternoon of the ball. Do you
know what she told me? She told me she’d worked up her nerve to tell you the
night before, but when you spoke about Gabriella with such passion, she was
afraid. And then again on the night of the ball. I advised her against it, but
she said she couldn’t wait any longer.”


Alex looked off
into the distance, his gaze unfocused. “So that’s what she was talking about,”
he said softly. 


Olivia turned.
“She tried to tell you, didn’t she?”


“She said she
had something to tell me, yes.” He rose stiffly. “Where is she, Livvy? Do you
know?”


“I wish I did. I
was hoping you’d have an idea. Before the ball she talked about moving back to
California, but somehow I don’t think that’s where she is right now.” She
scanned the horizon thoughtfully. “Her career took her on photo shoots all over
the world, so she’s familiar with a lot of different places. I have a feeling
we’re going to have to wait until she decides to contact us.” She walked toward
her horse, paused, turned back to him.


“You shouldn’t
have sent her away Alex. The least you could have done was give her the chance
to explain.”


Anger flared in
his eyes then disappeared. “Perhaps. But I was angry; not exactly in the mood
for forgiveness.”


“Funny,” she
said, mounting her horse. “She forgave you.”


“She
forgave me?” He closed the distance in several strides, snatching her
horse’s bridle. “What do you mean?”


Olivia looked
down at him. “Irene Morrison. XR44. Palo Alto.”


She could see
his mind working.


His voice
dropped a few notches. “The only family I couldn’t find,” he said slowly. He
dropped the bridle. “What about it?”


“Alex.” Olivia
watched comprehension dawn in his eyes. “Irene Morrison was Justine’s mother.
You couldn’t find Justine because she’d changed her name.”


He staggered
backward. “Her mother?” Comprehension dawned as he recalled the flash of anger
in Jasmine’s eyes as she told him about changing her name to her mother’s
maiden name.


Olivia nodded.
“She wanted to hate you, but she couldn’t. By the time she realized who you
were she was already in love with you.”


Alex watched her
ride away, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.











Chapter Fourteen


Claudine stood
on the verandah, watching Justine wield the long-bladed hoe favored by the
native women. She held up a glass of lemonade. “Time for a break,” she called.
“You’re working far too hard in this heat.”


Justine wiped an
arm across her forehead. She tipped up the glass and took a long swallow, sweat
running down her neck in rivulets. “That was just what I needed,” she said as
she sat down on the verandah. She leaned her back against one of the supports
and looked up at the Frenchwoman. They had been working side by side for the
past several days.


“I can’t say I’m
sorry that Jean-Guy’s supplies are late arriving.” She took another long
swallow. “I’m looking forward to seeing him again, but I’m glad I was able to
help you with the garden.” She looked proudly toward the newly cleared patch of
land. “We make a good team, don’t we?”


“Absolument.”
Claudine had discovered Justine’s fluency in French, and they effortlessly
switched back and forth between the two languages. When not chatting, they
often worked in comfortable silence.


Justine swirled
the liquid in the bottom of her glass, and her eyes grew distant. “Alex thinks
I betrayed him, and I suppose in a way I did.” Claudine had been hoping to hear
the reason behind Justine’s sudden arrival and she listened attentively as the
story spilled out. “…so I came here, where I knew I could be useful.” Justine
rolled her shoulders, easing the tension. “And since we’re being honest, where
I thought I could hide for a while.”


“It sounds to me
like you’re guilty of loving him too much.” Claudine looked thoughtful. “From
everything you’ve said, and from what Henri has told me, this is a good man,
your Alex.”


Justine nodded.
“There’s no doubt about that.”


“Then I think
you should give him a little more credit.” Claudine’s French practicality came
to the fore. “He’ll realize soon enough that he was wrong.” She picked up her
hoe. “In the meantime, let’s finish this section. The jungle drums say the supply
truck is arriving today.”


* * *


Justine tossed
her knapsack in the back of the old Toyota and climbed up into the passenger
seat. With Sammy driving, she had more time to enjoy the scenery, and before
she knew it they were pulling into Ndanda.


“Welcome,
Justine.” Jean-Guy came forward, both hands extended. “It’s good to see you
again.”


Justine kissed
him on both cheeks. “You look wonderful,” she said, wondering what had ignited
the sparkle in his eyes. He helped to unload the supplies, and she followed him
into the low building. “Henri tells me you’ve been quite busy since I was here
last. I hope you can find a project for me.” He looked at her sharply. “I need
work, Jean-Guy” she said quietly. “I need to keep busy.”


After much
cajoling, Justine finally got him to admit that the inside of the Health Center
could use a complete disinfecting. “I’ll be careful not to hurt André’s
feelings,” she said, guessing the real reason for Jean-Guy’s hesitation. “Tell
him anything. Tell him that I have a broken heart…that I need to keep busy to
forget.”  


“And is that
true?” The dark eyes looked at her steadily.


“Yes,” she said
simply. “It is.” It was a relief to admit it. “I’ve been helping Claudine with
a new garden plot and she had to bribe me with lemonade to get me to slow
down.” She sorted the boxes on the shelves by expiry date.


“How is
Claudine?” Jean-Guy tried unsuccessfully to sound casual.


Justine turned
with a smile on her face. “Why Jean-Guy!” I think you’re interested in her.”


“I merely
asked…” His face broke into a broad smile. “I suppose I am.”


Justine hugged
him. “Mon ami, that’s wonderful.” Her face fell. “I feel terrible. Maybe
you would have preferred that she come here instead of me.”


“Pas du tout.”
He looked at her fondly. “Not at all. I am very happy to see you, little one.”


Justine dived
for her knapsack. “I almost forgot.” She pulled out a newspaper. “I bought this
Le Monde in the Paris airport. It’s a few days old, but I thought you’d
still enjoy it.” 


Jean-Guy’s eyes
lit up. “You were right.” 


She reached into
her knapsack again. “And I brought you some brandy as well.” She handed him two
bottles. “It was the least I could do after helping you to finish off the last
of your supply. Is Kamau around?” She scanned the compound, searching for the young
African. “I brought something to thank him for the football lessons.”


Jean-Guy watched
with a smile on his face as Justine inflated the black and white ball.


“I’ll leave the
pump with you, is that okay?”


“That will be
more than okay.” His voice gentled. “You are very thoughtful, my dear.”


Justine pumped
harder. The last thing she wanted to do was break down in front of Jean-Guy. “I
was hoping for some more lessons, that’s all.” She held up the ball. “In my
spare time, of course.”


* * *


“If you don’t
mind my saying, that son of yours is going to wear himself out.” Fiona walked
across the broad driveway to join Daphne in the rose garden. “If he’s not
riding, he’s walking.” Alex dismounted and strode toward the manor house, long
legs closing the distance quickly. His face was gaunt with worry, and his eyes
lacked their usual sparkle. Fiona looked at him critically. “And he’s starting
to lose weight.”


“Leave him be,
Fiona.” The housekeeper had been a part of the family for as many years as
Daphne could remember, and she cared for Alex as though he were her own son.
“But I think it’s time I had a talk with him. Would you bring us some tea on
the terrace, please?”


“With pleasure.
And maybe you could get him to eat something at the same time.” She bustled off
toward the kitchen.


“Hello Mother.”
Alex stopped opposite the garden. The scent of roses had become hauntingly
evocative since Justine left. Each time he smelled them he recalled the night
of their visit to the pub, and their first kiss. Although it hadn’t been their
first kiss, had it? Since Justine’s departure he’d been avoiding the rose
garden whenever possible. “Steves said you were looking for me.”


“I’d like to
speak to you, son. Fiona is going to bring us some tea on the terrace.” It was
not a request. “We can wait for her there.”


Alex followed
his mother through the house. He had a fairly good idea what she wanted to
speak with him about, and he found that he didn’t really mind. He hadn’t spoken
of Justine since last week when Olivia came to find him on his hilltop.


“I’m worried,
Alex.” Daphne wasted no time. “I’m worried about you, and about Justine.” His
head jerked up. “Yes, Justine. I’ve come to care for her very much, and I don’t
like the fact that she’s missing.” The blue eyes held his. “You haven’t found
her yet, have you?”


She was silent
as Fiona brought the tea tray. The housekeeper nudged a plate of cakes toward
Alex and then left. With deliberate care, Daphne poured the tea before she
spoke. “Do you remember what you told me in the kitchen right after the ball?”


His brow
furrowed. “No, I don’t.”


“We were
speaking about Justine.” He sucked in a breath of air, but she continued as
though she hadn’t noticed. “I think your exact words were that she’s a
remarkable woman. And you also told me that you share a lot of the same
interests.”


He nodded
slowly. “Yes, I suppose I do recall something like that.”


“I don’t know
what happened between you, and quite frankly, I don’t want to know.” She sat
back and sipped her tea, watching him closely. “But I do know that Justine is
the same woman now as she was when you spoke those words.” She fingered the
malachite necklace. “She loves you, Alex and I think you still love her. What I
want to know is why you’re sitting around here. Go after her, son. I don’t
think she’s going to come back to you on her own. Hire somebody if you must,
but find her.”


He looked at her
curiously. “Have you always been this tough, Mother?”


“Only when it’s
absolutely necessary. Mostly I want you to be happy. Heaven knows you’ve earned
it.” Her eyes softened. “You do want her back, don’t you?”


He ran a palm
over his face. “More than anything.” He looked at her thoughtfully over the rim
of his teacup. “You’re right, Mother. I’ll…” His eyes shifted to her necklace.
“Wait a minute. I think I know where she is!”


“What do you
mean?” She noticed his gaze, and reached for the necklace. “But of course,” she
said slowly, recalling how Daphne had related her enjoyment of Africa. “She’s
gone to Bangassou.”


Fiona looked
after Alex as he ran past her and took the stairs two at a time. “And where do
you suppose he’s going?” she asked as Daphne came into the house. “I haven’t
seen him move that quickly since he was a wee lad.”


Daphne smiled.
“We think we know where Justine is.” She dangled the necklace in front of the
housekeeper. “He’s off to Africa.”


“And none too
soon.” Fiona headed for the terrace. “I hope he brings her back.”


* * *


Ever efficient,
Alex’s secretary had a charter waiting for him at Bangui airport. Standing in
the Immigration line-up, he moved from one foot to the other, impatient to be
under way.


The next flight
seemed to take forever and he looked eagerly out the window, scanning the edges
of the landing strip as the plane rolled to a stop in front of the small
terminal at Bangassou. Would she be here to greet him? He hadn’t called ahead,
but he knew that Henri would have been informed of his arrival. Clambering out
of the small plane he spotted Sammy standing in the shade. He extended his
hand. “Hello, Sammy. Good to see you again.” His gaze darted beyond the black
man, but Justine was nowhere to be seen. “Is Justine here, by any chance?”


  “She was
here for a while, but she’s not here now.” Sammy tossed Alex’s bag in the back
of the truck. “Come, I’ll take you to Henri.”


“She was here?”
Alex leaned forward eagerly. “You’ve seen her?”


“Oh yes. I drove
her to Ndanda. She’s working with Jean-Guy.”


Alex slumped
back against the seat, relieved and yet disappointed at the same time. “How
soon can we leave?” 


“Not tonight.”
Sammy grinned. “How about tomorrow morning?”


* * *


“How did you
figure it out?” Claudine’s voice was mildly curious. She and Alex were sitting
quietly on the verandah with an after-dinner drink. Henri and Marie moved about
in the kitchen, their voices a pleasant murmur in the background.


“I should have
made the connection sooner.” He smiled into the dark night. “But I’ve been a
bit of a fool lately.”


The Frenchwoman
raised an eyebrow. “If you say so.”


“Justine gave my
mother a malachite necklace. She hasn’t worn it very much but…was that only
yesterday? Anyway, I saw the necklace and I just knew.” He linked his fingers
behind his neck and leaned back. “I would have been here a week ago if I’d been
thinking clearly.”


A fleeting smile
crossed Claudine’s face. “Perhaps it’s just as well. She may not have been
ready to see you then.”


“What about
now?”


“Oh, no.” She
stood up and wagged a finger. “You’ll have to find that out for yourself.”


* * *


“We’ll take the
Range Rover today,” announced Sammy the next morning. “Claudine is coming with
us.”


Alex scarcely
noticed Sammy’s comment. His thoughts were focused on Justine, and he tried to
hide his impatience as the African checked under the hood. Claudine sat in the
back, quietly amused by his fidgeting.


The trip to
Ndanda seemed longer than the flight from England. Alex scarcely noticed the
lush greenery along the road, or the plentiful wildlife as they rolled along
the dirt track. Would Justine be willing to forgive him for being such a fool?
He gripped the edge of the door and his stomach tensed at the thought that she
may not want to see him.


He leaped from
the vehicle before they had completely stopped behind the Health Center and
moved to open Claudine’s door the moment his feet hit the ground.


She smiled
kindly. “Go ahead, Alex. I can manage here, thank you.” Her eyes were on
Jean-Guy, who was walking toward the vehicle, grinning at her like a
love-struck youth.


* * *


Alex paused in
the shade at the side of the Health Center. Justine was in the compound with a
group of young African boys, playing football. Her sneakers were coated with
red dust, and a smear of dirt across the back of her shorts was evidence of a
fall. Her laughter rang out as she passed the ball to one of her teammates, who
scored a goal.


A warm,
contented sensation crept into Alex’s heart as he watched her run, hair tied
back with a bright piece of cloth. She was everything he had ever dreamed of in
a woman, and he prayed that he was not too late to convince her of that. As the
game continued he leaned against the building, eyes fastened on her with a
combination of pride and love.


* * *


Justine paused
to catch her breath and bent forward, hands on her knees. As she fought to draw
air into her lungs she became aware of a presence behind her. The rapid beating
of her heart suddenly had nothing to do with her exertions, and she stilled,
every sense alert. She straightened up, placed her hands on her hips and turned
to face him.


She had dreamed
of this moment, never really expecting it to happen. All the clever words she
had practiced evaporated.


He took a few
steps forward, and the sun caught the highlights in his hair. She inhaled
deeply, trying to slow her racing heart. His gaze took in her tomboy appearance
then returned to her face, lingering there with a longing so intense it sizzled
across the dusty compound. “Hello, Justine.” His voice was husky, evoking every
tantalizing memory she’d been avoiding since coming here.


She shoved her
trembling hands in the back pockets of her shorts and sauntered up to him.
“Alex. What are you doing here?” She tossed her hair back, wishing she looked
more composed. The rest of her team continued to play, their shouts fading into
the background. The sun shone down mercilessly and she studied him openly. Dark
color encircled his sunken eyes, and she saw her own unhappiness mirrored
there.


“I’ve come to
ask you to forgive me.”


He stepped
forward and she backed up a step. Much as she loved him, there were still
things to be said. “You told me to go away.” Her throat tightened, but she
forced herself to continue. “I think your precise words were ‘I can’t bear to
look at you’.”


“You can’t
imagine how many times I’ve regretted those words.” He looked at her bleakly.
“That doesn’t excuse them, but it’s true.”


“You hurt me,
Alex. A lot.”


“That will never
happen again. Let me prove it to you.” He held out his hand and she studied it
for a moment and then placed hers in it. The strength of his love flowed
through his fingertips, and he drew her toward him.


“Your mother…”
The words stuck in his throat.


She stepped even
closer, and laid a finger on his lips. “Not your fault. Jean Guy explained it
to me on the first trip.”


He gathered her
into his arms. “I love you, Justine.” The intensity in his voice was sweet
music to her ears. “I love you so much.”


The pressure of
tears gathered in the back of her throat. “I never meant to deceive you, Alex.”
He lowered his head to hear. “It all happened so quickly.” She leaned back to
look up at him…this man who was her future. “I fell in love with you. It was as
simple as that.”


He tipped up her
chin and gazed into her eyes. “Does that mean I’m forgiven? Will you still
marry me?” He held his breath.


She slipped her
arms around his neck. “That depends. Who do you want to marry? Jasmine or
Justine?”


He pulled her
close, fingers sifting gently through her hair. “Why don’t you surprise me?” he
murmured, just before he kissed her.


 


* * *
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Chapter One


Olivia ran up
the last few steps of the escalator and made her way through the throng of
tourists outside the tube station. She strode briskly along the sidewalk,
scarcely noticing the brilliant sunshine. Today she hoped to get the green
light for her new project. It had been difficult to strike the right tone in
her proposal, so in the end she’d kept it simple. It would be a compelling
series of articles, but she was still nervous. Her editor rarely made her wait
this long for a decision, but then she’d never asked to go into Iraq before.
She smiled at her reflection in a shop window; the new hairstyle suited her. Straight
coppery locks skimmed her shoulders, and she tossed her head, eager to begin
the new assignment. She pushed through the heavy doors of WorldView’s London
headquarters. The editorial offices hummed with a familiar mix of clattering
keyboards and muted telephone conversations. She looked toward the editor’s
office and was gripped by an unfamiliar spurt of apprehension. Now she was
being ridiculous; acting like an overeager junior reporter instead of a
seasoned journalist. She glanced around at the few correspondents who were at
their desks. Did they ever get anxious? If so, they didn’t show it. It had
taken a while for her colleagues to accept her but she’d expected that, having
learned long ago that her father’s prestigious position set her apart. One of
the most influential banking figures in The City, he was constantly being
quoted in the dailies. But she’d paid her dues, and in the end she’d gained the
respect of her fellow journalists.


Her reverie was
shattered by the telephone and she grabbed it anxiously. “In my office,
MacMillan.” The phone went dead. ‘No-Jive’ Clive Jackson had earned his
nickname. Originally from WorldView’s New York office, he was short-tempered,
ruthless, and a brilliant editor.


“Close the
door.” Jackson waved vaguely in the direction of the door, then turned to the
coffeemaker behind his desk. “Coffee?”


“No thanks.”
Olivia’s stomach was in far too much turmoil. “I’m fine.” If only. She
glanced at his desk, wondering how he managed to find anything. Her proposal
was nowhere in sight…not a good sign.


“I’ll get right
to the point.” Clive sipped his coffee, watching her closely over the rim of
the cup. “It’s a no-go on the story.”


Olivia jerked
forward in her seat. She had all of her arguments ready, but the Editor held up
a hand.


“Zip it, Mac. I
know what you’re going to say.”


“How can you
possibly…”


He dismissed her
protestations with the wave of a hand. “I’ve heard it all before.” His voice
softened, if only by a few degrees. “How many times over the last twenty-odd
years do you think journalists have pitched me story ideas? It’s a good concept
and I know you’d do it justice, but I’m not authorizing you to go into Iraq
right now. It’s too dangerous. Maybe in a couple of years. The bottom line is
that I’m not about to lose one of my brightest journalists for this story,
powerful as it might be.”


The Editor’s
words did little to dull the sharp edges of her disappointment. “I thought that
since the Afghanistan story was so well received…” Her voice trailed off as she
fought to control her emotions. She would not dissolve in tears, dammit!


“Those pieces
were brilliant. The reader response was outstanding.” He reached into his
pocket for a cigarette, extracting it with two fingers and bringing it to his
mouth in one smooth motion. “I still don’t know how you managed to get such
in-depth interviews with those women.” He snapped open a battered Zippo lighter
and lit the cigarette, inhaling audibly.


Olivia’s most
recent story featured three Afghani women, and had offered rare insight into their
lives, their struggles, their triumphs and tragedies. The pieces, run over
several weeks, had elicited a flood of letters urging the magazine to run more
stories of a similar nature.


Olivia drew in a
deep, calming breath. She wasn’t about to give up on the Iraqi story without a
fight. “Thank you,” she said, acknowledging the compliment with a fleeting
smile. “You’ve given me some great stories to cover, and I appreciate that, but
I’m ready for something with a little more tooth to it. I’d like to get closer
to the action.”


He tilted back
in his chair and blew out a thin stream of smoke. “No.”


“Just like
that?”


“Just like
that.” His gaze strayed to a stack of paper on his desk. She was losing his
attention.


“So what’s my
next assignment?”


“Nothing.”


She frowned.
“Excuse me, could you repeat that?”


“You heard me. I
want you to take some time off. A week, maybe two.” He stubbed out his
cigarette with slow, deliberate movements. “You spent five solid weeks in
Afghanistan and I know you worked every day. You need a rest. Didn’t you say
something about a friend’s wedding?” He waved a hand in front of his face, a
gesture of dismissal. “Go enjoy yourself.”


Olivia rose to
the bait. “It’s not a wedding. Not for another three weeks, anyway. It’s a
reception.” Why was she allowing herself to be drawn into a discussion of
Justine’s wedding? Her hair had fallen forward and she impatiently tucked it
behind her ear. “Clive,” she said, getting back on topic, “sad as it may be,
these days every good story seems to originate in the Mideast. But then you
already know that.” She was begging, but she didn’t care. “I worked hard to put
this together.” 


“Be that as it
may, I want you to take some time off.” Leaning forward, he looked pointedly at
her black leather trousers and suede boots. “Buy yourself a new dress. Who
knows, maybe you’ll meet an exciting new man.”


Now he was being
truly annoying. Olivia stood up. “Okay, I get it. Your mind is made up, and I
respect that. But I still want to do a hard-hitting story.” She cocked her head
to the side. “If I come up with something on my own, you’ll look at it?”


He pulled his
glasses down his nose with a nicotine-stained forefinger and looked at her over
murky lenses. “As long as it doesn’t involve you going to Iraq. When you come
back we’ll get together and review the type of stories you’d like to work on.”
He picked up a stack of papers and shoved the glasses back up. Olivia knew when
she was being dismissed.


Moments later,
she found herself out on the street, bag slung over her shoulder. She had no
hope of coming up with a story on her own in two weeks and No Jive knew that.
Maybe he was right about the holiday. She tried to remember the last real
holiday she’d taken, but nothing memorable came to mind. There were those two
weeks in Greece with Eliska after school in Switzerland, but that had been
almost ten years ago. Her step faltered as scenes from the past ten years
scrolled by like a silent movie.


“Sorry” she
said, almost bowling over an older woman exiting from a wine merchant. “My mind
was somewhere else.”


“That’s all
right, lovey. No harm done.” The women gave her a curious look. “Are you all
right?”


“I’m fine. Thank
you for asking.” She forced a smile and the woman trotted off clutching her
packages. How could she explain the odd sensation that had suddenly come over
her? For the first time she could remember she didn’t want to go home for the
weekend. Her family’s home in the Cotswolds had always been a sanctuary, a
soothing oasis where she recharged her batteries. In that safe, familiar
environment, she enjoyed relaxing visits with her mother, and riding around the
estate. But there had always been the lure of the next assignment right around
the corner. She enjoyed the research, the planning, and unlike many of her
colleagues, she enjoyed unexpected challenges. 


As she swung
onto a bus she realized that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been at
loose ends. Lost in thought, she almost missed her stop near Harrod’s. Perhaps
shopping for an engagement gift for Alex and Justine would restore her usual
buoyant spirits. She glanced at her watch and did some quick calculations. If
she hurried, she could buy an engagement gift, dash home to pack and catch an
early train.


* * *


The train picked
up speed and she settled into a window seat, watching the outskirts of London
give way to rolling green fields cross-hatched with hedgerows.


“Is this seat
taken?” A frail looking older gentleman indicated the seat where she’d placed
the engagement gift.


“No, it isn’t.”
She removed the Harrod’s bag and placed it on the floor at her feet. A delicate
piece of glass, she’d been keeping it close by her side.


She returned her
gaze to the familiar scenery and her thoughts began to drift again to the
strange malaise that had gripped her earlier. It was more than disappointment
at being turned down by her editor, but she couldn’t seem to put her finger on
it. A shaft of sunlight slanted through the window, highlighting the frothy
silver bow on the engagement gift. The bow vibrated softly with the train’s
movement and Olivia stared at it, mesmerized. Was it Alex and Justine’s
engagement party that had unsettled her? She and Justine had been friends ever
since the first day they met at Stanford. They’d only been roommates for one
year, but their friendship had survived despite Justine’s hectic career as a
model, and Olivia’s drive to become a world-class journalist.


The Melrose
estate bordered Olivia’s parents’ estate, and she’d known Alex Melrose all her
life. Several years older, he’d always been a distant, glamorous figure.
Somehow it hadn’t surprised her that Alex and Justine ended up together. She’d
been delighted when they became engaged and she smiled softly, recalling her
friend’s words. “I wouldn’t have met him if it hadn’t been for you, Livvy.” She
cared for them both, and for that reason she’d attend the party wearing her
brightest smile.


* * *


“Olivia, you
look gorgeous!” Justine hugged her friend, eyes bright with excitement. “Let me
look at you.” Olivia obliged, showing off a pencil-thin dress in a soft
lime-green fabric. Held up with two thin straps, it skimmed over her breasts,
then fell in a straight line to the floor. The side slit ended just above her
knee, revealing glimpses of long, tanned legs. “In that dress, every man here
will be prostrating himself at your feet before the evening is over.”


Olivia squeezed
her friend’s hand. “Thanks, but this is your night to shine.” She glanced over
her friend’s shoulder. “Where’s Alex?”


Justine scanned
the clusters of guests. “I’m not sure, but he’s around somewhere.” They walked
through open French doors onto a flagstone patio and Olivia was charmed once
more by Haversham Hall. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the
gently rolling landscape and beyond the flower gardens, at the foot of the
immense lawn the surface of the small lake gleamed like beaten copper. “Oh,
there he is now.” Justine’s eyes softened with love and Olivia found herself
wondering what it would be like to feel that way about a man.


From the
direction of the stables two men strolled side by side, chatting amiably. He’s
American, Olivia thought instantly as the pair continued walking toward the
terrace. Her breath caught in her throat as she watched them approach. He was a
stranger, but it was as if she knew him… she definitely would have remembered a
man who exuded such raw masculinity. Taller than Alex, he moved with fluid
self-assurance, and as she watched, he threw back his head and laughed, teeth
flashing in the afternoon sun. She wished that she could see the color of his
eyes.


Trying to ignore
the sudden quickening in her pulse, she turned back to her friend. “Who’s that
with Alex?” she asked, adopting an air of casual nonchalance. “He doesn’t look
familiar.” She nodded toward the two men.


“Oh, that’s a
friend of Alex’s from the States. Apparently they’ve known each other for
years.” Justine looked at her friend. “Would you like me to introduce you?”


Olivia stepped
back, where she could study the approaching men without appearing obvious. “Oh
no. No thanks.”


“Livvy, whyever
not? He’s really very nice.”


“I’m sure he
is.” She took another look at the American. No-Jive’s words were oddly
prophetic. ‘Who knows, maybe you’ll meet an exciting new man.’ This one
certainly qualified. He was new. And exciting. But she resented her editor’s
suggestion and was suddenly overcome by the need to escape. “Listen, Justine. I
hope you don’t mind, but I think I’ll go home early. Let’s get together
sometime this weekend and have a proper visit. Maybe an early morning ride?”


“Perfect. How about
tomorrow?” Justine touched her arm lightly. “Are you sure you’re all right?”


Olivia nodded.
“Of course.” Her composure was slipping and she gave her friend a quick kiss on
the cheek. “See you in the morning.”


* * *


Olivia walked
quickly through the house, exiting by the kitchen entrance. The large Georgian
mansion was almost as familiar to her as her own home. From this side of the
house, the only sign that a party was underway was the collection of
automobiles parked around the cul-de-sac at the front of the house.


The familiar
trail that connected Haversham Hall with her parents’ home skirted the
greenhouse. Olivia paused in the open door, breathing in the heavy, humid air.
The atmosphere wrapped around her like a comforting shawl and she drew in a deep
breath. Here in the greenhouse, life could not be rushed. Seeds germinated and
plants bloomed in their own time; a comforting concept in today’s frantic
world. She leaned back against the potting bench and pressed slender fingers
into her temples. Watching Justine’s transparent joy when Alex came into view,
a surge of envy had washed over her and she’d been ashamed of her thoughts.
Today, for the first time, her total involvement in her career hadn’t been
enough and she’d found herself adrift and achingly alone. Which explained why
she’d experienced such a visceral reaction to the American. Thank goodness
she’d had the presence of mind to get out of there. The last thing she wanted
was to tangle with a man who’d made her think wicked thoughts from just one
glimpse. With any luck, he’d be gone by tomorrow. 


Calmer now, she
pushed away from the bench and wandered farther down the aisle toward her
favorite section. Suspended at the end of graceful stems, orchids hung like
lush tropical jewels. In her teenage years, when Olivia first started observing
Alex’s mother in the greenhouse, she’d been too impatient to appreciate the
orchids that Daphne painstakingly cultivated. She’d preferred the
quick-flowering annuals–their showy splashes of color appealing to her own
vibrant nature. She paused to admire a white orchid, bending closer to examine
the delicate freckling at its throat.


* * *


Josh Morgan
stood silently in the doorway of the greenhouse. Alex had pointed it out
earlier, indicating that he was welcome to visit it at any time. It was a large
building, built in the early 1900s of thick glass supported by a sturdy metal
frame.


What drew his
attention now wasn’t the riot of plants, although he glanced around with
interest at the permanent display. No, what interested him was the tall woman
in the pale green dress, her coppery hair glowing in a shaft of sunlight that
pierced the tangle of leaves overhead. Her back was turned, and he studied her
slowly, his gaze lingering on a long, tanned leg, and then sliding up over her
buttocks. She bent to examine an orchid, the fabric clinging to her slender
body, revealing subtle curves that were deliciously feminine. Her breasts,
while not large, were high and firm. His fingers tensed, his throat went dry
and for the first time since he’d arrived on English soil he began to doubt
himself.


‘There’ll be
none of that,’ he told himself brusquely. The success of his mission depended
on Olivia MacMillan. He felt a twinge of guilt at what he was about to do. But
it was necessary. He hadn’t come halfway across the world to get involved. It
wasn’t in his nature to be deceitful, but this was different. This was payback.


Shoving those
thoughts to the back of his mind he forced himself to smile. He needed to
convince her to accompany him to the Mediterranean.


* * *


“Phaelanopsis.”
Olivia stilled. His voice was exactly as she knew it would be…deep and
resonant, with an underlying suggestion of heated sexuality. She straightened
slowly, turning to face him.


“Are you an
orchid expert?” She tilted her chin, a deliberate challenge in her tone.


A slow grin
raised the corner of his mouth and he took a step closer. “Busted. That’s the
only one I know.” His eyes took inventory of the plants on either side of the
aisle and came back to rest on her face. “But it is lovely.” His gaze lingered
on her lips and she turned back to the flower, wondering if he could see the
pulse pounding at the base of her neck. This was ridiculous! She didn’t even
know the man.


“I apologize for
intruding like this.” He closed the distance between them, filling the space
between the benches. With a sudden flash of insight, Olivia knew that he was a
man who could be comfortable in any situation. Surrounded by an aura of quiet
confidence, he epitomized the alpha male, with the emphasis on male.


She clutched at
the edge of the bench, wondering briefly what had happened to her normal
composure. “You’re not intruding,” she countered with a sideways glance. “But I
think we should introduce ourselves.” She extended her hand. “I’m Olivia
MacMillan. Justine and I are old friends.”


Her hand
disappeared in his. His grip was firm. “Josh Morgan. A friend of Alex’s.” His
hand was like the rest of him. Large and competent.


She looked into
his eyes. They were a dark chocolate brown, shot through with warm glints of
amber. “Josh Morgan. That sounds like a name in an American western.”


He tipped an
imaginary hat. “That’s me, ma’am. Your all-American cowboy.”


“You’re kidding,
right?” She retrieved her hand. “You aren’t really a cowboy.”


“Why not?” He
cocked a dark eyebrow. “It’s one of the most honest professions in the world.”


“Yes, I’m sure
it is, but…” She stopped abruptly. “I’ve never met a cowboy before.”


He grinned.
“Then you should come to my ranch some time. Although I confess the real cowboys
are the men who work my spread.” He shrugged. “Some days the only riding I do
is the chair in my office.”


Olivia nodded.
“You have my sympathies. I’d be content if I never had to go near an office
again. It’s… I don’t know… it’s suffocating.”


He looked at her
appraisingly. “I feel the same way. That’s what’s so great about living on a
ranch. When they coined the term ‘wide open spaces’ I think they had Montana in
mind.”


She liked the
way he spoke. 


“‘Big Sky.’” She
leaned against the bench opposite him. “When I first heard that term I
envisioned skies so blue they hurt your eyes. Is it anything like that?”


“It’s better.”
His voice was like a caress. “Where I live, the Rockies dominate the western
sky. When the light hits them just right, it takes your breath away.” He looked
down at her. “Of course you could explain it better. You have an amazing gift
for writing about what you see...what you feel.”


“You’ve read my
work?”


“I just said I
did.” His eyes flashed. “You don’t believe me, do you?”


She regarded him
coolly. Too many men before him had used that line.


“Boy, you’re
tough. Okay. Let me think. I read your article a few months ago about the inner
workings of casinos. You also wrote a very touching follow-up piece on
Lockerbie and how that air disaster has changed the community. And more
recently I read the stories about the Afghani women.” He shook his head and a
subtle change came over him. “Although when I finished reading the last story I
thought perhaps you should have called it ‘One Step Forward, Two Steps Back’,
instead of the other way around.”


“You
understood!” She smiled up at him. “Thank you for reading between the lines.”
She sobered. “It’s a strange, violent place.”


Olivia saw a
flash of pain in the dark eyes. “What was it like over there?” he asked, his
voice little more than a whisper. “Was it rough?”


Sensing that her
reply was important, she thought for a moment. “Yes, it was rough, but I was so
involved with the story that I can’t honestly say I noticed. The heat and the
dust were unpleasant, but somehow when you believe in what you’re doing, you
forget all about creature comforts. The most difficult thing was gaining the
confidence of the women I wrote about, getting them to talk freely. Fortunately
I had an excellent interpreter.” She smiled crookedly. “I apologize for not
believing you. It’s just that…” she shook her head. “Never mind.”


“Come on.” His
tone was part teasing, part serious. “Don’t leave me hanging.”


She pretended to
study a spray of orchids, gathering her thoughts. “It’s just that I’ve met some
people who pretend to have read my stuff when in fact it’s obvious they
haven’t.” She regarded him openly. “What are you doing here, Josh?”


“Alex invited
me.”


She waved away
his reply. “No… I mean here. What are you doing in this greenhouse, talking to
me? There are plenty of young women at the party who would welcome your
company.”


Something molten
shifted behind his eyes. “I have no interest in those other women.” His eyes
roamed boldly over her body. “Whereas you…you’re different.”


Oh yeah…this one
was dangerous. She tossed her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t even know
me. Besides, you can’t just walk in here and throw a few compliments my way and
expect me to fall at your feet.”


“Oh?” A smile
flirted with the corners of his mouth, and then moved to his eyes. “Why not?”


Olivia’s
thoughts churned. “Because I’m a grown woman who knows her own mind, and I’m
not interested in a relationship right now.” She cringed inwardly. That speech
was so pathetic!


“Well that suits
me fine, because neither am I.” He still lounged casually against the bench. “I
simply want to hire you. I want you to pose as my fiancée.”


 


 









Chapter Two


A bucket of cold
water would have had the same effect. As a matter of fact, it would have been
preferable.


“Excuse me?” Her
eyes widened. “You want me to do what?”


“Okay, so it
wasn’t much as proposals go, but I’d like you to travel with me to the
Mediterranean and act the part of my fiancée.” The dark eyes assessed her
reaction.


“Your fiancée.”
She snorted audibly. “You’re kidding, right?”


“I’m very
serious.” He inclined his head toward the doorway. “Come on, let’s take a walk.
At least hear me out.”


Olivia glared at
him, but her feet moved of their own will. “I don’t know…”


He followed her
out, and she could feel him watching her every movement.


“I was on my way
home.” She turned onto the path and he matched his gait to hers. The sun had
set, leaving the countryside bathed in a surreal pink glow. Birds flitted from
tree to tree, searching out a roosting site for the night. Josh remained
silent, wisely allowing her time to digest his unusual proposition. Because
that’s what it was…a proposition. How dare he refer to it as a proposal? Her
spine stiffened.


“I can’t see any
reason why I’d agree to your…your idea.” She glanced at him out of the corner
of her eye. “Anyway, it doesn’t make any sense.”


“Maybe not to
you.” He opened a gate, waiting for her to pass before slipping through himself
and checking to ensure it was closed. “But it makes a lot of sense to me.”


“Then by all
means. Enlighten me.” They rounded the end of a hedgerow and her family home
came into view.


“I like to
gamble.”


“You and a lot
of other people.”


He looked at her
impatiently, then continued. “As I was saying, I like to gamble. High stakes
poker, to be more precise.” 


“What, no
baccarat?”


“Oh, I play
baccarat as well, but I prefer poker.” He shot her an exasperated look. “Are
you going to let me finish?”


She rolled her
eyes. “As far as I’m concerned you’re already finished. But sure, go ahead.
Continue.”


He bowed from
the waist. “Thank you. You know, you’re rather hostile for a fiancée.”


“I’m not your…”
The whole conversation was so ridiculous, it was funny. She stifled a giggle.
Where had that come from? “Go on,” she said as sternly as possible.


“It’s really
quite simple. I need someone who knows their way around the Casinos in places
like Monte Carlo and Marbella. That’s you.”


She stopped and
looked up at him. In the fading light, his eyes were hard to read. “Josh,” she
said, “you don’t need my help to lose your money. You’ll find any number of
casinos willing to relieve you of your American dollars. Trust me.”


“Yes, I’m aware
of that. But you gained some amazing insight doing that article on casinos. You
know from experience how things work. I’m interested in the private gaming
rooms. The back rooms, as it were – away from the public spotlight. You have
the connections to get me into those games.”


“That may be
true, but why would I even consider doing what you ask?” She held up a hand.
“Never mind. Don’t answer that.” She slipped out of her sandals and picking
them up she set out across the grass, heading for the main house. “I don’t even
know why I’m talking to you.”


“Yes you do.”
His tone was suggestive, intimate almost.


“I knew you were
going to say that!”


“See? We’re just
like an old married couple already.”


“Can’t you be
serious?”


With one smooth
movement he reached out and caught her in the circle of his arms. “All right,”
he said, eyes searching her face. “You’re talking to me because deep down, the
idea excites you.” She tried to pull back, but he held her firmly. “You’re
unattached and your best friend has found herself a wonderful guy. You’re
feeling left out and I’ve come along at just the right moment.”


She lifted her
chin. “If you thought I’d jump at the chance to run off with some good-looking,
poker-playing rich American cowboy, you misjudged me. A lot.” She looked at him
defiantly. “I suppose you also thought we’d have a little hot sex on the side.”


A slow, lazy
smile transformed his face. “The sex is optional, but I could accommodate you
if you insist.” His grip tightened.


“You
insufferable bastard!” Olivia swung at him with a clenched fist.


One hand snaked
out, catching her by the wrist before she could strike him. He pulled her
closer, his thigh lodged between her legs. For one irrational moment she wished
that he would kiss her.


She sucked in a
ragged breath, trying to bring her traitorous emotions back under control.


“Remember you’re
the one who brought up sex, not me.” His eyes held hers, and then slid down to
her mouth. “But the offer still holds.”


He released her
arm and she stepped back, surprised that her legs still supported her. “Don’t
do me any favors.” She almost choked on the words.


His eyes
glittered, rooting her to the spot. “I’ll remember that.”


Olivia wondered
if she’d come to regret that outburst. Josh Morgan was the most exciting man
she’d met in years and there was no doubt in her mind that he’d be a fantastic
lover. Maybe that’s why the idea of posing as his fiancée rankled. She’d never
know where she stood in the relationship he’d just proposed. Then why did it
appeal so much? She turned away from him and continued walking, her mind
whirling with possibilities. 


His fingers
brushed her elbow and she shivered. In sharp contrast with their heated
exchange, his touch was gentle. For one crazy moment she wondered how his hands
would feel on her body. She shivered again.


“You’re cold.
Come on, I’ll finish walking you to the door.”


His voice was
neutral, and she found herself wishing that the slick, smooth-talking Josh
would return. She led him silently around the side of the house and slipped her
sandals back on as they reached the driveway. He was right, she admitted to
herself. The idea of accompanying him to the Mediterranean did excite her. A
holiday alone didn’t hold much appeal right now.


“Here we are.”
She paused at the kitchen door. A carefully tended herb garden released pungent
scents into the night air. Moths battered their wings against the light above
the door. She looked up at him. “Josh, I…”


“Olivia…”


She spoke again.
“You first.”


He picked up her
hand, and appeared to be studying it in the yellow cone of light. “At least
tell me you’ll think about it.” He stroked the back of her hand with one
finger, his touch both reverent and sensual. “I think we’d have fun together.”


Every nerve
ending in her body came alive, making her ache with longing. Why did he have to
come into her life at this time? And how dare he pinpoint with such accuracy
that she was alone and craving a diversion? She raised her eyes to meet his,
reminding herself of his earlier words. He wasn’t looking for a relationship.
Based on that, could she go with him? She didn’t know.


She pulled her
hand away. “You’re probably right. It would be fun. But right now I don’t think
I’d be very good company.”


“I can’t imagine
you being anything other than delightful company.” He grinned. “You certainly
know how to speak your mind. I like that.”


The light shone
down on his head, gilding his hair and casting his face into shadows. A crisp
white shirt did little to disguise what could only be described as a
magnificent torso.  She knew instinctively that his body would be firm and
tight. She swallowed hard.


“I really should
be getting in.” She reached for the door, but he already had his hand on the
latch. Her fingers brushed his, sending a jolt of electricity zinging through
her veins. “All right,” she said, opening the inside the door and slipping
inside.


“Then you’ll
come?” Head tilted, he regarded her through the screen.


“I meant that
I’ll think about it. See you tomorrow.” She closed the door, praying that he
couldn’t hear her wildly beating heart.


* * *


A damp mist
hugged the ground the next morning as Olivia rode along the trail leading
toward the stables of Haversham Hall. She’d had trouble sleeping last night,
plagued by dreams of Josh. She’d finally given up around two in the morning and
had crawled out of bed to sit by the open window, reliving every moment of her
time with him. There was something about him. Beneath the casual, undeniably
sexy exterior he was coiled as tightly as a spring. It was an exciting,
disturbing combination. She’d finally gone back to bed and fallen into a sound
sleep, but even now those impressions still lingered.


The sun made an
appearance over the hills to the east, bringing with it the promise of another
beautiful day. She sighed audibly, wondering if she should ask Justine to help
her decide about Josh’s audacious offer. Probably not. After all, Justine had
enough things on her mind with the upcoming wedding. Besides, Olivia wasn’t
sure if she wanted Justine’s input. Her friend’s decisions were usually
tempered with a large dose of caution. Right now caution was the last thing she
needed despite the warning bells that were ringing in the back of her mind.
What she needed was to be with Josh again – to feel that shimmer of awareness
that danced over her skin when she looked into his eyes. 


A smile of
remembrance lingered on her lips as she rode up to the stable. “Thank you,
Steves,” she said, handing the reins to the groom. “I’ll just run over to the
house and see what’s keeping Justine.” She set off across the yard, speaking
softly to the Irish setter who had wandered out to meet her.


“Hello the
house.” She entered the kitchen as the sun spilled through the windows. Alex
was at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper.


“Hello, Olivia.
You’re up early. Off for a ride, are you?” His gaze drifted back to the paper.


“I thought I
was. Where’s Justine?”


“She’s gone back
to bed. Asked me to tell you she wasn’t feeling well and that she hopes you’ll
come over for a visit this afternoon.” Looking up again he shot her a puzzled
look. “But I thought you were riding with Josh. He’s down at the stables now,
waiting for you. I told him he could ride Luther.”


“Josh?” Her
breath quickened. He must have been inside the stables when she arrived.


“Yes, Josh. You
know…tall, broad-shouldered chap. You met him yesterday, or so he tells me.”


“Is that so?”
Olivia planted her hands on her hips. “And what else did he tell you?”


“Nothing.” Alex
looked at her sharply. “What are you getting at?”


“I don’t know.”
She sat down with a soft groan.


“What is it? He
peered impatiently over the top of the newspaper.


“What do you
know about him, Alex?” Olivia hated herself for asking, but she had to know.
“What’s he really like? Have you been to his ranch in Montana?”


Alex lowered the
paper slowly. “I met him when I did my military service. We did some joint
exercises with the American Special Forces unit. Josh was tops in all disciplines.”
He smiled wryly. “And he could charm the birds out of the trees. But no, I’ve
never had the time to go to Montana. We manage to get together about once a
year, usually when I’m in New York or on the West Coast.” He paused. “I must
say, this current visit was a bit of a surprise. He called up and asked if he
could pop out for a visit. Why do you ask?”


“Because he’s
off to the Mediterranean in a few days, and I’m thinking of going with him.”


Alex reached for
his coffee cup and seemed disappointed to see that it was empty. Olivia
recognized that he was stalling for time, organizing his thoughts. She waited.


“I would trust
Josh Morgan with my life. I want to make sure you understand that.”


Olivia sensed
what was coming.


“But getting
involved with him is something else altogether. Not a wise idea, Olivia. He’s
wealthy, he’s charming, and women can’t seem to get enough of him. He’ll break
your heart.”


She nodded, but
she wasn’t really listening to his warning. “Special Forces? Isn’t that the
equivalent of our SAS?” Her antennae had popped up at the mention of Special
Forces. Could there be a story here?


He sat back and
looked at her and for a moment it was as if he were somewhere else. Then his
eyes focused on her again. “They’re a special breed of men, Livvy. They have
their own set of rules.” He toyed with his cup. “Having said that, I have to
tell you I admire him greatly. But my advice is, don’t get involved.”


“Who said
anything about getting involved?” She forced a light laugh. “That’s the last
thing that interests me.” She rose and poured more coffee into his cup, resting
her hand briefly on his shoulder. “Thanks, Alex. Thanks for helping me to make
up my mind.”


She stepped out
into the warmth of the rising sun. This scenario was getting more interesting by
the moment. She made a mental checklist. Charismatic American. Wealthy rancher.
High stakes poker. Former member of America’s elite Special Forces. Her nose
twitched, the way it always did when she sensed a potential story.


She walked
slowly down the steps, her decision made. It was a perfect morning for a ride.
Long strides took her to the stable where she hesitated for a moment before
stepping into the comparative gloom.


“Good morning,
Olivia.” His voice curled around her like a lover’s arms, awakening every fiber
of her being. Dammit, why did he have to affect her like this? He stood between
two horses, holding their bridles loosely. He turned to her horse. “She’s a
beauty,” he murmured. The horse whinnied softly in response. It was impossible!
He’d even charmed her horse.


“I know I’m
imposing, but I have to return to London today to take care of some business.
This seemed like a good time to see if you’ve made a decision.” He waited for
her to mount, and then swung up into the saddle. Impressed with his ability to
handle Alex’s temperamental horse, Olivia watched him covertly. In spite of his
size, he moved easily, his hands gentle but firm on the reins. Smiling to
herself, she led the way, giddy with the sweet smell of the morning air and the
undeniable appeal of the man riding beside her. Riding in companionable
silence, he matched his pace to hers. They reined in on a rise overlooking
rolling farmland. In the distance, a tractor made the first cut around the
perimeter of a hay field. From this vantage point, it resembled a child’s
bright toy.


“Let’s sit for a
moment.” She tied her horse to a nearby tree and sat down unceremoniously,
draping her arms over bent knees. He copied her position, watching her
expectantly.


“One question,”
she blurted, turning to him. “Why do you want me to pose as your fiancée? Why
not introduce me as your girlfriend? It would be so much simpler.”


He studied her
silently for a moment, a range of emotions flickering across his face. “Mostly
out of respect for you.”


She gazed across
the valley as the morning mists curled upward, evaporating under the heat of
the sun. His answer took her by surprise and she sucked in a deep breath. “Do
you still want me?”


The words hung
between them like an unexploded bomb.


“Absolutely.” 


Olivia avoided
his eyes. “You know what I mean.”


“Yes, I know
what you mean, but I’m wondering why you decided to do it.”


“Does it
matter?” She looked at him levelly.


“I suppose not.”
His eyes searched her face, lingering on her lips for a tantalizing moment. “At
the risk of angering you, I think that now would be a good time to go over the
rules.”


So much for
hearts and flowers. “Aha,” she said. “The Rules. That rather takes the romance
out of it, wouldn’t you agree?”


He chuckled
softly. The sound was like dark, liquid velvet. “That’s up to you, Olivia, but
we both have to know where we stand.”


“Well yes, of
course.” She bristled slightly. What had she expected? Happily ever after?
After all, she had her own agenda now. She needed to get a grip. “So what did
you have in mind?”


“I’ll be
introducing you as my fiancée. If anyone asks, we met in Scotland and I’ve been
pursuing you ever since.”


A small smile
flirted with her lips and she nodded her head. “That’s such a ridiculous story,
people just might believe it.”


“And we’ll have
to sleep together. After all, if we’re engaged…”


She couldn’t
believe her ears. “Let me get this straight. Not only do you expect me to open
doors for you, but you expect me to sleep with you as well?”


“A poor choice
of words.” He seemed to be enjoying himself. “We have to at least occupy the
same suite or our cover story will be blown.” His voice lowered. “Ideally, we
should sleep in the same bed, but I suppose that’s too much to expect on such a
short acquaintance.” He stood up, towering over her.


Olivia jumped to
her feet. “You know, I thought I could get to like you, but you’re just another
cocky American, aren’t you?” She walked a few steps down the hill, then turned
back to him, shaking her head. “I was insane to think that this would work. For
a moment there I actually thought I might enjoy your company.” She stopped
abruptly, surprised at the words that had just come out of her mouth. Why was
she speaking so openly to this infuriating stranger?


 A gust of
wind blew her hair forward, into her eyes. He reached out and tucked it back
behind her ear. “I shouldn’t have teased you, Olivia. I’m sorry.”


Her rage
subsided and was replaced immediately by a stab of disappointment. “You were
teasing?” A fluttering sensation settled in the pit of her stomach as his
fingers brushed her cheek.


He nodded, and
looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. “You know, I didn’t
expect you to be so attractive.” His voice was raspy with emotion and he stood
up, seemingly engrossed by the activity in the hayfield far below.


Olivia’s mind
reeled. Either he was genuinely sorry, or he was an excellent actor. “Is it too
late to hear the rules?”


He didn’t answer
for a full minute, and she wondered if he’d changed his mind. When he spoke,
his voice was flat. “The most important rule is that I can’t fall in love with
you.”


Biting back the
sharp retort that sprang to her lips, she spoke to his broad back. “Sorry to
disillusion you cowboy, but I don’t want you to fall in love with me.”


His response
came back quickly. “Good, because no matter how I may act toward you in public,
I need you to remember that.” He sat down again, his expression devoid of
emotion.


“Okay, but I’m
not sure I understand.” She really didn’t.


He picked up a
small pebble, examined it then tossed it aside. “Because high stakes poker can
be exhausting and I’ll need every scrap of energy to focus on the games. I
can’t do that if I get involved.”


Olivia’s throat
closed up, and she hoped that her disappointment didn’t show on her face. She
tossed her head, tried to appear casual. “So that speech you made earlier was
all a come-on?”


“And which
speech would that be?” 


“The one about
sex being optional.” She couldn’t believe she’d just said that!


“Ah, that
speech.” His face came alive again. “Nothing’s changed in that department, but
it would have to be your idea. Even then, you need to know that I won’t fall in
love with you.” His jaw tightened. “I can’t.”


She nodded
slowly. “I think I get the picture.” Her voice sounded hollow. “When do you
want to leave, and where are we going?”


“I leave for
London late this afternoon. Can you be there the day after tomorrow?” His tone
was surprisingly businesslike. “I’ll be at the Dorchester. Call and let me know
when you’re arriving.”


Olivia thought
quickly. That would give her time to plan her wardrobe and enjoy a nice long
visit with Justine. “That’s fine,” she said, standing up and brushing off her
trousers.


Josh unfolded
himself and stood up. His jeans clung to him in all the right places and for an
insane moment she wondered what he would look like naked. He turned to her, and
she dragged her eyes away from the sinewy muscles of his thighs.


“I thought we’d
try Monte Carlo first. Then perhaps Marbella. That is, unless you have any
other suggestions?” He hovered over her, blocking out the sun.


“That sounds
good. I know people in both places.” She was having difficulty breathing, with
him standing so close.


“I thought you
might.” He reached out and brushed the back of his fingers against her cheek.
The caress was so delicate, so gentle she might have imagined it. “You really
are a beautiful woman,” he said huskily. “Thank you for agreeing to go with
me.”


Olivia’s knees
threatened to buckle, but she managed to remain upright. She lifted her chin.


“Alex said he
would trust you with his life.” Her gaze didn’t waver.


He looked deeply
into her eyes. “You can too,” he said, his voice barely audible. “You have my
word on it.”


Olivia nodded,
wondering how he would react if she’d told him what she really felt. That it
wasn’t her life she was worried about – it was her heart.
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