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Jack Odand peered through the window of his Gulfstream jet plane as an indistinct figure emerged in the
scattered snow faling on the tarmac at JFK.

“Did | evenmention the wordkidnap? " he asked his cousin Hunter who was Sitting in the opposite seet.

“I cantell you' re thinking about it,” said Hunter, turning to improve his view, the white leather cresking
benesth him.



“You're clairvoyant now?’ asked Jack.

“I’ve known you since you were two yearsold.”

“Y ou were a baby when | wastwo.”

Hunter shrugged. “ Y ou’ ve got thet tdltae twitch in your temple.”

“That just means |’ mticked off.” Jack’ s attention went back to the woman who was striding through the
frozen swirls of white. Ticked off was an understatement, and he was watching the reason walk toward
him.

A dimfiveand ahdf feet, her face was obscured by afurtrimmed hat and the enormous collar of her
matching, cream-colored coat.

“Maybe she'll say no,” Hunter offered, ahopeful lilt to hisvoice.
“And maybe pigsfly,” Jack responded.

The woman wasn't about to say no. Nobody ever did. When Jack and Hunter’ s billionaire grandfather
Cleveland Odand asked agold digging, trophy babe to marry him, it was adone dedl.

“Wadll it lookslike dogsfly,” said Hunter with anod toward the future Mrs. Odand.
Jack blinked.

A flash of red pulled his gaze to her high-heeled boots. Sure enough. There, prancing along at her feet,
was atiny, plaid-coated fur ball.

Astheimplication registered, Jack shot Hunter atriumphant look. “Am I right, or am | right?’

“Her dog doesn’'t mean athing.”

“It means she' s not turning around and going home.”

“They only |oaded one suitcase.”

“Y ou don't think Gramps sfirst wedding gift will be aplatinum card?’

“Wadl, youdill can’t kidnap her,” said Hunter.

“I"m not kidnapping her.” Jack was desperate, but hewasn't afool. He had no desireto giveup a
Malibu Beach penthouse for an eight-by-eight cell with alumpy mattress, aleaky toilet and aroommeate

with askull tattoo.

Hedidn’t know how he was going to stop her. But, whatever his plan, he' d have to come up with it
beforethe jet madeitto L.A.

“What exactly did your mom say to you?’ asked Hunter.

“She sad that Grampswas at it again, and the latest one was hitching aride with us. That'sall | got,



because she was boarding aflight to Paris, and we lost the connection. She's on the plane now.”
“Could she have meant something e s?’

Jack gave his cousin adeadpan stare. “No. She could not have meant something else. Grampsis getting
remarried, and it sup to meto put astop toit.”

The future bride approached the aircraft, tipping her head to gaze a the fusdlage. Jack caught aglimpse
of graight, white teeth, burgundy lips, a smooth, flushed complexion and blue eyesthat sparkled like
jewds.

“Widll, there’ s nothing wrong with Gramps seyesight,” muttered Hunter.

“I sure wish something would go wrong with histestosterone,” Jack returned, giving the steward,
Leonardo, a nod to open the cabin door.

“He doesn't degp with them,” said Hunter.
Jack stared at hiscousin in disbelief.
“At least not until they’ re married. And then, well it sounded like sporadic attempts.”

Jack was momentarily speechless. “Y ou actualyasked Moiraand Gracie about their sex liveswith
Gramps?’

“Sure. Didn’'t you?’
“Of course not.”

Hunter smirked. “Y ou are such an easy mark. It was your mom who told me. | guess she asked them.
She was worried about a possible pregnancy.”

Jack wondered why his mother hadn’t talked to him about her fears, instead of Hunter. Jack was her
son, and the CEO of Odand Internationa, the man whosejob it wasto protect the family interests.

Leonardo finished lowering the aircraft staircase, and the woman’ s quick footsteps echoed on metal
dairs.

“Y ou could try reasoning with her,” Hunter suggested asthey roseto their feet.
Jack snorted his disheief.
But Hunter didn’t give up. “Warn her that Gramps has done this before.”

“She' s atwentysomething trophy babe, dating an eighty-year-old man. Y ou think there sachance €' ll
be offended by his ethics?’

The woman in question rounded the corner in al her fur-trimmed, youth-dewy glory. Thelittle dog
barked once, but obeyed when she shushed it.

After abrief moment’ s hesitation, she amiled brightly at the two of them, leading with an outstretched,



manicured hand. “Kristy Mahoney. | don’t know if you heard, but I'm meeting with Cleveland and the
Sierra Sanchez buying team on Monday. Cleveland said you wouldn’t mind if | caught aride?’

Her voice was as 0ft and husky asalounge singer’s. And she had an interesting flare of fashion—both
for herself and the dog. In addition to the red plaid coat, the dog wore a collar that sparkled with
rhinestones. After the single bark, it had stayed perfectly still, unblinking in her arms. It looked like a
child’ stoy now, with wide glassy brown eyes and blow-dried fur.

Hunter wasthefirst to step forward. “Hunter Odand. I'm one of Cleveland’ s grandsons. And of course
wedon't mindif you joinus.”

“A pleasureto meet you,” she pulled off her white glove and gave his hand a graceful shake.

Then she turned to Jack and raised her finely sculpted eyebrows. Her face was porcelain-doll beautiful,
with atiny upturned nose, addicate chin and wide-st, thick-lashed eyes.

“Jack Odand,” he said, his voice unexpectedly gruff as he reached for her hand.
“Mr. Odand,” sheresponded, closing her ddlicate fingersaround his.

Jack was digtracted by the fed of her cool skin, and her mesmerizing beauty. He barely heard Hunter’s
voice.

“Call us Jack and Hunter. Please.”

She amiled into Jack’ seyes, asif dl wasright with theworld. Asif she wasn't a shameless hussy hoping
to get her hands on the family fortune. Quite the little actress this one.

“Jack, then,” shesaid.

The sound of his name somehow sensitized his skin. Her vaguely tropical scent surrounded him, and her
blue-green gaze seemed to bore directly into hisbrain. For a plit second, he empathized with his
grandfather. But he ruthlesdy shook off the feding. Unlike Cleveland, hewasn't faling for azure eyes, full
lips and long legs on awoman who could barely string together a coherent sentence.

Not that Kristy appeared to be struggling with the English language. But her two predecessors sure had.
Gracie, Gramps sfirst bimbo, thought the bottom line was caused by poor-fitting panties. She had
designed jewelry so ugly it had to be melted down and sold for scrap. Moirahad insisted on her own
perfumelabd. R & D onthat little venture had set the family back about amillion bucks.

With Kristy, apparently it was fashion. And since Cleveland was the mgjor shareholder in Odand
International, and since Odand International owned the Sierra Sanchez chain of women' sfashion stores,
she had awhole | ot to gain from the impending union.

Jack, on the other hand, had awhole lot to lose. Reminding himsdlf of that important fact helped him will
his brain-waves back to normal.

“Welcome aboard, Kristy,” he said.

Hisvoice was even as he released her hand, but his brain was scrambling for away to neutraize her. In



lessthan five hoursthey’d bein L.A. That gave him five hoursto figure out away to save hisfamily
severd million dollars.

Thistrip was the opportunity of alifetimefor Kristy Mahoney. Shewastrying to play it cool, hoping
Jack and Hunter hadn’t noticed the tremor in her voice and the dight shaking of her hands. It wasa
combination of nerves, adrenaine and way too much caffeine.

She' d been riding ahigh for aweek, ever snce she' d wrangled an invitation to afashion-week
after-party at Rockefeller Square and met L.A. clothing-store mogul Cleveland Odand. When he'd
admired her self-designed gown, she was more than flattered. Then she' d been stunned when he' d asked
to see her sketches and samples.

When he d asked her to meet with hisbuying teamin L.A., she d begun pinching hersdlf every hour on
the hour, waiting for theillusion to vaporize. Any second now, she expected to wake up in her SoHo loft
with Dee Dee curled up at her feet. She was sure she' d be tangled up in swesaty sheets, because thiswas
better than any sex dream.

“Y our coat, ma am?’ asked the steward.

Kristy switched Dee Dee from one arm to the other as she removed her hat and coat and her other
glove. The man named Jack took in her straight black skirt and the snug red swester, laced up at the
front. Then he glanced disapprovingly a Dee Dee. Kristy felt her spine stiffen. Cleveland had claimed to
be a dog fanatic, and Dee Dee hated to be |eft dlone. Besides, she helped keep Kristy calm.

A year ago, Kristy had found the Pomeranian in adank aley afew blocksfrom her loft. Cutelittle Dee
Dee had popped out from behind a Dumpster, looking sweet, pathetic and small. Kristy hadn’t had the
heart to leave her out in agathering November storm. Nor did she have the heart to let her stay at the
animal shelter when no one claimed her.

Now she subconscioudy squeezed Dee Dee as the steward hung her coat in the compact closet and
Hunter gestured to one of the thick white leather seats.

“Pleass” hesad.

“Thank you.” Kristy sat down and crossed her legs, settling Dee Dee on her Iap. Thelittle dog’ swarm
body helped chase away the butterfliesin her abdomen.

“May | offer you acocktail 7’ asked the steward as Jack took the seat opposite Kristy and Hunter sat
down across the narrow aide from Jack.

“Some fruit juice would be nice” said Krigty. It was nearly five 0’ clock, but she wanted to stay sharp.
With the time-zone change gaining them three hours, they were scheduled to land in Cdiforniaat seven.

“| was about to open abottle of ninety-three Cristal,” Jack interjected. “WEe re celebrating the opening
of anew Sierra Sanchez store in France.”

Kristy hesitated. She didn’t want to be rude...

“I could make you aMimosa,” offered the steward. “With fresh-squeezed orange juice?’



Kristy breathed asigh of relief at the compromise. “ That would be perfect. Thank you.”

“Perfect,” Jack echoed, obvioudy pleased as he leaned back in his seat.

He was wearing a Reese Gerhart suit, a Stolde shirt and agray, diamond-patterned, Macklin Vanier tie.
His studied, casual pose, dong with the shock of dark hair that curled rakishly across hisforehead,
reminded her that she' d seen him mentioned in bothBusiness Week andGQ in the past six months. Jack

Odand—entrepreneur extraordinaire, heir gpparent to Odand International, aman to see and to be seen
with.

Beneath Dee Dee’ s deegping body, Kristy surreptitioudy pinched hersalf once more. Last year he'd
madethelist of the top twenty hottest male executivesin America. Though, from her current vantage
point, it could easily have been alist of one.

The et engineswhined, and the aircraft jerked to rolling, turning sharply to make itsway to the runway.

While they waited their turn in the lineup, the steward served the drinks—champagne for Jack and
Hunter, and the mimosafor Kristy.

Jack immediately raised hisglass. “To successful ventures.”

Hunter coughed.

Kristy followed Jack’ s lead, toasting then taking asip of the tart, effervescent concoction.

“So, tell us about your business, Kristy,” said Jack, about three hoursinto the flight.

She placed her second mimaosa on the burnished cherrywood table between them. Then shetook a deep
breath, organizing her well-rehearsed pitch. “We re afashion design company—"

“We?" asked Jack, cocking his head.
“Me” Kristy admitted, dightly rattled by the swift interruption. “It'sa sole proprietorship.”

Jack nodded.

When he remained silent, she picked up the thread of her pitch. “ A fashion design company speciaizing
in high-end ladieswear, specificaly evening gown—"

“And what was your bottom linelast quarter?’

Kristy hesitated. She' d hoped to gloss over her order volume and income, dong with the modest size of
her company. Although she' d been fighting for yearsto break into the New Y ork fashion establishment,
she'd yet to secure aretail contract, and her private saleswere awholelot lessthan sellar.

“I"'m looking forward to the opportunities Cleveland can offer,” she said, instead of answering directly.

“I'll bet you are,” said Jack.



“Excuse my cousin,” said Hunter. “He doesn’'t know when to stop talking business.”
“I'mjust asking—"

“Doyou like basketbadl, Kristy?” asked Hunter.

Kristy turned to him and blinked. “ Basketba |7’

He nodded, taking asip of his champagne.

“I...uh...don’t know much abouit it.”

“Cleveland loves basketbal,” Jack put in.

Kristy turned her attention back to Jack. “I'm afraid | don’t watch sports.”

“Hmm,” Jack nodded sagely, hisbrow furrowing.

“Isthat aproblem?’ She glanced at Hunter and then Jack, trying to read their expressons. Wasit like
corporate golf? Was Odand family business conducted at a basketba | court?

“Would you recommend...” she paused. “I mean, should | learn something about basketbal |7’
“l would,” said Jack.

“Jack,” said Hunter.

“Well, lwould. ”

Kristy took abig swallow of her mimosa. Okay. Basketball. She sure wished she' d known about this
earlier. She could have taken in agame, watched some ESPN or read a sports magazine.

Then she had anidea. “I don't suppose you two would share...”

Jack grinned. “Sure. He' saLakersfan. And | wouldn't mention the Clippersif | wasyou.”

Hunter jumped in. “I havetickets to the Lakers Sonics game on Friday, if you'd like—"

“Bud Reynaoldsis hisfavorite player,” said Jack, shooting Hunter aglare. Then his more normal
expression quickly returned as his attention shifted to Kristy. “The Budster is up for player of the year.
He stenfor thirteen on threes from the straight away.”

“And seventeen for thirty-five from downtown,” said Hunter. “Y ou should redlly join me at—"

“Kristy doesn't like basketball,” said Jack.

She fought amoment of panic. “1 never said | didn't—"

“Shemight change her mind,” Hunter put in.

“I could learn,” Kristy offered. If basketbal truly was the golf game of the Odand corporate world, she



was morethan willingto giveit atry.

Jack’ s mouth thinned as he spoke to Hunter. “ Dating Kristy is not the answer.”
Dating? She glanced from one man to the other. Dating? What had she missed?
“It'snothing but a basketball game,” said Hunter.

“Dropit,” said Jack.

Then avoice interrupted from the plane’ sintercom. “Mr. Odand?’

Jack pressed abutton on hisarmrest. “Y es, Smon.”

“Judt to let you know, we' re reading an indicator light up here.”

A musclein Jack’ stempletwitched, and everything insde Kristy went till.

“I'll beright up,” hesaid.

“No need,” Simon responded with astatic crackle through the small speaker. “1'd liketo have air traffic
control divert usto LasVegasto check it out.”

Jack shot Hunter aglance.

Kristy tried to interpret his expresson. Were they out of gas? Out of oil? Losing an engine?
He pushed the intercom button. “Y our call, Smon.”

“Roger that, sr.” Theintercom went silent, and Kristy’ sthroat turned paper-dry.

Neither of the men spoke.

“Anindicator light?’ she rasped.

“I’'m sureit’ s nothing to worry about,” said Jack.

Kristy waited, expecting him to say more.

“That'sit?” They were at thirty thousand feet, and something was wrong with the plane. She picked up
her mimosa and took a healthy swallow.

“Thejet isin perfect running order,” said Hunter.
Her voice rose. “ Except for theindicator light. ”

Her thoughts flashed to her sster. Sinclair had begged her to postpone the trip until after the holidays.
But Kristy hadn’t wanted to risk losing Cleveland' sinterest. So she' d insisted on rushing to California.

If only she' d listened. If only dreams of fame and fortune hadn’t clouded her brain.



Then shewouldn’t be here. She' d be home and safe, instead of facing. .. She stared up at Jack. “Can
you at least ask him what the light wasindicating?’

“Krigy—"

She nodded to the intercom button. It washer life at stake, too. “Will youask hm?’

Jack heaved an exaggerated sigh. “Trust the pilot. HE saprofessiond. And if it was serious, Simon
wouldn’t be chatting about contacting air traffic control. He d be declaring an emergency and taking us
down.”

Kristy peered out her window at the last orange sun raysin adarkening sky. She didn’'t see afire, didn’t
hear any metal twisting, and the aircraft wasn't losing dtitude or bouncing around. Then the seward
appeared, looking calm and collected as he cleared away the drinks.

She supposed there would be afew more signs of panic if afiery death wasimminent.

“Relax,” said Jack.

“It'll befine” said Hunter.

But both men were on dert.

Then something banged on the airframe. The plane lurched sdeways, and the steward nearly fell over.

“Buckle up,” Jack commanded.

The man nodded, hisfaceingtantly pae. He dipped into the nearest seat and clipped on the belt.

Therewas rdative silence for afew minutes. No more banging, and the plane stayed smooth, the engines
purring normdly.

“Ever beento Vegas?’ Jack asked into the steady hum.
Krigty blinked a him.
“Ever beento Vegas, Kristy?’

She shook her head, stroking Dee Dee with atrembling hand. She wished now she' d |eft thelittle dog at
home. At least then Dee Dee would be safe. Sinclair would have adopted her, Kristy was sure of that.

She blinked away aburning in her eyes. Sinclair. What if she never saw her sster again? Or her parents?
What if her family was forced to watch the twisted, fiery wreckage of the jet on the evening news,

knowing—
“Krigy?’
She glanced up to see Jack’ s expression soften with sympathy. “ Everything’ s going to be just—"

The plane banged again, thistime taking a sudden drop in dtitude and leaving her ssomach behind.



“Simonisthe best inthe business,” Jack bravely carried on.

“That’ sreassuring, but it' sthe plane that’ sthe problem,” Kristy reminded him.,

“It'sjust anindicator light.”

“Wdl, itisindicatingsomething. ”

Her fear morphed into anger. She knew it didn’t make sense to be mad at Jack. It wasn't hisfault they
wered|l about to die. But he was the one arguing with her, and she couldn’t seem to bring hersdf to think
logicaly.

Theintercom crackled to life. “Mr. Odand?’

Jack was quick to respond. “Y es, Smon?”’

“It'sthe hydraulics on the right aileron. But we' re compensating. And we' re cleared to land. | don't
want anybody back there to panic.”

“WEe're not panicking,” Jack responded.

“I"'mpanicking,” Kristy hissed.

“He says he’' s compensating.”

“What elseishe going to say? That we should write our wills on a cocktail ngpkin?’

Hunter crossed to the seat beside Kristy. He belted himself in then took her hand in him. “If it wasa
serious danger, he' d be tdlling usto assume the crash position.”

“Do we know the crash position?’
“Feet back, head down, hands behind your neck.” Jack demonstrated.

Kristy tugged her hand from Hunter’ sand tried it, just in case, while the landing gear whined, and the
whed s clunked into place.

Simon’ s voice came over the spesker once again. “Relax, everybody. Make sure your seat beltsare
tight. I’m not expecting anything but adightly bumpy landing.”

Kristy clasped Dee Deeto her chest, glancing out the window, trying desperately to quell the churningin
her somach.

She could see the outskirts of the city. The houses loomed large againgt the desert landscape. The strip
rose up in the distance, glaringly brilliant and redly quite beautiful from thisangle. She'd givealot to see
theinsde of abright, clanking, smoky casino or even an Elvis chapel before shedied.

“Kristy?’

“WI,H?1



Jack reached for her hand across the table. “L ook at me.”

She glanced up as hiswarm pam closed over hers. She wondered vaguely how his hand could be warm
a atimelikethis. Hersfdt likeice.

“What the dog’sname?’ he asked softly.

“DeeDee”

“Dee Dee' sgoing to be okay,” he said.

His eyeslocked onto hers, and his deep voice rumbled through her body. “Y ou' re going to be okay.
And I’'m going to be okay. An hour from now, we' Il dl be laughing about this over wine and grilled
lobster on the Strip.”

Kristy didn’t really believe him, but he seemed to be waiting for an answer. So she gave the barest of
nods, and he squeezed her hand in response.

“Just keep looking a me, Kristy. | swear it'll bedl right.”
She held his gaze, and she started to feel hope.

The runway rushed up to meet them. The plane lurched to one side. Red emergency lights flashed in her
periphera vision. But for someridiculous reason, Kristy kept her faith in Jack.

Two

Asthe Gulfstream finally coasted to ahdlt at the far end of the runway, Jack quickly rose from his sest.
There was no reason for anyone to be hurt, but he wanted to make sure.

Trueto Simon’sword, it had only been abumpy landing, followed by along stretch of deceleration.
Even now, the emergency vehicleswere struggling to catch up.

Still holding her hand, Jack went to Kristy first. “Okay?’ he asked, peering into her eyes.

She gave him a series of swift nods, one hand stroking the little dog.

He amiled a her, let go of her hand and moved forward to where Leonardo was belted in. The man
looked pae, but otherwise perfectly fine. Jack strode past the small closet and pulled open the flimsy
cockpit door. “Simon?’

“All'swel,” Smon confirmed.

The copilot gave Jack athumbs up.

There was aloud banging on the cabin door, and Jack quickly released the latch and lowered the
daircase.

“Everybody okay?’ shouted the fireman standing closest to the stairs. He was flanked by two othersin
their turnout gear. Behind the trio was alights-flashing fire engine, an ambulance and two paramedicson
the rain-spattered runway.



“We'redl fing” said Jack asan airport security car pulled up, yelow lights adding to the show.
Simon appeared next to Jack’ s shoulder.

“A hydraulic problem,” he told the emergency workers. “1’ll meet you indgdeto fill out the paperwork.”
“Y ou need mefor anything?’ asked Jack.

Simon shook hisheaed. “I’ll take care of it. But you' |l have afew hoursto kill.”

Jack nodded then turned to find Hunter and Leonardo both on their feet. Leonardo was helping Kristy
into her coat, balancing the little dog in hisarmswhile he tried to be of assstance in the narrow aide.

“Wemight aswell goinsde,” Jack said to them. “It’ || take some time to do the incident report and look
at repairs”

“Can | be of assistance?’ asked Leonardo.
“Don’t worry about us” said Jack. “Simon or | will call you when we know anything.”
“Thanks,” said Leonardo, handing the dog back to Kristy and giving it apat on the head.

Jack gestured for Kristy to befirst out of the aircraft, and one of the firemen came partway up the stairs
to take her hand.

“I’'mfine” she protested.
“It' sdippery from therain, ma am. If you follow meto the car, security will take you to thetermind.”

Jack shrugged into his overcoat and followed them down the stairs. Hunter was right behind him, and the
three hitched aride in the back segt of the sedan to the main termind at McCarran International.

Asthe glass doors of the termina glided open, he breathed asigh of relief. Everyone was safe, and the
plane was intact. But, as soon as those facts were negtly filed away, his pragmatic brain began calculating
the dlver lining. At the very least, he d bought himself three or four hours. Because, despite his
connection with Kristy during the emergency landing, his misson hadn’t changed. And he now had some
extratimeto figure out how to stop her wedding to his grandfather.

The doors swooshed shut, and the noise and confusion of the main terminal engulfed them. They joined
the crowd snaking itsway past the luggage carousels and rental-car booths, and Jack fought an urgeto
put an arm around her shoulders and keep her closeto hisside. Ridiculous, hetold himsdlf. She'd had a
bit of ascare, sure. But shewasfrom New Y ork City. This crowd certainly wasn't going to rattle her.

Heraised hisvoice so that Hunter and Kristy would hear him over the din. “I say we head for
Belagio's.” He couldn’t see hanging around an airport for three or four hours. Not when Le Cirque was

so close by.

“I"'m going to grab acommercid flight,” said Hunter, dowing down and stepping out of the main
pedestrian stream. The escalator next to him stretched up to the departureslevel. “I’ve got agolf date
with Milo and Harrison in the morning,” he finished.



Jack glanced at Kristy, worried she might hop on acommercia plane, aswell. But he quickly redized
shewouldn't want to pay full price for asame-day ticket.

“I guessit'sjust you and me,” he put in, before it occurred to her to call Cleveland and ask for his
credit-card number.

Kristy glanced around the crowded termind. “Y ou go ahead. | can wait here.”

Was she masochistic?

“My treat,” he clarified, in case money was stopping her. He would have paid for her dinner in any case.
It was his plane. She was his guest.

She garted to back away. “1’m sure you have plenty to do without me hanging around.”

“Like eat asteak and drink amartini?’

She amiled at that, and it was hard to imagine she was a gold-digging opportunist.

“Reportsto read?’ she asked. “Phone cdlsto return?’

It was nice of her to offer. Redlly it was. But didn’t she know enough to shut up and take the free
dinner? Besdes, he had no intention of letting her out of hissight.

“I’m honestly only planning to eet,” was hisanswer. And conspire againgt her, of course. But hedidn’t
think it was necessary to divulge that bit of information.

Shegavehimalook that said she didn’t believe him. “What about Dee Dee?’

“The hotd will take care of her. Y ou won't be the first cel ébrity to show up with apet.”

“I"'m not acelebrity.”

“Y egh, but they won't know that. I'll get usaredly long limo, and | guarantee the concierge will find a
solution.”

He could see shewas il hesitating, so Jack brought out the big guns. “Do you redly think my
grandfather would ever forgive meif | abandoned you in an airport?’

Her eye twitched, and he knew he had her.

He knew he had her even before she opened her mouth.

“Okay,” shefindly said with anod. “We don’t want to upset your grandfather.”

“That' sright. We don't.”

Hunter gestured to the up escdator with ajab of histhumb. “Y ou two kids have fun. I'm off to find
another ride.”



Kristy gave Hunter abrilliant smile and moved gracefully toward him, her hand outstretched. “1t wasa
pleasure to meet you.”

Hunter reached for the hand, agoofy grin growing on hisface. “Me, too. I'm sorry | haveto leave you
here”

“Don’t beslly. You obvioudy have thingsto do. Me, I'm clear for the rest of the weekend.”
“Redly?’

Jack could see Hunter rethinking his golf game with Milo and Harrison.

“If you want to come dong,” Hunter said to Kristy. “We can probably catch something on United.”

Jack wasn't about to let that happen. “Kristy’ s not interested in being stuffed in alast-minute back seat
of acommuter jet.”

“How do you know?’ asked Hunter.

“Because she hasabrain,” said Jack, shifting in front of Kristy, squaring his shoulders and giving his
cousin acrystal-clearback off glare. How was he supposed to save the family fortune if Kristy was off
flirting with Hunter?

Hunter shrugged his capitulation. “ Catch you next week, then.”

“Yeah,” Jack returned. “Next week.”

With awave, Hunter stepped onto the escalator.

Taking Kristy on adate. Of dl the crazy, lame-ass plans. Did Hunter think he could dazzle her with his
good looks and charm and make her forget al about Cleveland' sbillion-dollar offer?

Kristy didn’'t want arelationship. She wanted a sugar daddy. She wanted a besotted rich old man who
would indulge her every whim.

Jack dtilled.
Wait aminute.
What was hethinking?

Kristy didn’t want a besotted, richold man. She smply wanted a besotted rich man. She' d probably
take ayoung onejust as quickly. In fact, she might prefer ayoung one.

He stole asidelong glance to where she was cooing a Dee Dee.

They were stuck together in Vegas. Theland of glitz and glamour and fantasy. Where better to fall head
over hedsfor arich young man? Where better to have arich young man fall head over heelsfor you?

And Jack was arich young man—at least he was comparatively young. When you put him up against
Cleveland.



Cleveland. What better way to make sure hisfamily’ s reputation and fortune didn’t take another hit,
he' d get Kristy to marry him instead. And keep their money out of her hands.

Of course, he' d have to work fast.

Simon would liefor him about the jet repair, buy him tonight, maybe part of tomorrow. But eventualy
Kristy would get tired of waiting. She'd bite the bullet and buy aticket on acommercid airline.

Until then, however...
He offered hisarm and gave her agenuine smile. “ Ever tried the tasting menu at Le Cirque?’
She shook her head, hesitating then taking hisarm.

“Thenyou'rein for atreast. Come on.” He gently urged her forward. “Let’ sgo find ourselves aredly
flashy limo.”

Fortunately, since Jack ordered the tasting menu, Kristy didn’t get achanceto look at it. If she had, she
suspected the priceswould have given her aheart attack. Everything about Le Cirque reeked of wedlth

and privilege.

The tables were covered in white linen, well-spaced, with comfortable, padded chairs. The service was
impeccable, and the decor spectacular. Bold burgundy carpets covered the floor, while padded, striped
chairs surrounded the tables and spotlights shone on recessed circus murals.

They started amost immediately with chilled cocktails, then she savored course after course of exotic
delicacies complemented by fine merlots and chardonnays.

Afterward, Jack didn’t even glance at the bill before handing over his platinum card.

Hiscdl phonerang.

“I’'msorry,” he said, reaching for hisinsde breast pocket.

Kristy shook her head. “Don’'t worry about me.” She settled into the overstuffed chair, sighing as she
gazed around the softly glowing room. The ceiling was draped with bright silk—yellow and orange and
ivory fluttering like atent dome around a central chandelier. It was dark outside, and the dancing lights of
the fountains beyond the windows added to the intimacy of the restaurant.

“What time?’ Jack asked into the phone.

Kristy took another sip from her wineglass, letting the tart, woodsy flavor ease over her tongue, asthe
room’ s ambiance seeped in and relaxed her.

“If that’ sthe best you can do,” he said, catching Kristy’s gaze and giving her asmile that warmed her
blood. “1 understand. Okay.”

Heflipped the phone shut.



“Everything okay?’ she asked, truly not caring for the moment. Aslong as nobody had gone bankrupt or
died, shewas going to enjoy her stolen evening with ahandsome, intelligent and interesting man.

Thingslikethissmply didn’t hgppen to women like Kristy. Her last dinner out had been the bistro down
the block. She and her date had split the bill. It hadn’t been expensive. But watching him calculate the
charges, add thetip and count out change had definitely taken any romance out of the evening.

“Simon’ swaiting for parts,” said Jack.

Well, that didn’t sound too dire. “What does that mean?’

“It means we re stuck herefor the night.”

Okay. That burst Kristy’ slittle bubble. Cash-flow dert. She' d planned on finding asmall family-style
motdl outsdeof L.A. Her travel budget didn't include Bellagio rates. Not even for one night.

“Don’'t worry about it,” said Jack.
“About what?’

He reached for her hand, stroking his tapered fingers over her knuckles. “Whatever it isthat made you
frown. Don’t worry about it.”

“I haveto worry about it.”

“Sayswho?’

“My accountant and my credit card company.”

He grinned. “Oh, that. Don’t worry. | won't let you go bankrupt before morning.”
She frowned at him. * Dinner was grest, but you' re not paying for my hotel room.”
“Why not?’

“Because | have sdlf-respect.”

“You'remy guest.”

“I"'myour fellow strandee.”

“It wasmy plane.”

“Andyou let merideonit for free”

Jack sighed, and she could fed him regrouping.

He opened his mouth.

“No,” shejumpedin.



“Y ou don't even know what | was going to say.”

“Yes, | do.”

“No, you don't.” Hegot to hisfeet. “Come on. I’'m going to show you something fun.”
“Y ou keep your platinum card right whereitis.”

He grinned, hiseyesglowing in the candidight. “ Crossmy heart.”

She nodded. “Okay. That's better.” She bunched her linen ngpkin on the table and rose with him. “ So,
what isit?’

Heshook hishead. “It' sasurprise. It won't hurt abit. But that’sal I'm telling you.”
“Will it be embarrassng?’
“Not intheleast.”

“Will | hate mysdf in the morning?’

His gray gaze went smoky, sizzling into hersfor asplit second, clenching her somach, tripping her
heartbeat. “I certainly hope not,” he said.

“ Jack—"

The szzle evaporated. “ Grab a sense of humor, Kristy. I’ m not propositioning you’

Shefdt likeafool. “Sorry.”

He held out hishand, the dare clear in hissmirk.

Shetook a deep breath. Then shetold hersdf to chill and curled her fingersinto his pam.

His hand was strong, warm and dry, just the way she remembered. There was something about the

texture of hisskin, or maybe it was the way his fingers wrapped confidently around hers. It was the way

it had been on the plane. Shefdt safe in hishands, asthough he wasin control of the planet, and al she
needed to do was hang on for theride.

It was probably alingering emotion from the turmoail of the airplanelanding, but it felt nice dl the same.

They made their way across the patterned carpet of the casino. Machines flashed and chimed on dl
sdes, while muted lighting showed yellow through draped fabric vaences. Kristy tucked in behind Jack
as he naturdly cleared apath in front of him while he strode confidently through the crowd.

Above the buzz of conversation, awoman whooped in delight, and applause broke out around one of
the crapstables.



The throng thinned, and they approached the casino cage where aneatly uniformed woman greeted Jack
withasmile

“Fifty thousand,” said Jack, tossing his credit card on the counter.

Kristy turned to blink up at him like an owl. “ That was ajoke, right?’

He glanced down and gave her awink and amischievous grin.

“Serioudy,” she prompted.

But hedidn’t answer. Instead, he turned back to the clerk who handed him areceipt and a stack of hills.

Kristy focused on the money, trying to figure out if fifty thousand was casino lingo for some other
amount. Maybe he' d meant fifty dollars or five hundred.

But those were thousand-dollar bills. And there were alot of them. She' d never even seen a
thousand-dollar hill.

Feding panicky at the thought of him walking around with that much money, she pulled up on her toes
and hissedinhisear. “Thisisnuts”

He leaned down to whisper back. “How s0?’

“You can't blow dlthat. ” Shewas practicaly hyperventilating just looking &t it.

He smirked. “I’'m not blowing it. They’ll giveit back to mewhen | cashin the chips”
Likethat was areasonable answer. “Only if youdon't loseit. ”

He shook hishead. “Have alittlefaith. I'm not going to loseit.”

“You can't know that.”

Hetucked the billsinto hisinsde pocket. “ Sure| can.”

Sheresisted an urge to sock himin the arm. “ Do you have agambling problem?’ Was she an endbler in
al this? Should she try to drag him out of the casno? Maybe call Hunter for help?

Jack grinned, turning to walk away from the cashier. “I1t' snot aproblem at dl.”
She moved up beside him. “ Serioudy, Jack. Should we leave?’

“I told you. Thisisgoing to be fun.” He stopped in the middle of the casino and took alook around.
“Okay, what are you up for?’

“A drink,” she said, suddenly inspired. “We should go back to the lobby bar instead.”
“They’ll bring you free drinks at the table. Ever played roulette?”

He started to move again, and she scrambled to keep up. “No. Of course not. | don't gamble.” Like she



could afford to on her budget.

“Redly?’ heasked.

“Redly.”

“That’ stoo bad.” He stopped in front of a green numbered table and a shiny roulette whed!.
“Hop up,” he said, putting the stack of bills down on the edge of the green felt.

She stared a the money, asick feding growing in the pit of her somach. “No way.”

He pulled out one of the high chairs. “Don’t spail the party.”

“Jack, redly—" Then she redlized they were attracting attention from the dealer and the other players,
50 shelifted her hedl to the crossbar and jumped up into the chair.

“That agirl,” Jack murmured gpprovingly.

The dedler took his money and replaced it with aclear plastic tray of color-rimmed chips.
Jack took the seat next to her. “There you go. Now pick anumber.”

Sheglared a him.

“Carefor adrink?’ afemale voice said from behind her.

“Glenlivet,” said Jack. “Oneice cube.” Helooked at Krigty. “A Cosmopolitan?’ That was the drink
she' d had before dinner.

She considered saying no. But two minutes ago she' d claimed to want adrink. She didn’t want to look
like afool. So she nodded, and the woman jotted it down.

“Didyou pick anumber?’ asked Jack.

“Twenty-seven,” she said, giving up the fight with an exasperated sigh.

He nodded &t the table. “Wdll, put some chipsonit.”

She picked up asingle hundred-dollar chip and leaned over to the twenty-seven square.
“That'sit?" he asked with obvious disgppointment.

“Y ou might be sure you're not going to lose,” she said, asthe deder soun the whed. “But I’'m not.”
“I never said you weren't going to lose.”

“Thereyou go.”

He sat back in hisseat. “What | said was,I’m not going to lose. And that’ s because I’ m not going to
play.”



The whed stopped on thirty, and the dedler cleared away her chip.

“See what you made me do?’

“Pick another one,” he said, eyesdancing. “And thistimelivealittle”
“Isthisvoyeurism for gambling addicts?’

Helaughed at that. “1 thought you said you wanted aroom?’

“What doesthis have to do with getting aroom?”’

“You'll see”

“And it wasyou who wanted aroom. I'm happy to wait at the airport with Dee Dee.”
“All night?’

To save severd hundred dollars?“Yes”

The dedler tossed in the small white ball.

Jack nodded to the whedl. “'Y ou missed that one.”

She swiveled the chair to the sde. “ Can weleave now?’

“We ve got drinks coming.”

The ball stopped, and a sequin-covered woman next to Kristy gave acry of joy.
“Play anumber,” said Jack.

“You'reinsane”

Helifted a stack of chipsand placed them in her palm. “If you want to play it safe, take red or evens.
Or, seethat?If you put it on theline, you can cover two numbers.”

Kristy squinted at another man’s stack of chips sitting on the line halfway between two numbers.
“Redly?’

“Swear to God.”

Kristy had to admit, that seemed like a pretty good deal. She put astack on the line between seventeen
and twenty. She refused to count the chips to see how much she was gambling.

Jack placed hisarm across the back of her chair and leaned in. “Now don't let it rattle you if you lose.
Y ou' re going to win some, and you' re going to lose some. But we'll befineintheend.”

Kristy held her breath as she watched the white ball bounce around the whed. It rattled to a stop on the
Seventeen.



Sheblinked, sure she must be hallucinating.
“Youwon,” said Jack.

“l did?’

“Youwant to let it ride?’

She watched the dedler add a stack of chipsto her bet. “Ha. What are the odds of it hitting seventeen
twiceinarow?’

“Exactly the same asthe odds of it hitting any other number.”

Kristy eyed him skeptically.

“Serioudy,” hesad.

That couldn’t be right. She reached out and moved her winnings to twenty-nine and thirty.
Then she reconsidered and cut the stack in half.

Jack sghed, leaning into mumblein her ear. “We Il be heredl night at thisrate.”

She ignored the warm puff of hisbreath on her skin. “I don't want to loseit al a once.”
The dedler spun the whed and tossed in the ball.

“There s plenty more where that came from,” said Jack, tapping hisfinger on the plagtic tray that held his
chips.

“I can't believe you're so cavdier with your money.”
“I can't believe you' re o cautious with my money.”
The ball bounced to a stop.

Kristy had lost.

“ Gee?’

Thewaitress arrived with their drinks. Chatter ebbed and flowed around them as the sequined woman
next to Kristy wriggled off her seat and did to thefloor.

A thirty-something man in adark suit took her place.

He smiled afriendly greeting at Kristy. Jack reacted by leaning closer to her, closing the space between
them.

She struggled not to grin at his posturing. They were about asfar away asyou could get from dating, yet
some anthropologica ingtinct had obvioudy kicked in.



“Makeabigger bet,” said Jack, the fabric of his suit brushing against her bare forearm.
“Fine” she said, scooping along round of chips and placing them on number four.
“Wow,” he bresthed, and she shot him aworried |ook.

But hewas grinning. “Just messin’ with you.”

“You'reajerk. You know that?’

“Yeah,” he chuckled.

Shelost again.

“I don't likethisgame.” It didn’t matter that it wasn't her money. She was stressing out over losing it
ayway.

“You'redoing fine” hesad.
“Can we do something ese?’
“Onemoretime.”

Shegaveahad sgh. “Fine”

Following the lead of the man sitting next to her, she placed asmaller stack of chips on the cross
between four numbers. Then shetook a bracing swallow of her cosmo.

The bal clattered around the whed, settling on twelve, one of Kristy’s numbers.
The dedler added a couple of chipsto her stack.

“Low risk, low payoff,” said Jack. He grabbed two stacks of chips and set them on number twenty-two.
“Incidentdly, that' saso theway thingswork in red life”

“I know,” said Kristy, watching in morbid fascination as the whed spun around again.
“Doyou?’ he asked.
“Why do you think I'm goingto L.A.?’

Agtonishingly, with that much money riding, Jack turned away from thewhed! to Sare at her insteed. “Is
it?”

She nodded, not taking her gaze off the ball. “For the chance a abig payoff. | left my sister, my holiday
shopping and my baking behind.”

He kept his gaze glued to her profile. “Wadll, if thisworks out, you' |l be ableto do al the shopping you
want.”



“| supposethat’ strue.” Then her eyeswidened and her ssomach clenched with the thrill. “'Y ou won!”
Jack stared at her a split second longer. Then he glanced at the roulette whedl. “I guess| did.”
“Doitagan,” she urged. Clearly he understood the game better than she did.

His shouldersrelaxed. “It’syour turn.”

“You're better.”

He split his bet between number eighteen and the red zone. Then he pushed a stack of chips onto the
line between eight and nine.

“Wow,” said Kristy.

“What?'

“You must have a secret system.”

He shook his head. “Y ou pick numbers. It's completely random. Help me out here.”

Scooting forward in her chair, Kristy gamely pushed a couple more stacks onto the board.

“Now we' retaking,” said Jack.

“That’ sapretty rich bet,” said the man next to her.

Shefdt Jack ill.

Then the man glanced past her to Jack. His expression sobered, and he turned his attention to the table.
Thebdl hit thewhed.

Kristy doubled her money on two, and her bet also paid out on black. Severa spinslater, with her
Cosmo glass empty and anew player at her elbow, they were up several thousand dollars. A manina
navy suit and ared tie gpproached them.

He introduced himself as the casino manager and asked if they’ d care for another drink.

Kristy was pretty much done with alcohol. Besides, it was getting late. She hoped she' d won enough to
pay for ahotel room because, now that she wastired, an airport waiting areadidn’t sound all that

appeding.

To her surprise, the manager held out akey card to Jack. * Please accept the Ruby Suite with our
compliments”

Jack gave Kristy a sparkling-eyed look. “Interested in a suite?’

“Two bedrooms?’ she asked. It occurred to her that this could be a setup. Jack had been a perfect
gentleman so fa—maybe too much of a gentleman to be trusted.



He raised an eyebrow in the manager’ s direction.
Without missing a beet, the man pocketed the key and retrieved his cell phone.

“Thisis Raymond Jones. Can you bring me akey for the Diamond Suite?’ He paused. “ The roulette
tables. Thank you.”

Heflipped the phone shut. “Two bedrooms,” he said.
“And my dog?’ Kristy asked.
“Not aproblem,” said Raymond.

“Then, thank you,” she said with anod and asmile. A free suite definitely solved her accommodation
problem.

“Anything else we can do to be of service?’ asked Raymond.

Jack glanced at Krigty. “I can't think of anything? Can you?’

Kristy shook her head.

Another man appeared at Raymond' s elbow and provided a new room key.

Jack accepted it with athank you, while Raymond gestured to the expanse of the casino. “Please. Enjoy
therest of the evening.”

“Wewill,” said Jack. “Thank you very much.”

As Raymond and the other man walked away, Kristy turned to Jack. “ So, did you pay him to do that?’
“Nope.”

“Comeon.”

“I didn’t haveto pay him. Theroom’sfree.”

“| don't get it.”

“That' swhat happens when you bet big.”

“They giveyou afreeroom?’

Jack placed hishand in the small of her back, gently steering her toward the cage.

There was something about that hand. ..

“If you'relosing,” he said. “They want you to stick around and keep doing it. And if you' re winning, they
want you to stick around long enough to loseit back to them.”

“Isthat what we' re going to do?’



“Nope. Not unless you want to.”

“I don’t want to lose.”

“Then | vote we cash out and enjoy our free room.”
A free room with Jack.

Correction, afree suite with Jack. Two rooms, redly.

She glanced up at his handsome face, and her somach fluttered at the thought of such an intimate setting
with such asexy man.

Twobedrooms, she reminded hersdf.

Stll. It wasahotel suite. And they werein Vegas. And she'd be abald-faced liar if shedidn’t admit her
mind was jumping to the possihilities.

Three

Kristy Mahoney was quite possibly the most perplexing person Jack had ever met. She admitted she
was marrying his grandfather for money, yet he practicaly had to twist her arm to get her to gamble.
They’ d walked past designer fashions, fur coats and numerous jewd ry displaysin the hotel lobby, and
she hadn’t so much as sent a covetous look at the merchandise, never mind suggesting she needed afew
thingsto tide her over until morning.

Any gold digger worth her sdt should be demanding Cleveland send anew private jet by now or
dressing hersdlf to the nines on Jack’ s credit card. Instead, she was gazing around the luxury hotel suitein
what appeared to be awe.

“It'shuge,” she muttered, her heels echoing on the marble floor of the foyer, Dee Dee' s clawsticked
aong at her sde asthey stepped into the living room.

Jack shut the suite door behind them. “Y ou were the one who ingsted on two bedrooms.”
Sheturned. “Did | foil your plans?’

He tensed for a split second before redlizing she was referring to any plans he might have had to deep
with her. “I have no plans.” At least not to make love with her. At least not tonight.

Though, if she'd agreed to one bedroom and hopped into aking-sized bed, he would have eagerly
followed.

“Let meguess” she purred. “Other women generdly fal for your  come on up to my free hotel suite.
Oh—"" shedramatically raised her hand to her lips, mimicking hisvoice “—l ook, there' sonly one great
big bed.””

He couldn’'t help but grin a her exaggeration. Y et, somehow her opinion pricked his pride. It seemed
shefdt he had no honor, and had to resort to trickery to attract women.



Hefound himsdlf crossing the foyer to gaze down at her. “Kristy,” he began in hisown defense. “I'm a
thirty-two-year-old man who works out five mornings aweek and isin control of abillion-dollar
conglomerate. What have | done to make you think | can’t get women?’

Shedidn’'t missabest. “Y ou're only thirty-two?’

God, she was spunky. “Ouch.”

“And | thought it was Cleveland who wasin charge of Odand Internationd.”

Ahhh. Thisone definitely had a better brain than the last two gold diggers.
“He sthe mgjor shareholder,” said Jack. “I’m the CEO.”

She shrugged. “I don’t even know the difference.”

Like heck shedidn't.

“But, whatever,” she continued. “I'm sill not deeping with you.”

“Krigty, Krigty, Kristy.” He didn’t want her to deep with him.

Okay, yeah, he did. Obvioudy. Since she was stunningly sexy, and he did have a pulse. But what he
redlly wanted wasfor her to fal for him.

Which meant he should probably stop yanking her chain.

But it was so much fun to tease her. And the woman could definitely give as good as she got.
“I’m sure you get women dl thetime,” she conceded.

“Now you make me sound like a player.”

“Areyou?’

“No.” Hewasn't. He dated women occasiondly. And he dept with women occasiondly. But he was
very discriminating. And he never led them on.

She moved to the middle of the living room, checking out the rest of the suiite. “ Got agirlfriend?’

“Not at the moment.”

Her perfumeleft atracein theair. It was nice. More than nice, actualy. It wasn't fruity, yet it wasn't
flord...

“Did she break up with you, or did you break up with her?’
Jack blinked. “Who?’

“Your lagt girlfriend.”



“It wasn't aserious relationship.”

Kristy turned back and nodded. “Ahhh.”
“What' swith the ahhhs?’

Was she accusing him of something?

“I know your type. Love’em and leave’em.”

There was something in her eyes, not hurt exactly, but something. Had somebodly |eft her? Was that why
shewaswilling to settle for money ingteed of love?

Now hewas curious, but he didn’t want to bring up the subject of her love life. Because that would
invariably lead to his grandfather, and Jack wanted her to forget al about Cleveland for tonight.

“I can hardly love you and leave you in forty-eight hours, can 17" he said instead.
“Forty-eight?’

Oops. “Twenty-four,” Jack corrected himself. “I meant twenty-four.”

“Y ou scared me there for aminute.”

He gave her hismost congenid smile. “Wouldn't want to do that.” Then he nodded to the glass bacony
door and the view beyond. “How about asvim?’

Sheturned to follow his gaze.

He crossed the room to open the doors, implicitly bidding her to follow him onto the wide veranda.
“Take alook down there.”

She joined him to lean on therail, between apair of twin loungers at one end of the verandaand an
umbrellatable set up for four at the other.

He heard her suck in a breath as she gazed at the Mediterranean-style courtyard. The lighted pool was
embraced by pillared fountains, terra-cottatiles, tropica trees and scul pted shrubbery. It was peaceful
and deserted thistime of night, and the patterned pool bottom wavered through the mist rising from the
hested water.

“It' samogt midnight,” Kristy whispered. “ Are we alowed?’

He shrugged. “We're high-rollersin acomplimentary suite. Y ou think they’ Il stop usfrom taking a
swvim?’

“My swimauit’ sl inthe plane”

Had the woman never heard of shopping? Had she never heard of butler service? Asif atiny thing likea

swimsuit would stop them. There was a phone on the table between the two loungers, so Jack picked it
up and pressed zero.



The voice on the other end was prompt. “ Y es, Mr. Odand?’

“Any chance we can get acouple of svimsuits up here?’

“Of course. I'll have the butler bring up aselection right away. The Szes?’

Jack covered the mouthpiece. “ Size?” he asked Kristy.

Her eyeswent alittlewide. “Uh, four.”

He nodded. “Women'sfour and men’ sthirty-two.”

“Thank you, gr. Someonewill beright up.”

Jack replaced the receiver.

Kristy glanced at the phone. “Just like that?’

“Judt likethat,” said Jack. Then he couldn’t resst giving her animpish grin. “I’m hoping you get abikini.”

She eyed him up and down, afrown on her face that made him self-conscious. “I guessit’s not quite the
samefor women.”

“What do you mean?’ Wasit an insult?
She gave him an exaggerated shudder. “1 mean, the thought of any man in Spandex.”
Hetook a couple of stepstoward her. “Did | mention | work out?’

“I'm sure you' re perfectly gorgeous under that suit.” Then she stilled as her own words obvioudy
registered.

He was torn between making ajoke and making amove. Degp down, he knew he shouldn’t do either.

Still, he was suddenly aware of the way her eyes sparkled in the moonlight and her hair framed her face
in gentle waves. That €usive perfume wafted through his senses once more. And everything inside him
screamed a him to kiss her. Under normal circumstances, he' d definitely take the expression on her face
asaninvitaion.

But these were not normal circumstances. Hewas on amisson. And hedidn’'t dare scare her off.

He settled for brushing awisp of her hair from her face. Her cheek was soft under hisfingertips. Her
lashes fluttered at the contact, and it was more than he could do to ignorethe signal.

He subconscioudy leaned forward, and she tipped her head to one side.
The knock on the door saved him.

Jack forced himsdlf to pull away, hisvoice husky with burgeoning desire. “Our suitsare here,” he stated
unnecessxily.



Kristy drew in abreath, and gave her head a quick shake. “Right.”
He squeezed her hand gently, in silent acknowledgment of what they both knew had amost happened.
Then he stepped into the suite and answered the door.
The butler handed him three women’ s and three men’ s suits on silk padded hangers. Jack tipped the
man and sent him on hisway.
Then heturned to find Kristy back inside the suite.
“Pick abedroom,” heinvited, refusing to let himself look too deeply into her eyes as he handed her the

women' suits.
She motioned to the closest door, the smaler of the two rooms. Again, Jack was surprised when her
actionsdidn’t fit his expectations. Either their dmost-kiss had truly rattled her, or she didn’t care about

deegping in the plush, four-poster bed in the main bedroom.

Either casewasintriguing.

In the cool evening air, the pool water was chilly against Kristy’slegs. A sultry breeze blew over her
agua, one-piece it as she gradually made her way down the doping airs.

Jack on the other hand, executed a neat dive into the deep end, his shimmering form moving swiftly
underwater toward her. He broke the surface, coming to hisfeet and raking back hisdark hair with

Sporead fingers.
“Fedlsgood,” he announced, looking dick and sexy in the diffuse garden lights.

“Fedscold,” she responded, especidly in comparison to the heat building insde her a she stared at his

broad, bare chest.
He took acouple of stepsforward. “Need help getting in?’

She reached out and gripped the handrail. “Don’t you dare.”

His grin waswide, showing straight, white teeth and bringing out asmall dimplein hisleft cheek. His
dark eyes sparkled. “It' seader if you doit fast.”

Shetook a step down another stair. “1 don’t need your help, thank you very much.”

She should have been worried about the cold water. And she was. But her mind also went immediately
to Jack’ s dick, wet hands against her own bare skin, and her blood pressure took ajump.

She put her foot on the bottom of the pool, the water coming dightly past her waist.
He closed the distance between them. “My sister dways screamed when | threw her in, but in theend
she thanked me.”

“I'm not your sgter.”



“Youthink I don’t know that?’ His gaze darkened asit dipped to take in her suiit.

Her entire body clenched in reaction, reminding her al over again that he was sexy and smart and funny,
and women around the world adored him. She definitely wasn't going to deep with him. But that didn’t
mean she couldn’t take advantage of the opportunity to flirt alittle.

He shifted even closer in the waist-high water, and her mind waged a split-second war. Wrestling
around in the pool a midnight was quite aways past flirting. But then, he was only going to dunk her, not
ravish her. Despite hisjoking innuendo, he had been a perfect gentleman dl evening.

Still, they’ d dmost kissed on the balcony. And Kristy wasn't acomplete fool. So, just before his
fingertips brushed her skin, she did asurface dive, scissoring her feet, propelling her body away from him
and into the deeper water.

“Chicken,” he mocked as she came up for air.

“I prefer to take care of thingsmysdlf,” she responded, pushing her wet hair back from her face.

Hisforehead creased for amicrosecond, and she thought he was about to say something. But then his
expression smoothed out. “Where liketo help out as much as possible.”

She kicked her legsto keep hersdlf afloat. “Y ou’ re such an dtruist.”

He gave adramatic, self-effacing Sgh. “Thisistrue”

“ Andan egomaniac.”

He swam closer. “Well, you're atease.”

“l amnot.” But she paused, reevauating her behavior so far. “How do you mean?”’
“Batting those come-dunk-me eyes, and then spoiling my fun.”

She splashed at him. “Poor baby.”

He grinned, then dove under.

Before she could react, his hand wrapped around her ankle. He tugged just hard enough to pull her
below, then he instantly let her go, and she bobbed back up.

“Not fair,” she sputtered, kicking over to where she could grab the edge.
He glided up beside her and rested his hand on the pool deck. “Who said anything about fair?’

Heinched closer, his skin glistening with droplets of water, hishair nearly black in the shadow of the
deck chairs. His eyes grew heavy with desire, and his voice vibrated her very core.

Histhigh brushed hers, sending licks of energy across her skin. Her ssomach contracted, and her lips
went soft. She could fed aninvishble pull compdling her forward.



“I’ve had someredly bad ideasin my time...” she breathed.
He lifted her chin with hisindex finger. “ And we re definitely going to talk about that someday.”

She stared straight into his date-gray eyes. Her chest went tight with emotion, and her body tingled with
blatant sexud desire.

Hetipped hishead, light mist curling around hisface asheleaned in. “But right now...”

Her body shifted forward, and she closed her eyes, savoring the sensation of his strong arms, his broad
chest and his hard, hot thighs coming up againgt her own.

Their lipsmet.
His mouth was siIky-soft, warm and mobile, with just the right combination of moisture and pressure.

Sheleaned in, bringing her breasts flush againgt him, wrapping her arms around his neck, letting him keep
them both afloat in the deep water.

His hand splayed across her wet hair, holding her close, degpening the kiss. His hard thigh inched its
way between hers and sensation burst through her body, coming out in amoan and a pleafor more
around their passionate kiss. She wanted to rip off her suit and rip off his suit and make wild wet love
right herein the pooal.

He broke off the kiss, moving to her neck, then outward, nudging the bathing suit strap out of the way to
plant wet kisses on the tip of her shoulder.

She buried her face in the crook of his neck, inhaling deeply, flicking out her tongue to taste the salt of
his skin. She threaded her fingers through his hair, tightening her arms, wanting to get closer, harder,
tighter. Her legswent around his body, pulling him intimately between her thighs.

Hedid hisfree hand up the tight suit, resting on her ribs, his thumb cregping along the underside of her
breast.

She held her bregth, asit circled higher and closer. When it rasped its way over her nipple, she groaned
inhisear.

He sworein return.
Then he tilled, and dowly drew back, resting his forehead against hers.
“A littletoo public here,” he breathed.

When her world settled back on its axis, she nodded in agreement, even as shetried to put some context
around the experience. “ That was...”

“Unexpected,” he said.
She nodded again.

“Better make that surprising,” he continued. Then he paused. “No. Better make that astounding.”



Hewasright. On al counts.

“Tell youwhat,” he began, his voice growing stronger.

She fought an urge to melt againgt him again. She didn’t know what was happening here, but there was
no denying she wanted more of it. They were both adults. And thiswas Vegas. If she got avote, she'd
vote they find someplace more private—say their hotel suite—to see wherethisall went.

“Well dry off,” hesad.

Sheliked the plan sofar.

“Then we |l go somewhere very public.”

She started to nod, but then hiswords registered. Wait. The plan was off therails already.

He drew back even farther, and the water doshing gently against her felt cold again.

“And have ourselves avery decadent dessert.”

Diddessert mean what she thought it meant?

She gazed into hiseyesto find out.

“Don’'t look a melikethat,” he growled.

“Why?

“Because I’mtrying to be agentleman here.”

“I mean whydessert in apublic place?”’

He smoothed her wet hair back from her forehead, and gave her amelancholy smile. “Because | redly
meant dessert. Like | said, I’m trying to be a gentleman here. Y ou said you didn’t want to make love
withme”

“BU_"

He put hisindex finger over her lips. “Truly, Kristy. | don’t want you to regret anything in the morning.”

She wasn't going to regret anything in the morning. She’ d said no lovemaking earlier, before she knew
him, before she understood the power of the electricity and passion between them. They owed it to
themselves, to the rest of their lives, maybe to the entire universe, to see where thiswas going.

“Wouldyou regret it in the morning?’ she asked.

He searched her face. “Not achancein hdl.”
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“Dessart,” he said, with asmall shake of his head. “ And then our respective bedrooms.”

A smdl part of her knew hewas right. But amuch bigger part of her railed against logic. She wanted to
throw caution to the wind and drown in Jack’ sarms, even if it was only for one night.

Shewasn't normaly an impulsive person. But he brought out something latent and wild ingde her, and
shefeared if she stopped it now she' d never get this chance again.

Maybe she' d regret it later, and maybe shewouldn’t. “1 don’t see—"
“But | do see. Trust me on thisone.” Hislook was deadly sober. “Because I’ m right.”

Finally, she nodded, telling hersdf it would seem like agood decision in the morning.

At 7:00 am., with sunlight streaming through the window of the hotel bedroom, Jack wished he il
thought tucking Kristy into her own bed had been the right decision.

He wasn’t aman who normally questioned his actions. Once his decision was made, it was made. And
for better or worse, he went forward from there. But at this particular moment, he was questioning. For
one, hedbeinalot lesspainif he' d let last evening proceed to its natural conclusion. For another, she'd
made no secret of wanting him.

And making love might have actudlyhelped in his plan to romance her. He hadn’t been dishonest about
hisfedings. Deliberatdly romancing her had been the furthest thing from hismind for most of the evening.
He d smply been enjoying himsdlf with abright, beautiful, funny womean.

Now, while the daytime traffic cameto life on the city streets below—just past that eerie lull between
five and seven while the gamblers and partygoers crawled into bed and the bakers and city workers ate
breakfast—the right or wrong of his actionslast night pounded uncharacterigticaly through hisbrain.

Following a private opening of the hotel boutique for dacks and T-shirts, he and Kristy had dried off and
changed. Then they’ d shared asticky, swest, chocolate volcano in the restaurant.

Watching her spoon the smooth, dark sauce into that pert mouth would have broken most mortal men.
But not Jack. He' d kept his handsto himsdlf, al the way through dessert and al the way back to the
auite.

There he'd behaved like amonk, and he' d been inordinately proud of himsdlf at the time. Because her
flushed cheeks and smoky sapphire eyes had transmitted the kind of invitation that made his body beg for
mercy.

And it was till begging for mercy.

And shewas in the next room. Probably sill deeping, since the traffic noise and the whirr of afar-off
vacuum in the hotel hallway were the only soundsin the slent suite.

Hetoyed with the idea of waking her up.

There was nothing stopping him from crawling in next to her in the warm bed and picking up right where



they’ d left off.
Theworst she could say was no.
The best she could say was...

Instead, Jack reached for the telephone next to hisbed. Seven in the morning with no deep and araging
hard-on was not the best time to be making logical decisions. He punched in Simon'’s cell phone number.

“Captain Reece here,” came Simon'’ s staccato but deep-edged voice.

“Sorry,” said Jack, feding atwinge of guilt for unnecessarily waking the man up.

“No problem. Y ou ready to go?’

“Not yet.”

“Okay.” Tohiscredit, Smon didn’t ask Jack why the hdl hewas caling thisearly.

“Can you buy me another day?’

“InVegas?’

“Yeah”

Simon dtifled ayawn. “ Sure. Shipment delay on the parts?’

“Thet'll doit.”

“Done. Just keep me posted.”

Jack chuckled. “But maybe not at 7:00 am.?’

Simon’'svoicereaxed. “That' d be nice. But I’ m on cal whenever you need me.”

“Am | screwing up anybody else’ s schedule?” Jack asked.

Cleveland had exclusive use of one of the Odand company jets, while Jack wasthe primary user of the
other. But Jack didn’t need hisjet every day, and other Odand executives frequently booked it when he
wasinL.A.

“Hunter caled acharter company. We're covered.”

“Great. Thanksfor your patience, Smon.”

“Nowaorries. I'mfine. I'll grab some tickets for a show tonight.”

“Haveagood time.” Jack hung up the phone, his hand resting on the receiver for amoment. He'd
wondered if Kristy might enjoy ashow. Cirque du Solell was playing.

Herolled out of bed.



Hetook acold shower and brewed himself a cup of coffee in the in-room machine. Then he picked up
the phoneto call his assistant.

“Hey, Jack,” came Lisa svoice on her cell phone.
“Morning,” he responded. “Didn’t wake you, did |7’
“It'sseven 0’ clock,” she responded. Lisawas amorning person extraordinaire.
“Beenjogging yet?’

“Just putting on my shoes.”

“Wdl, I'mstuck in Vegas.”

“Redlly? How' d that happen?’

“Jet trouble. Smon'shaving it repaired.”

“You okay?’

“Hine”

“Why don't you grab aflight?’

“I've got apassenger.” It wasn't redlly an answer, since commercid airlines generally had more than one
seet avallable on therr flights.

But Lisawastoo polite to ask any questions. “Y ou heed anything from me?’

“Did we hear from Nell Roberts on the Perkins project?’

“Let’'ssee” Something rustled in the background. “He says escrow will close on the factory Friday. The
union agreements are dmost finished—some sticking point on pension transferability. And the tooling for
the robotics hit asnag in Bombay, but he' s dedling with it next week.”

Jack jotted a couple of notes on the hotel stationary. “Does he need meto cdl?’

“Didn't say s0.”

“Okay. Il touch base with him on Monday. Anything e se?’

“Harry’ sretirement in the New Y ear. If you want the engraving done on time, we have to get the order
in now. Gold or platinum.”

“Y ou’ ve seen them both. Y ou decide.”
“He |l want the gold.”

Jack shrugged in the suite. HE d have gone with the platinum. But Lisaknew their Western Regiona



Controller better than he did. “Go ahead then.”

“You sure?’

“You'rethe expert.”

He could hear the grinin her voice. “It’ s about time you—"

“Haveagood run.”

“I will. Havefunin Veges”

Jack grunted something noncommitta before he hung up the phone. Hewasn't in Vegasto have fun.

His gaze wandered to Kristy’ s bedroom door. But having fun was certainly turning into ahuge
temptation.

Heleft his notes on the smal desk and crossed the room to her door, knocking lightly.
“Hmmff?" cameamuffled reply.
He eased the door open. “Y ou waking up?’

Sherolled onto her back, her blond hair fanning out across the white pillow, and her creamy shoulders
peeking out above theivory duvet while Dee Dee resettled herself on the foot of the bed. “1 am now.”

“Not amorning person?’ His hand tightened on the doorknob, and he forced hisfeet to stay glued to the
carpet while helet himself wonder if she was naked under the sheets.

“Not when | stay up haf the night eating chocolate and ice cream.”

Jack’ s gut clenched once more at the memory of how she’ d dug into the chocol ate vol cano, her tongue
curling around the spoon, rescuing adrop of chocolate sauce that had dabbed on her lower lip. He
wondered for the thousandth time how he' d had the strength to send her off to her own bedroom.

Heforced histhoughts back to the present. “1 have good news and bad news.”

She sat up, trapping the sheet under her arms, bringing it tight against what he was now sure were her
naked breasts. “ The good newsfirst.”

It took him aninordinately long timeto find hisvoice. “We haveticketsto Cirque du Solell.”

“I guess| don't have to guessthe bad news.” But she didn’t look overly distiressed at the thought of
dayingin Veges.

Jack clenched histeeth, redoubling his effort to stay on this side of the room. * Simon’ swaiting on the
parts shipment,” helied.

She nodded her acceptance of the explanation. “ Any guesses asto when he'll get them?’

Jack mustered up acasua shrug, the wordsDon't do it, Don’'t do it turning into amantrainside his head.



Hewas proud of how normal his voice sounded. “Up in the air. We may have to do some more gambling
to keep the room.”

Kristy smiled at that, and the world shifted inside Jack. Her eyes turned the most incredible shades of
blue. They sparkled like jewels when she was happy, then darkened to a smoky sky when shewas
aroused. He hadn’t made her angry yet, but he' d bet anger had its own distinct shade.

For a split second he realized he was going to find out exactly how her anger looked come Monday.
The thought clobbered him, until he shoved it aside.

She shifted to amore comfortable position on the bed, one ddlicate foot peeking out the side of the
blanket. “Y ou do know, don’t you, that we could lose more gambling than the suite actualy costs?’

He let his gaze rest on her perfect pink toes. “Law of averages sayswewon't.”
“I thought the odds were on the side of the house.”
“They are. But most people neither win nor lose big. And we' d haveto lose pretty big to cover dl this”

She glanced around. “ True enough. If we' re going to be stuck here, isthere any chance we could get
our suitcases from the plane?’

Heforced his gaze from her bare foot and focused on the headboard behind her left ear, forcing himsdlf
to regroup and think logically about his plans. They could send for their suitcases, certainly. But that

would undermine his efforts to make her fed like shewasin a Cinderellafantasy. Clothes and jewelry
were an important part of the package. She had to get completely caught up if he expected her to marry

him by Sunday night.

“Don’'t you think it's more fun for meto take you shopping?’ he asked.
She frowned. “I can’t let you keep spending money on me.”

He gave another shrug. “I1t'smy fault you' re stuck here.”

She cocked her head to one side. “ Y oubroke the plane?’

“I own the plane.”

She hesitated for afew seconds. “1 guessyou do, don’t you?’

The question seemed rhetorical, so he didn’t bother answering.
“Thisisdl abit surred for me” shesaid.

Jack fought the urge to move farther into the room to reassure her. “ Just go with it.”
“Easy for you to say.”

She was obvioudy worrying about Cleveland, and she d think to call him soon if Jack didn’t at least
pretend to explore some aternatives.



Hetook achance. “We could book commercial tickets, but that’ll probably take just aslong aswaiting
for Smon.”

Then he held his breath and waited.
“| suppose,” she ventured, clearly not convinced.
Hetried to lighten the atmosphere. “We re marooned, Kristy. Think of it asbeing on adesart idand.”

She cocked her head, and he could tell his ploy wasworking. “A desert idand that comes with acasino,
chocolate volcanoes and Cirque du Solell?’

“Hey, | had to pull alot stringsto get those tickets.”
She gaveasmadl, sdf-conscious smile. “ Sorry. I'll op complaining and lighten up.”

“Yes. Do stop complaining. And do lighten up. We re marooned together until tomorrow, and there's
nothing elther of us can do about it.”

She glanced around at the sumptuous furnishings and the rich curtainsin the spacious bedroom. “| have
to say, thisisthe best desertidand ever.”

Jack chuckled at that. “Come on, then. Let me show you the rest of it.”
Four

Kristy sat up straight and peered past the Eldorado Tours sign to amass of bright yellow, blue and red
fabric that billowed out across the packed desert sand.

“What' sthat?’ she asked, bracing her hands on the dashboard as Jack bounced the rented SUV into a
dirt parking spot next to the porch of asmdl, graying building.

“It' sahot air baloon.” He smiled, clearly pleased with himsdlf as he shoved his sunglasses above his
forehead.

She blinked at his profile. “Y ou told me we were going to see the Grand Canyon.”

“Weare”

“BUt—"

Hekilled the engine and set the hand brake. “ Did you think we' d ride down the cliffs on burros?’
She angled her body to face him. “1 thought we' d drive up to the edge and take alook over.” She'd
P;/der been to the Grand Canyon, but she imagined there were any number of lookouts dong the main

“Thisisway better,” said Jack. “We'll cruise down between the cliffs and get a close-up of theriver.”

Kristy’ s ssomach dipped at the thought of skimming closeto jagged rocksin something asfragileasa
hot air balloon. “Isthat safe?’



“It' ssafer than fdling off aburro on anarrow trail.”

She glanced back at the rapidly expanding balloon. “ That’ syour benchmark for safety? Anything above
fdling off aburro?

Chuckling, he opened the driver’ sdoor. “Don’'t beawuss. You' |l have ablast.”

Taking adeep breath, Kristy reached for her own door handle, trying to remember if she' d ever heard
reports of balloon fatditiesin the Grand Canyon. She couldn’t think of any, but that might smply mean
the mathemeatical odds were catching up with them.

Jack rounded the hood and pulled on the top of her door, drawing it open the rest of the way.

“Have you ever ridden one?’ she asked.

Theroar of the balloon’s gas burner echoed in the air as the huge baloon lifted from the ground, taking
onalifeof itsown inadight, desert breeze.

“A burro?’

She gave him an exasperated glare. “ A hot air balloon.”

“A coupleof times”

“Redly?’

“Sure”

She squinted at the bold yellow againgt the crackling blue sky. “How exactly do they steer?’

“They don't.” Heretrieved asmdl cooler from the back seat of the car. “Y ou' re pretty much at the
whim of thewind.”

“Thisisnot reassuring, Jack.”
He placed hisfree hand a the small of her back, urging her toward the gate. “The pilot’ s licensed.”
“So?Youjust told me he can't steer.”

“The Grand Canyon’ s a pretty big place. WEe re sure to happen across some of it. Where' syour sense
of adventure?’

“I leftitonthejet.”
Hisface suddenly tightened with concern. “Hey, you're not still freaked out from that, are you?”

She shook her head. Then she stopped. Now that he mentioned it, it was sort of unsettling to be going
back up intheair again.

“Good.” Hetook her at her word, increasing their pace. “ Thisis going to be fantastic.”



From the moment they lifted off the ground, Kristy had to admit, Jack wasright.

The trip was better than fantastic. There was nothing quite like being above the ground, yet out in the
open air. The balloon was dow and smooth. She was glad she' d worn along-deeved blouse, but with
record high temperatures, the breeze was soft. Between the pilot’s narrative and Jack’ s questions and
jokes, she completely forgot to be frightened.

They soared the breadth of the canyon, dipping between layered cliffs of red, green and brown stone,
nearly kissing the brittle, scrub-covered valey bottom, only to rise again and wend their way between
spires of sculpted rock.

“With thiswind, | can put you down at Narin Falls,” said the pilot.

“Perfect,” said Jack, giving Kristy’ s shoulders asqueeze. “Fedl like apicnic?’

She nodded, relaxing back against him, content to be marooned and forget about the world for awhile
longer.

Hisarmswound briefly around her, his khaki-covered legs brushing against her new jeans, and the hard
planes of his chest and stomach giving her asense of security and certainty. She savored the fedings as
long as she dared.

And then the balloon descended, following the steep drop of acliff. It floated over adusty plain until
they cameto awinding river with sprinkles of green lining elther bank.

Then, indow motion, the plain fell away. Theriver plummeted into awaterfal, burbling white and blue
on itslong drop to where it crashed into a turquoise pool surrounded by trees and shrubs and grass.

Kristy gasped at the sight.
“Hang on,” said the pilot.

The balloon quickly logt dtitude, the basket scraping aong the sand, bumping to astop severa hundred
feet from the oasis, the balloon canted over to one side.

Jack jumped out of the basket, steadying it with one hand, and al but lifting Kristy out with the other.
The pilot quickly handed him the cooler, then tossed a blanket over the side.

“We'reclear,” Jack caled, hisarm firmly around her waist, backing them both away.

The pilot poured on the heat, and the balloon reinflated.

“He' sleaving,” Kristy stated, trying to get her footing sorted out on the soft ground.

“Heis,” Jack agreed, keeping her clasped next to hisside.

“How arewe going to get out of here?” She' d seen the view from the air. They were milesand miles



away from anything.

“He Il givethe helicopter pilot our coordinates.”
“WE re getting picked up by helicopter?’

“Sure” Jack nodded, giving the pilot afina wave.

Kristy blinked up a him, theredlity of the excursion suddenly hitting home. Shewas aone. Redly, redly
aonewith aman she' d only met yesterday.

She wasn't scared, exactly. What were the odds Jack had brought her by hot air balloon to a desert
canyon to ravish or murder her? Plus, the balloon pilot was awitness. If Jack was acloset ax murderer,
he' d be pretty stupid to let the only witnessto the planned crimefly away.

Jack was a businessman, and an incredibly busy one at that. He was running an internationa
conglomerate. She wondered, not for thefirst time, why he would take time out to entertain avirtua
sranger. Taking her on an impromptu picnic didn’t make any sense.

“| don't get it,” shetold him.

He glanced down at her. “What' sto get? They’ll send ahelicopter. It's part of the tour.”
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“Don’'t tel me we have to have the burro discussion again. Because | don't think they could even get
burrosin here. It' stoo far—"

“What | don’'tget— " sheinterrupted.
He snapped his mouth shut and gave her a chance to speak.
Shetook abreath. “Iswhy you' re doing this.”

“I"'m doing this because | don’t want to spend ten hours walking home after our picnic. We havetickets
to Cirque du Soleil tonight, remember?’

The man was being ddliberately obtuse.

“I mean al of it.” He could easily have dumped her at the airport last night and gone about his business.
“All of what?’

Fine. She'd play dong and spdll it out for him. “Dinner. A baloonride. A picnic?’

“Would you rather do something else?’

She pulled back from the arm that was till loosaly around her waist. “Y ou act like we' re dating.”

Helet her go, fighting agrin. “Dating?’



“Y ou know what | mean.”

“Did | say we were dating?’

Okay, now she was embarrassed. “No, you didn’t.”
“Good. WEe re together on that at least.”

She scowled a him. *Y ou’ re wasting your time.”

“No, I'm pretty surel’m having apicnic.”

“Y ou should have left me at the airport.”

“That would have been rude.”

“I’m not your respongibility.”

He glanced around. “Why are we discussing this now?’

“Because—" She paused, following hislead, giving aquick check on the desert around them. He made
agood point. What was she hoping to accomplish by standing here arguing with him in the hot sun?

Answers, she supposed.

Like, what was he doing here? What wasshe doing here? She wasn't the kind of personto fdl into
adventureswith rich, sexy, exciting men. Her life smply didn’t work that way.

After aminute sslence, helifted the blanket from the sand, gripping the cooler firmly in his other hand.
“We'rehere” he explained, “ Because sightseeing isway more fun than hanging around an airport for
two days. Y ou know, you redly have to lighten up, Kristy. Y ou want to stand here and argue until we get
sungtroke, or find some shade and break out the wine and sandwiches?’

At the mention of thefood, Kristy redlized she was starving. Her attention turned to the little cooler.
“Sandwiches?’

He gave asharp nod of approva and started for the oasis, tossing afinal volley over his shoulder.
“There. | knew you'’ d seethings my way.”

She scrambled to catch up, sand creeping into the crevices of her shoes. 1 didn't see things your way.”
“Sureyou did. And that means | won the argument.”

“There was no argument. And definitely no winner. We came to an amicable agreement involving shade,
food and wine” Shefdl into step with him.

He danted her aknowing grin. “Y ou agreed to relax and enjoy the picnic.”

“| did not.”



He shrugged. “ Okay.”

“I merely accepted the fact that I’ m trapped here with you for now.”
“Poor baby.”

Shejabbed him with her elbow.

He hunched over to protect himsdlf, but he was grinning. “ Just make sure you don’t have any fun.
Otherwise, I'm thewinner.”

Krigty struggled not to laugh along with him. “Don’t worry. | won't.”

He glanced down. “ Y ou sure?’ Cause | think | seeasmilein there”

She shook her head and pressed her lips together. “No, you don’t.”
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Shelet hersdf grin, slently deciding to relax and take a breath. There redly was nothing for her to worry
about for the moment. Dee Dee was happy. She was having a great time with a concierge saffer named
Randy and three other dogs staying at the hotel. A picnic beside awaterfal definitely beat an airport
waiting room, even if it did mean Jack won the argument.

Maybe it didn’'t matter that today didn’t reflect her redl life. Fact was, it was happening to her. Against
al odds and previous life experience, she was stranded in V egas with asexy hillionaire who wanted to
entertain her. She should enjoy it.

“What kind of wine?’ she asked.

“Ha. Getting fussy arewe?’

“No. I’'mtaking your advice and lightening up.” Onimpulse, she covered his hand that held the cooler
and gaveit asqueeze. “Thisisincredibly nice of you, you know.”

“I’'manincredibly niceguy.”

“I'm serious”

“Soaml.”

Shelaughed, and then went silent as the ground turned from sand to sparse cacti, then to shrub brush
and afew sparse pinetrees. Theroar of the waterfal intensified, and the spray cooled the air by severa
degrees. A brilliant glittering pool cameinto view amongst the rocks and willows.

“How did you know thiswas here?’ she asked, glancing around in awe.

“Thetour guy told me about it.”

They cameto ahalt next to the pool, beside a smdl tangle of mesquite.



“We lucked out,” said Jack. “Depending on the wind, we could have ended up at Lone Pine, Condor
Point or Dead Man’s Gulch.”

He set the cooler down on the grass to spread the blanket.

Kristy kicked off her shoes. “Dead Man's Gulch? Now I’'m picturing akali residue and bleached cow
skulls”

“Not exactly romantic.”

She did adouble take. “Why would we want romantic?’ Then sheimmediately wished she'd kept her
mouth shut. They weren't dating. They’ d been particularly clear on that point afew minutes ago. She
should have let the comment pass.

He bent over the cooler, swinging open thelid. “I mean in the generic sense.”

There was a generic sense to romantic?

Nope. Shewasn't going to ask.

He retrieved a bottle of wine. “Oh, look,” he announced. “ The hotel packed Chateau Le Comte merlot.
Now that's hardly generic.”

He gestured for her to sit down on the blanket then took a sest beside her. The wind waved its way
through the mesquite trees, while birds twittered from branch to branch. Jack rustled through the cooler,
retrieving two long-stemmed glasses, a corkscrew and a plastic-covered platter of cheese and wafers.
Making quick work of the cork, he poured them each a glass of the wine.

He smoothed back hisdark hair and held hisglassup for atoast. “To us,” he said, hiseyesgoing slver
inthe brilliant sunshine. “In the generic sense”

Everything ingde Kristy relaxed. There was something so reassuring about his expresson. It told her
they were okay. They could go ahead and goof around, drink wine, seethe sights, and it didn’'t haveto
lead anywhere.

She clinked her glassagaing his. “Y ou know, thisis about the strangest thing I’ ve ever done.”

Hetook asip. “Yeah? Wel, for me, it'snot even close.”

Shetasted the fragrant wine. It was smooth and light, the flavor bursting in her mouth. Then she eyed him
up. “You do redize that absolutely begsthe question...”

Hegrinned. “It does, doesn't it?’

She nodded encouragingly.

He thought for amoment. “Let’ssee. If | had to choose, I d say it wasthefire.”
That definitely got her attention. “Y ou lit something on fire?’

“Hunter lit something onfire. | was only dong for theride.”



Kristy took another sip of the merlot. 1t was Hunter’ sfault. Of course.”

“It was definitely Hunter’ sfault. He was upset. Still, if it wasn't for the gypsy and the e ephants, we' d
have been fine”

“You're making thisup.”

“I swear it’ strue. We were maybe fourteen and fifteen. We al went to the circus. Dad being Dad, and
Gramps being Gramps, we got aspecia pass to go behind the scenes.

“Hunter decided to get hisfortune told. But special pass or not, the wrinkled old gypsy made us pay
twenty bucks. Trouble was, back then, we weren't as grounded in redlity aswe are—"

Kristy scoffed, practicaly choking on her wine.
“What?’

“Grounded? Y our private jet has mechanica trouble, so ahelicopter is picking us up after a bottle of
Chateau Le Comte a the Grand Canyon. Y ou call that grounded in redlity?’

His eyes narrowed. “Y ou want to hear the story or not?’

“Absolutdly. Sorry.”

“At least now | know | haveto pay for the helicopter and the jet,” Jack muttered.
“Y ou’ ve made amazing progress,” she dlowed.

“I have. Anyway. | told Hunter to keep his money. But he wouldn't listen. He paid her, and the gypsy
gave us the standard someone-close-to-you-has-suffered-a-loss spiel.”

Kristy had seen con artists at work before, testing basi ¢ questions until the subject engaged with one of
them. “It could be an economic loss or a persona 10ss,” she mused aloud, attempting to put the right
quavering notein her voice. “Or maybe ‘he hasdark...no, light hair.””

Jack jumped back in. “*He' s old...no young...no maybe middle-aged...’”

“‘Wait aminute,’” Krigty cried. “*He might beashe!’”

“Y ou definitely get the drift,” said Jack. “But Hunter was pretty impressed. The gypsy ‘saw’ that he'd
cheated on atest and stolen hisfather’ s Jamaican rum, and he was convinced she could tell the future.”

Kristy leaned back on her elbow and took another sip of her wine, trying to picture Jack and Hunter as
Spoiled teenagers.

“Which would have been fing,” said Jack, gesturing with his glass. “ Except shelaid out the tarot cards
and told Hunter he was about to meet hisdestiny. Tragically for Hunter, his destiny wasn't to become a
rock gar, it wasto marry ayoung redheaded girl who would give him twin daughters.”

Kristy started to laugh, not sure whether to believe Jack or not.



“You laugh now,” he said. “But Hunter was convinced it wasin the cards. So he decided he needed to
sted her cardsto change his destiny. We waited until she left the tent, then snuck back in. He paused for
effect. “ And that’ s when the e ephants showed up.”

“In her tent?’

He shot her alook of censure. “ Of course not.”

Krisy madeasmdl circlein theair with her wineglass. “Well, of course there were no e ephantsin the
tent. Because thereisn't anything weird at al about this story.”

“The elephants were outside on the grounds. But they were heading somewhere, and they shook the
ground when they passed. And then one of them trumpeted, and Hunter nearly wet his pants.”

“I"'m sure he appreciates you telling this story.”

Jack snickered. “He knocked over an ail lamp, caught the table cloth on fire and burnt up the tarot
cards, the table and the tent.”

“I wonder whatthat did to hisdegtiny.”

“Nothing. Six yearslater, he met aredheaded girl.”

“Noway.”

Jack nodded.

“Did she havetwins?’

“Nope. They broke up.”

“That' s not avery good ending.”

“My uncle paid the gypsy thirty-five thousand dollarsfor the tent.”

“Nowthat’s agood ending.”

Jack stretched out hislegs and propped himself on his elbow. “ She thought so, too.”

Kristy followed hislead, straightening her blouse and jeans, then removing the plastic cover to snag a
triangle of gouda. “What about you? Did the gypsy tell you your fortune?’

“That shedid.”
“What wasit?’
He shook hishead. “Uh-uh. Y our turn to share.”

“My life sboring compared to yours. Did your fortune come true?’



“Not sofar.”

“Wel, whatwas it?”

He helped himself to adice of havarti and asmall, round cracker. “What do | get in return?’
“Twins?’

“Hal” He nearly choked on the cracker.

“What do you want?’

He stared at her intently for amoment, while the waterfal roared, the breeze waved the mesquite trees,
and the birds continued to twitter amidst the big, empty desert.

Kristy grew hot, then cold, and then very confused by her intense desire to kiss him.

“I'll trade you for asecret,” hefindly sad.

She swallowed. “I don't have any secrets.”

“Everybody has secrets.”

“Not me.”

Except maybe the fact that she wanted to kiss him. She hadn’t murdered anyone or knocked over a
bank. She occasionally didn’'t answer the phone when she knew it was her mother—especidly if itwasa
Friday night, and she had a sappy movie on DVD and apint of triple fudge chunk in the freezer.

But he wasn't getting that one. No way.

Jack watched her expression for along moment. “Your first lover,” he said.

Her throat went tight, and her voice came out as a squeak. “What?’

“Tell me about your firdgt lover.”

Shedrained her wineglass, saling for time. “I don't think so.”

“How old wereyou?’

“How old wereyou?”

“Redly?’ Despite hersdlf, her curiosity was piqued, aswas her imagination. She closed her eyes and
gave her head a shake.

“How old wereyou?’ he asked again, his voice husky againgt the birds and the breeze.

Kristy Sghed. Fine. “Twenty.”



He reached behind him for the wine bottle and topped up both of their glasses. “ Ah. Late bloomer.”
“No. An absolutely perfect bloomer.”
Jack grinned at her expression. “Who was he?’

“A boy | met in college. It wasin his dorm room and completely unmemorable. Now, are you destined
to cross oceans? Father many children? Fly to the moon?’

“Buy agolf course.”

Helooked completdly serious.

“What the heck kind of afortuneisthat?’ Forthis she'd told him about her first lover?

“The gypsy wasafake, Kristy.”

“Shewas right about Hunter.”

“Thelaw of averageswas right about Hunter. He' s dated awhole lot of women of varying hair colors.”
“But agolf course? That wasdl shetold you?’

Jack hesitated. His eyestwitched, and he got afunny, faraway look in them. “No,” hesaid. “Shedso
told me |l was going to marry awoman | didn’t trust.”

“| suppose that’ s better than having twins.”
It was Jack’ sturn to drain hisglass. “I suppose. Y ou want to swim?”’
“It'stoo cold. And we don't have suits.”

He cameto hisfeet, placing the empty glass on the top of the plastic cooler. “ There’ s nobody around for
miles”

She stood with him. “Y ou’ re around.”

“I won't look.”

“I might.” The thought came out her mouth before she could censor it.
“Thereitis” hesaid softly.

“What?’

“Y our secret.”

Five

They didn’t swim. But Jack had accomplished his mission. Kristy was getting to know him, and shewas



gl attracted to him. He was hafway home.

The helicopter had picked them up and ferried them back to the hotdl. In the interest of time, Jack had
made arrangements for the rental car to be picked up at the hot air balloon base. That gave them time for
ashopping spree before dinner and Cirque du Solell.

He picked Addias Comte, ashop just off the strip in an exclusve mall.

At firgt, Kristy resisted the ideaof him buying her clothes. But heingsted and prevailed. And, after trying
on afew outfits, she got into the spirit of the adventure.

“I’m not even coming out in thisone,” she called from behind the door of the spacious changing room.

“Y ou have to come out,” he countered, Stting up straight in the leather armchair in the richly appointed
alcove at the back of Addias Comte.

Slence.

“Krigy?’

“It's...”

HWI,H?!

“Fine.” The door opened, and Kristy marched defiantly out in an emerald-green satin cocktail dress. It
was cut low, reveding awide swath of skin between her breasts, the V dipping dmost to her navel. The
waist was gathered in awide belt, with acircular rhinestone buckle that would have done Liberace
proud. The way the fabric was gathered around the buckle made her 1ook like the back of achair at a
big hotel wedding. The skirt was split up the front, revealing dmost as much thigh as tummy.

Jack loved it. But she surewasn't going out in public like that.

“Next,” hesad.

“See?’ sheretorted, turning to flounce back into the changing room.

Next was aplain black pinstripe, very straight, buttoned up the front with amandarin collar and aleather
belt.

“You look likeyou'regoing to afunerd,” he said.
“ Something softer?”’
“Something awholelot softer.”

She turned back into the room.

While she was changing, Jack asked the clerk to bring some jewelry, purses and afew pairs of shoes.
Once shefound theright dress, he fully intended to accessorizeit.

The next onewas basic black. It was sirgpless, with asmall lace fringe aong the neckline and a skirt that



draped to midthigh. It was sheer and frothy, and he absolutely wanted her to wear it for him later. But it
was't right for tonight.

“Too short,” shesaid.

He nodded his agreement, but after she returned to the changing room, he ingtructed the clerk to wrap it
for them when Kristy was done.

The next time Kristy came out, he knew they’ d found the right dress. It was a snug-fitting, shimmering
gold sheath. Seeveless, with a scooped neck and atight skirt that came amost to her knees, it was
topped with athree-quarter deeve, cropped, black satin jacket.

“You'll need your hair up,” he said. And she' d need adiamond choker, black stockings and some
spike-heeled shoes.

“You likeit?" she asked, glancing down at herself.
“It' stheone”

She dtared a him in obvious surprise. “But, I'm—"
“It' stheone,” he repeated.

Just then the sales clerk arrived with the jewelry. He picked up a diamond-and-yellow-gold necklace
and earring set and walked over to her.

She watched him closdly, looking both worried and excited.

“Try it with these.” He unfastened the clip and motioned for her to turn around.

Her hand went to her throat, fingering therich jewds. “Arethey red?’

“Don’t worry about it.”

“ Jack—"

“l said, don’t worry about it.” He managed to get the delicate clasp fastened.

Sheturned, and her cheeks were ddlightfully rosy. “I can't let you—"

“Put these on.” He handed her the earrings.

Biting down on her lip, she dipped them onto her ears.

The sales clerk gppeared. “Pumps or open toes?’ she asked Kristy, holding up two pairs of shoes.
Kristy glanced at Jack.

He pointed to the pumps, and the sales clerk produced a pair of sheer black stockingsto go with them.

He backed up to sit down on the chair again. “ So now let’s see the whole thing.”



Kristy took adeep breath, but she went back into the change room without complaint.

“We'reat the Bdlagio,” Jack said to the sdles clerk. “Could you seeif their sdlon will havetimeto do
her hair tonight?”

“Certainly,” the sdes clerk answered. “ Anything e se?’

Jack glanced around. “ The black dress. A negligee—something e egant, soft, with some lace. And
maybe an evening purse?’

Thewoman amiled. “Right away.”

WhileKristy had her hair done, Jack bought himself arequisite suit a one of the hotel shops. Then he
sat through an exquisitely torturous evening, hearing her laugh, watching her smile and seeing her move
benesth that shimmery gold dress.

At theend of it dl, he handed her the package with the negligee and al but ran into his own room. He
didn’t know what it was, but something insgde told him to keep his hands off for tonight. He used every
ounce of hiswillpower to stay in his own bedroom instead of begging her to make love with him.

But then Sunday dawned, and she was wearing jeans, and it was much safer around her in the daylight.
They joked their way through atour of the Hoover Dam, then had alate lunch on the deck of aLake
Mead marinaand took a sunset boat tour. By late evening, they werejust off the Strip, walking hand in
hand, absorbing the energy of tourists and partiers.

Suddenly Kristy stopped dead, tugging on Jack’ s hand. “Oh, my God.”

He quickly scanned the crowds around them, looking for trouble. “What?’

“Over there. A gypsy fortune-teller.”

Jack shook his head, and reflexively backed away from the sgn where she was pointing. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes” She pulled hard on his hand, dragging him toward the gaudy, flashing torefront. “We need an
update on your golf course. And I’ ve never donethis before.”

“And you don't need to do it now.” Three was definitely acrowd. He didn’t need any distractions
tonight. He wastrying to think of aquiet spot back in the hotel, rehearsing over and over in hisbrain how
he’ d propose.

Not that he expected her to say no. Well, he supposed shecould say no, since she dready had
Clevedand' s offer on the table. And wouldn'’t that suck for Jack’ s ego?

He shook that thought right out of his head. All thingsbeing equd, Kristy should prefer him over his
grandfather. After al, she seemed to like hanging out with him, and she got dl hisjokes.

Stll, he was unaccountably nervous at the thought of popping the question.



Luminitsathe Gypsy—Y our Future Reveded, proclaimed the glass door.

“Kristy,” Jack protested, but he couldn’t bring himself to physicaly stop her.

Bellsjingled as she pushed opened the door.

He blinked to adjust to the low light.

The room had an orange glow, candlesflickered on most horizontal surfaces, and the wallswere
covered with tapestries, bright-colored scarves and Cdltic drawings. A woman with huge earrings,
eyelashesamilelong and asilk kerchief wrapped around her head, emerged from behind a beaded
curtan.

“Comein. Comein.” She motioned with wrinkled, ring-bedecked handsto asmall, round table.

Kristy eagerly dipped into one of the folding chairs, while Jack hoped humoring her in thiswouldn't take
too long.

He glanced at thewalls until he saw the gypsy’ s price list. Then he handed the woman afifty for the
shortest reading she offered.

Shewaved her slver ringsat him. “Y ou, too. Sit, please.”

Jack clunked into the other chair with asigh.

“You areaskeptic,” shesad, arching one brightly painted eydid.

“You could say that,” he agreed.

Kristy nudged him with an ebow. “Ignore him,” she said to the woman.

Luminitsanodded, jangling her hoop earrings with the mation.

She held out her hands, dramatically waving them over the crystal ball positioned in the middle of the
table. A spatlight shone on it from above. As she moved her handsin a series of sweeping motions, the
spotlight became brighter, making the bal glow.

“| seewater,” said Luminitsa. “Maybe abeach. It could be the ocean.”

“Weregoing to Cdifornia” said Kristy.

Jack shot her a censorious look. The least she could do was make it dightly harder for the con artist.
The woman shook her head. “No.”

“We'renot?’

“Not today.”

“Tomorrow,” said Krigty.



“Maybe,” said the woman. She eyed Jack, then Kristy, then turned her attention to the ball.

The spotlight had gradudly turned yellow, then orange, making the ball seem to have alife of itsown.
The gypsy suddenly sat back. “ There was a plane crash.”

Krigty shot Jack alook of astonishment.

He remained unimpressed. Everybody knew something about a plane crash somewhere.

“No. Not acrash,” said the woman. “But something...”

Kristy opened her mouth, but Jack grabbed her knee and squeezed.

Sheturned to give him animpish grin.

“What about the future?” he asked. “Kristy’ sfuture.” The sooner they got to that, the sooner thiswould
be over.

Luminitsa screwed up her wrinkled face, peering intently into the ball that was now bright red.
She jumped up. “Oh.”

“What?" asked Krigty.

Luminitsaglanced from oneto the other, ady smile forming on her face. “ Congratulaions.”
Jack and Kristy’ s gazes met.

Kristy mouthed the wordtwins, and Jack rolled his eyes.

He turned back to Luminitsa. “ Congratul ations on what?”

“Onyour wedding,” shesaid.

Jack’ s entire body went gtill. Was there something in his eyes? Something about his posture?
“Wedding?’ asked Kristy.

“Today’ s your wedding day.”

“Which one of us?’ asked Kristy.

“Both.” She waggled her wrinkled finger back and forth between them.

Kristy’s mouth dropped open. “ Toeach other?”

Luminitsanodded.

Jack grabbed Kristy by the hand. “That’sit,” he announced decisively, tugging her out of her chair and
turning her to the exit.



The bellsjangled again asthey |eft.
“That wasweird,” said Krigty.

“We'rein Vegas,” he responded. “How many just-been-married or about-to-be-married couples do
you suppose she sees every day?’

“I guess,” said Kristy. “But that wasweird.”

For Jack, it wasn't so much welird asit was damned annoying. Luminitsahad just thrown awrenchin his
caefully lad plans.

Kristy swayed to the music of Ydlow Silk, the jazz band playing in the Windward Lounge, as she rested
her head against Jack’ s broad chest. She was trying to pretend that she didn’t care that these were their
last few hourstogether. Simon had promised the plane would be ready by ten, and they’d bein L.A. an
hour after that. She was wearing the lacy black party dress Jack had secretly purchased at Addias
Comte, along with the diamond necklace and earring set, and she couldn’t help feding like Cinderella

Too bad the clock was about to strike midnight.

She knew she should be happy. Tomorrow morning she’' d meet with Cleveland and the Sierra Sanchez
buying team, and career-wise, she might just live happily ever after. Because if everything went her way,
her lifewould turn on adime. What she had dreamed of for years was suddenly within her grasp.

But melancholy overtook the joy in her heart. Thiswasthe end of such abeautiful fantasy.

The tempo dowed, and Jack gathered her close. She could fed the beat of his heart thudding
rhythmicaly againgt her chest. His scent had become familiar. At some point, she' d Sarted associating it
with peace and safety, and she certainly felt that way now.

Thefabric of thelacy black dresswhispered againgt her legs. It clung to her breasts, nipped in a her
waist, then flowed gently to midthigh. A Jacynthe Norman, from the winter collection in Paris, she knew it
had to have cost Jack afortune.

She'd haveto leaveit with him, dong with the diamonds.

Shewondered briefly if she'd ever see him again. If she was a supplier to the Odand Corporetion,
maybe they’ d have a chance—

Then she stopped that thought initstracks.

They’ d spent a stolen weekend together. It was never going to be anything more than that. Thelir real
lives were about asfar apart as two people could get. He lived with the ultrarich in L.A. Shelived with
the struggling classin New Y ork. Even if she did make asaleto Serra Sanchez, they’ d hardly be moving
inthesame socid circles,

“You'reso quiet,” he murmured into her ear, his breath tickling her skinin away that made her long for
hislipsto brush up against her. Sheitched for it. She ached for it.



“Jugt thinking,” she said, splaying her hand over the taut muscles of his back.
“About?’

Shetipped her head to look up a him. “ Tomorrow.”

He paused. “Redly? 1’ m thinking about tonight.”

“Y ou worried about the plane?’

He shook hishead, his eyesturning the color of thick smoke, as hishand did up her ribcage, brushing
purposefully againg the Sde of her breast. “1’'m not thinking quite that far in the future.”

Her heart thudded in response to his caress. Her skin prickled with anticipation. And her body
convulsed with longing.

She swdlowed, hardly able to form the words. “We ill have the suite.”

He stared at her, but didn’t say aword. Then hisarm tightened firmly around her waist, and he turned
them both toward the nightclub door.

Outside, the air was sultry warm, thunderclouds had gathered above the skyscrapers, holding the
daytime heat. Their forked lightning strikes sparked like lasersin the haze, faint thunder echoing &fter.
Hafway down the block, the first raindrops splattered on the warm concrete, and Kristy and Jack joined
the other tourists who scattered for shelter.

Damp and laughing, they madeit to the Bellagio |obby.

Jack turned to look at her, taking in the rain-spattered dress, smoothing her damp hair back from her
face. “'Y ou are so beautiful .”

Krigy inhded. “So are you.”

He glanced at hiswatch. “We ve only got acouple of hours.” Then he looked into her eyesagain, voice
bedroom-husky. “I can’t believe we put this off solong.”

“What werewethinking?’

Hetook her hand and started acrossthe lobby. “1 don’t know.”

But instead of heading for the main eevator block which provided the more direct line to their room, he
took acircuitous route past the shops. She wondered if they needed something from a store. Condoms,
maybe? It wasn’t the height of romance, but she supposed practical was practical.

But they carried on past the Essentia s store, around the courtyard pool area.

“Did you rent usacabana?’ she asked. The suite wasfine. The suite waswonderful. And, redly, the
clock wasticking.

Jack shook his head. He dowed, turning to look at her asthey passed the grand balcony. “I don’t want



thistoend.”

“Thewalk to our room?’

His mouth curved in anironic grin. He squeezed her hand while shaking his head. “Y ou and me.”
She peered at hisexpression. “1 don’t understand.”

He nodded to aspot in front of them, and she followed his gaze. The East Chapd.

“Marry me, Kristy.”

She stopped dead. “Huh?’

He held her gaze with hisown. “ Did something ever seem completely right to you?’

“What?" Had helost hismind?Y eah, they were having a fantastic weekend. And yeah, she couldn’t
walit to get back to the suite and tear off his clothes. But thiswasn't 1952. They could make love without

getting married.

“Thisfedsright,” herepeated. “1 know it' sright.”

Shetook a step toward him. “ Jack. The fortune-teller was afraud.”

“This has nothing to do with the fortune-teller.”

“Then what doesit have to do with?’

“Youand me.”

“Y ou and me are about to make love.”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Over and over againif | have my way.”

Kristy glanced at her own watch. “Not unlessyou’ reawholelot faster at it than I ve fantasized.”
He drew back. “Y ou ve fantasized?’

“Yeah,” she admitted. “Haven't you?’

“Oh, yeah.” Hiseyeswent softer till. He blinked. “Marry me, Kristy.”

“No.”

A group of partiersrounded the corner, their drunken shouts and laughter intruding on the moment.

Jack whisked Kristy to a glass door, opening it to steer her onto a pillared patio overlooking the pools.
He closad the door behind them.

“Ligentome,” hesaid.



“Jack,” she sighed, fighting hard to hold her emotiona ground.

Truth was, making love to Jack over and over again for the rest of her life sounded redlly good right
now. And there was a deceptive intimacy to huddling in the sheltered darkness while the ssorm rumbled
and flashed in the sky. Raindrops battered the waxy leaves of the potted tropica plants, while afilm of

steam rose from the pool decks and fountains, obscuring the pot lights, giving the entire garden an eerie
olow.

He moved in close, hiswhisper tortured and husky. “1 can’'t lose this chance. | can't let you go.”
She squinted. Was he serious? Did he redly want to see her again? Romantically?

She'd hardly dared hope.

No. Scratch that. Shewouldn’t dare hope.

Hisfingertips brushed her cheek. “ Thisis something, Kristy.”

Her chest contracted. She had to agree with him there. Thiswas definitely something.

“Have you ever—" he breathed. Then he closed hiseyesfor asecond, asif gathering histhoughts.
“Haveyou ever, inyour entirelife, ever fet thisway?’

She dowly shook her head. There were no words to describe how she felt about Jack—the passion, the
admiration, the deep-down soul connection.

“Wecan'tletitgo,” hesad.

“Wedon't havetolet it go.” They could see each other again. He could cometo New Y ork. Heck, he
had an office there, and his own jet plane. He could drop by and see her whenever hewasin town.

He ran his hands up and down her arms. “How many people do you suppose say that?’

“Say they’ll get together again?’

He nodded. “Hundreds, maybe thousands. And how many of them ever do?’

She shrugged. Not many, she' d suspect, and that gave her ahollow fedling in the pit of her ssomach.
“We leavethishotel, Kristy, and you know aswell as| dothat’ll beit.”

Would it? Would they realy wak away from aconnection this strong?

“You'll goback to New York. I'll goto L.A. WE |l email, maybe cdl. But pretty soon, our memories
will fade. We'll decideit couldn’'t have been as great as we thought. We |l write each other off asa

weekend fling.”
Shefound her voice. “Weare aweekend fling.”

“Wedon't haveto be.” His hands met her upper arms, his voice going earnest. “\We can be better than
that. Let me makeit sowe...Sol haveto be better than that.”



She knew hewastaking crazy. People didn’t get married to guarantee asecond date. She opened her
mouth to tell him so, but he put an index finger across her lips.

Hisgaze bore directly into hers. “I think I'm falling in love with you, Kristy.”

Her entire body convulsed with awash of emotions and hormones. Love? Could this possibly be love?
“Don’t let mewalk away from you, Kristy. Don't et me bethe man | know I'll be.”

She wanted to say yes. In every fiber of her being, she longed to complete the fantasy.

Love.

Sherolled theideaaround in her brain.

She didn’t know anything about romantic love, but she' d sure never felt thisway about any man before.
Andif thiswasasgood asit got...Well, it was pretty darn good—taking, laughing, touching. All Jack, all
day, every day, for ever and ever.

“Marry me,” he groaned, his hand tunneling into her damp hair, cupping her head, drawing her forward.
“Make me come back to you.”

And then he kissed her. His hot lips possessing and devouring her own. Raw passion permested every
breath, asthe wind swirled around them, tearing at their clothes, rattling the broad |eaves. The staccato
beet of the rain matched the frantic melding of their hearts.

She clung to his shoulders, tipping her head to deepen the kiss, her spine bending as she leaned back,
baring her neck and chest and body to him. He peppered kisses on the exposed flesh, cupping his hand
over her breast where her nipple had puckered benegth the thin, damp fabric. Sparks flew off in dl
directions, lighting her brain, making her fed asthough absolute clarity waswithin her grasp.

Theworld fell away until there was nothing but Jack. Their differences didn’t matter. Geography didn’t
matter. Fashion, business, money and power. None of it mattered. There weren't two of them anymore,
only one. And the universe would have to settle around that redlity.

She anchored her handsin histhick hair, drawing him back, staring into his passion-clouded eyes.
“Yes” shesad. “Yes, yesand yes.”

He sighed. Then he entwined hisfingerswith hers, straightening until he faced her. *Y ou have made me
unbelievably happy.”

Kristy smiled a him, everything inside her going calm. They’ d make it work. She knew with an absolute
certainty that she could put her faith in Jack.

Hand in hand, they floated down the hallway to the hotel chapdl.

There, Kristy was given adelicate bouquet of white roses. They signed abunch of papers. Jack asked
the organist to play “At Last,” and he chose plain gold bands, whispering promises of diamondsin her
future



But Kristy didn’t need diamonds. She didn’t need designer clothes or corporate jets or a high-end
penthouse. All she needed was Jack. And, as the chaplain asked her to repest the age-old vows of faith
and fiddlity, she knew she was getting Jack forever.

Next to the big four-poster bed, with Kristy in his arms, Jack ignored the heated accusations of betraya
and deceit that pounded away at his brain. Instead, he peeled away her silk dress, revealing her creamy,
pink-tipped breasts, and honestly told himsdlf he was the [uckiest man in the world.

“Beautiful,” he murmured moreto himself than to her. “ So beautiful.” Then he placed a soft kisson one
tip and then the other.

Kristy drew in agasp of pleasure, her fingers curling into his hair.
“I loveyou,” she gasped, and aknife twisted deep inside his heart.

“And I’m about to love you,” he growled in return, hating that he had to fudge the phrase. She deserved
better.

“For just aslong asyou'll et me,” hefinished.

Then hetugged her dress down to her ankles and gently pushed her back on the bed to stare at smooth
stomach, her lacy black panties and the creamy thighs that twitched ever so dightly in anticipation of his
touch. He'd pay for this one, that was for sure. But no power on heaven or earth could stop him from
meaking loveto her tonight.

She reached for him, and he caught her hand, staring into her eyes as he kissed each one of her fingers.

“I want you so bad,” hetold her truthfully. “Like I’ ve never wanted anything in my life”

She smiled up at him, blinking a sheen of moisture from her eyes. He stripped off his shirt, tearing most
of the buttons. Then he yanked off his pants, and her eyeswent wide at his naked body.

“It'sbeen...”
He waited.
“A while” shefinished.

A feding of prima possessiveness welled up insgde him. He reached for the delicate wisp of her panties
and discovered his hand was shaking.

She covered hisblunt fingerswith her smal, manicured hand.
“Nervous?’ she asked.
Hell no.“ Trying to takeit dow,” he managed.

She hooked her thumbsinto the lace strips at her hip bones and pulled downward. “Why?’



He blinked, transfixed by the light downy curls covering her innermost secrets. The rampage of lust that
dammed into him almost knocked him over. He grasped her panties and finished the job for her.
“Damned if | know.”

Then he eased down atop her, kissing her deeply, urging her mouth open, capturing her tongue, while his
hand worked itsway down her smooth skin. He thrummed one nipple, rolling it to a peak, encouraged
by the groans and moans and the wriggle of her small body under histhighs. He followed her ribcage,
dipping into her navel, teasing her soft curls, feding the puffs of her gasping bresth againgt his ear.

Then her hands went on ajourney of their own, dong hissde, her thumbs grazing hisflat nipples, her
fingertips digging into his back, just hard enough to ratchet up hisdesire. Then they trailed over his
buttocks, to the backs of histhighs, her nallsgrazing hisskin, circling in, sarting afamiliar pulse at the
base of hisbrain.

In an act of self-preservation, he grasped her hands, dragging them up, pinning them firmly to the
meattress on either sde of her head. Shetried to protest, but he kissed it away. He used his knee to nudge
her thighs gpart. Then he pulled back, ever so dightly, watching her expression as he eased hisway
ingde

Her lips parted, rounding in an “Oh,” while her hipsflexed against him. He gritted histeeth, refusing to
rush, letting her heat and moisture envelope him. Though his brain screamed at him to hurry, and his
hormones battled his muscles for control, he forced himsdlf to stop, to regroup, then to carry on one
centimeter at atime.

Kristy thrashed her head from side to sde. She drew up her knees and pushed her hips forward. But he
drew back with her, controlling the pace, holding them both on the edge of exquisite torture.

His muscles turned to molten sted, and her pleas for mercy scalded what was | eft of his self-control. But
hedidn't givein...didn't givein...didn't give—

A pithy swear word |legped from his soul, and he lunged forward, burying himself to the hilt.

Shefreed her hands, and her arms wrapped tight around his neck. Her lips and tongue planted hot, wet
kisses along his shoulder.

His mouth wasjed ous, so he cupped her chin, lining her up for acarnd kiss as hisbody found its
rhythm. He teased her tongue, sucked on her lips, tasted the sweet nectar of her mouth.

Her hands squeezed tight on his biceps, her fingernails denting his skin. Swest formed between them,
dicking their skin, adding to the eroticism of their joining. He cupped her buttocks, drawing her tight
againg him, tighter, tighter, as he pumped harder and faster. He could fed her musclestense. Her mewls
of desire grew higher pitched, louder againgt hisear.

Thiswasit. Hewaslosngit.

He hdd on, held on, held on.

Then her keening cry and the convulsions of her body sent him crashing over the edge. Waves of release
washed over him as he hdd her, reveling in the warm buzzing glow of satiation.



Redlity was going to hit them like afreight train, he knew. But, for now, nothing mattered except the
small sporadic twitches that told him Kristy was resting on the same plane of satisfaction ashim. He
inhaled the scent of her hair, stroked his hand over her full breast, tasted the salt of her skin.

Her breathing gradually relaxed, and he eased her deeping body into a spoon againgt hisown. Then he
reached for his cell, and sent a quick text message to Simon.

No need to head for L.A. now. Jack had accomplished his mission.

He swdlowed asudden lump in histhroat, hisusua sdf-righteousness was beattling an unfamiliar and
unsettling dither of guilt. Hetold himsdlf it had to be done. The family was hisresponsibility. And,
anyway, Kristy had brought it on herslf.

She had.

He hadn’t been given achoice.

Then shewriggled her bare bottom againgt him, and his arm spontaneoudy tightened around her. She
turned her head to look up at him and smiled like an angel, even as the unmistakable glow of desirerose
in her blue eyes.

He chuckled softly, brushing alock of hair from her flushed cheek. “Again?’

She nodded, and heimmediately kissed her swollen mouth.

His body sprang to attention. He flipped her onto her back, pressing her warmth and softnessinto the
big, wide mattress. Just alittle longer, he promised himsdlf as desire and passion licked at the corners of
his soul. Just afew more hoursin paradise.

He d be burning in hell soon enough.

Six

Jack was awakened by Kristy’s cry of shock. She scooted out of hisarms, flipping back the coversand
letting in ablast of cold air.

He blinked hisblurry eyesto see her legp from the bed and rush naked into the en suite.

“What?’ he caled out, sitting up and ruffling his hands through his messy hair. He could see her naked
profile a the Sink as she scrambled for the toothpaste. They’ d made love into the early-morning hours,
then dept soundly in each other’ s arms. She couldn’t be shocked to find hersalf naked in hisbed this
morning.

She marched from the bathroom, awhite robe draped around her shoulders, open in front, atoothbrush
protruding from her mouth. She unceremonioudy uncovered him. “We' relatel”

Jack rolled out of bed, dipping hisarmsinto the other robe as a concrete block settled firmly in his
stomach. They weren't late, because they weren't going to her meeting in California, and it wastime for
him to ' fess up. He couldn’t postponeit any longer.

Shetrotted back to the sink, spitting out the toothpaste and rinsing her mouth. “Cal Simon,” she



commanded, above the sound of the running water. “ Tell him to warm up the engines or something.”

Jack tried to frame up his confession, but he couldn’t find the correct words. Hell, he could barely
command hisvoca chordsto work.

“Krisy,” hefindly rasped.
Sheturned. “Why areyou still standing there?”
Hishandsinvoluntarily closed into figts. “ Becausethere sno point ingoingto L.A.”

Her glance shot to the clock on the bedside table. It showed eight-fifteen, and her voice went hollow.
“We could cdl Clevdand and explain.”

Jack jerked backward, his guilt turning to shock. “ Explanthat we got married?’

She nodded.

“And you think he'll ill want to seeyou?”

Her eyeswent wide, giving her face aswedt, vulnerable look that amaost got to him. But he ruthlesdy
reminded himself who she was and what she' d planned, and that she’ d married him under as many false
pretenses as he' d married her.

“He vaues punctudity that much?’

Jack shook hishead, giving adry chuckle. “1 think he vauesfiddity that much.”

“Huh?’

“Kristy, you married me.” Jack jammed his thumb againgt the center of hischest. “ Me,not him.”

She blinked, and her voice dropped to a confused whisper. “What are you talking about?’

Man, she was good. Sometimes he couldn’t believe just how good she was. He dso couldn’t believe
she' d keep the dumb act up for thislong. What was the point?

He grabbed his dacks from the chair where hel d tossed them last night. He stuffed in one leg and then
the other, watching her with afataligtic curiogty.

“Thejigisup, babe. You can't get your hands on Cleveland’ s money if you' re dready married to me.
And you can't get your hands on mine because, one of those papers you signed last night was a pre-nup.
Andit'll hold upin court.”

Kristy staggered back. For a second there, he thought her knees might give out benegath her.“What?’

“What?’ he mimicked, sarcagticdly even as he fought the urgeto pull her into hisarmsand offer
comfort.

He hated himsdlf for that weakness. And because of hisinner battle, the response came out harsher than
he intended. “Y ou’ re caught. Y ou’ re not going to be Mrs.



Trophy-Wife-Cleveland-Odand-Number-Three. Y ou' |l have to find another scheme to hawk those rags
you cal aspring collection.”

Her face turned pure white, and she groped to steady herself on the back of achair.

Then hiscdll phone jangled on the table. He snagged it, hoping it was an emergency that would get him
out of here and away from his unreasonable guilt.

“Yeah?' he barked.

“Wherethe hdl areyou?’ hisgrandfather’ s voice boomed.

Perfect. Could the moment get any worse?

“Vegas,” Jack answered, while Krigty blinked at him with big, round, accusatory, blue eyes. Hewas
tempted to turn away from her censure. But he wasin the right. She was the one who' d hatched the plan
to get hisfamily’ smoney.

He held hisground.

“Hunter tellsmeyou' ve got Kristy.”

“Yeah,” said Jack, holding her gaze. “ The two of us got married last night.”

“Wall, get your assesto Cdlifornia. I ve got seven people sitting around the boardroom table waiting for
m.ll

Gramps reaction threw Jack. “Didn’t you hear me? Wegot married last night.”
“Bully for you. Nanette and | bought aFerrari last night.”

“Who's Nanette.”

“My fiancée.”

The sensation of being sucker-punched was so strong that Jack actualy flinched.

He stared a Kristy in horror as she held the oversized robe around her for protection—her confused
eyes, her deep-mussed hair, her over-kissed lips.

What had he done?
Whathad he done?
Stupid question.

He' d married the wrong woman.

Hearing Jack’ s explanation, and listening to his sde of the telephone conversation with Cleveland, it took



Kristy about thirty secondsto put the pieces together. The whole thing was afraud. Jack hadn’t been
fdling in love with her thisweekend. He' d been making a preemptive strike againg her.

Her fedings of hurt, confusion and embarrassment were quickly replaced by anger. What kind of acold,
calculating snake did it take to fake aromance, marry awoman and then make love to her, not once, not
twice, butthreetimes?

Jack snapped his phone shut, and they stared at each other in silence for along second.

“We Il get adivorce,” he pronounced.

“Y ou bet your lifewe Il get adivorce.” She yanked the belt tight on the robe. *“ Although keeping your
handsto yoursdf last night and leaving open the option for an annulment would have been anice touch.”

“I couldn't take that chance.”
Her bark of laughter came out alittle high-pitched. “ Of course you couldn’t take that chance, what with

me being adeazy gold digger and dl.Any reasonable man would have had sex with me so | couldn’t get
anannulment.”

“Krisy—"
“Don’'t youdare try to defend yoursdlf.”
“It’ s happened before.”

She looked him up and down. “What?Y ou’ ve married other women who were engaged to your
grandfather?’

“No! | mean he—"

“I don’t want to hear abouit it.”

“He' smarried bimbos—"

“Stop.”

“—before!” Jack shouted over her protest.

Abimbo? That’ swhat he thought of her?

She coughed out aharsh laugh. It was either that or cry.

“Well, in that case, Jack. Y ou came up with agreat plan. | mean, if you take away moras and ethics
and, well, every scrap of reasonable humanity. It was agreat plan.”

“| thought you were—"
“A bimbo. Uh-huh. Y ou' ve made that clear. So, ismy meeting in L.A. still on or what?’

“This afternoon.”



“Good.” She stcomped back to her own room, intending to call an airline and book acommercid flight. If
she never saw Jack Odand again, it would be far too soon.

“You takethejet.” Hisvoice was directly behind her.

“Get out of my bedroom.”

“Youtakethejet,” herepeated. “Simonisready. I’ [l make other arrangements.”

“Don’'t do me any favors.”

“It' stheleast | can do.”

“Under the circumstances, thereis no least you can do.”

“It' sthe only way for you to get there on time.”

She sucked in abreath between her clenched teeth. He was probably right, and maybe she was afool to
grive for any scrap of dignity at this point anyway. The man had kissed every inch of her body last night.
And she' d told him she loved him.

A sharp pain pierced her chest.

Shetruly thought she had.

“Fine” shehit out. “I'll take the damn jet. But only aslong asyou're not onit.” Then she turned away
from him to jerk open adresser drawer and plucked out the skirt and sweater she’d arrived in.

“Don't take this the wrong way, Jack” she said. “No. Actudly. Go ahead and take it the wrong way if
you like. But | never want to seeyou again.”

“Undersandable” he muttered.
Shetwisted around to look at him. “ Gee, thanks.”
“I had my reasons,” he said.

“It wasagreat plan,” she mocked. “Y ou must be redly disappointed that it failed.”

Onelook at the expressions on the Sierra Sanchez buying team told Kristy she was going to fail.

Her sketchesllittered the top of the polished mahogany boardroom table, with swatches and samples
draped on racks around them.

“Thelinesaretechnicaly strong,” said one of the men. She thought his name was Bernard.

“Thefabric works, but it'll be achalenge for the skirt to stand out in acrowd.” Irene Compton wasthe
lead buyer for the chain.



“Overdl,” said the one named James, dfting through her sketcheslike greeting cards. “The collection
iS...competent.”

Krigty fdt hersdf shrinking in the luxurious armchair. Competent. Thousands and thousands of budding
designers were competent. She didn’t have a hope unless she was outstanding.

“Hmm,” Irene nodded. “ Maybe we could think about testing it in Vaue-Shoppe?’ She named a
European discount chain.

Vaue-Shoppe?Kristy had to bite down on her tongue to keep from protesting out loud.

The room went silent, while each of the team members contemplated the drawings. Bright yellow
sunshine streamed through the window. Car horns honked a dozen stories below, and amist of clouds
gathered in the distance over the bay. The world outside was till spinning, even while her dreamswere
being dashed.

“Wdl,| think she shows promise,” said Cleveland.

Six jaws snapped shut, and everyone' s attention flew to the older man sitting at the head of the table.

Seconds of silenceticked by before Cleveland spoke again. 1 was thinking about the Breakout
Designer category at the Matte Fashion Event.”

Adrendine hit Kristy’ s system in arush at the mere mention of the prestigious London fashion show. A

designer couldn’t even enter the Breakout Designer Contest without a powerhouse retailer behind her.
Evenin her wildest dreams....

“Perhapsif we mix and match some of theideas,” Irene offered dowly, glancing at a patterned skirt and
awhitelace blouse.

Cleveland nodded his approva. “Now you' re getting cregtive.”

Krigy didn’t want Cleveland’ s charity. But theBreakout Designer category? She swallowed her
common sense, and et the conversation carry on around her.

Bernard jumped in. “ This necklineis unique. And we can certainly scalop the hem and dim down the
line”

“We d need at least a haf-dozen new or revamped pieces for the contest,” James warned.

Cleveland brought the flat of his pams down on the tabletop. “ That’ sfine. Sincewe re dl on board, you
can talk through the detallslater.” His attention turned to Kristy. “Right now, Kristy isjoining mefor a
drink.”

She glanced at the buying team, bracing hersalf for narrow-eyed glares and sidelong expressions of
condemnation. They might al think theway Jack did—that Kristy was Cleveland' sfloozy. Why else
would he overrule their judgment on her behaf?

But, to her surprise, everyone was smiling.



Irene rose from her chair and offered her hand. “We relooking forward to working with you, Kristy.”
The other team members nodded and murmured agreement.

Kristy stood up to shake hands with Irene. “Uh. Thank you.”

Cleveand opened the boardroom door. “ Thisway, young lady.”

She nodded her thanks to the rest of the team, then preceded Cleveland into the wide, bright,
plant-adorned ha lway.

“Youdidn’t haveto do that,” she said asthey made their way to the bank of elevators.
“Dowha?’

She motioned behind them, torn between being polite and shutting the heck up. “Back there. Give me
pecid—"

“Youthink | pulled rank because| like you?’
“Wdl...”

He pressed the devator button with awrinkled finger. “Krigty, I've made awholelot of money in my life
by seeing things that other people miss. Y ou have something. It' sraw, but | think it'sthere.

“I'll work with you,” he continued. “And I'll buy your collection when and if it’sgood enough. But that
back there wasn't dtruism and it wasn't nepotism.”

A flutter of excitement rolled through Kristy’ s somach. Cleveland actualy thought her fashionshad a
chance?

“It'sgoing to take alot of work and dedication.”

She eagerly nodded. She’ d work as hard asit took for a chance to fly to London and compete in the
Breakout Designer Contest.

“Areyou prepared for that?’
“Of course.”
“We have until December thirtieth.”

Kristy quickly did the math in her head. That was|ess than three days per outfit. Impossible. But she'd
haveto doit anyway. “Right.”

“Y our staff isavailable over the holidays?’ he asked.

Kristy hesitated. Not because her staff might not be available, but because she didn’t actudly have any
gaff.

“Kristy?’



The eevator pinged, and the doors did open.

Shetook astep forward. “Don’'t worry. I'll manage.”

“Krigty.”

Shedidn’'tlook up a him. “Yes?’

“How many people work for you?’

She swallowed as the doors glided shut.

Cleveland waited.

“Just me,” shefinaly squesaked.

Therewas along silence as the car glided downward and floor numbers flashed red.

“You'vegot guts” said Cleveand. “I'll giveyou that. But if thisis going to work, you must be
completely honest with me.”

“Sorry.”

“How big isyour workshop?’

“It takes up most of my loft.”

Heraised agray, bushy eyebrow. “Don’'t be evasive.”
“It'ssx hundred square feet.”

The elevator eased to a stop.

“Wadll that’ sdefinitely not going to doit,” said Cleveland, gesturing for her to move ahead of himinto the
lobby.

Asthey waked across the polished marble floor, past statues and paintings, skirting a centra waterfall
encircled by bench seats, Kristy could fed the dedl of alifetime dipping from her grasp. She couldn’t
redly blame Cleveland. Six outfitsin three weeks was nearly impossible under the best of conditions. But
it ssemed downright cruel of fate to bring her this close, to tantaize her with the brassring, only to
unceremonioudy yank it away from her.

“You'll comework a the manson,” said Cleveland decisively.
Kristy stopped in her tracks. What mansion?His mansion? The Odand family mansion?
He hdted and turned back, ady smile coming over hiswrinkled face. “Redlly. Y ou're married to Jack

now. Y ou have every right to spend the holidays with hisfamily. We have alovely estatein Vermont,
near Manchester.”



Kristy didn’t even know where to start. She wasn’t married to Jack. Well, shewas. But shewasn't. At
least not in any real sense. And she never wanted to see him again. She sure was't about to arrive on his
doorstep for the holidays.

“That'sinsane,” shefinaly managed.

“Excuseme?’ said Cleveland, hisbushy eyebrows danting in an expression of surprise.

Whoops. For a minute she' d forgotten who she was speaking to.

“Sorry,” she offered.

He gave her a sharp nod. “ There' saworkshop. Plenty of room for you to spread out. And we can bring
inmachines, materids and saff.”

Kristy hesitated, worried about making him angry. But they had to get the matter at hand out in the open.
“Youdo know why Jack married me, right?’ She might be embarrassed about being duped, but she had
promised Cleveland she d be completely honest with him. And, on this, she definitely needed to be
honest.

“Certainly | know why he married you. They think because I’ m eighty, I'mlosing my marbles.”

His bluntness surprised her.

“Areyou?’ shedared to ask.

He sobered, and the sound of the indoor weterfdl filled the sllence around them.

“No,” hesaid. “I’'m running out of time. | like beautiful young women. And I’m running out of time.”

Her somach clenched with worry. “Areyou...ill?7

He shook his head and smiled. “Just old.” Then he Sraightened, taking command once again. “But I'm
gill the mgor shareholder. Thisisyour choice, young lady. Y ou can work through the holidaysin
Vermont, or | can find someone else to sponsor for the Breakout Designer Contest.”

“And Jack?’

A twinkle cameinto Cleveland' s eyes. “Y ou're worried Jack won't want to see you?’

She was moreworried that she didn’t want to see him. But the other had certainly crossed her mind.
She and Jack had parted with some pretty harsh words. Still, it didn’'t mean she'd let him ruin her career.

Watching the play of emotions across her face, Cleveland patted her shoulder reassuringly. “I think my
grandson deserves to regp the consequences of his actions, don't you?’

And then she got it, she understood Cleveland’ s mativetion for inviting her to the family manson. “I'm
your revenge on Jack.”

“Nicelittletwist, isn't it?”



“Hewastrying to protect you, you know.” Even asthe words popped out, Kristy couldn’t believe she
was defending the man. He' d manipulated, hurt and humiliated her for hisown ends. Hewasa
cold-hearted snake, nothing more.

“And what makesyou think I'm not trying to help him?’ asked Cleveland.

“Because there’ s nothing about me being in Vermont that will help Jack.”

“Well then, what about becoming a successful fashion designer and winning this year a the Matte
Fashion Show?’

Kristy paused. “And | should do everything in my power to make sure that happens, shouldn’'t 17’
“If you haveasingle brain cdl in your pretty head, then yes.”

“I do,” shesaid.

“Then we understand each other.”

She couldn’'t help but smilein admiration. “Y our marbles arefully intact, aren't they?’

“That they are. But it suits me sometimesto let people think otherwise.” He gestured towards the glass
doors leading to the street. “ Shall we get that drink now?”

Krigty started waking. “Y ou know what | think?’
“What do you think?’
“That Jack learned everything he knows from you.”

“Let’ shope you' re wrong about that.”

“So | guesswegot it wrong,” said Hunter, looking more amused than worried as he teed off on the first
hole at Lost Links. He watched as the ball arced down the fairway, bouncing to rest just shy of the
horseshoe-shaped sand trap and asmall grove of oaks.

“We damn sure got it wrong,” said Jack, accepting the one wood from his caddy. His mood had been
foul for two days now. “And | blameyou for the screw-up.”

“Me?’
“It wasyour brilliant ideato date her.”

“| wanted to date her because she was hot, not in some Machiave lian attempt to thwart Gramps's
wedding.”

“Don’'t knock Machiavelli.” Planning and strategy were the watchwords of every executive.



“I noticed you didn’t deny shewas hot.”

“All right, she’ s hot. But she was dating our grandfather.”

“No, shewasn't.”

“Wéll, she could have been.” Jack pushed histeeinto the turf then straightened. He' d gone over and
over hisweekend in Vegas, wondering why he' d never once questioned Kristy' sidentity. Even with all
thelittleinconsstenciesin her behavior, he' d never once asked himsdf that pivota question. He hated
making mistakes.

“If she had been dating him,” hefelt compelled to point out to Hunter. “It would have been agood plan.”

Hunter peered down the sunny fairway. “With asolid plan likethat, it samost hard to believe anything
went wrong.”

“Yeah,” Jack agreed as helined up to tee off.

Hethwacked the ball dead on, and it sailed over the treetops, bouncing into the center on the fairway
only afew feet short of the green.

Hunter waited for Jack to hand over the club to his caddy. “ So, explain to me why we'll 1ose less money
with you married to her instead of Gramps.”

“Because | had her sign aprenup. You think I'm stupid?’
“Y ou redlly want me to answer that today?’

“Get stuffed.” Jack pulled off hiswhite leather glove and turned to head down the fairway. He' d spend
yearsliving this one down.

Hunter fell into step beside him, the two caddies staying severa paces behind. “Let me make surel’'m
understanding this. In ahaze of passion, on alark, at the hotel chapel, she agreesto marry you, and you
pull out a prenup. Shedidn’t find that odd?’

Jack was trying hard not to think about the hotel chapel, nor the lies he' d told her to get her there.
“There were other thingsto sign. And shewasn't paying dl that much attention to the details.”

“Because you'reirresstible to women?’

Yeah, right. “It' sacurse”

Hunter’ slaughter rumbled across the quiet golf course. “My sympathies. So, what now?”
Jack shrugged. “Now we get divorced.”

“Jugt likethat?’

“| suspect she'scalled her lawyer aready.”

“Y ou don't think she’ sgoing to sue your ass?’



“Based on what? Showing poor judgment in Vegas? If that was grounds for action, our legal system
would be gridlocked into the next century.” No, Jack was preity sure he was safe on thefinancia front.

Hunter stopped next to hisbdl, Szing up the lay of the course and checking the direction of thewind
rustling through the pam fronds. “ So, that’ sthat?’ he asked Jack, then glanced at his caddy with his
brow raised.

“Six iron,” the young man suggested.

“Not exactly,” said Jack. “ Grampsis till engaged to Nanette.”

“Wel, you can’'t marry them dl,” said Hunter.

Jack’ s marrying days were definitely over. “1 wasn't thinking about me.”

Hunter lined up hisshot. “Look into my eyes” he said maiter of factly, with aswing and follow through.
Hewent to stand directly in front of Jack. “Not with agun to my head.”

“1I"'m sure she' s aknockout.”

“And I'm sure you' ve lost your mind.” Hunter handed the club back to his caddy, and they al started for
the spot where Jack’ sball lay.

“Y ou got a better plan?’ asked Jack.

“I"ve got athousand of them. And none of them involve me marrying anybody.”

“He marries Nanette, it'll cost us.”

“There are more important thingsin life than money.”

Asthey made their way over the fine-trimmed grass, Jack pondered the relative value of money and
emotiond health. He' d never redly thought about it before because money had dways been paramount.
But if hiswakefulnessthe last two nights was anything to go by, money had some serious competition. He
wished he' d put Kristy on acommercid plane the minute they hit Veges.

Hedidn’'t need the stress of worrying about how she was fedling, nor of his conflicted memories, nor of
dwelling on the prediction of along-ago gypsy. Which, by the way, was beginning to fed like acurse.

The curse of the midnight gypsy. It would make agood movietitle. Hunter could be the hero. Jack the
villain. Kristy would get rich, and the redheaded girl would be adored by fans around the world.

Helined up on the ball, chipping it up onto the green, less than ten feet from the hole.
“So, whatever happened to Vivian?’
Hunter glanced up sharply. “Huh?’

“She was the redhead, right?’



Hunter stared at Jack asif he'd lost hismind.

“A couple of years ago. Y ou dated that redhead who best the crap out of you at golf.”
“Only because she used the ladies’ tee”

“So, you do remember.”

Hunter shrugged, snagging his putter and walking onto the green. “ Sure.”

“Whereisshe now?’

Hunter crouched down on one knee, eyeing the dope of the terrain. “Why do you care?’
“Y ou remember when you burned down the gypsy’ stent?’
Hunter stood up. “Youmind if | play golf now?’

“Serioudy,” said Jack.

“No. I’ ve forgotten the rampaging e ephants, the fire department and the lawsuit that grounded mefor a
month.”

Jack grinned, hismood lightening for the first timein forty-eight hours.
“Y ou remember what she said?’

“How did this get to be about me?’

“She said aredheaded girl would give you twins.”

Hunter shook his head in disgust and turned to addressthe ball.

Jack held histongue while Hunter sivung the pultter.

The caddy lifted the flag, and the ball plunked into the hole.

“Shedso said | would marry awoman | didn’t trust,” said Jack. “Think about it, Hunter. What were the
odds?’

Hunter did the putter through his grip, handing it upside down to his caddy. “Please don't |et the
shareholders hear you talking like this. They’ |l have you impeached.”

Jack stared hard at his cousin. “Y ou remember what else she said.”
“That you d buy agolf course.” Hunter glanced around. *Y ou bring your checkbook?’

“Don't play dumb.”

Hunter snorted. “I don’'t need to. Y ou're doing afinejob of that all by yourself. Y ou'realogica man,
Jack. | didn’t marry Vivian. There are no twins. And gypsies can't predict the future.”



Maybe not consistently, but the two Jack had talked to were sporting pretty good averages. And the
first one had aso predicted Jack and Hunter would blow the family fortune. “ Are we over-leveraged on

anything?”

“No. Now hit the bal.”

“Nothing out there that can bite usin the ass?’
“Not unless Kristy signed the lamest prenup ever.”

Jack took adeep breath, running the cool shaft of his putter across his pam and settling his grip on the
black, perforated rubber. Hunter was right. The prenup wasfine. Kristy took away what she brought to
the marriage, and Jack took away what he brought. Which was exactly the way he wanted it.

Hetook afew swings, testing the weight of the putter. Then he tapped the ball.

It followed the contour of the green, arcing up the high side then veering at the last second to hit the hole.
Exactly the way he wanted it.

Seven

As she marched up theimpossibly imposing brick steps at the Odand mansion outside Manchester, Dee
Deetrotting along on her leash, Kristy reminded hersdlf that nothing had changed. Recognition and
success in the fashion world were still her dream.

She' d dready had plenty of other setbacks over the years. And every time, she' d picked hersaf up,
dusted hersdlf off and redoubled her effort to bring her fashionsto the attention of the industry.

Now, gazing up at the sprawling, three-story, snow-covered Colonia, she assured herself thiswas no
different. She’'d pick herself up one moretime. Marrying Jack was merely ablip on her road to success,
and ayear from now she' d belaughing at the absurdity of thinking she wasin love after only two days.
Nobody fell inlovethat fast. She’ d been swept off her feet by a man who'd set out to trap her. That was
dl.

Of course he' d seemed like the perfect man. Anybody could pretend to be perfect for two days. He' d
laughed at her jokes, pretended to admire her intelligence, professed to like the same wines and catered
to her every whim.

But it had dl been alie, asham. And as soon as he' d shifted to thereal Jack, shehadn't liked him at all.
Infact, she'd hated him then. She till did. And that was why showing up on his doorstep and cornering
him with hisfake marriage was going to be so easy.

In the back of thelimo, hafway between the airport and the Odand estate, she' d redlized she wasn't
samply getting revenge for Cleveland. Shewas dso doing it for hersdlf. Jack wasin linefor a
comeuppance, and her success would show him athing or two about judging people.

“And it will be hisown darn fault,” she pointed out to Dee Dee as she reached to ring the bell.

It chimed amusicd tune, echoing insde the huge house.



A dark-haired, middle-aged woman opened the door. She wore a blue-and-white tunic with dim gray
dacks. Her glance flicked to Dee Dee then returned to Kristy.

“Can | help you, ma am?’ she asked pleasantly.

“I’m hereto see Jack Odand.”
The woman stepped back, opening the door wide. “Mr. Odand is expecting you?’

Kristy shook her head.
Thewoman's smilefadtered for ascant second. “Who shdl | tell himiscaling?’

Kristy stepped over the threshold. Dee Deefollowed, her trimmed nails making muted clicks on the
black-and-whitetile.
“Hiswife” sad Krigty.
Thewoman' s brown eyes went round for amoment. “I’m sorry?’
Kristy nodded in confirmation of what the woman had just heard. “Y ou can tdl him hiswifeis...home.”
“Fine.” With admirable gplomb, the woman gestured to a gilt settee along one ok wall of the bright,

octagona room. “Please, do have a seet.”

“Thank you,” said Kristy, asthe woman exited down along hallway. She walked over to the settee with

Dee Deetrotting along beside her. Instead of sSitting down, she scooped the dog into her arms,
sraightening Dee De€’ s blue, satin-lined coat. It was made of fleece, with adiscreet appliqué sewn at the

collar. She gave the dog areassuring pat, snuggling it close to her chest.
It took about thirty seconds for swift, masculine footsteps to sound on the hardwood floor of the

halway.
Kristy took a deep breath, squaring her shoulders as Jack rounded the corner.

When he saw her, he came to an abrupt hat. Sunbeams from the beveled windows shonein his dark
eyes, highlighted the uncompromising planes and angles of his clean-shaven face.

“Isthisajoke?’ he demanded.

She kept her voice light and airy by sheer force of will. “Hello, honey.”

Hissquarejaw clenched in the booming silence that followed her words.

“I’'m home,” shefinished.
He advanced warily, asif Dee Dee might bite. Which wasridiculous.

“Thisisn't your home,” he stated.

“I'myour wife”



“Innameonly.”

“Actudly, if you'll recdl, your name was pretty much theonly thing | didn’t take.”
“What do you want?’

“Domestic bliss.”

“I'm serious”

“Soaml.”

“If thisis about money—"

“Thisisabout fashion.”

Herolled his eyes and made asound of disbelief deep in his chest.

Another figure emerged from the hdlway. “ Thereyou are.” Cleveland strode across the foyer, hishands
outstretched.

Jack jerked back in reaction.

“We were getting worried,” said Cleveland, scooping Dee Dee out of Kristy’sarms and planting adry
kisson Kristy’s cheek.

“Gramps,” Jack interrupted.

“Did | forget to mention Kristy was coming?’ the old man asked Jack, hisface a picture of innocence.
Krigty didn’t buy it for asecond.

Then all of Cleveland' s attention turned to Dee Dee. “ There smy sweet Pookie,” he cooed, holding the
dog doft and letting her lick hisnose. To Jack he said, “Don’t just stand there, my boy. Get the
suitcases.”

“She'snot staying,” Jack quickly putin.

“Sheis. She' syour wife”

“Thisign’t ajoking matter. If she movesin—"

“I've offered Kristy the use of the workshop above the garage.”

Kristy watched Jack’ s eyes narrow, small creases appearing in the corners. “Why?’

“To prepare for the Breakout Designer Contest at the Matte Fashion Event in London. Sierra Sanchez is
gponsoring her.”

Jack shot Kristy an accusatory glare.



The man could certainly be intimidating, but she refused to back down. Shewouldn’t, not after coming
thisfar. Still, shedidn’t want to fight in front of Cleveland. So she arranged her featuresin apicture of
naiveté. “Would you mind showing me to my room?’ she asked Jack.

“Great ideg,” said Cleveland, tucking Dee Deeinto hisarm like afootbdl. “By the way, Nanette and |
have called it quits. She' skeeping the ring. And the Ferrari as amatter of fact.”

With that, the older man strode from the foyer.

Jack’ s dark gaze boreinto Kristy. “How did you do it?’

She couldn’t resist. “The sameway Nanette did it?’

“Kristy,” he growled.

“I showed him my clothes, Jack. Not that it'sany of your business.”
“Thisfamily ismy busness”

Okay. Shewasn't going to do this. He was one powerful and sexy man, and he clearly wasn't used to
being crossed.

Not that she was crossing him. Quite the contrary. He was the one who' d crossed her. But she
suspected it would be acold day in hell before he' d admit it.

Shetipped up her chin. “1 think I’ [l check out the workshop. I’ ve got alot to do.”
“Thisisabout revenge, isn't it?’

She barked out acold laugh. “Don't flatter yoursdlf. If not for the career opportunity, | wouldn’t have
given you ancther thought for therest of my life”

Shewaslying. She'd lain awake four nights running remembering him.

The workshop was adream come true. Kristy had been expecting something dark and dusty, sinceit
was above the garage, which was separate from the house. Instead, the room was bright and sparkling,
with high ceilings and freshly painted whitewalls. A bank of windowslined onewall of the huge,
rectangular room, while fluorescent lights gleamed off the hardwood floor. It had five oversized,

white-topped tables, at least adozen utility chairs, severa padded stools and along bank of closets
gretching from one end to the other.

While she struggled to keep her jaw from dropping open, Jack crossed hisarms over hischest. “Tell me
again how thisisn't about revenge.”

She snapped herself back to redlity. “I don’t have to explain mysdlf to you.”
“I’m the one foating your bill.”

“Y our grandfather’ sfooting my bill. He' saso the one getting revenge.”



Jack drew back in surprise. “ Y ou' re Gramps s revenge on me?”’
“Either that or I’'m abrilliant fashion designer. Take your pick.”
Jack gave asnort of disbelief.

“Thanks so much for the vote of confidence.”

“I"'m going with the mathematica odds.”

“Wadll, I'd give it athousand to onethat I’'m staying.”

“Youcan't stay.”

“Oh, yes| can.” Shewas planting her buit in this dream of aworkshop and getting ready for the most
prestigious fashion contest in the world.

“My mother will be here tomorrow.”
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“So, | amnat about to explain awife over the garage.”

“| take it she doesn’'t know about your preemptive marriage?’
“Of course she doesn’t know.”

“Then you might want to come up with acover story.” Kristy turned away, running her fingers over the
smooth tabletop, meandering her way through the room.

“I getit,” said Jack with afrustrated sigh. “ Go ahead. Tell mewhat it’' [l take?’
“For meto disappear?’

“Of course.”

“Nothing.”

“Redly?’

“1 mean there’ s nothing you can offer. Nothing | want.” Other than what she had here. She had exactly
what she wanted right here. Except for Jack’ s oppressive presence, obvioudy.

“Everybody wants something,” he said.
“Maybe. But I’ve dready got it.”
“Do you want an gpology? Isthat it?’

She turned back. “An apology would have been nice four days ago.”



“Okay, I'm sorry. I’'m sorry | migudged you. I'm sorry | married you.”
“What you mean isthat you' re sorry you' re stuck with me.”
“Can you be reasonable for aminute?’

“l don't think s0.”

Jack gave ahard sgh. “Y ou made your bed,” she pointed out. “And | made a pretty damn fine bed for
youwhilel wasat it.”

“AndI'mlyinginit.”

Hisjaw tightened, and they stared at each other in crackling silence.

But, despite her best efforts, her sympathies were engaged. She had amother, too.
“You don't haveto tell her we' remarried,” shefindly suggested.

“Y ou announced it to the staff,” he reminded her.

“Oh, yeah.” She paused. “Bad luck.”

“That makesthis partly your fault.”

“Thet' sthe tack you want to take?’

He' d had her there for a second, but he was quickly losing the advantage. Thiswasn't her problem. It
was his. And shedidn’t need to fedl any obligation to solveit for him.

But then he had the grace to look sheepish, and she felt bad again. And his motives, after al, were
honorable. He wastrying to help his grandfather. Kristy had merely been collateral damage.

“We could tell her thetruth,” she offered. “We had awhirlwind relaionshipin Vegas”

“And how do | explain that you' rein the guest room?’

“| didn’t work out? We had afight?’

He advanced on her. “That' |l just raise more questions.”

“Wadl, we re running out of options here.” She wastrying to be helpful, but he wasn't making it easy.
“Not quite.”

“What do you mean?’

“We pretend we' re happily married. Then we pretend we divorce in amonth or so.”

Kristy shook her head. That sounded like way too much Jack, and way too often. “| don't think so.”



He glanced around the big room. “Name your price.”

“| dready told you, | don’t have aprice.”

“Fabric? Notions? Sewing machines?’

“Cleveland beat you toit.”

“A gaff?” Jack continued. “ An unlimited budget.”

“No.”

“Do you have any ideawhat an unlimited budget meansin my world?’

“Y ou mean the world where you own private jets and rent helicopters?’
He nodded. “That world.”

Shewasn't sureif it was his gpology, the expression in his eyes or the thought of an unlimited budget.
But, she hestated.

“Do you want to win the contest?’ asked Jack.

Sure, shewanted to win. Her lifewould change overnight if shewon.
Hisvoice dropped to a conspiratorial level. “1 can make that happen.”
“You can't bribe the judges.” What kind of avictory would that be?

Jack rolled hiseyes. “I’m not bribing anybody. | can get you silk from the Orient, wool from Kashmir,
lace from France, and | can fly you to the corners of the earth to pick it all out.”

Kristy was human enough to be tempted.
And Jack was smart enough to seize the moment. He held out his hand.
She narrowed her eyes, wanting to make sure their cards were on thetable. “And I'd haveto...?

“Smile a parties, Sp champagne, wrap afew gifts and skate on the pond.” Then his gaze went dark and
his voice turned husky. “And deep in my bed, of course.”

A rush of heat burst in her chest.
“Purdly platonic, | promise,” he quickly added.
“You'velied to mebefore,” she pointed out.

“True enough.” Heinched closer. “But I'm not lying thistime. I’ [l keep my hands off, and theworld is
yoursfor thetaking.”



Kristy’singtincts screamed at her to say yes. She was probably crazy. In fact, she was sure she was
crazy. But he' d gpologized, and he didn’t redly seem like abad guy. And the things she could do with an

unlimited budget. . ..
Fate was smiling on her.

Infact, fate was flat-out grinning at her.

“Ded,” she said, before she could change her mind. Then she reached out to shake his hand.

Later that evening, Jack stopped in the open door of Cleveland’ sstudy. “You,” hesaid to his
grandfather, “ are ascheming and manipulative old man.”

Cleveland glanced up from where he was cooing &t the goofy little dog. “ Unlike you?”

“Y ou brought her here on purpose.”

“I brought her hereto design clothing.”

Jack shook his head, advancing into the room, past the leather sofa, the grandfather clock and the stone
fireplace, to get to the mahogany bar, which jutted out from an oak-paneled wall. “Y ou did not. And this
fashion contest isgoing to be atotal embarrassment for Sierra Sanchez.”

“Not necessarily,” said Cleveland.

“Yes, necessarily,” Jack countered. Plucking a gorgeous woman out of obscurity and throwing her onto
the world fashion stage had about a million-to-one chance of being successful.

“Wdl,| redly like her,” said Cleveland.
“Youredly likedl hot women under the age of thirty-five.”
Cleveland smiled. “At least | don't marry them.”

Jack poured himsdf asnifter of brandy. “ Actudly, Gramps, you do.”

“Asusud, you're exaggerating. All Nanette got was a sports car, amink coat and adiamond ring.”
Cleveland ruffled the fur between the dog' s ears. “Wasn't that &l she got, Pookie?’

Jack took aseat in aleather armchair, frowning at the dog. His grandfather had dways had a soft spot
for animals. Though Jack had never seen him quite this attached to one before.

“Y ou should make ago of it with Kristy,” said Cleveland. “ She' sagrest girl.”

Jack coughed out alaugh. “That' s a perfect idea. Because we' ve obvioudy set such agood foundation
for along-term relationship.”

A tdltdetwinkle cameinto Cleveland’ s eyes. “ So, have you decided what you' re going to tell your
mother?’



Jack gave him asmug smirk in return. “That it was awhirlwind romance. Kristy’s agreed to play dong.”

“Redlly.” Cleveland looked surprised.
Jack nodded his answer, swirling the amber liquid againgt hiswarm pam.

“And what did that cost you?’
Jack paused. “More than Nanette' s sports car. Less than the condo you bought for Opal.”

“I knew | liked that girl.”

“Irene Compton says she' s mediocre.”
Cleveland shrugged. “What does Irene know? | have afed for these things.”

“No you do not have afed for these things.” What Cleveland had afed for was hislibido. He might not
have been dating Kristy, but he couldn’t have missed the fact that she was aknockout. “Irene, on the

other hand, has been in the fashion businessfor thirty years.”
“Everybody’ swrong sometime,” said Cleveland.

While that might be true, Jack knew experts were right awhole lot more often than they were wrong.
That’ swhy he hired them, and that’ swhy he paid them so well.

Irene was an expert. And since Kristy was, by Irene’ s account, a mediocre designer, there was agood
chance she' d crash and burn at the Breakout Designer Contest.

Bad for Sierra Sanchez, and bad for Kristy. Jack frowned at both of those thoughts and took a swig of
his brandy.
Hunter appeared in the doorway. “Y ou two kids playing nice?’

“Jack’ sabit snippy,” said Cleveland.
“Grampsisbusy playing God.”

“Not God,” said Gramps. Then he paused. “ Y eah, okay. God it is.”

Hunter chuckled and shook his head, sauntering over to the bar. “Y ou know there are three huge vans
out in the driveway?’

“| called earlier to express afew things over for Kristy,” said Jack.

“Ahh, the blushing bride,” said Hunter as he followed Jack’ slead and poured himself a brandy.

Jack gestured to the two men with hisglass. “Y ou two remember, for the holiday season, sheisthe

blushing bride.”
Hunter held up his hands. “Hey, I’'m not abouit to tell our momswhat you did.”



Cleveland nodded. “And I’'m not about to tell them why you did it.”

“Just sowe' reclear,” said Jack. “I’ll announce an amicable divorce in January.”

“And Kristy’ sgoing dong with this because?’ asked Hunter.

“Because of the three huge vansin the driveway,” replied Jack.

“Seehow easy itis?’ asked Cleveland.

“Funny,” said Hunter. “ She didn’t strike me as the mercenary type.”

“Everybody hastheir price,” Jack repested.

Not that he held it against her. Kristy recognized a good thing when she saw it was all. And Jack could
respect that. It wasn't asif he was buying her asports car or afive-carat diamond she could turn around
and hawk. It wasin everybody’ s best interest for her to do well at the Breakout Designer Contest.

Cleveland rose from his chair. “ So, now that the fun’s over, Pookie and | are off to bed.”

“You'll remember about Kristy?” asked Jack.

“Yes, I'll remember about Kristy,” Cleveland harrumphed. “Y ou think I'm going senile?’

Jack looked at Hunter, and Hunter looked at Jack.

Cleveland shook awrinkled finger in their direction. “Don’t you forget whose brain it was that built this
company. An empty warehouse and a corner store. That’swhat | started with.”

“And the family seet at the stock exchange,” Hunter pointed out.

“Wasn't worth adimein thethirties,” Cleveland countered, scratching Dee Dee on the head. “ Insolent
young pups,” he muttered. Then heleft the room, his footsteps echoing down the halway.

“He seem okay to you?’ Hunter asked, folding himsdlf into the armchair opposite Jack.

“Mogtly,” replied Jack. He dways thought his grandfather was absentminded only when it suited him.
But Jack wondered how much of it was an act, and how much of it wasasign of afailing memory.

“He broke up with Nanette,” said Jack. “ So, that’sa plus.”

“And you marrying Kristy?” Hunter asked with a self-satisfied grin. “ That a plus, too?’

“That,” said Jack, swirling his brandy again, “isan inconvenience.”

“A gorgeous woman pretending to be your wife. Yeah, I'd call that an inconvenience, dl right.”
“She’ snot pretending,” Jack corrected. For better or worse, Kristy actualy was hiswife.

“So, you'll be degping with her?” asked Hunter.



“Inamanner of gpeaking.” Jack shifted in hischair.
Hunter gave aknowing chuckle. “Nowthat, cousin, isan inconvenience.”

Jack polished off hisdrink. “ Speaking of which.” Heroseto hisfeet. “I’ d better make sure she can find
thetowes.”

“Y ou poor, pathetic thing,” laughed Hunter.
“What?'
“It' sonly ten-thirty.”

Jack refused to react. So it was early. So he was looking forward to climbing into bed with Kristy. So
suehim.

Eighnt

I'n Jack’ s big bedroom, Kristy gave herself amental pep talk. Slegping here wasn't going to be so bad.
She could keep everything in perspective.

Sure, she was dtracted to him. After al, he was a great-looking, sexy guy. But she was gill annoyed
with himfor lying to her. And her annoyance would keep her from doing anything rash.

She eyed up the king-sze bed. Then she checked out the love seat tucked in an acove with abay
window that overlooked a pathway lined with winter-bare trees, each of them glowing with hundreds of
white lights. In the distance, a giant evergreen rose above the garden, blinking with color, its crowning
star golden against the black sky. The Odandsredly went al out with Christmas decorations.

Back to the love seat. She could co-opt apillow and blanket from Jack’ s bed. The love seat was on the
short side, but she could make do. And it would be better than sharing the bed.

She sat on the cushions and bounced up and down. Not bad. She leaned over to lie down, turning on
her sde, bending her kneesin an effort to find a comfortable postion.

Not perfect.

“You'vegot to bekidding,” came Jack’ s voice from the doorway.

Kristy popped into asitting position. “ Just considering my options.”

He clicked the door shut behind him. “Y ou are not deeping on the couch.”
“Wadl, I’'m not wild about deeping in the bed.”

“WE re newlyweds.”

She stood. “I’ ve got news for you, Jack. The honeymoon’s over.”

“Not asfar asmy mother is concerned. And she'll be here any day.”



“Y our mother won't bein your bedroom.”

“But the gaff will beinour bedroom. And | have no desire to explain why my brideis deeping on the
couch.”

“I’ll fold up the blankets every morning.”

“Not.”

“ Jack—"

“Me, you, bed.” He punctuated hiswords by pointing with hisindex finger. “Thisisnot optiond.”
“Women usually respond well to that tone, do they?”

“I don’'t know. I’ ve never had to order awoman into my bed before.”

Kristy moved toward him, putting some swagger into her step. “Isthat what you' re doing?’
“Yeah,” sad Jack, hot eyesfollowing her progress. “That’ swhat I’'m doing.”

She stopped in front of him. “Well, good luck with that.”

“I"'m not going to need luck.”

“No?’

He scooped her into hisarms. Before she could do anything more than gasp in surprise, he marched
across the room and deposited her on top of the duvet.

“Noluck required,” he stated, staring down at her.

She propped herself on her elbows, trying to look affronted, even asagrin crept out. “Y ou cheated.”
He grinned in return. “Who cares? | won.”

“And how much satisfaction istherein that if you cheated?’

He leaned down, bracing ahand on ether side of her, bringing their faces close together. “Quite a bit,
actudly.”

Kristy could fed an awareness humming through her body. “1 will escape,” shewarned in awhigper.
Herased hiseyebrows. “Y ou think?’

“The minute you're adeep.”

“Wall, good luck with that,” he parroted.

“I’'m not going to need luck,” she countered.



An hour later, Kristy realized that what she redlly needed was a crowbar.

Jack’ sarm was latched firmly around her waist, anchoring her, spoon-fashion, to his body. His breathing
was deep and even, so she was pretty sure he' d fallen adeep. But hisgrip hadn’t dacked off one bit.

Shewaswell covered, having passed over the filmy ivory and peach negligee Jack had secretly bought
her in LasVegasin favor of an oversized T-shirt. The shirt fell past her knees and was thicker than
flannel. Still, Jack’ s forearm was warm and intimate against her ssomach.

Shewasn't uncomfortable. In fact, she could have easily falen adeep. But it was amatter of principle
now. She couldn’t let him win this particular war.

Shewrapped her fingers around histhick wrist and pulled against hisarm.

His response was to mutter in her ear and snuggle closer, drawing her buttocks tight against the cradle of
histhighs, hishand dipping lower, cupping her hip bone.

Shefroze, willing her body to ignore the sexuad signals he was sending out in hisdeep.

But goose bumps rose on her skin, and athick pulse started deep in her abdomen. She squirmed, trying
to get away from the sensations. But that only made things worse. Her nightgown rode up to midthigh,
and thefriction of Jack’ s hand through the fabric of her gown made the goose bumpstingle with desire,

She squirmed again, scrunching her eyes shut and biting down on her bottom lip. Desire throbbed fredly

now. Her toes curled and her muscles began to clench. Her nipplestightened as his breath fanned againgt
the back of her neck.

She gtraightened her legs, but that brought the back of her thighs againgt his hot body. Skin on skin, inch
after gloriousinch. Her hands curled into fists. Oh, thiswas going to kill her.

His hand moved, and her hipsflexed involuntarily backward as a gasp escaped from her lips.
He sucked in atight breath, and she realized he was awake.

She dtilled, expecting him to say something. She was embarrassed, but, more than that, she was
completely aroused.

Hisbody hardened against her.

He gave her afew momentsto protest, but then histhumb drew alazy circle around her navel. His
fingertips were still snug againgt her hip. She knew she should say something, knew she should stop him.
But cocooned by hiswarmth, with the Christmas lights twinkling through the big windows and his strong
body enveloping her, she couldn’t bring hersdlf to break the moment.

Hislipstouched the back of her neck. They parted, turning the brush into akiss.

Sheredly had to stop him.



If shedidn’t stop him right this second. ..
Her figts curled tighter, nails biting into her palms.

Hisfingertips fanned their way down her thighs. They encountered bare skin. She held her breath asthey
trailed their way back up.

His kisses worked their way around her neck. He kissed her ear, her jawbone, her cheek, while his
fingertips brushed her downy curls.

Then he drew another strangled breath. “For God' s sake, tell me no.”
Shetried, but she couldn’t form the word.

He kissed the corner of her mouth.

She turned her head to meet him, angling her body, tipping her chin.

His gaze caught hersin the blinking red and green glow. He gently found her center, and her hipsflexed
in reaction.

Then hismouth was on hers, kissing her passionately, histongue delving deeply into her mouth ashis
finger entered her body.

She moaned, and her thighs twitched apart.

He diretched hisleg over hers, pressing her into the mattress. His hand set up arhythm, and the world
shifted to the apex of her thighs.

Shetried to hang on, but he hit al theright spots. She dragged in a bresth, inhaling his scent. Sheflicked
out her tongue, tasting sweet brandy on hislips. She twisted the comforter convulsively between her

fingers

He had to stop.

Thiswascrazy.

Shewas out of control.

She opened her mouth, but her words turned into a cry, and sensation shattered around her.

He held her tight, dowed his kisses, whispered something that she couldn’t begin to hear around the
roaring in her ears. But it sounded nice. It sounded soothing. It sounded like she didn’'t have to worry that

she'djust let go under his caress.

And then the lights blurred and the soft bed turned into a cloud, as awarm peace settled into her very
bones.

In the morning, Jack hauled himself out of bed a 6:00 am. He d nearly given in to temptation last night,



and he didn’t want to think about what he'd do if Kristy woke up deepy and pliant in hisarms. It could
go one of two ways, neither of them good, and he owed it to her to at least try to keep hisword from

Now on.
He left her deeping and showered down the hall. Then he took coffee into the study. It wastoo early on
the west coast even for Lisa, so helogged on to the Sierra Sanchez computer server and hunted around
himsdlf. It took nearly haf an hour to find anumber for Zenia Topaz.

Jack wanted to make contact with the one person who might be able to help him help Kristy. Zenia

Topaz was atop fashion designer, and her contract with Sierra Sanchez gave Jack alittle leverage. Plus,
they’ d grown to be friends over the years.

He' d aready ordered what he could think of for Kristy last night from the Manchester area. But he
didn’t know anything about international fashion design. He had no ideawhat wasin and what was out,
what kinds of things Kristy would need to have arunning chance at the Breakout Designer Contest.
Hopefully, Zenia could give him some advice.

And hewasn't only doing thisfor Kristy, he assured himsdlf. He had the best interests of Sierra Sanchez
inmind, aswell.

“Topaz Fashion,” came the chearful answer.

“ZeniaTopaz, please”

“ She' sexpecting your cal?’

“No. It'sJack Odand.”

“One moment please, Mr. Odand. I'll seeif she'savailable.” Theline clicked.

Jack listened to elevator music, tapping hisfingers againgt the desktop as the minutesticked by. He
reglized as he waited that he didn’t spend very much of hislife on hold. Other people must. Although he
had to remember that Zenia hadn’t been expecting hiscall.

Theline clicked again. “Mr. Odand?’ came the same voice, sounding abit breathless and flustered this
time

vy e’
“Ms. Topaz will beright with you. I'm sorry, Sr.”

“No problem,” said Jack.

Another click.

“Jack,” Zenid s voice singsonged.

“Good morning, Zenia. How arethingsin New Y ork?’

“Thingsarefabulous. Thecity’slit up. We ve been out skating dready. Areyou in town?’



“I'min Manchester. | waswondering if you could help me out.”

“Absolutely, Jack. Whatever | can do.”

“Serra Sanchez is ponsoring adesigner in the Breakout Designer Contest at Matte Fashion.”
“Umm-hmm.”

He swiveled his chair to face the window. “ She’ sworking here over the holidays, and I’ d like to pick up
afew thingsfor her.”

“What kind of things.”

“That' sthe problem. I’'m not sure.”

“Okay...” Zenia svoice was searching.

“Fabric, notions, shoes, | don’t know. | was hoping you’ d have some idess.”
“Do you have her sketches?’

“Not redlly.”

“ Jack—"

“It wasalast-minute thing. | think she might be building on something she has, or she might be coming up
with something brand-new. Gramps met her—"

“Ahhh.”

“Oh. No.” Jack automaticaly shook hishead. “I1t'snot likethat.” Wl itwas kind of likethat. “ Listen,
my jet isat your disposa, asismy credit card. Can you make afew calsto your suppliers? Just send
oneof everything.”

Zeniagave ahusky chuckle. “Who isthiswoman?’

Jack paused. “My wife.”

“Noway.”

“It was awhirlwind courtship.”

Zeniaclucked her tongue. “Like grandfather, like—"

“No! Likel sad, it'snothing like that.”

“Sorry.”

“That'sdl right. Can you help me out? | want to surprise her.”

Kristy could buy anything & se she wanted later, but Jack couldn’t help thinking they’ d do better with an



expert like Zeniamaking the choices.
Zeniawas slent for aminute. *Y ou know she’ sonly got two weeks.”
“Thejet iswarming up on the tarmac.”

Zeniatook abreath. “Okay. Tdl the pilot to file aflight plan to Paristhen Milan. I'll send one of my
assistants dong to purchase what she'll need.”

“You reagoddess,” said Jack.
“Yes, | am. And | want to meet this woman when I'm at the show in London.”

“Actudly, | can suggest something even better....”

Waking up alonein Jack’ s bedroom was amixed blessing. It saved her the embarrassment of facing him
after last night. But now she had to spend the day dreading the moment she' d have to face him.

Did he think she was selfish? A tease? Did he think it was histurn next? Did he have expectations for
tonight?

She paced the length of the workshop, giving her head a quick shake, forcing Jack from her thoughts.

She stopped hersdf at the drafting table, plunked down on the stool, opened the sketch pad and stared
down at Irene' s notes. The Sierra Sanchez team had liked the necklines. They’ d liked some of the
fabrics, too.

The team’ s biggest complaint had been the lack of sparkle and imagination. Kristy thought she
understood. Unfortunately, now shewasn't so sure.

She closed her eyes, trying to think about sparkle, imagination, maybe passion.

Oops. There was Jack again.

She could see himin the hot air balloon thistime, skimming over the desert againgt the bright-blue sky.
The balloon was round, billowing out with primary colors, bright yellow, red and blue. Thelineswere

soft, sand rippling off in the distance, rocks polished by the foaming water, curves on the river sweeping
through thevdley.

In the distance, the cliffswere jagged, painted with muted stripes of brown and rust and gold. A
waterfdl crashed over them, hurling spray high into the air, white water bubbled at the bottom of thefals.
She heard Jack’ s rumbling voice, hislaughter, histeasing suggestion they skinny-dip. Shewas hit witha
new sense of desire, even while the foaming water turned into billowing crinoline and the stripes from the
surrounding cliffstook the shape of abodice.

Her eyesflew open. “Wow.”

She grabbed her sketchbook and began bold pencil strokes across a blank page.



A wild and exotic dress grew before her eyes—atight, deeveless bodice, with stripes arching into a
reverse, rounded neckline. She' d use some kind of metdlic in the fabric, jazzing up the earth tones. She
nipped inthewaist, then filled out the skirt, widening the stripes as the fabric fell to midthigh. Then she
penciled in the billowing crinoline, a least S inches showing below the skirt.

Dark stockings and spike heelswould give the sensudity she waslooking for. It was sassy and sexy and
completely different from anything she' d conceived before.

She had a sudden vision of hersdf wearing it, curled up on the blanket in front of the waterfal, Jack’s
hot gaze traveling the length of her body.

She drew adeep, shuddering breeth.

Then she came back to earth, blinking at the surprising creation. It didn’t look like the kind of thing Irene
would like. The woman'’ s tastes had tended toward deek and sophisticated.

But this dresswas definitely passionate. And, for better or worse, Kristy wasfeding passionate.

Maybe it was frustration. Or maybe it was repressed desire. Or maybe it was smply the opulence and
excess of the Odand mansion. But Kristy definitely wanted to let hersdlf go, to find her sensud side and
bring it out in jazzy, extravagant clothing.

Of course, she couldn't.

She had a sponsor. And she had ajob to do.

Enough fooling around. Sheflipped to Irene’ s notes on her origina sketches. She' d start with her classic
cocktail dress and take it from there.

When Kristy entered the mansion many hours later, tired, hungry and pretty frustrated with her efforts,
she heard voices coming from the great room. She realized the rest of Jack’ sfamily had arrived, and she
wasin no shape to meet any of them yet.

She darted up the stairs, grabbed a shower, blow-dried her hair and got herself into asimple
white-and-slver tunic dressthat shimmered as she moved. High hedls gave her confidence, and she
matched apair of dangling black earringsto adramatic necklace that highlighted the V' neckline.

She heard the bedroom door open and turned to see Jack approach the en-suite.

“Ready?’ he asked through the doorway.

The second she heard his voice, the night before came flooding back in al its reckless, sensua glory.
Sheingtantly redlized she wasn't ready to face Jack or anybody else.

{3 Kriay?’

She swallowed. Should she acknowledge it? Pretend she' d forgotten? Hope he' d forgotten that she
sfishly went to heaven and back in hisarms?



“Kristy?" he repesated, taking a couple of stepsinto the room. Then he stopped behind her, gazing for a
long second at her reflection in the vanity mirror.

“Please don’t be embarrassed,” hefindly said.

What ese could she possibly be?

“Y ou were beautiful,” he said softly, bringing his hands down to rest on her shoulders.
“I'msorry,” she muttered, covering her face with one hand.

A smilecameinto hisvoice. “Wéll, I'm sure not.”

She dared to meet hiseyes.

“Never,” he assured her. “Not even for asecond.”

There was something comforting about histone and histouch. She found hersdf relaxing.

“Beddes” hesaid, giving her asgueeze, “1 don't know if you noticed, but we ve got bigger problems
downgairs”

So much for relaxing. “1 noticed,” she said onasigh.

“Then buck up,” he advised. “Because your in-laws are waiting.”

She nodded, finishing her lip gloss and chasing down a surge of butterflies that collected in her somach.
Shereminded hersdlf they weren't really her in-laws. Shedidn’t have to win them over for life. All she
had to do was smile, nod and try not to spill anything.

Jack gestured for her to go firgt. “My mother’ snameisLiza. My sster is Elaine. Then there smy aunt
Gwen and my cousn Meanie, Hunter’ ssigter.”

Kristy repeated the namesto hersdf asthey made their way aong the hall and down the main staircase.
Garlands of fresh cedar adorned therailing and banisters. The charming scent filled the air.

A small group of people stood chatting in the great room. Hunter asked Jack a question asthey walked
through the door. Kristy could see Cleveland in a conversation in the middle of the room, acrystal
tumbler in one hand, and Dee Dee parked by his feet. He was sporting a Santa hat, perched jauntily atop
his head. Leaving Jack behind, she moved closer to Cleveland, then she crouched down dightly.

“DeeDee” she sang softly to get her dog’ s attention.

Dee Deeraised her head, but didn’t come to her feet.

“He sgpoiled her,” came afemale voice next to Kristy.

Kristy straightened and smiled at the young woman. “I may have to leave her herewhen | go.”

She was a brunette, twentysomething, and she arched afinely sculpted eyebrow. “Y ou'regoing
somewhere?’



“London,” said Kristy easly. Then she hed out her hand. “I’'m Kristy Mahoney.”
The woman gave a gentle handshake. “Not Odand?’

Kristy shook her head.

“Wél, I'm Elaine Odand. We appear to be ssters-in-law.”

“It' sgood to meset you.”

“You, too.” Elainetook asip of her martini, watching Kristy closgly. “I hear it was asmdl wedding?’
“About as smal asyou can get.”

“InVegas?’

“Uh-huh.”

“Out of the blue | takeit?’

“It wasawhirlwind courtship.”

“That’snot like Jack.”

“It'snot likeme, ether.”

“Morelike his grandfather.”

Kristy laughed, but it sounded nervous even to her ears. “Redlly.”

“I hear you'reinto fashion design.”

“l am. And what do you do?’

Elaine waved adismissve hand. “Let’ stalk about you.”

Kristy paused. “| takeit you' re the interrogation committee?’

Elaine had the good grace to grin sheepishly. “That' s because you haven’'t met my mother yet.”
Kristy glanced around the room.

“In the green sequin jacket,” said Elaine.

The woman's shrewd eyes met Kristy’ s gaze, and Kristy quickly looked away.
“Any tips?’ sheasked Elaine.

Elaine chuckled. “ Stand up straight, don’t let her intimidate you and alwaystell the truth.”



“Arethere any eectrodes or heart-rate monitors involved?’
“Only if you make her suspicious.”

“Suspicious of what?’

“Y our motivationsfor marrying my brother, slly.”

“| had no motivations.”

“See, she' sgoing to wonder.”

“It was acrazy weekend romancein Vegas,” Kristy told Elaine honestly. “He took me on aballoon ride,
and | wasagoner.” Shewasn't even lying about that part.

Shefdt ahand on the small of her back and knew immediately it was Jack.
“Everything okay here?’ he asked.

“The dectrodes haven't come out yet,” said Krigty.

“We rejust having achat,” Elaine put in, giving her brother aquick hug.
“You benice” Jack warned hissister.

“I'mawaysnice. | hear you fdl inlove on abaloon ride.” She cocked her head to watch his
expresson.

“You heard right,” said Jack. “I1t was over the Grand Canyon, and | was charming as hell.”
“Hmm,” said Elaine.

“Don’t “hmm’ me,” Jack retorted.

Elaine glanced back and forth between the two. “ Only two days?’

Jack sghed. “Back off. And tell Mom to back off, too.”

Elaine snorted indelicately. “ Y eah, right.” Sheturned her attention to Kristy again. “ So, tell meall about
your design business”

“I meanit,” said Jack.
“I'm amply making conversation,” Elaine retorted.
Jack took Kristy’sarm. “1’d like to introduce you to my mother.” He guided her away.

“Will | do any better with her?” she whispered asthey crossed the room, fegling asif shewas being put
infront of afiring squad.

“You'redoing fine”



“I’'m going with the truth. It was awhirlwind courtship in Vegas, and you were charming.”

He nodded. “ That works.” Then he put abroad smile on hisface as they approached the dender
woman in the emera d-green jacket.

“Mom,” hesaid. “I'd like you to meet Krigty.”

The woman turned to face them. She was somewhere between fifty and sixty, and her hair, makeup and
jewelry were obvioudy the products of considerable wedlth. Kristy recognized the jacket asaDedlilah
Domtar, and the dacks as William Ping.

Shewastal and beautiful, but the warmth in her eyes when she greeted Jack dimmed somewhat when
shelooked at Krigty.

“Kridty, thisismy mother, Liza”

“It' sapleasure to meet you,” said Kristy, bravely holding out a hand.

Lizalooked her up and down. “The pleasureismine, I'm sure.”

Thewords were correct, but the tone |eft Kristy wanting to apologize for something.
“Thereyou are, Kristy!” Cleveland' s voice boomed. “ Meeting my youngest daughter, | see.”

Kristy smiled in rdlief, and she bent down to pick up Dee Dee, awe come distraction. “Hello,
Cleveland. Nice hat.”

“Thanks. Kristy hereisagenius,” Clevdand saidto Liza

“I'm sure she' squite thelittle scholar,” said Liza.

Hugging Dee Dee close, Kristy caught an gpology in Jack’ seyes.

“Don't get yoursdlf inasnit,” Cleveland admonished Liza

Lizaglanced at Kristy and then Jack. “ An invitation to the wedding was too much to ask?’

“It wasn't redlly awedding,” Kristy blurted, experiencing apang of sympeathy for the woman. Her own
mother would be—

Her mother.

Good Lord, hermother.

Sheturned to Jack, fedling the blood drain from her face. “I have to make aphone call.”
He looked confused. “Now?’

“I'm sorry.” She handed Dee Dee to Cleveland and started to move away.



Jack caught her arm to stop her.

She mouthed the wordsmy parents.

He drew back, comprehension dawning in his eyes.

“Will you excuse us for amoment?’ he asked the group of guests.

“Dinner isinfifteen minutes” warned Liza

With Jack at her side, Kristy |eft the great room and paced to the rotunda foyer.

“Thisisadisagter,” she hissed.

“Jugt tell them what we' retelling everyone dse”

She stopped and turned around in front of the settee. “They’ re myparents. ” Joe and Amy Mahoney
were hardworking, generous and hopelesdy romantic. Amy’ swedding dress had been preserved in blue
tissue paper for thirty years, waiting for either Kristy or Sinclair to find the right man. And when they sold
their house in Brooklyn, ingtead of buying beachfront in Florida, they bought something modest, a block
away, to make sure they could afford fashionable weddings for their two daughters.

He gestured back to the great room. “Who do you think we were just talking to?”’

“That’ sdifferent.”

Hislips compressed. But then his eyes unexpectedly softened. “You'reright. Itis. Tell mehow | can
hdp.”

Shelooked at the floor. There was nothing he could do.

Her mother would be thrilled, thrilled to hear that Kristy had fdlenin love. Her father would hold off until
he met Jack—which would be as soon as humanly possible. Then there' d be talk of grandchildren. Her
parents would emotionadly engage in some big, complicated fantasy of the future. Then their hopes would
be dashed when the divorce was announced.

Kristy groaned.

Jack dipped an arm around her. “It’sgoing to be okay,” he muttered. “We' |l make it okay.”

She shook her head in denid. It wasn’t going to be okay. It was going to be horrible. “They’ll want to
get on aplane. They’ll want to meet you in person.”

“I'll send thejet.”
“They can’'t comehere. ”

Jack nodded. “Oh, right. That would be way too complicated.” He gripped the back of his neck. “What
about London?’

“London?’



“Ask them to meet usin London.”
“Y ou're not coming to London.”

He paused. “Good point. Okay. How about this. Tell them you' vemet anice man. And you' re spending
Chrigmaswith him, and you' |l keep them posted. That way, if they find out about the marriage, you can
say we were planning to surprise them together in person. And if they don’t find out, we divorce, life

goes on and everybody’ s happy.”
Kristy considered theidea.
It was along shot. But it might work. At least it gave them afighting chance.
Jack handed her his cell phone.
Nine
Awesk later, Kristy' s double fashion collection mirrored doublelife.

On the one hand, shewas plain old single, struggling Kristy Mahoney. On the other, she was Mrs. Jack
Odand. Her hushand wasflying in fabrics and accessories from Paris and Milan, while wedding gifts
arrived amost hourly from pricey boutiques around the globe. She was careful not to let herself get
attached to any of the expensive silver and china, and she wasleaving Jack to worry about returning it
when all was said and done.

Out in the workshop, she was working on two sets of sketches and two clothing collections. One was
the revamped collection devel oped with the help of Irene and the Sierra Sanchez team. The other was
the wild fantasy clothing she' d created around her Vegas trip with Jack.

Two assigtants had arrived the first morning after she’ d shown up at the mansion. Local women, Isabella
and Megan were both competent seamstresses and cheerful companions. Kristy was making steady
progress on the real collection during the day. In the evening though, she couldn’t resist using the
expendgve laces and fabrics to mock up some of the fantasy pieces.

“Morelace,” |sabellacdled above the hum from Megan' s sewing machine. She balanced a huge white
box in her arms as she closed the door behind another delivery man.

“Look at that,” Megan whistled as they opened the box.

Kristy crossed the room. The box held beaded, corded, Chantilly, metallic and colored laces.
|sabellatsk-tsked. “1 sure wish we were making something with lace.”

What Kristy wished was that they wereshowing something with lace. The Irene collection—as she'd
begun calling it in her head—was deek and sophigticated, where the fantasy collection wasflirty and fun.

Kristy would be able to use al kinds of different lace on the fantasy collection. It wasjust too bad
nobody but her would ever seeit.

She was hafway through sewing the sexy, short desert dress. For that one, the lace would be key. It
had to be stiff to fill out the skirt, and the edging needed to be dramatic to draw the eye, but the detail



had to mimic the frothing waterfdl. Kristy smiled a the memory.

“What?’ asked Isabella

Kristy immediately erased the smile. “We d better get back to work.”

They closed the box, but Kristy didn’t take her own advice. Instead of settling on afabric for the Irene
collection dacks, she gazed out the window at the delicate snowflakes catching the bare branches of
mapletrees.

She saw the hot-air balloon again. It morphed into striped pants made of thin nylon in the same primary
colors. She'd pair that with a cropped top of blue or red or...the lace! That wasit. Thin out the stripes,
make the top out of lace—flat cotton eye et perhaps. She could even use acolor, or maybe colored
buttons down the front of the top.

Krigty surreptitioudy flipped to ablank pagein her sketch book. Multicolored buttons would match the
colorsin the pants. The lace would tie in with the frothy skirt. She put afew bold strokes acrossthe
pages, and she was off and running.

“Kristy?” Megan' s voice seemed along way off, and Kristy realized a couple of hours had gone by. Her
shoulders and hand were starting to cramp.

Shelooked up. “Yes?’
“WEe re heading out now.”
Kristy nodded. “Of course. Thanks.”

“We can probably do afirg fitting on the blue dress tomorrow. The Harold Agency said they’d send a
couple of modds”

Kristy nodded again. “That' s great. And the green one?”’
“We can cut the silk tomorrow,” said Isabella
“Thanks, guys,” sad Kristy.

“Seeyou inthemorning.” They waved and opened the door, nearly bumping into Hunter on their way
out.

They greeted him, and he bade them goodbye, then closed the shop door after them.
“How areyou holding up?’ he asked, strolling over to Krigty.

She closed the sketch book of fantasy designer drawings like aguilty little secret and stood to Stretch her
shoulders. “Not bad.”

He nodded, glancing around. “Looks like you' re doing alot of work.”

“That’sbecause | am.” In fact, it was double the work it should have been. But that was Kristy’sown
fault. Her own, sdlf-indulgent fault.



“Y ouworking late again tonight.”

“For awhile. Did you need something?’

“Gramps asked if you' d—"

The shop door burst open, cutting off Hunter’ swords.

Krigty blinked in astonishment at the image of her Sster in abright-green woolen coat with amatching
beret.

She stood. “Sinclair? What on earth?”
Sinclair marched into the room, gesturing to Hunter with her thumb. “Isthisthe guy?’
“What are youdoing here?’

Sinclair whipped off the beret, revealing her wild auburn hair. “ Am | not your best friend? Y our
confidante? Y our partner in crime?’

“Hold on,” said Hunter, drawing Sinclair’ s attention, and her ire.

“Andyou, ” she said to Hunter, marching forward. “Y oumarried my sser?’
Thewordmarried clanged in Kristy’ sears. “Wait aminute. How did you—"

“Theold maninthe house.” Sinclair kept her focus on Hunter. “Where did you meet her?’
“Onmy jet,” said Hunter.

“Hunter, don't—"

“Money doesn't give you carte blanche,” said Sinclair, pacing around him. “ She hasafamily, people
who love her. People whodeserved to meet you, before—"

“Sndar.”

“Before | kidnapped her and dragged her off to my lair?’ asked Hunter.
“There' sno need to be sarcadtic,” said Sinclair.

“And ther€’ sno need to blitz in herelike the Tasmanian Devil .”

“| want some answers.”

“Then shut up for aminute and listen.”

ToKristy’ ssurprise, Sinclair actudly did.

“He snot my husband,” said Krigty.



“Somebody looking for me?’ drawled Jack from the doorway.

Sinclair spun to face him. She blinked from one man to the other.

“Jack, Hunter. Thisismy sster, Sinclair. Sinclair, thisismy husband, Jack, and his cousn Hunter.”
“Mom told me you'd met aman.” Sinclair unbuttoned her long coat.

“l did.”

Sinclair eyed Jack up and down. “ She didn’t tell me you' d married him.” She pulled acell phone from
the pocket and hit aspeed-dia button.

Kristy jerked forward, visons of her mother on the other end of theline. “Who are you caling?’
“Theairline” said Sinclair. “I had afour-hour stopover. But clearly, I'll be staying the night.”
“Isshedwaysthisbossy?’ asked Hunter.

“Ishedwaysthisrude?’ asked Sinclair.

“Pleasure to meet you,” said Jack, advancing with his hand out.

Sincdlair shook, cradling the phone againgt her neck. “I have afew questions.”

“Me, too,” said Jack. “'Y ou know how to skate?’

Before Sinclair could answer him, her phone call connected, distracting her. She listened for afew
seconds, then pushed a button.

“WEe're skating on the pond tonight,” Jack explained to Kristy. “It' satraditional thing. Mom would love
to haveyou join us”

“| should talk to Sinclair first.”

“She can talk to both of us,” said Jack.

Sinclair covered the mouthpiece. “I don't redly carewho | talk to. Aslong as somebody startstalking.”
“Jack and | metinVegas,” said Krigty. “It wasawhirlwind courtship.”

“You...yougot married in Vegas?”’

“l did.”

“And thisdoesn't warrant a phone call?’

“Wewerewaiting—"

“For what?’



“Totdl Mom and Dad in person.”
“I’'m not Mom and Dad.”

Kristy blew out abreath. “I know.”

Jack put an arm around her. If he'd tried that when she' d first arrived at the mansion, she would have
shrugged it off. Now, shereveled in the Strength and comfort of hissmple gesture. “I think Kristy was

somewhat embarrassed. She' snot normally impulsive.”
“And you know what she’ snormaly like, do you?’

“She'smy wife”

Sinclair shook her head. “Hello?’ she said into the phone, turning away. “ Yes. I'd liketo change my
ticket.”

“You okay?’ Jack asked.

“Not redly,” replied Kristy.

Hunter moved closer. “Y ou want meto get rid of her?’

Krigty couldn’t help but smile. “Y ou offering to harm my sster?’
“I meant get her out of theroom,” clarified Hunter.

“Shé'll cdm downinaminute.”

Sindair finished her call.

“I'll skateif | haveto,” sheinformed Jack. “ Aslong as somebody does sometalking while I’ m skating.
And aslong asthereis some kind of acohaolic beverage at the end.”

Then she moved forward and drew Kristy into aone-armed hug. “1 wanted to be abridesmaid,” she
muttered. “How could you do thisto me?’

“Jack ispersuasive,” Kristy answered.

Sinclair drew back, smoothing the front of Kristy’shair. “Obvioudy. And | want to hear al about it.”

The moon wasfull, the stars sngpping bright, and strings of white Christmas bulbsilluminated the
periphery of the glassy pond. Jack’ s gloved hand was tucked into Kristy’ s asthey made lazy circles

around the edge of theice.

He could see Hunter in the distance, annoying Sinclair by skating around her as she struggled to stay on
her feet. Further back was hisfamily. Cleveland carried Dee Dee, while Elaine and Mdanie laughed their

way through fumbled spinsand jumps.



Besde him, Kristy looked beautiful. Her cheeks were rosy beneath her fur-trimmed hat. Her lipswere
full and dark, and her eyes glowed indigo benegath her thick lashes.

“I serioudy thought about telling her the truth,” she admitted, referring to her private conversation with
Snclair & the beginning of the excursion.

“But you didn't?” Jack asked, enjoying thefed of her smal hand in his. He turned and snagged the
other, skating backward so they were facing each other.

Shesghed. “I stuck with our story.”

The urge to lean forward and kiss her was so strong. “Will shetell your parents?” he asked instead.
Kristy shook her head. “ She promised me she’ d wait and let metell them in person.”
“That'sgood.”

“There snothing at al good about this.”

“| disagree.”

“How can you disagree? The whole damn world thinks we' re married.”

He shrugged, not redlly caring what anybody in the world thought. It was getting harder and harder to

regret spending time with Kristy. In fact, he was getting greedy for more of it. She was working such long
hours on the collection. He was proud of her.

“You know what they say,” he offered, fighting the urge to draw her closer.
“There' s something about our circumstances people‘say’ 7’

He smiled softly, theideagelling in hismind. “ Thereis—If you can’t best them...”

“What are you talking about?’

“Jointhem,” he offered. “ Haven't you ever heard that saying?’
“Join them inwhat?’

“Thinking we re married.”

Her eyes narrowed. “ That’ sridiculous.”

“No, it'snot. Think about it for asecond. What if we were to buy into it dong with the rest of them and
be married for awhile?’

“Y ou're suggesting we pretend we redlyare married?’

“Wedon't haveto pretend,” he reminded her.



“Y ou know what | mean.”
“Wehad funin Vegas. Didn't we havefunin Vegas? Y ou liked methere, right?
“Vegaswas afantasy.”

“But you married me. That means|’m not such abad guy.” He gavein and drew her toward him, letting
them glide to astop on thefar side of the pond.

She gazed up a him, and there was a hint of something encouraging in her blueeyes. “You'realiar, a
cheat and acon man.”

Hetipped his head, hoping he wasright about the message in her eyes. “But you want to kissme
anyway.”

“No, | don't.”

“Liar,” hewhigpered, moving closer.

“This better be for show,” shesaid.

“Thisisn't for show.”

“Jeck.”

“I redly am going to kissyou.”

“I can’'t pretend we' re married.”

“Sureyou can.” Hislipstouched hers.

They were cool and soft and erctically ddlicious. In asplit second, she was kissing him back.

Hetwined their fingerstogether, degpening the kiss, bending her backward, fighting the ingtinct to pull
her fully into hisarms. He kissed her aslong as he dared. Then he dowly broke away.

“Thisisabadidea” shesad.
“Thisisthe best ideal’ ve ever had. We aregresat together.”
He could see her skepticism.

He could tell she was about to say no, so he kept on talking. “Plus, we both know it' s afantasy. How
can there be anything wrong with agood fantasy?’

“Jack.”
“There’ s some serious chemistry between us, Kristy. | know it, and you sure know it.” He could still fedl

her dick body responding under his hands. “We re both adults,” he continued huskily. “We have a
fantastic time. And we both wak away at theend.”



He kissed her again, thistime he kept going until she was breathless.

“Where sthe harm?’ he asked against her mouth.

Sheinhded deeply, hestated, then spoke. “Can | think about it?’

No! he wanted to shoui.

“Sure” he said instead.

“No. Oh,no! ” Sinclair’ s shriek echoed in the distance.

Jack and Kristy turned to the sound.

Hunter was behind her, hands on her hips, pushing her faster and faster and faster across the pond.
Jack couldn’t help but chuckle.

“She'sgoing to kill him,” Kristy muttered.

“I’d say he' sgot the upper hand.”

“Sooner or later, he'll haveto stop. And then she ll kill him.”

Jack doubted that.

He put an arm around Kristy. He wasn't going to waste va uable time worrying about his cousin. He
drew her againgt hisside. It felt good, too good. He wished he dared put forward another argument. He
couldn’t bear the thought of another celibate night deeping next to her in his bed. There were moments
when he honestly thought it might kill him.

But he knew he had to wait. Married or not, he was asking her for aholiday fling, and she had every
right to say no.

Kristy was going to say yes.

She' d known it before breskfast.

Heck, she'd known it haf the night.

She' d forced hersdlf to deep on theidea. But deep down inside, she' d known al aong she was going to
make love with Jack again. He and V egas had been congtantly on her mind. It showed in the way her
body hummed around him, and it showed in the fantasy clothes she' d crested.

She was staring at them now. Megan and | sabellaweren’t due for another half hour. Every morning,
they dropped their kids off at school before making their way to the mansion.

Kristy ran her fingers over the waterfal dress and the hot-air-balloon pants, holding the kicky crop top
up againg her chest.



She' d added a bikini for the swim she and Jack hadn’t taken at the waterfall. She' d dso mocked-up a
cocktail dress out of agorgeous piece of hand-dyed Mikado silk. It was black at the bottom, rising to
midnight blue and orange then yellow like the desert sunset they’ d shared.

She' d aso created asexy wisp of adress, dark green from the casino, with diamonds of lace inset in the
sdes. But the crowning finale, the one she couldn’t wait to finish, was adrametic red charmeuse silk
evening gown. It was strapless, with atight bodice and a straight full-length skirt. She' d sewn tiny
triangles of lace into the hemline, flouncing it out with crinoline to mimic the roulette whed!.

She sghed.

Maybe someday she' d see one of these on arunway.

“Hey, Krigty?’

Before Kristy could react, Sinclair was through the door and into the workshop.

“Thereyou are,” said Sinclair.

Kristy shifted in front of the collection, hoping her sster wouldn’t noticeit. “1 knocked on your door this
morning,” shetold her Sgter.

“I guess| deptin.”
“What happened? Did you two stay up late fighting?’

Kristy and Jack had left Sinclair and Hunter in the great room with mugs of liquor-laced hot chocolate
and in the midst of aridiculous debate about dating etiquette.

“I won pretty quick,” Sinclair told her, her gaze diding to the clothes. “What are those?’
Kristy blocked her view even further. “Jud. . .uh...something I’'m fooling around with.”
Sinclair went around her.

“They'regreet,” she said with genuine enthusiasm, lifting the green dress on its hanger and holding it
againg her body. “Very sexy.”

“These, over here, arethe onesfor the show.” Kristy tried to direct Sinclair’ s attention to the Irene
collection.

But Sinclair wouldn't be distracted. “Y ou made dl of them?” She put the green dress back and switched
to thewaterfal dress.

“I did,” sad Krigty. “But, these ones—"

“Areboring,” said Sinclair, with adismissive wave of her hand. “Why not take the good onesto
London?

Kristy raised her eyebrows at the ludicrous suggestion. “1 can’'t.”



“Why not?"

“Because I’ ve had expert help withthis collection. And it’ s the one Cleveland and | made the dedl on.”
“ S0, tel him you' ve changed your mind.”

“| can't change my mind.”

Sinclair traded the waterfdl dressfor the crop top. “Then tel Jack you’ ve changed your mind.”

“I can’'t do that, either.”

Jack didn’t respect her skills or her taent. He was only going aong with having her in the contest
because Cleveland had forced him.

“Y ou' redegping with him, right?’
Kristy didn't know what to say to that.

Sinclair watched her closely, then her voice took on an unnatura cam. “Right, Kristy. Because heis your
husband. ”

Krigty blinked like adeer in the headlights.
Sinclair plunked the crop top back on therack. “Damnit,” she swore. “1 hoped hewaslying.”
“Huh?’

“Hunter, dear sgter.” Sinclair paced in asemicircle around Kristy. “Y our cousin-in-law told me your
marriage was asham.”

Kristy opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

“He said Jack only married you to save his grandfather from afortune hunter.”

Kristy recognized the angry cracklein Sinclair’ sfamiliar blue eyes. She' d hated decelving her ster.
“Am | not your partner in crime?’ asked Sinclair.

Kristy struggled to frame aresponse.

Then anote of red hurt crept into Sinclair’ svoice. “Why would you lieto me?’

“Because | didn’t wantyou to haveto lieforme. ”

“ToMom and Dad?’

“Yes!” It was a choice between bad and worse.

“I’ve been lying to Mom and Dad for you since we were born.”



“Not likethis”
“What the hell happened?’
“I thought Hunter told you.”

“Not al of it.” Sinclair took a step forward. “He didn’t know why you said yes. Why'd you go and
marry Jack?’

Krigty didn’t know.

She honestly didn't know.

“There were hdlicopters,” shetried. “And dinner and dancing. Oh, Sinclair, you should see him in asuit.”
“Y ou were hot for him? Thet' sit?”

“Totaly,” Kristy admitted.

Sinclair laughed softly. 1 can respect that. But you couldn’'t have settled for afling?’

“He proposed.”

“Therat bagtard,” said Sinclair, but there was awry grin dong with the insullt.

“Asit turned out,” said Kristy on asigh.

“So, now what?’

“Now, | put these away, finish thered collection and go to London and try to win that darn contest.”
Kristy scooped two of the fantasy dresses from the rack and headed for the closet.

“Migtake,” said Sinclair, nodding to Kristy’ sarmload. “ Those dresses are better. And he owesyou.”

“Do you have any ideahow much they’ ve spent on me dready?1’m coming away just fine from this

“Did you sgn aprenup?’

“We arenot going after hismoney.” Kristy transferred the evening gown to the closet.
Sinclair leaned to peer out the window. “That' sawhole lot of money, babe.”
“Andit’shis not mine”

“Depends on the state.”

“| dgned aprenup.”

Sinclar gaveasigh of disgust. “Did | teach you nothing?’



“Thisisnot a scenario evenyou could have contemplated.” Kristy al but sprinted to the closet with the
remaningitems

“What about future planning?’ Sinclair called. “ Sdf-preservation? Keeping your sgter inthe styleto
which she' s planning to become accustomed?”

Krigty latched the closet. “Don’'t you have aplane to catch?’

“I could stay through the holidays, egt caviar, Sp champagne.”

“| thought you said they needed you at work.”

“They do.”

“And we can't both miss Chrismas dinner.”

“So you get to stay here with the hunky husband and eat caviar and drink champagne?’

Kristy crossed her arms over her chest in mock censure. “Y ou got your sights set on my hunky
husband?’

“Not exactly. But did you get agood look at his cousin?’

“Y ou fought with Hunter dl night long.”

“Not the entire night.”

Kristy stared at her Sster’ stelltale expression. “You didn't,” she whispered.
“Got aplaneto catch,” sang Sinclair, turning for the door.

Kristy hustled after her. “Whathappened?”

“The hot chocolate was great. He was cute. And therewas dl that |eftover adrendine from skating.”
“So you jumped his bones?’

“It was more the other way around.”

“| don't believethis.” Then amemory kicked in. “Oh, wow. Y ou havered hair.”
“Yeah?It'show most peopletdl us apart.”

“Plus, I'mtdler.”

“A dngleinch. Get over it.”

“Y ou dept with Hunter.”

Sinclair responded with a secretive smile.



“Isthisin some way going to screw up my life?” asked Kristy.

“Relax,” said Sinclair. “We re both grown-ups, and it was a one-time, impetuous thing.”
“You'renot going to cal him?’

“Not inamillion years. It wasn't that good.”

“It was 0.”

“Okay, it was. But I’'m not going to cal him. Quit worrying. Phone me from London. And take the cool
clothes”

“Fdlenfor your wifeyet?’ asked Hunter, sauntering into Jack’ s study in the early afternoon.

For asplit second Jack wondered if Hunter had found out about his phone call thismorning to Zenia
Topaz, and the huge favor he'd just called in. But then he redlized his cousin was only fishing.

He pointedly opened afinancia report on a beauty products company acquisition that Cleveland was
considering. “Don’'t you have work to do?’

Hunter shrugged, stopping in front of the desk. “I’m on holiday.”
“Then how comeI’m not?’

“Because you're aworkaholic?” Hunter picked up around, crystal paper weight and tossed it from
hand to hand. “ Or maybe it's because you' re trying to keep your mind off a certain knockout blonde
who'smaking you crazy.”

Jack scoffed away the notion. “1n case you haven't noticed, that knockout blonde is married to
me...and deeping with me.” Thelast part was only technicaly true, of course. But Hunter didn’t need to

know that.
“Back tomy origind question,” said Hunter, “have you fdlen for your wife yet?’

Jack glanced back down at the spreadshest, pushing aside images of Kristy adegp in his bed.
“Absolutdy not.”

Only afool would fdl for his bride of convenience. Naturaly, he wanted to make love with her. Who
wouldn’t? And he wanted her to succeed—as much for Sierra Sanchez as anything. But he wasalong
way from fedling more than lust, admiration and respect.

“If you'resure” said Hunter.
“I'msure,” said Jack.

Hunter set down the paperweight. “ The moms wanted me to remind you about the deigh ride tonight.
Seven sharp.”



“I'll remember,” Jack assured him.
Hunter moved to the doorway and stood there for amoment. “Mind if Kristy rides with me?’

Jack felt asif he' d been punched in the solar plexus. He glance sharply at hiscousin. “Yes” Hell, yes. He
bit back an order for Hunter to keep away.

A knowing grin grew on Hunter’ sface. “ Gotcha,” he exclaimed, backing out before Jack could form a
response.

Not that there was any response Jack could reasonably form. Because Hunter wasright to laugh at him.
Hewasfeding entirely too possessive of Kristy. Hewas beginning to act asif shewashisred wife. In
fact, he was beginning towish shewas hisred wife.

He turned back to the financia report, forcing the unsettling thought from hismind.

Kristy shoved Sinclair and Hunter, and Sinclair’ s cavaier advice from her mind for the day. She had
more pressing issues, like struggling to perfect the Irene collection and watching the clock until it wastime
for Isabellaand Megan to head home. She couldn’t wait to talk to Jack.

Jack.

She amiled just thinking about being held in hisarms again. Then she got ahollow fedling in the pit of her
stomach when she thought about the holidays ending.

Christmas Day was rushing up on them. And she was |eaving the day after that. She' d dready filled out
adozen formsfor London, and her trunks were being shipped at the end of the week. The collection

would be sent on atrangport plane to meet up with her at the event. Cleveland had insisted on buying her
afirg-classticket, accommodations a the luxury Claymore Diamond Hotel and limo serviceto and from

the airport.

As she closed the last of the cupboards and drawers, she heard bells jingling outside. Then footsteps
bounded up the stairs and Jack stuck his head in through the doorway. “Y ou ready?’

“For what?’

“A one-horse open deigh.”

“Redly?’

“Wadll, two horses. We re going along theriver trail.”

The harness bellsjingled louder.

Krigty smiled to herself, forgetting about the end of their relationship, forgetting everything but the night

stretching out in front of her. A romantic deigh ride. What a perfect place to tell Jack she was on board,
she wanted to pretend their marriage wasred for awhile.



“Let megrab my coat,” shesaid.
“I"'ve got gloves and a hat waiting for you downgairs.”

Zipping up, shedl but bounced down to the driveway where, to her disappointment, she noticed each
deigh held four people.

Cleveland, Aunt Gwen and Mdanie werein the front deigh with Hunter, while Jack and Kristy were
riding with hismother and Elaine.

“You'reinfor atreat,” said Elaine as Jack helped her up and over thelip of the deigh. “The neighbors
have a decorating competition every year.”

“I can't walit,” said Kristy, swallowing her disgppointment and pasting asmile on her face. “Hello, Liza”
“I seeyou've been working hard,” Lizaresponded with formality.

“I havealottodo,” said Kristy.

“I noticethe jet’ s been busy—"

“Mother,” said Jack, taking his own sest.

“I'm smply pointing out that Kristy has afine selection of materialsto work with.”

“That | do,” agreed Kristy, deciding to ignore Liza sjabs. “ Thanksto Jack.” She patted histhigh ashe
spread aplaid wool blanket over their laps.

He shot her alook of surprise. She kept her expression neutra as the horses stepped forward and the
deighjerked to aglide.

Elaine and Lizawerefacing rear with an identical blanket covering their legs. A top-hatted driver sat up
front on araised seat, while two tawny-colored, golden-maned Clydesdales shook their heads and
jingled the bellson their harnesses.

Settled againgt Jack’ swarmth, Kristy accepted the delay in her seduction plans and sat back to enjoy
theview of the Odands gardens asthey made their way toward theriver trail.

Tiny white lights trimmed the branches of bare oak trees, while swooping ropes of color lined the
hedges. Snow-covered spotlights gave the frozen fountains an incandescent glow. And, inthe middle of it
all, one huge pinetree sparkled color and shine dl the way up to agolden star on top.

Kristy rested her head on Jack’ s shoulder. In response, he stretched his arm across the bench seat
behind her.

“I"ve been thinking about aparty,” said Liza
Jack looked at his mother. “I thought we were doing the big Christmas dinner thisyear.”

“1 don’t mean a Christmas party,” she responded. “I mean awedding party.”



Kristy straightened.

“People will expect something,” Liza continued. “ Perhaps at the Club, after the holidays.”
“Mom, I'm not surethat’s agood—"

“Nonsense” Lizainterrupted. “Y ou cheated Kristy out of awedding.”

“Itwasn't him,” Krigty putin.

“Y ou told me he talked you into the hotel chapel,” said Elaine.

Kristy glanced guiltily at Jack. She had decided to stick to the truth as much as possible. “But | wasn't
holding out for abig wedding.”

Lizaand Elaine waited for her to elaborate.

“It was, uh, morethelength of ...”

Jack gave her shoulder a squeeze. “ She couldn't decide whether to settle for me.”
Kristy shot aglance skyward. “Nice, Jack.”

“What?’

“You just told your mother | thought you weren’t good enough.”

Liza slips pursed.

Elaine sarted to chuckle. “He snot.”

“Yeah, right,” said Kristy, with an exaggerated Sgh. “Handsome, rich, intelligent and funny. | guess| was
holding out for somebody who could aso—I don’t know—sing opera.”

Elainelaughed again, and even Lizasmiled.

“I candng,” indsted Jack.

“And that’ swhat clinched it, darling,” Kristy purred.

“Back to the party,” said Liza. But she seemed more relaxed now.

“Look,” Jack called, pointing acrosstheriver to aresplendent Santadisplay. The lighted reindeer
swooped through the air. Santa s deigh was festooned with red and green and white lights. Thejolly old
man himsdf glowed with tiny red lightsthat outlined his suit and his sack full of toys. In the background
was alighted Christmas forest—each tree glowing its very own color.

“Nice” sad Krigty. “Times Square has nothing on you guys.”

“It smost definitely acompetition,” said Jack. “ Asfar back as| can remember, the Smythestried to
outdo the Comptons who tried to outdo the Baileysand so on.”



“Hasyour family dways spent Christmas here?’ Kristy asked everyonein generd, hoping to keep talk
away from anything wedding-rel ated.

“Sncewewerekids,” answered Elaine,
“Hunter’ sfamily, too,” Jack said.

The horses made their way past discrete pot lights lining the pathway, moving toward the faint glow of
the next property.

“How does your family celebrate, Kristy?’” asked Liza.

“Our Chrisgmases were nothing like this” Kristy answered. “We had ahousein Brooklyn. Nice
neighborhood, plenty of decorations, even carolers—"

Jack took her hand in his beneath the blanket. His gaze caught hers, his eyes darker than usud, the
muffled sound of the horses' hooves and the muted snatches of voices from the other deigh filled the
sharp, sweet air.

A rich, steady burn started in the center of her body. It radiated out, fingers of heat licking at her skin.
She wanted to tell him shewasin. She wanted to tell him so, for now and for later, for asmany daysas
they had left. They could laugh, kiss, make love and deep in each others arms.

Another resplendent estate came into view.

Lizaand Elaine craned their necks.

Unable to wait any longer, Kristy stretched up to whisper in Jack’ sear. “Yes.”

He jerked back, staring down at her with wide eyes.

She gave him anod and a secretive amile.

He squeezed her hand. Then he pulled her close, the warmth of his body seeping deeply into hers.

Ten

Kristy barely remembered the rest of the deigh ride, and dinner had taken forever. Their gazes had
practically melted each other over creme brilée and cognac. But if anybody noticed, they were too polite

to say.
They were aso too polite to make a comment when Jack declared bedtime at nine-twenty-seven.

Kristy forced hersdlf to say a measured good-night, happy that Liza seemed to be starting to like her,
and that she' d agreed to postpone talk of awedding party until after the New Y ear. Elaine seyes
twinkled when they met Kristy's, but Kristy couldn’t bring hersdf to care. She was too busy struggling to
keep from sprinting up the sairs.

The second the bedroom door was shut behind them, Jack pulled her into hisarms. His openmouthed
kiss was ingtantaneous. She answered in kind as his fingers fumbled with the buttons of her blouse.



She pushed his suit jacket off his shoulders, frantically working on his shirt as they gasped and kissed
then kissed again. She yanked her arms out of the blouse, letting it drop to the floor. He snapped off her
bra, then cradled her face with his pams, kissing her over and over and over.

When hefindly drew back, it wasto rip off his shirt. Then he shucked his pants and fisted hishandsin
the fabric of her skirt, pulling it higher and higher, reveding her white silk panties, then dipping histhumbs
beneath the delicate dadtic.

She spread her palms across his broad chest, reveling in the texture of his muscles, stroking up to his
shoulders, then down again, further and further, until he gasped and his hands gripped her buttocks.

“Don't,” he pleaded.
“Why not?’ She wanted him, wanted him right here, right now, right thisinstant.

In answer, he scooped her into his arms and deposited her on the bed. Then he pushed her skirt up to
her waist and stripped off her pantiesin one swift motion.

“Too fast for you?’" he rasped.

“Not fast enough.” While he watched, gaze burning hot, shelet her thighs drift apart, her feet dangle off
the edge of the high mattress. She dowly, sensudly raked spread fingers through her hair, loosening the
ponytail, then dropped her handsto rest beside her head.

Jack squeezed his eyes shut and groaned.

Hejoined her on the bed, his pam covering her mound, hisfingersdiding dickly and surely inside.

She arched her hips. “Yes”

He kissed her shoulder, her neck, her breast, increasing his rhythm as he drew a beaded nippleinto his
mouth.

“Now,” she begged. “Please, now.”

“Not yet,” he rumbled, dowing down, feathering more kisses along her sengitive skin, whispering erotic
promisesin her ear.

She writhed againgt him, her hands grasping sections of the downy quilt.

His mouth moved to hers. He shifted across her, one thigh replacing the hand that was driving her insane.
She welcomed hisweight, wrapped her arm around him, stroked her palms down his back, lower to his
buttocks, pulling him to her, urging himingde.

He paused to gaze into her eyes. They hovered there, frozen for a heartbest.

“Krigty,” he breathed.

Then he pressed surely and swiftly into her, and her world turned to a kaleidoscope of sensations.



She brought her legs around hiswaist, and her arms around his neck, plastering her body againgt his,
smdling hismusk, tasting the salt of his skin, hearing the rasp of hislabored breathing and fedling, oh, yes,
feeling the dick heat of hisbody as he moved endlessy with hers on aplane above paradise.

He held her there. Held her, held her, held her until her body wanted to scream for mercy. Every nerve
ending tingled. Every pore opened wide. Every ounce of hormone and passion her body possessed
gathered and crested and hung suspended in space and time.

Then he cried her name again, and the dam burst free. Convulsions of color galloped through her mind
over and over again.

Moments later, her muscles gave out. She dl but melted into the mattress, Jack’ s body a delicious
weight pressing her into the soft oblivion.

“You okay?’ came hishoarsevoice.

“Yes.” Shetried to nod, but something got lost in the message from her brain. She couldn’t move an
inch.

“Serioudy,” hesad.
“Serioudy,” she assured him.
He took a couple more deep, shuddering breaths. “1 didn’t rememberthat, ” he rumbled.

“I remember something,” she said, her strength dowly returning. “But | didn’t remember a super nova
and angels singing. Do you suppose we' re dead?’

He chuckled, his entire body shaking in reaction. “If thisisdead, | can handleit.”

“Yeah. Me, too,” she sighed.

He shifted hisweight from her, holding her securely in hisarms. “But | hopeit’snot.”

“I"d hate to miss London.”

They were both silent for amoment, and his fingertips toyed with alock of her hair.

“How’ sthat going?’ he asked.

Krigty felt atwinge of unease. “| redly appreciate everything you' ve bought me. Redly | do.”
“But...”

“It'shard.”

They were both silent again, and she turned her head so that she could look at him. “It’ sreally hard.”
“Can| help?’

She shook her head. “Y ou’ ve done so much aready.”



“I want to help,” he said.

“It'snothing you can find or buy. It' sthe clothes, the designs.” How could she explain?

“Y ou don't think they’ re good enough?’

“I don’t know what to think.”

Jack wrapped her in abig hug. “It'sgoing to be okay.”

She could fed atear at the corner of her eye. “What if it’ snot? 1’ ve spent al your money—"

“Y ou haven’t spent al my money. Y ou couldn’t begin to spend al my money.”

Hekissed her forehead. “It’ Il be better in the morning.”

“How?’ She'd il have two collections. She' d still be confused and pulled in opposite directions.
“I’'m not sure.” He sounded a bit sad. “But it will be. It dwaysis.”

Kristy wanted to argue, but there was no point. Despite Sinclair’ s optimism, Kristy feared the clothes
that made her happy would never sdll. And the clothes that would sdll would never make her happy.

At the end of another long sewing day, Kristy made her way from the workshop to the house. Lights
lined the curving driveway, delineated the porch and the roof line, and dotted every tree and shrub within
ahundred yards of the main staircase.

Snowflakes floated down from the dark sky, settling on the naked oak tree branches, blurring the points
of colored light and adding to the magic of the front garden.

Suddenly, she saw Jack.
He' d been waiting for her, stting on the stepsin his beautiful black wool coat and black lesther gloves.

“Hey,” she said, mustering some enthusiasm into her voice. She shouldn’t have confessed her fearslast
night. The last thing she wanted was for Jack to think she couldn’t pull off a collection for the contest.

“Hey, yoursdlf,” he stood and trotted down the stairs to meet her.

Hisdark hair was perfectly combed, face freshly shaven. It wasn't an unusual look for him, but she
didn’'t remember there being a Christmas event tonight.

“I have asurprisefor you,” he said, taking her arm to guide her up the Sairs.
Kristy ressted. “What kind of a surprise?’

“1 need you to go upstairs and get dressed.”



“ Arewe going somewhere?’
“Weredayingin.”

“Just you and me?’ If so, why did she need to dress up? They’ d be naked pretty soon if thelook in his
eyeswas anything to go by.

“And afew others,” hesaid. “It' sadinner party.” He held her hand. “Come on.”

Thistime, she followed him up the stairs, through the door, into the foyer that was festooned with pine
garland, holly wreaths and white tapered candles.

“Why dl the secrecy?’ she asked asthey headed up the main staircase.
“Because that’ s how you do a surprise.”
“I fed dlly.”

“WEell, you' re about to fed great. Because that’ swhat al the best surprises do for you.” He paused at
his bedroom door. “Andl do really good surprises.”

She couldn’t help but smile at his self-confidence.
“To gtart,” he said, pushing open the door. “A dress.”

Kristy stopped to admire the lovely black silk dresswith red spaghetti straps and piping, and achiffon
overskirt.

“It saZeniaTopaz,” hesad.
“I know,” said Kristy, moving forward. “I love her work.”
“Good. Now, put it on.”

Kristy took aquick shower, refreshed her makeup, brushed her hair, and dipped into the silky-soft
cregtion. It fitted perfectly.

“How did you do this?’ she whispered to Jack, turning so he could fasten the buttons.

“It waseasy.” His hands were warm against her skin, and he kissed thetip of her shoulder when hewas
done.

Then he reached around her, holding along aguabox in front of her eyes.
“Thisgoeswithit,” hesaid softly.

“I can’t,” she shook her head, recognizing the big, white bow that was Tiffany’ s signature.
“Ahh, but you must.” He pulled the end of the bow.

She watched, mesmerized, as the ribbon fell away and he reached around with his other hand to open



the box.
“It goeswith the dress,” he said, reveding addicate choker of large, square-cut rubies.
“Jack,” she breathed in astonishment. He made it so hard for her to remember redlity.

“You'll beglad you did,” he said, removing the necklace from the box. “Trust me on this.” He fastened it
around her neck.

She knew she should refuse, but she had afedling it would be futile. Then, sheturned to ook in the
mirror, and she no longer wanted to refuse. The necklace was stunning againgt her throat.

“Shdl wegoto dinner?’ he gently asked.

Shetook avery deep breath, diding into the fantasy. She was Mrs. Odand for tonight, and for
tomorrow night and for three more nights after that.

“It' sbeautiful,” she said to Jack.

“You rewhat s beautiful,” he replied, taking her hand and twining her fingerswith his.

She entered the dining room on Jack’ sarm.

It was set with white linen and sterling slver, with three holly-and-white-candle centerpiecesflickering in
alinedown themiddle of thelong table.

Cleveland sat at one end, with Lizapresiding at the other. Elaine, Hunter, Melanie and Aunt Gwen were
a0 present, ong with adiminutive woman whom Kristy vaguely recognized. In her mid-forties, the
woman had short, dark hair and anarrow face. Her eyes were a beautiful, deep brown. She was also
wearing a—

Kristy nearly staggered to astop.

ZeniaTopaz.

ZeniaTopazwas Sitting at Jack’ s dining-room table.

Hunter rose from his chair next to her.

“Zenia,” said Jack. “1"d like you to meet Kristy Mahoney. My wife.”

Kristy found her voice. “Ms. Topaz, it’s an honor—"

“Zenig, please,” the woman' s laughter tinkled. “ The dress |ooks wonderful on you.”

Krigty glanced down. “Did you bring the dress?’

Zenianodded. “I hope Jack wasn't lying when he said you'd likeit.”



“No.” Kristy shook her head. “I loveit. And I'm so happy to meet you.”

She couldn’t believe she wastaking to Zenia Topaz.

Hunter moved to one side and gestured to the chair he' d been occupying. “Please, Kristy. Sit.”
She glanced at Jack.

“Y ou're the guest of honor,” he said.

“Zenid sthe guest of honor.” Kristy accepted Hunter’ s offer and smiling agreeting at the others around
thetable, she sat.

“Red or white, ma’am?’ asked one of the stewards.
“Red, thank you,” said Kristy as Jack and Hunter took their own sests.
“Jack tels meyou ' re entering Matte Fashion,” Zeniasaid to Kristy.

Other conversations started around the table and blended into the background as the staff served a crab
salad appetizer.

“I’ve been working on acollection,” Kristy answered.

“Would you mind if | took alook at it?’

Kristy hesitated, but quickly caught hersdlf. “ Of course not.”

Zenid sdark eyesturned kind. “I understand you' re experiencing some frustrations.”

Krigty's stomach bottomed out. “ Jack told you that?’

“It'swhy he asked meto come.”

Kristy glanced at her husband, not sure whether to be grateful or offended. * He wants you to help me?’
“Hethought a professond eye couldn’t hurt.”

Kristy nodded. It wastrue, of course. Kind of hard on the ego, but then she was the one who' d
expressed her doubtsto him.

Then, anideatook root in Kristy’smind. She could show Zeniathe fantasy collection. If Zenialikedit,
Kristy would have an dly. And there was a chance, agood chance, that Zenia could swvay Jack.

Kristy felt asurge of hope.

She couldn’t wait to finish dinner and get out to the workshop.

Krigty started with Irene’ s collection.



“Very nice” said Zeniawith anod, closdly examining the last piece.

Dinner over, she and Kristy were donein the workshop.

“It has extremely strong technical merit,” Zenia continued, motioning to the pieces set up on mannequins.
“I likethelines. Y ou were wise to stick to the classics. | particularly like the tailoring on the blouse, and

the deeve detall definitdy liftsit from the ordinary.”

Kristy tried to pay attention to the analys's, but her mind was gdloping ahead to Zenid sreaction to the
fantasy collection.

“Y ou might want to rework the bathing suit,” said Zenia, moving to look at it. “It' sfun, but it' s out of
step with the other pieces. Have you thought about a single color instead of aprint?’

Kristy nodded. But her gaze strayed to the furthest closet.

“Y ou could go with two contrasting colors.” Zenia pointed to a blue square on the geometric pattern.
Then she pointed to ared line. Red on top, blue on the bottom?’

“Sure.”

Zeniapeered a her. “Is everything okay?’
Kristy nodded.

“Y ou seem distracted.”

Kristy swallowed, and her heart rate increased. Shetold hersdf it wasnow or never. “There's
something—" Her voice ragped over her dry throat. “Would you mind looking & something e se?’

“Not at dl.”

Kristy walked to the closet, forcing hersalf to measure her steps, her heartbeat deep and thick inside her
chest. Swesat was breaking out on her palms. She opened the door and retrieved the waterfall dress.

“They’re something...” shesaid to Zeniaas she carried it acrossthe room “...something I’ ve been, you
know,” shelaughed nervoudy, “just playing around with.” She hung the dress on arack then went back
for the next piece.

Zenia cocked her head asthe collection grew.

OnceKristy had dl the pieces out, Zeniawalked around the rack with apiercing stare.

After afull minute' ssilence, Zeniafindly spoke. “I think,” she said, and then she paused.

Kristy held her breath.

“It'sarisk,” said Zenia. “For anew designer.”

“Can | takearisk?" asked Kristy.



What was the difference between risk and imagination? How did you get the sparkle without taking a
risk? Why were dl these peopletelling her to get crestive and then advising her to stick with the

standard?

Zeniapaused again, clearly searching for words. “Later in your career, perhaps. Especidly if you
establish yoursdlf in Europe and you' re looking for a high-end niche. But you' re probably not going to
find really broad gpped in the domestic market with this.”

Kristy nodded, biting her tongue against the arguments that formed in her heart.
“Have | disgppointed you?’

Kristy shook her head, then she stopped. “Maybe just alittle.”

“It' satough business”

“I'm definitely learning that.”

“Y ou have to be flexible starting out. And it helpsto have the hide of arhino.”

Krigty tried to smile at the joke. But she wastired of being flexible, tired of taking other people’ s advice.
She knew how Jack felt about experts but, honestly, she wished somebody would give her asmidgen of

credit occasondly.

“You have asolid start here,” said Zenia, turning back to the Irene collection. “Win or lose, take
advantage of the Breakout Designer Contest to Start establishing yoursalf. I'll be there cheering for you.
And | know you have a huge supporter in Jack.”

“Jack’ sbeen amazing,” Kristy agreed.

She knew now it was Zeniawho' d chosen the fabric and accessories that had arrived in asteady stream
from Europe. She knew now that Zenia and Jack were friends, and that Jack had enlisted Zenia'said.

She should be more grateful.

She owed it to Jack to be alot more grateful.

Eleven

Jack stroked his fingertip aong the curve of Kristy’s shoulder, smply because he liked touching her skin.

“You'requiet tonight,” he said softly, inhaling the scent of her hair, enjoying thefed of her naked body
againg hisin the afterglow of their lovemaking.

“I guess |’ ve been working hard,” she responded.

There were only two days | eft before they said their find goodbyes and she flew to London for the
contest. They’ d have Christmas Eve and Christmas Day together—that was dl. She was flying out on the
twenty-sixth, and he was purposdly ignoring the meaning of that moment.



“Jack?’ Sheturned onto her back, staring up at him, her cheeks flushed. She looked very serious. “ Can
| ask you something?’

Did he dare hope? Would she broach the future? Because he d been thinking about their future awhole
lot lately. He hoped they had one.

“It’ sabout the contest.”

Not quite what he' d been expecting. But, okay.

He nodded.

She sat up, wrapping the sheet around her naked breasts. “| have these ideas.”
He waited.

She laughed nervoudy. “Wdll, redlly, they're...” She stopped talking.
vy es?

She bit her bottom lip. “1 made some clothes.”

“I know,” he said dowly.

Shefrowned. “I made some other clothes.”

He struggled to understand her point.

She reached out and touched hisforearm. “1 had someideas that were different than Irene' s. So | made
them. And | likethem. And | want to show them in London.”

“Wherein London?’ He could probably help.

“At the contest.”

“At Matte Fashion?’

She gave arapid nod.

“But you dready have acollection for Matte Fashion.”
“I want to show adifferent one.”

Jack didn’t know what to say. It was only forty-eight hours before she' d bein London. “Irene helped
you with thisone. Zeniahelped you, too.”

“Hear me out.”
He cocked his head sideways, biting back the obvious arguments.

“I think mine—the other outfits—are better. | really do. Everybody keeps asking mefor sparkle. | think



these have sparkle.”

Thiswas crazy. “ Has anyone seen them besides you? Has Cleveland?’
“Zeniasaw them.”

“And, did shelikethem?’

“Shewasn't redly clear. She said they werearisk.”

Jack sighed. “Krigty, | thinkrisk isaeuphemism for ‘weak’.”

“Not necessarily.”

“Krisy—"

“Not necessarily, Jack. What if they’reagood risk? | fed...” She pressed her palm againgt her chest.
“In here, Jack. | can't explainit, but | fdl like I know. Y ou know?’

Jack had to nip thisin the bud. He couldn’t et Kristy go out there and embarrass hersalf. And he sure
wouldn't let her compromise Serra Sanchez.

“I was paying her to be here,” he said. “ She knew you were my wife. So of course she' sgoing to be

polite”
Kristy squared her bare shoulders. “ So, you don't believein me.”
“Ofcourse | believeinyou.”

“No. You believein yoursdf. If you truly believed in me, you' d take a chance. Y ou can’'t dways do the
safething, Jack.”

The safething?Jack came into asitting position. “When have | ever done the safe thing around you?’
“Marrying mewas't mitigating risk?’

“Y ou know what | thought back then.”

“Yes, | do know what you thought,” she said. “And you were mitigating the risk to your family.”
Okay, he' d agree with that. Not that it wasacrime.

“And you' ve been mitigating it ever Snce.”

Nowthat he could not agree with. “I haven't been doing anything ever since.”

She held out one arm expangively. “Y ou bought me the finest materias, the finest equipment, the finest
advice and assstance.”

“And thisisaproblem, why?’



“Because you practicaly hired ababystter in Zenia. Y ou built me asafety net ten mileswide.”

“That’ swhat you do when the stakes are high. You play it safe.” He was making good business
decisons, smple asthat.

“No, that’ s not what you do when the stakes are high.”

“And thisis based on your years of experience dedling in high stakes?”’

She sat back, compressing her lips. “ There sno need to get insulting.”

“I’'m not—"

“You hired meto do ajob,” shetersdy reminded him. “It would be niceif you'd let medo it.”
“Wedid let you doit.” Thewoman had been sewing for three weeks straight.

“No, you didn’t. Y ou were so busy circling the wagons—"

“Thet’sridiculous.”

“No...” Her voicetrailed away, and afaraway |ook cameinto her eyes. “Infact, it'sall been pretty
inaulting.”

His spine stiffened. * So sorry to haveinsulted you.”

She gave achopped laugh. “Y ou know, now that | think about it, | was so busy convincing mysdlf to be
grateful, that | didn’t even see you were smothering me.”

Oh, so now he was smothering her?“Did you happen tosee that | was spending afortune? Or did you
happen tosee that you were consuming afortune?’

She clamped her mouth shut.

Hefigured he' d made his point. But then her eyesturned to green fire, and he redlized how harsh their
words had become. They were practicdly yelling at each other.

Hedidn't want that.

Hedidn’t want to fight with her, and he didn’t want to hurt her. All he wanted was for her to be happy.
“Can we please stop?’ he asked.

The fight seemed to go out of her, and her voice dropped to awhisper. “No. | don’t think we can.”

“I don’t want to fight with you, Kristy.”

“Y ou smply want to do things your way?’

Wi, yeah. That was basicaly what he had in mind.



His expression must have said as much because she shrank back.

“Kristy.” He reached for her, but she wastoo fast.

Shewas off the bed, dragging the sheet with her. “I need to go,” she choked out.
“We can talk about this.”

“Talk about what? We can't talk about my career. Shall we talk about how you want to deep with me,
but it'sonly temporary?’

He opened his mouth to protest, but she kept talking.

“I thought it wouldn't matter, Jack. | thought I could take your money and your great sex, and whatever
crumbs of respect you threw my way.”

Crumbs?Crumbs? He' d given her everything that wasin his power to give.
“But, | can't,” shesaid. “l just—"

“Fine)” he cut her off, hisinginctsturning to self-protection. “If you want it to end, by al means, pick a
guest room. Y ou’ ve done your duty and then some.”

Helooked away, clenching hisfists, ordering himsalf not to beg her to say.

It was four in the morning on Christmas Day when Krigty finished packing the shipping trunks. She
needed some kind of closure, and the smplework aso kept her from trudging back to the lonely guest
room.

Shetook onelast, long look at her waterfall dress, the hot-air-balloon pants, the sunset and casino
dresses, the bikini and the roul ette evening gown. With alump in her throat, she closed the trunk, leaving
it with the boxes | sabella had agreed to ship to her in New Y ork after the holidays. The other collection
would comewith her.

Shetold hersdlf the Irene collection would befine. It was astrong entry and aredly great step for a
young designer like her. She could make some connections at the show, build on the technical merit
Zenia had seen in the collection, maybe get a chance to do something more creative in the future. Maybe
she could even show the desert collection.

She'd see Zeniain London at the show, and Cleveland would fly over to represent Sierra Sanchez. B,
after today, Kristy would likely never see Jack again.

Shetold hersdf it was for the best. What they’ d had together wasn't redl. It had never beenredl. It had
garted on alie and gone downhill from there.

She latched the last trunk, shrugged into her coat, then wandered down the stairs and outside to the
spectacular, twinkling gardens and the softly sprinkling snow. It was turning into a picture-perfect
Christmas Day.



Her boots crunched on the driveway as she passed lighted trees, sweeping arches and the meticulously
decorated porch and pillars that flanked the double doors. A wreath of boughs and pine cones hung on
each one, encircling the polished brass knockers.

Kristy carefully pressed on the left-hand door. The hinges glided open, revealing the festooned, marble
entryway. All was gill and silent. It was asif the entire house held its breath waiting for Christmas Day to
burgt upon it.

Even though she was fedling tired and melancholy, Kristy couldn’t resist a peek into the great room. A
fifteen-foot tree overwhelmed one corner. A huge array of brightly decorated presents stretched halfway
into the room, al but burying the stonefireplace. The treelightswere still on, and Kristy smelled fragrant
smoke.

Her atention moved to awisp of white curling into the air from aleather wing chair. It was Hunter.
“Hey,” he greeted quietly.

“Hey,” she responded, moving to the opposite chair. She had to pick her way around a couple of giftsto
get there.

“You'redtill up?’ he asked, swirling ameasure of degp amber cognac in ablown crystd snifter. The
cognac bottle and atray with three other glasses sat on the low table between the chairs.

“I wasin theworkshop.” She plunked down.
Hehdd up thecigar. “You mind?’
Kristy shook her head.

Hunter leaned forward and poured ameasure of the cognac into anew glass, handing it to Kristy. The
fire crackled, and sparks flew off the wood, pinging againgt the glass front.

“Your lagt full day,” he said.

“Itis” Kristy agreed.

Herased hisglassin aslent toast, watching her expression carefully.

“Merry Christmas, Kristy Mahoney.”

She followed suit. “Merry Chrissmasto you, Hunter Odand.” Shetook asip of the expensive cognac.
He congdered her over therim of hisglass. *'Y ou moved out of hisroom.”

“It wastimefor meto go.”

“But you moved out early.”

She shrugged.

“Why?



She shrugged again.
“Areyouinlovewith him?’
Kristy nearly dropped the glass. “No.”

Shewasn't in love with Jack. He had smply shown histrue colors—absolute allegiance to his
corporation, hisfamily and his precious experts.

“Youmaried him,” said Hunter.

“That was infatuation. Nobody fdlsinlovein aweekend.” She knew that. She’ d dways known that.
She'd judt forgotten it for alittle while.

“I guessnot. | am sorry you got hurt.”

“I'mnot hurt,” shelied.

They both stared sllently at thefire,

“What about you?” Kristy findly asked.

“Nothing hurtsme.”

“You ever beeninlove?

He shook his head.

Kristy couldn’'t help but smileto hersdlf. “Not even with the redheaded girl 7’
“Not even with her.”

“Y ou know, Sinclair isaredhead.”

Heturned to Krigty. “ Sinclair has abig mouth. And it’ sauburn.”
“So you' ve noticed.”
“| dso noticed she' sbossy and judgmental.”

“Wél, if you're going to get picky about it.” A dow smile grew on Kristy’ sface. It fdt likethefirst time
she'd smiledin days.

Hunter frowned in return and polished off the cognec.
“We havetwin uncles” Kristy noted.
“Krigy.”

“I'mjust saying, from agypsy perspective...”



“Goto bed.”

Sherose and set down her snifter. “And, of course, there' s Sinclair and me.”
Hunter did adouble take. “What?’

“Sinclar and | aretwins”

“No, you're not.”

“I’m pretty surewe are.”

“You'retdler.”

“We'renot identical.”

He stared at her for amoment. “Redly?’

Kristy leaned into him, stretching her smile from ear to ear. After the past couple of days, it felt good to
goof around with somebody. “So, you see, Hunter, it sfate.”

A wolfish grin grew on Hunter’ sface. “Maybe the gypsy didn’t mean aredhead with twins. Maybe | get
twin redheads. Y ou could dye your hair.”

“No, she couldn’t,” came Jack’ s deep, censorious voice.

Krigty reflexively jumped back.

“We'rejust messing around,” said Hunter.

“So, | see” Jack growled, glaring at his cousin.

“Don’'t dothis” Kristy scoffed.

He paced into the room. “Don’t do what? Interrupt your late-night chat?’
“Y ou know it'snothing.”

“l do?’

Hunter cameto hisfeet. “It’' snothing, Jack. Trust her, don’t trust her. But trust me. It snothing.”
Jack stared at Hunter as the silence thickened.

“Guess!’ll heed upgtairs” Hunter findly offered.

“Good idea,” said Jack, shifting hisgazeto Kristy.

“I'll comewithyou,” said Krigty.



“I"dliketo talk to you,” said Jack.

“It' slate.”

“No kidding.”

She heaved asigh. “I’'mtired, and | redly don’'t want to fight with you.”
“Who said anything about fighting?’

“Maybeit’ sthat frown on your face.”

Jack spared another glance for his cousin. “ Good night, Hunter.”
“Right,” Hunter muttered, heading for the door.

Kristy crossed her arms protectively over her chest, steding herself againgt the familiar pulse of desire,
promising to end the conversation quickly so she could climb into bed and bury her head under the

covers.

Hunter’ sfootfdls disgppeared, and the slence seemed to boom off the walls. Firdight flickered on
Jack’ shard profile, shimmering in his hair, sparking the depths of hisdate gray eyes.

He reached for the cognac bottle and poured himsalf adrink.
“You said you wanted to talk?’ she prompted.
He straightened and drew a deep breath. “| redly need you to understand.”

“Oh, | do understand,” she said.

It wasn't so tough to figure out. She was adistant second to Odand International. Understandable, even
logicd, but hurtful al the same.

He swirled the cognac in the depths of his glass, watching the amber liquid. “1t should have been so
sample” he sighed.

“Smple?’

He looked up. “I thought we' d be divorced by now. | thought you'd...| expected...”
She put an edgeto her voice. “I’m sorry | disgppointed you.”

Hetook a step closer. “ That’s not my point.”

“What isyour point?’

“My point...” He gazed into her eyes, searching. “ Do you have any ideahow much | want you right
now?’

Kristy's ssomach hollowed, while her chest tightened with undeniable desire. “ That’ san interesting



point,” she managed.

“Y ou know what | mean.”

“It'sover, Jack.”

“Redlly? Becauseit doesn't fed over.”

It had to be over. She' d found the strength to walk away last night, and she had to stay away, no matter
what.

“Seep with metonight,” he rasped. “We don’'t have to make love—"

“I can’'t.” Her voice caught, emotionsraw in her chest. It would kill her to deep with him one moretime.
And, if it didn’t, it would kill her to walk away again.

His voice went thick with emotion. “We had something, Kristy.”
No they didn't, they couldn’t.
“Thisweek,” he continued. “Last week. Back therein Vegas, we seriousy had something.”

“What we had, Jack, started with alie, and then we lived another lie. Y ou wanted to save your
grandfather, and | wanted to win a contest. We used each other. I’m not very proud of that, are you?’

“I’'mnot proud,” hesaid. “I’'m alot of things at the moment, but proud isn’'t one of them.” The defeat in
hisvoice leeched thefight right out of her.

“I'mjudt tired,” she confessed.
Compassion turned his eyesto pewter.
He nodded and polished off the drink.

Then he set the glass down on the table. “ And you need to go to bed. So, let mejust say...” Hedrew a
deep breath. “ Goodbye, Kristy.”

She gave him ashaky nod, fighting an instinct that urged her to throw herself into hisarms, hang on tight
and to never let go. Her throat clogged. She could barely get the words out. “ Goodbye, Jack.”

They stared at each other for afrozen moment. But then he glanced away, focusing on thefire behind
her, and it waswell and truly over.

Tweve
Three daysinto the London trip, and Kristy could still see the haunted expression on Jack’ sface.

“Twelve pounds, ma am,” said the cabdriver, rousing her from her daydream. Sheredized they’d
arrived at the Claymore Diamond Hotel .

She handed the man the fare and what she hoped was an appropriate tip and hopped out of the



traditiona black car.

Then she stared at the stone facade of the hotd, itslights already burning bright under the gloomy
afternoon sky. She’ d wandered aimlessy through a couple of museums, burning up time. This afternoon
was the dressrehearsdl in the convention center connected to the hotel. Tomorrow night wasthe big
event.

She knew she should be feding some sense of anticipation, certainly the other contestants she' d met
were getting more nervous by the hour. But, she till hadn’t emotionaly engaged in the Irene collection.
And, besides, she couldn’t seem to get her thoughts off Jack.

Was he dill in Vermont? At the mansion with Cleveland and Dee Dee? Had he flown back to L.A., or
to New York?

Did he miss her? Did he think about her? Had he figured out what was between them?

Because she hadn’t. And, worst of al, would she regret not sharing her last night with himin hisbed
aterdl?

Jack was getting into the limo to head for the airport, when Hunter’ s bellow stopped him in histracks.
“You'd better get your butt up here,” Hunter called from one of the workshop windows.

“I'll only beaminute,” Jack told the uniformed driver.

“Takeyour time, Sir.”

“Can you cdl Simon and give him an update?’

“Yes, ar.” Thelimo driver reached for hiscdl phone.

Jack dammed the car door then took the workshop stairstwo at atime.

“What the hell’?” he asked as he walked through the workshop door. “1’m going to miss my meeting in
New York.”

Hunter gestured to an open trunk of colorful clothes. “ Take alook.”

Jack stopped short. “ Dresses? Y ou called me up here to see dresses?”’
“Krigty' sdresses.”

“S0, send them to her.” Jack was trying desperately not to think about Kristy.
“Not to wear,” sneered Hunter. “ Do you know what these are?’

Jack knew full well what they were. “Zeniadidn't likethem,” he said.

“Am’?’



“And nothing. Cleveland made adedl on one set of designs. Irene helped her fix them. Zeniasaid they
weretechnically strong. While these, these—"

“Are her heart and soul,” said Hunter.

Jeck flinched.

“She asked you,” said Hunter. “ Sheasked you.”

“Isthat what you were cozying up to her about on Christmas Eve?’
Hunter glared daggers. “ That' swhather sgter told me.”

“On”

“Yegh. Oh.”

Jack squared his shoulders. “Fine. Isthis conversation over?’
“Takethe clothesto London,” said Hunter.

Jack snorted his disbelief. Like he could drop everything and do theat. Like he could compromise Sierra
Sanchez' sreputation.

“That's something Grampswould do,” he said to Hunter.

Hunter took a step forward. “ So what?’

“So, I'm not Gramps.”

“Maybe not. But, cousin, you need to ask yoursalf some very serious questions.”
Jack turned and started to walk away. He was done here.

“Do you want respect for your business?’ caled Hunter. “Or do you want Kristy?’
Jack kept walking.

“Do you want more fashion sales? Or do you want Kristy?’

Jack paused at the door, bracing ahand on the jamb.

“Do you want the family fortune? Or do you want Kristy?’

Kristy. Therewasn't adoubt in Jack’ s mind. But how could he givein on every front just to make her
happy?

“What if they’re good?” Hunter asked softly. “What if she's good? What if she sgreat and you took that
chance away from her?’



Jack scrambled to weigh the facts. Irene said she was competent. Zenia said the dresses were risky.

Everything insgde Jack screamed at him to listen to the experts. He aways listened to experts. They had
the facts, knew the odds, were dways right.

“Stop it!” shouted Hunter.

HWI,H?!

“Stop talking yourself out of it.”

“| can't.”

“Well then here sonefor you. What if she lovesyou?’

Jack faced his cousin.

“Shemarried you,” said Hunter. “ Somehow Kristy doesn't strike me as the kind of woman who does
thet lightly. What if shefell inlove with you that weekend in Vegas? What if, againg al odds, with dl the
crap you' ve pulled, she' s il inlove with you? What do your experts say about that?’

“Who arethe expertsin love?’ Jack dl but yelled. “ The gypsies?’

“I"d liketo think,” came Cleveland’ slevel voice from the doorway. “ Thatl’m the expert in matters of
love”

Jack turned.

With Dee Dee tucked predictably under his arm, Gramps advanced into the room. “Y ou boys both
know I’ ve been married anumber of times.”

“Yeah, Gramps,” said Hunter, camly. “Weknow.”
“And | bet you're wondering how | fed when the young lady and | part ways.”
Jack had never once wondered that.

“| fed great,” said Cleveland. “ There are never any hard fedings. No tears. Everyone hasagood time. |
never give her another thought.”

He walked past Jack and peered into the open trunk. “They'refancy. I'll give her that.”

Then he straightened and stood toe-to-toe with Jack, looking his square in the eye. “How " bout you,
boy. Y ou given Kristy another thought since she left?’

Jack didn’t answer. He' d done nothingbut think about Kristy since the moment she' d left the mansion.

“If not,” said Cleveland. “Then you both got what you wanted.” He glanced at the trunk again. “ Sort of.
Butif you' re thinking about her. If missing her isgnawing at your guts, and if you' d give anything to hear
her voice or hold her in your arms again. Wéll, then you' ve got a problem. Because you'rein love, and
you've just screwed yourself out of the woman of your dreams.”



Cleveland looked down at Dee Deg, ruffling the little dog’ s head. “Isn't that right, Pookie? Uncle Jack
blew it with your mama.”

Something that felt like an iceberg did into Jack’ s chest and parked itself next to his heart. He stared at
Hunter, and Hunter stared back.

“It'snoon,” said Hunter. “ Do the math. Y ou can makeit if Simon fuels up now.”
Not giving himsdlf another moment to hesitate, Jack grabbed his cell phone, hitting the speed did for
Smon.
“Yes, 9r?” came Smon’svoice.
“Refiletheflight plan. We re going to London.”
“Will do. Do you have an ETA for the airport?’
“Twenty minutes”
“Roger that.”

Jack flipped his phone shut.

Hunter snapped the catches on the trunk. “ Grab an end.”

With Kristy’ strunk safely on addlivery truck at Heathrow, Hunter taking care of business back in New
Y ork and Zenia on deck for the switch off at tonight’ s fashion event, Jack climbed into the back of the

waiting Ralls.
“The Claymore Diamond Hotdl, please”
The driver nodded his acknowledgment and closed the door behind Jack.

Jack knew he should try to rest to combat the jet lag, but he was too excited at the possibility of seeing
Krigy again.

Could Hunter be right? Was there a chance she was in love with him? If shewas, she could make any
damn fashion collection she wanted. He' d pay for it. Hell, he' d pay peopleto wear it if that’swhat it

took to make her happy.

But first, he had to convince her to give him achance. And that meant starting from scratch, doing it right
thistime.

He called out to the driver. “Excuse me?’
The man glanced in the rearview mirror. “Yes, Sr?’

“Canwe makeadop a Tiffany’s?’



“Very good, Sir.”

“Thanks.” Jack nodded. Hopefully, atwo-carat, flawless solitaire engagement ring would start things off
on anew, postive note.

“Don’t worry about the necklace,” said Zenia. “ They need you out front right away.”

Kristy glanced around at the frantic buzz of the dressing rooms ten minutes before the Breakout
Designer Contest. Elbow to elbow, makeup artists and hairdressers put the final touches on the models,
seamdtresses took care of last-minute repairs, and the technical staff shouted instructions or talked into
their headsets. Photographers made their way between the rows of onlookers, searching for that potential
cover shot. The lighting technicians were ready, music had been cued and the announcer was flipping
through his notes, confirming last-minute changes to the program.

The show’ s stage manager negotiated a path through the chaos. “ Contestantsin their seets, please. The
news networks will want footage.”

Zeniagave Kristy aquick hug. Then she stood back and squeezed her cool hands. “Y ou look fantastic.”
“Thanks,” Kristy whispered.

She' d designed the dress herself. It was the one thing she' d brought to London with her from the desert
collection, short and basic black, with small triangles of lace sewn into the hem and neck, and deeves
capped with lace that matched her waterfall dress.

Early thismorning, she'd cometo termswith her Irene collection. It was technically sound. Zeniahad
said so hersdf. And Kristy could build on that. She could take the cretivity part dowly, learn to add the
gparkle and imagination as she went along. Zeniahad suggested the hide of arhino. Kristy could bea
rhino. A rhino brimming with imagination and passion, but stubborn and driven and willing to take on the
world. However hard she had to work, whatever it took, she was going after her dream.

The Breakout Designer Contest was televised because viewers liked to see the expressions on the
contestant’ s faces when their fashions were paraded across the catwalk. They particularly liked to see
the delight on the winner’ sface at the end of the evening.

So, dong with her deven fellow contestants, Kristy |eft the backstage area, took the small, Sde staircase
down to the floor, and did into her seat in the front row.

A program was handed to her. She flipped through the pages, the buzz of chatter wafting around her as
shewaited for the opening music.

A cam settled over her as the announcer’ s voice came through the speakers. The spotlight hit the stage.
Kristy had seen the other designers' collections, both in the dressing rooms and at rehearsal. But nothing
compared to seeing the crestions strutted down the catwalk with the music blaring and areal audience
gpplauding from the sedts.

Kristy reached out to congratulate those closest to her astheir models went by.

And then it was her turn.



She heard her name, felt the spotlight shift. And right then she didn’t care that it was her second choice
of acollection. Shewas part of thisfabulous show, and it felt wonderful.

The spotlight hit the model, and Kristy jolted back in her seet, blinking in confusion. Lucindawas
wearing theflirty waterfall dress. Kristy’ s swooping desert stripes glittered under the strong stage lights.
Thelacy crinoline bounced, showing off the deek legs of the mode.

Lucindawinked at Kristy as she passed by, but Kristy was too astounded to react. How had Zenia
doneit?

Next came the hot-air-balloon pants, with apair of strappy black sandals, then the bikini and the sunset
dress. By thetime her roul ette evening gown crossed the stage, Kristy recognized that the gpplause was
strong and steadly.

They liked her work.

They respected her talent.

She wanted to run backstage and wrap Zeniain her arms.

The contestant next to Kristy nudged her, and like the others before her, she rose and took a brief bow
asthe roulette-dress model headed back toward the curtain.

From his hard folding seat tucked away in aback corner, Jack watched the red evening gown disappear
and shook his head in complete amazement.

She was great. She was better than great. And the collection, the collection wasthem. From the hot air
balloon in the Grand Canyon to their night at the casino. Kristy had immortdized their whirlwind
relationship in fashion.

He' d watched her face all through her part of the show. Her gaze had stayed on the models, and she'd
smiled in response to comments from those around her, but he could tell she was till in shock.

God, she was gorgeous. And she was right—he hadn’t given her nearly enough credit.

He patted the inside pocket of hissuit, trying to figure out what he could possibly say that would
convince her to take another chance on him. Things had started off badly between them, and he'd
definitely let her down since. But if there was a speech on earth that would win her back, he was going to
find it, and he was going to repedt it to her as many times asit took.

At the end of the show, the contest director took the stage. She gave a brief speech, congratulating the
contestants and thanking the sponsors. She talked about the difficult choices of the judges and the
enormous leve of talent in the room.

Krisy only haf listened.



Even when the drumroll sounded to signify the opening of thejudges decison envelope, her atention
was elsewhere. How had Zeniadone it?Why had she done it? She had to find her and thank her.

“And now,” the director’ s voice boomed, “the winner of thisyear’ s Matte Fashion Breakout Designer
Contest is—"

She thought she saw Zenia at the side of the stage, and the rest of the words blurred in Kristy’ sears.
“Kristy!” hissed the contestant next to her.

“Huh?’

“It'syou!”

“What?’ She glanced around and redlized everyone was applauding madly and staring at her.
“Kristy Mahoney,” the contest director repeated.

Krigty’ s entire body turned numb.

Her neighbor gave her ashove. “Getup therel”

Kristy forced hersdlf to stand up on her shaky legs. She found the staircase and made her way to the
stage, staring past the smiling director, past the curtain, even past Zenia

And then she was at the microphone, and the director was shaking her hand. It was overwhelming, and
she had no ideawhat to say.

And the gpplause was dwindling.
And she was supposed to start talking now.

Luckily, she couldn’t see any of the audience members past the bright floodlights, or she probably would
have passed out.

“Thank you,” she managed, her voice quavering. “ Thanks to the judges, to the sponsors, especidly to
SeerraSanchez. To Clevdand Odand for bdieving in me. To Jack and Hunter Odand for their incredible
support. And to ZeniaTopaz.” Kristy paused, gathering her emotions. “Zenia. | can't thank you enough
for everything.”

Kristy paused long enough that the applause began again. The model s gathered around her, looking
wonderful in her creations, congratulating her as the audience cameto itsfeet. In her memory, she saw
the waterfdl, the hot air balloon, the casino and Jack. Jack was everywhere, in everything, and she
desperately wanted to see him.

She needed to hear hisvoice, to fed hisarmsaround her. She needed to taste him, to smell him, to hold
him tight against her body long into the night. But mostly, she just needed him to be here, to bregthe the
sameair as her, to tdl her what he thought about the show, to tell her what he thought about the world.

Suddenly, she couldn’t get off the stage fast enough.



Shewasgoingto cal him.

No. Shewas going to fly back to L.A., or to New Y ork, or to wherever he was at the moment. She'd
beg him for another chance. The clothes didn’t matter. The award didn’t matter. All she wanted was
Jack.

She made her way off the stage, smiling, automeaticaly responding to people with what she hoped was
logic.

She found Zeniaand hugged her tight. “How did you do it?’

Zeniadrew back from her. “I didn’t. It was—"

“Do you have acell phone?’ Kristy interrupted.

“Sure.” Zenia produced a phone.

Kristy flipped it open. “I need a planeticket. | want to go back to New Y ork. Now. Tonight.”

Zeniaglanced to aspot past Kristy’sear. “Why?’

Kristy looked down at the phone. “1t's Jack. | need the number for the airline.”

“What about Jack?’

“I' love him. I’'minlovewith him. Oh, Zenia, | never thought I’ d say this, but | don't care about the
collection. I mean, I'mthrilled.” She hugged Zeniaagain. “And I'm so grateful you brought it. But it
doesn’'t matter. What' s the damn phone number of the airline?’

“Itwasn't me,” said Zenia

Kristy blinked &t her.

“It was Jack.”

“What was Jack?’

“Jack sent the collection from Vermont.”

Kristy’s heart tilled.

“About time | started to get alittle credit,” said Jack from behind her.

Kristy whirled around in astonishment.

He grinned at her, looking gorgeous and sexy andhere. So here. He opened hisarms, and she threw
hersdf into them.

“How much did you hear?’ she demanded.

“That you love me.”



Kristy was embarrassed, but she wasn’'t about to take back the words now. * Eavesdropper,” she
accused.

“Hdl, yeah. It' sthe only way | learn anything.” He winked at Zenia. “Comeon,” hesaid to Kristy,
taking her hand to lead her through the crowd.

“Wherearewe going?’ Not that she cared. She glanced back to share asmile with Zenia

“1 want to show you something.” Jack led her from the backstage area, down asmall hallway and past a
man in asecurity blazer.

“Where are you taking me?’ she asked.

“Jugt wait,” he answered, asthey came out into around, glassed-in room overlooking arainswept
garden and agroup of lighted fountains.

“Hey,” sad Kridty. “Thisreminds me of Vegas.”
“I know.” Jack cracked a sdlf-satisfied smile.

Then heled her to apainted, wrought-iron chair that sat next to the window. With the raindrops
gplattering on the glass and concrete, he motioned for her to it down.

She perched on the edge of the chair and crossed her legs, staring into his dark eyes. Sheloved him so
much.

Hetook a breath. “It occursto me—" he said, reaching into hisjacket pocket and coming down on one
knee.

Before the significance of the position could register with Kristy, he reveded aturquoise jewelry box and
opened it to expose a huge solitaire diamond ring. “—that | may not have done thisright thefirst time.”

Kristy’ seyeswent wide, first staring at the ring, and then staring at Jack.

“Will you marry me, Kristy? Or at least be kind enough not to divorce me?” He quirked an unexpected
grin, leaning closer. “Because | think | figured out what' s between us.”

Shefelt her own mouth stretch into asmile. “ Y eah? Well it’ sabout time.”
“Asl recdl, you were having the same problem.”
“ldready sadit.”

He cocked his head. “ That was only ten minutes ago. | bought aring and flew al the way from
Manchester.”

“Big whoop.”

“Isthat ayes?’



“Yeah,” shetold him. “That’ sayes.” Shewragpped her arms around his neck and squeezed him tight.
“Yoursbetter bean‘l loveyou.””

Heroseto hisfeet, drawing her with him. “Min€ san ‘I loveyou,”” herumbled. “Min€ san ‘I loveyou
o much.””

Hetightened hisarms around her waist, and she leaned her cheek againgt his chest, reveling in the fed of
his strong, solid body. She had to blink away atear.

“I loved your clothes,” herasped againgt her hair, cradling the back of her head with hispam. “I was so
damn proud of you up there.”

“Y ou brought me my clothes.” Part of her ill couldn’t believeit had happened.

“Damn draight,” hesaid.

She pulled back to look at him. “But what changed your mind?’

“Y ou changed my mind. Because you wereright. | needed to stop playing it safe.”

“Damn gtraight,” she said back.

He grinned and placed aquick kisson her lips. “Once | trusted your ingtincts, | started trusting my own.”
“And?

“And my ingtincts brought meright here, to you.”

Then hekissed her again, while thunder rumbled in the distance. Raindrops clattered furioudy against the
glass

He broke the kiss. “Can we please get thisring on your finger?’
She nodded and held out her hand.
He dipped the ring over her knuckle, anchoring the band in place. “| do love you, Kristy Mahoney.”

She hdld her hand to the light, gazing &t the twinkling diamond, joy filling her heart. “I think it’ sKristy
Odand now.”

“Now.” Hekissed her knuckle above the stone. “ And forever.”
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