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Chapter 1

Cade McMann smelled trouble all around him.

At the moment, trouble smelled like honeysuckle, or at least what he imagined honeysuckle would smell like if he had the opportunity to sniff some. Sort of sweet and fresh and…inviting. And, truthfully, the scent was not all around, but definitely wafting from behind, if he wasn’t mistaken.

And Cade made it a point to avoid mistakes at all costs.

Trouble cleared her throat. “Did you want to see me, Cade?”

He spun his chair around from his view of Park Avenue seventeen stories below and looked across his desk at the young woman whose expectant expression was only partially covered by the hideous horn-rimmed glasses with lavender-tinted lenses. She hadn’t worn those in her interview six months ago, of that he was certain.

But since the first day of her internship at Charisma magazine, Jessie Clayton had hidden behind the glasses and kept her waist-length auburn hair pulled tightly back in a braid or a bun. Although, by the end of the day, some silky strands usually slipped out of their prison and caressed the creamy complexion of her cheeks. Caressed?

Oh, boy. Serious trouble.

He forced himself to focus on the business situation, not his suddenly poetic imagination.

“I did need to see you, Jessie.” He indicated one of the empty guest chairs.

“Have a seat.”

She clutched a cheap vinyl-covered day planner to her chest, her gaze still on him as she sat. “Everything cool, Cade?”

No. As a matter of fact, nothing was cool when this vivacious twenty-something was in the room. A situation that a man who ran a predominately female staff and boasted of having four younger sisters didn’t relish.

“Totally cool, Jessie.” He let his mouth kick up in a smile as he spoke, and was rewarded with a quick and easy laugh that had become as common a sound in the cubicles of Charisma magazine as a ringing phone.

“Careful, Cade. You’re starting to sound less like the boss and more like one of Charisma’s loyal readers.” She brushed one of those careless strands away. Of course, it was past four o’clock. The braid would start to give way soon.

“I’m only thirty, Jessie. I can say cool. Plus,” he reminded her, “I’m not the boss. I’m just her right-hand man.”

But, of course, he was the executive editor, and way up the publishing food chain in this intern’s eyes. “And speaking of our illustrious editor-in-chief, I have some very exciting news for you.”

He could have sworn some color drained from those creamy cheeks, leaving behind a dusting of freckles as natural as the darker streaks in her cinnamon-colored hair.

“Really?” She made a show of opening her day planner and getting out a pen, to take notes.

“You don’t need to write this down. I know you won’t forget.”

She looked up at him, hesitancy in her smile. “I won’t?”

“You’ve been selected as Finola Elliott’s shadow intern.”

The smile froze as she stared at him, pen poised. Then it faded, replaced by a little crease in her forehead. She swallowed, dry-throated enough for Cade to see that she had to struggle with the action. “Shadow intern? It sounds…mysterious.”

“It’s not. Every year we pick one intern who gets to shadow the editor-in-chief for one month. Fin goes to a meeting, you go to a meeting. Fin previews the next month’s issue at the printer, you preview the next month’s issue at the printer.

Fin gets wined and dined by an advertiser, you get—”

She held up her hand. “I get the idea.”

He waited, and watched her try to swallow again.

The reaction validated the very suspicions that motivated him to pick her as the shadow intern. Sure, she had all the professional qualifications—she was smart and hardworking and well-liked—but something was off about Jessie Clayton.

And, he reminded himself as he forced his gaze to stay on the colored lenses, he’d better start paying attention to her bizarre behavior instead of the concave dip in her throat, just in case it had anything to do with the business of Charisma magazine. Although, for some reason, when Jessie Clayton was around he thought less about business and more about…Jessie.

“It’s funny,” he said slowly. “I would expect you’d be a little more excited about this opportunity.”

She gave her head the tiniest negative shake and pushed her glasses firmly into place. “I—I can’t take that assignment.”

“Pardon me?”

“I’m sure there are other interns more deserving. And Scarlet just gave me this incredible layout project to handle myself and, with the whole place upside down trying to…well, you know, working so hard to win the family thing…I just don’t think the timing is right.”

Cade took a deep breath and tipped his chair back as he regarded her. “By the family thing, I assume you mean the ultimate management of Elliott Publication Holdings.”

She shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I mean, everyone knows that Patrick—Mr.

Elliott—has pitted the four magazines of EPH against each other to see which of his offspring will run the overall company.”

Of course, from the boardroom to the janitor’s closet, the whole of EPH was discussing the “contest” among the four Elliotts and the magazines they each ran. The lucky one would replace Patrick at the helm, and the competition among the four editors-in-chief to make the highest profit was getting downright dirty.

It didn’t surprise him that Jessie Clayton would know about the situation.

Especially if his suspicions about her were correct.

And her response was only confirming those suspicions. Why would she be reluctant to accept what had to be a coup among the interns at one of the world’s most successful fashion magazines?

“Let me make sure I understand this. Are you saying you don’t want to be Finola Elliott’s shadow intern for the month of September?” He didn’t bother to hide the incredulity in his voice.

Her tongue darted over her lips as though they were as parched as her throat.

“That’s right. That’s what I’m saying.”

He let out a small choke of disbelief. “You know this is the most coveted assignment for an intern at the magazine?”

Her eyes widened, but the color was so hard to discern behind the tinted glasses. “I am honored and grateful, Cade. I can’t imagine why I’d get picked, but—”

“Because you are an excellent candidate,” he interrupted. “Because your ideas are fresh, your energy is constant, you’ve never been late or out sick in five months, and you’ve shown great promise in the world of high fashion publishing.”

And you’ve made a point to avoid any contact with Finola Elliott.

But he didn’t add that little piece of information. She didn’t know that her unusual behavior had landed her on his radar screen. Of course, her silky hair and slender body, that porcelain complexion and melodic laugh also got his attention. Too much of it, actually. But it was her proactive avoidance of the woman most interns did handstands to impress that had ultimately landed her in his office.

“You’re a model intern and you’ve earned this reward.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it again. One more time she adjusted the frames of her glasses. “No. Thank you. I’d rather not.”

Every highly trained cell in his body screamed in alert. Before him sat a young woman who was smart, attractive, qualified and ambitious enough to work for nothing but exposure to the business. Why would she turn down a plum high-profile assignment?

“Why not?” he asked.

“We’re days from the editorial deadline for January, and Scarlet let me have this whole Spring Fling layout for March, which will mean I’ll have to go to the photo shoot and meet with…” She trailed off and wet her lips again. “I just would rather not take on that kind of assignment right now,” she finished quietly.

There was only one explanation that occurred to Cade. She didn’t want Finola’s close attention and examination. And there could be a very good reason why.

Business instinct told him that nothing he asked could get her to reveal that reason. He couldn’t scare it out of her, even though he’d been known to intimidate a few employees on occasion. He couldn’t coax it out of her, even though he’d seen her react with a sweet blush to his friendly teases.

No, neither his MBA training nor his legendary management skills were going to do the trick here. He’d need to resort to something more ingenious, something a little trickier and lot more appealing.

“You know, Jess.” He leaned forward a bit. “I’m just not buying this.”

This time there was no doubt that some blood drained from her cheeks. “You’re not?”

He shook his head. “You’re not telling me something.”

Behind the tinted lenses, he saw her eyes widen. If he was right, and she was a mole from Pulse or Snap or even The Buzz, then one of Finola’s family had picked a lousy liar for the spy job.

He’d get the truth out of her. He just needed to take down her defenses a little.

“Tell you what.” He put his elbows on the desk and lowered his voice. “Why don’t you meet me for a drink after work, and we’ll talk about it in some friendlier surroundings? Maybe you need a little time to think about it.”

“A drink?” She backed up ever so slightly.

Now he had her disarmed. Lying about something, and not sure if she had just been asked out on a date by the magazine’s executive editor. “You know the Bull and Bear? At the Waldorf?” When she nodded, he said, “Good. Then we can talk about the shadow assignment there.”

He held her gaze for a moment too long. Which wasn’t difficult at all, because he’d been fighting the urge to flirt with the redheaded dynamo from the minute he’d first interviewed her. But professionalism demanded that he never, ever date employees of the magazine. That would be a serious mistake.

However, this wasn’t really a date. This was the only way to get a woman to confess everything.

Jessie Clayton was hiding something, and he intended to find out what it was and how it would impact his magazine.

“What do you say, about six o’clock? In the bar?”

“I don’t know….”

He winked at her. “Come on, Jess. It’s just a drink.”

She straightened her glasses again. “Okay. Six o’clock. At the Waldorf.”

If he could just see into her eyes, he might be able to figure out what she was hiding. What would he have to do to get her to take those glasses off?

“I’ll see you there,” he promised.

She left his office, but there was no mistaking the pretty aroma of trouble that lingered in her wake.

At exactly five-forty, Jessie dialed Lainie Sinclair’s extension.

“Is he gone yet?” she asked her roommate, who had a birds-eye view of the executive editor’s office from her cubicle.

“He left a few minutes ago,” Lainie said softly. “Stopped in the men’s room first, came out with his tie straight, but no new hair gel or cologne.”

“You’d make a great spy, Lainie.” Jessie laughed. But she knew Cade McMann wouldn’t gel up his burnished gold hair. He wore it tousled, and casual.

Touchable. For the fortieth time since she’d left his office, her stomach flipped. “Wish me luck.”

“What do you need luck for? Your boss’s boss has plucked you from intern obscurity for the coolest job in the company. I still don’t get why you’re turning it down.”

The urge to confess all welled up in Jessie. Lainie had befriended her on the day of her internship interview, and then became her roommate and closest companion in New York City. If she were ever to confide in someone, Lainie was the one.

But the time wasn’t right. Lainie was a doll, as trustworthy and true a girlfriend as there could ever be, but Jessie’s secret would be the most sizzling gossip to hit EPH since Patrick Elliott announced his year-long battle for the boardroom. Even Jessie’s new best friend might not be able to hold in the truth. Lainie had been bouncing off the walls for the past hour and all she knew was that Cade had offered Jessie a great assignment and was taking her for a drink to discuss it.

If Lainie knew the truth…

“I told you, Lainie. I don’t see shadowing Fin as a great plus for me. I’d have
to give up the Spring Fling layout Scarlet offered me.”

“Spring Fling Schmling. You’re nuts. Did you talk to Scarlet?”

“She’s out at a photo shoot today,” Jessie said, peering at the empty cube where Charisma’s flamboyant assistant fashion editor worked in a sea of photos, clippings and fabric swatches. “Which I guess is why Cade delivered the news, since Scarlet is technically my boss.”

“But it doesn’t explain why he wants to drag the meeting into a swanky hotel bar for further discussion.” Lainie paused, then added, “Think he got a room upstairs?”

“Get real, Lain.” Not that the same thought hadn’t occurred to her. But, for once, fantasies of rolling around on high-end sheets with Cade McMann were not what caused the flipping in her stomach. “It’s just a drink.” An invitation to a drink, she had to admit, that was issued with a look that practically singed her down to her toes.

But Lainie did know one of Jessie’s secrets: She nursed a crush on Cade McMann the size of her daddy’s south eighty acres in Colorado. And, to her credit, Lainie had kept that secret for months.

“Just hear him out,” Lainie said. “You might be able to work it out so that you don’t lose the layout assignment and you get to do the shadowing.”

There was no way Jessie was spending all that time with Finola Elliott. But there was also no way to explain that to Lainie. “We’ll see,” she said vaguely.

“I better go.”

“Should I wait up?” Lainie asked with a little tease in her voice.

“I’ll be home by eight,” Jessie promised.

“Tomorrow morning?” Lainie chuckled.

“Very funny.”

As Jessie pushed open the lobby door of EPH and stepped into the evening bustle of Park Avenue, an early September breeze danced over the tops of the trees that lined the gardenlike median strip. Momentarily taken with the possibility of inhaling clean air, Jessie sucked in a deep breath, only to taste the fumes from a cab that pulled out from the curb.

Colorado seemed so far away. She paused to get her bearings, because even after almost six months in New York, Jessie had to glance at street signs and do a little grid math before she could figure out exactly where to go. Which was pretty sad for a girl who grew up knowing north from south strictly by the color of the sun streaks on the mountains.

Stepping onto the sidewalk and dodging a man walking three dogs, Jessie gazed down the endless corridor created by the skyscrapers that lined Park Avenue. A different kind of valley from the acres of green and gold that surrounded the haven of Silver Moon Ranch. This one was made of steel and glass, and smelled of car exhaust and sausage vendors, and she couldn’t remember the last time she felt a mountain breeze in her hair.

Well, she could. The day she left Colorado on this crazy, irresistible fact-finding mission.

But the only facts she’d found—

A man talking on a cell phone jostled her, and a woman carrying an armload of shopping bags excused herself as she hustled past Jessie.

Sighing, she paused at the street corner. Some brave natives were crossing against the light. Someday she might have the nerve to do that. But for now she waited for the green Walk sign.

When her cell phone beeped out the chorus of “Rocky Mountain High,” she seized it like a starving woman who’d been handed a rare rib-eye.

“Hi, Dad!” she fairly sang into the phone as she started across Park Avenue, still checking both ways; she didn’t trust those cabbies. “You’ll never guess where I am!”

“Tell me, angel.” Travis Clayton’s booming baritone sounded as rich as if he were sitting across from her on the patio, gazing at the snow-tipped mountains that surrounded the Silver Moon Ranch.

“Crossing Park Avenue.” Jessie let out a little laugh. “Pretty cool, huh?”

“Be careful, honey,” Travis warned. “Those drivers are crazy in New York.”

She accepted the long-distance parenting without even rolling her eyes, the bittersweet ache of homesickness too sharp to tease her father. “How are you, Daddy? How’s Oscar?”

“I had him out for a ride today,” he said. “I swear that gelding misses you.”

Jessie closed her eyes for a moment and imagined climbing into a saddle with a single movement as natural to her as breathing. Another pang of homesickness threatened.

“Of course he hasn’t forgiven you for that name.”

Jessie just laughed. “Where are you, Daddy? Out on the porch?”

“I am. I have to go back over to the barn in a bit, but I thought I’d catch you on your way home from work.”

“I’m not going home,” she told him. “Get this. I’m about to walk into the Waldorf-Astoria. How does that sound?”

“Like you’re a long way from Colorado, angel.” She could hear the wistfulness in his voice.

Even though it had been three years since her mother died, maybe leaving Dad alone in Colorado hadn’t been the smartest thing Jessie’d ever done. It had certainly been the most impulsive. But she had to know.

“What are you doing at this fancy hotel?”

A valet opened the door to the Waldorf with one of those appreciative smiles that men in New York gave to pretty women, and Jessie beamed right back and thanked him.

“I’m having a meeting with the executive editor of the magazine, if you can believe that.” In the softly lit lobby, a vast center table featured a bouquet of fiery and exotic autumn flowers exuding a luscious fragrance.

“Oh? Think they’re finally going to start paying you?”

She glanced around for the entrance to the Bull and Bear, and then spotted a silk-covered settee against one wall. She perched on the edge to finish her
conversation. “The internship lasts a year and trust me, Dad, any of my classmates at the Art Institute would kill for this opportunity. Don’t worry, I’m watching every penny.”

“I know, sweetheart.” His voice softened, and Jessie could imagine that his brilliant blue eyes did the same. “Your mother left you money to do anything you want. If living in New York City and working at a big magazine—for free—is making you happy, then it would have made her happy.”

She closed her eyes and imagined her mother’s face for a moment. Her real mother. The one who raised her, the one who—

Suddenly, the need to confide in her father squeezed her chest so hard, she thought her heart would pop right out.

“So what’s this meeting all about, Jess? Do you have time to tell me?”

She glanced at her watch. How long would it take to tell him the truth? More than the three minutes she had until six o’clock. But, oh, the need to share was sharp.

“I’ve been offered an opportunity to shadow the editor-in-chief, Finola Elliott.” She deliberately waited a beat to see if he reacted to the name. “But I’m not sure I want to take it.”

“Why the hell not?” His voice bellowed as though he were hollering to one of the Silver Moon hands. “That sounds like a fantastic break and you wouldn’t have been picked if they didn’t see your brains and talent.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m just not sure I want to spend that much time with Finola Elliott.”

“Doesn’t spending time with the boss increase your profile…and the chance that they’ll hire you for a job that actually gets a paycheck?”

Jessie had to smile. It was killing Dad that the internship was unpaid. “It might,” she agreed.

“Then why wouldn’t you jump at the chance?”

“I’m not sure I want to be under Fin’s close scrutiny.”

“Why not?”

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and whispered the words that had been reverberating in her head for almost a year. She had to say them. She had to tell someone.

“Because Finola Elliott is my birth mother.”

Chapter 2


Jessie was a full ten minutes late when she entered the darkened atmosphere of the Bull and Bear. Her head still rang with her father’s reaction and warnings, although the room hummed with soft chatter and conversation.

Don’t expect some sort of hallelujah chorus when she finds out…She’s a city woman who probably wants no part of facing a past she gave up twenty-three years ago…If she wanted a reunion, honey, don’tchya think she’d have found you? Even the fact that Finola’s name was listed on an adoption finders Web site didn’t convince Daddy that Jessie’s birth mother may be conducting the same search with the same hope and trepidation that seized Jessie.

Jessie loved that dream, loved imagining a moment when Fin Elliott would look at her and throw her arms open to exclaim “My baby!”

But Daddy might be right. After observing Fin for five months, Jessie had seen absolutely nothing that would indicate the thirty-eight-year-old workaholic would be interested in finding, and knowing, and loving, a child she’d given up for adoption when she was only fifteen years old.

Revealing the truth could be a huge error in judgment, one of those prayers that are best left unanswered.

The sight of a golden-haired god at a corner table brought Jessie back to the moment. From the day she’d walked into Cade McMann’s office for an interview five months ago, Jessie had felt a tickle of…desire. At first it was just his looks—six perfect feet of solid muscle, dark blond hair that in the summer he’d
let grow over his collar, and those see-right-through-you smoke-gray eyes. And it didn’t take long for Jessie to get past the great looks and realize that Cade also had a leader’s sense of order and a survivor’s sense of humor.

From the sidelines, she’d watched a man who thought through every decision he made, who considered all the angles and rarely, if ever, made a mistake.

So why, then, would he ask an intern out for drinks?

And why was he standing there now, looking at her like a man who wanted something? What could he want?

His handsome face broke into a slow smile, and her heart skittered around for a second. She wasn’t sure what he wanted, but she sure wished it was her.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said as he pulled out a chair for her.

“Don’t tell me. Scarlet called from the photo shoot with twenty things for you to do before you could leave.”

She put her purse on the floor next to her and touched the frame of her glasses to make sure they completely covered her green eyes. Even in the dim light of the bar, he might recognize the similarity in shape and color to the woman he worked for.

“Actually, I was on the phone with my father and didn’t have the heart to hang up on him.”

He raised his eyebrows in interest. “He’s in Colorado, right?”

Did he remember that from her interview? Or had he been checking on her background? “Yep. We have a cattle ranch not far from Colorado Springs.”

He signaled for a waiter, who took their orders for drinks. Jessie planned to slowly sip a chardonnay; the last thing she needed was to lose control. Anyway, just being this close and personal with a man she’d been admiring—okay, lusting after—for five months was about all the intoxication she needed.

After they ordered, Cade slipped off his suit jacket and tossed it casually over the back of a chair. Jessie congratulated herself on keeping her gaze from meandering over the solid muscles that strained the crisp white linen of his custom-tailored shirt.

“So how exactly did a girl raised on a ranch in Colorado land in the jungles of New York City?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and absently running a hand over his jaw. By the end of every day, he had just enough stubble to make her want to rub it.

“I mentioned this in my interview,” she reminded him gently. “I graduated from the Art Institute of Colorado with a bachelor’s degree in graphic design. But all my minor classes were in fashion. Where else would I go but New York?”

“To combine your love of art and fashion?” he prompted.

“I’ve been reading Charisma since I was fourteen,” she admitted. “I’ve always loved the magazine and always loved fashion.” But the day she found out that her birth mother was the editor-in-chief was the day her world changed forever.

“So this is your dream job,” he said.

“You could say that.”

“Except for the pay.” He winked and it sent a little quiver through her body.

The waiter brought her wine and a beer for Cade.

She gave a nod to his Coors. “The Colorado girl in me says thanks for that.”

He smiled and tilted his head toward the bar. “Mostly martini drinkers in here.”

“It is more old-world than new-age.” She adjusted the napkin under her wineglass. “Why did you pick this place?”

“I knew there wouldn’t be any EPH people here.” He poured the beer into a glass, then looked up at her, his gray gaze direct and meaningful. “The other magazines have spies everywhere, you know.”

“I wouldn’t know,” she said, lifting her glass. “But I hope Charisma wins.” She forced herself to add, “For Finola’s sake.”

He tapped her glass with his. “We plan on winning,” he said, his voice rich with confidence.

As she sipped, he asked, “Did you interview at the other magazines before you came to Charisma? Snap has a great internship program and Pulse is one of the most respected newsmagazines in the business.”

“I didn’t even consider the other magazines,” she said, eliciting a flash of surprise on his face. “While the celebrities covered in Snap are appealing and I’m impressed with what Michael Elliott’s done with Pulse, my heart has always been in fashion.”

A statement that was the absolute, honest truth. And when she discovered that her birth mother was the editor-in-chief of her very favorite magazine, Jessie had been in an emotional upheaval that even two-hour-long rides on Oscar hadn’t calmed.

“The week after I graduated,” she continued, “I came to New York and Charisma is the very first place I interviewed.”

“How did your parents feel about you going so far away?”

She touched her glasses. They’d become her favorite crutch ever since she saw Lainie wearing a pair, and Jessie discovered she could disguise her eye color and look somewhat hip at the same time.

“My father,” she said softly. “My mother passed away three years ago.”

“I’m sorry.” His fingertips grazed her knuckles. It was the most natural gesture in the world, but the contact sent a wholly different rush through her.

“Thank you. She had an aneurism. It was sudden, and difficult.”

“My father died five years ago,” he said, surprising her with the gentleness in his voice. “It was really hard on my mother and the girls.”

“The girls being the four younger sisters I’ve heard about.” She relaxed a little, hoping the spotlight would be on him for a few minutes. “Where are they?”

“Near my mother. Believe me, I’ve got my own cheering section at home in Chicago.”

“No wonder you’re so good with all the ladies at Charisma. You know your way around a sorority house.”

“I’m lucky that way.” He took a sip of beer, then set the glass down with a thud. “But no changing the subject, which is you. Do you have brothers and sisters?”

“I’m an only child.” Should she tell him she was adopted? Or might that send up a warning flare? Did anyone know about Finola’s past? She had been trying to find that out since she’d arrived in New York. She lowered her voice and added a purposeful glint to her eyes. “You want to know a secret?”

He leaned forward as though she had him on a string and had tugged it. “You have no idea how much.”

“This is the first time I’ve been east of the Rockies.”

He dropped back in his chair. “No way.”

She nodded, enjoying the unbroken eye contact and the glimmer of a smile tipping the corners of his lips. Had she ever really noticed just how perfectly shaped his mouth was?

Oh yeah. Several times, as a matter of fact.

“You’re acclimating very well, then,” he said.

She crinkled her nose. “Well, I still can’t cross the street unless there’s a Walk sign.”

He “tsked” as though he were disappointed in her. “Are you hailing taxis yet?”

“I can’t afford cabs.” She tapped his knuckles playfully just for the fun of touching him again. “You don’t pay me, remember?”

“Oh, yeah.” He regarded her for a minute. “So how can you afford a Manhattan apartment? And clothes? And food?”

She spun the stem of her wineglass, then slid her fingers up and down it thoughtfully. “My mother left me some money and I’ve decided to use it to support myself while I learn this business. I room in a rent-controlled studio with Lainie Sinclair, the proofreader and keeper of The Closet keys.” She gave him a knowing smile, since it was common knowledge that the only perk for the low-ranking staff was the chance to borrow clothes from Charisma’s well-stocked fashion closet. “And I don’t eat much.”

Still, he didn’t say anything, and Jessie suddenly wondered if he doubted her.

The way he looked at her…it was almost as if he didn’t think she was telling the truth.

“Do I look like I eat a lot?” she asked with a half smile.

He shook his head slowly. “No.”

“Then why are you staring at me as though I’m guilty of something?”

He laughed self-consciously. “I’m just thinking about where I should take you to dinner. Somewhere great, since you don’t get to eat much. What do you like?”

You, she thought daringly. I like you.

“French. Mexican. Japanese. Fusion. I’m a starving intern. I’ll eat anything.”

Had she just accepted a dinner date with her boss’s boss—and Fin Elliott’s right-hand man?

By the look on his face, he was as surprised and pleased as she was.

This wasn’t going at all as he had planned. While Jessie visited the ladies’ room and he paid for their drinks, Cade took a deep breath and remembered that his goal was to find out why she was avoiding Fin, what she was hiding.

Not how far one date could actually go.

Get a grip, man. Falling into the sack with an intern might not be forbidden, but it was definitely less than professional.

It could be a mistake.

And he hadn’t plowed to the head of the class, the top of the team and the pinnacle of a career by making mistakes. But something about Jessie Clayton made him want to take chances.

She’d confirmed everything in her file from the school she’d attended to the fact that there were no other interviews at the other magazines in the personnel computer system. He even knew that her mother had passed away three years ago, while she was studying at the Art Institute. So she wasn’t lying about her background.

But still Cade’s sixth sense screamed that Jessie Clayton was hiding something.

And with the competition hot and furious among the four top magazines of EPH, he didn’t put anything past the Elliotts.

Elliotts played to win and that was why Cade liked being around them. But would they be conniving enough to pick an innocent girl from Colorado to spy for them?

He had to find out.

And that was why he asked her to dinner.

It didn’t have anything to do with that flashy smile or a laugh that sounded like…like the prettiest thing he’d ever heard.

He stood and grabbed his jacket, catching sight of her returning to their table.

Of course she wore those glasses and she must have rebraided her hair before she left the office, because it was held securely back now. And although her simple black skirt and white blouse was classic, it certainly didn’t have the au couture flair of some of the models and society girls he’d dated in the past few years. Even though she had the long, lean body for it.

Must be all that horseback riding. The thought tightened his gut, and a few muscles below that.

Easy, boy. No mistakes. This is research.

She flashed him that easy, genuine smile as she approached, as vivacious and bubbly as she was in staff meetings.

Maybe she was hiding something; but if she was, she had hidden it in a beguiling package. There was something so unaffected and real about her. Something he’d missed with the women he’d been seeing.

Not that this was a date.

“So what’ll it be, Cade?” Jessie asked as she picked up her handbag. “French, Japanese, Fusion? I know this great Chinese place in Times Square.”

He had to keep this focused on research. “You know, it’s amazing you’d never been to New York before, and you just arrive, get an apartment, a job, friends…”

She gave him a sidelong glance as they walked toward the lobby. “Actually, I got the job before the apartment,” she said. “After I interviewed, I was chatting with Lainie who mentioned that her roommate was getting married. That was pure serendipity.”

“I remember interviewing you,” he said as he held the door and they stepped into the waning light casting long shadows on Park. He dipped a little closer to her ear and lowered his voice. “Before you entered your horn-rimmed phase.”

He didn’t expect her to pale at that. He really expected a light, melodic laugh…and maybe she’d slip the glasses off. Instead, she tapped the frames as though she needed to be sure they were still there.

“I can’t wear contacts,” she said, a note of apology in her voice.

He suddenly realized she must have taken it as an insult. “Jessie.” He stopped walking and held her elbow so that she stopped, too. “I didn’t mean that you aren’t…” Pretty. “I just noticed that you didn’t wear them before.”

She eased her elbow out from his light grasp. “They’re part of my whole New York look,” she said with a lightheartedness that sounded just a tad hollow. “So, where are we going?”

“French. Soho. You’ll love it.” He guided her toward the corner. “But we need to get a cab headed in the other direction.”

With a quick glance at an opening in the traffic, he put his hand on her back and started across Park. She took a few steps and stopped, her attention on a taxi barreling into the intersection.

He gave Jessie a little prompt and hustled her along. “Don’t hesitate. Ever.”

They dashed across the intersection and the taxi flew behind them. “Never show them you’re uncertain. Never pause, never scuttle, never show them they have any power. Those are the rules of the city.” The rules of his life, too.

“It’s a little like horseback riding then,” she said, laughing. “You’ve got to let them know who’s in charge.”

“Exactly.” Cade raised his arm and instantly a taxi pulled over for them. “I’ve seen all those pictures in your cubicle. You must love horses.”

He let her slide into the back seat first, and then he spoke through the safety glass to give the cabbie the address. Leaning back, he stayed in the middle of the back seat, much closer than he would ride with any business colleague.

He ignored the thought and draped his arm over the seat behind her. It was too natural, too…nice. And she didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she still wore that fresh smile he’d elicited with the lecture on how to cross city streets.

“I do love horses,” she told him. “I miss Oscar most of all.”

He choked out a laugh. “Oscar? That doesn’t sound like a horse. Horses are supposed to be called Silver and Gypsy.”

She gave him a light punch in the rib cage and his body tensed. “Spoken like a true city boy. As a matter of fact, my horse is named after a famous designer.”

“De la Renta?”

“Is there any other Oscar? I told you I love fashion. That’s why I came to Charisma.” She dropped her glasses just a smidge to peek out over the rims. “Or don’t you believe me?”

Oh, they were green. No, no. They were way more than green. They were deep, endless, intriguing seas of emerald. And all Cade wanted to do was gaze into those eyes for hours.

“Why wouldn’t I believe you?” he asked. “You’re not lying about anything, are you?”

She slipped the frames back up. “Certainly not about a horse named Oscar.”

He laughed at that, and about two hours later, he was still laughing. Tucked in the back corner of an ultra-trendy Soho restaurant, sharing a pear sorbet Jessie had called the most sinful piece of fruit she’d ever tasted, Cade nearly forgot the reason he’d asked her to dinner.

Because Jessie was as cool and refreshing and tangy as the dessert that finished their perfect meal. And Cade found himself sharing stories he’d never dreamed of telling the women he’d been dating.

Not that this was a date. The mantra was definitely not working because the closer they got to each other, the more he wanted to kiss her. And that did not qualify as research or work. That qualified as a mistake.

“Believe me,” he said, setting down his spoon as he pushed the dish back to her.

“I never missed another ballet recital after my sisters pulled that stunt.”

She slipped another slow, sensual taste of the icy concoction between her lips, a soft moan of appreciation rumbling from her throat. “They sound intriguing.”

What was intriguing? Her mouth over that sorbet? “Who?” he asked.

Her lips twitched in a sneaky grin. “Your sisters.” She slid some more sorbet on the spoon and held it toward him. “You want some more, Cade?”

What he wanted was to taste the smidgen that remained on her lips. “Nah. But I’m having fun watching it melt in your mouth.”

She smiled and looked down at her plate, then back at him. Man, she was flirting with him. “I don’t get a lot of fine French cuisine.”

“You’re making me feel guilty about our intern policies.”

“Don’t. It’s a standard industry practice and I’m happy to pay my dues.”

“But not happy enough to take the shadowing assignment,” he said, giving himself a mental pat on the back for getting back on track.

She let the spoon clink softly against the porcelain dessert dish. “I told you I’d rather not.”

“Why don’t you tell me the real reason you don’t want the assignment, Jessie?”

She dabbed her mouth with the corner of her napkin, then folded it next to her plate. A little twinge of disappointment poked at his heart at the finality of the act. Flirting and shared dessert were over.

“Never mind,” he said impulsively. “Just think about it some more. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She gave him a quick smile that probably didn’t reach her eyes. He’d know if he could see behind the damn glasses. “Let’s get back to your sisters.

Are you planning to go home to see your family anytime soon?”

He shook his head. “I doubt I’ll be taking any time off this year.”

“Because of the pressure for Charisma to finish the year with the highest profits?”

Great. She just brought the topic back to something that made him suspicious instead of just plain intrigued. “How about you, Jessie?” he volleyed back without answering the question. “Will you get home to the ranch this year?”

“I plan to go home for Christmas. I really miss my dad.”

“And Oscar,” he said with a teasing wink. “The high-fashion horse.”

She put her elbows on the table and balanced her chin on her knuckles. “I do miss Oscar,” she said wistfully. “Believe it or not, I miss the smell of horses, the clip-clop sound of their hooves.”

“You sure don’t get a lot of that in New York City.”

“Or mountains, rivers, valleys and flowers.”

He gave an apologetic shrug. “There are some plants in the traffic island on Park Avenue. Do they count?”

“Mmmm.” She smiled. “They count. This spring, when I got here, the Parks Department had planted some lilacs in that median strip.”

“I don’t think I noticed.”

“No, probably not. But lilacs were my mother’s favorite. She had a whole field of them on the ranch and every April and May they would explode in the most incredible sea of lavender and violet you can imagine and oh, the glorious smell.” She closed her eyes and inhaled as though she could sniff the fragrance she described. “I thought, when I moved here, that the lilacs were like a message from my mother. Telling me that coming here was the right thing to do.”

“How could it not be?” he asked. “You love fashion and design, and doesn’t everyone want to take a stab at life in the big city?”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, the flicker of the candle casting just enough light for him to see a whisper of sadness behind her tinted lenses.

“Anyway,” she finally said with a sigh, “I love that smell. I even wear lilac perfume sometimes, to remember it.”

“Oh.” This time he inhaled softly, taking the excuse of her perfume to move a little closer to her. “I thought it was honeysuckle.”

She didn’t back away, not an inch. “Honeysuckle is much sweeter.”

“Smells pretty sweet to me.” He sniffed again. “You left a trail lingering in my office today. A whole trail of trouble.”

At the word, her jaw slackened and she let out a disbelieving laugh. “Me? Except for not wanting to accept your assignment, I’ve never been any trouble at Charisma.”

“That’s not what I mean,” he said lowering his face close enough so that he could practically taste a kiss. “And you know it.”

He couldn’t help it. Wordlessly, he reached up and slid her glasses off. She flinched at first, then held his gaze. “So, who is hiding behind these things, Jessie Clayton?” he teased.

Her eyes widened, and stayed on him. Cade stared back into her tempting eyes, as green as the deep sea and just as dangerous.

“I’m not trouble and I’m not hiding anything,” she said.

“Yes you are.”

“I am?” Her voice cracked with just a hint of trepidation but she didn’t look away. And neither did he.

“You’re hiding your beautiful eyes.”

There was absolutely no way he could stop himself from kissing her. Her lips were cool from the sorbet, but as soft as he’d imagined they’d be. A shimmer of heat lightning streaked through him as their lips touched.

He didn’t even try to invade her mouth; he just let their lips meld, let the electricity arc, let the promise of more spark in the air. And then he very slowly broke the contact.

“Are you sure you wanted to do that, Cade?”

He’d never been more sure in his life. “If you have to ask, then I did something wrong.”

“No, not wrong.” Then she quietly slid the glasses back on and that sense of loss and disappointment punched him again. “Just surprising.”

“Do you have to wear those?” he asked, aching to take them off again. To gaze into those eyes until the sorbet in the dish was nothing but a puddle of pears and sugar and she was his for the night.

“I only take them off to kiss.”

Leaning into her ear, he let his lips graze a few strands of silky hair. “You might need to give contacts another shot, Jess.”

She gave him a questioning look. “Why’s that?”

Cade only hesitated a moment before he took any caution he’d brought to this dinner and cast it to the wind. “Because I’d like to kiss you. A lot.”

Chapter 3


“I need your bosom.”

The announcement snapped Jessie to attention. She looked up from the staff memo she’d been reading—well, the words had been in front of her, but they hadn’t exactly reached her brain—to see the humor sparking in Scarlet Elliott’s pale green eyes as she propped against Jessie’s cube wall.

“You have a fine bosom of your own, Scarlet,” Jessie replied. “Just ask John Harlan if you need a second opinion.”

Scarlet’s smile deepened at the mention of the man she loved. “He’s partial to mine, it’s true,” she said with an audacious wink. “But I’ve decided you have the perfect cleavage.”

Jessie didn’t like the sound of that. “Perfect for what, Scarlet?”

“I have to doctor up the ‘Color Me Charismatic’ feature again. The January theme is ‘How Low Can You Go’ and I think you—” Scarlet leaned over and eased out the V of Jessie’s cotton blouse enough to show the edge of a very functional white bra “—can go nice and low. In something from The Closet, of course.”

“No way.” Jessie pulled back and grasped the armrests with both hands. “I’m no model.”

“First of all, you could be if you’d lose the frames and let that hair down. But you know this feature. We never show the face. I sent two photographers out this weekend to get me some colorful cleavage shots, and this is what they came back with.”

Scarlet slapped two proof sheets on top of the staff memo, each showing an array of deeply cut blouses and sweaters on women walking the streets of New York City. The colors were blah and the shots unremarkable.

“Oh, these won’t do,” Jessie agreed. “Color Me Charismatic” was one of Charisma’s most popular monthly features—a candid photograph of an anonymous woman on the street wearing something in a maverick, memorable color and making it work for her. They always had a theme like “Skirts that Flirt” or “Watch Your Back” and the photographers usually managed to get an angle where the woman’s face was at least partially obscured, which protected the magazine and the unwitting “model.”

Scarlet tapped one manicured nail on the mess of pictures. “You have a good eye, Jessie. I knew you’d recognize dreck when you see it. So, come on, I have an outfit in mind and a body. Yours. Let’s go.”

Jessie narrowed her eyes at Scarlet. Why today? Today she wanted to hide in her cube and relive every single moment of last night’s “date” with Cade. Especially the last kiss at her door. Or maybe the one in the cab, when his tongue touched hers and—

“Why don’t you ask someone else, Scarlet? I have so much to do.”

Scarlet tugged the staff memo out from under the pictures and peered at it. “You have to read a staff memo that came out last Monday?”

Busted. The memo was the first thing she had grabbed to look busy while she relived the way Cade held her hand. The way he smelled and sounded and, oh saints alive, the way he kissed.

“Hel-lo?” Scarlet leaned a little closer to Jessie and waved a hand in front of her face. “You with me today, Jess?”

Jessie started to laugh. “I’m just a little tired this morning.”

“Great, I’ve got just the color to wake you up.” Scarlet managed to pull Jessie from her chair. “You have to be the ‘Color Me Charismatic’ woman on the street sometime during your tenure as an intern. Them’s the rules, darling.”

Sighing deeply, Jessie left her cube and followed Scarlet down the hall to where Lainie protected a closet stocked full of clothing samples from the top designers in the world and every imaginable accessory. The Closet was located perilously close to Cade’s office, but he hadn’t arrived yet this morning. Since he was never late, Jessie assumed he had a meeting out of the office.

Which was just as well, because she’d probably melt at the sight of him.

“I see you found a victim,” Lainie said dryly as she handed an oversize key ring to Scarlet.

“Why don’t you do it?” Jessie asked her roommate.

Lainie slapped her hands over her breasts. “Evidently my little double A’s don’t make for great cleavage.”

Jessie glanced down at her chest. “I’m just a B.”

“A B-plus,” Scarlet insisted as she slipped the key into the door and reached in to flip on the light. “And I have a bra in here that will take you to a C in record time. Lainie, undo her braid, will you?”

Jessie automatically protected her head. She didn’t want anyone to notice her hair, the color and texture of so many other Elliotts’. “Can’t my hair stay back?”

“Not a chance,” Scarlet said from inside the closet. “And don’t even think about wearing those glasses. That’s an order.”

Twenty minutes later, Jessie was out on Park Avenue, wearing a screaming yellow sweater with a giant black zipper up the front and black leather pants, her hair whipping in the breeze and her glasses somewhere on Lainie’s desk. And all Scarlet could do was tug that zipper lower and lower.

“Any farther and you’ll run into my pants,” Jessie said as she brushed a hair from her face.

“That’s next month’s feature,” Scarlet said dryly. “‘Hips You Want to Hug.’”

“Count me out,” Jessie said as she inched the zipper up just enough to cover the single front clasp of the black lace bra she now wore. “By the way, this isn’t a bra. This is an optical illusion.”

Scarlet chuckled and snagged the zipper down again. “That cleavage is real.

Just…enhanced.” She stepped back and eyed her work, signaling over her shoulder.

“We’re ready, Nick.”

A few passersby glanced at them, but for the most part they were ignored by the pedestrian traffic. Scarlet gave Jessie a little push toward the freelance photographer they used for lots of Charisma shoots. “Walk straight to Nick.

Think sexy thoughts.”

Sexy thoughts? Now that was the first thing she’d been asked to do that felt easy.

Sexy thoughts…Cade McMann.

“Chin up, shoulders back, think about something provocative,” Scarlet ordered.

Provocative…Cade McMann.

From behind her, Scarlet fanned Jessie’s long hair over her shoulders. “Keep going toward Nick,” she said as she dodged out of the frame. “Push your chest out. Look toward the street and think about something absolutely lusty.”

Oh, lusty would definitely be Cade McMann.

Turning toward the noise and traffic, Jessie thought about Cade’s smile. His silvery eyes. His incredible mouth.

And then she stumbled on a crack in the sidewalk as she stared right into all three.

The subject of her fantasies leaned against a street sign, his arms crossed, a wide smile on his face. “Now that is what I would call a charismatic cleavage.”

Cade levered himself off the sign pole and ambled toward her, his gaze drifting all the way down to her toes, and back up again to settle in the V of her neckline. The rush of heat in her lower half could melt the leather pants.

“You run this photo, Scarlet,” he said as he approached Jessie and continued to sear her with his stare, “and zipper sales will skyrocket within an hour and yellow will be pronounced the new black.”

For a moment, Jessie couldn’t breathe. She looked up at Cade, her heart thundering like a thousand horses over the Colorado prairie. As he neared her, he locked on her eyes and she realized with a start that she had left her glasses upstairs.

But she couldn’t look away. His wolflike gaze swallowed her up, and all of Park Avenue just disappeared into the background.

He leaned into her ear and whispered, “You look like a bumblebee who could seriously sting the most unsuspecting victim.”

Chills danced down her spine as she laughed and threw him a teasing look.

Somewhere in the distance, she heard Nick’s camera clicking and ticking.

“Out of the frame, Cade,” Scarlet snapped, nudging him away. “I’m trying to get a shot here.”

“Don’t worry, Scarlet,” Nick called from his spot a few feet away. “I got the shot. You’ll love it.”

“Glad I could help.” Cade winked, and as he continued into the EPH building, he called to Scarlet, “Let her keep that sweater, okay?”

Jessie watched him disappear into the building, his broad shoulders filling up the doorway, his golden hair grazing the back of a very expensive suit jacket.

“Oh, that’s adorable!” Scarlet exclaimed as she studied the digital image captured in Nick’s camera. “Look at this, Jessie.”

Scarlet held out the camera and Jessie peered into the screen on the back. Nick had caught Cade leaning down as though he were kissing Jessie’s hair, his gaze aimed squarely at her breasts.

“Just look at your face,” Scarlet said, jabbing Jessie with a little elbow.

Nick had captured her teasing, flirtatious glance and the flash of unadulterated lust on Cade’s face. It was, for “Color Me Charismatic,” a perfect shot.

“Don’t forget the face blur,” Jessie said. “‘Color Me Charismatic’ is anonymous.”

“Are you kidding?” Scarlet waved her hand in one of her flamboyant gestures.

“That’s just to protect us from lawsuits. You can sign a model release. This shot is so sexy. You know, if I didn’t know better I would say you’ve missed your calling as an actress. You look downright infatuated with Cade in that picture.”

“I took an acting class in college,” she said quickly. And she’d barely passed.

She hadn’t been acting infatuated. She was.

Cade dug his hands deep into his trouser pockets and squinted down at the scene far below his office window. Although he stared at the splash of red-and-orange flowers spilling across the median strip, all he could really see was the vision of Jessie, her yellow curves and auburn hair and green eyes dancing as she flirted with him.

The same vibrant woman he’d kissed over dessert…and in the cab…and at her door.

She was everything bright and alive and attractive.

He’d always thought she was pretty and spunky, but after spending all that time talking to her, he was just mesmerized by her. What was it about her?

He peered at the flowers below.

Had there really been lilacs in that cement garden last spring? He’d never noticed the flowers on Park Avenue before. Was it possible he walked down that street every day and never noticed lilacs in the spring, or the colors of the trees?

I even wear lilac perfume sometimes.

His intercom buzzed and Chloe Davenport’s distinct voice broke his reverie.

“Fin’s waiting, Cade. In her conference room.”

Damn. He glanced at his watch and realized he was ten minutes late for a management meeting. What the hell was the matter with him? He was staring out the window thinking about trees and flowers while his very future hung on Charisma’s balance sheet.

He reached over and hit the speaker to respond to Fin’s assistant. “I’ll be right there, Chloe.”

“She’s got two things on the agenda,” Chloe added. “The P&L from last month and the staff assignments for September.”

“Will do.” From his credenza, he picked up the file folder he’d been looking at yesterday, right before Jessie Clayton came wafting into his office and turned down the shadowing assignment.

Some fact-finding mission he’d gone on last night.

He still didn’t know any more about Jessie’s reasons for avoiding Fin than he did when the evening began. He’d tried a dose of seduction and it backfired.

Instead, he’d been the one damn near seduced.

By the time he watched her slip into the door of her apartment building, he’d forgotten why he’d asked her out for drinks and dinner and could only think about how much he enjoyed the evening with a charming, sweet, energetic young woman who talked about flowers.

Damn, that wasn’t like him. But, still, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d enjoyed himself so much. And then when he got out of that cab and saw her on the street this morning, her hair blowing, those clothes hugging her curves, her expression lost in some fantasy…

He grabbed his phone and dialed. Chloe answered on the first ring. “Finola Elliott’s office.”

“Tell her five more minutes,” he said quickly. “I have to make one call.”

“Make it fast.” He could imagine Fin’s assistant rolling her blue eyes or crinkling her nose in distaste.

“I will,” he promised. And he meant it. Because if he gave this too much thought, he might talk himself out of it. He could tell himself he was just trying to get to know Jessie Clayton better, for business reasons, but he knew that was an excuse for a little more time with her.

He started calling immediately, until he found what he wanted. It took him a full ten minutes to convince the man on the other end of the phone, but once he got a commitment, Cade grabbed the files he needed and headed to the conference room connected to Fin’s office. He used the hallway entrance, which gave him the chance to glance over to the editorial cubes and peek at Jessie’s empty chair.

She might still be down on the street shooting “Color Me Charismatic”…or right around the corner in The Closet getting changed. Sliding that big black zipper down over the lace of that—

“Earth to McMann.”

He turned back to the conference room doorway at the sound of Fin’s impatient voice. “Sorry, Fin,” he said with a little laugh. “I was just checking out the action in the cubes. It’s Friday and you know the natives tend to lose their focus.”

At the head of an oval mahogany table, Fin brushed a sleek strand of auburn hair over her shoulder and gave him a smile that made her eyes sparkle like Tiffany emeralds. “You seem distracted, Cade. Are you sure you’re not the native losing his focus?”

“Get real, Fin.” He pulled out a chair and dropped the financial files on the table, glancing at the wall where the first few finished pages of the January issue had been hung for the staff to review. “The next issue’s going to be great, Fin, but the monthly numbers aren’t nearly as attractive.”

She frowned and flipped open the file, studying the spreadsheet. “Not hopeless, but you might want to get on Liam’s calendar for a chat.”

“I already did.” Not that he needed to schedule a meeting with EPH’s top financial executive. They’d been friends for so long they were more like brothers.

Fin looked up from the spreadsheet, all sparkle gone from her eyes. “We are going to win this, aren’t we, Cade?”

“Yes,” he said with total assurance. “You’ve earned it, Fin, and we can do it.

We were the leader at the six-month mark, so if we don’t make any mistakes between now and the end of the year, we should be in.”

She nodded. “We have to stay completely on task. No distractions, no mistakes.”

And that, he reminded himself sternly, should really include dalliances with interns under the guise of figuring out her motives. The job of running Elliott Publication Holdings was the brass ring that Fin, a certified workaholic driven to success, wanted more than anything.

But Patrick Elliott wasn’t basing his decision on who wanted the job the most.

Like every decision the patriarch of the Elliott clan made, the answer lay in the bottom line. Whichever editor-in-chief produced the most significant profit margin for the year won the prize. So the competition for advertising, subscribers and cost-cutting had never been fiercer among the executives who ran The Buzz, Snap, Pulse and Charisma magazines.

And Cade wanted that honor as much as Fin did. Not only would it mean an automatic promotion for him, but he deeply respected and admired Fin, and genuinely believed that EPH would be a better company with her at the helm. Plus he loved nothing more than the challenge of avoiding any errors and winning the game.

As she looked back at the file, he studied her. There was always an undercurrent of sadness to Fin, like she worked with such fury and concentration because it helped her escape. As long as he’d known her, she’d had extremely strained relations with her parents, especially Patrick. Of her brothers, only her twin, Shane, the editor-in-chief of The Buzz, seemed to share a close relationship with Fin.

Fin looked up at him, and Cade expected her to comment on the numbers. But her eyes softened for a moment instead. “You will make an excellent editor-in-chief when I move up to EPH, Cade. I can’t imagine a person more qualified to run this magazine.”

He recognized motivation when she dangled it in front of him. “Thanks, Fin.

We’re a great team. We can do this.”

“We will,” she said decisively, and they launched into an hour-long review of every line item on the spreadsheet.

As always, Fin asked question after question, rarely satisfied with the first answer, always digging for a better solution. And when they were finished, she seemed satisfied that they’d attacked the numbers as best they could.

“I’ll make a point of talking to Liam,” Cade said as he closed the financial files.

“Yes, but in the meantime, keep a very tight rein on the January issue. We have three months left, Cade. A lot can happen in three months.”

“I know,” he agreed. “Are you ready to move on to staff assignments?”

She nodded and after they’d reviewed responsibilities for upcoming issues, Fin pulled the last item from his staffing file. “It’s September,” she said. “Don’t I get to wear a new shadow this month?”

No mistakes. That was his rule. So how to handle the issue of the shadow intern? “Maybe under the circumstances, you’d rather not. Some of your meetings this month will be extremely sensitive.”

“We could do a half-day shadow,” she suggested. “I’ll schedule my confidential appointments for afternoon. I like this program, Cade. We don’t pay the interns and we have to be sure they are rewarded and trained.”

“No argument there.”

She glanced at the list of five intern names in his file. “Have you picked one yet?”

“I have one or two in mind.” One in mind constantly, as a matter of fact. “But I’m still interviewing.” Interviewing. Yeah, that was a good word for it.

“Who’s your top choice at the moment?”

Why lie? She was his top choice. For a number of things. “Jessie Clayton.”

Fin raised one beautifully arched eyebrow. “We’ve discussed her before. She’s made a science out of avoiding me. Have you figured out why?”

“No, not yet.” But he would. “Anyway, Scarlet has her on a big assignment for the March issue and I’m not sure if the timing will work out for the shadowing project.” And she turned the opportunity down. But something in him wanted to protect Jessie, so he purposely kept that piece of information from Fin.

“I like her work and Scarlet raves about her ideas on layout and design,” Fin said, looking hard at him. “But you mentioned last month that you wanted to do some digging into her background.”

“I did. She checks out. I don’t know why she avoids you, but she has done excellent work at the magazine.”

“None of the other interns stands out this year,” Fin said, looking at the list again. “She seems to be popular and smart.”

And smells like a spring garden. Cade cleared his throat and took the file from Fin. “I’ll find the right intern for you by next week.”

Fin seemed to accept that as they packed up to leave. Just as they stepped into the hall, a sudden burst of female “Ooohs” and “Ahs” erupted from the sea of cubicles.

He looked down the hall to see the receptionist carrying an oversize bouquet of lilacs toward the editorial cubes.

Cade managed not to smile. The florist had given him a hard time but he knew, in New York, you could get anything for the right amount of money. He stepped a little farther into the hall, just in time to see the priceless look on Jessie’s face when the vase was placed on the corner of her desk.

“My, my, my,” Finola said from behind him as she observed the scene. “Looks like our intern has an admirer.”

“No surprise,” he commented, purposely casual, as he watched Jessie open the card. “She’s a very pretty young woman.”

Fin looked hard at Jessie, whose infectious giggle was almost drowned out by her colleagues’ comments and jokes. “It’s hard to tell. She never takes those silly glasses off.”

As Fin walked away to pick up a message from Chloe’s desk, Jessie read the card to herself and smiled. She shook her head when someone tried to take it, holding his invitation to her chest without sharing.

Then she looked down the hall, toward the conference room, straight at him. It was nearly imperceptible, but he caught her tiny nod.

As Finola flipped through her messages, she asked, “So are you doing anything this weekend, Cade?”

“As a matter of fact, Fin, I have a date tonight.”

She glanced up, curious. “Someone special?”

“Very.” He couldn’t wipe the smile off his face and, of course, Fin was too classy to pursue it.

Chapter 4


Jessie dodged across 57th Street with a few other intrepid New Yorkers, and the cab at the corner slowed for her. Maybe it was the yellow sweater…or her decision not to hesitate.

The thought made her smile, something she’d been doing since the arrival of the most incredible bouquet of lilacs, and a note that took her breath away.

Meet me at Columbus Circle at 6:00 tonight for some wide open spaces and a horse…New York style.

Lainie had taken the lilacs home for her, and, being a true friend, hadn’t even teased Jessie about who might have sent them. Nor did Jessie reveal the truth to Scarlet or any of the other Charisma associates. Somehow, she managed to get through the afternoon, then swapped her white blouse for the yellow sweater and blessed her decision to wear nice black slacks to work.

Dressed for a date she hadn’t known she was going to have, Jessie made her way to Columbus Circle in the midst of the late Friday-afternoon bustle of New York City.

A troupe of break dancers wowed a crowd at the corner, their thumping beat of hip-hop music guiding Jessie’s determined steps. As she headed toward the hub of activity known as Columbus Circle, she let her gaze travel up across a sea of high-end stores that dominated the busy area and up the towering skyscrapers that loomed over Central Park West.

For a second, her steps slowed as she scanned the crowds of people for a six-foot-tall hunk with golden hair and mesmerizing gray eyes. There were plenty of men that height, but none who took her breath away. None who gave her stomach that roller-coaster dip. None who made her whole being shiver in anticipation of a kiss or a touch, the way Cade McMann did.

A clip-clop of horse’s hooves approached from behind. Still not used to the hansom cabs and the turned-out ponies who pulled them through Central Park, Jessie paused to check out the dappled coat of a jaunty mare pulling a bright red carriage. At the reins, a young man in a tuxedo smiled broadly at her.

But when he stopped and Cade leaned forward from the carriage seat, Jessie sucked in a breath of total surprise.

“Here she is,” Cade said to the driver, who immediately stopped the carriage so Cade could get out.

For the second time that day, she stood speechless on a street corner staring at Cade.

He indicated the horse with a flourish. “The closest thing I could get to Oscar in New York City.”

All she could do was laugh, shake her head and take his hand. “You’re too much.”

Helping her into the carriage, he said something quietly to the driver, then settled in next to her. Very close to her.

“I just don’t want you to get so homesick for horses and open spaces that you run back to Colorado.”

She took a deep breath, the familiar scent of horse mixed with the not-yet-familiar scent of Cade washing over her like the late afternoon sun.

“Your evil plan is working,” she confided with a contented sigh. “Thank you for this treat.”

“You’re welcome.” His gaze dropped to the zipper, which wasn’t nearly as low as Scarlet had wanted it that morning. “I see you took my advice and kept the sweater.”

And the magic bra, which, from the look on his face, was still creating optical cleavage illusions. “Scarlet said I’d earned it after my impromptu photo shoot.”

He draped his arm behind her and lowered his head to hers. “You looked gorgeous this morning. Still do.”

More warmth spread through her and it had nothing to do with the setting sun.

“Thanks.”

“You seemed to see pretty well, too.”

She drew back and blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

“I was forty feet away from you when you spotted me on the street.” Slowly, he slid the glasses down her nose. “You don’t need these, Miss Clayton.”

There was something so intimate about the way he removed her glasses. Something so sensual about being inches from Cade with nothing on her face to come between them. Anyway, it wasn’t as if he was going to look at her and suddenly declare, “You have Fin’s eyes.” She was being too cautious.

“They’re a fashion statement,” she said softly, taking the glasses and closing them. With a sly smile, she reached over and slid them in the pocket of his suit jacket. “I can keep them off for you.”

He rewarded her with a sexy wink. “I’m honored. Now, would you like some champagne?”

“Champagne?”

Reaching to the floor of the carriage, he flipped open the top of a wicker basket to reveal a bottle of champagne in ice, two crystal flutes and a few covered containers.

“Are we celebrating something?” she asked, taking the empty flute he handed her.

“Friday night? Horses and open spaces?” He drizzled a few drops of golden liquid into the glass and it fizzed with the same burst of excitement that bubbled in her blood. “Take your pick.”

“I think I’d like to celebrate how different you seem,” she said.

“Different?”

“You’re so relaxed out here in the world,” she teased. “Like you left ‘the boss’ at Charisma and you’re just a regular guy.” A fun, sexy, intriguing regular guy who was seriously easy on the eyes and appeared to be totally into her.

“As regular as a guy can be who’s traveling around Central Park in a horse and carriage.”

He’d done this for her. He’d done this all for her.

The realization hit her heart like the clopping hooves on the asphalt drive.

“So what are we drinking to, Jessie? Horses and wide open spaces?”

“And surprisingly regular guys.”

He winked as their crystal touched and rang softly. In the background, Jessie heard the occasional shout of some teenagers playing Frisbee on the lawn, and the very distant hum of New York traffic and horns. The carriage rocked and the champagne tickled her nose and lips.

It suddenly seemed very unreal and magical.

“When did you arrange all this?” Jessie asked as she glanced at the rolling vista of green hills and autumn-dipped trees around them.

“This afternoon.”

“Right after you ordered the lilacs.”

His lips tipped up in a smile. “I couldn’t resist.”

She gave him a dubious look. “I’m not that irresistible, even in my bumblebee sweater.”

“I’ll be the judge of what I can’t resist,” he said, leaning back against the leather seat. “And you whet my appetite for horses and fresh air.”

“So you probably don’t want to know how much I miss the cattle.”

He laughed and put his arm around her, tugging her just a little closer to him.

“Let’s not push it.”

Colorado seemed a million miles away. And for the first time in more than five months, Jessie didn’t care.

An hour later, as they passed the carousel and skating rink, the sun dipped lower over the skyline of New York turning the treetops a fiery orange-red. The driver stopped at the edge of a lush park, announcing that they were at the Sheep Meadow, a vast green field dotted with dozens of other couples, families and small groups playing football or enjoying a blissful evening in the park.

Within a few minutes, they carried the basket and a blanket to a clear spot.

“He’ll be back in a little while,” Cade told her, indicating the hansom cab driver. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving. What’s in your basket?”

“I have no idea,” he admitted. “I just asked for a deluxe picnic dinner from that deli near the office. It’s not like I actually packed it.”

As they set up the picnic and discovered they had shrimp cocktail and crispy chicken, fresh bread and even chocolate-covered strawberries, they talked about New York and how difficult—or, for Cade, how easy—it was to get used to.

“Once I bought my apartment, I knew I was here for good,” he told her as he settled next to her on the blanket and picked up the container of shrimp.

“Where do you live?” she asked.

He tilted his head in the general direction of south. “Columbus Circle.”

“In one of those towers? The new ones?”

He nodded and offered her a piece of juicy shrimp. “It’s not huge,” he said.

“But it’s on the twenty-ninth floor, so the view is indescribable and the location is insane.”

“Twenty-ninth, huh?” She squinted in that direction, able to see the tips of the buildings. “Does it feel like you live in the air?”

Laughing, he bit into his shrimp. “No. I have a floor and walls. Want to see it?”

A blast of heat shot through her. “Are you asking me to go back to your apartment?”

He snagged her gaze, his expression serious. “Only if you want to.”

For a moment, she said nothing, caught in the reflection of his gray eyes, absolutely unable to look away. “Let me ask you something, Cade. Is this a date?”

He touched the corner of her lips and used his finger to slide a teeny bit of cocktail sauce into her mouth. “Yep.”

At least he was honest. “Why?”

“Why?” He let out a quick laugh. “Because I like you.”

“But why?”

He grinned. “You want a mirror? It’s pretty easy to see why.”

“But you don’t date Charisma employees, Cade. I’ve watched you for five solid months.”

“Yeah?” He teased her with that half smile. “Well, that makes two of us. Because I’ve watched you for five solid months.”

“What I don’t understand,” she said, shifting a little on the blanket as she carefully phrased her thoughts, “is why someone as by-the-book professional as you would suddenly decide to break the rules and date an intern.”

“There are no rules about dating anyone at EPH.”

“Unspoken? Unwritten?”

He shook his head. “It’s up to the individual manager. Which, in this case, is me.”

As much as Jessie wanted to follow her father’s ageless advice about not looking gift horses in the mouth, something somewhere didn’t quite fit. She decided to press on. “And you were just suddenly so overcome by attraction that you impulsively asked me out?”

“Jessie,” he said, with a little note of exasperation in his voice, “you ask too many questions. You’re like Fin.”

The words shot the hairs on the back of her neck to full attention. “I am?”

“She always asks questions, wants to get to the bottom of things. In fact,” he said, dipping another shrimp tail in a spicy red sauce and holding it up to his mouth, “she was asking about you today.”

All of Jessie’s cool confidence evaporated. Could he know? Could Fin? “Really? Why would she care about an intern, with all she has on her mind?”

He popped the shrimp into his mouth and chewed it while he regarded her. “Her attention to the staff is one of the keys to her success. She likes to know everyone at Charisma, professionally and personally.”

She didn’t know Jessie. Because Jessie had made sure to stay out of Fin’s range.

“So, what did she ask?”

“If you were going to be the shadow intern.”

Jessie busied herself trying to open a bottle of water. “And what did you tell her?”

“That I was still considering the candidate.”

Her hand froze on the twist-off lid. “Did you tell her I wasn’t in the running?”

“No.” He reached over, took the bottle and opened it easily, then handed it back to her. “I told her I would let her know next week.”

Jessie took a long drink of water, letting the liquid cool her suddenly dry throat. Could she do this? Could she date Cade and keep a secret this big from him?

“She thinks you avoid her on purpose.”

Jessie choked and sputtered the water.

“You okay?” Cade laid his hand on her back, patting her gently.

“Yes.” She gasped for air and coughed again. “The water just went down the wrong pipe.”

He slid his hand down her back and pulled her ever so slightly toward him. “Do you?”

“Do I what?” As if she didn’t know.

“Avoid Fin on purpose?”

A million responses flipped through her brain. The only one she’d never tell him was the truth. But she didn’t want to lie, either. How could she date Cade and not reveal her secret? The only way was to avoid the subject of Fin altogether.

Slowly, she turned to him and touched his face, loving the way his eyes darkened at the contact. “Will you do me a favor?”

He looked as though she could ask him for the moon and he’d say yes. But he just nodded.

She stroked the rough shadow of his whiskers with her fingertips. “Since we’ve established that this is an official date, can we not talk about work?”

He dipped his head to kiss her fingertips while he held her gaze. “Whatever you want.”

“Then let’s leave the office at the office.”

For a split second, she thought he was going to disagree, but then he said, “Consider it done.”

“Thank you,” she said and then gestured toward the picnic basket. “And thank you for all this. For the lilacs, and the horse and the…space. You took away all my homesickness.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said, his gaze dropping to her mouth. When his lips captured hers, all Jessie could do was hang on for the thrill of it and make a mental note to stop asking questions like Fin.

“You taste like strawberries,” Cade teased in between kisses in the back of the hansom cab.

“You taste like chocolate.” Jessie closed her eyes and kissed him again with a soft moan.

“Gotta love dessert.” He pulled her into him, vaguely aware that they were getting closer to Columbus Circle. The carriage ride had to end, but, he hoped, not the night. Not yet.

Their picnic had long ago finished on a high note as they fed each other chocolate-covered strawberries, and he and Jessie remained curled up in the warm leather of the carriage, torturing each other with long, wet, lazy kisses. He glided his hand over the silky skin of her throat, slipped his fingers into her braid and guided her mouth back to his for another taste.

He ached with hardness and need for more of her but still, he hadn’t touched her. At least, not in all the places he wanted to.

He hadn’t tugged that black zipper on her bumblebee sweater and eased it open.

He hadn’t lifted her from her seat and guided her legs around his hips. He hadn’t slipped his hand around her backside and braced her against him so she could feel exactly what she did to his body.

But, man, he wanted to. His breath tight in his chest, his hands hot from the need to touch her, he finally managed to give the word to David, their driver, that they could end the ride.

Jessie leaned forward to gauge their location. “I can grab the train up to my apartment.”

As Cade paid with a wad of twenties, he shot a disbelieving look to Jessie.

“You’re not taking a subway at this hour.”

She smiled as he helped her out of the carriage. “All right, I’ll take a cab.”

As the horse trotted off, Cade tugged her into him for a long, close embrace.

“Don’t go,” he whispered into her hair.

She leaned back and looked up at him. He could see the desire and arousal in her eyes that matched what he felt.

“Cade,” she said, “we work together. You’re the boss, for God’s sake. I’m an intern.”

“Hey.” He put a finger over her lips. “No talking about work. You made me promise.”

“Yes, but, now…”

“Now what?”

“Now we should say good-night.”

She was right, of course. Making sense, thinking straight. He dipped down and kissed her lips, gliding his tongue between her lips and along her teeth to see if he could get rid of all that sense and straight thinking. This was too good.

She was too good.

“You don’t want to leave any more than I want you to leave,” he told her.

Her only response was to moan softly and squeeze her arms tighter around his neck.

“Was that a yes?”

Closing her eyes, she nodded and he didn’t give her a second for her to change her mind. Or for him to change his, as unlikely as that might be. This night, this time, Cade didn’t feel like monitoring his mistakes. Turning her in his arms, he started toward the doors of his building, threading his fingers into the thick braid that hung down her back.

“Good,” he said softly. “‘Cause I’ll die if I don’t see your hair down again.”

Wordlessly, they walked over the glossy marble floor of the ultra-modern lobby, past the boutiques still humming with tourists and shoppers, down to the teak-paneled bank of elevators that would take them to the twenty-ninth floor.

Cade didn’t waste one second pulling her into his arms the minute the doors closed behind them and they were alone in the elevator.

“Jessie,” he said huskily, as he reached down to kiss her. “You’re sure you want to stay, right?” He braced himself for any answer, ready to turn right around and get in a cab if he had to.

“I want to stay.”

At the simple declaration, he kissed her again, and again as they reached the hall, and again at the apartment door, and again as they stepped into the
entryway.

Easing her against the wall, he fully invaded her mouth with his tongue. She sucked on him, her hands traveling under his jacket, pushing it back, as hungry to touch him as he was to explore her.

He began to unbraid her hair. It fell in thick sections against his fingers and he let out a soft groan of pleasure when he finally got his hands into her mane.

“Your hair is amazing,” he whispered, peppering her throat with kisses. “You are amazing.”

When the braid was free, he pulled the locks forward, over her shoulders, and let it tumble down to her chest. He stroked the strands, and his palms covered her breasts.

Under her sweater, he could feel her nipples bud, her breath coming through her parted lips in tight, ragged bursts.

“Time to unzip Jessie,” he said into a kiss, finally hooking his finger into the zipper hoop that some designer had added to the sweater just to torment men. “I haven’t thought about anything but this all day.”

The first few zipper teeth scraped open. She arched into him, riding his erection and offering him her breasts. A strip of a black bra appeared under the sweater.

His throat went bone-dry at the sight.

“Courtesy of The Closet,” she said with a little laugh.

He trailed a kiss down the flesh of her throat, dipping into the rise of her breasts, sliding his tongue over the silky, feminine flesh. “Remind me to thank Scarlet.”

“Don’t you dare,” she gasped.

He chuckled, easing the zipper lower with one hand, then spreading the sweater back.

He traced the black lace with his tongue and she rose on her tiptoes to offer him more. His thumb grazed her nipple, sliding against the satin of the bra.

“Cade.” Her voice was raw with tension and desire. “Please. I can barely stand.”

She didn’t need to say more. Wordlessly, he picked her up in his arms, kissing her mouth as he carried her across the living room to the bedroom. As he laid her on the bed, she pulled him down on top of her.

In a tangle of wild, wet kisses and hungry hands, he took off her sweater and pants, and she lay on the bed in the sexiest black bra he’d ever seen, and black lace panties, her hair spread like fiery silk over his bed.

“I can’t believe this,” he said, the awe and ache making his voice hoarse.

“You’re even more beautiful than I imagined.”

Her smile was dubious as she started to unbutton his shirt. “You never imagined.”

He snorted. “Wanna bet?”

Her fingers froze and she looked up at him. “You imagined this? I mean, before tonight? Or last night?”

Cade closed his eyes and let her finish the job of unbuttoning his shirt, then he shimmied out of it. Sliding down next to her, he lined up their bodies, easing his hand over her tiny waist to turn her toward him. He took a deep breath and willed his aching arousal to resist her for just a few more minutes.

He would be inside her. He knew that. But first, she had to know that this was not just a convenient office affair.

“Listen to me,” he said. “I want you to know this before we make love.”

In the dark, she looked at him, her eyes wide, her lips parted. He could feel her heartbeat hammer through her whole slender body.

“I noticed you the minute you walked into Charisma,” he said, thinking back on the first time the auburn-haired beauty walked in his office. The first time he smelled that hint of spring and saw the grass-green eyes of Jessie Clayton. “I remember the first word I thought of when I looked at you.”

“What was it?”

“Fresh.” He tipped her chin toward him, so he could look into her eyes as he shared the memory. “Not like other New York women. You’re so…well, there’s always been something different about you—”

She backed up and laughed a little self-consciously. “Different? Like odd?”

“I mean that in a good way,” he said quickly. He stroked her skin, gliding one finger over her lovely breast and into the cleavage he’d been thinking about since he saw her on the street that morning. “You’re unaffected and real. And there’s something about you that’s…”

He felt her stiffen. He wanted to say familiar. But would she take that wrong? Like she reminded him of one of his sisters or something?

It wasn’t that. It was just that she was…comfortable. “You make me comfortable,”

he admitted.

“Yeah? Well, that’s funny because you have just the opposite effect on me.”

“Really?” He tightened his grasp a little. “I make you uncomfortable?”

“Completely,” she said, her lips quirking in a smile. “When I walked into your office for that interview I was totally and completely uncomfortable.”

“Why?” He’d been friendly, easy to talk to. Hadn’t he?

“Because I thought that you were—are—the sexiest guy I ever met.”

He almost choked. “You did?”

“And, let me tell you, it’s very uncomfortable to be so…” She pressed her hips against him and slid one leg around his waist. “Hot. And tingly. During an interview.”

“Oh, man,” he murmured a helpless groan and dropped his head into that irresistible cleavage, gently leaning her on her back. “If I had known that, I would have…”

“What?”

“Well, I would have…” He licked her flesh and with one hand, unclasped the front of the bra.

“You would have what?”

He eased the satin over her breasts, the rosy tips of her nipples jutting out for his mouth. “I would have never let you be uncomfortable. I would have just done…this.”

She started to laugh, but drew in a sharp breath as he closed his mouth over one of her breasts and began to suckle her, his hand caressing the other.

She moaned under his ministrations, her hips writhing against him. Licking the hardened bud, he trailed his fingertips over her stomach, down to where her hips moved to the natural rhythm of sex.

“Are you still uncomfortable, honey?” He inched his fingers into the lace of her underpants.

She nodded. “Terribly.”

He dipped further, touching the tuft of hair, then the moist and swollen bud of her womanhood. “Still?”

“I might die of it,” she said breathlessly.

He eased one finger into her, eliciting a low rumble of pleasure from the throat he kissed. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable,” he whispered into her ear, taking the tender lobe in his teeth as he stroked and caressed her slick flesh with his finger.

She shook her head, unable to talk, her breath ragged and trapped.

He started to kiss his way down to where he touched, anxious and hungry to taste her, dying to make her wildly, insanely and hopelessly uncomfortable.

As he eased her panties down, her fingers dug into his hair, guiding his head.

She quivered as his tongue curled against her.

She whispered his name as he blew a soft breath over her. She murmured a plea for more and he tasted her again. Her thighs tightened around his head as he licked her, loving how she trembled and rocked and finally shuddered helplessly with a long, sweet climax.

Kissing the delicate skin of her inner thighs, and nibbling at the dip of her stomach, the underside of her breasts, the heated column of her throat, they finally managed to get him undressed.

“Still uncomfortable?” he asked teasingly.

She half sighed, half laughed. “Not as uncomfortable as I’m about to make you.”

She closed her hands over his shaft and stroked him, making him swell with a surge of blood. He dropped back on the bed, as pain and pleasure and raw need shot up his back, down his legs, blinding him. She feathered his body with kisses and caressed his erection, her soft woman’s hair tickling his chest and stomach as she took him into her mouth.

He groaned in ecstasy, his whole body on fire. Her lips were like satin gloves, her hands steady and relentless as she suckled and stroked and cupped him until he thought he’d scream.

“C’mere, Jessie.” He gently brought her up, as she covered him in more kisses.

The room smelled like sex and flowers, and her lips were salty and smooth. He managed to slide over to the nightstand, retrieve a condom and sheath himself without really ending one long, juicy kiss.

He positioned himself over her, his erection seeking the heat of her. When she lifted her hips to him, he slid in slowly, watching the pleasure unfold over her features, seeing the flush darken her skin and harden her nipples.

She said his name and pulled him down for a kiss, arching sharply to drive him into the warm, wet envelope of her body. As her legs wrapped around his hips, he sucked in a breath, unable to believe the burn, the hot, wicked ache she caused in every cell in his body.

With each thrust, she whispered his name, begged for all of him, dug her nails in his back. Mind-numbing pleasure licked over him as he thrust into her, lost in her sweet, womanly body. Lost in the pretty, fresh sex of Jessie.

She quaked furiously, her muscles spasming around him.

And then he was just so deep and far gone and so utterly lost inside her that he let go until he’d released everything he had inside her.

They didn’t speak or separate or move for a long, long time, until their breathing became normal, and their mixed perspiration chilled their skin. Then he eased himself off her to look at the woman he’d just made love to.

Her hair was everywhere, and her eyes were wide pools of the prettiest color green he’d ever seen.

He’d known she was pretty. Known she was sexy and charming and attractive. But he’d never realized that Jessie Clayton was stunning. He’d never realized she was beautiful.

He broke their peaceful silence. “If I ask you a personal question, will you tell me the truth?”

That made her smile. “If you can’t get the truth out of me now, when we’re naked and basking in the proverbial afterglow, then we’re sunk.”

“You’re right.” He leaned up on one elbow and fluttered some strands of hair through his fingers. “But I really need to know this. To know something about you.”

“What is it, Cade?”

“Why do you hide your eyes and your hair?”

The way she looked at him made him think, We’re sunk.

Chapter 5


Cade’s question yanked Jessie from a state of pure rapture to one of stark terror.

“Excuse me?” Her response was a time-buying ploy, accompanied by a not-so-subtle shift in her body that could distract him.

But he wasn’t diverted. “What are you hiding?”

“Cade.” She tried to laugh as though the question were simply ridiculous. Then she leaned up on her elbow to show him her bare, flushed body. “Do I look like I’m hiding something?”

He shook his head, sliding his hands over her waist and backside. “At work, I mean.”

“We’re not talking about work, remember?”

“I just think a woman as beautiful as you would show it off a little.”

She made a face. “I’m not beautiful, but thank you. And, hey, I like my look. If you don’t like it—”

“I like you,” he countered, kissing the tip of her nose for emphasis, then inching down to her mouth. “Can’t you tell?”

She sighed and rubbed her legs over his, their bodies all lined up perfectly
again. “I can tell. The question is…”

“Will everyone else be able to tell, too?” He finished her thought perfectly, his eyes glimmering like burned coals.

“We have to be discreet,” she said. “No sex in your office.”

“What about the conference room?”

She narrowed her eyes, but couldn’t help laughing. “Maybe in The Closet.”

His chuckle was just a low and sexy rumble that tickled her insides. As they cuddled into each other, Jessie let the newness of the sensation wash over her.

Cade was her lover. Cade McMann was her very own amazing, fabulous lover.

“What about Fin?”

His question jerked her back to reality and she cursed herself for the little gasp she gave in response. “Fin? What about her?”

“She’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t want to shadow her, Cade.” Jessie pulled back enough to look in his eyes. “And you don’t need to tell her about this.”

“I won’t have to. She’s smart. She knows everything.”

Not everything. She doesn’t know her own daughter. “Let’s just try to keep this quiet. It might not—”

“Yes it will,” he said with a tiny squeeze. “It will last.”

Slowly, she raised her face to his. Did he mean that? He answered her with one long, sensual kiss that made her head spin and her body ache for him all over again.

Then he showed her that it could last, at least another hour.

Saturday morning slipped into Saturday afternoon with the same ease that Jessie moved around Cade’s hardwood floors and his comfortably elegant apartment in an oversize Chicago Cubs T-shirt that he lent to her. She called Lainie and told her she’d be home…sometime. He went out for coffee and brought her a toothbrush, then they took a shower in a sparkling marble stall with glass block that poured sunlight over their naked bodies and two shower heads that thoroughly soaked them. They made omelets and made love all afternoon.

In the evening they ordered Chinese and watched Top Gun on a movie channel and afterward, Jessie found a photo album in one of the wall-to-wall mahogany bookshelves, and she “met” his family in Chicago.

His four sisters were as attractive as he, and his mother looked like a modern version of Donna Reed. He walked her through the album, which his mother had lovingly made him when he moved from Chicago to New York. The only sadness in his voice was when they’d come to a picture of his dad, a strapping man who seemed to radiate happiness from every picture, his love for his wife and five children obvious even in the two-dimensional snapshots. Jessie could only imagine how palpable that love must have been in real life.

“Your family is like a storybook of midwestern perfection,” she said, closing the album. “Did you ever argue?”

He chuckled and put the album back on the bookshelf, returning quickly to snuggle with her on the burgundy leather couch. “The girls fought plenty. Over everything. Boys, clothes, who stole whose hairbrush. And, God, don’t even start on how much time they wasted in the bathroom.”

“It must have been fun with all those kids,” Jessie mused. “My siblings were horses and ranch hands. No one ever fought over a hairbrush. Well, maybe a horse’s hairbrush.”

“But you got the bathroom and all your parents’ attention. I had to achieve perfection—in grades and sports and life—to compete with all those girls.” He pulled her into a horizontal lounge, lining their bodies exactly like they’d been most of the past twenty-four hours.

“I had plenty of attention, that’s true,” Jessie agreed. “God knows they wanted me.”

“Then why didn’t they have more kids?”

Jessie swallowed hard. She’d never, ever lied about being adopted. Why would she start now? Why would she keep that secret from her lover?

“I’m adopted,” she said, glancing up for his reaction. “My parents couldn’t have children.”

His eyes flashed at the news. “Really? I didn’t know that.”

“Well, why would you?”

“I don’t know.” He pulled her more securely against him. “There’s a lot I don’t know about you yet. But I’m glad they adopted you. God, just think about it. I’m so glad…” His voice trailed off, as people often did when they thought about the choice some young unwed mother had to make.

Except that, in this case, that young unwed mother was his boss.

He had to feel the quickening of her heart as she waited for the next question.

The one every friend asked: Have you ever tried to find your birth mother?

Before he asked, she slid her hand under his T-shirt and caressed his chest. His low, satisfied groan told her how much he liked her touch. Easily, effortlessly, she trailed her fingers over his skin, dipping into the waistband of his jeans and gliding over the tip of an erection he always seemed to have.

Cade rocked into her fingertips, starting the dance that was already becoming as familiar as it was thrilling. Thank God he was easy to distract. She nibbled his jaw and then his mouth with a long, soulful, openmouthed kiss.

In a matter of minutes, they were shedding clothes and giving in to the temptation to taste and touch each other again.

Naked and ready, Jessie rubbed herself against the muscular planes of his broad chest, the coarse golden hairs tickling her breasts. Cade steadied her hips with his powerful hands and guided her over his erection.

As he entered her, she closed her eyes, dropping her head back as the force of his thrust touched her in the deepest part of her body.

“You didn’t let me finish my thought,” he said softly.

Her eyes popped open, unable to believe he’d go back there now, when they were…

“I know what you were going to say,” she whispered, dipping down to kiss his cheek. “I’m glad she did, too.”

And that, she hoped, would be the last discussion they would have about her birth mother.

But the lie of omission made her heart heavy and when Cade climaxed into her, rasping endearments and words of sweet, honest affection, she closed her eyes and realized that if they got any closer, she’d have to tell him the truth.

And that would change everything.

When they were done, she clung to him, inhaled his scent and selfishly, foolishly, put off the inevitable.

“What are you doing?” Cade tapped on the partially opened bathroom door and it creaked inward. “You’re dressed?”

“Can you imagine?” Jessie laughed at the incredulity in his voice. But, to be fair, she had spent most of the past two days not dressed. She tugged up the black zipper of her new favorite sweater and added, “Sorry, but it’s almost five on Sunday afternoon, Cade. I have to go home and get ready for work tomorrow.”

Cade rubbed the beginnings of a late-afternoon shadow that darkened his cheeks even though he’d shaved that morning. Jessie had perched on the side of the tub and watched, an act almost more intimate than any of the things they’d done to each other’s bodies over the past forty-eight hours. Which, she had to admit, had gone way past intimate.

“I don’t suppose we could both call in sick.” He grinned at her. “Might raise some eyebrows.”

“Yeah,” Jessie agreed. “It might. Because, as you noted a few days ago, I’ve never once called in sick.”

“Me neither.” He leaned against the doorjamb and studied her with a slow, hot gaze, his sexy mouth curled up in a smile. “But this is just cause.”

Laughing, she turned to the vanity to put away the few items of makeup she’d taken out of her purse. As she picked up the toothbrush he’d bought her, his hand closed over hers.

“You can keep that here.”

She looked at his reflection in the mirror. His smile was gone. “Are you sure?”

“Of course.” He held her gaze. “I told you, Jessie, this is not some quickie office affair.”

“It was anything but quick,” she said, attempting a breezy chuckle.

“I mean it.” His eyes narrowed and his hand tightened on her wrist. “I want you to come back. A lot. Often.”

For a moment, she couldn’t speak. A million thoughts warred for space in her head. How could they be an item and work together? How would they keep it quiet? How could she keep her hands off him at work?

“What about Fin?” Somehow, of all her mental questions, that was the one she let slip out.

“I’ll handle Fin,” he told her. “Anyway, I told you, there’s no rule about dating co-workers.”

“But you…” They covered this last night, but the question still nagged her. “You don’t make mistakes, Cade. That much I know from watching you.”

“I try not to, that’s true. But this isn’t a mistake. It just might be a little complicated.” He managed to slide the toothbrush out of her grasp and placed it next to his. “But we can manage our way around the complications.”

Could they? There were complications he hadn’t even dreamed of. “This could be difficult.”

In a second, he turned her from the mirror, to look at her face instead of her reflection. “This could be wonderful.” His voice was husky, but not from desire or arousal. “You are so different, Jessie.” He pushed her hair back from her face, his gaze sliding from her eyes to her mouth and back up to her eyes again.

“I’ve never met anyone like you. I’m willing to take a risk and face some complications.”

“I’m the same girl I was last week,” she said. “You just got behind my glasses.”

“And I like it back there.” His lips hitched up in a knowing smile. “You do know this is real, don’t you?”

She sighed, the idea of real making her dizzy. “I know, Cade.”

“Good.” He kissed her forehead gently and pulled her against his chest.

Jessie closed her eyes and laid her head on his shoulder. “I don’t know how you do it, Cade,” she whispered, “but you’re really good at making me not care about…other stuff.”

“You have the same effect on me.”

The buzzer from the lobby reverberated through the intercom box on the wall.

“Cade? It’s Fin. Are you home?”

Fin? A surge of adrenaline propelled Jessie out of his arms as she stared at the intercom. Fin?

Surprise sparkled in his eyes. “Speaking of complicated…Guess who’s in the lobby?” He reached over and pressed the button to talk. “I’m here, Fin. What are you doing?”

“I was on my way to the office and thought I’d drop by and leave some updated spreadsheets for you to study before you meet with Liam. Can I come up?”

He closed his eyes for a second, and gave his head a quick shake. “She never stops working,” he mouthed. As he leaned back to the intercom, Jessie slipped out of his arms, certain he would feel the hammering of her heart.

Fin was there. In Cade’s apartment building. On her way up to his front door.

With shaking hands Jessie finished packing up her makeup, left the toothbrush, and slid by Cade as he buzzed Fin up.

“I don’t want to be here when she comes in,” Jessie said when he found her in the living room. As Cade started to argue, she held up her hand. “Please, Cade.

I’m an intern. You’re the boss.” And Fin’s my real mother.

Jessie buried the thought, concentrating instead on getting out of there. Her gaze darted around the room and she practically pirouetted in a desperate search for her handbag.

“God, I hate this,” she murmured, frustration and guilt bubbling through her.

“It feels…” Spotting it, she scooped up the bag and started toward the door.

Cade grabbed her shoulder with one firm hand. “Jessie, stop. I want to take you home myself. I don’t want you to run off like this.”

“I’m not running off. I don’t want to see her, Cade.”

“Jessie, there’s nothing wrong with this. We’re both single and free and we like each other. A lot.”

She eased away, backing toward the door. “It’s just that…”

He regarded her closely, pinning her with his gaze. “Would you tell me why you always avoid her?”

“I don’t avoid her.” Liar, liar. “Is it so hard to imagine that this intern would rather not run face to face into the editor-in-chief when it is painfully obvious that I am sleeping with the executive editor?”

“But you always have avoided her.”

The doorbell rang and Jessie didn’t know whether to curse or thank God for the interruption.

“Let’s get something straight,” Cade said quietly, stilling her with a gentle grip on both shoulders. “I am not ashamed of how I feel about you.”

The words touched her, as honest and affectionate as his fingertips. This had nothing to do with being ashamed of Cade or the fact that they liked each other, and she knew it. He didn’t, but she did.

For one crazy minute, Jessie thought about confessing everything. About opening the door and standing in front of Fin and saying “I am your daughter.”

But something told her that if she did, her whole world would fall apart. And right now, for the first time since she’d come to New York, her world actually felt together.

“Come on,” he said, guiding her toward the door. “You can leave if you prefer, but I’m not going to hide you like some back-door quickie. I’m too proud of you.”

Buoyed by the words, Jessie squared her shoulders and stood next to Cade as he opened his front door.

Fin’s green eyes widened as she stared at Jessie. “Oh,” she said with a soft gasp. “Hello, Jessie.”

“Hello, Fin,” she said, offering her warmest smile. “I was just on my way out when you rang.”

Cade opened the door wider. “Come on in, Fin. Jessie, feel free to stay. Fin’s just dropping off some papers.”

She pulled her bag higher on her shoulder and inched toward the door. “Thanks, but I really have to go. See you tomorrow, Fin.”

Fin was processing the whole scene, Jessie could tell. But she was too much of a lady to say anything but goodbye as Jessie walked out.

“I’ll be right back, Fin.” Cade walked with Jessie to the elevator, slipping his hand into hers. “I really would prefer to take you home in a cab.”

“Maybe next time.” She tapped the down button. Twice.

“No maybe about it,” he countered. “And there will be a next time.”

“Of course there will be. I left my toothbrush.” She reached up and gave him a quick hug as the elevator doors opened, and whispered, “And thanks for making me so comfortable.”

She heard him chuckle as the doors closed and it wasn’t until that moment that she realized he still had her glasses in the pocket of his suit coat.

When Cade returned to his apartment, Fin still waited in the entry, amusement dancing in her expression.

“Well, color me astonished, Mr. McMann.”

“Glad I can still surprise you, Fin.” He didn’t close the door behind him, fighting an undercurrent of irritation that she’d interrupted his last few hours with Jessie. “Do you have the files?”

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “If I had known you were, uh, preoccupied, I wouldn’t have stopped by.”

He crossed his arms and gave her a warning look. Everything in him wanted to protect Jessie and her reputation. “It’s not casual.”

Fin met his gaze. “That’s fine. Except that she’s…”

“She’s what?”

“Whoa.” Fin held up the file folder in mock defense. “No need to get all testy about. But, honestly, she’s an intern at Charisma. And quite a bit younger than you are.”

He tamped down more irritation. “I’m familiar with the EPH employee handbook, Fin, and there are no rules against employees dating each other. And she’s twenty-three, which makes her seven years younger than I am. Hardly a generation gap.”

“And she’s your choice for the shadow intern.”

He latched the door behind him and strode past Fin into the living room. “Not yet.”

She stayed on his heels. “When this gets out, and she’s been chosen as my shadow, there’ll be talk of favoritism.”

“Then she shouldn’t be your shadow.” He walked to the galley kitchen and yanked open the refrigerator. Beer or water? “I’ll pick a different intern.”

“But she’s the best candidate.”

He grabbed a beer. “You want something to drink?”

When Fin didn’t say anything, he flipped the twist-off cap into the trash and returned to the living room. Fin stood in front of the picture window, the file discarded on a table, her attention riveted on the expanse of Central Park and the New York skyline that filled the view.

“There’s something very…special about her,” Fin finally said.

He snorted. “No kidding.”

As he took a long pull on the bottle, Fin turned, an expression of determination on her face. An expression he knew well. He never fought that determination; it was a waste of time.

“I want her to shadow me,” Fin declared. “We can fend off claims of favoritism with the truth: I’m making this decision, not you.”

His chest tightened. He didn’t know why, but Jessie really didn’t want that assignment. Would he be betraying her by agreeing to this?

“Fin, this isn’t about suspecting her of spying on the magazine, is it? Because she’s not. I’m sure of that.”

“Are you?” She lifted a dubious brow. “I mean, she got in pretty tight with you in a hurry.”

He slammed the bottle on an end table. “I’ve known her since April.”

Fin held up both hands. “Stop it, Cade. I am not accusing her of anything. And who you sleep with is your business, as long as it doesn’t impact the magazine.”

“Oh, of course.” A healthy dose of bitterness colored his tone. “That’s the only thing that matters to you.”

“Cade!” Her eyes darkened in disappointment, the color and shape suddenly reminding him of the woman he’d just spent the weekend making love to.

Everything was going to remind him of Jessie; he might as well face that right now.

He blew out a disgusted breath, angry with himself for making the snide remark to Fin.

“It’s true,” Fin admitted softly. “The magazine may be the only thing that matters to me, but I want you to be happy. You know, you’re like a brother to me.”

Her declaration only deepened the guilt that nipped at him for the comment.

“Sorry, Fin. I’m just not thinking straight.”

She smiled and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve heard love can do that to you.”

“Love?” He choked at the word. “This was our first date.”

Her eyes sparkled. “The one that started on Friday night and ended on Sunday afternoon?”

He grinned. “Yep. That’d be the one.”

“Mmmm. Okay. Then let me put it this way, I’ve heard lust can mess with your mind, too.”

He picked up the beer bottle and rubbed the label, thinking about how to respond. “I don’t think it’s lust, either.” Although there was plenty of that, too.

“Listen,” she said. “While you figure out exactly what it is, I’d like to get to know that girl better.”

“Woman.” Cade glanced up from the label of his bottle. “She’s not a girl.”

Fin smiled. “Young lady. I have no problems with you dating Jessie, but I still want to know what she’s all about. Even more so, if you’re dating her. Think of me as the older sister you never had.”

He rolled his eyes. “I have enough sisters, thank you.”

“Too bad. I have plenty of brothers, too. You can always use more. And listen, Cade, she’s the sharpest and most qualified of the interns for the job, so not picking her would be a disservice to the magazine.”

He took a sip of his beer, eyeing her. She was right, damn it. “Well that’s a typical strategy-driven Fin Elliott decision if I ever heard one.”

“Good. Then you agree. She starts tomorrow morning as my shadow intern from 8:00 a.m. to noon, every day.”

He tried to swallow the beer, but it got stuck in his throat. Jessie wouldn’t like it, and he still didn’t know why.

But come tomorrow morning, he was sure he’d find out.

Chapter 6


Jessie hadn’t even tried to hide the truth from Lainie, confiding enough about her new romance to satisfy her roommate’s curiosity, but not so much that Jessie felt she’d betrayed the intimacy she shared with Cade.

This was too new, too special, too wonderful to be chatted about like a mild flirtation. And it was too all-consuming for Jessie to concentrate on anything at work on Monday.

Cade had stopped by her cube early in the morning with a cup of coffee mixed exactly the way she liked it with extra milk. His gaze was just as warm as it had been over the weekend, and he looked even more breathtaking in a suit…now that she knew what he looked like out of one.

Before he went to his office, he’d quietly set her glasses on her desk, without a word, and she donned them the minute he disappeared. An hour passed where Jessie managed to get through e-mails, but mostly she gave in to the full-body tingles every time she relived the sensation of taking Cade inside her, of watching him lose control, of his sincere expression when he asked her to leave her toothbrush.

“It must be love.”

Jessie jerked around from her computer screen to see Scarlet perched on the only chair in the cube, her long legs crossed lazily, her hands behind her head.

“Excuse me?”

“I’ve been sitting here for five minutes,” Scarlet said with a sly smile. “And you not only didn’t hear me, but, for the entire time I’ve been here, you’ve been reading the same four-sentence e-mail about a new mail-room procedure.”

“I have?” Jessie felt the blood rush to her face. “I mean, I have. Because, you may not know this, Scarlet, but an intern has a very close relationship with the mail room. I make it my business to know every piece of mail that comes in and out of the editorial department. Their procedures down there are critical to our success up here.”

Scarlet grinned and flipped one of her springy curls over her shoulder. “Cut the kiss-up, Miss Clayton. You got the job.”

“The what?”

“The brass ring of internships. As a matter of fact, you’re late for your meeting with…” Scarlet consulted a page of the notebook she carried. “The ad sales manager.”

“Why would I be in a meeting with the ad sales manager?”

“I believe a review of the January spreads is on the agenda, but Fin wasn’t specific.”

At the mention of Fin, Jessie’s stomach contracted. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t do this to her. “What are you talking about, Scarlet?”

Scarlet’s teasing expression morphed into one of pure joy as she reached over and gave Jessie a hug. “Congratulations, you are Finola Elliott’s shadow intern and, sweetie, you have earned the honors.”

All the blood that had warmed her face drained down to a puddle in her toes.

“Her shadow intern?” She’d asked him not to. She’d asked him. Did she need to tell him why?

“Are you sure?” she managed to ask Scarlet. “Because there are a few other really great—”

“Here’s the memo.” Scarlet held a piece of paper and all Jessie could see was From: Cade McMann on the second line. So he’d made the decision, drafted a memo and released it without even coming over to tell her.

The creamy coffee she’d been sipping suddenly turned metallic in her mouth.

“Don’t worry,” Scarlet said reassuringly. “Cade told me you didn’t want to lose the Spring Fling layout, and you won’t have to. You only shadow Fin from eight to noon every day. In the afternoons, you can still work on our projects.”

Scarlet’s face lit with excitement. “It’s perfect. And almost guaranteed to end in a job offer. A paying job.”

Jessie couldn’t process this. He’d talked about her schedule to Scarlet? And not to her?

“Jessie? What’s the matter?” Scarlet asked. “You don’t want pay?”

Jessie couldn’t even laugh at the joke. “I don’t feel good.”

Scarlet’s green eyes filled with concern and she touched her fingertips to Jessie’s forehead. “Do you have a fever?”

Oh, yeah. That was one way to describe it. “I just…I think I have to go home.”

Scarlet’s expression registered a mix of worry and shock. “Are you sure?”

Jessie nodded. She had to get out of there. If she didn’t, she’d march into Cade McMann’s office and demand to know why he said all sorts of things about this being real and how he’d handle Fin and complications and…Oh!

“That’s why I’ve been so spacey, I guess,” Jessie said quickly, opening her bottom drawer to grab her handbag. “I’m just sick. I’m taking a sick day, Scarlet.”

“Do you want me to get you a cab? Maybe Fin’s driver is still downstairs.”

“No!” At the sharp retort and Scarlet’s surprised reaction, Jessie cleared her throat. “No, thanks. I just want to—I’ll go home and take something. I’ll be fine. I just need to take the rest of the day off.”

She was halfway out of the cube when, way down the hall near Lainie’s desk, she saw the door to Cade’s office open.

She could face him down or leave him cold.

Feeling completely chicken and desperate to be alone, she made her choice.

“Bye, Scarlet. I’ll call you.”

Cade fought the urge to shove the director of subscriptions out the door, instead of using every people skill he had to close the meeting diplomatically and quickly.

How long could that guy blow hot air about demographics and distribution? Couldn’t he read the edge in Cade’s body language? He didn’t want to sit and listen to a presentation on tip-in cards, for God’s sake. He wanted—no, he needed—to get to Jessie before the memo he’d signed was printed, distributed and discussed. But his assistant had scheduled the meeting in his only open block for the morning and he’d been yanked into the conference room before he could get to Jessie.

Hustling down the hallway, he prayed she kept lunch open. He had to explain, had to—

Was that Jessie’s auburn braid flying out the lobby?

As he turned the corner to her cube, all he could see was Scarlet standing there, hands on her hips and a look of utter dismay on her face.

He jerked to a halt and glanced at the empty chair at Jessie’s desk.

“Where is she?”

Scarlet’s eyes widened a bit at his demand. “She just went home sick.”

Oh, man. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Well, I would have chalked it up to lovesickness based on the fact that she got flowers on Friday and still looked loopy on Monday, but I don’t know.”

“Did she say what was wrong?”

Scarlet shook her head. “It was the weirdest thing, Cade. I told her about the shadow internship and she—”

“You told her?”

“Well, duh. She works for me. What is the problem with telling her?”

There would be no problem if he weren’t sleeping with her and making promises he hadn’t kept.

“Nothing,” he said absently, noticing she’d left her computer on and her desk in a state of disarray. He swallowed an angry curse at the director of subscriptions. If he hadn’t been delayed…

No, that wouldn’t have made any difference. He’d screwed up all by himself.

“She wasn’t that excited about the shadowing job,” Scarlet said.

No surprise there. “Would you do me a favor, Scarlet? Would you tell my assistant to cancel the rest of my appointments today?”

She frowned at him. “Yeah. But why?”

“I’m going home sick.”

He turned and headed for the lobby, but still heard Scarlet’s parting shot.

“Does someone want to tell me what the heck is going on around here?”

There was only one person who would understand. One person Jessie could talk to.

She prayed he wasn’t out riding or roping or ranching.

She needed her daddy. Mom would have been better, but she buried the ache that accompanied that thought and managed to get home on the subway without shedding a single tear.

She waited to call until she’d let herself into the cluttered studio apartment she and Lainie shared. It was only nine o’clock in Colorado, but Travis Clayton could be anywhere on the Silver Moon at that hour.

To Jessie’s relief, her father answered his cell phone on the first ring and admitted that he was still at the kitchen table drinking his coffee. With the time difference, that wasn’t so unusual. Except he was an early riser, a hard worker. Since her mother had died, however, Dad spent a lot of time in the kitchen, thinking. Travis wasn’t even fifty years old; he should start to think about a life. A new life.

But that wasn’t the purpose of her call.

In ten minutes, she’d explained the situation, leaving out the fact that she’d spent the weekend with Cade. Some things a father didn’t need to know.

“You shouldn’t have run off, Jess,” Travis said immediately. She knew that already. She’d decided that on the subway ride home. She should have confronted Cade. But what was done, was done, and now she needed to figure out a plan.

“I know, Dad. But it’s complicated.” Complications. Didn’t Cade say they could avoid them? Then, wham. One big, fat, nasty complication called deceit.

“In this man’s defense, honey, he doesn’t know the situation. He doesn’t understand why you wouldn’t want a job that is—what did that woman call it—the brass ring of internships? And the ticket to a paying job?”

“Daddy,” Jessie sighed and curled deeper into the secondhand sofa she and Lainie had recently recovered in shiny polished cotton. “I told you why I came here.

It’s not about the money.”

“You shouldn’t have gone there without telling me why.” She heard the note of gruffness in the reprimand. The note that usually meant his heart felt something different than what he was saying.

“You would have tried to stop me.”

“For good reason.” In the background, porcelain clinked and she imagined her father drinking from his favorite white mug, surrounded by a country kitchen that overlooked the most beautiful valley and mountains in the world. “There’s nothing to be gained by dredging up that lady’s history, Jessie. She was a fifteen-year-old girl when she had you. I’ve no doubt the last thing a woman running a big New York City magazine wants is a twenty-three-year-old reminder of her past.”

“All the more reason for that past not to shadow her around for half the day.”

“Honey, listen to me. She has no reason to suspect you are her daughter.”

“Daddy, listen to me.” She stood as though it would help her make the point to him. “I am the daughter of Travis and Lauren Clayton and no amount of irrefutable DNA can change that.”

“Aw, angel, I know that.”

“But, Daddy, it’s just that…” Mom’s gone. “If there’s any chance Fin and I could have a relationship…well, I’d really, really like that.”

“Do you feel any kind of connection at all to this woman, this Fin?”

Jessie sighed. The only thing connected to Finola Elliott was Charisma magazine and Elliott Publication Holdings. She didn’t seem to have any other life. “Well, there’s definitely a resemblance. Maybe you’d have to be looking for it, but it’s there.”

“That’s not the kind of connection I meant.”

“I know. Well, no. I’ve just watched her, and stayed out of her way.”

He was silent for a moment. Then he sighed and said, “Maybe you need to get in her way.”

He was right. “Dad, she registered her name on an adoption Web site. Don’t you think that might mean she’s hoping to find me? Hoping for the same relationship I want?”

“I don’t know, honey. She’s living in a different world and from what you say, she’s a Type A workaholic. She’s never had children, Jessie. She doesn’t sound too maternal.”

You got that right. Unlike Jessie’s mother, who had doted and adored her daughter. “She’s not,” Jessie acknowledged wistfully.

“I just don’t want you to get hurt, sweetheart. By any of these people.”

Too late for that. But Jessie didn’t want to cloud the issue by discussing her relationship with Cade. That romance wasn’t going to last anyway. She couldn’t trust him. He didn’t even tell her about the decision. She squeezed her eyes against the pain that seared her every time she thought of it.

“You’re probably right, Daddy. You usually are.”

She heard his soft chuckle. “Listen, if there was some way you could find out
that she is looking for you, more than just registering on a Web site, but really looking, then I’d feel better about you telling her who you are.”

“Yeah, I would, too. This is like living a lie.” Jessie paced from one end of the tiny studio to the other. “I hate it.”

“I bet you do. And maybe the shadowing thing is just the ticket, Jessie. You can really get to know her and maybe you could find out if she’s willing to face her past.”

She paused by the door and flipped through some envelopes that Lainie had left in the bill basket they’d hung on the wall. “I guess you’re right. The shadowing would give me the perfect opportunity to do some digging.”

“She won’t be suspicious of you,” her father reassured her. “Just be yourself and take advantage of what they’ve offered you.”

“I know, I feel so bad acting all creepy about the assignment. It’s a vote of confidence and, you know, I may have started this little secret job for one reason, but I really like the business. And I’m good at it.”

“I have no doubt about that. Does that mean you’re never coming home?” He couldn’t hide the note of disappointment in his voice.

“I’ll be back,” she promised. But then she thought of Cade. Not only did she love working at the magazine, she loved being with him. But that feeling might not be mutual, and her father sounded like he needed a little reassurance, too.

“Hey,” she said with a heavy injection of warmth in her voice. “You know how much I love you.”

“I just want you to be happy, sweetheart.”

“I know.” And she was happy…yesterday.

Cade stood with his knuckle in midair, about to knock. He’d raced to Jessie’s apartment, charmed his way in the front door when another tenant left, found her apartment number on the mailbox, and bounded up the four flights of stairs two at a time.

His heart hammered steadily, but not from tearing up the stairs. Through the thin wooden door, he heard her voice.

And froze at the sound of her words.

This is like living a lie. I hate it.

What was like living a lie? He leaned an inch closer to the door.

I guess you’re right. The shadowing would give me the perfect opportunity to do some digging.

His gut clenched as he listened to her describe a “secret little job.”

I’ll be back. Hey, you know how much I love you.

The words punched him so hard, he almost reeled right down the stairs. Without ever knocking, he turned and got as far from Jessie Clayton’s door as he could.

Chloe Davenport looked up from the filing cabinet that took up part of the long wall that ran along the sides of Cade and Fin’s executive offices.

“He’s not in, Jessie,” Chloe said. “And Diana’s not here either.” Although the two assistants were technically assigned to each executive, they often stepped in for one another.

“Is he expected in today?” Jessie asked, adjusting her glasses out of habit as she looked at the lovely brunette and mentally noted that she’d never seen Chloe wear that shantung silk dress before. Of course she hadn’t. As Lainie noted long ago, Chloe never repeated.

“He should be in shortly. Do you have a meeting scheduled with him, Jessie?”

“Well, no, not really.” Maybe she should get on his calendar. That might be the only way he’d ever talk to her again. She still couldn’t believe he hadn’t called her all afternoon or all evening. She’d checked to see if the phone was working so many times that Lainie started to tease her.

Even though it had been no teasing matter. To avoid the discussion, Jessie had gone to a movie alone, relieved when her roommate crashed early. Jessie had risen at five, and was out the door to work before Lainie had stirred.

“I’ll have him call you when he gets in,” Chloe said, then she narrowed her blue eyes. “Are you feeling better, by the way? Scarlet said you went home sick yesterday.”

“I am, thank you.” Jessie took a deep, steadying breath. “And I’m ready to start my shadowing assignment today.”

Chloe’s face brightened. “Yes! Congratulations on that. Fin is usually in way before eight, but she had to run an errand this morning. I’ll buzz you when she’s here, so you can get started.”

“Great. I can’t wait.”

“You can’t wait for what?”

Jessie’s legs threatened to give way at the sound of Cade’s voice. Mustering more indifference than she could have imagined possible, she turned to see him strolling toward his office.

“Shadow intern, here.” She gave him a sassy mock salute. “Reporting for duty.”

His eyes narrowed so imperceptibly she was certain Chloe hadn’t noticed. But then Chloe hadn’t spent forty-eight straight hours memorizing every expression on his face.

“Glad you’re feeling better,” he said, just pointedly enough to make the hair on the back of her neck stand up. He paused at his assistant’s desk and picked up a few pink message slips, and when he looked down to read them, instead of at her, Jessie cursed the disappointment that kicked her as hard as Oscar’s hind leg.

“Cade.” The word was out before she could check herself in front of Chloe.

He looked up. “Hmmm?” Speaking of indifference. What was going on with him?

“No complications, huh?” Forget Chloe. This was too important.

He drew back at her words, searching her face. “Jessie,” he said slowly, indicating his office with one hand, “why don’t you come in here so we can talk?”

He let her wait for a few minutes alone in his office while he looked through the same messages that had been on Diana’s desk since the night before.

Two could play this game, Jessie Clayton.

Finally, he strolled in and closed the door behind him. Just in case the resolve he’d swore he’d have around her melted and she ended up in his arms.

“So what made you change your mind?” he asked, purposely keeping all emotion out of his voice. “I hadn’t expected enthusiasm.”

She turned from the window. In the time he made her wait, she’d taken off her glasses. So she really wanted to play dirty.

“I don’t see that I have a choice,” she said, her voice unnaturally bright. “And I think I’ve acted foolishly. Of course I want the opportunity to shadow Fin.”

He nodded thoughtfully, but didn’t make a move. The only sound in the room was the soft ticking of the brass clock on his desk.

“What is the matter with you?” she finally asked. “Why are you acting so weird?”

He released a little breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Why don’t you tell me how mad you are that I made that decision after you asked me not to?”

He’d give her a chance to tell him the truth. Maybe she would.

She waved her hand casually. “Oh, I’m over it.”

Or maybe she wouldn’t. “Really? That was easy.”

“Cade.” She took a step closer, as though physically unable to keep this far away from him. He knew the feeling. “You’re the one who broke my trust. I wish you had told me first, but—”

He held up his hand to stop her. “Just tell me the truth, Jessie. What changed your mind?”

She shrugged. “I realized it was a good opportunity and I should take it.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And what changed yours, Cade?”

“Mine? Honestly, it was Fin’s decision to choose you. But I never had a chance to tell you that.”

She looked dubious. “You had a chance, but that’s not what I mean. What changed your mind about me? Why are you acting like a different man than you were Sunday afternoon?”

“We’re at work,” he said coolly.

“I thought you weren’t ashamed.”

The crack in her voice squeezed his heart. “I’m not,” he said, forcing a casual tone. “I figured you’d be so angry at me that—”

“I’m not, Cade.” She moved closer, her fresh floral scent torturing him. “I’m going to make the best of the situation. It’s a great opportunity and I’ll take advantage of it.”

Take advantage being the operative phrase.

Well, two could take advantage of a situation. Let her think she was getting inside information. She wouldn’t find out anything that would help one of their competitors; he’d make sure of that.

And, in the meantime, he could take advantage of the situation, couldn’t he? His arms already itched to hold her and he could taste her kiss.

As though her mind was on the same wavelength, she closed the space between them and looked up at him. Her arms slid around him and no force of nature could keep him from embracing her.

“I missed you,” she whispered, looking up with nothing but total sincerity in those lovely green eyes.

“I missed you, too,” he said. And that was no lie.

As he covered her mouth for the kiss she offered, the torture just increased.

Sweet, blissful, achy torture.

Her tongue slipped into his mouth and he took it, pulling her into him to feel the response he couldn’t fake under any circumstances.

As much as he tried to think of this as taking advantage of an opportunity, he knew he couldn’t make love to Jessie anymore.

That would be a huge mistake.

Chapter 7


Jessie arrived in the empty Charisma conference room a few minutes before eight-thirty. Fin would be in any moment for the morning meeting she held with various staff members every day. This would be the fourth session Jessie had attended as Fin’s shadow intern, her fourth day in her new assignment.

And although he’d done everything he could to avoid anything resembling personal contact, Cade McMann was scheduled to be the only staff member in attendance at this, a management meeting, so she’d see him, too, in a matter of minutes.

She took a slow, deep breath at the prospect of being in the room with both Fin and Cade. Because the only thing more perplexing than the cool shoulder she was getting from Cade was the contrasting impression Fin had been making over the past few days.

Finola Elliott was tough, driven, smart, patient and strategic. She wore exquisite clothes and hid a small sprinkling of freckles with a light coat of makeup, but by the end of the day, the dusting of delicate pigmentation was visible. She always had an easy smile, and a very subtle sense of humor.

Fin was a woman of contradictions and that made Jessie like her—something Jessie wasn’t sure she wanted to happen. What if Jessie liked Fin and revealed her secret, but Fin—

“Oh my God, wait until you see this.” Scarlet breezed into the conference room, a swooshy tangerine skirt flipping around her legs as she practically ran to the last empty space on the layout wall. “C’mere!” she demanded to Jessie. “Check this out!”

Jessie circled the oval table in the center of the room, her gaze locked on a splash of bright yellow on the oversize page proof. Scarlet pushpinned the image into the corkboard with an air of complete victory.

“Look at you!” Scarlet exclaimed, standing back to admire the work.

Jessie stared at the picture, and her heart reared up like a stunned stallion.

“Oh!”

The photographer had captured it all: her sideways glance of flirtation, along with a come-peek-at-me smile of invitation to a man who did just that. Cade’s hungry eyes combined with just enough slack in his jaw to prove the timeless power of a half-unzipped sweater and a black lace bra.

“Is that not the sexiest ‘Color Me Charismatic’ we have ever had?” Scarlet half giggled with delight. “You two look like you’re about to run off to the next bedroom and—”

“You should blur the faces.”

Jessie jumped at the sound of Cade’s voice behind her.

Scarlet whirled around and sliced him with a look as if he’d suggested heresy.

“Are you out of your mind, Cade? The faces are the whole shot. All that chemistry! It’s a wonder the page doesn’t ignite. Good heavens, that designer will move ten thousand of those sweaters in January, thanks to every woman who dreams of having a man drool over her that way.”

Jessie turned back to the picture, because the sight of Cade in two dimensions was only slightly easier to bear than Cade in real life. Especially when he wore that grim expression he only donned when he was about to make a directive that his staff wouldn’t like.

“Blur the faces,” he said again, ignoring all of Scarlet’s exuberance and dropping some files and an electronic day planner at his usual seat. “That’s the magazine’s policy.”

“Only when we use anonymous women-in-the-street shots, and we risk getting sued,” Scarlet countered. “We’re wasting a tremendous opportunity if we don’t leave your faces in this picture. Don’t you agree, Jessie?”

She felt both their demanding gazes on her. If it were up to her, she’d turn the thing into a billboard in Times Square. She loved the picture, but obviously, it didn’t have the same impact on Cade.

“I have no intention of suing,” she said calmly, as she made her way around the conference room table to where her notebook and files sat next to Cade’s.

Wordlessly, she slid her stuff down to leave a few empty chairs between them.

“If you think the feature will be more effective leaving the photographer’s subjects unblurred, go right ahead.” She managed a blank look at Cade. “Unless you’re worried about your reputation, Cade.”

He opened a file, his face impassive. “I’m not.”

Scarlet snorted softly. “I guess hearts could break all over Manhattan when they see his attention snared by the Lady in Yellow.”

“No hearts will break,” he said, using an apathetic tone Jessie imagined he’d practiced on his four sisters to deflect teasing. “I think we should keep it consistent with what we do every month. Our readers expect anonymity in this feature. It’s part of the beauty of why CMC works so well.”

Raw disappointment squeezed her throat. So much for Mr. There Will Be No Complications, the man who would be proud of her, of their relationship. He was ashamed. Embarrassed. Mortified that he’d ever drooled.

Jessie didn’t trust her voice, so she merely took a seat without saying a word.

“Let Fin decide,” Scarlet suggested, as their boss walked into the conference room.

“Let Fin decide what?” Fin threw a friendly smile at the group, smoothing her silk skirt as she took her seat. “What am I deciding now?”

“Look at this ‘Color Me Charismatic’ layout,” Scarlet insisted, quickly unpinning the page to bring it to Fin. “Isn’t it fabulous? Cade wants to blur the faces.”

Fin leaned forward and studied the art.

Scarlet tapped her foot expectantly.

Cade casually poked at his electronic device, as though the decision didn’t really concern him at all.

And all Jessie could do was hold her breath.

“This is…” Fin looked up slowly, her gaze zeroing in on Jessie. “Amazing.”

Jessie managed a tight smile, the air still trapped in her lungs.

Fin tore her attention from Jessie, looked down to the picture and back up at her again, giving both a healthy dose of scrutiny. Oh God. “You look…”

Jessie’s heart walloped against her chest, stealing every drop of blood from her head and threatening never to send any back. She blinked away a splash of light-headedness. Here it comes. Here it comes.

“You look…”

Like me. “Yes?”

“So different without your glasses, Jessie. You should get contacts.”

Relief forced out her breath in a whoosh and she covered it with a quick laugh.

Touching the frames of her glasses, she leaned back into her chair. “You think?”

The total lameness of the response must have been lost on Scarlet who clicked an impatient fingernail on the layout. “To blur or not to blur, Fin. That is the question.”

“Well, I don’t know.” This time Fin looked at the picture and up at Cade, her expression morphed into a tease. Of course, Fin wasn’t stupid. She’d walked in on Jessie and Cade together in his apartment. Surely she suspected that something more than intern training had been going on that afternoon. “You look pretty hot yourself, Cade. This expression could move some sweaters and magazines.”

Cade shrugged. “I like when CMC is anonymous. I think it gives the whole feature a mysterious quality that readers like. But, hey, if you guys want to use me as the poster boy for sweater worship, feel free.” He shot a lazy grin at Jessie that fried her nerve endings.

Scarlet swooped up the layout with a smug look of satisfaction. “Sweater worship. You’re brilliant, Cade. That’s the headline.”

She tacked the layout back up and flitted out the door. “Have a great meeting, you guys.”

And somehow Jessie survived the next forty-five minutes, but only by not taking one more look at Cade in two or three dimensions.

Until the very last moment, when Fin closed up her leather portfolio and stood to leave, tilting her head toward the picture that hung on the wall.

“Perhaps this is uncomfortable,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want to make a point of it in front of Scarlet, but if either of you prefers anonymity in that photo, I’ll back you on that.”

Jessie felt Cade’s gaze on her, but she kept her attention on Fin. “Thank you, Fin. That’s very kind of you.”

Fin nodded. “Why don’t you discuss it privately for a few minutes?” She scooped up her papers and headed toward the door. “I have a personal phone call to make, Jessie, but after that, I’ll meet you in the lobby. We’re off to the Revlon offices for an advertising meeting.”

Before either of them could argue, Fin left the room, and closed the door behind her.

“That was awkward,” Cade said.

“That was sweet.” Their simultaneous assessments cancelled each other out.

“Sweet?” Cade choked the word out. “What was sweet about it?”

Jessie swiveled her conference room chair in his direction, something she hadn’t done for the entire meeting. Did she think he wouldn’t notice that she didn’t look at him? He braced himself as she reached up and took off her glasses, and gave him one endless gaze rich with question and meaning.

The only problem was, he didn’t know the answers and couldn’t interpret her look.

“I think she was being very classy,” Jessie said quietly. “She realizes this might be prickly for us.”

“Precisely. Awkward, as I said.”

“It doesn’t have to be, Cade.”

For the zillionth time, Cade wondered exactly how she’d react if he’d told her he’d overheard her telephone conversation. That he knew she saw the shadowing assignment as a chance to “dig around.” That she’d promised someone that she’d be back. And that she loved that same someone, whoever he was.

“I’m just keeping things professional,” he said simply. If he showed his cards now and called her on the corporate espionage, she’d run away. And he’d hurt in a wholly different kind of way.

Besides, he rationalized, if she disappeared, he’d never know who’d hired her and he wouldn’t risk making that mistake. He’d made enough mistakes where Jessie Clayton was concerned; at least he would find out who sent the mole into his operation.

“As far as that is concerned—” He indicated the layout wall. “I still believe we should blur the faces.”

She followed his finger to the image, a smile tugging at her pretty mouth. “I like it.”

“Of course you do,” he said wryly. “You’ve got me by the…eyeballs in that picture.”

A hint of color darkened her cheeks. “That’s not why I like it.”

He waited, expecting her to elaborate.

“I like it because…” Her gaze slid to him and she leaned closer, a whisper of her perfume landing on him with the impact of a blow to the chest. “That was a special day.”

She was either a trained actress or a natural-born liar. Because everything in her face and eyes screamed that she was telling the truth.

“Yes, it was.” Past tense being all important.

Surprising him, she stood, and nothing could stop his gaze from traveling down over the khaki-colored pencil skirt that hugged her slender body and the black knit top that curved into her waist and over her rounded breasts.

Cursing the blood rush to his loins, he forced himself to look at his PDA. He picked up the device and absently clicked today’s schedule. “We better make a decision. I have a meeting and you’ll be late for Revlon.”

When he looked up, she stood in front of the layout wall, her hand on one hip, her heart-shaped backside notched maddeningly to one side as she studied the picture.

The remembered feel of that backside under his hands and against his body clutched at him, and he mentally cursed the reflexive response of his body.

“Well,” he said, forcing his tone to belie the strain she was causing in his lower half, “what do you think?”

She spun on her heels and faced him. “I think we need to talk. Can I come over tonight?” Unconsciously, she smoothed her hands over her hips and they rested on her thighs.

Was that a nervous gesture, or some subtle body language to seduce him? God, would he ever trust a woman again?

Maybe seducing him was part of her game. Well, hell, he wasn’t a moron. He could have sex and not spill company secrets all over the sheets.

Why not? If she was offering it? He didn’t have to listen to some inner voice that said she was special, different, fresh.

Of course not. He was a red-blooded American male surging with testosterone. He could have casual sex. It didn’t have to rock his world just because last weekend had.

“Sure,” he said with a forced half smile. “I’ll be home tonight.”

“Great.”

He could have sworn she paled a bit. Was she expecting him to say no? Had he called her bluff?

“And what about the ‘Color Me Charismatic’ picture?” she asked. “Shall we hide or go public?”

“I have nothing to hide, Jessie. Do you?”

She brushed a strand of silky hair from her face, but didn’t look away. “We’ll talk tonight,” she said.

Unless she planned to be brutally honest with him, he doubted they’d be doing much talking. And the thought left him with a jumble of mixed emotions and a hard-on that threatened to return all day.

Jessie had resisted the urge to wear a little extra makeup or some seriously tight jeans for her visit to Cade’s that night. She felt uncomfortable as it was, having to initiate the date. Her only concession to vanity was to lose her glasses and unbraid her hair.

But as she stood outside Cade’s door, she suddenly wondered if that would be enough to melt the iciness she’d been feeling for four days.

No. She didn’t have to pretend to be some kind of supermodel for Cade. She wasn’t here to jump his bones, anyway. She wanted some answers. If Cade had changed his mind and did a three-sixty from “leave your toothbrush here” to “I’m just being professional,” then she had a right to know. And to know why.

She tapped on the door.

No more wondering. No more fretting. No more trying to analyze his every nuance.

They’d slept together and whispered intimate endearments. They’d explored each other’s body and tenderly given and taken the most exquisite pleasures.

They’d—

Cade opened his apartment door and all Jessie could do was stare. And imagine doing all those things again. Immediately. Without talking.

He wore jeans. And nothing else but an expression that somehow mixed disdain and expectancy.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

Her gaze dropped to the bare, broad planes of his chest, to the smattering of dark golden hair that curled deliciously between his nipples and then flattened in a single line that traveled over a well-defined six-pack and led directly to his unbuttoned fly.

Not fair, she almost whispered. So not fair.

“Come on in.” He widened the door and stepped back.

She glanced at his bare feet, where worn jeans broke over his arch and the tiniest golden hairs on his toes matched the sleek tuft on his chest.

“Are you busy?” she asked.

Stupid question. He was half-naked, with weary shadows around his eyes. He’d probably been resting, or watching TV, or…

As she followed him into the living room, she saw the answer to her question all over the table in his dining area. Files and papers, an open laptop, a few layout pages from Charisma.

“You’re working.”

“Yep.” He directed her away from the pile of papers to the living room and turned to go into the kitchen. “And I’m just about ready for a beer. Are you thirsty? Hungry?”

She watched the corded muscles of his back tense as he moved. Yes. She was starved and parched. For that.

“I’ll have some water.”

He returned in a minute with a beer in one hand and a bottle of water in the other. “You can sit down,” he said, handing her the water.

She perched on the edge of a club chair. “What are you working on?” she asked as she opened the bottle, trying to ignore the fact that he didn’t open it for her.

He took a long drink of beer and dropped onto his leather sofa. The one where they’d made love just a few days ago.

“Numbers,” he said. “I’ve got a meeting with Liam Elliott tomorrow morning.”

“Liam.” She spun through her mental file of Elliotts. “He’s the financial operating officer of EPH, right?” And Michael Elliott’s second son.

Cade nodded. “He’s also a good buddy of mine, so he generally cuts me a lot of slack on the financials. But, now…” His voice trailed off and he took another deep pull of beer.

She watched his throat work the liquid and her own got extremely dry at the sight. “Now, what?”

His gaze tapered over the bottle. “You know what’s going on at EPH, Jessie. The future CEO of the company hinges on one year’s profit percentage.”

She sipped her water and he continued to watch her expectantly. This was going to be all up to her. “Cade, I didn’t come over here to talk about financials.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “What’s on your mind, Jessie?”

“Are you serious?” She let her shoulders drop as the disappointment thunked to the bottom of her stomach. “Am I supposed to act like last weekend never happened? Are you going to pretend it didn’t?”

He set the bottle on the table and leaned all the way forward, resting his elbows on his knees and melting her with a smoky gaze. “How would you like me to act, Jessie?”

She blew out a disgusted breath. “I don’t want you to act, Cade. That’s the point. I want the real, honest, kind, loving—”

“Loving?”

Her fingertips tingled with numbness at the incredulous way he said it.

“Well, yes.” She squared her shoulders and looked hard at him. She hated to say it, but she had to. “Or was that purely physical lust with absolutely no possibility for anything else?”

His gray eyes warmed imperceptibly, a change that only a woman who’d made a science out of studying him would notice.

“Love,” he said softly, “is irrevocably tied to trust.”

She stared at him. “What do you mean, Cade? You are acting like I did something to breach your trust. You were the one who issued an executive edict that went directly against my wishes.” She shook her head, the point so clear to her and yet he looked like she was lying. “And you were the one who didn’t bother to tell me, but let me find out through the grapevine. And you—”

“And you are in love with someone else.”

Her jaw dropped as she processed the words. “What?”

“Not to mention the fact that you are using Charisma and Fin and me to dig around for competitive information.”

All she could do was blink at him. “What on earth are you talking about?”

“I heard you,” he said quietly, his whole body stone-still as he delivered his announcement. “I went to your apartment on Monday afternoon and I heard you on the phone telling someone this was an opportunity to dig. Telling someone you loved him.”

Relief and understanding and something she couldn’t begin to define practically shook her down to her shoes. “Oh my God, Cade.” She fell back into her chair as realization punched her. “I was talking to my father.”

This time he blinked, then his gaze turned chilly again. “About spying on Charisma?”

“What are you talking about?”

“First you avoid Fin like the plague, then you don’t want to take the shadow intern assignment, then you do a three-sixty, take the job and tell someone that you’re only doing it to get information.”

What was he implying?

“This is a very competitive situation, Jessie. I don’t put anything past the Elliotts when they want something.”

Realization morphed into a tidal wave of disbelief. “You think I’m spying for one of the other magazines?” Just the sound of it was so ludicrous that she laughed.

But he didn’t even smile. “Can you sit there and deny that you told someone that you were living a lie, and that you referred to the shadowing assignment as a means to ‘dig for information’ and that you made a promise to someone that you’d be back because you loved them? Can you, Jessie? Because I heard you.”

She started to speak, then closed her mouth as the whole situation crystallized in her mind. And another realization hit her: The only way to make him believe her would be to tell him the truth about Fin.

In fact, she realized as the puzzle pieces started snapping into place with wicked clarity, if she didn’t tell him, she had no explanation for what was, under the circumstances, a reasonable assumption.

Of course he would think this. Of course. And if he knew the truth—if she revealed to him that Finola Elliott was her birth mother and what she was digging for was confirmation that Fin wanted to meet her too—then what? Would all be forgiven and understood? Would he take her in his arms and kiss her again?

She had to know.

“If I could prove to you that you’re wrong, Cade, absolutely wrong without a shadow of a doubt, what would you do?”

He stood slowly, looking down at her. “If you could prove to me I’m wrong, Jessie, then…”

“Then what, Cade?”

Love is irrevocably tied to trust.

“Then I would feel like a complete jerk.”

Despite the emotion squeezing her, she laughed softly at that. “You’re not a jerk, Cade. At least, you weren’t until Monday afternoon.”

He reached a hand to her and she let him gently pull her out of the chair to stand in front of him. Neither one said a word as they looked at each other, heat and electricity ricocheting through the few inches that separated them.

“Prove to me I’m wrong, Jessie.” As though he couldn’t stop the power of nature, he reached for her, pulling her just a little closer. “You have no idea how much I want to be wrong.”

His voice was husky, the scent of his bare skin dizzying as he brought her against his chest.

“I know you hate the idea of this,” she said, lifting her face toward his mouth, nearly tasting his kiss, her body already moist in anticipation, “but you’ve made a mistake, Cade. This time you’ve made a mistake.”

His mouth came down hard on hers, a kiss pent up for four long days and four endless nights. She pressed her body against his, loving the substantial erection that pushed against her stomach and the velvet-over-steel feel of his bare muscles under her fingers.

From deep in his chest, he groaned softly, sliding his tongue farther into her mouth as she arched her breasts against his chest. He buried his hands in her hair as he held her head, angling her face to get the full impact of their kiss.

“Jessie,” he murmured into her mouth, kissing her face, her ears, her throat.

“If I made a mistake, tell me. Tell me the truth. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You are, Cade. I promise.”

His hands grazed her shoulders and slid over her breasts, squeezing them in his palms before he dipped under her arms to pull her closer. “So? Tell me. What were you talking to your father about? Digging for information about what? Why does it feel like you’re living a lie?”

They were perfectly legitimate questions.

She opened her eyes and backed away from the dizzy, sexy heat of his hands to think clearly. She couldn’t tell him before she told Fin.

And she couldn’t tell Fin yet.

As much as she saw a kinder, softer side of Fin this week, it was still too soon. She had to have some kind of proof that Fin would welcome the news.

“Tell me,” he insisted, pulling her back to caress her backside and drive her against his erection. “Because I want to make love to you so bad, Jessie. I want you so much, so much.” His voice was hoarse, his breathing tight.

Between her legs, a slow, achy throb had begun and creamy moisture already dampened her underpants.

“You have to trust me, Cade,” she whispered between kisses. “You have to just
trust me.”

Suddenly, his body stiffened, then slowly, agonizingly, pulled back. His eyes were charcoal with lust and arousal, his mouth slack from the passionate kisses.

“I want to trust you, Jessie, but you have to trust me, too. Tell me why you said those things to whoever you were talking to.”

She heard her own breath turn slow and ragged. “I told you, I was talking to my father.”

“Okay.” He might as well have said “Yeah, right,” it was so clear he doubted her word. “Then what were you talking about?”

“Cade, if we are ever going to have a chance at anything, if there’s any hope that this could be more than lust, then you have to do this for me.” She looked hard into his eyes. “I can’t tell you. You have to trust me.”

He took a step back as though the only way he could have control was if there was physical distance between them. “Why can’t you tell me?”

“I can’t.”

His eyes flashed. “You can’t or you won’t?”

“I can’t.” Please, Cade. Please don’t make this a showdown. “And I won’t.”

Very slowly, he shook his head. “I don’t believe this.”

“I’ll tell you this much. There is something. But I am not some corporate spy and I am not trying to get information from you and I am not in love with anyone else.”

He stared at her.

“Do you believe me, Cade?”

His eyes turned cool, his mouth set in that grim line. Bad news straight ahead.

“I want to, but—”

But. Without another word, she stepped past him and walked out without looking back.

Chapter 8


Liam Elliott looked over the cheeseburger he held between two large hands, a glint of pure devil in his blue eyes. “You’re not seriously asking me for relationship advice, are you?”

Cade laughed and set his own messy burger on the plate, wiping his hands, then placing them on the stainless steel tabletop of the EPH cafeteria booth they shared. “Well, you know women.”

Liam looked skyward. “The wrong ones.” He took a bite and chewed while he continued to eye Cade skeptically. “So, you met a lady. You like her. But you think she’s not being straight with you and won’t tell you why. Do I have this right?”

“Basically,” Cade agreed.

How much should he tell the financial operating officer of EPH, anyway?

To be sure, Liam’s official executive role ended when they left the conference room after a morning-long financial meeting. They’d already examined the bottom line for a few hours and Cade knew the Charisma numbers could be better, but they weren’t completely in the tank. He had decent news to report to Fin. But now he and Liam were eating lunch, having chosen the far more casual cafeteria over the executive dining room, and the only numbers up for discussion were the Jets’ lousy passing record in the first two games of the season.

Once they covered that, it was only natural the conversation would turn to women. Cade had purposely steered the discussion that way; he needed some advice. Liam may have a checkered history with the ladies, but he was a true friend.

“So where’d you meet her?” Liam asked.

Cade glanced away, his gaze traveling over the ultra-modern decor of the crowded cafeteria. Even though it was just a few minutes past twelve, the room hummed with hungry EPH employees. He didn’t see anyone in particular. Not that he was looking.

Liam blew out a breath of disbelief as realization dawned on him. “Whoa. Haven’t you ever heard the expression ‘don’t get your meat where you get your bread’?”

A wave of resentment roiled through Cade. “This is meat.” He held his cheeseburger up. “She is not.”

“If you say so.”

They ate in silence until Cade abandoned the meat in question in deference to the tightness in his gut. Liam already figured out the woman was an EPH employee; it would only be a matter of time until Cade told him the truth.

“She’s an intern,” he finally said.

“An int—” Liam choked on a gulp of water. His eyes widened as he coughed and managed to swallow. “Not that redhead with the funny glasses who’s been following Fin around?”

“Her name’s Jessie. And she looks a lot better without the glasses.”

“She doesn’t look bad with them,” Liam noted. “But she’s young.”

“She’s twenty-three. Hardly illegal and long past the cradle.”

“All the women in New York City and you pick a twenty-three-year-old intern at Charisma.”

Cade speared him with a look. “As if I need the world’s worst judge of women to point that out to me.”

“Hey, you brought the topic up.”

“I know. Because I need some help. This is complicated and not funny.”

“Okay.” Liam held up a hand. “No jokes, I promise. Talk to me.”

Cade took a deep breath and looked back into the sea of employees filing into the cafeteria. “I overheard a conversation she had and I know that she’s hiding something from me. And she told me I just have to trust her and eventually, she says, she’ll explain everything. Should I trust her?”

Liam shrugged one well-developed shoulder. “I guess it depends.”

“On what?”

“On how much you like her. On how bad you want to get her in bed. On how big her secret is.” Liam wiped his mouth and balled up his napkin before discarding it on the table. “Start with the first one. How bad do we have it?”

Cade snorted softly, not even sure there were words to describe his feelings.

Certainly not words he’d share with Liam.

“I’m going to take that as ‘real’ bad.” Liam laughed, then his look grew serious. “Don’t tell me you’ve graduated from ‘like’ to…the big one?”

Damn. Had he? “I don’t know about that. But it’s serious. Not casual. Not just sex.”

“Not just sex? So you already had her in the sack.”

Distaste roiled through him. Jessie and the sack didn’t belong in the same sentence. “We’ve made love.”

“Oh, brother.” Liam held up a hand, fighting more laughter. “I’m sorry. I’m not making jokes. But you’re pretty far gone, pal.”

If he was that far gone, why did he let her walk out last night? Why didn’t he just act on the lust that pulled at both of them, and take what she would have offered if he hadn’t pushed her to confide in him? Why couldn’t he say he trusted her and get her in the sack, as Liam so poetically put it?

“So let’s ask ourselves the third question,” Liam said, copping the voice of authority he used in business meetings. “How big is her secret? What do you think she’s keeping in the dark?”

If the financial operating officer of EPH suspected something like corporate espionage, he’d have to look into it, and if Cade’s suspicions were even remotely right, Jessie would be gone and her professional reputation trashed.

“It’s complicated,” he said, purposely vague.

God, was he protecting her? Even as part of him believed the worst? For a careful man who avoided mistakes, he sure was flirting with disaster.

“You know what I think?” Liam leaned forward and put his elbows on the tabletop, a bit of humor remaining in his eyes. “I think you are well and truly in love, my man.”

This was definitely not the advice he’d been seeking from Liam. “This from the man who hasn’t made it to the fourth date without boredom setting in. Suddenly you’re a love expert.”

Liam grinned. “And how many dates have you had with her?”

“One.” At Liam’s threat of laughter, Cade added, “A long one.”

“You’re in love.”

“What I am is sleep-deprived and distracted.”

“Same difference.” Liam paused, lowering his voice for emphasis. “Listen, Cade, seriously. If you really like her, give her the benefit of the doubt. What’s to lose, really? How bad can it be? She has a stalker ex-boyfriend or she’s got a lunatic aunt hiding in her attic? Whatever it is, you can handle it. It’s not as if she can mess with your job or your life.”

Yes, it was.

Before Cade could respond, Shane Elliott passed their table, carrying a tray of food and wearing a broad grin.

The men greeted each other, and Cade and Liam both offered some room in their booth. Despite the competitive environment Patrick had fostered with his contest, Cade was disappointed when Shane declined to join them. Cade genuinely liked Fin’s twin brother and wouldn’t have minded getting a little intel on how things were going at The Buzz.

“Thanks, but I’m meeting with some of my editorial staff.” Shane tilted his head toward another table, a glimmer in eyes so much like Fin’s, it was eerie. “We’re not ready to rest on our laurels yet,” he added lifting his tray slightly in a mock salute to Liam. “But thanks again for the news.”

Nodding goodbye, Shane walked away, leaving Cade to look questioningly at Liam.

“What was that all about?” Cade asked.

Liam raised his eyebrows. “File it under Patrick’s contest.”

“He’s ahead?” Cade asked in disbelief. “The Buzz took over the lead?”

Liam gave Cade a look of sheer discomfort. “You know I’m not at liberty to say.”

Cade rubbed his jaw and regarded his friend. Liam couldn’t reveal who was ahead, and Cade didn’t want to push him to a breach of ethics. “But that’s what Shane implied. Or was that a fake just to psych me out?”

Liam cleared his throat. “Numbers don’t lie.”

Cade stood slowly. “They’re ahead,” he stated again.

“It’s only September, Cade. There are four months left in the year. Anything can happen. The Jets could make it to the Super Bowl.”

Anything could happen, and if it was up to Cade, that wouldn’t include mistakes of any kind. “I sure as hell better get my mind off the intern and onto business.”

“Now you’re talking,” Liam said, standing as well. “Although I have to say, I’ve never seen you like this over a woman.”

Cade exhaled softly, acknowledging the truth. “She’s not like any woman I’ve ever met. I can’t stop thinking about her.”

“Whoa. Way, way far gone,” Liam muttered with a chuckle.

They dropped their trays onto the rolling conveyor belt and headed for the door.

Cade stuck his hands deep into his trouser pockets, not even trying to deny how far gone he was.

“Is it possible you’re being too harsh on her?” Liam asked as they reached the elevator. “Maybe you’re jumping to the wrong conclusion?”

Liam may not be able to commit to anything that lasted longer than a dinner date and a possible breakfast, but at the moment, he sounded remarkably balanced and insightful.

“I suppose it’s possible.”

“If she’s that great,” Liam added as he hit the elevator call button, “she’s worth the risk.”

Jessie had asked for Cade’s trust. And, frankly, she’d done nothing wrong but have a conversation that he’d only heard half of. She deserved more than the rush to judgment he’d taken. And, yes, she was that great.

“You know what? I think I will give her the benefit of the doubt.” Suddenly, he had an idea. “And something else.” Cade stepped away from the elevator, toward the lobby doors. “I’ll see you later.”

Liam frowned as the elevator arrived. “Aren’t you going back to your office?”

“I have something to do first.”

As he bounded out the doors to Park Avenue, Cade wondered if he could be fined by the City of New York for what he was about to do.

Didn’t matter. It would be worth a lousy fine to see the spark in Jessie’s eyes again.

Chloe Davenport swung around the door frame of Fin’s office and tapped on the wall for Jessie’s attention.

“Hey there, Miss Shadow,” Chloe teased lightly. “Fin still gone?”

Seated at the round table in the corner of the spacious office, Jessie looked up from the typeset page in front of her. “Hi. She said she wouldn’t be back until mid-afternoon.”

At Chloe’s inquisitive look, Jessie added, “We finished up in here this morning, and I stayed to proof this one last article on hemlines. I have such a hard time concentrating out there in my cube.”

“Boy, do I hear you,” Chloe agreed with a knowing nod. “I can barely spell my name when the phones are jangling like mad. Stay in here as long as you like.”

Bingo. Permission from the gatekeeper herself to be in Fin’s office. Jessie’s heart rate accelerated to a light trot. “Thanks, Chloe. It won’t take me much longer to finish.”

“Well, since you’re here, I wonder if you could do me a favor. Cade’s assistant is at an all-day computer class, and I don’t expect anything earth-shattering to happen, but I’m dying to get something to eat and—” she wrinkled her nose guiltily “—I’d really like to stop by Saks for a quick look-see at the fall stuff on sale.”

God bless Chloe’s shopping habits. “I’ll cover the phones,” Jessie offered quickly. “You take your time.”

“It shouldn’t be busy,” Chloe promised. “Cade’s up in operations most of the day and neither one has anything on their calendars this afternoon. If you wouldn’t mind—”

“If Fin’s phone rings, I’ll take a message.” She waved her hand with what she hoped wasn’t too much enthusiasm. “Go shop.”

Chloe blew her an air kiss. “You are a doll, Jessie. I’m so glad you were the one to get the shadowing job.”

Jessie smiled, hating the sudden shame that squeezed at her chest. “Thanks, Chloe. I’m learning a ton.” And, when she was safely alone, she could learn a lot more.

Enough, she hoped, to make a decision about how and when to tell Fin who she was. She had to. If she didn’t want to lose Cade, she had to come clean. And, like her father had said, she just needed some indication that Fin would welcome the news.

After Chloe left, Jessie waited for a moment, taking a deep, calming breath.

All she wanted was some shred of evidence that would show her Fin had an interest in finding her birth daughter. She had no earthly idea what that would be or where to find it, but she had to try.

Jessie glanced at Fin’s desk, as neat and organized as the woman who normally sat there. Most people kept their private files right there, at their desk. Not out in the hall, where Chloe would manage them. And probably not over in the dark wood credenza that doubled as a file cabinet and a piece of furniture. They would be in her desk.

Blood sang through her ears as she stood, casually approaching Fin’s chair.

She had permission, she reminded herself. Chloe had asked her to answer the phones. If someone walked in, it would be perfectly understandable for Fin’s shadow intern to be jotting down the name of someone who’d just called.

She was covering for Fin’s assistant.

But who would she say called? Jessie tamped back the roadblock. That was the least of her problems if she got caught.

She eased into the leather chair, leaned to the right to peek into the empty vestibule outside of Fin’s office, then listened for any sounds of approaching feet.

The carpet would silence them, but Jessie would sense if someone was coming. She placed a clean pad of paper and a pen at the edge of the desk. As soon as she heard anything, she’d act like she was writing a message. The phone was inches from her hand. She could even lift and drop the receiver as though she were hanging up the phone.

With one more shaky breath, she reached over and gave the desk’s lone file drawer a tug. Unlocked, it rumbled open. Thank God Fin was trusting.

A little pang of guilt accompanied that thought as Jessie began to finger through the neatly typed filing tabs.

There were four folders with the names of foundations where Fin had done some philanthropic work. Two labeled with doctor’s names, perhaps personal medical files. One called “Design and Decorating” and another with the name of the woman Jessie recognized as Fin’s housekeeper. The last file was marked with an address, but when she slid it out, she realized they were condo association documents and she quickly replaced the folder in its slot.

They were personal files, all right. But nothing so personal it was labeled Child Given Up For Adoption. Jessie almost laughed at the stupidity and naivete of her plan. Of course Fin wouldn’t keep files like that.

But Jessie had one irrefutable fact. Fin had contacted and listed herself and Jessie’s birth date on one of Canada’s premier adoption finders Web sites. And Jessie had been born in Canada, at a convent, and her birth mother had been a fifteen-year-old girl by the name of Finola Elliott. That much she’d pieced together from bits of information her mother had given her and what the Mother Superior had told her when she called.

She glanced at Fin’s computer, where the Charisma logo bounced around as a boldly colored screen saver. On a lark, she tapped a key to bring the monitor to life.

Enter Password.

There was no way she was attempting to hack into Fin’s computer. This wasn’t Mission: Impossible. This was real life. Maybe an impossible mission, but her real life.

Her skittishness and nerves had been replaced by a fine sense of frustration.

Dropping back into the chair, Jessie’s gaze moved around Fin’s beautifully appointed office, the monument to a Type A overachieving woman.

A woman, Jessie thought miserably, who probably wouldn’t want a reminder that she’d slipped up twenty-three years ago.

Maybe Jessie should just forget the whole thing. She knew Fin. And she liked her. Did she need more?

Yes. She needed to stop lying to a man she cared for. If there was any chance, any chance at all, then he had to know the truth behind what he’d heard her say.

She’d been hurt and angry when she’d left his apartment last night, but during a sleepless night, she’d decided that she was asking a lot of him to just “believe” her. If they were going to have a chance, she’d have to tell him the truth. And she’d have to tell Fin.

She blew out a long, disgusted breath as she arrived back at square one.

The phone startled her out of her reverie. Reaching for it, Jessie pressed the talk button and copped her most professional voice. “Finola Elliott’s office.

May I help you?”

“Jessie?” Fin’s voice lifted in surprise. “Is that you?”

“Oh, hello Fin. Chloe had to run out and I’m covering the phones.”

“Let me guess. Sale at Bloomie’s?”

Jessie chuckled, liking that Fin knew so much about her employees and kept all judgment out of her tone. “No, Saks.”

“Well, I’m glad you’re there. Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure. What do you need?”

“On top of my credenza, I left a file on freelance writers. Can you grab it for me? I need a phone number for David Luongo.”

“No problem. Hold on a second, I’ll see if I can find it.”

The stand up file rack on the credenza held a few manila folders, and Jessie found one labeled Freelancers in a matter of seconds. “Here you go, Fin.” She read the requested number and closed the file.

“Thanks, Jessie. I appreciate the help. Did you get that hemline article proofed?”

“Sure did. It’ll go to production this afternoon.”

“Awesome. You’re doing a great job, Jessie. I’m going to get a little too dependent on you by the end of September.” Fin’s voice was rich with warmth and honesty.

And why did that send silly shivers of hope down her spine?

“Thanks, Fin. I’m having a blast.”

When they hung up, Jessie walked the folder back to its proper place, a smile tugging at her lips. Fin really liked her. They’d clicked.

How bad could it be for her to know the truth?

She’d come to New York to find out who her birth mother was. And now she knew.

But it wasn’t enough. Now Jessie wanted a relationship with her.

But did Fin?

On an impulse, Jessie yanked open the credenza drawer to search more files.

These folders were work-related, all the tabs indicating they contained information on staff and personnel, which sent a frisson of discomfort through her. She didn’t want to spy on her colleagues.

In the drawer to the right, the files were all specific to finances: accounts payable, profit and loss by month, payroll. God, that was even more intrusive than employee files. The last thing she wanted to do was see payroll.

At the very back of the drawer, the last file was labeled Stimpson, P.I.

P.I. Private investigator? Of course, they probably used one once in a while for employee background checks. But wouldn’t that be over in the personnel drawer? Had it been misfiled?

Her fingers closed over the manila folder and she slid it out.

Frozen, guilty, terrified, she stood with the closed file in front of her. She had no right to do this.

It was wrong.

But it was necessary.

Laying the folder on top of the open drawer, she flipped to the first page and stared at the creamy letterhead.

Robert F. Stimpson, Private Investigator.

Dear Ms. Elliott:

Jessie swallowed and forced herself to read.

We have received your check in the amount of $2,500 as a retainer for a adoption record’s search you requested for the country of Canada registered for the year of 1982.

Her entire being thumped as her heart kicked into a full gallop. Lord above, Fin had hired a P.I. to find her.

Somehow she managed to close the file and gingerly replace it in the back of the drawer, her legs trembling as adrenaline and happiness surged through her.

With a soft yet definitive click, she closed the heavy file drawer until the carved wood blended with the rest of the piece of furniture.

“Find anything good?”

A gasp caught in her throat as she spun around.

The accusation in his tone was as piercing as the disappointment in his eyes.

But the worst part of all was the cluster of yellow flowers Cade gripped in his hand.

Chapter 9


Blood drained from Jessie’s face as she stuttered, and her body visibly quaked.

Getting caught red-handed did that to a person.

“Don’t even try to lie,” Cade said quietly. “I’ve been standing here for a few minutes.”

Ever since he’d heard her voice on the phone, and he’d approached Fin’s office with a handful of high hopes and trust. But what he found when he rounded the corner and peeked into Fin’s office dashed any and every hope he’d had for a future with Jessie Clayton. And every shred of trust wilted faster than the flowers would.

If she had been anywhere but those files, maybe. But there was only one reason to snoop in there.

“I’m not going to lie,” she said, her voice strong considering how guilty she was.

He squeezed the ridiculous bouquet of flowers he’d just pilfered from the Park Avenue median. His grip was so tight that a few of the stems cracked in his palm.

“I can explain,” she continued. “But not right away.”

“Of course not,” he countered, his own tone dripping with sarcasm. “You’ll have to check with whoever’s paying you to sniff around this place.”

She shook her head. “Cade, you need to—”

“No.” He fought the childish urge to throw the flowers on the ground. “You need to leave. Now.”

Her head jerked as though he’d slapped her. “Are you firing me?”

Was she serious? “Jessie, I just saw you reading confidential financial records.

There’s no reason, no real or imagined reason, for you to be in that file drawer other than to access information to share with competitors.”

She opened her mouth but he held out his hand to stop her lies. “Don’t even bother. Fin would never send you in there for something, so don’t make something up. Just get your stuff and leave. I won’t call security.”

“Security?” She choked out a soft breath. “Cade, you’re going to be really sorry when I tell you what a mistake you’re making.”

His gut twisted. “I’m already sorry. I’m sorry I trusted you. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to my gut. I’m sorry I—” No, he wasn’t sorry he slept with her. He wouldn’t have given up that pleasure, that connection for anything. “The only mistake I made was falling for you. I can get over that.”

She just stared at him. Slowly, a hint of color returned to her cheeks as she notched her chin up to a defiant angle. She walked across the room toward him, her shoulders square, her gaze direct.

For one agonizing and insane moment, he thought she was going to kiss him.

Instead, she paused in front of him, removed her glasses with maddening deliberateness, then dropped them on the floor. Without taking her eyes off him, she stomped her heel over the frames and snapped the plastic.

“You didn’t fall for me, Cade. You have no idea who you fell for.”

She marched out, leaving behind the overpowering scent of trouble in Fin’s office and one mangled pair of glasses on the floor.

Jessie perched on a smooth rock on a hill in Central Park, with Rollerbladers and bikers and, of course, a few young lovers, cruising by. Lucky people. Not one of them had just been handed the greatest gift and the biggest heartbreak in their lives in the span of one minute.

We have received your check…adoption records search you requested for the country of Canada… Of course it was possible Fin only wanted to know that her daughter was alive and had been raised in a happy home. Jessie knew enough about adoption searches to realize that not all birth parents actually sought a reunion, as much as they needed assurance they’d done the right thing.

True, Fin was a driven career woman. But Jessie had seen glimmers of warmth. A spark of affection for all of her staff members.

With a deep sigh, Jessie closed her eyes and tried to picture what Fin would look like the moment that she’d learned the truth.

But all she saw was icy gray eyes looking at her like she was a criminal. And he wouldn’t let her explain! He just denounced her.

The only mistake I made was falling for you.

The pain seared through her again, almost unbearable in its intensity. She could never, ever forget that he was willing to write her off and able to fire her without even listening to an explanation.

After all her character assessment and people watching, she’d trusted the wrong Charisma executive. Cade was the one who put work before relationships. Not Fin.

Cade was the one she should have avoided. Not Fin. Cade was the one who turned her away.

And Fin?

She glanced at her watch. Fin should be back by now.

Steeling herself with one long inhale of the sweet and earthy smell of Central Park, Jessie pushed herself off the rock and started to walk toward the bustling traffic of Manhattan.

But this time, she never hesitated at a single street corner.

She was no longer scared of New York.

Cade slumped in the guest chair across from Fin, still holding the broken glasses in his hand.

“Stop punishing yourself,” Fin said sharply as she shrugged out of her business jacket, down to a black tank top. “You aren’t the first man to get bamboozled by a woman with an agenda and you won’t be the last.”

He snorted and let a sharp piece of plastic dig into his palm. “I wasn’t bamboozled, Fin.”

She just raised an eyebrow. “Can we agree that you weren’t thinking with your brain?”

“I wish it were that simple.”

Fin regarded him closely. “Are you saying you really cared about her?”

“Yes, I’m saying that. I did.”

“Well,” Fin acknowledged, “she is a dear girl. I mean, in just a week, she’d totally grown on me.”

Cade shot her an “I told you so” look. “She’s good, isn’t she? And then, she marched out of here threatening that I hadn’t heard the last of her.”

“What exactly did she say?” Fin asked. “It seems so out of character for her to make threats.”

“Who knows what her character is? She just told me, ‘You have no idea who you fell for.’” At Fin’s frown, he shifted in his seat. “I told her I was sorry I fell for her.”

“That was a lousy thing for you to say.”

“Fin! She was digging through your files, reading confidential financial information, for God’s sake. What do you want me to say? ‘Gee, you look cute over there spying for the competition. Can I help you find anything in particular?’”

Fin glanced at the credenza thoughtfully. “Which drawer was she in?”

He vaguely indicated the right side. “Financials. But she went through the payroll stuff, too. I watched. I just couldn’t believe it.” He shook his head, reliving the moment that he’d frozen in the doorway, having heard her voice on the phone. He knew now that she’d been talking to Fin.

Fin’s attention remained riveted on the offending file cabinet.

“And speaking of the competition,” Cade added dryly, “I totally forgot the best part of this banner day.”

“What?”

“The Buzz is ahead.”

“Excuse me?” He had her full attention now. “How do you know that?”

“Liam…well, Liam didn’t exactly tell me. But I saw Shane in the cafeteria and you couldn’t wash away the smirk from his face with a fire hose. Liam didn’t confirm or deny, but he said the numbers didn’t lie.”

Fin fell back into her chair with disgust. “We can’t lose, Cade.”

“I know. Maybe your twin brother is the one who hired our spy.”

She shook her head. “Not Shane. And I just don’t see Michael or Cullen stooping to that level.”

“Something Daniel might have done before he and Amanda decided to leave and start an adventure magazine? Maybe when Cullen took over Snap, Michael forgot to tell him he’d sent a spy?”

Fin shook her head.

“Gannon?” Michael’s son and right-hand man held the same position as Cade for Pulse magazine, executive editor.

“I doubt it. Marriage to Erika has mellowed him.”

An unfamiliar pang of jealousy pinched his gut. “Happiness doesn’t erase anyone’s determination to win the contest.”

“I can’t believe Shane’s winning,” Fin said absently.

“Hey, he’s your twin brother, Fin. All that competitive DNA runs in both your veins.”

“It runs in the whole family,” she said. “That’s why I can’t completely negate your theory that Jessie Clayton was hired as a spy.”

“Fact, not theory.” Cade pushed himself out of the chair and scooped up the wilted flowers along with the broken glasses. He held them over the desk. “Throw these away for me, will you?”

She took them, looking at the flowers with a bittersweet smile of sympathy. “I had no idea you were so romantic, Cade.”

“So stupid, more like.”

“You’re not stupid, Cade. She just turned out to be a better actress than any of us gave her credit for.”

He pointed to the glasses. “She even wore her own disguise.”

Fin stared at the twisted frames, thinking. “I wonder why she wanted to hide.”

“Because she was a farce from beginning to end. A phony. A liar.”

Dropping the glasses in the trash, Fin gave him a sincere look. “Don’t let love make you bitter, Cade.”

“Love?” He spat the word. “That was a long way from love. I only went after her in the first place because I was so suspicious of her.”

“Really? Well, that plan backfired, didn’t it?” Fin offered a wry smile.

“Yep. All I wanted was to know why she was avoiding you. I should have pressed her more on it.”

“Does she know that’s why you asked her out in the first place?” Fin asked.

He shrugged. “Probably not. But it’s moot now, because I found her out. And that’s all that matters.”

“No, that’s not all that matters.”

Cade jerked at the sound of Jessie’s voice, spinning to see her standing in the doorway, her auburn hair tumbling over her shoulders and her emerald eyes sparking like the crown jewels.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I need to talk to Fin.”

Cade consciously stepped to one side, as though he could block Fin from the attacking enemy. “She doesn’t have anything to say to you.”

“Well, I have something to say to her. And I deserve the opportunity to say it.”

“I’ll call security, Fin,” he said, stepping toward the phone.

“Cade.” Fin stood up and rounded her desk. “I’ll hear her out.”

“Thank you,” Jessie said to Fin. “Finally somebody is willing to listen to an explanation.”

“But I won’t listen to lies,” Fin stated sternly.

“No lies,” Jessie said. “But I want to talk to you privately.”

“No,” Fin responded quickly. “I have no secrets from Cade. You made the decision to deceive him, and he has a right to hear what you have to say.”

“You don’t want him to hear what I’m about to tell you, Fin. Believe me.”

Cade caught the bewildered expression on Fin’s face, her normally smooth brow suddenly pinched as she stared at Jessie.

“This is private,” Jessie said softly, taking another step into the office.

“This is between you and me.”

Fin’s breath caught in her throat. Her eyes, as green as Jessie’s, widened slightly as she stared. “How old are you?”

Cade backed up as Fin asked Jessie the question. How old was she? Was her age suddenly an issue now?

But Jessie didn’t flinch at the question. In fact, she took a step forward and lifted her chin a notch. “I’m twenty-three, Fin.” She said it as though it really mattered.

Fin still stared and all of a sudden Cade saw the fine hair on her bare arms rise with a spray of goose bumps.

Cade turned to Jessie, taking in her trembling mouth and glistening eyes. God, was she crying?

Was Fin?

What the hell was going on?

“In the file, I found a letter,” Jessie said, her voice so rough that she could barely say the words. “So I hope you really are looking for me.”

“Oh my God.” Fin covered her mouth, tears now sliding over her bloodless face.

“It’s you. It’s you. Why didn’t I see that it’s you!”

The two women folded into each other’s arms, as Fin let out a strangled cry.

Jessie buried her face against Fin’s neck, her narrow shoulders shuddering.

“I didn’t know if I should tell you,” Jessie mumbled through her own tears.

“You have no idea,” Fin whispered. “No idea how long I’ve dreamed of this.”

Nothing, absolutely nothing of what he saw made sense. Why were they crying? And hugging? He cleared his throat noisily. “Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?”

Fin turned toward him, still clinging to Jessie as though her very life depended on the act. Tears streaked her makeup and her mouth quivered.

“Jessie is my daughter.”

Her daughter?

The words sucker punched all the breath right out of his gut. Her daughter?

Jessie managed to pull just far enough out of Fin’s grasp to look at him. He searched her face for answers, for an explanation, an apology, a look of anything that could reconnect them.

But all he could see was what she’d been trying to hide for five months.

Her eyes were exactly the same color and shape as Fin’s.

He took a step backward, holding up both hands as though he could stop the emotional waves that rolled off the two women, as though he could stop the surge of a new and different kind of disappointment when he realized Jessie had deceived him for a very good reason.

And he’d willingly, stupidly, foolishly believed the worst.

“I’ll let you two be alone,” he managed to say. “I’m sure you have a lot to talk about.”

Fin closed her eyes and squeezed Jessie back into her embrace, but Jessie held his gaze long enough to deliver one unambiguous message.

She’d never forgive him for not trusting her.

Chapter 10


Fin couldn’t let go. Every time Jessie drew back to say something, Fin clutched her tighter, grasping her with a soft moan of disbelief and ecstasy.

Precisely the same sensations rocked Jessie right down to the bone as she held her birth mother. Vaguely aware that Cade had left and closed the door behind him, Jessie gave in to the overwhelming relief that flowed through her.

It was done. The truth was out. The secrets and lies, the wondering and observing and, best of all, the fear of the unknown response, were all over.

Fin backed Jessie just far enough away to scrutinize her face.

“You’re an Elliott,” Fin announced with a soft laugh of dismay. “How could I have missed that?”

“I did my best not to let you figure it out.”

“Why?” Fin gave Jessie’s shoulders a quick squeeze. “Why did you wait? Why didn’t you tell me right away? When did you find out? Oh my God, you took this job just to meet me, didn’t you?” Then her eyes darkened as she stole a glance at the credenza. “You weren’t spying on Charisma today. You found my investigator’s file.”

“I’m sorry, Fin, I—”

Fin placed a single finger on Jessie’s mouth. “I understand.”

An unbearable weight lifted from Jessie’s heart. “Thank you, Fin.”

“For wanting to know you? Are you kidding? I’ve been dying to find you. Ever since I was old enough to get out from underneath my father and look.”

“Your father?” An image of the gruff, white-haired man Fin had only seen from afar came to mind. Her biological grandfather, Patrick Elliott. “Did he know? Did he not want you to find me?”

Fin closed her eyes and exhaled. “We have so much to talk about.”

“Yes, we do,” Jessie agreed. “Twenty-three years’ worth.”

“I can’t believe it’s you,” Fin repeated, her voice still breathless with wonder. “Right here in front of me. And, Jessie,” she touched Jessie’s face again, her soft fingertips grazing her jawline. “You’re so beautiful. And sweet.

And smart.”

Jessie laughed self-consciously. “You’re biased.”

“You bet I am. But I’m also proud of you.”

“And I’m proud of you,” she said, finally able to look Fin directly in the eye.

“I think you’re amazing.”

Fin’s blinked back tears. “How did you find me?”

“Sister Tarsisius.”

“Excuse me?”

Jessie grinned. “The head nun at St. Theresa of the Little Flower finally told me your name. It took some tracking, but based on what my mother told me before she…” Jessie trailed off and sighed. “My mother—my adoptive mother—passed away three years ago.”

“Oh, honey.” Fin’s shoulders slumped in sympathy. “I’m sorry. I bet you were close to her.”

Jessie watched Fin for signs that talk of her adoptive mother might be uncomfortable. She didn’t know why it would be, but then, she’d never been in a situation like this before. “We were very close. And I’m close to my father, too.”

“He’s in Colorado?”

“Yes, I grew up on a ranch outside Colorado Springs.”

Fin beamed. “You’re a cowgirl.”

“A horse girl. But my dad is a rancher. He’s the real deal.” Jessie stopped for a moment. “I mean my adoptive dad.”

Fin took her hand and clasped it between both of hers. “Honey, you don’t have to qualify that. Your parents raised you and loved you and did a supremely fine job of both. I owe them a debt of gratitude.”

Jessie cursed the tears that welled up again. She laughed and took a swipe at her eyes. “I think we better get a box of tissues.”

“Oh, yes. We will need tissues…and time.” Fin’s voice cracked slightly. “I want to be alone with you, and absolutely no interruptions from anyone until we’ve caught up on twenty-three years.”

Chloe cracked the door open and inched her face in. Her dark eyes flashed at the sight of the two women embracing.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

Jessie stiffened. Would Fin want the world to know about her daughter?

“We are wonderful!” Fin exclaimed. “But, Chloe, you need to do me a favor.”

Chloe opened the door a little further, frowning as she regarded Fin, then Jessie. “Are you guys crying?”

Fin stepped forward protectively. “We are having a moment, Chloe. All women are entitled to moments.”

“Of course,” Chloe agreed, still a little tentative. “What do you need, Fin?”

“Cancel every single thing on my calendar for the rest of the day, and all of next week.”

Chloe almost choked. “Are you serious? You have some critical management meetings, including one with your father.”

“My father can take a leap from the top of this building.” The other two women gasped slightly but Fin just smiled. “He owes me this time and I’m taking it.”

“But what about the contest?” Chloe asked. “And the bottom line?”

“The bottom line just moved,” Fin said brightly, putting her arm around Jessie and squeezing her shoulders. “And Cade can look after it for the next few days.”

Chloe blinked again and struggled for a response. “Okay. If you say so.” She looked hard at Jessie, as though she were really seeing her for the first time.

“And, I guess, you’re still shadowing Fin.”

“Yep.” Jessie grinned at Fin. “You might say that.”

“We’re taking the rest of the day off,” Fin announced. “No explanations to anyone. Just inform everyone that I’m taking personal time and do not want to be disturbed, for any reason.”

Chloe nodded, backing out of the room. “Do you want to tell all this to Cade before you leave?”

Fin opened her mouth, and then froze as though she was rethinking her response.

She looked at Jessie. “I bet you want to talk to him.”

Did she? What satisfaction would it give her? He’d apologize or maybe he’d be mad she didn’t tell him, or he’d offer some explanation for why he asked her out when all he was doing was investigating her.

She could still hear the words she’d caught him saying as she marched up to Fin’s office, her confession ready.

I only went after her in the first place because I was so suspicious of her.

Is that why he slept with her? Did he think she’d confess her traitorous activities in the throes of all that sexual pleasure?

Distaste spiraled through her. No. There was nothing left to say to Cade. At the bottom of all their misunderstandings was a big bad case of distrust. He was determined not to make a mistake and she turned out to be one giant error in judgment for him.

“I don’t want to talk to him,” Jessie said quietly.

“But I want to talk to you.” Once again, he stood in the doorway, his gray gaze looking far less accusatory than the last time he’d walked in on her. “If I could.”

Cade had never, ever seen Fin cry. But there she was, tearstained and shuddering. She glanced at Jessie and nudged her with an elbow. “Go.” She tilted her head toward the empty conference room adjacent to her office. “You should talk to him before we leave.”

Cade shot Fin a grateful look as Jessie quietly walked to the conference room.

Once in there, she went immediately to the bank of windows and stared out at New York, while he closed the door behind him.

Where the hell should he start? Knowing women as he did, his gut told him to get the hard stuff out of the way as soon as he could.

“I’m sorry, Jess.”

She didn’t turn from the windows. “For what, Cade? For asking me out under false pretenses, for making assumptions about my motives, or for threatening to call security when I wanted to talk to Fin?”

She finally turned, the backlighting from the windows enhancing the flare in her green eyes. The look she gave him stabbed as much as the bitterness in her voice.

“All of the above,” he said, propping a hip on the corner of the conference room table. “I should have trusted you. I shouldn’t have made the comment about security. And I didn’t ask you out just to find out the truth.”

Her tight grimace told him exactly how much she believed that.

“And, more than anything, Jess, I didn’t make love to you for any reason other than the fact that it felt…” Good? Amazing? “Real.”

She closed her eyes and didn’t respond.

After a moment, he asked, “Why didn’t you just tell me?”

“Fin had a right to know first.”

Of course she did. That much he’d figured out in the last ten minutes as he sat in his office and tried to piece it all together.

“Anyway, Cade, you wouldn’t have believed me.” She crossed her arms and took a step toward him. “I’m not going to get ugly or nasty. What just took place in that room, with Fin, is the most monumentally happy thing that’s happened in a long time. I’ve waited…my life, really, to know if—” Her voice cracked and he instinctively reached for her.

“Jessie, I’m happy for you.” She stiffened as he took her shoulders. “How did you know Fin is your birth mother?”

She met his gaze. “I found out her name and saw she’d listed herself on an adoption finder’s Web site.”

“So, you came here just to meet her?”

She slid out of his light grasp. “I do have a degree in graphic design and a minor in fashion, if that’s what you’re implying.”

He blew out a breath. “I’m not implying anything.” They had so far to go to get back to the closeness they’d had last weekend.

“When I found out that Finola Elliott, the woman who’d edited my very favorite magazine, was my birth mother, well, it just made sense. The fashion and design gene,” she said with a weak smile, “must be pretty strong. I wanted to get to know her, to determine if she really wanted to meet a child she’d given up for adoption. So I applied for the internship.”

“Why did you avoid her, then?”

“I thought she’d take one look at me and see this.” She indicated her face with two hands.

How could he have missed how much she resembled Fin? The arch to her brows, the slight upward tilt in her green eyes, even the delicate jaw and that pepper spray of freckles. “Funny how you don’t see things when you aren’t looking for them,” he mused. “Even if you hadn’t worn those glasses, I don’t think I would have made the connection.”

For a moment, she just regarded him, doubt and pain so evident in those wide green eyes. “You really hurt me,” she finally said.

The simplicity of the statement cut through him. “God, I’m so sorry, Jessie. Can you forgive me?”

He waited while she decided, while she searched his face and, no doubt, her heart. “I can forgive you, Cade. I can even understand why you would think what you thought.”

He reached for her, but she stepped back, avoiding his touch.

“But I saw your true colors, Cade.”

“My true colors?” He hated the sound of that. “I was watching out for—”

She silenced him by holding up one hand. “You did what you thought was right.

You put your company and work first and that’s very admirable.”

“But?” There had to be one.

“But you made love to me and all the while you doubted me.”

“I didn’t. Not after I’d spent any time with you at all.” How could he get her to believe him? “But then I heard you on the phone talking about secrets. When you wouldn’t answer me, it all made sense,” he repeated, hearing the miserable defense fall flat between them.

“It doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Jessie.” This time he grasped her hands and pulled her against him, wrapping his arms around her. “Please give me another chance.”

He lowered his head and kissed her soft, sweet-smelling hair. He’d give her time. He’d give her the opportunity to handle what was surely going to be an Elliott-rocking event. But then he would show her that…

That what?

She slipped out of his hold. “Cade, I’ve waited too long for this day to let it be ruined.” Then she walked back into Fin’s office without turning around.

He closed his eyes and let the ache roll over him. When he opened them, his gaze landed on a burst of yellow on the layout wall. In the picture, she looked so sexy, so pretty, so fresh. All the stuff he loved about Jessie captured in one candid shot.

Loved?

Oh, yeah. Why fight it? This was love, and this was real.

And this might very well be over.

For a man who hated making mistakes, he’d just committed a whopper.

Sipping the dry chardonnay after a long and satisfying dinner at Fin’s apartment, Jessie tucked her bare feet under her and looked out at the darkened skyscape of New York and the smattering of lights throughout Central Park.

It had taken a full fifteen minutes just to absorb the view from Fin’s magnificent Upper East Side apartment. But it had taken the remainder of the afternoon and well into the evening for Fin and Jessie to absorb the overwhelming newness of their relationship. For hours, they’d talked about everything. And still they hadn’t covered a few important topics.

Like who was Jessie’s father, and why had Fin decided on adoption.

Instead, Fin seemed focused on inhaling moments of Jessie’s life that she’d missed. How old Jessie had been when she took her first steps, when she talked.

What her high school years had been like. Why she was so mysteriously drawn to fashion and design. What it had been like to grow up on a Colorado ranch.

But now, as night took hold of the city, Fin finally seemed ready to share.

“I always told myself if I found you, I might be able to forgive my parents.”

Fin fingered the fringe of a silky throw pillow she cradled in her arms, her high heels long ago abandoned for comfort as she, too, tucked herself onto the same sofa with Jessie.

“So what happened back then?” Jessie asked gently. “How did you…” She wanted to ask, “How did you get pregnant?” but that seemed like a laughably stupid question. Still, more than anything, she wanted to know about her biological father. But she’d take her cues from Fin. “How did you finally make the decision to give up your baby?”

Fin let out a soft, unladylike snort and flipped back her shoulder-length hair, rolling her eyes to the ceiling. “I didn’t make the decision, honey. I was fifteen, the daughter of the most intimidating, controlling man you’d ever want to meet who was married to a woman who didn’t dare oppose him, at least not publicly. And don’t forget, I’m an Elliott and we have quite a reputation to maintain.”

The image of a scared, troubled, pregnant teen in that particular scenario clashed with the ambitious, dynamic woman Jessie had come to know. Her heart clutched a little as she related to how frightening it must have been for Fin.

“I’m sorry,” Jessie whispered.

Fin’s eyes flashed. “It was not your fault, honey.” She plucked at the fringe again, studying the pillow for a long time before she met Jessie’s gaze. “His name was Sebastian Deveraux. And, yes, I loved him.” Her expression softened as she offered up a wry smile. “As much as a fifteen-year-old can know about love.”

“Sebastian Deveraux.” Jessie let her biological father’s name play over her lips for the first time. “He sounds sexy.”

Fin laughed softly. “Oh, he was that.”

“Was?” The word slipped out before Jessie could check herself. “Do you know where he is now?”

Fin sat up, reaching over to touch Jessie’s hand. “He died, sweetheart.”

Jessie sucked in a soft breath. “When?”

“About five years after you were born, he was killed in a car accident. I never saw him again, after my parents found out I was pregnant. He was from the same kind of family, with all the trappings of our country club lifestyle, and his parents were no happier about the situation than mine. They sent him to a military academy shortly after mine sent me to a ‘finishing school.’” She made air quotes around the term. “Which, as you know, is a euphemism for St. Theresa of the Little Flower, where I had you.”

“Did you…” Jessie’s stomach tightened. “Did you think about keeping me?”

“Oh my God.” Fin flipped the pillow to the floor as she reached to hug Jessie.

“You have no idea. When that nun carried you away…” Fin’s voice cracked as she leaned her cheek against Jessie’s. “I’ll never forget that moment as long as I live. That woman, that horrible woman in black disappearing with my tiny, wailing baby.” She shuddered and squeezed Jessie tighter. “They never let me hold you. The one nurse, though…she whispered, ‘You have a perfect baby girl.’”

Jessie’s heart tumbled.

“I’ve said those words to myself a million times since then,” Fin admitted. “I have a perfect baby girl. Somewhere.”

Jessie let out a soft moan as they clung to each other for a long time.

“Of course, I blamed my father,” Fin continued, as though she couldn’t stop now that she’d started the story. “He told them not to let me hold you, not to let me have one minute with you. I hated him for that and hated my mother for going along with it.”

“Oh, Fin.”

Fin shook her head. “You’d think a woman who gave birth to all those children would be more sympathetic.”

The impact of Fin’s words settled over Jessie. Would her grandparents refuse to accept her now? Worry gripped her. Would they want her to disappear again?

A light tap on the door of Fin’s apartment surprised them both.

“Doesn’t the doorman call you before someone comes here?” Jessie asked.

“Not if my visitor lives in the building,” Fin said, rising to answer the door.

“Who do you mean?”

“Get ready, Jessie. You are about to meet your first Elliott as an Elliott.” She padded in her stocking feet across the expanse of the living room to her front door. “That you, Shane?”

“Fin, what’s going on?” Shane Elliott’s baritone rumbled through the door. “Why did you run off today? Chloe said—”

Fin whipped the door open and faced her twin brother. “Chloe said what?”

Shane looked beyond her, his gaze falling on Jessie. “So you did leave with her.” He looked back at Fin. “Chloe said you were crying and acting weird.”

“They were tears of joy, Shane.” Fin tugged the door wider and indicated for him to enter. “Come on in, I want you to meet someone.”

Jessie stood slowly. She’d met Shane Elliott once, at an EPH function, and had seen him in Fin’s office and around the building. It wasn’t like anyone could miss a version of Fin that came wrapped in six-feet-two of strapping male, complete with the moss-green eyes and just enough oxblood in his dark hair to brand him as all Elliott.

And her blood uncle.

Oh, Lord. It was one thing to reveal herself to Fin, but now that the deed was done, Jessie had to face all of the Elliotts, with no guarantee any of them would welcome her.

Shane stepped into the apartment, offering his easy smile to Jessie, but tempering it with a wary glance at his sister. “Are you in the middle of a meeting or something?”

Fin put her arm on Shane’s shoulder and guided him into the living room. Her eyes sparkled and her mouth tipped up in a secret, triumphant smile that gave Jessie a much-needed injection of confidence. She had Fin’s support. Wasn’t that all that mattered?

“Shane, this is Jessie Clayton.”

He nodded and reached out a hand in greeting. “I think we’ve met. Aren’t you a Charisma intern?”

Jessie tilted her head in acknowledgement as they shook hands. “Among other things.”

“Shane.” Jessie could see Fin’s fingertips tighten her grasp of Shane’s arm.

“Look at her.”

He did. Hard and long. A bubbly brew of anticipation and dread numbed Jessie’s limbs.

“Look at her,” Fin repeated, abandoning Shane’s side to stand by Jessie and wrap an arm around her waist. “Guess who this is? Can’t you see?”

Shane frowned, saying nothing, studying Jessie, then Fin. The crease between his eyes deepened as he volleyed his gaze again. Then he took one step back, his jaw loose. “No.”

Fin squeezed Jessie’s waist. “Yes.”

“Holy—” Shane’s expression shifted from shock to elation. “You found her, Fin!”

He shoved his fingers into his hair, laughing and shaking his head as he stared at Jessie. “You found her!”

“She found me,” Fin said softly.

In an instant, Shane bolted forward and circled Jessie in a powerful, spontaneous bear hug. “I don’t believe it!”

Firecrackers of delight popped in Jessie’s head as she closed her eyes and let Shane embrace her with the unabashed enthusiasm of a favorite uncle. Like Fin, he drew back, inspected her and squeezed her again. Like Fin, he had a million questions and kept interrupting them to express amazement that she was such an Elliott and had slipped right in under their notice. And like Fin, he made Jessie feel utterly welcome and wanted.

Then talk turned to Patrick Elliott, and Shane and Fin shared a look that spoke volumes. Volumes that Jessie didn’t think she wanted to read.

“Give it to me straight,” she said from her comfy chair, looking at Fin and Shane on the sofa. “Is he going to hate me?”

Neither one said anything.

“What about your mother?” Jessie asked.

Again, they just exchanged silent glances, then Fin folded her arms defiantly.

“I don’t give a damn what either one of them says. They stole you from me—well, my father did. My mother just let him.”

Shane placed a comforting hand on Fin’s shoulder. “So many years have passed, Fin. I can’t believe he’d hold onto old anger.”

Fin gave him a look that said “get real.” “This is Patrick Elliott we’re talking about. Control freak and keeper of all that is Elliott and sacred.”

“Do you think he’d flat-out reject me?” Jessie asked. “And your mother would, too?”

Shane shook his head. “Mom will do what is best for the family, but she does take her cues from Dad.”

“The fact that their fifteen-year-old darling got pregnant was a sore spot twenty-three years ago,” Fin said.

“I imagine it’s still going to be a little tender,” Jessie said.

But Fin gave her a loving smile. “I’ll watch your back. And if anyone tries to mess with you, they have to deal with me.”

“And me,” Shane said, shooting to his feet. “In fact, this calls for a celebration.”

Fin looked up at him. “What do you have in mind?”

He grinned. “An official welcoming of Jessie. I think it’s time the Elliotts leave the competition at the door and put on our dancing shoes.”

“Dancing?” Jessie laughed.

“Precisely,” Shane said. “Dancing, champagne, black tie, the works. This is a major event in the history of the Elliott family. Like a wedding, a birth, a golden anniversary.”

“Oh, Shane!” Fin exclaimed, clasping her hands together in delight. “The official welcoming party. I love the idea.”

Shane crouched down in front of Jessie. “You know, Jessie, we’ve lost a few members of the family over the years.” He glanced at Fin, sadness in his eyes.

“Our brother and his wife were killed in a plane crash fifteen years ago.

There’s been a hole in the family ever since.”

“And in my mother’s heart,” Fin added softly.

“What could be more worthy of a celebration than finding someone who’s been gone?” He took her hand and squeezed it. “I want to do this for you, Jessie. I want to throw a gala event that will show our family and the world that we welcome you. May I?”

Jessie blinked and looked at her uncle. Then at Fin, who didn’t bother to wipe the teardrops that meandered down her cheeks.

“I can’t believe how lucky I am.”

“No, Jessie,” Fin whispered, picking up that pillow and hugging it to her heart.

“I’m the lucky one.”

“We need to make an invitation list,” Shane announced. “Everyone in the family, close friends, the executives of every magazine—”

“No.” The word was out before Jessie could stop herself. At their surprised looks, she added, “This is just family and friends, right? Not work.”

“Most of our friends are work,” Shane said dryly. “Or at least we pretend like they are.”

Fin gave Jessie a knowing look. “Is it Cade, honey?”

Fin knew, of course, that she and Cade had been together. And she’d been there when he’d accused her of spying. But Shane knew nothing of her affair with the executive editor of the magazine.

And, after all, it was an affair. Because if it had been anything else, anything more meaningful or lasting, Cade would have trusted her.

“You know, Jessie,” Fin finally said, “I suspect Cade McMann is nursing a couple of black-and-blue shins from kicking himself tonight.”

The thought gave her little satisfaction. “Then he’ll have a hard time dancing at our party, won’t he?” She managed a sly smile at Fin. “Sure, add him to the list. Why not?”

In spite of everything that had transpired that day, the truth was, Jessie still ached for Cade.

Chapter 11


“Where’s the key to The Closet?” Jessie asked into the phone, keeping her voice low even though the Charisma offices were completely deserted.

“What are you talking about?” Lainie’s voice was heavy with sleep and no small amount of irritation at the wake-up call. “Where are you?”

“I’m at work right now, and I need the key.”

Jessie had crashed at Fin’s on Friday night after Shane left, and Saturday too.

On Sunday, she made two calls: to Lainie and to her father. Dad had been overjoyed that Fin had welcomed Jessie into her life, but Lainie had a million questions that Jessie had left unanswered. And she didn’t want to launch into them now. Not while she was on a mission.

“What time is it?” Lainie asked, still sounding sluggish as she struggled to wake up. “What are you doing there?”

“It’s about eleven-fifteen,” Jessie said. “I left Fin’s a while ago and I was going to come straight home, but I remembered that Spring Fling project needed to get moved into preproduction.”

“Why don’t you do it tomorrow?” Jessie could hear Lainie shifting in bed, probably reaching for the lamp and blinking madly.

“Fin and I are taking this whole week off. We’re just going to hang out and catch up and get ready for the party I told you about. I really don’t want to come back in here for a week.”

The truth was, she wasn’t ready to face the whole company yet. She didn’t want to face Cade. Not yet. Her thoughts and feelings were still too jumbled and too raw. “I just stopped in here so I could handle that one production thing, so Scarlet wouldn’t have to worry about it.”

“Jessie, you’re Fin Elliott’s daughter,” Lainie said with her best get-a-clue tone. “I think your cousin Scarlet will stop being your boss Scarlet and let you slide on this one.”

“Lainie, don’t do this,” Jessie warned. “I’m the same person. And I still have a job to do.”

“Okay. Fine. You’re too devoted for words. But what do you want in The Closet?”

“That mint-green de la Renta.”

“Oooh,” Lainie cooed. “Killer dress. And I think it’s your size, too.”

“Fin said I could wear it to my welcoming party.”

“Oh, man, with your eyes and body, you’re right. You need that dress.”

“Thank you. So, where’s the key? Hurry up, this place is pitch-black and a little creepy.”

“Open my bottom desk drawer.”

Jessie did.

“Reach to the far left corner in the back. Feel the leather pouch?”

“Got it. What is this?”

“The key to where I keep the key.” At Jessie’s exasperated exhale, Lainie defended her security system. “That de la Renta alone is worth about six grand, sweetheart. The whole closet has about two hundred thousand dollars of clothes and accessories. I don’t want just anyone burglarizing it in the middle of the night.”

“Just your roommate.”

“Well, you are Fin Elliott’s daughter.”

“Stop,” Jessie chided. “Not another word from you.”

“I cleaned the apartment.”

Jessie scowled at the abrupt change of subject. “Why?”

“Won’t I need to find a new roommate now that you’re—”

“Cut it out, Lainie. I’m not going anywhere.” She thought she heard a sound from the hall and peered out into the darkness. Nothing. “Except in that closet.

Bye.”

Key in hand, Jessie slipped into The Closet and put on one soft light behind the curtain of a dressing area. She didn’t want to draw attention to the night security guard if he happened by. Might be tough to convince him that the editor-in-chief was her birth mother and she’d given permission for Jessie to borrow a designer dress for a party given in her honor.

No, she’d rather avoid that conversation and the ensuing arrest.

Tiptoeing across the cluttered central area, she ignored the racks of clothes and shoes and a three-way-mirror, heading straight to the back where the de la Renta hung. With reverent hands, she unzipped the black cloth protector and let a million yards of pale celery silk sigh over her fingertips. From the moment she’d seen this dress, she’d been in love. The top was a simple strappy camisole, fitted to the hips, but the whole bottom half was made of about twenty fluffy, filmy layers of organza frills that cascaded to the floor.

The man was a genius. How could she not name her horse after him? She might have to name her first child Oscar. Jessie eased the dress off the hanger, seized by a sizzling temptation. She didn’t want to cart this creation home on the subway without being absolutely sure she wanted to wear it for the party. She simply had to try it on.

In a flash, she slid off the jeans she’d borrowed from Fin, and then stripped off the white T-shirt that she wore. She unhooked her bra and glanced down at her underwear. Serviceable, but a crime under this dress. She slid off her panties and walked naked to the lingerie cases, pulling out a whisper of peach-colored silk and lace that had only been photographed on a table for a special feature on “Undercover Agents.”

She slid on the thong, then carefully climbed into the frothy organza, nearly giggling with delight as the magical fabric tickled her legs.

Of course, it was made for a five-foot-nine model, so the last two rows of ruffles pooled around her five-foot-six body. From a shoe cubby, she grabbed a pair of sky-high silver sandals and slipped them on, standing in front of the three-way-mirror and grinning like a fool. Then she did one slow, graceful pirouette.

“I love you, Oscar de la Renta.” This dress was perfect for the night she would be welcomed by the Elliott family. She’d feel beautiful, confident, glorious.

And Cade would see her.

Sighing, she unclipped her hair and shook it out, letting it tumble like her own Oscar’s sorrel-colored mane, imagining how she’d wear it next Saturday, along with a tiny bit of makeup that would make her eyes sparkle and match the amazing dress.

And then he’d dance with her.

The possibility made her tingle right down to the three-inch heels. She stared in the mirror, but instead of seeing herself, she visualized his expression when he saw her dressed like this. She imagined his powerful hands as he would reach for her to touch this dress. She practically tasted his long, soulful kiss at the end of a slow, sensual dance.

She froze, put her hands over her mouth and stared at the agony mirrored in her green eyes. She missed him so much it hurt. “Was he the best thing that ever happened to me? Was I wrong for pushing him away?” she murmured into her hands.

“How can I live without him? I love him.”

“Are you sure?”

With a gasp she blinked into the mirror at the image of Cade, standing in the partially opened doorway.

She twirled around, the skirt whooshing as fast as the blood in her head. “What are you doing here?”

“Listening to you worship at the altar of de la Renta.” With his toe, he gently kicked the door open wider and leaned against the jamb, raking her with one long, hungry gaze. “And totally enjoying the view.”

She touched the dress and speared him with a look. “No need to call security.

Fin said I could borrow it.”

“Jessie.” His voice softened. “I didn’t make any accusations.” His gaze traveled over her at a maddeningly slow pace. The room was silent and still and very, very warm.

“That dress,” he said, his words as lazy as his wandering gaze, “was made for you.”

“Thanks.” She plucked at a silky frill, but her attention was really on the way his black T-shirt clung to his muscles and on the temperature-rising bulge of his faded blue jeans. Silk and organza were nice, but denim and cotton had had a fine place in the world, too.

“So, you can’t live without him. You love him.”

“I was talking about my horse,” she said quickly. “And you seem to be very adept at overhearing me.”

He notched an eyebrow. “I saw the light under the door and had to see who was in here. And why.”

“What are you doing here at this hour?”

“Working.”

“At eleven-thirty on a Sunday night?”

“I blew off the weekend,” he said with a casual shrug.

“What did you do?”

He crossed his arms with a pitiful expression. “It wasn’t pretty.”

What had Fin said? His shins would be black and blue from kicking himself? “You’ll be okay,” she said, fueled by the confidence that came from wearing a beautiful dress and having a gorgeous man stare lustily at the woman in it.

“Ya think so?” He took one step further.

She had to stop this game. Before she lost. “You’ll get over me,” she said simply.

The soft light cast a shadow over the stubble on his cheeks. She’d bet he hadn’t shaved since Friday.

It wasn’t pretty.

“I don’t want to get over you, Jessie.”

“Then what do you want?” She heard the temptress in her voice. White lightning zinged through her veins and a familiar ache started low in her belly.

“You.”

“Cade.” His name tumbled out of her lips, but she hardly heard it for the thundering rush of blood through her head.

He was an arm’s length away, taking all the air and space and probably the common sense right out of the room. Who needed to breathe? Who needed to move? And, to be honest, common sense was overrated.

“Jessie.” He reached for her, settling his hands on the sliver of silk at her waist. As carefully as if he were turning a priceless Ming vase, he rotated her around, so that she faced the mirror.

All she saw was a sea of lime sherbet silk, and Cade behind her, holding her, lowering his head to kiss her bare shoulder. His lips skimmed her flesh, his teeth nipping at the spaghetti strap that held the dress on her.

“I made the worst mistake of my life,” he whispered, sliding his finger under the strap as though he were testing it. “And I want to undo that mistake.”

What he was about to undo was the world’s most beautiful dress. Along with her reason and ability to resist.

Wasn’t she mad as hell at him? Didn’t he break her heart, her trust, her spirit? She tried to muster anger and resentment, but not one ounce of either one would surface.

“Listen to me,” he insisted, holding her gaze in the mirror. “I am so, so sorry I hurt you. I would do anything to take it back. To have another chance. To not make the mistake of losing you.”

She tried to say his name, but no sound came out as she stared at his reflection, at the sincerity in his eyes.

“Jessie, I won’t walk away,” he continued, his raspy tone softened by his tender hands that caressed her arms and clasped her bare shoulders. “I won’t get over you.” Easily, he glided one shoulder strap to the side, then started nudging the other one. “I won’t forget you.” Both straps loose, the bodice of the dress dropped dangerously low over her breasts. “I won’t stop…” He inched it down, down, down. The darkened circles of her nipples peeked out of the fabric’s edge, torturing her breasts with the breath of silk. “Unless you want me to.”

She lowered her head back into his chest, surrendering to the sensation of pleasure and need and want and Cade.

What she wanted was this.

Six thousand dollars’ worth of mint-colored organza and silk billowed to the floor. To the front, the right, the left and in a million echoes of reflected mirrors, she stood naked but for a flash of peach lace and a cloud of green pooled at her feet.

In the mirror, she watched his powerful hands close over her breasts, and gasped as pleasure coiled between her legs and nipples budded against his palms.

Slowly, he circled her breasts, tweaking the darkened peaks, weakening her knees and dissolving every ounce of willpower.

Gradually, leisurely, he slid his hands over her stomach, pulling her into him so she could feel the roughness of his bulging jeans grazing and growing against her bare backside. His fingers, so long and dark and masculine against her pale skin, reached the triangle sliver of silk and the skinny straps that held the thong on her hips.

Jessie stared, mesmerized.

One finger dipped into the top of the tiny triangle and stroked once over her tender mound. Her legs nearly buckled as frissons of delight shimmied up and down her thighs.

He glided his hand to the side, and using only his index fingers, he slid the thong down her thighs, exposing the dampened curls between her legs.

Once again, he pulled her against him, his ragged breaths warming her ear, the steady hammer of his heart against her shoulder blades, the relentless pressure of his erection right in the small of her back.

Then he glided both hands over her stomach and dipped them between her legs, easing one finger into the slick folds and eliciting her low groan of pleasure.

She rocked helplessly into his hand.

His mouth closed over her shoulder. He sucked the concave of her collarbone and throat with the same deliberate rhythm that he used to delve his finger into her.

“Let me inside you, Jessie,” he whispered against her skin. “Let me make love to you again.”

She closed her eyes and nodded, unable to speak.

In one move, he gingerly lifted her over the mountain of organza, and pushed it aside with his foot. Then he swirled her around and backed her into the mirror.

She couldn’t think about the dress, the room, the possibility of getting caught.

All she could comprehend was the sudden cold surface against her back and the power and size of Cade confining her against the glass.

He trapped her there with his body and gaze and amazing, delicious hands. He lowered his head and captured her with a furious, openmouthed kiss, and a deep moan torn from his chest.

“Nothing,” he murmured into her mouth. “I have thought of nothing but you for forty-eight hours.” He pressed against her, his hands roaming her body.

She turned her head as he trailed his lips over her cheek and teased the edge of her ear with his tongue, opening her eyes to see the vision of Cade in his jaw-dropping black T-shirt and sexy blue jeans, all hard and muscular and touching every inch of her naked body. The reflection in two mirrors, in a million dimensions, seemed to go on forever and ever.

“It’s magic, honey,” he whispered, seeing where she looked.

“It’s madness,” she responded. “And I hope it’s—”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “Not a mistake,” he finished for her. “Believe me.

I’ve made a few. This isn’t one of them.”

It might be tomorrow, she thought. But she just sighed and closed her eyes.

Then he started kissing his way down her body. No force of nature could close her eyes and stop her from watching the endless reflections of him crouching before her, adoring her breasts with his sweet mouth, dragging his hands over her ribs, licking her navel, kissing her womanhood.

He tasted the flesh of her inner thighs as he lowered the thong over her knees, her calves, and then carefully guided it over her high-heeled sandals.

Glancing up, he gave her a wicked grin. “The shoes can stay.”

When he straightened to his full height, he looked down at her, his pewter eyes intense and focused, his jaw clenched, his breathing tight and quick.

“Absolutely not a mistake,” he said again.

“You’ve been wrong before.”

“Not this time.” He rocked into her. “I’m not wrong. This isn’t a mistake.”

“Even if it is.” She tugged at his T-shirt to free it from his jeans. “I want to make it.”

In one move, he swiped the T-shirt over his head and threw it to the floor. He pushed her higher up the glass, nearly lifting her feet from the ground. Fire and moisture mixed between her legs as she arched into him, moving in an unstoppable, natural beat, riding the ache and his hardness.

She reached to the snap of his jeans, yanking at the zipper with a soft laugh under her breath. “Come on, Cade.”

“Wait,” he insisted, reaching into the back pocket of his jeans, yanking a condom package out. “Hold this for a second.” He stuck it between her teeth.

“But don’t take your hands off me.”

She laughed around it as he finished undressing and she raked her free hands through the rough hairs of his chest. He flipped his jeans and boxers to the side, and they landed incongruously next to the minty mountain of designer fluff.

He snagged the condom and ripped it open, barely taking his eyes from her.

Sheathed, he slid his erection between her legs, urging her naked body up the slick glass as she opened her thighs to take him.

Kissing her, he penetrated her mouth with his tongue at precisely the instant he entered her. Everything was hot and wet and excruciatingly right. She clung to his broad shoulders and wrapped her legs around his hips, as he thrust in to the hilt. She sucked in the scent of sex that filled the little room, grinding out his name with each movement. Sweat and friction heated their skin, as they slid against the glass, against each other.

Again and again he plunged into her, his face dark with the intensity of the pleasure and the helpless, mindless charge toward satisfaction.

“Look at us,” he demanded, using his chin to turn her face toward the side mirror. She gasped at the vision, at the sight of this glorious man’s body making love to her.

The beauty of it, the realness and the rawness sent her right over the edge. As her body coiled and tightened and screamed for release, she closed her eyes. But when she quaked with pleasure over and over, she finally opened her eyes and watched. In the mirror, she could see him grit his teeth and let out a long, low groan of ecstasy and satisfaction as his orgasm took over, thrusting into her with sharp, hard strokes as his backside tensed and his arms squeezed her.

Finally, spent, he dropped his head against her shoulder, closed his eyes and then she saw his mouth move, saw him say the same words ringing in her blood-drained head.

I love you.

But then, he didn’t know she could see him. And saying it out loud might be the biggest mistake of all.

“I feel like a vagabond.” Jessie curled into Cade’s side, wrapping her silky bare legs around his thighs, the lingering scent of lilac and sleep all over her.

He stroked her skin from throat to navel in one long caress, loving the way she felt as smooth as polished marble and as soft as air. “I don’t think a vagabond ever felt like this.” He nuzzled in to kiss her neck and she shivered as his tongue touched the little dip in her throat.

“I mean, I haven’t slept at home in days. I spent Friday and Saturday night at Fin’s, and last night I came here to your place.”

“Sorry, but I wasn’t about to sleep on The Closet floor and my apartment was closer, and empty. Anyway, you’re no vagabond. You have a toothbrush here.”

“I have one at Fin’s now, too. See? I’m a drifter.”

He eased her a little higher on top of him, his morning erection already anticipating the warmth of her body. “Drift up here for a while. I don’t have to leave for work for an hour.”

“And I’m taking this week off, so there.” She climbed up and slid her legs around his hips, and cradled his head in her arms. Her russet-colored hair spilled over his face and neck.

“You may never have to work again,” he said, inhaling the dizzying scent of her as his hands cupped her bottom and positioned her on him. “You’re the editor-in-chief’s daughter, your supervisor’s cousin and…”

She arched up, her eyes slit in demand. “Say it.”

“Okay.” He laughed and lifted his hips and let the burn begin. “You have a special relationship with management.”

Her pretty smile faded and, without warning, she tumbled off him to the side. On her back, she draped one arm over her face and moaned quietly. “This was so not supposed to happen.”

“Baby, don’t worry.” He turned, tucking her closer. “It doesn’t change anything.”

She lifted her arm to peer at him. “It changes everything.”

For a moment, he just let her think about it, while he worked to resist the urge to drop a kiss on the sweet underarm she exposed.

“What exactly changes because we’re lovers?” he finally asked. “The situation with Fin, well, that will rock the EPH boat just for sheer gossip and shock value. And, yeah, it sounds like you have some hurdles to overcome with Patrick and Maeve, but we’re…” We’re what? How did he tell her that this wasn’t just sex, that this felt so much bigger, so much better than that?

“I didn’t plan on any of these new complications when I came here. I just wanted to meet Fin.”

“So, I’m back to being a complication.” He wasn’t sure if that disappointed him or not.

“And work is a complication.”

“What do you mean?”

She let out a long, slow breath. “I want a job.”

“You have a job. And the way you’re working on the shadow assignment virtually guarantees you an editorial assistant position when the internship ends. You know that.”

She turned on her side to line up with him. “I want it fair and square,” she said, a determined glint in her eye. “Not because you wanted to sleep with me—”

He opened his mouth to protest and she put her hand on his lips and continued, “Or because you wanted to figure out why I was avoiding Fin. Or because of the circumstances of my birth. I want it because I’m good at what I do.”

“You are,” he assured her. “You would have been picked for shadowing even if you hadn’t gotten my attention for avoiding Fin.” He couldn’t resist. He traced a single line over the sweet skin of her arm. “Or even if you hadn’t got my attention, period. Scarlet had already given you rave reviews.”

She regarded him for a moment. “Will everyone know that?”

He shrugged. “Cube chatter is part of work, Jess, and you have to rise above it.

You prove yourself on every issue of Charisma and I want you on the staff. To me, that’s the end of the discussion.”

“Until we break up.”

He froze and stared at her. “We won’t.”

She scooted higher and challenged him with a look. “How can you be so sure? You know, I proofed an article on this very subject. The lower person on the corporate ladder invariably loses the job and references when an office affair ends. This might not impact your career, but it could wreck mine.”

“First of all, you’ve been reading too many magazines.” He leaned closer. “And second of all, this is not an office affair.”

“A ‘closet’ affair?” she laughed.

He moaned at the memory. “I love that closet.”

“Seriously.” She nudged him. “These are the facts. And coupled with the revelation that I’ve got Elliott blood in my veins, no one will believe that I earned my spot.”

He couldn’t argue that she had legitimate concerns. “I understand you feeling that way,” he said. “But what can we do? Hide how we feel? Pretend it’s not real? Act like we aren’t in…interested in each other?”

“Yes.”

His chest knotted. “I don’t want to hide this. I mean I don’t want to flaunt it, but, Jessie, I don’t want to hide.” He let a slow grin cross his face. “Unless it’s in The Closet.”

“I want it kept secret,” she said, ignoring his teasing remark and grasping his shoulder to make her point. “Please, Cade. I don’t want anyone to know. Let me get through this time, through this hurdle, as you call it, with the Elliotts.”

How long would that take? “Can I see you in the meantime?”

“Secretly.”

“I’ll take that, then. I guess I have to.” But he didn’t have to like it.

Chapter 12


Jessie dialed her dad’s phone number as soon as she emerged from the subway station. The week had flown by as she juggled her days with Fin and a few select members of the Elliott family whom Fin invited to lunch and dinners with them, and stole away for long, blissful nights with Cade.

Friday evening, however, she’d begged out of dinner with Fin or Cade for a much-needed stop at her apartment and an evening at home in preparation for the party the next night. She still couldn’t believe the power of the Elliott name.

She’d been certain Shane couldn’t find a location for the grand party he wanted to have, but through a business contact, he’d learned that a cold-footed bride had pulled out of a wedding in the ballroom of the Waldorf-Astoria, leaving the venue available. Invitations were sent by e-mail and half a dozen administrative assistants were tasked with handling the RSVPs.

“Hey, Dad,” Jessie said as she rounded the top of the subway station steps and started the walk through the Upper West Side. “Remember me?”

“I don’t know,” he teased. “Aren’t you my best ranch hand who ran off to New Yawk City?”

She giggled at his lousy accent. “Oh, Daddy, I’m sorry I’ve been scarce. This has been an unbelievable week.”

“I’m getting that impression. Still enamored?”

Her heart jumped. “With Fin? Of course. We’re having a great time.” Her fist tightened around the two Bloomingdale’s bags she carried. “She’s quite a shopper, and a talker and, well, she’s becoming a good friend.”

“I’m glad, sweetheart. Now, when are you coming home?”

She paused as she reached Amsterdam, gauging the traffic pattern for a quick cross. “My internship lasts until next spring.” She swallowed hard and blurted out the next sentence as she stepped confidently into the street, beating a cab by a good three seconds. “And I hope to have a full-time job at Charisma after that.”

Someone behind her earned a honked horn, and that filled the silence on the other end of the phone.

“Dad? You still there?”

“I’m here,” he assured her. “Just thinking.”

Only a daughter would catch the tiny hitch in his voice. “But I’ll come and visit before that, I promise.”

“Or I’ll come to New York. I miss you, Jessie.” There was no hitch that time, just raw, fatherly love.

“Oh, Daddy. I miss you, too.” Jessie stood at the next corner, staring up at the red bricks of her studio walk-up and blinking back a sudden tear. Was this home now? This aging, metropolitan building with thirty-six stairs up to an apartment the size of Oscar’s stall?

Yes. It was. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t visit the Silver Moon. That was home, too. “Why don’t I come back for a long weekend next month?”

“I’d love that,” he replied, his voice rich with relief. “Pick a date.”

And then an idea took hold. Fin had told her just that afternoon that she wanted to meet Jessie’s father. Quid pro quo, she called it, for all the time Jessie was taking to get to know the Elliotts. “I’d like to bring Fin there, Dad. To meet you.”

He snorted. “That city woman wants to come out to a cattle ranch in Colorado? Does she know there’s no shopping here?”

Jessie bit back a smile. Was he intimidated by the idea of Fin Elliott on his ranch? Her big, tough cowboy of a dad?

“You know, I think you’ll like her,” Jessie mused. Maybe that was a stretch, but Jessie clung to the hope that she could make everyone happy with this impulsive offer. “How about Columbus Day weekend? We’ll have closed the February issue and Fin and I can come from Friday to Tuesday.”

She could be away from Cade that long, couldn’t she?

“That’s perfect.”

As she opened the lock to the front door of her building, her attention was drawn to the floor. And the steps. And the landing to the first floor. “Oh my…”

“What is it?” her father asked.

“Lilacs,” she whispered.

“Lilacs?”

Everywhere, as far as she could see, every square inch of the ground and the stairs was blanketed in a snowfall of lilac petals.

“Oh, Cade.” Her heart just folded in half from the pressure of how much she loved him.

“What are you talking about, honey?”

“Oh, it’s nothing, Daddy.” Well, it was something. She just didn’t know what.

“Someone left something for me at my apartment.”

Gingerly, she tiptoed over the petals and turned the corner at the next floor.

More lilac petals.

“Who is Cade?”

It must be a father’s job to assume the “never miss a thing” responsibility when a mom was gone. “He’s, uh, a guy I work with.”

“The executive editor,” her father said knowingly. “The one you had drinks with a while ago. About the shadowing job.”

The stairs to the third floor were no different. A blanket of lilac petals.

“Wow, this is unbelievable.”

“What is?”

She suppressed a giggle of delight. “That you really pay attention, Dad. To everything I tell you.”

“Of course I do. Is he there now, this Cade?”

Sort of. She climbed the last set of stairs to the fourth floor. “Uh, no. I’m home, at my apartment. Oh, there’s more!”

At the door was a giant bouquet in a glass vase, with a card tucked into the green fronds between the puffs of lilacs.

“More what?”

“I’m sorry, Dad. I have to go. I just got home and…there’s a message here.”

“Honey, are you being straight with me about this Cade?”

She lifted the card and leaned on the door, her gaze traveling over the bed of petals all around the hallway. “Well,” she said, “I am sort of…”

“You’re in love.”

She let go of the laugh that had been caught in her chest. “Yeah. I don’t know.

Maybe.”

“Well you better bring him along next month,” Dad said softly. “I’ll want to see how he does on a horse.”

“No, I can’t,” she gasped. “He can’t come back to Colorado with me.”

“Why not?”

“Because I want to keep it secret. We work together. He’s my boss, sort of.”

Her father cleared his throat. “Angel, I can guess who will take the brunt of this thing if it doesn’t work out. I don’t want to see your heart broken.”

Jessie slid the card open and read the words.

Make no mistake about it, the outside read. She didn’t open the card, but answered her father. “I’m watching my heart, Dad.”

“And, you know, an affair with a co-worker, especially your boss, well, it can be career suicide.”

Affair. The word cut through her. “I’ve heard that, too.”

“So what’s more important to you? This guy or this job?”

She flipped open the card.

I’ll miss you tonight. Love, Cade.

“Can’t I have both?”

“I don’t know,” he said quietly. “I wish your mother were around to ask. She’d know what you should do.”

Jessie’s gaze fell on the lilacs, the familiar, comforting scent wafting up from the bouquet.

“She’s around,” Jessie whispered.

Everything in the Starlight Roof ballroom high above New York City sparkled. The crystal champagne flutes, the tapered candles on the tables, the tiny white lights that floated above the room named for them. But most of all, Fin sparkled.

Jessie marveled at how beautiful her birth mother looked, floating between the round dinner tables to check last-minute changes in seating, a strapless black dress clinging to her slender build, the blunt cut of her auburn hair grazing her shoulders. Every time Fin glanced at Jessie, she beamed.

Jessie stood next to one of the massive arched windows that lined one long wall of the legendary room, drinking in the beauty of the setting, plucking at one of the ruffles on her Oscar de la Renta dream dress and letting the surreal wonder of it all settle over her.

No matter what happened with Patrick and Maeve, she felt loved and welcomed. Now she had two families, and that was a blessing she’d never really expected.

Would they ever blend, her two lives? How would her gritty, gruff father take to the champagne-sipping executive who’d given Jessie birth? For some reason, Jessie wanted her father to like Fin as much as she did, and to realize that although she and Fin would be friends and confidantes, Jessie would always be Travis and Lauren Clayton’s daughter.

But tonight, she had to deal with the New York side of her family.

With Patrick and Maeve…and Cade.

“He’s not coming.” At the whispered words, Jessie wheeled around to meet Shane Elliott’s green eyes.

“Cade?”

A flicker of surprise brightened his expression. “No, I believe Cade RSVP’d the day the invitations arrived. I meant Patrick.”

“Elliott?”

Shane lifted one handsome brow. “I don’t know any others.”

Before she could respond, Fin swooped in. “What’s the matter?”

Shane and Jessie shared a quick look and in her peripheral vision, Jessie caught sight of Fin’s chin lifting a bit in defiance.

“I knew he wouldn’t come,” she said.

“We’re not sure,” Shane responded. “But Liam told me that when he left the office yesterday, Dad said he and Mom were spending the whole weekend relaxing at home.”

Home, Jessie knew, was a luxurious Hamptons estate called The Tides. Patrick commuted by helicopter, so getting to and from the city, even on the weekend, was no issue for him.

If he wasn’t coming, it wasn’t because he couldn’t. It was because he wouldn’t.

She hated the disappointment that formed a lump in her throat, and hated even more that she could see the same emotion on Fin’s face.

“It’s all right,” Jessie said softly. “Really.”

“It’s all wrong,” Fin countered. “But I don’t care.”

She did, and Jessie knew it.

Liam Elliott joined them with a drink in hand, the first of three hundred people invited to the spontaneous gala.

It was no surprise that Liam’s steely blue eyes locked on Jessie as he approached. He may have seen her around the offices, but now she was a bit of a curiosity and she braced herself for the onslaught of stares and conjectures from the hundreds of people she’d meet.

Fin put her hand on Jessie’s shoulder. “Have you met my nephew, Liam Elliott?”

“Not formally,” Jessie said.

As Liam reached them, Fin said, “Liam, let me introduce Jessie Clayton, who I’m enormously proud to announce is my daughter. Jessie has been raised by her adoptive parents in Colorado, as you know, and I hope you’ll join me in welcoming her to the Elliott family.”

The words sent a shower of chills cascading down Jessie’s bare arms. She slid a grateful glance to Fin before shaking Liam’s hand. “It seems we’re cousins, Liam,” she said with a warm smile.

“Welcome to the family, Jessie.” He shook her hand, studying her face closely.

Looking for a resemblance he would no doubt find. Then he leaned closer and added, “I can certainly understand why Cade has officially removed himself from the market.”

Jessie’s jaw slackened.

“Cade?” Shane asked. “Removed himself from what market?”

Liam winked at Jessie but Fin put her hand on his arm. “Is Shane right? Did my father tell you he wasn’t coming tonight?”

Liam’s gaze softened. “I don’t think he is, Fin.”

She blew out a disgusted breath and closed her eyes.

Jessie slid her arm around Fin’s waist. “Don’t let it spoil the night for us.”

“You’re right. And look who’s here!” Fin’s face lit up with a smile. “Summer and Zeke, who get the award for coming the farthest on the shortest notice.”

Jessie had met Scarlet’s twin only once and had immediately liked the “softer”

version of the beautiful sisters. But her gaze fell on Summer’s fiancé, the world-famous rock star, Zeke Woodlow. The cubicles of all the EPH magazines still vibrated with the story of how Summer met Zeke when she was posing as the more flamboyant twin.

Fin tugged Jessie in the direction of the new arrivals. “Let’s make you official with more cousins, and you can meet the bad boy of rock and roll.”

Zeke whispered something to Summer and when she laughed, his handsome features softened with pleasure.

“He doesn’t look so bad,” Jessie said under her breath.

Fin laughed. “It’s all an act. He’s a cupcake inside, especially when it comes
to Summer.” As they greeted each other, Fin launched into introductions, eliciting a squeal of delight from Summer and a nod of welcome from Zeke. A minute later, Scarlet and her fiancé, John Harlan, joined them.

“Save your ‘she’s special’ speech, Fin,” Scarlet said as she draped an arm around Jessie. “I love her already.”

Then Gannon Elliott stepped into the circle, his arms around his pregnant wife, Erika.

“The best thing about Fin finding you is this,” Gannon said, indicating the steadily crowding ballroom around them.

“The party?” Jessie asked.

Gannon gave Fin a smile. “A wonderful reason to stop competing for a night and enjoy our family and friends, which keeps growing.” He laid a hand on Erika’s protruding belly. “One by one.”

Everyone laughed and chattered about the twins’ planned double ring ceremony, with lots of teasing about the possibility of even more Elliotts.

Scarlet and Fin made sure Jessie was included in the conversation, so that one by one, the Elliotts would get to know her. Most of the Elliotts, anyway. The absence of her birth grandparents niggled at the back of Jessie’s mind. And Fin’s, Jessie noticed, as they’d both glanced expectantly at the door a few times. But they weren’t looking for the same man.

They knew where Patrick Elliott was…but where was Cade?

Within an hour, the ballroom burst with gowns and jewels and tuxedos, and the strains of a soft jazz band filled the multi-tiered room, just loud enough to blend in with the laughter and party talk.

Even though Jessie had met nearly every one of the Elliott family, or had seen them around the EPH offices, Fin made formal introductions every time, each exchange slightly different, but always with the same irrefutable message: This is my birth daughter and we welcome her with open arms.

Fin held Jessie’s hand, moving from one group to another, pausing just once to take champagne flutes for the two of them from a passing tray. “Here, have some bubbly and stop looking at the door. He’ll be here.”

Jessie smiled and they let the crystal flutes ding lightly. “You’re looking, too, Fin.”

Fin sipped the champagne and lifted a narrow shoulder. “I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t want my father here. And my mother. They owe that to me. To you.”

Jessie gave her an understanding look. “He’ll come around, Fin. It’ll take time.”

“I don’t care,” she said, a little too flippantly. “Anyway, what about Cade? I know he’s coming. He told me he wouldn’t miss it. He said he can’t wait to see you in that dress.” Fin waited one beat too long and added a sly smile. “Again.”

Jessie felt the heat rise as she touched one of the zillion layers of mint organza that floated around her. “I may have mentioned to him that you let me borrow the de la Renta.”

“Keep it,” Fin said, taking another sip.

“Fin, I can’t!”

“Yes, you…” Her gaze slid past Jessie to the door and suddenly the blood drained from her face as the sly smile disappeared. “Can.”

Jessie followed Fin’s eyes and the champagne glass almost slipped from her hand as she stared at the distinctive gray-haired gentleman and felt the piercing gaze of eyes the color of a hot gas flame. The patriarch of the Elliott family stood as tall and proud as any of the men he’d sired or grandfathered, and next to him, the gentle Irish woman who’d been at his side for fifty-seven years.

Only the music filled the air as Patrick and Maeve Elliott stood like royalty under the marble rotunda entrance, because all of the guests took a moment to stare, hold their breath and wonder exactly what would happen next.

“I don’t believe it,” Fin whispered, more to herself than to Jessie.

Jessie squeezed her hand. “Believe it.”

Fin’s narrow shoulders squared and her delicate jaw hitched up a notch as she met her father’s level gaze. The fifty or so people between them seemed to part in slow motion, allowing the two women to stride, hand in hand, across the room.

Jessie’s chest constricted as her heart pumped wildly, and she could feel Fin’s pulse doing the same dance.

Jessie chose to look at Maeve, seeing a mix of warmth and curiosity in the green eyes that were so much like her own. Her seventy-five year-old skin was careworn, but surprisingly few wrinkles appeared on her face. Was that because she wasn’t smiling?

Why wasn’t she smiling?

Jessie stole a glimpse at Patrick, who still stared at her and not Fin.

It seemed to take forever to cross that room, to cross that gulf that separated father from daughter and granddaughter. Then, Fin and Jessie reached the rotunda and all four of them seemed to freeze.

As Fin cleared her throat, Jessie followed her lead and looked directly into the unwavering gaze of her grandfather.

“I’m so happy you came,” Fin said, her voice steady but soft. “And I’m delighted to introduce you to Jessie Clayton. This is my—”

“Ooh.” Maeve let out a soft cry as she reached out to Jessie. Automatically, Jessie took her hands and Maeve clasped them tighter. “Look at you,” she whispered, her soft Irish lilt already musical to Jessie’s ears. “‘Tis no doubt you are one of us.”

Jessie dared a glance at Patrick. His gaze had moved to Fin and they stared at each other wordlessly.

“Dad, I’d like you to welcome Jessie Clayton to our family.” It was a demand, not an invitation.

Behind her, Jessie felt a movement and glanced to see Shane walk up and take her other side. “Isn’t it fantastic?” he said, putting an arm around Jessie. “After all these years, we’ve found her.”

“If the truth be told,” Maeve said, squeezing Jessie’s hands but looking up at her husband, “she found us.”

“And for that,” Fin said, “I am eternally grateful.”

One single vein pulsed in Patrick’s neck as he stared at his daughter. “I did what I thought was right.”

Fin nodded slightly. “And now I’m doing what is right.”

He dragged his gaze to Jessie. She straightened imperceptibly under his inspection and suddenly remembered one question she forgot to ask Fin. What to call him?

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Jessie said softly. “I’m honored and so impressed with your family…sir.”

Seconds crawled by. Behind her, a crystal glass dinged against porcelain and the saxophone player melted the last few notes of his song. The elevator door opened and someone far away whispered.

But all of Jessie’s focus stayed on Patrick Elliott. The man who had shaped her life when he’d decided her fate. And she waited for him to do so once again.

“Jessie,” he said, his gruff voice exactly like her father’s when he wanted to sound stern but couldn’t. “The grandchildren call me Grandad.”

She blinked at him and felt Fin stiffen.

“And what should Jessie call you?” Fin asked.

A whisper of a sigh escaped his lips. “Grandad.”

The word washed over her just as Maeve stepped forward and folded Jessie into an embrace. The music started up as the room broke into a spontaneous applause.

Jessie closed her eyes and inhaled the soft fragrance of Maeve Elliott, knowing that when she opened them, tears would flow. But that was all right. It was a night for tears.

But when she finally opened her eyes, her gaze landed on the man who’d just stepped out of the elevator and leaned against the wall, watching the tableau unfold.

Cade.

The thing that really got her, more than anything, were the tears in his eyes.

Tears of joy for her. Tears of love.

For one moment, for one wild and dreamy moment, Jessie’s world felt utterly complete.

He avoided her.

Not that Cade could manage to get anywhere near the lady in lime who was, without a doubt, the star of the Starlight Roof. She was surrounded by new friends and new family.

So Cade satisfied himself by drifting in the background, catching the occasional glance over her shoulder and satisfying himself with the knowledge that she was looking for him.

And the knowledge that he’d seen her out of that dress, out of her mind and out of control. And while that thought had its usual effect below his belt, it was the effect the memory had on his heart and head that made him reel.

His focus on Jessie, deeply involved in a conversation with Scarlet and Summer, was so intense that he didn’t even notice Fin sidle up next to him.

“You know what I think, Cade McMann?”

He turned to his boss and grinned. “Usually. That’s my job.”

“And you’re good at it,” she said, raising a flute of champagne in a mock toast.

“But do you know what I think about Jessie?”

His smile widened, and he used the mention of her name as an excuse to look at her again. “I think you’re really happy you finally found a missing piece of yourself.”

“Oh.” Fin let out a little sound of disbelief. “I can’t believe you said that.

That is exactly how I feel. I couldn’t have put it into words more accurately.”

This time he raised his glass. “Told you. Knowing what you think is my job.”

Fin tilted her head in acknowledgement. “I do think Jessie is a little piece of my heart that has been missing for twenty-three years. But I also think I’m not the only one in this room who’s found someone to fill his empty heart.”

He said nothing for a moment, his gaze shifting across the room. “Aren’t we a couple of poetic publishing executives tonight?”

“Happiness does that to me.” Fin laughed. “But am I right, Cade?”

Just then, Jessie laughed and he could hear the musical sound of it floating across the party toward him. “You’re right, Fin.”

“So what are you going to do about it?”

At the tiny bit of sharpness in her voice, he turned to Fin. “Are you asking me if I plan to make an honest woman out of her?”

Fin’s expression grew serious. “I’m asking, as her mother, that you treat her with all the love and respect that she deserves.”

“Fin, this isn’t an affair. Jessie has asked me to be discreet. She’s actually asked me to be secretive. I’m surprised you know about it.”

“I’ve been spending a lot of time with her,” Fin said. “And she’s easy to read.”

Jessie looked over and caught them both looking at her. Her eyes twinkled and she said something to the twins. Scarlet turned toward him, then Summer.

He held her gaze, beckoning her with his eyes. He couldn’t stand being away from her much longer, but it had to be her choice to be with him publicly.

Deliberately, she set down her glass and, moving like a breeze over spring leaves, crossed the room.

“Maybe she’s ready,” Fin said. “Like I said, she’s easy to read.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Jessie asked with a gleam in her eye. “As if I didn’t know.”

It took everything Cade had in him to keep from reaching for her and kissing her glossy mouth. “We were just discussing poetry,” he said.

Jessie looked suitably surprised and Cade laughed along with her. But Fin wasn’t laughing. Instead, she was blinking back tears.

“What is it, Fin?” Cade asked, putting his hand on her arm. “What’s the matter?”

She let out a short, embarrassed laugh. “I haven’t cried this much in years.”

She glanced at Jessie. “Twenty-three, to be precise.”

“What’s wrong, Fin?” Jessie asked.

She looked from one to the other. “I have to tell you both something important.”

They looked at her expectantly, and she took Cade’s hand and then Jessie’s.

“Don’t let other people dictate your fate. Don’t…” She closed her eyes and that forced a tear down her cheek. “Don’t be stubborn or stupid or worried about what people will think. Not when you’re in love.”

For a long moment, the three of them were silent. In the background, the opening notes to an ancient love song began to fill the room.

“Do you understand what I’m saying?” Fin asked.

“I think so,” Jessie said with a tentative smile.

Cade put his arm around her. “Then listen to your mother, Jessie, and dance with me.”

Her smile widened. “I’d love to.”

As he guided her toward the dance floor, he turned to wink at Fin, confident that what he was about to do would be met with the approval of Jessie’s birth mother.

Jessie slipped into his arms like she’d been there forever. Like she would be there forever.

Pulling her into his chest, Cade slid his hands around her back and she looked up at him as they began to sway to the music.

“Poetry, huh?” Jessie asked with a smile. “Aren’t you full of surprises?”

“Did you like the lilacs?”

“I loved the lilacs.” She closed her eyes and he dipped almost close enough to kiss her, but inched to her ear to whisper, “You are the most beautiful woman here tonight.”

“I thought you weren’t coming,” she said. “You were late.”

“I had something important to do.”

“What was that?”

He paused their dance, and she stilled in his arms. “I’ll show you later. But I have to ask you something first.”

“What is it?”

“Can I kiss you? Here, in front of everyone you know in New York?” He could feel the vibration of her heartbeat, matching his, against his chest. “I don’t want to hide this, Jessie. I want everyone here to know that…”

Before he could finish, she stood on her tiptoes, tightened her grip around his neck and covered his mouth with a long, sensuous kiss that sent firecrackers through his body. And from the few gasps he heard in the crowd, a few sparklers hit the audience, too.

“You want everyone to know what, Cade?” she asked as she broke the kiss with a triumphant smile.

“That I love you,” he whispered.

Her smile froze.

“I love you,” he said again, a little louder.

Her eyes widened and she opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

“I love you.” This time, everyone on the dance floor heard.

The music stopped, and everyone turned to look at them.

And in the one second that the room was suspended in silence, he lifted her off her feet, twirled her around and let everyone in the room know the truth. “I love you, Jessie Clayton!”

All around them, the room erupted in clapping and gasps and the “oohs” and “aaahs” from the crowd while the band started the next song, but the only sound Cade could hear was that beautiful wind chime laugh that he had grown to love.

“Come with me,” he whispered in her ear. “I have one more surprise for you.”

With only a quick glance back to where Fin stood watching them, Jessie slid her hand into Cade’s much stronger one and let him guide her to the rotunda and down the first elevator.

“Where are we going?” she asked, her heart still battering so hard that she was breathless. And longing for the chance to tell him she loved him, too. But he didn’t wait, didn’t pause.

Through the lobby, onto the street, he slipped out of his tuxedo jacket and put it over her bare shoulders. “It’s a little chilly, but worth it, I promise.”

She curled into the silky fabric, happy for the warmth against the cool September air, but completely bewildered. “Why are we leaving my party?”

“Because you need some wide open spaces and horses.”

“Now?”

“Now.”

Even at night, the street bustled with pedestrians and tourists, and taxis plowed along at well over the safe speed limit. But her attention was caught by a cluster of hansom cabs, lined up and waiting to take a lucky couple a romantic ride.

“There he is.”

“Who?” she asked.

Cade flashed her a smile as they walked, pausing when they arrived at one particularly beautiful carriage painted a brilliant white and decorated with two massive bouquets of…

“Lilacs.” She let out a soft laugh and curled into Cade’s arm. “You’re crazy, you know that?”

As they settled into the back of the fairy-tale carriage, the horse’s hooves clopped steadily along the concrete and a nearly full moon peeked out from a cloud.

“This is perfect,” Jessie pronounced, falling back against the cool black leather. “Everyone is going to wonder where we went, but I don’t care.”

“We’ll tell them,” he said, wrapping his arm around her. “Because this isn’t secret anymore.”

She looked up at him and held his gaze. “Can I please say what I’ve been wanting to say since that dance ended?”

“No,” he responded. “Not yet.”

She opened her mouth in protest. “Cade, don’t you want to know that I—”

He put one hand over her mouth and reached in his pocket with the other. Frozen, all Jessie could move was her eyes, and she looked down at the black box in Cade’s hand.

“All I want you to say is yes.”

When he opened the box, the princess-cut diamond caught the light of the moon.

Jessie stared at the engagement ring, too speechless and stunned to move.

Finally, she lifted her gaze to meet his.

“Jessie, this is not an affair. This is not a brief romance and this is not a secret.” His gray eyes burned with the need to make her believe him. “This is real. This is love. Will you marry me?”

A little laugh, mixed with a sob, caught in her throat. “Yes,” she whispered.

“Yes, I will.”

Cade took the ring out of the box and slid it on her finger, his own hands shaking just a bit.

“Now,” he said with a half smile, “what did you want to tell me?”

She leaned her head against his shoulder and let the horse’s steady trot jostle her into him.

“I’ll tell you later,” she said. “And every day for the rest of our lives.”
