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Erika Forrester is a high-flying career woman wias lust inherited the
position of CEO of a million-dollar company. Erik&ought hard to get
where she is and is used to living her life indejemly and free from the
stresses of relationships.

But for the first time in her life Erika needs helphe needs a husband fast!
There's only one candidate she'll consider - AmbsrAathy. And Erika's
hoping the terms of the deal will secure her the& beasband Manhattan has
to offer . ..



CHAPTER ONE

THE trip had been more fast-paced than usual. Erikachammed at least
three weeks' worth of work into a mere ten days, ewen a good night's
sleep in her own bed hadn't been enough for héulitp recuperate from
exhaustion and jet lag. It was barely ten in themmg—-at least that was
what the tiny gold watch on her wrist said, thoungt body clock wasn't
anywhere near so certain of the hour. Neverthesswas patting back a
yawn as the elevator reached the lobby.

That will never doshe thought. With her schedule already crammeld wit
meetings and her in-basket no doubt overflowing,diin't have time to be
tired. Not today.

She felt as if she'd been gone for a month. Wimaerabruptly let go its hold
on New York City while she'd been gone. The lastés of dirty snow had
melted away, and though it had been almost dusk, tebught she'd
glimpsed the first hints of green in Central Pankher way home from the
airport yesterday. Even the building's lobby looketlttle different than
when she'd left. This morning sunshine pourediiaugh the beveled glass
around the main doors, sprinkling jewel-coloredchat across the freshly
cleaned carpet.

But some things never changed, Erika thought foadlghe walked across
the lobby to the small office tucked into a cornekt to the elevators.

Inside, with his back to the door as he leaned @véable studying a
clipboard full of papers, was—in Erika's view—prbbathe single best

thing about living in this newly renovated apartineomplex. According to

the nameplate on the door, Stephen was the manédke complex, in

charge of rentals, deposits, repairs and tenanplants. But in fact the job

he'd carved out for himself in the eight monthssithe complex opened
was more like that of the concierge of a first-slastel. Need tickets to the
symphony? Talk to Stephen—he had contacts evergwiNged the dog
walked? Talk to Stephen—he knew someone who'd bat git the job.

Need someone to let the delivery people in withriber couch? Talk to

Stephen; he'd not only sign the paperwork but nsake they moved all the
furniture to just the right angle...



Yes,definitelythe best thing about living here, Erika told h#rs&tephen,
darling—"

The man at the table stood up straighter and dtésteurn to face her.

The instant he moved, Erika knew that she'd mabiy anistake. Where
Stephen was jittery in his movements, this mansi@s and smooth, like a
panther on the prowl. He was a little taller thaapBen, too—an inch or
two, perhaps—and his hair was just a shade darker.

She should have recognized the difference the mbrslea walked in
though, she reminded herself, there was no reas@cdurge herself for
making a simple mistake. She was used to findirgp!tsin in this office,
and she wasn't used to seeing him from behindt &as no wonder she
hadn't immediately identified this man as a strange

He'd turned all the way around now, and she gofitetrgood look at his
face. Now she could see that he wasn't at allSephen, really—not only
was his hair darker, almost black in fact, butasvthicker, curlier, and more
unruly than Stephen's. His eyes weren't brown Stephen's but as rich a
blue as Long Island Sound on a hot summer's daltrey looked just as
deep and inviting.

He wasn't exactly handsome, but there was sometidogt him which
invited a second look. His face was full of healdojor, but he didn't have
the deep sun-bronzed shade that Stephen somehoagethto sport even
in the depths of winter.

And though he was wearing the same type of dartkaswd ascot tie that
Stephen favored, it didn't fit him the same waye Térmal garb didn't look
out of place on him, and yet it seemed somehow mfmtable, as if he
wasn't used to dressing up.

"I'm not Stephen,"” he said.

As if she wouldn't be able to figure that out om bevn. Erika felt like
rolling her eyes.



He added, not quite under his breath, "...darling."

Erika opened her mouth to blister him for impuderacel then decided that
it would be more effective in the long run justgaore him. "l can see that,"
she said sweetly. "So where's Stephen?"

"l can page him if you like, Ms. Forrester."
She didn't ask how he knew her name. She didnd tee

He went on easily, "l believe he's helping Mr. Riads locate his missing
snake up on the third floor.”

Erika shivered. "Then I certainly don't want totdi® him."

His eyes gleamed with laughter. Erika was suret,oéven though the
expression was gone almost as quickly as it hadapg. She was intrigued
despite herself. "And who are you?" she asked.

"I'm Stephen's new assistant.”

"l gathered that from the uniform." She waved génin the direction of his
ascot. "He could certainly use a helper. Or perhHagisould say that the
residents could use two Stephens."He looked dowmeadlark suit as if not
quite believing what he was wearing. "He does stekeep himself busy."

"And your name?" He didn't answer immediately, sikd& prodded, "In
case Stephen's not here, it would be handy to kmloavI'm talking to."

"If it's not Stephen," he pointed out gently, I'ihe me. But you can call me
Amos—" He bit off the sentence, leaving the nammeghay.

Erika was absolutely certain the word he'd swalbweadn't been .a last
name at all. He'd actually almost had the cheekagoshe could call him
Amos darlingBut at least he'd maintained enough sense theilxt before
he'd finished, while she could still pretend nohtwe heard. It was much
less embarrassing for both of them that way.



"I'll tell him you stopped by. I'm sure he'll beantbroken to have missed
you," Amos said, and started to turn back to tigbolard he'd been looking
at when she came in.

Just who does this guy think he g thought. "Well, let me fill you in on
the routine around here. It's cleaning day, so—"

"Are you referring to the housecleaning servicaha dry cleaners?" he
interrupted politely. "I've already been instructibat since it's Tuesday,
your housekeeping team will be arriving before loAgd Stephen has
made a note to arrange an extra laundry pickupytadavell, since you just
got home from your trip. So he already has alluteal things covered.”

Erika eyed him for a long moment. The urge to shjuas was rapidly

becoming unbearable. She would have to eitheripuirhhis place, or walk

out—and soon. ' 'You know," she mused, "if you wembe successful

around here, it might pay to take a few lessons f&iephen on customer
service."

His eyebrows lifted. "But, Ms. Forrester, | was plyntrying not to waste
your time. Why should you have to repeat instruttithat Stephen has
already taken care of?" He looked innocent, ansidueded solicitous.

Erika didn't believe an iota of it.

"l presumed you would rather have Stephen look gfiar needs, since he's
already accustomed to your routine. But if therangthing you'd prefer me
to do for you," he went on gently, "you need orgi.a

She hitched her black leather tote bag higher batashoulder. "I'll do my
best to think of something," she murmured. "Becdiddeate for you to feel
at loose ends around here while Stephen's doirigeailork."

The brisk walk from her apartment complex to Ladgle building in
Midtown Manhattan refreshed Erika, and by the tishe arrived at her
office, she'd almost forgotten abofimos darling.He was hardly worth
thinking about, anyway, she told herself. With thatd of attitude, he



wouldn't last long around an upscale apartment ¢exnmo matter how
pleasant he was to look at.

The tapestry-lined elevator whooshed Erika to tpeftoor. In her corner
office, her personal assistant was just settinigansing cappuccino beside
the pile of already- opened mail on the blotter.

Erika checked on the threshold. "How do you dé&élly? Always have a
fresh cup waiting for me when | come in?"

The little redhead grinned, her gamin face alighthwmischief. "The

company spy network, of course. Didn't you redtaw efficient it is?" She
took Erika's trench coat and hung it in the smadset. "You have an
appointment with your personal fitter this mornirlgy the way. She's
bringing over some dresses so you can choose owedanto the banquet
Saturday night."

"See if you can catch her before she leaves the.stmeed a white silk
blouse, too, because | spilled a glass of red wimenine when | was in
Rome." Erika frowned. "Wait a minute. What banquitere's nothing like
that on my calendar.”

"Not officially, but then you've been out of theioé for more than a week.
The invitation came while you were gone. Howevance last Friday's
Sentinel announced that you'll be attending, | thought é@stbto be
prepared—so | sent a check for two tickets, andlled the fitter about a
dress."

"Sometimes," Erika muttered, "I'd like to do thepopite, just to spite the
tabloids."

Kelly shook her head. "Issuing a challenge like thauld only make them
more interested. Then they'd run stories abouteyeuy day instead of only
two or three times a week. Besides, the banquet & good cause."

"They're all good causes, Kelly." Erika sat dowrhibhd the graceful
Georgian table which she used as a desk. "HaS¢hé&nelannounced yet
where I'm going on my summer vacation? | can't makewy mind, but I'm



sure they've already figured out what I'll decidghe sipped the cappuccino
and flipped through the mail.

Kelly clicked her tongue. "lt's a wee bit earlytime day to be sounding
cynical, now."

"And it's a wee bit too far from Dublin for you b using a brogue.”

"Not if it makes you laugh. One plain white silkobke, coming up. And
Erika—I know how you feel about tt&entinelput you should read today's
edition anyway."

Kelly pulled the office door closed behind her, dfrika sank back in her
chair and reached for the neatly folded newspaeabottom of the stack
of mail. At least she could find out what the gmadise was that she would
be supporting by going to a banquet on Saturd®No.. Kelly had said that
story had run last week. In any case, the redhgaits had sounded almost
too casual—as if she was issuing some kind of awgr So what horrible
thing had New York City's most-highly-circulatedsgip sheet said about
her this time?

Or had they just gotten hold of a photo that wasenterrible than usual?
Erika had thought, herself, that the one whichfiratiappeared a couple of
weeks ago—the one which seemed to have become diter's
favorite—would be impossible to top. She'd beemnche a bite of arugula
when the paparazzi's flash went off in her facel, stme thought the result
had made her look like a serial murderer with d@htache.

But for a change her own face didn't jump out atds she scanned the
pages. She frowned and started over from the begnn

She found the story, finally, on page six. It wasyonder she hadn't seen it
before, because this time it wasn't about her—meictly, at least. The
story was an engagement announcement and the péotogvhich
accompanied it was of a dimpled, childlike womad amman Erika barely
recognized. And the editors had waited till theyMast paragraph to point
out that the prospective groom had been engagedeseto Erika.



She sipped her cappuccino and read the story agdiwly and
thoughtfully.

Denby Miles's previous engagement was to Erikaésiar, who was then
the trademark face (and is now also the CEO) ofylage Cosmetics. The
match was broken off shortly after Erika's fath®tanford Forrester I,
completed the purchase of Mr. Miles's portfolipeffume formulae to add
to Ladylove's armory. There was and continues tesdmme speculation
about the timing of the breakup.

"What she did to him stank worse than Denby's peg&)" one society
matron—who wished to remain anonymous—toldShaatinel."Leading
him on just to get those chemical formulas, ana @®pping him flat. I'm
just glad the poor boy is finally over his brokesalt."

Erika folded the paper and flung it as hard ascsld. It slammed against
the office door and flopped onto the carpet.

The door opened a crack, and Kelly peeked waritguph the opening.
"Does that mean | shouldn't clip this one for ysarapbook?"

Erika said grimly, "Remind me to send tBentinebk editors a gift next
Christmas. A new sledgehammer—because at thisthiatdl have worn
out the one they're using now."

"Yeah, | thought that line about Denby's perfuntessig was a little low,"
Kelly agreed. She picked up the paper and smoadtheduffled pages.
"There are a couple of his scents which really 'abed at all.”

Erika tried to bite back a grin. "Well, no wondéeir source wanted to
remain nameless, saying things like that. It wasbably Denby's mother.
Honestly, Kelly, what did | ever do to annoy thbltads so much?"

"You seriously don't know?" Kelly perched on thenasf a chair. ' 'Think
about it, Erika. A supposedly brainless blond makewdel takes over her
father's business and— instead of falling flat endprgeous face—makes
more of a success of it than he ever didat'swhat you did to annoy them.
You didn't stay in the slot they'd picked for you."



"Well, wouldn't you think they'd give it up by nowts two years since |
broke that engagement, and since my father died."

"And every time a new Ladylove ad comes out, yaatupe reminds them
of how wrong they were. Enjoy it, Erika. It's a rmesement of your
success."

"Sort of like being named the Chamber of Commeitdas of the Year? I'll
try to keep that in mind." Erika picked up her p@y the way, Kelly, about
that banquet Saturday night—have either you orStwetineldecided who
I'm going with?"

"They haven't said.” Kelly maintained a deadparresgion. "And | thought
it should be your choice.”

"That's reassuring. Which good cause am | suppgittin
"Adult literacy, | believe.”

"Literacy? | wish | understood how my eating rubbehnicken and listening

to a speaker drone on all evening is supposedlpothe cause of reading.
Can you give me one good reason why | shouldri'say home and take a
book to bed instead?"

By the time Erika paid off her cab in front of tlpartment complex,
Stephen was on the sidewalk to greet her. "Jugidgrson | wanted to see,"
she said, handing him the blue- and-silver dregssha was carrying.

"Welcome home, Ms. Forrester," he said as he udheeinto the lobby. "I
was sorry to miss you when you arrived last nighere's fresh espresso in
my office, if you'd like a cup.”

"You're a love, Stephen.” She sank into the guekts in his office—an
extra-comfortable wing-back covered in a heathesetd—and put her feet
up on the small matching footstool, watching asitneg her dress bag next
to an identical one on a hat stand beside the dobis is wonderful. What



happened to your assistant? Did you send him honthaé night, or has he
already quit?"

"Why would he quit?" Stephen looked puzzled.

Erika shrugged. "It seemed to me this morninghleavas already a bit tired
of the residents' oddities, so I'd be amazed #thek with it for long."

Stephen's gaze shifted a bit. "Oh, | think Amos k&l around for a while,"
he said vaguely. "He just has a little differentiggophy of the job than |
do, that's all.”

Understatement of the yedtrika thought.

"What can | do for you, Ms. Forrester?"

"I need advice," Erika said crisply. "Break out ydittle black address book
and tell me which of your friends would like to goa banquet with me on

Saturday. Hear an inspiring speaker—"

Stephen shook his head. "I'm running out of friemtt® will fall for that
one."

"There are benefits," Erika began.

From behind her, a pleasant voice asked,' 'A wdikaryou needs an escort
service?"

Erika almost dropped the cup Stephen had just lthhde She twisted
around to see Amos, who was lounging against ther dath his arms
folded across his chest.

Stephen sighed. "Amos, you can't just talk to #edents Jike—"

"I'm off duty." Amos strolled in and perched on ttwner of the desk.

He certainly looked it, Erika thought. The darktsamd ascot were gone,
replaced with faded jeans and a lightweight swealitrthe sleeves pushed



up to the elbows. His shoulders looked even brqaaied the blue of his
sweater made his eyes seem brighter.

"I've tried to explain," Stephen said wearily, 'tla this job you're never
off duty."

"Speak for yourself, Stephen. No wonder you're gitaed. | want to hear
why Ms. Forrester needs help finding a date. To matphing of being
curious about what she means by benefits."

It was obviously too late to pretend she'd beemmpkAnyway, Erika asked
herself, why should it bother herAmos darlinghought she couldn't attract
a man without help? She looked him in the eyeofi‘dknow why you've
got this chip on your shoulder, but if it's just ya have a problem with, |
promise not to bother you anymore. In fact, I'llmply ignore you
altogether. If you can convince enough of the ezsisito share my feelings,
you'll have a pretty easy job of it—for however dah lasts. Now if you'll
go away,Amos darlingand let me talk to Stephen in private—"

He didn't move. "Next time you want to talk to Step in private, shut the
door. Half the building could have heard you, soywadbject because |
happened to walk by?"

Stephen cleared his throat. "All right, let's gatkto the point. What kind
of a banquet is it and who will be there? If thare connections to be made,
then maybe—"

"It's for adult literacy. So your friend can hangtawith authors and
publishers and readers and agents and—" Stephesmiisg.

"You've thought of someone? Stephen, you're anldnge

Amos slid off the desk. "Now that you have the peabsolved, I'll be—"
"It sounds right down Amos's alley," Stephen s&dka stared at him.
"This is no time for a joke."™| was serious. Ama@swriting a book. That's
why he's here."



Erika tipped her head to one side and inspectedsAfioe thought she saw
irritation flicker in his eyes.

Well, that makes two of us who are annoyed at bexegl up with each
other."Why he's here?" she repeated. "I don't know wbatmean."

It was Amos who answered. "There are certain adggstto the position.
Living quarters supplied, no commuting to workxfl#de hours. As long as
| take care of the residents' needs, | can do Whig¢ with the rest of my
time. Namely, write."

"And if you can persuade the residents not to askfgr anything, you'll do
even better. No, Stephen, | couldn't live with nifygd dragged a genius
away from the Great American Novel to attend argpinner." Erika
pushed herself up from the chair. "And I'm suregbrius agrees."

"Now that would depend on the benefits you werkirngl about,” Amos
murmured. "Exactly what do they include?"

In your dreams, Amos darlingrika looked at the twin dress bags hanging
on the hat rack. "Which one of these is mine, S#afH lost track when you
hung them up.”

"Let me guess,” Amos said. "You brought home a evisitk blouse, |
presume?"

Erika was puzzled. "Yes, as a matter of fact, tihotlgt's not all | bought.
How do you know—"?"

"Because Stephen insisted that since the dry dlsasheliveryman refused
responsibility for your white silk blouse, you mukave a new one
immediately. So he sent me trekking all the way ddovmidtown to pick it

up this afternoon."

"So | have two brand-new white silk blouses? THatarious."

"Very amusing,” Amos said politely. "l suppose yblike me to take the
extra back tomorrow."



"It would seem to be the logical move. Actuallg, prefer it if you'd trade it
for a different shade, something like teal or perkie..."

"How about wine-red? That would be dead easy—Iatqust finish the job
you did on the original."”

"On second thought, just take the blouse back.tbother to get another. It
would be very foolish of me to assume that you knawr colors, so |
might end up with something in flame-orange or rfészent green." She
picked up a bag in each hand, weighed them and tignlighter one back
on the hat stand. "It was very thoughtful of youartticipate my needs,
Stephen." She started toward the elevator, bagnd.h

A low voice stopped her in midstride just a few gmfrom the office door.
"You're quite wrong, Stephen,” she heard Amos *$eyat woman doesn't
need a manager looking after her. What she needkasper.”

The members' lounge at the Civic Club was nevesynoi crowded, but on
Wednesday as the lunch hour neared, the room wia$ as Erika had ever
seen it. She toyed with a glass of sherry and tteedorce down the
butterflies in her stomach while she waited for ¢peest to arrive.

You don't have any idea what you're domgjspered a voice in the back of
her mind.

The voice sounded a little like her father. Erik@k a deep breath and
another sip and tried not to listen.

You have no experience with buyouts and takeow&rs've been lucky so

far, that's all—and it isn't going to last forev@on't push it.She reached for
a business magazine which lay on a small tablelbdser. She'd grab for
anything which might serve to deflect that beliglivoice in her head.

Kelly had been right, she thought—at least, up foimt. TheSentinel's
editors weren't the only ones who'd been surprgeeh Erika had stepped
into her father's shoes at Ladylove Cosmetics aftedeath. In fact, Erika



herself had been pretty much amazed when she'dligcttood up and said
she wanted the job.

Ladylove's board of directors had been dumbstrbcik,they hadn't had
much choice in the matter. Stanford Forresterdd made sure to maintain
a controlling interest in his company, and as lasg=rika was voting her
father's stock, she was every bit as much in cbardie had been.

Not that she was as certain of what she was ddduog.then Stanford
Forrester hadn't always been able to predict therdy either. He hadn't
intended to give up control, even when he died. Artk'd had any idea
how close that day was, Erika was convinced, hedehrevised his
will—because the one thing Stanford Forrester wawdder have wanted
was for Erika to run his precious company.

Don't worry your pretty head about business, d&aur job is to smile for
the camera...

Well, she'd proved him wrong. In the eight quargnee she'd become the
CEO, Ladylove had shown steady growth in marketesaad profits. Now
that her position was solidified, Erika was reanlgpread her wings. It was
time for Ladylove to grow in scope as well as saed production, and
buying Felix La Croix's business and rolling itaritadylove's was a natural
move.

All she had to do was convince Felix La Croix, méhke deal, and pull the
two companies into one solid unit.

Her sherry glass was empty. She looked around.eTias still no sign of
Felix, and all the waiters appeared to be busyedk 8he leaned back in her
chair and closed her eyes to do some creativelizatian. Picture yourself
as a success and you'll be one.

She sensed someone standing very still direcfipimt of her chair, and she
sat up quickly, embarrassed. Would her guest teimXd been taking a
nap? "Felix, I'm so glad-"



But the man standing over her with feet bracedaants folded wasn't Felix
La Croix. It was Denby Miles, her ex-fiance.

She'd run into him from time to time, of coursethia two years since their
engagement had been broken off. Manhattan socetyWarge enough to
avoid someone absolutely, even if one wanted to—shell never gone out
of her way in order to stay out of his path. Buttba rare occasions when
they'd come face-to-face, they'd been coolly pobtechanging greetings
and then quickly moving on. He had never soughtol¢before, as he so
obviously had this time. And she'd never had theooinity, or felt the
need, to look him over closely—not since that dag tyears ago when
she'd taken off his ring and handed it back to him.

He was wider now, but not solider. He looked dseifl put on weight, but
not muscle. A smile might have masked the addéddss in his face, Erika
thought, but he wasn't smiling.

"Denby," she said. "What a nice surprise to seehgre at lunchtime.”

His eyes narrowed. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Exactly what | said. If a simple greeting offendsu, I—"

"It's what you're implying that offends me—that therker bee should be in
the lab from nine-to-five, no excuses, no breaksllWhings have changed

a bit now."

"Yes, | saw the announcement that you're marrymg Yoss's daughter,”
Erika said calmly. "Congratulations are in orddoelieve."”

"'Of course you saw the announcement. You justdngd and ruin it, didn't
you?"

"Ruin? I'm afraid | don't understand what you méan.

"Why do you have to push yourself into everythiYg couldn't even stay
out of my engagement announcement!"



Erika's jaw dropped. "You actually thinkMantedto be part of that story?"

"Jeanette's heartbroken. This is the most impotkamg in her life, and you
had to trample all over it."

Erika stood up. "Well, she'd better get over in & part of your past,
Denby. No matter how much we'd all like to, we tarst wipe that out. Of
course, if your engagement is as important to y®it & to her, then she
doesn't have a thing to worry about where I'm corext"

"You just have to have all the attention, don't¥&eing the face in the ads
wasn't enough, you had to be the CEO, too. Then—"

"Look, Denby, it was not my idea to have tBentineldish it all out again
for the enjoyment of the masses. If you'll excuge-A She tried to slip past
him, but he was blocking the way.

"Maybe I'm wrong," he conceded.
"Well, that's big of you."”

"Maybe you don't want it brought up again, espéciaght now—when
you're doing it again."

"Doing what? What are you talking about?"

"You know," he said thoughtfully, "I always beliel& was your father's
idea for you to lead me on. To draw me in with pisea until he got what
he wanted. But now | wonder who was really behirat scheme. Maybe it
was your plan after all.”

His voice was growing louder, unnaturally so in tpgiet lounge, and
people were starting to stare.

Denby didn't pause. "And because it worked so weeh me, you're trying
it again. Maybe | should warn Felix La Croix whashgetting into. Make
sure he understands that you're only making upnoit order to get his
business."



"I am not making up to—"

"That's who you're meeting today, isn't it? Maytigust stick around and
be sure he knows the truth."

"Denby, this is utterly ridiculous!"

"Or maybe I'll just tell th&entinel' he mused. "Yes, that's the ticket. It will
have the same effect, and | understand they paty pvell for tips."

From the corner of her eye, Erika caught a swifvemoent, almost a blur. It
was too fast to be any of the club's members, steght. They were never
in a hurry, not here.

Realization dawned, and she ducked—but it wasdte The photo flash
popped directly in her eyes, almost blinding herdio instant.

The photographer held his camera above his heakijghit in triumph as if
it were a trophy. Then he dodged past a determm@klng waiter, out the
archway from the lounge into the club lobby, anebtigh the front door to
the street.

Denby blinked and said stupidly, "What was that?"

"The Sentinel," Erika said grimly. "I'd suggest, if you want taaich a
tipster's fee, that you'd better hurry—before tapgrazzi beats you to it."

She turned away, and the waiter who had tried dp ghe photographer
stepped into her path. "Ms. Forrester, Mr. La Cragked me to give you
this." He held out a folded sheet of paper that sdemgnized as club
stationery.

For a moment, she'd forgotten all about Felix Laiand the reason for
her lunch date, but the solidity of the heavy sloégtarchment in her hand
brought it all back.



The note was brief and to the point. "I'm sure woderstand why | didn't
wish to be part of the show. I'll be in touch whee had a chance to think
things through." It was signed with his initials.

Felix La Croix had been there, witnessed Denbitle lact and opted to
walk out. She couldn't exactly blame him for fadavgay rather than letting
himself be drawn into the scene. At least he'ddefote.

"Will you be coming into the dining room now, Msorfester?” the waiter
asked.

Her stomach turned at the very idea of food. ' 'Nleark you, Harry." She
retrieved her portfolio from her chair and her tiencoat from the
cloakroom, stuffing Felix's note into her pockehefe was plenty to be
done back at the office...

Except that right now she didn't feel like facingllg and fending off
guestions about how the negotiations had gone drnydsie was back so
early.

She'd go home and lie down, she decided. It wag aféw blocks to the
apartment complex, and Stephen was guaranteedvid dwmething on
hand to settle an unhappy stomach.

But Stephen wasn't in the office; Amos was. A saobvay on the desk
blotter, and beside it was a yellow legal tabl#dedi with scrawled and
scratched-out sentences.

Erika checked on the threshold. "Sorry. | didn'tameéo interrupt." She
started to back out.

He stood up. "Come in. What can | do for you?"

Her head was still spinning; that must be why shé the sense that he
actually sounded friendly. "What hit you? You souynwgitively civil. Oh, |
know. You've decided you wouldn't mind going to ttlnquet after
all—rubbing elbows with publishers and famous argho



"l told you, it depends on the benefits. You loskifayou just lost your last
friend.”

Erika sighed. "Do you have something for heartburn?

He waved a hand toward the sandwich. "ltalian sgeisanion and Swiss
cheese. If that doesn't do it, nothing will."

"I meant something to treat it, not cause it." Sivayed - a little.
Amos seized her arm and guided her toward the wiagked chair.

"I'm fine, really," Erika protested. "I just lostynibalance, that's all. I'm not
going to faint."

"In any case, sitting down won't hurt you a bit. &/t the matter?"
"Oh, nothing much,” she said lightly. "A ghost fraime past, paparazzi
popping out from the potted plants at what's supgds be the most private

club in the city, and a business deal gone sour."

"Well, I'm glad it wasn't anything important." Heughed aside the
sandwich.

She pointed to the tablet. "Is that your book?"

He frowned at the scratched-out sentences. "A goek of it."

"How's it going?"

"Slowly. Too many interruptions."

"l could have told you that. This may look like @asy job, but it's not."
"Only because Stephen has spoiled all of you."

"And especially me," Erika said steadily. "You migh well say it as think
it. Though | don't see why you said | needed a &eép



"What you need is a combination ladies' maid, sacyeand bodyguard. It
would fall more along the lines of a wife, actudlly

"A wife?"
"Yes, | think that covers it." He sounded quitegsled with himself.

"And that's your definition of a wife? My goodnegeu have a twisted view
of the world... Though come to think of it..."

Something was nagging at headies' maid, secretary and bodyguard...

She had the secretary, and she was perfectly @apépicking up her own
clothes. But the bodyguard...

"You know, | think you've hit on something,” shdadsd'Not a wife, of

course—that would really give the tabloids someghim talk about. But a
husband...now that's another thing entirely. Amosa#hug—what do you
think?"



CHAPTER TWO

AMos could think of only one reason why she could gagsvant to know
what he thought of her harebrained scheme. Theeapbn was ridiculous,
it was insane, it was nigh impossible. But it waes ¢nly one he could come
up with which even began to cover all the facts.

He stared across the desk at Erika, still tryingdnvince himself that she
hadn't really said what he thought he'd heard. & perfectly calm, her
violet eyes wide and showing the same sort of milerest as if she'd just
asked his opinion of the latest hit movie.

She didn't look like an alien. But this madcap idéders belonged to an
entirely different planet than the one he lived on.

A husband...that's another thing entirely...

She'd actually asked for his opinion, he remindednshlf.
"Amos—darling—what do you think8he had said. So he had not only the
right but the obligation to answer.

Of course, if he told her what he thought, shetabgbly try to have him
arrested for using indecent language in the preseha lady. And she'd be
right—at least about the indecent language. AgHerpart about the lady,
that was open to debate.

"What kind of a lady..." He stopped to clear hiso#t and started over. His
voice felt rough. "A lady doesn't propose marrigme perfect stranger.”

Her lovely face went blank for an instant, and then understanding
dawned, her eyes brimmed with horror. "You thouigiMas suggesting |
wanted to marryou?'Now his head was really spinningmos—darling...
But if that wasn't what she'd meant, where had dreegvrong? "It sure
sounded that way to me."

"Then you're hearing-impaired as well as arrogatt. said was—"



"All right, all right. | get it." He gave an exaggeed sigh. "And boy, is that
arelief."You bet it is.

"How could | be proposing to you? | don't even kngwr last name."

Amos didn't enlighten her. It wasn't like she wakilg for a formal

introduction, anyway. ' 'So whom are you planniognarry? Take it from
the top and tell me what all this is about. Unlegsourse, you're really just
talking to yourself and so I'm not supposed to"ask.

He thought for a moment that she wasn't going swan. Then she raised
the pointed little chin which was such a distinetpart of every Ladylove
ad and said, "It's a business matter."

Either he was getting used to her, Amos thoughiteowas growing numb,
because he wasn't even vaguely surprised.

She shrugged out of her trench coat, settled lreitieichair and took a deep
breath.

Amos had been noting the cut of her suit jacket,Heucouldn't help being
distracted by what the deep breath did to her égdhe Ladylove ads
always focused on her face, and the other day wheld come through the
lobby she'd been wearing a coat, ready to go auhtday. So he'd never
had an opportunity to pay much attention to thé eéser. But in fact, the

shape of her body was very nearly as perfect apltmes of her face. Too
bad the quality of her insides didn't match...

"There's this firm I'm trying to buy, you see," dhegan. "Up until a couple
of years ago, Ladylove was totally focused on cassehings like lipstick

and eye shadow and foundation and mascara. Theexpanded into

perfumes—"

"Courtesy of Denby Miles's formulas,” Amos mused.

"l see you read the tabloids." Her voice was chilly



"Only while I'm standing in line at the market taybcat food for Mrs.
Haines's Persian on the fourth floor. It was a \&oy line this morning."

"Be glad she didn't send you fishing so Fluffy'sda would really be
fresh.”

"I'll keep that in mind next time she needs toitag supply of kibble."

She crossed her legs.

Nice, long slim legs, Amos noted, with shapely st barely peeked out
under the hem of a blue wool suit. She must hau&ew him looking,
because she cleared her throat firmly. She did hogever, make a coy
show of pulling her skirt down. Amos liked that.

He sat up a little straighter. ' 'You were talkatgput the tabloids."

"Only because | can't avoid the subject. I'm suderl't have to explain that
the Denby Miles episode didn't happen quite the th&Sentinelwould
like to believe it did."

I'd give a pretty penny to hear what really did pap.

"At any rate, now Ladylove is ready to expand fartfhand there's a firm
which would be a perfect match.”" She looked at kmarily for a long
moment, and then seemed to make up her mind tohims' 'l want to pick
up Kate La Croix's line of hair care products.”

Amos frowned. "l thought Kate La Croix died.”

"She did—about six months ago. That's why her mgheants to sell the
business."

"And since you want to buy, it's a great deallad way around.”

"Exactly. We can combine two fairly small firms acreéate a major player.”



"Makes sense. | just don't see where the part abeubusband comes in.
Unless...Oh, now | get it. It's just dawned on ybat if you married him
instead, you could get the company cheaper."

From her always-placid photographs in the Ladylads, Amos thought,
one would never suspect that Erika Forrester pesdestemper. Only now
did he realize how misleading that impression & didn't blow up; he'd
give her that. But her gaze was so cold that heddumself feeling a little

frosty around the edges.

"That," she said, "is exactly what the kind of tdrcho gets his news from
the tabloids would think."

"Well, excuse me for being an idiot,” Amos said lbgd'but | still don't
quite see the problem.”

She had the grace to color. "Sorry. | didn't intémak personally. | meant
you're not the only one who'll jump to that conabus’

The phone rang on the desk.

Erika looked at it and then at him. "Aren't yourgpio answer that?"

"No, I'm going to let voice-mail take it." Amos &#id his sandwich into

chunks. "The quicker the tenants learn to shardaledturns, the easier it'll

be on all of us." The phone rang four times angd, and he held out a
piece of the” sandwich to her.

Erika took it almost absently and nibbled at a eorn

"You were talking about what the tabloids will Sadye prompted. "Because
of the Denby Miles thing, of course."

"Yes. Half the world thinks | only dated him forobe formulas, and that |
dropped him the instant my father got his handéhem. Now they're going
to think I'm doing the same with Felix La Croix."



"Ignore them. They're tabloids. What difference sidemake what they
think?"

"It doesn't matter to me—other than being generaliyoying. But it
matters a great deal to Felix." She pulled a foldeder out of her coat
pocket and held it out.

Amos took it reluctantly. The words had obviousBeh written in haste;
the penmanship was uneven, and the signature wé&shganmore than
scrawled initials.

I'm sure you understand why | didn't wish to bet pdithe show. I'll be in
touch when I've had a chance to think things thioug

He lifted an eyebrow at her.

She said, sounding reluctant, "That's from Feli@nBy made quite a scene
at the Civic Club today."

"And Felix saw it and ducked for cover?"

She nodded. "I can't blame him, exactly. The talsidiaven't heard about
the negotiations yet—but they will, and probablyisoThere will be a

feeding frenzy, and poor Felix will be caught i timiddle of speculation

about why he's seeing me and what the terms ofalewill be and how

long it will take after the agreement's made befatamp him. For a man

who's still grieving his wife—"

"That would be a little hard to take,” Amos saidughtfully. "But maybe
it'll be an incentive for him to make a quick séle.

"More likely he'll refuse to talk at all, especialif he thinks I'm
manipulating the publicity to get him to agree tiast deal. Which I'm not.
But if | was married... settled...obviously notdrgsted in him personally...”

"And you think getting married in order to defl¢iee tabloids doesn't count
as manipulating the publicity? Never mind. If F&igensitive feelings are a
problem, why not just look for another shampoo cany?"



"There isn't another one. Do you think | havendkied? Most of them are
divisions of huge companies, but we couldn't swakbogiant like that even
if it was for sale. And Kate's product meshes wath Ladylove's—she
insisted on entirely organic ingredients insteadt#mical substitutes. Do
you know how many shampoos are really just laudetgrgent with a nicer
smell?"

"Hadn't given it a lot of thought,” Amos said. "Busounds to me like Felix
needs you more than you need him. Since it wawifeéss company, it must
be losing value with every day that goes by. Sakband wait, and he'll
come around."

She shook her head. "No. In fact, sales have gpsge Kate's death—it's
actually become sort of a cult thing to use Katedraix shampoo. Felix
only wants to sell because it's too painful for hinfiace the reminders every
day. I've assured him that we'll keep Kate's nanmiethe brand label. It's a
perfect match—if the tabloids will just leave thergonal stuff out of it.
Which of course they won't, because they've cre@iisdmage of me."

"So you're thinking of changing the image. Okayg' ¢donceded. "l see
where you're coming from. I still think it's a redbopy idea, but let that go
for a minute. Who on earth are you thinking aboarnying? If you can't
even get a date for a Saturday night banquet—"

Her eyes flared. "I have no shortage of dates.”

"Then why were you asking Stephen to find you secod? If you have so
many guys standing in line, why not choose onehefrt rather than add
another to the list?"

"Because if I'm seen twice with any one man, thelelyossip mill goes
into overdrive."

"And the man in question screams and runs?"

"Or starts bragging that he owns me."



"Well, either variety doesn't offer much promise the husband
sweepstakes,” Amos pointed out. He handed her enatiction of his
sandwich.

"What | really need is someone like..." She looitezlightful, and then said
with a note of triumph, "Someone like Stephen."”

Amos bit his lip hard, but it didn't help much. "M=orrester, | hate to be the
one to break the news to you, but Stephen is .Il, W&s just say he's not
interested in women except as friends."

She fixed him with a glare. "You think | didn't kindhat? What difference
does it make, anyway? I'm talking about a legalveorence here, not a—"
She broke off.

He couldn't help himself. "Stud service?"
"If that was all | wanted,"” she said bitterly, ‘8idd take my choice."”

He didn't doubt it—and he didn't wonder at her {drezause the reason for
her disillusionment was obvious. With her face, figure and her fame,
there must be men aplenty who would happily obfigein bed—and then
brag in the locker room that they'd been with Eflarester. She was a
trophy. A conquest to boast about.

Hey, he told himselfdon't waste your sympathy. She's the one whasgask
for the attention by putting herself in the magazads month after month.

"Well, what you want may not be the most importemisideration here,"
he said. "It's the public's perception that couBis.if you want to make
everyone believe it's a real marriage, then Stéphitve worst possible
choice you could make. Nobody would believe thas lshanged, so you
might as well not waste your time."

"Someone like Stephen, then." She sounded stubBiSomeone who's
gentle, who's helpful—"

"Someone who owes you," Amos put in.



She looked genuinely puzzled. "Why do you say th&@cause you can't
take a chance on him ruining everything by talkigg.unless you can think
of someone who'd do it for love—"

She turned a shade paler. "l don't believe in love.

"Well, at least you've got that much sense. I'é bathink you'd believe it if
someone was to conveniently stroll up right now andounce that he was
head over heels about you."

"I'd have to be a fool to bite on that one. I'd mwather have a clear-cut
business arrangement.”

"Then we're back to finding someone who owes you."
She was silent.

"Since you're not rattling off names, that must méfeere's nobody already
in that category,” Amos guessed. "All right, theuyl have to buy him."

"Do you have to be crude?"

"That's not crude, honey, that's just straightfadya ou said you wanted it
clear-cut. But if you'd rather, we'll call it finaly the proper incentives. The
bottom line is, what's in it for the guy?"

"There would be benefits," she said stiffly.

"Name two." In the silence that followed, Amos $ihed the last bite of his
sandwich. He picked up a stray crumb, tossed thappar in the

wastebasket and said, "That's what | thought. Yanmit¢

"Of course | can't be specific," she said stubbortit would depend on the
man. Not everyone will be intrigued by the samé et+"

"Bribe."



"Benefit. Anyway, it's not like I'm talking about foreverree This is a
short-term bargain. Once the buyout is over, thatd couple of months,
maybe."

"What happens the next time you want to acquirerapany?"

"Look, | don't want to own the world. If | can giis deal through, I'll be
satisfied."

"That's what you think now."

"All right,” she admitted. "Maybe | will want to jusomething else
someday. But the circumstances will be differente—sieller might even
enjoy the gossip. In any case, I'll deal with tlagtr."

"Well, | suppose you could write the marriage cactrwith a renewal
clause,” Amos mused. "Sort of like the way thatliA@bod options an actor
for the sequel when they make the first movie. Winakes a twisted kind
of sense, considering this is about as big a sbeffects production as
we're likely to see around here this year."

"You really think this is ridiculous."
"Since you're asking... Yes."

"l can't thank you enough, Amos darling." She stapd"You've been so
helpful in clarifying my thinking. I'll be sure et you know what | decide."

"Please do," he said cordially. The phone rangmagaid he put a hand on it.
"Because | can't wait to hear what happens next."

He was without a doubt right, Erika concluded, wkba'd had a chance to
think about it. She'd been shaken up by Denbyaclatand by Felix's
reaction, and she'd gone overboardwd#s a loopy idea, and not worth
further consideration.



Of course, she had no intention of admittingAmos darlingthat his
opinion had influenced her decision. And there ftdmen any opportunity,
anyway. In the couple of days since their discugssbe'd seen him only a
few times. Even then, she'd spotted him only frodistance, or he'd been
tied up with other tenants, or Stephen had beesepte

She would just forget the whole thing. She'd cargito ignore the tabloids,
Felix La Croix would think it over and get in touels he'd promised, and
they'd make a deal. End of problem.

What she couldn't quite understand was why, sihe&ggiven it up as a
loopy idea, she found herself assessing every nmtanarossed her path,
looking at his potential as a husband.

The ad executive who was already working on nexhg|s campaign was
too slick, too flirtatious, too familiar. Ladylowemarketing manager was
too serious, too reverential, too much in awe efhbss. The lawyer who
was drawing up a tentative contract to offer F&xCroix was too brash,
too arrogant, too presumptuous.

But when on Friday at lunchtime she found hersetifialy taking stock of
the delivery boy who'd brought her Chinese takedob—young, too
sincere, too ingenuous-Erika put her face down in her hands and told
herself to stop being ridiculous.

Kelly put her head in from the office next door.ré&you all right?"

"No." Erika caught herself. "Yes, I'm fine. Havens® Chinese. I'm not
hungry anymore."

Kelly pulled up a chair and reached for a set ofpsticks. ' "You need to eat.
You have a photo shoot next week for the fall adsl, you can't look like a
skeleton."

"l can't? | thought the ad people preferred me wWaat."

"No, you can't,” Kelly said firmly, "because makdopdead people doesn't
form enough of the market share to keep the compHost."



Erika wasn't listening. She looked at the dratfihef purchase contract she'd
been reading when her lunch arrived. "Has FelixCkaix called yet?"

"Not since you asked ten minutes ago."

"He said he'd think it over and get in touch. ly@ a meeting with the
attorneys in an hour, and | don't have any ideahédraeve're going to have a
deal or not."

Kelly shrugged. "Maybe he's still thinking it ov€@r maybe he's hoping if
he holds out, you'll sweeten the offer. Maybe yooutd invite him to take
you to the banquet tomorrow...Or have you alreasbydd who to take?"

Erika wanted to groan. "No, and | doubt Felix wohédinterested. It's only
been six months since Kate died."

"Which means it's past time for him to come ouhisf shell—at least far
enough to be sociable. You'd be asking him to yaketo dinner, Erika, not
meet you at the altar. Right?"

Erika wanted to bang her head on the dBkk.you, too, Kelly.

"Anyway, if you're so sure he'll say no, thenatgerfect opportunity to call
him. You can get a feel for where he's standindiauit actually asking
whether he's made a decision on selling the businesd that way you
won't be stuck with him for a whole evening, either

"Maybe I'll just take you instead," Erika threatdn®/NVhy should going to
an event like this have to look like a date, anyway

"Sorry, but I'm already committed. | volunteeredwork at one of the
publisher's booths—it's a great way to meet pebfke reached for the
telephone.

Startled, Erika saw that though it hadn't rungigatiwas blinking. Line
three—her private line. The number she'd givenxFék Croix. Her
heartbeat speeded up.



"Ms. Forrester's office," Kelly said. "No, Mr. Lar@Xx, this is her personal
assistant. I'll put you straight through.”" She mgshhe hold button and
handed the phone to Erika. "Want me to go away?"

Erika shook her head and cleared her throat. "HE&&ix. I'm sorry we
couldn't manage lunch the other day. Perhaps soraehis week?"

He didn't bother to answer. "l was just chased dbwa reporter from the
Sentinel."

"I'm sorry to hear that.Not surprised, but definitely sorry.
"She seemed to think that you and | have someo$airiderstanding.”

Erika allowed a smile to creep into her voice. ‘dsahoping to hear that
myself. About the sale, | mean.”

"That's not the sort of understanding she mearg.Htted that th&entinel
is ready to run a story that we're planning a wegldi

That's even worse than | expecteé®o if they do, theyll embarrass
themselves," she said. "It wouldn't be the finsidithey've been wrong, and
it won't be the last.”

Felix's voice was firm. "l will not stand for spdation in the public press
about my personal life, or gossip that reflectslypad my wife. I'm calling
to tell you that I'm starting negotiations with avfeyour competitors.”

Erika's throat tightened till she could hardly lihea "Felix, you told me you
didn't want to sell Kate's company to one of thentg. That was why you
were willing to talk to me in the first place.”

"Well, conditions change, don't they? | don't des 1 have "much choice.
Unless you can do something to stop this gossipll but an end to it by
selling the business— to anyone besides you."

Erika swallowed hard. "Give me a few days, Feligt me see what | can
do."



He didn't answer for a while, and when he did tlvesis a grudging note in
his voice. "It's almost the weekend,” he said. "@diht. I'll hold off till
Monday." The telephone banged in her ear.

Big of him to give me a whole weekeBdka sat frozen.
"That didn't seem to go at all well,” Kelly mused.

Erika put the phone down and pushed her chair Batkink I'll go home
early, Kelly."

"What about your appointment with the attorneys?"
"Tell them what happened, and cancel the meeting."

She was almost at the door when Kelly said plaghyiv'lf you want me to
explain it, then don't you think you'd better t@éwhat happened?”

Maybe it was time to just let it go, Erika thoughhe few days that Felix
had agreed to wait wouldn't make much differeneeh&ps it would be best
for her to accept that the deal was not going tdhgough and turn her
attention to something else.

You should have known you couldn 't make it wbg, father's voice
taunted in the back of her mind.

Erika smothered the voice of doubt. She was rigoua Kate La Croix's
products, and she knew it. This was the perfectbhioation—for Felix La
Croix as well as for Ladylove. Why he couldn't #esgt was beyond her, but
obviously he couldn't—so if the deal was to be daitevould be up to her.

Unless you can do something to stop this gossip...

Well, there was something she could do, Erika toddself. She could
undercut theSentinelby making her own announcement first. If she



announced her engagement beforeSaatinekcould run its story about her
and Felix...

The plan was simple enough in principle. It wasdatils which weren't so
easily settled. What was it Amos had sdi@/ho on earth are you thinking
about marrying? If you can't even get a date forSaturday night
banquet—"

There were plenty of possibilities, she told hdrd€bt the delivery boy
from the Chinese restaurant, of course. But theadager...the marketing
director...the lawyer...

Her brain seemed to grind to a halt. The truth va® couldn't even
imagine herself telling any of them about this suhemuch less asking for
their cooperation.

She did have to givAmos darlingsome credit, she admitted. Even though
he'd thought the idea was insane, he'd at ledehéd to her. He'd been
helpful at sorting out her thinking once, and malgbecould do that again.
With hope once more rising in her heart, she heé&aoleldome.

Amos was in the office when she came in. He waslihglthe phone
between his shoulder and his ear, but he was oslyiom hold, because he
was sorting notes and reminders on the ever-pretiphbard.

"I need to talk to you," Erika announced.

"Take a number. You're about twenty-fifth on thet &t the moment."”

"I'll wait." She took off her coat, and was stadtl®hen Stephen stepped up
to take it from her. "l didn't realize you were éeBtephen.”

"l just came in," Stephen said. "But before | gerted on the list, I'll be
happy to take care of your needs, Ms. Forrester."

Erika regarded him thoughtfully. "No, that's alght. Amos has been
teaching me to share and take turns, so I'll veaibfm to be free."



"Not you, too," Amos muttered.

"What's the matter?" Erika settled into the wingich"ls the job more
demanding than you expected it to be?

You know, I've been thinking that you looked aédittnore frazzled every
time I've seen you lately."

Amos shot her a look that should have made her skirle. "You sound
pleased with yourself. You know, | wouldn't pupést you to be getting all
the women in the complex to call me every twentgutes."”

"Why would | do that?" Erika asked reasonably.jilt puts me further
down your list. Have you had a lunch break yet?"

"Why?" Amos sounded suspicious.

"Because I'll buy. | owe you from the other day wiyeu shared your lunch
and | forgot to even say thanks."

"And also because that way you can jump to the loé#uak line."
"Guilty," she admitted.

"I'll take over," Stephen said, and reached fortéhephone. "Go."
Amos stood up, looking reluctant.

Erika reached for her coat. "How's the book going?"

"You really know how to hurt a guy, don't you?"

"He says," Stephen put in helpfully, "that at thase he'll finish in about
forty-five years."

"Well, at least that way you don't have to deahwite fear of rejection,”
Erika mused. "Where would you like to go for lunth?



Amos guided her out onto the street. "No place wlaryone knows you,
that's sure. Which leaves the open-air hot dogistand the bars."

"I'll take a hot dog stand. So it's the women wiedaalling for help? | can't
say I'm surprised. What have you been doing fan@fe

He sighed. "Shifting furniture. Plugging a new catgy together. Getting
boxes down off high shelves." That's a good oneiKeEsaid. "It shows off
your muscles. | did warn you, if you remember, tthet residents would
keep you busy."

"Once the news wears off, it'll settle down."

She thought he sounded more hopeful than convinced.

The nearest hot dog stand was across the streetafiiny park. Erika put
mustard on her sandwich and led the way to a bentle sun. The wooden
slats felt warm even through her trench coat.

"So what did you want to talk to me about?" Amdecals

"You remember that plan we were talking about ttmeioday? I've decided
to go through with it."

He looked wary. "Why are you telling me?"

"Good manners. You said you wanted to know whatciadked. Also..." She
let the silence drag out. "Also because | think'sethe perfect candidate."”

Amos went so still that for a moment she thouglet whs sitting next to a
statue. "Oh, no. You're not dragging me into thims"

"'l have no intention of dragging you. You saidisgelf that it's a matter of
proper incentives. Or, to make it perfectly cleat;dribes. So let's talk
about it, Amos darling. What will it take to buyy®'

He didn't answer.



"Forty-five years to write a book," Erika mused.think maybe there's a
way to cut that down. If, of course, you're intéeelsin talking about it."



CHAPTER THREE
AMos said, "l can't believe I'm listening to this."

Erika thought he sounded as if he was talking noseif. Or, rather, as if he
were lecturing himself. "Why shouldn't you listen8he challenged.
"Because you're afraid if you hear me out you'ltdrapted?"

He raised both eyebrows at her. "Wishful thinkissgeetheart.”

Erika took a deep breath and regrouped. "Amos,sg&am to be a sensible,
pragmatic kind of guy. So—"

"Oh, that's great. You know me so well after— Whétbeen now? Four
days and three conversations?"

"You remember exactly?"

"Don't flatter yourself." His voice was heavy witlony. "Of course, with
such extensive experience to draw on, you're tiperg>on what kind of
pigeonhole I fit into."

"Don't try to make this about me, Amos. It's n&eli don't have reason to
think that you keep your own self- interests righthe top of the list. That's
why you took this job in the first place, isn't It3 not exactly your style to
be at people's beck and call.”

"I'm sure you'll tell me what my style is, oh gr@atychologist.”

"Being independent,” she said. "Being your own bB8ss you thought this
would be a pushover of a job, didn't you?"

He winced."l don't mean that in a bad sense,” Es&id hastily. "It must
have looked very practical at the time. You thoughi'd have a nice place
to live right in the middle of the action, enou@sh to pay the expenses and
a lot of free time to do what you wanted."

He sighed. "You got that much right.”



"Of course, it didn't turn out that way. If you hambre experience with the
kind of people who live in upscale Manhattan aparttrcomplexes, you'd
have known that."

His gaze flickered, and suddenly he was lookingobeyher, into the park.

Oops. Major mistake'Sorry," she said. " That sounded really snobbish,
didn't it? But | was just stating a fact, really.”

"You do have a way of stating facts so they stikg tlarts, you know."

"Hey, as long as we're talking about throwing damsi're the one who said
| need a keeper. But that's all beside the poiaking the job was a
pragmatic and sensible decision to make at the &wen if it hasn't worked
out very well. So now that you know the truth abthg job, what's so
terrible about looking around for a better deal?"

"What you're offering is not a better deal.”

"How do you know? We haven't even talked abouShe took a bite of her
hot dog.Don't be in any hurryshe told herseliDangle the idea in front of
him and give him a chance to wonder what he mighthissing if he walks
away.-'

He looked at her again. "You've got a point,” hie saally. "I may as well
listen."

She'd never had any particular desire to go sfishifg, but now she knew
how it felt—she'd managed to set the hook, butitamthis shark was still
going to be a challenge. She took another biteu® Igerself a moment to
think.

"So what are you offering?" Amos asked.

He's impatient. That's goodFreedom,” she said. "The kind you were
looking for when you took this job. A roof over ydead, food on the table
and no more tenants calling you to move computestack boxes. All of
which comes down to lots of time to write. Inteszkt"



"And of course a few teeny-weeny little stringsakted."”

Erika shrugged. "There will be a certain publicgamce required. But it's
not like you have to dangle from my sleeve all tiay.

He didn't comment. "So what happened to change ryun ?"

She told him about Felix's phone call, and he weastsand thoughtful for a
long time.

Finally he mused, "He must be an awfully sensikivel of guy not to thrust
out his chest and brag about his name being limk#dyours."

"There's Kate—"
"l know, he's a grieving widower and all. Still, get so bent out of shape
about a little gossip that he'll turn down a gofférdfor a business... You're

sure he's not just trying to raise the price yqaly?"

"He was pretty clear. End the gossip about him ynday, or he'll be
selling to the competition."

"And you don't want to see that happen.”
"Of course | don't. Kate's products are the bestisd the stuff myself. If
those formulas get into the hands of one of thetgjahere will be no point

in us even trying to develop a competitive line."

"Maybe this is just his way of getting out of oreatlbecause he has a better
one on the horizon," Amos speculated.

"And he wants me to look like the guilty party, l® doesn't appear to be
going back on his word?"

"Something like that. They might be offering him manoney than you
did."



Erika shook her head. "I don't think so. The giadts1't need Kate's
formulas. | expect at least one of the companiaddvpick them up if they
were handy and cheap, but they're not going togmagnormous price to
secure a niche in the market. Besides, Felix wanggll to me, because he
knows I'll keep Kate's name and her label, andjtéwets won't. | just have to
make it possible for him to do it."

"By stopping the gossip."

She nodded. "Will you help me, Amos?"

His eyes narrowed. "l wondered how long it woukktgou to get around to
actually asking. Until now you've been making sd as if you were doing
me the favor of the century and asking practicatithing in return.”

"Well, I am doing you a big favor," Erika pointedito "And I'm doing
myself one, too, of course. That's the beauty-eftliiere's no downside,
because neither one of us is giving up anythinge' &arted a sideways look
at him. "Unless you consider quitting your job ®dsacrifice, of course.”

"So what—exactly—are you proposing?"

She leaned forward and tossed her hot dog wrapper mearby trash
container. "A short-term marriage of convenience."

"Exactly how short-term?"

"By the time all the paperwork is done and we pedvugh the necessary
government approvals, probably two to three monthgkily there's
enough competition in the field that we won't hevgo through a full-scale
antitrust investigation, but—" "And then?"

"Then we get a quiet annulment, and it's all dorth.v

"You make it sound very simple."



"That's because is simple. Think about it, Amos. Two or three montiis
writing all day, every day... How much of your bagduld you finish in that
time?"

"Depends. How many public functions do you antita@a

Erika shrugged. "l don't know. Once a week, maptlenve need to do is be
seen together now and then. If there isn't somec$@pecial event going
on, we can go out for lunch. I'm not talking abany huge commitment of
time, that's sure. It's not like we'll be livingaach other's pockets."

"Speaking of living arrangements—"
"That's right, you'll lose your apartment when yesign."

"Yes. And then there's the fact that it would Iaokttle odd if you were
living on the penthouse floor and | was in the Ibaeset."

Erika was startled. "The basement? The staff amanrtsnare in the
basement?"

"In the employment contract it's technically reéefto as the lower level,
but—"

"No wonder you're getting no work done. No dayljgia sunshine, no fresh
air... My apartment has three bedrooms, and otieeofi is already set up as
a den. Feel free to rearrange the furniture howgearlike. There's also a
screened-in porch and a balcony with a view of Gdiftark."

"Heaven on earth," Amos murmured.

She decided not to think too hard about the saraa@snous in his tone.
"Pretty close, actually. | like it much better thitwe last place | lived. But
you've already been in a lot of the apartmentsyaoknow what they're
like."

"Much nicer than the staff's quarters."



"I'll bet. I'm sure we can work out the day-to-ahetails. | have a business to
run, so I'm hardly home anyway."

"And that's the whole deal?"

"Well—mostly. Of course there would have to be gneament that you
will never, ever talk to the press about me."

"And vice versa," he said idly.

"Don't worry about that. |1 never willingly discusmything with the
Sentineleven the weather."” She hesitated. "l mean it, Amust ever.So...
Well, I'd be willing to give you some sort of apsnd..."

"As a reminder not to chatter? That sounds likelbtaail on the installment
plan.”

"Not at all. It's more like—oh, like a legal retam"
His eyebrows went up.

"l expect they'll bother you for a while, so it'sly fair if | make it worth
your while to put up with it."

"When you put it that way, how can | refuse?" i really sound like a
guestion—>but it didn't exactly sound like agreemeither.

Erika decided not to push her luck by asking.
' 'What sort of money are you talking?"

Cutting right to the heart of the matter, aren't2ghe thought. Well, that
was what she'd wanted, wasn't it?—a straightforywaedr-cut discussion?
"l said a stipend,"” she warned. "l didn't promisenake you independently
wealthy. But I'm quite aware that you can use tloa@y. | mean, writing a
novel is a wonderful thing, but it takes time—amyjwaay, you can't count
on getting rich and famous just because therelsstjdcket that has your
name on it." She paused. "This is a little embarrasto ask, but—"



"You amaze me. Erika Forrester, embarrassed—I eaal to find out
why."

"Well...What's your last name, Amos? You nevertditime."

"You never asked," he reminded. "It's AbernathyyMal should write it on

your wrist, under your watch- band, so you wor'gé it. But then perhaps
it doesn't matter since | can't imagine you wantmgise it yourself. And
here | thought you were going to ask some reallymiate kinds of

guestions—Ilike whether | was already married, ot ffave a criminal

record.”

"Oh." She was speechless for a moment. "Well, Isguejust assumed
Stephen would have gone into all that when he hyad | mean, he did
check your references, didn't he? We can't hatajugody running in and
out of all the apartments.”

Amos started to laugh. "You're priceless, you kiloat? You're right about
the criminal record—and no, | don't have one, wgsu count a parking
ticket here and there. But as a matter of factpl&e never once indicated
an interest in whether | was married."

And Amos wasn't about to make it easy on her antimnieer the
information, either, that was obvious. Erika gudtteer teeth. "All right. I'l
bite. Are you married? Have you ever been marrigd?you free to get
married? How many ways do you want me to ask it?"

"That'll do. | am without marital entanglements."

"That's good. So—we'll draw up a prenuptial coritracst to keep
everything tidy, and—"

Amos shook his head. "Nope."

Erika was stunned. He'd agreed...hadn't he? "Didss something here?
You can't be refusing to sign a prenup. Can you?"

"Very quick of you."



"But why? It's a piece of paper, that's all."

"A piece of paper which can be copied, passed aamad read. You can't
seriously be thinking of putting this marriage aawt into writing."

"Of course |—" She stopped dead as the implicationker.

"All the terms, the conditions, the once-a-weekchurthe expiration date,
the continuing subsidy to keep my mouth shut? Tvaild make a juicy
document for th&entinelto get its hands on."

Erika bit her lip. She didn't even want to thinloabwhat the lawyers would
say about her getting married without a prenu@greement. But he did
have a point.

"Lawyers," he said. He sounded as if he was exipl@isomething to a
kindergartner. ' 'Clerks. Paralegals. Notaries. iStgp Secretaries...
Somebody's going to talk.”

"You want to do this on nothing more than a hankefa

"If we can't trust each other to keep an agreerhkatsaid, "then we'd better
start over from the beginning. Or, rather, nottstaer at all." He stood up.
"Thanks for the hot dog. It's been the most intargsunch date I've had in
years."

"All right." Erika jumped up and held out her hafilf's a deal.”
He hesitated for an instant, and then he foldedhbed into his.
It wasn't the first time he'd touched her—but thkeo day, when he'd
guided her into a chair, had been a whole lot dbffe sort of contact.
Suddenly she had the sense that she was puttiny mae than her hand

into his. It seemed as if he was holding her hifdis palm.

How perfectly silly of her. It was a business agament, that was all. A
short-term solution to a short-term problem.



It must be the relief at having it all settled wiigas making her feel a little
light-headed.

He was looking down at her as if he'd never seerbbéore. She could
understand the feeling.

"Nice to meet you, Erika." His voice was deepemnthaual, and her name
sounded as if he was uncomfortable. But then, & te first time he'd
actually said her name, she realized. It had alwsenMs. Forrester,
before.

"Likewise," she managed to answer. "Oh, Amos dgrhthere's one last
errand before you quit your job. Can you stop atdburthouse and pick up
a marriage license?"

Amos had realized that a significant portion of po@ulation of the western
world would have a pithy comment or two to make whige word leaked

out that Erika Forrester was marrying an unknowhathe hadn't expected
was that Stephen would be both the first and thddet—and that he would
still be going on about it a full twenty-four howafter he'd heard the news.

Amos listened with half an ear while he stared themirror on the back of
the office door, trying to fix a black bow tie thetsisted on migrating
toward his left shoulder every time he turned hemach When Stephen
paused for a breath, Amos said, "l thought you'gpleased, since it was
your idea to get us together in the first place."

"Get you together?" Stephen howled. "l suggestead ggcort her to this
banquet!"

"Yes, and that's exactly what I'm doing."

"If that was all you were doing... Here, you'reyomaking that knot worse."
With two quick moves, Stephen forced the tie intbraission.

"I thought you liked her,"” Amos said.



"| do—as a tenant. It's true she can be a bit irope+"

"Imperious? Is that what you call her Queen-Vi@eris-not-amused
moments? | couldn't decide between highhanded @stdpjain bossy. Or
maybe overbearing is more like it."

"But she's also generous with approval and thanks."

"Really? | hadn't noticed that part,” Amos saidh&tigh if you'd told me
she forks over cold cash for a Christmas bonuspaoides the occasional
little gift -to keep the wheels greased—"

Stephen drew himself up tall. "I would never disctise various ways in
which the tenants choose to show their apprecidtion

"Particularly not with someone who isn't on theffsenymore. Look,
Stephen, | know you expected I'd stick around favhéle, and now I'm
leaving you in the lurch.”

Stephen shrugged. "I handled it just fine beforan do it again. Anyway,
if you think Ms. Forrester is—what was all that ygaid? Overbearing and
bossy? Then why on earth—"

"Why am | marrying her?" Amos studied himself thbtiglly in the mirror.
"Do you have a comb around somewhere? I'm amazedhgee to ask the
reason. All writers have a masochistic streak @irthatures."

"If you think that's any answer—" Stephen dug ie ttesk drawer and
handed over a comb. "Keep it, it's an extra."

"Thanks." Amos used the comb and tucked it into lnisast pocket.
"Remind me of that favor when it's time for yourrfStmas bonus."

"Christmas is eight months off. | thought this veashort-term thing."

"ltis. | expect to be gone by the Fourth of J@yt since I'm a writer, not an
actor, | have to try harder to get into the part.”



"You need your head examined, Amos. Hanging arobek playing
manager for a few months is one thing, but thiatst

"What's the difference? I'll just be hanging oustags instead of in the
lobby. See you, buddy."

He took the elevator to the penthouse floor. Peshhp thought idly, he
should have pressed Stephen a little harder abeuetsons he was so upset
about this deal. If there was something Stephewlat®ut Erika...

Of course, if it was anything to her discredit, t8entinelwould have
published it long ago, Amos reflected. Unless @tigphen knew it. Maybe
she kept whips and chains in her apartment....

He noticed when she answered the door that sheesegmorter than usual.
But that was because she wasn't wearing shoeayhdgneath the hem of
the tightly wrapped dark blue dressing gown, hendér feet were bare, the
toes curling against the obviously cold white madibor of the entry.

"Sorry," she said. "I'm running a little late. Conmeand make yourself a
drink while | put my dress on."

"Spoken in a true wifely manner,” he mused. "A mais$, on the other hand,
would suggest making myself a drink while you tgokir dress off."”

"Now there's a useful distinction." She pointedstpa pair of sleek pillars
which separated the entry from the living room, dodva bar tucked into the
far corner. Then she padded away, her feet nedelyt :gainst the stone.
The room she entered was almost directly acroskahdrom the bar, and
though she gave the door a push as she went thrdugjdn't quite shut

behind her.

Amos looked at the door with a frown. It was odd,thought, that she'd
barely reacted to that wisecrack about not yetddressed. And odder still
that she hadn't made a point of firmly closing—me&agven locking—her
bedroom door.



Though when he considered it further, he decidatrtaybe it wasn't odd
at all. The woman was a model—she might have gatensed to being
poked, prodded and treated like an object thahsHenger felt shy at being
half-dressed in front of strangers. Or perhapsdspé&nned this very
deliberately, to test him—figuring that if he toakhalf-open door as an
invitation to follow her, she could hit him withcan of Mace and back out
of the whole plan.

As if he had no more self-control than that. Alséfwas even interested. So
what if she was gorgeous by conventional standartisPe was a lot more
to true beauty than wide-set violet eyes in an atmiwangular face. More
than a slim, lithe body which was just the riglzesio be an armful...

It dawned on him that he was still standing rigigide the door, exactly
where he'd been when she walked away, and he héadadd the bar. A
slug of Scotch sounded good, all of a sudden. "Waatto make you
something?" he called across the hallway.

"A sherry, maybe."

He'd half expected that she would have gone orait@th or dressing room
and might not be able to hear him at all. But haicer was only slightly

muted. Which meant she must have stopped justdris@lroom to take off
the robe...to lift her dress carefully over hereatty arranged hair...to
struggle to reach the zipper...

He spotted the sherry bottle and got down a snathsied glass from a
shelf. "Wise choice—asking for something | can'smap. Stephen hadn't
gotten around to starting my bartending lessons$ yet

"Really? | thought all great writers had been badtgs—that it was in the
blood."

"Maybe I'll try it after this gig's over."
The bedroom door opened. He was startled by theoftdpgh heels on

marble, because he hadn't expected her to reappear good twenty
minutes.



Her dress was made of some soft stuff that lookedtlhad been spun from
a cloud, shot through with silvery threads thatgtdauhe light. It had long
sleeves but no shoulders at all—how they'd hookedhing together was
an engineering feat worthy of a prize, in Amos'mimgm— and not much of
a skirt.

He was certain there was a name for the coloiif law#ts one he'd never seen
before outside of a sunset. It was definitely nimkpbut it sure wasn't
purple, either. Just a little lighter than her eyiésmade them look like
enormous, mysterious, deep pools.

She didn't pose and she didn't fish for complimefit&l a good thing, too,
Amos thought. What would he have told her? Thitaked to him like the
designer had started out with a good idea but uiefdfabric long before he
was done?

Her gaze flicked across him as she reached fashibay glass. "Nice tux."
"Of course it is. Stephen arranged the rental.”

She smiled. "Hey, you're getting into the swingho$ already—realizing
how nice it is to have a Stephen to call on... ¥bauld probably buy your
own tux, though. It won't be any more expensiventhenting, and then
you'll have it for afterward.”

"And I'd need it for...?"

"All the bashes to honor you when your book comés'o

"Of course. | thought maybe you meant | could wiafor my next
wedding."

She didn't hesitate. "That, too. You never know mvitevill come in handy.
As long as we're speaking of your book—"

"We are?"



"l want to do everything | can to help you be sgstel, Amos. But | need to
know a little more about the book, because it midlke a difference in how
| introduce you."

"My fianceisn't a good enough label?"

"Amos, there will be publishers there tonight. Atgereditors. | know these
people. When they find out you're with me, thelyhd over backward to
help. If I introduce you amy fiance who's writing the greatest American
novel of the twenty-first century, the Huck Finnteiday—"

Amos shook his head. "Not even close."

"Well, that's refreshing.” She set the half-fulesty glass aside. "I've never
before met an author who didn't think his work vrees product of genius."

"l didn't say I'm not a genius," he said modestlyust that my book's not
remotely like Huck Finn."

It was the first time he'd seen her react with gemdelight. She gave a little
gurgle of laughter, and her smile gave her eyesitiheglow of amethysts
and made an already arresting face even more stegingly lovely.

They should put that smile in the ads, he thoughktept that if they did,
Ladylove would probably get sued for being unfaittte competition.

Erika checked her cape in the women's cloakroohit ngtside the hotel's
grand ballroom and went on into the lounge to bre fier makeup hadn't
picked up a speck on the taxi ride downtown. To sweprise, Kelly was
there, fussing with her hair.

"You're just getting here?" Erika asked. "I thougbti were volunteering."”

"I have been. I'm just freshening up after a cowgflaours of unpacking
books and putting one at every place setting."



"Table favors?"

' 'Courtesy of the publishers. Reserve your chaickdy enough, and you
can choose which title you get to take home. Biitchewed off all my
lipstick while | tried to get just the right mix ahystery and horror and
romance and sci-fi at each table, so I'm takingeak"

"Sounds like a well-deserved one. Kelly—could yse a bonus?"

"Extra money? Always, as long as the job's nothinat or illegal, and it
doesn't cause me to sweat."

"Do me a favor." Erika pulled out her makeup kidatouched up her

mascara. "Go call th&entineland tell them I'm here tonight with my
fiance."

"You want me to make an announcement that youvat?"

"No announcement. Nothing formal, because theylikth was a setup.

You're calling in an anonymous tip, just because tymught they'd like to

know that you heard me introduce my fiance."

"And they won't think that's a setup? Erika, if yioelieve that kind of tall
tale's going to stop them from linking you with ixe}-"

Erika pulled a handful of coins from her evening.bddere. There's a pay
phone by the cloakroom."

"I'll get the giggles," Kelly protested. "What areu thinking?"

"That I'd better get into the ballroom and introduay fiance before the
Sentinelgets here."

Kelly trailed her to the door. "If you're engagédlika, where's the rock?"

Erika stopped dead in the hallway. A ring. She'dydtten all about an
engagement ring.



"It's...urn...being reset at the jewelers,"” shal.sal'he stone was in my
fiance's family, but the setting was worn- out."

Kelly smirked. "Right. So what are yoaally up to?"

"Here he is now," Erika said. Amos was waiting bg ballroom door. She
laid a hand on his arm, raised onto her tiptoes lightly kissed his cheek.
"Kelly, this is my fiance. Amos darling, Kelly's mgersonal assistant.
You'll no doubt see a lot of her."

Kelly goggled at her. Then she turned to look ato&mand her eyes
widened even more.

"The wedding's Tuesday," Erika added blandly. "Wellve a lot to do on
Monday to get ready for it, of course— but do hauelaxing weekend in
the meantime. Let's go on in and choose our séatbng. Shall we save
you one, Kelly, since you'll be delayed by that péaall you need to
make?"

Kelly shook her head, almost in slow motion, ashié couldn't believe what
she was seeing.

Erika drew Amos toward the ballroom door. "We'lveao dg something
about a ring tomorrow. Nobody thinks an engagenrerfficial unless
there's a diamond. In the meantime, if anyone gsks,tell them you're
having a family stone reset for me."

"I'm glad you were clear about wanting a diamore 'said dryly. "Where
I'm from, a family stone is more likely to refernmarble or granite.- What's
this about a phone call?"

"Just keep an eye out for people with cameras. Tiheyhere shortly."

"And what do | do if | see one?"

She was scanning the crowd already gathered itis&dballroom. "A mild
public display of affection would be appropriate.”



" 'Perhaps we should define the term before thd aetially arises. Does
this qualify?" He bent his head and brushed hisdigainst her nape.

An icy little thrill ran down Erika's spine.

"How about this?" He nibbled her earlobe. "Or peghthis?" His fingertips
pressed against her bare shoulder blade, fivehtgpots which urged her
closer to him. With his other hand, he nudged her ap until her lips were
almost against his.

Erika was finding it hard to breathe. "All rightshe managed to say.
"You've escalated far enough."

' 'What a disappointment. | thought perhaps we dqudt slide under the
table during the after-dinner speeches.” He letgoeand tucked her hand
into the bend of his arm to lead her further ite ballroom.

Booths down one entire side of the room boastedfdaheliar logos of
publishers and bookstores. There were huge pogiges, of books and
people milling around or already sitting at themdanquet tables. Other
chairs were obviously already claimed, occupiedaygs or jackets while
their owners socialized.

Just yards away, a short round woman with imprgobaldck hair and a
bright green dress looked- up from a rack of bélstseand spotted Erika.
She dodged through the crowd toward them.

Erika smothered a sigh and tried to encourage leise all in a good
cause. And fortunately, tonight | have a distractio offer her."Hello,
Phillippa. You're looking well."

"You've been dodging me, you naughty girl." Phpl{s voice was deep
and rough, the mark of a long- term smoker. Shdljokissed the air beside
Erika's cheek. "And you've been thinking about rfigro | hope."

"Oh, of course."



"It's still good, you know. Yours is a great stoapd we could sell it to any
of these publishers.” She waved a hand which toavery booth in sight.
"I'd love to auction it tonight."

And turn a mere fund-raiser into a circu®h, let's deal with my business
some other time.'Like well after the moon dwindles entirely to dust
particles. "There's someone | would like you to meet, Phplip This is
Amos Abernathy. He's an author. Amos darling, Ripl Strang. She's an
agent."

Phillippa's eyes narrowed. "I don't recognize tlaena. Who represents
you?"

"Oh, you wouldn't have heard it before." Amos sined out a hand. "I'm a
complete unknown."

Phillippa ran an appraising eye over him. ' ‘Walthat case, we need to get
the terminology straight. Until someone is actuglplished, he's not an
author—just a writer."

"I'll remember that," Amos said.

Erfka shot a look at him. He'd sounded meek—whiels enough to raise
her suspicions instantly. But he seemed to be cetalylsincere.

Phillippa’s gaze was still glued to Amos, as if sles trying to memorize
his face. "Well, it's an easy enough mistake toeriaghe allowed. "If you
do anything in my field, I'd like to look at youtusf."

I'll bet you would.Erika thoughtOnly | don't think the stuff you're talking
about has anything to do with writing.

"That's very kind of you, Ms. Strang.”
"Oh, let's start off as friends. Call me Phillippa.

"Sweetheart," Amos murmured into Erika's ear, "y@$0 right—people
are bending over backward to be helpful tonight."



"Sweetheart?" Phillippa’'s gaze had sharpened amsdveering back and
forth between Amos and Erika.

''Yes, Amos is also—besides being a very geater—my fiance," Erika
said sweetly. "Oh, look, darling, there are twotsdeft over there in the
corner. The tables are filling up fast. | think dvéetter grab them, don't
you?" She smiled at Phillippa and steered Amos away

"You want to tell me what that was all about?" Anas&ed. "Why did you
introduce me if you didn't want her to talk buss®s

Erika glanced around the table. Of the ten sea#s,Were occupied, two
were tipped up against the table and obviouslyrvegeand another was
swathed in a mink stole left to mark the spot. "Alnese last two seats
taken? No? Thank you."

Amos held a chair for her.

She said, almost under her breath, "Is that whatcgdi talking business?
don't think bending over backward was quite thatmwsshe was thinking
about getting into with you."

Amos smiled!" Very good,my dear."
"What do you mean?"

He leaned closer, his arm resting along the batleo€hair, so it cradled her
shoulders, his mouth almost touching her ear. '$ w@mplimenting your
public display of affection. It's just too bad teewasn't a photographer
handy right then—but | think the word will spreadyaay." His breath
tickled. "I must say | wouldn't have thought ofnityself. Very effective,
Erika—acting jealous like that."



CHAPTER FOUR
JEALOUS? How dare he suggest that she was acting jealous?

Erika was breathless for an instant at the verg.idde last emotion she
could possibly feel toward Phillippa Strang waslgeay. Irritation and
annoyance, yes—the woman was good at provokingstbratof reaction.
But jealousy? And over Amos, of all things—how cdous could he get?

Then she saw the humor of it all. If the public vemhto put that
interpretation on it, what harm could it do? Amoaswight that the word
would spread—she couldn't have chosen a betterumetifian Phillippa to
make her announcement. And if Erika herself wasnsas being
jealous—well, a woman who was displaying signs lué green-eyed
monster over one man was hardly going to be susp@ithaving an extra
one on the string. That ought to end speculatiasuher and Felix in a
heartbeat.

She patted Amos's cheek with what she hoped lobkedondness, and
turned away to introduce herself to the persoreatdtt.

The noise level in the ballroom was changing—tlee of conversation had
died down but was replaced by chairs scraping amts cumbling as a
parade of waiters brought out the first course.

"Better move your book," Amos said as the waitartetl around their table
with clear soup.

"Book?" Erika remembered what Kelly had said altable favors, and she
picked up her napkin to reveal a brightly jacketeddcover novel lying on

the service plat&Pulling Up Stakeshy Madison Adams," she said. "Well, |
could be wrong. But judging by the blood-drippiran@is on the cover, |

doubt it's a historical novel about a wagon traaving Missouri to settle

the West."

Her neighbor on the left laughed. "I was gettingdgto trade," he said,
holding up a romance featuring a shirtless pirath & patch-covered eye.
"But then you sat down and | thought it would loake to grab your book."



A woman across the table told him, "I'll swap wyibu," and she handed
over a collection of sci-fi stories in return fowetpirate.

Erika looked at the book which had been part of Atable setting. He'd
put it off to the far side of his plate, and it wialf-hidden under the

evening's program of events. But the subject matser pretty clear from

the title, she thoughwith Malice Toward Ondyy Judd Thorne. She could
see a shadowy shape on the front cover which rbigptrivate investigator,

villain, or just decoration. "Don't look so disappied,” she said. "It might

only be an ordinary murder mystery, but at least gould read it on an

airplane without being embarrassed by the art erctiver.”

"You can borrow it for your next business trip."

"Thanks. I'll keep that in mind." Erika turned tagtention back to her own
book, flipping it over to read the back cover coalpud. "With its
two-month-long night, Stakeout, Alaska, is the gvintacation destination
of choice for American vampires, and Jake Wils@ligb Red is their
favorite hangout. But when Jake's customers startieg down with fatal
blood reactions, the bar is suspected ofSkie wrinkled her nose. "I can't
wait to go home, tuck myself in and start reading.”

"Someone must like them,” Amos said. He pointethatback of the dust
jacket. ' 'Not only is it hardcover, but look agthst of titles in the series.”

"Stakeout,"Erika mused. "That must have been the first omeest's the
name of the town, todraising the Stakes, Drawing Blood.see what you
mean. | guess I'll hang on to it. I'll have a nwapy in case Madison Adams
turns out to be the Hemingway of his day. Or, gagsiher day—there
doesn't seem to be a picture anywhere. Let me@genyystery."

Amos handed the book to her. The waiter bustledratthe table, and their
fellow diners began to eat their soup.

Erika looked at the book, read the back cover aindgged. "It sounds okay
to me. Way more interesting than the vampires."

"That wouldn't take much."



"Don't be such a snob, Amos. Reading for fun hapliéce. Just because
you're writing the great American novel—"

For a moment, with everyone else at the table dedyft seemed as if they
were alone for the first time since they'd gottehaf the cab.

Amos said, "Have you been holding out on me?"

"About what?" She gave the book back and pickedarspoon. "I'm not a
closet mystery buff, if that's what you mean. Afrd hot fascinated by
vampires, either. | mostly read corporate repantslausiness magazines."

"No—I meant what the agent was saying about younigea great story. It
sounded like she wants you to write a book."

"Well, next time she brings it up I'll tell her ieés room for only one
author—I beg your pardomriter—in a family. What she wants, actually,
is a tell-all. She says she'll call it somethindjaulous like Growing Up
Beautiful,and it's to be my life story. But what she's reafter is an expose
about how my father built his business, all the al®@nd beautiful women
he slept with and what it was like to live in hisagdow."

"And you're not going to cooperate."

"Of course not. | lived through it—I'm not aboutwa@llow in the details
now." She glanced around the room. "There's amebknow, sitting two
tables over—or at least | have a speaking acquaataith her, if you'd
like to be introduced. And there's the marketinghagger from one of the
publishing houses. They use the same ad agencygvee d could scrape up
a conversation. That might be interesting, findig how they—"

"Eat your dinner," Amos recommended.

She picked up her soup spoon. "l did say I'd dahang | could to help."

"Helping out doesn't require you to go hungry."

"Trust me, with banquet food that's not a problelmngry is better.”



But she was wrong about that, for tonight evenftioel was miles above
standard banquet fare. Better yet, the group attdbke was unusually
chatty, considering that they were total strandemight together for a
single evening only by a common cause.

The way Kelly had scattered books—seemingly at sameé-had been a
brilliant move, Erika thought. Because of the wideiety around the table,
everyone had something to talk about. There wass aspirited defense of
vampire stories from a couple sitting across froemt.

"Now there's a scary thought,"” Amos whispered indae.

"You mean the fact that they already own every ManiAdams title every
published?"

"And read them aloud to each other in bed. Makeswmeder what other
pastimes they enjoy."

She tried to smother her giggle, without much sssce

The man sitting next to the vampire-defenders ndadehe mystery lying
beside Amos's dessert plate. "That's actually #ypgeod book," he said. "I
borrowed it from the library when it first came edit always do that with
new authors, rather than buy an unknown."

"Want to trade?" Amos offered. "You could have youm copy."

The man shook his head. "No, thanks. Now that Mkmdhat happens, |
don't need to read it again."

"That's an interesting philosophy,” someone eléered. "I wonder what a
Shakespeare scholar would say about never neeaingatl something a
second time."

The mystery-lover laughed. "Well, Judd Thorne isdha Shakespeare.
Does anyone but me think that an author's firstteryss usually his best?"

"Shush," his wife said. "They're going to introdube speaker."



"I'd much rather talk about first books," the mysgte lover said
unrepentantly.

Amos leaned toward Erika. "There's a determinedkittg gentleman
approaching from the left. | don't see a camergju

Erika sneaked a glance over her shoulder. All ekerroom people were
moving—some returning to their tables in time floe speeches to begin,
others switching chairs to get a better view of plodium, and a few, she
was certain, actually sneaking out. Waiters weite cstcling, picking up
used plates and delivering final cups of coffeethi@ bustle, it took her a
minute to spot the man Amos had noticed.

"That's Felix," she murmured. "l wonder what he tsdn

Felix La Croix was now bearing down on her like ammof-war in full sail.
"If I might have a moment, Ms. Forrester,"” he saidjost without moving
his lips.

"Certainly.” She looked around at the nearest tabfEhere's a chair you
can pull over."

But Felix didn't answer, simply marched away towardw of pillars which

separated the main section of the ballroom fromkitehen entrance. He
was obviously expecting her to follow. Despite bstle of the crowd, he
was still apparently worried at being seen with-rethich was far from a
good sign. She laid aside her napkin and stood up.

AmosS rose, too.

Erika started to tell him she could handle Felixieyself, and then decided
that reinforcements might not be a bad idea aftednat could Felix want,
anyway? It could hardly be business, because heidiped to give her till
Monday. He must have heard by now about her andsAntut if that was
what had brought him over, surely he'd have madsh@av of public
congratulations...



Felix had ducked behind the first pillar in the toWhat kind of game are
you playing?" he fumed as she joined him. "The tineng | heard when |
came in tonight was the rumors about an engageiment.

"Rumors aboubur engagement?" Erika asked. "Or abowytengagement?
Because there's a big difference. I'd like to iiie you to—" She
half-turned to draw Amos into .the conversatiord &und herself facing
thin air.

He had been no more than a couple of steps beleindshshe crossed the
room. Though he hadn't been touching her, Erikakimagvn exactly where
he was. But now he was nowhere to be found.

She looked around desperately, but it was impasstbtsee far because the
crowd was greeting the speaker with a standingavastill, Amos should
have stood out against the masses of people, $iaceas taller than
average. His dark hair and broad shoulders shaitthder eye even in a
mob...

"l asked you to squash the rumors." Felix was gyahe was practically
spitting. "Instead | hear all sorts of speculatiOmce and for all, | have no
intention of marrying you, so no matter what kirfdpablic pressure you
bring to bear—"

Erika was stunned. Felix thought she'd set thisupurpose because she
wantedto marry him? She opened her mouth to demolish him

But in the meantime, Amos had reappeared, matanglbeside her almost
as suddenly as a ghost. "Of course you aren't goimgarry her," he told
Felix soothingly, before she could speak. "Erikagstheart, | hope you
realize you have a responsibility for this misurstiending.”

"I have a responsibility?" she gaspAdd you have a nerve!
"Of course. You really must stop treating every nyan meet as if he's

irresistible, because they start to believe it, Hreh they begin acting like
animals. I'm sorry to interrupt—La Croix, is it?"



"Who asked you to butt into this conversation?'id¥blustered. "Who are
you, anyway?"

Amos ignored him. "You were telling me before dinrarling, that no one
considers an engagement official without a ringith/dl gesture worthy of a
magician, he held out one hand. The velvet boxisp&m seemed to have
appeared out of thin air. "So let's make it offiia

He took her hand and drew her around the pillartsawdk to the edge of the
ballroom, to an area which was less cramped. Hepsa to one knee, one
hand holding hers, the other displaying the ring. B&rika, will you marry
me?" His voice wasn't loud, but in the momentatgngieas the crowd
settled into their chairs again and the speakew drneath to begin, his
words rang through the corner of the ballroom.

Erika didn't consciously move, but she must haveedsomething that
looked like agreement, for people at the tablegestahem broke into
approving sighs, smiles and even applause.

Amos pressed a hidden catch on the box with hisibtmail, and it sprang

open. The diamond ring inside caught the lights r@fiected straight into

Erika's eyes just as a dozen flashes went off mfdee. She wasn't sure
which was the brightest, just that she was momintaimded.

She felt the touch of cool metal and warm skin asio8—still
kneeling—slid the ring onto her finger. Then hegeg lightly at her hand
until she took the hint and bent forward till higaslgently brushed his. The
flashes went off again.

Amos got to his feet. Everyone in the ballroom watching, or trying to,
Erika saw. He put an arm around her and drew lsecl

She couldn't get her breath. It had been diffienthugh to stand still and let
him almost kiss her earlier, just outside the balin when no one had been
paying any attention. Now it took all the self-ddime Erika could muster
to smile, to let her hand slide up the slick lagfdiis jacket to tire back of his
neck, to look interested, to make a mechanical ggtinough-the-motions
kiss look convincing.



Or, even worse, to submit to a triumphant, possedsss—the kind a man
might claim when he was showing off, boasting ®wlorld that he was the
chosen one. But it was too late to stop him. Séieghly have to let him kiss
her, no matter how he chose to do it.

He chose a way she hadn't anticipated at all. listmwas soft, gentle, but
hot—demanding in an odd sort of way that had ngttndo with force or
domination.

And he tasted like chocolate mousse—though Erikhrttaidea why that
should startle her, since she'd watched him ead¢lsert just minutes ago.

She closed her eyes, but she could still see #skdks going off. Or were
those sparks of light originating inside her braiased by his kiss?

She didn't know how long he kissed her, thoughhgttethe odd sensation
that it was both longer and shorter than any kissdsever experienced
before. It was long enough that the paparazzi rhase run out of film
before he raised his head, but short enough tledfosimd herself wishing he
hadn't stopped.

"That should do it," Amos said under his breath.

Erika had to agree that it had been a convincimfppaance. She, herself,
was feeling just a little let down now that it wager. "Where's Felix?"

"He disappeared when the cameras came out. Noisutpere." He held
their clasped hands above his head as if annouticengvinner in a prize
fight and called to the speaker, "Sorry about ttterruption. We'll behave
ourselves and let you have the floor now."

Erika was still feeling dazed as he led her throtighlaughing crowd back
to their table, where eight beaming faces wait&e "had no idea,” the
female half of vampire-novel couple said. "Let's geur ring, dear."”

Erika stole a glance at the diamond herself whike women at the table
were admiring it. The central stone was huge, tiags of a teardrop, and so



white it almost hurt her eyes. At each side ofglainum mounting was a
small amethyst.

The speaker finished a joke, and under the coviawughter, she whispered,
"Amos, where did it come from?"

Amos said blandly, "l don't know."

She frowned. "What are you talking about? It chaite just turned up in
your pocket. | thought perhaps you'd borrowed anenfsomeone in the
crowd.”

"A borrowed ring for my fiancee? Erika, preciousatt would be tacky.
Besides, it would never have worked, because toonynmeople would
recognize it."

"Well, you've barely been out of my sight sinceeimnembered that we'd
need a ring. So how did you manage to pull oneobttie hat?"

"Just because you forgot doesn't mean | did."

Erika felt as if he'd punched her. "You had it muy pocket all this time?
But why hold it back till now?"

"Oh, no, | haven't been carrying it around all eagnl didn't remember it
till we got here, so | called Stephen while you ever the lounge talking to
Kelly." He glanced at his watch. "It took him loegough to come through.
| must admit | was beginning to wonder whether las @oing to be able to
pull it off at all.”

"But where'd he get it?"
"You mean, which jeweler did he talk into openirmgshop especially for

you? | have no idea." His voice was lightheartétbld him to charge it, by
the way—so | expect you'll find out in a few daylsem the bill comes."



Stephen was still in his office when they came itite lobby of the
apartment complex. It was unusually late for hinbéoworking, and Erika
was fairly sure he'd stayed on purpose but wasdrtp look as if he hadn't.

"Checking to make sure we'd beat the curfew?" Aasbgd him cheerfully.
"Or wanting to know whether the diamond was wetleiged? Your
reputation as a miracle worker is secure, buddyg "set the books he was
carrying on the desk and leaned against the caifrier

"Thank you, Stephen," Erika said. "The ring wasea kaver."

"Yes, it was definitely the high point of the evegj' Amos said. "The look
on Felix's face when he realized that he wasn'témter of attention after
all was priceless. In fact, the whole evening wastlwhile just for the

pleasure of deflating his ego."”

"Though | may end up apologizing to him," Erika reds"for you saying he
was behaving like an animal.”

"Why? He didn't even notice he was being insulted.”
"I wouldn't be too sure of that, once he gets hamthinks it over.”

Amos shook his head. "He was still absorbing theeklof discovering that
you didn't prefer him after all."

"We'll see." Erika reached for the books Amos halied in. "I hope you're
right.”

Stephen was looking at the covers with astonishnibtg. Forrester—"
"It only looks like she's acquiring weird new tasteAmos put in. "Hard as
it is to believe, our Ms. Forrester turns out tald#argain-hunter. The books

were free, so she refused to leave them behind."

"They were hardly free,” Erika argued. "I paid fiwendred dollars a ticket
for that banquet, so I'm certainly not going tontwtown the souvenirs.



Besides, it would have hurt the organizers' fealimgeople had walked off
and left their gifts. Good night, both of you."

It didn't dawn on her until she was in the elevétat such a casual farewell
was hardly the usual way to say good-night to of@se—the man she'd
be marrying in just a couple of days. She'd havieetanore careful. They
couldn't afford to let too many people know thethrabout this, and that
too-casual good-night would have been a dead giagaw

Tonight only Stephen had been in the lobby, angl&te was safe; she
could tell him anything. It wasn't necessary tdg@en for his benefit. But if
there had been other tenants around...

She shivered a little at the thought of repeatirag kiss. It was a good thing
she hadn't had time to think about it beforehandadl just...happened. But
now that she knew what it was like to kiss Amos...

Fortunately the problem wasn't likely to arise oft@Once they were
officially married, there would be no need to goward convincing people
of their affection. And a good thing, too, she tbktself.

She held up her left hand. Even in the subduedpwidh light of the
elevator, the diamond was strikingly beautiful. T¢ize of her smallest
fingernail, the stone seemed to glow with its omteinal light, drawing her
gaze ever deeper into the facets until she realziéld a start that the
elevator had not only stopped on her own floorthetdoor had started to
close again while she stood there and stared aick, oblivious to
everything else around her.

She caught the elevator door just in time, wert imér living room and
flopped down in the nearest chair. The automatantim the back of her
brain reminded her to sit up straightmodel never forgets her posture....

"Well, | haven't forgotten it, Father,” she snapp#&th just ignoring it for
the moment."



It was the first instant she'd had to relax sirfee banquet. In fact, well
before the banquet—she'd been on edge even befoos Aad rung the
bell.

After that grandstand announcement, however, itgudtkn worse. They'd
been watched and commented about to such an e¢ktgrghe'd felt sorry

for the poor speaker, who had been facing impassibmpetition for his

audience's attention. And as soon as the eveniggno® break up, they'd
been surrounded by a chattering crowd. Erika felexhausted tonight as
she always did after a day-long photo shoot.

But now, in the restful silence of her apartmehg sould finally actually
take her time and reflect on the evening.

Everything had gone pretty well, actually, she tjitu Except, of course,
for that odd pronouncement of Felix's. What ontearas wrong with him,
to think that she was trying to maneuver him int@rrying her?

Amos was right that Felix wasn't exactly short gn.eBut how he'd gotten
the notion that she was serious about him...

She was tempted to call off the whole deal. Whodadethat kind of
aggravation?

But she did want Kate La Croix's product line. &ctf she needed it. Or at
least, she needed to be sure that Kate's formida¥ det into the hands of
her competitors.

And in any case, she reminded herself, she'd camunio Amos. She'd
promised him three months in which he could writktime, expense-free,
in return for the sort of help he'd so brillianflyovided tonight. He was
living up to his end of the bargain splendidly, lsmwv could she say that
she'd changed her mind?

Of course, she could still carry through with alineserything she'd
promised. It probably wouldn't make much differemaehim whether he
was living in her penthouse or somewhere elsepag &s he had enough
money for rent, food and lights to write by. He htigven be relieved to



find that it wasn't necessary to go the whole disaafter all in order to get
his benefits package.

She stared at the teardrop-shaped diamond onrgarfiand suddenly she
felt like crying.

* % %

The building which housed the headquarters of LadylCosmetics was
sleek and modern, but unassuming—the odds thatiekier won an award
for architecture were nonexistent. In fact, Amosutfht, it looked like a
cross between a bath powder box—the kind his matbed to keep on her
dressing table—and a perfume bottle, only on atgieale. The facade was
rounded, and the glass block accents at each sttle door reminded him
of the facets on an expensive crystal scent spritze

He didn't know what to expect. A giant version bé tLadylove kiosks
which could be found in every department storehg@es. He'd walked past
one just a few days ago, when he'd gone downtowitkoup that white silk
blouse for Erika...

A blouse he'd forgotten to return, he realized. WhEre had been a few
other things on his mind.

At any rate, he'd walked past the Ladylove kioskt tthay with far more
interest than he usually felt. He'd never paid mattention to women's
makeup and perfume—not unless some woman was ges&ay too much
of one or the other in an effort to impress him—ating met the majority
owner had given the whole subject a new interest.

Of course then he hadn't realized just how muchitiierest would grow.
He hadn't anticipated ever being invited to vis# tompany's headquarters.

He'd half expected glass booths, lots of shelveshaimdreds., of gray and
silver boxes full of lipstick and eye shadow. Bhe tlobby of Ladylove's
building was sleek and quiet, an expanse of grgyetdroken only by the
modern curve of a receptionist's desk, the wallgemd by a subtly
patterned paneling which looked like aluminum. ©hé identifying marks



were the Ladylove logo on the wall opposite therarde, and a row of
larger-than-life portraits which stretched off tach side of the logo. There
were no names—no individual identification. Theseravthe Faces of
Ladylove, the gorgeous but always silent women Wwad, in succession,
represented the company.

Many were before his time, though he recognizeshawho had gone on to
other careers in fashion modeling or acting akawving Ladylove. Some
seemed vaguely familiar from half-remembered ads.

The receptionist looked up, but before he coulde diis name, she said,
"Mr. Abernathy? I'll let Ms. Forrester know you'sgived."

He wondered idly whether she'd had a very goodrigegm of him or if
there were so few visitors that she knew all tigil@s. She picked up the
phone, and—feeling dismissed—he wandered overalo haore closely at
the portrait wall. On the very end was Erika, foumes
life-size—unsmiling, her violet eyes wide.

"Major mistake," he said under his breath.

The artist must have worked the image over witlaiaiorush, he thought.
No one's complexion could really be so perfect, atathat magnification
level. Not that he'd noticed any flaws last nighiles he was kissing her...

"Mr. Abernathy?"

He wheeled around to face Erika's personal assidtafly looked a little
more in her element today, he thought. But therdgted a couple of days
to get used to the idea; he couldn't blame hetdoking as if Erika had
smacked her in the face Saturday night outsideb#ieoom. The shock
value of a slap probably couldn't have been angtgre

"Call me Amos. Congratulations on bringing the papai out in force the
other night. No wonder Erika relies on you."



Kelly shook her head. "Not my doing, really. By tiirae | got through to
someone in charge at tl&entinel,the cameras were already swarming.
What did you mean about a major mistake?"

He let his gaze drift back to Erika's photograghsinile would be better."
"The Face of Ladylove has always been a serious one

"One could even say somber.”" He pointed at a pbtiedfway down the
row, of a woman who was just as blonde, just astife§ as Erika was. Her
eyelids were painted in the highly colored fashodmer time, but beyond
the makeup lay an even darker shadow, an inneripier eyes which the
dramatic makeup only heightened. "Perhaps it's fona change.”

And perhaps you should keep your opinions to heiseios could almost

hear Kelly thinking it. And she was probably righg told himself. What he
knew about the cosmetics business would fit irpstick tube, and he was
no expert on advertising or marketing, either. Besj the last thing he
needed was for Erika to get the idea that he wasgtto butt in and tell her

how to run her business.

"But that's just me being selfish,” he added smigott prefer to see her
smiling, that's all.”

Kelly eyed him quizzically. "This way," she saidydaled the way to the
elevator. "That portrait was of Mrs. Forresterthg way."

"The very sad woman was Erika's mother?"
"Not at the time the picture was taken, of couf$®t photograph was made
not long after they were married, but she stoppedieting when she

became pregnant.”

"And then there were other Faces of Ladylove," Amussed, thinking
about the number of portraits in between the of@sodher and daughter.



He wondered how many of them Stanford Forrestdrdtl slept with. From
the nonchalant way Erika had referred to her f&Heve affairs, he'd bet it
was most of them.

"Erika would like you to join her in her office uhit's time for the
ceremony, by the way." Kelly tapped on a door drehtclosed it behind
him.

Amos wondered if this had been Stanford Forrestéfise. If so, he'd bet
that nothing from that era had survived, for nowvds a graceful and
feminine room. There were no ruffles, no lace, nitst-but there was
absolutely no doubt that this was a woman's spate Georgian table with
its gracefully curved legs almost matched the maover the gas-log
fireplace along the opposite wall. Nearby were twmall-scale
chintz-covered swivel rockers.

That's one way to keep a guy from planting himaetf staying,Amos
thought.Put him in a chair that cramps his style.

The only other place for a guest to sit was thaigiit chair next to the
table-desk. Obviously she didn't hold meetings-karet large ones, at any
rate.

Erika rose from behind the table. Her off-whitet suas crisp and fresh, as if
she'd just put it on for the occasion. He was ssedrshe'd gone to that
much trouble.

"Thanks for coming, Amos."

Thanks for coming®le tried for a lighter note. "I thought we had edding
scheduled."

"Oh. Yes. Of course. | hope you don't mind thatheére—in the conference
room. Kelly's done a wonderful job decorating it."

"A conference room?"



"Well, it seemed a little hypocritical to be madie a church, under the
circumstances.” She sounded defensive.

"And a pastor might not be amused by our ninetydday, since it would
hurt his earned-run average."

"His what?"

"His statistics—successful marriages versus nunalbativorces.” Amos
wasn't surprised that she seemed a little absedédirNo doubt she was
anxious to get this necessary step over with socslwdd move on to
acquiring Kate La Croix's company.

"And the courthouse would have been hard to seécshe added. "The
press, you know—you can't keep them out of a puhlitding.”

"I'm just surprised you can fit everyone in a coafee room. Even on such
short notice, there must be lots of people whé@ 1o be at your wedding.
You know— friends, family."

"Not that many, really. And what about you? Yourdidnvite anyone at
all.”

That was true enough, though he'd hoped that shadwb notice. "I'm
sorry this isn't the wedding of your dreams," hiel sgiietly.

"My dreams?" She sounded as if she didn't undedstan

"You know. The cathedral, the white gown with airtrasixteen
bridesmaids..."

She shook her head. "All just useless trappings."
"And a husband you're in love with," Amos finished.

"That's a myth, you know. Being in love is no mdasting than orange
blossom and music." There was a tap on the doa@s,"Kelly?"



The assistant put her head in. "The judge is hemnd, the guests are all
waiting."

Erika took a deep breath and held her head higheriTlet's get this over
with," she said.

No more lasting than orange blossom and musstanford Forrester lll,
Amos thought grimly, had a lot to answer for.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT SEEMEDto Erika that the conference room was filled Wiy so dense

that it was deafening as well as blinding. Or ppshia was just her brain
which wasn't operating properly, since no one lessider seemed to be
having any problem seeing and hearing.

Of all the times to bring up love, she thoughttatly. Amos was the last
person she would have expected to broach the #&v@ilt, but to do it right
then..:

Love. It wasn't ever a subject she wanted to thimdut, and especially not
in the short minutes before her wedding. She'd Heemftermath of love.
Or, rather, the aftermath of the myth of love.

Stanford Forrester had been a playboy, and everyadd&nown it. But the
myth said that he would change for the sake of.I@mehe would change
when he himself fell in love. Or perhaps he woutdrmge when he found
the love of a good woman...

But he hadn't. Whether he'd ever considered himisdtive or not, Erika
didn't know, and she didn't particularly care. Hesthave felt something
different toward Erika's mother, for she was thgy@me of his flames that
he'd married. Even after he was free again, thatenever been any hint
that he was considering another walk down the aisle

But there wasn't any question in Erika's mind that mother had

considered herself in love with him, or that she haen a good woman who
had done her best. Her feelings hadn't been entugihange Stanford

Forrester from playboy to loving husband, but shé tefused to give up,
because love was supposed to change him.

So—having watched her mother suffer—Erika had graynsuspecting
that love was nothing more than a romantic mythd Aren, just when she
had managed to convince herself that perhaps bbetdwrong, that maybe
it was possible for love to be more than a faitg,t®enby Miles had come
along....



"Erika," Amos whispered. "We could use an answee He

"I do," she said automatically. The words seemedirtp into the fog,
swallowed up in the silence of the room. That nmisan her answer hadn't
been the right one, the expected one. "l will," slded hastily. "Yes. |
mean—"

"That pretty well covers it," the judge said withsmile. "Do you have
rings?"

Amos reached into his pocket.

The judge looked at Erika. She shook her headoitlgvhardly be smart to
admit the truth—that she'd entirely forgotten t& her fiance whether he
wanted a wedding ring. Though she couldn't imagiva¢ he would, so it
was no big deal.

She had to admit to feeling curious about the hiegproduced, though.
She'd assumed Stephen had chosen a wedding ringeksas the
engagement diamond, but she hadn't seen it.

She held out her hand, expecting that he'd judé she wedding band up
next to her diamond. Instead he gently tugged tigagement ring off her
finger and put the wedding band in its place. "€&bdo the heart,” he said,
and replaced the diamond.

Romantic nonsense, she wanted to say.

She looked down at her hand, still resting in Tilge platinum wedding band
was severely plain, wide, and sleek. Though it vallashy like the
diamond, in its own way it was just as attentiottigg. Which was pretty
much the point, after all.

"By the power invested in me by the State of NewvKY | pronounce you
husband and wife," the judge said, and the guest mto applause.

Erika had almost forgotten the guests. She hadmited any kind of fuss at
all, just the absolute necessities of a judge, witnesses and a piece of



legal documentation. But Kelly had arranged formpagne and hors
d'oeuvres and invited the office staff to atterfdoBody will expect a big
blowout,” she had said. "But there's a differeneéwieen keeping the
wedding small and quiet, and hiding out as if y@ashamed of yourself."

So, though there was nothing Erika wanted more jinsirto go home, she
began to circulate through the crowd.

"Of course there was no kiss," she heard Amos saynd her. "But just
wait till | don't have to be careful of the makeéup.

Kiss. She'd forgotten all about the obligatory kis&ll, it was too late now.
She moved through the guests, chatting and sigghagpagne.

She noticed the director of marketing talking eatiyeto the advertising
executive in charge of the fall campaign, and suile

"What's the joke?" Amos asked, coming up besidettnewap her nearly
empty champagne flute for a full one.

"Oh, | was just wondering what the two guys in ¢bener would say if they
knew they missed out on—what did you call it? Theldand sweepstakes?"

He glanced at the duo. "You're not serious. Theyewwoth on your
list?"'Well, it was only a fleeting thought. Whatgrong with them,

anyway?"

"One's oily and the other's naive,” Amos said. "Wdiee did you think
about?"

She certainly wasn't going to tell him about théiveéey boy from the
Chinese restaurant. "Why do you want to know?"

"So | can count them all to put myself to sleepight.”

"Sorry. You'll have to settle for sheep."” She $¢atoward the corner. "Are
you two talking about the photo shoot for the &llcampaign?”



"Business before pleasure," the ad man said. "Tineuth a few extra days
to plan, | was thinking—"

"Extra days?" Erika said. "The shoot's tomorrow."

The marketing director turned pink and muttered ething about
assuming that she'd want to postpone it.

"What's the matter?" Erika asked. "Of course | thwvant to postpone it."
"I believe he's suggesting,” Amos said lazily, ttlsence this is your
wedding night, you might not want to get up eanhyl dace a bunch of
cameras."

The marketing director was beet-red and stammering.

"Oh," said Erika. "Well, as a professional, | certawill—"

"—Need to start later,” Amos inserted smoothly.ytiu two will arrange
for her to have a couple of extra hours to pullsbdrtogether in the

morning, I'll promise to get her into bed earlyig."

The ad manager laughed as if it was the best jek# éver heard. The
marketing director had turned so red that he praltyi glowed.

"In fact,” Amos added, "now that we've greeted gore, I'm more than
ready to go home. How about you, darling? Woulgn' like to be alone?"

Alone.It sounded so good.

Except, of course, that the definitionalbnewas now a whole lot different
than it used to be.

When they reached the door of her apartment, Euak#oled for her keys,
but the miniature compact which served her as arikgyhad migrated all
the way to the bottom of her bag. By the time shendl it, Amos had



unlocked the door, pushed it open, and droppeldyisnto his pocket once
more.

She told herself not to be ridiculous. Of coursenoeild need a key of his
own. If she had remembered it earlier, she woulkhesked Stephen to
have one made from the master set he kept. So hdufcsit bother her that
Amos had gone ahead and done it himself?

"Are you annoyed about the key?" Amos asked. "@ryau just standing
here because you're waiting for me to carry you theethreshold in proper
honeymoon style?"

"Don't be ridiculous.” She stepped past him and the foyer. "I was just
startled, that's all. But of course you neededyaskeyou could move your
things up here today."

At first glance, however, the apartment didn't sesy different than when
she had left it that morning. Whatever he had binougth him, it wasn't in
evidence. "You did move your belongings, didn't 3/bshe asked.

"Of course. | just didn't think you'd appreciatpping over my stuff, so it's
all in the guest room and the den, out of your Way.

It was very thoughtful of him. And it was complstelrazy of her to want
him to have been a slob just so she could yettla Bnd let off steam.

Furthermore, it was absolutely clear to Erika friliagleam in his eyes that
Amos knew exactly what she was thinking.

If he kept that up, Erika thought, the man was gomget mighty annoying.
The gleam in his eyes had gone, she realized, asdeplaced by a steely
determination. "I think we need to get somethingight before we go any

further," Amos said.

"What now? If you're going to start making demamdthin hours of the
wedding—"



"The only thing I'm demanding is that you startiragtas if you take this
whole thing seriously."

"Of course I'm—"

"No, you're not, Erika. You went through the mosipthat's all. You were
barely paying attention to what the judge was sayffou didn't even notice
that we skipped the ceremonial kiss. You told yadirguys that the photo
shoot would be business as usual. In short, youhtmég well have
announced that this marriage is going to make fierdnce in your life."
Well, it isn't,she wanted to say.

"You conveniently forgot to give me a key—what'atthf not mixed
feelings? And right now you're itching to pick ght—and you would be
even if we were in public. At that rate, how longybu think it'll be before
the Sentinektarts speculating about why you got married irfitiseplace?"

The truth in his words flicked her like a whip, akdika struck back.
"You're just annoyed that | forgot to ask you ab@wutedding ring."

"That didn't help the image any," he agreed.
"So do you want one?"
"Of course not."

"Then what's the big deal? Lots of married guys'tdarear wedding
rings—even the ones who. own them."

The silence seemed to stretch out like warm td¥fgur father?"- His voice
was gentle. "Or are you talking about your ex-fefic

"Denby could hardly be married on the sly—or had fargotten that he's
engaged again? Not that it's any of your business."

"No, and it's not the subject of this discussiaothez. If you want anyone to
take this marriage seriously, you're going to hewstart acting as if you



believe in it. And if you don't—well, then perhaysu should ask yourself
why you bothered."

"Thanks for the words of wisdom. If you've quiteished..."

"Oh, yes, I'm finished. At least I'm going to stepsting my breath.” He sat
down and picked up the morning newspaper, stitigywhere Erika had
dropped it on the hassock which served as a ctdfde.

Well, if he was going to occupy her living roomjkerdecided, she'd just go
somewhere else. Like downstairs to the gym so shé&lovork off some
frustration on the treadmill.

Oh, that would look good on your wedding nightk&ri

She closed the door of her bedroom with a thumpsahdown on the edge
of the bed.

He's right, you know. He saved you, back ther&énconference room.

Much as she'd been annoyed at the time by the stiggeemark about how
eager he was to get her into bed, she had to adatithe ploy had worked
exactly as he'd intended. By amusing the ad exexatd embarrassing the
marketing manager, he'd effectively prevented eittighem from asking
more questions.

The fact was that Amos was carrying out his parttto§ agreement
brilliantly, while she herself was acting halfheattand doubtful, exactly as
he'd accused. She might as well call upSeatineland invite them to ask
guestions.

She pushed herself up from the bed and went batlketving room. He
was half-hidden behind the newspaper, and he diowér it when she
came in.

"I'm sorry," she said. "You're right. I'll do bette

He didn't look up. "Good."



He didn't sound as if he believed her. She couldathe him; she'd learned
herself not to put much faith in promises. Promisegse easy. They didn't
count, only results did.

Obviously she'd have to prove herself—starting trigow. "Are you
hungry, Amos? | only had a couple of tidbits frame tiors d'oeuvre table.
We could get a pizza delivered or something."

"That would be fine."
"Any preference on what kind?"

"I'm easy when it comes to pizza." He put the pasgrle. "Just no green
olives, please."”

She phoned in the order and dug her wallet oueofhlandbag. What had
happened to her brain lately? He could read allkiof Freudian meanings
into the fact that she'd forgotten to arrange tdge a key, but in fact, she'd
also forgotten to stop at the bank, and she walwaon cash to pay for the
pizza. Was there anything she actualidremembered to do?

"Amos, I'm sorry—but | have to go into the den & my checkbook."
"Sorry? For what?"

"Because I'm intruding. | told you to use the rodmt then | forgot to get
my stuff out before you moved in."

"Hey, it's still your den. We can share. Tell yohat— | promise never to
peek at your checkbook, you promise never to Idokwfirst draft, and
we'll both be happy."

"Well, that seems fair." Still, she hesitated adrsthe closed door of the
extra room she used as an at-home offi¢hat do you expect, Erikeshe
mocked herself. If he'd tacked up X-rated postez'sl have made an excuse
to go get the checkbook himself rather than letgoein.

She pushed the door open.



She'd left the desktop clear after she'd last pardbills—now there was a
laptop computer sitting squarely in the center.t@nfloor beside the desk
was a corrugated box, the kind that businessesfas&zhg-term storage of
records. Research materials for his book, perh@pss#fice supplies?

But there seemed to be nothing else newly addeédet@oom. Amos had
told her that he had stashed all his belongingiserguest room and the den.
But since there wasn't much in the den, that mestmthe guest room was
full—or else he hadn't brought much with him.

Not that it was any of her business, really.

She filled out two checks, put the checkbook away went back to the
living room. "And here | thought you were the olshioned sort,” she said.
"Down in the office that day, you were writing yooook with a pen on a
legal pad."”

"Security," he said briefly.

"You mean you didn't want to take a chance on youmnputer vanishing if
you had to step out?"

"Not exactly. But I'm the only one who can read wrting, so leaving a
notepad lying around isn't a risk. Not that it wbhlve mattered, no more
than | got written that day."

"Well, that will change starting tomorrow." She dad him a check.

"Would you mind filling this in for the pizza guyhen he comes? I'm going
to go change clothes—maybe have a quick bath. Asnd.'’hShe handed
him a second check.

"What's this for?"

"You'll need some spending money. | thought theesasvay would be if |
write you a check every week."

"A weekly allowance. How nice." His tone was flat.



"If you'd rather handle it some other way, Amos—"

"This is fine."

"Or if you need more—"

"l said, this is fine."

"l just thought you'd rather not have to ask mernfmmey every time you

want to go out for lunch." Erika had never feltessekward. "Look, you said

you wanted me to take this more seriously. I'mmigyiall right?"

His jaw tightened. "Yes," he said finally. "Of cgeryou are."” The corners
of his mouth turned upward, but the smile didrérseéo reach his eyes. "My
macho side kicked in a little just then. The whalea of being a kept

man..."

"You're not. Think of me as a patron of the artdha best Renaissance
tradition."

"I'll give it a shot," he said dryly.

"You can dedicate the book to me. And when youhatbestseller list, you
can take me out for drinks to pay me back."

He glanced at the check again. "It would take spre#ty special drinks."
"Well, | didn't say where we were going to haventiie

This time his smile was real—and Erika felt warnd apwarded as she
basked in its glow.

Photo shoots might sound glamorous to someone wé ihever

experienced one, but for Erika, they were a triai start to finish. The day
always started with submitting to a makeup artisbwsed her as a living
canvas, followed by hairstylists and wardrobe peopgho fussed over her



for another era or two. Then there were endlessshafibeing treated like a
rag doll, placed in a pose, and asked to hold iteathe photographer shot
an instant photo for the art director and the atibiag executive to argue
about. Then they'd move her arm or turn her headht up the makeup,
shift one or two of the battery of lights which lgufrom the ceiling on
adjustable brackets, spray a stray hair, shoohanatstant photo, and start
the waiting and arguing all over again. By the timeerybody was
convinced they'd got the shots they needed, tempanesalways frayed and
she was usually so stiff she could barely move.

She supposed that models who did this every dagregot used to it or
were egotistical enough about their beauty to &iththe attention flattering.
But even after three years of regular shoots, Hrdka@n't gotten used to it,
and she didn't find it any fun to be surroundedygophants, either. Still, it
was only a few days a year—and the personal praewell worth it when

she considered the benefit to the company.

However, getting a late start had simply put eveeymto a bad mood, and
by the time they took the first break they'd mambtpeshoot only a single
roll of film. Erika took the icy water bottle tha€elly handed her and
considered rubbing it across her forehead, hot fileenintense lights that
had been focused on her all morning. But then thiegve to start over with
the makeup artist, and things would be even mdegydd. So she settled for
a long drink instead—using a straw so she'd dartimemal damage to her
lipstick.

On the other side of the bank of lights, the roe@nsed dark, shadowy, and
full of indistinct shapes—there were an incrediblember of crew and
support staff. Erika's eyes were still accuston@ethe bright lights she'd
been facing, so she had to grope her way aroundaheera tripod and
between even more lights—these clamped to wheédedis—in order to
get to a reasonably comfortable couch in one cofiee sank down with a
sigh, disregarding for the moment the carefullyspesl royal-blue satin
blouse she was wearing. She loosened one pearhgait had been
fastened so tightly that her earlobe ached—andh@uhead back against a
pillow that someone had propped there.



Probably someone sneaking a nap between taskihakght. Now that was
an inviting thought...

A shadow moved closer, and Amos perched on theoathe couch. "You
hate it, don't you?"

She sat up straight. "What in heaven's name aralgmg here? And how
long have you been watching?"

"An hour or so. | came to keep an eye on my adbrigl® to make sure they
don't overtire you."

"In other words, you're just poking your nose irsé@ what's going on."
"That, too." The description didn't seem to condam.

But then it wouldn't, Erika thought, because it vadlspart of the act. He
wanted the crew to see him as the brand- new, oatexgiive husband who
couldn't bear to be separated from his wife.

"No one seemed surprised when | turned up,” hecadde

"Or maybe they're just good at concealing it."

"Unless they're used to you having visitors?"

"No—I prefer a private session."

"That's pretty hilarious—since I've counted thittye people already and
I'm fairly sure | haven't seen them all yet."

The entire crew seemed to have vanished at onegvss. Though they
weren't absolutely alone, there were only a fewurteégans in the room. One
was readjusting the bank of spotlights mounted @iting brackets right
next to the camera, another—acting as a stand-aele was lounging on
the taped mark where Erika had been posing, anduple more were
moving props around the studio. For once, no orepaging any attention
to Erika.



Except of course for Amos, who was watching heently. "You hate it,
don't you?" he repeated.

She thought about denying it, but she was justtited. "I didn't know it
showed."

"Maybe not to all of them." His gesture took in thbole room. "But then
I'm not one of the trees, so | can see the foresemearly. Why do you do
it, if you hate it?"

"It's only four times a year."
"Let someone else do it."

"Maybe someday." She swallowed another gulp of watel stood up.
"Let's get back to work, everybody, and get thisedd

Amos didn't move. "l see. You don't like doinghyjt you won't give up
control.”

"That's not true. | don't—" Why was she arguingwitm? What difference
did it make what he thought? Annoyed at herselke&swung around on
her heel to walk back to her mark, and slammed ame of the newly
adjusted lights right next to the camera.

The shock wave of the blow was so intense thatdsth@t know for sure
where the impact point was—her temple? Her eyebrder?cheekbone?
They all seemed to hurt with equal intensity.

The impact knocked her off balance. Trying to ragher footing, she
caught her toe on one of the wheeled light standsagent down hard. Even
the rubbery surface of the commercial carpet cdutdmpletely cushion
the shock of her hip hitting the floor.

The room was revolving. She groaned and lay still.

When she opened her eyes, Amos was crouching @rer'Don't try to
move," he ordered. "You hit pretty hard.”



"Funny." She clenched her teeth against the walpain. 'Td noticed that
myself."

The technician who had been adjusting the lights vaking over Amos's
shoulder. "Wow," he said, with a note of admiratiorhis voice. "That's
gonna be a heck of a shiner.”

Instinctively Erika put a hand up to her face tedhthe damage. Amos
grabbed her wrist and kept her from touching it.

"Am | bleeding?"

He shook his head. "There's no cut. It's a goodgtlyiou hit the light
squarely instead of on the point."

"The whole side of my face feels like I've beenwiith a brick, and I'm
supposed to be grateful?"

"Yes. It could have damaged your eye." He lookedtupe technician. "Do

you suppose you could make yourself useful anddoenof those spotlights
this direction, instead of just standing thereistgg#t And send somebody for
ice." He picked up the water bottle Erika had dexpprhen she fell and held
it to the side of her face. She winced away |roenabld plastic, but even
trying to move hurt, so she lay still.

More faces appeared around his, bending over HeereTwere shrieks,
exclamations, shouted questions, discussion ofrdoukance and a doctor.

"Would everybody just shut up,” Amos said. "If sleesn't already have a
headache, you're giving her one."

"I've got one," Erika muttered.

A nervous assistant arrived with a double handfuice cubes, water
already dripping from between her fingers. Amoskxbaround, grabbed a
towel off the makeup artist's table, gathered wite cubes and laid the
pack carefully against Erika's eye.



"That's a hundred-dollar matte towel," the artisieked.

"Good. Now it's a priceless part of a first-aid.'’kihkmos leaned closer to
Erika. "Now that the shock's wearing off, do yoinkhyou can get up? Or
do we need to get an ambulance?"

"My hip hurts, too." She stretched out her foot aoited her ankle. "But
it's okay, | just bumped it when | fell. Yes, | cget up.”

"Then let's go get this checked out."”
"But the photo shoot—"
"You're finished for the day," Amos said flatly.

Erika put a fingertip carefully to her cheek, unttex ice bag. The flesh felt
puffy. The normally bony ridge at the corner of legre didn't feel bony
anymore.

"But if you insist on continuing,” Amos went on @hngully, "I'm sure the
next shots would be worth big bucks— at least &83@ntinel."

Erika refused to go to the hospital, and Amos laadmit that he saw her
point. A photo of Erika Forrester sitting in a crbed emergency room
holding a bag of ice to her face would definitely Wworth a thousand
words—and probably more than a thousand dollarsl gince she swore
she hadn't been knocked unconscious even for taninsind there was no
cut and no blood, he gave in and took her homeauast

Stephen called a kindly retired doctor who livedtbe third floor, and he
came upstairs to look Erika over. ' 'Keep a closg¢ctv on her for a few
hours," he told Amos, and showed him how to chéek the pupils of her
eyes were reacting normally. "But if she isn't imgvany trouble by this
evening, | think she's going to get off easy."



Amos saw him out and came back to Erika's bedr&ira.had flung a hand
up over her face—he wasn't sure whether she wasapirteg her eyes or

trying to hide the damage. Right now, it was hartetl whether the side of
her face was red because of the blow itself ora@ack.. But there was no
doubt about the swelling. By morning it was goingbe, as the lighting

technician had said, one heck of a shiner.

"Get off easy,"” she muttered. "Not having any titeutdMaybe | should
switch heads with him and see how he likes haviagkull throbbing."

"Nah. You wouldn't look good wearing his crew cut."

She tried to smile. "It was nice of him to makeoaige call, anyway. If my
head would just stop hurting—"

Amos handed her a glass of water and a coupleiokipars. "Need some
fresh ice?"

"Why? Has mine gone stale?" She shifted restle$Styry. | feel so stupid
for doing this to myself. And I'm sure this isndwy idea of fun, either."

"For better or for worse," he said lightly. He tadithe lights down. "Try to
rest, Erika. I'll be out in the living room if yoweed anything."

"I'd rather—" She stopped suddenly. "No, that's gilby."
"What do you want?"

For a minute he thought she wasn't going to ansWevas wondering if
you'd stay with me. But I'm sure you have othemgbkiyou'd rather do."

The quaver in her voice was so faint he almost'tigrar it. He wondered if
she knew it was there. Probably not, he thoughsherwouldn't have said
anything at all.

He sat down on the edge of the bed and reachdukefdnand. Her fingers
fluttered for a moment and then went lax in higpgas she drifted off to
sleep.



He sat there for a long time, listening to the slojthm of her breathing.

For better or for worse. He had said it almost without thinking. But what i
the hell had he gotten himself into?



CHAPTER SIX

ERIKA woke up slowly, afraid to move but not immediatellyar about why
she felt that way. Then memory returned and shstifiytaking stock. Her
head was no longer throbbing, though there wdsadtilill ache around her
right eye. The ice pack had slipped off the siddef face, or else she'd
turned away from the cold while she slept, butr@fcé touch told her that
the skin was still puffy and very tender. Her higrct hurt anymore, so that
pain must have been more a matter of the jolt offak than of actual
injury.

She vaguely remembered Amos coming in to checkesrséveral times.
Had she really asked him to stay with her? Whattgy e must think her, to
want company in the middle of the day, just becdbhsgoom was dark!

She swung her feet off the bed and sat up.

Almost instantly the half-closed door of her bearoswung wide. Amos
paused in the doorway. "Feeling better?"

"All things considered, yes." She stood up a little quickly and caught at
the tall post of the bed for balance. "You mustenlagen sitting right outside
the door."

"Just keeping an eye on you."

She waved a hand at the side of her face. "How dd&sk by now?"

"Not good. But nothing to commit suicide over."

Well, she'd asked for that. She'd been hopingdassurance, of course, but
she should have known better than to ask Amosifoopinion unless she
wanted a direct answer. She ought to have leatmsdniuch about him

from their first encounter.

Still, she was irritated at his reaction—did he éstiy think she was so vain
as to Kill herself over a black eye?



"Come on, Amos," she said irritably. "I've learreeféw tricks with makeup
over the years. | can cover up darn near any—"giireed at her reflection
in the big mirror above her dressing table andestia shriek.

She'd realized from the single tentative touch wélem first woke that her
cheek was still swollen. But now she saw that thele/side of her face had
puffed up, and the area directly around her eyealraady purplish-black.
The bruise extended from above her eyebrow to bedtiw her cheekbone,
from the corner of her nose almost to her ear.

"You were saying?" Amos asked politely.

Erika didn't bother to answer. She sat down attksesing table and flipped
a switch to turn on the lights surrounding the oniriThe low-powered but
shadowless bulbs made the bruise look even worsey—she wouldn't
have thought it was possible to make it stand gahenore. "I'm going to
start experimenting.”

"You might as well try it. At least it'll give yosomething to do."

"Thanks for your confidence." Erika dampened a gpowith cleansing
cream and began removing the remaining photo makduph of it had
already disappeared, rubbed off by the ice pacHlstawels, but until she
got rid of the rest, she couldn't truly judge wklaé was working with. She
suspected, however, that this was going to beiggebt cosmetic challenge
she'd ever faced. It would take a tank-car loddwhdation to cover this up.

"Maybe a wide-brimmed hat with a black veil," héeoéd. "I'll bet Stephen
could find—"

"I might as well take out an ad as to show up wepanything of the sort.”
She wiped gently and winced.

"Careful—pressing too hard might make it worse."

"Worse than it already is? That would be flat ingbke. Would you mind
bringing me an orange juice? There are bottlekenr¢frigerator.”



"You don't want an audience while you work. Allhitgl can take a hint."

Finally she was rid of the last traces of the tlatdgy paint, and the contrast
of the bruised area to her normally fair skin méue damage even more
apparent.

Amos hadn't come back yet when she heard the cbiree doorbell. She
leaped to her feet. What if a photographer hadesl#tephen in the lobby?
"Amos, don't answer that!"

"It'll be Kelly," he called back. "She phoned earlio say she'd be over."

Erika settled back on the bench and stared atawoer. fA picture hat with a
veil? Not good enough. It would take a blanket dwarhead to completely
conceal this.

But why should she act as if she were ashamed af add happened? She'd
do the best she could to hide the damage, of cobusét wasn't as if there
had been anything fishy going on. She'd had ardentithat was all.

She reached for a creamy foundation a shade dédwkethe one she usually
used and began to methodically stroke it over laee,fslowing as she
reached the puffy areas. The tenderness of thexslsra problem she hadn't
considered before. If she couldn't even featheetues...

She could hear the murmur of voices from the hallwaut the lighter,
feminine one didn't sound at all like Kelly.

Puzzled, she finally peeked around the corner améhdhe hall to see what
was going on.

The front door was half-open and Amos was blockingith one hand on
the door and the other on the jamb. Just beyonshioislder, Erika could see
a frizz of red hair— the top of a woman's head. &membered the hair,
but she had a moment's trouble picturing the faed went with it. It
belonged to one of the neighbors, she was cerfalrmomuch.



"l completely understand that you're not the managgmore.” The woman
was talking very fast. "And | know you're busy wrgi I'm so impressed to
know a real author! But Stephen's all tied up #fisrnoon, and | wondered
if you could take a teeny little minute and give akand.”

"What's Stephen tied up with?" Amos asked.

Good moveErika thought. He hadn't actually said no, thoiighas quite
clear to Erika what he'd meaitow just edge her out, Amos...

"The lobby seemed to be full of strangers whemiean,” the woman said
earnestly. "l don't know why they're all here, tgbuDo you?"

Erika didn't realize how far she'd leaned into hlalway as she'd listened,
and she was unaware of making any sound. But stddle® neighbor's

head jerked to one side so she could see past astosilder and down the
hall. Erika found herself staring straight into theman's wide brown eyes.

The woman gave a little screech, and Erika pulleckbnto her bedroom.
Thank heaven, she thought, that she'd been standithg shadow of the
door.

"l didn't know shewas home," the neighbor said accusinglgon't doubt
that for an instantErika thoughtOr you wouldn 't have come over at all.

From behind her bedroom door, however, all shedcheér was the rise and
fall of voices, not the actual words. Before lotigg front door closed with a
soft snap, and she heard a single set of footsmpsg down the hall.

"It's safe now. Sorry about the delay.”" Amos gagedn appraising look as
he handed her a bottle of orange juice and uncapigenvn. "It doesn't look
as if you're making much progress."

"Thanks—you make me feel so much better." Erik&guicup a brush again
and studied her reflection. Unfortunately he waaddeght. She hadn't
improved the situation at all. She reached forsienge again and began to
wipe off the makeup she'd so carefully applied.



"Giving up?"
"No, I'm just starting over."

"Well, I'm not a medical man. But I'd think it walibe better to leave it
uncovered anyway rather than take a chance on rgjowhe healing
process."

"If I can cover it up well enough, what differendees it make if it takes a
day or two longer to heal?" Erika twisted the ptaip off the orange juice
bottle and took a long drink. "You're quite the plaw guy around here. If
you thought they'd give up because you were plajiagl-to-get, you've
obviously underestimated what a challenge you are."

His eyes held an odd gleam. "And the sort of wolmardealing with?"

"Well, that, too.'I'm so impressed to know a real authodtie mimicked.
"Honestly—some women are just dense. Or they ttiiskmen are.”

Amos paused with his bottle halfway to his mouth.
"Meaning what?" he asked politely. "That I'm noaltimpressive?"

"No. | meant that if she really respected your waske wouldn't be
interrupting it to ask you to—what was it she wah@nyway?"

"Sorry. If I'd realized you would want a complegport, I'd have made sure
to ask."

Erika looked at him in astonishment. "What's thdtemavith you? If you
want to help her out, I'm not going to stand inryoay."

"l wasn't planning to rush over to her rescue, no."

"Well, that sounds more like the Amos | know. Othihk | see now. If you
mean I'm interrupting your work just as she did—hwgétting hurt wasn't
my idea." She didn't look at him. "Besides, I'm tie¢ one who came to a
photo shoot uninvited. You could have been workilmig morning, but



instead, you were hassling me, and that's why Imanthe light in the first
place.”

He said calmly, "I wondered how long it would bddve | got the blame."

Erika bit her lip. "That's not what | meant, exgctim not saying it was your
fault.”

"Just that if | hadn't been there, it wouldn't hae@pened. Right?"
The bell rang again, and he got up to answer it.

"Amos, be careful,” she called after him. "You tietire neighbor say the
lobby was full of people. If there are reportersl gghotographers down
there, one of them could slip past Stephen."

"I thought you believed Stephen was invincible,"shéd over his shoulder.

This time, however, he returned in just moment$ Kielly following close
behind. He didn't come in, but Kelly stepped .ieside bedroom, took one
look at Erika and gasped.

"What is the matter with you?" Erika snapped. "bwnit's not pretty, but
I'm not exactly the Beast from the fairy tale, eithFor heaven's sake,
Kelly—"

"But it's gotten so much worse! What are you gamdo?"

Erika took another look in the mirror. Without amgakeup at all, the bruise
did look worse. It seemed to be even angrier thdrad been just a few
minutes ago, before she'd started smoothing ma&etgpthe abused skin.
Maybe Amos had a point about leaving it alone.

It was time to face facts. No matter how hard sieelfthe best she'd be able
to do was knock down the contrast, not eliminatdtdgether. There would
be no hiding this.



She surrendered and stood up. "There's nothing nhucén do," she
admitted. "Let's go into the living room where wande comfortable."

Kelly nodded slowly. "And we can talk about howhandle everything. |
brought your calendar, so we can decide what téppos, what you can
handle by conference call—"

"What are you talking about?" Erika led the waypitite living room and
stopped on the threshold.

Amos's laptop computer was on the coffee table,rhing, and he was
sitting on the couch, staring at the screen.

"Sorry," she said hastily. "I didn't mean to inteud didn't realize you were
working in here."

"Come on in. | only moved to keep a closer eye on."yYHe shut the
computer and leaned back on the couch, danglingraisge juice bottle
between two fingers. "Want something to drink. kel

"Sure," she said, but she was still staring at &rikfou can't go out in
public looking this way."

"Of course I'm going out," Erika said flatly. "I'¥@a business to run. | can't
just disappear till this is gone."

"You have to. You cannot be seen like this."
"It was an accident, Kelly."

"Accident or not," Kelly said firmly, "it's a puldirelations nightmare. The
Face of Ladylove cannot be seen with a black eye."

"It's not like the fall ad campaign is going to uisas a theme."
"But that's just it, Erika. Wherever you go, youaewalking ad for the

company. So what does it say about Ladylove whamr yoakeup can't
camouflage a bruise?"



Erika opened her mouth to argue, and closed itnagdiis is not your
average bruise," she said finally.

"Well, we market Ladylove products as not your ager cosmetics, too.
Look," Kelly said, "I came over here to warn yowabthe powwow that the
marketing people and the advertising people angulic relations people
had, starting about three minutes after you ledtlihilding. | thought they
were overreacting, but now—"

Erika was starting to get a really bad feeling. fWiae? What are they up to
now?"

"They were plotting damage control. | thought tixgre being ridiculous to
worry about it, but now that I've seen you—" Shghsd. "Erika, they're
right. You can't go out in public like this."

"You're seeing me at the absolute worst."

Amos came back with an orange juice for Kelly. &tdrto disagree," he
said, "but I think it'll be even blacker by mornihg

"Oh, that's comforting,” Erika snapped.

"Two or three days and it'll be turning purple. Amer three and it'll be
green, and then it'll fade to yellow—"

"Thank you very much," Erika said. "Actually you'peetty much proved
my point, Amos. | can't be out of commission foweek while this goes
away."

Amos shrugged. "What are the options?"

Erika mentally ticked off the things she'd alreadwsidered and rejected.
Picture hat, blanket...The only new one she cduilcktof was wearing a
paper bag over her head—and the problem with thathaving to cut out
holes for her eyes, which meant she'd be right bewére she started. A
paper bag combined with very large sunglassesapsrh



"What about the makeup they were using today femptioto shoot?" Amos
asked. "That stuff looked like it was industriakestgth."”

"It is," Erika said. "And it photographs beautifah- but in person anyone
wearing it looks like a corpse. You only saw meim light today, and then
later | was wearing a towel and an ice pack—so gmin't get the full
effect.”

"Come to think of it," he mused, "yalid look pretty well dead on your feet.
You mean you seriously don't use the real stuthaads? If the famous
Face of Ladylove isn't really wearing Ladylove prot$ at all, that's false
advertising."

"Of course it's really our product. It's a spediak we've formulated
especially for actresses and models, just for girafhs."

"Ariel even that wouldn't be strong enough,” Keflgid. "Not to cover
this...difficulty.”

"That's why | think the only sensible thing to ddace it," Erika argued. "I'll
just admit | smacked into a light, and I'll go oithwmy life. A couple of
days of speculation and there won't be anythirtgdeay."”

"Don't bet on it,” Kelly warned. "I tried to talké marketing and PR and ad
people into waiting a while before they did anythino see how bad it
actually was, but—"

"l don't think I'm going to like this," Erika mutted.
"They felt if it turned out not to be too bad, thienvouldn't matter much
what anybody said. But if it was awful, then theaeded to do something

immediately, to kill the story before it could gegood start.”

Erika put her face in her hands—and hastily lifteaut again, because the
pressure of her fingertips hurt.

"So they assembled everybody who was at the shmbthaeatened them
with immediate termination if they talked. The oféil policy is that nothing



happened to you today. We got the shot we needathimry, and you went
home to enjoy your honeymoon."

Erika gritted her teeth. "I'll fire every last ookthem."

"They were only doing what they thought was belkelly argued. "You
know there are always reporters nosing around évieyyou do. And you
have to admit, Erika, you were hardly in any positio be making decisions
right then."

Amos leaned back into the depths of the couchiftbey've already denied
that anything happened...”

"And then you show up with a black eye and a safygut running into a
light..." Kelly added.

Nobody would believe it, that was sure. They woadid two plus two and
end up with a whole lot more. Th&entinel'ssum would probably be
somewhere around ninety- seven.

Erika was stuck.

"I hope you have some hobbies, honey,” Amos s@ldcduse it appears
you're going to have some time on your hands toyehiem."

They spread Erika's calendar out on the kitchele talnd it took more than
an hour for her and Kelly to hash out the fine pBinto decide what could
be passed along to someone else to take care aff Bxika could handle by
phone, and what could be put off until she was ad¢ke office in a week.
"A week," she muttered, hardly believing what stes\saying.

"You'd better figure on ten days,” Amos said asdm®e in with the bundle
of mail which had just been delivered. "Just inecas

Erika tried to ignore himlt can't possibly be more than a weskg told
herself.I'm a fast healer.



After Kelly left with a list of cryptic-looking insuctions, Erika went
looking for Amos. It didn't take long to find him-nad that, she figured, was
going to be part of the problem.

He'd apparently taken his computer back into thg &w& it wasn't on the

coffee table any more. But he was still settlethmliving room. When she
came in, he was lounging on the couch, a notepad op his knee and a
pen in hand.

She wondered whether he was contemplating his stanis life.

She had to admit to feeling a little sympathy fonhThis was hardly the
way he'd expected things to work out, either. He'ohe to the photo shoot
in an attempt to make the whole scenario look tehbd been a misguided
move, perhaps, but she didn't doubt that it had laegincere one. And now
everything was turned upside down.

She cleared her throat.

Amos tore a sheet from the notebook, wadded therpapo a ball and
lofted it toward the wastebasket with a profesdibmeking flick of the
wrist. ' 'What can | do for you?"

"We'll need to come to some kind of arrangementakn't anywhere in my
plans to spend all my time at home, and I'm sdrtlgat's going to throw a
wrench into your work. But | can hardly camp outig bedroom.”

Amos shrugged. "It's your apartment. I'm just tbedeguest.”

Guest...An idea fluttered through her mind and she seizedThat's
brilliant, Amos."

He looked a little wary.

"Just because I'm confined to the apartment doesein you can't go
anywhere," Erika said eagerly. "You could checloiathotel or go to a
resort—" She stopped, because there was something gaze which was
almost pitying.



"Without you?" he said quietly. "But my dear—I cdalt leave my bride
alone on our honeymoon. Just think what$eatinelwould make of that."

She bit her lip. He was right, of course—she haglréin considered how it
would look if he moved out just a day or two aftee wedding. But the net
effect of her accident was that now they were sweig to each other's
company twenty-four hours a day.

How had she ever managed to convince herself teating a marriage on
paper would have no real effect on her life? It hidooked so easy. So
sensible. So smooth. So quickly finished. But now..

A week in her apartment under any conditions, ameldsbe suffering a
massive case of cabin fever. A week of being lockgd with a

roommate—any roommate—and she'd be climbing théswRlt a week
shut up in the same few rooms with Amos, and shddveehopingto lose

her mind altogether.

The thought of the week possibly stretching to dexys made her feel
physically ill.

She'd never before thought of her apartment asrap®d, tiny space. But
by the time this was over, Erika thought grimly,e'sh probably be
convinced she was living in a closet.

In the confines of the apartment, there was cleaoyway to avoid each
other, and—feeling a bit perverse—Erika decidedtodty to stay out of
Amos's way.

As Amos himself had said, it was her apartment,hgt And he was the
reason she was injured. Not that she was tryirshifo the responsibility for
her own carelessness onto him, exactly, but stilll heen the proximate
cause. If having her around all the time botherigd, hhen he had only
himself to blame.



As far as Erika was concerned, she wasn't goingatste time holding a
grudge about the accident. She would simply igrome and go on about
her life as best she could.

She would start, she decided, by taking advantagesaare opportunity to
do nothing.

She hadn't even had enough energy or time to nttigeshe was still
wearing the royal-blue satin blouse that had beengs the costume for the
photo shoot, much less to realize how crumpledraakieup-stained it was
from the long day. But finally, with Kelly gone ardening drawing in, she
took a long bubble bath and got into the most cotalide nightgown she
owned, a silky dark-red floor-length model trimmiedblack lace, with a
matching brocade robe. Then she took a tray ofksnato the living room.

The room was quiet. The CD which had been playartjex had finished,
and only the muted sounds of traffic from the dtfee below broke the
silence.

Amos was lying on the couch. At first glance, Erikaught he was asleep,
but he must have heard the whisper of brocade sigdie marble floor in
the hallway, for he opened one eye when she came in

"l hope you don't mind," she said. "But this is thy television set in the
apartment, and I'd like to watch it tonight.”

"Not at all," he said, and sat up.

Erika curled up on the end of the couch, wherelgather was still warm
from his feet, picked up a carrot stick to munchd eegan flipping
channels.

"Carrot sticks," he said. "Celery stalks. Greengsstrips.”

"Help yourself." It didn't take long to decide tisie hadn't missed much by
not watching TV on a regular basis. "Have you sbenmovie?"



Amos glanced at the screen. "Everybody's seemtbige, Erika. It's older
than the two of us put together." He got up antthef room.

One point to mekrika thought. But she didn't feel quite the sesfdeumph
she'd expected to, by retaking her living room. Séitled deeper into the
couch and tried to pick up the thread of the story.

He was back in a few minutes, with an enormousachow! that she'd never
seen before, piled high with popcorn. "Help yoursdie said. "You look
surprised. If it's the fact that | can make popg¢perhaps | should warn you
that | can reheat a taco with the best of them;' too

"No, | was just startled that you own a bowl theesdf a small swimming
pool and obviously intended just for popcorn, sitie's what it says on the
side. It didn't seem like the sort of thing a sengian would carry around."

"Popcorn, tacos, pizza and beer,” Amos said, tgckiem off on his fingers.
"The single man's four main food groups." He setgbpcorn bowl squarely
in the middle of the couch and lounged at the oppend.

Since she'd missed the first half hour of the mderé&a found it hard to get
absorbed in the story. And she suspected, thougtppeared to be paying
attention to the show, that Amos felt just aboetdame. She could feel him
watching her instead of the movie.

Though perhaps that was only her imagination, sieel to tell herself,
because she couldn't quite catch him doing it. Vétiaenshe glanced at him
from the corner of her eye, he was always lookinttpe screen.

How perfectly egotistical it was, she told hersilfsuspect that just because
she was in the room he must be so aware of herhthavas sneaking
sideways looks. And even if he was watching hetidih't mean the interest
was personal. Maybe, she told herself irritably,wees just studying the
purplish blotch on the side of her face as if isv@aRorschach test.

In fact, that was far more likely, since he hadiibwn any particular
interest otherwise. He'd kissed her at the litedaayquet for practice and
for show, but not because of desire. Those kisadsken purely clinical.



And though it was she who had forgotten all abbatdustomary kiss at the
end of the wedding ceremony, he'd had such a @gxiclise that she couldn't
believe he hadn't thought it out ahead of time.

And that was exactly the way she wanted it, Erdtd berself. It was just as
well that he didn't find her particularly attractivit was inconvenient
enough to have to share a small space with him&gs on end, but it would
be unbearable if he was putting pressure on heat\Wbuld she do, she
wondered idly, if—instead of just sitting there walaing the movie with the
popcorn bowl safely forming a barricade betweemmthéhe was leaning
closer, putting an arm around her, stroking hesahrinviting her to make
love with him... She closed her eyes. She couldsirfeel his touch, his
warmth...

A husky whisper tugged at her senses. ' 'Erikae tfior bed. Let's go,
sweetheart."

She smiled, amused by how realistic her fantasyded, and then as she
opened her eyes she realized this wasn't an iluaiaall. Her head was

against his shoulder, his arm was around her, amdreath was warm

against her cheek. She sat up straight, almositghgr face against his in
her panic. "What do you think you're doing?"

"Getting you aroused, of course,"” Amos said.

Her mouth went dry. She couldn't decide whichatetl her more—what he
was doing, or the blatant way he'd admitted it.

"But only enough to get you across the hall andyput to bed," he added
calmly. "Alone. If you were hoping for something raantimate than that,
you'll have to wake up completely, because ravighansemiconscious
woman has never been my idea of a good time."

Now Erika was awake, all right—and furious. "Thakie only way you'd
ever get me into bed!"

"Really? In that case, perhaps you should explaiw hyou define
semiconscious."



He sounded as if he really wanted to know, andrede Erika even more
irritable. She jumped up. The belt of her brocaml#ercaught on the arm of
the couch. She pulled it loose and stalked actassaill.

"Hey, don't go away angry,"” Amos advised. "You ntigh able to change
my mind if you work at it. Maybe I've just never méhe right
semiconscious woman."

Erika hoped he'd follow her, so she'd have therspleasure of slamming
her bedroom door in his face.

She was halfway to her room when the doorbell r&tge almost didn't
believe what she was hearing. "Who on earth woalgisiting at this hour
of the night?"

Amos frowned. "It's not all that late."
Erika ducked into her bedroom.

Amos looked through the peephole and then unlo¢keddoor. "Just a
delivery man," he called.

Delivery man? But at this time of day, who woulddsivering? And what
was he bringing?

Puzzled, Erika peeked around the door frame. Shklicd see the visitor,
only a large luggage cart piled high with boxesid'®ou order anything,
Amos?" she asked suspiciously. ' 'Or is all thisnysiuff? | thought you said
you'd moved everything yesterday."

"I did," Amos said.

Stephen poked his head around the end of the'tTaey're wedding gifts,"
he said. "They've been building up downstairs, #umnslis the first chance
I've had to deliver them. | didn't think you'd mindhat time it was, since
you—" His gaze fell on Erika, and his eyes widened



"Yes, it's a terrible black eye," she said impatierand then realized he
wasn't looking at her face at all. He was staringex red brocade robe.
She'd forgotten that her belt had come loose, hachadn't noticed that as
she flounced across the hall, the shawl collarstigged until it was almost
off her shoulders, displaying the lacy straps awdide of the gown

underneath.

Stephen's gaze slid from her to Amos, and for itts¢ ime Erika realized
that his hair was so disheveled it looked as ifcsheen running her fingers
through it.

"Since you're not doing anything anyway," Stephemtwon, as if he hadn't

heard a word she'd said. "I'm not interrupting img—-" He gulped. "Am
|?"



CHAPTER SEVEN

ERIKA tugged her robe higher and tightened the belt.ctidfse we weren't
doing anything, Stephen.”

"At least not anything that we want to talk aboudtrhos agreed cheerfully.
"Where do you want to put the plunder, Erika?"

Send it all backshe almost said.

Amos seemed to see the words trembling on heahigdsadded hastily, "The
dining room, | think, since we aren't planning &vé dinner parties for a
while. And it'll be a convenient place for Erikavioite thank-you notes, too.
I'll help unload the cart.”

He sounded quite pleased with himself, Erika thoug§he bit her tongue
and waited while the two men maneuvered the carrat the corner into
the small dining room.

When everything had been unloaded onto the tabte Stephen had
manhandled the cart back out to the service elewste turned to Amos. "A
convenient place fameto write thank-you notes?"

"l thought that was a nice, realistic touch. Anldas the advantage of being
true, too. Since I'll be working in the den—"

"Of course it's also a little chauvinistic, assignihat job to me.”
"l see where it could sound that way," Amos condedBut it's dead sure
that these packages are all from people | donWwkrmy friends wouldn't

even know where to send gifts.”

"To say nothing of the fact that you didn't invéeyone to the wedding, so
they'd see no reason to give you anything."

"That, too. At any rate, | can hardly be countedamstrike the right chord in
a note of thanks to people | don't know. I'm jugjgesting a fair division of



labor—I'll write the notes to my friends, you wrilge ones to yours. Now
that we have that settled—"

"You just had to be macho, didn't you?"

"What are you talking about?" He sounded honesitprised. "l wasn't
trying to show off my muscles."”

"No. | meant the way you suggested that we wedrnat.$tephen had..."

"Oh, | see. What's really bothering you is that gon't like me leaving the
impression he was interrupting an intimate episode.

"You don't have to playact for Stephen, for heawvsake."

"l didn't. | just took advantage of an opportunitiien it presented itself. It
was very clever of you to shrug halfway out of yooioe like that, by the
way. You presented an extremely suggestive andteféepicture.”

She pulled the robe's collar higher. "You know eeittly « well | didn't do

that on purpose. What was the point of your ligeFformance, anyway?
Stephen's already in on the secret. You were justusing things for no
good reason."

"He was in on the secret. But now he doesn't duntav what's going on."

"That's what | mean. There was no point in... Usilgsu're saying you don't
even trusStephen?"

"It's not a matter of trust,” Amos said thoughtyullBut you see, Stephen's
just a little too straightforward to be a good ligte'll be much more
convincing now when he issues a denial, becausehé be lying."

Erika shook her head a little, trying to cleaf'You're deliberately trying to
mix him up about what's going on?"

"People who know you very well know how you feebab Stephen. So
they'll expect that he'll have the whole story, &mel/'ll ask him. Like it or



not, as long as we're locked up together in théstapent, Stephen's going to
be fielding questions. I'm just making it easier fom to say he doesn't
know."

He'd hit the target there, no doubt about it. Ténedr people who were in
possession of the entire truth, the less chance thas that someone would
slip up. In fact, Erika herself had followed thergalogic when she hadn't
told Kelly every last detail.

Still, having to admit that he was right annoyed Iheartily. "Well, in that
case, why stop with merely being suggestive?" shé. SNext time he
brings up a load of gifts, let's just open the dfworhim and then throw
ourselves down on the floor right in front of thertcand demonstrate. Then
he not only wouldn't have to lie, he wouldn't evieave to use his
imagination!"

Amos didn't say anything, but his long slow smieg Erika plenty of time
to regret that she'd opened her mouth without pgusd think first. "I
mean..." she began.

"Oh, don't ruin it just when you're finally gettimigto the spirit of things."
Amos tapped a toe against the marble floor of tiieaace foyer. "But | tell
you what—Ilet's plan to move into the living roomfdyre we start that
demonstration. The carpet would be much more cdafite than the cold
rock out here."

Since she wasn't going to the office, there wabkuroy about getting up at
all. At least that was what Erika told herself tiext morning. Her hesitation
to get dressed and leave her bedroom had nothidg wath Amos and that
crackpot conversation last night, she assured lieféey'd both been tired
and punchy, that was all. It would probably taldag or two to adjust to the
situation, but once they'd gotten the hang of stayut of each other's
way,'everything would be fine.

She luxuriated in a hot shower and looked at sifedint outfits. It was
tempting to simply put on a fresh nightgown instefigetting dressed at all.



But it would hardly be smart. She'd gotten hersenough hot water last
night with the red silk and brocade set, and shewwabout to ask for more
trouble. Even the most innocuous and voluminougemtotton gown was
still a nightie—and heaven forbid that Amos get itiea she was issuing
some sort of invitation.

But everything else in her closet seemed too fortmalear around the
apartment. Her entire wardrobe consisted of swtswork and fancy

dresses for evening occasions. Even the few pasitsioeé owned were the
dressy sort intended for the office, tailored, caloordinated and far too
elegant for a day of lounging around at home—ara&e forbid that Amos

get the idea she was dressing up for his sake.

Maybe she should just put on her workout clothéstTvould certainly get
the message across that she wasn't trying to impieswith her elegance.
Of course, most of her exercise things were skmtand elastic so they
wouldn't be a hazard on the gym equipment dowrsstaind heaven forbid
Amos think she was sending an entirely differemt sbmessage...

You can't win, Erika. Just put something on.

She finally chose a pair of navy blue trousers frome pants set and a
lighter blue turtleneck from another, ignored heakeup kit and padded
down the hall barefoot. With any luck, Amos woulgkady be hard at work
in the den and he wouldn't even hear her soft fepss

But he wasn't in the den. He was in the kitchen—smmieone was with
him.

She hovered in the hallway, listening not to thevassation but to the
voices. Amos's visitor was a woman—and a womanweémhaving a good
time. That was obvious from the occasional bubblaughter.

But the woman's voice suddenly sobered. "Maybesjmuld check on her
again, Amos."

Erika relaxed and stepped across the thresholdod@aorning, Kelly. |
thought we'd decided to only talk on the phoneadew days because it



would draw too much attention if you were comingand out of the
apartment all the time."

"See?" Amos said. "l told you she was fine."
Erika raised an eyebrow at him. "What's this alotfcking on me?"

"I came down to tell you Kelly was here, but | lebdtre shower running so |
left you alone.” He set a plate in front of Kelbyt he was looking at Erika.
"'Nice job of accessorizing the eye—dressingdfilue that way makes you
match from head to toe. Bacon and eggs?"

She shuddered. "No, thanks—but tell me, which ef ¢lngle man's four
food groups does that combination fit into?"

"Roll it into a tortilla shell and it counts asacb. How about coffee?" He
didn't wait for an answer but handed her a stearmumg

"Real coffee?" Erika inhaled. "This smells almost good as Kelly's
cappuccino.”

"It's better," Kelly said. She picked up her fdikkbrought the final draft of
the contract on the La Croix deal. Once you sigroofthat, the offer can go
to Felix."And once Felix signs and the paperwotlgaks through, then all
of this will be overErika thoughtThe sooner we get started, the bettdi.
read it right now while you have breakfast.”

"l also brought over the results from the photoattor you to look at."
"That's fast service." Even if it did seem at leastear ago since the last
flash had gone off in her face, it was still lesart twenty-four hours since
the shoot had come to its abrupt end.

"The ad manager was anxious to see what we golly &&d.

"He must have been, to have pushed the photokaltHat. How bad are the
pictures?"



"I've seen worse." Kelly pushed a portfolio acrttestable.
"He wants to schedule another shoot, of course?"

"Well, the whole team is under a bit of time pressurhe campaign's
already running late because your trip to Euromhpd the shoot back, and
your accident couldn't have come at a worse morfent.

Erika reached for the portfolio. Inside were teffiedlent photos, each larger
than life-size. She flipped through them dispassiely and tossed the
portfolio back on the table. The photos spilled adl slid across the slick
surface. "Well, there's nothing outstanding in tlattch. Tell him |
sympathize, but unless he wants to photograph npeafile, it'll have to
wait."

"He won't be very happy to hear that," Kelly warndde wanted to come
himself—to reason with you, as he put it."

"About what? Has he convinced himself the coverny&tdrue after all?"
"l told him your orders were that only | could ¥iSi

"Great thinking, Kelly. Now he's probably convinckeh just hiding out
because | want a vacation. If he insists, let hime over—he can see for
himself how impossible it is."

Amos pushed the photographs around as if he weaaging playing cards
for a magic trick. "You're on to something therek& A profile would at
least stand out from the crowd. There's no majtferdince between these
pictures and every other Ladylove ad in the laatydHe pushed the photos
aside with a fingertip.

"Continuity is an important factor in advertising;lika pointed out.

"But sameness isn't. Why bother with another sidwn he could pull a
photo from the last one, use a computer prograchange the color of your
collar, put on the tag line of the month, and rutinw? Nobody would know
the difference."”



"Of course they would. There are subtle distinctief
"Distinctions the public never notices."

' 'They may not realize it, but at some level theait a minute. How
would you happen to know what every Ladylove adh@ last year has
looked like?"

Amos raised an eyebrow. "My dear, everybody invlestern world knows
what Ladylove ads look like. Your face is everywehér

"Well, yes," she admitted. "But why would you haead special attention
to a cosmetics company's ads? It's not exactlyduyot that a guy would
have reason to notice, like if we were sellingiogurance or computers or
racquetball equipment.”

"Racquetball." Amos's voice was wistful, and hewdtke word out as if it
were a lover's name. "You realize, of course, itteatruel to remind me that
I'm missing out on racquetball, shut up here."

"Yeah, well, I'm missing out on my exercise roufite®." Erika refused to

be distracted. "Are you some kind of advertisingige? One of those guys
who makes a whole career out of studying advegisampaigns and telling
the company everything they're doing wrong?"

She realized, just a little too late, that Kellysagiving her a very odd look,
but it took her an instant to figure out why hesisgnt was acting so
puzzled.

When it hit her, it seemed so obvious that she emalsarrassed. Kelly was
startled not because of the question but becausssiErika who was asking
it.

And once she stopped to think it over, it did seeine the kind of thing she
should have already known about Amos—what exattlyas that he had
done for a living, before he'd decided to writeak She'd married the
man, after all. It looked a bit odd not to know thesics.



Come to think of it, though, whatdhe been doing? She didn't even know
for certain how old he was. Past thirty, surely—aethimeant he must have
been knocking around the world for a few years.

Unless he'd been living with his parents, who mighte gotten annoyed at
his lack of progress on the book, so they'd finddhpwn him out—and that
was why he'd taken the job as Stephen's assistant.

Maybe you're the one who should be writing fiction, Erika told herself.

"Never mind," she said briskly. "Kelly, I'm going go read this contract so
| don't keep you waiting any longer than necesSary.

"Fresh coffee to take with you?" Amos asked. H&gucup her cup and
went to refill it.

"Take your time," Kelly said. "l can send a couroeter this afternoon to
pick up the papers.”

Erika shook her head. ' 'No matter how good theieogervice is, I'd rather
know exactly who's got possession of them. Thethaisy) we need is for the
Sentinelto get a copy. Enjoy your breakfast—it won't take long."

She picked up the legal folder and headed almadstratically for the den.
As she left the kitchen she heard Kelly ask, "L&t guess. You're really
working for some new ad agency that's trying tolgetylove's business."”

Erika couldn't help it. She paused in midstepgteh for the answer.

"And | married Erika just so | could whisper new sldgans into her ear
while she sleeps,” Amos said. "You know—sublimisalggestion and
hypnosis, so that one of these mornings she'll wakeonvinced to hire my
firm."

Erika recognized the tone of voice—matter-of-faatd aabsolutely
saintly—and she could picture the cherubic expogsavhich always
accompanied it. In short, he was lying his head 8ffe just hoped Kelly
was getting the full effect.



His tone became brisk. "Sorry to disappoint youl|l\Kd wish | was a
hotshot, because Ladylove could use one."

Now that, Erika was certain, was the truth. Shd juasn't quite sure
whether or not to feel relieved. She was glad tovkrhat her original
suspicion had been wrong— that Amos wasn't somgtimare than he'd
seemed, and that he hadn't had hidden motivesdtahimg her.

Yet if he was telling the truth about being no mtiven a casual viewer of
Ladylove's ads—well, that part wasn't exactly camnfig. If from his
random, chance exposure, he thought all the congpailg looked alike,
then many of their target customers probably hadst#ime impression. And
if the public perception was that all the ads wlesame...

"Then we might as well stop wasting money on praayoew ones, and
just rerun the old set," Erika muttered.

She'd definitely have to think about that oBat not todayshe told herself.
You have more important concerns to deal with today

The door of the den stood open, and Amos's compuaehumming on the
desk. He must have been at work already this mgmimen Kelly arrived.
He'd been gone long enough, however, that therstrage gone black rather
than displaying whatever he'd been working on wtherdoorbell rang.

It was probably just as well, Erika thought, tHa tomputer had put itself
to sleep so she wouldn't be tempted to snitch oproenise. She'd given her
pledge not to read his first draft, but it wouldredeen almighty difficult to
look at a screen full of words and keep herselhfreading even a sentence
or two. And to read a bit and then pretend that khdn't would be
dishonest. Perhaps even more to the point, it nughte impossible.

Because what if she read half a page and hatedrh&te was no
guaranteeing that just because she liked Amog] ashs® like his work.

No, it was much better not to have any idea whavae writing/Then she
wouldn't have to pretend not to have any idea vii@iovel was about.
Because even though the odds were that she'd-like i



Because you like Amos, you'd probably like his work

Now that was odd. She'd never thought about itegihiat way before. In
fact, whether or not she liked him had never edtér® the equation. He'd
been a means to an end, that was all, and if $la@ldo rank her feelings
about him on a scale, she'd have said they fellesdmare between
indifference and aggravation. He certainly wasorhgone she would have
chosen as a friend—he was nothing like Stephen, whe easy and
predictable and calming to be around.

Of course, she hadn't exactly been looking forianft. She'd needed
someone who was presentable, believable and anarsyermugh to be of
no interest to the tabloids.

And for salea little voice at the back of her brain remindBon't forget
that part. He never would have been interestedom iy it wasn't for the
money.

"And that's just fine with me," Erika said firmlgtill, she was fortunate to
find, since they had been thrown together, thatditie't actively dislike
him after all. This would all have been much mor#ialt if they'd
despised each other.

When Erika came back into the kitchen, Kelly's @laédd been pushed aside
and she was sitting with elbows on the table ardche cradled in her
hands. "I've been at Ladylove for about three yeale said. "l was hired to
be Erika's personal assistant on the first photmtshshe did. You know,
just a warm body to run for a comb or a water Bo&b she didn't have to
leave the set. Then when she took over in the loéick, she wanted
someone she could trust..."

"Having a nice chat?" Erika laid the folder on thble.
Kelly looked up, eyes wide.
Obviously, Erika thought, she'd been so engrossele conversation that

she hadn't even heard her boss come in. And jusbwdsusly, something
was different now than it had been before, becHiedlg hadn't reacted this



way the first time Erika appeared. She'd even lm®ouraging Amos to
come and get Erika, while now...

She looks nervous. As if she's been caught domegtbing she shouldn't.

Well, that answer was obvious, Erika thought. Kelgs flirting with
Amos, and she was afraid that Erika would be angftyat a shame it was
that she couldn't just tell Kelly to enjoy herseliecause despite the
entanglements of the moment, Amos was free fotakiag.

But she couldn't say it. What was it Amos had salbut Stephen?
Something about being much more convincing whenskeed a denial
because he wasn't lying. The same went for Keflgparse.

If Felix liked the deal he was being offered, tikaily— and everyone else
in New York City—would know before long that Amosagva free agent.
But in the meantime...

"How was the contract?" Kelly asked.

Erika had to pull her thoughts back to the subjdcmade a few margin
notes for the lawyers to look at. But | think wittose things cleared up, we
can send it over to Felix and see what he says."

"That sounds like cause for celebration," Amos .said

It was no surprise to Erika that he was lookingvemd to freedom. She
shook her head. "Not just yet. It's only a preliamn offer, so the
negotiations could still have a very long way to"gghe moved around the
kitchen island to pour herself another cup of aaffe

Kelly stood up, smoothing her skirt. "I'll get theocess started. It was nice
talking to you, Amos."

But she didn't seem to be in any hurry to leaveHidka could hear their
voices by the front door for several minutes.



When Amos came back to the kitchen, Erika wadle Btartled. "l thought
you'd be going straight to work."

"Sorry to intrude on you."
"No, I just meant... You're not intruding:h just surprised you came back.
"l wanted another cup of coffee to take with me."

Of course he hadn't come to talk to her. "l jusined the last cup for myself,
but I'll make another pot."

She expected that he'd leave then, but instead Aeaoged against the
island and watched while she filled the coffeemaitet plugged it in.

The scrutiny made her nervous. "I'll bring you @ evhen it's done,"” she
offered finally. "It's no trouble—it's not like ldve a lot of things to occupy
my time."

Still he didn't move. "What are you going to doagd"

"I don't know. It's very quiet here in the daytinmsn't it?"

"Up here it seems to be," he said dryly. "Downstaras another story."
"Well, yes. | don't quite know what to do with mifse

"How long has it been since you've had a week gveay the office?”

"You mean when | haven't been traveling for the pany?"

"That answers my question.” He cleared Kelly'septat the table and put it
in the dishwasher. "Doesn't your phone ever ring?"

"Not often. Most of my calls go to the office."

"But right now people must be wondering how you'are



"Remember? Officially, nothing happened. I'm justroy honeymoon."

"Ah, yes. I'd almost forgotten. It's funny what egpeng alone on your
wedding night will do to one's memory." He movedsdr, raising a hand to
gently push her hair back from her temple to insgee bruise. "It's looking

a little better than | expected. But | do havedy that particular shade of
purple isn't really your color.”

"It was your idea not to even try to cover it ughe said almost defensively.
"In case it'll heal faster."

He didn't move his hand away. "Does it bother ytemvl look?"

"Not really,"” she lied. "I can't judge it myself-sithard to see the whole
effect in a mirror."

So if it doesn't bother you, Erika, why can't yaand still? she asked
herself.

"Besides," she said, "it's not like we're datingaoything."

"No, we're just on our honeymoon." His voice wag. dOut of curiosity,
Erika, how long has it been since a guy's seenwthout makeup?"

She considered. "You mean besides the artists winydface for the photo
shoots? | don't really remember. | was about twelten my father took me
to Ladylove's headquarters so they could give rssoles, and after that—"

"'Whew. Getting formal instruction must have takdirihe fun out of being
a little girl and playing dress-up with your motsdipstick."

"Nobodytouched my mother's lipstick.” She dumped the sicdédner coffee
and rinsed her cup with warm water, so she digvetio look at him. "Do
you like Kelly?"

"She seems very pleasant.”



Erika hadn't exactly expected him to be effusivug, His guarded tone and
the fact that he'd waited just a second too longntewer startled her. That
sort of caution could only mean one thing—he reblkgd Kelly, but he
didn't want to admit it to Erika.

Not that she could blame him—»but it didn't matteher. They were both
nice people, and she'd be pleased to see themmggther eventually, if that
was the way things worked out.

Absolutely thrilled, in factshe told herselfiNo question about it.

Erika had been right—the apartment was very quieo quiet,Amos
thought. Unnaturally quiet. It was, in fact, jusiost of silent-as-the-grave
quiet.

He didn't count the muted hum of traffic from faldowv, because that was
nothing more than white noise at this distance. Aeddidn't count the

occasional cycle of the heating system, either. W& was listening

for—and it annoyed the hell out of him when he el it—was Erika.

He knew she was there, somewhere inside the folls wlathe apartment,

because she couldn't possibly be anywhere elseh&teagreed to stay
under cover for Ladylove's sake, and he didn't tthdt she'd do what she
said she would. But even if it hadn't been for pi@mise, he didn't think

she'd be eager to go out. That was a beauty o&ek ldye, one that no
woman would be eager to show off. Especially nobenan whose face was
such a crucial part of her work and her identity.

The thing that had really surprised him was wheg'dslvalked into the

kitchen this morning wearing no makeup at all. Esr@ugh she didn't seem
to be nearly as vain as he would have expecteBdhe of Ladylove to be,
he would never have guessed that she would préseself to the world

without the mask that cosmetics provided.

Not that she needed the help of makeup. The daikéon the side of her
face only served to accent the porcelain perfeaifdhe rest of her skin.



And, of course, she hadn't intended to face thelewvorld, or even Kelly.
Only Amos. And she'd made it quite plain that whelne was concerned,
Amos didn't count.

It's not like we're dating or anythinghe'd said. He wondered if she had any
idea how naive that had sounded.

Naive—maybehe told himselfBut true. And a guy with any smarts at all
wouldn't forget it.

He shifted uncomfortably in the desk chair. It v@dgtle too small for him,
intended more for someone Erika's size. Thoughnatsetall for a woman,
she was fine-boned and delicate...

How could she possibly be making no noise out théiiee walls weren't
thick enough to block every sound. This morningd lbeen able to hear the
shower running in her bathroom before he'd evesedaa hand to knock on
her door.

What could she possibly be doing that was producmgound at all?
Maybe if she was asleep...

But surely she shouldn't be sleepy. It wasn't duaoh- time yet, and she
hadn't gotten up till late. Unless she'd lain awake night, she shouldn't be
short of sleep. Maybe the pain medication she'drtafesterday was still
affecting her. Or maybe the doctor had been wrond she had a
concussion after all. Maybe she was lying somewbeo®nscious...

He'd been concentrating so hard on the lack ofenthiat when the crash
echoed through the apartment, he almost believadhé&'d imagined it.
Even so, he was out of his chair and down the befibre he stopped to
think, skidding to a halt on the threshold of theirg room.

Erika was standing next to the table, a wrappe#agein her arms. Around
her, on the floor, lay a tumbled pile of boxes, ahé was looking at him
with dismay flooding her eyes. He wondered how nuafdier consternation
was because of the mess and how much was simpysede'd showed up.



At least now he knew why he hadn't been able to heauntil the crash.
She was as far from the den as it was possible #mld still stay inside the
apartment.

"What did you do?" he asked. "Just yank one outhef bottom of the
stack?"

She gave him a look that made him feel singed albagdges. "Of course
not. | do have a nodding acquaintance with the epnaf gravity."

"Sorry." His voice felt gruff.

"It appears to me that the gentlemen who did thekstg weren't being
careful. I quite understand why Stephen was inreyhia get out of here in a
hurry last night—but what's your excuse?"

Amos decided he'd just as soon not answer thatesoied changing the
subject. "Why were you messing with this, anyway?"

"l was trying to rearrange it all so the piles wanit collapse. Now | have to
open everything to find out which one has the bnogdass in it."

"Yeah, | thought | heard a kind of tinkle—" He sWaled the rest of the
sentence. "l guess maybe | should help."

"Oh, not at all," she said pleasantly. "Go on biackork."

Of course she wanted him to go away. She'd trigtutige him out of the
kitchen the minute Kelly had left, and she'd beasiding him ever since. It
was enough to make a man feel ornery. "That'sglit.r The writing's not
going very well this morning."

"What a shame," Erika said. The sarcasm in heewis so delicate that if
he hadn't expected it, the barb might have gonelugéhead entirely.

Amos started to pick up the fallen boxes, givingheane an experimental
shake. "What's the big deal? You were going to @bethese anyway."



"As a matter of fact, | wasn't. The appropriatej@tte, if the marriage
doesn't last, is to return the gifts—so | coulddivakeep them, under the
circumstances."

"But that won't be for a couple of months yet."

He could almost hear what she was thinkihgevoutly hope it doesn't take
that long.

"So what are you getting at?" she said. "If you ttaradmire the loot, help
yourself. Just set the damaged ones on the sidibodr!'ll figure out how
to get replacements.”

Amos shook his head. "That's not what | meansé#rit someone a wedding
gift and it came back months later in the origiwahpping, I'd suspect the
bride knew all along that she'd be returning evengt. You might as well
call a press conference and announce that thisagans a scam.”

She looked, Amos thought, as if she were considetitNow he was really
starting to feel perverse.

"Come on, Erika. I'll open, you keep a list." Heetdhe glossy white paper
off the first box and handed it to her. "Got a pertis looks like...a
stainless-steel bonsai tree."

Erika looked at the box. "There's no label, andnawking."

"You mean you don't know what it is, either? Thegassuring. | guess we'll
deal with that one later.” He set the tree baak ithé box and picked up the
next package. "You know, honey, ever since lagitnidhen you brought up
the subject of sleeping together—"

"l did not do anything of the sort.”

"—I've been thinking, if we're going to make thatbnstration for Stephen
look convincing, a little practice would be a gretda.”

"Think again, Amos." She sounded perfectly calm.



"Things have changed a lot, you know. The origdead! didn't say anything
about spending twenty-four hours a day together."

"l didn't ask you to come out of the den this mogai

He ignored the interruption. "And we didn't putthre agreement that I'd
have to give up things like racquetball and stayde all the time, either."

"No, we didn't. However, since you refused to paything in writing,
Amos, it's just your word against mine what we adgr®."

"Yes," he said softly. "It is. Your word against mai" He waited and
watched with satisfaction while it sank in on hleatther own argument
could be used against her with equal efficiencydd&aly, Erika's eyes
turned to wide, soft, violet pools of apprehension.

She would deny it, of course, but she was fasahdte'd made definite
progress. Now the question was how best to capitaln it.

But one thing was damn sure, he thought. She wgsimig to be ignoring
him anymore.



CHAPTER EIGHT

ERIKA didn't know how many times the phone had rung eefoe sound
actually registered in her mind, but even whentsdagd it, she had trouble
moving.

It was ridiculous, she told herself, to feel mesmest by the way Amos was
looking at her. And as for their agreement—welk &hew perfectly what
they'd agreed to, and so did he, and she wasnit &bgive in to blackmail

at this late date.

"So what are you saying, Amos?" she asked brisky.don't sleep with
you, you'll talk? You know, it would serve you righ| agreed—because
you're not really interested. | think you're ongnking my chain to entertain
yourself, and it's not going to work." She handad the scrap of wrapping
paper and her pen and crossed the hallway to tbleeki to check who was
calling.

By the time she came back, Amos had unwrapped endthlf dozen
packages. "So your phone does actually ring," itk Slawas beginning to
think it was so unlisted that even you didn't knine number. | found the
broken glass, by the way. It looks like it usedbéoa—" He tipped his head
to one side. "What's the matter? You're absoluwidlge."

"It was Kelly, on the phone." She swallowed ha&orhebody who was at
the photo shoot talked, and t8entinel'sunning a story."

He set the package he was holding on the corndreofable. "Well, that

solves a number of problems for you. For one thihgyverybody in the

world knows you have a black eye anyway, you maghtvell get dressed
and go to work. That's what you wanted, isn't it?"

Her eyelids felt prickly. She wanted to nod, toesgrand then to run to her
room. But she couldn't dodge this.

Tell him, Erika. You have to tell him the rest.



She took a deep breath. "It's worse than that, Ambey're saying that |
didn't get the black eye by running into a lighteTstory says that you did
it."

There was a long silence.

"Kelly said it's very delicately phrased, but th&plication's clear—you hit
me and knocked me down."

"And that bothers you?" he said finally.

"Of course it bothers me. What do you expect?"

"Why?"

"You don't understand why | mind that t&entinel'ssaying you slugged
me? What's the matter with you, Amos? It's not thiat's why. You didn't
do it and everybody who was there knows it."

"Yes, they do. So—"

"It's one thing for theSentinelto say nasty things about me. I'm used to
it—they've been doing it for years. But to takesafgou...” She dashed a
fingertip under her eye to wipe away an inconvetipdur of tears. But she'd
momentarily forgotten the bruise, and the painadibjng the tender flesh
made the tears flow even faster. "Damn."

"Come here," Amos said. His voice sounded odd.

She didn't intend to do anything of the sort, barhething about his tone
drew her toward him. He pulled a handkerchief duti® pocket and gently
blotted her tears. "Thanks," she muttered.

"You're worried about me," he said.

Her tears welled up again. "You didn't ask for #irgl of treatment. And we
can't even sue because they're always just carbulgh about what they



say."Amos folded her fingers around the handkefchinen stooped and
picked her up.

Startled. Erika struggled. "What are you—?"

"Careful. If I drop you, you'll have a bruise onuyaear to match your eye,
and then th&entinelwill really have a story."

He carried her around the corner into the livingmo and sat down on the
couch with her cradled on his lap. "Now you caragead and cry."

"You're just going to sit here and hold me whigob?" she said skeptically.
"Why not? It's as good a place as any for me takthi

She refolded the handkerchief in an attempt to &irdty spot. "What are
you thinking about?"

"That it's past time for someone to protect you."

"Like how?"

"l don't know yet. That's why I'm thinking."

She had no intention of giving in to tears. Shegdiriew now and then was
unavoidable, she supposed—it was just part of beeingman. But breaking
down and sobbing was a weakness she didn't indulge.

It's past time for someone to protect you...

Not that she needed protection, and under ordicacpgmstances she'd
probably have laughed at the idea. But it was #ypsentiment—it made
her feel warm and cherished—and she was alreadindeemotional.
Suddenly she couldn't hold back any longer. Shéhpuhead down on his

shoulder and let the tears flow.

Amos's hand cupped her head, stroking her hairwéisecrying too hard to
hear what he was saying, except to know that hisevavas low and



soothing. He might have been comforting a crablfgnin.. The thought
mortified her, and she told herself to straightpn u

"Finished already?" he said. "That didn't take long

You hit on something a bit ago, when you said evedy who was at the
photo shoot knows | didn't hit you. So where diel$entinelget the story?"

Erika shrugged. ' 'Made it up, | suppose. Or thiggred someone enough
money to tell them what they wanted to hear. Thatdkably more likely,
because then they can say that they didn't interchtise harm, they just
made a mistake."

"Your marketing and advertising and PR people migatn a lesson from
this," he mused, "about how foolish it is to té#lsl when the truth would
serve them better."

"Oh, they'll learn it," Erika said grimly. "Or theyon't be working for me
anymore."

He pulled back a bit and looked at her. "I'd sugges wait till the tears are
dry before you lay down the law to them."

She bit her lip. "I suppose I'm all blotchywhen beautiful women cry,
they're not beautiful anymorber father's voice whispered in the back of her
mind.

"Not too bad, actually. It sort of balances out Hmaise." He stroked her
hair.

"What are we going to do, Amos?"

"That depends on whether Kelly actually saw theystwo just heard about
it."

"She heard about it, | think—the paper won't hie gireet till late this
afternoon. What difference does it make?"



"Because we don't really know what's in it. Theple@t theSentinemight
be cunning enough to float a rumor past Kelly pjossee if they can get a
reaction from you— without running a story at all."

"Possible," Erika conceded. "But they've never dangthing like that
before."

"Nevertheless, we're not doing anything until we sdnat the story really
says. Then we'll decide what to do. It'll be okagka."

His hand was warm against her hair, and she fellis brush against her
uninjured temple. The touch was soothing, and sbged her eyes and
relaxed against him. She didn't know whether it iasause of his warmth,
or the comfort of being held, or the relief she teht he wasn't angry, but
she was feeling almost sleepy.

"Amos?" She yawned. "Thanks for not being mad atfenelragging you
into this. Getting you a reputation as a wife-beated all."

"Don't give it a thought, sweetheart. Heck, in aertircles, that would just
increase my macho appeal.”

''Yeah, the redhead down the hall will be thriltedind out that you're not
only a writer but a caveman. The combination wauidbably be like an
aphrodisiac for her."

"Il have to try that out,” Amos murmured.

Erika turned to look at him, eyes narrowed. "I thloiyou weren't attracted
to her."

"I'm not." He cupped her chin in his palm. "l jgstid I'd try out the idea."
He nibbled at her lower lip for an instant, andnthiessed her, long and
softly.

It would hardly be polite of her to make a fuss @hba mere kiss, Erika
thought, when he'd been such a good sport abouétborg which was
much more important. One kiss, there was no big dleaut one gentle,



companionable, friendly, sympathetic kiss, as l@synobody took it
seriously. And she intended to make absolutelyagedf that.

So she kissed him back, just as gently. And wheratsed his head, she
said, "If that's what you call being a caveman—"

Amos smiled and his arms tightened around her. 'tB@&t, was just the
beginning of the experiment,” he said softly.

Erika felt her insides jumble around as if he'degiTher a good shaking. "I
was only teasing,” she tried to say, but her vdida't seem to be working
quite right, and in any case, her words were smethagainst his mouth as
he kissed her again.

There was nothing tender, nothing delicate, abloist Kiss. But there was
nothing Neanderthal about it, either. He was hgder closely, but there
was no force in his grip—she could have broken ifrebe'd wanted to.

She just didn't want to.

He was fierce and tender in turns, shifting so kjyithat she couldn't get
her breath, much less predict what he might do.m&kshe could do was
react, and even then she was at a disadvantagededcar reflexes seemed
to have slowed. When he gathered her up in his anmoe more and strode
across the hall toward her bedroom, she was tomstlieven to struggle.

"This is getting out of hand,” she managed to $ayher own ears, her voice
sounded like a half-tuned radio. "I didn't mean—"

He carried her into her room and laid her almogerently on the bed. She
tried to roll away—at least, she told herself skaswying to roll away. And

she'd have done it, too, if she hadn't been soobuldreath that it was

impossible to move.

"Take a nap,” Amos said. "I'm going back to work."

Erika couldn't believe her ears. "You were thinkaimput youtbook?"



He turned in the doorway. "You see," he said, sognhdlmost apologetic,
"it was a love scene that was giving me problemd,lahink I've figured it
out now. Thanks for helping."She picked up the tfigbject she
touched—the vampire novel she'd gotten at thealitgbanquet—and threw
it at him.

Amos fielded it neatly and brought it back to H#ryou've been staying up
all night reading this, no wonder you're yawning."

She clutched the book to her chest and mutteredmi&h for you being a
caveman."

His eyes had turned an odd smoky blue. "I'm thedmf caveman who
likes his cavewomen to be every bit as interesseldaan."”

Cavewomen, plural. That figures.
"I'll wait till you're ready, Erika."

"You'll be waiting a long time." She opened thebaad pretended to study
the first pagel knew he was bluffing about wanting to sleep wii she
told herself.And that's the way | want it.

"Don't underestimate me, sweetheart. Or yours@lfiibs closed the door
behind him with a soft little click.

To Erika's surprise, she actually got involvedhe tale of vampires who
wintered at a spa near the Arctic Circle where ohthe chief attractions
was a world class blood cellar with the equivalefra wine list—sectioned
off by type, cross-match, and IQ level of the dorather than by vineyard
and year.

Every few minutes, of course, the threat of 8entinelstory floated back
into her mind. But there was nothing she couldloloua it at the moment, so
she pushed it aside and returned to Stakeout, Alddlaybe Amos was



right—the editors were simply putting up a triallban to see whether she'd
react. She'd know soon enough whether the storyees

By the time she finished the book, it was lateraften and Amos was in the
living room. As she came in he poured a glass effrglfrom the wet bar and
handed it to her.

Be casualshe told herself. So what if he'd kissed her soaiighly that her
lips still felt swollen? It hadn't meant anythirghim. And it didn't to her,
either. Not really. "You've been quiet all afterno®id you get your love
scene worked out?"

His eyes sparkled. "Not quite yet. But it's devéeigmicely, thanks to you."
"Glad | could help." She pointed to the coffee ¢abils that theSentinel?"

He nodded. "Stephen brought it up a few minutes Kgtly had the scoop
right.”

Her heart sank. She'd really been hoping thatdtdeen nothing more than
an attempt to smoke her out. When she read the, stoe felt even worse.
There was a sly, gleeful, almost sneering note alokven theSentinel
hadn't taken this tone before.

Amos watched as she read, and then said in a rodttéact voice, "I
particularly like their suggestion that you owetatyour public to show
yourself to prove you're not being battered."”

"It's almost a challenge, isn't it? What are wengdio do, Amos? If | stay
hidden, they'll take it as confirmation— it woulé bke admitting they're
right. But if | show up in public, it'll actuallyébconfirmation—or at least
it'll look that way—and that would be even worse."

"If you go out, my reputation will be in shredsdahyou stay in, they'll go
after both of us."”



"That's about the size of it." She drained herrshemd held out her glass for
a refill. "I suppose we could have Kelly announicattwe've slipped off to
Europe for a week, but I hardly think that will gtthem."

Amos shook his head. "Nope. We're going to fadeedd- on. We have
dinner reservations tonight at the Civic Club."”

Erika gasped. "Have you gone mad? You want me towjdfor dinner
looking like this?"

"Of course not, darling." His voice was soothing.
"That's good. What's the plan, then? You've fouddwble for me?"

' 'With a face as distinctive as yours, and aanllphotographs floating
around, there's no such thing as a stand- in. \Wexetr get by with it.
Stephen's downtown right now getting you a veryaaldimmed hat with a
black veil. I hope you have a dress it will go hyosith."

She was ready to shriek. "Amos, | told you long #g a hat is no good. |
never wear hats—I'd look suspicious in a hat evathare was nothing
wrong with my face. And hiding behind a veil is ggito do nothing but
make people ask more questions."

"Exactly. Let's go look through your closet. Steplseiggested your black
cocktail dress with the sequins, but | want towbat the other choices are
before we decide."

"What are you thinking, Amos? This is crazy!"

He strolled across to her bedroom, apparently pagim attention to her
protest.

Erika, with no good option left, followed.
Amos pulled the closet doors open and flicked tghothe hangers and

dress bags. Then he turned on the lights aboverhssing table and pulled
out the bench, inviting her to sit.



She shook her head. "Not till you tell me what y@intending to do."”

"I'm thinking," he said, "that you were right abdbe caveman stuff. It
might even be fun. Let's try it out, shall we?"

* % %

The Civic Club was always busy, but Erika had ndwefore seen it as

crowded on a Thursday evening as it was when tbegug of the cab by the

main entrance. Her hat barely fit through the dufdhe cab, and the instant
she was out in the open, the crisp breeze caugjint &rim and threatened to
tear her veil away. "l feel like I'm wearing a eaneel on my head,” she
muttered. "And if I'm not careful, that's what Bié doing—cartwheels all

the way down the street." She slapped one hanthatdpead to keep the hat
in place. Her long black cape whipped in the wind.

Amos tipped the cabbie and offered her his arnmkaHnoked at him what
she hoped would appear to be fond exasperatioswitched hands so she
would have the correct one free to tuck into thedoef his elbow. "Where
did Stephen find this abominable hat, anyway?"asked.

"He didn't say. It's no doubt one of the secretslbesn't share with just
everyone."

"And for good reason. If | knew where the place wasbe tempted to burn
it down." Inside, she slid carefully out of the eagpo she didn't lose the
featherweight wool shawl draped around her shosld8he tucked the
unusually large evening bag she was carrying uhdeiarm, straightened
her delicate black gloves, and shook her head tmith regret when the
cloakroom attendant offered to take the hat.

Amos handed his coat to the attendant, straightéhedsleeves of his
tuxedo, and solicitously helped pull the shawl tgglover Erika's shoulders.
"That should do it. Nothing's showing."

"This is insane, you know. It's not going to work."



Amos sounded unconcerned. "We'll find out how gagerformer you are.
Just think, darling—if you can pull this off, youight have a future in
acting as well as modeling."

"l just want to go back to running my company."

"This is the fastest route back to your office." ldeked around the rotunda
and gazed up for a minute at the arched and frdsoceiéng far overhead.
"Nice place. Not my usual style, of course."

Erika rolled her eyes. "Just remember what | tad wbout the forks, all
right? When in doubt, work from the outside in."

"I'll just do what you do. People will notice tHatan't take my eyes off you,
of course, but they'll think it's because I'm iadd

"More likely they'll suspect you're trying to prexteme from escaping you
or calling for help. This way." She bypassed thentpe and headed straight
for the dining room.

When the maitre d' first laid eyes on Erika's hatlooked for a split second
like a bird confronted with a cobra—half-horrifiedalf-fascinated, and
completely paralyzed. But like all of his kind, b was to pretend not to
notice the eccentricities of his customers, andqtiekly reclaimed his

composure. "This way, Ms. Forrester. Sir. Your ¢ablready."

He led them through the very center of the diniogmm to a quieter corner
and a small round table for two. Instead of chairsre was a black leather
banquette couch which curved around the table abvdd seen the setup a
hundred times, but she'd never paid much attertefore. Tonight, it
seemed to shout that it was a table meant for $over

She slid in behind the table, and Amos joined biting very close. Her
heartbeat had already speeded up a little, andsabigh pressed against
hers it seemed to kick into overdrivall part of the planshe reminded
herself.



She let her gaze sweep once across the dining ttoging to see in a single
glance who was present, and then focused on Arhdsn't remember this
table being quite so exposed," she said.

"Really? Use it a lot, do you?"
"No. | mean—well, of course I've had dates here."

He reached for her hand and brought it to his moktlen through the
lightweight glove, Erika could feel the warmth o breath as he nibbled at
her knuckles.

"Stephen bribed them to move some of the planty dwamos said. "Not
all of them, of course, because that would lookials. Just enough to
make the table the center of attention.”

"I think my first really big mistake was suggestitigat you learn to
appreciate having Stephen around.”

"Now, darling, don't be so tart-tongued. What ara going to eat tonight?"

She opened the leather-bound folder which held nleeu and almost
automatically tried to brush away the veil so sbeld read the fine print.

As if it wasn't bad enough that the veil was blacid closely woven,
Stephen had chosen one which sported little eméretddots at regular
intervals. No wonder she was seeing spots, Erikaght irritably. They
were really there.

"Certainly not lobster," she said. "It's hard enoug deal with a bib, but
impossible to eat with a veil as well. I'll try thiket mignon, | think."

The wine steward and the waiter approached, andsAnegotiated the
rituals of ordering and wine-tasting with apparease. As the two men left
the table, Erika relaxed— imperceptibly, she hoggagd. Amos didn't miss

much. Of course, with her glued to his side likattithere wasn't much
chance that he'd overlook so much as a shiver.



He looked down at her with the sparkle of mischledt she'd come to
recognize. "Stephen taught me. Did you really rismdvampire book, or
were you just in your room this afternoon poutirgcéuse I'd left you
alone?"

"l certainly wasn't pouting.” She raised her wirzsgl, realized that it was on
the wrong side of the veil, sighed, and set it dagain without a taste. "I

can see this becoming a whole new diet fad," shitemaal. "Yes, | read the

book. It actually wasn't bad.”

"Would you like to tell me the plot? It'll give w®@mething to talk about. In
fact, it will probably get us all the way througbpeetizers and into the main
course, depending on how many people table-hophmrerto try to find out

what's going on."

"And all you'll have to do to keep the conversatgmng is hang on my
every word and look fascinated while | do all therkv"

"Hey, listening to a vampire story isn't going dmsy. You seriously liked
it?"

"I'm afraid so." Erika sighed. "l suppose that neeary mind's deteriorating.
By the time | get back to work | probably won't &lele to understand a
balance sheet. But I'd feel really silly tellinguya vampire story when
you've ordered a steak cooked medium rare. | cauwiadmarize the mystery,
if you like. Only—come to think of it—that's a itoody, too."

He raised his eyebrows. "You've read it as weli@dn't even noticed it was
gone. When have you had time?"

"Last night. I'm sorry—I suppose | should have asfiermission to take it,
since it belongs to you."

He shrugged. "You're the one who paid for the t&k80 you couldn't sleep
last night? That's interesting. Were you worriedt thd misinterpret your
offer to demonstrate for Stephen?"



There were moments, Erika thought, when a veil Wwasrbad after all. Like
when a slip of the tongue left her feeling a bithpand embarrassed. It had
been bad enough when she'd made that stupid reméré first place. But
to admit to him that the whole thing had kept heake half the night...

A shadow fell across the table, and she lookedgeé a matron standing
there. Amos half-rose, but the woman waved him liatckhis seat. "Erika,"
she demanded, "introduce me to your new husband.”

Erika went through the mechanics, but the womaelpapared Amos a
glance. She was too busy trying to get a good tbrkugh the veil. Stephen
had carried out his commission well, however, d@matron had to admit
defeat and go away. But she spent the next half inispering to her

dinner companions, and now and then one of themtgmiin Erika's

direction.

After the first dozen visitors, Erika stopped tryito keep count. Only a few
stuck out from the crowd. One was the debutante saidh "Aren't you two

a symphony in black and blue tonight. Oh, dear—amidlack and white.

I'm so sorry."

Another standout was the couple who had sat netticim at the literacy

banquet and exclaimed over Erika's diamond ringidhd the wife seemed

distracted, hardly following the conversation bessaghe was so obviously
concerned about Erika, and the husband seemedeovethe of taking a

swing at Amos.

"I hope they're not in a hurry to leave," Erikadsas the couple went back to
their own table. "I'd hate for them to miss thewlo

"How much longer?"

"Very soon. TheSentinel'photographer is over in that far corner, shooting
with a telephoto lens.™| don't see anybody."

"Of course not. He's one of the pros—no glaringHlano getting in
someone's face. Everybody here has had time t@enaind stare and
speculate, and to talk over tBentinektory. And a good many of the people



here are on their way to the theater, so just atfmutime their dessert is
served, I'll give them something to talk abouttfoe rest of the evening.”

"Well, | see flames on a silver cart across thamoti looks like they're
starting to barbecue bananas. You're on, kid."

Erika pushed her plate away. Her steak was coldwusec of all the
interruptions. Not that she'd felt like eating e ffirst place.

She moved her oversize evening bag into her lapppad it and made sure
that the object she needed was right on top. Theryspped the wide brim
of her hat with both hands.

A sudden hush fell over the dining room. Headseddirand a few chairs
scraped as people moved to get a better view. Ydrabtables she saw
diners elbowing the people on each side.

"| feel like a stripper,” she muttered.

"Do you have a lot of these fantasies? Becauselich rather hear about
them than the plots of books." Amos sipped his wine

Erika lifted the hat off and set it on the tables ghe moved, the fine wool
shawl slid with a soft whoosh onto the floor, leayher shoulders bare.

The dining room seemed much brighter without thiesheelding her eyes.
Which meant, of course, that everyone there coedgdher clearly now, too.
They could see not only the bruise and black eyéherright side of her
face— the real one—but they had just as good a vfeall the others. The
yellowing stain on her jaw, the blue smudge nearcb#arbone just below
where the shawl had rested, the reddish-purple snamkboth upper arms
where it appeared a hand had gripped so tightlyebery finger had left a
bruise.

The instant of dead, shocked silence gave way spgyand then to
murmurs—of astonishment, of horror, of anger. Tlmwho'd been at the
literacy banquet was on his feet, fists clenched.



"Damn, you're good," Amos said under his breatm témpted to confess.
Get rid of them quick, before every man in the plgangs up to teach me a
lesson."

Erika paused. "Come to think of it, now would bgreat time to negotiate a
little change in terms. Amos darling—"

His eyes went wide. "Erika. Sweetheart."

Amos Abernathy pleading...now that was a sightwbeldn't soon forget.
Too bad she couldn't enjoy it for long. The crowdswindeed, getting
restive.

She stood up, looking around the room so everyorigeluding the
photographer in the back corner—could get the &flect of the best
makeup job she'd ever done. "I'm sure you've ardhabout the story in
today's Sentinel,"she announced. "And you know, of course, that the
Sentinelnever gets anything wrong. They've said I'm arsawife—so |
must be an abused wife. Let me show you just havsedb| am."

She pulled a cold-cream-soaked sponge out of hemiey bag. With one
swift wipe, the yellow stain on her jaw disappeared

The crowd was still goggling at her, obviously aosdd.

She removed the bruised fingermarks on one armhatltup the stained
sponge.

Now the shock had turned to laughter, and a fevpleewere applauding.
"Serves them right,” one woman said. "The thingsytlsay in that
paper—awful, just awful. I'm glad to see them emdmsed for a change.”

"Time for the getaway,” Amos muttered.

Erika took a theatrical bow. "Now, if you'll excusee, | think I'll go home
to remove the rest," she announced.



The crowd rushed them, and it took fifteen mingtes$ to work their way
through the dining room and retrieve their wrapsiirthe cloakroom
attendant. Erika was trying not to laugh. "l'lllistiave to give up my
membership,” she said breathlessly. "Causing twieaerassing scenes in a
week—I'll be hearing from the board of governorg arinute. But it was
worth it."

Amos held her cape. "Did you see the look on theqrrapher's face when
the marks started to disappear? | hope he dogstotsell those shots to the
Sentinel."

A low voice behind Erika said, "I'm delighted, afurse, to hear the rumors
aren't true."

She swung around. "Felix! | didn't see you in tiverdy room."

"Unlike you, | prefer the quiet corners. I'm gladrtin into you, because it
saves me a phone call. | hate to intrude on yoneyxmoon any more than
necessary."

"Intrude?" Erika said slowly.

"Yes. Now that I've read the purchase contractwoproposed, I'd like to
arrange a meeting to talk about the details. Shall say my office,
tomorrow?"

Erika's throat closed up.

Amos's plan had worked, and t8entinewould be silenced—at least for a
while. But the success of the plan depended omtiidic believing that
every last one of the bruises she'd displayed lhmigre fake. Which meant
she couldn't be seen tomorrow with a black eye.

"Tomorrow doesn't work for me'," she said. "Let's for sometime next
week. I'll be back in the office then."

Felix tipped his head back and stared down his abser. "How badly do
you want to put together this deal?" he askedysoftl



I'm not backing out now, that's for sure. Not waerything I've already
invested to make this work.

She scrambled for an alternative that would satisfy. If she didn't have to
run the gauntlet of an office building full of pdep.if it was only Felix she
had to face... "How about my apartment? Dinneraiwaw evening."

Felix was still watching her. "You want to meethwvihe privately.”

"Yes," she said firmly. "It'll be much easier torkaut the details between
ourselves, and then we can let the lawyers figutete final language. If
we let them get involved in the fine points, wi#l forever getting anything
decided.”

"Quite true," Felix said slowly. "But there's a It cover. How about
coming to my country house for the weekend? I'midfit's just a small
place, not very exciting—no staff to speak of, andentertainment. But we
could get quite a lot accomplished..." His gazek#d across Erika and
rested for a moment on Amos. ' The three of us.”

Erika said, "I'm not sure Amos will be able—"

Felix lifted an eyebrow. "But he must come. | wautdiream of separating
the newlyweds. I'll send a car for you tomorrow w@héve." Without
waiting for an answer, he turned back toward timendi room.

The Civic Club's doorman hailed a cab for them, Bn#a sank into the
back seat, chewing on her bottom lip. "Now what®really sorry, Amos. |
tried to get you out of it, but—""Yes, | noticedatt'

"Meaning what? You think | want to go by myself?rélg.” She put a
pleading hand on his sleeve. "I'm going to neethalbackup | can get. I've
got to have you, Amos."

The words seemed to echo in the cab, and in hek. hea got to have you,
Amos.And the essential truth which lay beneath the watduck her like a
hammer blowOh, no,she thoughtNo. This can't be happeninBecause
she would not—absolutely could not—have fallenowel with him.



CHAPTER NINE

AN HOUR ago, Erika would have said such a thing was inewable. The
mere idea of falling in love with Amos was laughaldmpossible.

But perhaps it was no wonder that she hadn't dezipitture which was

forming. She'd been looking at the jigsaw puzabefithe back side, where
everything was uniformly gray. But just now one meegly careless

comment had flipped the puzzle over in her mindidemly she was looking
at things from an entirely new angle. The colord imeshed into an image,
and the pieces fit together too neatly to be denied

The suggestion that she'd fallen in love with hirocaunted for
everything—and it was the only explanation whict. di

For instance, there was the way she'd felt so caeddhis afternoon by a
kiss and a cuddle that she'd gone off to take asiaply because Amos had
told her things would work out all right. What elseuld possibly explain

that reaction?

And take the uneasiness she'd felt whenever he ionedt sleeping
together—it hadn't been distress she was feelingnnoyance at him for
harassing her. It had been a sneaky, teasing Kiadtizipation.

Then throw in the edginess she'd experienced wk&hdbood at the front
door talking to Kelly. Erika hadn't been tryingdonvince herself that the
two of them would make a good pair. Down deep mgsishe'd been
suffering from twinges of good old-fashioned jeapu

And consider the protectiveness she'd felt wherykeld her about the
tabloid's accusations. There was no other reasohdoto have been so
defensive about Amos's reputation.

And then there was the sensation she'd had whers A disappeared for
a moment at the literacy banquet and then turnecggn carrying a
diamond ring. Simply recalling how she'd felt irmthnstant—as if she'd
been punched—was like being back there in the dmatiragain. He had
remembered that she needed a ring, when even skeerd¢htor of the



scheme—had forgotten it. And like a stage magicleid managed to
produce one at the very instant when it had thet ingsact. She'd thought
that what she was feeling was awed respect fomth@s fore- sightedness
and timing. But even then, something more had lsesgping up on her.

She looked down at the diamond on her finger aadviidding ring nestled
beside it.Magic...No, she corrected. There was nothing magical atheut
ring. It was a stage prop—that was all.

It was all fake. She had set the entire situatipthat way, on purpose. But
somewhere along the way, she had changed her nhbodt avhat she
wanted.

Too badshe told herself bleaklyf.ou can't switch rules in the middle of the
game.

Amos's voice broke through her reverie. "What'sntfadter, Erika?"

She blinked and tried to remember what they'd liaking about. What
was it that had sent her off on this tangent? @b;~yFelix.

"I need you," she said. "Even if Felix only halflieges that this marriage is
real, | can't take the chance of someone else wimgdehy I'm going off
for a weekend on my own just days after the wedddegides, I've still got
a black eye. If I'm going to carry that off withyastyle, | need your
support—"

"Erika," he said softly. "I told you I'd go."

She must have been so topsy-turvy over her owrhapipthat she hadn't
even been listening to him. "Oh,"” she said lamélguess | didn't hear
you." She was once more momentarily glad of thké ecause it helped to
hide the pink she felt rising in her cheeks.

The cab pulled up in front of the apartment buidimhis time she didn't
care whether she injured the hat, so Erika benbtime to make it easier to
get through the car door, and paused to readjastdh. She needn't have
bothered, however, for though it wasn't late, tigbly was deserted.



Erika was glad Stephen wasn't still on duty, far didn't want to rehash the
evening's events. All she wanted was to reach Wwerlmedroom and seek
oblivion. Tomorrow things would look better.

If she had any luck at all, she told herself, hywdorow she might even be
able to convince herself that this sudden insigasnit truth but only a
brainstorm—that she hadn't fallen in love after alit had only been
reacting to the stress of the evening and the eugpbbsuccess.

What did she know about love, anyway? She'd thoaghtloved Denby
Miles once, and look how that had turned out. Maghe was wrong this
time, too.

Come to think of it, her feelings about Amos weothing like what she'd
experienced with Denby. But did that fact make drenor less likely that
this was real? Shouldn't being in love feel roneh8oft and cuddly? Warm
and delightfulFun?

So maybe this wasn't love, since the main emotsires felt for Amos
included exasperation, wariness, and a constadttod® on her toes lest he
get ahead of her. Shouldn't being in love make mavofeel like dancing,
all light and happy and glorious?

Erika didn't feel like dancing. Quite the contra®e felt as if her body was
being pushed downward, her spine compressing—bedassemed to her
that the cartwheel hat had suddenly taken on thghivas well as the
dimensions of a flying saucer.

Once in the safety of the elevator she tugged thefth, set it on her index
fingertip, and gave it a spin. "I think I'll givhkis a toss off the balcony,” she
said.

"Better wait to see whether you need it again,” Anadvised. "Stephen
might not be amused at having to go buy another'one

The elevator door opened, and Erika turned toat¢just as the red-haired
neighbor started to walk in. Erika froze as she $anror dawn in the
woman's eyes.



Only then did she remember that though she'd rubffexlgood deal of the
extra makeup in front of the restaurant audienice,ledn't removed it all.
Not only did she have a genuine black eye, busshdad two fake bruises
on her face and one on her throat.

"My God," the woman said. "I thought...! had noade"

"Don't believe everything you see,” Amos said gyinde took Erika's arm
and tugged her out of the elevator and toward twe df her apartment.

Erika glanced back as he released the last lockopeded the door. The
redhead was still standing in the lobby, her magén.

"Oh, that's good," Erika said. "Deny it and manHamde to the door at the
same time."

"What did you want me to do? You were standing ¢h&s if you were
waiting for her to paint your portrait.”

Suddenly, she just felt tired. "Never mind. It wag fault." She sailed the
hat onto the top of the pile of wedding gifts oe thining room table. "I'm
going to bed. Tomorrow I'll work out what to do ab&elix."

The car Felix sent to pick them up on Friday evgniras a limousine. Erika
pulled the deep hood of her cape closely aroundfde as she walked
through the lobby and sank into the plush back, ggateful for the dark
windows which guarded her from casual glances. Asugervised as the
chauffeur loaded their overnight bags, and themhislibeside her. "I could
get used to this," he said, leaning forward to @t$phe car's accessories as
the limo pulled away from the curb.

"Be careful playing with the buttons," Erika warné8ometimes they don't
do what you'd expect. Where's my briefcase?"

"In the trunk, with your other luggage.”



"l was going to go over my notes again."

"Don't you already know the plan by heart? You $thetyou've spent all
day on the phone with the lawyers."

"They kept changing their minds about what | shotilsay."

"My very favorite kind of people, lawyers."

Erika smiled at the irony in his voice. "Yeah, minteo. They thrive on
creating doubt, confusion, and trouble. And thekactly why | need to

review my notes."

"Too much cramming for a test can have negativeeguences. Sometimes
it's more productive to take a break for a pizza."

"Did that philosophy actually get you through cgke™
"Not only college."

She held her breath, thinking that he might acpuaihfide something of his
past.

But he flashed a smile and said, "How do you tHiskirvived a week in
training as Stephen's assistant? | wonder if theuit@ur would mind
stopping to pick up a pizza to eat on the way."

"I'm sure Felix is planning to give us dinner."

"The question is what Felix considers fit to eat.”

She tipped her head to one side and regarded himhenest curiosity.
"Why don't you like Felix?"

"Because he's starched stiffer than a dress sAmids said promptly. "I'm
betting he shows us to separate bedrooms."



That would solve a number of problenisika thought wistfully. "Not a
chance. Didn't you hear what he said about not mgurtb separate the
newlyweds? But as long as we're on the subject,Ar{0

"Of sleeping together? Sweetheart, | knew you'deanound to my way of
thinking. And so soon, t0o."

"Don't get any big ideas. Sharing a room doesndmsharing a bed."

He sighed. "l was afraid you were going to be ek&r about it. Where is
Felix's country house, anyway?"

"I don't know," Erika said.

"In that case, we should have stopped tdwepizzas," Amos said. "One to
keep me from starving, and one to toss out the evinkit by bit to mark the
trail so we can follow it home."

Erika wouldn't have called it a country house, éyaor though it took a
long time in Friday afternoon traffic to get theFelix's retreat wasn't far
from the edge of the city. And it was hardly thétage she'd expected from
his descriptionJust a small place, not very exciting—no staffgeak of,
he'd said. But the limo stopped in front of a loigpdern glass and steel box
set on the edge of a small lake.

"Not your average cabin in the woods," Amos sayeireg the house. "But
at least now | understand why Mr. Urbanity has antxy house. In a few
years the suburbs will grow up around it, andn¢#lly be worth a fortune."

Felix opened the door himself and came to greanthé hope it was a
pleasant drive. Come in and have a drink while Gedakes care of your

luggage.”

"My briefcase," Erika said almost automaticallyll 'heed—"



"Not tonight," Felix murmured. He led them aroundaaner and into a big
open-plan room with a full wall of glass overloogithe lake. One end of
the room held a dining room table already set foedg; the other was
arranged as a living room with leather couches @rairs. "We'll have a
pleasant evening and save business for tomornowvsute you can entertain
yourself while Erika and | are occupied, Amos—magll you Amos?"

"It won't be difficult for him to keep himself bugyErika said. "All Amos
needs is a place to set up his computer and leejluiie at home."

Felix smiled as he poured cocktails from an alregohgpared pitcher.
"What a resourceful and flexible young man you'svend for yourself,
Erika."

"Darling, didn't | tell you?" Amos said. "I didrbring my computer.”

She frowned. "Why on earth not? You know I'll besyauYou could be
working on your book."

"Oh, | brought a notepad so | can jot down ideas. [Bdidn't want to be
distracted by a mere story if you could give mee& fminutes now and
then."

Felix smiled as if at a private joke. "How vetgvoutof you."

Amos was looking around the room, a slightly pudzéxpression on his
face. Erika wondered what had seized his attenfibere wasn't much to
look at, really; the room was minimally furnishedglass, leather, and steel.
The only spots of color were a couple of modermtuags on the wall
opposite the lake view.

"What's the matter?" she asked quietly.

"l was just thinking that the modern touches ma#iect Felix's taste, since
Kate's ran more to lacy and frilly stuff.”

Erika felt as if she'd been kicked. "How would ynow what Kate's taste
was like?"



Amos shrugged. "I'm just judging by the pictureh&r on the shampoo
bottles."

"There's a big difference between taste and imdgeljx said. "Taste is
personal. Image is all a part of marketing."

"I beg your pardon,” Amos said. "I'm sure it's anfid subject still, and |
shouldn't have brought it up.”

Felix nodded stiffly. "I'm going to check with tle®ok about how dinner's
progressing. But first I'll show you to your rootoesfreshen up.”

Erika was so relieved he hadn't simply thrown trerhthat for a moment
she didn't even register that he'd saoms.

She was touching up her makeup when the door obhiéz opened and
Amos came in.

"I don't believe | heard you knock," she said, @nirating on blending in
an extra layer of foundation.

"That's because | didn't,” he said cheerfully. & Kelix said, it's all just part
of the image—popping in to see how my bride is dolow's the eye?"

"The swelling's finally gone, so at least | haviggating chance of covering
it up. But the bruised area just seems to absokeom"

"Felix didn't say a word about it. Odd."
"You think everything about Felix is odd."”

"And I'm right. You owe me, by the way, since | wtire bet about the
separate bedrooms."

"l didn't bet."

"Yes, you did. But if you insist, I'll offer youdeal. Double or nothing says
Kate didn't know he had this little retreat in theods."



"What? Because of the furniture? That's ridiculdusyway, you're the one
who said Felix is too proper. He wouldn't—"

"No, | said he's starched. He only appears to bpayit's all marketing.
See you at dinner."

But no matter what Amos believed, Erika thought¥ehs the perfect host
at dinner that evening. The following morning, atideisurely breakfast, he
made sure that Amos had a list of the nearby sliestions to the walking
path which circled the lake and a guest card tondaest gym.

But Amos was obviously in no hurry to get any exacFor a guy who'd

been complaining about not being able to leaveagi@tment, he seemed
oddly content to bench- press the morning newspageputside the nook

off the living room which Felix had set up as a Ieoaffice.

By mid-morning, the occasional rustle of the pagesmed to be wearing on
Felix's nerves. "lI'd have thought the man coul@ @kint," he fumed. "This
puppy-dog devotion of his is really beyond the tanyou know."

Erika bit her lip. "Why don't you go get yourselfrash cup of coffee? I'll
talk to him."

She waited till Felix was out of earshot, then vealknto the living room
and leaned against the back of a chair, her arldedaacross her chest.

Amos didn't look up from the newspaper. Erika wdudde sworn it was the
same page he'd been reading an hour earlier whegh whalked through to
get her notebook.

"Making much progress?" he asked. "As a matteadf, ino. Felix seems a
little distracted this morning."

"Really? I'd have said he was disorganized, my#tetounds as if most of
what he wants has already been covered in thepfineé" Erika glared at
him. "You've been listening?"

"Well, it is a little difficult not to overhear wime—"



"That does it! Go outside and play—I'll call youtime for lunch. Maybe."

She thought he might argue, but he didn't. He toskime, though, folding
the newspaper to precisely its original shape leetferleft the room.

Erika went back into the little study. A couple wiinutes later Felix
returned with two cups of coffee. "Wonderful," leds "I'm glad you made
things clear to him. I must say | didn't think hieldle my comment seriously
about not separating the newly weds. He simplyt ¢e&ve understood that
he was way outside his role, here."

She was looking at the notebook page where shed bsting Felix's
guestions. "Of course he had no business listebimg;-"

"Oh, I don't think he's any kind of industrial sgitys just that we hardly need
a chaperone.”

"No, we don't,” she said absently. "l believe weewdiscussing packaging,
Felix. 1 thought I'd been clear right from the begng of the negotiations
that | intended to keep all of Kate's designs fattlbs and boxes—"

"Yes, yes, of course you were clear. You know,aswery clever of you to
actually get married, Erika. As long as you're darg a handsome husband
around in public, nobody will wonder what else ymight be doing and
with whom. And now that he's finally gotten the ise&ge that there are
limits to his job—" Felix gave the papers a push.

"Well, there's no need to go through the motiongrare, is there?"

Erika couldn't believe what she was hearing. "Mut/®'

"Now we can get down to the real business of thekeed. Shall we
continue our...negotiations...in your suite, or @nh

"l have no intention of sleeping with you, if tisatvhat you have in mind."

"Why did you ask for a private meeting if you didntend it to be private?"



Erika put two fingertips to the side of her facet Bhe didn't even try to
explain her black eye. Felix wouldn't believe heywaay. "You were upset
about the gossip linking the two of us,” she saxbu said you weren't
interested in me."

"No," he corrected. "l said | wouldn't be pushetbimarrying you. After
one miserable marriage, I'm not about to take owotheam spoiled
princess—not legally, at least. But now that yourieatly taken care of that
obstacle as well as the gossip, | can't think sihgle reason why we can't
have fun."

Erika was speechless.

"Can't you?" said a low, even voice from right lmehher. "I can." Amos
stepped into the archway between the living roochthe study. "Gather up
your stuff, Erika. There's a car out front, andrysuitcase is already in it."

She gaped at him for an instant and then mechanloadan to pile papers
into her briefcase. Her fingers were trembling toach to snap the locks,
and Amos reached over her shoulder and did it. \Mgharm still around
her, he faced Felix. "You'll deal with the attoredgom now on, La Croix.
Keep your hands off my wife. And don't breathe adrabout any of this, or
| will personally make sure you regret it."

Erika stumbled on the way to the car, and Amosaqacker up, briefcase
and all, and carried her the rest of the way.

Her cape was spread across the seat of a smaé# wdritvertible. The top
was down, and the sunlight had warmed the foresgrgwool. He folded it
around her like a blanket. "Are you all right?"

She nodded. "l just can't believe | didn't see wietvas. He seemed so
devoted to Kate."

"Marketing," Amos said crisply.

"l guess so. Where did you get this car?"



"Called the rental place first thing this morningdahad it delivered. |
packed while you were getting settled down to wadftkr breakfast."

"You knew he was going to hit on me."
"Yep."

"How?"

He didn't look at her. "l just knew."

I'm betting he shows us to separate bedrochnsos had saidDouble or
nothing says Kate didn't know he had this littlrgat in the woods.

The tires screeched a bit as he pulled out of tiveway, and Amos eased
off the gas. ' 'Nice little car,” he said. ' 'Aneertible, a pretty girl,
sunshine...all we need is a picnic and we'd hgweriect day."”

"l think | just want to go home."

He didn't answer, but he turned toward the city.

The tires clicked steadily over seams in the cdeciand the rhythm began
to build in Erika's head. It all seemed so ineveaiow, looking back....

"l caused a lot of trouble for nothing," she saidhfly.

"No, you caused a lot of trouble to get Kate's canmyp

And you'll still get it. Felix may be slimy, but lsepractical.”

She wasn't so sure she agreed. But she was alitppeised to find that she
didn't care much any more whether she acquired kaféroix's business or
not. Had she ever cared?

Yes, she told herself, she had. What she didnwkioo sure was when all

that had changed. When had her main ambition cdadeel getting Kate's
formulas? When had the goal become to keep Amstead?



The night at the literacy banquet, when he'd stippediamond on her
finger? Or before that, over a hot dog in the park?

Not that it mattered. It had happened, and thatallabat counted. She had
been susceptible from the beginning. She had beaccustomed to being
close to a man who was helpful, a man who wantgardtect her. There
was Stephen of course, and she'd come to countreribut Stephen could
never have been a danger to her heart. Amos, oottiee hand—well,
Amos had never been anything but dangerous.

From their first encounteAmos darlinghad been different. He'd been a
threat in ways she'd only dimly understood, and been a challenge as
well. That was why she hadn't had enough sensedid dim. Why she'd
kept going back. Why, even after he'd turned hevrdand explained how
totally loopy her idea was, she'd asked him again..

The apartment seemed chilly, even though they'd geae only overnight.
She stood in the foyer shivering while Amos pickgdthe mail which had
been dropped through the slot in the door. "Ohk.létere's the bill for your
ring." He tore the envelope open and glanced insate his eyebrows
lifted. "Stephen has even better taste than | gawecredit for." He tossed
the pile of mail on the hall table.

"Thank you for rescuing..." Erika's throat tightdnand she couldn't finish
the sentence.

"Just doing my job, ma'am." His tone was light.
She couldn't let it go on any longer. It alreadyt 3o much that she couldn't
look at him. "I don't care any more what Felix #sror what the tabloids

say. You don't have to stay, Amos. I'll keep my efdur bargain."

The silence in the little foyer was suddenly mareemse than any noise
she'd ever heard.

"I don't have to leave, either." His voice was gruf

"Don't tease me. | can't stand it."



"I'm not teasing, sweetheart. It's up to you."

For a long moment both of them were still. Themélkel out an arm, inviting
her close. She didn't consciously choose to ginto hut before Erika knew
it she was in his arms.

His previous kisses had shaken her, but this oseoffdhe scale. He kissed
her slowly, like a man who was approaching a loadeffet table fully
intending to take his time and sample everythingoffier. But what he
roused in her was beyond mere appetite. She wasngfa-and only he
could satisfy her hunger pangs. Her knees went warak he caught her as
she slid.

"I'm getting in the habit of carrying you arounti¢ murmured against her
lips.

And then they were in her bedroom, and together—thack was nothing
more to say.

It was Tuesday before Erika came out of the apartymend then only
because the lawyers insisted on a face-to- facéermcte to discuss her
meeting with Felix.

"What are you going to tell them?" Amos asked. Hasgitting by the
kitchen table with a coffee cup cradled in his hawdaring nothing but
jeans, his hair still ruffled from when he'd rolleder to kill the alarm clock
and Erika had pulled him down to her.

"Besides that he's a scumbag? | haven't thoughfah&

"Had too many other things on your mind lately?'as&ed lazily.

| haven't got a mind anymorshe thoughtOnly random thoughts of you.
"It's just as well, you know. | have to go backaork sometime, and so do

you."

"Come on, honey. You promised to make sure I'cshirthe book in less
than the forty-five years | thought it would takBo it's forty years



instead—what difference does half a decade maleedrahere?" And then
he kissed her goodbye so thoroughly that she alfoogdt where she was

going.
And that, of course, was the question. Where wesg headed?

Certainly not toward anything permanent. Despitetantalizing farewell,
Erika knew better than even to think about foreyefire as hot as the one
that burned between them couldn't last for alwaysfact, she suspected it
might already have been quenched if it hadn't Beethe tight guard she
had kept on herself all weekend. She had not squgimises, she had not
asked questions, she had not allowed any convensatich hinted of a
future beyond the next meal.

But she knew that sooner or later, the La Croix deald be finished, one
way or the other, and Amos would grow restive, &imebuld all be over.

She had made a promise, and she would keep itpartdof that promise
was not to tell him that it wasn't just a mattefwi for her, that her heart
would break when he went.

When she stepped into her office, Kelly was juttirsgga cappuccino on the
desk, next to a pile of mail stacked atop a foldedspaper. For a moment,
Erika felt as if time had folded in on itself arfgktlast couple of weeks had
been nothing but a dream. "You're a wonder, Kelghe took a sip and
flipped through the open letters. "What does Semtinelhave to say this

time?"

"About you? Nothing. They're maintaining a digndfisilence, pretending
not to notice that all the other papers are laughirthem."”

"Well, that makes a nice change."

"But it seems Denby Miles and his fiancee had thikgatory prenuptial
fight at the theater over the weekend, and sombappened to catch it on
film. So theSentinelwon't be going out of the gossip business forva fe
more days at least. Phillippa Strang called, bywhg. She wants a couple
of minutes this morning."



"I do not want to talk to an agent today, Kellyshe hasn't figured out by
now that I'm not going to write the story of myeh+"

A throaty smoker's voice interrupted from the doayw'You're not? That's
certainly an interesting twist. | suppose you thihkt just collaborating,
rather than putting your name on the cover, makekffarence.” The
chubby woman, with the impossibly black hair lookédder and more worn
than she had at the literacy banquet. "Sorry t&weabn you like this, but if
you don't want people to overhear you, you shouidt she door
completely.”

Erika counted to ten. "Good morning, Phillippa. g&nyou heard me
already, there's no point in going over it all ag&ind | am a bit busy today,
so—"

"l asked you for that book. It was my idea, my poj my baby. You should
have the good manners to offer it to me first."

"I don't know what you're talking about, but | hawe intention of writing
the story of my life, or collaborating, or anythiatge."

Phillippa’s jaw jutted out stubbornly. "Then how gou explain Amos
Abernathy?"

The question was so ridiculous that Erika almoststbwut laughing.
"Explain him? Why should | have to explain him?"

Phillippa studied her for a long time, her eyesmaed. "If you really don't
know, then maybe you need to ask him to explainselmHave him tell
you why he meets with his editor in the back coofexr bar instead of in the
publisher's office."”

"Amos has an editor?" Erika asked feebly.

"And why they were talking about you."

"Really, Phillippa, it's no secret we got married."



"He wasn't describing the wedding. You might alsguire why he's been
asking so many gquestions about you, and your fadret the company.
Grilling everybody around you." She shot a glant&ally. "Including
you— am | right?"

Kelly gulped. "I wouldn't call it grilling. Of cowe he's interested—"
"He was quizzing you about me?" Erika asked. "Mtking about you?"

"That's what makes him good, you know," Phillippantvon. "People want
to talk to him."

Kelly was biting her lip, Erika saw. Looking guilty

"It seems to me, Erika my girl, that either you wnehat he's doing, or you
don't. And if you don't—wellthen, that boy has himself one heck of a
scoop. Up Close and Personatl understand from my source in the
publisher's office that's the working title. Soulkke it might apply to
anyone you know?"



CHAPTER TEN
PHILLIPPA was wrong, that was all, Erika told herself. Deadng.

So what if Amos was going around asking questidomibher? He had a
right to be inquisitive. Besides, he couldn't heen asking all that many
guestions—he hadn't had time. Locked up in thetapant for days on

end...

With a telephone and a computer, she reminded lhefgeat had he been
doing, all those hours he'd been shut in the demiting? Or asking
guestions?

If he was curious about the woman he'd married, W& understandable.
Come to that, there were a few things—make that aflthings—that she'd
like to know about him. But why would he have beewvestigating her

father, and Ladylove?

Up Close and Personal...

Had he been so eager for her to outwit Ssntinelbecause he wanted to
protect her, or because he wanted to keep theidafstom breaking any
more stories about her so he could explode the bbells himself?

You don't know that any of this is true. Stop jurgpto conclusions.
Phillippa's wrong—she's got to be.

This time the agent's source had made a mistala. hidd to be what had
happened. Erika shook her head. "Amos is writing\el, not an expose."

But was she certain of that? She had assumed fifietias, and she couldn't
remember whether Stephen had ever said it wasd.rtéowever, she was
pretty sure that Amos had always referred to leasook"—and that was a
definition which covered a great deal more teryitor

But that wasn't all Stephen had said, she remembaraos is writing a
book. That's why he's here.



What if it wasn't the flexible hours and free ligiquarters which had been
the job's attraction, but the proximity to the sdbjof his investigation?

"Maybe he was writing a novel," Phillippa said, tihlhe saw a chance to do
something a whole lot more lucrative."

Erika had to make an effort to keep her voice steddow do you know all
this, Phillippa?"

"l happened to be in the bar last Wednesday momtren he and his editor
were having coffee."

The day of the photo shoot, Erika thought. The diper accident. But
Amos hadn't showed up in the studio till later—loeld have had a dozen
appointments before that.

"l recognized Amos from the banquet,” Phillippa ten, "and the editor
from doing business with him a few years ago. Anddrheard bits of the
conversation. They were talking about advancesgcanttacts, and you."

Advances and contracts... Had Amos sold his boak?Bo, why hadn't he
shared the good news? Erika could think of only oe&son why he
wouldn't have told her, and it sent her heart sigkiike a freight
elevator—slow but inexorable.

"So then | dropped a question to a friend at tHaighing house about what
that particular editor is working on these daysl he told me there's a very
hush-hush project callddp Close and PersonaHe said the author's been
undercover to do the research."”

UndercoverWell, that would be an interesting way to descApeos's life
lately....

What did she really know about Amos, anyway? Navauch, when it

came right down to it. But she'd thought his bemadpody special would
help protect her. She had never realized it mightabdisguise that he'd
assumed on purpose. It hadn't occurred to heittimght be a threat to her.



There was something very like pity in Phillippaee. "Sorry, kid. | hate to
be the one to ruin your day."

Erika was glad the woman walked out of the offigghaut waiting to be
thanked. It would have choked her to say the words.

As the door closed behind the agent, Kelly took espd breath. "Oh,
Erika—what are you going to do?"

Erika pushed herself up from her chair. "Meet with lawyers," she said. "
still have a job to do.”

The meeting didn't take long, since her discussibm Felix had brought up
no issues of substance and led to no changes prapesed buyout. Erika's
team of attorneys spent most of the time tryinguazle out why Felix had
made a big deal out of nothing.

Erika didn't enlighten them. She wasn't eagemjost to tell the world what
a fool she'd been. Not seeing through Felix wabke'tbiggest part of the
problem, of course, but it was a piece of a pattieah she wasn't proud to
acknowledge.

You 're not cut out to compete with the sharkskd&er father's voice
whispered in her head. Maybe Stanford Forrester eeh right after
all—she was too trusting, too apt to take peoplaed value only to find
that they weren't what they had seemed.

But what, exactly, had Amos seemed to be? And hawmof that image
had been borne in her own imagination?

Most of it, she admitted. He hadn't misled herctiya

In fact, he'd said almost nothing about himselg'8lereated it all, the whole
image. She'd convinced herself that he was whatvginéed him to be.



Erika walked home slowly, with the hood of her dqaulled up despite the
warmth of the spring sunshine.

Stephen was in the lobby. She thought about askmgvhat he knew about
Amos, but he was busy with a tenant— and in ang shge wasn't sure she
wanted to admit, even to Stephen, that she kneittlsoabout the man she
had married.

So she merely said hello, and took the packageahddd her, and went on
upstairs, bracing herself for Amos's greeting.

If he was in the same mood as he'd been for thddasdays... Of course,
even if that was the case, she told herself phibmally, it wouldn't take
long for him to realize that her feelings no longatched.

Had anything which had happened between them ifaghé¢hree days been
real? Or had even his lovemaking been calculatégép her off guard, as
well as to let him learn her most intimate secrets?

You re assuming he's guilghe reminded herseWait and see what he has
to say for himself.

The apartment was empty. She knew it the instastkpped inside.

Her hands were trembling as she hung her capesinldiset, but she didn't
hurry. She had the rest of her life to find outdertain that he was gone, so
there was no sense in rushing around to confirm wihe already knew in
her heart.

She'd prepared herself so well that it came asoaksko see that his
computer was still on the desk in the den. Wheréeewas, then, he was
planning to return.

Of course, that didn't mean he was innocent of WAmgtippa had charged.
Just that he didn't yet realize that Erika knewvas guilty.

If he's guilty at allshe reminded herself. Her head was starting towvithr
all the unknowns.



Her fingertips itched with the desire to turn tleenputer on and search for
the files that must exist. But she had given hemwbat she wouldn't sneak
a peek at his first draft, and she would keep it.

How very interesting it was, she thought, that lexttacted that particular
promise from her.

But she hadn't promised not to look in the deskal still her desk, after all.
Her checkbook was in there—the one he'd promisetbriook at—and her
unpaid bills. She had every right to rummage thhotlng drawers.

She found her check—the one she'd written to hirtheir wedding night
for cash to cover his incidental expenses—in thediei drawer. She
wondered if he simply hadn't had time to go to blaak, or if he'd been
squeamish about taking her money while he was tigasg her. "Though
| don't know why he'd flinch at that," she mutterétér voice seemed to
echo in the room.

In a side drawer was a yellow legal pad, covereti scrawled black ink.
She recognized it as the one which had been lymntpe desk in the office
downstairs once, while they'd been talking. He'tll ghat he felt safe
leaving his notes lying around because no one etsdd read his
handwriting—and now she understood his confidence.

Still, no matter how slipshod the handwriting, sh@vn name was pretty
hard to miss, and hers seemed to turn up with aggyibmong the scrawled
and crossed-out sentences. Though she couldn't cudkevery word, she
could read enough to see that what he had writeespart observation, part
speculation, part analysis, and it went all the Wwagk to the episode of the
white silk blouse on the day they had met.

She was still paging through the notebook, readiteghere and there, when
she heard his footsteps in the hall.

Amos stopped in the doorway, obviously startledee her. "You're home
earlier than | expected.”

"l imagine so."



He took off his jacket and slung it over one sheuld'If you're upset
because | was down the hall—"

"With the redhead? Oh, I'm sure you were only mytim convince her not to
talk to theSentinelbout the little scene in the elevator a few ¢gays" She
held up the yellow legal pad. "What's this, Amos?"

"My notebook.” There was a slight, but very reaipbasis on the
possessive. "Why are you reading it?"

"Why shouldn't I? It seems to be all about me. Alehse don't insult me by
expecting me to believe that you were drafting Ideters to me, or

composing poetry about my beauty. | can't readyeward, but | get the

gist." She tossed the tablet onto the desk. "ltdppose you'd like to tell
me abouUp Close and Personal?"

His jaw set. "How do you know about that?"

Erika felt sick.Then it's true. All of it. Phillippa was right aftall. "Never
mind. You have an hour to pack your things. If yeulot out by then, I'll
have Stephen get security to remove you."

She almost went to her room, but she decided skalaaned if she'd hide.
She wasn't the one who had something to be ashain®d she went to the
kitchen instead and made herself a cup of teastiadidn't want. She was
standing by the sink dunking the bag and watchihg brew turn
ever-blacker when Amos came in.

"Erika, would you at least tell me what you're gngbout?"

"Don't pretend that you don't know. Contract—editmvances-Jp Close
and Personalls this forming a pattern for you?"

"Yes, but | don't see why you're so angry.”
She spun to face him. The tea bag was still inHzerd, and hot liquid

splattered over the counter. "You don't see whyagry? You think | like
having my life spread out for public consumptiot®®bad enough to have it



in the Sentinel but at least that gets thrown out every day. ¥ogbting to
put it in a book—so it'll stay around forever!"

"Erika, Up Close and Person&n't about you."

"Right. And you have all those notes about mefustun. Don't insult me,
Amos. Just please go away."

"You're going to have to listen to me sometime, kaow. There's a little
matter of a divorce—and I'm not signing anythindiluyou've heard me
out."

"Fine. Don't sign anything. It'll sell an extra hoh copies of your book if
you're still married to me. Anyway, what do | carkether | get a divorce?
I'll never make this mistake again.” She made atmdilooking at the clock.
"You're down to forty-five minutes, you know."

He turned on his heel and left the room.

She dumped the tea down the drain, put the bdweigarbage, mopped up
the splatters, and stood looking out the window.

Amos came back with a sheaf of paper. "Here's dangfor you to read
while I'm packing."”

Erika intended to ignore it. She looked throughrttegl instead, throwing
away the junk and sorting out bills and notes amdtations that had
collected over the weekend while she'd been toarfaged with Amos to
pay attention to anything else.

But as the minutes ticked away, she found herseKihg at the stack of
paper—perhaps a hundred typed pages— lying in &édyupile on the
kitchen table next to the mail. There was, aftermalthing else to do while
she waited. And she might as well see what hedadyt about her. It would
lessen the shock when the book came out.



She didn't read it all, at least not after thet ffesv paragraphs—but she
leafed through the stack, looking at every page raading bits here and
there.

By the time Amos came back, she had turned ovelaftepage and was
sitting staring at the wall. She didn't move tok@t him. "This isn't about
me."

"That's what | told you, Erika." He pulled a chaiound from the table and
straddled it, folding his arms on the back.

"So what is it? Why did you give it to me?"

"It's about the goings-on in an upscale apartmensé. There are at least
two murders—maybe three before it's over—and afiqieople dodging
around trying not to get caught in bedrooms whéey tdon't belong.
There's a fashion model and a few society matrosaamanager who's
doing his damnedest to figure out who the murderbefore anybody else
gets killed—and it will be titledUp Close and Personalf | ever get
finished writing it."

"You wrote this?"

"It's not very flattering of you to sound so susgd,” he said dryly.

"You're writing a murder mystery."

"Yes."

"Well, you did tell me you weren't setting out t@ate the Great American
Novel." She shook her head. "Why the big secreif?ay not be literature
but it's nothing to be ashamed of, so why notteiseverybody?"

""You really think | could just introduce mysetf the tenants that way? 'Hi,
I'm the new manager and I'm going to be watchingwery closely because

you might end up being a dead body in the bookwhiting.' I don't think
that would have been well-received."”



"That's why you took the job? Because you wereystgdthe tenants?"

"You said yourself," he reminded, "that | obvioudign't know much about
the kind of people who live in places like this."

"People like me," Erika mused.

' 'Certainly not enough to write convincingly abdabem without some
observation and research."”

"Was Stephen in on the scheme? How much does eKno

"Only what he told you—that | took the job for tinang arrangements and
free time, because | was writing a book."

"Well, that feels better. At least nobody knew angre than | did." She
straightened the pile of paper and set it asidle antair of finality. "So that's
why you jumped at the chance to marry me, Amos."

"If you remember, | didn't exactly jump at the cbeyi he said mildly.

Erika wasn't listening. "To see things from thadesas it were. Of course,
you couldn't tell me about it then because...bexzaptease do explain why,
Amos, because | don't quite get it."

"Would you have bothered to listen? Would you elvave cared, as long as
| did what you wanted me to? You seemed to thinkas cute, that | was
writing a book.lsn 't it precious that Amos thinks he's an auttior

The accusation stung, because it was partially tsied now you are one.
Because you've sold the book, haven't you? You seea meeting with
your editor. In a bar. Which brings up another goes Even if | accept the
logicfor you being here in secret, why is the pcogo hush- hush for the
publisher?"

"Well, that's a little more difficult to explain.”

"I've got all night.”



"l suppose it's progress,” Amos mused, "if youodanger threatening to
throw me out within the next—" he checked his wyvetich "—fifteen
minutes."

"Thanks for reminding me of the deadline. And stopng to avoid the
guestion."”

"All right. When my first book came out—"

"Your first book? This isn't your first?"

"Every interruption adds at least a minute to tloeys' he warned. "When
the book was published | used a pen name, becaysenpioyer would not
have been amused to discover what I'd been doimyispare time."

Why not?Erika wanted to ask. She bit her tongue instead.

"Now I'm on a leave of absence and hoping to be @btesign when this
book is published. But there's always the chanatithl sell two copies
instead of two million, so | might have to go backmy day job."

She couldn't stop herself. "What did you do?"

"I was a corporate lawyer in Denver. A very junare. Those birds don't
think anyone below partner should be allowed amyespime."

My very favorite kind of people, lawyers...

"Soothe book came out under a different name—" &etwn "—and there

were no tours, no autographed copies, no publiea@mces to help the
sales. But accidentally, and completely againstlagig of publishing, the

mystery behind the mystery has increased intemasiei first book and also
in what Judd Thorne might do next."

"Judd Thorne," she said blankly, and then it clicke

"The mystery you got as a table favor at the ltgriaanquetWith Malice
Toward One—you wrote that?"



"That's why | was trying so hard to give it awaxttimight, or make you
leave it behind. | guess | was afraid that if yotually read it, knowing me,
you'd see the person behind the pen name."

"But | didn't. It never occurred to me."

"Every time you referred to it as my book, | gos@asm. But | guess you
didn't know me as well as | thought you might." fadow that might have
been pain crossed his face.

"Why didn't you tell me?" she whispered, and thesweered the question
herself, because it was marginally less agoniorgay it than it would be to
listen to him explain. "Because there was no neede to know. | was no
different from everybody else."”

"That was the reasoning, yes. But once the firpbdpinity was past, it was
too late to say, 'Oh, by the way, Erika, | seeimaee forgotten to tell you...™

She forced a cheerful note into her voice. "Sthalnotes you were keeping
about me—was that just because I'm going to beobtiee dead bodies in
your book? Virtual murder, as it were? There masehbeen days when the
idea of killing me off was very appealing.”

"Not entire days," he corrected. "Moments, maybe."
She bit her lip.

"I'm sorry." The note of humor had vanished fromm Vwice. ' 'Erika, | kept
those notes because | was fascinated. | wantedguefout what made you
tick. How a woman could be so utterly gorgeous, yetdsalue her looks so
little. How she could be so capable and strong, yaidhink that she was
weak."

"A psychological study. Let me know when you get figeired out—it'll
save me the therapy bills. So why did you marry Areps?"

For a moment she thought he wasn't going to an&ven, very soberly, he
said, "Do you want the reason, or the excuse?"



"There's a difference? Successful author of oné jamout to be two... You
must have laughed at the idea of me paying youparst so you could
afford to write. But never mind—now | remember. Yoould get a very
different view of the dynamics of the apartment $@érom this floor than
you could from the lobby."

"That's the excuse," he agreed.

"At any rate, it hardly matters now. The lawyergesgl with you—no
surprise there, | guess, since it turns out yoaire of the same breed.
They're sure Felix will agree to the deal. | guesl®esn't matter any more,
whatever th&Sentinekays."

"So this is the end?"

"Well, the bargain we made was only till the salentvthrough, and that
seems close enough now. I'm sure you'll apprebaxeng peace and quiet
to write. You must have gotten almost nothing dibmeweek—except a lot
of research.”

"I certainly learned a lot," he said soberly.

"Me, too. Thanks for sticking around to explairs lieen...quite instructive.
And thanks for the week." She'd intended to kedight, flippant, but her
voice cracked. "I'd say it's been fun, but..."

"What do you want, Erika?"

You, her heart cried. But what was the point in sayt@gWould she get
some sort of masochistic satisfaction from heahing explain why he
wasn't interested? "My life back," she said.

He sat very still for a moment longer, and therdtop and pushed the chair
neatly into place with a movement that was so ecocal it was just short
of violent. ' "'Then I'll finish my packing."



"Don't forget this," she said, and pushed the stacgaper toward him.
"And there's a bill somewhere in that pile for ytag. Your credit card, |
believe."

He looked straight at her, his eyes blazing. "Aadhink that | actually
believed Denby Miles was an idiot to let go of you.

"What?"

"But the Sentinelwas right about that one. You led him on to getséh
formulas, and then you dumped him. Maybe Felix Wwasnwrong after all,
to be wary of your intentions."

"Get out," she said.

"It's a good thing your father's dead," he said, suddenly he didn't sound
angry any more, only tired. He started to shuffl@tigh the papers on the
table. "Because | want to kill him for what he dadyou. For making you
believe you weren't good enough, no matter whatdrduFor making you
into a robot."

She swallowed hard and closed her eyes againstdihe
"What's this?" he said.

She looked, and tried to stifle a gasp. He wasihglé& small box, the

package Stephen had given her when she came iaftersmoon. She had
dropped the box on the table on her way to the aeth then pushed it aside
so she could sort the mail. And in the press oftems, she'd forgotten it

was there. "Nothing," she said. "Give it here, pea

"It's got my name on it," he pointed out.

She watched, frozen, as he lifted the lid off tlex.bShe saw the exact
instant when he recognized the contents, becauks®ked from the box to
her left hand. "It's a match for yours," he sail.Wedding ring. But why,
Erika?"



She shook her head. Even if she'd known what sheedao say, she
couldn't have formed the words and forced them out.

He set the box on the edge of the table as cayefullwere a soap bubble
and came toward her. "You asked a question a fewtes ago—why |
married you. You know the excuse. Do you want tar lilee reason?"

No, she thoughtl don't want to be tormented anymore.

Amos had never laid a hand on her in anger or naggonly in passion
and—perhaps—affection. He'd never belittled hehess father had, or
made light of her talents. She didn't believe bgk&r intended to hurt her. It
had all been research for him—not a joke, exadilyt, hardly earth-
shaking.

It was Erika who had let it be important. When &em in love with him,
she'd given him the power to hurt her worse thanaher person in the
world ever had, or ever could. It wasn't fair tarbke Amos for that, when it
had been her own doing.

But she didn't have to listen to anything more. &lda't have to add to her
pain.

"You were fascinated.” She pushed back her chdiisézod up. "You told
me that already."”

"That's part of it," he said. "But the reason | escinated was something
| didn't begin to understand until it was too ldtexpected you to be like
your photos—perfect and cold. Stephen tried tortedl you weren't that
way at all. But he didn't warn me about how easyoitild be to fall in love
with you."

"l don't believe you." Her voice was little moreatha croak.

"l don't expect you to. But it's true. | didn't kmevhat was happening to me.
| only knew that | wanted to keep you safe anaketcare of you. And even
when | realized what | was feeling—well, how coutéll you that I'd fallen

head over heels in love with you? You told me oyme&d have to be a fool



to believe that—and the one thing you aren't, Eiigka fool. When did you
buy the ring, sweetheart? And why?"

There was a softness in his voice, a sadnessythgped around her heart
and squeezed until she could do nothing but telkthth. "l asked Stephen
to get it, just this morning. Because | want solpéat it all to be real.”

Suddenly he closed the gap between them, and shess arms, and he
was kissing her with a passionate fury which theeat to turn her to
cinders. "I love you," she managed to whisper, enaed then she couldn't
say anything more at all.

It was much later that she remembered the ringséiddt onto his finger.
"With this ring, " she said. "Oh, | don't remennltlee rest. But you know
what | mean.”

He gave a howl of laughter and kissed her agaith, aveasy possessiveness
which sent thrills up her spine. "Don't let me fertp pay that bill," she said.
"For my ring, | mean. You said it came, but | dids€e it in the stack."

"That's because | paid it this morning. A man chaaite his wife buying her
own diamond ring. Of course, I'm going to havedl $tephen his good
taste is why | can't afford to give him a Christrbasius, but—"

"I'm sure he won't hold it against you. Just totkitgs straight, by the way,
Denby Miles never wanted to be married to me. Hated to be the
president of Ladylove, and he was willing to trdwe formulas and marry
the heiress if that was the price to get the job'dHoped to have it all
accomplished, to worm his way in—but my father diedy suddenly, and
Denby gave himself away.""So you ditched him angtkée job. Good

girl."

"That's about the size of it. He was furious whewoldl the board that |
wouldn't agree to him having the job because | e@ittmyself. The really
funny thing was—I didn't want it. At least, | ditlthink | did at first."



"And you didn't think you were capable,” Amos add&Because your
father told you that you were nothing more thamedtp face, and that while
your mother was beautiful, you were...adequate."

"You have done your research." But somehow, whesale it, the phrase
didn't sting. She felt sad, but no longer dimingH&laybe you're right and
it's time for a new Face of Ladylove."

"Later," he said. "We'll talk about that later."

"Or maybe lots of faces. Smiling ones, imperfecegynall colors, all

sizes—" But he was kissing her, and she forgot whatwas talking about.
It was a long time before she came up for air. f&lsgust one more thing,
Amos darling.l couldn't help but notice, as | was readidg Close and

Personal..."

"Yes?" He sounded absentminded, because he wdsgibib her earlobe.

"You told me you were working on a love scene—bet¢ is no love scene
in the book."

"Did | say it was for the book?" he whispered agtiner lips. "Sorry,
sweetheart. Let me make it up to you."

And he pulled her closer and showed her exactlyt \Wwbaneant.



