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Dear Reader

New York is one of my favorite cities. I’ve been lucky enough to visit several times and each time I arrive in Manhattan and stare up at the skyscrapers I feel as if I’ve stepped onto a film set. It’s the setting for many of my favorite movies – When Harry Met Sally, One Fine Day, How to Lose a Guy in 10 Days, even the beginning of Sweet Home Alabama (remember that scene at Tiffany’s?).

It’s a magical place, and last year when I visited with family and explored the wonders of Central Park and admired the incredible view from Top of the Rock, I decided it would make the perfect setting for my new series.

Midnight at Tiffany’s opens the series, and I had so much fun writing this novella. It’s fun, sexy and unashamedly romantic and offers a peep at the characters you’ll meet in the other books. The heroine, Matilda, is working for an event company as a way of earning money while she pursues her dream of being a writer. She’s clumsy, awkward and a little bit shy and deep down she aspires to be as tough and sexy as the women in her books. She doesn’t believe love will happen for her in real life, but she’s about to discover that under the sparkling lights of New York at night, anything can happen.

I hope you love reading this story as much as I enjoyed writing it. I love chatting with readers and am active on most forms of social media so I hope you’ll join me on Facebook or Twitter, and if you’d like to see some of the pictures that provided inspiration while I was writing, follow me on Pinterest and Instagram.

Welcome to From Manhattan with Love. I hope all your dreams come true.

Love Sarah

xxx
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CHAPTER ONE

“CHAMPAGNE?”

Matilda circulated carefully among the glamorous crowd, trying to keep her eyes off the glittering view of the Manhattan skyline and concentrate on keeping the tray steady. The last thing she needed was another catastrophic spill. She’d already had one warning from her boss and even though, technically, her last disaster hadn’t been her fault she knew another accident would get her fired. Her brief was to be invisible, and she considered herself perfectly qualified for the job.

In a world where extroverts were celebrated, she was an introvert. She’d spent most of her life blending into the background. First in the playground, where she’d hidden away in books written by other people, and then at college, when she’d hidden in the books she’d written herself. Lost in her own fictional world, she became each and every one of her heroines and endowed them with qualities she herself coveted, namely courage, communication skills and coordination.

Her current creation was Lara Striker, small-town girl finally returning home and trying to live down her badgirl reputation.

Matilda stared through the crowd, her mind absorbed.

What would it be like to have a reputation as a bad girl? How would it feel to live a life of daring and adventure, full of wild affairs, and travel to far-off places? To walk into a room and know that people were nudging each other and whispering in awed tones “that’s her.”

“Matilda?! Matilda!”

Matilda blinked and returned to the real world.

There was only one person who used that caustic tone when addressing her. Her boss. Her nemesis.

Cynthia, Director of Events.

She gripped the tray a little tighter.

Over Cynthia’s shoulder she saw her colleague Eva pull a face and make the shape of a shark’s fin with her hands. It cheered Matilda up.

As always, Cynthia was wearing her corporate smile; the one she wore for every event along with her Star Events uniform. It sat there like an accessory, never reaching her eyes.

This, Matilda thought, was her reality. The closest she came to being a bad girl was thinking very, very bad thoughts about her boss.

“You’re staring into space,” Cynthia hissed between her teeth. “You’re here to work, not to gaze.”

Lara Striker would have punched Cynthia right in the middle of that fake smile and added another crime to her already impressive list.

Matilda simply nodded.

In fiction, characters could punch their bosses and get away with it.

In real life, you lost your job, and then you were dining on Cup-a-Soup seven nights a week instead of four. That was a fact of life, and at least this job allowed her to write.

Her colleague Eva was mouthing something behind Cynthia’s back. Matilda couldn’t make out what she was saying, but it made her feel better to know she wasn’t alone.

Apart from Cynthia, she worked with a great team of people, which was another reason she didn’t want to punch her boss. Working with Frankie, Eva and their team leader, Paige, was the most fun she’d had in her working life. She didn’t want to spoil that. When Cynthia was out of the office, they had fun. For the first time in her life, she felt as if she fitted. Not with the company, but with the group of women who were her colleagues. And friends, she reminded herself. As someone who was cautious with strangers and didn’t make friends easily, those friends were more precious than any of the jewelry on display tonight.

“I realize there are celebrities here,” Cynthia managed to speak without disturbing the smile, “but you need to look through them. I don’t employ you to stand there gaping like a goldfish.”

Lara Striker would know exactly where to put a goldfish.

Matilda bobbed her head again. Experience had taught her to agree to everything. The best way to stay employed was to fly under Cynthia’s radar. She liked to think of herself as a stealth plane, traveling through life undetected. Of course, she was the passenger, whereas Lara Striker would have been in the pilot’s seat, her focus absolute.

“I’m trying to keep the tray straight, Cynthia.” Someone with her coordination challenges might have been better choosing a profession other than waitressing, but this job gave her the perfect opportunity to people-watch. She was able to observe the world through the rising bubbles in the champagne glasses without being expected to speak or socialize.

Who were these people? What secrets were they hiding beneath silk, velvet and jewels? Who did they become when they returned home and stripped off the disguise they presented to the world?

Pondering those questions was the reason she loved the job.

That and the fact that she had access to some of the most exclusive venues in New York City.

Like this one.

The rooftop terrace offering panoramic views of Manhattan, far above the busy streets filled with discordant noise and the blur of yellow cabs. In another month or so, the pumping summer heat would be brutal, but for now a light breeze cooled the terrace. Everywhere you looked there were lights. They sparkled like the display in the windows of Tiffany’s, twisted through the elaborate greenery that adorned the edges of the terrace, adding more lights to a city that already had more than enough. High above there were stars in the sky, but it was as if they’d given up competing. At night, New York City felt like one big party. City of dreams.

They were other people’s dreams, of course, but Matilda didn’t mind that. She didn’t think about the hard grind that was her life, because there was nothing she could do to change that reality, and most of the time she lived in a fictional world of her own creation.

She could have stood and stared for hours, but even five minutes would have gotten her fired.

Before she’d taken the job, she’d been warned that Star Events was known for their ruthless attitude toward their staff. The economic downturn combined with a glut of staff meant that if you didn’t perform perfectly, you were out.

She couldn’t afford to lose her job.

Remembering that, she held the tray a little tighter.

“I’m concentrating, Cynthia.”

“Tonight is a huge opportunity for Star Events. This is our second event for the Adams Construction Group and it’s catapulted us into a different league. We need to impress. Business creates more business. That account is worth more to us in a year than all the others put together, and tonight I intend to meet the man himself. Chase Adams. Did you read that article in Forbes? ‘The Man Who Has Everything.’ He is richer than Midas.” Cynthia lowered her voice in reverence. “He is here somewhere.”

Probably hiding behind a curtain, counting his millions, Matilda thought, wondering if Cynthia actually knew what had happened to Midas. It hadn’t turned out so well for him. She hoped Chase was having better luck.

She didn’t mention to Cynthia that she was hoping to meet him, too, but for different reasons.

Chase Adams was a collector of rare books. He even had a library in one of his homes. She’d seen photos online and admired the oak cabinets and the books lined up in uniform rows, the lettering on the rainbow of spines offering tantalizing hints as to the worlds concealed inside.

Matilda couldn’t imagine a house big enough to include a library. If she brought more than two paperbacks into her apartment, she had to throw something out to make room.

Her main interest in meeting the legendary Chase wasn’t his library or his interest in books, though; it was his brother. Brett Adams ran a publishing company, and she was desperately hoping to find a way of getting her book to him. It made her shake even thinking about it, but she was just about desperate enough to push through her natural preference to hide from people and find the courage to speak to Chase.

To do that, she thought about her mother.

Never let fear stop you going after your dream.

Matilda lifted her chin.

She had a USB stick in her pocket, and a printed copy of the manuscript in her bag, stowed safely in the cloakroom.

“I hope you manage to find him, Cynthia. And I hope he continues to give us lots of business.” It crossed her mind that relying on one company for the lion’s share of business probably wasn’t great practice, but it wasn’t her place to say so.

Lara Striker would have said it, but it would have taken more than a man with money in the bank and a library in his house to impress Lara the lioness.

Matilda’s mind wandered as she played with a few ideas for tweaking her character. Should she add in a few idiosyncrasies? Give Lara a few endearingly normal traits to make her more human? Perhaps she could be clumsy. No, she wouldn’t wish that on anyone.

She realized Cynthia was frowning at her. “Is something wrong?”

“Your skirt! What’s happened to your skirt?”

Matilda looked down in alarm, but her skirt looked the same as it had when she’d dressed hours earlier in the cramped single room that was home. One of the things she liked about the Star Events “uniform” was that in her black skirt and shirt she looked the same as every other waitress working tonight. Just taller. And a little more clumsy and awkward.

“There’s something wrong with my skirt?”

“It’s shorter than the regulation length. You’re not supposed to turn it up.”

This same scenario had been repeated several times in her life and it never got any easier.

Handcuffed by the drinks tray, Matilda couldn’t even tug at her hem. “It is the regulation length, but I have long legs, so it sits in a different place. I usually wear a slightly lower heel to compensate.”

At school they’d called her Giraffe. She’d taken to sitting down whenever she could so that people didn’t tease her for being tall. She’d lost herself in books, because things happened in books that never happened in real life to tall, bespectacled, introverted teenagers.

“It’s barely decent. You need to do something about it.”

“My legs?” Matilda was bemused. “They’re—er—attached to me.”

Lara Striker would have smacked one of her long legs right into Cynthia’s head with an impressive martial arts turning kick that would have left the other woman dazed with a concussion. Then she would have pinned Cynthia to the wall and lectured her on the importance of fostering positive body image.

Matilda chose a different option. She tried to make herself smaller. She hated doing it, because it made her butt stick out.

All her characters were normal sized and delicate boned. They didn’t have any of these problems.

Cynthia’s smile vanished briefly. “Next time, wear a longer skirt. And if you see Chase Adams, don’t talk to him, and for pity’s sake don’t spill anything on him. Come and find me.” She stalked off before Matilda could point out that the likelihood of her identifying Chase Adams was slim, given that she had no idea what he looked like. His library, she would have recognized in her sleep, but as for the man himself, she had no idea. She was relying on someone else to point him out.

Glancing around the room, she tried to spot someone who might fit his profile. She assumed he was old and fusty.

The Man Who Had Everything.

She’d read the piece, but there had been no photo of the man himself. Just images of glass and steel—properties that he’d built. And the library in his house.

According to the article, he’d taken over his father’s company and grown it to ten times its original size. He was ruthless and focused. Matilda had shamelessly stolen aspects of his character for her heroine.

Why should drive and ambition be the sole province of men? In her opinion, it shouldn’t be. That was another thing her mother had taught her.

The only thing a man has that a woman doesn’t is a penis.

Paige appeared by her side. “You’re doing a great job, Matilda. I really appreciate the extra hours you’ve put in on this one. We’re so lucky to have you on the team.”

Matilda relaxed slightly.

Paige was the opposite of Cynthia. In fact, Paige was the reason that half the staff of Star Events hadn’t resigned. She soothed and smoothed, was energetic and organized. Nothing rattled her, and no matter how much pressure was piled on her head from her superiors, she never let it leak through. Cynthia showered people with so much stress their skin shriveled like grass under attack from acid rain.

“She hates me.”

“She hates everyone.” Eva appeared and flashed her a smile. “You should put her in a book and kill her off.”

“I don’t write that sort of book.”

“You should. It would be cathartic. I’ll provide the weapon. We can make it look natural. Frankie knows all the poisonous plants. I could bake her a really tasty muffin. It’s super easy to disguise the taste of arsenic in baked goods.” Eva studied Matilda from the side. “Are you constipated? Because I have the perfect recipe for that.”

Matilda squirmed awkwardly. “What makes you think I’m constipated?”

“You’re standing weirdly. As if you’re about to sit on the toilet.”

“I’m trying to be shorter.”

“Why would you want to be shorter?”

“Because Cynthia thinks I’m too tall. Or maybe my skirt is too short. I’m not totally clear about the nature of the offense, if I’m honest.”

“I didn’t realize height was stipulated in the contract.” Frankie joined them, her gaze roaming over the floral displays as if daring a single bloom to wilt on her watch. A floral designer, Frankie was wildly creative, a trait Matilda admired as much as her vivid red hair and fiery personality.

“You’re a perfect height,” Paige said. “You could be a model.”

“Except that most models are elegant, and I can’t put one foot in front of the other without falling over.” If she could change one thing about herself it would be that. She hated being clumsy. She longed to be delicate and feminine. Paige moved like a dancer, Eva bounced and Frankie stalked. None of them stumbled.

“Look at it this way—” Eva carefully straightened the tray Matilda was clutching “—you can look over the heads of all the over-made-up women, straight into the eyes of the taller men. There’s an advantage in every disadvantage.”

“Ignore her,” Frankie advised. “She’s a cup half full sort of person. It’s annoying.”

Matilda was also a cup half full person, but usually because she’d spilled the other half. She’d decided long ago that Eva was the kindest person she’d ever met. She envied the strength of the friendship between Eva, Paige and Frankie, who had grown up together on a small island off the coast of Maine. Paige always joked that they were small-town girls transplanted into the big city. They’d swapped rural life for the excitement of New York, and the three of them shared a brownstone in Brooklyn along with Paige’s older brother, Matt. Matilda had met him once and immediately used him as inspiration for one of her heroes.

Matilda had never told them, but she’d borrowed shamelessly from Paige’s, Eva’s and Frankie’s personalities when she was creating Lara. The result was a heroine who was the perfect mix of tough and sexy.

She’d chosen to give her heroine Frankie’s fiery red hair, but now she was wondering if she should have given her Eva’s golden curls. People invariably underestimated blondes, didn’t they? It would be fun to see someone underestimating Lara. That was a scene she would have had fun writing.

“I’m supposed to tell her if I see Chase Adams, but I have no idea what he looks like.” What did “the man who had everything” look like?

She didn’t reveal her real reasons for wanting to meet him. She knew it was a long shot. She didn’t need anyone to tell her.

Eva glanced around. “I know what he looks like—insanely handsome as it happens—but I don’t think he’s here. I do, however, see Jake Romano, and he gives Chase a run for his money.”

Matilda followed her gaze and saw a wickedly handsome dark-haired man laughing with an incredibly beautiful woman.

She sighed. “They seem totally in love.” She glanced at Paige, expecting her to agree, and noticed the brief flash of pain in her eyes.

“The only person Jake Romano loves is himself.”

There was a shimmer of emotion in her voice and Matilda knew she’d inadvertently stepped into dangerous territory.

Did Paige know Jake? Did they have a history?

The last thing she wanted to do was hurt Paige, and she was about to say something when Eva gave a quick shake of her head and changed the subject deftly.

“You wouldn’t like Chase Adams. They say he’s a ruthless moneymaking machine with no heart or soul.”

Matilda didn’t care about that. She did care about the fact he might be able to give her his brother’s email address.

“Of course he’s here. How can he not be here? What sort of man wouldn’t show up at his own event?”

Paige smiled, her natural good humor restored. “Probably a man who knows Cynthia is looking for him.”

So he wasn’t old and fusty, Matilda mused. Insanely handsome. He sounded like someone her heroine would be seeking out. Luscious Lara had no time for the conventional rules of relationships. She would never wait for a man to call. She was a sexually confident woman who went after what she wanted. The words regret and apology didn’t appear in her vocabulary.

Chase Adams might consider himself to be the man who had everything, but he’d never had Lara. If she walked into his life, he’d soon discover what was missing. Lara would give the ruthless, coldhearted Chase Adams a night he would never forget.





CHAPTER TWO

TUCKED BEHIND ONE of the pillars on the terrace, Chase Adams stood staring over the Manhattan skyline. He scanned the building closest to him; fifty-four floors of winking glass and gleaming metal, now providing corporate headquarters for three Fortune 100 companies.

He was familiar with every steel bolt.

His company had built it, as they had at least four other buildings within his line of vision.

Buildings were his life. His world.

As a child he’d played with Lego. This was more satisfying. He was creating something permanent, something that became part of the city he loved.

“Chase!” A soft, feminine voice told him that his moment of contemplation was over.

He turned, resigned. “Victoria.”

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you. There are people waiting to talk to you!”

Not because they were interested in him, but because they wanted something.

People always wanted something.

There were days when he felt every interaction he had was fake, including his relationship with Victoria.

His parents kept telling him she would be a perfect life partner for someone. It was obvious they were hoping he’d be that someone.

It was true that she was socially adept and confident. She would stand next to him at events like this one and make polite conversation with anyone and everyone from presidents to police chiefs.

There was only one problem.

The thought of waking up next to Victoria for the next fifty years chilled him. He’d never seen her anything but perfectly groomed, and never heard her utter a word that hadn’t been carefully edited. There were times when he felt like tickling her to see if she was capable of spontaneous laughter.

Chase wondered what she looked like in the morning when she hadn’t spent half the day being pampered. Did she sleep in makeup?

What would marriage to someone like Victoria look like? Would she rush to the bathroom before he woke? Their relationship would be strictly regimented. Dinner would be scheduled into their calendars, a stiff formal affair. What about sex? Would he be expected to book that in, too? Their future would be a sea of diary notes and reminders, with no room for spontaneity. Soon he’d be going on more and more business trips to avoid her.

“I was enjoying the view.”

She laughed—a carefully modulated sound, not too loud and not too soft—and linked arms with him in a gesture intended to remind anyone watching that they were intimate. Close.

Chase had never felt more distant from her than he did at that moment.

“You are funny. The view from your apartment is vastly superior, and you’re wasting time staring into space. You need to mingle. There are so many people waiting to meet you.”

Mingle.

The thought lowered his spirits as much as the thought of spending the rest of his life with Victoria.

Was he being unfair? The time they spent together was at events such as these, and there was never time to talk properly.

“Let’s get out of here, Vic.”

“Excuse me?” She frowned at the shortened version of her name, and he wondered what he was supposed to call her if they ever made it as far as the bedroom.

“Let’s leave. Go somewhere.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. Let’s be spontaneous. Walk and see where we end up.”

“Walk? Leave your own party?” She gave a breathless laugh, as shocked as if he’d suggested stripping off and dancing naked on the table. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not joking. Let’s take off these stupid clothes, change into jeans and go for a walk in Central Park. Let’s talk. Really talk. Not about stocks, shares or the state of the property market. Let’s talk about life. I need air. I need—” I need to work out if I like who you are.

And he needed to work out if he liked who he was when he was with her.

She withdrew her hand from his arm, her smile a little cooler. “I don’t own a pair of jeans, and these ‘stupid clothes,’ as you call them, were custom-made. I know how important tonight is for you and I wanted to make a special effort.” If her smile was cool, her voice was deep-frozen. “I’m not one of those women who needs compliments all the time, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate one when it comes my way, Chase.”

“You look great.” He wondered how many hours it had taken her to look that perfect. “But I want to spend time with you, not a dress.”

“You can. Right here.” Her voice was light. “There are important people here, Chase. People who want to talk to you.”

The problem was that he didn’t want to talk to them.

“If they all went away, if all this went away, would you still want to be with me?”

She stared at him blankly, as if he were speaking a foreign language and all she had to hand was a basic phrase book. “Chase, your company is booming. Daddy says he has never met a man with your business skills, and coming from him that’s a real compliment. You’ve turned your family business around. You’ve proved to your father that you can do it. What you have is never going away.”

“But what if I didn’t do this? What if I worked for the fire department or the police force, would you still want to be with me? What if I went back to building houses instead of paying other people to build them?” At the beginning he’d done that. He had the skills needed to build a house from scratch. He’d been interested in eco-designs, and sustainable features. He’d had plans; plans that had been derailed by his father’s first heart attack.

“Have you been drinking?” She frowned for as long as it took her to remember that frowning caused lines. “You’re not yourself.”

That was the problem. He was himself, but no one was interested in who he was. No one cared who he was, as long as he was still CEO of the Adams Construction Group. They wanted the man with the money.

He felt as if he were being suffocated.

He was the man who had everything, except the things that really mattered in life.

If he lost it all tomorrow, he knew he’d find himself alone.

Victoria’s presence had drawn attention to him, and people were starting to hover hopefully. His moment of peaceful contemplation was over.

“Chase!” Two men and a woman approached, but before the predictable flow of conversation could begin there was a massive crash from behind them as one of the waitresses dropped a tray of champagne. The sound echoed around the cavernous room and was followed by an appalled hush and a lone female voice.

“She’s ruined my dress!”

Everyone turned and stared. A few people moved closer and Chase pondered the darker side of human nature that meant they were so often drawn to gloat over another’s disaster.

He turned away, unwilling to feast on someone else’s embarrassment, and stared down the glittering canyons of Broadway and Seventh Avenue to the darkness and shadows of Central Park, that lush urban oasis that offered New Yorkers a world beyond glass and steel.

At the moment he was living in the penthouse of the apartment block his company had built, but not for one moment would he have called it home. The media had salivated over that particular project, and every unit had been sold before hitting the open market.

Chase was ready to sell but hadn’t yet decided where he was going to live once he did. His day was so busy it left him no time to think about it.

Taking advantage of the commotion, he turned and strode out of the room without looking back.

One phone call would have summoned his driver, but that would have meant being trapped inside a car. Tonight he was going to walk. Walking would clear his head.

Better to be alone and be himself than be someone else with a bunch of strangers.

Because that’s what they were. All of them. Even Victoria. Strangers. They didn’t know who he was and they weren’t interested.

Unobserved, he walked out of his own party without looking back.

MATILDA FOUND HER BAG, pulled out the emergency dress she always carried and dragged it over her soaking wet legs. It was nothing more than a long T-shirt, but it rolled into small spaces and was perfect for situations such as this.

The champagne had been vintage, apparently, so expensive that she was tempted to bend over and lick her own legs. It was the only way she was ever going to get close to champagne of this quality again.

Fired.

She’d been fired.

Crap.

It was bad enough that she’d lost her job, but worst of all she’d lost her chance to meet Chase Adams and engineer a way of sliding her manuscript onto his brother’s desk.

Maybe if she’d paid more attention to her surroundings and less to exactly what Lara would have been doing to Chase Adams in the bedroom, she might have seen the woman with the huge feathers sticking out of her dress. They’d caught the edge of a champagne glass and toppled the lot, like dominoes, only a great deal wetter.

The woman’s rage had been almost as great as Cynthia’s, not least because being showered in champagne had turned her dress see-through, exposing support underwear. If the woman’s wrath was anything to go by, the need to wear support underwear wasn’t something she’d wanted broadcast.

Matilda tugged the stretchy dress over her damp body, stuffed her uniform into a bag and left it for Cynthia. It was an ignominious end to her time with Star Events.

She knew Paige and the others would be looking for her, but she couldn’t face seeing them. Couldn’t face the fact that she’d let Paige down. She’d recruited her when no one else would give her a chance, and now she’d screwed up. And all because she was clumsy and dreamy.

Dragging her damp, miserable, humiliated self to the elevator, Matilda stepped inside, relieved to be on her own.

But it seemed she wasn’t going to be granted even a moment of respite.

As the doors started to close, a strong male hand clamped the edge of the door and it slid open again.

Matilda watched gloomily, reflecting on the fact that if she’d done the same thing, the doors would have snapped shut on her hand. There would have been a hideous crunching of bones and she would have spent the night in the emergency room.

It seemed the doors had an inbuilt ability to sense authority, because they slid back meekly, allowing him access.

He strolled into the elevator and her idle glance turned to a disbelieving stare. His hair was midnight black, his eyes the color of the ocean. The expensive fabric of his tux fitted perfectly, highlighting powerful thighs and wide shoulders.

He was stunning.

He was also perfect hero material.

Matilda wanted to grab her notebook and scribble frantically.

Chiseled jaw, check. Razor-sharp cheekbones, check. Firm mouth, check. Muscles—everywhere.

Could she take a surreptitious photo? No. Too risky.

As if the gods hadn’t already heaped enough good fortune on him with striking looks and great coordination, he was also tall. A whole head taller than her, which was unusual. She was used to looking down on men or, at the very least, being eye to eye. It made her feel clumsy and awkward even when she wasn’t knocking into anything.

This man topped six feet, and his formal dress told her he’d come from the party she’d just left. Was he one of the unlucky few she’d drenched by accident?

She slunk back against the wall and kept her head down, conscious that even her hair was damp and curling from the splashes of champagne. Please don’t let him recognize me.

Even without looking at him, she sensed his simmering tension. Trapped in the confined space, it was impossible not to notice that he was in a very bad mood. She sneaked another look and saw what she’d failed to notice at first glance. Strong brows pulled together in a frown, and a slim mouth set in a grim line that even an optimist couldn’t have pretended was a smile. He probably was one of the people she’d tried to drown in champagne, and judging from the look on his face it wasn’t top of his list of favored ways to die.

He lifted his hand and yanked his bow tie away from his throat as if it were strangling him. Then he opened his top button and—

Matilda’s thoughts came to an emergency stop.

Confronted by a tantalizing glimpse of bronzed skin and a hint of dark, masculine body hair she was incapable of doing anything but stare. Everything inside her shifted and tumbled.

Oh, my—

Who cared if he was moody? With a body like that he could go through life with a face like thunder and still be forgiven.

Lara would have closed the gap between them, ripped open his shirt and taken a long, close look at whether the rest of his body lived up to the promise of that small glimpse. She’d use this man for her own sexual gratification until he could no longer—

“Were you at the party?” His voice, velvet deep, shook her out of her erotic daydream.

“What?” So his voice was as sexy as his body. Her head was spinning with desire. “Me?”

“Yes, you. I saw you running for the lift. It’s obvious you’ve just changed out of one outfit and into another.”

“Why is it obvious?”

“Because half your hair is inside your dress and it’s tucked up at the back.”

“Oh.” She freed her hair and straightened her dress. Her face was as hot as the inside of a pizza oven. Still, at least she didn’t have toilet paper stuck to her shoe. As someone to whom that had happened on a million occasions, she’d learned to be grateful for small mercies.

“You were part of the champagne accident?”

Oh, crap. “I was—er—caught in the cross fire.” Matilda tensed and waited for him to say something caustic but he frowned slightly.

“Why do people always crowd around when a person is in trouble? It’s something I’ve never understood.”

The last thing she’d expected was for him to be sympathetic. “It’s human nature. Like watching a hanging in medieval times.”

“It’s one of the very worst parts of human nature.” He pushed his bow tie into his pocket. “So, who are you avoiding?”

“Excuse me?”

“I saw you hurrying toward the elevator. You were glancing over your shoulder as if you were escaping. You look like a woman with something to hide.”

It sounded so much more glamorous than the reality. “Well—”

“Don’t waste time denying it. I’m doing the same thing. Escaping. The champagne gave us both the distraction we needed. I won’t tell on you if you don’t tell on me. It will be our secret.” He smiled, and Matilda was so dazzled by that unexpected smile that for a moment she just stared. If Cynthia had been there, she definitely would have told her off for gaping like a goldfish.

Then she smiled, too. “Your secret is safe with me.”

She would have liked to discover a few more of his secrets. Especially the physical ones. She would have liked to examine every inch of his muscular body close-up.

Lara would have stopped the elevator and had sex with him right there and then, but she wasn’t Lara. Unfortunately.

“How well do you know this building?” He glanced at his watch. “I need to find a discreet exit.”

“What’s wrong with the front entrance?”

“I’m hiding, too, remember?” The smile reached his eyes. “I don’t want people to see me leave.”

She wondered whom he was avoiding. Women, no doubt. Probably hoards of them. He was sexy enough to be fighting them off, and if he’d been a guest at the party, then no doubt he was also wealthy, or at least heading that way.

Matilda, who had a whole bunch of people she never wanted to meet again, Cynthia included, sympathized. “There is another exit. Down to the basement, left out of the elevators, walk behind the—”

“Show me.”

“Er—me?”

“You’re the one who knows where it is. Makes sense, don’t you think?”

“I guess so.” Being caught creeping out of the emergency exit with one of the guests would be the final straw, but she’d already been fired, so what else could they do?

The doors opened and they both stepped forward at the same time.

The faint smell of aftershave mingled with the scent of soap and sexy man. Drugged by that delicious combination Matilda paused, absorbing the moment with all her senses so she could write about it later. She wanted to press her face against his chest and breathe him in.

Lara would have ripped off his shirt and licked him all over. And not because she was hoping to lap up a few stray drops of champagne.

The man paused, his powerful frame preventing the elevator doors from closing. “After you—”

Old-fashioned chivalry was so underrated, Matilda thought. She slid past him, wondering if he were equally chivalrous in bed. Not that she was an expert, but she was willing to bet this man never let a woman walk away unsatisfied.

She glanced at him and her gaze grazed his.

Heat uncurled deep inside her, and every nerve and muscle tingled with awareness. Still he stared at her until her knees became as liquid as ice cream left too long in the hot sun.

Shaken, she turned and walked through the basement, following pipes until she saw the set of steps that led to street level.

She reached for the door, fumbling, and he reached past her and pushed it open with the flat of his hand.

His body brushed against hers, and Matilda closed her eyes briefly.

She felt hard, unyielding biceps and knew that beneath that jacket was a power-packed body, honed to the extremes of physical fitness.

It was barely a touch, and yet enough to render her immobile. She stood, hardly breathing. She might have stayed frozen to the spot forever if he hadn’t gently nudged her through the door.

“How did you discover this exit?”

It was the entrance used by staff, but she didn’t want to tell him that. “It’s part of my job to know all the exits.”

“So you work in security?”

Security. Matilda smiled to herself. That sounded glamorous. She could be FBI, or CIA or—something. She could be Black Ops. Well, maybe that was taking it a little far given that she hadn’t lifted anything heavier than a tray of drinks for months. Covert—no, she definitely wasn’t capable of anything remotely covert. She’d trip and land in the lap of the enemy. “I can’t tell you.”

His eyes gleamed. “Or you’d have to kill me?”

“Something like that.”

No way was she going to tell him the truth about her job. It might not kill him, but it would definitely kill the moment and she didn’t want to do that. Maintaining tension was her job. Her writing job. Unfortunately writing was now her only job, which was a shame, because it didn’t pay her anything.

“So you’re a woman of mystery.”

Matilda opened her mouth to correct him and then closed it again.

Why shouldn’t she be a woman of mystery for a moment or two? It wasn’t as if she was ever going to see him again.

“I can’t discuss my job.” It wasn’t a lie. She couldn’t discuss her job. Mainly because her job had only recently drowned in a puddle of very expensive champagne.

The street outside was alive with people. This close to Broadway there was no peace to be found. People merged together in a blur of color and sound; mostly tourists, because locals knew better than to frequent the area around Times Square. The numbers would increase as summer progressed, until walking became almost impossible in the square itself.

Matilda stepped over litter and dodged a couple locked in a tight embrace. She watched them curiously, the way she watched everyone, hyperaware of the man by her side.

“I don’t recognize this entrance. Which direction is Central Park?”

“Make a right at the end, and then go straight and keep walking.”

He paused and turned to look at her. “Come with me.” His eyes dropped to her mouth. “That way I won’t get lost.” The way he was looking at her made her feel as if all her clothes might melt from her body and puddle on the floor.

“You don’t live in New York?”

“I do live in New York. I don’t often get to walk.”

“No? I walk all the time.” Mostly because she couldn’t afford public transport.

“Which makes you the perfect person to show me the way.”

She wondered if she’d misunderstood. “You want me to take you to Central Park?”

“Why not?”

There were a million reasons. For a start, he was a stranger. Matilda knew better than to go walking in Central Park with a stranger. Matilda would make the safe, sensible choice, say no and go home to her one-room apartment that rattled and shook every time a train passed. She’d sit on her own, drink her sad little Cup-a-Soup and contemplate how she was going to support herself now that she’d lost her job.

That was Matilda’s life, but she was tired of being Matilda. Right now, being Matilda sucked.

There was a long, pulsing silence while she hovered between reality and fiction.

A champagne-soaked curl wafted in front of her eyes and he lifted a hand and gently pushed it back.

His touch was electric. Sensation shot through her, so sharp she almost gasped.

“I think that sounds like a great idea.” The words fell out of her mouth, and his mouth curved into a sexy smile that sent ripples of heat through her body.

“In that case we should at least perform basic introductions. I’m—” He hesitated briefly and then held out his hand. “Alex.”

Alex, she thought. It was a good strong name. Maybe she should change her hero’s name to Alex. At the moment he was Charles, but she was beginning to think that didn’t fit her character.

She imagined Lara murmuring “Alex” as she kissed her way down his ripped, muscular frame.

“Alex—”

“That’s right. And now it’s your turn.”

Distracted, Matilda stared at him. Her turn? Her turn to do what?

He raised an eyebrow in silent question and she realized he was waiting for her to tell him her name, not do unspeakable things to his body.

Silence throbbed around them. She felt the strength of his hand on hers and her heart thudded against her ribs like the drum in an orchestra.

I’m Matilda.

Matilda.

Matilda.

“Lara,” she said huskily. “My name is Lara. Lara Striker.” Kick-ass heroine and all-around bad girl. “Pleased to meet you.”





CHAPTER THREE

IT WAS SO unusual not to be recognized, especially when leaving one of his own events, that for a moment Chase wondered if she was playing an elaborate game, but experience had taught him to spot a fake and one glance at her face told him that she really didn’t recognize him.

She’d been at his party and yet she didn’t know who he was? He was intrigued, then disgusted with himself.

Was that what this life had done to him? Was he really so full of his own self-importance that he thought everyone should know who he was? He shook his head, weary, disillusioned and at the same time relieved that she didn’t recognize him.

There would be no conversation about investments, no pushing him for his predictions about the property market and building costs. Just a genuine interaction between two people with no hidden agenda.

It was such a refreshing situation he hardly knew what to do with it.

“So, Lara, why did you leave the party? Were you bored? Was the food terrible? Or was it simply that you’d been showered by champagne?” He saw her hesitate. “You can be honest. I left, too, remember?”

Her gaze slid from his. “It didn’t really work out for me.”

“Why not? You were hoping to meet someone?”

“I was hoping to meet Chase Adams, but he wasn’t there.

Which is odd. What sort of man doesn’t show up to his own party?”

Chase stilled.

The news that she had, after all, hoped to meet him resurrected all the barriers he’d briefly lowered. His first impression had been that she was nothing like the other people at the party.

Turned out he was wrong.

“Why did you want to meet Chase?” His tone was several degrees cooler, and she glanced at him.

“Are you surprised?”

“Not at all. Plenty of people want to meet Chase Adams. That was the sole objective for most of the people there tonight.”

“You disapprove?”

“You don’t seem like his type.” He saw color streak across her cheeks.

“You do disapprove. But before you freeze me to death with that look, which, by the way, is pretty intimidating, you should know that my only interest in Chase was as a means to approach his brother.”

“His brother?” He couldn’t have been more surprised if she’d stripped naked and danced in Times Square. “Why would you be interested in his brother?”

She kept her eyes straight ahead. “To tell you that, I’d have to tell you my deep, innermost secret and I’ve only known you for five minutes.”

“It has been at least ten minutes. Tell me your deep, innermost secret.”

“Do you always get your own way?”

“Always.”

“You’ll laugh at me.”

“I promise not to laugh.”

“All right, but you also have to promise not to tell a soul.”

“I promise.”

She took a deep breath. “I’m a writer.” The words tumbled out. “I mean, I’m not published exactly, yet, but I want to be and Chase’s brother owns an independent publishing house and one of his imprints is exactly right for my current story.”

Chase stopped walking. “You’ve written a book?”

“I’ve written several books, but this one is my best yet.”

She’d written a book. She’d wanted to meet him so that she could access his brother. Chase had been prepared to hear any number of reasons, but that one hadn’t been on the list.

He didn’t even realize he was laughing until he saw her glaring at him.

“You promised you wouldn’t laugh.”

“I’m not laughing at you. Just the situation.”

“There is nothing funny about pursuing a dream.”

“No.” All desire to laugh faded. Once, he’d pursued a dream, but it had been eclipsed by reality and he’d let it die. “So why don’t you just email it to them?”

“They don’t look at unagented submissions, but I know without a doubt that my story is right for them. I desperately want them to read it.”

“Why not publish it digitally?”

“Because they have the ability to put it on the shelves across the US, and that’s what I want. I want everyone to see it. That’s my dream.”

He’d known her for less than an hour but she’d trusted him with her dream. How many other people of his acquaintance would have shared something so personal with him?

“I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Chase isn’t close to his brother.”

“You know Chase Adams personally?” Her eyes were wide and hopeful. “Tell me about him. I’ve heard the rumors, of course, that he’s a ruthless moneymaking machine with no heart or soul, but I can’t believe he isn’t even close to his brother. That’s sad.”

Chase thought about his brother and something stirred inside him. “It is sad.”

“You’re not disagreeing that he’s a ruthless moneymaking machine? You don’t like him?”

How was he supposed to answer that? “There are times when I dislike him. Times when I think he has lost his way.”

“And yet you went to his party and drank his champagne.” The disapproval in her tone made him smile.

“You think all the people there were drinking his champagne because they liked him? You think that’s why they showed up?”

“No, I suppose not. I’m not an expert, but it seemed to be mostly fake smiles and schmoozing.”

It was a perfect description. “And yet you were there. Schmoozing.”

“I wouldn’t exactly describe what I was doing as schmoozing.” Color bloomed in her cheeks, as if he’d caught her with her hand in the cookie jar. “And I left.”

“Without tasting the champagne?”

She gave a gurgle of laughter. “Without tasting the champagne. You?”

“Same.”

“So neither of us has reason to feel guilty. We didn’t cost Chase Adams a single cent. So why were you there?”

“Business.”

“But you escaped early, which suggests you didn’t really want to be there, either.” She gave him a sympathetic look. “How long have you known him?”

“Chase?” This was the first time in his life he’d had a conversation about himself. “Forever. We grew up together.” It was easier to keep the lie as close to the truth as possible.

“You knew him before he made his millions? What was he like?”

Chase thought back to the person he’d been then. “He was like everybody else. A boy with hopes and dreams.”

“Has he changed a lot?”

Chase stared down at her, thinking about his life. “Yes. He has changed. There are days when I don’t know him at all.” Why the hell had he allowed himself to be drawn into this conversation? He was about to end it when he felt the gentle touch of her hand on his arm.

“Talking about it makes you sad. You miss the old Chase. It’s hard to lose someone you love from your life, I know.” A shadow crossed her face, and then she smiled. “So where do you think Chase was tonight? I have a few theories, but I’d like to hear yours.”

He wanted to know whom she’d lost. He wanted to know the reason for the shadow in her eyes. “Tell me your theories.”

She glanced around to check no one was within earshot and leaned a little closer.

He felt the warmth of her breath and the whisper of her hair against his cheek.

“I think he was behind a door somewhere, having wild, hot, breathless, mind-blowing sex with a gorgeous woman he met five minutes earlier. And he didn’t even know her name.” Her eyelashes lowered, partially shielding the wicked gleam in her eyes. Heat rushed through his body. Disorientated, he tried to center himself. A moment ago she’d been as fresh and wholesome as a girl from the country, and suddenly she was talking dirty in a voice that was smoky soft seduction, and as for those eyes—

Who the hell was she? He wished he’d paid more attention to the guest list.

Stunned by the force of his own response, Chase eased away from her. “Why would you think that?”

“I’m told he’s insanely good-looking, he has a reputation with women and he was absent. There were some beautiful women there. He’s a man who appreciates beautiful women. It’s the only explanation in my opinion.” Her creamy cheeks dimpled into a smile. “What do you think?”

Chase thought that if there was a suitable door around he might well be tempted to take her behind it and act out the scenario she’d just described. Either way, her suggestion of his evening sounded a great deal more interesting than the evening he’d actually had.

“Chase is a planner. A strategist. He doesn’t act on impulse.”

“Not in his work, I’m sure. Even I can see that you’re not going to make a gazillion dollars by acting on impulse, but in relationships?” She pondered, her head tilted to one side. “A man like that would have the confidence to take risks.”

“Unless all the women around him are exactly like him. Planners, strategists, with their eye on the money.”

“You think women sleep with him just for his money? Ugh.” She wrinkled her nose. “But a man like that would be smart enough to spot the fake from something real, so there wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Unless he’d never met real.” Chase dropped his eyes to her mouth. “Then he’d have a problem.”

She smiled up at him. “In that case I feel sorry for him. Suddenly I’m not so envious of his lifestyle.”

“Are you envious?”

She shrugged. “It would be nice not to have to worry about where the rent is coming from. It would be nice to be free to make choices. But at least I’m never going to wonder if someone is with me for my money.”

They’d reached the main street and paused, confronted by the flow of pedestrians and traffic. Realizing how easy it would be for him to be spotted, Chase shrugged out of his jacket.

Her smile was amused. “Was that supposed to make you less conspicuous? Because you still look like someone worth mugging.”

“I’m with you and you work in security.” He knew she didn’t work in security, and it intrigued him that she wouldn’t tell him what she did. Most of the people he met couldn’t wait to tell him their job title. His circle never widened. Everyone he met knew who he was.

Except her.

“What was your reason for leaving the party?” She pulled the pin out of her hair and it tumbled, dark and luxurious, past her narrow shoulders as wild and curly as if she’d been caught in a storm. He wanted to sink his hands into it, feel its softness as he held her still for his kiss.

“I was bored.” But he wasn’t bored now. He was intrigued. “So you left without speaking to Chase?”

“I couldn’t find him. I hope Chase Adams doesn’t find out you sneaked out or you’ll never be invited again.” She looked up at him. Her eyes were cornflower blue, fringed by lashes as dark as her hair. She was pretty, rather than beautiful, her smile sweet rather than contrived.

“He hates these things, too.”

“Why would he go if he hates them?”

“Because it’s expected of him. Part of the job.”

“I would have thought when someone reached his lofty status they could pick and choose the bits they enjoyed. You’re telling me that even someone as successful as Chase Adams has to do the bits he hates? Don’t kill my illusions.”

His illusions had been battered to death years before.

Chase steered her round a group of tourists who were taking photos. “How far is it to Central Park?”

“You really don’t know New York, do you?”

He did, but he wanted to spend more time with her. “Like I said, I don’t walk much.”

“It’s the best way to see the city. Especially at night. And it doesn’t cost anything.”

“You walk round on your own at night?”

“It’s safe enough if you know where to walk. I love it. I love New York. All of it. I even love tourist spots like Times Square. And at night the whole city is transformed into a magical place. You feel as if anything could happen. Dreams could come true. Miracles can happen.”

“Show me. Show me the New York you love.”

For one night in his life he was going to spend time with someone who didn’t know who he was.

That in itself was a miracle.





CHAPTER FOUR

SHE WAS IN Times Square with what felt like a million tourists and the hottest guy on the planet. She needed to remember every moment of how this felt so she could use it in a book, but right now she was enjoying the reality. She couldn’t believe that an evening that had begun so badly could have turned out so well. If nothing else, she would come away with a new adventure for Lara.

And Alex was so easy to talk to. Usually she felt uncomfortable with strangers, but something about him encouraged her to part with secrets. Maybe it was because he’d expressed distaste over the champagne accident. His response was both unexpected and impressive. It was a shame he couldn’t have put in a good word with Cynthia.

The crowd thickened, and she was pushed closer to him. “Oops. Sorry.”

“It’s crowded.”

“It always is.” Times Square was a blur of noise and color, flashing lights and giant electronic billboards. New York at its showiest, most boastful best.

“What do you do when you walk?”

“I watch people. I observe.” Understanding people, what made them behave the way they did, was essential to her.

“And that’s interesting?”

“Of course. I’m a writer. I need inspiration for my characters. People are endlessly fascinating, don’t you think? What makes one person behave the way they do when someone else would do something entirely different?” She was jostled again and this time she stumbled slightly.

He steadied her, his grip firm on her arm. “Go on.”

She wondered how something as simple as his hand on her arm could make her breathless. “Nature versus nurture. It’s a question I’ve often considered.”

The crowd was so dense that for a moment it was impossible to move. And then someone shoved her hard and she landed against Alex.

Instead of pushing her away, he curved his arm round her. She was pressed against the hard, muscular length of him, and all thoughts of nature versus nurture and any other rational argument vanished from her head.

Embarrassed, she tried to ease away, but there was no room to move. “Sorry.”

“No problem.” He gave a throaty laugh. “I had no idea a visit to Times Square could be so intimate.”

She was probably supposed to laugh, too, but no sound would leave her mouth and she stood for a moment, disorientated, aware of nothing but him. Who would have thought she could feel this way? This, Matilda thought with a shiver of excitement, was real sexual attraction, and she’d never experienced anything as powerful.

She tried to find the words to describe the sensation, but in the end she could do nothing but feel. Her eyes were close to his throat and she saw bronzed skin and a hint of dark hair at the open neck of his shirt. She wanted to press her mouth to that skin and taste it. She wanted to—

“Lara?” His mouth was close to her ear and she closed her eyes as she felt the warmth of his breath brush against her cheek.

She was pressed hard against him, so close she could feel the hard planes of his body and the dip and curve of male muscle. Close enough to know that he felt the same way she did. She felt the hard ridge of his arousal and the throbbing pressure of his body sent a delicious thrill through her. They were in a crowd, but it was as if there was just the two of them. She could feel the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed; feel the warmth of his breath brushing her hair and her skin. Lara would have leaned forward and pressed her mouth to that tantalizing male flesh exposed by the gap in his shirt. She would have explored him with her tongue …

And then she remembered that tonight she was Lara, which meant she could do all those things—

“Lara?” His voice was deep and sexy, intensifying her already erotic daydreams.

“Mmm?” Dizzy with desire, she looked up at him and met his gaze.

For a moment he said nothing, and then he gave a wry smile.

“There are too many people. Let’s get out of here.”

This time there was a roughness to his tone, and its origin was unmistakable.

He wanted her.

She wanted him.

A man she’d just met.

A man who didn’t even know who she was.

Clamped against his side, they made it to the edge of Times Square and started to walk down Fifth Avenue. Still he held her, his arm looped firmly around her in a possessive gesture that suggested intimacy to anyone who might have been watching.

“So which is it,” he asked, “nature or nurture? What makes a person who they are?”

It was hard to concentrate with the pressure of his arm round her shoulders and the feel of his fingers on her upper arm. “I think a lot of it is nature, but upbringing plays a part. Life experiences can shape you, don’t you think? Motivation.” It was something she thought about all the time when crafting her characters and bringing them to life. “Who was the biggest influence in your life growing up?”

“My father.” He didn’t hesitate and something in his tone made her glance at him.

“You’re close?”

He frowned. “That depends on your definition of close. We spent a lot of time together. Still do. He was taking me to the office with him from the age of eight.”

“That’s young.”

“He wanted me to learn the business. Carry on the family tradition.”

She felt a pang of envy. She’d never known her father.

“So you’re the oldest son.”

He turned to look at her. “How do you know that?”

“An educated guess. The weight of expectation was on you. You’re the one who conformed. Carried the pressure. I expect you have a younger brother or sister who is a rebel.”

A humorless smile touched the corner of his mouth. “I have a brother. And he followed his own path. Not sure if that makes him a rebel, but he certainly didn’t waste any time telling my father he wasn’t interested in the family business.”

“And that’s a source of conflict between you.”

His eyes narrowed. “Are you a psychologist?”

“I told you. I’m interested in people. From the look on your face, I’d say I’m right.”

“We haven’t spoken in almost five years.”

It shocked her. She’d always wanted a sibling and if she’d had one she was pretty sure that nothing would have come between them.

“Why? You had a fight?”

“Yes.” He hesitated. “It’s complicated.”

“You mean you don’t like talking about it.”

“That, too.”

“But I’ve already told you my innermost secret, so now you must tell me yours.”

“It’s not exactly a secret. More of a tangled mess, most of it my fault. I was stubborn, and a touch arrogant. I thought I knew best. By the time I realized I didn’t, time had passed and I didn’t know how to fix it.”

There was something endearing about his honest admission. “But you could reach out now.”

“It’s too late.”

“It’s never too late.”

“Maybe not in fiction, but in real life there are some obstacles that can’t be overcome so easily.”

“Like pride, you mean?”

“Ouch.” His mouth tilted at the corners. “That was harsh, Lara.”

“Not harsh. Honest. There are no obstacles that can’t be overcome when you care about someone, especially if you miss him.”

“I never said I missed him.”

“It’s in your voice.”

He turned to look at her, the expression in his blue eyes impossible to read. “Maybe I do. Growing up, we were close. We used to go sailing together. We restored an old boat. In fact, we did pretty much everything together.” The faint smile on his face told her that those had been happy times.

“Who do you sail with now?”

“I don’t.” The smile faded from his voice and his face and he lengthened his stride. She wondered if he was running from his past or her. It was the first time in her life she’d been grateful for her long legs.

As they drew farther from Times Square, the crowd thinned a little.

“You’re the first man I’ve met whose legs are longer than mine.”

He glanced at her legs. “Your legs are a work of art.”

“Good art or bad art?”

“Definitely good art.” His tone had softened again. “You walk this way often?”

“Yes. I like looking in store windows.” Particularly stores she’d never be able to afford. “This is one of my favorites.”

She paused outside the glittering windows of Tiffany’s and he raised his eyebrows.

“You like jewelry?”

“Yes,” she murmured, “but that isn’t why I stop here. It’s a romantic place.”

“It’s a store.”

“It’s a store that sells dreams. I often come here late at night. There’s something sparkly and perfect about it.” She shook her head and gestured with her head toward a couple standing to the left of them, hand in hand. “See that woman’s face?” she whispered. “She looks ecstatic.”

“Of course she’s ecstatic. He’s about to open his wallet and spend a fortune on her.”

The couple wandered off hand in hand and Matilda sighed.

“That isn’t why she was ecstatic. She’s happy because she’s with him. It was in her eyes and in her smile. He makes her happy and they were choosing something that would tell the world they love each other. I’ve always thought working here must be fun. You see people at their best.”

“And at their most terrified. I thought he looked pale. People working here probably need advanced emergency response skills.”

It made her laugh. “You’re not a romantic.”

“I’m a realist. A pragmatist. So far all I know about you is that you spend a lot of time observing other people’s lives, have a secret life as a writer and another job that you won’t share. You’re a secretive person?”

“Not secretive.” She paused, realizing that was going to sound ridiculous given everything she’d told him. “I’m not always that great in big crowds of people. I’m more of a one-on-one person.”

“One-on-one?”

The atmosphere cracked with sexual tension, intense and deliciously unfamiliar. She paused, uncertain what to do with it.

Lara would have known.

Lara would have delivered that smile that knocked men off their feet, flirted expertly and shown him just how good she was, one-on-one. Lara would have made the first move.

Matilda’s moves were always clumsy, never smooth. She injured herself on doors and the edges of beds. She’d walked into walls and banged her head on low beams. So far a broken heart was about the only injury she’d been spared.

But this wasn’t love, was it? This was fun. And there was nothing wrong with having fun.

So why did it feel as if she were standing on the top of a very high cliff, about to plunge into deep water?

She wasn’t a brave person. She’d never been a brave person.

She lived a small life in this big city, a tiny flickering candle eclipsed by bigger, brighter lights.

They walked past the Plaza, to the edge of Central Park.

The first spots of rain started to fall, scenting the air and dampening her emergency dress for the second time in one night.

If she was going to make a move, it had to be now. Right now.

But she wasn’t. She couldn’t.

She wasn’t Lara; she was Matilda.

“So, here we are.” She kept her voice light, trying to mask her disappointment and frustration with herself. “Central Park. Your final destination. Where do you live?”

“I’m staying in an apartment a couple of blocks from here.”

It was impossible not to be impressed. “Well, if you can afford to rent around here, then whatever it is you do with your life, you must be doing it very well.”

The rain was falling more heavily now, huge cooling drops that landed on the trees with a hollow patter, drenching leaves and saturating paths.

“Where do you live?”

She thought of her cramped apartment and then took a deep breath. “I live in New York City, and that’s all that matters to me. I’d rather live in a small room here than a big apartment anywhere else in the world.” Not that she’d be able to afford a big apartment anywhere, but the principle was true. She tipped her head back, looking at the buildings rising above the shadows that were Central Park. The rain trickled through her hair and she smiled. “There is something magical about this city. I always have the sense that something unexpected could happen.”

“Unexpected?” His voice was soft and he drew her against him with purpose. “You mean like this?”

And without giving her a chance to ask what “this” was, he took her face in his hands, lowered his head and kissed her.





CHAPTER FIVE

THERE WAS NOTHING but the feel of the rain and the taste of her mouth.

He was lost in the moment. Lost in her.

He wanted to do far more than kiss her, and the impulse surprised him.

She was a mass of contradictions. Brief moments of sexual promise interspersed with fragile innocence and an uncertainty that he found intriguing. She’d confided her dreams quite openly but had refused to talk about her job.

He should have put her in a cab and sent her safely home. Instead, he was coaxing her mouth open with his, exploring her with hot, deep kisses that sent tremors of response running through her body.

Cupping her cheek, he felt the softness of her skin against his hand and tasted the addictive sweetness of her mouth. He felt a thrill of hunger, a rush of lust. Drowning in desire, he hauled her against him. He wanted her even closer. He wanted her to fill every empty space inside him and he wanted to fill the emptiness he sensed in her.

“Come with me.”

Her hands were in his hair, her lips seeking his. “Come with you where?”

“To my apartment. Neither of us drank champagne tonight. It’s time to fix that. I have a bottle in my fridge.”

She eased away slightly, her eyes wide. “You’re inviting me back with you to drink champagne?”

“And other things.”

“Are you always this impulsive?”

“I’m always this decisive.”

He waited for her to refuse.

It was crazy. He knew it was crazy. He’d met her a few hours earlier and he was always cautious in his relationships. Most of them originated from convenience. He needed a date; there were a large number of willing, available females willing to fill the slot. He treated women the same way he treated his business decisions; weighed up pros and cons. He was thoughtful and measured. If risk wasn’t exactly removed, it was carefully considered. Life had taught him not to trust easily, but this was different, and not just because of the novelty of not being recognized. There was something unusually compelling about the attraction, as if they’d connected on a million different levels at once.

Even so, he wouldn’t blame her for refusing. It would be reckless for her to go with a man she didn’t know. It would be—

“How far is your apartment?”

Her gaze locked on his and he saw the nervous tension and excitement in her eyes.

And he saw something else. Something that made him take her hand and lead her away from the park. The rain started to fall more heavily and they ran the two blocks to his apartment, while cabs splashed through the puddles, streets shimmered and pedestrians fumbled for umbrellas.

They fell through the door of his building, dripping water onto the marble floor and laughter into the ridiculously constrained atmosphere of his apartment building. Fortunately, the doorman was engaged in deep conversation with someone and didn’t greet him by name as he led her to the elevator.

The moment the doors closed, they were kissing again.

He licked into her mouth thinking that nothing, no one, had ever tasted as good as she did.

She moaned and pressed closer to him. “I don’t do this.”

“I don’t do this, either.”

But they were both doing it now, matching each other kiss for kiss, touch for touch. They were hungry, desperate, driven by something neither of them paused to question.

Her dress was wet and plastered to her skin, revealing every curve of her body. They all but fell out of the elevator into his apartment, and he tugged the dress up to her waist, sliding his hands over bare skin. Her bag crashed to the ground, and he dragged the stretchy dress over her head, revealing the perfect length of her.

He allowed himself a moment to admire, and then he scooped her up in his arms, the hunger in him so intense he couldn’t think straight.

Her shoes fell with a clatter, but he stepped over them, aiming for the bedroom.

It proved too far, so he compromised and made it to the sofa.

Her hands pushed at his clothes until he was naked, too, with just enough coherent thought left to reach for his wallet.

He fumbled with the foil packet, clumsy as he felt her legs, those long, incredible legs, wrap around his waist and urge him close.

He cursed softly. “Wait a moment, just a moment, shit, Lara—”

She stilled, her eyes huge as she looked up at him.

He sensed that he’d said something, but he had no idea what and his brain couldn’t focus while her breasts were brushing against the hairs on his chest and her legs were wrapped around him, drawing him closer to her soft heat.

With a groan he entered her, trying to be gentle, to take his time, to be careful, but heat overwhelmed everything and he heard her soft moan, her words of encouragement as her hands slid to his shoulders. The kiss they shared grew more erotic, deeper, and he dragged his mouth from hers and dropped his head to her shoulder, trying to breathe, trying to slow things down, but the sweet, honeyed taste of her stayed with him like a drug he was never going to be able to clear from his system.

He felt her arch against him, heard her soft voice urging him on, begging him in soft, whispering breaths not to stop what he was doing as he slid his hands over her, exploring the lush delicacy of her slender curves, absorbing the incredible feel of being inside her. She smelled like summer, like flowers in full bloom, and the heady fragrance combined with her smooth, soft skin nearly drove him crazy.

Pleasure thickened and spread and he drove into her, deeper this time, swallowing the sounds she made, tasting the heat of desire on her lips. It burned both of them, raw and real, and she urged him on, wrapped those legs round him and arched into him, while all the time she whispered how much she wanted him. He felt the ripples of her body tightening along his shaft, her body triggering his own release. He thrust deep and dropped his head onto her shoulder, consumed by his own shuddering pleasure. His last coherent thought was that he had no idea a woman could do this; take a man apart completely, and leave him feeling undone.

MATILDA LAY ON the sofa, her head on his chest.

She never would have thought she could feel this comfortable naked, but over the past few hours Alex had slowly and deliberately familiarized himself with her body, exploring in deliciously intimate detail until no part remained undiscovered.

Shyness was something he hadn’t allowed, and once she’d realized that he seemed to like the length of her legs, she’d ceased to feel self-conscious.

Instead, she’d felt perfect.

He’d made her feel perfect.

All the way through their intense sexual marathon he’d told her how gorgeous she was, how beautiful, how he’d never met a woman who turned him on the way she did until, instead of feeling embarrassed about the length of her legs, she’d wanted to wrap them around him and never let him go.

“I owe you an apology.” His voice was husky, and she lifted her chin to look at him, thinking that he was the most incredibly good-looking man she’d ever laid eyes on.

“Why do you owe me an apology?”

If she could have put him on the cover of her book, she would have hit the bestseller charts from day one.

“I brought you here for champagne. I’m afraid I got a little sidetracked.”

It made her smile. “Just a little.”

“It’s important to drink during physical exercise.” He kissed her gently and then eased away from her. “Don’t move. I’ll be back.” He stood up and she watched, admiring the flat planes of his abdomen and the strong muscle of his thighs.

“You should walk around naked always.”

He turned, his smile so devastatingly sexy that she almost reached out and grabbed him again. “Right back at you, Lara.”

Lara.

The reminder that this wasn’t real was like showering in ice-cold water.

Thank goodness he hadn’t used that name in the heat of passion. She might have said “who?” and blown everything.

At some point she’d lost track of whether she was Matilda or Lara. She hadn’t thought about names at all. She was just a woman, seducing and being seduced.

As he strolled across the room to a door that presumably led to the kitchen, she lifted herself on her elbow and glanced around. They’d been so busy kissing when they’d arrived she’d done little but glimpse at her surroundings. She’d registered huge windows offering spectacular views across the city, polished oak floors and expensive artwork, but she’d been more absorbed by the man who was holding her than she was by his apartment.

Now, though, she saw that the apartment was spectacular.

She didn’t know who he was or what he did, but if he was able to rent a place like this, then he obviously had influence.

No Cup-a-Soups for him.

She should probably tell him who she really was, but did it matter? Just for one night, why couldn’t her life be fairy tale rather than reality? She wanted a night she would never forget, and she wanted to give him a night he’d never forget. She didn’t exactly know how to do that, but she was going to give it her best shot.

As he walked toward her, carrying the champagne and an ice bucket, she leaned down to pick up her dress.

He pushed it away with his foot. “If you dress, I’ll have to undress you again, and I hate wasting time.” He opened the champagne with a smooth skill that suggested he’d performed the task many times before, then poured two glasses and handed her one. “Champagne should only ever be drunk with friends, don’t you think?”

“I do.” Matilda didn’t have an opinion on the subject, but Lara definitely would have thought that. She waited while he put the bottle into the ice bucket and then raised her glass. “To—what should we drink to?”

“To an evening that wasn’t fake.”

Matilda felt a flicker of conscience as she tapped her glass against his and took a sip. The champagne was light and bubbly, and delicious warmth spread through her veins. It made a pleasant change to be drinking it rather than serving it.

“You’re beautiful.” He spoke softly and she shook her head, about to deny it until she remembered she was Lara not Matilda, and there was no way Lara would have put herself down.

“Thank you.” Saying it was easier than she would have imagined, and he leaned forward and kissed her mouth slowly, savoring every moment, as if trying to draw every last drop of champagne from her lips.

Desire rushed through her and she gave a moan and leaned into him, knocking the ice bucket with her elbow. Ice and champagne spilled everywhere, and he gave a soft curse and sprang to his feet, catching the bucket before it could empty itself completely.

“I’m so sorry, so sorry.” Her face suffused by color, Matilda scooped up ice and dropped it back into the bucket and then used her dress to mop the pools of champagne from his sofa. It was the second time in one night she’d showered herself in champagne.

Why was she so clumsy? Why?

But there was no irritation in his face, just laughter as he put the bucket well out of reach and topped up her glass.

“Relax. Fortunately I moved before you could ruin my chances of ever fathering children.”

Children?

She had a mental image of two adorable children with his dark hair, blue eyes and sharp mind.

Blinking rapidly, she deleted the image from her head. There was fantasy, and then there was delusion.

“This time I’ll be in charge of the champagne.” He removed the glass from her hand, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Lie down.”

“But—”

“Just do it, Lara.”

She was fairly sure Lara wouldn’t follow orders quite so passively, but Matilda lay back, deciding that as long as she didn’t move at least she wouldn’t cause another accident.

“What are you going to—”

“Shh.” He tipped the glass slightly, showering her body with droplets of champagne.

“I could have done that—”

“Yes, but you couldn’t have done this.” He proceeded to lick his way down her body, until she was moaning and writhing under the skilled touch of his knowing fingers and mouth. She felt the hot, erotic slide of his tongue tracing her intimately, opening her, exploring with shocking precision, and she was relieved she was lying down because she was sure her knees wouldn’t have held her.

She gave a moan and then a gasp of protest as he turned her onto her stomach. She felt the warm slide of his hands on her spine and then felt him close his hands over her hips and lift her, positioning her carefully.

And then there was only the feel of him as he entered her in a series of slow, controlled thrusts that drove him deep. It was hot and agonizingly good, and she lifted her hips higher, hearing him groan as she offered him everything.

She clawed at the sofa and he brought his hand up to cover hers, his fingers tangling with hers while his other hand touched her intimately, sliding over her in sensual possession, leaving no part of her untouched. Electric sensations shot through her and she was aware of the demanding pulse of his release just before she tumbled into a climax so intense it robbed her of the ability to think.

She lost all sense of time but eventually felt him stretch out on the sofa and gather her against him. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her close in an embrace every bit as intimate as sex.

Matilda closed her eyes, trying to commit the feelings to memory. Never in a million years could she have written this scene. Never could she have found the words to convey the closeness, the trust, the absolute intimacy they’d shared.

She didn’t know herself with this man.

Which was fitting, she thought, as he didn’t really know her, either.





CHAPTER SIX

CHASE ORDERED FOOD and they ate pizza from the box and watched the dawn break over Manhattan. The sun rose, sending a morning blush across the sky as if New York was mildly embarrassed about the wild indulgences of the night before.

Was there anything better? Watching dawn break over the city he loved with a woman he—

He stared across the buildings clustered round the park, framing it like a painting.

A woman he what?

A woman he’d met a few hours before?

He didn’t know her second name. He didn’t know what she did for a living.

But he knew she dreamed of being a writer, he knew she was self-conscious about her height, he knew she never wore white because she had a habit of dropping things down her front—personal, intimate details that were usually only revealed when trust had grown.

He frowned. Did Victoria have a dream? What were her insecurities?

He had no idea. They’d known each other for years and he didn’t know if she was afraid of heights, spiders or the bogeyman. Victoria would never make herself vulnerable by revealing what she regarded as weakness. As a result, his knowledge of her was superficial. Almost all his relationships were superficial. And the one that might not have been—with his brother—had been broken long before.

He remembered rigging the boat with Brett, laughing as the waves capsized them, drinking beers on the sand as they watched the sun set over the water, and he felt a pang of loss, a sense of grief for something he’d once had and let go.

She snuggled closer. “What are you thinking?”

“Nothing.”

“You were remembering something and it made you sad.”

He turned his head to look at her and saw gentle warmth in her eyes. “How do you know that?”

“Because one moment you were smiling and the next you weren’t.”

The fact that she’d noticed, paid attention, removed his natural reticence. “I was thinking about my brother.”

She curved her hand over his chest and held him closer. “You should call him.”

He thought about the words that had been spoken and the time that had passed. “It’s too late.”

She shifted onto her elbow and looked at him. “It’s never too late, Alex. I lost my mom five years ago, and I’d give years of my life for a chance to tell her I love her one more time. Don’t let pride get in the way of doing what you want to do.”

Did he want to do it? Uncomfortable with the rush of unfamiliar emotion, he changed the subject. “Tell me about your mom.” It was such a personal question, he wouldn’t have blamed her for refusing, but she snuggled closer, her hair sliding in a silken tangle over his chest.

“She was incredible. Strong. Brave. The most fiercely determined person I ever met. She had me when she was eighteen and her parents—my grandparents—were horrified. They told her that having me would ruin her life. She wanted to be a lawyer, and they’d wanted that for her. When she refused to give me up they cut her off. Mom told me once that they were embarrassed that she was a single mom.”

Superficial, Chase thought. Concerned with appearances and the opinion of others. It was a trait shared by many of the people he knew.

“So they cut her off instead of supporting her.”

“She hated the words single mom. People use that label, don’t they? As if it signifies something, as if it conveys relevant information about character and status. She hated that people made assumptions. She worked three jobs to support us and eventually put herself through college and became a lawyer. That was her dream. She used to say to me, ‘People can make it hard for you, they can discourage and take the heart out of you, but in the end the only person who can kill your dream is you. Don’t ever give up.’“ There was a pause. “I tried so hard to make her proud of me, to be braver and less shy, but I’m sure there were times when she wondered how she could have produced someone like me.” The honest admission tugged at him, and he pushed her hair back from her forehead and kissed her gently.

“She would have been proud of you, moving to New York City, renting an apartment, holding down a job, living your life.”

“It’s more of a room than an apartment and—”

“And?”

“Nothing.” She snuggled closer. “Tell me something else about you.”

“I’m addicted to your body.”

She gave a low laugh and pressed her lips to his chest. “I meant something personal.”

“This is personal.” Chase stroked his hand over her skin. “What do you want to know?”

“What do you like to do when you’re not working?”

“I’m always working.” He spent his days in endless meetings and his evenings working his way through papers produced at those meetings. At some point his work had swallowed up his life.

“But you already told me you like sailing, so why don’t you sail? You love your work more?”

He didn’t love his work. He found it challenging and stimulating, but he didn’t love it. He’d gone into it through a sense of duty and stayed in it for the same reason. His father had needed someone to head up the company, and he’d stepped into that role when his brother wouldn’t. And he’d blamed his brother for his decision. Allowed his anger and disappointment to erode their relationship.

He tightened his hold on her. “When did you start writing?”

“I was very young. It was my way of escaping the hell of the playground. I started inventing characters who were nothing like me. They were always brave and never tall. It grew from there.”

“What sort of stories do you write now?”

“Romance. With plenty of action.”

“Action in the bedroom?”

She laughed. “And in other places. My current heroine L—” she stumbled “—likes to be the one in charge. She’s very strong.”

“Have you sent your work anywhere before?”

“No.” She was sprawled across him. “That’s why I was hoping to meet Chase Adams, but that’s all blown now.”

Chase paused. “Where’s the book?”

“On my computer.”

“Send it to me.”

She turned to look at him. “No way! You’ll read it and hate it.”

“Send it to me. I’ll get it to Chase’s brother.”

“How? You know Chase well enough to ask?”

He hesitated, wondering how he’d reached this level of intimacy with someone who didn’t even know who he was.

“If you send it, I’ll make sure he sees it.” It would be an excuse to make contact with his brother. When had they last gone out for a drink? When had he made time for that?

Work had swallowed up his life, and that was going to change.

He was going to step over his pride and talk to his brother.

He was going to make time for the things he loved. The things he’d given up since his job had become a big hungry machine.

Sailing, cars, friends—

This woman—

“I want to see you again, Lara.” He hauled her close and lowered his mouth to hers. “This isn’t over.”

IF SHE WERE putting this scenario in a book, this would be a plot twist.

She was falling in love with a man who didn’t know who she was.

No, not love. She frowned at herself. Love only happened fast in stories where reality blurred with fantasy.

She watched as the rising sun sent fingers of light across the city and knew that this was one of those rare moments where real life came so close to a fantasy it was difficult to distinguish the two.

Talking to Alex, being with Alex, was the easiest, most natural thing she’d ever done. She never would have imagined it possible to share such easy intimacy with someone she’d met only the day before.

They’d talked and made love all night. They’d covered every subject. Never in her life had she felt so deeply connected to another human being.

This was intimacy.

Not sex, which could be shared by two people without the exchange of names or confidences, but this closeness. This level of trust.

At some point during the night she’d stopped being Lara and become Matilda in everything but name, but the closeness and trust had remained.

“I want to see you again.” His voice was deep and decisive and she felt a rush of excitement mingled with nerves.

She should tell him.

She should tell him her real name, explain. They’d laugh together. “I’d like that, too.”

She felt like dancing, but dancing invariably involved breakages, so she contented herself with a smile. “Back in a moment.”

She slid out of bed and walked to the bathroom. All she needed to do was work out the best way to tell him.

“Incredible legs,” he murmured, and she smiled and realized for the first time in her life she wasn’t trying to make herself seem smaller. Instead of making her feel like a freak, he made her feel fantastic.

She turned to tell him as much and saw that he’d fallen asleep, dark strands of hair flopping over his face. It made him seem younger and less severe.

Gazing at him, lost in her own dreamworld, she turned back to the bathroom and her elbow knocked his wallet onto the floor. The contents scattered.

She rolled her eyes. Still, as accidents went it could have been worse. It could have been something glass and precious, or something liquid and red.

She stooped to clear up her latest mess, thinking that the one thing she knew she wasn’t going to find in his wallet were condoms, because they’d used them all, and then she froze.

Dazed, she reached for the credit card. Chase Adams.

Chase Adams?

She checked the next card and the next. All had the same name.

Which meant only one thing.

He was a thief.

The man she’d spent the most amazing, unforgettable night of her life with was a thief. He’d stolen Chase Adams’s wallet. Hands shaking, she tried to stuff the contents back inside and then saw the photo.

Her gaze lifted from the photo to the man on the bed. It was the same person.

He hadn’t stolen Chase Adams’s wallet; he was Chase Adams.

Crap, crap, crappity crap. She’d had wild sex with Chase Adams. She’d spilled her hopes, her dreams and an entire bucket of ice on a man who was entirely out of her league.

A man who had lied about who he was.

Alarm and horror turned to anger.

Why hadn’t he told her the truth? Why had he lied about who he was?

Her mind tracked back over the night they’d shared. All those things he’d said. All those things he’d told her about himself. All lies.

But she’d told lies, too, hadn’t she?

The knowledge that she was being hypocritical doused the flames of her anger. She was equally guilty.

It was the ultimate irony that she’d begun the evening pretending to be someone else, only to discover that he’d also been pretending to be someone else.

She put the wallet back carefully and picked up her clothes.

This wasn’t a plot twist, it was karma, and Lara would have said that karma was a total bitch, but she was done with being Lara. She was back to being herself. For a little while she’d loved being herself and the reason she’d loved it was because he’d liked her that way.

All she had to do was carry on doing that without him, and ignore the fact that her heart felt as if it had been wrenched from her body.





CHAPTER SEVEN

“SO YOU’RE NOT going to the Summer Gala this evening?”

“That’s right.” Chase didn’t look up from his computer. “I’m going to the beach house, where I’m going to swim, sail and generally do all the things I used to enjoy doing before I forgot I enjoyed them.”

Rick stared at him, as if Chase had just announced he intended to spend the weekend injecting drugs. “I’ve been your personal assistant for five years and I didn’t know you enjoyed sailing.”

“Well, now you do.”

Rick looked uncomfortable. “Your father expects you to be at the Gala. He wants to talk to you about the Turner-Hill deal. There are people he wants you to meet.”

Another evening of fake smiles and mindless schmoozing, as Lara would have called it.

Except that now he knew her name wasn’t Lara. It was Matilda. Her name had been written on the manuscript she’d left in his apartment. Her name, her email, but no address.

“Everyone will be there.”

Not everyone. Not the one person in the world he badly wanted to see again.

He’d emailed her three times and had no response. Clearly whatever she’d felt for Alex, she couldn’t feel for Chase Adams.

“I won’t be there. I’ll be in the Hamptons, breathing in sea air. Enjoying life after putting in a long working week. I won’t be back until Tuesday. Long working week equals long weekend.”

“What’s happened to you?” Rick looked bemused. “You’ve changed over the past few weeks.”

“Maybe I have.” Or maybe he’d just rediscovered the man he really was.

Chase stood up and stared down over the crisscross streets far beneath him. She was down there somewhere, living her life.

Did she think about him? Did she think about that night?

Why hadn’t she answered his emails?

Rick was obviously struggling to understand the changes in his boss. “Tuesday? Will you be calling in on Monday?”

“No.” Chase turned. “Did my brother call about that package I sent him?”

“Not since the last time you asked me.”

“Right.” Realizing that Rick was still hovering, he looked at him expectantly. “Was there something else?”

“You asked me to check the guest list for the party a few weeks ago.”

Tension rippled across his shoulders. “And?”

“No one by the name of Lara was invited.”

“No.” Knowing what he knew now, that didn’t surprise him. “Did you check for Matilda?”

“Yes, boss. No Matilda, either.”

So what did that mean? Chase strolled the length of his office, his mind working. Had she crashed the party? Was that why she wasn’t answering the email? She was embarrassed because she wasn’t supposed to be there that night?

He ran through his options. He was living in a city of several million people, most of whom he’d be happy never to see again. The one person he wanted to see, he couldn’t find. His desire to be anonymous had backfired in spectacular fashion.

What was he supposed to do? Hire a private investigator? Roam the streets of Manhattan like a crazed lunatic?

He kept telling himself that it was just one night and that he should let it go, but how could he? It was just one night, but he wanted something from her that he’d never wanted from a woman before.

MATILDA WALKED INTO the foyer of the old brownstone that formed the headquarters of Phoenix Publishing. Her knees were shaking, and her palms were damp.

The email had landed in her inbox two days earlier, which meant only one thing. Chase must have passed the manuscript she’d left in his apartment to his brother.

She wondered if he’d done it personally. Had they actually had a conversation after all these years? She really hoped so. She couldn’t think of anything worse than losing touch with a family member, and she didn’t want to think of Chase lonely and missing his brother.

The short, polite email had come from an editorial assistant, with a request that she call to set up a meeting.

It was the last thing she’d expected. Why would they want to meet her?

Presumably it meant they liked the book, but why not just say so over the phone or by email?

“Miss Meadows? Mr. Adams will see you now.”

But not the right Mr. Adams, she thought sadly. Funny how a few weeks ago the only reason she’d wanted to meet Chase Adams was to try to get to his brother, and now she was about to meet his brother, all she wanted was Chase.

She walked into the room, saw a shimmer of dark hair, and for a moment her heart skipped a beat.

Then the man looked up.

Not Chase, but Brett Adams looked sufficiently like his brother to make her insides turn over.

She missed him so much.

How was it possible to miss someone you’d known for only a night?

There was a hollow ache in her chest and, whether she had her eyes open or closed, all she saw was his smile, the way he listened so attentively. The way his hands and mouth had touched her—

It was something she might have written in a book, but her books weren’t real life.

She hoped he was all right. She hoped he was happy and not working too hard.

She hoped some unscrupulous woman wasn’t sleeping with him for his money and influence.

“Miss Meadows? Have a seat.” Brett waved a hand, sending papers and files scattering. He made a grab for them and sent her a smile of boyish charm. “Sorry. Despite appearances, I know the identity and whereabouts of every piece of paper on this desk. I read your book.”

Trying not to think about Chase, Matilda sat on the edge of the chair. “I didn’t expect you to read it personally.”

“Normally I wouldn’t, but as it came direct from my brother I jumped straight on it. It had been sitting on my desk for a few days because I’ve been out of the office. London Book Fair.” He said it in a tone that suggested she probably knew all about it and Matilda tried to look sophisticated, as if the London Book Fair was somewhere she often frequented whenever she was in England.

Having never traveled farther than New Jersey, it sounded dizzyingly unreal to her.

He reached for a file on his desk. “I enjoyed it. Needs a few minor editorial changes, a little more emotional depth in a few places, but nothing structural. In a moment I’ll introduce you to Mandy, who will be your editor. Do you have an agent?”

“An—” Matilda stared at him. Agent? “Are you saying you’ll publish it?”

“Definitely. I didn’t mention that?” He looked vague and distracted. “As you correctly identified in your cover note, it’s perfect for our romance line, Bliss. I predict readers will fall in love with Lara. She’s an interesting, layered character. I loved the mix of strength and humor. Quite a woman.”

“Yes. She is.” Matilda sat there, reflecting on the irony of feeling jealous of a character you’d created yourself. Maybe if she were more like Lara she would have had the courage to answer Chase’s email asking her for her address. She would have pointed out that what they’d shared wasn’t real, and she’d rather keep it as an amazing memory than have it end badly when he realized the truth about her.

“We’ll sort out the details in due course, but in the meantime, congratulations. You’ll be an exciting addition to our list.” He hesitated. “How well do you know my brother?”

Matilda thought about the night they’d shared, about the confidences and the intimacy. “I know him quite well,” she said quietly. “Why?”

“Because he sent a note with the manuscript and asked me to hand it to you if I saw you. I thought that was a little strange. Have the two of you fallen out? Have you changed your address or something?”

“No. It’s … complicated. You said you have a note?” Her heart thudded against her chest. There was no harm in reading a note, was there? “Do you have it?”

He handed it over, a curious smile on his face. “He addressed it to Lara, your heroine. I presume that is some sort of private joke.”

“Yes.” Her mouth dry, she scanned the bold handwriting on the envelope. “Private joke.”

“If you know him well, then you probably know that my brother and I lost touch a few years ago. Just one of those family things. Thanks to you and this manuscript, we’re back in touch.”

“I’m glad.” And she was. She really was. Chase needed people in his life he could trust. People who cared about him for who he was, not for what he was.

Clutching the note, she stood up and picked up her bag.

Brett Adams looked at her expectantly. “Aren’t you going to read it?”

“Later.” It was too precious to read in public. She needed to be somewhere private in case she made a fool of herself. She knew that even the envelope was something she was going to keep forever. A reminder. A memory of a single amazing night when reality and fantasy had merged.

The next hour passed in a whirl of excitement as she met her editor, discussed ideas for the next book and agreed to a deadline. By the time she finally stepped out of the door into the sunshine, her head was spinning.

She was going to be published.

She was a published author.

And it was all thanks to Chase.

It was a bittersweet moment to think that he was the one who had made her dream come true. He’d done that for her.

Finally, hands shaking, she opened the note.

There were just three words, written in the same bold, black scrawl as the envelope.

Midnight at Tiffany’s.





CHAPTER EIGHT

WOULD SHE COME?

Probably not, but that didn’t stop him pacing outside Tiffany’s every night like a desperate, discarded lover.

He glanced at the store and gave a humorless laugh. They probably thought he was casing the joint. He half expected to be arrested.

Brett had assured him that he’d handed the note to her personally, but that didn’t mean she’d come.

Midnight at Tiffany’s.

He could have written her a note saying “call me at the office,” but he knew that would have intimidated her.

She’d found the courage to speak to him when she’d desperately wanted to contact his brother, but did she have the courage to speak to him when the interaction was more personal?

He hoped so.

This was a place she knew and loved. He hoped she’d come.

And then he felt a soft touch on his arm and heard a familiar voice.

“Chase?”

WHAT WAS SHE doing here?

She’d watched him for at least five minutes before plucking up the courage to approach him.

What was she even going to say? Where did they start?

And now he was looking at her, his gaze fixed on her with disturbing intensity, the look in those smoky blue eyes so intimate that she felt the flush start at her toes and work its way up her body. How could a look be so personal? Her response shocked her, reminding her of everything they’d shared that night.

“Matilda.” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Not Lara.”

She felt her color deepen. Of course he knew her real name now. There was no more hiding. “Chase. Not Alex.”

“Alex is my middle name. So why Lara? Why name yourself after the heroine in your story?”

Of course he would have skimmed her book before sending it to his brother.

How to explain? “Because if I hadn’t pretended to be her I never would have had the courage to do all those things with you.”

A dark brow arched. “So it wasn’t Matilda in my bed, it was Lara?”

“Maybe.” She was conscious of people flowing past them. Even this late, New York was crowded. The city that never slept. “To begin with.”

Amusement gleamed in his eyes. “Going to bed with two women has always seemed to me to be fraught with complications, but I’m starting to rethink that.” He drew in a breath and reached for her hand, drawing her close. “Relax. You look as if you’re about to turn and run. And in case you’re considering it, you should know that I’m not losing you again.”

Her stomach clenched. “Chase—”

“Why did it take you so long to come? My brother gave you that note a week ago.”

“The note said ‘Midnight at Tiffany’s.’ You didn’t say which night.”

His hand gripped hers tightly. “I’ve waited here every night.”

“Every night?” She gaped at him and he gave a faint smile.

“Yes. You have no idea how close I’ve come to being arrested.”

“But why?”

“Because I’ve waited all my life to meet someone like you and I’m not losing you now.” His voice was raw. “Do you have any idea how I felt when I woke up and found you gone?”

He thought he knew the truth about her, but he didn’t. “Do you have any idea how I felt when I woke up and found out you were Chase Adams?”

His eyes narrowed. “How did you find out?”

“I knocked your wallet onto the floor.”

“And was that the reason you ran?”

“Of course.”

“Why of course?”

“Because—” She gave a helpless shrug. “I wouldn’t have thought an explanation was necessary.”

“Because you thought I was a—what was the description you used?—ruthless, heartless, moneymaking machine?”

She wanted to slide through the grille on the road and disappear. “Please forget I said that.”

“Why? It was a fair description.”

“Obviously when I said that, I didn’t know you were Chase.”

“I’m glad you didn’t know. We had a most illuminating conversation. You were frank and honest, and if you’d known who I was, you wouldn’t have been.”

Remembering the things she’d said about him made her want to die of embarrassment. “Right now I’d like to fall down a manhole, but these things never happen when I want them to, only when I don’t.”

“You pointed out that, despite the apparent benefits of my life, I was missing the most important elements.”

“What do you mean?”

“You asked me what I did in my spare time, and I realized I didn’t have any spare time. Work eats into all of it. I spend time with people I don’t particularly like, doing a job that wasn’t my first choice.” He took a deep breath. “Your mom wouldn’t have been proud of me. I had a dream, too, but I let other people kill it.”

“What was your dream?”

“I was always interested in construction, but I wanted to go down a different route. Eco-houses and sustainable technology. My father calls it progressive nonsense. I was all set to do that when he had his heart attack. I stepped in for a short time and that was when I discovered the business was in trouble. My father employs a lot of people. They were relying on him for jobs. I promised him I’d take over long enough to sort it out. And somehow a decade passed.”

“You loved your father. You were being supportive.”

“But I should have found a way to support his dream while still pursuing my own.” He drew her closer. “I told my brother he was selfish, but I see now that he was protecting his dream.”

“But he was only able to do that because you stepped up. He lived his dream while you let yours lie dormant.” She touched his arm, feeling the hard swell of muscle beneath her fingers. “Either way, I’m glad you and he have sorted things out.”

“So am I, but I don’t want to talk about my brother or my business. I want to talk about you.”

And this, of course, was the part she’d been dreading. There was no more hiding behind Lara. No more fiction. It was time for facts and truth.

Time to be herself.

She withdrew her hand. “I’m not who you think I am.”

“You think I care what your name is?”

“I’m not just talking about my name.” The truth lodged in her throat. It was the hardest thing she’d ever had to say. “You asked me what I was doing at the event the other night and I didn’t really answer you because I was—” She took a deep breath. “I was working.”

“Working?”

“Yes. For Star Events. I’m a waitress. Or I was a waitress until I had a catastrophic spill and tipped champagne over your guests.”

He stared at her. “That was you.”

“That was me. And I could tell you that I was having a bad night, that I was unlucky, or I could say that sort of thing has never happened to me before, but the truth is that it happens to me all the time. That was me in all my undisguised glory.”

“That explains why I couldn’t find your name on the guest list.”

“You checked the guest list?”

“Several times.” He closed his hands over her shoulders, forcing her to look at him. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” She challenged him right back and he sucked in a breath.

“Because I didn’t want my name to get in the way. For one night I wanted to be myself.”

“Then that’s the difference between us, because for that one night I wanted to be someone different.”

“And you chose to be Lara.” He shook his head, a smile touching the corners of his mouth. “Your heroine.”

“How much did you read?”

“Every word. And I read the sex scenes twice. There were a couple of things in there we didn’t have time to try that night. We need to rectify that.”

Her stomach flipped. “I’m not Lara. She’s a product of my imagination. But after I was fired—”

“You were fired?”

“Of course.”

“For one accident?” His eyes hardened and his voice turned several shades cooler.

In that brief moment she glimpsed the ruthless businessman; the side of him that others saw.

“It wasn’t the first. Look—” she took a deep breath “—I’m nothing like Lara. Just for one night I wanted to be like her and live a life of daring and adventure, full of wild affairs with good-looking men. I wanted to be like her, but I’m not. The real me is clumsy and uncoordinated. I hate being this tall. I’m shy with strangers. I hate confrontation. I could go on. You have no idea.”

“Yes, I do. I know all those things. But knowing you were pretending to be your heroine explains a lot. Like the fact that one moment you were confident, and the next shy. One moment you were telling me nothing, and then you were spilling your innermost secrets.”

“I’m always spilling something,” Matilda said gloomily. “At least secrets don’t make as much mess as liquid. It’s my worst trait.”

He cupped her face in his hands, a slow, sexy smile transforming his features. “It’s adorable. It makes you human. You’re imperfect. I love that.”

It was her turn to stare. “You love that I’m imperfect?”

“Everyone is imperfect, Matilda. Everyone. But most people are afraid to show their imperfections.”

“Mine are pretty hard to hide.” She shifted awkwardly. “You love the fact that I’m clumsy?”

“I love everything about you. I love you.” He breathed deeply. “And I know it’s too soon to say that. I know it’s crazy, so don’t give me that look. You’re not thinking anything I haven’t thought myself. But logic doesn’t change the way I feel. Do you know how many people I meet like you?”

“Not many, I assume, or your dry cleaning bill would be high enough to bring down the company.”

He laughed. “I know you’re clumsy. You threw champagne over me. Then you dropped a slice of pizza on my jacket, broke the zipper on my pants and crushed my hand in the bathroom door.”

If there had been an ejector seat, Matilda would have pressed the button. “I’m sorry about that. I wanted to give you a night you wouldn’t forget but I didn’t quite mean it to be for reasons of personal injury.”

“You gave me a night I wouldn’t ever forget, but not for those reasons. Because it was the first time in my life a woman has been herself with me. Our relationship might have been short, but it wasn’t fake. It wasn’t superficial.” His voice softened. “We had fun, Matilda. You know we had fun.”

Her mouth was dry. “It wasn’t real.”

“Which part wasn’t real? The part when we made love all night, or the part when we watched the sunrise and talked about everything? It was real, and you have no idea how long I’ve waited for real.”

“You didn’t know who I was.”

“Yes, I did.” His hands tightened on her face and he lowered his forehead to hers. “I knew exactly who you were. The only thing I didn’t know was your name or what you did for a living, but that isn’t what defines a person. In the end it isn’t about what you do or what you call yourself, it’s about the person inside, and I know the person inside.”

“Chase—”

“I know you have a dream to be a published writer, and you want it so badly you were prepared to put aside your natural shyness and approach a man you found intimidating. I know you hate your long legs because it makes you conspicuous and you hate being conspicuous. I know that when you’re listening you tilt your head to one side. And I know your mom would have been proud of how hard you’ve worked to follow your dream. I liked the dedication at the front of your book. She would have liked it, too. Now I understand why you wanted to see your book on the shelves across the US.”

Her eyes filled and her throat thickened. “Chase—”

“There are people I see every day who I don’t know as well as I know you. And do you know why? Because they hide who they are behind a screen. You didn’t hide.” He lowered his forehead to hers. “Meeting you changed my life.”

She could hardly breathe. “Because I dropped ice in your lap?”

His eyes were amused. “No, because you made me think long and hard about my life.” His smile faded. “You questioned why someone who had reached my level in an organization would need to spend their time doing things they hated doing. And I realized you were right. I didn’t need to do those things. You asked me about my interests and I realized I’d let them slide into the background along with the people I really want to spend time with.”

“So no more parties?”

“That depends.” The words sounded like a question, and she felt her heart miss a beat.

“On what?”

“On whether you’re by my side.” He kissed her gently and then lifted his head and stroked her face with his fingers. “You didn’t just show me who you really were, you showed me who I was, too, and you reminded me what’s important. You forced me to take a long, hard look at my priorities.”

“So you’re reinventing yourself?”

“I’d call it rediscovering rather than reinventing. I spent last weekend sailing, with my brother. We talked about things we’ve never talked about before. Cleared the air. It’s going to take a while to get back to where we were, but I know it will happen. It’s another dream of mine, and someone I know and respect told me you should never let anything get in the way of your dream.”

She felt a rush of happiness for him. “I’m pleased. Really pleased. Family is too important to let it go without a fight.”

“I agree. And now I’ve addressed my work life and family issues, all that’s left is my love life.” He looked deep into her eyes and she shook her head.

It was fine to pretend for one night, but extending the fantasy would lead to nothing but pain, and she had enough reality to deal with.

“This can’t possibly work, Chase. It’s isn’t real.”

“No?” He lowered his head and kissed her with erotic purpose until she was shaking, until the fire of pleasure melted her thoughts and all resistance left her.

How did he know how to do this? How did he know how to kiss like this? She relaxed against him, feeling the hard pressure of his body against hers.

Someone passing wolf-whistled, and she pulled away.

“Alex—Chase—”

His gaze didn’t shift from hers. “Kiss me again and tell me this doesn’t feel real.” His voice was thickened with the same dizzying passion that was making her head spin.

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. I don’t see a single legitimate reason why we can’t be together.”

“Well, for a start you’re rich enough to buy a small country and I don’t even own an apartment. In fact, since I lost my job, I’ve had to give notice and soon I will have nowhere to live.”

“It wouldn’t have made economic or logistical sense to keep your apartment on once we’re married, so that’s one decision made for us.”

“Married?” She gaped at him. “Are you drunk?!”

“No, I’m decisive, as I keep telling you, but if you need a little more time that’s all right with me. As long as it isn’t too much time. I’m an impatient man, as you’ve already identified. And ruthless, and single-minded about getting my own way.”

“But—” She shook her head, dazed. “You can’t be serious.”

“You want me to prove how serious I am?” He took her hand and walked toward the door of Tiffany’s.

She stopped and tugged at his hand, half laughing, half embarrassed. A few people had stopped to watch, curious. “Wait! They’re closed.”

“Sometimes they open for special occasions. Me finally proposing to a woman is a special occasion.”

“Chase—” she was desperate “—you’ve spent one night with me.”

“The best night of my life. The first of many best nights of my life.”

The breath hitched in her throat. “I’m nothing like the women you usually mix with—”

“That’s true. Please don’t ever change.”

“We come from different places.”

“But as long as we end up in the same place, that’s all that matters. You were the one who told me that there are no obstacles that can’t be overcome when you care about someone. I know you love me. It’s in your eyes and in your smile. I can wait to hear you say it, and until you do I’ll keep saying it for both of us.”

Hope poked its way through the doubts. “You’re a man who thinks about every decision. You measure everything and—”

“Some things are too important to leave to logic.” He curled his hand behind her head and brought her face to his. “I love you. I want to make you happy. I’m going to make you happy. If you’ll trust me, if you’ll come with me, I’ll prove it.”

“Come with you where?”

He grinned. Boyish. Younger. “Anywhere. Everywhere, but we’ll start with my beach house in the Hamptons.”

“You have a beach house?”

“I do, and I haven’t spent nearly enough time there lately. I’m going to teach you to sail. And there’s a room overlooking the sand that will be perfect for writing. And I have a library.”

The library.

“I saw your library featured in a magazine.”

“Well, now you can see it in real life. My brother bought your book and you have another deadline pressing down on you. A whole career ahead.”

A horrible thought sneaked into her head. “Did you tell him to buy it?”

“No, and once you know my brother, which you soon will given all the Thanksgiving, Christmas and Fourth of July celebrations that stretch ahead of us, you’ll know it wouldn’t have made a difference if I had. He’s as stubborn as I am.”

“So he really did like my book.”

“He loved your book, and he wants more books, so while I’m working during the day, you can write, then we’ll meet up and do exciting things to each other. And if you want to pretend to be your heroine from time to time to practice different positions, that’s fine with me. How does that sound?”

It sounded like a fairy tale.

“You sent it to him. You made my dream come true—”

“You did that.” He kissed her gently. “You did it yourself.”

She eased away just enough to speak. “That apartment you took me to—you told me you were just staying there for a while—”

“That was true. Before now I’ve never spent long enough in a place to be able to call it home.”

“But you do own it.”

“If you’re worried, don’t be. We can sell it. In fact, we probably should sell it. We’re going to need a family house.”

“We are?” She felt faint. “Why?”

“Because we’re a family. Eventually we might have babies. Lots of long-legged kids who are going to grow up learning to sail.”

Her eyes filled. “Chase—”

“Don’t cry.” He swept his thumb over her cheek. “I don’t ever want to see you cry. I am going to put bubble wrap on all the sharp edges in our home so you can’t damage yourself.”

She gave a choked laugh. “I’d trip over it.”

“We’ll use cushioned flooring.”

She buried her face in his shoulder. “Chase—”

“Shh—”

She felt his hand on her hair, unbelievably gentle. “I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe it’s real.”

“Why not? This is New York City,” he murmured, “and anything can happen here. You were the one who told me that. Exciting things. So if you say yes to me we can go and live a life of daring and adventure, but the wild affair you wanted will be with each other. How does that sound?”

“It sounds like a dream come true.” She wrapped her arms round his neck. “When does our new life start?”

“Right now, when we walk through that door into Tiffany’s.”
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“I owe you an apology.”

“For what?”

“For misreading the situation the other night. For making things awkward between us. I was—” She hesitated, trying to find the right words. “I was looking for things that weren’t there. I was close to panic and you were trying to distract me. I understand that now. I don’t want you feeling that you have to avoid me, or be careful around me. I’d never wanted that—I—”

“Don’t. Don’t apologize.” He gripped the railing and she noticed his knuckles were white.

“I wanted to clear it up, that’s all. It was a kiss. Didn’t mean anything. Two people trapped in an elevator, one of whom was feeling vulnerable.” Shut up right now, Paige. “I know I’m not your type. I know you don’t have those feelings. I’m like your little sister. I get that, so—”

“Oh for—seriously?” He interrupted her with a low growl and finally turned to face her. “After what happened the other night you really think I see you as a little sister? You think I could kiss you that way if I felt like that about you?”

She stared at him, her heart drumming a rhythm against her chest. “I thought—you said—I thought you saw me that way.”

“Yeah, well, I tried.” He gave a humorless laugh and drained his champagne in one mouthful. “God knows, I tried. I’ve done everything short of asking Matt for a baby photo of you and sticking that to my wall. Nothing works. And do you know why? Because I do have feelings, you’re not little and you’re not my fucking sister.”

Shock struck her like a bolt of lightning.

They were the only two people left on the terrace. Just them and the twinkling lights of Manhattan. The buildings rose around them, dark shapes enveloping them in intimate shadows and the shimmer of light.

The storm clouds were gathering, creating ominous shapes in the dark sky.

The sudden lick of wind held the promise of rain.

Paige was oblivious. The sky could have come crashing down and she wouldn’t have noticed.

Her mouth was so dry she could hardly form the words. “But if you feel that way—if—you do have feelings, why do you keep saying—” she stumbled, confused. “Why haven’t you ever done anything about it?”

“Why do you think?” There was a cynical, bitter edge to Jake’s tone that didn’t fit the nature of the conversation. None of the pieces fitted. She couldn’t think. Everything about her had ceased to function.

“Because of Matt?”

“Partly. He’d kick my butt and I wouldn’t blame him.” He stared down at his hands, as if they were something that didn’t belong to him. As if he was worried about what they might do.

“Because you’re not interested in relationships—or complications as you call them.”

“Exactly.”

“But sex doesn’t have to be a relationship. It can just be sex. You said so yourself.”

“Not with you.” His tone was harsh and she took a step back, shocked. They’d often argued, baited each other, but she’d never heard that edge of steel in his voice before.

“Why? What’s different about me?”

“I’m not going to screw you and walk away, Paige. That’s not going to happen.”

“Because of our friendship? Because you’re worried it would be awkward?”

“Yeah, that too.”

“Too? What else?” She stared at him bemused.

He was silent.

“Jake? What else?”

He swore under his breath. “Because I care about you. I don’t want to hurt you. There’s already been enough damage to your heart. You don’t need more.”

The first raindrops started to fall.

Paige was oblivious.

Her head spun with questions. Where? What? Why? How much? “So you—wait—” She struggled to make sense of it. “You’re saying that you’ve been protecting me? No. That can’t be true. You’re the only one who doesn’t protect me. When everyone else is wrapping me in cotton wool, you handle me like you’re throwing the first pitch at the game.” He didn’t protect her. He didn’t. Not Jake.

She waited for him to agree with her, to confirm that he didn’t protect her.

He was silent.

There was a throbbing in her head. She lifted her fingers to her forehead and rubbed. The storm was closing in—she could feel it, and not just in the sky above her.

“I know you don’t protect me.” She tried to focus, tried to examine the information and shook her head. “Just the other night, when we found out we’d lost our jobs, Matt was sympathetic, but you were brutal. I was ready to cry, but you made me so angry and—” She stared at him, understanding. She felt the color drain from her face. “You did it on purpose. You made me angry on purpose.”

“You get more done when you’re angry,” he said flatly. “And you needed to get things done.”

No denial.

He’d goaded her. Galvanized her into action.

“You challenge every idea I have.” She felt dizzy. “We fight. All the time. If I say something is black, you say it’s white.”

He stood in silence, not bothering to deny it, and she shook her head in disbelief.

“You make me angry. You do that on purpose because if I’m angry with you then I’m not—” She’d been blind. She breathed, adjusting to this new picture of their relationship. The first boom of thunder split the air but she ignored it. “How long? How long, Jake?”

“How long, what?” He yanked at his bow tie with impatient fingers. His gaze shifted from hers. He looked like a man who wanted to be anywhere but with her.

“How long have you cared? How long have you been protecting me?” She stumbled over the word, and the thought.

He ran his hand over his jaw. “Since I walked through the door of that damn hospital room and saw you sitting on the bed in your Snoopy T-shirt, with that enormous smile on your face. You were so brave. The most frightened brave person I’d ever seen. And you tried so hard not to let anyone see it. I have always protected you, Paige. Except for the other night when I let my guard down.”

But he’d been protecting her then, too. He’d been taking care of her when she was so terrified she hadn’t known what to do.

“So you thought I was brave, but not strong. Not strong enough to cope alone without protection. I don’t understand. I thought you weren’t interested—that you didn’t want this, and now I discover—” It was a struggle to process it. “So this whole time you did care about me. You do.”

Rain was falling steadily now, landing in droplets on his jacket and her hair.

“Paige—”

“The kiss the other night—”

“Was a mistake.”

“But it was real. It wasn’t because I was a pair of red lips in an elevator. All these days, months, years I’ve been telling myself you didn’t feel anything. All the time I’ve been confused because my instincts were so wrong and I couldn’t understand why, but now I do. They weren’t wrong. I wasn’t wrong.”

“Maybe you weren’t.”

“So why let me think that?”

“Because it was easier.”

“Easier than what? Telling me the truth? News flash, and, by the way, I thought you knew this—I don’t want to be protected. I want to live my life. You’re the one who’s always telling me to take more risks.”

“Yeah, well, that proves you shouldn’t listen to anything I tell you. We should go inside before you catch pneumonia.” He eased away from the railings and she caught his arm.

“I’ll go inside when I decide to go inside.” The rain was soaking her skin. “What happens now?”

“Nothing. I know you don’t want to be protected, but that’s tough, Paige, because that’s what I’m doing. I’m not what you’re looking for, and I never have been. We don’t want the same thing. There’s a car waiting downstairs to take you and the other two home. Make sure you use it.” Without giving her a chance to respond, Jake strode away from her toward the bank of elevators and left her standing there, alone in the glittering cityscape, watching the entire shape of her life change. Another twist. Another turn. The unexpected.
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Three friends — one promise...

Emily, Brittany, and Skylar made a vow to help each
other if they are ever in trouble. Their sanctuary when
life gets tough? The ruggedly beautiful Puftin Island,
the one place they have all felt safe and at home.

One by one, each woman will return to seek comfort
in the community and familiar surroundings of close-

knit Puffin Island. And there they’ll find the adventure
of a lifetime...
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