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One
Early March

John Harlan clutched a two-carat, brilliant-cut diamond engagement ring in one hand and a
Glenfiddich on the rocks in the other, his third in the past hour. Cold had settled in his bones, his
heart, his soul. It probably didn’t help that he hadn’t turned on the heat or even a lamp since night
fell hours ago. Only the lights of New York City through his huge picture window illuminated his
living room, making a hazy silhouette of the bottle of scotch on the coffee table. What more did he
need to see than that, anyway?

A few hours ago his fiancée—former fiancée—had gently placed the diamond ring in his palm.
He hadn’t let go since.

John had thought he knew and understood Summer Elliott. She was goal-oriented and orderly,
like him, and together they were dynamic, a power couple with great lineage and an amazing future. At
twenty-nine, he was at a perfect age for marriage, and at a perfect point in his career at his advertising
agency. Everything according to schedule.

She’d ended all possibility of a future together that afternoon.

He hadn’t seen it coming.

They’d dated for months, long enough to know the relationship worked. They’d gotten engaged
less than three weeks ago, on Valentine’s Day, appropriately, romantically. And now, while he’d been
in Chicago working with a new client this past week, she’d found herself another man—a rock star,
of all people. Calm, sedate Summer Elliott, the woman whose personality matched his, had found
herself a rock star.

John downed his scotch, relished the burn and was contemplating another when the doorbell
rang. He didn’t move. The bell rang again. He picked up the bottle and poured, the ice from the
previous drink almost melted. Knuckles rapped on the door, and a female voice called his name.

Summer? No. She wouldn’t come here.

Curious, however, he set the glass on the table and stood, taking a moment to shove his fingers
through his hair and to find his balance. Although it was uncharacteristic of him to have more than
a glass or two of wine in an evening, he wasn’t drunk. At least he didn’t think so, maybe just slightly
off-kilter.

He opened his door and did a double take at the sight of Summer standing at the elevator ten
feet away, her back to him.

“What are you doing?” he asked, squinting against the light and stepping into the hall just as
the elevator pinged, indicating its arrival on the fifteenth floor, his floor.

She spun to face him but said nothing. He registered that she looked different in her short
red dress, but couldn’t put his finger on exactly why. Her scintillating light auburn air caught the
light, the soft, natural curl caressing her shoulders and drifting down her back. Her light green eyes
were focused directly on him, her expression open and caring. Caring? Why should she care? She’d
dumped him. Unceremoniously. Emotionlessly.

Which pretty much defined their relationship. Emotionless. Sexless. A partnership with a future
based on a solid friendship and healthy respect for each other, if without passion. But he’d loved her
and believed she’d loved him. He’d always figured the passion part would fall into place at some point,
and had respected her wishes to save herself for the marriage bed.

Had she realized her mistake in breaking it off with him? Was that why she was here?

Why wasn’t she talking? She’d come to see him, after all.

“Are you here to apologize?” he asked. Did he want her to apologize?
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“Made a mistake,” she said so low he could barely hear her. She walked toward him, her hand
outstretched. “A big mistake.” Her fingertips grazed his chest, then she pulled back as if burned,
curling her fingers into a fist that she pressed against her heart.

His gut tightened. Her touch had been light, but lethal to his equilibrium. Hope tried to shove
hours of hurt out of the way. The hurt resisted giving way ... until she reached out again and was
suddenly kissing him—ZKkissing the hell out of him. Caught off guard by her new, surreal level of
passion, he kissed her back until she moaned, even as a cautionary voice in his head shouted at him
not to forgive the woman who’d never slept with him, her fiancé, yet who’d given herself to a man
she’d just met.

When she pressed her hips to his and moved against him, he was grateful he hadn’t had that
fourth drink and could still think clearly enough to know what to do next. Resisting wasn’t an option,
even though he’d spent months doing exactly that. Not this time, however. Not this time.

He scooped her into his arms, carried her to his bed and laid her on the comforter, deciding
that the reason she looked different was that she’d come dressed to seduce him—something she’d
never done before.

An unexpected warmth spread through him at the thought that she’d made that kind of effort
for him.

“This is out of the blue,” he said, turning the words into a question, wanting to trust her motives,
but afraid to. What did it say about him if he so easily forgave her?

“I never expected to make love with you.”

He frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Just that.”

It wasn’t an answer, but apparently it was all he was going to get. Had the bad-boy rock star
already dumped her? Did it matter? Yes. But ... but John wanted to show her what she’d been missing
as he’d reined himself in all those months, honoring her self-imposed pledge of chastity. His ego
even demanded it.

He turned on a bedside lamp, pulled off his tie and unbuttoned his shirt, his movements jerky.
She wasn’t telling him to stop. She was really going through with it?

He shrugged off his shirt and tossed it aside, reached for his belt buckle and pulled his belt
out of the loops, letting it drop to the floor, noticing her spiky red high heels there, as well, a vivid
reminder of the strangeness of the evening. He’d never seen her wear heels that high, which put her
equal in height to him.

Equal. Was that the point? To make them equals? She’d suddenly become aggressive, not merely
assertive?

His jaw tightened painfully as he searched her face, seeking answers to questions he didn’t ask
because he wasn’t sure he wanted the answers. Not only did she not tell him to stop, she didn’t even
flinch and instead studied his every move, not a hint of virginal shyness in her eyes. He toed off his
shoes, slipped his trousers down and off, along with his socks.

His briefs were black and tight, had gone tighter in the past few minutes. She made a leisurely
inspection of him that was more exciting than any kiss or touch he could remember. She swallowed
and lifted her eyes to meet his again. Her nipples pressed against her dress. His heart thundered; his
fists clenched.

If he took off the briefs, would she run? She’d kept him at arm’s length for months and months,
yet after she’d slept with another man, she wanted him now? What kind of sense did that make?
Comparison? It was totally out of character for her.

And if he slept with her now, would it be in forgiveness ... or out of revenge? He wasn’t sure
if he even wanted to find out, but an irrational force made him continue, even knowing he might be
shot down or stopped. Or humiliated.

Except she’d said she’d made a mistake ....



S. Crosby, C. Sands, H. Betts. «The Elliotts: Secret Affairs: The Forbidden Twin»

He pushed off the briefs. She rose to her knees and reached out to touch him, her fingertips
gliding down him like warm, silky water. He sucked in a breath, knelt on the bed and peeled her
formfitting dress over her head, discovering a red lacy bra and matching thong underneath. He pushed
the satin straps down her arms, the weight of her breasts taking the fabric temptingly lower, the lace
hanging up on her nipples. Her lemony scent drifted up to him.

His mouth went dry. He’d imagined Summer as a white-bra-and-panties woman ....

He lifted his gaze to hers as he laid his palms on her breasts, feeling the smooth, warm firmness
of her flesh, the heels of his hands grazing her hard nipples. She was so different from what he’d
expected. So sexy. So willing. So ...

So not Summer.

“Scarlet?” he managed to ask, taking his hands away, sure of her identity even as he asked the
question. No wonder she was different. Not Summer, but her identical twin sister. Scarlet had a wild
reputation, but he never would’ve guessed she would pretend to be her sister. What purpose did it
serve? She’d always been standoffish with him, as if she didn’t like him.

She sat back, confusion in her eyes. “Have you ever seen Summer wear a dress like that?”

He could tell her he was three-quarters drunk, but it would seem like an insult. “I thought she’d
come to seduce me.”

Scarlet’s lack of answer could mean anything. He wouldn’t try to second-guess her.

Mistaken identities aside, he was acutely aware that his arousal hadn’t suffered at the recognition
of Summer’s twin. If anything, the shock of the revelation excited him even more, though he didn’t
stop to determine why—didn’t want to determine why, except he’d endured a long abstinence.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, tired of waiting, frustrated by her actions and his own
wayward thoughts.

She rose to her knees again and set her hands on his chest. For several endless seconds their
gazes locked. “Does it matter?”

Not at the moment, but soon it would probably matter a lot. Her words about never expecting
to make love with him echoed in his head. “You hadn’t intended to make love? Then what—"

“Maybe you shouldn’t be thinking so hard,” she said, drawing him closer.

Her touch erased all thoughts, banished all doubts, and he let go of his curiosity and kissed her
instead. He forgot about Summer and opened himself up to Scarlet ....

Scarlet, who made incredibly sexy, needy sounds that vibrated from her throat, whose hands
wandered over his body as he sought her in the same way. He flicked open her bra, tossed it aside,
captured a nipple between his lips, then tongued the hard contours before drawing it into his mouth
and savoring as she arched her back, her fingernails digging into him to keep her balance. He took
as much care with her other breast, but need pounded him relentlessly, especially when she wrapped
her hand around him as he throbbed and ached.

He jerked back, trying to slow down. This was probably the stupidest thing he’d done in his
life, but he couldn’t stop— Yes, he could. He just didn’t want to.

He set his hands on her waist to help her stand, then he eased her thong down her legs. Grasping
his head, she leaned over to kiss him, kissed him as he’d never been kissed before, with lips and teeth
and tongue, until he couldn’t wait another second. He shoved her onto her back and moved her thighs
apart. He watched as he entered her, clenched his teeth at the hot tightness that enveloped him, felt her
contract, heard her long, low moan that quickly escalated in volume and tempo. He squeezed his eyes
shut, holding back, waiting for her, then he exploded inside her. Sensation bombarded him, starting
deep and low then racing through his body, even into his mind, blocking everything but feeling, hot,
overwhelming feeling. It was good. She was good. Incredible ....

He resisted the return of logic and sanity, which came regardless of his wishes. He rolled onto
his back and stared at the ceiling. She lay silent beside him. Silent and still. He couldn’t even hear her
breathe. Her perfume mingled with the earthy smell of sex. He wouldn’t soon forget it.
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He would never forget it.

He turned toward her—

The mattress jiggled as she rolled away from him and off the bed. She gathered up her clothes
and hurried to his bathroom, shutting the door.

Shutting him out.

Scarlet tried to let her mind go blank as she dressed inside John’s elegant bathroom. She focused
on the black fixtures and brushed-nickel faucets. She avoided the mirror as long as she could, then
she had to look.

Mascara smudges under her eyes made her skin look paler and her eyes darker than usual. She
dampened a tissue and cleaned off the smudges, then finger-combed her hair, stalling, not wanting
to face him again.

What had she done?

She’d only come to tell him she thought Summer had made a huge mistake in ending their
engagement. Then somehow they were kissing. Scarlet had told him the truth. She’d never expected
to kiss him—ever—much less make love with him. She may have cultivated a reputation for
outrageousness in the past, but this was over the top, even for her.

The problem was, Scarlet had been in love with John forever, feelings she’d had to keep to
herself when she realized he and Summer had discovered an affinity for each other—then they’d
realized they were in love just about the time when Scarlet was going to tell Summer how she felt
about John herself.

Scarlet had envied the way John had treated Summer, the way he looked into her eyes when
she talked, the way he touched her whenever he was near, a sweep of a hand down her back or the
surprisingly sexy brush of her curls with his fingers. But it was his consideration of Summer that
had made Scarlet the most envious—how much time he spent with her. How they never seemed to
run out of things to say, their discussions deep and long. How he always called to say good-night
and good-morning.

Scarlet had never had a man treat her like that.

Well, consider the source.

She closed her eyes for a moment, not wanting to dwell on her own shortcomings.

She’d ignored those tender feelings she’d had for John for a long time, had avoided ever having
a private discussion with him, fearing he might see how she felt. She’d thought she had those feelings
well under control, had made herself stop thinking about him in a romantic light when her sister had
gotten serious with him, but seeing him tonight, seeing his pain, had made her realize she hadn’t
stopped caring, that she’d only shoved everything aside because of Summer.

And now Scarlet needed to kill those feelings once and for all. She and John couldn’t have a
relationship. Propriety would be reason enough, never mind that he wouldn’t want to have anything
to do with her beyond this night, since it would keep him in proximity with Summer, as well. This
was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Over and done. Relegated to the memory book.

She brushed her hands down her dress then opened the bathroom door. He was still lying in
bed, his hands tucked under his head, the sheet pulled up to his waist.

She hunted down her shoes, put them on, wobbling some because she was shaking.

He threw back the covers, climbed out of bed and set his hands on her shoulders. “Take it easy,
okay? Nothing—"

“You could at least cover up,” she said, wincing at her snippy tone.

After a moment he grinned, revealing heart-tugging dimples. She stopped a sigh from escaping.
He was one fine-looking man, with those intense dark brown eyes and sandy brown hair. Who
would’ve guessed that hidden under his boring business suits was such a remarkable body, strong,
muscular and toned. Tempting.

“You're leaving, I guess,” he said.

10
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“Of course I'm leaving. Do you think I'm an idiot?” She closed her eyes. “Scratch that question.”
Her behavior already gave her idiocy away.

He looked at her curiously, then grabbed his briefs and donned them. “Why did this happen,
Scarlet?”

She searched for a reason he would believe. The only thing that came to mind was what Summer
had confided earlier that day when she’d told Scarlet that she was ending her engagement with John
—that even though she’d loved him, there had been a complete lack of chemistry between them. For
months she’d thought she was just sublimating her passion, so that she could avoid sleeping with him
until their wedding night. One hour with rock star Zeke Woodlow had changed all that.

But Scarlet couldn’t believe that Summer had been talking about the same man who’d just
made love to her. Lack of chemistry? Not a chance. The man Scarlet had just made love to took
passion to a whole new level.

“Cat got your tongue?” John asked.

All she could do was give him a weak smile.

“Why did this happen?” he repeated.

“Because we got carried away?”

“I know why I would, but why would you?”

She couldn’t tell him she loved him, so what could she say? After a few seconds, she felt him
touch her cheek. The tenderness of the gesture almost made her throw herself into his arms.

“I figure you know I never slept with your sister.”

She nodded. “She was wrong, though. You are a passionate man.”

His mouth quirked. “Maybe it’s just you. Maybe you brought that out in me.” He brushed her
hair behind an ear, then rubbed her earlobe. “How about helping me hone my skills? I never want
to disappoint another woman.”

“This is no time to joke. You don’t need lessons, and we have no future together. What happened
shouldn’t have happened, and I'm sorry.”

He narrowed his gaze. “Sorry? For what?”

“I know you must be hurt and angry, and you probably even want revenge, but please, please,
don’t tell anyone what happened,” she said, then walked away before he could say or do anything
to stop her. She was confused, not sure why she had done what she’d done, or what she could do
about it now. She needed to get away and think. She grabbed her purse off the living-room floor
and raced out the door, then hurried down a flight of stairs just to get away fast. She picked up the
elevator on the next floor.

The doorman called good-night as she left the building. She stepped into the cold, damp evening
and realized she’d forgotten her coat. She couldn’t go back for it.

She couldn’t go home, either, to her grandparents’ town house where she and Summer shared
the top floor. Summer probably wasn’t even home, might even be with Zeke, but Scarlet didn’t want
to take the chance. She would get a hotel room for the night, order a bottle of wine, take a hot bath
and figure out where she’d gone wrong.

Except that it hadn’t felt wrong—not when she was in John’s arms. It had felt so ... right. He
wasn’t her sister’s fiancé anymore. She hadn’t violated any codes of ethics, sibling or otherwise. She
and Summer had made a pact when they were eight years old that they would never pretend to be the
other, and while she’d gone to John’s apartment as herself, she knew fairly soon that he’d thought she
was her sister and she hadn’t corrected his mistake until it was almost past the point of no return. If
he hadn’t realized it on his own, she would’ve told him, though—wouldn’t she?

Yes, of course. Probably.

So ... a bath, some wine and some reflection. She would put John Harlan out of her mind
once and for all.

And by morning she would be fine.

11
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Just fine.

12
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Two
Early April

Scarlet glared at her watch. A quarter past noon. She checked her cell phone, making sure it
was turned on. It was. No missed calls. No voice-mail messages. Irritation whipped through her. It
was unlike Summer to keep her waiting, especially for fifteen minutes. But then, Summer had lost
her predictability. She’d even gotten herself engaged to Zeke Woodlow less than a month after ending
her engagement to—

Scarlet went no further with the thought. At least there was a sparkle in Summer’s eyes and a
lightness in her step that hadn’t been there before. A totally different kind of aura surrounded her,
and for that Scarlet thanked Zeke.

He’d just better not ever hurt her ....

Pasting on a smile, Scarlet returned a wave to a fellow employee then stabbed a piece of avocado
in her Cobb salad. Seated in the company cafeteria, she was grateful she’d been able to grab a booth.
She hated eating alone in public—Summer knew that. And it was especially bad here where noise
bounced off the walls and the steel tabletops, the modern decor not helping to absorb sound, not letting
a person think clearly. Plus, the entire twenty-five-story Park Avenue building was owned by EPH
—Elliott Publication Holdings, her family’s business. Or rather, businesses, their many magazines,
so that a lot of people could pick her out of a crowd. Plus she was an Elliott, one who’d already
caused enough talk.

She should’ve told Summer to meet her at the deli down the block.

“Who are you waiting for?”

Scarlet looked up to find Finola Elliott, editor in chief of Charisma magazine and Scarlet’s boss
for the past two years—and for twenty-five years, her aunt Finny.

“Summer. She’s late.”

“That’s unlike her.”

“I know.”

Fin lowered her voice. “Are you okay?”

Surprised, Scarlet focused on her aunt instead of the cafeteria entrance. “Sure. Why?”

“You’ve seemed tense lately.”

“I'm fine,” she said, resisting the temptation to make a similar comment to Fin, who was under
a great deal of stress since her father, Scarlet’s grandfather, had issued a challenge regarding who was
to fill his shoes when he retired at the end of the year—a challenge which had only added to the long-
standing tension existing between Fin and her parents. The fact that Fin was eating in the company
cafeteria instead of the executive dining room indicated her discomfort, as well.

“T'd ask you to join us, Fin, but Summer called this meeting. Here she is now.”

“No problem,” Fin said as Summer hugged her then slipped into the booth. “I'm meeting
Bridget. See you later.”

“Sorry I'm late,” Summer said, her eyes shimmering. “Cute outfit. Can I borrow it?”

Scarlet smiled. Even though Summer had made sweeping changes recently, her wardrobe still
wouldn’t include anything like the purple-and-red minidress that Scarlet had designed and made this
past week. “My closet is your closet,” Scarlet said.

Summer laughed.

Scarlet could usually anticipate what her sister would say, but not this time. Not for the past
few weeks, actually. She only knew that Summer was revved about something. “What’s up?”

She linked her fingers together and set her hands on the table. “I'm taking a leave of absence
from The Buzz.”

13
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Shock heated Scarlet from the inside out. “Why?”

“I want to go with Zeke on his international tour.”

“For how long?”

“A month.”

Scarlet could barely find words. “We’ve never been apart for more than a week.”

“Life is changing, Scar. We’re changing.”

“Separating.” I used to be able to read your mind. We used to finish each other’s sentences.

“It was bound to happen someday.” Understanding and determination rang in Summer’s voice.

“I can’t believe you're giving up your dream job, and an imminent promotion, for a ... man.”

“Not just any man, but Zeke. The man I love.” Her calm voice was offset by a stubborn glint
in her eye. “The man I'm going to marry.”

“When do you leave?”

“Tomorrow.”

“So soon?” Scarlet felt more vulnerable than ever. Her link to life as she knew it was breaking.
It had been hard enough this past month not to confide in Summer about her night with John Harlan,
especially when Summer had asked her where she’d been all night.

“Don’t be jealous,” Summer said, laying her hand on Scarlet’s.

“Jealous? I—" She stopped. Maybe she was, a little. She’d been wanting to try her hand at
fashion design but hadn’t had the nerve to quit her job as assistant fashion editor for Charisma.
“Granddad will accuse you of being ungrateful,” she said to her sister instead, reminding herself of
that fact, as well—the main reason why she hadn’t quit her job herself.

“That’s what I'm afraid of. But Zeke has tried to convince me otherwise. Loyalty matters more
than anything to Granddad, but I need to do this. I want to do this. 'm going to do this.”

And everyone thought Summer was the meek twin. “Have you told him?”

“I'm telling you first. I'll tell Shane after lunch. Then Gram and Granddad.”

Shane—Uncle Shane—was Fin’s twin and the editor in chief of The Buzz, EPH’s showbiz
magazine, where Summer worked as a copy editor, and was about to be promoted to reporter. Scarlet
didn’t envy Summer telling Shane or, worse, Granddad.

“I'm going to miss you like crazy,” Scarlet said, nearly crushing Summer’s hand.

“Me, too,” she whispered, her eyes instantly bright. “I'll call lots. I promise. Maybe you could
meet us somewhere on the tour for a weekend.”

“Three’s a crowd.” Scarlet made an effort to keep things as normal as possible. She dug into
her salad again. “Want some?”

“Butterflies,” Summer said, patting her stomach.

Scarlet nodded. “What I said about my closet being your closet is true, you know. If you'd like
to take some of my stuff on the tour, you can.”

“Zeke likes me as [ am.”

So had John, Scarlet thought. Summer was so much easier to be with—not anywhere near as
demanding of equality or independence as Scarlet. At least, not openly.

“There you go again,” Summer said, tapping the table next to Scarlet’s salad bowl.

“What?”

“You’ve been zoning out for, I don’t know, about a month now.”

“Have 1?7

“Yes. Right after you spent the night away from home and wouldn’t tell me where you’d been.
Seems to me you’ve been keeping a secret, and that’s a first for us, too.”

Scarlet wanted so much to talk to Summer about John, about that night, but that was impossible.
There was no one she could talk to, except the man himself, maybe, but he hadn’t contacted her at
all, and she both resented and appreciated his self-control. Except for having her coat delivered to
her office the next day, without a note, they hadn’t existed for each other.

14
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Except that her body hungered in a way it never had.

“Can we spend the evening together?” Scarlet asked, changing the subject altogether, then
noting the hurt in her sister’s eyes. But Scarlet couldn’t confide. Nothing would ever change that.
Some secrets would be taken to the grave.

“You'll help me pack?”

“Sure.”

“I don’t know what time I'll be home. I'm taking the helicopter to The Tides to tell the Grands.”

“Tll wait up. We’ll have margaritas. You'll need one.” Scarlet added teasingly, “Better you than
me this time.”

Summer grinned. “I know. The shoe’s finally on the other foot. For years you've made it your
goal to irritate Granddad with your men of choice, and I've always tried to get you to stop doing that.
The Grands have taken their role as guardians seriously since Mom and Dad died. I guess after fifteen
years in that role it’s hard to change. And of course, Granddad still cares about image.”

“He cares too much about image.” And Scarlet thought, they hadn’t really been her “men of
choice,” but men she’d chosen specifically to irritate her overbearing grandfather. Men came and
went. Very few had been lovers. Most were just friends.

Then there was John. She missed him. How had that happened? But she couldn’t reach out
to him—she, who’d never been known for her patience, had controlled her impulse to contact him,
made easier by the fact that he’d left town, or so the rumor went. In mourning for losing Summer?

“I need to get going,” Summer said. “I'll call you when I'm headed home, as long as Granddad
lets me take the copter back. If not, it’s a long ride from the Hamptons.”

“T’ll go up the elevator with you,” Scarlet said, not wanting to stay in the booth alone.

They waited at the doors. Scarlet would get off at the seventeenth floor, Summer one higher.

Scarlet swept her into a big hug as the elevator rose with silent speed. “Promise you won’t
change.”

“Can’t.”

Scarlet pulled back and brushed her sister’s hair from her face. “Is it wonderful, being in love?”

“Zeke is an amazing man.”

The simple statement, layered with tenderness, almost made Scarlet cry. She wanted that for
herself—a partner, an amazing partner. One who cared for her more than anyone, who thought she
was amazing. Someone who was hers, and hers alone, as she would be his alone.

“I love you,” Scarlet said as the elevator door opened.

“Me, too, you.”

Scarlet stepped out of the elevator and headed for her cubicle, past the dazzling sign with the
company slogan—Charisma, Fashion for the Body. The bright turquoise color scheme and edgy, bold
patterns seemed to shout at her. Everything was topsy-turvy. She needed a little peace.

She would find none in her cubicle, which was filled with photos and swatches and drawings—
colorful and eye-catching, not soothing. She grabbed her sketch pad and flipped to a blank page. She
drew almost without thought—a wedding gown for Summer, with a long veil and train, something
fairy-tale princesslike, a fantasy dress, layered with organza, scattered with a few pearls and crystals,
but nothing flashy, just enough to catch the light. Elegant, like Summer.

Scarlet turned the page and sketched another wedding dress—strapless, formfitting, no train,
no veil, just a few flowers threaded in the bride’s long, light auburn hair—hers.

She stared at it, her pencil poised over the pad, then tore off the page, crumpled it into a ball and
tossed it in the trash can. Turning to her computer, she opened a work file. She wasn’t the Cinderella
type. She would skip the grand ceremony, the stress of the spectacle and have something simple
instead, if she ever married. Married was married. It didn’t matter how it happened.
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Her phone rang. Her one o’clock appointment had arrived. She stood, hesitated, then pulled
the wadded-up design from her trash can. Her hands shaking slightly, she smoothed out the wrinkles
and tucked it back into the pad behind Summer’s design.

It was a good design, she thought, something she should redo and put in her portfolio—that
was the reason she’d retrieved it. She didn’t throw away good work.

Liar. The word bounced in her head, as much in accusation as relief, but above all, honest, a
trait that seemed in short supply these days.
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Three

At 9:00 p.m., two days later, John stood in front of the Elliott town house near 90th and
Amsterdam. The gray stone building sported stately white trim and a playful red front door. He put his
hand on the ivy-covered, black wrought-iron gate meant to keep out passersby. He knew of another
entrance, however, a private entrance that would take him to the third, and top, floor—Summer and
Scarlet’s living quarters, comprised of a bedroom suite for each and a communal living room.

The home’s owners, Patrick and Maeve Elliott, patriarch and matriarch of the Elliott clan, spent
most of their time these days at The Tides, their estate in the Hamptons. Summer and Scarlet were
raised there by their grandparents after their parents’ deaths in a plane crash. Now the girls lived
mostly in the city, occasionally going home to The Tides on weekends.

John’s family owned an estate neighboring the Elliotts’ in the Hamptons, yet they’d had little
contact through the years. John was four years older than the twins. He’d headed to college when
they were just entering high school. A couple of years after Summer and Scarlet graduated from
college, he’d met them as adults and became an occasional companion to Summer, their relationship
escalating from there. No big romance, just an increasing presence and steadily growing relationship.

This last month away from New York had given him perspective. He and Summer had never
been suited for each other. They were too much alike, both with their five-year plans, career focuses
and even-keeled personalities.

She’d changed, apparently. He’d read in some Hollywood gossip column that she’d
accompanied Zeke Woodlow on tour to Europe. Amazing. Who would’ve guessed that such an
adventurous spirit lived inside her?

Over and done, he reminded himself. Now he needed to see Scarlet. The month’s separation had
allowed him to acknowledge the absurdity of anything happening beyond their one stolen night, but
he knew they would run into each other now and then, so they needed to settle things between them.

He hadn’t called her, although many times he’d picked up to the phone to do so. Nor had she
called him. And as bold and direct as she was, the fact that she hadn’t made contact spoke volumes.
It had been a one-night stand for both of them.

He reached for his cell phone to alert her he was there, then didn’t make the call. He knew he
should— it was unlike him not to be courteous. He had no idea if she was even at home, or alone, but
he wanted to catch her off guard and see her real reaction to him, not something manufactured while
waiting for him to climb the stairs, so he punched in the security code to enter the half-underground
four-car garage, slipped inside the door and strode past the indoor pool and up the staircase to Scarlet’s
floor.

Nerves played havoc with his equilibrium. The thought caught him by surprise, keeping him
from ringing her bell immediately. Maybe he should’ve worn a suit, shown her—and himself—that
he meant business. Instead he’d pulled on a sweater, khakis and loafers, as casual as he owned. At
the last minute he’d slapped on some aftershave, something with a citrus base that reminded him of
Scarlet’s perfume, which had lingered on his skin for days, it seemed, showers not ridding his memory
of the fragrance. He’d gotten hard every night in bed just thinking about it, about her, about the way
she’d admired and touched him, about the way she kissed, and moved, and—

Hell, things were stirring now.

He rang the bell, needing to get the conversation over with so that he could move on with
his life. After a few seconds, a shadow darkened the peephole, then came a few long, dragged-out
seconds of anticipation. Maybe she wouldn’t even open the door, or acknowledge she was home ...

The doorknob turned; the door opened slowly.
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The living room lights were off. Behind her the open door to her bedroom spilled enough light
to cast her in silhouette. He saw only her outline, her hair around her shoulders, a floor-length robe.
Her perfume reached his nose, drifted through him, arousing him the rest of the way.

“John?”

How he’d ever confused her voice with her sister’s the other time was beyond him. Scarlet’s
was silky, sultry ... sexy.

“Are you alone, Scarlet?”

“Yes.” She gestured toward the living room. “Come in.”

He looked around, as if seeing it for the first time. He’d been there often with Summer, yet
everything seemed different. He saw Scarlet’s modern influence now instead of Summer’s more
homey leanings, the eclectic mix of antiques and minimalist furnishings effective and dramatic.

“Have a seat,” she said, indicating the couch in front of the picture window overlooking the
street. She pulled her robe around her a little more, tightened the sash, switched on a lamp, then sat
at the opposite end of the couch.

Her breasts were unrestrained; her nipples jutted against the fabric. He could hardly keep his
eyes off her. He knew she was waiting for him to start the conversation, to let her know why he’d
come. He wasn’t sure of his reasons anymore.

“How have you been?” he asked finally, starting slowly, gauging her reaction to him being there
without an invitation.

“Fine. And you?”

“Okay.” Inane. Say something important, something honest.

She smoothed the fabric along her thighs. He wanted to do that, too, then lay his head in her lap.

“Where did you go?” she asked.

“L.A. My partners and I are expanding the markets for some new clients, growing the firm.
It seemed like a good time to go.”

“So your decision was because of business, not because of—”

She didn’t finish the sentence. Would she have said “Summer” or herself?

She angled toward him a little, which created a gap in the robe, allowing him a glimpse of the
upper swell of her lush breast. He really needed to stop fixating on her body.

“Business,” he said. Which was not entirely true. He’d manufactured some business that needed
one of the partners’ attention, then had volunteered to go. His ad agency was already hugely successful,
but there was always room to expand.

“I'see.”

A long silence followed.

“Why are you here, John?”

He finally remembered the reason. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay with ... what
happened. I don’t want things to be awkward between us, since we’re bound to run into each other
now and then.”

“I think picturing you naked will remove any sense of awkwardness for me.”

Her eyes took on some sparkle. He was glad to see it.

“It’s vivid for me, too,” he said.

“It was good, John, but emotionally charged. We need to remember that. Make it real, instead
of ...”

“Surreal.”

“Exactly. A fantasy, nothing more.”

“And a one-time thing.” He added the tiniest inflection at the end, turning the phrase into a
question if she chose to hear it that way.

“Absolutely.” Definite. Certain. No question.

He looked away. He had his answer. “Okay. I'm glad we cleared that up.”
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“Me, t0o0.”

He shifted a little. “I didn’t use protection.”

“We both got carried away. But there’s no problem.”

“Good. Great.” He stood. “I'll go, then.”

He heard her follow him. The air seemed thick. Breathing took effort. He turned when he
reached the door, wishing he could read her mind.

“Is there something else you want?” she asked, reaching toward him then pulling back.

“You,” he answered, catching her hand, tugging her toward him. “I want you.”

“John ....” There was hunger in her voice, need in her eyes.

Then they were in each other’s arms, kissing, moaning, hands wandering, bodies pressing. She
tipped her head back as he dragged his mouth down her neck, her robe separating, revealing her
naked body, warm and dewy, as if she’d just stepped out of the bath.

“You're all I've thought about,” he said just before drawing a nipple into his mouth, cupping
the most feminine part of her with his hand. “You. This.”

“Me, too.” Her voice was deep, breathy. “Come with me.”

He went willingly into her bedroom. Lights were on full. Sketches were everywhere—tacked
on corkboard on the wall, scattered over the floor, even on the bed, an unmade jumble of linens.
She swept the papers away.

They drifted to the floor, as did her pale blue robe, pooling around her feet, making her look
like a goddess rising from the sea.

He jerked his sweater over his head, got rid of his shoes and socks. He touched his belt.
She brushed his hands away and undid it, all the while looking at his face. Her color was high, her
cheekbones sharp, her eyes a deeper green. Her lips were swollen from kissing, and parted slightly.
He felt his slacks drop to the floor and kicked them away. Then she hooked his briefs and tugged. As
she knelt to remove them, her hair brushed his abdomen, then his thighs, his shins.

He dug his fingers into her scalp, pulled her hair into his fists, squeezed his eyes shut. A month
of fantasies became reality. Hell, not just a month, a lifetime, but a month of specific fantasies about
one particular woman.

When her exploration became more daring, he pulled her up, moved her back and made her
stretch out on the bed. He wanted to drag it out, make it last, but he lost all sense of control and finesse.
He plunged into her. She arched into him. His body blasted apart in a long series of hot, explosive,
rhythmic sensations. She clenched him from inside and climaxed with him, her face contorted, her
mouth open. Then their movements slowed ... stopped. He rolled over, taking her along. She stretched
out on top of him and he wrapped her close.

For a long time, neither spoke.

Scarlet had spent the better part of the past month—months, really—convincing herself that she
didn’t love John, that she’d merely been infatuated because he was so different, attentive to Summer
in ways that no man had been attentive to her. She’d been envious, that was all, and had created a
fantasy about him. Now she was back at square one. Because she did love him.

Now, how could she keep him in her life long enough for those feelings to run their course?
Obviously absence hadn’t helped. And obviously they couldn’t go public. People would assume that
John and Summer had slept together, so the idea of Scarlet sleeping with her sister’s ex-fiancé was
—She couldn’t even come up with the right words.

Appearances were important, especially for John, personally and professionally. And while
Scarlet had a reputation, such a liaison with John would be beyond her usual outrageousness. How
could they get past that? Not to mention him coming in contact with Summer.

And also not to mention she was probably a kind of substitute for her sister, a way to end his
curiosity about her. Why else would he have come on this strong? He would certainly want closure;
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she would, in his shoes. Since he’d missed out on a physical relationship with Summer, having one
with Scarlet could give him closure. Of sorts.

The thought that she and Summer might be interchangeable in his mind made her a little sick
to her stomach. But maybe he wasn’t thinking that way at all. Maybe she was just imagining it.

So, now what? It seemed to Scarlet they needed to let the attraction burn in a controlled
environment or it might be a bank of embers forever, taking on too much importance as time passed,
always waiting to flare.

She had an idea ....

“Do you still want lessons?” she asked, burrowing against him, not wanting to see his face.

His arms tightened around her, and he drew a long breath, as if she’d awakened him. “Lessons?”

“Last time you asked for help honing your skills.”

“You said I didn’t need lessons.”

“Not in bed. But you could learn something about being more romantic if you want to woo a
woman into bed ... in the regular way.”

After a long, drawn-out moment of silence, he rolled to his side with her, then propped himself
on an elbow to look her in the eyes. His were filled with humor. His dimples deepened. “Woo0?”

She shoved his shoulder as he laughed, apparently at her use of such an old-fashioned term.
“You have to admit you could use lessons.”

His smile faded some. “I admit it. Instinct doesn’t seem to be serving me well. Except—" he
slid a hand down her back and pulled her closer “—where you’re concerned.”

“Only in regards to sex, then.” She knew he didn’t return her feelings.

“No stronger instinct, is there?”

She shrugged.

He stroked her hair, tucked it behind her ear. “So, you’d be willing to advise me on how to
properly woo a woman? What would that entail?”

Lots of time together. Lots of touching. Lots of—"Lessons,” she said instead.

“Homework ?”

She hadn’t thought about that. He would have to experiment on other women, to see if the
lessons worked. That would never do. “You'll practice on me. If you can make me fall under your
spell, then you know it can work on any woman.”

“She says humbly.”

“I'm not being egotistical. 'm just immune to the games of most men.”

“What happens if you do fall under my spell?”

She had no answer for that. She’d dug a ditch she couldn’t climb out of, however.

“Seems to me this is a game with potentially disastrous outcomes,” he said.

“Or fun ones.” She laid a hand along his face. “It’s very selfish, I suppose, to want this.”

“But if we’re both in agreement, what’s the harm?”

“We’re adults, after all.”

He said nothing for a few seconds, then seemed to relax. “When would we start?”

“Sometime when we’re dressed.”

He grinned. “In the meantime ...” He hooked a leg over hers, bringing her closer then kissing
her until she forgot everything but the feel of his mouth. “Will this be part of the wooing?” he asked,
dragging his lips along her jaw.

Huh? Oh. He was talking to her.

She didn’t answer immediately. She understood that he was trying to figure out what the
parameters of their relationship were going to be. She wanted more than sex, but she knew that was
all she could have. Too much stood in their way, especially how quickly they got together after the
breakup. Should she settle for only sex? Would the desire fizzle in time?
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“I'm enjoying this as much as you are,” she said truthfully, testing his own expectations.
“Although we both know—"

He put a hand over her mouth. “We do. And we don’t need to talk about it.”

She moved his hand away. “I wouldn’t have guessed that you were an avoider of truth.”

“It’s my superhero role. That’s why you never see me in tights and a cape, and only in suits.”

“Oh, that’s why. I did wonder.”

“When do we start Woo University? Tomorrow?”

So, they weren’t going to define their relationship yet. Maybe that was a good thing for now.
“Why wait?” she asked.

“I'm not done registering for class yet.” He rolled on top of her, bent to kiss her. “Haven’t
finished uploading from my hard drive.”

She laughed. Who would’ve thought the man could be so playful? “You're not what I expected.”

“In what way?”

“In every way. You always seem so serious.”

“You’d never seen me naked.”

She smiled. “I guess it does make a difference.”

He nuzzled her neck. “You’re not what you seemed, either.”

Her body tingled from the feel of his warm breath against her skin. “How?”

“Less bold.”

“I thought I'd been plenty bold.”

“Sexually, you have been.”

“What other way is there?”

He didn’t answer. The hand that had been roaming over her body stilled. “Do you really want
to spend our time analyzing this?” he asked, pulling away, locking gazes.

No. It was a time to enjoy him, to make memories. He would change her life—she knew that
without a doubt—but her obsession could finally end and she could move on, once and for all. Her
relationship with her sister would never have to be tested, nor would Scarlet give the publicity hounds
something to sniff out. If Summer could change, so could she.

“No,” she said, looping her arms around his shoulders and pulling him down to kiss him. “No
analysis necessary. Although I do plan to study your moves.”

“As a mentor?”

She smiled slowly. “As a woman.”

“Nothing like putting on the pressure.”

His words may have indicated a lack of self-confidence but his actions didn’t. He knew exactly
what to touch, and how, and when. She couldn’t remember being aroused so skillfully. But was that
all there was—skill? Was his heart engaged even the slightest?

He cupped her face. She opened her eyes, sensing a question coming.

“You don’t seem to be in the moment,” he said.

“I am completely in the moment,” she replied honestly, although his interpretation was probably
different from her own. All her desires, all her fears raced through her mind. She wanted to ignore
them. They refused to go away.

His silence lasted several long seconds. He started to pull away. She wrapped him close, drew
him down ... and gave him no more reason to wonder.
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Four

John picked up his office telephone the next day, started to punch in a number, then stopped.
His first homework assignment was to ask Scarlet for a date in the way he usually asked a woman
out. He had to think about it. When he was seeing Summer they’d talked every day and decided
together what they would do. He’d never wooed her, since they’d just sort of fallen into the relationship
gradually. It had been a long time since he’d asked out a woman.

He ran a hand down his face, then dialed Scarlet’s work number, feeling like a novice at this
dating game instead of a twenty-nine-year-old veteran.

“Scarlet Elliott,” she answered, all businesslike.

Which turned him on. He pictured her as she was last night, leaning against her headboard, her
hair tangled, face flushed, the sheet tucked over her chest but drifting bit by bit while they talked,
until he’d tugged it away and gathered her close.

“Hel-10?” she singsonged.

He ignored his body’s stirrings. “Good morning.”

A pause, then, “Who’s calling?”

“The man who heated up your sheets last night.”

“Stop that,” she said in almost a whisper. “You’re supposed to have just met me and are asking
for a date.”

Role-playing? He considered that for a moment. It might be fun—for a day or so. “Not my
fault. My mentor didn’t give me a syllabus for my first Woo U class.”

He heard her laugh briefly.

“Start over.” She hung up before he had a chance to say a word.

John sat back in surprise then began to laugh. He redialed.

“Scarlet Elliott.”

“Good morning, Ms. Elliott. This is John Harlan of Suskind, Engle and Harlan. We met at the
Charisma open house over the holidays.”

She sighed. “If you have to add the name of your firm, you didn’t make much of an impression
in the first place. Start over.” She hung up.

He was tempted not to call her back, but after a minute, he did.

“Scarlet Elliott.”

“Good morning, Ms. Elliott. This is John Harlan. We met at the Charisma open house over
the holidays.”

“I remember. You defended the existence of Santa Claus quite well.”

He smiled. “Someone told me your name was Virginia.”

“Friend or foe?” she asked.

“Someone who wanted me to embarrass myself, apparently, by calling you by the wrong name.”

“You didn’t. Embarrass yourself.”

Was there double meaning in her remark? “That’s good to hear.” He was aware she wasn’t
calling him by name, probably so that no one could overhear her. “I'd like to get to know you better.
I was wondering if you would have dinner with me.”

“When?”

“Saturday night.” This was too easy. How long could he draw out the lessons? He’d have to
play dumb just to drag it out.

A long pause ensued. “This is Friday,” she said coolly.

“Would you rather go out tonight?”

Dead silence.
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He brushed a speck of dust from his slacks. Something told him he’d just messed up his first
assignment, big-time. “Scarlet?”

“You don’t think it’s a little insulting to ask me out the day before? You don’t think I would
have other plans already?”

“We only started this class today,” he countered. “If we’d started on Monday, I would’ve asked
you then.” Although he’d would’ve asked her for Tuesday, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “Do
you have plans for Saturday night?”

“Yes, 1 do.”

He wasn’t sure what to say. Should he ask her for the following Saturday?

“Start over,” she said, then hung up.

He decided to make her wait. When he finally redialed fifteen minutes later, he got her voice
mail.

“Ms. Elliott,” he said, starting from the beginning. “This is John Harlan. We met at the
Charisma open house over the holidays. I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me a week
from Saturday. Here’s my private line.” He recited his phone number. “I look forward to hearing
from you.”

He’d barely hung up when his private line rang.

“It’s a good thing I came into your life,” Scarlet said. “Has that method worked in the past?”
She said method as if it were something that stank.

“What method?”

“Leave a message for a woman asking her on a first date?”

She sounded either shocked or disgusted.

“I asked for more than a week from now.”

“You asked her answering machine.”

He massaged the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. “Which is apparently the wrong thing
to do. I'll start over,” he said, hanging up before she could. Normally he would’ve been frustrated
by that kind of game by now, but he found it stimulating. She challenged him. The trick would be
to challenge her in return.

He lifted the receiver, then hesitated. She would be expecting him to call back.

“Not this time, Ms. Elliott,” he said as he flipped through his Rolodex. He wanted an A on
his first homework assignment.

She’d gotten him thinking outside his normal box. He wanted her to see what he’d already
learned.

k %k ok

“Somebody likes you,” a woman said as she rounded Scarlet’s cubicle.

She smelled the flowers before she even looked up from her computer and spotted the bouquet,
not something neat and tidy like a dozen roses, but an exotic bundle of baby orchids in a variety of
deep colors. Her heart did a little dance at the sight. She hadn’t been sent flowers in a long, long time.
Even so, she resisted the temptation to bury her face in the blossoms as the vase was set down in front
of her by Jessie Clayton, the vivacious twenty-three-year-old intern assigned to work with her.

“Shall I read the card?” Jessie asked, green eyes sparkling behind trendy glasses as she snagged
the tiny envelope and held it over Scarlet’s head.

“I write your performance reviews.”

Jessie laughed and handed Scarlet the card. “I don’t suppose you're going to read it out loud.”

“Good guess.”

Alone, Scarlet held the envelope to her lips for several seconds before opening it. Inside was a
phone number. No flowery sentiment. No invitation to dinner. Just a phone number.

She smiled, slowly. Score one for John.

She picked up the phone and dialed.
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“John Harlan.”

She heard expectation in his voice, maybe because he was trying to cover it. “Nice move.”

“Who’s calling?”

She grinned. “Let me start over.” She hung up and redialed. After he answered, she said, “The
flowers are exquisite. Thank you.”

“So you remember me?”

She slipped into the role. “Of course. We met at the Charisma open house over the holidays.”

“You were wearing a green dress the color of your eyes,” he said.

Her breath caught, even though they were talking about an imaginary occasion. He made it
sound real, as if he’d seen and admired her in that dress. “You were wearing a suit and tie,” she
countered.

“Lucky guess. I hope you're wondering why I sent the flowers.”

“I'm curious, yes.”

“T’d like to get to know you. Would you have dinner with me? Maybe a week from Saturday?”

“I'd love to.”

“May I pick you up, say, at eight o’clock?”

“That would be perfect.”

“T’ll call you during the week to reconfirm.”

“Okay.”

He said goodbye and hung up, and she was left wondering if he meant they wouldn’t talk to
each other or see each other until he picked her up. Was that how far the role-playing would go? Or
would they have a separate life, continuing what they’d started?

For now she would let him lead the relationship. She would go to The Tides for the weekend to
visit Gram and Granddad, as planned; attend the Spring Fling at the country club; and make herself
unavailable to John, letting absence do its work.

Which was crazy, since nothing long-term could come of this relationship, anyway. But for the
month that Summer would be out of town, Scarlet would indulge herself with the man who should
be most forbidden to her and make herself a memory.
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Five

Since the tragic day when Scarlet and Summer were orphaned, Scarlet had never spent an entire
weekend at The Tides without her sister. It was strange now to be in her own bedroom and know
that Summer wasn’t just a few feet away in hers, or sharing a room as they got ready for a special
occasion. The tomblike quiet was eerie.

Scarlet took a final look in the mirror and gave herself the okay sign, something Summer
would’ve done. Once upon a time, Gram would have come in to share in the fun, too, but her arthritis
prevented her from climbing the stairs easily anymore. She and Granddad had moved downstairs.
Why they hadn’t installed an elevator was a mystery to Scarlet.

Her heels tapped softly as she descended the long marble staircase to the first floor. She looked
forward to the evening, even though she was dateless. She would know many of the guests, however,
and would surely be asked to dance.

She was glad she hadn’t told John where she was going. He might have decided to show up,
and she wasn’t sure she could pretend not to notice him.

Scarlet headed toward the back of the house to the living room, beyond which was her
grandparents’ suite. As Scarlet neared, her grandmother came out her bedroom door, carrying herself
with the grace of a queen, a far cry from the seamstress she’d been when Patrick had first met her in
Ireland and swept her off her feet, bringing her to his home in America. Her face barely showed age
or tragedy, even at seventy-five and having suffered the loss of several children through miscarriage
or death.

“Aren’t you enchanting, colleen,” she said as Scarlet hugged her. “And dressed to stop lungs
from pulling in air, I'm thinking. Your own creation?”

“Brand-new.” Scarlet did a quick pirouette, showing off the snug violet-and-fuchsia sheath with
the flounce that would swirl just above her knees when she danced. Three-inch heels brought her to
six feet in height. She loved the additional height, which gave her a sense of power. “You're looking
beautiful yourself, Gram.”

Maeve wore a simple lavender beaded gown on her petite frame. Her makeup was applied
deftly, a few freckles visible on her gorgeous Irish skin. She’d worn her white-and-auburn hair in an
elegant updo for as long as Scarlet could remember, and it was no different now. As usual, too, a gold
locket hung around her neck, rumored to hold a picture of her daughter Anna, her secondborn, who
had died of cancer when she was seven. Scarlet wondered if the locket also contained a picture of
her thirdborn, Stephen, Scarlet and Summer’s father.

“Looking to turn a few heads, are you?” Patrick Elliott boomed from behind them.

In her heels Scarlet met her grandfather eye to eye, yet another reason she liked wearing them.

At seventy-seven Patrick was still a sight to behold. His fit body, thick gray hair and blue eyes
continued to draw glances from women thirty years younger. “I'm hoping to, yes,” Scarlet said.

“I was talking to your grandmother, missy.” He tempered the comment with a slight smile at
Scarlet, which turned tender when he looked at his wife and kissed her cheek. “You look lovely,
cushla macree.”

Pulse of my heart. Scarlet had heard him call her grandmother that forever, had always found
it hard to believe that this adoring husband was the same dictator who’d raised her and Summer. And
as a businessman, he was ruthless—even, or more accurately especially, with his children, who ran
four of his various enterprises.

“Are you taking your own car?” Patrick asked Scarlet. “I'm sure you’ll want to stay longer than
your grandmother and 1.”

“T'll ride with you. If I'm not ready to come home when you are, I'll get someone to drop me off.”

“We’ll send Frederick back for you,” Gram said.
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“Thanks, but it won’t be necessary.” Scarlet recognized she was being stubborn out of habit.
Her grandparents’ driver would be happy to make a second trip to pick her up. Still, she found it hard
to alter the long-established adversarial relationship with her grandfather. “I'll make my own way.”

“Make sure your escort hasn’t been drinking.” He put his hand under Maeve’s arm as they
moved toward the door.

Scarlet brought up the rear, irritated that her grandfather assumed a man would bring her home.
“T'll make him take a Breathalyzer.”

Maeve chuckled, which stopped Patrick from countering with something equally sarcastic. “So
alike, you two,” Maeve said.

“Alike? Us?” Scarlet wasn’t as stunned as she pretended.

“Yes, colleen. But enough of this. It’s a night to celebrate the arrival of spring. New beginnings.
Let’s have no more battles of wit, no matter how clever the words.”

“Fine by me,” Scarlet said.

Patrick said nothing, which was answer enough. He would do whatever Maeve asked of him.

Scarlet stopped short of heaving a sigh. She and Granddad had butted heads forever, with Gram
and Summer interceding when possible. Her grandfather had never liked any of her boyfriends, even
during her first tender explorations into the dating world, and so she had begun to bring home guys
she was sure he would despise—men without much motivation or ambition, men whose main interest
in life was having fun, not working. Nothing turned off Patrick Elliott more than a man without a
solid work ethic, especially since he had built his own empire from nothing.

Scarlet was tired of the game, though, and tired of being at odds with her grandfather, especially
now. He must be feeling less invincible these days or else he wouldn’t have given his children the
challenge that the next CEO of Elliott Publication Holdings would be the person who produced for
their magazine the biggest individual financial success by year’s end. His surprise announcement at a
New Year’s party that he would be retiring, and the game he’d begun by pitting the Elliott children
against each other, had turned all their lives upside down—a typical Patrick Elliott move.

During the twenty-minute limo ride to the country club, the conversation turned to safe topics,
setting a new, peaceful tone for the evening. The club ballroom was decorated for the Spring Fling
as it always was, with spring-flower arrangements and tiny white lights everywhere, nothing overly
original or creative. A sumptuous buffet would be laid out, bars set up in convenient places, with
dancing to come later, a twenty-piece band providing music. Scarlet loved its predictability.

“You look like an exotic bloom,” Gram said as they waved and nodded to friends and
acquaintances. “Your talent for design is staggering.”

“I learned from the best.” Scarlet put an arm around her grandmother, remembering fondly the
hours and hours they’d spent sewing.

“That’s a fine compliment, indeed, but I never had the vision, just the practical skill. I always
expected you’d go into that field instead of the magazine, especially with your degree in design.” Her
sideways glance probed.

“I've got time. And the magazine’s a useful place to learn more,” Scarlet said evasively,
wondering if Granddad had overheard. He didn’t indicate outwardly that he had; in fact, he seemed
focused on something across the room. She followed his gaze, spying the couple she’d most wanted
to avoid.

She leaned closer to her grandmother. “Bill and Greta Harlan are here. Have you seen them
since Summer called off the engagement?”

“I called Greta. As you know, we weren’t great friends before John and Summer decided to
marry. If youre wondering whether everyone will be civil, the answer is yes. Especially here. Now
then, be off and enjoy yourself.”

“T’ll join you for supper later.”
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“You’re not to feel obligated. Have fun, colleen. I don’t think you’re having enough fun these
days.”

“I miss Summer.”

“And you’re a mite envious, perhaps?”

“Not at all.” Scarlet waited for lightning to strike her at the lie, but the world stayed normal.
She did envy that Summer could be public with her relationship—and with a man she could count
on and keep, whereas Scarlet was setting herself up for heartbreak, one she could never talk about or
get sympathy for when it ended. But she wasn’t jealous of her sister’s happiness.

Scarlet wandered around the festive room, stopping to talk, admiring baby pictures thrust in her
face from old friends settling down. She’d attended a record number of weddings in the past few years.

Gram was right. She wasn’t having enough fun. Maybe it was because Summer wasn’t there,
and she was Scarlet’s best friend. Maybe because Scarlet lived in Manhattan most of the time, and the
country club now seemed too laid-back and ... rigid, even though that seemed contradictory. Rules,
rules, rules. She’d grown up with them, ignored them, gotten into trouble when she did. There were
fewer rules in the city, more action, more options.

After dinner the dancing began. She watched her grandparents take the floor for the first slow
dance, their steps perfectly matched after so many years of dancing together. Scarlet smiled as she
watched them—until she spotted John walking onto the dance floor.

The lightning she’d expected before struck her, although for entirely different reasons.
Everything inside her came feverishly to life. He was the best-looking man in the room. And she’d
made love with him. And he’d wanted her, bad.

Okay, so she was glad he’d shown up. Admitting she had a problem was half the battle, she
thought, being honest with herself. Then she saw a petite blonde step into his arms. Who was she?
They waltzed together like long-time partners, their steps perfectly attuned, his hand resting at the
small of her back, his gaze on her. He said something and the blonde laughed. Scarlet hated her.

The music went upbeat, and her grandparents left the dance floor, but John and his partner
didn’t. Scarlet tapped her toe. Was he trying to make her jealous?

“Hey, Scarlet.”

She focused on the man who’d approached invisibly through her green haze. “Mitch, hi. Long
time.”

Mitchell Devereaux was as handsome as he was shallow, which was a lot.

“Yeah. Wanna dance?”

She certainly didn’t want to sit on the sidelines, watching. She would ignore John and have fun,
as Gram had ordered.

Scarlet didn’t leave the dance floor after that, changing partners with each new song, dancing
her heart out and keeping a casual eye on John, who also didn’t sit out a dance until the music slowed
again, although he finally changed partners. Over her own dancing partner’s shoulder she watched
John stroll away, get a drink from the bar then prop a shoulder against a pillar and scan the dance
floor, stopping on her, catching her looking at him.

He lifted his glass slightly, his gaze intense. She could hardly believe she knew what he looked
like naked, what his skin felt like, tasted like. How he kissed as if he were being sent to war, and how
he made love as if she were the only woman on earth.

The song ended. She made an excuse to leave the dance floor and headed toward him, pulled
by a force stronger than her own willpower. Discreetly she pointed to a side door. He pushed away
from the pillar and headed there. She followed at a distance, but as she passed through the door she
saw her grandfather, apparently already on the patio, approach him.

Almost caught, Scarlet darted behind a pillar topped by a plant large enough to hide her.

“I never expected it from you, John,” Patrick said.

“Expected what?”
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“Retaliation.”

“It’s business, Patrick. Nothing more.”

Scarlet wished she could see them, analyze their body language. All she could do was listen.
Granddad’s voice cut through the darkness, sharp and lethal. John seemed unaffected.

“Gills and Marsh have bought ad space in Charisma since the magazine debuted,” Patrick said.
“Crystal Creme soda has been with The Buzz for five years.”

“A lot of my clients have decided to experiment with other forms of advertising, to see what
gets them the most bang for their buck. Product placement in movies and on television guarantees a
bigger, wider audience, not only in initial viewing but in DVDs and reruns.”

“With the target demographics?”

“We’re choosing each situation carefully.”

The sound of crickets filled a long silence.

“You must be angry with my granddaughter,” Patrick finally said.

“I'm over it.”

“I don’t think you are.”

Scarlet leaned closer, as her grandfather’s voice had gone low and cool.

“What makes you say that?” John asked.

“The way you were watching Scarlet a few minutes ago .... That wasn’t the expression of
someone who was ‘over it.””

“You’re wrong. But even if I hadn’t stopped caring about Summer, I wouldn’t take it out on
my clients—or Scarlet. Or you.”

Another silence ensued. John didn’t take the bait. Scarlet was grateful her grandfather hadn’t
realized John’s expression was one of lust, not anger.

“Don’t know what got into that girl,” Patrick said at last. “She always had such a good head on
her shoulders. Now she’s run off with that ... that singer. Left her job.”

Exasperation coated the words. John still said nothing.

“I'm going to keep a close eye on all your accounts, John. Might have to do a little wooing
of my own.”

Scarlet smiled at the word and figured John had, too.

“They pay me for sound advice,” John said.

“We'll see how sound it is.”

“It’s a new day in advertising, Patrick. Time for changes.”

“Maybe.” He took a couple of steps then stopped.

Scarlet had to duck a little.

“I should’ve called you and apologized,” Patrick said. “Thought about it. Just didn’t do it.”

“No need to, but thanks. It was between Summer and me.”

“So it was. Good night.”

“Good night, sir.”

Scarlet eased farther around the pillar so her grandfather wouldn’t see her as he passed by.

“You can come out,” John said after a few seconds. “He’s inside.”

She moseyed over. “That was close.”

“I'm surprised you risked being seen with me in the first place, Scarlet.”

“That wouldn’t be a scandal, just a reason for people to talk a little. Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Not particularly.”

“You could’ve asked me to dance, you know.”

He straightened. “You had a partner for every dance. I shouldn’t cut in, should 1?7”

“Maybe.”

His gaze intensified. “Consider this tonight’s Woo U lesson. Yes or no?”

“Each situation has to be judged individually.”
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“I judged. I chose not to.”

“Okay.” Because he was right and there was nothing more to say, she changed the subject,
twining her fingers so that she wouldn’t touch him, though she really wanted to. “Was it strictly
business, John? What my grandfather asked you about?”

“Yes.”

“You would’ve done the same thing, switched the business, if you and Summer were still
engaged?”

He hesitated no longer than a breath, and his gaze never wavered. “Yes.”

She wondered if he’d paused because he had to justify his answer to himself first.

“Wanna blow this joint?” he asked, surprising her.

“More than I can tell you. But impossible, as you know, at least together. I'd better go.” She
started to turn.

“Scarlet?”

His husky voice would’ve stopped her, no matter what he said next. “What?”

“I was jealous of every guy you danced with tonight, every guy who touched you and got to
be so close to you.”

Desire flooded her body ... rushing ... pounding ... pulsating. His gaze drifted down her.
Her nipples drew taut. She wasn’t used to having a man want her so passionately, so ... violently. It
fascinated her, both that he wanted her that much and that she liked his Neanderthal reaction. She’d
never tolerated jealousy before, but the flare of heat low in her body told her his jealousy meant
something.

“You don’t think I felt the same?” she asked. “I have to go.” She wouldn’t risk staying any longer
with him, having someone see their attraction instead of just acquaintances having a conversation, or
whatever defined the parameters of their relationship now in the public eye.

He said nothing. He was good at that.

She didn’t see him return to the dance, and was torn between gratitude and disappointment as
Mitch again invited her to dance. She saw her grandparents come onto the floor, as well, as Glenn
Miller’s “Moonlight Serenade” played, Gram’s favorite.

A few seconds later, John tapped Mitch’s shoulder. Mitch looked at Scarlet. “You don’t have to.”

“It’s fine.” Her heart thundered as John’s arms came around her. Several inches of space
separated their bodies.

“What are you doing?” she whispered, pasting on a smile.

“Passing another Woo U course.”

“I can’t believe you did that.”

“Then you don’t know me.”

She didn’t. She loved him, but she didn’t know him. Not really. But everything she learned
about him only deepened her feelings.

“Scarlet, there’s no reason we can’t be civilized in the world’s eyes. So, there’ll be a little talk.
It’'d mostly be about me and that I must still be pining for Summer.”

“Are you?”

“No.”

It was one of the most awkward moments of her life. She glanced at her grandparents. Gram
lifted her brows. Granddad kept a carefully blank expression.

And yet through all the awkwardness, all the awareness of eyes focused on them, all the
annoyance at being the center of attention when she’d tried so hard to stop doing that, she loved that
he’d done it. Loved that he was that self-confident and daring. She never would’ve guessed it of him.

At the end of the dance the club manager approached Scarlet. “You have a phone call, Miss
Elliott.”

“From whom?”
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“I wouldn’t know. If you’ll follow me, please.”

She excused herself from John, grateful that the potentially awkward moment of moving off
the dance floor and away from each other had been solved by a mysterious phone call.

She and the manager went down a long hallway to a door marked Conference Room. He opened
the door then walked away. Scarlet peered in. A phone sat on the conference table but no light blinked.
Uneasy, she took a step back.

“Careful,” came a whisper in her ear. John. He moved her inside the room, shut the door and
locked it, the sound echoing like a prelude to gothic seduction.

He slid a hand along the wall beside her, then the lights went out, plunging them into darkness.
Music drifted faintly through the closed door.

“You dance like you make love,” he said, dragging a finger along her jaw, across her mouth.

“How’s that?” Breathless, she parted her lips.

“Primal. Like a creature of the earth. With passion and abandon.” He slipped his arms around
her waist. “Dance with me. A real dance.”

“Dance” was a relative term. They barely moved. It was just an excuse to align their bodies,
and since in her heels she was as tall as he, their bodies aligned perfectly.

“You're quiet,” Scarlet murmured after a while.

“Some of us are capable of it.”

She nipped his earlobe, and he laughed softly. She’d needed this moment alone with him.
Needed to touch him. The music stopped, but they kept moving, pressed together, their clothing the
only barrier, and even that wasn’t much. He curved his hands over her rear and lifted her slightly,
changing the point of contact. Perfume and aftershave mingled with the urgent scent of desire. His
need was evident in the tautness of his body and the hard ridge pressed to her abdomen. His breath
felt hot and unsteady against her temple.

Scarlet tried to resist. She couldn’t abandon herself to him, all too aware of where they were
and the possibility of discovery. She wouldn’t do that to her grandparents or Summer. Or herself.

But she had a hard time not letting go, giving in, enjoying ....

His hand slipped over her breast just as his mouth took hers in a long, hot kiss, a merging of
breath and need and unchecked lust. They were always in such a hurry with each other.

He moved her back until her thighs hit the table. She realized what he intended and pushed
at his chest.

“We can’t do this here.”

He trailed her low V neckline with his tongue, leaving a damp, shivery trail. “I'm familiar with
the long list of rules this club has,” he said. “Nowhere does it say there can’t be sex in the conference
room. In fact, I would hazard a guess that this room has seen plenty of action.”

“Stop.” She slipped away from him and found her way to the door, then fumbled for the light
switch, turning it on. “I mean it. We can’t do this here.” She blamed herself for letting things get out
of hand. The speed at which they’d landed in bed before this—twice—would have led any man to
think he could have what he wanted, whenever he wanted it.

He shoved his hands through his hair. “You’re hard to figure out,” he said, then blew out a
breath.

“I know. I'm sorry.” But I love you, and that’s why I took those chances the other times. I
needed a memory of you.

“You don’t really live up to your reputation, do you?” he said, half sitting on the table, his arms
crossed.

“Do you want me to?”

After a few long seconds he shook his head.

She thought about her grandfather, how much she’d disappointed him. As a teenager she’d
desperately wanted his attention, and he’d been totally focused on his business, but his disapproval
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of her dates meant he would at least communicate with her, if only to berate her. She was such a
cliché, she thought.

“I always found the ‘wild-child’ tales interesting,” John continued, “because there was no hard
evidence you were easy, just speculation, based on who you dated—and maybe how you dress in
look-at-me outfits and move like a whirlwind, as if you always know where you’re going and who
you are, which is very sexy. I'd say you pretty much made everyone wonder.”

“I'm not the one who arranged this tryst.”

“I didn’t mean to offend you, Scarlet. I thought you would want it as much as I did.”

“Believe it or not, sometimes I think about other people before my own needs.”

His gaze locked with hers. He studied her for a long, quiet moment, then he nodded slowly and
stood. He ran a hand down her arm as he passed by.

“Good night,” he said. “Thank you for the dance.”

After the door closed quietly behind him she stood motionless, waiting for her world to return
to normal.

She’d misread him, pure and simple. And maybe he’d misread her. It was her manufactured
reputation that had driven him to take such a chance as to want to have sex with her on a conference
room table with hundreds of people—her grandparents included—nearby.

Maybe he got a rush out of such clandestine moments.

She didn’t. She’d only gotten a rush out of him.

So where did that leave them now?
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Six

On the Wednesday after the country club incident, John arrived a few minutes early for a three
o’clock meeting with Finola Elliott at Charisma magazine. He wasn’t made to wait in the lobby but
was escorted immediately to Fin’s office by an auburn-haired young woman named Jessie, who kept
up a running commentary as they wove through the maze of cubicles. He learned she’d been raised
in Colorado, was an unpaid intern and a roommate of a Charisma proofreader, Lanie Sinclair. And
by the way Jessie eyed him curiously, he guessed she knew he’d been engaged to Summer.

He wished he could ask her which cubicle was Scarlet’s. If he could just look into her eyes, he’d
know where things stood between them. They hadn’t spoken since the disaster at the club. In three
days they were supposed to go on their first Woo U date.

Or were they?

Maybe his lesson had been only in how to ask a woman out, not the actual follow-through.
Another question he needed answered.

Who would break the stalemate? Or had they already burned out? He wasn’t ready to end it.
He wanted the whole month until Summer returned. Every last minute. And he wanted some of that
in bed.

John wasn’t taken into Fin’s office but to the conference room attached to it. Several people
were seated at the oval mahogany table—the editor in chief, Fin; her executive editor, Cade McMann;
Bridget Elliott, the photo editor ... and Scarlet.

He’d never been to a meeting with Scarlet in attendance before. Why would an assistant fashion
editor be there?

John shook hands with Fin, Cade and Bridget. He met Scarlet’s gaze directly and nodded. She
raised her brows. No clue there as to how she felt.

“I'm not going to beat around the bush, John,” Fin said. “I'm sure you’ve heard about the
competition my father instituted.”

“I'm aware of the details.” Having just seen Maeve over the weekend, John realized how much
Fin looked like her mother, although she had Patrick’s head—and drive—for business.

“I intend to win.” She leaned toward him, her body rigid. “But I can’t if you keep pulling ad
revenue from my profits.”

“I'm responding to what my clients’ needs are, Fin.”

“We came up with an idea we’d like to toss out at you. Go ahead, Scarlet.”

Scarlet picked up a remote control. She gave him a quick look, all business, which might have
worked had she been wearing a gray, pin-striped, baggy suit and her hair in a bun. Maybe. As it was,
her shiny hair curled softly over her shoulders, and she wore a deep purple dress that clung to every
shapely inch of her. His mind wandered ....

She brought up an image on the big-screen monitor on the wall. “Picture this as a feature article.
We might call it “Trends,” or something like that,” Scarlet said. “Ten to twelve photos of the hottest
trends for each season, as we generally do. But this is an example of how we would incorporate your
clients’ products.”

A hip blond model was seated at a bar in what looked to be a neighborhood pub. She wore
an outfit meant to draw the magazine reader’s eye, but in her hand was a bottle of Crystal Creme
soda. The juxtaposition of a soft drink being served at a bar would make the reader pay even more
attention, he decided. Very clever.

“Product placement,” Scarlet said unnecessarily. “Here are a few more.”

Images flashed across the screen, each photo the superb quality that Charisma was known for,
and each including a product of one of his clients, generally a food or drink item, easily integrated
into the scene.
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Cade pushed a folder toward John. “Price guides. You'll find it cheaper than a full-page ad, of
course, but a fair price, we think, for the value.”

Scarlet handed him a manila envelope. “Here’s a CD of each sample so you can pitch your
clients with visuals. These are mock-ups, obviously. We’d have to work closely together, matching
our focus for the article with your product for the layout. Some products will lend themselves easily,
but some won’t. Some of these products have never been advertised in Charisma, like Crystal Créme.
We think it opens a lot of new doors.”

“You know that once you start down this path, you won’t be able to go back,” John said,
skimming the price sheets. “And you’ll be accused of selling out.”

“We’ve talked it over,” Cade answered. “Analyzed it. Had a few hearty debates, too. It’s no
different from a television program or movie showcasing products.”

“It’s not as if it’s something new in the business,” John said. “But it is new for you. Something
you’ve resisted because of the ethics involved.”

“It’s a new day,” Scarlet said. “A time for change.”

She’d parroted what she’d overheard him say to Patrick the past weekend.

“We ask one thing, John,” Fin said. “We want an exclusive. You don’t go to the other EPH
magazines—or anyone else—asking for the same thing. Let us run with it first.”

John nodded. “Unless they ask. I can’t pass up reasonable business, either, Fin. And I want an
exclusive, as well. You don’t offer this opportunity to anyone else for a few months, either.”

“Fair enough,” Fin said. “I've asked Scarlet to be your liaison on this project. Does that work
for you?”

He didn’t dare look at Scarlet. “Sure.”

“She came up with a list of your clients whose products might be suitable for us.”

“That’s very competent of her.”

A momentary silence hung over the room, then Fin said coolly, “We’re pleased we found a way
to keep your business at Charisma.”

“So am I.” And now he and Scarlet would work together as well as play together, if that was
what they could call it. But this business relationship would extend beyond the month.

“If you have time to stay and talk with her now, we would appreciate it.”

“I do.”

“Good.” Finola rose, as did Cade and Bridget. “We’ll be in touch.”

The room emptied except for Scarlet and John, who sat across the wide table from each other.

“Your concept?” he asked her.

“Does it matter?”

“Just curious. I couldn’t figure out why an assistant fashion editor was in on an ad meeting. If
you came up with the idea, it makes sense that you would be here. Seems to me, though, that you'd
like to take credit for something so daring for Charisma.”

Scarlet sat back in her chair, her arms crossed. “Fin’s a great boss. She’s turned us into a team
where credit and blame are shared.”

“I've known her for a few years. This is the most on edge I've seen her.”

“The competition.” Scarlet shrugged. “Everyone’s feeling the pressure.”

“You think she should be the one to win? The one to become CEO of EPH, over your uncles?”

“I don’t work for them.” She smiled sweetly. “Here’s the list.” She skated it across the table.

He caught it, stood and walked around the table, not taking his eyes off her. She watched him,
as well. He sat beside her, close enough that her perfume drifted across the space between them. Her
signature scent aroused him instantly.

“Are we still on for Saturday night?” he asked.

The door opened. Jessie shouldered her way in, carrying a tray with bottled water and glasses
of ice. “Cade said I should sit in on your meeting.”
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“Great,” Scarlet said with a little too much enthusiasm.

Saved by the intern. John could see the thought flash through Scarlet’s mind.

And because he wasn’t going to take no for an answer, he decided to be creative himself.

John had been right about one thing, Scarlet thought a half hour later as they left the conference
room and headed to her cubicle. She did want credit for her idea to keep his business at Charisma.
Not for the glory—she was a team player—but she wished her grandfather knew what she’d come
up with. She wanted him to see that she was valuable to the magazine, not just an Elliott being given
a position because of the family name.

As long as she was being honest with herself, she admitted she wanted John to know, too,
because she needed him to acknowledge her abilities. It was unlike her to crave approval. What did
that say about her? A sign of a new maturity ... or insecurity? She wished Summer was home so
they could talk about it, at least the part about Granddad. But their phone conversations, frequent
but short, never allowed time for deep discussion, plus Summer was living a dream. Scarlet didn’t
want to wake her with reality yet.

Scarlet knew John was right behind her as they reached her cubicle, but his footsteps were
almost silent. Sneaky. He was sneaky in a lot of ways. Good ways, interesting ways, like his card with
the flowers that had only his phone number printed on it. Like luring her to the conference room at
the Spring Fling. Like disguising his incredible body with boring suits. Outwardly he needed some
flair to match what he was inside, which was fascinating.

The orchids he’d sent were still fresh, the vase overflowing with the wondrous blooms. She saw
his gaze land on them.

She thumbed through a stack of papers on her desk, pulling out the one she wanted to give him.

“Thanks,” he said. He stuffed the sheet into his briefcase. “I'll be in touch as I meet with each
client.”

He left. Just like that. Without finalizing plans for Saturday night, even though he’d asked her
before.

An assortment of possibilities about how she could do him bodily harm ran through her head.
Had he forgotten or was he playing a game with her? Maybe he was unhappy that they would be
working together on the same project for an indefinite period of time.

Any other man might—

She stopped. Sat down. Set her elbows on her desk and rested her chin in her hands. John wasn’t
like any other man. And that was the problem.

She was used to leading a relationship, had thought she was letting him lead. But the fact of
the matter was, he wasn’t ... leadable.

At five o’clock she headed to the elevator bank, grateful she wasn’t an executive, whose work
hours often stretched long into the night, even more so since Granddad had fired the starting gun on
the competition. She was worried about Aunt Finny, who was way too tense, and determined to win,
and was spending far too much time in the office these days.

“Scarlet!” Jessie ran up to her at the elevator, holding tight to a red helium-filled balloon. “This
just came. There wasn’t a card, but the delivery guy said it was for you.”

Scarlet spied a piece of paper inside the balloon. She had no doubt who’d sent it.

But what did the note say?

“Thanks,” she said to Jessie, leaving her curiosity unsatisfied as Scarlet stepped into the waiting
elevator. “See you tomorrow.”

She strode down Park Avenue, the string wrapped securely around her hand, the balloon
hovering just above her head. She smiled as she walked. People smiled back. It was a drizzly spring
day, but it was beautiful.
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The man learned fast, she thought. He could’ve talked to her while they were in her cubicle, or
called her after he’d returned to his office. Instead he sent her a balloon. How imaginative. Maybe it
held a little apology for last Saturday night, as well as a reminder of the upcoming Saturday night.

She hailed a cab, lucky to find one unoccupied. Then at the town house she swung open the
gate and headed for the door to the underground pool and garage to get to her private entrance. The
sound of someone knocking on a window caught her attention. She spied her grandmother waving at
her, motioning her to come through the front door.

Gram rarely came into the city anymore unless she was going on a shopping binge, in which
case she made arrangements to shop with Scarlet in tow. They always made a day of it.

Curious why Gram hadn’t alerted Scarlet that she was coming, Scarlet climbed the front stairs
and walked into the entry, where a grand piano held center stage. When someone played, the sound
reverberated through the entire three-story house.

“What are you doing here?” she asked her grandmother as they hugged.

“We have tickets for the opera. We came early so that Patrick could go into the office.” She
smiled at the balloon. “It’s a special occasion, then, is it?”

“What? Oh, someone was passing them out. They’re advertising something.”

Maeve’s brows lifted. “And you carried it all the way home?”

Scarlet shrugged, trying to look innocent. “It suited my mood.”

“Why don’t you pop it and see what’s inside?”

“I, um, don’t really care what’s inside. I’d like to enjoy the balloon for a while.”

Gram’s eyes held a secret smile. “If you don’t want to share the note, just say so, colleen. I
respect your privacy.”

Then for no fathomable reason the balloon popped on its own and the note went flying, landing
faceup at Maeve’s feet. Scarlet grabbed it before her grandmother could bend down, then held it up
to read.

I look forward to Saturday night. Pick you up at eight.

Scarlet somehow managed not to sigh her relief at the G-rated note, unsure whether her
grandmother had had time to read it or not.

“So, you have a date tonight, then,” Gram said, her eyes twinkling.

Scarlet looked at the note again. “No. Saturday.”

Maeve pointed to it. “I think you’ve got a different message on the other side.”

With dread Scarlet turned the note over. Tonight. Nine. Be prepared for some lessons of your
own.

Gram laughed, softly at first, then with utter amusement at Scarlet’s embarrassment.

“A healthy love life is a good thing. Is it anyone I know, then?”

Scarlet’s face heated to broil. “Gram, please.”

“Someone your granddad would approve of, for a change?”

She wished she could answer yes. Wished it with all her heart. But no one would be happy with
her choice of John Harlan. No one.

Her grandmother patted her on the arm. “I won’t tell Patrick, if that’s your worry.”

“I'm just not ready to talk about it.”

“Sure, then, I'll leave it alone for now. Oh. We’ll be taking the helicopter back to The Tides
tonight, so you don’t have to be worrying about us seeing your young man in the morning.”

Like there was any way she would let John come over tonight, knowing that Patrick could
change his mind and be there in the morning.

“Have a wonderful time at the opera,” she said to her impish grandmother.

“I don’t suppose you'll be visiting us this weekend?”
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Scarlet laughed. “Good night.” She headed to the indoor staircase, appreciating, as she always
did, the calm, tasteful decor of the town house, decorated so similarly to The Tides. Maeve Elliott
knew how to bring peace to a place—and a person.

When she reached her floor, she went straight into her room and dialed John’s number.

“You got my balloon?” he asked, his voice full of sexy promise.

“My grandmother got your balloon.”

“What?”

Good. At least she’d shocked him in return. “I was reading your lovely note about Saturday,
while she was reading your more direct note on the other side.”

The sharp, succinct curse that came next made her relax, although she didn’t know why.

“What did she say?” he asked.

“That you could spend the night.”

A long pause, then, “I beg your pardon?”

“You didn’t sign your name to the note, so she doesn’t know it’s you specifically, but she made
it clear that my young man could spend the night. She and Granddad are taking the copter home
tonight.”

A pause ensued. “I'm not willing to risk that,” he said.

“Neither am 1.”

“Are you disappointed?”

She waited a couple of beats to answer him, not because she didn’t know the answer but because
she wasn’t sure she wanted him to know exactly how disappointed she was.

“I'm going to take that as a yes. Saturday night is still a go, though, right?”

“Of course.”

“Scarlet? About Saturday night ... Is that to be a Woo U date, like a real first date?”

“You mean with no fringe benefits?”

“I'm just trying to know what to expect. Having two different—and opposite—relationships
doesn’t make things simple.”

“It’s a first date,” she said. “We’ve already straightened out a few errors you’ve made in the
past. Let’s see if anything else needs fixing.”

“All right.”

She couldn’t tell if he was disappointed, but she could guess. She didn’t know how well she could
stick to her own rules herself. She was still revved up from Saturday night at the country club. Just
sitting next to him at the meeting today had made her wish they could find a dark corner somewhere
and put an end to the aching need.

“Goodnight, John,” she said as cheerfully as possible.

“Night.”

Scarlet changed into casual pants and a top, grabbed a leftover chicken Caesar salad from the
refrigerator, then settled on the sofa with her sketch pad. She’d been unusually creative lately, ideas
flowing so easily that she had already filled one pad and was halfway through another, in barely a
month’s time.

A psychologist would say she was sublimating—diverting her forbidden desire for John into a
socially acceptable substitute, like designing an entire clothing line. After more than an hour she set
aside her pad and wandered to the living-room window. People walked along the sidewalk, going to
or coming home from dinner, probably. Singles moved along in haste. Couples strolled.

When was the last time she’d been on a date? Gone out to dinner with someone other than
Summer or a girlfriend? Sometime during the past year she’d given up trying to irritate her grandfather
by dating men he wouldn’t approve of. She’d been asked out during that time, but had made excuses
not to go.
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Looking back, she realized she’d stopped dating when John and Summer had started getting
serious, and Scarlet had begun falling in love with John. She’d spent a lot of time at home, sewing.
Summer had been worried about her, had often invited her to come along with her and John. Scarlet
had made so many excuses she’d run out of creative ideas.

The irony, of course, was that her grandfather would approve of John—if he hadn’t once been
engaged to Summer. Patrick wouldn’t tolerate scandal. He’d even forced Aunt Finny at age fifteen to
give up her baby born out of wedlock, in order to save public face. Scarlet figured Fin was fighting
so hard to win Patrick’s corporate game because she’d harbored so much resentment for him these
twenty-plus years since having her baby taken away.

Scarlet didn’t want to become like Fin. She wanted to make peace with Patrick. But there was
no way she could make peace by pursuing John for anything beyond this month of stolen nights.
People would talk too much, especially this soon after the breakup.

She wished she were brave enough to end the relationship now, but she wasn’t. Only a couple
more weeks, then the choice would be taken from her.

The phone rang, slicing into her thoughts, for which she was grateful.

“What do you think about using Une Nuit as a locale for a shoot?” John asked without saying
hello. “Models seated at a table, looking at a menu, the name of the restaurant right there for the
world to see.”

“I think it could be considered a conflict of interest, since my cousin Bryan owns the place.
Is he a client of yours now?”

“Brand-new.”

“I thought Bryan liked to fly low under the radar. And last I heard he had reservations booked
until the twelfth of never.”

“I can’t tell you what his plans are.”

“Can’t or don’t know?”

“Take your pick.”

She smiled. She liked a man who could keep confidences. “So, you're spending the evening
working?”

“It was that or stand in a cold shower all night.”

She burrowed into the sofa cushions, tucking the phone closer. “Were you serious in your note
about having something to teach me?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

How in the world had Summer given up this man? Scarlet wondered for the thousandth time.
He was quick-witted, funny, smart and sexy. What more could a woman want?

“Want to reschedule tonight’s plan for Friday?” he asked.

“Can’t. I have a meet and greet at Michael Thor’s new studio,” Scarlet said.

“It can’t last all night.”

“I promised Jessie I'd take her by Une Nuit afterward. I'm really sorry.”

A beat passed. “So, that leaves us back at our Saturday night Woo U date,” he said.

“Good thing you asked early,” she said pertly, glad when he laughed. “John?”

“What?”

“I've been thinking.” She waited for him to come back with some clever insult, but there was
only silence. Maybe he heard the tension in her voice. “I'm not sure we should be doing more than
just the Woo U stuff.”

“Meaning?”

“We were lucky my grandparents didn’t catch us tonight. Maybe that’s a sign we shouldn’t spend
all that much time together.”

“You believe in signs? Omens? Fate?” he asked.

“When it’s convenient ... or logical.”

37



S. Crosby, C. Sands, H. Betts. «The Elliotts: Secret Affairs: The Forbidden Twin»

“Before we make such a big decision, why don’t we sleep on it? We’ll talk about it on Saturday.
After the date ends.”

Because she wanted to avoid the discussion herself, she said, “Works for me. Good night, John.”

“Sweet dreams, Scarlet.”

The way he said the words turned her to mush. She knew he had to be disappointed in her
decision, yet he’d said his own good-night with tenderness in his voice, not impatience or irritation.
Personally, she would’ve been irritated if he’d come to the same determination that she had.

She liked that she kept learning something new about him.

After a minute she glanced at the clock. She could change her mind right now—grab a cab and
surprise him. He was at home and alone. He would satisfy her deprived needs ....

Instead she took a warm bath and went to bed, in search of those elusive sweet dreams.

John printed the results of his evening at the computer, stacked the papers and put them in his
briefcase. He started to pour himself a Glenfiddich, hesitated then went ahead and splashed some
in a glass. The smooth, pricey scotch could’ve easily reminded him of the day Summer broke their
engagement, but instead he chose to associate it with his first night with Scarlet.

He carried the glass with him to look out his window. It had started to rain sometime in the
past hour. He turned off all the lights and stood, sipping and watching and remembering. The way
she’d watched him undress. Her red bra and thong. The incredible sounds she made, flattering and
arousing. Then the way she rushed away, leaving her coat behind. He’d sat on his bed, holding it to
his nose, breathing in her scent for a long time after she was gone.

He hadn’t expected to ever see her again, at least not like that. He’d been wrong.

And somehow he’d gotten himself into a position where they would spend hours together on
Saturday without hope of ending up in bed. Maybe never sleep together again.

He really wondered whether he’d fried a whole lot of brain cells since he’d first slept with her.
He knew he was infatuated, because she was rarely out of his mind. Even now he’d gone hard just
thinking about her, a condition he hadn’t experienced with this much uncontrolled regularity since
he was a teenager.

It couldn’t be more than lust. He refused to have his heart broken by another Elliott woman.
Or even have his life turned upside down.

But he wanted her ....

To hell with it. He set his empty glass on the bar, grabbed his coat and keys and went out the
door. He could sneak out of her house long before anyone was up to see him, convince her not to
give up the sexual relationship.

But when the elevator doors opened he stared at the empty car until the doors closed. He
returned to his apartment. His huge, quiet apartment. And went to bed alone.
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Seven

Une Nuit buzzed no matter what night of the week, but this was Friday, and the crowd was
different on Friday. Younger, even hipper, if that was possible. A visual sea of beautiful people
dressed in New York’s color of choice—black—enjoying the daring French/Asian fusion cuisine that
was always being written up in the media, thus keeping the very trendy restaurant the place tobe.

With Jessie in tow, Scarlet wove through the bar crowd at the front of the restaurant, looking
for her cousin Bryan. While he might join them at dinner briefly, he generally wandered around the
rest of the time, a hands-on owner.

She’d almost reached the maitre d’s podium when she came across Stash Martin, a wickedly
handsome Frenchman in his early thirties. As manager of Une Nuit, he was as much a fixture as
Bryan.

“Scarlet, welcome,” he said. They exchanged kisses on both cheeks.

“Crazy,” she said, grinning, looking around.

“But quite typical. If you are looking for Bryan, he is not here. He is out of town. Again.”

“Where does he go?” she asked rhetorically then introduced Stash to Jessie, who was wide-
eyed at the scene. Bryan had always been an adventurer, even as he seemed to love his restaurant. He
came and went a lot, but his business thrived because he had a staff he could count on.

“You would like a table, eh?” Stash asked.

“Any family members here?”

“Not a one. The Elliott table is free.”

“What do you think?” Scarlet asked Jessie. “Table or the bar? How hungry are you?”

“Not very. The bar is fine.”

“Wait here a moment,” Stash said, then he approached the maitre d’.

Scarlet had talked Jessie into borrowing an outfit from the closet of designer clothing at the
magazine, but she hadn’t been able to talk Jessie into letting her hair loose from the braid she always
wore. The black leather pants and turtleneck did give her a different look, a fashionable one. Even
Scarlet, usually a standout because of the colorful outfits she often wore, was wearing black—a
miniskirt, boots and belted leather jacket. Her hair was pulled up into an untidy knot. She considered
the look as just another aspect of her personality.

Stash returned then pointed to a couple sitting at the very center of the long, black lacquered
bar. “Stand behind them. They’ll be called in to dinner as soon as you make your way over there.”

Scarlet flashed him a smile. “You’re the best.”

He lifted Scarlet’s hand to kiss, and she fluttered her lashes playfully.

“When are you going to sleep with me and get me out of your system, ma chérie?” he asked,
as he always did.

“Soon,” she answered, as she always did.

A few minutes later she and Jessie were seated at the bar, waiting for their drinks.

“T've never seen anything like this,” Jessie said in awe. “It’s like a movie. Red and black and
sexy. And I love the copper-topped tables.”

“Maybe we’ll order something to eat later, so that you can taste how incredible their food is.”
She smiled at the bartender when he placed an apple martini in front of her, then lifted her glass to
Jessie. “To adventures in the big city.”

“I wish I could afford more of them. Someday. When I have a paying job. Every penny of my
savings is budgeted. Thanks so much for this treat.”

“Keep performing well at Charisma, and you could be offered a paying job at the end of your
internship.” She sipped her drink then looked around, making eye contact with a man at the end of the
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bar, who toasted her. She smiled but looked away, then realized she shouldn’t put up roadblocks, since
Jessie might be interested. She decided to give him another chance, but Jessie’s words stopped her.

“There’s that man from the ad agency, John Harlan.”

Surprise pelted Scarlet from all sides. “Where?”

“At a table behind you, in the corner.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted to turn around. If he was with a woman, she didn’t want to know.

“He’s looking right at you. I think he knows I'm telling you he’s there,” Jessie said in an emphatic
whisper.

“Hmm.” She took a long sip of her drink. He was courteous and would probably approach them
at some point, especially since he and Jessie had taken note of each other. Scarlet would wait for him
to initiate contact. Until then she could ignore the possibilities of whom he was with.

Maybe that blonde from the country club dance. She never had asked who that was.

“Is it true he was engaged to your sister?” Jessie asked.

Scarlet sighed. “They were engaged on Valentine’s Day, but Summer called it off a couple of
weeks later, just about the time you were hired.”

“It must be weird for him, seeing you. Working with you, her identical twin.”

Tell me about it. She’d wondered at the beginning if she was only a substitute for her sister,
a way to get Summer out of his mind, but she didn’t think that was true now. They had their own
relationship. And while it was fun at times, she was always aware of the impending and necessary
conclusion. They couldn’t even just date and see where things might go. Even if Summer—and their
grandfather—could somehow accept it, because of Scarlet’s reputation, many people might assume
that Scarlet had interfered somehow, even before Zeke Woodlow had appeared on the scene. It wasn’t
worth the grief.

Or was it?

The man from the end of the bar approached, saving Scarlet from coming up with an answer.
Late twenties, Scarlet decided. A little taller than she, blond and blue-eyed. He didn’t look overly
sophisticated or jaded, which meant he might work as a flirtation for the still-naive Jessie. Diverting
her attention from watching John was a good idea.

“T’ll bet you’re sisters,” the man said.

Scarlet met Jessie’s gaze. She looked startled, but Scarlet smiled. “Coworkers,” she said.

“I'm Rich.”

“Money doesn’t matter to me,” Jessie said sincerely.

Scarlet grinned. “I think he means his name is Rich. That’s Jessie. 'm Scarlet.”

“I know who you are,” Rich said to Scarlet, his hand resting on the back of her bar stool, almost
touching her. “I saw your picture in the newspaper with Zeke Woodlow.”

Scarlet angled closer to the bar. “That was an impersonator,” she said, trying to make light of
it. It had actually been Summer, dressed in Scarlet’s clothes, made to look like a groupie. Scarlet held
up her empty glass to the bartender.

“T'll get that,” Rich said to the man.

“No, thank you.” She decided she didn’t want this guy around, after all. She caught Stash’s eye,
then tipped her head slightly toward Rich. Stash headed her way.

“Mon petit choux,” he said, nudging Rich out of the way to kiss her, a little longer than was
necessary for the ruse, Scarlet thought, wondering what John was thinking of the scene. “I apologize
for keeping you waiting, ma chérie,” Stash continued, nuzzling her neck.

“Don’t do it again.” She leaned into him as he slipped an arm around her shoulders.

Rich was resourceful, however, and undeterred. He turned his attention on Jessie. “May I buy
you a drink, um, Jenny?”

Jessie used her little straw to swirl her ice, then she slipped the straw in her mouth and pulled it
out slowly, getting his attention. “You know, Rich, I believe my daddy would get a kick out of you.”
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He looked ready to swagger. “He would?”

“In fact, he has a saying that would fit you to a T. He’d say, ‘That poor Rich. He’s got nothin’
under his hat but hair.”

Scarlet had to set her drink down before the contents sloshed over the sides. Jessie’s handling
of Rich showed she wasn’t quite as naive as she sometimes seemed.

“Bitch,” he said, low and furious. “You—"

Stash moved but was blocked by John, who snatched the glass out of Rich’s hand and thumped
it on the bar next to Scarlet’s. “Time to find a new watering hole, partner,” John said, clamping a
hand on his shoulder.

Rich glowered, but he left without comment, just a surly look.

“Are you okay?” John asked Jessie.

“I'm fine. Actually, it was kinda fun.” She grinned.

Scarlet waited for him to turn his attention on her, but he said good-night and left. She watched
him walk out the door, cross in front of the window and disappear. Only then did she look toward
the corner where he’d been seated. Three women sat there.

“He had been alone,” Stash whispered in her ear.

Scarlet tried to calm her nerves. She didn’t know what to think about John. Was he mad?
Jealous of Stash? Hurt?

She decided to change her outward mood since even Stash had picked up on something he
shouldn’t. “Thanks for the rescue. But, mon petit choux?”

“My little cabbage.” His eyes twinkled. Jessie laughed.

“I know what it means.”

“It is an endearment.” He lifted a loose strand of hair over her ear. “Perhaps you ladies have
had enough excitement and would like to have dinner now. I have kept the table for you.”

Scarlet decided if she didn’t take some time to think about John and how to handle what had just
happened, she would probably do the wrong thing—Ilike go after him. “I’ve worked up an appetite.
How about you?” she asked Jessie.

“I could use a big ol’ rib eye myself. There’s nothing like dispatching a preening bull to give
me an appetite.”

Scarlet smiled. She was glad they’d gone out together. Glad she’d gotten to know Jessie better.
“Would your father really have said something like that?”

“Oh, yeah. He’s full of ‘em.”

“What does he do?” Stash asked as they reached their table.

“He’s a cattle rancher.”

“Do you rope and ride?”

“About as easily as breathing,” she said.

His brows raised. “I have never before met a cowgirl.” He asked a passing server to bring two
menus.

“I'm going to use the restroom first,” Jessie said to Scarlet then headed toward the back of
the restaurant.

Scarlet hoped Stash wasn’t going to comment on John’s behavior, but she should’ve realized
she wouldn’t be that lucky.

“So. Your sister’s fiancé.”

“Ex-fiancé.”

“And you.”

“No. Just in the same place at the same time.”

“T’es menteuse, toi.”

“I'm not a liar.” Technically, they weren’t together. They were just enjoying each other’s
company briefly.
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“He did not take his eyes off you from the moment he saw you.”

She wished she had a menu to hide behind. “I have no control over John’s actions.”

He only smiled. “Bryan would want me to tell you your meal is on the house.”

“He’s my favorite cousin,” Scarlet said sweetly.

Stash grinned and walked away.

Much later Scarlet and Jessie shared a cab home. Scarlet lived only a few blocks from Une Nuit
and was dropped off first. Jessie continued on after thanking Scarlet profusely for the amazing night.

Scarlet headed up her stairs, questions running through her head. Should she call John? Was
he angry? Was it better just to leave it alone for now?

She turned the landing of the third floor and spotted John leaning against the wall by her door.
She slowed, studying his face, trying to guess his mood. She wanted to see him flash those dimples,
but she didn’t think there was much chance of that. He looked ... single-minded.

He didn’t move an inch when she approached. Her shoulder brushed his chest as she put her
key in the lock. “What would you have done if I'd brought someone up with me?” she asked mildly,
her heart pounding.

“Discouraged him from going inside.”

Scarlet opened the door and went in, leaving the door open but not inviting him. He came
inside and shut the door.

She tossed her purse on an entry table then crossed her arms. “What do you want, John?”

“You know the answer to that.”

“Short of that, what else?” The game, the words, excited her. She sensed he knew it, too.

“You ignored me.”

“You ignored me, too,” she said. It had confused her, angered her, that he’d spoken to Jessie
at the bar but not her.

“You were cozy with Stash. I didn’t want to interfere.”

“Stash and I flirt with each other. It’s nothing.”

“I'm not telling you what to do or not to do. We don’t have an exclusive relationship.”

That hurt. Even if it lasted only the month, she’d thought it was exclusive.

“Well, fine, then. Because I don’t explain myself to anyone.” She turned away, not having a
clue what to do next, just that she couldn’t look at him.

“Look,” he said, coming closer, touching her shoulder.

She pulled away.

“This is not going the way I envisioned,” he said, frustration in his voice. “I just wanted to clear
the air before tomorrow night. I don’t think I could have even a pretend date with you with tonight
hanging over us.”

“What is ‘tonight’ to you? Why are you angry?”

“You think it was easy watching you flirt with that jerk at the bar, then again with Stash? And
you knew I was there. I know Jessie told you. Were you trying to make me jealous?”

She spun around. “The jerk came up on his own,” she said, breaking her own rule about not
explaining herself. “I sort of encouraged him because I thought he might work for Jessie. Then he
showed his true, sleazy colors and I beckoned Stash to come over. I flirted with Stash so that there
wouldn’t be a scene, but the jerk was also stupid and things got out of hand, anyway. Stash is a friend.
That’s all.”

“You could’ve beckoned me,” John said quietly.

He was hurt? That was what his problem was? She closed her eyes for a moment. Since he was
being honest with her, she could do the same. “I hadn’t turned around at the bar. I didn’t know if you
were on a date. I didn’t want to know.”

“I would’ve come to your rescue regardless.”

“Your date would’ve been unhappy about that.”
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He set his hands on her shoulders. “Why would I have taken a date to Une Nuit? You told me
you were going to be there. Why would I do that to you?” He didn’t wait for answer. “What kind of
man do you usually go out with that you would think me capable of such rudeness?”

“Obviously a different kind of man. 'm working on changing that, however.”

She saw him relax.

“I don’t intentionally hurt people, Scarlet. I am civilized.”

Maybe on the surface he was. He’d been raised well, raised to be civilized. But at moments
like tonight and during their private tryst in the country club conference room, he wasn’t completely
civilized. She liked that about him. She loved that about him. She’d fallen in love months ago with
the kind man who’d been so good to Summer, but now she’d fallen deeply, hopelessly in love with
this fascinating man who was more primal than she’d expected, more intriguing, more complex. She
liked that he’d been waiting for her when she got home, wanting to clear the air, even if the answers
to his questions weren’t what he wanted to hear. She liked that he faced things head-on.

She laid her hands on his chest and looked him in the eyes. Words didn’t come, however. After
the longest thirty seconds of her life, he lifted his hands and pulled out her hair clip, letting her hair
fall around her face, then combed it with his fingers. He cupped her head, moved toward her. She
suddenly wished she’d kicked off her shoes so that she could rise up on tiptoe to meet him. The idea
made her smile.

“What?” he asked.

“You make me feel so ... female.”

One side of his mouth lifted. “Is that a good thing?”

“No one has made me feel like that before.”

“Again, is that a good thing?”

“Yes.”

“How have you felt before?”

“I don’t know. Equal. Or sometimes even dominant.” She didn’t want to tell him more, didn’t
want to give him ammunition for teasing her. She just knew she felt different with him.

“You’ve been plenty dominant with me.” He was still holding her head, keeping her close. His
breath dusted her face. His beautiful dark brown eyes were filled with tenderness and need.

She smiled wider. “Not in comparison.”

“Ah.” He brushed his lips over hers once, twice, once more. “You make me feel different, too.”

His mouth finally settled on hers, his tongue seeking hers. She wound her arms around him.

So much for resisting each other.

With a sigh she gave in to her needs, not attempting to stop the urgent sounds that rose from
within her, which seemed to arouse him more. He pulled her close, slid a hand over her rear, tugging
her against him, letting her feel his need. She moved her hips against him, and his kisses turned
almost violent. He fisted her hair and tipped her head back, ran his tongue down her neck, his fingers
frantically opening the belts and buckles on her jacket then shoving the jacket off her, hearing it land
with a quiet thud. She was starved for him, had never wanted like this before, as if she could die if
she didn’t have him inside her immediately.

He fumbled with her zipper, then her skirt joined her jacket, leaving her in a sheer black bra,
thong and boots. Her nipples were so hard, they hurt.

He took a step back to unbutton his shirt, dragged the tails free.

“When I'm ninety I will remember this,” he said, low and harsh.

She hooked her hand in his waistband and brought him closer, wanting him, needing him. She
knelt before him, pressed her mouth to his fly, his hard need flattering and exciting. She reached
for his belt buckle—

The phone rang.
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“The answering machine will get it,” she murmured, placing both hands on him, watching his
head fall back as she traced the length and breadth of him through the fabric.

Second ring.

He dragged her up, flicked open her bra and sent it flying.

Third ring.

He cupped her breasts, thumbed her nipples, sucked one into his mouth.

Fourth ring.

“We’re not home. Leave a message,” came Scarlet’s own voice from the nearby machine.

“Hi, it’s me!”

Summer.

John became like a statue.

“You must be out having fun. Maybe I'll call your cell after this. Haven’t talked to you for a
couple of days, and I'm missing you. Although not too much,” she added with a laugh. “Scar, I can’t
tell you how happy I am. How incredible Zeke is. You’ve got to fall madly, passionately in love. You
do. It’s ... it’s indescribable.”

John straightened, stepped away. He shoved his shirt into his pants. His eyes met Scarlet’s. She
felt naked, clear to her soul. She couldn’t read his thoughts. He guarded his expression.

“Zeke, stop. I'm talking to my sister.”

In the background came the rumble of a deep voice, but the words weren’t clear.

John scooped up Scarlet’s jacket. She turned around, letting him help her put it on. She tugged
the edges together before she faced him again.

“I guess I won’t call you on your cell, after all. I have something else—" Summer laughed “—
to do at the moment. I'll catch you later. Bye. I miss you.”

Scarlet didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t joke about it—it wasn’t the least bit funny. And
making light of it wouldn’t sit well with either of them.

As a reminder of the predetermined parameters of their risky relationship, it had a powerful
effect. Resistance was the key. This time they needed to try harder.

Maybe her disappointment and fears were in her eyes, though, because John laid a hand tenderly
along her face. She covered it with her own.

“Tomorrow night?” he asked.

She nodded. She wasn’t going to miss any opportunity to see him, be with him.

He left with no kiss, no hug. Just a long, thorough, final look at her in her jacket, thong and
boots.

For the first time in her life, she wished she didn’t have a sister.
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Eight

Saturday refused to pass by with any kind of speed. Scarlet picked out what she would wear
on her Woo U date, pressed it, chose jewelry, then looked at the clock. Noon. She had hours and
hours to fill. Normally she would spend her free time sewing, but not now. She was too keyed up,
plus today was glorious, clear and crisp. She decided to walk the three miles to the EPH building
and work out in the company gym.

At the gym Scarlet pushed herself until every muscle burned, then she showered, wrapped up
in a towel and settled in the sauna. She wished she could say that she’d been able to block John from
her thoughts, but she kept seeing the look on his face—or the nonlook—as Summer talked to the
answering machine, and how quickly he’d left.

Not that she would’ve wanted to make love after that, either, but—

No but. There was nothing either of them could’ve done differently. Fate had intervened. For
a moment—just a moment—she’d even thought they might have a chance for a future together.

The sauna door opened, and Fin came in. She was entitled to use the private executive section
but hadn’t chosen to. The four siblings being put through the wringer for the CEO job were straining
to keep their familial ties, but it was more of a competition now than a family unit.

“Good workout?” Fin asked as she sat a few feet from Scarlet.

“I pushed myself hard. I needed it. Hadn’t been here for a couple of weeks. 'm sure I'll pay
for it tomorrow, though.”

“I just had a massage from Magda. See if you can catch her before she leaves.”

Scarlet stuck her head out the door, caught an employee passing by and made her request then
sat again.

“I'm glad to see you taking care of yourself,” Scarlet said to her aunt. “I worry about you.
Everyone’s worried about you.”

“It’s only a year out of my life. I'll manage. After I win, I'll take some time off.” She leaned
her head back and closed her eyes.

“Did you go home last night or sleep on the couch in your office?”

“Office,” she said lazily. “Everything going okay with the new project?”

“Everything’s great.”

“It’'s comfortable working with John?”

“It’s fine.” Scarlet didn’t want to get into it with Fin. “It’s business.”

“And how’s the new intern working out?”

“Good. Jessie’s got the eye, Fin. I think you should seriously consider keeping her on. She’ll
land someplace. Might as well be with us rather than with a competitor.”

The door opened. “Ms. Elliott, Magda says if you can come now, she can give you forty-five
minutes.”

“Tell her I'll be right there, please.”

She scooted close to her aunt and tapped her arm, making her open her eyes. “We all want you
to win, Aunt Finny. But we all want you healthy when you do.”

“T'll be fine. Go.”

Scarlet made sure an attendant knew not to let Fin stay in there for more than fifteen minutes.
She would undoubtedly sleep, and could easily end up in the sauna for hours without anyone knowing.

An hour later, exercised, steamed and massaged, Scarlet headed for the elevator, feeling utterly
relaxed. She would go shoe shopping, she decided. It would help her pass the time.

“Ms. Elliott,” said a gym attendant, running to catch up and sounding frantic as Scarlet waited
for the elevator. “Your grandfather would like to see you.”
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To her credit, Scarlet didn’t groan, but thanked the young man and hit the up button. If she
hadn’t taken time to indulge herself with a massage she would’ve been long gone by now. She sighed
at her bad timing.

Scarlet had been to the twenty-third floor surprisingly few times in her life, and not at all since
she’d been working at Charisma. Her grandfather’s office was furnished in an old European style,
like The Tides and the Manhattan town house, with antiques that he and Gram had collected on their
travels. The familiarity should’ve helped to make her feel comfortable, but it never had, not when
the man himself was present.

Had Gram told him about the note in the balloon? She’d said she wouldn’t, but ...

Mrs. Bitton, his assistant/watchdog, wasn’t at her desk, and the door to his inner office was
open. She peeked in.

He was on the phone and waved her in.

“I will be there in time,” he said gently into the telephone. “And I'm not working too hard,
cushla macree. In fact, Scarlet just stopped by, so I'm going to visit with her for a while, then I'll
head home.”

Scarlet shook her head at his ability to twist things for his own purposes. As if she would just
stop by on her own. Ha!

She wandered to the opposite wall to study a painting of her grandmother as a young bride.
Most of the Elliott women took after her in one way or another. In this pose, Scarlet could see Fin’s
heritage directly.

“Prettiest woman on earth,” her grandfather said, coming up beside her.

“Inside and out,” Scarlet said.

“Why she’s put up with me all these years only God knows.”

Her instinct was to agree with him. Because of that, she didn’t.

“No comment, missy?”

She smiled and shrugged. He invited her to sit in one of the wingback chairs in front of his
desk. Surprisingly, he sat in the other instead of taking his position of authority behind the desk.

Hmm. He must not want to intimidate her this time. What was going on?

“Would you like something to drink?” he asked.

Curiouser and curiouser. “I'm fine, thanks. What’s up, Granddad?”

“Are you dating anyone in particular these days?”

She went on full alert. “Why?”

“Just making conversation.”

“Since when?” The words slipped out before she could stop them. She regretted being sarcastic,
but his question worried her. Did he know about John? No. He would’ve been direct if he knew.

His lips compressed. “Can’t I be interested in your life?”

“So, you’re just making conversation? You really don’t care if or who I'm dating, right?”

“Of course I do.” He shifted in his chair, obviously uncomfortable.

“What if I told you I was dating, oh, say, John Harlan?” Was she stupid or brave to test him?
she wondered.

“I would know you were just being obstinate about answering.”

“Why?”

“You would never betray your sister like that.”

Betray. Of all the reasons she’d come up with for why she couldn’t see John beyond this month,
it had never entered her mind that she would be betraying Summer. Summer had given up John.
Period. Scarlet hadn’t stolen him. But Granddad would see it as a betrayal, probably because it would
be like shoving Summer’s nose in her mistake, a reminder of how much she’d hurt another human
being.
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“Nor would John go out with you,” he added. “Don’t even joke about such a thing. Although
I was surprised to see you dance with him.”

Scarlet couldn’t find words to reply.

“Okay, I can take a hint,” he said after a few seconds. “No personal questions. I called you up
here because I've been hearing good things about the job you’re doing. Competent and creative, that’s
what people are saying. I wanted you to know I'm proud of you.”

Scarlet was stunned into further silence. She couldn’t remember her grandfather ever doling
out compliments to her. “Thank you,” she managed to say, fighting back the sting of tears.

“I'm looking to you now, Scarlet. Summer has gone off to live in sin with that rock star. Even
if she does come back to work, she’ll probably have babies soon. I think you’ll stick around. You're
not one to romanticize.”

He shocked her anew, this time in a way that ticked her off. Did he think he was complimenting
her by saying such a thing? “Meaning?” she asked.

“I think you’re part of the future of EPH. Like your aunt, you’ll devote yourself to your work.”

Considering that Fin was driving herself to an early grave, Scarlet didn’t consider her aunt’s
devotion something to strive for.

Then there was the other issue, how Scarlet wanted to be a designer, not an editor. How long
would she have to pay family dues before she could do what she wanted? How much did she owe her
grandfather for raising her after her parents had died?

“You’re not usually so reluctant to argue with me, missy.”

“Maybe I'm growing up.”

“That’s a welcome possibility.”

She kept her expression serious. “It couldn’t be because you’re getting feeble, and I'm being
careful not to cause you to have a heart attack or something.”

His fists landed on his thighs. “Feeble?” he roared.

She drew a deep breath, exhaled slowly. Now this was the Granddad she knew and understood.
She decided to take advantage of his bluster to kiss his cheek and leave while she had the upper hand.
“Let’s do this again sometime, Gramps.”

She heard him chuckle as she walked through the door. It made her smile—until she got into
the elevator and remembered his comment about betraying Summer. Summer wouldn’t see it as a
betrayal, but she would surely be uncomfortable. Adults made choices in life. Scarlet could choose
to make things easy on her sister or difficult.

Without question, Scarlet would always make things easy for Summer—even to the point of
denying herself love and passion, something Summer had found, and wanted Scarlet to find.

But probably not with John Harlan.

John knocked on Scarlet’s door at precisely eight o’clock. He was nervous—seventeen-years-
old, first-prom-date nervous. Which was stupid, since he’d already slept with her. How could he be
tense about seeing her, making conversation now?

Because he had to act like he hadn’t slept with her. Hadn’t seen her incredible body in its natural
state. Hadn’t seen her face as an orgasm overtook her. Hadn’t felt her hands and mouth all over him,
hot and curious ....

Okay. That line of thought had to be stopped right now, or else when she opened her front
door she would see a bulge in his pants and he’d get his hand slapped with a ruler or something. The
thought made him smile. Sister Scarlet. There was an image.

He saw the doorknob turn and tried to get himself into character. First date ... First date.

“Hello, John,” she said, looking soft and sweet in her buttoned-to-the-neck, electric-blue dress,
her hair piled on top of her head but still looking touchable.
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“Hi.” He handed her a single white rose wrapped in green florist’s paper and tied with a satin
ribbon. He watched her bury her nose in it and smile. She looked nervous, too, he decided. It relaxed
him.

“Thank you,” she said. “It’s lovely.”

“Are you ready to go?” he asked.

“Let me put this in water and get my wrap. Come in.”

He almost told her not to bother putting the rose in water, then decided not to spoil the surprise
he had for her later.

She was Scarlet but not Scarlet, he thought, as she disappeared into her tiny kitchen. Her dress
wasn’t as daring as she generally wore, except that long line of buttons begged to be undone. Her
jewelry was understated, and not as musical as usual. A couple of bangle bracelets that made a little
noise, diamond studs instead of intertwining hoops in her ears, but that was all.

“I'm ready,” she said, slipping a silvery wrap around her shoulders.

Should he tell her she looked beautiful? Was that kind of compliment encouraged at this point?
Man, he felt like a kid.

“You changed your perfume,” he said instead. It wasn’t her usual citrusy scent, but tempting
nonetheless. He couldn’t put a name to the fragrance. Not flowery. Not powdery. He’d smelled them
all in his years of dating. Scarlet’s was just arousing.

She smiled. He guessed it was a good thing, noticing a detail like that.

He rested his fingertips lightly against her lower back as they left her apartment. It was going to
drive him crazy not being able to touch her more than that all night. But he planned to kiss her good-
night at her door later, a decent kiss, not a polite, end-of-evening peck. He didn’t care if it messed
up the Woo U curriculum at that point.

While in the car, they didn’t speak beyond routine chitchat about the traffic and weather. The
awkwardness of knowing what they did about each other, and pretending not to, tied his tongue.
Hers, too, he guessed.

He pulled into his underground parking garage, a luxury he paid a huge premium for.

“This is your apartment building,” she said, sitting up straighter.

“Yes. I hope you like paella.”

After a long, uncomfortable pause she gave him a tentative smile. “It’s one of my favorites.”

They rode the elevator in a silence that wasn’t completely awkward, but unusual for them. He
opened his apartment door and took in the scene, trying to see it through her eyes—the table set for
a romantic dinner for two. The fireplace ready to light. Candles waiting to be lit. The scent of paella
lingering, being kept warm in the kitchen.

“What a wonderful view,” she said as if seeing it for the first time. She moved to the window.

It gave him time to turn on the stereo, set to play a classical guitar CD to match the dinner
theme. He lit the candles, then the fire. He went into the kitchen to pour them some wine. By the
time he returned she’d moved to the fireplace.

“Thank you,” she said, accepting a glass.

He touched the rim of his glass to hers. “To the lady in blue. Welcome to my home.”

She didn’t make eye contact as she sipped. What was going on? Something was obviously
wrong, but what?

“Have a seat.” He indicated the couch facing the fire. “How was your day?” he asked when
they were settled.

“Busy. I walked to the office so I could use the gym. Talked to Fin and my grandfather there
for a little while. Went shopping. How about you?”

He’d spent the entire day getting ready for this date, worrying about things he’d never worried
about before. “I spent the day awaiting the night.”
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Everything about her relaxed—her expression, her shoulders, her spine. Had she just been
nervous? She couldn’t possibly be more nervous than he.

Still the evening dragged. Where was the vibrant Scarlet he knew? Oh, she smiled, even laughed,
and touched his hand across the dinner table with her fingertips, but their conversation was less than
dazzling. He plied her with work anecdotes and celebrity stories, but she kept her distance. He told
her that the vase of eleven roses on the table was for her, to add to the one he’d given her earlier.
She thanked him sweetly.

He had no idea how to fix what seemed to be wrong.

When she excused herself to use the bathroom he pushed back from the table, moved to a
cabinet and poured two brandies. To hell with Woo U. He wanted Scarlet back.

He heard a slight noise and turned. Scarlet stood a few feet from him—and it was definitely
Scarlet. There was fire in her eyes, a flush of color in her face. She’d taken down her hair. She looked
like every fantasy he’d ever had of her.

He started to pass her a snifter of brandy, but she held up a hand.

“I'm sorry, but this just isn’t working, John.”
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Nine

Scarlet saw him retreat, his expression distant and self-protective. She hurried to assure him.

“No. Wait.” She blew out a breath. “I shouldn’t have said it that way. I meant that this ... dating
thing isn’t working for me.”

She’d tried all evening to just be his date, but she knew too much about him, wanted him too
much. Loved him. And what was she doing, turning him into a better date for other women, anyway?
How ridiculous was that? He set the glasses on the table and took her hands. “Why didn’t you say so
earlier? I thought I'd really screwed something up.”

“Well, actually, you had, but that wasn’t the problem.” His brows drew together. “What'd I do
wrong?” “You brought me to your apartment on a first date.”

“Where was I supposed to take you? We can’t be seen in public.”

“You could’ve gotten creative. You could’ve thought of someplace to go, something to do where
no one would know us. We’re not that recognizable.”

“You’re right,” he said after a moment. “Bringing you here, especially when we already had
memories here ...”

“Exactly.” She laid her hand against his chest and looked into his eyes. “But that’s minor. Truly.
Let’s be honest. The real issue is that we both know that Woo U was only a ploy to keep us in
proximity, an excuse and nothing more so that we could ...”

“Sleep together.”

She nodded. “We only have two more weeks until ... Until. I don’t want to waste that time
going on ‘dates.”

He scooped her into his arms. She knew where his bedroom was, knew he was headed there.
She kicked off her shoes along the way. He said nothing. Maybe he couldn’t. She wasn’t sure she
could, either, she wanted him so much.

It had been nine days since they’d slept together. During that time they’d aroused each other to
fever pitch twice—Ilast night and at the country club the week before. This wasn’t going to be slow or
tender, and she didn’t care. Except that sometime she wanted slow and tender.

He didn’t wait for her to undress, didn’t undress himself. In the bathroom she’d taken off her
underwear. When he discovered that, he shoved his pants and briefs out of the way, and drove into
her, filling her so suddenly and completely that she cried out.

“I'm sorry. I didn’t—"

“It’s fine. It’s good,” she interrupted in a rush. “I was more than ready. You feel wonderful.
Incredible.” She arched toward him as he moved, finding a strong, hard rhythm. Demand became
need. Need didn’t want to wait another second. Was that her making that noise? His mouth covered
hers, open, wet. He changed the angle of the kiss, groaned into her mouth. She grabbed his hair as the
climax hit her, no gentle buildup but a thunderous explosion, matched by him in sound and intensity.
Life stood still. Life went on. Life suddenly had direction.

The two other times they’d been together were good. This was phenomenal.

This would never be matched by anyone, anywhere, anytime. She wasn’t given to exaggeration,
so she believed her own prophecy.

She wrapped her arms around him as he sprawled over her, taking off some of his weight with
his elbows, but mostly lying on her like a warm, heavy quilt.

“That was quick,” he said, his mouth near her ear.

“And good.”

“And good,” he agreed, rolling to his side, keeping her in his arms.

She snuggled close, savored the way he stroked her hair. The pent-up tension dissipated. He
felt like home.
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“Hungry?” he asked.

“Not yet.”

“Want to sleep?”

“Hmm.” She burrowed closer.

“Let’s get undressed first.”

She left her eyes closed as he unbuttoned her dress and slipped it off her. She didn’t even have
the energy to watch him undress. He pulled a quilt over them, wrapped her in his arms, ran his hands
up and down her back, then over her rear, along her thighs. When he gently stroked her breasts, she
wriggled.

“Relax,” he whispered as her nipples puckered. “I just want to touch you. Go to sleep.”

She laughed drowsily. “Sure.”

He propped himself on an elbow, continuing his exploration. She opened her eyes.

“Spend the night, Scarlet.”

“Okay.”

His hand stilled for a moment, then journeyed on. A while later, his generosity accepted and
enjoyed, she fell asleep in his arms.

He could get used to this, John decided, sitting next to Scarlet. They’d dozed for half an hour,
showered together, then decided to have ice cream by candlelight in the kitchen. She was dressed in
his robe. He’d pulled on boxers and a T-shirt.

“I would’ve guessed you didn’t even own a T-shirt,” she said, spoon in hand. Candlelight
flickered across her face. “You look younger.”

“Since when is twenty-nine old?” “Since you dress like you're fifty.” “I do?” He set down
his bowl. “In what way?” “Your suits are boring. And your shirts. And your ties.” He felt too
relaxed to take offense. “I think anything compared to your clothing probably seems boring.” “It’s
an observation, not a comparison.” “I’ve never felt a need to keep up with the trends.” “You should.
You're supposed to be selling cutting edge, whether it’s products or people. You should look like it.”

He’d never considered that. “What should I do?”

Even though she didn’t rub her hands together, it seemed like she did. “Let me help you choose
some new things.”

“Put myself in your hands?” The image that came to mind had nothing to do with clothes, but
rather the lack of them.

She set down her bowl carefully then moved over to straddle his lap. He was learning just how
complicated she was. He’d always expected her to be a sensual, sexual woman, although he’d based
that opinion on her reputation more than anything tangible. But he saw shyness at times, too, which
surprised him.

This wasn’t one of those moments. When it came to sex, she was bold and demanding, but not
domineering. A partner in every sense.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked, planting little kisses all along his jaw. “You’re so
serious.”

“Everything that should be at attention is at attention,” he countered, with a smile. He had no
interest in starting a conversation at the moment.

She dragged her fingers down his cheeks. “I don’t get to see these dimples often enough.”

“When a clock is ticking on a relationship, there’s not much to laugh at.” He surprised himself
admitting such a thing out loud.

She kissed him, tenderly, chastely. “Let’s go to bed.”

They blew out the candles, set their bowls in the sink, turned out the lights. In his bedroom
they got naked, slipped under the covers and held each other close.

“This is just about sex, John,” she said finally. “We can’t have more than that.”

“I know.”
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After they made love, she fell asleep. He studied his ceiling for hours, as if the answers to his
problems might be written there.

All he saw was that it looked very much as if an Elliott woman would break his heart, after all.

In the morning, her head on a pillow next to John’s, Scarlet watched him sleep, his hair mussed,
his beard shadowy. She’d slept until nine, not waking once. She couldn’t remember a night when
she’d slept so well.

Her eyes stung. Anything in life she’d wanted badly enough, she’d gotten, had worked hard
enough to get. But no matter what she did in this relationship, she couldn’t win.

Betray. Her grandfather’s word echoed in her mind.

She eased out of bed, donned John’s robe and headed to the kitchen. She hunted for coffee and
filters, then fixed a whole pot, not knowing how much he drank in the morning, or if he drank it at all.

At the front door she looked out the peephole to make sure the coast was clear, then grabbed
the Sunday Times from the hallway. She finished up the dishes from the night before and checked
out his refrigerator for possible breakfast food, finding eggs, cheese and English muffins.

At about ten o’clock she heard water run in the bathroom. Curled up on the sofa, she was
enjoying her second cup of coffee and the Times travel section. A few minutes later he emerged,
unshaven but with his hair combed. He’d put on the T-shirt and boxers from the night before. She’d
been afraid he would come out in khakis and a preppy sweater or something, dressed for the day.

He stopped in the doorway. A slow smile came over him. “Good morning. How’d you sleep?”

“On my side, mostly.”

His smile widened.

“I slept really well,” she said, moving her legs so that he could sit beside her, facing her. “And
you?”

She offered her mug. He took it, then leaned over and kissed her, deeper than a peck but not
an invitation to more. He sipped from the mug, resting his hand on her thigh, rubbing it through the
fabric.

“I slept great, thanks. So, what do you usually do on Sundays?”

“If 'm at The Tides I go to church with Gram and Granddad. If I'm in town, I'm pretty lazy.
Read the paper. Go for a walk. Have a late breakfast somewhere. Do some sketching and sewing.
How about you?” There was so much she had yet to discover about him. She knew his body. She knew
his scent, his touch, his laugh. But nothing about his routines, his likes and dislikes. His passions.

“I don’t think any two Sundays are the same for me. I play racquetball sometimes, or
golf, depending on the season. Visit my parents sometimes. Work at home or even in the office
occasionally. Go for a drive. Would you like to go for a drive?”

She wished she could say yes. “Probably not a good idea, John.”

His hesitation was barely noticeable. “Right. Well, breakfast, then. I'm pretty sure I have the
makings for omelets.”

“Do you cook?”

“A little. You?”

“Salads and eggs. And I reheat brilliantly.”

“Took a master course in that, did you?”

She recognized the conversation for what it was—avoidance. They were painted into a corner.
Don’t get too close, learn too much, enjoy too thoroughly. Sex and inane conversation were apparently
all they could have. They had to otherwise resist.

“Maybe I should shower,” she said. “Then we can fix breakfast together. Then I'll go home.”

We can’t spend the whole day with each other. The words hung over them as if in neon lights.

“How about we shower together?” he asked, standing, holding out a hand.
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Later, she argued against him driving her home. She could take a cab. He didn’t think she
should be seen wearing what was obviously an evening dress at noon. On the drive to her house he
held her hand. She didn’t pull away.

“Can we get together during the week?” he asked as they neared her house.

“Definitely. Let’s talk later and compare calendars. 1t’d have to be at your place,” she added.
“Granddad seems to like being unpredictable these days. I never know when he’s coming to town.”

“Okay.”

They had shared a long goodbye kiss before leaving his apartment, yet she hungered for another.

“Did you expect it would be this complicated?” he asked when they pulled up around the corner
from her house.

She nodded. “I'm pretty realistic about most things in life.”

“Are you having regrets, Scarlet?”

“None.” Yet.

“Can I ask a favor of you?”

Her heart fluttered a little.

“If T can arrange a private consultation with my tailor, would you come along and help me
choose some new things for my wardrobe?”

“Will you promise not to argue about my choices?”

“No.”

She laughed. “Well, okay. That’s fair.”

“T'll call you later.”

The long day loomed before her. She almost wished she’d taken the chance and gone on a drive
with him. “Have a good day,” she said, then looked around, not seeing anyone she knew. She opened
the door.

He just watched her, apparently as tongue-tied as she by the necessarily banal conversation,
then he drove off. She walked around the corner. Someone was sitting on her doorstep. She could
see fabric through the railings but that was all. Then the person stood, not looking in her direction,
as if giving up.

“Aunt Finny.” Relieved it wasn’t ... well, almost anyone else, she waited as Fin met her on
the sidewalk.

“I wish I looked that good without makeup,” Fin said.

“Oh, right, like you’re some old crone. You're only thirteen years older than me.”

“That’s a lot of years in prime-woman age. I hope you had a good night?”

Scarlet grinned. “I'm relaxed.”

“Ah. Lucky you.”

“Come inside,” Scarlet said, heading to her private entrance. “What are you doing here?”

“Taking your advice. I went for a walk in the park. I’'ve been calling you off and on to see if
you wanted to have brunch with me.”

“Why didn’t you call my cell?”

“I did. It’s turned off.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Probably not turned off but a dead battery, Scarlet decided. “Well, I had a late
breakfast, but I'll be happy to keep you company. Did you see Granddad yesterday? He called me
up to his office.”

“I got the same order, but I had a message sent to him that I’d already left.”

“I should’ve thought of that,” Scarlet said, unlocking her apartment door. “I'm trying to figure
out who’s talking to him about me.”

“What do you mean?”

“He said he’d been hearing good things about me. Called me creative and competent. How
does he know that?”
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Fin frowned. “I haven’t talked to him about you.”

“You think we have a mole? Someone who reports to him about the goings-on at Charisma?”

“Maybe.”

Scarlet started to press the message button on her answering machine, then decided against it.
Later, maybe. In private. She’d learned her lesson there. “Who could it be? And why is it necessary?
Granddad has access to all financial information. Since he’s only worried about fiscal profit to declare
the winner of this contest, why would he need someone reporting behind the scenes?”

“A very good question.” Fin paced the living room.

“I'm going to change. Make yourself at home.” Scarlet hurried. She changed into jeans, a T-
shirt and a leather jacket, then pulled her hair into a ponytail, added a little mascara and lipstick and
was done. She could smell John’s soap on her skin, and her body ached comfortably. One area where
the man had above average creativity—and flexibility—was in bed. The aftereffects lingered.

“Do you want to go to Une Nuit?” Scarlet asked Fin as they left the house.

“I don’t want to go to any family-run operation.”

Scarlet smiled. “Hot dog and soda in the park?”

“Sure. Why not?”

A few hours later Scarlet dragged herself home. They’d listed every employee, trying to come
up with the name of the snitch. She wished she hadn’t said anything to Fin, who didn’t need something
else to obsess about.

Scarlet made a promise to herself that she would never let her job consume her life as Fin had
—easy for Scarlet to say, she supposed, at this point. Maybe when things ended with John, she would
dive into her work, too, and not come up for air for a long time.

She hit the message button as she passed by the answering machine, listened from her bedroom
to a message from Summer saying she would call Scarlet’s cell, four hang-ups, then one from her
grandfather.

“Your grandmother and I are coming to the city for the week. She thought I needed to warn
you, for some reason.”

Scarlet could almost see him rolling his eyes.

“So, here’s your warning, missy. We’ll be arriving around four. Plan on dinner with us.”

Another command performance. Scarlet looked at her watch. Almost four. She needed to call
John, let him know ....

Why? How would it matter to him?

You just want to talk to him.

Right. And wrong. She had a legitimate reason. They needed to coordinate schedules and see
when she could help him with his wardrobe. And she’d expected to spend the night with him at least
once. Now they needed a new plan. She couldn’t stay away overnight with her grandparents there.

With that rationale in her head she picked up her phone. His number was still on the speed dial.

She hesitated. Why hadn’t Summer removed his number? Would a psychiatrist say she was
keeping her options open in case things didn’t work out with Zeke? Even though she and Zeke were
engaged, she’d been engaged before, to John, and that hadn’t worked. Maybe Summer was having
a life crisis—

Scarlet shook her head. Summer was different with Zeke. Openly happy. Relaxed. Excited. All
the things she hadn’t been with John, or even before John. Nothing was going to change there, even if
Summer changed her mind. And John wouldn’t want her back, anyway. Would he? No. Of course not.

She dialed his number, got his machine, but didn’t leave a message. She didn’t know his cell
number.

The intercom buzzed from downstairs. Her grandparents had arrived.

Time to put on a happy face.
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Ten

A few days later John stood by while Scarlet pulled item after item from his closet to make
room for his just-delivered new clothes and shoes—although he suspected her reason had more to
do with removing the temptation of his ever wearing his old stuff again. His new tux and five suits
wouldn’t be ready for a couple of weeks, but everything else they’d bought could be put away—shirts,
ties, jeans, leather jacket, T-shirts, boots, shoes, other casual clothing.

His credit card statement now seemed in line with the national debt, but he had to admit he
liked the new look, not flashy but up-to-date.

Not that he hadn’t argued with her, starting with her wanting him to use a friend she’d gone
to design school with instead of the tailor he’d used all his life, his father’s tailor. Somehow—he
still wasn’t exactly sure how—she’d convinced him to give her guy a try, then decisions were made
all around him for a while before he asserted himself with veto privileges and started offering his
own opinions. He was happy with the end result, particularly after he finished trying on clothes,
when Scarlet locked the dressing room door and they made love, their need to be quiet somehow
intensifying everything—scents, sights, the silken feel of her skin, the force of his orgasm.

Or maybe it was the four walls of mirrors that had done that, especially as she’d stripped for
him, and he’d had a view of her everywhere he looked, and from every angle.

He went hard at the memory.

“When do you have to be back at work?” he asked her now, coming up behind her in the closet,
his hands on her hips, keeping her rear snugly against him.

“Same as usual. One-thirty.”

It was the third time this week they’d met at his apartment at noon, and it was only Thursday.
They’d also had two meetings at her office about product placements, plus that evening at the tailor’s
before she had to go home to have dinner with her grandparents. She had to attend the symphony
with them tonight, then they were returning to The Tides tomorrow, just in time for the weekend.

Tick tock. His time with Scarlet was slipping away.

They didn’t talk about the inevitable end anymore, apparently deciding separately not to bring
it up. Sometime soon they would have to, though. Only twelve days until Summer’s return.

He’d had lunch delivered before he and Scarlet arrived—corned-beef sandwiches and coleslaw.
They sat at his kitchen counter to eat.

Scarlet held a dill pickle aloft. “Make sure you bag your old clothes and leave them with your
doorman tomorrow. They’ll be picked up around ten o’clock.”

He was grateful he didn’t have his new suits yet so he didn’t have to donate his old ones. They
were good suits, with life left.

“And when your new suits are ready, you'll give your old ones away,” she added, using her
pickle as a pointer.

“Who appointed you queen of my closet?”

She grinned. “Trust me. Once you’ve worn the new suits and gotten a hundred compliments in
five days, you won’t miss the old ones a bit.”

“If you say so.” He had no intention of getting rid of them, but she didn’t have to know that.
He was taking back a few of the things she’d tossed onto his closet floor today, too.

“Do you have plans for the weekend?” he asked. They rarely planned ahead, usually not even
a day, as if they were afraid to. Afraid that they would plan then something would prevent it, which
would be worse than not making plans at all.

“I have to make an appearance at JoJo Dawson’s party Friday night,” she said, “which starts
at eight. How about you?”

“I have to be seen at Shari Alexander’s opening at the Liz Barnard Gallery.”
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She frowned. “I didn’t get an invitation to that.”

“Maybe because at the last opening, you stole Liz’s boyfriend.”

She met his gaze directly then studied her sandwich for a few seconds as she held it near her
face. “I didn’t know he was hers. He sure didn’t act like he belonged to anyone.

Not to mention he’s twenty years younger than she is. Anyway, I wasn’t doing anything but
flirting a little, after he made moves on me. Besides, he was too fussy.”

“Fussy?”

“And full of himself.”

He wasn’t sure what she meant, except they weren’t compliments. “I take it 'm not fussy.”

She almost snorted. “Hardly.”

He wanted her to explain what she meant, but left it alone. They only had a few minutes left
before they had to return to their offices. “Want to get together after our respective appearances
tomorrow night?”

“Sure.” She picked up their plates and carried them to the sink.

He stuck his hand in his pocket, toying with the item he’d dropped in there earlier. After a few
seconds, he pulled it out and passed it to her. “In case you're done before I am tomorrow night.”

She stared at the gleaming object while she dried her hands, which seemed to take an
extraordinarily long time. Then she folded the towel precisely into thirds and hung it on the oven
door handle.

“It’s a key, Scarlet, not a branding iron.”

She took it from him without comment as she edged around him, heading toward the living
room. He would love to know what was going on in that head of hers.

“T’ll see you tomorrow night,” he said as she opened the front door. He wanted her to come
back and kiss him goodbye. He stuffed his hands in his pockets, waiting.

She stopped at the door. Her expression seemed to say she wanted to give back the key. A key
was symbolic of a relationship deepening in trust and intent, a sign there was a future. It wasn’t true
here, which obviously confused her, and apparently upset her.

“It’s just a key,” he repeated to her. “I'm trying to make things more convenient for both of us.”

“You keep on thinking that, John, if it makes it easier for you,” she said, then she left, closing
the door quietly.

So, he really didn’t have a clue about how her mind worked. She hadn’t been focusing on the
same issue at all.

But she was wrong about one thing.

Nothing was making this relationship easier. Absolutely nothing.

Although Scarlet had been taken—dragged—to the symphony and the opera since childhood,
she’d never developed an ear for it, nor could she easily distinguish one composer from another.
Except for Wagner, that is, especially his Tristan und Isolde. Selections from it were on the program
tonight.

Still, she would’ve rather been at a jazz festival or enjoying the pounding beat of a rock concert.

Just before the lights went down she spotted her aunt Finny sitting a few rows ahead with
Georges Caron, a French designer old enough to be her father. From their vantage point her real
father and mother had a perfect view of their emotionally estranged daughter. Scarlet didn’t catch her
grandfather looking, but Gram’s gaze returned again and again. Scarlet wondered if Fin would ever
forgive her parents for forcing her to give up her baby long ago. She’d rarely spoken to them through
the years, Charisma having become her baby.

On the other hand, Scarlet was glad to see Fin out and about, a rarity for her. Undoubtedly it
was a work night for her, an attempt to woo Georges Caron into giving Charisma exclusive coverage
of his next collection or something. At least it got her out of the office.
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Woo. The word stuck in Scarlet’s head, along with the other dilemmas crammed in there like a
Pandora’s box. John had given her a key to his apartment. He was falling for her, beyond sex, beyond
their stated intent at the beginning of their relationship. She knew she had to give him up at the end
of the month, because of Summer and family image and other things that separately didn’t matter a
whole lot, but together made it impossible for them to be together.

So ... her big dilemma now was whether to end things early with him, before he got hurt, too.
She would suffer at the loss of him, but she’d gone into the relationship with her eyes open to that
potential. He hadn’t. He’d thought it would be a purely sexual relationship, that his heart wouldn’t be
in danger. She sensed that was changing. Maybe he wasn’t in love with her, but he liked her a lot.
They had become friends as well as lovers.

It was a dangerous situation for both of them. How had he put it at the beginning—a game
with potentially disastrous outcomes? She’d been led by her heart. His mind had presented a more
realistic view of the future—then, anyway.

Could she give him up before she had to?

Applause erupted around her as the lights came up. Intermission already?

Georges stopped beside her grandfather’s aisle seat and chatted for a moment. Fin stood behind
him, expressionless. She wouldn’t make eye contact with Gram. Scarlet hated that most.

The Frenchman moved on. It appeared Fin would, too, then she stopped next to her father and
in a low voice said, “If there’s something you want to know, just ask me. Don’t recruit spies.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said calmly.

“Liar,” Fin fired back before she went to catch up with her escort.

Gram’s hands were clenched. Scarlet laid a hand on hers, but her grandmother couldn’t even
smile.

“Want to attempt the line at the ladies’ room, Gram?”

She shook her head. “I see an old friend. I'll go off and visit for a few minutes. Stretch the
kinks out, then.”

After she left, her grandfather turned to Scarlet. “Do you know what Finola was talking about?”

“Yes. Don’t you?”

He looked away, saying nothing. Scarlet didn’t know whether he was telling the truth or bluffing.

Scarlet wished John was beside her, holding her hand, defusing the situation. He was diplomatic.
He would know how to change the mood. She was too emotionally involved and didn’t dare get into
it. Instead no one spoke the rest of the evening beyond necessary, polite words.

When she climbed into bed later, she eyed her phone. She knew John’s number by heart now.
She wanted to hear his voice, but needed to come up with a reason to call ....

Food. Food was always a safe topic. She would ask him if she should pick up something to eat
tomorrow on her way to his place. He would have appetizers at the gallery, but not dinner, and she
wasn’t planning to stay for dinner at JoJo’s, just to have a drink and show her face.

She dialed. The phone rang four times, then his answering machine picked up. She didn’t wait
for the beep, but hung up. She glanced at the clock—almost midnight—and tossed the phone out
of reach.

Neither of them ever questioned what the other had done on nights when they weren’t together,
but this was the first time she’d called and not found him at home.

Jealousy reared up. She tamped it down. He’d said they didn’t have an exclusive arrangement,
but she didn’t buy it. He wasn’t a player. But she was curious about why he wasn’t home yet.

Of course, she had no business calling him at midnight on a work night, when most people
were sleeping, and especially to ask a question she could talk to him about the next day. He would
see through her ploy. It didn’t matter. She didn’t care. Let him think what he would.

The phone rang. She leaped across the bed to grab it.

“Hey!” Summer said. “Where’ve you been all night? I’'ve been calling for hours.”
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Scarlet settled into her pillows, the phone tucked between her shoulder and ear as she adjusted
the bedding. Her disappointment that it wasn’t John disappeared. “At the symphony with the Grands.
What’s up?”

“I just wanted to let you know that we’re coming home a day early. The twenty-eighth instead
of the twenty-ninth.”

One less night. “How come?”

“I'm homesick.”

“Really?”

Summer laughed. “No. Well, kind of. Zeke’s got a meeting in New York on the twenty-ninth.
This is not for public broadcast yet, but he’s going to do the music and lyrics for a rock musical.”

“Good for him!”

“We think so, too, especially since it means we’d get to live close to home.”

“You’re going to live together?” Scarlet had assumed they would, but having it confirmed—

“Well, yes. What did you think?”

“Are you coming back to work?” She recalled her grandfather assuming Summer wouldn’t
return to the job, and had wondered, herself.

“I don’t know yet. I'm still figuring things out. Scar?”

“What?”

“You’ve seemed really distracted every time I've talked to you. This whole month. Longer than
that, even. What’s going on?”

“Nothing worth talking about.”

Static crackled in the silence. “When I get home, we’ll catch up. When I can see your face, I'll
know whether there’s something I should know.”

She was right, of course. Nothing Scarlet could say or do would prevent Summer from seeing
into her soul—her broken heart at that point, since her relationship with John would have ended.

“Are you planning your wedding yet?” Scarlet asked, changing the subject.

“Not yet. We don’t feel we need to hurry. Maybe at Christmas.”

“You’ll want the fairy tale, I think. It takes time to plan.”

“You’ll design my dress, won’t you?”

Scarlet smiled. “I already have.”

Summer’s voice softened. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Scarlet managed to say before her throat swelled shut.

“See you soon.”

“Okay. ‘Bye.”

Scarlet could never do anything to alienate her sister. Watching Fin tonight with Gram and
Granddad settled that in Scarlet’s mind. Family came first. Always and forever.

There would be another man to love someday, she told herself as she turned off her bedside
lamp.

Then she lay there in the dark, alone, denying herself the luxury of tears.
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Eleven

As director of sales for Snap, the celebrity-watcher magazine of the EPH empire, Cullen Elliott
had worked closely with John for several years. Almost the same age, they also had a friendship
unrelated to the business, having known each other longer than John had known Summer and Scarlet.
The men golfed together. Challenged each other. Wagered with each other, too. John liked Cullen
and was glad the friendship hadn’t been strained when the engagement ended.

“I can’t believe you beat me by thirteen strokes,” Cullen muttered as they rode the elevator to
John’s apartment late Saturday afternoon after a long day golfing. “How long has it been since you
played?”

John smiled leisurely. “I told you. The last time you and I played. October, I think.”

“You didn’t squeeze in a round or two while you were in L.A. last month?”

“Nope. But conditions weren’t the best today.”

“Don’t be condescending.”

John grinned as they exited the elevator and walked down the hall. Usually a prankster, Cullen
had seemed to be forcing jokes all day, so John hesitated before he spoke again, not knowing whether
he should discuss what he’d observed.

“You did seem off your game,” he said finally. “And distracted. Woman trouble?”

“Women,” Cullen scoffed. “Sometimes I wonder if they’re worth the effort.”

“Amen.”

“Although I don’t ever question it when I'm in bed with one.”

John laughed. As he opened the door, an incredible scent rushed at him. Garlic. Basil.
Something Italian.

Cullen sniffed the air, making appreciative sounds. “I hope I'm staying for dinner.”

Scarlet must be there.

“Sorry, Cullen,” John said, upping his normal volume. “Private party.”

He heard a soft scampering sound and talked over it, hoping Cullen hadn’t noticed. “T'll get
that book you wanted.”

“Don’t I get to meet the chef?”

“T'll check.” He walked into the kitchen and looked around. A pot of red sauce simmered on
the stove, the source of the mouthwatering aroma. A salad was half prepared. And a pair of spiky
black heels lay jumbled on the floor.
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KoHen 03HakoMuUTEJIbHOT0 (pparmMeHra.

Texkcr npenocrasieH OO0 «JIutPec».

[IpounTaiiTe 3Ty KHUTY LIEJIMKOM, KYIMB IIOJHYIO JIEraJbHYIO Bepcuio Ha JlutPec.
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COOOM.
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