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			The woman he can never trust is having his baby...

			When Lucy Campbell inherits a multimillion-dollar Manhattan estate, her employer’s nephew sees only a gold-digging scammer. But even with battle lines drawn, CEO Oliver Drake can’t resist the temptation of bedding the very woman he’s trying to expose! Then Lucy delivers her shocking baby news. Does she genuinely desire a future together? Or is it another ploy that could destroy Oliver’s trust forever?

		

	
		
			“We hardly know each other, Lucy.

			“I’m not sure why you’re so confident about who I am and what I do or don’t think of you. But here… I’ll prove to you that you’re wrong.”

			He took two steps forward, closing the gap between them. Lucy stiffened as he got closer, but she held her ground.

			“What are you doing?” She looked up at him with big brown eyes that were full of uncertainty.

			She thought she could just call his bluff and he’d back down. No way. He was going all in and winning the hand even with losing cards.

			Oliver eased forward until they were almost touching. He dipped his head down to her and cupped her face in his hands. Tilting her mouth up to him, he pressed his lips against hers. He wanted this kiss to be gentle, sweet and meaningless, so he could prove his point and move on with his night. He’d kissed a lot of women in his time. This would be like any other.

			Or so he thought.

			* * *

			Rags to Riches Baby is part of the Millionaires of Manhattan series from Andrea Laurence.

		

	
		
			Dear Reader,

			The idea for this book came straight from the headlines. A few years back, I read an article about a reclusive Manhattan heiress who left her massive fortune to her nurse. I knew it would be the perfect premise for the right character and Lucy was the one. Putting myself in her shoes—imagining what it would be like to wake up a millionaire—was harder than expected, especially since Lucy refused to cooperate. Growing up poor like I did, she was a little jaded and refused to believe something like this could happen to a girl like her. Nor did she think that a man like Oliver would come into her life either! I really got to shake things up for Lucy, thrusting her into a world she never dreamed of, and taking readers along for the ride.

			If you enjoy Lucy and Oliver’s story, tell me by visiting my website at www.andrealaurence.com, liking my fan page on Facebook or following me on Twitter.
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			One

			“And to Lucy Campbell, my assistant and companion, I bequeath the remainder of my estate, including the balances of my accounts and financial holdings and the whole of my personal effects, which entails my art collection and my apartment on Fifth Avenue.”

			When the attorney stopped reading the will of Alice Drake aloud, the room was suddenly so quiet Lucy wondered if the rest of the Drake family had dropped dead as well at the unexpected news. She kept waiting for the lawyer to crack a smile and tell the crowd of people around the conference room table that he was just kidding. It seemed highly inappropriate to do to a grieving family, though.

			Surely, he had to be kidding. Lucy was no real estate expert, but Alice’s apartment alone had to be worth over twenty million dollars. It overlooked the Metropolitan Museum of Art. It had four bedrooms and a gallery with a dozen important works, including an original Monet, hanging in it. Lucy couldn’t afford the monthly association fees for the co-op, much less own an apartment like that in Manhattan.

			“Are you serious?” a sharp voice cut through the silence at last.

			Finally, someone was asking the question that was on the tip of her own tongue. Lucy turned toward the voice and realized it was her best friend Harper Drake’s brother, Oliver. Harper had helped Lucy get this job working for her great-aunt, but she’d never met Harper’s brother before today. Which was odd, considering she’d cared for their aunt for over five years.

			It was a shame. He was one of the most handsome men she’d ever seen in real life and since he was across the conference table from her, she had a great view. Harper was a pretty woman, but the same aristocratic features on Oliver were striking in a different way. They both had the same wavy brown hair, sharp cheekbones and pointed chins, but he had the blue-gray eyes and permanently furrowed brow of their father. His lips were thinner than Harper’s, but she wasn’t sure if they were always like that or if they were just pressed together in irritation at the moment.

			His gaze flicked over Lucy, and she felt an unexpected surge of desire run down her spine. The tingle it left in its wake made a flush rise to her cheeks and she squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. She didn’t know if it was the surprising news or his heavy appraisal of her, but it was suddenly warm in the small conference room. Lucy reached for the button at the collar of her blouse and undid it as quickly as she could, drawing in a deep breath.

			Unfortunately, that breath was scented with the sharp cologne of the man across from her. It teased at her nose, making the heat in her belly worsen.

			It was painfully apparent that she’d spent far too many years in the company of a ninety-plus-year-old woman. One handsome man looked at her, and she got all flustered. Lucy needed to pull herself together. This was not the time to get distracted, especially when the man in question was anything but an ally. She closed her eyes for a moment and was relieved to find when she’d reopened them that Oliver had returned his focus to the attorney.

			Yes, Lucy definitely would’ve remembered if he’d stopped by to visit. Actually, she hadn’t met any of these people before Alice died and they all started showing up to the apartment. She recognized a few of them from pictures on the mantel, but they hadn’t visited Alice when she was alive that Lucy was aware of. And Alice certainly hadn’t gone to see them. She was ninety-three when she died and still an eccentric free spirit despite confining herself to her apartment for decades. Lucy had been drawn to her radically different beat, but not everyone would be. She’d thought perhaps Alice’s family just didn’t “get” her.

			Judging by the stunned and angry looks on their faces, they all seemed to think they were much closer to Aunt Alice than they truly were.

			“Really, Phillip. Is this some sort of a joke?” This time it was Thomas Drake, Harper and Oliver’s father and Alice’s nephew, who spoke. He was an older version of Oliver, with gray streaks in his hair and a distinguished-looking beard. It didn’t hide his frown, however.

			Phillip Glass, Alice’s attorney and executor of her estate, shook his head with a grim expression on his face. He didn’t look like the joking kind. “I’m sorry, but I’m very serious. I discussed this with Alice at length when she decided to make the change to her will earlier this year. I had hoped she spoke with all of you about her wishes, but apparently, that is not the case. All of you were to receive a monetary gift of fifty thousand dollars each, but she was very clear that everything else was to go to Lucy.”

			“She must’ve been suffering from dementia,” a sour-looking woman Lucy didn’t recognize said from the far end of the table.

			“She was not!” Lucy retorted, suddenly feeling defensive where Alice was concerned. She’d had a bad heart and a fondness for good wines and cheeses, but she wasn’t at all impaired mentally. Actually, for her age, she was in amazing shape up until her death.

			“Of course you would say that!” the woman retorted with a red flush to her face. “She was obviously losing her senses when she made these changes.”

			“And how would you know?” Lucy snapped. “Not a one of you set foot in her apartment for the five years I’ve cared for her. You have no idea how she was doing. You only came sniffing around when it was time to claim your part of her estate.”

			The older woman clutched her pearls, apparently aghast that Lucy would speak to her that way. Lucy didn’t care. She wouldn’t have these people besmirching Alice after her death when they didn’t know anything about how wonderful she was.

			Harper reached out and gripped Lucy’s forearm. “It’s okay, Lucy. They’re just surprised and upset at the news. They’ll get over it.”

			“I will not get over it!” the woman continued. “I can’t believe you’re taking the help’s side in this, Harper. She’s basically stealing your inheritance right out from under you!”

			“The help?” Harper’s voice shot up an octave before Lucy could respond. The time for calm had instantly passed. “Wanda, you need to apologize right now. I will not have you speaking about my friend that way. Aunt Alice obviously felt Lucy was more than just an employee as well, so you should treat her with the same respect.”

			Lucy started to shut down as Alice’s relatives fought amongst themselves. The last few days of her life had been hard. Finding Alice’s body, dealing with the funeral and having her life upended all at once had been too much on its own. That was the risk of being a live-in employee. Losing her client meant losing her friend, her job and her home.

			And now she found herself in the middle of the Drake family money battle. Lucy wasn’t one for conflict to begin with, and this was the last thing she’d anticipated when she’d been asked to come today. At best, she thought perhaps Alice had left her a little money as a severance package until she could find a new job and a place to live. She had no real idea how much Alice was worth, but from the reactions of the family, she’d been left more than a little money. Like millions.

			For a girl who’d grown up poor and gone to college on a scholarship and a prayer, it was all too much to take in at once. Especially when Oliver’s steely blue eyes returned to watching her from across the table. He seemed to look right through her skin and into her soul. She felt the prickle of goose bumps rise across her flesh at the thought of being so exposed to him, but she immediately tried to shelve the sense of self-awareness he brought out in her. If he was studying her, it was only to seek out a weakness to exploit or an angle to work. He might be Harper’s brother, but he was obviously no friend to Lucy.

			The spell was finally broken as he casually turned away to look at his sister. “I know she’s your friend, Harper, but you have to admit there’s something fishy about this whole thing.” Oliver’s rich baritone voice drew Lucy back into the conversation.

			“Fishy, how?” Lucy asked.

			“I wouldn’t blame you for influencing her to leave you something. You’re alone with her day after day. It would be easy to drop hints and convince her it was her idea to leave you everything.” Oliver’s blue eyes narrowed at her again, nearly pinning Lucy to the back of her leather chair with his casual accusation.

			“Are you serious?” She repeated his earlier question. “I had no idea about any of this. We never discussed her will or her money. Not once in five years. I didn’t even know why Phillip called me in here today. I’m just as surprised as you are.”

			“I highly doubt that,” Wanda muttered.

			“Please, folks,” Phillip interjected. “I realize this is a shock to all of you. I wish I could say something to make things better, but the bottom line is that this is what Alice wanted. Feel free to retain a lawyer if you’re interested in challenging the will in court, but as it stands, Lucy gets everything.”

			Wanda pushed up from her seat and slung her Hermès purse dramatically over her arm. “You bet I’m calling my attorney,” she said as she headed for the door. “What a waste of a fortune!”

			The rest of the family shuffled out behind her until it was only Harper, Lucy and Phillip sitting at the table.

			“I’m sorry about all that, Lucy,” the attorney said. “Alice should’ve prepared the family so this wasn’t such a shock to them. She probably avoided it because they’d have pressured her to change it back. With this crowd, I’d anticipate a fight. That means you won’t be able to sell the apartment and most of the accounts will likely be frozen until it’s resolved in court. Alice put a stipulation into the will that authorizes me to maintain all the expenses for the apartment and continue paying you and the housekeeper in the event the will is contested, so you won’t have to worry about any of that. I’ll do my best to get some cash available for you before her family files, but don’t go spending a bunch of it right away.”

			Lucy couldn’t imagine that was possible. She’d made a lot of wealthy friends while at Yale, but she’d always been the thrifty one in the group by necessity. Thankfully, her sorority sisters Violet, Emma and Harper had never treated her any differently.

			Having her penniless circumstances change so suddenly seemed impossible. Nearly every dime she made from working for Alice went into savings for her to finish school. She wouldn’t even know what she’d do with money in her accounts that wasn’t earmarked for something else.

			“Wanda is full of hot air,” Harper said. “She’ll complain but she won’t lay out a penny of her own money to contest the will. More than likely, they’ll all sit back and let Oliver handle it.”

			Lucy frowned. “Your brother seemed really angry. Is he going to take it out on you?”

			Harper snorted. “No. He knows better. Oliver will leave the battle to the courtroom. But don’t be surprised if he shows up at the apartment ready to give you the third degree. He’s a seasoned businessman, so he’ll be on the hunt for any loophole he can exploit.”

			Lucy’s first thought was that she wouldn’t mind Harper’s brother visiting, but his handsome face wouldn’t make up for his ill intentions. He intended to overturn Alice’s wishes and was probably going to be successful. Lucy didn’t have the means to fight him. She could blow every penny she’d saved on attorneys and still wouldn’t have enough to beat a man with his means. It was a waste of money anyway. Things like this just didn’t happen to women like her. The rich got richer, after all.

			That did beg the question she was afraid to ask while the others were still around. “Phillip, Alice and I never really discussed her finances. How much money are we talking about here?”

			Phillip flipped through a few papers and swallowed hard. “Well, it looks like between the apartment, her investments, cash accounts and personal property, you’re set to inherit about five hundred million dollars, Lucy.”

			Lucy frowned and leaned toward the attorney in confusion. “I—I’m sorry, I think I heard you wrong, Phillip. Could you repeat that?”

			Harper took Lucy’s hand and squeezed it tight. “You heard him correctly, Lucy. Aunt Alice was worth half a billion dollars and she’s left most of it to you. I know it’s hard for you to believe, but congratulations. It couldn’t happen to a better person.”

			Lucy’s breath caught in her throat, the words stolen from her lips. That wasn’t possible. It just wasn’t possible. It was like her numbers were just called in the lotto. The odds were stacked against a woman like her—someone who came from nothing and was expected to achieve even less. Half a billion? No wonder Alice’s family was upset.

			The help had just become a multimillionaire.

			* * *

			So that was the infamous Lucy Campbell.

			Oliver had heard plenty about her over the years from his sister and in emails from his aunt. For some reason, he’d expected her to be more attractive. Instead, her hair was a dark, mousy shade of dishwater blond, her nails were in need of a manicure and her eyes were too big for her face. He was pretty sure she was wearing a hand-me-down suit of Harper’s.

			All in all, she seemed incredibly ordinary for someone with her reputation. Aunt Alice was notoriously difficult to impress and she’d written at length about her fondness for Lucy. He’d almost been intrigued enough to pay a visit and learn more about her. Maybe then he wouldn’t have been as disappointed.

			She had freckles. Actual freckles. He’d never known anyone with freckles before. He’d only remained calm in the lawyer’s office by trying to count the sprinkle of them across her nose and cheeks. He wondered how many more there were. Were they only on her face, or did they continue across her shoulders and chest?

			He’d lost count at thirty-two.

			After that, he’d decided to focus on the conversation. He’d found himself responding to her in a way he hadn’t anticipated when he first laid eyes on her. The harder he looked, the more he saw. But then she turned her gaze back on him and he found the reciprocal scrutiny uncomfortable. Those large, doe eyes seemed so innocent and looked at him with a pleading expression he didn’t care for. It made him feel things that would muddy the situation.

			Instead, Oliver decided he was paying far too much attention to her and she didn’t deserve it. She was a sneaky, greedy liar just like his stepmother and he had no doubt of it. Harper didn’t see it and maybe Alice didn’t either, but Oliver had his eyes wide open. Just like when his father had fallen for Candace with her pouty lips and fake breasts, Oliver could see through the pretty facade.

			Okay, so maybe Lucy was pretty. But that was it. Just pretty. Nothing spectacular. Certainly nothing like the elegant, graceful women that usually hung on his arm at society events around Manhattan. She was more like the cute barista at the corner coffee shop that he tipped extra just because she always remembered he liked extra foam.

			Yeah, that. Lucy was pretty like that.

			He couldn’t imagine her rubbing elbows with the wealthy and esteemed elite of New York City. There was new money, and then there was the kind of person who never should’ve had it. Like a lottery winner. That was a fluke of luck and mathematics, but it didn’t change who the person really was or where they belonged. He had a hard time thinking Manhattan high society would accept Lucy even with millions at her disposal.

			His stepmother, Candace, had been different. She was young and beautiful, graceful with a dancer’s build. She could hold her own with the rich crowd as though she’d always belonged there. Her smile lit up the room and despite the fact that she was more than twenty years younger, Oliver’s father had been drawn to her like a fly to honey.

			Oliver looked up and noticed his driver had arrived back at his offices. It was bad enough he had to leave in the middle of the day to deal with his aunt’s estate. Returning with fifty thousand in his pocket was hardly worth the time he’d lost.

			“Thank you, Harrison.” Oliver got out of the black sedan and stepped onto the curb outside of Orion headquarters. He looked at the brass plaque on the wall declaring the name of the company his father had started in the eighties. Tom Drake had been at the forefront of the home computer boom. By the turn of the new millennium, one out of every five home computers purchased was an Orion.

			Then Candace happened and it all fell apart.

			Oliver pushed through the revolving doors and headed to his private elevator in the far corner of the marble-and-brass-filled lobby. Orion’s corporate offices occupied the three top floors of the forty-floor high-rise he’d purchased six years earlier. As he slipped his badge into the slot, it started rocketing him past the other thirty-nine floors to take him directly to the area outside the Orion executive offices.

			Production and shipping took place in a facility about fifteen miles away in New Jersey. There, the latest and greatest laptops, tablets and smartphones produced by his company were assembled and shipped to stores around the country.

			Everyone had told Oliver that producing their products in the US instead of Asia or Mexico was crazy. That they’d improve their stock prices by going overseas and increase their profit margins. They said he should move their call centers to India like his competitors.

			He hadn’t listened to any of them, and thankfully, he’d had a board that backed his crazy ideas. It was succeed or go home by the time his father handed over the reins of the company. He’d rebuilt his father’s business through ingenuity, hard work and more than a little luck.

			When the elevator doors opened, Oliver made his way to the corner suite he took over six years ago. That was when Candace disappeared and his father decided to retire from Orion to care for their two-year-old son she’d left behind.

			Oliver hated to see his father’s heart broken, and he didn’t dare say that he’d told him so the minute Candace showed up. But Oliver had known what she was about from the beginning.

			Lucy was obviously made from the same cloth, although instead of romancing an older widower, she’d befriended an elderly shut-in without any direct heirs.

			His aunt Alice had always been different and he’d appreciated that about her, even as a child. After she decided to lock herself away in her fancy apartment, Oliver gifted her with a state-of-the-art laptop and set her up with an email address so they could stay in touch. He’d opted to respect her need to be alone.

			Now he regretted it. He’d let his sister’s endorsement of Lucy cloud his judgment. Maybe if he’d stopped by, maybe if he’d seen Lucy and Alice interact, he could’ve stopped this before it went too far.

			Oliver threw open the door to his office in irritation, startling his assistant.

			“Are you okay, Mr. Drake?” Monica asked with wide eyes.

			Oliver frowned. He didn’t need to lose his cool at work. Letting emotions affect him would be his father’s mistake, and look what that had done. “I am. I’m sorry, Monica.”

			“I’m sorry about your aunt. I saw an article about her in the paper that said she’d locked herself in her apartment for almost twenty years. Was that true?”

			Oliver sighed. His aunt had drawn plenty of interest alive and dead. “No. Only seventeen years,” he said with a smile.

			Monica seemed stunned by the very idea. “I can’t imagine not leaving my apartment for that long.”

			“Well,” Oliver pointed out, “she had a very nice apartment. She wasn’t exactly suffering there.”

			“Will you inherit her place? I know you two were close and the article said she didn’t have any children.”

			The possibility had been out there until this afternoon when everything changed. Aunt Alice had never married or had children of her own. A lot of people assumed that he and Harper would be the ones to inherit the bulk of her estate. Oliver didn’t need his aunt’s money or her apartment; it wasn’t really his style. But he resented a woman wiggling her way into the family and stealing it out from under them.

			Especially a woman with wide eyes and irritatingly fascinating freckles that had haunted his thoughts for the last hour.

			“I doubt it, but you never know. Hold my calls, will you, Monica?”

			She nodded as he slipped into his office and shut the door. He was in no mood to talk to anyone. He’d cleared his calendar for the afternoon, figuring he would be in discussions with his family about Alice’s estate for some time. Instead, everyone had rushed out in a panic and he’d followed them.

			It was best that he left when he did. The longer he found himself in the company of the alluring Miss Campbell, the more intrigued he became. It was ridiculous, really. She was the kind of woman he wouldn’t give a second glance to on the street. But seated across from him at that conference room table, looking at him like her fate was in his hands...he needed some breathing room before he did something stupid.

			He pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at the screen before tossing it onto his desk. Harper had called him twice in the last half hour, but he’d turned the ringer off. His sister was likely on a mission to convince him to let the whole issue with the will drop. They’d have to agree to disagree where Lucy and her inheritance was concerned.

			Oliver settled into his executive chair with a shake of his head and turned to look out the wall of windows to his view of the city. His office faced the west on one side and north on the other. In an hour or so, he’d have a great view of the sun setting over the Hudson. He rarely looked at it. His face was always buried in spreadsheets or he was doodling madly on the marker board. Something always needed his attention and he liked it that way. If he was busy, that meant the company was successful.

			Free time...he didn’t have much of it, and when he did, he hardly knew what to do with it. He kept a garden, but that was just a stress reliever. He dated from time to time, usually at Harper’s prodding, but never anything very serious.

			He couldn’t help but see shades of Candace in every woman that gave a coy smile and batted her thick lashes at him. He knew that wasn’t the right attitude to have—there were plenty of women with money of their own who were interested in him for more than just his fortune and prestige. He just wasn’t certain how to tell them apart.

			One thing he did notice today was that Lucy Campbell neither smiled or batted her lashes at him. At first, her big brown eyes had looked him over with a touch of disgust wrinkling her pert, freckled nose. A woman had never grazed over him with her eyes the way she had. It was almost as though he smelled like something other than the expensive cologne he’d splashed on that morning.

			He’d been amused by her reaction to him initially. At least until they started reading the will. Once he realized who she was and what she’d done, it wasn’t funny any longer.

			Harper believed one hundred percent in Lucy’s innocence. They’d been friends since college. She probably knew Lucy better than anyone else and normally, he would take his sister’s opinion as gospel. But was she too close? Harper could be blinded to the truth by her friendship, just as their father had been blinded to the truth by his love for Candace. In both instances, hundreds of millions were at stake.

			Even the most honest, honorable person could be tempted to get a tiny piece of that pie. Alice had been ninety-three. Perhaps Lucy looked at her with those big, sad eyes and told Alice a sob story about needing the money. Perhaps she’d charmed his aunt into thinking of her as the child she never had. Maybe Lucy only expected a couple million and her scheme worked out even better than she planned.

			Either way, it didn’t matter how it came about. The bottom line was that Lucy had manipulated his aunt and he wasn’t going to sit by and let her profit from it. This was a half-billion-dollar estate—they weren’t quibbling over their grandmother’s Chippendale dresser or Wedgwood China. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—let this go without a fight. His aunt deserved that much.

			With a sigh, he reached for his phone and dialed his attorney. Freckles be damned, Lucy Campbell and her charms would be no match for Oliver and his team of bloodthirsty lawyers.

		

	
		
			Two

			Lucy awoke the next morning with the same odd sense of pressure on her chest. It had been like that since the day she’d discovered Alice had died in her sleep and her world had turned upside down. Discovering she could potentially be a millionaire and Alice’s entire family hated her had done little to ease that pressure. It may actually be worse since they met with Phillip.

			Someone would undoubtedly contest the will, which would put Alice’s estate in limbo until it was resolved. When she asked Phillip how long that would take, he said it could be weeks to months. The family’s attorneys would search for any way they could to nullify the latest will. That meant dragging their “dear aunt’s” reputation through the mud along with Lucy’s. Either Alice wasn’t in her right mind—and many would argue she never had been—or Lucy had manipulated her.

			It made Lucy wonder if she could decline the inheritance. Was that an option? While the idea of all that money and stuff seemed nice, she didn’t want to be ripped to shreds to get it. She hadn’t manipulated Alice, and Alice hadn’t been crazy. She’d obviously just decided that her family either didn’t deserve or need the money. Since she never discussed it with anyone but Phillip and hadn’t been forthcoming about her reasoning even to him, they would never know.

			Alice had been quirky that way. She never left her apartment, but she had plenty of stories from her youth about how she enjoyed going against the flow, especially where her family was involved. If it was possible for her to listen in on her will reading from heaven, Lucy was pretty sure she was cracking up. Alice would’ve found the look on Wanda’s face in particular to be priceless.

			While the decision was being made, Lucy found herself at a loss. What, exactly, was she supposed to be doing with her time? Her client was dead, but she was still receiving her salary, room and board. After the funeral, Lucy had started putting together plans to pick up her life where she’d been forced to drop it. She had a year left in her art history program at Yale. Her scholarship hadn’t covered all four years and without it, there was no way she had been able to continue.

			Working and living with Alice had allowed her to save almost all of her salary and she had a tidy little nest egg now that she could use to move back to Connecticut and finish school. Then, hopefully, she could use the connections she’d established the last few years in the art world to land a job at a prestigious museum.

			Alice and Lucy had bonded over art. Honestly, Lucy’d had no experience as a home health nurse or caregiver of any kind, but that wasn’t really what Alice needed. She needed a companion, a helper around the apartment. She also needed someone who would go out into the world for her. Part of that had included attending gallery openings and art auctions in Alice’s place. Lucy had met quite a few people there and with Alice Drake’s reputation behind her, hopefully those connections would carry forward once she entered the art community herself.

			Today, Lucy found herself sitting in the library staring at the computer screen and her readmission forms for Yale, but she couldn’t focus on them. Her gaze kept drifting around the apartment to all the things she’d never imagined would be hers. Certainly not the apartment itself, with its prewar moldings, handcrafted built-ins and polished, inlaid hardwood floors. Not the gallery of art pieces that looked like a wing of the Met or MoMA. It was all lovely, but nothing she would ever need to worry about personally.

			Except now, she had to worry about it all, including the college forms. It was September. If this court hearing dragged through the fall, it would mess with her returning to school for the spring semester. Phillip had recommended she not move out, even if she didn’t want to keep the apartment. He was worried members of the family would squat in it and make it difficult for her to take ownership or sell it even if the judge ruled in her favor. That meant the pile of boxes in the corner she’d started to fill up would stay put for now and Yale in January might not happen.

			All because Alice decided Lucy should be a millionaire and everyone else disagreed.

			The sound of the doorbell echoed through the apartment, distracting Lucy from her worries. She saved her work and shut the laptop before heading out to the front door. Whoever was here must be on the visitor list or the doorman wouldn’t have let them up. She hoped it was Harper, but one glance out the peephole dashed those hopes.

			It was Oliver Drake.

			Lucy smoothed her hands over her hair and opened the door to greet her guest. He was wearing one of a hundred suits he likely owned, this one being navy instead of the black he’d worn to the lawyer’s office the day before. Navy looked better on him. It brought out the blue in his eyes and for some reason, highlighted the gold strands in his brown, wavy hair.

			She tore her gaze away from her inspection and instead focused on his mildly sour expression. Not a pleasure visit, she could tell, so she decided to set the tone before he could. “Oliver, so glad to see you were able to find the place. Do come in.”

			She took a step back and Oliver entered the apartment with his gaze never leaving hers. “I have been here before, you know. Dozens of times.”

			“But so much has changed since the nineties. Please, feel free to take a look around and reacquaint yourself with the apartment.” Lucy closed the door and when she turned around, found that Oliver was still standing in the same spot, studying her.

			“You know, I can’t tell if you’re always this cheeky or if you’re doing it because you’ve got something to hide. Are you nervous, Lucy?” His voice was low and even, seemingly unbothered by her cutting quips.

			Lucy crossed her arms over her chest and took a step back from him, as though doing so would somehow shield her from the blue eyes that threatened to see too much. “I don’t have anything to be nervous about.”

			He took two slow strides toward her, moving into her personal space and forcing her back until the doorknob pressed into her spine. He was over six foot, lurking over her and making Lucy feel extremely petite at her five-foot-four-inch height. He leaned down close, studying her face with such intensity she couldn’t breathe.

			Oliver paused at her lips for a moment, sending confusing signals to Lucy’s brain. She didn’t think Harper’s arrogant older brother would kiss her, but stranger things had already happened this week. Instead, his gaze shifted to her eyes, pinning her against the door of the apartment without even touching her. By this point, Lucy’s heart was pounding so loudly in her ears, it was nearly deafening her during his silent appraisal.

			“We’ll see about that,” he said at last.

			When he finally took a step back, Lucy felt like she could breathe again. There was something intense about Oliver that made her uncomfortable, especially when he looked at her that way.

			As though nothing had just happened between them, Oliver stuffed his hands into his pockets and started strolling casually through the gallery and into the great room. Lucy followed him with a frown lining her face. She didn’t understand what he wanted. Was this just some psychological game he was playing with her? Was he looking to see if she’d sold anything of Alice’s? How could he even tell after all these years?

			“So, I stopped by today to let you know that my attorney filed a dispute over the will this morning. I’m sure Phillip explained to you that all of Aunt Alice’s assets would be frozen until the dispute is resolved.”

			Lucy stopped in the entry to the great room, her arms still crossed over her chest. Harper was right when she said that her brother would likely be the one to start trouble for her. “He did.”

			Oliver looked around at the art and expensive tapestries draping the windows before he turned and nodded at her. “Good, good. I wouldn’t want there to be any awkward misunderstandings if you tried to sell something from the apartment. I’m fairly certain you’ve never inherited anything before and wouldn’t know how it all worked.”

			“Yes, it’s a shame. I was just itching to dump that gaudy Léger painting in the hallway. I always thought it clashed with the Cézanne beside it, but Alice would never listen to reason,” she replied sarcastically. Calling a Léger gaudy would get her kicked out of the Yale art history program.

			Oliver narrowed his gaze at her. “Which painting is the Léger?”

			Lucy shelved a smirk. He thought he was so smart and superior to her, but art was obviously something he didn’t know anything about. “It’s the colorful cubist piece with the bicycles. But that aside, I was just kidding. Even if I win in court—and I doubt I will—I wouldn’t sell any of Alice’s art.”

			He glanced over her shoulder at the Léger and shrugged before moving to the collection of cream striped sofas. He sat down, manspreading across the loveseat in a cocky manner that she found both infuriating and oddly intriguing. He wore his confidence well, but he seemed too comfortable here, as though he were already planning on moving in to the place Lucy had called home for years.

			“And why is that?” he asked. “I would think most people in your position would be itching to liquidate the millions in art she hoarded here.”

			She sighed, not really in the mood to explain herself to him, but finding she apparently had nothing better to do today. “Because it meant too much to her. You may have been too busy building your computer empire to know this, but these pieces were her lover and her children. She carefully selected each piece in her collection, gathering the paintings and sculptures that spoke to her because she couldn’t go out to see them in the museums. She spent hours talking to me about them. If she saw it in her heart to leave them to me, selling them at any price would be a slap in the face.”

			“What would you do with them, then?”

			Lucy leaned against the column that separated the living room from the gallery space. “I suppose that I would loan most of them out to museums. The Guggenheim had been after Alice for months to borrow her Richter piece. She always turned them down because she couldn’t bear to look at the blank spot on the wall where it belonged.”

			“So you’d loan all of them out?” His heavy brow raised for the first time in genuine curiosity.

			Lucy shook her head. “No, not all of them. I would keep the Monet.”

			“Which one is that?”

			She swallowed her frustration and pointed through the doorway to the piece hanging in the library. “Irises in Monet’s Garden,” she said. “You did go to college, didn’t you? Didn’t you take any kind of liberal studies classes? Maybe visit a museum in your life?”

			At that, Oliver laughed, a low, throaty rumble that unnerved her even as it made her extremely aware of her whole body. Once again, her pulse sped up and her mouth went so dry she couldn’t have managed another smart remark.

			She’d never had a reaction to a man like that before. Certainly not in the last five years where she’d basically lived like her ninety-year-old client. Her body was in sore need of a man to remind her she was still in her twenties, but Oliver was not the one. She was happy to have distance between them and hoped to keep it that way.

			* * *

			“You’d be surprised,” Oliver said, pushing himself up from the couch. He felt like he was a piece on display with her standing there, watching him from the doorway. “I’ve been to several museums in my years, and not just on those painful school field trips. Mostly with Aunt Alice, actually, in the days when she still left her gilded prison. I never really cared much about the art, but you’re right, she really did love it. I liked listening to her talk about it.”

			He turned away from Lucy and strolled over to the doorway to the library. There, hanging directly in front of the desk so it could be admired, was a blurry painting, about two and a half feet by three feet. He took a few steps back from it and squinted, finally being able to make out the shapes of flowers from a distance. He supposed to some people it was a masterpiece, but to him it was just a big mess on a canvas that was only important to a small group of rich people.

			Even then, he did know who Monet was. And Van Gogh and Picasso. There was even a Jackson Pollock hanging in the lobby of his corporate offices, but that was his father’s purchase. Probably Aunt Alice’s suggestion. He didn’t recognize the others she’d mentioned, but he wasn’t entirely without culture. Aunt Alice had taken him to the museums more times than he could count. It was just more fun to let Lucy think he didn’t know what she was talking about.

			When she blushed, the freckles seemed to fade away against the crimson marring her pale skin. And the more irritated she got, the edges of her ears and her chest would flush pink as well.

			With her arms crossed so defensively over her chest, it drew her rosy cleavage to his attention. In that area, she had the cute barista beat. Lucy wasn’t a particularly curvy woman—she was on the slim side. Almost boyish through the hips. But the way she was standing put the assets she did have on full display with her clingy V-neck sweater.

			“Irises are my mother’s favorite flower,” Lucy said as she followed him into the library, oblivious to the direction of his thoughts.

			Or perhaps not. She kept a few feet away from him, which made him smile. She was so easy to fluster. It made him want to seek out other ways to throw her off guard. He wondered how she would react when she was at the mercy of his hands and mouth on her body.

			“I’ve always appreciated this piece for its sentimental value.”

			When Oliver turned to look at her, he found Lucy was completely immersed in her admiration of the painting. He almost felt guilty for thinking about ravishing her while she spoke about her mother. Almost.

			It wasn’t like he would act on the compulsion, anyway. His lawyer would have a fit if he immediately seduced the woman he’d decided to sue the day before. He did want to get to know her better, though. Not because he was curious about her, but because he wanted to uncover her secrets. He knew what Harper and Aunt Alice had thought of her, but he was after the truth.

			This sweet-looking woman with the blushing cheeks and deep appreciation of art was a scam artist and he was going to expose her, just like he should’ve exposed Candace before his father was left in ruins with a toddler. He was too late to protect Aunt Alice, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t put things right.

			Turning to look at Lucy, he realized she was no longer admiring the painting, but looking at him with a curious expression on her face. “What?” he asked.

			“I asked what you thought of it.”

			He turned back to the painting and shrugged. “It’s a little sloppy. How much is it worth?”

			“Your aunt bought it many years ago at a lower price, but if it went to auction today...probably as much as this apartment.”

			That caught his attention. Oliver turned back to the wall, looking for a reason why this little painting would be worth so much. “That’s ridiculous.” And he meant it. “No wonder my cousin Wanda was so upset about you getting all of Aunt Alice’s personal belongings as well as the cash. She’s got a fortune’s worth of art in here.”

			Lucy didn’t bother arguing with him. “It was her passion. And it was mine. That’s why we got along so well. Perhaps why she decided to leave it to me. I would appreciate it instead of liquidating it all for the cash.”

			Oliver twisted his lips in thought. It sounded good, but it was one thing to leave a friend with common interests a token. A half-a-billion-dollar estate was something completely different. “Do you really think that’s all it was?”

			She turned to him with a frown. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“I mean, do you honestly expect everyone to believe that she just up and changed her will to leave her employee everything instead of her family, and you had nothing to do with it? You just had common interests?”

			Lucy’s dark eyes narrowed at him, and her expression hardened. “Yes, that’s what I expect everyone to believe because that is what happened. I’m not sure why you’re such a cynical person, but not everyone in the world is out there to manipulate someone else. I’m certainly not.”

			This time, Lucy’s sharp barb hit close to home. Perhaps he was pessimistic and became that way because life had taught him to be, but that didn’t mean he was wrong about her. “I’m not cynical, Lucy, I simply have my eyes open. I’m not blinded by whatever charms you’ve worked on my sister and my aunt. I see a woman with nothing walking away from this situation with half a billion dollars. You had to have done something. She didn’t leave the housekeeper anything. You’re telling me you’re just that special?”

			The hard expression on Lucy’s face started to crumble at his harsh words, making him feel a pang of guilt for half a second. Of course, she could just be trying to manipulate him like she did everyone else.

			“Not at all,” she said with a sad shake of her head. “I don’t think I’m special. I’m as ordinary as people come. I wish Alice had explained to me and everyone else why she was doing what she did, but she left that as a mystery for us all. There’s nothing I can do about it. You can take me to court and try to overturn her last wishes. Maybe you will be successful. I can’t control that. But know that no matter what the judge decides, I had nothing to do with it. Just because you don’t believe it, doesn’t make it any less true.”

			Boy, she was good. The more she talked, the more he wanted to believe her. There was a sincerity in her large doe eyes and unassuming presence. It was no wonder everyone seemed to fall prey to her charms. He’d thought at first she wasn’t as skilled and cunning as Candace, but he was wrong. She’d simply chosen to target an older, vulnerable woman instead of a lonely, vulnerable man. A smarter choice, if you asked his opinion. She didn’t have to pretend to be in love with a man twice her age.

			“You’re very good.” He spoke his thoughts aloud and took a step closer to her. “When I first saw you at Phillip’s office with your big eyes and your innocent and indignant expression, I thought perhaps you were an amateur that I could easily trip up, but now I see I’m going up against a professional con artist.” He took another step, leaving only inches between them. “But that doesn’t mean you’re going to win.”

			Lucy didn’t pull back this time; she held her ground. “The mistake you’re making is thinking that I care, Oliver.”

			“You’re honestly going to stand there and tell me that you don’t care whether you get the apartment, the Monet and everything else?”

			“I am,” she said with a defiant lift of her chin. Her dark eyes focused on him, drawing him into their brown depths. “See, the difference between you and me is that I’ve never had anything worth losing. If I walk out this door with nothing more than I came in with, my life goes on as usual. And that’s what I expect to happen. To be honest, I can’t even imagine having that kind of money. This whole thing seems like a dream I’m going to wake up from and I’ll go back to being Lucy, the broke friend that can never afford the girls trips and expensive clothes her friends wear. Things like this don’t happen to people like me, and the people in the world with all the money and power—people like you—are happy to keep it that way.”

			“You’re saying it’s my fault if you don’t get your way?”

			“Not my way. Alice’s way. And yes. You’re the only one in the family that lawyered up.”

			That was because he was the only one in the family with nerve. “Someone had to.”

			“Well, then, you’ve made your choices, Oliver, and so have I. That said, I’m not sure there’s much else for us to say to one another. I think it’s time for you to go.”

			Oliver raked his gaze over her stern expression and smirked. He didn’t have to leave. She had no more claim on the apartment than he did at this point. But it was too soon to push his luck. Besides, the more time he spent with her, the softer his resolve to crush her became. The closer he got, the more interested he was in breathing in the scent of her shampoo and touching her hand to see if her skin was as soft as it appeared. He would have to tread very carefully where Lucy was concerned or he’d get lured into her web just like the others.

			“I think you’re right,” he said, pulling away from her before he got even closer and did something he might regret, like kiss her senseless so he could feel her body melt into his. He walked through the gallery to the foyer and opened the door that led to the elevator.

			“Until we meet again, Lucy Campbell.”

		

	
		
			Three

			“I don’t know why you insisted on me wearing this dress, Harper. It’s a baby shower, not a cocktail party.”

			As Lucy and Harper walked up the driveway of the sprawling Dempsey estate, she looked down at the white strapless frock her friend had practically pushed on her. It had taken nearly two hours to drive out to the property where Emma had grown up, and Lucy had doubted her clothing decision the whole way. Why they couldn’t have the party at the Dempseys’ apartment in Manhattan, she didn’t know.

			Harper shook her head and dismissed Lucy’s concerns, as usual. “That J. Mendel dress is perfect for you. You look great. It’s always a good time to look great.”

			“You need to print that on your business cards,” Lucy quipped.

			Even then, she felt incredibly overdressed for a baby shower, but Harper insisted they dress up. It was a couples shower for their friend Emma and her new husband, Jonah. Since they were both single and the event was coed, Harper had got it in her head that they should look even cuter than usual, in case there were some single friends of Jonah’s there as well. At least that was what she’d said.

			“You need to remember you’re not just the poor friend from Yale anymore, Lucy. You have to start acting like someone important because you are someone important. You were before the money, but now you have no excuse but to show the world how fabulous you are.”

			Lucy sighed and shifted the wrapped gift in her arms. “I’m still the poor friend from Yale and I refuse to believe otherwise until there’s cash in my hand and in my bank accounts. Thanks to your brother, I may not get a dime.”

			“We’ll see about that,” Harper said with a smirk curling her peach lips.

			Oliver had made that same face when he visited the apartment the other day. The brief encounter had left her rattled to her core. Thankfully, no one else had decided to drop in unannounced. But seeing that expression on her friend brought an anxious ache back to her stomach. She intended to get some cake in her belly as soon as possible to smother it.

			“Who does a couples baby shower anyway?” Lucy asked. “Any guy I know would hate this kind of thing.”

			“Knowing Emma and her mother, this will be anything but the usual baby shower. It’s more of an event.”

			Lucy paused at the steps leading up to the Dempsey mansion and caught the distant sounds of string music playing. Live music for a baby shower? They’d passed dozens of cars parked along the drive up to the house from the gate. “I think you may be right.”

			They stepped inside the house together, taking the butler’s directions through the ornately decorated house to the ballroom. Lucy bit her tongue at the mention of a ballroom. Who, other than the house in the board game Clue, had an actual ballroom?

			Apparently, the Dempseys.

			They rounded a corner and were bombarded by the sound of a huge party in progress. Lucy was instantly aware that this was not the punch-and-cake gathering with cheesy baby shower games she was expecting. A string quartet was stationed in the corner on a riser. Round tables were scattered throughout the room with sterling gray linens and centerpieces filled with flowers in various shades of pink.

			A serpentine table of food curved around the far corner of the space, flanked by a silver, three-tiered punch fountain on one end and an even taller cake on the other end. A mountain of gifts were piled onto tables in the opposite corner. There were easily a hundred people in the room milling around, and thankfully, most of them were dressed as nicely as she and Harper were.

			Lucy breathed a sigh of relief for Harper’s fashion advice. At least for some of it. Harper had tried to get her to wear a piece of Alice’s jewelry—a large diamond cocktail ring that would’ve matched her dress splendidly, she said—but Lucy had refused. It wasn’t hers yet. She wasn’t touching a thing of Alice’s until the deal was done.

			“I think Emma’s mother went a little overboard for this, don’t you?” Harper leaned in to whisper. “I guess since Emma and Jonah eloped in Hawaii, Pauline had to get her over-the-top party somehow.”

			Lucy could only nod absently as she took in the crowd. Being friends with Emma, Harper and Violet in college had been easy because they’d all lived in their sorority house and their economic differences were less pronounced. After their years at Yale, they all returned to New York, struggling to start their careers and make names for themselves. It leveled the playing field for the friends. This was one of the few times she’d been painfully reminded that she came from a very different world than them. She tried to avoid those scenarios, but this was one party she couldn’t skip. Even with Alice’s fortune, she’d still be a nobody from a small town in Ohio that no one had ever heard of.

			“I see someone I need to talk to. Are you okay by yourself for a while?” Harper asked. She was always good, as were all the girls, about making sure Lucy was comfortable in new settings that were second nature to them.

			“Absolutely, go,” Lucy said with a smile.

			As Harper melted into the crowd, Lucy decided to take her gift to the table flanked with security guards. There were apparently nicer gifts there than the pink onesies with matching hats she had picked out from the registry. One of them had a sterling silver Tiffany rattle tied to the package like a bow.

			Without immediately spying anyone she knew, she decided to get a glass of punch. At least she would look like she was participating in the event.

			“Lucy!” A woman’s voice shouted at her as she finished filling up her crystal punch glass. She turned around to see a very pregnant Emma with a less-pregnant Violet.

			“You two are a pair,” Lucy said.

			“I know,” Emma agreed with a groan as she stroked her belly. “Four weeks to go.”

			“I wish I only had four weeks.” Violet sighed. “Instead I have four months.”

			Just after Emma and Jonah announced their engagement and pregnancy to the world, Violet had piped up with a similar announcement. It had come as a surprise to everyone, including Violet, that she was expecting. She and her boyfriend had been on and off for a while, but finding out she was pregnant a few weeks after she’d been in a serious taxi accident had sealed the deal. Her boyfriend, Beau, insisted he wasn’t losing her again and they got engaged. The difference was that Violet wanted to set a date after the baby was born. She, unlike Emma, wanted the big wedding with the fancy dress and wasn’t about to do it with a less-than-perfect figure.

			“Speaking of how far along you are,” Lucy said, “how did the ultrasound go?”

			Violet’s cheeks blushed as she turned to Emma. “I’m not announcing anything because it’s Emma and Jonah’s night, but I’ll tell you both, and Harper when I see her. We’re having a boy.”

			“Oh!” Emma squealed and wrapped her arms around Violet. “Our kids are going to get married,” she insisted.

			Lucy suffered through a round of giggly hugs and baby talk. Since Violet discovered she was pregnant, it had been all the two of them could talk about. Lucy understood. It was a big deal for both of them. She just felt miserably behind the curve when it came to her friends, in more ways than one. She hadn’t even dated since college. Marriage and children were a far-off fantasy she hardly had time to consider.

			“Darling.” An older woman with Emma’s coloring interrupted their chat. It was her mother, Pauline Dempsey. “I want to introduce you to a couple business acquaintances of your father, and then I’d like you and Jonah to join us up front for a toast.”

			Emma smiled apologetically and let her mother drag her away. Violet turned to Lucy with a conspiratorial look on her face. “So... Harper said you have some news.”

			Lucy twisted her lips in concern. A part of her didn’t want to talk about Alice’s estate until she knew what was going to happen. She didn’t want to get her hopes—or anyone else’s—up for nothing. Then again, keeping a secret in her circle of friends was almost impossible. “It’s not news,” she insisted. “At least not yet.”

			“I don’t know,” Violet teased. “Harper said it was huge. Are you pregnant?”

			Her eyes went wide. “No, of course I’m not pregnant. You have to have sex to get pregnant.”

			Violet shrugged. “Not necessarily. I mean, I don’t remember getting pregnant. I assume sex was involved.”

			“Yes, well, you were in a car accident and forgot a week of your life. I’m pretty sure that missing week included you and Beau making that little boy.” Lucy was suddenly desperate to change the subject. “Any names picked out yet?”

			“Beau wants a more traditional Greek name, but I’m not sold. I was thinking something a little more modern, like Lennox or Colton.”

			“Where is Beau, anyway?” Lucy asked. “This is a couples shower, right?”

			“Yes, well, he’s been working a lot lately. Finding out we were pregnant put him in a tailspin. He’s been empire-building ever since. This isn’t his cup of tea, anyway.”

			Lucy nodded, but didn’t say anything. As a friend, she tried to be supportive, but she didn’t like Beau. He and Violet argued too much and their relationship was so up and down. It was hard on Violet. He seemed to rededicate himself after her accident, and later, when he found out she was having a baby, but Lucy still worried about her friend. She wanted it to work out like the fairy tales claimed. But fortunately, with or without Beau, Violet would be fine. She was the sole heir to her family’s Greek shipping fortune and could easily handle raising her son on her own if she had to.

			“I’m going to sit down for a bit. My feet are swelling something fierce and I’m only halfway through this pregnancy,” Violet complained. “Come find me in a bit. I still want to hear about this big news of yours.”

			Lucy waved Violet off and took a sip of her punch.

			“Big news of yours?” A familiar baritone voice reached her ears just as her mouth filled with punch. “Do tell.”

			Lucy turned around and felt that anxiety from earlier hit her full force. She swallowed the gulp of punch before she could spit it everywhere and ruin her white dress. She wished it were spiked; it would help steel her nerves for round two of this fight.

			Oliver Drake was standing right behind her with a ridiculously pleased grin on his face.

			* * *

			Oliver was willing to admit when he was wrong, and his prior opinions of Lucy’s attractiveness were way off base.

			Where had this version of Lucy been hiding? He had no doubt that Harper, his fashion-conscious sister, had gotten ahold of her tonight.

			Lucy’s dark blond hair was swirled up into a French twist with a rhinestone comb holding it in place. Her dress was white and cream—a color combination that on most women, brides included, made them look ill. For some reason, Lucy seemed to glow. It was off the shoulder, and with her hair up, it showcased her swan-like neck and the delicate line of her collarbones.

			It was hard to focus on that with the expression on her face, however. The rosy shade of her lipstick highlighted the drop of her jaw as she looked at him in panic. She hadn’t been expecting him here tonight and he quite liked that. Catching her off guard was proving to be the highlight of his week lately.

			“This big news,” he repeated. “I hope it’s something exciting to help you get over the shock of inheriting, then losing, all that money.”

			At his smart words, her lips clamped shut and her dark brow knitted together. When she wrinkled her nose, he noticed that only a few of her more prominent freckles were visible with her makeup on. He found he quite missed them.

			“You’ve got a lot of nerve, Oliver Drake! How dare you come to the party for one of my best friends, just so you can harass me! Is nothing sacred to you? Tonight is about Emma and Jonah, not about your ridiculous vendetta against me.”

			Oliver looked around at the dozen or so people who turned and took notice of her loud, sharp words. Apparently their banter was about to escalate to fighting tonight. He had no plans to cause a scene here, despite what she seemed to think. Reaching out, he snatched up her wrist and tugged her behind him. There were French doors not far from where they were standing, so he made a beeline through them and out onto the large balcony that overlooked the east grounds of the Dempsey estate.

			“You let go of me!” Lucy squealed as he hauled her outside, the end of her tirade cut off from the guests inside by the slamming of the door. Thankfully, the weather was a touch too chilly for anyone to be out there to overhear the rest of their argument.

			“Is nothing sacred to you?” He turned her question on her. “Stop causing a scene in front of my friends and colleagues.”

			“Me?” Lucy yanked her wrist from his clutch. “You started this. And they’re my friends and colleagues, not yours.”

			Oliver noticed the palm of his hand tingled for a moment at the separation of his skin from hers. He ached to reach out and touch her again, but that was the last thing he needed to do. Especially right now when she was yelling at him. “Yes, you. And you don’t get to lay claim on everyone inside just like you laid claim to my aunt’s fortune. They’re my friends, too.”

			“I didn’t lay claim to your aunt’s fortune. I would never presume to do that, even if I had the slightest reason to think I should get it. Despite what you seem to think, it was a gift, Oliver. It’s a kind thing some people do, not that you would know what that’s like.”

			“I am kind,” he insisted. The collar of his shirt was suddenly feeling too tight. Oliver didn’t understand why she was able to get under his skin so easily. He’d felt his blood pressure start to rise the moment he’d seen her in that little dress. And then, after he touched her... “You don’t know anything about me.”

			“And you don’t know anything about me!”

			“I know that yelling is very unbecoming of a lady.”

			“And so is manhandling someone.”

			“You’re correct,” Oliver conceded and crossed his arms over his chest to bury his tingling hand. “I’m not a lady.”

			Lucy’s pink lips scrunched together in irritation, although there was the slightest glimmer of amusement in her eyes. Could she actually have a sense of humor? “You’re not a gentleman either. You’re a pain in my a—”

			“Hey, now!” Oliver interrupted. Ixnay that thought on the sense of humor. “I didn’t come here to start a fight with you, Lucy.”

			She took a deep breath and looked him over in his favorite charcoal suit. He’d paired a pink tie with it tonight in a nod to Jonah’s baby, but he doubted Lucy would be impressed by the gesture. At the moment, he wanted to tug it off and give himself some room to breathe, but he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of seeing him react to her, good or bad.

			“So why are you here?” she asked.

			“I’m here because I was invited. Jonah and I are friends from back in prep school. Did Harper not tell you that?”

			“No, she didn’t.” Lucy looked through the window with a frown lining her face, then down at her dress. It was short, ending a few inches above her knee with a band of iridescent white beads that caught the light as she moved. “Although a lot of other things make sense now.”

			Oliver couldn’t help the chuckle that burst out of him in the moment. “You actually thought I’d driven two hours out of my way just to come here and stalk you tonight?”

			Lucy pouted her bottom lip at his laughter and turned toward the stone railing of the balcony. “Well...it’s not like we’ve ever run into each other before this. You have to admit it seems suspicious that you keep showing up where I am.”

			He stifled the last of his snickering and stood beside her at the railing, their bodies almost touching. He could feel the heat of her bare skin less than an inch away. “Maybe you’re right,” he admitted.

			Oliver turned to look down at her. She was wearing white and silver heels tonight, but even then, she was quite a bit shorter than he was. Outside, the flicker of the decorative candles stationed across the patio made the golden glow dance around her face, a game of shadow and light that flattered her features even more.

			She met his gaze with her wide brown eyes, surprised by his sudden agreement with her. “I’m right? Did I actually hear you say that?”

			“I said you may be right. Maybe I got all dressed up, dropped a ton of cash on a registry gift and came to this baby shower in the middle of nowhere just in the hopes I would see you here.”

			Lucy turned away and stared off into the distance. “I don’t appreciate your sarcasm. I also don’t appreciate you accosting me at a party. I’m missing one of my best friend’s baby showers to be out here with you.”

			Oliver turned toward her and leaned one elbow onto the railing. “You’re free to go at any time.”

			She turned to face him with disbelief narrowing her gaze. “Oh yeah, so you can start something else inside? Or throw me over your shoulder and carry me off next time? No. We’re finishing this discussion right now. When I go back inside, I don’t want to speak to or even lay eyes on you again.”

			He looked at her and noticed a slight tremble of her lips as she spoke. Was she on the verge of tears? He wasn’t sure why, but the idea of that suddenly bothered him. “Are you okay?”

			“Yes, why?”

			“You’re trembling. Are you really that upset with me?”

			Lucy rolled her eyes and shook her head. “No, I’m shivering. It’s freezing out here. I’m not dressed for an alfresco discussion this time of year.”

			Without hesitation, Oliver slipped off his suit coat and held it out to her. She looked at it with suspicion for a moment before turning her back and letting him drape it over her bare shoulders.

			“Thank you,” Lucy said as reluctantly as she could manage.

			“I’m not all bad.”

			“That’s good to know. I was starting to feel sorry for Harper having to grow up with you.”

			“Oh, you can still feel sorry for her. I was a horrible big brother. I made her life hell for years.” Oliver laughed again, thinking of some of the wicked things he’d done to his sister. “One time, when she was about eight, I convinced her that my father’s new Ming vase was made of Silly Putty and would bounce if she dropped it onto the floor. She got in so much trouble. Dad wouldn’t believe her when she said I’d told her that. He grounded her for an extra week for lying.”

			Lucy covered her mouth with her hand to hide a reluctant smile. “Why are you being nice to me all of a sudden?” she asked. “You’re not here to fight with me, and yet you’re out here making small talk with me instead of inside with Jonah and your friends. What’s your angle?”

			That was a good question. He hadn’t exactly planned any of this. He’d just wanted to get her away from the crowd before they made a scene. Once they stopped arguing, he was surprised to find he enjoyed talking with Lucy. There was an understated charm to her. The longer he spent with her, the more he wanted to spend. It was an intriguing and dangerous proposition, but one that explained his aunt’s bold decision. If he felt swayed by her, his elderly aunt hadn’t stood a chance.

			“I don’t have an angle, Lucy.” Or if he did, he wasn’t going to tell her so. “I guess I’m just trying to figure out what my aunt saw in you.”

			Lucy opened her mouth to argue, but he held up his hands to silence her. “I don’t mean it like that, so don’t get defensive. I’ve just been thinking that if my aunt really did want to leave you half a billion dollars, you had to be a pretty special person.” Oliver leaned closer, unconsciously closing the gap between them. “I guess I’m curious to get to know you better and learn more about you.”

			Lucy’s nose wrinkled, but for the first time, it didn’t appear to be because she was annoyed with him. “What do you think so far?” she asked.

			“So far...” He sought out the smart answer, but just decided to be honest. “...I like you. More than I should, given the circumstances. So far, you’ve proven to be an exciting, intelligent and beautiful adversary.”

			Lucy’s lips parted softly at his words. “Did you say beautiful?”

			Oliver nodded. Before he could respond aloud, Lucy launched herself into his arms. Her pink lips collided with his own just as her body pressed into him. He was stunned stiff for only a moment before he wrapped his arms around her waist and tugged her tighter against him.

			Kissing Lucy wasn’t at all what he expected. Nothing about her was what he expected. She didn’t back down from what she’d started. She was bold, opening up to him and seeking his tongue out with her own. Oliver couldn’t help but respond to her. She was more enthusiastic and demanding than any woman he may have ever kissed before.

			This wasn’t the smart thing. Or the proper thing. But he couldn’t make himself pull away from her. She tasted like sweet, baby-shower punch, and she smelled like lavender. He wanted to draw her scent into his lungs and hold it there.

			But then it was over.

			As she pulled away, Oliver felt a surge of unwanted desire wash over him. It was the last thing he needed right now—with Lucy of all women—but he couldn’t deny what he felt. It took everything he had not to reach for her and pull her back into his arms again. He was glad he didn’t, though, as his need for her was stunted by a sudden blow to the face as Lucy punched him in the nose.

		

	
		
			Four

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Lucy asked with outrage in her voice as she backed away from him.

			Oliver didn’t immediately reply. First, he had to figure out what the hell had just happened. He was being kissed one second, hit the next and now he was being yelled at.

			“Me?” He brought his hand up to his throbbing nose and winced. It wasn’t broken, but there was blood running over his fingers. He’d never actually had a woman hit him before. One for the bucket list, he supposed. “You’re the one that kissed me!”

			“I did not,” she insisted.

			Oliver frowned and sighed, reaching into his coat for his pocket square to soak up the blood. Harper had never mentioned Lucy being impulsive, but he was learning new things about her all the time. It had been ten seconds since their lips had touched and it hadn’t been his doing. Surely she recalled that. “Yeah, you did kiss me. I said you were beautiful and you threw yourself at me.”

			Lucy must have been caught up in the moment, because she seemed very much embarrassed by the truth of his blunt description. Her skin was suddenly crimson against her white dress and she wasn’t even the one who got punched. “Yes...well...you kissed me back,” she managed.

			What was he supposed to do? Just stand there? Oliver was not a passive man, especially when the physical was involved. “My apologies, Miss Campbell. Next time a woman kisses me, I’ll politely wait until she’s finished with me and hit her instead.”

			Lucy took a cautious step back at his words, making him grin even though he shouldn’t.

			“I’m not going to hit you,” Oliver said, dabbing at his nose one last time and stuffing the handkerchief into his pocket. “I’ve never hit a woman and I’m not going to start now. Although it would be nice if you would extend me the same courtesy. What ever happened to an old-fashioned slap of outrage? You straight-up punched me in the face. You hit hard, too.”

			She twisted her pink lips for a moment before nodding softly. “I take kickboxing classes twice a week. I’m sorry I hit you. It was almost a reflex. I was...startled.”

			“You were startled?” Oliver snorted in derision at her Pollyanna act and immediately regretted it as his nose throbbed with renewed irritation. “How could you be caught off guard when the whole thing was your doing?”

			“Was it?” Lucy asked. “You weren’t complimenting me and moving closer to me with that in mind?”

			Oliver didn’t remember doing that, but it was entirely possible. Lucy had a power over him that he hadn’t quite come to terms with yet. Despite his best intentions, he found himself wanting to be nearer to her. To engage her in conversation, especially if it might fluster her and bring color to her pale cheeks. He’d wondered several times, in fact, how it would feel to have her lips against his and her body pressed into his own. Unfortunately, it had all happened so suddenly just now that he’d hardly been able to enjoy it.

			He wasn’t about to tell her that, though. She might be a pretty, nice-smelling con artist, but she was still a con artist. She’d worked her magic on his sister and his aunt. He’d had no doubt she would eventually turn her charms on him to get him to drop the contest of Aunt Alice’s will, and she’d tried it at her first real opportunity. Letting her know she’d gotten to him would give her leverage. No. Let her stew instead, thinking her plan hadn’t worked and she’d flung herself at a completely disinterested man. She’d have to find a different way to get what she wanted.

			“I didn’t come to this party to see you and I most certainly didn’t come to this party to try and seduce you. I can’t help it if I’m a charming man, Lucy, but that’s all it is. I’m sorry if you confused that with me being attracted to you.”

			Her mouth dropped open for a moment before she clapped it shut and pressed her lips into a tight frown. “That wasn’t exactly the kiss of a man that wasn’t interested,” she pointed out.

			Oliver could only shrug it off. “Well, I don’t want to be rude, now, do I?”

			Lucy balled her hands into fists and planted them on her narrow hips. “So you’re saying you faked the whole thing just to be polite?”

			“Yes. Of course.” The arrogance of his response nearly made him cringe as the words slipped from his lips. Normally, he wouldn’t speak to anyone this way, but Lucy was a special case. He wasn’t handling her with kid gloves. She needed to know she wouldn’t get her way where he was concerned.

			Her brown gaze studied his face for a moment before she shook her head. “No. I don’t believe you. I think you’re just too arrogant to admit that you’re attracted to me, of all people. That you could actually want the help. The trash that robbed you of your inheritance.”

			Oliver narrowed his gaze at her. She was good. Not only was she able to get under his skin, she was able to get into his head as well. That was disconcerting. He was the one who was supposed to be finding out all her secrets so he could expose her as a fraud, and there she was, calling him elitist in the hopes that his knee-jerk reaction would be to deny it and somehow fall prey to her charms to prove her wrong.

			“We’ve established that we hardly know each other, Lucy. I’m not sure why you’re so confident about who I am and what I do or don’t think of you. But here... I’ll prove to you that you’re wrong.”

			He took two steps forward, closing the gap between them. Lucy stiffened as he got closer, but she held her ground. He had to admit, it impressed him that she didn’t turn tail and run.

			She wanted to, though. He could tell by her board-straight posture and tense jaw. “What are you doing?” She looked up at him with big brown eyes that were full of uncertainty.

			She thought she could just call his bluff and he’d back down. No way. He was going all in and winning the hand even with losing cards.

			Oliver eased forward until they were almost touching. He dipped his head down to her and cupped her face in his hands. Tilting her mouth up to him, he pressed his lips against hers. He wanted this kiss to be gentle, sweet and meaningless, so he could prove his point and move on with his night. He’d kissed a lot of women in his time. This would be like any other.

			Or so he thought.

			The second her lips touched his, it was immediately apparent that wasn’t going to be the case. It was like a surge of electricity shot through his body when they touched. Every nerve lit up as his pulse started racing. The pounding of his heart in his ribcage urged him to move closer, to deepen the kiss, to taste her fully. In the moment, he couldn’t deny himself what he wanted, even knowing his reaction played into her hands.

			Lucy didn’t deny him either. She melted into him, just as he’d expected. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her soft whimpers of need vibrating against his lips. Her mouth and her body were soft, molding to his hard angles. When she arched her back, pressing her belly against his rapidly hardening desire, she forced him to swallow a groan.

			With her every breath, he could feel her breasts pushing against his chest, making him ache to touch them and hating himself for the mere thought. He wanted to press her back against the wall of the Dempseys’ mansion and feel them beneath his hands. He was certain his father had felt the same way when he was swept up in Hurricane Candace.

			This was getting way out of hand.

			Oliver pulled away from Lucy at last, nearly pushing himself back although it was almost physically painful for him to do it. That simple kiss was supposed to prove to both of them that the other kiss had meant nothing. Instead, it had changed everything. Now he wasn’t just curious about her as the woman who’d charmed his aunt out of a fortune. He wasn’t just playing a cat-and-mouse seduction game. He wanted her. More than he’d wanted a woman in a very long time. His plan had clearly backfired in spectacular fashion, but he could still recover.

			“See?” he said, taking another large step back to separate himself further and regain a semblance of control. He struggled to keep as neutral and unfazed an expression as he could, as though she hadn’t just rocked his world in the midst of a stuffy baby shower.

			“See what?” Lucy asked with a dreamy, flushed look on her face. She’d obviously enjoyed the kiss just as much as he had. On any other woman at any other time, that expression would’ve convinced him to swoop in again and push the kiss even further. Instead, he had to retreat before she caught him in her web for good.

			“Do you see that you were wrong? That kiss was all an act, just like the first one. Honestly, it didn’t do a thing for me.” The truth was anything but, however he couldn’t let her know that and think she had any chance of winning him over with feminine wiles.

			Lucy’s expression hardened as she came to realize that he was just messing with her and her plans had failed. Her jaw tightened and her hand curled into a fist again. Thankfully, he was out of her reach if she tried to take a swing at him a second time. “Are you kidding me?” she asked.

			Oliver smiled wide and prayed his erection was hidden by his buttoned suit coat. “Not at all. I told you I wasn’t attracted and then I proved it. That was skill, not attraction. Nothing more. Anyway, I’m glad we were able to clear that up. I wouldn’t want there to be any other confused encounters between us. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to get back in to the party. It appears as though they’re about to do a toast for the new parents.”

			Lucy stood motionless as he nodded goodbye, brushed past her and headed back inside the ballroom.

			* * *

			What a pompous, arrogant jerk-face.

			Lucy stood alone on the patio for a few minutes just to get her composure. The last twenty minutes of her life had thrown her for a loop and she just couldn’t go back inside and act like nothing had happened.

			First, she was too angry to return to the party. She knew she was flustered and red, and the minute one of the girls saw her like that, they would swarm her with questions she wasn’t ready to answer. In addition, her hand was still aching from when she’d popped him in the face. She’d probably bruised her knuckles, but her only regret in hitting him was that it was premature. He’d certainly earned a pop in the nose with the nasty things he’d said later.

			Second, she wasn’t ready to run into him again so soon. It was a big room filled with a lot of people, but she knew that fate would push them together repeatedly until one of them surrendered and went home. The alternative was another fight, this one more public, ruining the party. She didn’t need that. It was bad enough that whispers would follow about them being alone on the balcony together for so long. Or if they came back inside together. Or came back in separately.

			There was no winning in this scenario, really. Tongues would wag and there had already been enough tongue wagging on the patio tonight. At best, she could make sure she was presentable before she went back inside.

			Reaching into her small purse, Lucy pulled out her compact. Her hair and makeup were fine, save for her lipstick that was long gone. She wasn’t surprised. That kiss had blown her socks off. Oliver could yawn and say it was as much fun as getting an oil change, but she knew better. She could feel his reaction to it in the moment. Men lied. Words lied. Erections...those were a little more honest. And his had been hard to ignore.

			What was his angle, anyway? Yes, she’d kissed him. It was possible she’d read the signs from him wrong, but she really didn’t think so. He responded to her. He held her like a man who wanted to hold her. But then he’d turned around and laughed the whole thing off like it was nothing and made her feel stupid for thinking it was anything else.

			She felt the heat in her cheeks again as her irritation grew. Why would he toy with her like that? Was it because he was determined to think she was some sort of crook? Why couldn’t he just get to know her and make up his mind that way instead of jumping to hurtful conclusions? Didn’t he trust Harper’s judgment at all?

			Lucy finished putting on her lipstick and returned it to her bag. She might as well go back inside. If she waited until she wasn’t angry any longer, she’d sleep out on the patio. Instead, she took a deep breath, pasted on her best smile and headed back into the house.

			Apparently, she’d missed the toast. The string quartet was playing music again and the crowd had returned to mingling. Her trio of girlfriends were together and looked her direction when she came in the door.

			Lucy stopped short in front of them. “What?”

			Emma arched a brow at her. “Seriously?”

			“I’m sorry I missed the toast. I had to get some air,” she said, making a lame excuse so she wouldn’t hurt Emma’s feelings.

			“Air out of my brother’s lungs,” Harper quipped.

			Lucy froze. “What? How did you—”

			“That’s a wall of windows, Lucy.” Violet pointed over her shoulder. “Anyone who looked that direction could see the two of you playing tonsil hockey on the veranda.”

			Lucy turned and realized that she and Oliver had been far more visible on the patio than she’d anticipated. She’d thought for certain that the dim lights of the patio and the bright lights of the ballroom would’ve given them a little privacy. “Uh, we were having a discussion.”

			Emma snorted. “Quit it. Just tell us what’s really going on.”

			“Yes, is this your big news? That you’re dating Harper’s brother?”

			“Heavens, no!” Lucy blurted out. “That...” She gestured back to the patio. “What you guys saw was just...”

			“Amazing?” Emma suggested.

			“A CPR lesson?” Harper joked.

			“A trial run?” Violet tossed out.

			“A mistake,” Lucy interjected into their rapid-fire suggestions. “And when I tell you the big news Harper alluded to, you’ll understand why.”

			“Let’s sit,” Emma suggested. “I’m worn out and I want to hear every detail.”

			They selected a table in a far corner that wasn’t quite so loud and gathered around it. The girls waited expectantly for Lucy to start her story as she tried to decide where to begin.

			“Alice made me a beneficiary of her will.”

			“That’s great,” Emma said. “I mean, it makes sense. You two were so close.”

			“Yeah,” Lucy agreed. “There’s just one problem.”

			“How could an inheritance be a problem?” Violet asked.

			“Because she left me damn near all of it. About half a billion dollars in cash, investments and property.”

			The words hung in the air for a few moments. Emma and Violet looked stunned. Harper sat with a smug smile on her face. She was confident that all of this would work out. Perhaps because that was the kind of life she led. Things were different for Lucy.

			“You said billion. With a b?” Emma asked.

			Lucy could only nod. What else did you say to something like that?

			“And why aren’t you more excited? You didn’t even seem like you wanted to tell us.” Violet’s brow furrowed in confusion. “You’d think you’d be shouting it from the rooftops and lighting cigars with hundred dollar bills.”

			That would be a sight to see. “I’m not excited because I don’t believe for one second that it’s going to really happen the way Alice wanted.”

			“And why not?” Emma asked.

			“Because of Oliver,” Harper interjected. “He’s all spun up about the whole thing. The family is convinced that Lucy is some kind of swindler that tricked Alice into giving her everything.”

			“I swear I didn’t even know she did it,” Lucy said.

			“You don’t have to defend yourself to us, honey.” Violet shook her head. “We know you better than that. If Alice left you that money, it’s because she thought you deserved it. Who are they to decide what she could and couldn’t do with her own money?”

			“I think they’re trying to prove that she wasn’t mentally competent to make the change. She only did it a few months ago. It doesn’t look good for me, so that’s why I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up and have it all fall through. Oliver has a team of fancy attorneys just ready to crush me. Honestly, I don’t think I stand a chance.”

			“So why, exactly, were you kissing Oliver on the patio if he’s the bad guy?” Emma asked, bringing the conversation back around to the part Lucy had wanted to avoid.

			Once again, the other three women looked at her and she was at a loss for words. “When I saw him, I thought he’d followed me here. He showed up at the apartment the other day and we argued. When we started to argue again, he pulled me outside so we wouldn’t cause a scene at the party. Somehow...I don’t really know how...we kissed. Then he kissed me a second time to prove that kissing me was meaningless.”

			“What happened to his face?” Harper asked. “He was all red when he came back inside.”

			“It might have been because I punched him in the nose.”

			Violet covered her mouth to smother a giggle. Emma didn’t bother, laughing loudly at Oliver’s expense. It didn’t take long before all four friends were laughing at the table together.

			“You seriously punched him?”

			Lucy nodded, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “I did. And he didn’t deserve it. At least not yet.”

			“Oh, I’m sure he deserved it,” Harper added. “He’s done something to warrant a good pop, I assure you. Taking Alice’s will to the judge is cause enough.”

			“Do you really think he’ll get it overturned?” Emma asked. “He doesn’t even need the money. Jonah says he’s loaded.”

			“He is,” Harper said. “He’s done very well with Daddy’s business the last few years. But it isn’t about the money, I’m pretty sure.”

			“Then what is it about?” Lucy asked. “Because this has been the most confusing week of my life. I’m rich, but I’m not. I’m unemployed, but I may not need to work ever again. I’m homeless, and yet I may own a Fifth Avenue apartment. I’m applying to go back to Yale and finish school, but I may not even need to bother when I have an art gallery in my own living room. I’ve barely had time to grieve for Alice. Your whole family has a vendetta against me and I didn’t do anything. I just woke up one day and my entire life was turned upside down.”

			Harper reached out and took Lucy’s hand. “I know, and I’m sorry. If I’d thought for a moment that Aunt Alice was going to toss you into this viper pit, I would’ve warned you. But know it’s not personal. They’d go after anyone. They all wanted their piece and they’ve been waiting decades for her to die so they can get their hands on it.”

			“What a warm family you have,” Lucy noted. “I bet Thanksgiving was really special at your house.”

			“It’s not as bad as I make it sound. Everyone had their own money, it’s just that most of them were mentally decorating their new vacation homes and planning what they’d do with the money when the time came. Then nothing. In their minds, you yanked it out from under them, whether you meant to or not.”

			“Can’t you talk some sense to Oliver?” Emma asked.

			“I’ve tried. He’s avoiding my calls. I think we just have to let the case run its course in court and hope the judge sees in Lucy what we all see. Once the judge rules in her favor, there’s nothing any of them can do about it. But I didn’t know he was bothering you, Lucy. If he shows up at the apartment again, you call me.”

			Lucy nodded. “I will.” Looking around the crowded room, she was relieved not to see him loitering around the party. “But enough about all this. We’re here to celebrate Emma and Jonah’s baby, not to rehash all my drama. We can do that any day.”

			“I’m actually starving,” Emma admitted. “Every time I think I should make a plate, someone starts talking to me or wants to rub my belly or something.”

			“Well, I’m pretty sure it’s almost time for you to cut that beautiful cake. We can at least get you some of that to eat without interruption.”

			Lucy smiled as Emma’s eyes lit up with excitement. “It’s a vanilla pound cake with fresh berries and cream inside. At the tasting, Jonah had to take the plate from me so he could try a bite.”

			“Ooh...” Violet chimed in. “That sounds amazing. I’ve been nothing but hungry the last month. Beau keeps chastising me for eating too much. He says I’m going to overdo it, but I say pregnancy is my only chance to enjoy eating without feeling guilty. The baby and I are ready for some cake, too.”

			“Well, it’s settled then,” Lucy said. “Let’s get these pregnant ladies some cake.”

		

	
		
			Five

			“What are you doing here?”

			Oliver could only grin at his sister’s irritated expression as she opened the door to the apartment. A large portion of his life had been dedicated to goading that very face out of her. It was an unexpected bonus to the day. He hadn’t actually been certain she was at Aunt Alice’s apartment; he hadn’t seen her since the baby shower the week before. But when he saw the Saks Fifth Avenue commuter van unloading downstairs, he knew that Harper was involved somehow. Where expensive clothes went, his sister was sure to follow.

			“I saw the people from Saks unloading downstairs and I thought I would pop in to say hello. Personal shoppers coming to the house. It’s as though someone has come into some money. Is that for you or for Lucy?” he asked, knowing full well that Harper was far too particular to let someone else shop for her.

			“It’s for Lucy.”

			Harper made no move to step back and let him into the apartment. Fortunately, the elevator chimed behind him and a well-dressed woman stepped out with a rack of plastic-wrapped clothing pushed by two gentlemen.

			Harper’s entire expression changed as she turned from her brother. “Hello, come in!” she said, moving aside to allow the crew in.

			Oliver took advantage of the situation by going in after them. He happily took a seat on the sofa in the living room, waiting for what would likely be an interesting fashion show. After seeing what she’d worn the few times they were together, he knew Lucy needed a new wardrobe. Anything she wore that was remotely high quality was a hand-me-down from his sister. Honestly, he was surprised it took them this long to start shopping.

			What would she buy first with her pilfered millions?

			The two men from Saks left the apartment, leaving the rolling clothing hanger near the fireplace. He watched as the woman moved quickly to unwrap the clothes and present them to what she presumed was her wealthy client.

			Lucy spied him the minute she entered the room, despite thousands of dollars’ worth of clothes on display beside her. “What is he doing here?” she asked, echoing Harper’s question.

			Harper turned to where he was sitting and sighed. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter. We’ve got to find you an outfit for the gala. Perhaps a man’s perspective will be helpful.”

			Lucy wrinkled her nose as she studied him and turned back to the clothing. “Harper,” she complained, “these outfits are all way, way out of my price range.” She picked up one sleeve and gasped. “Seriously. I can just wear something I already have in the closet.”

			“Absolutely not. You’re a millionaire now and you have to look the part, especially at this gallery event. You want to work in the art world, don’t you? This is your chance to make an entrance as Miss Lucille Campbell, not as Lucy, the assistant sent by Alice Drake. The invitation had your name on it this time, Lucy. Not Alice’s.”

			Oliver watched curiously as Lucy shook her head and looked at the clothes. “How did they even know to invite me? I haven’t told anyone about the money.”

			“Things like that leak out whether you want them to or not. I’m sure Wanda couldn’t wait to share her outrage with her circle of friends and it spreads from there. The art world is small and people were probably eager to find out who would get Alice’s estate. Honestly, I don’t know how you’ve managed to keep it a secret.”

			Lucy pointed over to where Oliver was sitting on the couch. “That’s why. He’s why. You act like I already have this massive fortune, but I don’t. All I have is what I saved to go back to school. I’m willing to spend some of that to get a dress for the gala, but not much. I have no guarantee that I’m ever going to see a dime of that money to replace what I spend.”

			“Will you at least try some of it on? You never know what you might end up liking.”

			“Yes, fine.”

			The saleswoman pulled out what was probably the most expensive designer dress on the rack. “Let’s start with this one. Where would you like to change?”

			She and Lucy disappeared down the hallway and Harper started sorting through the clothing on the rack.

			This was an unexpected development. He thought for certain that Lucy would jump at the chance to buy some expensive designer clothes and start flaunting herself around Manhattan. Yes, he was responsible for putting a hold on the flow of cash from his aunt’s estate, but there were ways around that. He was certain she could probably get a loan from a bank to front her lifestyle until the money came in. At the very least, charge up a credit card or two.

			But she didn’t. It was curious. She didn’t seem to enjoy the position she was in at all, much to Harper’s supreme disappointment. That woman loved to shop. Of course, so had Candace. She was full speed ahead the moment she’d gotten her hands on one of his father’s credit cards. Candace had insisted that she just wanted to look as beautiful as possible at all times for his father. It was amazing how much money it took to make that happen.

			Perhaps Lucy had a different angle. Her wide-eyed innocent bit was pretty convincing. Perhaps not spending money was part of it. Or maybe he was overthinking all of this.

			He’d run through that night on the patio in his head dozens of times in the last week. Was she sincere? Did it matter? His body certainly didn’t care. It wanted Lucy regardless of her innocence or guilt. Of course, his father had proved that following the advice of one’s arousal was not always the best course of action. His dad had followed his right into near bankruptcy.

			Speaking of what his groin wanted...

			Lucy stepped back into the room wearing a gown. It was a sheer, tan fabric that looked almost as though she was wearing nothing at all but some floating tiers of beaded lace. It looped around her neck and when she turned to show Harper, it was completely backless.

			“This one is Giorgio Armani,” the saleswoman said proudly. “It looks lovely with your coloring.”

			The women talked amongst themselves for a moment before Harper turned to him. “What do you think, Oliver? If you’re going to sit on the couch and gawk at her, you should at least make yourself useful.”

			It did look nice. He felt almost like a Peeping Tom, getting a look at her that he shouldn’t have, but he’d rather see her in some color. “She looks naked. She could go naked for free. If she’s going to pay that much money, she should at least look like she has an actual dress on.”

			Lucy laughed, clapping her hand over her mouth when she saw the saleswoman’s horrified expression. Oliver was pleased that he’d gotten her to laugh, although he wasn’t entirely sure why. She did have a beautiful smile. He hadn’t really gotten to see it before. She spent all her time frowning at him, although he probably deserved that.

			Harper just shook her head. “Okay, it’s not my favorite either. Let’s try this one,” she said, pulling another gown from the rack.

			“What are you dressing her up for?” he asked once Lucy disappeared again.

			“The charity gala they’re holding at the Museum of Modern Art Saturday night.”

			“Ah,” Oliver said. “I got invited to that. Champagne, weird sculptures and people pressuring you to write checks. I bet the only reason they invited her was to get their hands on some of that money she’s inheriting.”

			Harper put her hands on her hips. “And why did they invite you, hmm? The same reason. It’s a charity event. That’s the whole point. At least she knows what she’s looking at when she walks around the museum.”

			Oliver shrugged off his sister’s insult. It wasn’t ignorance on his part when it came to art. He’d taken all the required art appreciation classes in college, as many class field trips as any well-educated child in New York, and followed Aunt Alice around museums on the occasional Saturday. He just didn’t get it. Especially modern art. And if he didn’t like it, why should he waste his brain cells remembering who this artist was or what that piece symbolized? He just didn’t care. He could name maybe six famous painters off the top of his head, and four of them just happened to also be Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.

			The saleswoman returned to the room looking very pleased with herself, but when Lucy came in behind her, she looked anything but. To be honest, this time Oliver had to hold in a chuckle. The dress was black with sheer fabric that highlighted the black structure of the dress like lingerie of some sort. On its own that would’ve been fine, but it also had red and pink cutouts all over it, looking like some kind of couture craft project.

			“What on earth is that?” he asked.

			“Christian Dior!” the saleswoman said with an insulted tone.

			“No, just no,” Lucy said, turning immediately to take it off. Apparently, she agreed with him.

			“Is there anything on that rack that isn’t a neutral or see-through?” Oliver asked. “I don’t know what’s wrong with color these days. The women are always wearing black or gray. Lucy should stand out.”

			The saleswoman clucked her tongue at him before turning to the rack again. “So no black, nude or white...” She flipped until she got to the last dress on the rack. “I guess we’ll try this one, although it’s not my favorite. The designer is relatively new and not very well-known.”

			“Give it a try,” Harper said encouragingly. “You’re not really helping us,” she said to Oliver when they were alone again.

			“It’s not my fault her personal shopper picked out ridiculous outfits. I mean, you saw that last one, right? I know it’s for a modern art event, but she doesn’t want to be confused for an exhibit.”

			Harper’s lips pressed together as she tried to hide a smirk. “Yes, well, this one is nice and I like it. You’d better like it, too, or go home so we can do this without your help. Don’t you have a business to run, anyway?”

			Oliver shrugged. It was a well-oiled machine and at the moment, he was far more concerned with what was going on with Lucy. For multiple, confusing reasons.

			When Lucy returned a moment later, Oliver struggled to catch his breath. The dress was a bright shade of red with cap sleeves and an oval neckline that dipped low enough to showcase her breasts. It fit Lucy beautifully, highlighting her figure and flattering her coloring with its bright hue. It had a sash that wrapped around Lucy’s tiny waist, but other than that, wasn’t particularly flashy. No beading. No lace. No sheer panels. No wonder the saleswoman hated it. If Lucy picked this gown, her commission would hardly be worth the trip.

			“I really like this one,” Lucy said. “Especially this part.” She turned around and surprised everyone. The dress was completely open in the back, almost like a reversed robe that was held in place with the sash. It was paired with a pair of black satin capris.

			Oliver wasn’t even entirely sure if that qualified as a dress or a pantsuit, but he liked it. It was different and for some reason, he thought that suited Lucy. He liked the flash of skin along the whole length of her back. Any man who asked her to dance at the gala would get to run his palms over her smooth, bare skin. While he might enjoy that, he felt an unexpected surge of jealousy at the thought of her dancing with anyone else. Plus, the capri pants accented the high, round curve of her ass. He hadn’t noticed before, but it was quite the sight.

			When Lucy stopped preening, she sought out the price tag and sighed in relief. “This is the one,” she said at last.

			Oliver watched the women discuss the dress, tuning out the noise and noting nothing but the stunning vision in red. He hadn’t intended on going to the museum gala on Saturday, but if Lucy would be there, in that dress, he might just have to amend his plans.

			* * *

			Lucy was fairly certain the woman from Saks Fifth Avenue was never coming back. There weren’t nearly enough digits in the price of the dress she selected for the woman’s taste. She just didn’t see the point in spending thousands of dollars on a dress. A wedding dress, maybe, but not just some pretty outfit to wear to a party.

			As it was, the price still seemed pretty steep—nearly a week’s worth of her usual salary. But Harper was right; she needed to make a good impression on her first event out. Hopefully the inheritance would come through and she wouldn’t have to worry about blowing that much on a single dress, but if not, she would be wearing that red outfit to every damn thing she could think of.

			The apartment seemed to clear out all at once. The men returned and hauled the clothes out with a grumpy-looking saleswoman in their wake. Harper had an appointment and left soon after. That just left Oliver mysteriously perched on the couch when she went to change. She hoped by the time she got back, he would be gone, too.

			Back in her own clothing—a nice pair of jeans and her favorite sweater—she returned to the room and found him sitting right where she’d left him.

			“I still don’t understand why you’re here. Or still here, for that matter.”

			Oliver smiled and stood up. “I had some business on this side of town and when I saw the Saks truck, thought I’d pop in. Where Saks goes, Harper follows.”

			“And now she’s gone,” Lucy noted. “And you’re still here. Want to ask me more questions? Hook me up to a lie detector this time?”

			He strolled across the large Moroccan rug with his hands in his pockets. She tried not to notice how gracefully he moved or how he looked at her as he came closer. “Are you hungry?”

			“What?” He’d completely ignored everything she asked him. How was she supposed to have a conversation with him when he did that?

			“It’s lunchtime. I’m starving. I’d like to take you to lunch if you’re hungry.”

			She stood awkwardly, considering his offer for far too long. “Okay,” she blurted out at last. If his sole purpose of coming by here was to uncover her dark secrets, he wouldn’t find much. She might as well let him buy her lunch in the meantime. “Let me just grab my coat.”

			They walked silently out of the building together and downstairs to the street. Although they didn’t speak, touch or even make eye contact as they strolled down the street together, she found herself keenly aware of his physical presence. Her body had somehow become attuned to Oliver, and the closer they stood, the harder it was for her to ignore even the tiniest of his movements or gestures.

			Lucy was almost relieved when they encountered a more congested area and she had to drop back and follow his lead through crowds of people. The distance helped her nerves, at least until Oliver noticed she’d fallen behind. Without hesitation, he reached out and took her hand, pulling her back to his side. The skin of her palm buzzed with the sensation of his touch, making her whole body hum with awareness as though he intended to do more than just keep from losing her in the crowd.

			Lucy expected him to let go once she’d caught up to him, but his grip on her held tight as they walked a few more blocks to a restaurant she’d never been to before.

			“Do you like Korean barbecue?” Oliver asked as he finally released her hand.

			Lucy peered in the window and shrugged before self-consciously stuffing that hand into her pocket. “I don’t know, but it sounds like an experience.”

			Oliver smiled and held open the door for them to head inside. They were taken to a quiet table in the back with a grill set into the center. The host turned on the table and handed them both menus. It didn’t take her long to realize that Korean barbecue involved cooking the meat at their individual table. When the waiter arrived, they selected their drinks and meats. Oliver opted for a glass of red wine and Lucy decided to stick with a soda. After their last encounter at the baby shower, she wasn’t sure what to expect when she was alone with Oliver. There was no need to add alcohol to that mix.

			Especially with her hand still tingling. Beneath the table, she rubbed it over her jean-clad thigh and wished the feeling away. She needed to keep her wits about her when she was alone with Oliver. She couldn’t let her guard down no matter how much she tingled or how he smiled at her. This might all be part of his plan to undermine her claim on Alice’s estate. She didn’t know how, exactly, but she refused to believe he just wanted to take her to lunch to be nice.

			The waiter arrived with their drinks, then placed half a dozen bowls on the table. There were different vegetables, rice and a few foods she didn’t recognize. One had tentacles.

			“Can I ask you something?” Lucy said once the waiter disappeared from their table. Her bravery where food was concerned was starting to wane, so she opted for a distracting discussion instead.

			“Sure.” Oliver picked up his glass of wine and awaited her question.

			“I lived in that apartment with Alice for over five years. Harper was the only family member I ever saw visit, and in part, she was there to see me. I don’t understand it. Why didn’t you ever visit your aunt?”

			Oliver nodded and focused for a moment on the wood grain of their table. There was an intensity about his expression when he was thinking that Lucy found intriguing, even when he was antagonizing her. He had the same look on his face when he was studying her. She didn’t know what he saw or what he expected to see when he looked at her so closely. It made her uncomfortable, especially after those kisses on the patio, but she still liked watching the wheels turn in his mind.

			“Aunt Alice didn’t like having guests. You wouldn’t know it if you went by, she’d treat you like royalty, but inside, she hated it. I missed her, and I wanted to see her, but I knew that it made her anxious, just like leaving her apartment made her anxious. So I gave her a computer, got her all set up and we emailed every day.”

			Lucy perked up at the last part. “You spoke to her every day?” How could she not know that? And why didn’t she realize company made Alice uncomfortable? She’d never said a word about it to her.

			Oliver nodded. “Aunt Alice was a complicated woman, although few knew it. Since you asked me a question, I’ll ask you one. How much do you really know about my aunt?”

			Lucy opened her mouth to answer, but when she thought about it, she realized she didn’t have that much to say. “We shared a common love of art. She liked Chinese takeout from the place a few blocks away. She only drank hot tea with cream and one lump of sugar.” There, she stopped. Most of the things she could think of were inconsequential, like being an early riser and watching Jeopardy! every weeknight.

			“Now that I’m thinking of it, I guess she never really shared that much about herself. Not really. She never talked about her family or her childhood. I don’t know if she ever worked or married or anything else. When I told you I didn’t know anything about her will or how much money she had, it was true. We never talked about things like that.”

			“Aunt Alice never married,” he began. “My father told me once, a long time ago, that she’d been in love with a young man in the forties. Unfortunately, he got shipped off to World War II right after they got engaged and never came home. She never dated anyone else, to my great-grandfather’s dismay. He constantly thrust well-to-do men in front of her, hoping to secure business deals or strengthen ties, but you know her. She had none of it. I guess she never got over losing her first love.”

			Lucy sat back in her seat and frowned. “That’s horrible. There’s an old black-and-white photograph of a soldier in a frame beside her bed. That must be his picture.”

			Oliver nodded. “She got used to being alone, I think, and when everything else happened, she just decided it was better to be alone.”

			“What do you mean by ‘when everything else happened’?”

			“The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. It affected every New Yorker differently, but the whole thing really shook her up. She was supposed to go downtown to meet with a financial advisor later that morning. Then she turned on the news and realized what was happening. If her appointment had been an hour or two earlier, she would’ve been in the North Tower of the World Trade Center when the first plane hit. It scared the hell out of her. She never set foot out of her apartment again.”

			Lucy’s jaw dropped as Oliver spoke. All this time, she’d been pointing fingers at him and his family for not visiting or even knowing Alice at all, when in truth, Lucy didn’t know her either. Of course, she’d wondered why Alice never left the apartment, but it seemed rude to ask, so she never did. Some people developed agoraphobia without any particular incident at onset.

			“What was she like before that?” she asked, suddenly curious about the friend and employer she knew so little about.

			Oliver smiled, the sharp features of his face softening. “She was fun. After my mother died, sometimes my father would leave Harper and me with her for an afternoon while he worked. She would take us to the park or the zoo. The art museums, of course. She never worried about getting dirty or eating too much junk. As kids, we thought she was the greatest aunt in the world. It wasn’t until we got older that we realized she was going out less and less. She was getting older, too, but I think she was feeling less comfortable out in the city. The attacks were the last nail in the coffin for her, I think. She decided it was safer to stay inside. And in time, she wanted less and less company, until she was almost completely closed off from the world.”

			“Why?”

			“Fear, I guess. It’s odd considering she seemed like the most fearless and exciting person I’d ever known. I sometimes wonder what she would’ve been like if her fiancé hadn’t died. If she’d had a family. Would she still have closed herself off the way she did? I don’t know. I hated it, though. I hated seeing that light in her extinguish.”

			The waiter appeared with their tray of meat and started to cook the first portion on the grill, effectively ending that line of conversation. Lucy was glad. Learning about Alice was enlightening, but also sad. There was a good reason why her employer hadn’t talked about her past. She’d lost her chance at love and chosen to spend the rest of her life alone rather than be with someone else. Whether it was incredibly romantic or just sad, Lucy didn’t know. But at the rate her love life was going, she might end up alone, too.

			The server expertly flipped the meat, putting the finished pieces on their plates and explaining the different sides she’d been eyeing earlier. Once he was gone, they started eating and Oliver tossed a few raw pieces of Korean short ribs onto the grill to eat next.

			Lucy watched him as he ate, thinking about their interactions since Alice died. She was a little ashamed of herself after everything she’d said and done. Yes, he was determined to prove she was a scam artist, but what did he know of her? Nothing. And she knew nothing of him. Or Alice, apparently. But she could tell that he had genuinely cared for his aunt. He couldn’t fake the affection that reflected in his blue eyes when he spoke about her.

			“Oliver, I want to apologize.”

			He paused, his food hanging midair on the end of his fork. “Apologize for what?”

			“For judging you so harshly. For judging your whole family. All these years, I had this burning resentment for all of you. Sometimes I’d see Alice sitting in her chair looking at family photos and it ate me up inside that no one ever came to visit. She seemed so lonely and I felt like everyone had abandoned her for some reason.”

			Lucy shook her head and felt her cheeks start to flush with embarrassment. When she tilted her head up and looked him in the eye, the softness of his expression took away the last of her worries. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected from Oliver, but it wasn’t patience and understanding.

			“That’s why I lashed out at the reading of the will. When all these people showed up after her death, it felt like circling sharks drawn by chum in the water. Now I realize that it was how Alice wanted it. Or at least, how she needed it to be. So I’m sorry for anything ugly I said to you about all that.”

			Oliver held her gaze for a moment before smiling and popping a bite of food into his mouth. “It was an easy assumption to make,” he said after swallowing. “I think we’re all guilty of doing that to some extent, don’t you?”

			His gaze was fixed on her, with almost a pleading expression on his face. He wasn’t going to apologize for the things he’d accused her of, but maybe this was his way of acknowledging that perhaps he’d judged her too harshly as well. It didn’t mean he was going to call off his lawyers, but maybe he wouldn’t show up at the apartment to give her the third degree any longer.

			“A truce, then?” Lucy asked, lifting her soda and holding her breath. While she would be glad to put an end to the fighting, she worried what could happen between the two of them without it keeping them apart. It was a dangerous proposition, but a part of her was anxious for him to say yes.

			Oliver smiled and lifted his wine to clink her glass. “A truce.”

		

	
		
			Six

			“Welcome, Mr. Drake. So good of you to join us this evening.”

			Oliver strolled into the Museum of Modern Art and stopped as he was greeted by a table of committee members organizing the charity event. The older woman who stood to welcome him looked familiar, but he couldn’t place her.

			“I am so sorry to hear about your aunt,” she said. “She was a valued patron to the museum and the art world as a whole.”

			He nodded politely. “Thank you.” Turning to the table where a young male volunteer was checking off guests on the attendee list, he leaned in. “Can you tell me if Miss Campbell has already arrived?”

			“She has.” The young man beamed. Apparently he was a fan of her new outfit, too.

			“Thank you.”

			They directed him up the short staircase to the second-floor atrium where the main portion of the event was taking place. At the top of the stairs, a waiter with a large silver tray offered him a flute of champagne, and he accepted. This type of event was not his idea of a good time, but at least there was alcohol involved. It helped to open people’s pocketbooks, he was fairly certain.

			The wide-open room with white walls that reached for the sky was dominated by a large pyramidal sculpture in the center. He was ashamed to admit he hadn’t been to the museum since it had been redone years ago. A couple hundred or so people milled around the space, chatting and sipping their drinks. A band was playing in a corner of the room, but no one was dancing yet. The far wall was peppered with special pieces that his invitation said were being offered on silent auction to raise funds for the nearby LaGuardia High School of Music & Art and Performing Arts.

			It didn’t take long for Oliver to locate Lucy in the crowd. His eyes were immediately drawn to the crimson red of her dress that stood out amongst the sedate blacks, tans and whites of the people who accepted what the saleswoman pushed on them without question. The outfit looked equally stunning tonight, although now it was paired with elegantly styled hair, glittering jewelry and flawless makeup.

			Altogether, it made for a woman he simply couldn’t ignore. His body was drawn to her, urging him to cross the room and join her immediately. The only thing that held him in place was his desire to prolong the anticipation.

			He enjoyed watching her chat with a couple about the large Monet that dominated an entire wall of the museum. Oliver could tell she hadn’t spied him at the gala yet. When she knew he was nearby, there was something about her that changed. A stiffness, almost as though she were holding her breath when he was around. He wasn’t sure if she was just more guarded, he made her nervous or if the palpable attraction between them simply caused her to be uncomfortable in his presence.

			At the moment, she was sipping her champagne, smiling and speaking animatedly with a couple he recognized from other events around town. He liked watching her with her guard down. It was a side of her he’d never gotten to see, not even in the past when they’d called a truce or shared a kiss. That was his own fault, he supposed, but it made him want to know more about this side of Lucy. Perhaps it was the last piece of the puzzle he was missing.

			Oliver watched as the couple finally dismissed themselves to say hello to someone else, leaving Lucy standing awkwardly alone. She bit at her lip, the confident facade crumbling without the distraction of conversation. Now was his chance. He moved through the crowd of people to join her.

			When their eyes met, Oliver felt a jolt of electricity run through him. Lucy smiled wide as he came closer, possibly relieved to see someone she knew. He could imagine that being in this situation and knowing almost no one must be quite intimidating. When she attended for Alice, she could fade into the background, but with that dress, she couldn’t hide from anyone. A familiar face, even his, would be cause for excitement. Or maybe, just maybe, she was happy to see him.

			“Good evening, Miss Campbell,” he said with a wide smile of his own. Lately just the thought of her brought a grin to his face. As his gaze flicked over her beauty up close, he wished he hadn’t waited so long to approach her. “You’re looking lovely tonight.”

			Lucy blushed almost as red as her dress. “Thank you. I didn’t expect to see you here this evening. I don’t recall running into you at any of the events I attended for your aunt. I thought you weren’t much of a fan of art.”

			Oliver shrugged. He wasn’t about to say he’d only come because her might see her. “I’m always invited, but I usually have other engagements. Tonight was for a good cause and I had time, so I dusted off my tuxedo and came down.”

			Her gaze ran over his Armani tux for a moment with appreciation before she awkwardly turned away to glance at the art display across the room. “Have you looked at the pieces they have for sale tonight? There’s some really lovely ones if you’re looking to add to your personal collection.”

			“I haven’t.” The moment he’d seen her, the rest of the museum had faded into the background.

			Oliver politely offered his arm and escorted Lucy to the other side of the atrium where maybe twenty-five paintings and sculptures were set up with silent auction sheets posted at each.

			“Some of these were done by students at the school and others are donated by local artists. These kids show so much promise for their age. It’s amazing.”

			He knew at this point he could let her arm go, but he didn’t. He liked the feel of her against his side. A lot. “Did you ever have a desire to be an artist yourself?”

			“Oh no,” Lucy said with a nervous chuckle. “I love to look at it, to study it, but I can’t draw a stick figure. I mean look at this one.” She gestured toward a large painting of the Manhattan skyline with the Brooklyn Bridge stretching across the foreground. “This piece gets more amazing the longer you study it.”

			Oliver stepped closer to try to figure out what distinguished the piece from every other one they sold on street corners around the city. It was only when he got a foot or so away that he could see the image wasn’t painted, but actually made up of millions of tiny hearts. Only from far away did the colored hearts make up the image of the city.

			“The artist loves New York,” Lucy continued. “The painting practically screams it. The color palette she chose, the light in the sky...it’s a very well-balanced piece.”

			“It sounds like you really like this one. You should buy it,” Oliver suggested. Part of him was waiting for her to start spending his aunt’s money. Where was the joy in achieving one’s goal when they couldn’t enjoy it? He leaned in to look at the current bid. It was well within her means if the windfall went through. “It’s only up to ten thousand dollars right now. If this artist is half as talented as you think she is at seventeen, this painting will be worth triple that one day. It’s a great investment.”

			Lucy laughed off his suggestion and he realized how much he liked that sound. Arguing with her was fun, but he much preferred this version of his aunt’s companion.

			“You’re just as bad as Harper,” she said. “Counting chickens that may never hatch, no thanks to you. As far as I’m concerned, I have no money. Just some savings that have taken me the past five years to accumulate. I’m certainly not spending it on art when I may have no place to live in a few weeks’ time.”

			Oliver felt a momentary pang of guilt. He’d taken the fun out of this moment for her. How different would it be tonight if he hadn’t contested the will? Would he be the one there for her when she made her first big purchase? “But what if you did? What if you had all those millions at your disposal right now?”

			Lucy’s crimson-painted lips twisted in thought. “I haven’t given it much thought. But in this case, since it was for charity, I would consider buying it. I would at least bid. But otherwise I would just feel too guilty spending that much money on something like that.”

			Oliver couldn’t help a confused frown. He turned to look at her with a furrowed brow. “My aunt spent a hundred times that on a single piece. Why would you feel guilty doing the same? It’s your money to spend however you want to.”

			Lucy pulled away from him and the painting and started toward the staircase that led up to other exhibits. Oliver caught up and took her arm again, in part to be a gentleman and in part because he liked the feel of her so near to him. The moment she moved from his side, it felt like a cold emptiness sidled up against him. He was eager to feel the warmth of her skin and smell the scent of her perfume again. It was a soft fragrance, like a garden after the rain, that made him want to draw it deep into his lungs.

			“It’s not my money,” she said after quite a few steps. “It’s Alice’s money. And if by some stroke of luck it does become mine, I couldn’t just blow it on whatever suits me. It was a gift and I need to cherish it. Do something good with it. Help people.”

			Curious. He’d never once spoken to someone who felt like money was a kind of burden of responsibility. Especially someone who’d schemed to get the money in the first place. “You could give it all to charity, I suppose. But Alice could’ve done that herself. She gave it to you for a reason. I wish I knew what that reason was.”

			Lucy stopped on the landing and turned to him with an understanding expression softening her features. “So do I. It would make things easier for everyone if she’d let us in on her little secret, don’t you think?”

			Her words rang true in Oliver’s ears, making his stomach start to ache. Had he made the wrong call with her? He’d started spending time around Lucy with the intention of finding out what she was really about and all he’d uncovered was a woman who seemed kind, thoughtful, caring and intelligent. She was attractive as well, but didn’t seem too concerned with that.

			Either she was one of the greatest con artists he’d ever met or he was way off base with this whole thing.

			“This is my favorite part of the museum,” she said, letting their prior discussion drop.

			They had stopped on the surrealism floor. They started wandering through bizarre sculptures and even more bizarre paintings. “Your favorite, eh? Myself, I just don’t get it,” Oliver said, gesturing to the large painting hanging on the wall just ahead of them. “This one, for example.”

			Lucy sighed and stepped beside him. She studied the painting, but all he could focus on was the intriguing scent of her perfume and the glittering rubies at her ears. The sparkle drew his gaze to the long line of her neck. It was hard for him not to ogle, knowing the bare skin traveled down to the small of her back, exposed by the red dress she’d chosen from the personal shopper.

			“This looks like something a child would doodle with crayons,” he said.

			“This is a popular piece by Joan Miró.”

			“Never heard of her.”

			“Him,” she corrected. “This is part of his Constellation series from the early 1940s, and one of my favorites, actually. It’s called The Beautiful Bird Revealing the Unknown to a Pair of Lovers.”

			Oliver forced his attention back to the painting and searched for whatever Lucy saw in it. He could find no bird, beautiful or otherwise, nor a pair of lovers. There was just a bunch of black circles and triangles scattered around a brown background with a couple random eyeballs. He turned his head sideways but it didn’t help. It didn’t make any sense to him. “Okay, Miss Art Connoisseur, show off your expertise and explain this piece to me.”

			“Okay,” Lucy said with a confident nod. “This painting is well-known for its simplified color palette and line work designed to simulate a constellation in the night sky. What I’ve always appreciated about the piece is the sense of joy despite the chaos, which is a reflection of the artist’s life at the time, in war-torn Europe. He worked on the pieces during the Spanish Civil War and actually fled the German advance into France with little more than this collection of paintings. He said that working on this collection liberated him from focusing on the tragedy of war. They were a joyful escape and I see that in his works. You have the calm of night, the jubilant dance of the stars...”

			Lucy continued to talk about the work, but Oliver was far more interested in watching her. It was as though she was finally comfortable in her own skin, but it had nothing to do with him. She was no longer the fish out of water amongst the rich, mingling crowds of the charity event. She was the contemporary art expert, finally solid in her footing. Her dark eyes twinkled and her face lit up with excitement for the beauty of what she was looking at.

			It was transformative. The dress was pretty, the makeup and the hair were well done, but it was this moment that Lucy truly became stunningly beautiful in his eyes. His breath caught in his throat as she gestured toward the painting and the overhead lights cast a shadow across the interesting angles and curves of her face. Her full, red lips moved quickly as she spoke, teasing him to come closer and capture them with his mouth.

			“Oliver?”

			His gaze darted from her lips to her eyes, which had a twinkle of amusement in them. “Yes?”

			“You’re not listening to a word I’m saying, are you? I’ve bored you to tears. You did ask me to tell you about it.”

			“Yes, I did. And I was listening,” he lied. “I just got distracted by the beauty.”

			Lucy smirked and turned back toward the painting. “It is lovely, isn’t it?”

			“I was talking about you.”

			Lucy’s head snapped to look in his direction as she gasped audibly. Her ruby lips parted softly as she looked at him without finding any words.

			“You know, the last time I said you were beautiful, you kissed me. And hit me. But first, you kissed me.”

			Lucy’s mouth closed into a smile. “Yes, well, I don’t intend to do either of those things here, no matter what you say.” She took a sip of her champagne and continued to stroll through the exhibit.

			Oliver grinned and hurried to catch up with her. They’d just see about that.

			* * *

			“This section of the museum is dedicated to works of the sixties,” Lucy said as they rounded the corner. She didn’t want to keep talking about how beautiful he thought she looked tonight or about the kisses they’d shared at Emma’s baby shower. Nothing good could come of the way he was looking at her, especially on the mostly deserted upper floors of the museum where anything could happen without witnesses.

			She hadn’t dated a lot, especially since she dropped out of Yale, so understanding men was not her strong suit. She got the feeling that even if it were, she would still be confused where Oliver was concerned. He didn’t seem outwardly to like her, and yet he was always around. He was insulting her integrity one moment and complimenting her so-called beauty the next.

			His mood swings were giving her whiplash. There was one thing she was certain of, however—those kisses on the Dempseys’ patio had been passionate, tingle-inducing and toe-curling. Maybe the best kisses of her life. And yet his calm dismissal of the whole thing had left her uncertain of him and what he wanted from her.

			Since Lucy couldn’t be sure where she stood with Oliver, she knew her best course of action would be to keep her distance physically. Truce or no truce, it would only lead to trouble. She might not be able to avoid him when he seemed determined to seek her out, but she didn’t need to encourage him. At least until the court case was decided either way, she needed to stay away from Oliver Drake.

			She just didn’t want to.

			On the wall ahead of them was the famous collection of Yves Klein. She’d studied his work extensively in college as his artistic techniques were quite the scandalous production back then, and even now, although for somewhat different reasons. She was relieved to have art to talk about instead of focusing on the unmistakable connection between the two of them.

			“I think you’ll like this collection by Yves Klein. It’s called Anthropométrie de L’époque Bleue.”

			Oliver stopped to study the first piece with a confused expression furrowing his brow. “I didn’t understand the other one we discussed, but at least I could tell it was an actual painting that took skill of some kind. This is a giant white canvas with blue smears all over it.”

			Lucy smiled. “That’s the final outcome, yes. But Klein was more of a performance artist in his day than just a painter. He created all these works with live audiences and an orchestra playing music in the background. He was quite famous for the events he put on. His most well-known piece, Fire-Color FC 1, sold at auction for over 36 million dollars in 2012.”

			His jaw dropped as he turned to look at her in disbelief. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to sit and watch a man paint for hours, much less pay that much for the sloppy outcome.”

			If that was all he’d done, it wouldn’t have been interesting, that was true. She couldn’t help leaning in and sharing the critical tidbit about Klein’s methods into his ear. She pressed her palm on his shoulder and climbed to her toes to brush her lips against the outer shell. “He painted with nude women.”

			The lines in Oliver’s brow deepened as he turned to her. “So he painted with nude women standing around? A little distracting and gimmicky, don’t you think?”

			“No. He didn’t use paintbrushes. He didn’t even touch the canvas, actually. He used what he called ‘living brushes.’ He literally used the bodies of beautiful nude women smeared in paint. Or he traced their naked bodies onto the canvas and burned the image into the fabric with a torch.”

			“Seriously?”

			Lucy nodded. “I’ve watched video recordings of his exhibitions and they were quite the spectacle. Just imagine all these well-to-do art lovers coming to a museum, and when they get there, they’re greeted by a man in a tuxedo and maybe six young, attractive and very naked women. They sat there and watched as the women smeared the paint all over their skin, then pressed their bodies into the canvas, just as the artist guided them. He was more of a director, really, coaching the women into creating the shapes and images he wanted to portray. With the music and the lighting...it was such a sensual experience. To capture that kind of feeling in a work of art is amazing, really.”

			He squinted at the canvas, but Lucy could tell he needed help envisioning it in the peculiar shapes left behind.

			She stepped between him and the closest painting. “So picture me naked,” she said with a smile. “There’s buckets of blue paint and plastic tarps all over the floor. Even some canvases on the floor. I rub the paint all over my skin, covering everything as Yves directs, then position my body just so and press into the canvas.” Lucy stood in front of the painting and tried to situate her body to mimic the imprint. “Can you see it now?”

			He didn’t answer. Finally, she dropped her arms and turned back to where he was standing. He was looking at her, but the expression in his eyes was not one of a casual appreciation for art. It looked as though he’d taken her far too literally when she’d told him to imagine her naked. A desire blazed in his blue-gray eyes as he watched her. So much for a distraction.

			“I see it now,” Oliver said, but he still wasn’t looking at the painting. Instead, he took a step closer to her, closing the gap between them.

			Lucy was suddenly very aware of her body. Despite the pleasant temperature of the museum, a blanket of goose bumps settled across her skin and made the hairs prickle at the back of her neck. She could feel the heat of Oliver as he hovered ever nearer, yet not touching her. The scent of his cologne made her long to press against him and bury her nose in his throat. All that talk about Klein’s work had been the last thing they’d needed.

			His hand reached out and his fingertips brushed across hers, sending jolts of electricity through her whole body. A warm rush of desire settled in her belly, urging her not to pull away from him this time. They’d both danced around this moment and she found she was desperate to see what would come next if they let things just happen.

			Oliver leaned in, his face close enough to kiss her if either of them turned just right. “Lucy...?” he whispered.

			She might be on a long celibate streak, but she knew what it meant when a man said her name like that. She wanted to say yes and throw her arms around his neck, but she wouldn’t. This simmering passion just beneath the surface was dangerous, and she knew it. Did she dare give in to it? Could she trust the man who had previously been determined to call her out as a manipulative crook?

			He certainly didn’t seem interested in talking about his aunt’s estate right now.

			“Yes?” she replied, her voice trembling as her body ached to reach for him.

			“Would you mind if we left the party a little early?” His breath was hot against her skin, sending a shiver down her spine.

			“It just started,” Lucy argued half-heartedly. It was a charity event and neither of them had been very charitable so far. “What about the school?”

			Oliver leaned back and pierced her with his blue-gray gaze. “How about we go back downstairs, I write a check to make everyone happy and then you and I go back to my place. To talk about art,” he added.

			“A big check,” Lucy suggested. He could afford it, even if she couldn’t.

			“Of course. You’ll learn that with me, it’s go big or go home,” he said with a sly grin and a wink that promised more big things to come.

		

	
		
			Seven

			“Nice place,” Lucy said as they stepped into his penthouse apartment.

			Oliver just shrugged off the compliment. “It works for me. It’s not a Fifth Avenue apartment overlooking the park or anything.”

			“Most people don’t have that. Just because your aunt did doesn’t make your place any less fantastic. If I hadn’t been living with her all these years, I’d be renting a place the size of your entryway.”

			Lucy looked around in curiosity, taking in every detail of the place he’d paid to have professionally decorated. Oliver didn’t really care about things like that. This was just a place to sleep at night. He did what was expected of him in this case because his apartment needed furniture and things on the wall. Thanks to all the money he’d spent, he now had expensive glass bowls that appeared to serve no real purpose and tiny statues that gathered dust. Thankfully he also had a cleaning service that came in to deal with that.

			Oliver slipped out of his suit coat and threw it over the arm of the leather sofa. In his pocket, he found the receipt for the painting he’d just purchased at the charity event. He folded it neatly and tucked it away before Lucy could see it. She thought he’d simply made a donation to the high school before they left, but he’d actually gone in and placed a ridiculously high bid on the student painting she’d admired earlier. It ensured he would win the auction. Once the piece was assessed by the art department for the senior’s final grade, it would be delivered anonymously to Lucy’s apartment.

			He wasn’t entirely sure why he’d done it. Oliver wasn’t exactly known for making flashy donations to charities or giving extravagant gifts. Most of the people in his life didn’t need anything, so he quietly supported a few causes. In this case, however, he just knew he wanted to do something nice and unexpected for Lucy. She would appreciate it in a way few women he knew would. He hoped he’d be there when it was delivered so he could see the smile on her face when she saw it. That was enough for him.

			“I see now why it’s so easy for you to show up at the apartment unannounced,” she said, pulling him from his thoughts. “You’re only a few blocks away.”

			He approached her from behind as she stood in his living room and reached up to help her slip out of her coat. The night had grown chilly, but his apartment was very warm. He sighed as his eyes took in one inch after the next of her exposed back as the coat slipped down her arms and into his. The movement brought the scent of her skin to his nose, urging him to lean in closer. He longed to run his fingertip along the curve of her spine and follow the path with his mouth. Every time he looked at that outfit, he liked it more.

			With the coat in his arms, Lucy turned to look at him expectantly. What had she asked about? Where he lived. “Yes,” he responded. Oliver took a deep breath to push aside the building desire for a little while longer. He had no intention of attacking Lucy the moment he got her alone, as much as he might like to. “It’s convenient to my offices and such. It’s nice to live close to my father and sister as well. Dropping in on you so easily was just a bonus.” He laid her coat across his own on the sofa. “Would you like a drink?”

			“I would,” she said with a polite smile. “Do you have a patio or a balcony where we could step out and enjoy it?”

			He hesitated for a moment, not sure if he wanted to share that part of his life with her. At least not yet. It was one thing to want to seduce Lucy, another entirely to open up his most private place. His apartment didn’t have a traditional balcony; it had something much nicer that was very personal to him. He’d actually never showed it to a woman he was dating before, and he wasn’t even sure he’d call this situation with Lucy dating. “Not exactly,” he replied as he disappeared into the kitchen to stall his response.

			“What does that mean?” Lucy asked as she turned the corner to join him.

			He wasn’t entirely sure why, but he’d always kept that part of his life very private. Maybe it was watching his father give over everything to Candace, only to have her ruin it. Maybe it was just keeping something for himself that he didn’t have to explain to anyone else. Harper had only seen his garden once.

			And yet, he wanted to show it off to Lucy.

			He’d never felt that compulsion before, and it unnerved him that he wanted to show her, of all people. “I have a large rooftop patio,” he explained. “It’s more of a garden, really. That’s where I go when I want to...get dirty and unplug.” From life, from stress, from all the drama of his family. He found his center when he was up to his elbows in potting soil. It was hard to explain that to the other rich CEOs who preferred racquetball, cigars and fine scotch to unwind.

			“That sounds wonderful,” Lucy said. “I’d love to see it.”

			Oliver worked on opening a bottle of wine and pouring two healthy glasses of chardonnay. He tried not to appear nervous about taking Lucy to see his handiwork. Surely he could manage to show it to her without letting her know how significant it was to him. “Sure. There’s some great views from up there.”

			He handed her a glass and she followed him to a door in the hallway that looked like a closet, but actually hid a staircase up to the roof. Oliver took a soothing breath as he stepped out onto the patio with Lucy in his wake. “This is my retreat from the concrete jungle,” he said.

			Lucy’s reply didn’t come right away. Instead, when he turned to see what was wrong, he found her slack-jawed and wide-eyed. She looked around his garden as though she’d never seen anything like it in her life. And maybe she hadn’t. He knew immediately that there was no way to hide how important this place was to him. It was obvious just by looking at it.

			“I don’t know what I was expecting,” Lucy said at last. “Maybe some clay pots with petunias in them or something. But nothing like this.”

			That’s probably because there were few rooftop gardens like this in the city. He had trees and shrubs in huge planters along the edges of the roofline that made the garden feel private and secluded. There were twinkle lights wrapped through the branches and strung overhead, mixing with the stars. Pea-gravel pathways made a complicated pattern around raised flowerbeds where he was growing all manner of flowers and a few vegetables he donated to the food bank. Many of the plants would soon die back for the winter, but most were still showing off their foliage and brightly colored blooms.

			“I had no idea you were a gardener. Harper never mentioned it. How did the CEO of a computer company get into something like this?”

			“Few people know about it. Harper knows, she just doesn’t mention it very often because she’s afraid I’m going to make her come up and pull weeds or something.” Oliver stuffed his free hand into his pants pocket and slowly strolled along the gravel path.

			“It’s funny you should ask how I got into it... When I was very young, my mother had a garden like this on their rooftop, and I helped her from time to time. I guess I got my green thumb from her. After she died, my father basically let her garden run wild. He didn’t want anyone up there messing with her things. Years later as a teenager, I got the stupid idea to go up there and grow some weed. It was such a mess that I didn’t figure anyone would notice, but my dad saw me sneaking out there once or twice and eventually busted me.”

			“As my punishment, I had to clean up my mother’s garden and maintain it flawlessly for six months. By the time my sentence ended, I’d found I really enjoyed it. I chose this apartment in part because of the roof access. It’s all mine and since it’s taller than most of the nearby buildings, it’s incredibly private despite being surrounded by millions of other people. The previous owners had just put some patio furniture out here, but I transformed it over the last few years into a place that I think my mother would’ve loved.”

			Oliver had no idea why he kept rambling on about the garden and his love for it. He’d never told this story to anyone, and yet Lucy’s simple question had prompted a flow of words that even he hadn’t expected. He didn’t understand why she had this effect on him. There wasn’t just an attraction between them, there was more. A real connection that he wanted to build and maintain beyond this nonsense about the will. That was the scariest part of all.

			“Are there still places to sit up here?” Lucy asked as she leaned in to smell a large, dark red rose.

			That was one of his favorites—the Mister Lincoln rose. It gave off an amazing perfume in addition to being a beautiful, classic, crimson rose. “Yes. If we follow the path around, we’ll see the pergola where I’ve put up some furniture.”

			They walked along the trail lined with rosebushes, gardenias and zinnias, to the trumpet vine-wrapped pergola on the south side of the building. It framed the best view from the roof, showcasing the ever-changing colors of the top of the Empire State Building. Under the pergola was a double chaise lounge that was perfect for sunbathing, naps or working evenings on the laptop with a glass of wine or scotch and ice.

			“Wow,” Lucy said. With the giddy grin of a child, she kicked off her heels and lay against the raised back of the chaise. She tugged up her dress to expose the cropped pants underneath and wiggled her pink painted toes in their newfound freedom. “This is amazing. I would spend every minute I had out here if I could.”

			Oliver smiled and settled onto the seat beside her. She’d jumped into the chaise without giving a second thought to getting her designer dress dirty and he appreciated that. “I don’t spend much time just sitting here, actually. Maintaining the garden takes up most of my free time since I do it all myself. If I’m out here, I’m pulling weeds and repotting plants. Trimming back bushes and watering. It’s a lot of work but it helps me keep my mind off of my worries.”

			Lucy sighed and snuggled against his shoulder as she took a sip of her wine. Oliver felt the heat of her body sink through the fabric of his tuxedo shirt and warm his skin. The feel of her so close made his pulse speed up. Suddenly, he had the urge to rip off his bowtie and tug her into his lap. He wasn’t going to rush things tonight, though. There was no need to not take their time and enjoy it.

			“And to think,” Lucy said, “I assumed you were just some heartless workaholic with nothing better to do with your limited free time than screw with me.”

			That made him laugh out loud, chasing away his heated thoughts for a moment. Lucy just said whatever came to her mind and he loved that about her. There wasn’t anything practiced or polished about her words. It was authentic and refreshing, even when it was mildly insulting.

			“Well, I am a heartless workaholic, but I have plenty of things I could do with my limited free time. I simply chose to spend the time screwing with you because I...” Oliver turned his head toward her with his lips nearly pressing against her temple. “I like you, Lucy. More than I ever thought I would. Probably more than I should, if I were smart. But I can’t help it. And I can’t help wanting you.”

			* * *

			Lucy was stunned to silence. It was one thing to say that they’d called a truce on their war over Alice’s estate. It was another thing entirely for him to declare he wanted her while they were alone on a romantic rooftop patio. That was serious. That was the kind of statement that led to action.

			So action is the course she took.

			She set her glass of wine and small beaded black clutch on the table beside them and shifted onto her side to face him. His expression was different as he looked down at her in the glow of the garden’s lights. The hard edge of his jaw seemed softer, the sharp glare of his blue eyes warm instead. Welcoming. And not just with need, although she could sense the tension of desire in the press of his lips into one another. There was something about being here, in this place that was so special to him, that had changed him or at least shown her a side of him she didn’t know existed. She liked that part of Oliver. Liked him enough to throw the last of her reservations out the window where he was concerned.

			“Sometimes the things we want aren’t the smartest choices,” she said softly. “But they’re the chances you’re the most likely to regret not taking. I hate having regrets.”

			Lucy followed her words by leaning in and kissing him. This was no desperate assault like their first kiss on the Dempsey balcony, but a sultry warm-up to something more. She melted into him as she felt his hands seek out her waist and pull her closer. His mouth parted and his tongue slid past her own. The caress sent a surge down her spine, making her skin prickle with goose bumps and her core throb with need.

			She never expected to be here, in a place like this, with a man like Oliver. Despite her desire to make more of herself one day, she never wanted it to be because she dated up on the social ladder. Even though being friends with women like Emma and Violet exposed her to plenty of sexy, successful men, she didn’t think for a moment they would be interested in her.

			But Oliver was definitely interested.

			His hands moved over her body, exploring and caressing each curve and hollow like he was trying to commit it to memory. When his fingertips brushed over the bare curve of her back and waist, she shivered from the sizzling heat of his hand against her skin.

			“Are you cold?” He whispered the question against her lips. “Your skin is freezing. We can go back inside.”

			“I’m not cold. You’re just hot.” In more ways than one, she thought silently. “And I like it.”

			“Oh really?” He smiled and gripped firmly at her hip. “Then I think you’ll like this, too.”

			Lucy let out a soft squeal of surprise as Oliver pulled her into his lap with a firm tug, guiding her to straddle him on the chaise. The position was much more comfortable than lying side by side and allowed her free access to his body with her hands. She ran her palms over his chest with a naughty grin, feeling the hard muscles beneath the starched fabric of his shirt. “You’re right. I like this as well. I’d like it better with some of this fabric out of the way.”

			She moved quickly to his tie and the buttons of his shirt. He didn’t resist, he just closed his eyes and tensed his jaw as her hips slowly moved back and forth, teasing at his rock-hard arousal.

			“Damn,” he muttered under his breath.

			His response to her made Lucy bolder. Once his shirt was unbuttoned, she pushed it open and ran her hands across the golden bronze ridges of his chest. He wasn’t a soft, pale businessman who spent all his time indoors in front of a computer. Apparently gardening was hard work that he did without his shirt on and she appreciated that.

			He lay mostly motionless with his eyes still closed as she admired the gift she’d just unwrapped. Her fingers traced the edges of his muscles, grazing over his sprinkle of dark chest hair and trailing the path it made down his belly to his belt. She could feel his stomach quiver beneath her touch as she moved lower.

			Oliver could only tolerate that for so long, it seemed; as his eyes flew open, he reached out to cup Lucy’s face and pulled her mouth to his own. There was an edge of frenzy when he kissed her this time, the slow, sensual kiss from earlier harder to maintain as the tension built between them. She didn’t mind. She gave as good as she got, touching him and pressing into his caresses to intensify the pleasurable feelings that they sent through her body.

			Lucy only felt a moment of nerves as Oliver’s fingers unfastened the strip of red fabric that held on her dress. There was nothing beneath it but the black cropped pants that paired with the open-backed gown, so she would be fully exposed. She didn’t want to act nervous, however. She didn’t want Oliver to know how long it had been since she’d been with a man or how badly she didn’t want to screw tonight up. So instead, she pasted on her most seductive expression—at least that was what she was going for—and let the gown slip down her arms to pool with the rest of it bunched up at his waist.

			She bit at her lip as Oliver studied her bare chest with appreciation. She held her breath until he brought his hands up to cover her breasts and knead them gently. He groaned aloud with approval as she leaned into his touch.

			Oliver let go of her only long enough to tug the fabric of her discarded dress into a ball and cast it to the vacant side of the chaise. That allowed them to get closer, and he took advantage of that by sitting up, wrapping his arms around her waist and capturing one of her hard, pink nipples in his mouth.

			Lucy’s head went back with a soft cry she couldn’t hold in. For a moment, she looked around, expecting to feel exposed somehow, but the garden was incredibly private. She could shout, cry and remove every stitch of clothing she had on without anyone being the wiser. It was an unexpected turn-on, titillating the inner exhibitionist she didn’t know she had.

			She clutched the back of his head with her hands, burying her fingers in the thick waves of his chestnut hair and holding him close. She was so caught up in the moment, the feel of his lips on her skin, that she didn’t realize she was moving backward until her skin made contact with the chaise.

			Now Oliver was on top with Lucy’s legs clamped around his narrow hips. He held himself up with his arms planted to each side of her as he looked down with a satisfied smirk. Pressing forward, he rubbed his firm desire between her thighs. The sensation shot through her like a fiery arrow despite the pesky pants they both still had on. Not for long.

			Oliver placed a gentle kiss on her lips, then continued down her body. One on her chin, each collarbone, her sternum, each breast, her stomach...stopping when he reached her capris. Those were quickly unzipped and pulled down her hips along with the lace hipster panties she was wearing beneath them. For every few inches of skin he uncovered, he placed another kiss on her skin. Each hipbone, her lower belly, the tops and inside of her thighs, knees, calves, ankles.

			And then she was naked. Totally and completely exposed, panting and trembling with the overwhelming sensations he was stirring inside of her. She ached for him to touch her center, to fill her with the hard heat he’d teased her with so far. But instead, he stopped moving altogether.

			Lucy opened her eyes to see him kneeling between her legs with an almost painful expression lining his face. “What’s wrong?” No woman wanted to finally take off all her clothes and have the guy freeze up like that.

			“I don’t have anything,” he explained with a sheepish look. “Protection, I mean. To be honest, I wasn’t expecting this to happen. Especially not up here. It’s not an excuse not to wear anything. I wouldn’t do that. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this sooner. I was just wrapped up in you...and now you’re naked and so beautiful and I...”

			Lucy smiled and leaned over to reach for her purse sitting on the table. There, she pulled out the duo of condoms she carried for emergencies. She’d never had an emergency in all the years leading up to now, but she knew better than to not be prepared. That was when bad decisions happened. “Here,” she said, holding up the foil packets and saving him from the torture he was leveraging on himself.

			Oliver took them from her, clutched them in his fist and grinned. “You’re amazing. Thank God.”

			He leaned down and kissed her with a renewed surge of energy. Oliver pulled away for a few moments and when he returned to her, the pants were gone, the latex was in place and he was poised between her thighs. “Now,” he said with a grin as he looked down at her. “Where were we?”

			Lucy reached between them and wrapped her fingers around his length. He groaned as she rubbed the tip of him against her moist flesh, teasing them both to the point of madness, then positioning him just at her opening. “Right about here is a good place to pick up, I think.”

			“You’re right,” he agreed before pushing forward into her warmth. He moved at an agonizingly slow pace, savoring every inch until he was buried deep inside of her.

			Lucy gasped at the sensation of being so completely filled after all the years she’d gone without it. She suddenly wondered why she’d allowed herself to become so much like her agoraphobic older client while only in her twenties, but at the same time, she wouldn’t have traded this moment for anything. If five years of celibacy earned her a payoff like this, it was worth it.

			It was as though he was the perfect key for her lock. Everything from the way he touched her, to how he kissed her, the taste of his skin, to the scent of his cologne, couldn’t have been more right. And when he started to move, the floodgates opened deep inside of her.

			She clung to his back, gasping and crying out to the inky black sky overhead as Oliver thrust into her. They rocked together on the chaise, their movements more frantic and their muscles growing more tense as the pleasure started to build up between them.

			“You feel so amazing,” he growled into her ear. “I don’t ever want this to end.”

			Lucy couldn’t respond. She was past the point of rational thought with her climax barreling closer with every surge. All she could manage was a steady chorus of encouraging yeses. Yes, keep doing that. Yes, I don’t want it to end. Yes, this is what I’ve been waiting for. Yes, yes, yes.

			That’s when it finally happened. Like a tightly wound coil inside her body giving way, her orgasm exploded through her. It pulsated through her core, radiating to every limb and making her head swim with pleasure. Her hips bucked against his, forcing him in deeper as her muscles tightened around him. The combination sent Oliver over the edge a moment later. He thrust hard, finishing with a low groan of satisfaction.

			They lay together that way—weak muscles, throbbing parts and harsh, panting breaths—for what seemed like an hour, but it was only minutes. Too exhausted to move far but content in each other’s arms, they finally untangled and righted themselves on the chaise to snuggle up together. Lucy nuzzled into the crook of his arm and molded to his side. Oliver tugged her voluminous red gown over them to shield their bare bodies from the night air and they fell asleep there under the ever-glowing Manhattan sky.

		

	
		
			Eight

			Making love to Lucy was amazing, but Oliver found he quite liked just talking to her as well. After a short nap on the rooftop, they got chilly, gathered their clothes and moved downstairs to his bed. There, he made love to her again, but instead of being sleepy, they were energized with conversation. They’d managed to lie in bed talking to the wee hours of the morning. He could tell she was getting tired, but like a stubborn toddler, not willing to give in to sleep quite yet.

			“Harper and I are taking the train up to Connecticut next weekend,” Lucy said.

			“A fun girls trip?” Oliver asked.

			“Something like that. Do you have any plans? Maybe we can do something when I get back.”

			Oliver picked up his phone from the nightstand to check his calendar. He would be lost without it. “Yep. I’m taking Danny to Coney Island. He’s finally tall enough to ride the roller coaster and he’s been pestering me for weeks.”

			“Who’s Danny?”

			Oliver frowned. Not at Lucy, but at the fact that he hadn’t mentioned his brother to her in all this time. He supposed the focus of their discussions hadn’t really been on his family aside from Aunt Alice. “Hasn’t Harper ever mentioned our little brother?”

			“Oh,” Lucy said, the pieces almost visibly coming together in her mind. “Yes, she has, she just never uses his real name. She calls him Noodle for some reason. I honestly had no idea his real name was Danny.”

			At that, Oliver had to laugh. “His name is Daniel Royce Drake after my grandfather and my stepmother’s favorite car, respectively. Harper has called him Noodle almost since the day he was born but has never told me why. Do you know?”

			Lucy shook her head. “She’s never said, and I guess I didn’t ask. She just mentions doing things with Noodle or posts pictures with him on Snapchat every now and then. I have to admit, that’s quite a nickname to grow up with.”

			Oliver shrugged it off. “I’m sure he’ll be in therapy for far more serious things than a cutesy nickname his older sister gave him.”

			“Why would you say something like that? That’s awful.” Lucy frowned at him, wrinkling her freckled nose.

			“It’s true.” Oliver’s brow furrowed as he studied Lucy. Was it possible she didn’t know the strange and sad tale of Thomas and Candace Drake? Surely Harper had mentioned it. She had just started at Yale when their father began dating Candace. Or perhaps Alice said something. Just because she didn’t leave her apartment didn’t mean she didn’t know exactly what was going on in the family at all times. Or maybe Alice didn’t know. At least to the full extent. Their father may not have wanted to admit he’d squandered his fortune on a beautiful woman.

			“What could a little rich boy possibly have go wrong in his life to necessitate counseling?”

			Only people without money would think that life was easy if you had it. Yes, the necessities of life were no longer a worry, but it came with a whole new set of troubles. Women like Candace being one of them.

			“Nothing, now,” Oliver admitted. “He was so young. I mean, I’m sure he misses his mother as a concept, but at the same time, she left when he was still a toddler. He may not remember much about her, only what’s told to him. But eventually he’s going to get old enough to realize that his mother used him as a pawn to get her hands on my father’s fortune, and then dumped him when he wasn’t useful to her any longer. When that dawns on him, it’s going to hurt. And it doesn’t matter how much Dad loves him, or Harper and I love him. It’s going to make him question why he wasn’t good enough for his mother to want him.”

			Lucy’s big, brown eyes widened in concern, getting larger the more he said. “What kind of woman would leave her baby behind like that? That’s horrible.”

			Her response and disgust seemed genuine. “A woman like my stepmother. Does Harper just not talk about our family at all?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “Not really. I always got the feeling that talking about herself made her uncomfortable. I don’t know why. Violet and Emma grew up with wealth and privilege like she did. I’m the broke outsider in the group.”

			“Not even when the stuff came up with the will? She didn’t mention Candace?”

			“No, she didn’t.”

			Oliver sighed. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and she snuggled in against his chest. “Candace is Danny’s mother. My father remained single for over ten years after our mother died of cervical cancer. Mom’s illness was hard on everyone, and when it was all over, he wanted to focus on raising us and running his company. There just wasn’t any room left for a relationship, even if he had been ready to date again. After Harper went off to college, he met Candace and got all wrapped up in her. It all happened so fast. The whole situation was a nightmare from start to finish.”

			“Why was it a nightmare?”

			“Because, for a start, she was three years older than me. Dad didn’t seem to care about cradle robbing. She was beautiful and she fawned over him like he was the most amazing man she’d ever met. I guess he needed that after all those years alone. It was obvious to everyone but him that she was just after his money. He was blinded by her beauty and was so desperate to find someone to love him that he fell right into her trap. They got married within a year and she got pregnant with Danny pretty quickly. Before his second birthday, Candace had spent all my father’s liquid assets and charged up all his credit accounts into the millions. When he finally put his foot down over her spending, it was only because he had no choice. She had wiped him out. He cut her off financially and she split almost immediately, leaving Danny behind. I guess he wasn’t worth taking just for the child support checks when she could do better on her own. Last I heard, she married another tech billionaire from Silicon Valley. One of our competitors, if you can believe her nerve.”

			Oliver didn’t want to drone on and on about Candace, so he got to the point as quickly as he could and waited to see what Lucy had to say about it. Very little, it turned out. Instead, they sat together in an awkward silence that seemed to stretch on forever.

			Finally, Lucy spoke in a small voice. “So that’s why.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“That’s why you automatically presumed that I’m an awful person. Because of her.”

			Now that he’d gotten to know Lucy better, he was ashamed to tell her as much, but he knew it was true. That’s what experience had taught him. “I’ll admit it colored my opinion, yes.”

			Lucy pushed herself up in bed and tugged the sheets to her chest defensively. She had a pained expression lining her brow and the corners of her mouth were turned down just slightly. “Colored your opinion, my foot,” she snapped. “You didn’t know me from Adam and you lashed out at me as though you’d seen a sketch of my face on a Wanted poster or something. You thought I’d conned your aunt just like your stepmother conned your father. Admit it.”

			“It’s not—”

			“Admit it,” Lucy pressed. “You thought I was such a horrible person that I was willing to steal all your aunt’s belongings out from under you all. Do you think I killed her, too?”

			“Of course not!” Oliver replied. “Don’t be ridiculous. Do you think I’d be lying in bed with you if I thought you were capable of something like that?”

			“Okay, so not a murderer, but certainly a swindler.”

			Oliver twisted his lips in thought for a moment before he turned away from Lucy’s accusatory gaze and sighed. “Okay, I guess I did. But you have to understand that the situation with Candace left me suspicious of everyone’s motives, not just yours. On a date, the moment a woman asked what business I was in or what area of town I lived in, I could feel this anxiety start to creep in.”

			“Those are pretty common first date questions.”

			“I know,” he said, feeling foolish about the whole thing but unable to suppress it. “But it felt like women were just trying to figure out how much money I had. Or if they knew my family and showed an interest, I convinced myself that it couldn’t be because they were genuinely interested in me. Watching Candace work my dad over was hard. Especially since we couldn’t say a bad word about her to him. Trust me when I say we tried, but he wouldn’t listen. In the end, he looked like a fool and I never wanted to make that same mistake.”

			“So a woman couldn’t possibly be interested in you because you’re smart or handsome? Well dressed? Did you ever think that maybe one of those women was just interested in seeing if you had a big...garden?”

			“I do have a larger than average garden.” Oliver started to laugh, and then he clapped his right hand over his eyes in dismay. “Oh, you’re right. I know you’re right. I erred on the side of caution.”

			“And what good did it do you?”

			Oliver looked down at Lucy, her naked body warm and curved against him. “It got you here, for a start. If I hadn’t been so suspicious of you, I might not have followed you around and therefore, might not have fallen for your many charms.”

			Lucy smirked at him, unimpressed by his flattery. “And now that you’ve fallen for my charms...do you still think I conned your aunt?”

			He knew this was a critical moment in the relationship he’d never expected to have with Lucy. After spending this time together, he should know, one way or another, if she was guilty of everything he’d accused her of. If he thought she was innocent, he’d say so right now without hesitation. And yet the seconds ticked by without his answer as he struggled with his prejudices.

			Finally, he found the right combination of words. They might not be the ones she wanted to hear, but it was an honest response. “I really like you, Lucy. More than I ever expected to. I don’t want to believe you could do something like that. I’m not sure if that makes me idealistic or just plain stupid.”

			Lucy watched his face for a moment. He could tell by the dimmed light in her eyes that he’d still hurt her even though she was trying to act as though he hadn’t. “Thank you for answering that honestly,” she said at last. She sat in deep thought for a few seconds before a yawn overtook her and he could tell she was losing the fight to sleep. “I don’t know how to prove to you that I’m not like your stepmother, but I’m not going to figure that out tonight. I guess all I can do is keep trying. Good night, Oliver.”

			She leaned in to give him a kiss, then she lay back down, cuddling against him with another contagious yawn. After a few moments in the dark silence, he could tell she’d drifted off to sleep. He wished he could fall asleep that easily. But not tonight.

			Tonight, he was left with questions he couldn’t answer. Not with enough certainty to make him feel better. When Lucy called him out for putting his hang-ups over Candace on her and painting them with the same guilty brush, he felt foolish about the whole thing.

			Oliver had decided Lucy was guilty without a stitch of evidence to prove it. And his big plan to uncover her secrets hadn’t resulted in a single incriminating thing about her since that day at the lawyer’s office. Honestly, he hadn’t really tried. A background check hadn’t revealed anything insidious. She was the only child of two blue-collar parents from central Ohio who split up when she was only a few years old. No criminal record, no negative remarks on her credit report...even her transcript from Yale proved her to be an above-average student.

			By all accounts, she was delightful to be around, thoughtful, smart and sexy as hell. He couldn’t imagine her being a crook like Candace was.

			Even then, he had a hard time turning off his suspicious thoughts.

			He’d like to think that if he truly suspected she was guilty of tricking Alice into changing her will, he wouldn’t be in bed with her at the moment. That had to be worth something. And yet he hadn’t called off his lawyers either. It was entirely possible that his aunt had simply left her estate to someone she thought deserved it.

			As far as she knew, no one in the family was truly hurting for money. He was fine. Harper seemed to be getting along okay. And despite his father’s claims of being broke, he was far from it. He still brought in more income in a single month from his investment portfolio than most people earned in a year. It didn’t last as long in Manhattan as it would other places, but he wasn’t about to be out on the street. He also had his retirement from the company. Real estate holdings. It just wasn’t enough to maintain the lifestyle Candace wanted.

			His father may have been blinded by love, but Aunt Alice was no one’s fool. If she could see all the quibbling going on over her will, she’d come back from the grave and tell them all to quit it because she knew full well what she was doing when she changed it. Lucy would have to be a very skilled scam artist to pull one over on her.

			He didn’t see that level of cunning in her. So why didn’t he drop the protest? He was the only one keeping Lucy from getting everything she was due.

			Maybe he would.

			Oliver sighed and closed his eyes to try to sleep.

			Maybe he wouldn’t.

			* * *

			Lucy woke up in Oliver’s bed the next morning. She wasn’t sure if it was nerves or regret about last night, but she found herself wide awake at dawn with her mind racing over the night before. She didn’t want to disturb Oliver, so she put on her capris, stole a T-shirt from his dresser and slipped out of the room.

			She made herself a cup of coffee using the Keurig on his Carrara marble countertop, doctored it with half-and-half from his refrigerator and settled at the kitchen table. There was no reason she would be awake at this hour after staying up half the night, but there was an anxiety swirling in her stomach and in her head. It demanded she wake up, so here she was. There would no doubt be a nap in her future once she was back at her apartment.

			For the time being, Lucy sipped her coffee. It felt strange sitting idly in Oliver’s kitchen, but she felt equally weird about doing anything else in his home while he was still asleep. That left her the option of leaving, and she knew that wasn’t the right path to take. Last night, while unexpected, had been amazing and romantic. This morning might prove awkward, and they might never share a moment like that again, but it wouldn’t be because she chickened out and ran before he woke up.

			Taking another sip of her coffee, she felt her stomach start to rumble. Unlike her friend Violet, who could charge through the day on a steady diet of coffee and the occasional protein bar before she got pregnant, Lucy liked to eat, and she especially liked to eat breakfast. Eggs, pancakes, waffles, sugary cereal, oatmeal, toast, bacon...you name it. She was a fan of the meal in general. She wasn’t the kind who could make it to lunch without eating anything.

			How long could she last today? She looked at the clock in the hallway. It was just after six thirty. There was a deli up the block where she could get a bagel or order delivery, but she didn’t need to be seen by the general public. Especially not wearing silk capris, a hole-ridden old T-shirt, no bra, last night’s makeup and morning-after hair. Lucy didn’t need a mirror to know that she’d announce “walk of shame” to anyone she passed.

			Including Oliver.

			On that note, Lucy pushed aside the idea of food for a moment and sought out the hall powder room to see how bad it really was. She winced in the mirror when she switched on the light. It was a rough look.

			The clothes were what they were unless she wanted to wear her gown around the house, but she could clean up the rest. She splashed warm water on her face and used a disposable towel to wipe away the remnants of last night’s smoky eye. Then she finger-combed her hair into a messy knot on the top of her head. It was still a far cry from her polished look at the museum the night before, but it was a casual, carefree messy instead of a hot-mess messy. The best she could do on an unplanned overnight stay.

			The apartment was still silent when she stepped back out into the hall. Silent enough for her loud tummy rumbling to nearly echo. She couldn’t put off breakfast for too much longer.

			Lucy started rummaging through his cabinets for an easy option but found nothing she could grab like a pastry or a granola bar. That left real food. Oliver didn’t strike her as the kind of man who did a lot of cooking, but she hadn’t thought he was a gardener either. While the selection wasn’t outstanding, she did find just enough between the contents of the pantry and the refrigerator to cobble together a decent breakfast for the two of them.

			It was actually a dish that Alice had taught her to make in the years she’d lived with her. She’d called it Trash Casserole, but it was basically a crustless quiche filled with an assortment of breakfast foods. The idea was to make it with whatever was on hand, hence the trash, but Alice always made it following a strict recipe, which Lucy appreciated.

			Her mother was an excellent cook after working at the local diner for twenty years, but it never rubbed off on Lucy. She wasn’t a natural at it the way her mom was. Her mother could never explain how or why she did certain things, she just cooked it until it looked right and never followed a recipe. Eventually, Lucy just got frustrated with trying to learn and gave up.

			Alice had been a lot easier to follow. She kept all her recipes on neatly handwritten cards in a brass box that sat in the cupboard. Those cards were gospel as far as Alice was concerned and she never strayed. Lucy had thought she would copy them all down for herself so she could make those dishes in her own home one day. Now, she realized, those painstakingly scripted cards were hers, along with everything else.

			Maybe.

			Lucy doubted that Oliver would begrudge her some recipe cards if she really wanted them, but at the moment, they were tied up with about half a billion in other assets of the estate. She’d tried not to think about Oliver as her adversary, but his aunt’s will was definitely the elephant in the room with them. Lucy didn’t expect him to drop the protest just because they’d had sex, but a part of her hoped that maybe he knew her well enough now not to confuse her with his greedy stepmother. Or perhaps not. Sex somehow could change everything and yet nothing all at once.

			“Something smells good.”

			Lucy looked up to see Oliver standing near the Keurig. He was looking deliciously messy himself, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans and some heavy stubble. The hard, tan stomach she’d explored the night before was on full display with his jeans hanging low on his hips. He ran his fingers through his hair and smiled sheepishly. The combination sent her pulse through the roof. It was nearly enough of a distraction to make her burn their breakfast if the timer hadn’t gone off that very second.

			“Good morning,” she said, anxiously turning away from him and focusing on pulling the casserole out of the oven. “Are you hungry?”

			“Mmm-hmm,” he muttered as he came in closer and snuggled up behind her. He planted a kiss on her neck that sent a chill down her spine and a warmth of awareness across her skin. She turned to give him a proper good-morning kiss but realized his attention had shifted to what she was cooking.

			“Is that Trash Casserole?” he asked with a look of astonishment on his face.

			Lucy nodded. “It is. Have you had it before?”

			“Have I had it before?” He took a step back and shook his head. “It’s only the best thing Aunt Alice ever made. She cooked it every morning for Harper and me after we stayed the night with her.”

			She turned off the oven. “Well, good. She’s the one that taught me how to make it, so hopefully it’s at least half as good as hers.”

			Oliver eyeballed the dish with a wide grin. “It looks exactly like I remember it. I don’t think I’ve eaten that in twenty years.”

			Lucy looked at him with a confused frown. “How is that possible? You had all the stuff to make it in the house. It’s not a particularly complicated recipe. You mean you’ve never tried to do it yourself in all this time?”

			He shook his head and took a step toward the coffee maker. “No. I don’t cook. Not even a little. I pay a lady to come in twice a week to clean and stock the fridge with a few things I can eat. I found if I didn’t do that, I’d just eat takeout until I needed bigger pants. Anything you found in the house, she left here, I can assure you.”

			Lucy wasn’t surprised. “Well you’ll have to apologize to her for me when she comes by again and finds I’ve used up her supplies.”

			Oliver chuckled as he popped a pod into the coffee machine and turned it on. “She won’t mind. I’m sure Patty would be happy to come here and find evidence of cooking instead of candy wrappers and take-out containers in my trash can.”

			Lucy made them both plates and they settled together at the kitchen table. It was a nice moment to share, diffusing any of the morning-after awkwardness. They were nearly finished when Oliver’s cell phone rang.

			She sat silently as he answered, giving one-word replies and frowning at the table. “Okay. I’ll be there shortly. I just got up.”

			He hit the button to hang up and looked at her with an apologetic expression on his face. “That was my dad. They’re taking Danny to the hospital in an ambulance. He had an accident at his riding lesson this morning. I’m sorry to cut our breakfast short, but I need to go meet Dad in the emergency room.”

			Lucy’s soft heart ached at the thought of his little brother at the hospital without his mother there to comfort him. She was hardly a suitable substitute—she’d never even met the little boy Harper called Noodle—but she couldn’t go home in good conscience. She had to do something to help. “I’ll go with you,” she offered, getting up from the table with her dish in her hand.

			He flinched at the suggestion, making her wonder if she was crossing a line by imposing on his family even after the night they’d shared. Was it too soon? Perhaps his father wouldn’t want her there. He hadn’t seemed any more pleased with her at the will reading than the rest of the family.

			“You don’t need to do that, Lucy. I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

			She wasn’t about to let him push her away that easily. “I know I don’t need to do it, but I want to. If we can just stop by my place on the way, I’ll do a quick change of clothes and I’ll be happy to keep you company. It sounds like it’s going to be a long day for everyone. I can fetch coffee or something. Let me help.”

			Oliver’s thin lips twisted in thought for a moment, then he nodded with an expression of relief. “Okay.” He stepped forward and pulled Lucy into his arms, dropping his forehead down to gently meet her own as he held her.

			“Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Nine

			Danny was a trooper. Oliver had to give him credit for that. He wasn’t sure he’d have handled all of this as well when he was his age. He’d broken his wrist riding his scooter when he was nine and had been convinced at the time that no one had experienced his level of pain, ever.

			Danny had four broken ribs, the doctor had said. X-rays showed the breaks were clean and would come together on their own. There was no risk for the bones puncturing the lungs. It sounded bad and it was quite painful, but it could’ve been much worse. During his riding lesson, the horse had gotten spooked by something. It bucked Danny out of the saddle, then stomped on his chest while he was lying on his back in the riding ring. He could’ve been killed in about four or five different ways, so some bruises and a few cracked ribs were a best-case scenario, really.

			Dad had gone back to the apartment to get a few things. The doctors were going to keep Danny overnight. The first twenty-four hours were the most painful and where his breaks were located, he couldn’t do much of anything for himself, even raise a juice box to his mouth.

			That just left Oliver and Lucy with him for the time being, as Harper was out of town. Although Oliver had initially been thrown off by Lucy’s request to come with him to the hospital, she’d been a lifesaver today. She’d brought them food from the cafeteria, magazines from the gift shop, and she even had a phone charger in her purse when their phones started to die from the constant calls and texts. Having her here had been nice. Nicer than he wanted to admit to himself.

			Waking up with her, sharing breakfast together, even weathering a crisis together...every moment he spent with Lucy made him want to spend more and more. This was going to be a problem.

			“Can I have a popsicle?” Danny asked. He was sitting up in his hospital bed with pillows propped up under his arms and a thin blanket thrown over his legs. He looked so small in that bed, even smaller than the seven-year-old usually looked.

			Oliver got up from the chair, relieved to have a quest to occupy his mind. “I’ll go see what I can do. Are you okay to stay with him?” he asked Lucy.

			She nodded from her perch at the end of his bed. “We’ll be fine.”

			Oliver went down the hallway in search of a popsicle. The pain medicine was making Danny queasy, so he wasn’t much interested in the food they were bringing him. If his baby brother wanted a popsicle, Oliver would find him one. The nurses didn’t have any, just pudding and gelatin cups, so he headed downstairs in the hopes of finding something in the cafeteria or gift shop that would make Danny smile. He’d hit a street cart if he had to.

			He scored a Bomb Pop, finally, and carried it back upstairs after about twenty minutes of hunting. As he neared the doorway to Danny’s hospital room, the sound of voices made him pause. Danny wasn’t normally much of a talker, but the pain medications had him chatting up a storm. He and Lucy were talking and Oliver was curious about what the two of them would discuss without anyone else around.

			“The nurses cut off my favorite shirt when we got to the hospital,” Danny complained. “It hurt too much to pull it over my head.”

			“I bet your daddy can get you another shirt just like that one.”

			“Yeah, but it won’t be the same. My mother sent me that shirt for my last birthday.”

			Oliver froze in place. He’d never heard Danny mention his mother. He hadn’t even known she was in contact with her son until now. Dad hadn’t said anything about it. For a moment, Oliver wasn’t sure if he should be happy she was involved or mad for stringing his brother along.

			“Did she?” Lucy asked in a polite voice that didn’t betray what she knew about Danny’s mother. “That was nice of her.”

			Oliver leaned forward until he could see around the corner of the door frame. Danny was still sitting up in bed. Lucy was sitting at the end of the bed, turned toward Danny with interest.

			Danny shrugged on reflex and winced with the movement. “Not really. She sends a package on my birthday and at Christmas, but that’s it. A good mom would do more than that. A good mom would’ve stayed around or taken me with her. Or at least visit every once in a while. That’s what people say when they think I’m not listening.”

			He could see Lucy stiffen awkwardly in her seat. What did you say to something like that, knowing it was absolutely true but not being able to fix it?

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Not having both parents around can be hard. You know, my daddy left when I was young, too.”

			Danny perked up. “Why did yours leave?”

			Lucy sighed. “Well, I was small, so I don’t know all the details, but my mom said he met someone else and started a new family. I never saw or heard from him again.”

			“Do you have more brothers or sisters?”

			“Yes. Someone told me that I have two little sisters somewhere. I don’t know their names.”

			Oliver couldn’t believe how little he actually knew about Lucy’s past and her family. What little he did know had come from the file on her the private investigator gave him. She never really talked about her life before she went to Yale and met his sister. Now he knew why. Being a single parent was hard. His father had enough money to get help when he needed it, never having to worry about bills or childcare, but the average mother on her own had no one to depend on but herself.

			He imagined that drove Lucy to work even harder at everything she did. Getting into Yale was no easy feat, and getting a scholarship to cover most of the sky-high tuition was near impossible. He knew that having to drop out when she couldn’t afford the tuition had to hurt. Being the companion of a wealthy old woman probably hadn’t been her goal in life, but then again, that detour could very well make her richer than any Yale degree ever could.

			“I just have Oliver and Harper,” Danny said. “I’ve heard people say that’s because my mom learned her lesson with me. I was a lot of work and I ruined her body, she said. She got her shoes tied after I was born.”

			“Do you mean she got her tubes tied?” Lucy asked, stifling a chuckle at the seven-year-old’s interpretation of the story he’d heard.

			“That’s it. I think.” Danny sat thoughtfully for a minute, gazing down at the IV in his hand. “I’m sorry about your dad, Lucy. I guess my mom could be a lot worse. At least she sends nice gifts. She can afford to though, since she’s married to a super-rich guy in California. I heard the housekeeper say that the guy invented a thing that’s in every smartphone in the world. She wasted all of Daddy’s money in just a few years, but I think it will take her a lot longer to spend all of the new guy’s money.”

			Oliver was surprised to listen to how much his brother knew about Candace. He was young, but perhaps he wasn’t as sheltered as Oliver thought. It sounded as though the grown-ups around him had the habit of talking about Candace as though Danny were too young to understand what they were saying. The knowledge seemed to steal a touch of his innocence too soon, but perhaps the truth wouldn’t be as crushing as if he’d learned it all later. He was a smart, savvy little boy. Much more than Oliver gave him credit for.

			He was also amazed at how deftly Lucy handled Danny. She was such a caring person, so unlike Candace. In a moment, she’d shifted the discussion away from bad parents and had Danny chatting animatedly about his favorite video game. Any bad emotions roused by their talk faded away as he prattled on about trolls and secret passages. Danny loved playing on any kind of gadget and would happily sit and get lost in a game for hours on end. Considering his family owned one of the largest computer companies in the world, it was probably in his blood.

			Dad had actually forced Danny to take the riding lessons to get him out of the house. That had backfired a little, considering it had landed him in the hospital, but at least it had given him something to do that didn’t entail cheat codes and warlocks. The next week of his recovery would be spent playing his game the moment he could hold up his own controller.

			Lucy listened to him speak as though it were the most interesting conversation she’d ever had. She had that ability, that way of making you feel like you were the only person in the room. The most important thing in her life. No wonder Alice had been so taken with her. And Harper. And now, Danny, too. She was like a planet swirling around in space and pulling everyone else into her orbit.

			He realized he was tired of fighting to escape her pull. The conversation they’d had in the late hours the night before had been enlightening for him. Danny’s accident had occupied his mind for most of the day, but when he had a quiet moment, his thoughts always returned to Lucy. He had judged her unfairly. If he set all his prejudgments aside, he had no reason not to let himself fall head over heels for this woman. It was a leap he’d never risked taking before and he wasn’t sure he was ready to do it yet.

			But he could feel it coming. Before too long, the solid ground beneath him would crumble and he would have no choice but to fall hard for Lucy Campbell.

			Oliver was startled from his thoughts by the drip of the popsicle onto his hand through a hole in the wrapper. He couldn’t stand out in the hallway forever. Instead, he rounded the corner as though he’d just returned and presented the prize to the grinning little boy waiting for it.

			* * *

			After closing out the weekend at the hospital, the following workweek seemed to fly by. Lucy spent almost every evening with Oliver, returning to the apartment on Fifth Avenue when he left for work in the morning. During the day, she looked at apartments near Yale online and plotted out an itinerary for the trip she and Harper were taking up there the following weekend.

			In all the time Oliver and Lucy spent together, they existed in a protective bubble—neither of them mentioning the fact that Alice’s will was still pending a decision from the judge. They simply didn’t talk about it, like an elephant in the room that they kept their backs to.

			At this point, Lucy thought for sure that he should trust her enough to know she had nothing to do with the change in the will. And yet she didn’t ask him to withdraw the protest and he didn’t offer. They just carried on with their relationship as though the explosive events that brought them together initially never happened.

			It lingered in the back of Lucy’s mind, but at the same time, she was happy to ignore that aspect of their association. Things were so much better without that topic creeping into their conversations. She also tended to ignore the fact that she was planning on leaving Manhattan after the New Year to finish school regardless of what the judge decided. She hadn’t mentioned that to Oliver either, and she didn’t know why. Perhaps it seemed too early in the relationship to worry about the future.

			If they were still together when the holidays rolled around, then it would be an important discussion. Now it would just be like putting a ticking time bomb out ahead of them, ready to blow their fragile relationship apart at its mere mention.

			But would there be a better time, she thought, looking through the layouts of another apartment complex. Maybe.

			Maybe not.

			About six that evening, the doorbell rang and Lucy found Oliver standing in the foyer with sacks of takeout in his hands.

			“What are you doing here?” she asked. “I was just getting dressed to come over to your place.”

			“I thought we could use a change of scenery,” he said, stepping past her into the apartment. “I’ve also always wanted to eat in the formal dining room.”

			Lucy followed him curiously. “That’s fine by me. What’s so great about the dining room?”

			Oliver set the bags down on the table, revealing some Italian dishes from a place close to his office. “When we were kids, we weren’t allowed to eat in the formal dining room because we might spill on the priceless Moroccan rug. We had to eat in the kitchen where there was tile. When I was an adult, we didn’t come over any longer, so I’ve never gotten to eat in here.”

			Lucy laughed. She’d honestly never eaten in this room either, but it was more out of convenience than anything else. When it was just Alice and her, it was easier to eat in the kitchen or to take a dish into her room and eat in bed by herself. “It’s a first for us both then.”

			They settled at the table, eyeing the cream silk tablecloth, the infamous Moroccan rug and the large containers of pasta with red and white sauces sitting in front of them.

			“Let’s eat in the kitchen,” they both said in unison, getting up and carrying everything out of the intimidating space as they laughed together.

			When they were finished, Oliver grabbed the small container of tiramisu and two forks, and took Lucy’s hand to lure her into the bedroom. “It’s time for dessert,” he said.

			Lucy groaned as she followed him into her bedroom. She had eaten so much. She loved tiramisu, but she wasn’t sure if she could stomach another bite of food. “I’m not sure I’m ready for dessert yet.”

			Oliver looked over his shoulder and gave her a coy wink. “That’s okay. I think some physical activity first might make some room for more.”

			“Oh yeah? What do you have in mind?” she teased.

			Oliver entered her room and set the container on the nightstand. Lucy came up behind him and ran her hands over his broad shoulders. She loved seeing him in his suits every day after work. She loved the contrast of the soft, expensive fabrics draped over the hard steel of his body.

			He shrugged out of the jacket, letting it fall into her hands. She draped it over the nearby chair and they continued their familiar dance of undressing. It had felt strange at first to expose herself so easily to someone, and now her fingers couldn’t move fast enough for her bare skin to touch his.

			Oliver flung back her comforter and they crawled into bed together. He immediately pulled her body against his and captured her mouth in a kiss. It was amazing how quickly this had become like coming home to Lucy. It didn’t matter where they were, being in his arms was what was important. The rest of the world and its problems just melted away and all that mattered was the two of them.

			“I think I might eat some of the tiramisu now,” he murmured against her lips, “if you don’t mind.”

			Lucy did mind. They were in the middle of something and he wanted to stop and eat. But she kept her mouth shut and was rewarded for her patience.

			He grabbed the container from the bedside table and carried it with him as he positioned himself between her thighs. Oliver kissed the inside of each knee before opening the container and filling the room with the scent of chocolate and espresso. He swiped his index finger through the cream on top and painted each of her nipples with it. Swirling more across her belly, he stopped at the satin edge of her neatly trimmed curls.

			Oliver set the box aside and smiled widely at her as he prepared to enjoy his dessert. He licked a leisurely trail across her belly, circling her navel and climbing higher. Lucy squirmed with a mix of need and impatience, clutching at the sheets as he teased her. Finally reaching her breasts, his tongue teased at one tight nipple and then the next, sucking in the mocha-dusted mascarpone and swirling it around her skin with his tongue.

			Lucy had never been someone’s dessert course before and she found she quite liked it. The only downside to this arrangement was that she didn’t have any for herself. When he picked up the box for more, she caught his wrist to stop him. “I want some, too,” she requested sweetly and reached for it.

			“I thought you were full,” Oliver teased, holding the box out of her grasp.

			She stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. “I just want a little taste. Please?”

			“Well, since you said please...” Oliver dipped his finger in the dessert and offered it to her. She grasped his hand with her own, holding it steady as she drew it into her mouth and sucked every bit from his skin. When it was long gone, she continued to suck at him in a suggestive way that made him groan her name aloud with a hint of desperation in his voice.

			“Okay. That’s enough tiramisu for now,” she said, finally releasing her hold on him. “I’m ready for the rest of my dessert.”

			“Very well,” he said, tossing the carton to the far side of the bed. He lay down beside her. “Come here.”

			Gripping her waist, he pulled Lucy into his lap. She straddled him, feeling unexpectedly powerful as he looked up at her with a light of appreciation in his eyes. Lucy had never thought of herself as particularly pretty or having a good body—average at best—but Oliver looked at her like she was his fantasy come to life. It made her feel like maybe that could be true.

			He brought his hand up to her face. His fingertips traced the curve of her cheek, then trailed across her swollen bottom lip. “You are so beautiful. I never want to close my eyes when you’re near me.”

			How did this amazing man come into her life? Things had been so surreal since Alice died. The estate, the future...that was hard enough to believe. But Oliver—being with a man like him was beyond her wildest imagination. He was handsome, smart and successful. He was everything she’d dreamt of but never believed she would have. And yet here she was, straddling his bare hips and feeling his desire for her pressing against her thigh.

			She sheathed him with a nearby condom, and shifting her weight, Lucy captured Oliver’s firm heat and eased him inside of her. She closed her eyes and bit her lip as her body expanded and enveloped him. His palms cupped her hips and held her still. They both took a moment to savor the sensation of their bodies joining. Then at last, she moved her hips forward and back again, settling into a slow, steady rhythm.

			They’d come a long way since that first day at the attorney’s offices. It was hard to believe it had only been a few weeks since they’d met for the first time. Now she could hardly imagine her life without him. Just the thought was enough to make her chest ache in a way she could hardly describe. She’d never felt anything like that before. Lucy had spent more than one night lying in bed beside him, wondering what it could mean.

			But now as she looked down at Oliver, she knew the truth of it—she was in love with him.

			Did that mean she was making love to him for the first time? The realization intensified the sensations already building inside of her. She’d had a few partners in her life, but nothing she would call serious. Nothing that created the kind of emotional bond to the other person the way this did. This knowledge changed everything and she could feel it down to her core.

			The pleasure started rippling through her, radiating from deep inside. She could feel her muscles tighten around him as her body tensed and prepared for her much-needed release.

			“Yes,” Oliver coaxed, his fingertips pressing into the flesh of her hips. “Give in to it.”

			It was a demand she couldn’t help but follow. Her orgasm exploded through her like a shockwave. She gasped and cried out to the ceiling as the sensations pulsated through her like never before. Even as the pleasure filled her, it was the warmth in her chest that truly gripped her. That feeling of peace and happiness being here with Oliver seemed to envelop her. She bit her lip and savored it, even as Oliver’s hoarse groans began to mingle with her panting breaths.

			She collapsed beside him in exhaustion and contentment. After a moment, Oliver gave her a soft kiss. “I’m going to go get a drink from the kitchen. Do you want anything?”

			Lucy shook her head. She had everything she wanted in this moment. It couldn’t be more perfect. As she watched Oliver and his perfectly round tush saunter out of the bedroom, all she could think of, all she could feel, was this overwhelming sense of love. She loved him. Really, truly.

			She hoped that wasn’t a huge mistake.

		

	
		
			Ten

			“I don’t understand why we’re back in Connecticut looking at apartments,” Harper complained.

			“I’m too old to live in a dorm or a sorority house,” Lucy explained. “If I’m going back to school, I’m getting my own place near campus.”

			It was a cool, crisp day in New Haven. Summer had lingered longer than expected this year and the first signs of fall were finally arriving even though it was late September. Soon it would be time for changing leaves, oversize sweaters and boots. And when she started in the spring term this January, she would’ve moved on to heavy coats, hats, scarves and gloves.

			“I really don’t know why you’re bothering with any of this. I mean, once the inheritance goes through, do you really need to worry about going back to school? You don’t have to work another day in your life if you don’t want to, much less move into a cheap off-campus apartment with loud jocks living upstairs.”

			Lucy could only shake her head and look at the map of nearby apartments she’d been given by the campus housing office. No, moving from a Fifth Avenue apartment to one of these places wasn’t ideal, but it was reality. No one else seemed to be functioning in reality except her.

			“This has got nothing to do with my inheritance. Whether I get it or not, I want to finish my art history degree. That’s been my plan all along. When I dropped out, it was so disappointing. I’ve saved up all these years to pay for school, and with Alice gone, now is my chance. If that means an old apartment with shag carpeting and a run-down laundromat I have to share with a hundred other residents, so be it.”

			Harper halted her complaints as they approached the closest of the rental complexes near campus. “This doesn’t look too bad,” Lucy said. “Since it’s so close, it’s probably the most sought after and expensive place, too.”

			They found the front office and the manager walked them to an empty one-bedroom apartment they could tour.

			“I’ve got a one-bedroom just like this one coming up after the fall term,” the manager explained. “They’re graduating and moving out before the holidays. I have a couple two-bedroom apartments coming up, too. Any chance you would be interested in one of those?”

			“No thanks,” Lucy replied. She’d basically lived in a bedroom the last five years and a shared sorority bedroom the years before that. Spreading out into her own apartment would be luxurious. “It’s just me. I’m not interested in roommates.”

			“Okay. Go ahead and look around. I’ll be here if you have any questions.”

			Lucy and Harper stepped inside and she breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn’t that bad at all. To the left, there was a spacious living room with a patio. To the right, a dining room and the kitchen. Down a short hallway was the bedroom and bathroom. The fixtures weren’t the newest and fanciest, but it looked clean and well maintained.

			“I could make this work.”

			Harper wrinkled her nose. “Have you considered buying a condo or a townhouse instead?”

			“With what money?” Lucy asked. “I swear you rich people can’t quite come to terms with what it’s like to be broke. After I pay for classes, books and fees, I’ll have just enough for this apartment and food. That’s it. I can’t pull a down payment out of my rear end.” She held up her finger to silence her friend. “And don’t you dare bring up the inheritance again. I haven’t heard two words from the attorney since Oliver filed a dispute. I can’t plan my life around money that may never arrive.”

			Harper sighed and crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, fine. What about Oliver then?”

			Lucy frowned. “What about Oliver?”

			“You two are...together. Dating? Whatever you want to call it. Things seem to be pretty good between the two of you. Are you really going to want to leave him behind in the city come January?”

			That was something Lucy had tried to ignore. Not even her recent emotional revelation had changed that. Her plan before Oliver was to go to school and her plan remained the same. “We’re hardly in what you would call ‘a relationship.’ Certainly not a serious enough relationship for me to give up my dream in order to be with him.”

			“I don’t know. It hasn’t been long, but you two seem pretty serious. It might not be love yet, but at the very least you’re twitterpated.”

			“Twitter-what?”

			“Twitterpated,” Harper explained. “It’s from the movie Bambi. It means you’re infatuated. Maybe not ‘in love’ yet, but excited and optimistic and definitely ‘in like.’”

			Lucy ignored her observation and turned to study the appliances in the kitchen.

			“You could transfer to another school that’s in the city. Columbia? NYU? You don’t have to go back to Yale.”

			Lucy turned to Harper with her hands planted on her hips. “I worked hard to get accepted to Yale and I want that degree framed on my wall with Yale University emblazoned across the top of it.”

			Harper didn’t seem convinced. “It’s not as though the schools I mentioned are community colleges, you know.”

			“Yeah, I know. But before Oliver or money came into the picture, I made plans to come back here. I’m already registered for the spring. It’s happening. So are you going to help me find a place to live or complain the whole time?”

			She rolled her eyes and pasted on a smile. “I’m going to help you find an apartment in New Haven because I’m a supportive friend who loves you.”

			“Good. Let’s go.”

			They walked out of the apartment together with a brochure from the manager and her card to call when Lucy made a decision. They toured two more apartment complexes before they went to Vito’s Deli, one of their former college haunts, for lunch.

			“I’m starving,” Harper declared as they lined up at the counter to place their order.

			Lucy had loved this shop when they were in school, but suddenly, the idea of it wasn’t as exciting as it used to be. The smell of meat and pickles hit her like a blast of unwelcome air when they walked inside. She hadn’t been feeling great the last couple of days, but she figured it was something she’d eaten. Now she wasn’t so sure.

			“Lucy, are you okay?”

			She turned her head to her friend. “Why?”

			Harper cocked her head to the side with concern lining her eyes. “You look a little green around the gills. Do we need to go somewhere else?”

			Lucy hated to do it, but she really needed some air. “Maybe if we just step out a second. The smell of dill pickles is really getting to me for some reason.”

			They stepped out onto the street, where Lucy sucked in a big lungful of fresh air and felt a million times better. The queasiness was still there, but she didn’t feel like she was about to make a mess in the deli during the lunch rush. “Thanks. I don’t know what’s gotten into me lately. I felt puny yesterday, too. I thought maybe it was the chicken sandwich I’d had for lunch, but I should be over that by now. I had a bagel and coffee for breakfast. Pickles have never bothered me before. I love pickles.”

			“My dad told me that when my mom was pregnant with Oliver, she couldn’t abide the smell, taste or sight of pickles. I always thought that was funny, considering it’s the stereotypical pregnancy thing. Oliver has always hated pickles, too. When she was pregnant with me, she couldn’t get enough of them and I love pickles.”

			Lucy chuckled nervously at Harper’s story. “Well, that’s weird, but of course, I’m not pregnant.”

			“I’m not saying you are. It would be a funny coincidence if you were repelled by pickles, though, since it would be Oliver’s baby.” Harper paused for a moment, then turned and continued to eye her critically. “Lucy, are you pregnant with my brother’s baby?”

			Lucy lowered herself down onto a nearby bench as she mentally ran through her biological calendar. How many days had it been? It was before Alice died. She counted on her fingers and shook her head. “No,” she declared at last. “I couldn’t be. I mean, we used protection. I am certain that I am not pregnant.”

			Harper sat down on the bench beside her. “Well, what if we popped over to the drugstore and you took a pregnancy test just so we know for sure whether you need an antacid for a stomachache or a baby registry? You haven’t been feeling well. I’m sure it’s just the stress of everything going on, but if you take the test, then you’ll know. If it’s negative, then no worries, right?”

			No worries? That wasn’t exactly the state of mind Lucy was in at the moment. The truth was she’d lied just now. She was anything but certain. If her math was right, her period was over two weeks late. She was never late. Her uterus was made in Switzerland. With everything else going on, she hadn’t even thought about it. But she was late. And they had used protection. It was just her luck that she’d fall into the three percent failure rate.

			She couldn’t be pregnant. Pregnant! And with Oliver’s baby. How was she going to tell him? How was she going to handle all of these changes? Just as she was about to go back to college and start her life new. This was a major complication. One she simply wasn’t prepared to think through on a bench in downtown New Haven.

			“Come on,” Harper said. She reached out for Lucy’s hand and tugged her up from her chair. “We’re going to the pharmacy, you’re taking that test, and then we’re going someplace less smelly to eat and celebrate the fact that you aren’t about to give birth to my niece or nephew.”

			Lucy stood up and followed Harper down the block, but in her heart, she already knew the answer. Like it or not, she was going to be Oliver Drake’s baby mama.

			* * *

			Oliver was surprised to get a message from Lucy, asking if he would meet her for dinner. He thought she’d gone away for the weekend with Harper, but apparently they’d cut their trip short. That was fine by him. He didn’t want to admit it, but he didn’t like not seeing her, even if it was just for a day or two. Since she left, it seemed like she was constantly on his mind and he couldn’t focus on anything else.

			The place she’d chosen for dinner was busy and on the louder side. Not exactly what he would’ve selected for a romantic dinner for two, but he wouldn’t complain about it. Traffic wasn’t the greatest, so he arrived to the restaurant a few minutes later than planned and Lucy was already seated at their table.

			He smiled when he came around the corner and spied her sitting there. He couldn’t help it. It had only been a few weeks and yet just the sight of Lucy made his whole body respond. The smile on his face, the increase in his pulse, the bizarre feeling in his stomach when she looked at him...he’d never reacted to a woman like this before. Could it be that this was what all the poets and musicians wrote about?

			Then she looked up at him. When her gaze met his, he instantly knew there was something wrong. She wasn’t beaming at the sight of him the way he was at her. He tried not to frown and take it personally. It was possible she was tired. Or maybe something had happened. He didn’t know much about her family, but perhaps an emergency had brought her back from her trip early.

			“Hello, beautiful,” he said as he leaned down to give her a soft, welcome kiss.

			She smiled and kissed him back, but he could sense some hesitation there. “Thank you for coming tonight.”

			“Of course,” Oliver said as he unbuttoned his suit coat and sat down. “I was surprised to hear from you. I didn’t think you were coming back until tomorrow.”

			Lucy nodded, her expression unusually stoic. “We decided to cut the trip short. Something...uh...came up.”

			Oliver stiffened in his seat. He was right. He didn’t like the sound of that. “Is everything okay?”

			The waiter arrived with imperfect timing to get their drink orders. Oliver was forced to drop the subject for a moment and scanned the menu. “Would you be interested in sharing a bottle of cabernet with me?”

			“No, thank you. I think I’m just going to have a Perrier, please.”

			Oliver opted for a single glass of wine instead and the waiter disappeared. “What happened? Is it something serious?”

			“Everything is okay. I’m fine. Harper is fine. Serious? I would say so. Whether or not it’s good or bad news depends on how you take it. I just...” her voice trailed off for a moment.

			Oliver had never seen Lucy so distraught. Not even at Aunt Alice’s funeral. She seemed to be tied in knots over something. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. Let me help.”

			“I’m sorry, Oliver. I’m just going to have to come out and say this because I don’t know how to do it any other way. I spent the whole train ride back from Connecticut trying to find a good way, and there just isn’t one.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I’m pregnant.”

			Oliver’s breath froze in his lungs and his heart stuttered in his chest with shock. He sat for a moment, not breathing, not thinking, just stunned. This wasn’t possible. The restaurant was loud; maybe he just hadn’t heard her correctly. He grasped at that straw in desperation. “I don’t think I heard you right. Could you say it again?” He leaned in this time, praying to hear anything other than Lucy telling him she was having his child.

			Lucy winced slightly and move closer to him across the table as well. “You heard me just fine, Oliver. I’m pregnant. With your baby,” she added, presumably to ensure he was clear on that part of the news.

			He was crystal clear on that point. She wouldn’t be telling him like this otherwise. The pit of his stomach wouldn’t ache with dread. No, it was obvious she was having his baby. His baby. He didn’t even know what to say to that. Formerly stunned, his brain finally kicked into overdrive with a million thoughts running through his mind all at once. He couldn’t settle on one, couldn’t say a word until he’d come to terms with what she’d just said.

			“I don’t know what happened,” Lucy continued, apparently uncomfortable with his silence. “We used protection every time. It didn’t even occur to me that it was the cause of why I wasn’t feeling well until Harper brought it up. I bought a pregnancy test at a drugstore and took it in the bathroom thinking it would come up negative and I could stop worrying, but it was positive. I have a doctor’s appointment on Wednesday, but I don’t think it will change anything. The test was pretty clear. We came back early so I could tell you right away.”

			He tried to listen as she spoke, but it was hard to focus on anything but the punchline. When the wheel of emotions stopped spinning in his mind, it landed on anger and betrayal, which burst out of him all at once.

			“Of course you wanted to tell me right away,” he said in an unmistakably bitter tone. “Who wouldn’t want to inform their rich boyfriend that they got knocked up the first time they had sex? It’s exciting news. Worst case scenario, you’ve locked down eighteen years of child support payments. If you’re going to get pregnant, you might as well make sure the daddy is a millionaire, right?”

			“What?” She flinched as though he’d reached out and slapped her.

			This obviously wasn’t the reaction she was expecting. He didn’t know why. Did she think he would be excited over the prospect of the potential scammer having his child? Believe that fate had intercepted and brought them together to be one big, happy family? No. Life didn’t work that way without someone like her pulling all the strings. She’d been manipulating him from the very beginning—perhaps angling for this outcome since the day they met.

			“You certainly didn’t waste any time,” he continued. “You must have sabotaged that first condom you handed me in the garden. Pretty bold. And to think I was relieved you had one ready to go. Of course you did. My stepmother at least married my father and moved into the penthouse before she locked him down with a child and spent all his money. I guess you’re in a hurry, though.”

			“A hurry for what?” she asked.

			“Well, I mean, the judge will rule on my aunt’s will soon. This really was the best way for you to ensure that you’ll get a chunk of cash from the Drake family, win or lose.”

			A shimmer of tears flooded Lucy’s big, brown eyes. Crocodile tears, he had no doubt. “Is that what you think I’ve done? Do you really believe I’m capable of getting pregnant on purpose? Derailing my whole life just for money?”

			“Not just money, Lucy. A shit-ton of money.” The flood of angry words rushed from his mouth and he was incapable of stopping them. “I had you pegged as shady from that first day. That Pollyanna ignorance when the attorney announced you were getting everything... I knew you were playing us all. Playing my aunt. Even playing Harper, unless she’s in on it for a cut. I thought that if I got to know you better, I could figure out your game, but I was wrong. You’re better at this than I ever expected. I was on the verge of dropping my contest of the will, you had me so convinced. I mean, well played, Lucy. Cover all your bases.”

			He clapped slowly with a wide smile that probably looked more like a grimace. The bitter words were the only thing keeping him from being sick. “You’ve set yourself up for a win-win situation. You could walk away from this with my aunt’s fortune, half of mine and then that kid will be set to inherit more from my family someday. I thought Candace was crafty and cunning going after my father, but you’ve got her beat, hands down. You didn’t have to sleep with a lonely old man to get what you wanted.”

			The tears in her eyes never spilled over, but the longer he talked, the redder her face got and the tighter her jaw clenched. “Yeah,” she agreed in the coldest voice he’d ever heard pass from her lips. “I just had to sleep with a lonely, bitter young man instead.”

			Oliver laughed at her cruel retort. “Maybe I am lonely and bitter, but I never had to screw anyone to make my way in the world.”

			“I thought you were a better man than this, Oliver.” Lucy threw her napkin on the table and got up from her seat. “Don’t point fingers at me and act so self-righteous. You may not do it now or tonight or even in a year, but one night, when you’re lying alone in bed, you’ll realize the mistake you’ve made and it will be too late.” She picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder.

			“Leaving so soon?” he asked as casually as he could muster. Of course she would act upset and insulted. That was part of the charade. He wouldn’t let her words get to him even if every arrow painfully struck the bull’s-eye in his chest. He would keep up the facade of the bored businessman unfazed by her until she was long gone. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she’d gotten to him.

			Lucy just shook her head with sadness pulling down at the corners of her mouth. “You know, I am just as surprised by this whole situation as you are. I’m actually terrified and knowing now that I’ll be doing it on my own makes it that much scarier. The difference is it’s going to uproot my entire life, destroy my body and take over the next twenty years of my life, and you’re just going to sit back and cut a damn check. If you don’t want to be a part of your child’s life, then don’t bother sending money. That’s an insult to me and the baby. Let’s just skip the paternity test game with the attorneys and pretend we never met, okay?”

			“Sounds fine. At this point, I wish we hadn’t.”

			“Me, too. Goodbye, Oliver.” Turning on her heel, Lucy barely missed a collision with the waiter as she nearly ran from the restaurant.

			Oliver made a point of not watching her go. Instead, he calmly accepted his wine from the waiter and sipped it, ignoring the stares of the nearby restaurant patrons. After all that, he needed a glass of wine. Or some scotch. Anything he could get his hands on, really, to dull the pain in his chest and chase away the angry tears that were threatening to expose themselves in the restaurant.

			The first large sip seemed to settle him. The blood stopped rushing in his ears and he was able to take his first deep breath since he arrived at the restaurant. That was a start. Wine couldn’t undo the mess he’d just found himself in, but it would get him through this painfully uncomfortable moment.

			“Sir.” The waiter hovered awkwardly nearby. “Will the lady be returning?”

			Oliver shook his head. “She will not.”

			“Very well. Will you be staying to dine with us tonight?”

			He might be known for being cool under pressure, but even Oliver couldn’t sit here and eat as though his world hadn’t just disintegrated in his hands. “No. I think I’ll finish my drink and free up the table if you’d like to run the bill.”

			“Yes, sir.” The waiter disappeared, as visibly uncomfortable on the outside as Oliver was on the inside.

			Oliver went through the motions to wrap up, finished his cabernet and stuffed his wallet back in his suit pocket. Pushing up from the table, he made his way out of the restaurant and onto the noisy street. Once there, he felt his anger start to crumble into disappointment.

			Why? Why had he let himself get involved with Lucy when he knew she was just playing him, and everyone else? Instead, he’d let himself get wrapped up in her smile and her freckles. He’d lost himself in the warmth of her body and the softness of her touch. And now she was going to have his child.

			His child.

			Oliver sighed and forced his feet down the sidewalk toward his building. It was a long walk, and he’d normally take a taxi, but he needed the time to think. It pained him to realize that as much grief and blame as he’d heaped on his father, he’d made the same mistake. He’d fallen for a woman and let himself be used. And he’d enjoyed it. Every single second. He supposed it was karma’s way of teaching him that he wasn’t any smarter than his father when it came to love.

			Love? He didn’t dare even think that word. It wasn’t love. He didn’t know what to call it, but it wasn’t love.

			One thing he did know, however, was that if Lucy was carrying his child, Oliver would be in his or her life whether Lucy liked it or not. It wasn’t about money or child support or anything else but being a good father. Oliver knew what it was like to grow up without one of his parents. Cancer had stolen his mother away, greed had taken Danny’s mother from his life, but Oliver had no excuse not to be there for his child.

			So whether Lucy liked it or not, he would be.

		

	
		
			Eleven

			Sitting at Alice’s desk, Lucy picked up the sonogram photo again, staring at the fuzzy black-and-gray image and wondering why the Fates got so much amusement by messing with her life. This tiny photo, these blurry little blobs, no bigger than a sesame seed, were about to change her life forever.

			Twins, the doctor said. Not just pregnant. Pregnant with twins. She’d laughed hysterically as she looked at the two fat little circles side by side on the monitor. It was that or cry until she ran out of tears. Fraternal twins. Because a single baby wouldn’t be enough of a challenge for her to raise on her own.

			The doctor was concerned by her response, not entirely sure if she was happy or sad or freaking out. Honestly, it was a combination of all three spinning in her head so fast she could hardly keep up. It was early in the pregnancy, he’d warned. Things could change. One or both could fail. Both could last to term. Be in “wait and see” mode, he’d said. Perhaps wait until her twelve-week ultrasound to confirm the twins before announcing it to everyone.

			That wouldn’t be a problem. Lucy doubted she could say the words aloud. She’d hardly known what to say to him and the nurse anxiously watching her in the exam room. All she could do was lay there in her crinkly paper dress and watch her world start to crumble around her.

			Putting the picture aside, Lucy focused on sorting through the apartment brochures she’d brought home from Yale. It was hard to believe how much her life had changed since she’d gotten on a train and toured that first apartment with Harper. Now, she was not just going back to college, she was doing it while pregnant. Hugely pregnant. She was having twins by herself. And even that was hard to focus on while she was also completely heartsick.

			Somehow, the idea of Oliver thinking she was scamming his aunt hadn’t hurt her that much. He didn’t really know her, and given his past experience with his stepmother, she understood his suspicions. It was a lot of money to give someone who wasn’t family. If she had been in his shoes, she might’ve had the same concerns, even if she didn’t need a penny of Alice’s money.

			But when he accused her of getting pregnant on purpose—to hedge her bets, so to speak—that stung.

			She wasn’t just some woman he hardly knew anymore. How many hours had they spent together over the last month? How many times had they made love and held each other? Enough to know she wouldn’t do something like that.

			And yet there wasn’t a single moment, a flicker of expression across his face at that restaurant, where the news of her pregnancy stirred anything but anger in him. He’d probably think that her having twins would be karmic retribution for her scheming.

			Lucy looked down at the apartment brochure for the place she’d liked the best. The price for the two-bedroom was pretty steep. Add tuition and books, furniture, baby everything times two...she wasn’t even certain she could afford it all. Not on what she had saved, and that was all she could count on getting. Oliver certainly wasn’t going to back down on his protest of the will. The news of her “deliberately trapping” him with a pregnancy would likely hurt her case, so odds were she wouldn’t see a dime of Alice’s estate.

			In truth, that was fine by her. That was more money than she could fathom, much less handle properly. She was much better at barely getting by. Her mother had taught her well. But getting by with babies meant a job with medical insurance for all of them. Day care expenses times two. Diapers times two. Chaos times two. She’d always admired her mother’s ability to make it work, but could she do the same?

			She let the brochure fall from her fingers down to the desk as tears began to well in her eyes. Could she even do this? Was going back to school a pipe dream now? Was it smarter to put her savings into a place to live and things for the babies instead? Hell, maybe she needed to spend it on a plane ticket back home to Ohio. At least there, she would have her mother to help her with the twins. And she wouldn’t run the risk of seeing Oliver again.

			“Yes, this was absolutely deliberate, you ass,” she said aloud to Alice’s large, empty office. “I ruined all of my plans of going back to school and building my future so I could trap you with a child. Because that’s the best way to keep a man you love in your life forever. But you get the last laugh, don’t you? Twins!”

			Lucy dropped her face into her hands and let the tears fall in earnest. She hadn’t really let herself cry yet. It had been almost a week since the trip to New Haven and her breakup with Oliver, but she hadn’t really let herself wallow in it. It seemed like a misuse of valuable time. Instead, she’d tried to keep herself busy with other things. After her earth-shattering doctor’s appointment, she spent hours in different stores, studying everything from prenatal vitamins and stretch-panel jeans to onesies and twin strollers.

			It was a tough realization to find she was completely unprepared for any of this. Before Oliver came around, she’d almost forgotten she had a uterus, much less spent time anticipating it to have not just one but two nine-month occupants. Kids were a far-off idea. One that came after love and marriage and the decision that it was time to start a family with someone she could count on.

			At least she’d found the love part. Lucy did love Oliver. He didn’t love or trust her one iota, but she had done her part and fallen for him. She knew now why they called it falling in love. It had been that easy, like tripping and smacking her face against the rough, hard sidewalk. Like a fall, she wasn’t expecting it, but all of a sudden there she was, in love with Oliver. She could only hope that falling out of love with him was just as easy.

			Easing back in the desk chair and resting her hand on her flat tummy, she knew that wouldn’t be the case. Getting over him would be hard. Especially with two tiny, blue-eyed reminders of him staring at her from their cribs each morning.

			It was easier than she expected to picture two wide-eyed toddlers standing in their crib in matching footie pajamas. Wild brown curls. Devious smiles. Pink cheeks. One sucking his thumb with a furrowed brow of concern while his sister clutched her favorite stuffed bunny and tried climbing over the side. In her mind, they looked like tiny clones of Oliver, although the boy had her freckles across his nose.

			It was just a daydream, not a reality, but it made Lucy’s heart ache. Life didn’t always go to plan, but that didn’t mean that she couldn’t come up with a new plan. She needed to find a way to be happy about this, no matter what happened with Oliver or the will or with school. Things would work out and she had to keep that in mind. One of the pregnancy books she’d picked up had mentioned how her emotions could impact the babies. She didn’t want that. No matter what happened, they would be just as loved and cared for as if they’d been planned.

			A ring of the apartment’s phone pulled her out of her thoughts. No one really called that line except for the doorman, so Lucy reached out and picked it up off the desk. “Hello?”

			“Good morning, Miss Campbell. I have a large delivery for you.”

			Lucy frowned. A large delivery? She hadn’t bought anything. “Are you sure it’s for me? Where is it from?” she asked.

			“I’m sure. It’s from the Museum of Modern Art. It’s another painting for the collection, ma’am.”

			The staff at the building was used to priceless paintings and sculptures being delivered to Alice’s apartment. Every few months, something would catch her eye on an auction website and a new piece would arrive. The difference this time being that Alice was deceased and Lucy hadn’t bought any art. There had to be a mistake.

			“Send them up,” she said. She wouldn’t know for sure until she saw what it was. Perhaps Alice had a piece on loan to MoMA that Lucy had forgotten about and was being returned.

			About ten minutes later, two men came out of the freight elevator with a painting in a wooden crate. Lucy stood holding the service entrance door open as they brought it inside. “Where would you like it?” the older of the two men asked.

			“The gallery,” she said. That’s where most of the paintings went, so it was a knee-jerk response. “I’d like to see what’s inside before you leave, however. I didn’t buy anything. This may be a mistake and if so, I’ll want you to take it back with you.”

			After they set down the box, the second man pulled a sheet of paper out of his pocket. “You’re Miss Lucille Campbell, right?”

			“That’s me,” she replied, even more confused. If it was a piece on loan, it would’ve had Alice’s name on it, not hers.

			“Then this is for you.”

			The older man pulled out a crowbar to pry open the side and expose the painting. They carefully pulled it out of the straw and paper bedding that protected it and held it up for Lucy to inspect.

			She remembered the painting now. It was one of the items available at the silent auction. The painting of the New York skyline made entirely out of hearts. She’d loved it, but she hadn’t bought it.

			In an instant, that whole amazing night came flooding back to mind. Touring the museum with Oliver, leaving early after getting overheated, making love—and conceiving the twins—on the rooftop garden. There was only one painful answer to where this had come from—Oliver bought it for her that night before they left and it was just now arriving.

			The timing was agonizing.

			“You can leave it there,” she said, indicating the wall where it was leaning.

			The men nodded, gathered up the box and packing materials and made their way back out the door. Lucy watched them leave, then stood looking puzzled at the painting in front of her.

			What was she supposed to do with it?

			Part of her wanted to set it on fire, just to spite him. She didn’t need a reminder of that night hanging on the wall, taunting her about everything she’d lost. But destroying it was an insult to the artist and the painting. It didn’t have anything to do with the situation with Oliver, and she loved art too much to consider it for long. Besides, she wasn’t sure how much he’d paid for it, but since she’d turned down child support in her anger, she might need to sell the piece to support the twins. Unlike everything else in the apartment, that belonged only to her. His romantic gesture come too late.

			The thought made her knees quiver beneath her. Better safe than sorry, she lowered herself down to the cold, marble floor of the gallery. There, she had a better view of the painting. She really did love it. Under any other circumstances, she’d be thrilled to own it. It was just a painful reminder of Oliver that she didn’t need.

			Staring at it for a moment, she reached out and ran her finger along the edge of the painting. Lucy knew then that she would keep it. If nothing else, it might be the only thing the twins would have from their father.

			With a sigh, she stood up and went in search of a place to hang it.

			* * *

			Oliver was miserable.

			There just wasn’t any other way to describe how he felt. He wasn’t even entirely sure how long it had been since he spoke with Lucy and found out about the baby. The days had all started to blur together. He hadn’t been in the office. Hadn’t left his apartment. He hadn’t even gone up to the roof to start trimming back for the fall because being up there reminded him too much of Lucy and the night they’d spent together there. Somehow, even his sanctuary was tainted by the situation.

			He wouldn’t go so far as to say Lucy had ruined it. He wasn’t that ignorant. It had taken a few days for his temper to cool down so he could come to that conclusion, but he knew it was true. Start to finish, this was a mess of his own making. Nothing Lucy had done since the day he met her had warranted the horrible things he’d said to her at dinner that night. She had immediately come to him to do the right thing and tell him about the baby, and he’d thrown it in her face. And yet, after hours spent racking his brain for a way to undo the things he’d done, he’d come up with nothing.

			Was that even possible?

			Oliver Drake: CEO and savior of Orion Technology, eligible bachelor, millionaire and complete asshat.

			He was stewing on his sofa when there was a knock at the door. That in itself was unusual since the doorman hadn’t called. At the same time, it was concerning. He’d dodged calls from his family for days and they were the only ones who could get up here without his permission. He hoped Harper hadn’t arrived to chew him out. He hadn’t even bothered to listen to the fifteen voice-mail messages she’d left him.

			With a frown, he turned off the television and crossed the room to the front door. Peering through the peephole, he was relieved to find his father and brother there instead of his sister. “Dad?” he asked as he opened the door.

			Tom Drake looked at his son and shook his head. “You look like hell,” he said, pushing past Oliver into the house with Danny in his wake.

			His little brother had recovered remarkably well from his accident. You’d hardly even know he’d been in the hospital as he took off for the living room and changed the channel to pull up his favorite show. Oliver knew that when he was bored with that, he’d whip his latest gaming device out of his back pocket and play until Dad made him stop. Technology ran deep in the veins of this family.

			With a sigh, Oliver shut the door behind his dad and followed him to the kitchen where he was making himself some coffee.

			“I didn’t think you drank coffee anymore, Dad.”

			Tom looked up at him with a dismayed frown. “It’s not for me, it’s for you.”

			“I don’t need any coffee, Dad. I’m not hungover.”

			His father narrowed his eyes at Oliver, taking in the robe and pajama pants he had on, the week-old scruff that had grown on his face and his bedhead. “Even if you’re not hungover, you’re drinking this,” he said at last. “You need something to wake you up.”

			“I’m not sleepy.”

			“I’m not saying you are. Sometimes in a man’s life, he needs to wake up and take a look at what’s going on around him. He gets too set in his ways, gets lost in a routine and doesn’t notice things right in front of his face. I was like that once. I don’t want you to end up like me.”

			Oliver scratched his head in confusion but accepted the coffee his father handed him.

			“Sit down, son.”

			Oliver sat down at the kitchen table, trying not to think about the breakfast he’d shared here with Lucy. “I just needed a break, Dad.”

			Tom reached into the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water before sitting across from his son. “The hell you did. This is about that woman. Lucy.”

			Oliver hadn’t said two words to his father about what had happened with Lucy, so his sister must’ve narc’d on him. “She’s pregnant, Dad.” It was the first time the words had passed his lips. Even days later, it felt alien on his tongue.

			His father shrugged off his bombshell announcement. “It happens. What are you doing to do about it?”

			“I don’t know. I’m worried I’m going to make the same mistakes you did. I don’t know that I can trust her. The whole family thinks she’s some kind of crook.”

			“What do you think?”

			“I...” Oliver stopped. He’d wrestled with this question since the day he’d met her. Now, he tried to answer honestly just as he knew her, not letting his fears answer for him. “I don’t think she had anything to do with Aunt Alice changing her will. These last few weeks, I’ve found that Lucy is naturally charming. I think Alice would’ve wanted to help her out and do something nice for Lucy by leaving her the estate. At least that’s my guess. But what if I’m wrong? What if she’s just like Candace? How do I know the child isn’t just another ploy to get her hands not only on Aunt Alice’s money but mine, too?”

			“You don’t,” his father said simply. With a sigh, Tom ran his hand through his mostly gray hair. “I think this is all my fault.”

			Oliver perked up in his chair. “What?”

			“I thought you were old enough when all this happened with Candace, but I think I still managed to give you some trust issues. Listen, I was an idiot, Oliver. I got all wrapped up in your stepmother and made some choices that were pretty foolish in retrospect. But I was lonely so I took that chance. And now, years later, I would probably do everything exactly the same if I were given the chance to go back in time.”

			That surprised Oliver. He thought for sure that his father regretted what happened with his second wife. “Really?”

			Tom chuckled at his son’s surprise and sipped his water thoughtfully. “Yes. Despite our outward appearances, Candace and I really did have chemistry. She certainly put a dent in my finances, but it was a fine price to pay for a couple fun years and that little boy in the living room. If changing the past with Candace means that I wouldn’t have Danny, then I want no part of it.”

			Both men turned toward the living room to watch Danny as he sat cross-legged on the floor and grinned at the television.

			“Things don’t always happen the way you plan, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t work out the way they were supposed to. If you believe Lucy didn’t scheme her way into Alice’s will, why would you think she’s trying to trap you by getting pregnant? Maybe it was an honest mistake.”

			Oliver turned back to the table and studied the mug in his hands. The look on Lucy’s face in the restaurant came to his mind. With a little time and perspective, he was able to see how scared she was to tell him. How hard she struggled to hide how nervous and confused she was over the pregnancy. She’d needed him in that moment and he’d failed her by turning on her and accusing her of such horrible things.

			“Here’s a better question,” his father continued. “Does it really matter? Will it make you love your child any less?”

			“No.” That question was easier for Oliver to answer. If he’d figured anything out over the last few days, it was that he would love that child more than anyone on the planet had ever loved their child. The harder question was whether he was willing to love the mother just as much.

			“And how did you feel about Lucy before you found out about the baby?”

			“I thought that maybe I was falling in love. I guess that scared me. I’ve never felt that way about a woman before. It all happened so fast.”

			“It was that way with your mother, you know? We went from our first date to married in two months. It was intense and scary and wonderful all at once, but I couldn’t stand the idea of being apart from her.”

			Oliver had never heard that about his parents before. He supposed that he hadn’t asked, thinking it would be a sore spot for his father after his mother died. “Why did you decide to get married so quickly?”

			Tom smiled and reached out to pat Oliver’s shoulder. “You. Like I said before, it happens.” He got up from the table and called out to Danny. “Daniel, we’re getting ready to go.” Then he turned back to Oliver and handed him a small box that had been stuffed into his coat pocket. “When you make up your mind, this might come in handy. It was your mother’s. Talk to you later, son.”

			Before Oliver could really respond to everything his father had just said to him, his brother was gingerly giving him a hug and the two of them were out the door.

			Alone in his apartment again, Oliver reached for the box on the table and opened the hinged lid. Inside, he found what could only be his mother’s engagement ring. It was marquise-shaped with a single baguette on each side, set in platinum. It wasn’t at all fashionable at the moment; it was more a throwback to another time. But it was simple, elegant and classic—the perfect ring for his mother, and he realized, perfect for Lucy as well. His mother had been one in a million and Lucy didn’t fit into the mold either. It was just the ring he would choose for the mother of his child and his future wife.

			If she would accept it.

			In that moment, he wanted her to accept it more than he ever expected. Not just because of the baby, but because he was in love with her. Despite his suspicious nature and cautious approach, Lucy had slipped past all his defenses and reached a part of him that he’d managed to keep locked away from all the women before her. He didn’t want to lock away that part of himself any longer. Like his garden, he wanted to share it with her. Share it with their child.

			There was another knock at the door, startling him. Oliver got up, presuming Danny left something behind, but when he opened the door, he found a fuming Harper standing there instead. It was time to get the earful he’d avoided all week.

			“You are a jerk! How could you possibly accuse Lucy of getting pregnant on purpose? That’s absolutely absurd! She had plans, you know? That’s why we were in Connecticut. She was planning on going back to college. How is she supposed to do that raising your baby on her own, huh? Especially with you holding all of Aunt Alice’s money hostage for no good reason!”

			With a sigh, Oliver stepped back to let his seething sister inside. He could tell she was just getting warmed up. Once she was done yelling at him, perhaps she could help him figure out how exactly he could clean up the mess he’d made with Lucy so everyone could be happy again.

		

	
		
			Twelve

			“Lucy, this is Phillip Glass. How are you?”

			Lucy nervously clutched the phone. She hadn’t heard from Alice’s estate attorney in quite a while. Had the judge made a ruling yet? “Good,” she answered and held her breath.

			“Excellent. Well, I’m calling because I have some good news for you. Amazing news, actually. Mr. Drake has dropped his dispute over Alice’s will.”

			Lucy slumped down into a nearby chair as her knees gave out from under her. Surely she hadn’t heard him correctly. “What?”

			“It’s all yours now, Lucy. The money, the apartment, the art, all of it. Congratulations.”

			She knew she should say something, but she didn’t have any words. This was not the call she was expecting to get. She’d prepared herself for the consoling discussion about how the judge felt Alice’s state of mind may have been compromised at her age and given the change was so close to her death... Instead, she found she really truly had the winning lotto ticket in her hand.

			An initial wave of relief washed over her. Not excitement, but relief. She’d been twisting her stomach into knots the last few days trying to figure out how she was going to support the twins on her own. Now, that question was answered and it didn’t require her to go crawling to the twins’ father. Although it did raise a curious question.

			“Did Mr. Drake say why he dropped the protest?”

			“He didn’t. Honestly, I wish I knew what changed his mind, as well. Listen, I’m going to work on getting everything transitioned over to you and I’ll be in touch in a week or two. There’s some paperwork and hoops still to jump through, a huge chunk of estate taxes to pull out, but you can finally celebrate, Lucy.”

			“Thanks, Phillip.”

			Lucy hung up the phone and found herself still too stunned to move from her seat. She was more surprised by Oliver changing his mind than anything else. There had always been the possibility that the judge would rule in her favor, but she never thought he would back down, even when they’d gotten so close. That seemed too much like mixing business and pleasure where he was concerned.

			What had changed?

			Oliver had been so angry with her that night. He told her he didn’t even want anything to do with his child and now, he was just handing over his aunt’s estate after weeks of fighting over it? Was this his roundabout way of providing child support without paying a dime of his own money? She didn’t dare to dream that it was an olive branch or first step on their way to reconciliation. Two miracles wouldn’t happen in one day.

			Lucy wasn’t quite sure what to do. She felt like she should tell someone, and yet she was hesitant to even now. It didn’t feel real. It never had. Just like looking at that sonogram.

			An hour before, she’d been wondering if she could fit a bed and two cribs in the one-bedroom apartment near campus and now she could buy a house and a car, hire a full-time nanny and not have to work. Her life was undergoing a major upheaval every couple of days and she wasn’t sure how many more big changes she could take.

			She knew she should be excited. She was an instant millionaire hundreds of times over. Rich beyond her wildest dreams. Her children would never want for anything the way she had. Their college was paid for. Her college was paid for. Life should be easier, at least on that front. While she felt a bit of the pressure lifting from her shoulders, she still wouldn’t call herself excited.

			How could she be excited or happy with the way things ended with Oliver? It was impossible. All the money in the world wouldn’t bring the man she loved and the father of her children back into her life. Honestly, she’d trade every penny in a heartbeat if he would knock on the door right now and tell her that he was sorry—that he loved her and their babies more than anything else. But that wouldn’t happen. Not after all the horrible things he’d said. Oliver wouldn’t change his mind and Lucy couldn’t forget it.

			The doorbell rang the moment after the thought crossed her mind, startling her from the sad path her thoughts had taken. She stood up from her seat, the phone still clutched in her hand from Phillip’s call. Could it be?

			Her heart started pounding in her chest, even as she tried to convince herself that it was probably the cleaning lady or Harper checking on her. Lucy stood at the door a moment, willing herself not to be disappointed if she opened it and found someone else.

			Taking a deep breath, she opened it. And there, against all odds, was Oliver.

			He was standing in the marble-tiled foyer looking like a tall glass of water to a woman lost in the desert. He was wearing her favorite gray suit with a blue shirt that made his eyes an even brighter shade than usual. His lips were pressed together anxiously, even as he clutched a bouquet of bright pink roses and blue delphinium in his hands.

			“Hi,” he said after a few long seconds of staring silently at one another.

			Lucy wasn’t quite sure what to think. She’d hardly recovered from the shock of her call with Phillip. “Hello.” That was a start.

			She took a step back to let him into the apartment. She was curious about what he had to say, but wouldn’t allow herself to mentally leap ahead. Just because he was here didn’t mean he was begging for her back. She didn’t know what he wanted, or if she was even willing to give it to him if he did. She loved him, but she loved herself and her babies, too, and she knew she had to be smart about this. He’d been unnecessarily cruel to her and it would take more than a “sorry” and some flowers for her to forget the things he’d said.

			“These are for you,” he said, holding out the flowers and smiling sheepishly at her. “I picked out the pink and blue flowers for the baby.”

			“Thank you.” Lucy accepted the flowers and turned her back on Oliver to put them in water. She needed a moment without his soulful eyes staring into her own.

			When she returned from the kitchen, he was still standing in the same spot in the gallery, only now he was looking at the painting he’d bought her. She’d finally hung it on the wall.

			“Thank you for the painting,” she said, stopping alongside him to admire the piece. “You didn’t have to do that.”

			“I know I didn’t. That was the point of the gift.”

			Lucy set the vase of flowers onto the table in the entryway and turned to him. “You also didn’t have to drop your contest of Alice’s will. We could’ve seen it through to the judge and let him rule on it.”

			Oliver turned to her and shook his head. “No, we couldn’t. I couldn’t risk the judge’s ruling. I dropped the suit because I changed my mind.”

			Lucy crossed her arms defensively over her chest. Standing this close to Oliver again after these horrible few days, she felt like she needed the buffer to protect herself. From herself.

			“You changed your mind about what?” she snapped. “That I was a seasoned con artist that manipulated your elderly, agoraphobic aunt into leaving me all her money? Or that I deliberately got pregnant to trap you into financially supporting me and your child for life?”

			Oliver swallowed hard, the muscles in his throat moving with strain and difficulty. She’d never seen him so tense. Not in the lawyer’s office that first day, not even in the restaurant when she saw him last. He appeared outwardly calm, but she was keenly aware of how tightly strung he seemed.

			“I’m sorry, Lucy,” he said at last. “I’m sorry for all of that. I never should’ve given a voice to the doubts in my head, because that’s all they were—my own demons twisting reality. You never did anything to deserve the way I treated you. You’re nothing like my stepmother and I knew that, I was just afraid because I had feelings for you that I didn’t know how to handle. I was scared to make a mistake like my father and instead, I made an even bigger mess by ruining the best thing I had in my life. I can only hope that one day you can see it in your heart to forgive me for that. I intend to try every day for the next fifty years until you do.”

			Lucy stood quietly listening to his words. They seemed painfully sincere, making her heart ache in her chest for him. But he wasn’t the only one who was scared. She was scared of trusting him again too soon and having her heart trampled on. “Thank you,” she said. “I know it wasn’t easy for you to say all of that.”

			“I’ll admit when I’m wrong, Lucy, and I have been in the wrong since the day we met. I wish we could start all over again, but I can’t change what I’ve done. Can you forgive me, Lucy?” he pressed with hopeful eyes gazing into hers.

			She could feel the pain and regret in every word he spoke. She’d never heard a sincerer apology. “I do forgive you for the things you said and did.” She sensed that wasn’t quite enough for him, but she wasn’t betraying her heart too quickly.

			Oliver reached out and wrapped his fingers around her hand. “Thank you. I’m so happy to hear you say that because to be honest, I’m head over heels in love with you and I thought I might never get the chance to tell you.” He stopped, looking at her with an obvious question on his mind. “Do you think you might be able to love me someday?”

			The warmth of his skin against hers made it hard for her to focus on his words. She could feel her body start to betray her. It longed to lean in and press against the hard muscle of his chest. She wanted to breathe in the warm scent of his cologne at his throat and feel his arms wrapped around her. She fought the urge, knowing this conversation was too important. It needed to happen and it couldn’t if she started rubbing against him like a contented kitten.

			She forced herself to look up at him. His eyes were pleading with her. But she had to tell the truth about how she felt.

			“No,” she said.

			* * *

			Oliver did his best not to react. He knew there was a risk in coming here—that she couldn’t forgive him for how he’d treated her. He’d told himself that no matter what her answer, he would accept it, even supporting his child without being in its mother’s life if that’s the way Lucy wanted it. And sadly, it appeared that was how she wanted it.

			“Okay,” he said, dropping her hand even though it was the last thing he wanted to do.

			“I can’t love you someday, Oliver. That would mean I didn’t love you now. And I do.” She placed a gentle hand against his cheek and smiled warmly. “Even when I was angry and hurt, I still loved you. Of course I do.”

			Relief washed over him all at once and he scooped her up into his arms for a huge hug. “Oh, thank goodness!” he breathed into her ear. “I haven’t blown it.” Pushing back to put some distance between them again, he looked her in the eyes. “So you’re telling me I haven’t ruined everything for us? For our new family?”

			A sheen of tears appeared in Lucy’s dark brown eyes. “We’re going to be a family?” she asked.

			“If you’ll have me.” Oliver scooped her hands into his and dropped down onto his knee. He’d practiced this speech twenty times since his father had given him that ring, and in the moment, with adrenaline pumping through his veins, he couldn’t remember a word of it. All he could do was speak from his heart and hope that it was romantic and wonderful enough for her to accept him.

			“Lucy, I have spent the last few years of my life living under a cloud of pessimism. I never believed that a woman would love me just for who I am. I saw what happened to my father and let it color my outlook of the world. A part of me had given up on the kind of love others seemed to find. And then I met you. And you challenged me at every step. You made me question everything and I’m so thankful that you did. It forced me to realize that I was hiding from my life. And it forced me to realize that I am very much in love with you.

			“Unfortunately,” he continued with a sheepish grin, “I didn’t know how much I loved you until I’d nearly ruined everything for us. It was there, alone and miserable in my apartment, that I decided that I was willing to do anything to make it up to you, if I even could. First, I had my lawyer withdraw the protest because I wanted you to know that I believed you. Aunt Alice wanted you to have that money, and I want you to have it, too, whether or not you wanted me in your life again. There’s no strings attached.”

			“You really, truly believe me? You have no reservations at all about the will or the baby?”

			He’d failed to answer this question properly the first time because he was plagued with doubts even as she lay in his arms. Now, he was confident in his decision. “You don’t have a malicious bone in your body, Lucy. I can’t believe I ever thought otherwise. And if I did, I wouldn’t have taken this to the jeweler to be cleaned and sized just for you.”

			Oliver reached into his pocket and pulled out the jewelry box his father had brought him a few days before. He opened the lid to show her the ring inside. “This ring belonged to my mother,” he said as she gasped audibly. “My father gave it to me in the hopes that I would stop moping around my place and start living my life with you in it. And not just you, but with our child, too.”

			Lucy looked at the ring expectantly, but she didn’t say anything. At first, he thought that maybe she was just dazzled by the sight of it, but Oliver quickly realized that he was so nervous, he forgot to ask the critical question.

			“Lucille Campbell, will you please do me the honor of being my wife, accepting all the love I have to give and standing by my side for the rest of our lives?”

			At that, Lucy smiled through her tears. “Yes,” she said. “There’s nothing more I want than to be your lover and partner in life.”

			Oliver’s hands were shaking as he pulled the ring from its velvet bed and slipped it onto her finger. “It’s a little large on you right now, but the jeweler suggested sizing up so you could wear it well into your second and third trimesters.”

			“It’s perfect,” she said as she admired it on her hand. “I’m honored to wear the ring your mother once wore. I know she was important to you.”

			He clutched her hands in his as he stood up. With his eyes pinned on hers, he leaned in and planted a kiss on the ridge of her knuckles—one hand, then the other—before seeking out her lips. When his mouth pressed to hers, it was like a promise was made between them. The engagement was official—sealed with a kiss.

			He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Oliver didn’t want to let go. Not after almost losing her for good. She felt so right here, how could he ever have said or done something to drive her away? He was a fool once, but never again. She would be his—and he, hers—forever.

			When their lips finally parted, he leaned his forehead against hers. “I want us to be a real family. Like my parents had. These last few days thinking about you raising our child without me... I couldn’t bear the thought of it despite what I said that night at the restaurant. I was upset and confused about the news. It may not have been planned, but this child will always know that he or she was wanted. I’ll do everything in my power to see to that. But most of all I want to make you happy, Lucy. Anything you want, we can make it happen.”

			“I don’t know what I could possibly ask for, Oliver. Today alone, you’ve proposed with your mother’s engagement ring and given me a half a billion dollar estate. It seems greedy to ask for anything else.”

			“Harper told me that you were trying to go back to school. You never mentioned it to me before.”

			“Yes,” Lucy hesitated. “That was my plan, but...”

			“No buts. If you want to go back to Yale, you absolutely should do it.”

			“It’s so far away, Oliver. From you and your job. I don’t want to be alone in Connecticut while you’re here running your computer company.”

			Oliver just shrugged off her concerns. “If you want to be in Manhattan every night, I’ll have you flown to class and back on Orion’s private jet each day. If you want to stay there during the week, we’ll buy a nice place and I’ll come spend every weekend I can with you until you graduate.”

			“I don’t know,” Lucy said. “That seems like it would make things far more complicated than they need to be. If I was moving up there by myself as I’d planned originally, that’s one thing, but I’m not leaving you behind. Maybe I can look at some of the local programs. I’m sure Columbia or NYU has something that will allow me to stay in the city. And when the babies—er, baby—comes,” she stuttered, “we’ll all be together. That’s the most important thing.”

			Oliver grinned. Of course, he preferred having her as close as possible, but that was completely up to her. “Are you sure? Like I said, whatever makes you happy, Lucy.”

			“Being with you makes me happy.” Leaning in, she rested her head on his shoulder and sighed in contentment. “After everything that has happened, I may even defer school for another year or two. I’m not sure I can manage a wedding, a pregnancy and caring for an infant on top of the senior-level classes I need to graduate. The art will always be there when I’m ready. I want to focus on remembering every moment of these early months with you.”

			“If that’s what you want.” Oliver smiled. They certainly did have a lot coming up in their lives over the next year. “And don’t forget, we have to decide where we want to live. We have two amazing Manhattan apartments to choose from.”

			“I want to move to your place,” Lucy said without hesitation. “For one thing, I couldn’t ask you to leave your beautiful garden. And for another, Alice’s place is stunning, but way too formal and stuffy for children running around all wild.”

			Oliver smiled at her decision. “Children, huh? Are we already planning on having more than one?”

			A curious expression came across Lucy’s face. She wrinkled her nose and bit at her lip. “There’s something I need to tell you,” Lucy admitted.

			“Yes? Anything, love.”

			“The doctor says we’re having twins.”

			Twins? The room began to spin and close in on him.

			Oliver was about to experience a lot of new firsts. His first time in love, his first time to be engaged, his first children were on the way... And this was the first time he’d ever fainted.

			He was out cold before he hit the floor.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			Lucy eyeballed the three paint swatches on the walls of what would soon be the twins’ nursery. Three months later, they were both growing and thriving, pressing Lucy’s belly out to a larger bulge than she anticipated this far along. She and Oliver had decided not to find out the sex of the twins, so she was comparing different shades of gray paints for the neutral design they had planned.

			With her hands planted on her hips, she frowned at the wall and continued to after Oliver came up behind her. “The one in the middle,” he said without hesitation. “And Emma is on the phone for you.”

			Emma’s baby girl, Georgette, had been born right after Lucy announced her pregnancy. Little Georgie, named after her maternal grandfather, George Dempsey, had occupied most of Emma’s time the last three months. Lucy accepted the phone from Oliver, curious as to what prompted the call from her friend.

			“Hey, Emma,” Lucy said. “I’m trying to pick out a color for the nursery. What’s going on with you?”

			“It’s not me I’m calling about, it’s Violet.”

			Lucy didn’t like the way her friend said that. “What’s wrong? Are she and the baby okay?” Violet was due any day now.

			“They’re both fine. She delivered a healthy baby boy this morning.”

			“That’s wonderful!” Lucy gushed. “I’m glad you called, I hadn’t heard anything yet. Stupid Beau. He was supposed to let us know when she went into labor.”

			“Yeah, well...” Emma said. “There’s a reason he didn’t call.”

			The feeling of anxiety returned to Lucy’s stomach. “What’s that?”

			“It turns out the baby isn’t his.”

			Lucy’s jaw dropped. “What? How do they know that? Did he demand a paternity test so soon after she delivered?”

			“No,” Emma replied. “They didn’t need one. Beau and Violet are both dark haired, dark skinned and dark eyed. Mediterranean lineage through and through.”

			“And the baby?”

			“The baby is a fair-skinned, blue-eyed redhead.”

			A redhead? Violet had never once mentioned anything about a dating a ginger. She’d been on again, off again with Beau for the last few years, but even then, Violet hadn’t dated anyone else. At least that Lucy knew about. “Then who is the father?”

			“That’s just it. No one knows. Not even Violet. Apparently she conceived the baby just before her car accident. When she hit her head and got amnesia, she lost the whole week, including any memories of being with someone else. She doesn’t remember who her baby’s father is!”

			* * * * *
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			His Temptation, Her Secret

			by Barbara Dunlop

			One

			As the bride and groom whirled into the first dance at the sumptuously decorated Beacon Hill Crystal Club, TJ Bauer struggled to block memories of his own wedding. It had been more than two years since Lauren had died, and there were days when he was at relative peace with her loss. But there were also days like this when the ache was so acute that his chest balled into a painful knot of loneliness.

			“Doing okay?” Caleb Watford approached, handing TJ a glass of single malt, one ice cube, just the way TJ liked it.

			“I’m fine.”

			“Liar.”

			TJ had no intention of getting into it, so he nodded to the dance floor instead. “Matt’s one lucky man.”

			Caleb watched TJ’s expression closely, as if he was debating whether or not to let the topic drop. “I’ll agree to that.”

			“It was touch and go there for a while.” TJ forced his mind away from the memory of Lauren, reliving his good friend Matt Emerson’s frantic, ring-less marriage proposal to Tasha, her packed suitcases at her feet. “I thought she was going to say no.”

			Caleb cracked a grin. “It all turned out in the end.”

			TJ found his own smile for Matt’s good fortune. He was genuinely happy that his friend had found love. Tasha was smart, beautiful and completely down-to-earth. She was exactly what Matt needed in his life.

			Caleb clapped a hand on TJ’s shoulder. “You’ll be next.”

			“Not.” The cloud moved back over TJ’s emotions.

			“You need to keep an open mind.”

			“Would you replace Jules?”

			The question brought silence.

			TJ took a swallow of his drink. “That’s what I thought.”

			“It’s easy to say never when she’s right here in front of me.”

			Both men shifted their gazes to Caleb’s wife, Jules. She was radiant following the birth of her twin girls three months ago. Right now, she laughed at something her brother-in-law Noah said.

			“It’s hard to get past the never part,” TJ said, struggling to put his feelings into words. He liked facts, not emotions. Emotions always tripped him up. “It’s not that I’m not trying. I am. But it always cycles back to Lauren.”

			“I get it,” Caleb said. “At least I think I get it. I know I can’t possibly understand.”

			“If I could flip a switch...” TJ let the sentence drop.

			Intellectually, he knew Lauren wasn’t coming back. He even knew she’d want him to move on. But she was his true love, his one and only. He couldn’t imagine anyone taking her place.

			“Give it some more time,” Caleb said.

			“It’s not like I have a choice,” TJ responded, hearing the irony in his own tone. Time would march along no matter what he did or didn’t do.

			The strains of the song wound down to an end, and Matt and Tasha moved toward them, all smiles. Her graceful tulle skirt floated over the polished floor. TJ never thought he’d see the tomboyish marine mechanic in full bridal attire. When she wore a dress instead of coveralls, she was quite stunningly beautiful.

			“Come and dance with the bride,” she said to him, a tinkling laugh in her tone as she linked her arm with his.

			“It would be an honor.” As the best man, he put a smile on his face and set down his drink, determined to keep his melancholy thoughts to himself.

			“Is everything okay?” she asked as they swung onto the dance floor.

			Other couples joined them, and the dance floor filled as the music swelled.

			“Everything is great,” he said.

			“I saw your expression when you were talking to Caleb.”

			“Where did you learn to dance like this?” TJ appreciated her concern, but this was her day. She didn’t need to be worrying about him.

			“What’s going on, TJ?”

			“Nothing. Well, one thing. I’m a little jealous of Matt.”

			“Now, that’s a big fat lie.”

			He drew back slightly. “Look at yourself, Tasha. Every guy here is jealous of Matt.”

			She shook her head and laughed.

			“Except for Caleb,” TJ felt honor-bound to add. “And the other married guys... Well, some of them, anyway.”

			Now she looked amused. “That was a very carefully constructed compliment.”

			“It really went off the rails there, didn’t it?”

			“You just kept getting deeper and deeper.”

			“What I mean,” he said, “is that you make a radiant bride.”

			“It’s a very time-limited thing,” she said.

			It was his turn to laugh.

			She put on a frown. “I can barely breathe in the corset, never mind walk in these heels. If there’s an emergency, somebody’s going to have to carry me out of here.”

			“I’m sure Matt will be happy to carry you anywhere you need to go.”

			She cast a glance at her new husband, and her expression turned to adoration. TJ felt a surge of envy at their obvious devotion to each other.

			“Your mother seems delighted by the posh event,” he said, switching his focus.

			“I’m doing my duty as a daughter. But I’ve warned Matt, this may be the last time he sees me in a dress.”

			“You’re going out on a high note.”

			TJ’s phone vibrated in his tux pocket. He had it on silent, but Tasha obviously heard the low buzz.

			“You can get that,” she said.

			“There’s nobody I need to talk to right now.”

			“What if it’s one of your investors?”

			“It’s Saturday night.”

			“It’s Sunday morning in Australia.” Tasha was aware of TJ’s investment company’s global reach.

			“So, it’s not a workday there either.” He had no intention of interrupting the wedding reception with business.

			The buzzing stopped.

			“See?” he told her. “It went away.”

			“It always goes away when you don’t pick up.”

			The phone buzzed again.

			She stopped dancing. “You need to get that, TJ.”

			“No, I don’t.” He gently urged her to move.

			“At least see who it is.”

			“It’s nobody more important than you and Matt.”

			“It could be an emergency.”

			“Fine.” He wasn’t about to stand in the middle of the dance floor and argue with the bride.

			He discreetly withdrew his phone and started dancing again.

			Apparently appeased, she matched his movements.

			Glancing down, he was surprised to see the call was from Seattle’s St. Bea’s Hospital. His company was a longtime contributor to Highside Hospital near his home in Whiskey Bay. But there was no affiliation with St. Bea’s. He supposed someone could be soliciting a donation.

			“Who is it?” Tasha asked.

			He realized he’d stopped dancing again.

			“St. Bea’s Hospital.”

			A look of concern came over her face. “Someone could be hurt.”

			“I don’t know why they’d take them to St. Bea’s.”

			He was acquainted with a few people in Seattle, but most of his friends were in Whiskey Bay or Washington’s capital city, Olympia, which was the closest major city. Even in Olympia, there was nobody who’d have him listed as an emergency contact.

			The ringing stopped again.

			“You better call them back,” Tasha said. She linked her arm with his, steering him off the dance floor.

			“Tasha,” he protested.

			“Humor me, or I’ll worry.”

			“If that’s what it takes.” He hated being the cause of a disruption.

			“That’s what it takes.”

			At the edge of the floor, she moved away, giving him privacy.

			TJ kept walking to the foyer, where the sound of the band was blocked, so it was quieter. He hit the callback button.

			“St. Bea’s Hospital, Oncology,” a crisp female voice answered.

			Oncology? Someone had cancer? “This is Travis Bauer. I’m returning a call from this number.”

			“Yes, Mr. Bauer. Let me put you through to Dr. Stannis.”

			“What is this—” TJ stopped talking when the line clicked and went silent.

			He waited a few moments, not sure whether to be anxious or simply curious.

			“Mr. Bauer?”

			“Yes?”

			“This is Dr. Shelley Stannis. I’m with the oncology transplant department here at St. Bea’s.”

			A light came on for TJ. “Is this about a bone marrow donation?”

			“Yes, it is. Thank you for calling back so quickly. Obviously, I got your information from the registry. We have a young leukemia patient here who is a potential match with you. If you’re available, I’d like to set up a consultation and possibly final testing.”

			“How old?” It was the first question that came to TJ’s mind.

			“He’s nine years old,” she said.

			TJ didn’t hesitate. “When do you need me?”

			“Are you saying you’re willing to donate?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“Do you have any questions?”

			“I’m sure I will, although not right now. I’m in Boston. But I can come back.”

			There was a pause on the line. “If it’s possible, Mr. Bauer, we’d like to do the tests tomorrow. As you can imagine, we have a very anxious mother hoping you’ll turn out to be a close enough match.”

			“I’ll be there. And please, call me TJ.”

			“Thank you very much, TJ.”

			“Of course. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He ended the call.

			“Everything okay?” Matt had appeared beside him.

			“Fine. Hopefully very fine. I may be a bone marrow match for a nine-year-old boy in Seattle.”

			It seemed to take Matt a moment to process the statement.

			“I really hate to cut out on you,” TJ said.

			“Go!” Matt said, making a shooing motion with his hands. “Go, save a life.”

			TJ could feel his adrenaline come up with purpose. His next call was to a jet charter company he’d used in the past.

			He didn’t want to fight for a seat on a red-eye when a young boy and his mother were waiting. And he could afford to fly privately. There were moments in life when it came in handy to be a ridiculously wealthy man.

			* * *

			As she followed the wide corridor at St. Bea’s Hospital, Sage Costas’s heels echoed against the polished linoleum. Her stomach churned as it had for the past nine days while her son, Eli, had undergone a battery of tests and been diagnosed with an aggressive form of leukemia. The closer she came to the family lounge, the harder her heart pounded. She found herself wondering how much stress the human body could endure before it simply shut down.

			She’d barely slept all week, hadn’t slept at all last night. She’d forced herself to shower this morning and put on a little makeup. She didn’t know why she thought makeup might help. But she wanted to make a good impression. She was terrified the donor would back out.

			She could see him now. Through the lounge windows, she could see a tall, dark-haired, smartly dressed man talking to Dr. Stannis. He had to be the donor.

			Her steps slowed, and she swallowed. Then she stopped at the closed door. It was more than she could do to push the handle. She’d prayed desperately for this moment. So much was at stake. She wasn’t sure she could face it if the process fell apart.

			She forced herself to open the door and step inside the lounge.

			Dr. Stannis immediately spotted her. “Hello, Sage.”

			The man turned. His expression was instant bewilderment. “Sage?”

			Her world tipped on its axis.

			“Is that you?” he asked, stepping forward.

			A roar came up in her ears. Her vision switched to black and white, then tunneled down to a pinhole.

			“Sage?” Dr. Stannis moved quickly, taking her by the arm.

			Sage’s brain pulsed a million miles an hour. The room swayed for a moment, until her vision cleared.

			He was still standing there.

			“I’m fine,” she managed to say around the lingering noise inside her head.

			“Have you met TJ Bauer?” Dr. Stannis asked with obvious curiosity.

			“We went to the same high school.” Her voice was little more than a squeak.

			How could this be happening?

			“It’s your son who’s sick?” TJ’s expression was filled with concern. “I’m so sorry, Sage.”

			Then his forehead creased, and she could all but see the calculations going on inside his head.

			He turned to the doctor. “You said he was nine?”

			“Yes.”

			TJ twisted slowly back to Sage, his words carefully enunciated. “And I’m a likely bone marrow match for him?”

			Sage tried to swallow again, but her throat had gone paper dry.

			TJ’s eyes shifted from blue to gray thunder. “Is he my son?”

			The doctor went still. The entire world went still. The ventilation system clicked against the booming silence.

			All Sage could manage was a nod.

			Dr. Stannis’s grip firmed up on Sage’s arm. “Perhaps we should sit down.”

			“I have a son?” TJ asked, his voice hoarse. “You got pregnant?”

			Sage tried to speak. She managed to move her lips, but no sounds came out.

			TJ wasn’t having the same problem. “And you didn’t tell me?”

			Dr. Stannis jumped in. “I think it would be best if we all—”

			Bitterness suddenly broke through Sage’s fear. She found her voice, all but shouting. “You didn’t deserve to know.”

			“Sage.” Dr. Stannis’s tone was shocked and sharp.

			Sage immediately realized her mistake.

			They were dependent on TJ. Eli’s life depended on this man’s good graces, this man who had deceived her, lied to her and taken shameless advantage of her teenage naïveté as a prank to amuse his friends.

			She hated him. But he was the one person who could save her son’s life.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, trying desperately to put some sincerity into her tone.

			Judging by his expression, she hadn’t pulled it off.

			“Please don’t...” Her stomach cramped up. “Please don’t take it out on Eli.”

			He looked completely dumbfounded. Then he swore under his breath. “You actually think I’d harm a little boy...my own son—” He seemed to gather himself. “You think I’d let my anger with you impact my decision to donate? What kind of a man do you think I am?”

			She didn’t know what kind of a man he was. She knew what kind of a teenager he’d been back then—unscrupulous and self-centered. She had no reason to assume he’d changed.

			“I don’t know.” She forced the words out.

			“Well, know,” he said. He looked to Dr. Stannis again. “How soon will we be sure I’m a close enough match?”

			“A few days,” she said. “But given the genetic connection, I’m even more optimistic.”

			“It’s a stroke of luck,” TJ said flatly.

			Sage couldn’t begin to guess at the emotion behind those words.

			Dr. Stannis moved to look her directly in the eyes. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

			“I’m fine.” For the moment, she was fine.

			TJ was going to help them. They’d figure out the rest later. For now, the bone marrow transplant was all that mattered.

			The doctor stepped back. “I’ll give the two of you some time to talk.”

			With a final assessment of Sage’s expression, she left the lounge.

			Sage had no idea what to say next, and the seconds ticked past.

			When TJ finally spoke, there was contained fury in his tone. “I’m not going to ask you how you could have done something so horrible.”

			“Me?” Sage could barely believe he’d said it. “You were there. You know exactly what happened between us.”

			He waved a dismissive hand. “That was a stupid stunt by an ignorant kid. We’ve grown up since then. You’ve known about this for a decade.”

			“You were a shallow, self-centered jerk.”

			He squared his shoulders and set his square jaw. “I don’t want to fight with you, Sage. This conversation can wait. Right now, I want to meet my son.”

			Sage staggered and reached to an armchair for support. “No.”

			“What do you mean no? No is no longer an option for you.”

			She struggled for the right words. “You can’t tell him, TJ. Not now. Not while he’s so sick.” She stretched her arm expansively toward the door to the rest of the hospital. “There’s no way we can expect him to absorb news like that in the middle of all this.”

			TJ seemed to consider her words. His expression lost its hard edge. “I need to meet him, Sage. We don’t have to tell him I’m his father, at least not right away. But I’m going to meet him, and I’m not waiting another minute.”

			Sage decided she could live with that. “Okay.”

			“His name is Eli?”

			“Yes. Eli Thomas Costas.”

			TJ didn’t react to the name. He walked over to the lounge door and pulled it open, holding it for her. “Take me to my son.”

			* * *

			“Whoa, whoa, back up, back up,” Matt said to TJ. “You say he’s nine years old?”

			“It was in high school,” TJ responded.

			There was an open beer on the wide arm of his wooden deck chair on Matt’s Whiskey Bay Marina sundeck, but TJ had no interest in drinking it.

			“So, before you met Lauren,” Caleb said.

			The three men were sitting around the gas fire pit, but it was early on a June evening, so they hadn’t bothered lighting it.

			“I didn’t cheat on Lauren.” TJ’s tone was hard.

			“I’m just getting the time line straight.”

			“It was a one-night thing. At prom. We danced.”

			TJ didn’t want to own up to participating in the foolish prank that had led him to ask nerdy brainiac Sage Costas to dance with him that night. At least not until he had to. And he hoped that was never.

			“And she never told you about the baby?” Matt asked.

			“I assume that’s rhetorical,” TJ replied.

			If Sage had told him about Eli, TJ would have moved heaven and earth to have a relationship with his son. TJ’s own father had walked out before TJ was born, and there was no way he’d do that to a child of his own.

			“What’s he like?” Caleb asked, his tone dropping.

			TJ’s mind went back to the sleepy boy in the stark hospital bed. “He’s a great-looking kid.”

			Eli had been too tired to do much but say hello.

			“Like his dad?” Matt joked.

			TJ would be lying if he said he hadn’t seen some of himself in Eli. He didn’t think he was imagining it.

			“If he’s got his mother’s brains, the world better watch out.” As he said the words, TJ realized they were entirely true. From a genetic perspective, Eli had a fantastic mother. Back in high school, Sage was voted most likely to save the world or become president.

			“When are you going to tell him?” Matt asked.

			TJ decided it was time for a shot of alcohol, no matter how weak. He raised his beer and took a drink before answering. “I don’t know. When he’s feeling better, I guess.”

			“And the tests?”

			“They said the results will take a couple of days. I’ve got three major private placement deals on the table. I have to close them. Then I’m clearing my desk to go back to Seattle. Whatever happens, if I’m a match or not, he’s still my kid, and he’s getting the best medical care money can buy.”

			Matt and Caleb exchanged a look.

			“What?” TJ asked.

			“That’s a good place for your money,” Matt said.

			“You bet it’s a good place for my money.”

			But money wasn’t the only thing his son needed. TJ didn’t know what he’d do if he wasn’t a bone marrow match. He had to be a match. Nothing else was acceptable.

			“You talked to him?” Caleb asked.

			“Only a little. He was pretty groggy from all the medication. Sage says he plays baseball, a catcher.”

			“Have you talked to a lawyer?” Matt asked.

			“I’ve talked to three lawyers.” TJ’s company Tide Rush Investments had a financial lawyer on retainer and his firm had a family law division.

			“What do they say?”

			“That I’ve got a case.”

			“What are you looking to get?” Matt asked.

			“What has she offered?” Caleb’s brow shot up.

			TJ took another pull on his beer. It was such an incredibly ordinary thing to do—sitting up here with his two friends like he had hundreds of times over the years. But his life had been turned upside down. It would never be the same again.

			He’d been considering his position for the past thirty-six hours. “She had custody for the first nine years. I’ll take the next nine.”

			Caleb frowned.

			“You can’t take that hard a line,” Matt said.

			“A teenage boy needs his dad. I’d have given anything to have my old man show up in my life when I was Eli’s age,” TJ said. He had a lot of time to make up for, and he had no intention of letting Sage or anyone else stop him.

			“They need their mom too,” Caleb said.

			TJ knew that. But he didn’t want to admit it right now. He wanted to hold on to his anger at Sage for a while.

			“She can have visitation,” he said. “That’s more than she gave me.”

			“Could you move to Seattle?” Matt asked.

			“The Whiskey Bay school is top-notch,” TJ countered. “So is the area hospital. And the lifestyle can’t be beat.” He couldn’t imagine a more perfect place to raise a child.

			“The neighbors are pretty good,” Caleb said with a half smile.

			“It’s not like I don’t have the room.”

			His wife, Lauren, had wanted several children. She’d designed a six-bedroom house with a massive recreation area in the basement for rainy days and a nanny suite over the garage. She’d been trying to get pregnant when she was diagnosed with breast cancer.

			“I can’t see it being that straightforward.” There was a cautionary note to Matt’s voice.

			“Nothing’s that straightforward,” TJ said. “But I’m a determined and resourceful man.”

			“She’s the mother of your child.”

			“And I’m the father of hers—a fact she seems to have conveniently ignored.”

			“Do you know why?” Caleb asked. “Why she kept it from you? I mean, she could easily have come after you for child support.”

			“She wouldn’t have had to come after me. I’d have stepped up without a fight.”

			“I know. I know. But you’d think she’d have wanted your help.”

			TJ knew the whole truth would eventually come out. His friends were too astute, and they cared too much about him to let him get away with a vague explanation. It was both a blessing and a curse.

			TJ took the plunge. “She said I didn’t deserve to know about Eli.”

			“Why?” Caleb’s question was perfectly predictable.

			“Because it was a prank.”

			Both of his friends looked at him blankly.

			“Prom night.” TJ gritted his teeth at the memory. “A group of us, the seniors on the football team, we each picked a girl’s name out of a hat. I picked Sage.”

			“I’m guessing they weren’t the girls on the cheerleading squad,” Matt said. His disappointment in TJ was obvious.

			TJ knew he deserved that. “Not the cheerleading squad. They were the nerds, the brains. It was supposed to be a kiss, only a dance and a kiss. That was it. But Sage...”

			He remembered the overpowering rush of adolescent hormones. He couldn’t say what it was about her. She had been thin and freckled, with this wild red hair. But when he’d kissed her, she’d kissed him back, and they’d both been left breathless. His car had been far too close to the side door of the gym, and they’d ended up in the back seat.

			“We can fill in the rest,” Caleb said.

			“I tracked her down the next day to apologize. But she’d already heard about the prank. She was enraged, punched me square in the chest.” TJ’s hand went reflexively to the spot where her small fist had connected. “She told me she never wanted to speak to me again.”

			“You can’t blame her,” Matt said.

			“It was stupid and cruel, I know. But I only planned to kiss her. The rest of it was on both of us. It was more than just consensual. And she’s kept my son from me for nine years. The two things don’t even compare.”

			Copyright © 2018 by Barbara Dunlop
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			Off Limits

			by Clare Connelly

			CHAPTER ONE

			SHE MIGHT AS well be naked. The dress is skin-tight, bright red and low-cut. Tiny straps slip over her shoulders. The dress is short, too. Not indecently short but, Jesus, her legs are long and smooth, and while she’s wearing that dress I find it impossible to look away.

			She’s hotter than any woman here—and that’s saying something, given that this launch event has brought together most of London’s elite. There are models, actresses, singers, athletes, and lots of those women who’ve married for money and now make it their life’s work to live up to their husbands’ expectations.

			And then there’s Gemma.

			Her blond hair is pulled into a ballerina bun, her face is serious and her body is like pale silk that I want to wrap around me.

			She’s said something funny, going by the way the guy with her leans forward and laughs. Is he her date? A frown pulls at my brow. I stare harder. Did she bring a date? Isn’t she technically here as my plus-one?

			Seeing her with another guy does something dangerous to my equilibrium. A possessive impulse threads through me, knotting at my chest.

			I pull a couple of champagne flutes from a passing waiter and cut through the room. I’m aware of people trying to get my attention but I have no time for them. Gemma is in my sights.

			‘Jack...’

			Her lips purse as I approach; her eyes flick to me in that way she has. How is it possible for one person to imbue a simple gesture with a measure of cold disdain even when there’s the hint of a smile somewhere in that symmetrical face of hers?

			I hand her a glass of champagne and she takes it, her fingers briefly wrapping over mine. Immediately my mind puts them elsewhere on my body.

			‘You remember Wolf DuChamp?’ she says. ‘He manages our accounts in New York.’

			I remember his stupid name, but not the man himself. Nothing memorable about blond, pretty-boy looks and that air of Ivy League he seems to wear like a coat.

			‘Sure.’ I extend my hand, knowing I have to meet the convention even when my body is singularly focussed on Gemma.

			‘Good to see you again, sir.’

			Gemma’s lips quiver. I hate being called ‘sir’ and she knows it. Out of nowhere I have an image of her saying it to me, bent at the knees, her eyes moving up my body to meet mine as her lips clamp down on my length. Okay, maybe in some circumstances I could make an exception...

			What the hell am I thinking? These fantasies are one thing, but screwing Gemma cannot happen.

			Cannot happen. Might as well get that tattoo added to my collection.

			‘I was just explaining the software overhaul we’re looking at to Gem.’

			Is he trying to piss me off? First of all by removing the very nice image I was enjoying by talking about software. And then by referring to Gemma as ‘Gem’—as though they’re best buddies who paint their nails together.

			‘I’ll summarise it for you later,’ she says, sensing my impatience though I suspect not the reason for it.

			‘It’ll make a huge difference to our operations,’ Wolf pushes.

			‘Gem’ angles her body a bit, turning away from me, giving me a chance to escape.

			‘I’ll look into the feasibility. The problem is going to be short-term. We’ll need to make sure the systems are protected during the transfer of data. You handle some of our most sensitive work—a data breach would be unacceptable.’

			‘I’ve thought of that, too,’ Wolf carries on—and I am dismissed, it would appear.

			Across the room a platinum blonde with a sensational rack and legs that go on forever is trying to catch my eye.

			I want Gemma, but I can’t have her. And I’m not one to wallow in self-pity. There’s plenty of fish in the sea.

			I have two rules when it comes to the women I fuck.

			No commitment.

			No redheads.

			Commitment was for Lucy.

			And Lucy was a redhead.

			I freeze. A vision of Lucy is in front of me, a scowl of disapproval on her face. I messed around a fair bit before we met, but nothing like this. I’ve taken it to a whole new level and I don’t care. Except for that scowl. Even in death I don’t want to upset Lucy.

			What did you expect, Luce? You left me a pretty big void to fill.

			Don’t blame me, I hear her snap back. Your life. Your choice.

			Yeah, right.

			My eyes wander of their own accord back to Gemma. She’s got her head bent now, and Wolf’s fingers are typing something into his cell phone. She nods and smiles, then presses a hand to his forearm. My stomach rolls on a surge of emotion I don’t much care for.

			I stalk towards the blonde as though she is the only woman in the room.

			‘I’m Jack Grant.’

			Her lips are painted a bright red. She purrs. ‘I know who you are.’

			‘Then you have the advantage.’

			Her lips part. ‘From what I hear, telling you my name wouldn’t serve much purpose. You won’t remember it tomorrow, right?’

			I laugh, appreciating her honesty. ‘No...’ I lean forward so that my lips are only a whisper from her ear. My breath flutters her hair and I see a fine trail of goose bumps run across her skin. ‘But you’ll remember me for the rest of your life.’

			Her laugh is husky. She’s everything I would usually find sexy, but in that moment she’s just passably acceptable. If I’m honest, I’m bored. It’s a phone-it-in flirt. A What the heck? situation.

			‘We’ll see...’

			‘Can I get you a drink?’

			‘I can share yours,’ she murmurs, her eyes dropping to my champagne flute.

			I didn’t even realise I was still holding it. I extend it to her on autopilot, watching as her lips shape over the glass and she tilts it back. The liquid is honey-gold. She passes the glass to me and I take a sip.

			‘Let’s get out of here,’ she says, with a throaty laugh in the rushed words.

			I nod, reaching down and putting a hand in the small of her back. Gemma and Lucy are both in my head now—a fascinating occurrence. A new occurrence. Are they ganging up on me? Would they even like each other?

			Lucy was so soft and sweet. She looked at me like I was her saviour and I suppose I was. I ripped her out of her old life, away from a boyfriend who used her as a punching bag, and I made all her dreams come true.

			But fate is a bastard of a thing, and it only had bad news in store for Lucy. For a while she managed to jump tracks and sit on a different train, and then—bam. It took her. You can’t outrun destiny, can you?

			Gemma is nothing like her. Her personality isn’t so much hard edges as a single hard face. She is smart—smarter than me by a mile—and focussed in a way that is completely familiar to me. She is also sexy. I don’t know how I know that, but I do. She acts so damned cold around me—as though she’s never so much as heard of an orgasm, much less experienced one. It makes me want her more. Want to show her for the liar she is. To make her orgasm again and again until ‘cold’ is a very distant memory.

			‘Jack.’

			She catches me as I’m about to leave the room. Her eyes briefly meet the blonde’s. There is nothing beyond a polite acknowledgement of her existence. That iciness is there. I want to push Gemma backwards against the wall and kiss the hell out of her. Right here.

			‘You’re scheduled to speak in twenty minutes.’

			Whoops. Even for me that’s a bit of a slip. I don’t usually let anything get in the way of business—even my sex life.

			‘We’ll be back by then.’

			Blondie surprises us both. Her meaning is unmistakable.

			Shit. I can’t remember the last time I had a quickie in the car. Is she seriously suggesting it?

			Gemma shifts her attention to her phone. She runs that iPhone as though she designed the thing. Her fingers fly over the screen like it’s a part of her. Her complacency pisses me off.

			‘Okay. The talk can be brief. Just an outline of what the foundation is hoping to achieve, thanking the commercial partners, yada-yada-yada.’

			‘Yada-yada-yada?’ I grin slowly, my eyes linking with hers, daring her to forget the coldness and complacency.

			She looks at Blondie and her smile is perfunctory. ‘Have fun.’

			* * *

			Of course Jack nails the speech. Not so much as a hair on his head looks out of place. The tuxedo is immaculate. The white shirt crisp. The bow tie in place as though glued. He speaks eloquently about the foundation and he also speaks with humour, so the crowd laughs.

			I don’t.

			I am wondering about the blonde.

			No. I’m thinking about Jack—but they’re thoughts that I need to run a mile from. This can’t control me. I’ve worked my arse off in this job, twisting myself in mental knots to stay on top of my workload without breaking a sweat, and I am not going to let the fact that my boss is impossibly hot get in the way.

			Instead I let my attention drift to Wolf.

			He’s talking to someone else now—no doubt about that bloody software. His face is serious, and that makes me smile. Because Wolf is pretty much always serious.

			Warning! Warning! Warning! It flashes inside my mind. Because I don’t do serious, and if I let the flirtation with Wolf keep going I think he’s going to see roses and candy and wedding bells.

			God help me, I can’t think of anything worse.

			I am suffocating at the very idea of being a bride in white, having Wolf waiting for me at the end of an aisle. He would definitely want children, too. Three of them. And he’d expect me to be the obliging baby-maker and carer. He’d look at me with those puppy-dog eyes, sadness and disappointment on his features, if I so much as dared suggest we get a nanny.

			Maybe I could be like Marissa Mayer and have a nursery built into my office? The nanny could be based there, so I could still be one of those hands-on Pinterest-type mummies. Wolf would never even need to know I’d hired someone to help.

			But Jack would. He’d hate that. A baby crying when I’m trying to talk to him about tariffs on our Chinese imports? No, he’d probably seduce the nanny and then I’d have to either fire her or kill her.

			Okay, now who’s getting ahead of themselves?

			But Wolf has caught me watching him and his heart is so on his sleeve he might as well be a cartoon character, with one of those thought bubbles popping out of his head. I have to let this opportunity pass me by. He’s not right, and when he realises that I’m not going to leave Jack and move to Manhattan, working with him will become a nightmare.

			I look away.

			Right at Jack.

			He’s standing in front of me.

			The band has started to play and I’ve been so lost in imagining the hell of my future with Wolf DuChamp that I haven’t realised.

			‘Did you like the speech?’

			‘Looking for compliments?’ I sip my champagne, pleased at how quickly I’m able to recover. ‘What’s the matter? Wasn’t she suitably impressed?’

			His eyes clash with mine. He’s angry. Ooooh. Why? Have I hit the nail on the head somehow?

			‘Are you wondering if I can please a woman in fifteen minutes?’

			He shifts his body infinitesimally, but enough to spark something low in my abdomen. Anger. Resentment. Heat. Warmth. Need.

			Fuck.

			‘Believe it or not, I haven’t given any thought to your bedroom prowess,’ I lie, shifting my attention back to the room of people. London’s elite swirl around us, and I am wanting to swirl away with them.

			‘Liar,’ he says, so softly I think I’ve misheard.

			Because we can’t go there! He knows that—I know that. Every bone in my body wants him, but my brain is still in charge. I don’t want to screw up my career, but it’s more than that. I love Jack. Not in that way. I mean I love working with him. Even when he’s at his assholiest, he’s become one of the biggest constants in my life. How stupid would it be to rock the boat?

			I imagine, briefly, that we indulge in an affair and it ends—because Jack doesn’t do permanent—and then I imagine not seeing him again.

			It makes me ill.

			I don’t want to think about it.

			I don’t want to risk it.

			‘The speech was good.’ I bring the conversation back onto far safer ground, trying to fold my desperate realisations away neatly into a box I won’t open again.

			‘Tell me something, Gemma,’ he says, and the tone of his voice is still dangerous to me.

			He hasn’t got my silent memo, obviously, because his words prick the blood in my veins until it gushes and gurgles through me—he’s flirting with me.

			I use my most businesslike tone. ‘Oh, I don’t know if you really want me to do that. You might not like what I say...’

			His eyes lance mine. It’s like being sliced through.

			‘What’s the deal with you and that guy from New York?’

			Who’s he talking about? Oh. Right. ‘You mean Wolf?’

			His lips curl derisively—that’s one of my favourite of his expressions. I don’t know if he realises how devilishly sexy he looks.

			‘Who calls their kid after an animal? Especially when he’s the least wolf-like person you can imagine.’

			‘I don’t suppose they knew that when he was born,’ I say, but a smile is pushing at my lips. He’s right. Wolf is handsome, but in a very neat and tidy kind of way.

			‘Is he a wolf in the bedroom?’

			The question catches me completely off guard. It’s wholly new territory for us. Invasive in a way I don’t know if I like but am worried that I might.

			Still, challenging Jack is what I do. That’s who we are.

			I tilt my head to one side, assessing him for a moment, before volleying back, ‘How was the blonde?’

			‘She was dull,’ he says with a shrug and no hesitation, apparently having no qualms discussing his sex-life with me.

			‘Where is she?’

			‘At her house. Waiting.’

			‘For you?’

			He shrugs. ‘I said I might stop by. It seemed like the only way to get rid of her.’

			Wait. He hasn’t slept with her? No, not slept with. Fucked. The thought is oddly elating, though I can’t help but feel sympathy for the woman he flirted with and then sent packing.

			‘You really are a bastard,’ I mutter. ‘Are you going to go to her?’

			His eyes are probing mine now, and I feel like every single one of my fantasies, my dirtiest, hottest dreams, are playing out between us like a kinky Pensieve for his pleasure.

			Yes, I’m a Harry Potter diehard. Hermione was one of my first role models.

			‘Maybe.’

			My stomach turns. I am used to this feeling with Jack. In the first six months we worked together I wasn’t so adept at dealing with his vivid love-life. I blushed whenever I found evidence of his nocturnal activities, and I couldn’t always meet his eye. But now? Well, now I’ve had two years to practise acceptance.

			I smile blandly. ‘Well...’ I shrug as though my heart’s not racing and my nipples aren’t throbbing. ‘Have a good night.’

			‘Wait.’ His words are commanding, and so too is the hand he clamps around my wrist.

			I jerk my face towards his, the breath exploding out of me. We don’t touch. No more than an accidental brush of fingers from time to time. That’s impossible to avoid when you’re together as often as we are.

			Definitely not like this.

			His thumb pads across my inner wrist, and when I don’t say anything he pulls me, hard and fast, so that my body rams into his. We are surrounded and yet we are alone. There is a void that engulfs us. Like a sensual electric fence.

			This is all new and all wrong. And so right.

			His body is tight. Hard. Hot. Just as it is in all my fantasies. It takes every single ounce of my willpower to close my mouth and let my breath return to normal. To look at him as though he’s lost his mind, not made me lose mine.

			‘Yes, sir?’

			His eyes flare. I meant it to put him back on his guard, to remind him of the boundaries of our relationship, but I might as well have struck a match over gasoline. He doesn’t let me go.

			‘Dance with me.’

			The air around us is charged with expectation and I just know he’s asking for more than a dance. Does he expect me to say no? I don’t like living up to expectations, and I’m not going to give him a reason to think I’m afraid of what’s going on between us.

			‘Fine.’ My smile is tight. It stretches over my face like sunburn.

			He expels a breath, long and slow, and places a hand in the small of my back. No...just at the very top of my arse. His fingers are splayed wide and they press into me firmly, so that I’m propelled towards him. His other hand links with my fingers, wrapping through them.

			I focus on the band, my eyes taking in the details of their appearance while I concentrate on looking completely calm. I’m not, though. I’m weak when I want to be strong, and I need something that I shouldn’t.

			‘This dress is sensational,’ he says, immediately shattering my attempts to find calm.

			‘Is that your informed fashion opinion?’

			Too tart. I soften the snap with a smile. It’s a mistake. His eyes are mocking, his own smile sardonic.

			I look away again immediately.

			‘It’s my informed opinion as a red-blooded male.’

			‘What do you like about it?’

			Warning lights are flashing in my mind, clamouring for attention. They are bright and angry. What am I doing?

			‘Let me see,’ he murmurs. ‘The colour. The way it’s literally glued to your skin.’

			He drops his head closer and heat spirals inside me; my blood is a vapour of steam in my veins.

			This isn’t right. It’s not us. He sleeps with other women and, sure, he flirts the heck out of me, but that’s harmless.

			This doesn’t feel harmless.

			The music slows and I slow with it, putting some space between us with what I tell myself is relief.

			‘Get me up to speed on the New York situation,’ he says.

			‘I intend to.’

			I’m snappy because I’m uncertain. I’m completely wrong-footed by his nearness, his touch, and my own desire for him is swamping me. I need a minute to regroup, but his fingers are giving me no time. They’re throbbing across my spine, my arse, and I am heating up by the second.

			‘Tonight. Now.’

			I angle my head towards Wolf unconsciously. He’s still locked in conversation. I have no intention of going home with him, and yet I resent Jack’s implication that I don’t have a life of my own.

			‘It’s not urgent.’ My words are stiff. ‘It’ll keep till tomorrow.’ And I force myself to pull completely free of Jack’s grip.

			It’s the equivalent of grabbing a lifeline from the side of a sinking boat. It’s slippery, and I’m pretty sure I’m not strong enough to hold on to it for long enough to save myself. Drowning is inevitable.

			‘I want to hear about it tonight.’

			It’s a challenge. A gauntlet. He gives me a lot of latitude in my job because he knows how much I do. And I do it well. But at the end of the day he’s my boss, and I don’t know if anything is to be served by refusing him this request.

			‘Fine,’ I say with a shrug of my shoulders. But I’m not going to let him think he’s won. ‘I just need...twenty minutes.’

			I disconnect myself from him and try not to register how my body screams in frustration.

			I saunter off towards Wolf before I can see if Jack’s reacting in the same way.

			Wolf is deep in conversation when I approach. ‘May I have a moment?’ I look with a hint of apology towards the men he’s with.

			‘Sure.’ He grins at me. A nice grin. He really is good to look at. Not groundbreaking, earth-shattering, but nice.

			He puts a hand on my elbow but I am leading him, walking quickly out of the ballroom, seeking privacy for no reason other than to give Jack a taste of his own damned medicine. That and to send a loud and clear message. He doesn’t control every part of me.

			‘All good for later?’ Wolf asks.

			I smile. ‘No, it’s not. I have to work tonight, actually. I’m going to brief Jack on the software situation.’

			‘Tonight?’ He arches a brow, his voice rich with disbelief.

			‘He micromanages everything,’ I explain. It’s true. ‘And he’s impatient as hell. I just want to make sure I have all the information.’

			He nods, not quite hiding his disappointment. ‘Let’s recap.’

			And that’s how I spend the nineteen minutes I have. Well, eighteen... I allow myself one minute to pull a bit of my hair loose from its bun and to pinch my cheeks, making them appear flushed with pleasure.

			Jack is waiting for me in the limousine twenty-five minutes after I left him. I imitate breathlessness as I step inside, and enjoy the way his eyes sweep over me with undisguised speculation.

			‘Ready?’

			It’s not what I expected. I nod, but as I do so I feel like maybe I’m agreeing to something I don’t understand. Like there’s a hidden meaning I don’t yet know.

			‘Yeah. Let’s go.’
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