
  
    
  


  What happens in Monte Carlo...


  Ten years ago bookshop assistant Clementine Scott clashed spectacularly with architect Alistair Hawthorne. After the humiliation of that night she swore she'd never have anything to do with any man ever again, especially the arrogant Alistair!


  But when Clem's brother disappears with Alistair's stepsister, she isn't given a choice...she will be going with Alistair to Monte Carlo to retrieve them!Forced together for one week, they quickly realize that their enmity masks simmering, sizzling lust. They strike a deal: for one week only, all bets - and clothes - are off!


  
    
      ‘It’s not going to work, Clementine. Save your seduction routines for someone else. I’m not interested.’


      Clem let out an incredulous snort. ‘You think I’m trying to seduce you? You? Don’t make me laugh.’


      Alistair opened the hotel suite door, impatience, frustration, irritation etched in every muscle of his face. ‘We’re wasting valuable time. Out.’


      She hitched up her chin. ‘You can’t order me about like I’m some sort of serf. I’ll walk out that door when I’m good and ready.’


      His eyes hardened to chips of grey-blue ice.


      ‘If you don’t walk out this door on the count of three then—’


      ‘Then what?’ Clem leaned up close, placing her hands on the steely frame of his chest, where she could feel his heart pounding. Boom. Pitty. Boom. Pitty. Boom.


      His eyes darkened until they were more pupils than irises. His hands encircled her wrists, the fingers digging into her flesh in searing hot fingerprints that made her blood race. It made his blood race too, for she could feel the tension in his lower body where it was touching hers thigh to thigh.


      ‘Then this,’ he said, and crushed his mouth to hers.
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      CHAPTER ONE


      CLEMENTINE WAS ON her hands and knees and covered in dust motes and mouse droppings when he came into the shop. She knew it was a ‘he’ because years of listening to her mother’s dodgy boyfriends coming and going at night had turned her into an expert on footfalls. There was a lot you could tell about a person by the way they walked. Whether they were confident or shy, furtive or open. Friend or foe.


      This man had a firm, purposeful tread. A don’t-get-in-my-way-I-mean-business tread that made the hairs on the back of Clem’s neck stand up on tiptoe and shiver. She had heard that tread before. Ten years before.


      He won’t recognise you. You’ve changed so much. The self-talk didn’t help because Clem knew that, even though she had shed the weight, got control of her skin, and tamed and highlighted her hair, inside she was still that mousy-haired, clumsy, awkward and pimply sixteen-year-old blimp.


      The one with the home-wrecking, trailer trash mother.


      Clem got to her feet and dusted her hands on her black trousers. ‘How may I help you?’ She had got rid of the northern accent as well. But not the attitude. Or the chip on her shoulder. Well, maybe not so much a chip. More like a tree. A forest.


      Alistair Hawthorne looked down at her. But that was nothing new. He had always looked down at her, both literally and figuratively. He was six-foot-four to her five-foot-six so looking down was his only option unless she wore vertiginous heels. Or stilts. Not exactly the sort of thing Clem wanted to wear while going up and down a bookshelf ladder in search of a rare edition of Dickens or Hardy or Austen.


      Come to think of it, stilts could work...


      ‘Where’s your brother?’


      As opening gambits went, it wasn’t flash. Or friendly. Not that Clem had been expecting friendly. Not after the Bedroom Incident. Looking back, it had been a dumb move to hide there after coming back from that humiliating party date. But the room Alistair had used as a child had been the only quiet space in the house and it had its own bathroom no one else used. The perfect place to lick wounds still raw with shame. A place to curl up in the foetal position and self-flagellate for being so gullible as to fall for a teenage boy’s puerile dare to ‘sleep with the fat chick’.


      Grrr. Not that she had explained any of that to Alistair. He hadn’t given her a chance. When he’d found her curled up on his bed, after her punishing shower that had failed to make her feel clean, he had assumed she was the one making a play for him. ‘Just like your sluttish mother.’ The words still rankled. No one had ever spoken to her like that, not even some of her mother’s creepy boyfriends. Those words had burned a brand of bitterness into her soul. Those words had ground shame into her bones until they’d ached with it.


      ‘Why do you want to know where Jamie is?’ Clem asked, trying not to be distracted by how he looked. How he smelt. He was standing half a metre away and yet she could pick up an intriguing trace of citrus. Sharp citrus with a note of something else. Something dark and mysterious. Unknowable.


      His jaw shifted as if he was biting down on his molars hard enough to crack a brazil nut. Or a bolt. ‘Don’t play the innocent with me. I know you two have colluded for weeks over this.’


      Clem arched one of her brows. She was quite proud of how posh it made her look—a combination of stern librarian and haughty aristocrat. The glasses she wore for reading made it even more authentic. ‘“This”?’ Even her voice had just the right amount of ‘are you for real?’ inflection.


      His grey-blue eyes flashed with a warning, a don’t-mess-with-me warning that for some reason made the backs of her knees tingle. ‘My stepsister, Harriet, has run away with your brother.’


      Clem’s mouth dropped open wide enough to take in the complete works of Shakespeare. How could that be? How had Jamie come into contact with anyone even remotely connected to Alistair? It was impossible. It was unthinkable. It was a disaster. ‘What?’


      Alistair’s eyelids gave a disdainful flicker. ‘Nice show of surprise but you don’t fool me. I’m not leaving here until you tell me where they are.’


      Clem looked at his stiffly crossed arms and firmly planted legs. Shouldn’t have looked at his legs. Even though they were covered in Tom Ford she could see the strength and power in the thighs. She had to stop herself imagining those muscle-packed thighs wrapped around hers. Naked and sweaty. Sexily tangled.


      Which was kind of weird, because she rarely thought of sex. It wasn’t even on her radar. Growing up with a mother who’d had orgies like other mothers had Tupperware parties had put a damper on Clem’s sexual development. Not to mention the shame-inducing encounter when she’d been sixteen that had made her body image issues even further entrenched. But looking at Alistair’s thighs made a traitorous beat thrum between her legs like a plucked cello string. Hum. Hum. Hum.


      She looked at his mouth instead. Eek! Even bigger mistake. It was set in a line so flat you couldn’t have slipped a piece of the finest paper between those marble-hard lips.


      Eyes?


      Oh, dear God, his eyes. Eyes that were blue one second and grey the next. Eyes that were frost and ice, swirling smoke and shifting shadows. Eyes that could slice you like a scimitar or scorch you with the blistering blaze of belittlement.


      ‘Well?’


      His curt tone cut through the silence, making her jump as if he had poked her with a skewer. Which made her hate him all the more. She had fought long and hard to stop being intimidated by people, particularly men. Powerful men who thought they could treat her like crap and get away with it. Men who only had sex with you because you were fat and then laughed about it with their friends afterwards. Clem inched up her chin, doing her best to ignore the little buzzing sensation deep and low in her belly when his gaze clashed with hers. ‘You’re in for a long stay as I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.’


      His lips pressed together again, so hard they became bloodless. Clem realised, with a strange little jolt, she had never seen him smile. Not once. Not that he’d had a lot to smile about ten years ago, with his mother terminally ill and his father running off with another woman during his wife’s chemo treatment. Clem’s mother. Cringe. Clem couldn’t think about her mother without her whole body going into a convulsing spasm of shame.


      ‘He lives with you, doesn’t he?’ Alistair said.


      Clem didn’t think it would reflect well on her to admit she hadn’t seen Jamie for the best part of a week. He hadn’t responded to any of her texts or returned her numerous calls. That could be because he’d run out of credit. Again. But it also meant he didn’t want her to interfere with his life. She was trying to keep an eye on him while their mother was MIA but since he’d turned eighteen a couple of months ago he had not taken kindly to her rules. Any rules. ‘You seem to know rather a lot about my living arrangements,’ she said. ‘Are you keeping tabs on all your father’s cast-offs’ kids?’


      His jaw did that clamping thing again. ‘Tell me where he is.’ He said each word as if spitting out bullet points. Tell. Me. Where. He. Is.


      Clem curved her mouth in an I’m-enjoying-rattling-your-chain smile. ‘You seem a little uptight, Alistair. Not getting our needs met, are we? What’s wrong with the young women of London, hey? I hear uptight, nerdy workaholics are all the rage just now.’


      Something flashed at the back of his eyes like a miniature bomb exploding. The muscles around his mouth tightened even further as if trying to contain the flying debris. ‘You’re still the snarky little wildcat you always were, even if you’ve managed to scrub up to look halfway presentable.’


      Halfway? What did he mean, ‘halfway’? It cost Clem a flipping fortune to look this good. Sure, she could have done even better with some nicer clothes, but she had to save her money. For bed and board and her brother’s bail. Not that she’d needed money for bail yet, but she suspected it wouldn’t be long. Jamie was an apple that had fallen so close from his father’s tree he was hugging it. But there was no way Clem was letting her half-brother go down the same criminal path as his pond-scum father. Not that her father was anything to crow about. She told everyone he was dead so she didn’t have to explain why he was pacing the exercise yard in one of Britain’s maximum security prisons.


      Clem decided a subject change was her best line of defence. If she let Alistair know he had upset her it would put him at an advantage. She was giving no points away for free. Not to him. ‘I didn’t know you had a stepsister.’


      He gave an almost imperceptible wince, as if the reminder of having a stepsister was still something completely foreign to him. Uncomfortable, even, like wearing an ill-fitting shirt. ‘Harriet is a new addition. Her mother left her with my father when she took off with another man.’


      ‘How old is she?’


      ‘Sixteen.’


      The same age Clem had been when her mother had taken up with Alistair’s father in a lust-driven whirlwind affair that had blown his parents’ once-stable marriage to smithereens. Clem remembered all too well the feeling of being shunted aside. The feeling of being in the way. The oversized baggage no one wanted. She hadn’t made it easy on anyone because of it. She had been a seething, snipping, snarling, surly heap of horrible hormones.


      Double cringe.


      ‘So why isn’t your father out looking for her instead of you?’


      A muscle near the corner of his mouth tapped like a hammer. Tippity-tap. Tippity-tap. ‘My father left her with me because he has better things to do. Apparently.’


      Clem shifted her lips from side to side as the silence echoed with his bitterness. Freakishly weird to find she was in exactly the same position with her brother. ‘Well, I hate to be a dead end, but I know nothing about your stepsister’s whereabouts.’ Or my brother’s.


      His dark brows were so close they formed a bridge over his piercing eyes. ‘Are you seriously telling me you knew nothing about their involvement? Nothing at all?’


      Clem slowly shook her head. ‘Nothing. Zilch. Nada.’


      His eyes travelled back and forth between each of hers like a searchlight looks for something hiding in the dark. The searing heat of his gaze made her body tingle all over, as if every one of her nerves was standing to attention and quaking in its boots. No one ever looked at her like that. Really looked at her. Not for so long and so intensely, as if they wanted to peel back the carefully constructed layers of her take-no-prisoners façade to the insecure wallflower beneath. But then he let out a whistling breath of scorn. ‘I don’t buy that for a picosecond.’


      She pulled her shoulders back, eyeballing him like a boxer did an opponent. ‘Are you calling me a liar?’


      One side of his mouth curled up. Nowhere near a smile, more like a the-gloves-are-up-and-waiting smirk. ‘You wouldn’t know the truth if it came up behind you and said boo.’


      Clem was not a violent person in spite of the role models she’d had. But right then she wanted nothing more than to raise her hand and give that lean and stubble-coated jaw a good wallop. Punch. Sock. Kapow. And not just with one hand. Two. Bunched into fists. With knuckle-dusters as big as baubles. And then she would kick him in the shins. Whilst wearing steel-toed boots. And spurs, those big, spiky-starfish ones. She would scrape her nails down his cheeks. She would grow them especially, until they were like talons. She would make his nose bleed. Copiously. Gouge his eyes out. Stomp on them until they were a pulpy mess on the floor.


      How dared he question her integrity? Telling the truth was her biggest failing. She was brutally honest. It had got her into more trouble than she cared to think about. She narrowed her eyes to hairpin-thin slits. ‘If you don’t leave within the next five seconds, I’m going to call the police.’


      His eyes went three shades darker as if the notion of going head to head with her privately turned him on. ‘Go right ahead. It will save me the effort of calling them about my stolen car. The car your brother is currently driving somewhere in Europe.’


      Clem’s heart banged against her breastbone like someone had shoved it from behind. With a wrecking ball. Could it be true? How could Jamie do this to her? How could he run off with Alistair Hawthorne’s stepsister, of all people? Surely Jamie knew what would happen? Alistair wouldn’t let this go. A terrier with a bone had nothing on him. He would hold on to the whole rotting carcass and shake and rattle it until the DNA fell out. There would be consequences. Huge consequences. He was rich. Powerful. Ruthless. He would not stop until he had achieved his mission.


      Revenge was his mission.


      Retribution.


      Jamie would end up in court. Clem couldn’t afford to get him a decent lawyer. Her brother would end up in prison in amongst horrible men like his father. Or worse...like her father.


      She allowed herself one quick sweep of her tongue over tombstone-dry lips. ‘How do you know Jamie...erm...took your car?’


      Alistair’s gaze bored down into hers. ‘He didn’t take my car. He stole it.’


      ‘Your stepsister might’ve given him permission. She might’ve given him the keys. She might’ve told him you’d given the okay. She might’ve encouraged him to—’


      He made a scoffing noise. ‘Listen to yourself. You’re trying to put lipstick on a pig. Your brother is a thief. He stole my car and a large sum of money.’


      Clem swallowed a golf ball of panic. Make that a beach ball. With barnacles. ‘How large?’


      ‘You don’t want to know.’


      You’re right. I don’t. ‘Anyway, what sort of crazy fool would leave large sums of money lying around? Isn’t that what banks are for?’ Clem said in an attempt to gain some much-needed ground. Her head was spinning. Her thoughts were running like hamsters on crack. She had to find Jamie before Alistair did. Hadtohadtohadto.


      Alistair’s nostrils flared. ‘I want that money back. Every last penny of it. And if my car’s damaged then that will have to be paid for as well.’


      ‘I find it interesting, but not surprising, that you’re far more concerned about your money and your property than your stepsister’s welfare,’ Clem said.


      A glint appeared in his gaze as it imprisoned hers. ‘Ah, but that’s where you come in.’


      Something dropped in Clem’s belly like a book falling off a shelf. Three books. ‘H-how so?’


      ‘You’re coming with me to help track her down.’


      Clem’s heart climbed up her throat with fishhooks. ‘I’m not going anywhere with you.’


      A line of implacability rimmed his mouth like steel. He took out his phone, holding it pointedly. ‘One phone call to the police and your brother will be behind bars quicker than you can blink.’


      Clem swallowed. This was bad. Capital B Bad. Capital B and italics Bad. ‘You’re blackmailing me?’ She injected every bit of disgust she could into the word.


      That annoying lip-curl appeared again. So too the mocking I’ve–got-you-where-I-want-you gleam in his eyes. ‘I prefer to call it enticing you into my company.’


      ‘I’d rather spend a week chained to a tiger shark.’


      ‘How long will it take you to close up shop?’


      Clem put her hands on her hips. ‘Did you hear me? I said, I’m not coming with you.’


      His gaze leisurely took in the floor-to-ceiling shelves, the rows and rows of books with their ancient spines and the boxes on the floor beside her from the latest shipment from a deceased’s estate. ‘How long have you been working here?’ he asked.


      ‘Two years.’


      ‘Where did you work before that?’


      ‘In a municipal library. In Kent.’


      His eyes did a slow appraisal of her face before moving south. Clem knew she wasn’t classically beautiful. She wasn’t anything beautiful. She was plain. Her mother was the one with the looks. Clem had been handed the intelligence, the wild hair and the bad eyesight instead. But that didn’t make her wish she had the sort of looks that would make a man’s eyes flare with interest. She was used to being passed over. Ignored. Disregarded as a piece of generic furniture. But something about Alistair’s gaze made her feel as if she was standing there stark naked. Her flesh prickled. The hairs—the ones she hadn’t paid a fortune to wax off her body—stood up. Her breasts shifted against the lace cups of her bra, as if to say, look at me!


      ‘Is this your own shop?’


      Clem resented the question; he was only asking it because he knew for a fact it wasn’t her shop. The Dougal McCrae Rare Books sign above the door was a dead giveaway. He was turning the screws on her self-esteem. Reminding her she was never going to be anything more than an employee who could be sacked without notice. Her dreams of owning her own shop were exactly that—dreams. Silly little fantasies that would never come true, not while she had the responsibility of her half-brother to contend with. ‘My boss owns it,’ she said. ‘Dougal McCrae.’


      ‘Can you clear some leave with him?’


      ‘No.’


      His finger hovered over the phone. ‘You sure about that?’


      Clem ground her teeth. Just as well she liked yoghurt and fruit smoothies because at this rate she would be living on them for the rest of her life. ‘I don’t have any time owed to me.’ Not quite true. She wasn’t the going on holiday type. There didn’t seem much point paying heaps of money to go away by herself to read. She could do that at home.


      ‘If money is a problem—’


      ‘It isn’t.’ Clem would rather die than admit she was sailing a little close to the wind this month. So close to the wind she was practically living on air.


      He put his phone into his trouser pocket. ‘I’ll give you twenty-four hours to get your affairs in order. I’ll be here this time tomorrow to collect you. Bring what you need for the next two or three days. A week at the max.’


      A week? In Alistair Hawthorne’s brooding company? Not going to happen. ‘But where are you going? If you don’t know where your stepsister is then where will you start looking for her?’


      ‘I have reason to believe she’s travelling through the French Riviera.’


      ‘As you do when you’re sixteen and have money to burn,’ Clem muttered.


      ‘She is currently burning her way through my money, with able assistance from your brother, which I intend to bring to a stop as soon as possible.’ He gave her a brisk nod. ‘See you tomorrow.’


      Clem strode to the door after his tall figure. ‘Did you hear what I said? I’m not going with you. Not for one minute, let alone a week.’


      He turned before she had stopped walking, which meant she cannoned right into the hard wall of his body. Oomph. The shock of his hands on her arms as he steadied her was like being shot through with an electric current. The sensation of his touch travelled from her forearms to her toes and back again. Fizz-whizz-sizzle. She had never touched him before. It felt strange...excitingly strange...to have her hands pressed flat against that rock-hard chest, his smoothly ironed business shirt the only barrier between her flesh and his.


      Clem brought her gaze up to his to find him looking at her with a frown. ‘You can let go of me now.’ She was annoyed her voice sounded so husky. As if she was unnerved by his closeness or something. Well, maybe she was. A little bit. He was so...so arrantly masculine. Not in a brutish, knuckle-dragging way, but in a cultured man-about-town way that was disturbingly attractive. The clean-shaven skin, the casually styled hair with those finger-mark grooves in amongst the dark brown strands, the alluring cologne with the enigmatic base notes and the freshly laundered clothes were a potent package of metropolitan, made-it-big-time manhood.


      His fingers tightened on her forearms for a moment and then fell away. He stepped back as if she had suddenly emitted a skin-melting radiant heat. ‘I won’t take no for an answer, Clementine. I want you with me tomorrow otherwise the police get involved. Understood?’


      Clem had a thing about her full name. She hated it. Loathed it. Resented having been labelled with it for the past twenty-six years. She had suffered years of people singing Oh My Darling Clementine within her hearing until she’d wanted to stomp and scream with frustration and embarrassment. But, whenever she made a fuss, invariably people insisted on calling her by it. She had thought about switching to her middle name but that was even worse. She told no one that. No one. Which was another reason she didn’t travel abroad. No immigration official could resist commenting on the name on her passport.


      She fixed Alistair with a look. ‘Call me Clem or Ms Scott.’


      His brows lifted ever so slightly. ‘Very well then, Ms Scott.’ He gave her a mocking salute. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow. Ciao.’


      * * *


      Alistair pulled down the seatbelt on his hire car, clicking it into place. While he resented the time off work, there was something eminently appealing about taking Clementine Scott with him on this wild goose chase. She had changed. A lot. He almost hadn’t recognised her...apart from those flashing brown eyes and pertly set mouth. At sixteen she had shown a faint promise of future beauty—a beauty that had stirred him back then much more than he wanted to admit. But he had been unprepared for just how beautiful she had become. Not the sort of beauty that was in your face, but a quiet, understated beauty. A beauty that snuck up on you and completely stole your breath.


      Gone was the awkward, overweight teenager with the bad skin and bad temper. She still had the temper but her body more than made up for that. Lush curves her dark, conservative clothing couldn’t hide. Skin that glowed, wavy, honey-brown hair that was styled and artfully highlighted. She hadn’t worn much in the way of make-up but for some reason it made her all the more fascinating to look at. Those tawny-brown eyes with their frame of thick lashes and prominent brows reminded him of pools of honey dusted with tiny iron filings.


      But it was her mouth that had kept drawing his gaze. Her lips were rosy and full, the Cupid’s bow arch of her top lip and the soft pillow of her bottom lip making every male hormone in his body heat and hum and honk with lust.


      Getting involved with Clementine Scott was not on his agenda. Not in this lifetime or the next. Why would he get involved with the daughter of the woman who had destroyed and desecrated his mother’s last months of life? Brandi whatever-her-last-name-was-now had hooked up with his father ten years ago while Alistair’s mother had been in a palliative-care hospital. Brandi had brazenly moved in with her two children and sponged off his father during a vulnerable time. Not that he didn’t hold his father largely responsible for his behaviour, but Brandi and her badly behaved brats had caused Alistair enough grief without inviting them to dish out more.


      Do. Not. Go. There.


      Even if Clementine was far more attractive than he’d been expecting. Even if she’d made his body light up like a furnace when she’d looked at him with that scornful arch of her brow and those flashing eyes. Even if he had to call on every bit of willpower he possessed and then some.


      He was going to get his stepsister back and packed away to boarding school where she belonged. Harriet was not his responsibility. She wasn’t—strictly speaking—his father’s either. But, until her mother came back to claim her, Alistair was left holding the baby, so to speak.


      Not a choice.


      A duty.


      And of course there was the little matter of his car. He’d only had it a couple of months. There was no way he was letting Clementine’s wayward younger brother destroy anything of his. He could have called the police straight up. He wasn’t the hand-out-a-second-chance type. But he had to concede Jamie Scott hadn’t had the best upbringing in the world. There was no way Alistair was going to let his stepsister be corrupted by a prison stat waiting to happen.


      Not on his watch.


      He had considered going alone to collect Harriet but he figured he might achieve more by taking Clementine. She could take charge of Jamie while he sorted out Harriet.


      It was a win-win.


      Besides, he had an old score to settle with Clementine.


      He gritted his teeth in determination and pulled out into the traffic. If these next few days achieved nothing else but to teach that young lady a lesson in manners and decorum, then he would be happy.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TWO


      ‘BUT OF COURSE you must take time off, my dear,’ Dougal McCrae, Clem’s boss, said when he came into the shop an hour later. ‘When do you want to leave?’


      ‘Now.’ Clem straightened the pens on her desk, each one exactly a centimetre apart. ‘It’s...kind of an emergency.’


      His bushy brows came together in a concerned frown. ‘Not your mother again?’


      ‘Yes and no.’ Clem mentally crossed her fingers at her little white lie. ‘It’s hard to explain.’


      He patted her on the shoulder like he was patting a pet of which he had grown terribly fond. ‘You’re a good girl, Clem. Always doing the right thing by your mother when as far as I can see she’s never done the right thing by you.’


      Clem hadn’t told Dougal much about her background but her mother had come into the shop a number of times. Needless to say, he’d figured everything else out for himself. He was an excellent judge of character and each time her mother left he would look at Clem with an empathetic grimace and hand her the packet of chocolate digestives without saying a single word.


      ‘I’ll only be a week at the most,’ Clem said, slinging her bag over her shoulder and snatching up her coat off the back of her chair. ‘If there’s any change, I’ll let you know.’


      ‘Take all the time you need,’ Dougal said. ‘You deserve a holiday.’


      Some holiday this was going to be.


      * * *


      It took Clem way too long to pack. That was another reason she rarely went away. She could never decide what to take and ended up taking too much. It came from years of having to pack at short notice when her mother would get sick of her latest lover and announce they were leaving. Now. Clem had flown in a heart-flapping panic every single time. She’d always packed Jamie’s things first because that was what big sisters did, especially when you had a mother who couldn’t spell, let alone understand, the concept of organisation. But it had often meant she hadn’t got to pack her own things in time for their mother’s theatrical flounce out the door.


      But these days Clem was too organised. She didn’t have a crooked knife or fork in her drawer. The cups and mugs were all perfectly aligned, the handles turned to the right. The plates and bowls were in neat stacks in neat rows. The glasses were lined up like soldiers ready for an inspection parade. The clothes in her wardrobe were positioned according to colour—not that she had a lot of it in her wardrobe. That was the problem with having been fat as a teenager; she had got used to wearing dark clothing to disguise her shape and had never really thrown the habit.


      Deciding what clothes to take and what to leave behind was a problem. What if it was hot? What if it rained? The French Riviera had a much warmer climate than London in July but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t throw up some inclement weather now and again.


      Then there was the issue of shoes. She had different pairs for each day of the week. Some people didn’t step on cracks in the footpath. Clem didn’t wear the same pair of shoes two days running.


      Then there was her favourite mug, Jamie’s first ever present to her when he was eight years old. She had her first cup of tea in it every morning. Without fail. It was part of the structure of her day. She needed it to feel secure. If she didn’t have tea in her special mug, then who knew what might happen?


      It wasn’t worth the risk.


      There was still no word from Jamie in spite of Clem leaving further messages, including one she left on his voicemail that bordered on her begging pitifully. Not something she was prone to do under normal circumstances, but nothing about this situation was even remotely normal. Ever since Alistair had told her he had information the teenagers were in the French Riviera, her mind kept going back to a memory of a brief holiday she and Jamie had been on when they were young.


      One of their mother’s boyfriends had come from a village half an hour out from Nice. His parents had owned a holiday cottage in the hills and Clem remembered being insanely jealous that someone had not one home but two when she hadn’t known whose home she would be sleeping in from one day to the next. Even more enviable to her twelve-year-old mind had been the fact her mother’s boyfriend’s parents only used the cottage a couple of times a year. Two times a year! A caretaker living up the road checked on things in between times.


      The muggy July air was like a hot breath against her face when Clem walked to where her car was parked further down her street. Her tiny flat didn’t have its own parking space but one of her elderly neighbours who no longer drove had offered Clem her space. Clem did Mavis’s shopping for her and took her to doctor’s appointments in exchange for the space. It was worth it...sort of. Eighty-four-year-old Mavis could talk. Really talk. If there were any iron pots with legs still on them in this neighbourhood, then Clem would like to see them. Clem was little more than human punctuation whenever Mavis got going. All that was required from her was: ‘Oh?’ ‘Mmm...’ ‘Aha.’ ‘I know.’ ‘Really?’ interjected at select intervals.


      Clem kept her back to Mavis’s house as she stuffed her bulging suitcase on the back seat of her car, as the boot was too small. But it was like trying to push a hippo through a letterbox. She shoved and shoved. Swore under her breath. Shoved some more. Swore out loud.


      The sound of Mavis’s front door opening made Clem’s heart sink. Shoot me now.


      ‘Off on holiday are you, dear?’ Mavis called out.


      Clem turned and clenched her teeth behind her tight smile. ‘Just a short break. I was going to call in and tell you but I’m in a tearing hurry and—’


      ‘Where are you off to? Somewhere exciting?’


      ‘Erm... I’m kind of winging it.’


      ‘Are you going on your own?’


      That’s the plan. ‘Yes.’


      Mavis gave a beaming smile. ‘I bet you meet someone. I feel it in my bones. A summer holiday romance would be marvellous for you. I had one of those—did I tell you about it? It was on a cruise to the Mediterranean. I was—’


      ‘I’ll send you a postcard, shall I?’ Clem said, giving her bag a shove with her bottom. Might as well put it to some use since it did her no other favours.


      ‘Mind you, you have to be careful these days,’ Mavis said. ‘You don’t want your identity stolen. A friend of mine had that happen to her. Did I tell you about it?’


      I wish someone would steal my neighbour. Clem kept her rictus smile in place. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be super-careful.’


      ‘Oh, look,’ Mavis said. ‘Here comes a nice man to help you with your bag.’


      What nice man? There weren’t any nice men living in this street. None that she had met, anyway. It was full of little old ladies and cats. Clem looked to her right to see Alistair Hawthorne walking towards her as casually as you pleased. Her heart began to hammer. This could not be happening.


      ‘Going somewhere?’


      Clem knew even her bottom had no hope of hiding her bag. ‘Just...erm...taking my washing to the laundromat.’


      ‘That looks like a lot of dirty linen to have out in public.’


      You have no idea. ‘Why are you here?’ Clem said. ‘I thought the arrangement was for you to pick me up at the shop tomorrow.’


      A knowing light shone in his eyes. ‘I thought we should get an early start.’


      Her stomach dropped like a mallet on a block of wood. Clunk. She’d hoped to get off by herself. To conduct her own search without the disturbing company of a man she would do anything to avoid. ‘But I told you I wasn’t going with you.’


      ‘Which is why I’m here now to make sure you do.’


      Clem threw him a gimlet glare. ‘You can’t kidnap me. It’s against the law.’


      Something in his expression made the floor of her belly shiver like sand being trickled. ‘So is car and money theft.’


      She swallowed a double knot of panic. Think. Think. Think. ‘How do you know you’re searching in the right place? You could travel all that way for nothing.’


      ‘My stepsister sent a text to a friend from a casino in Monte Carlo a couple of hours ago.’


      Clem frowned. ‘Geez. How much money did she have on her? Monte Carlo isn’t exactly a backpacker’s destination.’


      ‘It’s not her money she’s spending.’


      ‘Your problem, not mine.’


      His eyes never wavered from hers. ‘Our problem.’


      Don’t remind me. Clem turned back to her bag, which was half in and half out of her car. She blew away the wisps of hair that had fallen around her face and gave the bag another hard shove.


      ‘Here. Let me.’


      His body came up behind her, one of his hands reaching past her to take the handle of her bag. It was the most intimate contact she’d had with a man since...well, for a long time.


      Clem tried to duck out of the way but somehow got tangled in his limbs. One of his arms blocked her escape on one side while the other held her bag on the other. She tried to step past his long legs but ended up doing a weird little dance with him. God knew what this looked like from Mavis’s window.


      ‘Is he your new man?’ Mavis called out loud enough for the neighbours to hear. In the next street. In the next borough. Possibly in America.


      Clem stepped over Alistair’s long leg and tried to get her lungs to inflate. ‘No. He’s just a...someone I used to know.’


      ‘You can’t fool me,’ Mavis said with a teasing smile. ‘Look at you, blushing like a schoolgirl on her first date. It’s about time you got a nice man in your life. How long’s it been? Two, three years?’


      Four. Clem wasn’t game enough to look in Alistair’s direction but she had a feeling he was smiling. Or smirking, more like. ‘It’s not what you think, Mavis. He’s like a brother to me. Our parents used to be in a relationship.’ She went for the knockout punch to wipe that smile off his face and added, ‘We were kind of like The Brady Bunch.’


      Alistair’s body brushed Clem from behind. ‘Fess up, darling.’ He put his hands on the tops of her shoulders and gave them a light squeeze. ‘You’ve always been a little bit in love with me.’


      So not true. Well, maybe she’d had a moment when she’d first met him, when she’d blushed to the roots of her hair and gone all starry-eyed. But it had only been a moment. Two seconds max. Trust him to remind her of it.


      Clem put her heel on his toe and pressed down. Hard. She wished she were wearing stilettoes. Ballet flats didn’t quite cut it. He didn’t flinch at all. It was as if she had tried to flatten a flea with a feather. She was acutely aware of the wall of his firm body touching her, from her shoulder blades to her hips. Her bottom was way too close to his groin. It stirred all sorts of wicked imaginings inside her brain. And her body. Oh, dear God, what was happening to her body? It was leaning back against him like it had a mind of its own. Searching for the evidence of his arousal. Yikes! Finding it. ‘I. Am. Going. To. Kill. You,’ she said in an undertone, punctuating each word with another push down of her foot.


      He leaned down and began to nuzzle the side of her neck, the sexy scrape of his late-in-the-day stubble sending a frisson down her spine. His warm breath smelt of mint and coffee. Not the cheap instant stuff she had in her flat but the good stuff. ‘I’m going to kill you right back. Slowly.’ His voice was a low, deep burr that reverberated deep in her core like a tuning fork struck and left to hum.


      Mavis clasped her hands like a fairy godmother enormously satisfied with her day’s work. ‘Have a wonderful time, you gorgeous lovebirds. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.’


      Clem pulled out of Alistair’s hold and turned and threw him a look that would have blistered paint. ‘You think you’ve won this, don’t you?’


      His eyes had a determined glint that made every knob of her spine shudder. ‘Get in the car.’


      Every cell in her body wanted to defy him. Every pore tightened with anger. Fury. Rage. She could barely stand still with the force of it thundering through her. But making a scene in front of her nosy neighbour was not something she was prepared to do. There were other ways to skin a cat, and Alistair Hawthorne’s pelt was one she wanted to take her time removing while inflicting as much excruciating pain as possible.


      Clem slipped into the passenger seat, keeping her fake smile in place for the sake of Mavis until they were out of sight. ‘If you think I’m going to speak another word to you then you can think again,’ she said. ‘You’re the most obnoxious, control-freaky man I’ve ever met. As if I’d ever imagine myself in love with you. What a joke. You’re the last man I’d ever be interested in. I hated you ten years ago and I hate you now. You’re a stuck-up snob who thinks you can order people about like puppets. Well, listen up, because my strings are not going to be pulled by you. No freaking way.’


      The silence continued for three blocks.


      Clem cast him a sideways glance. ‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’


      He flicked her an ironic look. ‘I thought you weren’t going to speak to me?’


      Clem pinched her lips together and turned back to face the front. She waited another four blocks before speaking. ‘Where are you taking me?’


      ‘The airport. I have a flight booked.’


      She swung her gaze back to him. ‘You were that certain you’d get me to come?’ Ack. Probably not the best choice of words.


      Even though he was still facing the traffic, she could see from his expression her unintentional innuendo had amused him. ‘But of course.’


      Clem didn’t care for his confident tone. Sexually confident men annoyed her. They were so smug about their prowess but they didn’t factor in that every woman was different. It wasn’t ‘one size fits all’, or at least not in her experience. It made her wonder whom he was currently seeing. She’d seen a photo in a gossip magazine a few months ago of him at some architectural awards ceremony with a gorgeous blonde with an eye-popping figure. The sort of figure Clem would never get even if she never ate a morsel of food again. ‘What does your girlfriend think about you flying off to France with me?’


      ‘I’m not in a relationship at the moment.’


      ‘When was your last one?’


      He slanted her a glance. ‘Why do you want to know? Are you thinking of replacing her?’


      Clem coughed out a disparaging laugh. ‘As if.’


      Another silence ticked past. A silence that seemed to make a mockery of her denial. She couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to have sex with him. Not selfish sex, like the men she’d been with. But satisfying sex. Sensual sex. Sex that made her whole body sing with delight. Not that hers had done any singing lately. There were occasional solo performances but nothing that would make the chandeliers—if she had any—rattle.


      ‘What about you?’ Alistair said. ‘Should I be on the watch out for a jealous lover coming at me with a baseball bat?’


      Clem considered inventing a boyfriend. Someone decent and respectable. Someone who would stand up for her and do all the things she dreamed a man in love with her would do. Someone who would make her feel special, treasured, adored. It seemed pathetic to admit she was single when everyone her age was out having a good time; lately her idea of a good time was a family-sized block of chocolate and a good book. ‘I’m enjoying my independence. Not having to fit in with someone else’s timetable. No waiting for the phone to ring. No boring weekends watching football or fighting over the remote. Bliss.’


      The corner of his mouth lifted. ‘Bliss indeed.’


      ‘Have you ever lived with anyone?’ Why the heck are you asking that?


      ‘No. I too like my independence.’


      ‘So where does Harriet live just now?’


      The tension was back around his mouth. ‘With me, but I’ve booked her into boarding school starting next term.’


      Clem wondered if that was what had triggered the runaway caper. Had Harriet felt shunted aside? How could she not with her mother haring off to chase after some new lover? Being dumped with your mother’s ex’s adult son during the summer holidays was hardly something to be happy about. The poor girl was probably desperate to find a place where she was wanted. It was a pity she had chosen Clem’s brother, however. Jamie wasn’t exactly mature enough to take care of himself, let alone a partner. ‘How did she feel about going to boarding school?’


      ‘She’s a child. I didn’t give her a choice. It’s the best thing for her.’ Bang. Bang. Bang. The words came out like a drill sergeant’s command. No wonder the poor kid had flown the coop. The head honcho wasn’t exactly Mr Let’s Negotiate.


      ‘Maybe you should’ve discussed her options with her,’ Clem said. ‘You know, had a family discussion.’


      The look he gave her would have shrivelled even the hardiest of Yucca plants. ‘She’s not my family. She’s nothing to do with me. But I couldn’t put her out on the street, for God’s sake.’


      ‘Why didn’t you leave her with your father?’


      The question hung in the air between them for a second or two too long. Long enough for Clem to join some dots. Some ugly dots.


      ‘That wasn’t an option.’ Alistair’s tone was curt. Do-not-even-go-there curt.


      Clem had never liked his father. How could she warm to a man who had abandoned his terminally ill wife to hook up with another woman? Lionel Hawthorne was a self-serving charmer, a fact she’d seen on their very first meeting. No amount of money or presents splashed around had changed her opinion of him. But did Alistair’s tone suggest his father was even worse than she had suspected?


      ‘Are there no other relatives?’ Clem asked. ‘Doesn’t she have a father? Or aunts or uncles or grandparents?’


      ‘There’s no one. Apart from her mother, but you can forget about her.’ His cynical tone suggested he had already tried that avenue and failed.


      ‘Where is her mother?’


      His hands were gripping the steering wheel as if he wanted to strangle it or the subject of their conversation. ‘Sunning herself on some beach in Mexico with a drug lord, probably.’


      Clem chewed at her lower lip. This was sounding all too familiar, like her experience of growing up with a mother who’d changed partners faster than other people changed their mind. Some of the men were nice—like the one whose parents owned the cottage outside of Nice. But others were the very opposite of nice. They were nasty. Nasty men who exploited her naïve and trusting mother, encouraging her addictive tendencies without measuring the consequences for her children. Partying, drinking and child-rearing did not mix. Which was why Clem was so determined to keep Jamie from going down that path. ‘What about the authorities? Like Social Services and so on? Have you contacted them to take care of her?’


      ‘Harriet’s been in foster care in the past,’ he said. ‘It didn’t go well. She’s been through several caseworkers as the system is overloaded and underfunded. I thought I’d do the right thing by her and get her into a good school to improve her chances of a future. But did I get any thanks for offering to foot the bill? No.’


      ‘You have to talk to teenagers,’ Clem said. ‘You can’t just issue them with ultimatums or plans set in stone. It’s all about negotiation.’


      He gave her another withering look. ‘Like you’re doing so brilliantly with your brother?’


      Clem felt a blush steal over her cheeks. So? She was a crap stand-in parent. She knew that. Didn’t need to be reminded of it. ‘Teenage boys are hard work. They need a good male role-model. I’m doing my best but I’m well aware it’s not enough. Nowhere near enough.’


      ‘Where’s his father?’


      Clem knew if she didn’t tell him he would make it his business to find out—if he hadn’t already. ‘In jail.’


      ‘For?’


      ‘Armed robbery.’


      ‘Nice.’


      ‘Yep.’ She blew out a jaded breath. ‘Real Father of the Year material.’


      A small silence passed.


      ‘Where’s yours?’ Alistair said.


      ‘Dead.’


      She felt his gaze swing her way but she kept staring straight ahead. ‘How long ago did he die?’ he asked.


      ‘Fifteen years.’


      ‘I’m sorry.’


      Clem gave a grating laugh. ‘Don’t be.’ I just hope he stays ‘dead.’


      ‘Did he have much to do with you while you were growing up?’


      ‘No, he was the epitome of the absent father. Even when he was with us he wasn’t with us, if you get my drift.’


      He turned the car for the parking area at Heathrow. ‘Unfortunately, I do.’


      * * *


      Alistair handed over his keys to the valet-parking attendant and then took Clem’s bag. ‘What have you got in here? It weighs more than the damn hire car.’


      Defiance sparked and swirled in her brown eyes. ‘I’m not a toothbrush and a clean pair of knickers type. I need...stuff.’


      He began to roll the bag but one of the wheels was wonky. He crouched down and fiddled with it but it came off in his hand. He swore under his breath and straightened. ‘We need to get you a new bag.’


      Something flashed in her gaze. Pride...or was it panic? ‘What for? It’ll do. I’m not going to unpack my luggage in the middle of the airport. Anyway, I can’t afford a new bag.’


      ‘My treat.’


      Her cheeks went a deep shade of pink. ‘I’m not a charity case. No pun intended.’


      She was kind of cute when she was worked up about something. Like a cornered kitten hissing and spitting at a potential threat. Something about her sense of pride impressed him. She thought she could outsmart him but he had her covered. More than covered. ‘I promise not to spend too much. Come on. The luggage shop is through here.’


      Once they were inside the shop, Alistair waited for her to choose a bag but she stood there with a mutinous scowl on her face. ‘If you don’t choose then I’ll have to do it for you,’ he said. ‘Do you have a preference for colour?’


      ‘I told you, I don’t want a new bag.’


      He pointed to the Louis Vuitton display. ‘What about this one?’


      ‘No. That’s ridiculously expensive. I couldn’t possibly—’


      ‘We’ll take this one,’ he said to the hovering attendant.


      Alistair carried the bag to a space outside where Clem could repack. ‘There you go,’ he said. ‘Do you need any help?’


      ‘No. Thank. You.’ Her response was as stiff as her body when she crouched down to see to the task. She tugged at the zip but because the bag was bulging so much the zip wouldn’t budge.


      ‘You sure you don’t need a hand?’


      ‘I’ve. Got. It.’


      She’d got it all right. The zip suddenly gave way and an explosion of clothes tumbled out of the bag. She began to scoop them up like someone trying to gather up a load of spilled oranges. There were tops, and scarves and bras and knickers and shoes. How many pairs of shoes did one woman need?


      ‘I think you might’ve left some space in that back corner.’ Alistair fought back a smile. ‘For an earring.’


      She gave him a look that would have soured milk. ‘Ha. Ha. Ha.’


      But then she started scrabbling through her clothes as if she was searching for something. Her forehead puckered in a frown, her teeth worrying her lower lip. She dug deeper into the pile of clothes, tossing things this way and that, her air of desperation apparent in the way her movements got more and more jerky and her top lip began to bead with perspiration.


      ‘What are you looking for?’


      ‘Nothing.’ The word came out on a shaky breath, and she scrabbled about some more, but the clothes were in such a mess by now it was hard to see what was there and what wasn’t.


      Alistair could feel the panic building in her. It was a palpable energy pulsating in the air. He bent down beside her and picked up a blue-and-white-striped mug that was covered by a black T-shirt. ‘I’ve heard of people packing everything but the kitchen sink, but this I’ve never seen before.’ He gave her a teasing glance. ‘They do have crockery and cutlery in France, you know.’


      Her mouth was buttoned down so tightly her lips were outlined in white. ‘It’s my favourite mug.’ She snatched it out of his hand and clutched it close to her heaving chest. ‘I don’t go anywhere without it.’


      Alistair watched as she put her things in the new bag. Gone was the disordered panic. In its place was meticulous care and precision. He had never seen a bag packed so well. It was like a work of art, colour and fabric coordinated. Amazing. Finally she wrapped the mug in a sweater and carefully placed it in the middle of the bag as if she was tucking in a baby. It wasn’t as if the mug was priceless porcelain. It was a common chain-store one so old it was losing some of its stripes.


      What significance did it have for her? Had someone she loved given it to her? Her mother? It seemed a pretty cheap present to give your only daughter, but that didn’t surprise him, knowing what he knew of her mother. Her father? She hadn’t sounded all that fond of her father. Her brother? ‘Who gave you the mug?’


      ‘No one.’ She closed the bag like she was closing the subject. ‘I just like it, that’s all.’


      Alistair studied her flushed features. Defiance or embarrassment? What did she have to be embarrassed about? It was a little quirky but there were worse things than quirky. Way worse. ‘If you’re so fond of it then shouldn’t you put it in your hand luggage?’


      ‘I don’t want to risk someone taking it off me at the security checkpoint. Those guys can get pretty touchy about stuff.’


      ‘True, but have you ever seen the baggage handlers loading and unloading? Some of them drop pianos on anything marked “fragile.”’


      ‘Another reason I don’t fly that often.’


      Alistair gave her a searching look. ‘Are you nervous about flying?’


      A spark of defensiveness shone in her gaze. ‘What on earth gives you that idea?’


      ‘You keep picking at the stitching on your tote-bag strap.’


      Her fingers stopped fidgeting as if they had been snapped frozen. ‘Anything else you’d like to criticise?’


      ‘I’m not criticising, I’m observing.’


      She looked him squarely in the eye. ‘I know what you’re thinking.’


      Alistair hoped to hell not, otherwise she would never get on that plane with him. ‘What am I thinking?’ Apart from how much I want to kiss that pert little mouth.


      Bitterness was hard and bright in her gaze. ‘You think I’m a nut job.’


      ‘Because you brought a mug with you?’


      She chin came up. ‘Go on. Say it. Say I’m an obsessive freak.’


      ‘We all have our quirks. No doubt you’ll find out some of mine over the next few days.’


      Her eyes went wide in mock surprise. ‘What? Mr Perfect has a quirk or two? That I would like to see.’


      What he would like to see was what she looked like in some of that lacy underwear he’d seen in her bag. And what she looked like out of it. Which was damned inconvenient because, of all the women in the world, this one was the last one he wanted to complicate his life with. Clementine Scott was trouble in big flashing neon letters.


      And he’d better not forget it.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER THREE


      CLEM SLID HER passport towards the official and waited for it. It happened every time she travelled abroad. It didn’t matter if the official was male or female or young or old or middle-aged, their response was always the same: the raising of eyebrows as they read the names printed there, then the slant of the mouth, then their mocking gaze flicking up to meet hers. This time was no different. Oh, joy.


      ‘Moonbeam?’ the male official said. ‘Is that really your name?’


      ‘My middle name,’ Clem said through a clenched-teeth grimace.


      The official stamped her passport with a chuckle. ‘Lucky you.’


      Lucky me, indeed. Especially as Alistair was standing right beside her to witness every humiliating second. He looked down at her when they were waved through. ‘I take it you weren’t named after a grandparent or maiden aunt?’


      ‘I wish.’


      ‘You could have it changed by deed poll.’


      ‘I’ve considered it but my mother would never speak to me again if I did,’ Clem said. Which could be a good thing, come to think of it.


      ‘I thought I was unlucky with Enoch.’


      Clem glanced at him. ‘Your middle name is Enoch?’


      He gave her a rueful look. ‘There are hundreds if not thousands of Biblical names I would’ve preferred. But it was my mother’s grandfather’s name.’ His lips moved in the form of a shrug. ‘Family tradition and all that.’


      ‘Mmm, well, my mother wasn’t following any family tradition other than to get pregnant at fifteen, like her mother did,’ Clem said. ‘She conceived me under the light of the moon, apparently. She wanted a permanent reminder of that night. Apart from me, of course.’


      She waited for him to laugh. To rub her embarrassment in, but he continued walking along the concourse to the departure gate with that same deadpan expression.


      ‘What’s your brother’s middle name?’ he asked after a moment.


      ‘Here’s the thing.’ Clem rolled her eyes. ‘He doesn’t have one because his father didn’t believe in them.’


      His gaze flicked to hers. ‘A lucky escape, then?’


      ‘Unbelievably.’


      * * *


      Clem sat down in business class as if she did it every day of her life. No point showing Alistair how gauche and out of place she felt. This was one fish that could step out of her fishbowl...well, for a little while at least. She could do sophisticated. She could drink the champagne and eat the gorgeous little canapés like the best of them. She could lie back with her feet up and flick idly through the endless supply of glossy magazines as if she didn’t have a care in the world...or a wayward brother who was currently running amok on the French Riviera with her mortal enemy’s stepsister.


      Three champagnes into the flight and Clem was feeling relaxed. Not sleepy relaxed, chatty relaxed. I’ve-forgotten-all-about-the-embarrassing-luggage-incident relaxed. It was one of the reasons she rarely drank—apart from the expense. She never knew how it was going to affect her. Sometimes it made her sleepy. Sometimes it made her talk too much. But this time it was having an effect she had never experienced before. Her body wanted...contact. Sensual contact. Male-to-female contact. She turned to look at Alistair, who was frowning over a document he was reading. ‘Where did you last go on holiday?’


      He turned over a page without looking at her. ‘New York, but it was more work than leisure.’


      The plane they were on was one of the smaller commercial ones so the seats were closer together than they would have been in a larger airbus. Her hand crept to where his arm was resting on the armrest, as if it was controlled by something other than her rational brain. She watched it in a state of mild fascination. What the heck was in that champagne? Could she really be reaching out to touch the dark hairs of his forearm showing from below the rolled-up cuffs of his shirt? Could she really be pressing close enough to feel the hard muscles of his arm against the soft swell of her breasts? Close enough to breathe in the scent of his body—that mix of cologne and clean, classy man that so bewitched her senses?


      He glanced at her with an unreadable expression. ‘If you wanted the aisle seat instead of the window then why didn’t you say something earlier?’


      Clem’s gaze went to his mouth as if pulled by a force outside of her control. The contours of his lips fascinated her. The top lip was thinner than the lower one, and the dark forest of stubble surrounding it made her want to trail her fingertips down that lean and tanned jaw to feel his roughness catch on her softness. She couldn’t stop thinking about how it would feel to have those lips on hers. She could barely remember the last time she had been kissed. She had a feeling if Alistair’s determined mouth came down on hers she would never forget it. Ever. Ever. Ever. ‘Do you ever smile?’ she asked.


      ‘Occasionally.’


      ‘When was the last time?’


      His gaze issued a warning. ‘Don’t even think about it.’


      Clem blinked like a child feigning innocence while its hand was still stuck in the cookie jar. ‘You think I was going to kiss you?’


      ‘Either that or crawl inside my skin.’


      ‘I don’t even like you.’


      His hooded gaze went to her mouth. ‘A bit of dislike never got in the way of good sex.’


      Don’t think about him having sex. Just don’t. And certainly not with you. ‘And you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you? Good sex, I mean.’


      A hint of a smile ghosted his mouth. ‘How much champagne did you drink?’


      Clearly too much. ‘That’s the thing, see?’ Clem sat back in her seat and picked up a popular women’s magazine, quickly flicking over the How to Have Multiple Orgasms article. She would be happy with one. ‘I would have to be really drunk to get it on with you.’ I have to be drunk to get it on with anyone.


      ‘It’s not going to happen.’


      Why? All her self-doubts showed up like ants at a honey spill. Because I’m not skinny enough? Because you once saw me with pimples and puppy fat and can’t see me any other way? Of course he wouldn’t be interested in someone like her. Not with her background. Not with her couldn’t-take-her-anywhere-without-cringing mother looming large in her life. He would only choose a woman who would fit in with his high-class lifestyle. Clem didn’t have a snowflake’s chance in a heatwave. Not in hell. Not ever.


      Not that she wanted it.


      She could find her own man.


      Eventually.


      ‘Good to know,’ she said and buried her nose in the magazine.


      * * *


      Alistair could have done with a stretch of his legs but Clem had fallen asleep with her head resting on his shoulder. His nostrils were tingling with the scent of her perfume, an alluring mix of summer flowers with a grace note of something that was unique to her. The magazine she had been reading had slipped to the floor, her hands now resting on her lap, the fingers long and slim but the nails bitten almost to the quick. What made her indulge in such a childish habit? Was she insecure? Worried? Anxious? But then, who wouldn’t be, with the kind of family she had?


      Not that he could talk. If he thought too much about his father’s behaviour, he’d be chewing his nails back to his shoulders.


      Clem gave a murmur and shifted in her seat, turning her head so her hair tickled his chin. He had the inexplicable desire to stroke her silky head. Her body was soft and feminine with curves in all the right places. Beautiful curves. Tempting curves. Curves he wanted to put his hands on and—


      Keep your hands off her.


      The alarm bell of his conscience was a timely reminder to keep his boundaries secure. He hadn’t had a relationship for a while; that was the problem. Not that he was a sex addict or anything. He had a very practical approach to his physical needs. If he had time in his busy schedule for a relationship, he invested in one. Lately his work as chief architect on a multi-national project had been a priority, so too dealing with his father’s screw-ups. Or screw-downs, which seemed more accurate.


      His father’s taste in women appalled Alistair. After twenty-five years of marriage to his poised, elegant and articulate mother, Helene, his father had taken up with the very opposite type of woman. Brash and loud, in-your-face gold-diggers. Women who cared more about their sexual desires than their children.


      Alistair wasn’t against marriage and commitment. Far from it. He planned to settle down one day with a woman who shared similar interests and values. Build a life together, have a family and do all the things his parents had done with him before his mother had become ill. He wouldn’t be the sort of husband his father had been. He had no problem with commitment and faithfulness. He believed in it...at the right time and with the right person. But he wasn’t going to make that commitment until he was sure it was the right person. He couldn’t stomach the thought of doing what his father had done—was still doing—working his way through a host of unsuitable partners in a pathetic attempt to avoid spending even half a day alone.


      Everything had changed once his mother had got that devastating diagnosis. His father hadn’t had the decency to wait until his wife had died of liver cancer before he’d taken up with another woman. It was as if the prospect of losing Helene had triggered something in him. The loss of Alistair’s baby brother, Oliver, at two years of age had been the first stumble. Not that Alistair had known his father had strayed during that tragic time; his mother had forgiven the affair and done her best to rebuild their relationship. But once she’d got sick that same panic button had been pressed and this time there had been no way of turning it off. No amount of lecturing or pleading from Alistair had worked. His father had been like a runaway train. Unstoppable.


      Alistair had desperately tried to keep his mother in the dark about his father’s affair with Clem’s mother. But Brandi had taken it upon herself to turn up at the hospice and introduce herself as Lionel’s new partner. Her reasoning had been she wanted to assure Helene her husband would be in ‘good hands.’


      But the anger Alistair felt about his father’s affair had gone up five-hundred-and-fifty-thousand notches when he’d gone to his parents’ home to collect some fresh clothing for his mother because his father had been ‘too busy.’ He’d found Clem in his childhood bedroom lying in wait for him on his bed, fresh from a shower. Seeing her young, lushly curved body curled up there in a towel had made something in him snap. He’d been furious with her but even more furious with himself for feeling a flicker of lust at her gauche attempt to seduce him.


      He barely remembered what he’d said to her. All he recalled was it had been long and heated, a blistering tirade that had vented all of his rage on her sixteen-year-old shoulders. If he had upset her she’d showed no sign of it. Not then. She had stood there with the towel wrapped around her body, a sullen look on her face, and a defiant I-don’t-care-what-you-say-to-me glare in her eyes. But, when he’d come back the following day to pack up the rest of his mother’s things, he had found a long scratch mark on his car from tailgate to front fender as if someone had taken a key or a screwdriver and driven it deep into the paintwork.


      That was what he had to remember when dealing with Clem. He couldn’t afford to take any chances. She wasn’t to be trusted. She was one enemy he was going to have to keep close.


      Too close for comfort.


      * * *


      Clem woke just as they were coming in to land. She blinked and straightened from where she had been resting on Alistair’s shoulder. Dead embarrassing. Just as well she hadn’t drooled. Or snored. Yikes. Maybe she had. ‘Sorry I creased your shirt,’ she said. ‘You should’ve pushed me away.’


      ‘I was grateful for the peace and quiet.’


      She glanced at him but his expression was inscrutable. So, maybe she hadn’t snored. ‘So what’s the plan?’


      His eyes met hers. ‘The plan?’


      Clem kept her gaze trained on his while trying to ignore the magnetic pull of his mouth. It was like a force inside her body with its own chanting mantra. Look at his mouth. Look at his mouth. Look at his mouth. ‘Yeah, after we land. Where do we start?’


      ‘We start by picking up the hire car. Then we’ll find a hotel.’


      Clem’s heart jumped like it had been zapped with defibrillator paddles. She hadn’t got as far as thinking about accommodation. Of course they would have to find a hotel. Not that she could afford anywhere flash. She could barely afford a trailer park. ‘Two rooms, right?’


      ‘No.’


      This time her heart skipped so fast it would have won a jump-rope competition. ‘What do you mean, no?’


      His eyes had an unmistakable glint in them. A determined I’m-not-letting-you-out-of-my-sight glint. ‘It will be cheaper to share a suite.’


      Clem’s stomach swerved like a novice skater. Share? ‘But you can afford to stay anywhere you like.’


      ‘True, but you can’t.’


      ‘You’re expecting me to...to pay my own way?’


      ‘Would that be a problem?’


      Nothing about his expression suggested he was mocking her but Clem felt it all the same. He was reminding her of the differences in their backgrounds. He only stayed in five-star venues. The only stars she could afford to sleep under were the ones in the sky. ‘I hate to be pedantic, but it was your idea to come on this wild-goose chase,’ Clem said. ‘Why then should I pay anything?’


      One corner of his mouth flickered as if he was fighting the urge to smile. Or gloat. ‘We’ll share a suite but not a bed.’


      Sharing the same hemisphere was bad enough. How was she going to cope with sharing a suite? How was she going to keep her...routines—she refused to call them obsessions—out of his sight? He would mock her. Laugh at her. Make fun of her like she was some sort of freak. She never shared a room with anyone. Not since she’d been a kid trying to keep Jamie safe from her mother’s partners, who thought smacking kids was the way to get them to behave. She hadn’t even stayed overnight with her own partners. Not that she’d had many of them.


      She hated the thought of someone seeing her before she could prepare herself. What if she had a linen crease on her face? What if her hair was a mess? What if she talked in her sleep? What if she slept with her mouth open? She would be awake all night worrying. Not that she didn’t spend most nights like that, but still. ‘I’d like my own suite. I insist on it. I’ll pay for it. I have enough money.’ Big, fat lie.


      ‘Fine, but I’ve booked the Hotel de Paris.’


      Clem’s stomach dropped like a stone—a headstone. ‘Can’t I stay somewhere a little...erm...more economical?’


      ‘No.’ The one word had a note of finality about it. Not so much a line in the sand as a line set in concrete.


      Nothing annoyed Clem more than intransigence. People who wouldn’t be flexible. People who wouldn’t compromise. It made everything in her tighten up. Pull back. Gird up for a battle. What right did he have to dictate where she would or wouldn’t sleep? No one, and especially not him, was going to tell her where she was going to spend the night. She would rather sleep in a lion’s den.


      She smiled a secret smile.


      This was where her expertise at skinning stubborn cats came in. One night sharing a suite with her and he would be glad to let her have her own suite.


      He would probably pay double—no, triple—for it.


      * * *


      Clem pretended to be sulking on the way to the hotel in Monte Carlo. She gave one-word answers on the rare occasions he addressed a word to her. She couldn’t wait to hatch her plan. It gave her a delicious thrill to think she could outsmart him.


      But when they pulled up in front of the Hotel de Paris she knew she would never be able to afford a cup of coffee in a place like this, let alone a suite. It had recently undergone extensive renovations, and the style, the glamour, the opulence were nothing short of breath-taking. Clem had never been in a place so stunning. The grand foyer with its flowers, marble, chandeliers and antique furniture was a visual feast. Her eyeballs ached from taking it all in. She could have stood there all day with her mouth hanging open.


      But all the beautiful people coming and going made her feel like a common brown sparrow turning up at an exotic bird show. She didn’t fit in. She looked out of place with her colourless clothes. People were looking at her, wondering what she was doing there; she was sure of it.


      Had Alistair done this deliberately? Checked them into the most glamorous hotel to emphasise the difference in their lifestyles? There was no way she could split the bill. She couldn’t afford the tips to the staff let alone the accommodation. Was he leaving her with no option but to stay with him under his surveillance?


      If so, it was working.


      The suite they were assigned was bigger than Clem’s bedsit four times over. It had two bedrooms, a sitting room and a luxurious bathroom. The soft furnishings were a stylish mix of cream and gold and white, beautifully offset by the antique furniture pieces that blended so well with the modern beds and sofas, with occasional splashes of colour in the scatter cushions.


      Once she was settled into her room, Clem checked her phone for messages. Still nothing from Jamie. But her mother had left a text asking for a bit of help with money. ‘A bit of help’ could mean anything from a few pounds to a couple of hundred. Or more. It was the same pattern that had continued since Clem had got her first job in her teens. Her mother couldn’t manage her own money. Not that she had ever had any, but any she did manage to get her hands on slipped through her fingers as if it had been greased.


      Brandi always needed new clothes because she’d had to leave her old ones at some boyfriend’s place and he wouldn’t allow her back to get them. Or she was behind with the rent or electricity or gas bills. Or she needed money for food because she’d given her last pound or two to a friend in need. If Clem didn’t give her mother money she would have to live with the worry about the lengths Brandi would go to get some. There had been occasions when some of the men her mother had brought home made Clem suspicious. She couldn’t bear the thought of Brandi turning tricks in order to keep a roof over her head. If it meant Clem had to do without now and again, it was worth it to keep her mother off the streets, so to speak.


      Clem quickly transferred some money into her mother’s account and sent her a text message. She debated whether she should tell her about Jamie’s escapade but decided against it. Her mother wouldn’t see it the way Clem saw it. Her mother would encourage Jamie to follow his heart and passions. Anyway, there was no way was she calling her mother while Alistair was within hearing distance. That would be the ultimate in embarrassing.


      She came out of her room to find Alistair checking his own phone. ‘Any news from Harriet?’


      He slipped the phone into his pocket. ‘No. Have you heard from your brother?’


      Clem wouldn’t have told him if she had. How could she trust him not to call the police even now? It would be even worse trying to organise legal help in a foreign country. She wanted to find Jamie first so she could talk to him without Alistair interfering. Her brother had a thing about authority figures and they didn’t come more authoritative than Alistair Hawthorne. ‘No.’ She sat down and put her feet up on the coffee table. ‘I’m bushed. When do we eat?’


      He scooped up his jacket from the back of a chair. ‘We’ll eat later. I want to scope out the area around the casino to see if we can catch a glimpse of them. Come on.’


      Clem dragged herself from the squishy sofa like she was ninety-nine-and-three-quarter years old. With osteoarthritis. ‘Aren’t you forgetting something? Harriet is under age. Security would never let her into the casino without legit ID.’


      He held the door open for her. Pointedly. ‘Harriet’s friend is in regular contact with her. She told me Harriet and Jamie are still in Monte Carlo but are leaving for Italy tomorrow. They’re heading to Livorno along the coast.’


      A little feather of suspicion tickled the back of Clem’s neck. ‘Who is this friend?’


      A frown pulled at his brow. ‘Some girl Harriet goes to school with. Jenny...no, Jenna. Why?’


      Clem gave a lip-shrug. ‘Just asking.’


      He closed the door and faced her squarely. ‘Tell me what you’re thinking.’


      Clem kept her expression masked. ‘I’m not thinking anything.’


      His frown got deeper until there was no space between his ink-black eyebrows. ‘You think she’s giving me a false lead?’


      ‘Maybe.’


      ‘But why?’


      Was this guy for real? ‘Don’t you know anything about teenage girls?’ Clem said. ‘How close is this friend Jenna to Harriet?’


      ‘I assume reasonably close, otherwise why would Harriet be texting her?’


      ‘Then why would Jenna betray that closeness by snitching to you about Harriet’s whereabouts?’


      His expression clouded. ‘Because she’s worried about her running off with a boy she’s only just met?’


      Clem shook her head at him as if he had just failed an important exam. ‘I think Harriet is telling her little friend what to tell you.’


      His brows snapped back together. ‘But why?’


      ‘Teenagers love that whole “star-crossed lovers” thing. Jenna’s probably loving the fact she’s responsible for the young lovers escaping all those mean old people intent on breaking up their love.’


      His face contorted with scorn. ‘Love? Is that what you call it? They’re a couple of kids who should still be in school. For God’s sake, what would they know about love?’


      ‘Teenagers feel intensely about lots of things, especially their first love,’ Clem said. ‘It’s a defining moment. Don’t you remember what it was like, or were you always this staid and boring?’


      The look he gave her would have wilted a plastic flower. ‘Do you have any idea where your brother would take Harriet? Any idea at all?’


      Clem screened her expression but the probe of his storm-cloud gaze made her uneasy. Queasy uneasy. ‘Why would I? He never talks to me about anything. He mostly just grunts at me when he’s at home, which isn’t often.’


      He swung away to plough a hand through his hair so hard, Clem thought he was going to scalp himself. ‘This is freaking ridiculous,’ he said. ‘We’ve come all this way for nothing. Those kids could be anywhere by now.’


      ‘Which is why I was against coming all this way without doing all the checks and balances first.’


      ‘Well, I’ll be damned.’


      Clem looked to where he was standing in front of the window, looking out on the street below. ‘What?’


      He gestured with his hand for her to join him without taking his eyes off the street below. ‘Look.’ He pointed to an indoor-outdoor café near the casino entrance opposite their hotel. ‘That girl sitting on the outside table closest to the casino. See her? The blonde one?’


      Clem was having trouble concentrating with Alistair’s arm practically around her shoulders as he guided her to his line of vision. She was dazed by his closeness. Intoxicated by that strong, warm wall of his body standing shoulder to shoulder with hers. Drugged by the citrus notes of his aftershave swirling with sensual allure around her nostrils. ‘Erm...which one? There are about twenty blondes out there.’ All stunningly beautiful and model-slim. Of course.


      His firm, large hand cupped her around her shoulder and drew her flush against his side. ‘The one with the pink streaks. See? She’s looking at her phone.’


      Clem’s eyesight, even with glasses, wasn’t of a find-a-needle-in-a-haystack type. From this distance she could barely make out the tables and chairs. ‘If that’s Harriet then where’s Jamie?’


      ‘Good question.’ He dropped his hand from her shoulder and captured her hand instead. ‘Come on. Let’s go find out.’


      Clem would have liked a little time to prepare herself for the beautiful people crowd of Monte Carlo. She was sticky from travelling, her hair was defying the restraints she had put on it and her clothes were wrinkled as if she’d slept in them, which she had, come to think of it. ‘Can’t I have a shower first?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘But what if it’s not Harriet? That girl down there could be her doppelgänger. You can’t tell for sure from way up here. You could be mistaking her for someone else and get arrested for accosting her.’ Clem was clutching at enough straws to build her own haystack. ‘Do you really want that sort of fuss? Can you imagine what the press would make of that? World-famous architect tries to kidnap young woman from Monte Carlo café. That wouldn’t win you any posh awards, now, would it?’


      Alistair’s grip on her hand tightened. ‘That’s my stepsister, and it’s my guess your brother isn’t far away, which is why you’re coming with me.’


      Clem kept tugging at his hold, throwing in a churlish scowl for good measure. ‘You don’t have to be such a flipping caveman about it.’


      His fingers loosened without releasing her. The warmth of them encircling her wrist made something hot and moist bloom between her legs. His eyes met hers. Held them in a strange little lock—not weird strange, sexy strange, like he was thinking of what it would be like to close the already small distance between their bodies and press his mouth to hers. Clem moistened her mouth and watched as his gaze dipped to follow the track of her tongue.


      Time stood so still it felt like the world had been put on pause.


      Tick.


      Tock.


      Stop.


      But then he muttered a curse and pulled back as if she had breathed a dragon’s tongue of flame at him. ‘It’s not going to work, Clementine. Save your seduction routines for someone else. I’m not interested.’


      Clem let out an incredulous snort. ‘You think I’m trying to seduce you? You? Don’t make me laugh.’


      He opened the suite door, impatience, frustration and irritation etched in every muscle on his face. ‘We’re wasting valuable time. Out.’


      She hitched up her chin. ‘You can’t order me about like I’m some sort of serf. I’ll walk out that door when I’m good and ready.’


      His eyes hardened to chips of grey-blue ice. ‘If you don’t walk out this door on the count of three then—’


      ‘Then what?’ Clem leaned up close, placing her hands on the steely frame of his chest where she could feel his heart pounding. Boom. Pitty. Boom. Pitty. Boom. His eyes darkened until they were more pupils than irises. His hands encircled her wrists, the fingers digging into her flesh, leaving searing hot fingerprints that made her blood race. It made his blood race too, for she could feel the tension in his lower body where it was touching hers, thigh to thigh. The swell of his arousal was unmistakable against her thigh, a potent reminder of the erotic volatility of their current relationship.


      ‘Then this,’ he said and crushed his mouth to hers.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FOUR


      CLEM HADN’T INTENDED to respond to Alistair’s kiss but as soon as his lips met hers something happened to her willpower. It dissolved like a piece of paper dipped in battery acid. His mouth was blisteringly hot. Determined hot. I-want-to-have-sex-with-you right-now hot. This wasn’t a kiss she was likely to forget in a hurry. This was a kiss she was going to be thinking about, reliving, for the rest of her life. His tongue drove between the seam of her lips like a searching probe. He called her tongue into combat. A duelling combat of two strong wills, each striving for the upper hand.


      It was thrilling. It was enthralling. It was dangerous.


      Clem knew she was outclassed. Seriously outclassed. It was like being put in a chess game with a grand master without any idea of the rules. Kissing with a pair of horn-rimmed glasses on was so not cool. But she couldn’t take them off as he still had her hands imprisoned. She kissed him back with all the fire in her soul she had suppressed for so long. It came out in every stab and dive of her tongue, every nip and scrape of her teeth, every nudge and stroke of her lips against his.


      He deepened the kiss with a low, primal-sounding growl and pushed her back against the wall, holding both her hands either side of her head, caging her in with his body. His erection was rock-hard against her belly. It drove her girly bits wild with the need to have him even closer. Desire was not something she felt all that often. Not like this. Not with such unstoppable force. She wanted to rip his belt out of his trousers, jam that zipper down and take him in her hands; to feel him swell and pulse around her. To feel him drive into her moist emptiness and make her forget about the shame of her first time, the disappointment of her second and third.


      This was what she wanted to feel. Alive. Vibrantly alive, as if every corpuscle of her blood was swelling and spinning and singing with delight.


      But just when she was thinking about reaching for his belt Alistair released her. The let-down was like being dropped over the side of a vertiginous cliff. Her legs crumpled as if her knees had suddenly been unbolted.


      ‘That should never have happened.’ His lips were pressed so tightly together the words came out like he was spitting out lemon pips.


      Not, That was the most amazing kiss of my life, but, ‘That should never have happened.’


      Nice to know she’d made such a big impression.


      Clem repositioned her glasses and then rubbed at her wrists, giving him a resentful look that belied every cell in her body aching with sexual frustration. ‘So am I to assume it won’t happen again?’


      His expression was mask-like, unreadable, all except for that dark glitter of unrelieved desire in his eyes. ‘You’d like it to, wouldn’t you? I’d be quite a scalp to hang from your bedpost. One you’d like to crow about to your mother. She had the father. You’re after the son.’


      Clem gave a scoffing laugh. ‘You’re unbelievable. There are lots of things I would never discuss with my mother, and my sex life is right at the top of that list. But you can rest easy, Alistair. I’m not interested in a hook-up with you. I’m over sleeping with men who don’t see me as their equal.’


      He didn’t answer. He held the door open with a look that brooked no resistance. Clem wasn’t sure she was up to another round with him. Her body was still tingling from the last one. She needed time to regroup, to get her resolve back in full working order. There was one thing she knew for certain. Kissing Alistair Hawthorne was dangerous. Dangerous and way too exciting for a girl who had no right to be dreaming of happy-ever-after. Not with him. Not with a man who could have anyone he wanted. He didn’t want her. Not really. She was part of his revenge plot. He had only insisted she come with him so he could gain access to her brother. Her priority was to keep Jamie safe.


      Whatever it took.


      * * *


      Alistair berated himself for kissing Clem. What had he been thinking? He hadn’t been thinking—which was the trouble in a big, crinkly nutshell. He had gone on instinct—an instinct that was way outside his normal way of doing things. Clem was right. He had acted like a caveman. He had lost all rational thought as soon as his mouth had met hers. Her beautiful, soft, sexy mouth. The sexy little mouth he was going to have trouble forgetting. The sexy little mouth he had never forgotten.


      Damn it. It was imprinted on his like a brand. He could still taste her, the sweetness of vanilla and milk with a pinch of cinnamon. Her body, too, was not something he was going to forget in a hurry. The way her curvy breasts had been crushed up against his chest. The way her hips had been in such erotic contact with his. He had been close to letting all of his standards drop and taking her then and there. He wondered now how he hadn’t. He had been going on primal automatic.


      Scarily, horrifyingly primal.


      All he had wanted was to drive into her hot, moist flesh until she screamed and convulsed with pleasure. His body was still thrumming with the need she had activated. She only had to look at him with those sultry eyes and he was a goner. What was it about her that did that to him? Was it because he considered her taboo? The one woman he wouldn’t have because of his father’s trashy affair with her mother?


      Or was it because Clem personified what he most avoided in a casual relationship? Connection. He didn’t connect with his lovers. Not in any other way than physically. Sex was fine. Emotion was not. Becoming emotionally involved set up tripwires he could do without. Tripwires that could catch him off-guard when he least expected it. He had seen first-hand the devastation of love gone wrong. His mother had suffered more from the break-up of her marriage to Alistair’s father than the cancer that had eventually killed her. It had destroyed her emotionally while the cancer had destroyed her physically. It had been unmitigated torture to witness it. No words could have soothed her pain. There hadn’t been a drug potent enough to dull the excruciating ache of rejection.


      Alistair had nothing against falling in love per se, but not with Clem. He didn’t trust his control button around her. His life was fine the way it was—or at least, it would be, once he got Harriet safely back home and packed off to boarding school. Which was another thing that freaked him about Clem. She had totally distracted him from his mission of tracking down his stepsister. Had it been deliberate? A stalling tactic to stop him from racing down to that café?


      Of course it was. Clem was street-smart. Tactical. She was an expert at playing games. She might think she could look at him with those big Bambi eyes and have him go weak at the knees. His knees would have to man up quick smart because there was no way he was going to let her win this.


      No way.


      * * *


      Clem was feeling more and more out of place. The café was crowded and the streets even more so with high-season tourists. She felt like a homeless person showing up at Paris Fashion Week. Her clothes were sticking to her in all the wrong places. Her wrong places. Even though she was within the normal weight range, she still felt like an elephant in a leotard. Her hair was plastered to her forehead and the back of her neck. The bit of make-up she’d applied earlier that day had melted in the humid summer heat. She wiped at her eyes and was dismayed to see black streaks of mascara come off on her hand. Great. Now she was a panda as well as an elephant.


      Alistair was scanning the café but a family of five now occupied the table where the girl had been sitting. The mother and father were smiling at something one of the cute little kids had said. Clem tried to ignore the little stab of jealousy she felt at witnessing the happy domestic scene. The way the parents looked at each other, as if to say, ‘Aren’t we amazing to have produced such gorgeous kids together?


      It made Clem think of all the times she had been dragged to restaurants or cafés with her mother and her numerous boyfriends. No one had ever looked at her like those parents were looking at their children. Her mother had mostly ignored her while she flirted and batted her eyelashes at her new lover. The lover would throw Clem a wish-you-weren’t-here look that her mother never seemed to notice. It had made Clem all the more snarly and morose. And it had made her over-eat. She would order the most expensive and calorific things on the menu and chomp them down in sulky defiance.


      Alistair let out a curse. ‘Damn it. She’s gone.’ He turned to face her tellingly. ‘Which is what you wanted, wasn’t it?’


      Clem arched her brows. ‘Oh, you think I let you kiss me as some sort of distraction technique?’


      ‘Why did you let me kiss you?’


      ‘You didn’t give me much choice.’


      He glanced at her wrists where her hands had unconsciously gone to rub them. His brows drew together and he reached for her right hand and turned it over to examine the faint redness marking her skin. His thumb moved over the skin in a barely touching caress, his face flinching as if she had slapped him. ‘I’m sorry.’ His voice was gruff, as if he had swallowed a mouthful of gravel.


      Clem eased her hand out of his hold before she was tempted to caress him back. ‘Forget about it. I already have.’ Not quite true. She could still taste the heat of him. The sexy male, mint and coffee combo that made her senses shudder in delight.


      ‘Do you want to grab something to eat while we’re here?’


      Clem wasn’t sure if the invitation was an olive branch or a ploy to keep his eye on the crowds milling in and out of the casino. But her stomach was growling loud enough for people on the other side of the street to hear it. ‘Sure. But we might have to wait ages for a table. It looks pretty crowded.’


      ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


      Clem waited while he spoke to the head waiter. The exchange was in fluent French. She hadn’t realised he could speak it but then, unlike her, he’d had an excellent education. He probably spoke several languages. It made the differences in their background all the more stark. And, when the waiter’s gaze swept over her when he came to lead them to the table he had found for them, Clem felt those differences all the more acutely. The waiter was polite and professional but she could still see the slight elevation of his brows at the clothes she was wearing and her lack of adornment.


      Once they were seated, Clem looked across at Alistair. ‘I didn’t know you spoke French. You sounded like a native back there.’


      He acknowledged her comment with a faint movement of his lips that might have passed for a half-smile. ‘It comes in handy when I’m travelling for work.’


      ‘What other languages do you speak?’


      ‘Italian, Spanish, German, a smattering of Mandarin and Japanese. Enough to get by,’ he said. ‘What about you?’


      ‘I’m fluent in three languages apart from English,’ Clem said. ‘Criticism, sarcasm and put-down.’


      This time his lips moved upwards in a smile that made the corners of his eyes crinkle in a heart-stoppingly attractive manner. It took years off his face, making him seem friendly and youthful instead of distant and stern. ‘It’s nice to know underneath that tough-girl façade you have a sense of humour.’


      ‘This is no façade.’ Clem picked up her water glass for something to do with her hands. ‘What you see is what you get. Take it or leave it. I don’t care either way.’


      ‘You do care.’ His eyes never wavered from hers. ‘You care a lot about what people think of you. I saw the way you cringed when the waiter looked at you like that.’


      ‘Yeah, well, if you’d let me have a shower and change he wouldn’t have looked at me like I’d just crawled out from under a rock,’ Clem said, shooting him a reproachful glare.


      ‘I’m sorry but I tend to get a little task-oriented at times.’


      ‘Wow, that’s an understatement.’ She took a deep sip of her water, covertly watching him watching her.


      ‘I suspect you’re much the same.’


      She put down her glass. ‘Me? Like you? Now that’s funny.’


      His gaze was still trained on her. ‘We both like to get our own way. We don’t suffer fools gladly. We don’t like admitting we’re wrong.’


      ‘I make a point of never being in the wrong.’


      ‘I rest my case.’


      Clem narrowed her gaze. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


      ‘You’re a classic control freak. It’s unthinkable to you that you would ever make a mistake. You strive for perfection.’


      ‘Like I’m living, breathing proof of that now, sitting sweating in these hideously unfashionable clothes,’ Clem muttered.


      ‘Why do you hide your figure under such shapeless clothes?’


      She gave a careless shrug. ‘Can’t afford high fashion.’


      ‘That’s not the only reason, is it?’


      His gaze was doing that searchlight thing again. Honing in on her secret fears and feelings of inadequacy. Clem felt exposed in a way she hadn’t felt before. It was like he was peeling away her skin, leaving her raw and vulnerable. ‘You saw me when I was sixteen. I wasn’t exactly a Rembrandt back then.’


      ‘You were unhappy and unsettled.’ His tone was gentle in a way she had never heard him use before. ‘I was hard on you back then, unnecessarily so.’


      Clem tried on a smile but it didn’t quite work. ‘Is that another apology from the man who never apologises?’


      He gave her a wry twist of his mouth. ‘Three in one day is a record for me.’


      ‘Lucky me.’


      The waiter came over for their order. Clem chose her usual salad without dressing and a mineral water.


      ‘What about something a little more substantial?’ Alistair said. ‘You can’t just have a salad. What about some protein?’


      ‘I’m not hungry.’


      ‘Yes you are. I saw you eyeing up that dish the waiter carried past before he came to take our order.’


      He saw too damn much. ‘I’m really too tired to eat. It’s been a long day.’


      ‘I’ll order something for you.’ He gestured to the waiter and, before Clem could protest, he rattled off an order in French that sounded as wickedly tempting as him.


      Careful. You’re starting to like him.


      What wasn’t to like? He was a man who was strong and yet sensitive. Hadn’t she always secretly admired that about him—the way he cared about his mother, trying to protect her from his father’s atrocious behaviour? Now he was taking responsibility for his stepsister when he had no reason to other than out of a sense of honour. Most men would have shrugged their shoulders and got on with their life, glad the problem had gone away.


      But not Alistair Hawthorne.


      He was not a problem avoider. He was a problem solver. His success as an architect was proof of that. He was the go-to guy for difficult sites on which to build. He had a reputation of being able to pull off seemingly impossible projects. He was creative and disciplined, a powerhouse combination for success in life.


      And he could kiss.


      Shouldn’t have thought about that kiss. Clem sent her tongue out over her lips to see if his taste was still there. Her mouth still felt a little swollen, sensitive. She caught him studying her with that probing grey-blue gaze and shifted in her seat as if there were ping-pong balls underneath her bottom. ‘So, tell me about your work.’ She could do idle conversation. That was safe enough. ‘Do you enjoy it?’


      ‘Very much so. You?’


      ‘I love working with rare books. The history of them, the thought of how many pairs of hands have held them over the years, how many pairs of eyes have read those words and been moved by them. Learnt from them. I love the feel of them in my hands, the smell of them. It’s like I’m time travelling.’ Clem bit her lip when she realised how long she’d been gabbling without pause. ‘Sorry. I’m probably boring you.’


      ‘No, you’re not. I find it interesting to hear someone who’s passionate about what they do. So many people end up in boring jobs simply to pay the bills.’


      ‘Yeah, well, I’m not so sure about my job paying too many bills, but I enjoy it.’


      He picked up his wine glass, took a carefully measured sip and put it down again. It was nothing like the way most of her mother’s boyfriends drank, Clem duly noted. They would gulp a drink down in one or two swallows and beckon the waiter for more. But then, everything Alistair did was measured. Planned. Organised. It was why he had achieved so much in his career. And in his life. He didn’t have a trail of broken relationships left behind him like his father. He was discreet in his private life. She had only ever seen one or two photos of him in public. He wasn’t the gossip-attracting type.


      But he would be soon if word got out that she was escorting him in this misadventure. The thought was terrifying. Clem could just imagine what the press would say about her. The muck-raking would be excruciating. Her mother’s involvement in his parents’ divorce would be bad enough. But what if they made comparisons? Anyone could see why a man might fall for Brandi with her in-your-face beauty. But Clem? They would call her trailer trash; the girl from the wrong side of the tracks hanging out with the man from the top end of town. How could she bear it? More to the point, how could she avoid it while she was stuck with him? For there was no way he was going to let her go home until he’d accomplished his mission.


      ‘Do you have aspirations to have your own shop one day?’


      His question jolted her back to the moment. She looked at him blankly for a moment, feeling more and more gauche and out of place. Was it her imagination or were the diners at the next table staring at her? Talking amongst themselves about how such an attractive man could be sitting opposite such a dowdy woman.


      ‘Is something wrong?’ Alistair asked, frowning.


      ‘No.’


      ‘You’re looking rather flushed. Are you hot? Do you need another cool drink?’


      Clem shook her head. ‘Please, will you stop fussing? People are staring at us.’ At me, more like.


      ‘Look, I know you don’t want to be with me right now, but I’m not leaving until I’ve found Harriet,’ he said. ‘I’m sure it was her sitting down here.’


      ‘Then where is Jamie?’ Clem asked. ‘If they’re glued at the hip then surely he would be with her?’


      ‘It’s my guess he wouldn’t be far away. She was probably waiting for him when we saw her.’


      ‘Maybe she was sending her friend Jenna another text to put you off the trail.’


      He gave her a ‘thanks for reminding me’ look. ‘Maybe.’


      Clem fidgeted some more. ‘Would you excuse me? I need to use the bathroom.’


      Ever the well-bred gentleman, he rose from his chair when she got up from hers. ‘Of course.’


      * * *


      Clem was coming back from washing her face and doing what she could to put some order to her unruly hair when she caught sight of a familiar figure carrying some garbage out of the café kitchen to an alley outside. Her heart leapt in her throat. ‘Jamie!’


      He jumped about a foot in the air when he saw her. ‘Hi.’


      ‘Hi? Is that all you can say?’ Clem said. ‘Do you realise the trouble you’ve caused? Alistair Hawthorne is after your blood and your scalp, and anything else he can get his hands on for stealing his car and his stepsister. What the hell are you doing? What’s going on? Why haven’t you answered my calls and texts? I’ve been out of my mind with worry.’


      Jamie held up a hand against her tirade. ‘Knock it off, sis. I know what I’m doing.’


      ‘What you’re doing is fast-tracking yourself to prison like that scumbag father of yours,’ she said. ‘You can’t steal people’s cars and large sums of money and expect to get away with it. You just can’t.’


      ‘I didn’t steal it,’ he said. ‘I borrowed it. Harriet needed to get away and I was the only one she could turn to.’


      Clem frowned so hard she could feel her eyebrows pinching together. ‘How did you meet her?’


      ‘Online. We got chatting and we realised we had a connection. Her mother’s a bit like ours, only worse. She’s ditched Harriet to chase after this creep who tried to molest her. Her mother didn’t believe her when she told her. She chose that lowlife over her own daughter.’


      ‘Then why didn’t Harriet tell Alistair? He might have been able to talk some sense into her mother and—’


      ‘All Alistair wanted to do was pack her off to boarding school,’ Jamie said with the level of disgust that suggested he thought being sent to boarding school was like being sent to a leper colony. ‘She’s not his responsibility anyway. She wants to be with her mum but not while her mum’s living with a lecher.’


      ‘Where’s Harriet now?’


      ‘She’s at work.’


      ‘Work?’


      ‘Yep.’ Pride glowed in his face. ‘I’ve got myself a job too. I’m washing dishes here at night. Harriet’s got a part-time job in a fashion shop. We’re going to pay back the money we borrowed from Alistair. She was going to call him in a day or two.’


      Work and her brother were too concepts Clem had trouble combining. He was the laziest, most unmotivated young man she had ever met. She had never been able to get him to lift a finger while he stayed with her. He would leave a stack of dirty dishes in the sink and only grudgingly swish some water over them if she stood over him like an officer with a convict chain-gang. It hadn’t made for familial harmony. ‘You wash dishes?’ she said.


      ‘Yeah, but I’m learning heaps from the chefs in the kitchen. It’s what I want to do. I want my own restaurant one day. I thought this would be a good way to learn the ropes. I’m even learning some French.’


      Clem felt like slapping the side of her head to make sure she wasn’t imagining this conversation. Her brother talking about career plans? It was a miracle. ‘But what about Alistair’s car? What have you done with it?’


      ‘I’ve parked it at the sous chef’s house. He has a spare space and he’s not even charging me for it.’


      ‘How did you explain to a kitchen hand about having a car like that?’


      ‘I told him it was my uncle’s.’


      ‘Then you’d better tell him your uncle is here to collect it and his stepsister.’


      This time it was Clem’s turn to jump when she heard that deep voice behind her. She swung around to face Alistair, who was eyeing her brother like he wanted to wring and tie a knot in his neck. She stood between them, arms spread out like a mother hen’s wings. ‘Don’t. Please don’t.’


      ‘Where’s Harriet?’ Alistair asked.


      ‘She’s at work,’ Jamie said. ‘We’re both working in Monte Carlo for the summer. She doesn’t want to go back yet. You can’t make her.’


      ‘I will do what I think is necessary to keep her safe,’ Alistair said in a tone that matched his hard-as-steel eyes. ‘Where does she work?’


      Clem put a hand on his arm. ‘Look, let’s cool down while we discuss this back at the table. Jamie’s working a shift and I would hate for him to be sacked for wasting time out here with us. We’ll arrange to meet Harriet with Jamie later.’ She glanced at her brother. ‘How about breakfast tomorrow at our hotel?’


      Jamie curled his lip. ‘You’re staying with him?’


      ‘Not the way you think,’ Clem said. ‘We’re just rooming to...erm...save on costs.’


      ‘But he’s got stacks and stacks of money,’ Jamie said. ‘Mum said he’s even more loaded than his father.’


      Clem mentally cringed. ‘Will you promise to keep your phone on? We’ll meet for a family discussion over breakfast and everything will be sweet. I’m sure Alistair will be agreeable to some sort of compromise over this, won’t you, Alistair?’


      He glowered at her. ‘I’m not going to be pushed around by a couple of school kids playing at grown-ups.’


      ‘Jamie is an adult,’ Clem said. ‘And in my opinion doing an excellent job of taking care of Harriet.’ She tugged on his arm. ‘Come on. I’ll explain when we get back to the table.’


      Alistair pointed a finger at Jamie. ‘If you both don’t show up in the morning, I’m calling the police to press charges. Understood?’


      Jamie’s brooding scowl didn’t help matters. ‘You keep your hands off my sister, you hear? She’s way too good for the likes of you.’


      Clem was sure she was going to die of embarrassment. How could her brother think Alistair would lower himself to get involved with her? It was sweet of him but terribly misguided. ‘No one’s getting involved,’ she said. ‘We’re here to make sure you and Harriet are okay. That’s all.’


      Jamie didn’t look like he was buying it. He gave Alistair the sort of once-over one would expect from a strict parent sizing up his daughter’s first boyfriend and finding him sadly lacking. ‘I’m glad I keyed your car ten years ago. I wish I’d slashed the tyres as well.’


      Alistair’s glance at Clem was pained, with a mixture of shock, remorse and regret. ‘Is that true? He did it, not you?’


      Clem’s teeth snagged her lower lip. ‘Erm...’


      ‘You don’t have to protect me now, Clem,’ Jamie said. ‘I’m not a little kid any more.’


      Alistair’s frown was so deep it had formed a trench between his eyes. He opened his mouth a couple of times but then closed it again, as if he was having trouble accessing the words to say. But Clem didn’t want to continue the discussion in the alleyway. ‘We’d better let you get back to work,’ she said to Jamie.


      Clem led Alistair away once Jamie had disappeared back into the kitchen. ‘You have to stop lecturing people,’ she said. ‘You’ll never get them to bend to your will by force. You have to learn to negotiate, especially with teenagers. They naturally back up at authority. It’s how they grow into their identity. They have to make mistakes occasionally, otherwise how will they ever learn?’


      Alistair stopped walking to look down at her. ‘Why didn’t you tell me it was Jamie who keyed my car?’


      Clem averted her eyes from his penetrating gaze. ‘He was only eight years old. I didn’t want him to get into—’


      ‘I don’t mean back then,’ he said. ‘I mean since. You didn’t say a word. You allowed me to continue thinking you were responsible for it.’


      ‘Yeah, well, I figured nothing I could say would change your opinion of me, so why bother?’


      He studied her for a long moment, a host of emotions flickering through his grey-blue gaze. ‘Will you accept my rather belated apology?’


      Clem nodded. ‘We’d better get back to our table. I left my jacket on the back of the chair.’


      Once they resumed their seats, Alistair asked, ‘Is Jamie sleeping with Harriet?’


      ‘I didn’t ask.’


      ‘What if she gets pregnant?’


      She flicked her napkin across her lap and sent him a speaking look. ‘Better to get pregnant by a boy she loves and admires than a man twice her age who tries to rape her at every opportunity he can.’


      Alistair’s face blanched. ‘What?’


      Clem pressed her lips together in a grim manner. ‘The mother’s new boyfriend has wandering hands. Harriet’s frightened of him so Jamie cooked up a scheme with her to get her away.’


      ‘Why didn’t she tell me? I would’ve spoken to her mother and—’


      ‘Her mother doesn’t believe her. She’s sided with the boyfriend.’


      His frown was so tight across his forehead it gave him an intimidating look. ‘That’s terrible. How could she not believe her own daughter?’


      Clem shrugged. ‘It happens.’


      There was a telling silence.


      ‘Did it ever happen to you?’ he asked.


      ‘You mean one of my mother’s boyfriends trying it on with me?’ Clem gave a self-deprecating laugh. ‘Why would they even glance at me when they could have my mother? You’ve seen how good she looks. She could have been a model if she hadn’t got pregnant with me, a fact she likes to remind me of whenever she gets the chance.’


      ‘Are you close to her?’


      ‘Not particularly. We don’t have a lot in common other than a bit of DNA.’


      ‘I know the feeling.’


      Clem looked at his frowning expression. ‘But you were close to your mum, weren’t you?’


      ‘Very. She was a good woman. A loving mother and a great person. I miss her every single day.’ There was a cloud of sadness on his face, as if the very act of remembering his mother still caused him great pain.


      ‘I’m sorry it was so awful for you with my mother taking over your parents’ house and all,’ Clem said. ‘I didn’t make things any easier, being such a pain in the neck.’


      ‘It was a long time ago.’


      Another silence went past.


      Clem toyed with the straw in her glass of mineral water. Since one truth had come out, maybe it was time for another. ‘There’s something I’d like to explain...about that time in your room...’ She could feel her cheeks heating but soldiered on regardless. ‘I wasn’t waiting for—’


      ‘You’re not the one who needs to apologise. I was wrong to speak to you like that. I was feeling a little raw after seeing my mother in hospital that day. Not that it’s any excuse.’


      Clem chewed at her lip again. ‘Please...let me explain. I’ve never told anyone about that day before now.’


      ‘Go on.’


      She couldn’t look at him so kept her gaze focussed on the bubbles rising in little chains in her glass. ‘I went on a date to a party that turned a little sour. I was upset and went to use your bathroom because it was the only one in the house that no one used. I came out of the shower and curled up on your bed... I was too upset to go to my room because I didn’t want to run into my mother or Jamie—particularly Jamie.’


      She heard him lean forward in his chair. Sensed the tension in his body. ‘What happened on your date?’


      Clem sneaked a glance at him. He was frowning hard, his expression grave, as if he had some intuition about what she was about to day. ‘I didn’t realise I was being set up. I wasn’t used to guys making a play for me. The attention went to my head. Turned out he was only interested in winning a dare—“who’s the first to sleep with the fat chick?” Needless to say, he won.’


      Alistair’s face flinched, his eyes blinking rapidly a couple of times, as if trying to process what she’d told him. ‘That’s despicable. But what I did was even more so, bawling you out like that, jumping to conclusions without giving thought to what other explanation there could be. Can you forgive me? For I sure as hell wouldn’t if I were in your position.’


      Clem sent him a wry smile. ‘I can’t see you being taken advantage of by anyone. You’re too sure of yourself, too confident.’


      His look was still pained. Agonised. He reached for her hand lying on the table and took it carefully in his, as if frightened he might crush it. His touch sent a warm wave of longing through her body, every nerve tingling where his flesh touched hers. ‘I can see why you struggle with confidence given what happened back then. But you have no need to feel unattractive, Clem. No need at all.’


      Clem slipped her hand back into her lap. They were served their meals and they fell into a silence, not exactly companionable, but close to it. She was glad he had insisted on ordering her something a little more substantial than a salad. The fish in a creamy white wine sauce was delectable, so too the vegetable layer-cake that accompanied it. It would be worth the weight gain even if she had to do three hundred of her nightly sit-ups instead of her two hundred.


      Unlike her, Alistair didn’t seem to be enjoying his meal. He pushed it around his plate with his fork, only occasionally taking a mouthful. His expression had a perpetual frown, like he was deep in self-recriminating thought. It was weird, but twenty-four hours ago Clem would have been pleased to know he was feeling the rub of his conscience. It would have delighted her no end to think he felt guilty about his blistering tirade.


      But now...now she wondered what would have happened back then if she had told him about the humiliating date instead of putting on her game face. He could have been an ally, a protector who would have stood up for her. Stood up to the mocking bully who had degraded her and pulverised her self-esteem.


      But instead she had let Alistair think the worst and got a perverse sense of satisfaction for the last ten years that he had so badly misjudged her.


      Funny, but she didn’t feel that sense of satisfaction now.


      The waiter brought them the bill. Alistair took out his wallet and placed his credit card on the little tray.


      ‘Aren’t we supposed to be going Dutch?’ Clem asked.


      He met her gaze with his inscrutable one. ‘My treat. For past sins.’


      It wasn’t the past sins Clem was worried about. It was the future ones.


      Ones she felt very tempted to commit.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER FIVE


      ALISTAIR WAITED WHILE Clem was in the bathroom once they got back to their room. His head was still reeling from being slammed with the truth—the truth that had always been there if only he hadn’t been too stubborn, too blind, too damned one-eyed to see it. How could she forgive him for how he’d treated her? He’d misjudged her without giving her a chance. How could he have got it so wrong? Or had he seen what he’d wanted to see? He had made his mind up about her and hadn’t been open to seeing the conflicting evidence.


      Yet it had been there right from the start. Clem was nothing like her mother. She didn’t look like her, she didn’t act like her, she didn’t think like her. Clem had class and social intelligence, and a love for her brother that took precedence over her own reputation. She had taken a bullet for Jamie, so to speak, and would have gladly bled out for him. That showed what an honourable young woman she was: not selfish and self-serving but self-sacrificing and self-effacing.


      Alistair hated thinking about how Clem had been humiliated by that jerk of a boy who had used and shamed her. If only he hadn’t jumped to conclusions that day he might have been able to help her. Instead he had contributed to the annihilation of her already fragile self-esteem. How could an apology a decade overdue change anything? It was a wonder she even spoke to him. But, not only did she speak to him, she looked at him with those big, brown eyes of hers with the same look of hunger he knew was in his own. The attraction they felt for each other was simmering in the air whenever they were together. He could try and deny it all he liked but he wanted her. It was a pull so strong he could feel it in every fibre of his being. Drawing him closer and closer, his body aching to feel hers against his.


      Why her?


      Why was he so obsessed with her? Or was it because she was the one woman he couldn’t control his response to? He couldn’t switch on and switch off his attraction. It wasn’t a casual interest; it was a connection that went beyond the circumstances of their past. He had felt that stirring deep in his body when she was an awkward teenager. His body had recognised the latent feminine power that was waiting for a chance to bloom. It was in full blossom now and his body was intoxicated by it, his senses going haywire every time she was near him.


      Alistair checked his messages and emails in an effort to distract himself from thinking about Clem and her beautiful body behind that bathroom door. She was taking an inordinate time. How long did it take to have a shower? Just as he was about to knock on the door to see if she was all right, she came out dressed in one of the hotel bathrobes. Her face was flushed a bright pink and her hair was in damp corkscrew curls about her shoulders. ‘All yours.’ She flushed a shade darker. ‘The bathroom, I mean.’


      He rose from the sofa and she clutched the edges of her bathrobe even closer to her chest. Did she feel unsafe with him? The thought was unsettling. He couldn’t deny he was attracted to her but he wasn’t planning to act on it. The kiss had been a mistake. A big mistake. It would not be repeated. He would make sure of it even if it took every ounce of willpower he possessed.


      When he came out of the bathroom he found her on the sitting room floor dressed in a T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms, doing sit-ups like she was training for the Olympics. ‘That looks like fun.’


      ‘It’s not.’


      ‘Then why are you doing it?’


      She kept going but each sit-up looked painful. ‘No pain, no gain—or loss, in my case.’


      ‘You’re got a lovely figure. You don’t need to punish yourself.’


      She clambered to her feet and swiped her still damp hair away from her face. ‘Try telling my cellulite that.’


      Alistair’s gaze swept over her lush figure. She had curves that made his blood heat to boiling. He could feel the surge of it now in his veins, the red-hot race of it to his groin. Her breasts were pert against her tracksuit top, a hint of her delectable cleavage showing just enough to make his eyes ache to see more. ‘I don’t see any cellulite. I see a beautiful young woman in the prime of her life.’


      Her cheeks took on a rosy glow as if she wasn’t used to compliments. ‘What do you think we should do about Harriet and Jamie? Are you still determined to take her home with you?’


      Alistair had been mulling it over while he had a shower. If the kids had regular work and decent accommodation then there could be worse things than spending the summer in Monte Carlo. Far worse. Besides, he wasn’t looking forward to having a sulky teenager living with him, if he forced her to come home. He could hardly leave her with his father and, while her mother was unwilling to be a proper mother, what else could he do? ‘I’d be willing to discuss it with them. But I want Harriet at school come the start of term.’


      Clem nodded as if that made sense. ‘Maybe I can have a chat to her about it. Woman to woman. I wish someone had offered to send me to boarding school. It would’ve been better than being dragged around the country every couple of months when my mother took up with a new partner.’


      Apart from the loss of his young brother, Alistair had mostly had a secure and stable childhood. He couldn’t imagine how he would have coped being shunted around during those formative years. ‘It must have been very unsettling for you.’


      ‘It was.’


      He watched as she moved about the room, stopping to pick up objects as if she was uncertain what to do with her hands. His hands were aching to reach out for her, to hold her, to feel her young womanly body pressed against his. ‘Look, about the expense of this trip—’


      ‘It’s fine.’ She straightened the cushions on the sofa until they were all perfectly aligned. ‘I can pay my own way.’


      In amongst the glint of pride, he caught the worried shadow in her tawny-brown eyes. ‘I dragged you here. I’ll pay. That’s the end of it, okay?’


      She pursed her lips, making him want to kiss them open. ‘You really have no sense of the word compromise, do you?’


      He came over to her and took her hands in his, turning them over to inspect the marks that had now faded. Her wrists were slender, her fingers small and neat except for her bitten fingernails. He stroked the middle of her palm with his thumb, watching as her pupils widened. The tip of her tongue came out to leave a glistening layer of moisture over her lips. Her throat rose and fell over a swallow. Her fingers trembled in the cage of his hand like a captured bird. He knew he should step back. Let her go. Not look into those big gorgeous eyes and lose himself to the temptation of the flesh. But she drew him like an irresistible drug. He couldn’t get that kiss out of his mind. How she had felt. How she had tasted. How she had responded. He brought his head down to within a breath of her mouth, allowing their breaths to mingle.


      ‘I know I shouldn’t be doing this.’ He nudged her lower lip and then her top one.


      ‘Then why are you doing it?’ Her voice was barely more than a whisper, her breath a soft caress on his chin.


      He spread his hands in her hair, her wild curls bouncing around his fingers like sprigs of headily scented jasmine. ‘Not sure.’


      ‘I thought you were sure about everything you do.’


      He nudged her top lip again and then stroked his tongue over its cupid-bow curve, feeling her tremble against him. ‘Not always.’


      She shifted against him, a subtle movement that made his blood head south when her hips came into contact with his. Her curves melded to his body as if tailor-made for him. His hands cupped the swell of her bottom, drawing her closer so she could feel what she was doing to him. Her hands came up to rest on his chest; her eyes were focussed on his mouth as if she found it the most fascinating thing in the world. He lowered his mouth to hers, the zing of contact sending a shockwave of sexual energy through his entire body. He massaged her lips with his, taking his time to enter her mouth with a stroke of his tongue. She opened to him like a flower, her lips as soft as magnolia petals, her taste as sweet as nectar. She made little mewling sounds when he plundered her mouth, her hands snaking up to loop around his neck, bringing her body in closer, deliciously closer, contact with his.


      He moved from her mouth to the side of her neck where the skin was soft and fragrant. She moaned softly as he trailed her lips and tongue over the sensitive slope to her cleavage. He pushed her breasts up from beneath so the curves rose to his mouth. He tasted the upper curve of her left breast and then her right one, delighting in the way she shivered all over, as if his touch awakened her flesh like no other. He pulled down the front of her cotton top to access her nipple, circling it with his tongue, and then taking it into his mouth and drawing on it. He did the same to her other breast, breathing in the scent of her womanly body, feeling her arousal as keenly as he felt his own.


      It was a freight train in his blood. A surging force that was gathering speed and momentum. If he didn’t stop soon he wouldn’t be able to stop at all. A tiny voice at the back of his mind alerted him to the danger of allowing this to go too far. But his body wasn’t listening. His body wanted. Craved. Ached.


      Clem suddenly pulled back from him and straightened her clothes, her colour still high and her mouth red and swollen from his kisses. But the spark of pride was back in her gaze, sharper and brighter than ever. ‘I didn’t realise that was why you were offering to pay my way. Thanks, but no thanks.’


      Alistair frowned. ‘I’m not doing any such thing, I was just—’


      ‘Making the most of the situation.’ Her eyes flashed at him. ‘I’m surprised you didn’t turn the lights off first so you could forget who it was you were kissing.’


      ‘What the hell are you—?’


      She glared at him with such heat he thought his clothes would be singed right off his body. ‘You said you weren’t going to kiss me again.’


      ‘I know, but—’


      ‘I think it’s best if we keep our distance.’ She folded her arms across her body. ‘No touching.’


      ‘Fine.’ Alistair pushed a hand through his hair. He could keep his hands off her. Sure he could. It would be a challenge but he would do it. ‘No touching.’


      ‘I’m going to bed. Goodnight.’


      * * *


      Clem couldn’t sleep no matter how many sheep, cows or pigs she counted. Knowing Alistair was going to be in that king-sized bedroom on the other side of the suite was nothing short of torture. She kept listening for him but so far he hadn’t come back to the suite since he’d left earlier. Her body was still buzzing with the aftershock of his kisses and caresses. Her breasts still tingled with the feel of his tongue tracing over them. Her inner core was still moist and aching with the need he had stirred into life. Why had he kissed her? Why had he touched her as if he was desperate to make love to her? And why the heck had she done the same? Her body had overridden her mind. It had run to its own agenda—a hot and urgent agenda where lust had taken over. One kiss and she became a wanton. One kiss!


      She threw off the covers and slipped on the bathrobe to cover her nightgown. The lights of Monaco were like a fairyland at night. The castle on the hill, the ridiculously expensive yachts moored at the marina and the crescent of the beach with the strings of cafés were a world away from her quiet life amongst dusty books back in London.


      Her quiet, boring life.


      Her life without any fun.


      Her life without sex.


      Clem glanced at the bedside clock. It was three in the morning. Why hadn’t Alistair come back to the suite? She tightened the ties around her waist and padded out to the sitting room. The room was in darkness except for the faint glow of the night lights coming in from outside. Her gaze went to the sofa but it was empty, the scatter cushions still neatly arranged as if no one had sat there for hours. Where was he?


      Clem sat on the sofa and hugged a cushion against her stomach. Maybe he was out having a good time with some gorgeous model type, a woman who wouldn’t say no to a bit of casual sex to pass the time. Maybe he’d booked another suite and was in there right now making mad, passionate love to some beautiful model-thin woman, kissing her, caressing her the way he had Clem. Grrh. Clem tossed the cushion aside and got to her feet, pacing the floor like a tethered dog on too short a chain. Back and forth. Back and forth. Her anger went up another notch with every step. At this rate she would leave a knee-deep trench in the carpet.


      The door of the suite suddenly opened and Alistair came in.


      ‘Where the hell have you been?’ Clem hated that she sounded like a nagging wife and the raising of his eyebrows only intensified her shame.


      ‘I didn’t realise I was accountable to you for my movements.’


      She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. ‘It would’ve been polite to let me know you were going out. I’ve been lying awake for hours.’


      A mocking glint appeared in his eyes. ‘Waiting for me?’


      Clem pressed her lips together. ‘I find it hard to sleep when I’m listening out for the door opening and closing.’


      He went to the mini-bar and took out a bottle of mineral water. ‘Do you want a drink?’


      ‘No. I do not want a drink. I want to go to bed to sleep. I’m tired, and when I’m tired I get grumpy, so watch out.’


      ‘Warning heeded.’


      The sound of the mineral water being poured in the glass scraped at her raw nerves. ‘Were you with someone?’ Why did you ask that?


      He turned to look at her but his expression was inscrutable. ‘Would it bother you if I was?’


      Yes! Clem schooled her features into indifference. ‘You can do what you like. You’re a free agent. I just think it would be decent of you to let me know so I can make my own arrangements.’


      Something flickered in his gaze but he quickly covered it. ‘I’ve been thinking about the kids. Even if we agree to them staying on for the summer, I think it would be wise to hang around for a few days just to make sure everything’s as it should be.’


      It was a sensible suggestion and one she had thought of herself but it would only continue the torture of being with Alistair. How would she keep her distance? Even now she could feel the magnetic pull of his body. He was a metre or two away and yet every cell in her body ached to go to him, to feel his arms come around her and draw her close, to press that deliciously hot, male mouth on hers and make her forget about everything but how he made her feel. No one had ever made her feel like that. That rush of desire was overwhelming, overpowering, uncontrollable.


      ‘That’s a good idea. It will give me time to get to know Harriet a bit. It sounds like she could do with a bit of guidance.’


      ‘I’ll return the hire car tomorrow and pick up my car from the place where Jamie has parked it.’


      Clem worried her lower lip with her teeth. ‘If there’s any damage, I’ll pay for it.’


      ‘While you keep picking up after your brother he won’t learn to take responsibility for himself. He’s supposed to be an adult. Stop mothering him.’


      Clem bristled at his tone. ‘I’ve mothered him for as long as I can remember. I had to, as our mother was always too busy reliving her lost teenage years. Do you know what it’s like being responsible for a baby when you’re only eight years old yourself? It’s terrifying, that’s what it is.’


      She was on a roll and not even stopping to take a much-needed breath was going to stop her. ‘And it only gets worse when they’re a toddler and into everything. I had to keep him safe from my mother’s boyfriends, who’d think nothing of cuffing him around the ear for the slightest misdemeanour. I had to help him with his schoolwork, wash and iron his clothes and put food on the table. I did my best, and I’m still doing my best, and I resent you telling me any different.’


      The silence rang with the bitterness of her tirade.


      Clem wished she hadn’t blurted all of that out but it was sore point for her. She had given so much of her life up to protect her brother. She had sacrificed so much to keep him out of trouble. She couldn’t bear anyone telling her she wasn’t doing a good job of taking care of him. She was doing the best job she could; she had always done the best job she could even though it had cost her dearly. She hadn’t had a childhood. She’d had to grow up so fast and take on responsibilities no child should have to take on. But she had done it willingly. She loved her brother. That was what families were supposed to do—stick together, stick up for each other. Be there for one another.


      ‘I’m sorry.’ Alistair’s tone was two parts gravel, one part honey. ‘You’ve done a great job of taking care of him. But it’s time to step back and let him stand on his own two feet. If you keep digging him out of trouble, he won’t learn to do it himself.’


      Clem threw him a resentful scowl. ‘You’re an only child. You don’t even know what it’s like to have a sibling.’


      ‘Actually, I do.’


      She frowned. ‘You have a sibling?’


      A shadow went through his grey-blue gaze, dark and pained. ‘Not now, but I did. He died when I was four.’


      Clem swallowed a knot of emotion. ‘I’m sorry... I didn’t realise...’


      ‘Oliver was born with a disability. He wasn’t expected to live much more than a few months but the doctors underestimated my mother’s love. He died two days after his second birthday.’


      The knot in Clem’s throat doubled, almost strangling her. ‘I’m so sorry. That must have been so sad for you and your parents.’


      His expression gave little away. ‘It was harder on my mother. I suspect it always is harder on mothers.’ He twisted his mouth. ‘The ones that give up their life for their kids, I mean. My father threw himself into his work. I don’t think he ever truly dealt with the grief of losing Ollie. I think that’s why he went crazy when my mother got sick. He couldn’t handle it.’


      Clem wondered why Oliver had never been mentioned before. Her mother had never mentioned anything about another Hawthorne sibling. Had Lionel Hawthorne even told her? Or had he been too interested in having an affair to blank out the pain of confronting the loss of his wife? There had been no photos of Oliver at the Hawthorne house, or at least none that she could recall seeing, but perhaps Lionel had done a clean sweep before he’d invited her mother to live with him. Or perhaps the photos had been packed away long ago. Every family was different in how it handled loss. Every person was different. How had Alistair at the tender age of four dealt with the loss of his little brother?


      ‘You were so young when you lost him,’ she said. ‘So young to deal with such a huge loss.’


      ‘It was hard, especially watching my mother grieve,’ he said. ‘But somehow she pulled herself out of the abyss to carry on with life. But it was always there—the sense of something missing from our lives. I wonder if you ever truly get over it. You just learn to live with it.’


      Nothing Clem had suffered came close to the pain he had endured. She couldn’t imagine losing her brother. Not at any age, but especially when he hadn’t had a chance to do all the things little boys loved to do. A child of two was a baby. How cruel to have lost him. To have not been able to do anything to save him. There could be no greater torture for a parent than to lose a child. And for an older brother to watch his parents grieve and feel so powerless. ‘Does the loss of Oliver make you think twice about becoming a father yourself?’


      He gave a loose shrug and refilled his glass from the bottle of mineral water he had opened. ‘I’m not ready for long-haul commitment just yet. Work takes me all over the world at a moment’s notice. There are not many women who would put up with that—or kids, for that matter. But maybe one day.’


      ‘So what’s your plan?’ Clem said. ‘Work flat out for years on end and then one day decide it’s time to find a wife? What if you fall in love outside of your time schedule?’


      ‘If it happens, it happens, but I’m not actively seeking it.’


      ‘Good luck with your life plan,’ Clem said. ‘Haven’t you heard that saying, “God laughs when we make plans”?’


      A series of lines appeared on his forehead. ‘Do you want marriage and kids after what your mother put you through?’


      Clem raised her chin. ‘I’m not my mother. I have different priorities. When I fall in love with a man it will be for ever. I won’t chop and change when someone else comes along. I’ll commit everything to the relationship.’


      ‘So you believe in the fairy tale?’


      ‘I believe in the power of love.’


      His gaze became keenly interested as it held hers. ‘Have you ever been in love?’


      Clem wondered if she wasn’t halfway there already. Somehow it was harder and harder to summon up her dislike of him now. It was as if it had been another person who had loathed him so vehemently, not her. ‘No, but that doesn’t mean I won’t know it when I find it.’ If I find it.


      ‘How will you tell the difference between lust and love?’


      Clem’s body quaked when he said the word lust. It was as if he had reached out and touched her. Stroked her. Stoked the fire of her longing for him until it was leaping with tongues of flame beneath her skin. Heat broke out on her flesh; raw, naked heat. Heat she could feel pooling between her thighs. ‘It’s easy to tell the difference. Lust is selfish, love is selfless.’


      One side of his mouth tilted as if he found her amusing in a ‘cute kid’ sort of way. ‘So how many times have you been in lust?’


      Just the once. ‘I’m not going to discuss my sex life with you.’


      ‘Do you even have one?’


      Clem sent him an icy glare. ‘I suppose you think it’s highly unlikely anyone would be attracted to me since I’m not blonde and beautiful like my mother.’


      ‘I didn’t say that.’


      ‘You implied it.’


      ‘You’re way more attractive than your mother,’ he said. ‘Or you would be if you’d stop hiding your figure under those shapeless clothes and smile a little more than you snarl.’


      Clem snorted. ‘Like you can talk. You almost never smile, not properly. The closest you get to it is a smirk. Like you’re doing now.’


      His eyes held hers in a tense little lock. ‘Say something funny.’


      Too easy. ‘I love you.’


      He threw his head back and laughed. It was a rich, deep sound that did strange things to her backbone and other parts of her anatomy. Even after he’d stopped laughing his smile lingered, giving him that youthful, carefree appearance she found so lethally attractive. ‘You’d better go to bed before I change my mind about kissing you.’


      ‘If you so much as put one finger on me I’ll scratch you.’


      ‘With what?’ The teasing slant was back on his mouth. ‘Your fingernails?’


      Clem balled her hands into fists. ‘Try it and see. I dare you.’ Try it. Try it. Try it. The words were a chant inside her head in perfect time with the ranting need of her body: I want you. I want you. I want you.


      He came up close, close enough for her to see the flare of desire in his eyes. The smoky smoulder of lust that made everything female in her shiver in excitement. He didn’t touch her but he might as well have done. Her body thrummed with need. With longing so intense it made her lean towards him as if her flesh had a mind and will of its own. Her breasts brushed his chest, her hands unfurling to grasp him by the waist, her mouth opening for the downward descent of his.


      But this time he didn’t kiss her. He left her hanging. Waiting for her to make the first move, his warm breath teasing the surface of her lips, promising but not delivering until finally she could bear it no longer. She closed the distance, sealing her mouth with his, moving her lips along its hard surface as if it was her only source of sustenance. She pushed her tongue through to meet his, tangling with it in a feisty duel that made the liquid of her lust spill in her core. His lust rose in a hard ridge against her belly, thrilling her senses, exciting her beyond anything she had felt before. His unshaven skin rasped against her smoother skin but she didn’t care. It only made her feel all the more feminine and desirable.


      He took control of the kiss, delving deep within her mouth as if he longed to do the same to her body—the body that was already aching, seeping, weeping with longing for him. He cupped her face with his hands, splaying his fingers out over her cheeks, securing access to her mouth, plundering it as ruthlessly, as wantonly as she was plundering his. His teeth nipped at her lower lip, then his tongue swept over it in a salving movement. He did the same to her top lip, pulling it into his mouth, sucking on it, releasing it so he could stroke it with the sexy glide of his tongue.


      Clem shivered as he trailed a pathway of fire down the side of her neck, the skin lifting in goose bumps at his expert touch. He instinctively knew her sensitive spots. It was as if he had secret code to her body. He could read it, tune it and play it until it sang with pleasure.


      ‘God, I want you so damn much.’ His voice was rough and urgent against her mouth, his words a blessed echo of her silent ones.


      Clem whimpered. It was all she was capable of at that moment. Speech was beyond her. She was running on some other programme—a programme of lust that had no room for rational thought or moral judgement. She wanted this man like she had wanted no man before. She couldn’t imagine wanting any man more than this. It was like a raging fire in her body. It was consuming everything in its path, knocking over her standards like cheap plastic ninepins, scattering her common sense until she was mindless and breathless with need. She gripped him by the front of his shirt, nipping at his mouth, stroking it with her tongue, swallowing his deep animal groan of pleasure.


      His body surged against her, but suddenly he pulled back, breathing hard, his eyes glazed. ‘Wait. Let’s not rush into something we might regret.’


      Wait? What for? Clem wanted him. Now. Not later. Not when she had time to think about it and list a whole host of reasons why she shouldn’t indulge in an affair with him. She didn’t want to think. She wanted to feel. To feel beautiful, desirable and irresistible. ‘Too low down on the social ladder for you, am I?’ Damn. You’re broadcasting your insecurities again.


      He stroked a finger down the slope of her cheek. ‘We really have to do something about your self-esteem. Have you had any relationships with men that were positive?’


      Clem shifted her gaze to the open neck of his shirt, her shoulders beneath the gentle weight of his hands slumping on an almost soundless sigh. ‘I find it hard to be...intimate with a man. I can’t help feeling they’re looking at my body and seeing all its faults. Let’s face it. I’m never going to be a size zero.’


      He gave her shoulders a little squeeze and then dropped his hold. ‘You should be proud of your curves. Own them instead of apologising for them all the time.’


      Easy for you to say with your cut-and-carved muscles and rocket-speed metabolism. Clem put more distance between them, gathering up the edges of her bathrobe as if it were her pride. Her armour. She couldn’t think clearly when he touched her. She was close to throwing herself at him and begging him to make love to her. ‘I wouldn’t have slept with you. I was just testing the waters, so to speak.’


      ‘You should be more careful. They might be a little hotter than you anticipated.’


      No doubt about that. Clem wandered over to the mini-bar. She wasn’t much of a drinker but right now she needed something. She poured a small measure of whisky and sipped at the fiery liquid until her throat burned. She was conscious of him still standing, watching her. She could feel his gaze like a penetrating probe. Assessing. Measuring. Could he sense how close to turning around she was? That everything that was female in her was screaming, writhing, twisting in sexual frustration?


      ‘I’m going out again for a bit,’ he said. ‘Don’t wait up. I might be a while.’


      Clem swung around, her heart sinking like a stone. ‘Where are you going this time?’


      ‘I want to check on Harriet and Jamie’s accommodation to see if it’s suitable.’


      Was that really his motivation or was it because he was tempted to act on his attraction towards her? His expression was as unreadable as a blank wall but she got the sense he was under as much of a struggle to conceal his desire as she was.


      ‘Do you want me to come with you?’ she asked.


      ‘No, you stay here and get some rest. You look done in.’


      I’m not the least bit tired. I’m wired. For you. ‘But Harriet might not appreciate you turning up unannounced while Jamie’s at work,’ Clem said.


      ‘I won’t disturb her. I’m just going to do a walk-by.’


      Clem couldn’t help thinking how lucky Harriet was to have someone like Alistair watching out for her. No one had ever checked her accommodation to see if it was safe and secure. She could think of a few places she had lived in which had left a lot to be desired. ‘Alistair?’


      He turned at the door to look at her. ‘Yes?’


      ‘It’s really good of you to be so concerned about Harriet. I mean, I hope one day she thanks you for it.’


      His mouth tilted in a vestige of a smile. ‘My track record with handling teenage girls isn’t great. But thanks anyway.’


      * * *


      Once Alistair had gone, Clem took herself to bed but it was impossible to sleep. If she was more confident and more experienced she could well be in his bed right now, rolling around with him in the wild throes of making love. Her body resented the missed opportunity. It throbbed with a lonely ache, a hollow ache, a relentless ache that no amount of twisting and turning and pillow-punching would ease.


      She turned over on to her back and blew out a breath. It was weird how she’d felt comfortable enough to tell Alistair about her first experience of sex. He had listened with such compassion, such understanding. It made her feel as if he was less of an enemy and more of a...a what? A friend? A confidante?


      She and Alistair Hawthorne as friends?


      Now, that was weird. She’d always seen him as an enemy. He represented ‘the other side.’ The rich and powerful side. The sophisticated man of money and privilege who didn’t care a jot how the other half lived.


      But there was another side to Alistair. She could see that now. The softer side, the compassionate side, the side that put his work on hold in order to find a teenage runaway and make sure she was safe. A teenager he was not related to other than she was the abandoned daughter of his father’s latest lover. That showed Alistair was a man of honour, surely? He could so easily have involved the police when he’d found out Jamie had taken his car and the money. Yet he had contacted Clem and given her the option of helping him track the teenagers down without involving the authorities. Yes, he had been autocratic and demanding, but he had listened to her about giving the kids some leeway. He showed a willingness to compromise as long as he was sure Harriet was safe.


      And he had treated Clem with tenderness.


      She couldn’t remember anyone treating her that kindly. The way he looked at her—the dark flare of his pupils; the way his gaze kept drifting to her mouth as if he couldn’t stop himself. The way he’d touched her... Oh, dear God, the way he’d touched her. He’d made her body quake with sensations she had never hoped to feel—couldn’t imagine feeling with anyone else. His touch had evoked a response that was primal, powerful and passionate.


      She had never considered herself a woman of passion. That was her mother—always high on emotion, driven by the desire to be desired. Clem had never allowed herself free rein with her emotions...and passion? Well, what chance had she had to explore that? That encounter when she’d been sixteen had left her shamed and unsatisfied. Her other two encounters had been just as unsatisfying and only marginally less shameful.


      But being kissed by Alistair had opened up a world of feeling that had nothing to do with shame. His touch hadn’t shamed her, it had celebrated her, worshipped her.


      Would he touch her again? Or was he feeling conflicted about her lack of experience? Was that why he had left on the pretext of checking out Harriet and Jamie’s accommodation? Was he worried he would not be able to control himself around her? That was a new experience—having a man so worked up about her he had to distance himself.


      Clem wanted him to touch her. More than wanted. Craved it. Hungered for it.


      Then why did you push him away?


      Because she was scared of not measuring up. How could she compete with the girls he normally associated with? She was different in every way imaginable. Could she risk an affair with him? It didn’t have to be for ever. It could be just while they were in Monaco. A holiday fling, like her neighbour Mavis had suggested. Where was the harm in that? Lots of girls her age did that. It was practically a rite of passage these days. Clem could be thoroughly modern about it. Sure she could. It would be good for her to stretch her sensual wings, so to speak. To gain some experience before she settled down to the fairy tale she’d always dreamed of.


      Clem turned back on her side to look at the door leading to Alistair’s room. Then, before she could change her mind, she tossed back the covers on her bed and quietly slipped out of her bathrobe. She didn’t have the courage or the body confidence to slip off her nightgown. She opened the door and walked across to the bed, pulled down the covers and slipped in between the luxurious cotton sheets.


      And waited.


      * * *


      Alistair knew even if he walked the streets all the way to Cannes and back it wouldn’t make a jot of difference. Knowing Clem was in the spare bedroom back at the hotel made him feel like a starving man being placed next to an all-you-can-eat banquet and being told, Don’t touch. He wanted to touch. He wanted to taste. He wanted to devour. Knowing about her limited experience should have toned down his desire, but if anything it had ramped it up. He wanted to show her how good sex could be between two willing and consenting partners. Two equals. If anyone had told him ten years ago he would be hot for Clementine Scott, he would have rolled about the floor laughing.


      Or maybe he wouldn’t.


      Maybe he would have realised, even then, that behind that snippy and snarly exterior was a sensitive young woman who disguised her natural understated beauty behind ugly clothes and a bad diet. With a mother like hers, who wouldn’t have had a problem with self-esteem? Brandi Scott was stunning in a brash, bad-girl way. The stuff of many a male fantasy, in particular his father’s.


      But it wasn’t Alistair’s fantasy. His fantasy was for subtle beauty, the beauty that crept up on you and knocked you sideways with a look, a smile or the movement of a womanly body that didn’t try to be noticed. That was what turned him on. Clem turned him on. Her touch was like fire on his skin, her mouth a drug he couldn’t resist. Her body was a magnet so powerful it was all he could do to hold on to his self-control.


      But he would have to control himself because she wasn’t the casual-affair type and he sure as hell wasn’t ready to turn up with a glass slipper anytime soon. He would get through these next few days if it took every bit of self-discipline he possessed. He would make sure Harriet was safe, make her agree to go to school next term and then he would return to his life and work. Everything would be sorted.


      Not quite everything...


      Alistair walked back the way he had come. No. A thousand times no. He couldn’t get involved with Clem. Not because of who she was related to, but because he wasn’t the right person for her. He wasn’t the right person for anybody just now. He was Mr Casual Until Further Notice. She was Miss Ready for Commitment Right Now. Oil and water would have had a better chance of getting it on.


      But there was something about Clem. Something that set her apart from the other women he had been attracted to in the past. He never talked about his brother to any of them and yet he had told Clem. It wasn’t that he had forgotten about Ollie.


      How could he ever forget his little brother and all he had suffered? Ollie’s short, tragic life was an ache on Alistair’s soul, a bruise that never went away. No matter that his father had packed away all the photos as soon as his mother was taken to hospital. No matter that his father had long ago sold the house and all the memories it contained. Ollie’s memory could never be removed. He didn’t know if his father still had the photos or had got rid of them along with all trace of his life with Alistair’s mother. It was his father’s way of dealing with stuff he didn’t want to deal with. He brushed it away. Locked it away somewhere he couldn’t see it.


      Like you do.


      The voice of his conscience was jarring, like an exposed nerve on a sore tooth. He could mostly avoid it. Mostly. But he was getting to an age when friends and acquaintances were partnering up. Putting down roots. Making commitments.


      He had never fallen in love. He hadn’t even come close. He kept his feelings out of the equation. Lust could be dealt with. Love was much more complicated, which was why he had filed it in the To Be Dealt With Later drawer inside his head.


      When Alistair got back to the suite he poured himself a cool drink and stood at the windows to watch the last of the nightlife. He didn’t know how long he had been standing there when he sensed he was being watched. He hadn’t heard a sound but the back of his neck prickled. His skin tightened. His pulse accelerated. He turned and saw Clem standing there dressed in a beige nightgown. It was shapeless and unflattering, yet his body leapt as if she was standing there naked. ‘Are you okay?’ His voice came out like a croak. He cleared his throat and tried again. ‘Can’t sleep?’


      She stepped closer, her bare feet making no sound on the thick carpet, but he felt every step like a hammer blow to his self-control. Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’ Her voice was just as husky as his, maybe even more so.


      ‘About what?’


      Her slim throat rose and fell, her brown eyes seeming too big for her face behind her glasses. ‘About...us.’


      ‘U-Us?’ What the heck was wrong with his voice? He hadn’t sounded this scratchy since he’d hit puberty.


      Her hands were clasped in front of her body, as if she was trying to stop herself from reaching for him. He knew the feeling. His hands were itching to reach for her. Not just his hands—his whole body wanted to close the distance and press those delectable curves against his need. ‘I’m not very experienced but you are,’ she said. ‘We’re only here for a few days. No one back home need ever find out... We can have a fling and forget it happened once we go back home.’


      Alistair frowned. ‘But I thought you—?’


      ‘I’m twenty-six years old.’ Her tone had a flat note of desperation to it. ‘I’ve never had an orgasm unless I’ve done it myself. I’m tired of being the oddball, the geeky girl who can’t get a decent date. I thought if I got a bit more experience then it won’t be so hard for me to recognise the right person when he comes along. I won’t be so gauche and awkward around men.’


      ‘You want me to—?’


      Her cheeks had twin spots of colour high on her cheekbones. ‘Of course, if you’d rather not, then fine. I know I’m not your type. I’m probably not anyone’s type.’


      He closed the distance between them, taking her by the upper arms in a gentle hold. ‘You’re the most desirable woman I’ve met in a very long time. I mean it, Clem. You make me so hot I can barely keep my hands off you. I’ve been fighting with myself for the past couple of hours, trying to keep myself away from you.’


      Her eyes widened, her face glowed. ‘You have?’


      He brought her close against his body, letting her feel the potent effect she had on him. ‘Do you need any more proof than that? I want you. I ache for you. But before we take this any further we have to be absolutely clear on the rules.’


      ‘I’m not asking for anything but a fling.’


      He searched her expression, wondering if she was telling the truth. He didn’t want to hurt her. He didn’t want to hurt anyone. But he had to make sure she understood this was all he could give. He wasn’t like his father, making promises he had no intention of keeping. He had standards he abided by and nothing and no one could make him veer from them. ‘Why me? Why not some other guy?’


      ‘I’m not likely to fall in love with you, that’s why.’


      His ego winced at the blow of her blunt honesty. Inconsistent of him to feel that way, but still. No man liked to think he was completely unlovable. ‘Sounds reasonable, I guess.’


      ‘Of course, it works both ways,’ she said. ‘I’m the last person you would ever fall for. I mean, can you imagine having my mother as your mother-in-law?’


      He could and it made him feel ill. But if he were in love with a woman—any woman—her relatives would have nothing to do with it. If he loved someone it would be for who she was. He wouldn’t judge her for having less than desirable relatives. Or at least, he hoped he wouldn’t. He picked up a springy curl of Clem’s hair and tucked it back behind her ear. ‘Let’s leave both our parents out of this. This is between us. Only us.’


      She leaned against his hand like a cat begging to be stroked. Her body was so close to his he could feel the swell of her gorgeous breasts against his chest. Her hips moved against his, that instinctive primal search for intimate connection making his blood roar through his veins. He brought up her chin so he could access her mouth, pressing a soft, barely touching kiss to her lips. She responded by pressing back against him, hungrily, greedily, weaving her arms around his neck, her sexy little tongue meeting his. He cupped her bottom and pulled her hard against his straining erection. He would have to slow down but he wanted her with such ferocious force it rocked him. Shocked him.


      He lifted her in his arms and although she made protests about being too heavy and that she could walk on her own, he disregarded them. He placed her on the king-sized bed in his room and came down beside her to gather her in his arms. ‘It’s not too late to change your mind.’


      Her eyes were luminous, shimmering with want, excitement and a tiny bit of nervousness he found endearing. ‘I haven’t changed my mind. I want you to make love to me. I want it more than anything.’


      Me too. Alistair didn’t say the words out loud. He didn’t need to. His body was doing more than an excellent job of doing it for him.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SIX


      CLEM SIGHED IN blissful pleasure when Alistair’s mouth came down on hers. He kept the kiss shallow at first, a gentle massage of his lips against hers, but his lower body was more than communicating the force of his attraction. It thrilled her to think she turned him on so much. How could it be possible? Her, of all people? With all her faults and failings? Yet his body hungered for hers as hers hungered for his.


      His kiss deepened with a sensuous glide of his tongue as it went in search of hers, teasing it, tangling with it in a blood-heating dance that had wickedly erotic undertones. His hands moved over her body, shaping her through the covering of her nightgown. She wished she were dressed in silky satin or nothing at all. But his touch was so reverent it made her feel as if she was the most beautiful specimen of womanhood he had ever encountered. He slipped a warm hand under the hem of her nightgown, bringing the fabric up with his hand, touching her, skin on skin, along her calf, the flank of her thigh, her waist, and then to the underside of her breast. The presence of his hand in that sensitive spot made her back arch like a cat. Her nipples ached to feel the caress of his hand, the heat and fire of his mouth.


      As if he were reading her mind, or her body, he cupped her breast in the palm of his hand. He didn’t squeeze it; he cradled it as if it were something infinitely precious. His thumb rolled over the tight nipple, back and forth in a tantalising movement that made the base of her spine tingle like sand going through an hourglass. He lowered his mouth to her breast, letting his warm breath caress her flesh, before he touched her with his tongue. A stroke, a glide, a lick and then a sexy suckle that made her toes curl. Her nipple went as tight as a pebble in his mouth, her senses spinning out of control when he closed his teeth in a gentle bite. A delicious frisson shimmied through her. The hint of danger beneath his gentleness made every cell in her body shudder in delight.


      Clem heard herself whimper, a soft, breathless mewling that came from deep inside. Her body was throbbing with want, a want so intense she thought she would die if he didn’t follow through with the promise of satiation.


      He left her breast to help her out of her nightgown, easing it over her head and tossing it over the side of the bed. She should have been feeling exposed. Embarrassed. Shamed. But instead she felt beautiful. The way he was looking at her made her feel more of a woman than she had ever felt before. His eyes were dark with desire, the pupils flaring as he swept his gaze over her breasts, the indentation of her waist, the curve of her hips and the juncture of her thighs.


      She had waxed not just because she liked the freshness of it but because the boy who had taken her virginity had laughed at her. She had never forgotten that laugh. By keeping herself groomed down there she could forget it had happened. When she looked at herself she didn’t see that awkward teenager’s body but a grown-up woman instead.


      Alistair laid a hand on her belly, a gentle, stabilising touch that sent another wave of longing through Clem’s body. ‘Tell me if you’re not comfortable with anything I do.’


      Clem touched the raspy stubble on his jaw, shivering at the difference in the texture of his skin against hers. ‘I like what you’re doing. All of it.’


      He glided his hand lower, cupping her womanhood, the gentlest of touches, respectfully. Then he traced the seam of her body with his thumb, a tantalising stroke that made her most sensitive nerves shiver at the roots. Clem snatched in a breath when he slid one finger between her folds, her body seizing him as if it never wanted to release him. His eyes glinted as he watched her reaction. He moved his finger, a slow but sure caress that made the bud of her clitoris swell with blood. She could feel her own moisture, the slickness of it; she could even smell the slightly musky fragrance of it.


      He withdrew his finger and brought his mouth down to her. She clutched at his head, her body instantly tensing. He paused and placed his hand back on her belly, meeting her gaze. ‘Relax for me, ma petite. Don’t tense up. I won’t hurt you.’


      Was there a man on this earth more irresistible than this? French endearments, a touch that was magical, and a mouth that made her senses sing—what wasn’t to like about him? Clem let out her tight breath, forcing herself to relax back onto the bed. He caressed her again, easing her tension with slow, sensuous strokes. She could feel the pressure building, a storm gathering, a tumultuous storm that was threatening to break from the bonds of her flesh.


      He brought his mouth to her in the most intimate of acts. This time she was more prepared, more desperate for that final push into the abyss. The storm broke with the first flicker of his tongue against her, the pulsating orgasm sending her off into the stratosphere, to a place she had never been before. She was spinning, whirling, rolling in a kaleidoscope of colour and rioting sensations, then slowly floating back to reality, every muscle in her body feeling weightless, cloud-like.


      Alistair smiled at her. An actual smile, not a teasing smirk. Not a mocking lift of his lips, but a smile of tenderness. ‘Good?’


      Clem couldn’t find the words to describe what she’d just experienced. There didn’t seem to be enough superlatives to describe what her body had felt. Was still feeling. She touched his mouth with her fingertip. ‘What about you? Aren’t you going to get undressed?’


      He kissed the end of her finger then drew it into his mouth, sucking on it in an erotic mimic of what she longed to do to him. ‘Why don’t you undress me?’


      Clem needed no other inducement. She rolled his zipper down, pushing down his trousers so he could ease himself out of them. He was wearing dark-grey underwear with a black trim at the waist. The fabric was tented with the strength of his erection, a spine-tingling reminder of the power and hot-blooded potency of him. She traced her finger down his length through the fabric, watching as he drew in a sharp breath. She gained courage and slipped her hand inside to hold him. He was blood-warm, his flesh both silk and steel. He surged against her hand, the signal of red-hot desire fuelling her own. She slid her fingertip over the head of his penis, smearing him with his own fluid. The pleasure he was feeling was etched on his face in little flinches and grimaces as he fought for control.


      Clem made to go down on him but he stalled her with a hand on her shoulder. ‘Not yet,’ he said. ‘Another time. This time is about you.’


      A shiver coursed down her spine when he laid her back against the mattress. He left her briefly to reach over the side of the bed for his wallet in the back pocket of his trousers. He took out a condom and applied it before coming back to her. ‘Don’t want any mistakes we can’t undo.’


      Clem shouldn’t have found his comment hurtful. She should have been in full agreement. Of course she didn’t want to get pregnant. Not before she was in a stable relationship. But did he really think having a child with her would be the worst thing in the world? A mistake? ‘I’m on the pill.’ She tried to keep the note of resentment out of her voice but wasn’t sure she achieved it.


      ‘Even better,’ he said. ‘No method is completely fool-proof other than sterilisation or abstinence.’


      Clem put her hurt aside. She didn’t want him to pull back, to have second thoughts about becoming involved with her. She had to toughen up. Not be so darn sensitive. This was a fling; it wasn’t a romantic courtship with a wedding and church at the end. She reached for him again, stroking him, drawing him to her body where the slow, burning ache of her desire had resumed. ‘Make love to me.’


      He gently separated her with his fingers, stroking her desire, making sure she was ready for him before he carefully inched inside. Not thrusting right in, but taking his time, allowing her to adjust to his thickness and length, gauging her reaction as he went a little deeper, gradually increasing his pace until she found his rhythm. Her body welcomed him, grasped him, greedily drawing on him until they were rocking together in a frenzy of escalating excitement. It was intense. Frantic. She felt him try to slow down but she wouldn’t let him. She urged him on, panting, clawing at his back and shoulders as the sensations built inside her like a tsunami gathering speed. The delicious wave broke over her in a rush of feeling that transported her into ecstasy. A brilliant, earth-shattering ecstasy that left her body as limp as a puppet with severed strings.


      Clem felt his release come close behind hers. The tension in his body, the infinitesimal moment when he was poised on the precipice, and then the free fall as he pumped his way to paradise in great shudders that reverberated through her body like a resounding echo.


      She had never felt so close to someone. The joining of their bodies had a level of intimacy beyond that of mere sex. Their bodies had communicated, read each other, pleasured each other, delighted each other. Respected each other.


      Alistair rolled her with him so they were lying face to face, his hand taking a tendril of her hair and winding it around one of his fingers. His eyes drifted to her mouth, his expression turning rueful. ‘I’ve given you stubble rash.’


      Clem cupped his prickly jaw with her hand. ‘I’m sure I’ll survive.’


      His eyes searched hers. ‘Was I too rough? Things got a little hectic there towards the end.’


      She shook her head. ‘It was perfect. I never thought it could be that good.’


      He traced her mouth with his finger. ‘You were amazing.’


      ‘Once I got over myself.’ Her tone was self-deprecating.


      He pushed up her chin to keep her gaze trained on his. ‘Sex is a little like dancing. Some people just don’t work well together. They step on each other’s toes and make all the wrong moves. But when a couple are in tune physically it’s something else.’


      Clem wondered how many women he’d been ‘in tune’ with. She could hardly hope she was the only one he’d felt that magical connection with. That was just plain dumb. ‘Just to warn you, I’m a rubbish dancer.’


      His mouth tilted in a soft smile and he drew her closer. ‘Then that’s another thing we can sort out this week.’


      Clem rested her cheek on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. ‘Do you think the kids are going to suspect we’re...having a fling?’ Why was saying that phrase so hard?


      ‘I’m not sure. You seem to know more about teenagers than me.’


      Clem looked up at him. ‘Would you mind if they did?’


      His expression was impossible to read. ‘They’re probably too focussed on their own fling to notice ours.’


      It wasn’t really an answer. Did that mean he would only show her affection in private? That in public they would be just like any other acquaintances? Would she be his dirty little secret? His naughty little peccadillo? She curled back against him before he could read the conflict playing out on her face. ‘I’m not sure Jamie will take too kindly to finding out you’re sleeping with his big sister.’


      He turned her so she was lying underneath him again, his legs in a sexy tangle with hers, his eyes glinting with sensual promise. ‘Who said anything about sleeping?’


      * * *


      Clem opened her eyes to bright sunlight and sore muscles. She gave an experimental stretch and winced as her intimate core protested. Alistair came in with a tray with two cups of tea on it and frowned when he caught the tail end of her grimace. ‘What’s wrong?’


      ‘Nothing.’ She shifted her gaze. ‘I think I slept awkwardly.’


      He put the tray down and came to sit beside her, taking one of her hands in his. ‘Are you sore?’ His tone was achingly tender, his expression full of concern.


      Clem knew she was blushing; she could feel it riding up her cheeks from her neck. ‘Only a little. I’ll be fine once I move around a bit.’


      His fingers stroked the underside of her wrist. ‘I’m sorry.’


      She gave him a twisted smile. ‘Another apology? You’d better watch it, or I’ll stop thinking you’re an arrogant know-it-all.’


      He held her gaze for a long moment and then looked down at their joined hands, a frown pulling his brows together. ‘I’m not sure why I agreed to this.’ His thumb moved over her leaping pulse, stilling there as if measuring it. ‘Last night was...’


      ‘Don’t insult me by calling it a mistake,’ Clem said. ‘We’re consenting adults. We both know the rules.’


      His gaze came back to hers. ‘You deserve more than this. Much more.’


      ‘And I’ll get it once I get my confidence where it needs to be.’ If only I believed that. ‘I really enjoyed last night. You were the most amazing lover. But it doesn’t mean I want to get married and have babies with you. We’re from different worlds. It would never work.’


      He released her hand and reached for the tray he’d put down. ‘I made you some tea. I’ve booked a table downstairs for breakfast. I texted Harriet to tell her to meet us here in an hour.’


      Clem looked at the white cup. ‘I can’t drink that.’


      His frown reappeared. ‘Why not? I made it fresh. There was a kettle and tea bags in the cupboard near the mini bar.’


      ‘It’s in the wrong cup.’


      ‘But these are the only cups... Oh, your cup.’


      ‘I know you probably think it’s completely ridiculous, but I—’


      ‘It’s fine.’ His hand came down on hers and gave it a squeeze. ‘Where is it? In your bag?’


      She swung her legs off the bed, wincing again when she reached for a bathrobe. ‘I’ll get it.’


      Clem went to her room but her mug wasn’t where she’d left it on the bedside table. A surge of panic rose in her chest. Where was it? She swept the room with her gaze, her breathing becoming more laboured when she could see no trace of it. She started riffling through her clothes in the wardrobe, tossing things out of the drawers. Her heart had gone from a mild flutter to a wild flapping, like a frightened bird was trapped in one of her heart valves.


      Alistair came in behind her. ‘Can’t you find it?’


      Clem turned on him with an accusing glare. ‘Did you move it? Did you?’


      ‘No, of course not.’


      Clem did another frenzied search of the room. ‘I have to find it. I have to. I have to. I have to.’


      Alistair took her by the upper arms to steady her. ‘Slow down, ma petite. Take some deep breaths.’


      Clem tried to pull away. ‘Don’t tell me how to breathe! You don’t understand. You can’t possibly under—’


      ‘Listen to me.’ His tone was both commanding yet gentle. ‘We’ll find it, okay? I’ll help you look for it.’


      Clem pulled herself together with an effort. At least he wasn’t mocking her. He was supportive and patient and...and making it even harder for her to keep her traitorous emotions in check. She let out a slow, uneven breath. ‘Okay...’


      He kissed the middle of her forehead. ‘Good girl. Now, where did you see it last?’


      She pointed to the table beside the bed. ‘I—I left it there.’


      He searched all around the bedside table, crouching down to check under the bed. He rose to his feet with a puzzled frown. ‘It can’t have vanished into thin air... Hang on a sec. What about housekeeping? Have they been in since we went out to dinner?’


      Clem’s heart gave another painful spasm. ‘They’ve thrown it out. Oh God, they’ve probably tossed it in the rubbish! It’s probably smashed into pieces!’


      He put a stabilising hand on her arm. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ll give them a call.’ He reached for the phone by the bed and conducted a brief conversation in fluent French. He put the phone down again and smiled. ‘All sorted. Your mug will be back in a few minutes. The housemaid was a little too efficient.’


      A short time later the mug was delivered to the door on a silver tray with effusive apologies from the housekeeping staff. Alistair tipped them generously and handed Clem the mug. ‘Voilà. Mademoiselle’s mug safely returned without a chip.’


      Clem took it with hands that weren’t quite steady. ‘Thank you... I know you probably think I’m crazy but I’ve had this since I was sixteen. Jamie bought it for me with his pocket money he’d saved for ages when I know for a fact he desperately wanted to buy himself a toy car. It’s the thing I treasure most.’


      ‘I don’t think you’re crazy at all,’ Alistair said, leading her back to the bedroom where the tea tray was situated. ‘I have a teddy bear Ollie gave me when he was born. Well, my mother bought it for him on his behalf to stop me being jealous of his arrival. I still have it. I’ll always treasure it, so I completely understand.’ He transferred the tea into her mug and handed it to her with another smile. ‘There you go.’


      ‘How severe was his disability?’ Clem asked. ‘Would he have lived a normal life if he hadn’t got sick?’


      ‘He had a brain injury from birth. It caused some mental retardation and some mobility problems. He might not have lived a totally normal life but he was a happy little kid and would’ve made the best of it. I would’ve made sure he got the most out of life.’


      Clem could just imagine how devoted Alistair would be. Strong and dependable, always doing the right thing, not letting anyone get in the way of his mission to protect and care for those he loved. It was what she had secretly admired about him ten years ago. His loyalty to his mother was something she had never seen before. Most of the men she’d been exposed to had no respect for the women in their lives. But he had gone to his mother’s bedside day after day, doing all he could to make her last days on earth as comfortable and peaceful as possible.


      Not that Clem’s mother had helped, of course. She still cringed when she thought about how her mother had taken it upon herself to visit Helene to assure her Lionel was being ‘taken care of’, or words to that effect. Her mother had no social intelligence, very little sensitivity and certainly no decorum. ‘Do you have any photos of him?’ she said.


      ‘Not on me, but at my house in London I have a few,’ he said. ‘My father got rid of a lot of them after my mother died. Before she died, actually. My mother told me not long before she died that my father had cheated on her before, in the months after Oliver was born, and then again when he died. I hadn’t known that before then. I’d always thought they’d had a pretty solid relationship. Just shows you can never know what goes on in a marriage.’


      Clem was starting to realise why Alistair was wary about rushing into commitment. He hadn’t had the best role model in the world. ‘I never liked your father from the first moment I met him. I don’t know how you can speak to him. Do you speak to him?’


      ‘He’s busy with his own life. I’m busy with mine.’


      Clem could imagine how painful it must be for Alistair to spend time with his father. How could he respect a man who had acted so appallingly? So selfishly? ‘Why did your mother forgive him the first time? I would’ve sent him packing.’


      He stroked her cheek with a lazy fingertip, his mouth in a crooked slant. ‘One strike, you’re out?’


      ‘You bet.’


      ‘My mother was a very gracious person. She always gave people the benefit of the doubt. All she ever wanted was a happy family life. She was prepared to overlook almost anything to get it.’ He patted her on the top of her bent knee. ‘We’d better get a move on. The kids will be here soon. I hope.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER SEVEN


      CLEM WALKED INTO the hotel restaurant with Alistair a short time later. Jamie was seated with a girl Clem assumed was Harriet. Her blond hair with its vivid pink streaks was tied back in a knot on the back of her head, giving her a ballerina look, and her skin was as white and pure as cream. She had big hazel eyes that looked defiant and uncertain at the same time.


      Clem went straight to her and offered her hand. ‘Hi, you must be Harriet. I’m Jamie’s sister, Clem. How are you enjoying Monte Carlo? Isn’t it an amazing place?’


      Harriet’s slim, pale hand slipped into Clem’s and her face broke into a smile that made her look even more classically beautiful. ‘Hi. Jamie’s told me all about you. I’m so glad you came.’ She threw Alistair a black look. ‘He won’t listen to me. I’m not going to boarding school, no matter what he says.’


      Clem could see a little negotiation wasn’t going to go astray but it would take time and trust. Meanwhile, Jamie was eyeing Alistair with a combination of suspicion and dislike.


      ‘Let’s sit down and have breakfast,’ she said in the interests of world peace. ‘Now, Harriet, tell me about your job. Jamie said you’re working in a fashion store. Which one?’


      It wasn’t hard to draw Harriet out, but the conversation between Jamie and Alistair was like putting two stones together and expecting a litre of blood to come out. Jamie kept looking at Alistair and then at Clem, his eyebrows bunched together in a brooding frown. Alistair’s expression was less readable, although his body was tense, and he barely touched any breakfast other than a long black coffee and half a croissant.


      After the waiter came to take some of the plates, Clem smiled at Harriet and Jamie, who were sitting hand in hand. ‘So, you guys look pretty well sorted to me. You’ve both got good jobs for the summer and your accommodation sounds fine. Alistair will pick up his car and Jamie will pay back the money he borrowed in weekly instalments. We’re going to hang around a few days just in case you need us, okay?’


      Jamie’s face screwed up. ‘You’re hanging around with him?’ His tone made it sound like she was going to hang around with an axe murderer.


      Clem hoped her cheeks weren’t looking as warm as they felt. Every time Alistair’s gaze met hers she felt her insides coil at the intimacy they’d shared last night. She wondered the kids couldn’t see it. Or maybe they did. Yikes. ‘I haven’t had a holiday in ages and Harriet tells me there are a couple of great curio and antiques shops in Nice. I might find some rare-edition books for my boss. It’ll be like a treasure hunt.’


      Jamie gave Alistair a look that would have sent the Yowie monster ducking for cover. ‘If you so much as lay one finger on my sister I’ll—’


      ‘My sex life is none of your business,’ Alistair said with a steely glint in his eyes. ‘Nor is your sister’s.’


      Jamie swung his gaze to Clem’s. ‘Are you sleeping with him?’


      So much for keeping their involvement a secret. Alistair might as well have taken an ad out in The Times. Clem knew she was probably giving a very good impression of a fish tossed out of its fishbowl, but it took her a moment to regain her composure. ‘Erm...you heard what Alistair said—it’s not really your business.’


      Jamie looked a little shamefaced. ‘Look, I’m sorry about all the trouble I caused. I didn’t know you guys were seeing each other. I hope I haven’t made things awkward for you, sis.’


      ‘Of course not,’ Clem said. ‘Alistair’s very understanding, aren’t you?’


      ‘Very.’


      ‘Of course we won’t tell anyone,’ Harriet said, also looking a little sheepish. ‘I’m sorry, Alistair. I’ve been such an awful pain for you. Maybe if you guys move in together I could come and live with you. That’d be so cool.’


      Oh, the tangled web we weave. Clem smiled behind clenched teeth and reached for the basket of pastries on the table. ‘So, that’s all sorted, then. Anyone for another croissant?’


      * * *


      Alistair kept his arm around Clem’s waist once the teenagers had gone. ‘That seemed to go surprisingly well.’


      ‘You think? But I thought we were supposed to be keeping our involvement a secret?’


      ‘I’m not having an upstart teenager tell me who I should or shouldn’t sleep with, for God’s sake.’ He steered her out of the restaurant towards the lifts. ‘And nor should he be telling you what to do.’


      ‘I know but—’


      ‘But nothing, Clem,’ he said. ‘You’re an adult and entitled to a private life. You did well with Harriet. She seems to listen to you. You might be able to convince her boarding school is her best option.’


      Clem followed him into the lift. ‘She seems like a nice kid. I’d like to spend some time with her. But could you ease up on Jamie a bit? You’re not going to win him over by giving him the evil eye all the time.’


      Alistair stabbed at the button for their floor. ‘I’m not interested in winning him over. All I’m interested in is getting my car and money back.’


      Clem cocked her head to one side. ‘So why didn’t you call the police first up? Why’d you involve me when you could have fast-tracked him to the authorities?’


      His gaze was trained on the numbers as they rose one by one to their floor. ‘I’m aware he hasn’t had the best upbringing,’ he finally said. ‘You’ve done the best you can, but he needs a male role-model. Someone who’s stable and reliable. Someone who’ll stand up to him and for him.’


      Clem’s heart lifted in hope. ‘Are you offering to mentor him?’


      The doors of the lift opened and Alistair took her hand and led her out. ‘I’ve already got one teenager I didn’t ask to be responsible for. I certainly don’t need another.’


      ‘He wants to work in hospitality,’ Clem said when they were back in their suite. ‘It’s the first time I’ve heard him mention a goal. He’s always drifted before this. I really want him to make a go of this. Spending the summer working here is perfect. He’ll be away from the rough crowd he’s been hanging out with and Harriet seems a good influence. She brings out his protective side.’


      He let out a short breath. ‘I can’t help thinking she’s too young to be left over here with a boy who could dump her at any moment.’


      Clem realised with a painful little jab all she had missed out on as a girl growing up. She hadn’t had someone like Alistair watching out for her, being concerned for her welfare. He would make a wonderful father, a strong and reliable parent who would always make sure his children were well provided for. ‘You really care about her, don’t you?’


      He shrugged off her comment and reached for his sunglasses on the coffee table. ‘I have to pick up my car. The hire-car people will collect the hire car from here. Do you want to come with me or stay here?’


      Clem tried to read his expression to see if he wanted her with him or not but his brooding frown wasn’t encouraging. ‘What would you prefer?’


      His features relaxed and he gave her cheek a gentle brush with his bent knuckles. ‘I thought you wanted to check out those curio shops?’


      She smiled at him. ‘You wouldn’t mind?’


      ‘Not at all.’


      * * *


      An hour or so later, Alistair watched Clem move about an antiques shop in the centre of Nice like a child let loose in a sweet shop with carte blanche. Her face was in raptures, her cheeks glowing as she picked up book after book off the shelves of old bookcases, handling each one with reverence and care. The shop had many lovely treasures: jewellery, china, porcelain, glassware, bronze figures, furniture and clocks, but it was the books that drew her interest. Books with tattered covers and broken spines. Old books that smelt of dust and neglect, yet in Clem’s hands were treated as if they were priceless.


      She looked up at him from her crowded corner in the back of the shop, her expression apologetic. ‘I’m sorry I’m taking so long. You must be bored out of your brain but this place is amazing. I’ve found three first editions and an extremely rare copy of Tennyson’s poetry.’ She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘I don’t think the owner has any idea of how valuable any of these are, because some of the editions are English, not French.’


      Alistair picked up one of the books she had put to one side in a stack. The price pencilled in on the frontispiece was still considerable even if Clem didn’t think the shop owner had a clue about the book’s true value. Funny how the women he dated went gaga over jewellery and fashion while Clem drooled over old books most people would have thrown out without a second thought. ‘I’ll have them packed and shipped home for you. There’s no room in your luggage.’


      She gnawed at her bottom lip. ‘I can’t afford all of them... I’ll just take a couple.’


      Alistair took out his wallet. ‘I’ll get them. No, I insist. I was the one who dragged you on this wild-goose chase. It’s the least I can do.’


      Her cheeks were a rosy pink but he couldn’t decide if it was because of embarrassment or gratitude. Maybe it was both. ‘Thank you.’


      * * *


      After they left the antiques shop, Alistair suggested a drive to Cannes for lunch. He took Clem to a restaurant not far from the Palais des Festivals et des Congrès where the Cannes Film Festival was held every year in May. Clem had thought Monte Carlo was Beautiful People Central but this was even worse. Alistair had been so kind in the antiques shop, buying the books for her and making sure they were professionally packed and shipped back home. But walking into a room full of designer-clad women with their equally smartly dressed partners made her feel as if he was reminding her of every single one of her inadequacies. Had he done it deliberately—taken her to one of the smartest restaurants to drive home how inadequate she was?


      It was like returning to that horrible party all over again. Seeing all the mean girls whispering and snickering behind their hands and pointing when she’d come back from her encounter with the boy who had humiliated her. Then, as the torturous night had dragged on, hearing him talk about her to his mates—the laughing comments about her rolls of fat, her un-groomed body, her unattractiveness. Every time Clem walked into a room full of beautiful people she time-travelled back to that excruciating moment when what little confidence she’d had had been destroyed.


      ‘What will you have to drink?’ Alistair asked once they were seated with menus in front of them.


      ‘Water.’


      He looked up from his menu with a frown. ‘Is something wrong?’


      Clem sent him a glare. ‘What could possibly be wrong?’


      He put the menu back on the table, his gaze trained on hers. ‘You tell me.’


      She pressed her lips together and looked back at the menu. ‘I bet those women over there are wondering what on earth you see in me.’


      ‘Clem—’


      ‘Not that you see anything in me other than a convenient—’


      ‘Stop it,’ he said. ‘Stop it right now.’


      Clem looked at his stern expression: the tight lips, the hard eyes, the fixed jaw. ‘I don’t belong here. You know I don’t.’


      His expression softened and he reached for her hand, holding it in the warm cage of his. ‘You have no right to feel out of place. You’re far more beautiful than you give yourself credit for. Fine clothes are not everything, ma petite. They don’t define you as a person. Your behaviour and values do that.’


      Clem looked at their joined hands. ‘After that party...the one I told you about...? I got laughed at, not just the boy and his cronies, but the girls too. They made snide comments about my clothes, my figure, my hair, my skin. Everything, really.’


      Alistair squeezed her hand as if he were reaching back in time to her teenage self to comfort her, to reassure her she was beautiful in his eyes. ‘If only they could see you now. I bet you top all of them in looks and personality.’


      Clem lifted her gaze to his. ‘My mother spent all her money—the money she should have been spending on her kids—on clothes. Clothes she would wear once or twice and then discard. I refused to wear them, as they were too tarty. I never wanted to be compared to her so I didn’t even enter the contest.’


      His fingers stroked the middle of her palm. ‘Personally, I prefer you out of clothes, but if you want a hand getting some things together there are great shops here. My treat.’


      Clem wanted to argue on principle but the thought of spending the rest of the week here in the height of summer in black and grey clothing was too awful to contemplate. ‘I’ll pay you back if you’ll give me a couple of months.’


      ‘Forget about it,’ Alistair said. ‘I owe you, big time. I wouldn’t have been able to handle Harriet without you here. You were wonderful with her.’


      Clem brushed his comment off with a self-conscious smile. ‘Yeah, well, what you’re doing for her is pretty amazing.’


      ‘I’m only following through on my moral duty,’ he said. ‘I will probably never have anything to do with her again once she graduates from school.’


      ‘I don’t believe that for a second,’ Clem said. ‘You’ll always be there for her one way or the other because that’s the sort of person you are. You’re a good person, Alistair. Someone I hope my brother learns to emulate.’


      His mouth twisted in a rueful smile. ‘Careful, ma petite, or I might think you’re falling in love with me. Remember the rules?’


      How could I forget? Clem rolled her eyes and reached for her water glass. ‘You’d have to buy me much more than a new wardrobe to get me to fall for you. Not that I don’t like you, or anything, but love is something else again. I’m not like my mother, falling in and out of love on a whim.’


      ‘Where is your mother just now?’


      Clem lifted a shoulder. ‘Who knows? Probably spending my money on herself or some man she fancies herself madly in love with.’


      His brows came together. ‘Your money?’


      Clem gave him a ‘welcome to my world’ look. ‘I know. I know. But she can be so hard to say no to. I can’t help feeling she might do something...desperate if I don’t help her out.’


      His frown deepened. ‘Desperate in what way?’


      Clem lowered her gaze to the snowy-white tablecloth. ‘Having a trailer-trash mum is one thing, but no girl wants a mother who turns tricks to survive.’


      Alistair’s hand reached for hers again. ‘Is that how she blackmails you? Threatening she might sell her body if you don’t help her out?’


      ‘Blackmail is a strong word...’


      ‘How long’s this been going on?’


      Clem tried to pull her hand away but he wouldn’t release it. ‘I’d really rather not talk about it.’


      ‘Clem.’ His tone was firm. I’m-going-to-get-to-the-bottom-of-this firm. ‘How long has she been taking money off you?’


      When Clem looked into his concerned grey-blue gaze the armour around her heart took a lethal blow. Bam. How could she keep her feelings out of this? How could she have thought she could sleep with him and not fall a teensy little bit in love with him? Who had ever been concerned about her? Who had ever given a thought to what it was like for her with a mother she couldn’t handle without feeling torn up with guilt?


      ‘Since I got my first part-time job as a teenager,’ she said. ‘She’s not good with money. Never has been. She’s too impulsive. There were times when we wouldn’t have had food on the table if I hadn’t put it there. I know I should say no to her now, I know it intellectually, but there’s a part of me that’s still a little girl looking to be loved by her mother.’


      ‘You need to say no to her, Clem. Otherwise this will go on for years.’


      ‘I know but—’


      ‘She’s using you. If she truly loved you, she’d put her interests second to yours. But she’s never done that, has she? You’ve been the adult in your family since you were a kid. That’s not how it’s supposed to work. It’s way too much responsibility for a child. If she contacts you again, then hand the phone to me.’


      Clem wouldn’t be doing that in a hurry no matter how wonderful it would be to be relieved of the responsibility of taking care of her mother’s finances, or lack thereof. She could just imagine what her mother would say if she had Alistair on the end of the line—something grossly inappropriate and cringe-worthy.


      After lunch was over, Alistair organised a quick shop in the boutiques in Cannes. Clem was ushered into the changing room and attended to a by an assistant who kept bringing in armfuls of gorgeous clothes, casual separates, evening and cocktail wear and lingerie and swimwear. It was like being a princess and for once Clem pushed her conscience aside and enjoyed the chance to be spoilt in a way she had never dreamed would be possible. Every time she looked in the mirror with a different outfit on she felt like a different person—a sophisticated, glamorous person who could hold her own in any society. Even the bathing suit—a bikini and a maillot—turned her into a fashion model, highlighting her curves and accentuating her waist.


      She stroked a hand down the plane of her belly, wondering how long it would be before Alistair made love to her again. She had seen him looking at her mouth all through lunch. Every time she took a sip of her drink his gaze would hone in on the movement of her lips. His gaze had also drifted to the swell of her breasts, as if he was remembering how they felt in his hands, under the stroke of his mouth and tongue. It had been all she could do to sit still in her chair as her body trembled with the desire his looks had evoked.


      Once the shopping was completed and the parcels placed in the boot of his car, Alistair asked her if there was anything else she would like to see before they headed back to the hotel. As much as Clem wanted to go back to the hotel and fall into his arms, she had a burning desire to see the house in the hills she had gone to when she was a child. She wasn’t exactly sure of its whereabouts but she remembered it was in St Paul de Vence, which she saw from a sign was only half an hour’s drive from Cannes.


      ‘You came here as a child?’ Alistair asked when she explained her wish.


      ‘Yes,’ Clem said. ‘It was the best holiday we ever had—the only holiday, really. My mother’s boyfriend was really nice. I wish she hadn’t dumped him for someone else because he treated Jamie and me like real people instead of annoying little kids, like everyone else did. His parents owned a villa in the hills and he took Mum and us there for a week. It was the most amazing place... Well, it was to us, at least. I might be remembering it as something it wasn’t but I’d still like to see if it’s still there.’


      Alistair opened the passenger door for her. ‘Then let’s see if we can find it. St Paul de Vence is worth a visit in any case. It’s the art centre of the Côte d’Azur.’


      On the drive up to the village he gave her a brief run-down on the history of the fortified border town, where the ramparts had been built in the sixteenth century by François the First to withstand artillery attacks. Listening to the deep timbre of Alistair’s voice as they wove their way through the wooded hills made Clem feel as if she could do with some of those ramparts around her heart.


      The village when they came to it was exactly as Clem remembered it. Set high above the surrounding woods, it contained numerous cobbled alleys where wonderful shops and cafés and art studios abounded. He took her hand and walked her through the village, pointing out various landmarks and taking photos of her with her phone.


      ‘Would you like us to take one of the both of you?’ a passing tourist in her sixties asked.


      Clem was about to say no when Alistair handed the woman the phone. ‘That would be great. Thanks.’


      His arm gathered Clem close and the tourist took the shot and handed back the phone with a beaming smile. ‘One to show the grandkids one day, huh?’


      Clem gave the woman a smile that made her face and her heart ache. ‘Yes.’


      Alistair looped her arm through his once the older woman had moved on with her party. ‘Did you know the petanque, or boules pitch, here is the most famous one in France?’


      Clem was relieved to be back to the history lesson. Thinking about the future—the future she was never going to have with Alistair—was too painful. They continued their walk around the village, stopping at a café for a cold drink. It was while Clem was sitting there waiting for Alistair to finish dealing with a call that she saw the villa she had visited as a child. It was just outside the village set on the hillside, surrounded by overgrown vines and looking a little the worse for wear than she’d remembered.


      ‘I found it!’ She swung around to look at Alistair. ‘I’m sure it’s the same place. It’s not as well kept as it used to be but it looks exactly the same in every other way.’


      He lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the haze of hot summer sunshine. ‘It’s got a For Sale sign on it. See?’


      Clem could only see the villa and the overgrown garden. Reading a sign from this distance was asking a little too much of her eyesight. ‘Is it? I wonder how much it’s worth.’


      He took her hand and left some money on the table for their drinks. ‘Let’s find out.’


      * * *


      Alistair called the real-estate agent and organised a tour of the villa in fifteen minutes. He was fascinated by the layout of the villa. It was an architect’s dream to work with something so neglected and bring it back to its glory with a touch of modernity thrown in. Set on a lush hillside with woods on two sides and a vineyard and olive grove on the other, it would make a wonderful private getaway or even a boutique hotel.


      He could feel Clem’s excitement when the agent showed them around the villa. Her hand kept gripping his, her gaze wide as she took in the empty rooms with their high ceilings. Her love of old things was evident on her face; the glow of her cheeks, the brightness shining in her eyes, spoke of a young woman in her element.


      ‘It’s beautiful...’ Her voice came out as an awed whisper that echoed in the cavernous rooms.


      Alistair could imagine her as a young girl looking exactly the same as she did now, her face full of wonder. Overawed by the history and beauty of the place, knowing she could never hope to live in something as gorgeous as this because of the circumstances of her birth and background.


      ‘The owner inherited from his parents but he lives in America now with his wife and family and wants to sell,’ the agent said in heavily accented English. ‘It’s been on the market awhile. It needs a lot of work but it’s a rare find. Properties like this don’t come on the market all that often.’


      Alistair took a brochure from the agent. ‘We’ll have a think about it. Thanks for showing us around.’


      The agent smiled. ‘It would make a great home for a family, non? A place built for children, oui?’


      Clem’s cheeks were as pink as they had been back in the village when the tourist had taken their photo.


      Alistair couldn’t help picturing her as a mother, her belly ripe with some other man’s baby, her skin and hair glowing with good health. He wondered how he would feel hearing about it some time in the future—seeing her with some other man, happily tied to him and surrounded by a brood of kids she would love the way she hadn’t been loved. The way she loved her brother, doing all she could to make sure he was kept out of harm’s way. She had been doing it all her life, taking responsibility for those she loved, even when, in the case of her mother, the love wasn’t up to the mark.


      What if she didn’t meet the right sort of guy? What if all those years of conditioning by her mother had made Clem vulnerable, prone to making similar bad choices? Men who would exploit her? Mistreat her? Tell her lies or make promises they had no intention of keeping?


      In some ways Clem reminded Alistair of his mother. Her quiet beauty, her strong values, her giving nature that saw her put others’ needs before her own. Her sentimentality. She might fall in love and be happy for years, like his mother had fooled herself into being for all that time, trying to make a marriage work that was never going to work, not while Alistair’s father had refused to grow up. His father was going to end up an old man with nothing but wealth and emotional wreckage to show for his life. What measure of a man was that? None that Alistair had any intention of emulating. He wanted to leave a legacy of hard work that people admired years into the future. His designs were his babies, the offspring of his creativity and intellect. A building like this was crying out for attention. It would be a challenge to blend the old with the new—the past and the future.


      Alistair folded the brochure and put it in his trouser pocket. He needed his head read. The last thing he needed was a new project when he was neck-deep in his current one. Which he was sorely neglecting while mooching around the French Riviera with a girl he had no business thinking about as anything other than a casual fling. Even if everyone they met thought they were the ideal couple. Sheesh. He wasn’t ideal for anyone and certainly not Clementine Scott with her Cinderella complex.


      ‘Could I have a look around the garden one more time?’ Clem asked once the agent had locked up the villa and driven off to another appointment.


      ‘Sure, why not?’ Alistair said, taking her hand because the ground was uneven and he didn’t want her to take a tumble. Or so he told himself.


      Her fingers curled around his and she gave him a smile that made something inside his chest ping. ‘Thanks for bringing me here. This has been the best day.’


      He leaned down and pressed a light-as-air kiss to her mouth. But when he began to ease back her lips somehow clung to his and he was suddenly pressing his mouth down in a kiss that made his blood shoot to his groin. He gathered her lush body close, drawing her to the ache and throb of his desire. She made a soft gasping sound, as if the press of his body to hers was as exciting as hers was to his. It was more than exciting. It was thrilling. It was giving him wicked thoughts of taking her behind the bushes like a caveman.


      Once the thought took hold in his mind, it took even firmer hold on his body. His erection swelled against her, but instead of pulling back out of shyness she leaned closer, her mouth fused to his, her hands moving with desperate urgency over his chest, releasing his buttons and sliding her palms over his pectoral muscles.


      ‘Ever had al fresco sex?’ he asked against her mouth.


      She pulled back to look at him with wide eyes. ‘You mean here? Outside, where people might see us?’


      He drew her hips back to his. ‘Who’s going to see us? The garden is overgrown and the agent isn’t coming back. He’s got an appointment in Grasse. It’s just you and me and a condom. What do you say?’


      Her expression looked both excited and uncertain. ‘I’ve never had sex anywhere but in a bed. In fact, I’ve only had sex a handful of times.’


      ‘How many times?’


      She lowered her gaze to stare at the open neck of his shirt. ‘Before you, three, and not one of them worth remembering.’


      She was practically a virgin. Somehow the thought of him being the only one to bring her pleasure made him feel... Proud wasn’t the right word; honoured was more like it. He had taught her how to be comfortable in her body, to learn how to relax and enjoy the erotic power of sex.


      Was her inexperience the reason why sex with her had been so different? So special? As if she had crawled deep inside his skin and touched him where no one had touched him before. Sex was a physical release he had always enjoyed, but with Clem he had felt it go to a different level. A deeper level of intimacy. A connection of mind and body he hadn’t expected to feel. She brought out something in him that made him feel more of a man than he had ever felt before. Her body responded to him like a delicate instrument that hadn’t been played properly in the past. He felt her pleasure as keenly as he felt his own. It intensified his pleasure, taking it to a whole new level of fulfilment. With previous partners he’d had sex, but with Clem he’d made love.


      He brought up her chin so she met his gaze. ‘Maybe now’s not the right time or place to make love.’


      Disappointment moved across her features like a shadow. ‘If you’d rather not...’


      He brushed her lower lip with his thumb. ‘I’m thinking about your comfort, Clem.’


      She gave him a movement of her lips that was almost a smile. ‘Thanks.’


      Alistair gave her one last lingering kiss. There was a sweet poignancy to it, a reminder to him that within a few days he would no longer be able to kiss her, to touch her, to make love to her. They would go their separate ways and it might be another ten years, or double or triple that, before he saw or heard from her again. He would have nothing but the memory of her touch, of her caresses, of her physical trust in him that had made him feel closer to her than to any other partner.


      They drove back to Monaco in a companionable silence. Alistair broke it occasionally to point out various landmarks but he got the sense Clem was deep in thought. She had a little frown on her forehead that would smooth out whenever he addressed a comment to her, but every time he glanced at her later it would be back, like little wrinkles in a bolt of silk.


      Had the trip down memory lane upset her? Brought back memories of a short time in her life that had been happy? His childhood had been so different from hers. Hers had been one of disadvantage from the outset. He couldn’t imagine how it must have been to be shifted around from place to place, never having the opportunity to settle, to have her schooling interrupted constantly, to have to make new friends in new places, only to have to do it all again whenever her mother moved on. Was that why Clem was so fascinated with all things old? It was not just the rare books she loved; he had seen the way she had touched other objects in the antiques shop. Her hand had glided over the old furniture, the old china and silverware, as if she was imagining having a home of her own one day filled with such treasures.


      If she was handing out money to her mother all the time, and taking on too much responsibility for her brother, then how the heck could she afford to live? She did well to keep a roof over her head and clothes on her back.


      At least he had been able to spoil her. The pleasure he had got from buying her those clothes was still sitting inside his chest like a warm glow. She was not the type of girl to take advantage of anyone’s largesse. She was fiercely independent and feisty, and he admired her for it.


      More than admired her...


      He squeezed the brakes on the thought. He wasn’t going to commit to a relationship even if the sex was the best he’d ever had. It wouldn’t be fair to Clem to prolong their fling in case she started seeing him as the potential father of her children. The fact that perfect strangers were already seeing it was darn right annoying.


      What right did people have to put such ideas in his head? He didn’t want kids yet. Not for ages. Maybe not ever. He didn’t want the responsibility, the expense or the heartache. He had watched his mother grieve the loss of his brother. The grief had started on the day Ollie had been born, when the devastating diagnosis was delivered. Even as young as he was back then, Alistair had watched his little brother struggle from day one, fighting to stay alive, every day a challenge that had ripped his mother’s heart to shreds and ultimately destroyed his family.


      He was fine with his life the way it was...or he had been until Clem had come back into his life.


      You brought her back in.


      It was harder to push his thoughts back. They kept coming like soldiers marching through a paltry cardboard barrier. Yes, he had brought her back into his life. Why had he done that? Why hadn’t he gone straight to the police and let them deal with her brother?


      Because there was a part of him that had always wondered how Clem was getting on. A part he’d barely known existed until he’d found himself walking through the door of her shop. He had wanted to see her, and her brother had given him an excellent excuse to do so. As soon as his eyes had met hers that day something happened. Something he couldn’t explain. He’d felt a connection, like a current of energy passing from her body to his, linking them, tying them in a way he had never felt with anyone else before. She fascinated him. She intrigued him. She delighted him.


      He glanced at her and his chest seized as if a hand had reached inside his ribcage and grabbed his heart.


      He couldn’t imagine how it would be never to see her again. Never to see her smile. Never to see her look at him with that sparkling glare that made the base of his spine shiver. Never to feel her luscious body gripping him as she came around him.


      He would have to keep his distance. He couldn’t just turn up at her shop to see how she was getting on. He would have to let her move on with her life while he moved on with his.


      But what sort of life was his going to be without her?

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER EIGHT


      IT WAS STILL hot when they got back to their hotel. Clem thought longingly of the pool she’d glimpsed from their window but her natural shyness about being in public in a swimsuit kept her from suggesting a refreshing dip.


      Alistair came up behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. Feeling the tall, strong tower of his body behind her made everything that was female in her quiver. He turned her in his arms, his gaze meeting hers in an I-want-you-right-now lock. ‘I was going to suggest a swim,’ he said. ‘But I want you all to myself.’


      Clem’s belly fluttered like the rapid shuffle of a deck of cards. The desire he had triggered back at the deserted villa had been on slow burn ever since. Simmering in her body like smouldering coals, the same smouldering coals she could see burning in his gaze. She slipped her arms around his neck, his mouth meeting hers in a kiss that inflamed her senses. His tongue glided into her mouth in one sexy thrust that mimicked the erotic intention of his desire. His erection pounded thickly against her belly, the urgency of it thrilling her.


      He walked her backwards towards the bed, his hands working on her clothes while she worked less effectually at his. Shirts, shoes, bra and knickers fell off her like she was shedding a skin. He kicked off his shoes, shrugged off his shirt and stepped out of his trousers and underwear with a deftness that reminded her of his vast experience compared to hers.


      But she didn’t want to make comparisons. He wanted her now and that was all that mattered. A fling was a fling. It wasn’t a relationship with a future.


      The backs of her knees came into contact with the bed and she went down, giving a little bounce when he joined her. His mouth was back on hers, feeding from it like it was his only source of sustenance. Her tongue duelled with his in a catch-me-if-you-can caper that made her toes curl in delight. His hands gripped her by the hips in a slightly possessive manner that made her desire for him escalate. It surged through her like a speeding train—a desperate need that clawed at her insides, creating great spasms of want deep in her core.


      She whimpered as his mouth worked its drugging magic on hers, his tongue flicking, darting, circling hers in a dance of lust, let off the leash, that made her wonder how she had survived for this long without this intensity of feeling. He awoke the wild woman in her, the passionate woman she had had under lockdown for most of her adult life. The heat of her desire for him licked along her body like a spreading trail of fire. Nerves she hadn’t known existed clamoured to be touched, stroked, satisfied.


      He caressed her breasts with his hands, his lips, his tongue, subjecting them to a torturously slow, sensual exploration that had her spine arching off the bed. But she was too far gone for all the preliminaries.


      She wanted him.


      Now.


      The tension in her body built to a crescendo, the swelling of her clitoris as it hungered for the friction of his body making her reach for him, drawing him to her aching need.


      ‘Condom.’ The word was more of a groan than a comment, giving her some idea of his own struggle to keep control.


      He had to leave her momentarily to source protection and her body felt the loss keenly, aching, quaking, shaking with a need so powerful it made her wonder how on earth she could ever feel this way with anyone else. It was his touch, his body, his desire for her that made hers so unstoppable. He made her feel more of a woman with one look from those kindling grey-blue eyes than a thousand looks from another man. Not that she’d had anything like a thousand looks from other men, but still.


      Clem welcomed him back, snaking her arms around his waist when he came down, flinging one leg over her hip, positioning her for his entry. It was swift and sure, slick and deep, and it made her gasp out loud.


      He checked himself, looking down at her with that flicker of concern in his gaze that made it so hard for her to keep her feelings locked away. ‘Too fast?’


      ‘Not fast enough.’ She brought his head back down and kissed him, stroking her tongue over the surface of his mouth like it was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted.


      He made a deep groan and thrust again, moving with increasing pace, the contact of his flesh against hers making her tighten her legs around him, holding him to her, desperate for that final push but not quite able to get there.


      He slipped a hand between their sweat-slicked bodies, his fingers finding her sweet spot and tipping her over the edge. The orgasm hit her hard, rolling, rippling, rioting through her like a firestorm. She shuddered and shook with the enormous power of it, losing control of her body like she was a rag doll being shaken by a tantrum-throwing child.


      His release came within seconds of hers: the pumping action of his body; the primal groan that sounded as if it came from somewhere deep inside him; the peppering of his flesh in a shower of goose bumps made her feel more at home in her body than she had ever felt before.


      This was what it felt like to be a woman. To be celebrated as an equal partner in the most intimate of connections. The physical trust that had built up between them made her feel safe, protected, unashamed at giving free rein to her desire and its expression.


      Alistair took care of the condom and came back to her, resting a gentle hand on her hip, his gaze searching hers. ‘Not too sore?’


      Clem traced the rueful line of his mouth. ‘Not a bit.’


      He brushed some sticky strands of hair back from her forehead, his touch as tender as it was electrifying. ‘Do you fancy a shower?’


      I fancy you. She saw the fresh wave of desire burning in his gaze, knowing he could see the very same in hers. She stroked her hand down the side of his lean jaw, her insides curling, coiling, clenching in anticipation. ‘You mean together?’


      His eyes darkened with sensual promise. ‘Of course. Saves water and it’s twice the fun.’


      Clem followed him into the shower cubicle and stood under the spray of water as his arms gathered her to his already hard body. The sensation of the water cascading over her body while pressed up against his was deliciously sensual. All of her erogenous zones leapt in excitement. An excitement he tantalised by putting his mouth on each and every one, using his lips and tongue until she was barely able to stand upright.


      He suckled on her breasts, rolling his tongue over and around her nipples, stroking the sensitive underside of her ribcage down lower to the cave of her belly button. She watched as his wet head went lower, down to the heart of her desire, the throbbing, aching heart of need that begged for release.


      He crouched down in front of her, parting her with his fingers, his tongue stroking her into a frenzied orgasm that shook her body from head to foot. Her knees buckled; her hands had to dig deeply into the muscles of his shoulders otherwise she would have fallen. Looking down at him feasting on her in such an erotic manner intensified her pleasure.


      He came back upright, his eyes glinting with satisfaction that he had reduced her to a quivering bundle of nerve endings. She hadn’t thought her body capable of even more pleasure than he had already subjected it to. She hadn’t thought she could make any man want her in such a wickedly mind-blowing way. She hadn’t thought she would ever want to go down on her knees and reach for a man and open her mouth over him.


      But she did.


      Clem wouldn’t allow his caution—or was it consideration?—to stop her. She stroked her tongue over him from the tip to the base while the water from the shower anointed her. She cradled his scrotum in one hand while the other massaged his length until it was pulsing and straining with arousal. She glanced up to see the sensual torture on his face and heard his breathless groan as she brought her mouth back to him, closing around him, sucking, drawing on him until he grasped her by the hair and pulled her away.


      ‘Not without a condom.’


      That was the problem with flings: you couldn’t bend the rules. You couldn’t indulge in every erotic fantasy unless you were in a secure and strictly monogamous relationship. The longing to be in such a relationship with Alistair was as intense as her desire for him.


      Alistair stepped out of the shower and rummaged in his shaving bag situated next to her perfectly aligned row of toiletries on the marble counter near the twin basins. He came back dressed for action but, instead of allowing her to continue what she’d started, he gently pushed her back against the wall of the shower. His look said it all: I want you. I want you hard. I want you fast. I want to hear you scream in ecstasy.


      Clem shivered when he gripped her by the hips, hitching up one of her legs so it was hooked over his hip, all the while watching her with a gaze simmering with lust.


      The first thrust sent her head back against the marbled wall. He checked himself and put a hand behind her head like a cushion. He thrust again, not as hard, but she could see the struggle to keep his head playing out on his face. Her body welcomed him, clenching him with greedy muscles. She stepped up on tiptoe, searching for that extra bit of friction and finding it. The orgasm was an earthquake through her body, a tumultuous eruption of sensations that rippled through every inch of her flesh. She heard a cry and realised with a shock it had come from her. A high, keening sound that was as primal and primitive as the deep, satisfied grunts Alistair made as he emptied.


      He rested his forehead on hers, his breathing just as hectic as hers as the water showered down over them like a baptism of bliss.


      Clem held him by the hips, her breasts bridging the gap between their upper bodies. She looked down at them pressed against his chest, the darkness of his skin and the light creaminess of hers such an arousing sight it made her desire flicker anew.


      He straightened and reached for the shampoo and, squeezing some into the palm of his hand, began to massage it into her hair. Clem hadn’t thought her scalp was sensitive until his masterful hands soaped up her hair into a rich, creamy lather. The suds drifted down her neck and shoulders and over her breasts, adding another layer of sensuality. She took the shampoo bottle, squirted some into her hand and did the same to his scalp; she had to step on tiptoe to reach, but that only made it all the more exciting as it brought her pelvis flush against his.


      He blinked some suds out of his eyes and, capturing a handful of bubbles, smeared them over her breasts, trickling them down the shadow of her cleavage. He kissed her mouth in a lingering kiss that made her wonder if this was just sex for him or something more. Something deeper, richer, more satisfying than the simple scratch of a primal itch. Had it moved him to the core of his being? Had it made him think twice about ending their affair when their trip ended? Had it made him think of a future where they could be together in a relationship that lasted a lifetime instead of a few days? Or had he blocked that from his mind because for him this was—she was—just another sexual encounter? A temporary indulgence of the flesh before he moved on and found someone else.


      How could there be anyone else for her?


      How could she possibly feel this comfortable, this open and daring, with anyone else? It was unthinkable. Impossible. She had never felt desire in its proper form until she’d locked gazes with him that first day when he had come into her shop. That moment was as etched in her mind as it was in her body. The flare of male interest had sparked an explosive reaction in her body, awakening her sleeping senses with such ferocity she would never—could never—be the same.


      Clem threaded her fingers through the wet thickness of his hair, moving her mouth against the drugging caress of his, her tongue tangling with his in a slow dance that made her body ache for him all the more.


      He lifted his mouth off hers, brushing back her hair, looking at her with a concentrated focus that made her wonder if he was questioning his rules on their relationship. ‘You’re the most giving partner I’ve ever had.’


      Clem put a foot down on her fledging hope like she was squashing a bug. ‘You don’t have to flatter me.’


      His hands cradled her face, his gaze a mix of blue and grey intensity like the heart of a gas flame. ‘I mean it, Clem.’ His lower body moved against hers in a powerful, heart-stopping confirmation of his words. ‘Feel what you do to me. Feel it.’


      She felt it. Her hand moved around that hot, hard heat while her body trembled in excitement. ‘It’s just lust...isn’t it?’ she said, shocked her voice came out at all, let alone with that betraying flag of wistfulness.


      His gaze went to her mouth, studying it like it was something he wanted to memorise. ‘What if it wasn’t? What if it was something...more lasting?’


      That hope in her chest gave a pathetic little flap of its wings, like a baby bird trying to fly before it was old enough even to try. ‘But you said—’


      ‘I know what I said.’ His tone was rueful. ‘But this isn’t going to go away, is it? Not in a matter of days.’


      Clem gave a tiny swallow. ‘We’re wasting a heck of a lot of water. Don’t you think we should have this discussion once we’re dry?’


      He reached past her to turn off the taps. Stepping out of the shower to hand her a towel, he wrapped it around her like she was a small child. ‘I want to continue this when we get back to London,’ he said.


      Clem’s heart did a happy dance. So happy she could feel it bouncing around in her chest like it was on springs. ‘Are you sure?’


      He touched her face with a slow-moving finger, a barely there touch that made the base of her spine fizz like champagne poured from a height. ‘We can’t throw this away, ma petite. Not yet. I’m not saying for ever, but for longer.’


      Not for ever. The hope wasn’t quite dead but on life support. Hanging in there but only just. ‘So it’s still a fling, right?’


      His hands cupped her shoulders, his pelvis in tantalising contact with hers. ‘The terminology isn’t important.’


      No, but the time frame is. The words stayed unsaid. How could she utter them out loud? How could she reveal how stupidly, naively, hopelessly she had fallen for him? He would back away like a playboy running from a positive pregnancy test. He wasn’t in love with her. He was in lust with her. It was the only thing binding them—a mutual attraction that needed more time to burn itself out.


      But would it burn itself out?


      He seemed to think so, but Clem wasn’t so sure. Not that she had much to compare it to but she couldn’t imagine feeling this level of attraction towards anyone else. It was like her body had been programmed to respond to his and his alone. One look was enough to trigger the rush of longing that swept through her like a flash-flood. One touch, one glide of his hands across her flesh, and she melted like a block of butter on a blacksmith’s anvil.


      Clem only got her gaze as far as his neck where droplets of water were still glistening on his tanned skin. ‘What changed your mind?’


      He inched up her chin, locking his gaze with hers. ‘You. Being with you. Getting to know you.’


      He didn’t know her. Not really. He didn’t know how much she ached to hear him say those three little words that no one—not even her mother or brother—had said to her. He didn’t know how much she longed to have ‘for ever’ with him, to build a life together that would make up for the loneliness and unhappiness and chaos of her past. ‘But what about my mother?’


      He pressed a fingertip to her lips like he was pressing a pause button. ‘She has nothing to do with us. You don’t even have to tell her you’re seeing me.’


      Clem had no problem keeping it a secret from her mother. She rarely told her anything about her life because her mother only ever talked about herself. But if by some chance Brandi was to find out she was involved with Alistair it could have horrible consequences. The sort of embarrassing consequences no amount of chocolate digestives was going to fix. ‘What if your father finds out?’


      He made a cynical sound, part snort, part grunt. ‘The last time I spoke to my father he spent the entire conversation telling me about his new mistress, a show-girl bunny he picked up in a bar in Vegas. He told me everything about her, and I mean everything.’


      Clem grimaced in empathy. ‘I’ve had a few of those conversations with my mother. It’s so embarrassing.’


      He smiled and gathered her closer. ‘Let’s go out somewhere nice for dinner. I want to spoil you.’


      ‘Haven’t you spoilt me enough?’


      He brushed her mouth with his. ‘You’re worth it.’


      * * *


      Alistair looked up from his phone when Clem came out of the bathroom an hour later dressed in her new cocktail dress. It was the colour of the inside of a conch shell, a pale pink that brought out the creamy glow of her complexion. She had put on make-up, dried her hair and arranged it in an up-style that highlighted her long, graceful neck and the aristocratic height and shape of her cheekbones. To him she looked beautiful no matter what she was wearing. Or not. But it was more than her beauty that made that tightness around his heart so painful; it was the thought of never seeing her again when their affair was over. Who would end it? Him or her? Or would they come to a mutual agreement? Or would her head be turned by someone else—someone who would give her the dream of happy-ever-after she longed for and deserved?


      ‘You look stunning,’ he said. ‘Absolutely stunning.’


      Her cheeks went a shade darker than the bronzer she had applied. ‘Do you think it’s the right size?’ She smoothed her hands down the front of her thighs, giving a sexy little wriggle that made him want to rip the dress off her then and there. ‘I wonder if I should’ve got the next size up. Am I showing too much cleavage?’


      He tossed his phone to the sofa and came over to settle his hands on her hips. ‘I can think of nothing better than staring at that cleavage all night knowing I’m the one who’s going to be unzipping you out of that dress when it’s over.’


      Her tawny brown eyes sparkled in anticipatory delight. ‘I can hardly wait.’


      If it hadn’t been for the booking he’d made or the fact Clem had gone to so much trouble with her appearance he would have put an end to the waiting then and there. But he was conscious of her body needing time to recover. She had nowhere near the level of experience he had, and anyway, it was different for women. Her body was new to the demands of a full and active sex life. She was a generous and enthusiastic lover but he didn’t want to take advantage of her.


      Haven’t you already?


      The thought pushed past the barrier in his brain where he had cordoned off his conscience. Or tried to. Of course he had taken advantage of her. Of the situation. Dragging her to France with him because he was having the biggest body crush of all time—and, if her response to him was any indication, so was she. It didn’t make it right and it didn’t make it wrong.


      It lay somewhere in that less definable middle space called the grey area.


      * * *


      Clem had thought the restaurant overlooking Monte Carlo beach was magical enough, but once dinner was over Alistair took her to a supper club where there was dancing. Even though she protested about not being able to dance, he simply drew her into his arms and led her around the dance floor. Once she stopped worrying about people looking at her and judging her for not having the right moves, she relaxed into the music and into Alistair’s body. She found a rhythm with him that made her feel like a contestant on one of those reality dance shows—a top-scoring contestant.


      He made it so easy for her to find her feet, to move with the music, to mould into his tall frame so close not a breath of air could get between them. She had never thought of dancing as a form of foreplay but in Alistair’s arms that was exactly what it was. Every movement of his body against hers, every touch of his hand in the small of her back, every brush of his hard thigh against hers, every smouldering look, fuelled her desire for him until she was all but shaking with it.


      ‘I thought you said you couldn’t dance,’ Alistair said once the bracket of songs was over.


      ‘You’d better count all your toes just in case.’ Clem gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘I’m sure I squashed a couple in that first dance.’


      His soft smile tugged on something in her chest, like strings pulling on her heart. ‘You always underestimate yourself. But you’re the most beautiful woman in the room.


      Clem took off her glasses and pushed them onto his nose. ‘I think you might need these more than me.’


      He peered at her through them like a stern professor. ‘How on earth do you see through these?’


      She took them back and slipped them back on. ‘I see just fine. Without them everything is a blur. I could walk past my own mother in the street and not recognise her. Which could be a handy excuse, come to think of it.’


      He smiled again, put an arm around her waist and led her to one of the velvet sofas scattered around the club. ‘Ever thought of getting contacts?’


      ‘I tried them once but I scratched my retina trying to get them out and got an eye infection. I know I should give them another try but I have enough routines to get through in the morning without adding more.’


      ‘Routines?’


      Clem mentally bit her tongue. Hard. ‘You mean you haven’t noticed?’


      He gave a casual shrug. ‘So you take a little time to get ready in the morning. Lots of people do.’


      She pulled at the inside of her mouth with her teeth. ‘Yeah, well, if you think my stripy mug is weird, you should see me brush my teeth. I do it for exactly two minutes and twenty-five seconds. Not a second more. Not a second less.’


      ‘Doesn’t sound weird to me. Isn’t two minutes the optimum for good dental health?’


      Clem searched his face to see if he was mocking her but his expression showed no sign of anything but acceptance. ‘I... I have these habits...obsessions. I have to do things a certain way otherwise I get agitated. Really agitated.’


      ‘Is that why all your little potions and lotions are in such neat rows in the bathroom?’


      ‘Yes, but that’s not all.’ Why are you telling him this stuff? ‘I have to take the same route home every day from work. I walk to work, so it’s not usually a problem, but one day there was an accident—only minor but the police wouldn’t allow me to go down that street. I almost got myself arrested. It was so embarrassing. I ended up having a panic attack and got taken to hospital.’


      His expression winced in sympathy. ‘You poor little darling. How long’s it been going on?’


      Clem looked at her knotted hands with their bitten-down nails. ‘Since I was sixteen. After that...incident I got a bit obsessive over stuff. It was a way of gaining control. It got worse after we left your father’s place. My mum hooked up with a real creep after your dad. He was mean to Jamie and kept trying to get me alone. Thankfully that relationship only lasted a month and we moved away. But the habits kind of stayed with me. I’m not as bad as I was. Sometimes I can actually leave a tea towel crooked.’ She gave him a sheepish glance. ‘Well, mostly.’


      He reached for her hand and covered it with his own. ‘I think you’re amazing how you coped with your childhood. If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with my mother dying and my father running off the rails like a horny teenager, maybe I wouldn’t have made things so much worse for you by treating you the way I did.’


      ‘It’s fine, Alistair.’ She gave him a little smile and opted for a subject change. ‘I texted Harriet earlier. I’ve arranged to meet her during her lunch break tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind?’


      ‘I think that’s a great idea.’


      ‘I thought I’d see if I can convince her to take you up on the offer of boarding school. It might not work but it’s worth a try.’


      Alistair drew her to her feet and linked one of her arms through his, smiling down at her. ‘It was a stroke of genius to ask you to come with me on this trip.’


      Clem gave him a playful shoulder bump. ‘Ask me? Command me, more like.’


      He pressed a kiss to her temple. ‘I’ll make it up to you when we get back to the hotel.’


      Clem shivered in anticipation, as there was one thing she knew for sure about Alistair Hawthorne—he was as good as his word.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER NINE


      CLEM HAD ARRANGED to meet Harriet in a little café not far from Harriet’s boutique. They found a table overlooking the sparkly blue strip of coastline and the luxury hotels that loomed above it. ‘I can’t get over the view,’ Clem said once they were seated. ‘Everywhere you look there’s something even more spectacular to look at. The wealth of some of the people who live here must be mind-blowing.’


      ‘It’s awesome,’ Harriet said. ‘I saw a movie set here a few months ago and that’s why I wanted to come.’ She pulled at her lip with her teeth and made a business of stirring her iced chocolate. ‘I’m sorry for talking Jamie into bringing me...and for taking Alistair’s car.’ Her gaze met Clem’s. ‘But I needed to get away, you know?’


      Clem touched the girl’s slim pale arm where it was lying on the table as she cradled her drink. ‘I do know. Jamie’s probably filled you in on our background. But taking stuff that doesn’t belong to you is wrong, no matter what the circumstances.’


      ‘I know. It was dumb, really dumb, but I was angry at Alistair.’ Harriet glowered at her drink like it had personally offended her. ‘He can be so controlling. He’s not even related to me, for God’s sake. He didn’t even ask me if I wanted to go to boarding school. He just said “this is what’s going to happen.” He reminds me of my dad.’


      ‘Where is your dad?’


      Harriet’s hazel eyes lost their glittering defiance and became sad instead. ‘He died when I was ten—a car accident. My parents were already separated so I only saw him on weekends. But it was awful after he was gone. Totally awful. Not that we were super-close or anything. He was a bit of a workaholic control-freak, which is probably why my mother left him for someone who was—’ she put her fingers up in air quotes ‘—“more exciting.” But at least his place was somewhere I could go to get away from my mother’s stupid partying.’


      Clem was all too familiar with the heartache and despair Harriet had described, which was why she was so keen to be there for Harriet, to let her know there was someone looking out for her. Who would listen to her, guide her and reassure her. It was a way of reaching back in time to her own teenage self and saying, It’s going to be fine, Clem, just fine. You’ll make something of your life, no matter how bad your background was. ‘That’s terribly sad,’ Clem said. ‘I’m sorry you’ve had such a horrible time of it. But you need to think of your future now. It won’t punish your mother if you fail to reach your potential. In the long run, it will only punish you.’


      Harriet’s pretty little face screwed up in a What are you talking about? frown. ‘You think I’m trying to punish my mother?’


      Clem raised one of her brows. ‘Aren’t you?’


      Harriet whooshed out a sigh. ‘Maybe. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I miss her or anything, but she left me with her ex. What sort of mother does that? Lionel Hawthorne is a lecherous creep. I wouldn’t trust him with a ninety-year-old nun, let alone a sixteen-year-old girl.’


      ‘Lucky for you, Alistair is nothing like his father,’ Clem said. ‘His offer to pay for your education is incredibly generous.’


      Harriet chewed at her lower lip again. ‘You think I should accept it?’


      ‘I’m not going to tell you what to do,’ Clem said. ‘But I can tell you what I wished for when I was your age. I wish I’d had the chance to get a good and consistent education, one without leaving huge gaps I’ve had to fill in wherever I could. I wish I’d had a safe bed to sleep in every night and meals on the table that I didn’t have to pay for and then cook and clear away after. I wish I’d been able to hang out with girlfriends doing fun, girly stuff instead of babysitting my little brother to keep him safe from my mother’s mean-tempered boyfriends. I would’ve been happy with a good comprehensive school, but an exclusive boarding school? Wow. I would’ve snapped it up in a heartbeat.’


      Harriet’s shoulders went down on another sigh. ‘You’re right. I need to think about my future. It is very generous of Alistair. I thought at first it was just because he wanted to get rid of me but I see the way he feels about you. I guess it’s understandable he’d want to be alone with you without a sixteen-year-old chaperone hanging around.’


      Clem felt like a fraud sitting there pretending to be in normal relationship with Alistair. But that was the only thing she was pretending about. Her love for him was no act. It was real. It was so real she could feel it in her chest, a swelling realisation she loved him as she had loved no one before. With her whole person: her body, her mind, her soul. ‘He’s a very special man,’ she said. ‘One of the best. The best.’


      Harriet smiled and some of the worry etched in her young face disappeared. ‘It will be cool having you as a kind of sister-in-law if you guys get married one day. Not that Jamie and I are thinking that far ahead or anything. We both have to concentrate on our education. Jamie’s chance to work with a top chef here is too good an opportunity to miss. We can always see each other in the holidays.’


      Not that Alistair would ever ask Clem to marry him. An extended fling was one thing; a commitment for life was another. But she was more than pleased to hear Jamie was finally thinking about his future and knuckling down to some hard work. It would be a relief to be able to go back to London without that nagging worry sawing at her nerves about whom he was with and what he was up to.


      ‘Jamie has a lot of growing up to do but deep down he’s a good person. The fact that he stepped in to protect you, even though the means in which he did it were questionable, means that his heart is in the right place.’


      Harriet’s eyes began to sparkle. ‘So do you think you and Alistair might get married someday?’


      Clem picked up her coffee cup, and then wished she hadn’t, when she saw Harriet’s eyes go to her bare ring-finger as if she was imagining a beautiful diamond ring sitting there some time in the future. ‘Erm...it’s still early days.’


      ‘Jamie didn’t believe it at first,’ Harriet said. ‘He said you’d always hated Alistair’s guts and how could you possibly fall in love so quickly? But I told him it happens like that all the time. Falling in love is like that.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘One minute you hate someone, and then the next you can’t imagine life without them.’


      Tell me about it. Clem picked up the menu. ‘We’d better order some lunch so you can get back to work and be polite and ingratiatingly obsequious to all those filthy-rich customers.’


      Harriet smiled. ‘Thanks for being so nice. Alistair’s lucky to have you. You’re perfect for him. You kind of balance him out, you know?’


      ‘I’m glad you think so,’ Clem said.


      If only Alistair felt the same.


      * * *


      Alistair could have filled the time with work while Clem was lunching with Harriet but instead he went shopping. He told himself it was to buy Clem a bit of jewellery to thank her for coming with him to Monaco: a bracelet, a necklace or a set of earrings; a simple no-strings gift. But when he was in the jewellery store his gaze kept being drawn to the ring counter. He turned his back on it and concentrated on the array of earrings but it was like all those diamonds behind him where glaring at him.


      What’s wrong with you? She’s perfect for you. You know she is. She’s funny, cute and sweet and she makes you happier than anyone else.


      He wasn’t supposed to be feeling like this, as if he wanted their relationship to be permanent. But every time he thought of Clem walking out of his life he felt an empty ache deep in his chest. They had spent barely a couple of days and nights together. Surely it was a little early to fancy himself in love? He had never fallen in love before. Not even come close. Could it happen that fast? He had never thought he would be the type to fall in love so quickly. He thought he would drift into love over a long period of time, not fall so hard it felt like a body slam.


      But Clem was special.


      Not short-term special. Long-term special. The sort of special he could see himself spending the rest of his life with even if it meant there would never be another crooked tea towel in his house again. Even if it meant he had to put up with neat little rows of lotions and potions and a stripy blue mug that had to go everywhere.


      Alistair glanced at the ring counter. There was a certain ring that kept blinking at him. Buy me! it seemed to say. How could he buy an engagement ring when they’d only been dating a couple of days? It was way too soon to be thinking along those lines.


      Or was it?


      What if he asked Clem to marry him, to have his children, to build a life together? It was a big step but for the first time in his adult life he felt ready for it. More than ready. He smiled as he pictured his future with her. It would be quirky and fun, not boring and mundane like his life had become. She would be a loyal and faithful partner. He knew that for certain. He knew her. She was sweet and sassy and strong, and yet fragile, tender and tough when she needed to be. She was everything he could ever want in a partner. He hadn’t even realised he’d wanted a partner until she had come back in to his life and shaken it up. Shaken him out of his stubborn refusal to risk loving someone in case he lost them.


      Of course loving someone was a risk. Life was one big risk. He couldn’t hide from it. He had to grasp it and wring every bit of enjoyment out of it before it was over. What was the point of waiting for weeks or months before he asked her to marry him? He knew now she was the only one he wanted to be with. How could he have thought he would enjoy his life without Clem in it?


      She was his life.


      * * *


      When Clem was on her way back to their hotel she got a call from her mother. She considered letting it go to voicemail, knowing from experience her mother would bombard her with calls until she answered. But, with her resolve in place after her discussion with Alistair over handling her mother’s demands for money, she decided there was no time like the present to lay down the law. ‘Mum, how are you? How’s—what’s-his-name again?—Ken? No, Kirby, isn’t it?’


      ‘It’s Kon, short for Konrad.’


      Con short for Conman more like. ‘Oh, right, well, I hope you’re having a good time, but I’m in kind of a hurry and—’


      ‘I just need a couple of hundred pounds to get me through,’ Brandi said.


      ‘To get you through what? The nearest shopping mall? Mum, this has to stop. It has to stop now. I’m not responsible for your finances. I’m not helping you out any more. You’ll have to learn to manage on your own.’ There. She’d done it.


      ‘What sort of daughter are you to let your own mother go without while you’re swanning around the French Riviera with Lionel Hawthorne’s son like Cinder-bloody-ella?’


      Clem’s stomach dropped. ‘How do you...? I mean, what are you talking about?’


      Her mother laughed. ‘Don’t try and deny it. I got it out of Jamie. He wasn’t supposed to say anything, was he? What a catch. A super-rich man who’ll take you places. Nice work. You must take after me after all.’


      Clem was going to kill Jamie. After she tortured him first. But she could hardly deny her involvement with Alistair. She could only live in hope her mother wouldn’t try and cash in on it. ‘Mum, please don’t ruin this for me.’


      ‘How could I ruin it? Just lend me some cash. You’ll have loads of it now you’re dating Alistair. What’s he like in bed? His father was a bit of a dud—selfish and in too much of a hurry. Mind you, his money more than made up for it. I might look him up, see what he’s up to.’


      Kill me now. Clem gave a defeated sigh. ‘I’ll transfer some money. Two hundred, did you say?’


      ‘Make it five hundred.’ Brandi’s voice held a note of triumph. ‘I’ve got to buy myself something fancy for your wedding, don’t I?’


      There wasn’t going to be a wedding so at least she would be saved that embarrassment. ‘Mum, we’re not getting married, okay?’


      ‘Who cares?’ Brandi said. ‘At least you can make the most of his money while he fancies you. When can I come for dinner? Maybe we could do a double date with Lionel. What do you say?’


      ‘I don’t think that’s such a great idea,’ Clem said. ‘Alistair barely speaks to his father. We’re just dating—it’s not even serious.’


      ‘Listen, sweet, naïve child of mine,’ Brandi said, ‘When you date a man with money it is serious. You make it serious. Get pregnant.’


      Clem let out a shocked gasp. ‘I would never do that on purpose!’


      ‘You’re throwing away a good chance to get your hands on a fortune,’ Brandi said. ‘At least get him to invite you to live with him.’


      Like that was going to happen. ‘Mum, I have to go now as—’


      ‘Lover boy waiting for you, is he?’ Brandi cackled. ‘Tell you what, I wouldn’t mind of piece of him when you’re done. I quite like a younger man. They’ve got the stamina—know what I mean?’


      Clem clenched her teeth until her jaw clicked. ‘I’ll call you when I get back to London. Bye.’


      * * *


      Alistair was back at the hotel when Clem returned from lunch and that phone call. Should she tell him about her mother? No. Too embarrassing. She looked at the bucket of champagne sitting in an ice bucket with two crystal glasses by its side. ‘Gosh, you were confident I’d win Harriet over.’


      ‘How did it go?’


      ‘Surprisingly well,’ Clem said. ‘She’s agreed to go to boarding school and is grateful for your offer to pay for it. But I guess you knew that, hence the champagne?’


      He picked up her hands, holding them close to his chest. ‘This isn’t about Harriet. It’s about us.’


      ‘Us?’ Clem could barely get the word out of her suddenly restricted throat.


      His gaze was soft. ‘I’ve been thinking while you’ve been at lunch. Actually, I’ve been thinking ever since we came on this trip. Thinking about us. How we work together. What we have together. It’s special, ma petite. Really special.’


      If he hadn’t been holding her hands Clem would have slapped herself on the side of the head to make sure she wasn’t having an out-of-body experience. ‘Special in...in what way?’


      His mouth had a rueful tilt. ‘You’re so modest you don’t understand what I’m saying, do you?’


      Clem gave a tight little swallow. ‘What are you saying?’


      ‘I’m telling you I love you.’


      Her eyes widened until she thought her eyebrows would hit her hairline. ‘You love me?’


      He brought her hand to his mouth, holding her gaze with his. ‘I love you and I want to marry you.’


      Clem’s heart gave an excited skip. ‘But I thought you said you weren’t ready to—’


      ‘That was before I came to my senses and realised you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,’ he said. ‘These past few days have been the happiest of my life. I thought it was because it’s been the first quasi-holiday I’ve taken in God knows how long, but then I realised it’s you. You’re the one person who can make me happy.’


      Clem was still struggling to accept this was really happening to her. To her! Her heart was done with skipping and was now doing cartwheels. ‘You really love me?’


      His expression was so tender it made her chest cramp. ‘I love you. I love all your quirky little habits. I love watching you sleep. I love waking up next to you. I love making love to you. Please say you’ll be my wife and the mother of my children.’


      She double-blinked. ‘You want children?’


      ‘Whenever I thought about having children it felt wrong, but that was because I was thinking about them with another partner, not you. But with you it feels right. Everything about you is right for me, my darling. Everything.’


      Everything apart from my mother. But Clem didn’t even want to think about her mother at a time like this. Tears of joy prickled at the back of her eyes. It was happening. It was truly happening. Her dream of having him fall in love with her and wanting to be with her for ever was truly happening. ‘Of course I’ll marry you.’


      His face broke open with a huge smile and he hugged her so tightly her feet came off the floor. He set her back down, reached into his pocket and took out a velvet box. ‘For you, my precious darling,’ he said.


      Clem opened the box to find a gorgeous art-deco engagement ring inside, winking up at her. It was the most beautiful ring she had ever seen. It was old-fashioned and quirky. The sort of ring she had always dreamed of having. ‘Oh, my...’ Her voice was hardly more than a whisper. ‘You bought this? For me? But it must have cost you a fortune!’


      He slipped it on her finger and kissed it in place, holding her gaze with his. ‘I’m going to spend the rest of my life spoiling you. You’re worth more to me than anything. I wish my mother had met you. She would’ve adored you.’


      Clem flung her arms around his neck. ‘I know I would’ve adored her right back. You’re the most amazing man I’ve ever met. Kind, patient, generous and honourable.’


      ‘I know I’m rushing you, but I remember someone saying once that when you’ve met the right person you just know it in your bones. I think I’ve been in denial since I walked into your shop and saw you glaring at me from behind your cute glasses.’


      Clem smiled. ‘I think I’ve been fighting it too. I didn’t want to be reminded of the differences in our backgrounds.’


      He brushed her mouth with his. ‘I want no more talk of your background. Mine is hardly something to be crowing about. My father is probably being married to a girl a third his age by an Elvis impersonator as we speak.’


      Clem hugged him close. ‘I think we should elope so we don’t have to go through the embarrassment of having them at our wedding.’


      He tipped up her chin, locking his gaze on hers. ‘I won’t allow either of them to ruin our special day.’


      Clem wished she had his confidence. A part of her couldn’t help worrying her happiness was going to come at a price. But for now she wanted to dwell in the moment, this precious moment when the man she loved so much had told her he loved her and asked her to marry him. She lifted her mouth for his kiss and sighed in bliss as his lips met hers in their first kiss as an officially engaged couple.


      Once the kiss was over, he scooped her up in his arms. ‘How about a lie down after your busy afternoon?’


      Clem gave him a coy smile. ‘Isn’t it too early to go to bed?’


      His smile had a devilish twinkle to it. ‘Not in my book.’


      * * *


      Clem woke the next morning and for a moment wondered if she had dreamt last night. But when she looked at the ring sparkling on her finger her chest bloomed with joy. She reached for Alistair but his side of the bed was empty. There was only the slight indentation of his head on the pillow. She popped on her glasses, threw off the covers and slipped on the silk bathrobe, loosely tying the ends about her waist, and walked out to the sitting room of the luxury suite. Her heart gave a stumble when she saw he was looking at the morning paper that had been delivered to outside their door. His frown was deep, the line of his mouth grim. Had there been another terrorist attack? Another tragic plane crash? Another devastating flood or earthquake?


      ‘Is something wrong?’ she asked, coming up to him.


      He closed the paper with a savage action. ‘Nothing.’ He stuffed the newspaper into the waste-paper receptacle.


      Clem studied his expression: the fierce glare of his eyes, the locked jaw, the flaring of his nostrils. ‘There must be something wrong, otherwise why are you looking so furious?’


      He quickly rearranged his features but Clem wasn’t fooled by the smile that didn’t make it to his eyes. ‘It’s nothing, darling. How did you sleep? Would you like breakfast in the suite or—?’


      ‘You’re not being honest with me, Alistair,’ Clem said. ‘We’re supposed to be sharing everything now we’re engaged. You can tell me if you’re worried about something.’


      He released a long, frustrated-sounding breath. ‘Your mother has given a tell-all interview to one of the London tabloids.’


      Clem’s stomach dropped like an anchor. A battleship’s anchor. ‘Oh, no...is it bad?’


      ‘Bad enough.’


      She pulled out the newspaper and straightened it out to see. It was worse than bad. It was a lurid account of her mother’s affair with Alistair’s father. With pictures. She could only imagine how Alistair must feel to have the shame of his father’s behaviour splashed over the papers his clients would be reading over their breakfast. Clem’s relationship with him was mentioned with a comment that included: ‘I trained my daughter well in how to land a man with money.’


      So now she was a gold-digger as well as the daughter of trailer-trash.


      Panic crawled up her windpipe with savage claws. She couldn’t swallow it back. It was spreading to her chest, ripping at her earlier happiness like talons tearing at tissue wrap. It wasn’t to be borne. She couldn’t subject the man she loved to this. It wouldn’t stop here; this would go on and on for years. It would destroy the love they had. It would desecrate it, just like Alistair’s mother’s last weeks of life had been desecrated.


      Clem’s stomach churned and burned. Her hands shook when she tried to remove her ring. ‘Take it, Alistair. I can’t marry you.’


      His frown closed the gap between his eyes in deeply furrowed pleats. ‘What are you talking about? This doesn’t mean you have to—’


      ‘I do have to,’ Clem said. ‘How can we possibly have a happy relationship with this sort of stuff popping up whenever my mother feels like stirring up trouble? You might think your love is strong enough to handle it now, but what about in a few months’ or even a couple of years’ time? What if your clients start snickering behind your back about your mother-in-law from hell? What if she tells everyone who my father is?’


      Something flickered in his gaze. A doubt? A realisation that this could get a whole lot worse than it already was? ‘I don’t care who your father is,’ he said. ‘I love you and that’s all that matters.’


      Clem closed her eyes for a beat or two. She. Would. Not. Cry. ‘My father is Brian Geary. You’ve probably heard of him. He was behind one of the biggest fraud schemes in Britain a few years ago. He ruined so many lives, two people committed suicide because of him. So many people lost their life savings, their retirement funds, all of their investments, through his dodgy business. Do you really want that sort of DNA flowing in your children’s veins?’


      Alistair’s throat moved up and down. Clem knew she had shocked him. Who wouldn’t be shocked at what her father had done? So many lives ruined and her father not showing an iota of guilt or remorse about it. She had been able to distance herself because she bore her mother’s maiden name, but the shame of what her father had done was ever present.


      Like now.


      Panic was knocking on her heart, tripling its beat rate, sending an icy chill across her scalp like ants on a march with frozen feet. You can’t escape your past. It will follow you wherever you go. It will destroy any chance of happiness.


      ‘You’re not your father any more than I am mine,’ Alistair said. ‘Don’t do this to us. We’ve only just found each other. Don’t let us fall at the first hurdle.’


      Clem couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. A shipping container was sitting on her chest. Her throat was so dry it felt like she had swallowed plaster dust. She had to get away. She couldn’t stay here and be talked into a lifetime of looking over her shoulder. Waiting for the next axe of shame to fall, to have it hack away at the happiness she had waited so long for.


      She had to end this.


      She had to get away.


      She had to be alone.


      There was no other way. Every time something like this happened she would turn into a heaving, sweating, nervous wreck. Sure, Alistair was patient now, but what about in the future? Who could blame him for getting a little tired of her freak-outs? How long before he ended up mocking her instead of supporting her?


      She couldn’t risk it.


      She couldn’t bear to see him look at her like that one day. It was better to end it now before any more damage was done. She would get over it. She would have to. He would find someone else.


      Oh, God, please let me cope with seeing him with someone else. Her heart pounded so hard it felt like it was in her throat. Sweat trickled down between her shoulder blades. Her palms were clammy, her knees shaking. ‘I’ve made up my mind. You can’t force me to marry you. I’m ending our engagement and that’s that.’


      He took her by the upper arms, his gaze pleading. ‘We can sort this out, ma petite. You know we can.’


      Clem wrenched out of his hold, hair flying, eyes glaring. Be cruel to be kind. Be cruel to be kind. It was a mantra inside her head in time with the frantic rhythm of her pulse. ‘I didn’t say I loved you. Think about it, Alistair. I didn’t say those words, I just let you think I did.’


      It was the knockout punch.


      Clem saw the way his expression shifted from concerned to frowning and reflective, as if he was going back over every word of their conversation last night and realising what she’d said was true. She hadn’t told him she loved him. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t. Maybe deep down she had always known something like this was going to happen. She and happiness were never going to work. It wasn’t her lot in life. Suffering was her calling. Cringing and suffering and always feeling on the outside.


      ‘Fine.’ His mouth was set in a tight line. ‘End it. Walk out. Run away from all the crooked tea towels and scattered cushions life throws at you. Go and straighten up all your little pots, if that makes you feel good. But remember when you’re old and lonely what you threw away.’


      Clem turned away when the door closed on his exit. She had to pack. She had to get out of here. She had to get a flight. She had to say goodbye to Jamie. There was so much to do. Her heart was beating too fast. Her breath was locking in her throat. Her fingers were tingling, going numb. Her legs were trembling so much she could barely get them to move. She was going to cry. No. No. No. Mustn’t cry. Mustn’t cry. Must be strong. Must be, must be, must be... She drew in a breath but it was full of barbed wire. She couldn’t breathe.


      Oh, God. She couldn’t breathe.


      Later, Clem had no real recollection of how she’d packed and got to the airport and on a plane to London. She could barely recall the quick conversation she’d had with Jamie and her little white lie about having to rush back to work. As if to make her feel even more miserable, the weather in London had turned against her. Drizzling rain, heavy clouds, no sunshine. Somehow she managed to avoid the paparazzi but there was no avoiding her neighbour Mavis.


      Clem had only put one foot out of the taxi when Mavis popped her head out of the window. ‘Where’s your handsome young man? I read about it in the paper. How exciting. Are you going to get married? Can I come to the wedding? I love weddings.’


      Clem searched for her keys in her tote bag. ‘There’s not going to be a wedding.’


      ‘Not going to be? But why?’


      ‘You can’t believe everything you read in the papers,’ Clem said. ‘They make that stuff up.’


      Mavis frowned. ‘But aren’t you in love with him? I would be if I were forty years younger. He reminds me of my first husband. Did I tell you about him? He was—’


      ‘Maybe some other time,’ Clem said, softening it with a tired smile. ‘I have to unpack.’

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER TEN


      ALISTAIR CHECKED OUT of the hotel and was about to make his way to the airport when Jamie intercepted him. ‘Can I have a quick word?’ Jamie asked.


      Alistair gestured to the valet-parking attendant that he would be another five minutes and then turned back to Jamie. ‘I have a plane to catch so make it snappy.’


      Jamie shifted his feet as if the soles of his shoes were too hot. ‘I’m worried about Clem. She said she had to rush back to work but I know she was lying. What’s going on? Is it about that crazy interview our mother gave? Harriet showed me the link. Did you break it off with her because of that?’


      Alistair shook his head, annoyed the boy thought that lowly of him. ‘No, of course not.’


      ‘Then why has she left without you?’


      Because she doesn’t love me. She had never said the words. He’d thought back to their conversation time and time again and he couldn’t recall her saying, ‘I love you’. Not once. He had been the one to express his love, not her. ‘She has her reasons.’


      Jamie frowned. ‘But she loves you. I know she does. I’ve never seen her like this before. You bring the best out in her, make her chill out and relax. Why’d you let her go?’


      ‘I can’t force her to stay with me,’ Alistair said. ‘She’s an adult who has to make her own choices.’


      Jamie did the foot-shuffling thing again. ‘Look, you’ve got to understand Clem. She copes with stuff, you know? She hides what she’s feeling. But I know her well enough to know she loves you. She’s left because she thinks it will protect you. Remember how I told you I keyed your car? She took the rap for that for years. She never said a word, not even to Mum. That’s the sort of person she is. She would rather be unhappy herself than make someone else unhappy. She’s always been embarrassed about her OCD. It always gets worse when she’s stressed. But when she was with you she was so much better.’


      Alistair swallowed a monkey wrench of regret. He had let Clem go. He had let her walk out of his life without seeing what was right before his eyes. She was sacrificing herself for him, as she had done for Jamie ten years ago, hiding what she felt, hiding her hurt behind that tough-girl façade. Was it too late to try again? To talk to her and convince her he was in for the long haul? That he would fight for her and with her against anything that was thrown across their path?


      Alistair gave Jamie’s shoulder a firm man-to-man squeeze. ‘Look after Harriet for me.’


      Jamie’s frown loosened but hadn’t completely disappeared. ‘Does that mean you’re going to be my brother-in-law?’


      I hope so. Alistair gestured to the parking attendant before turning back to Jamie. ‘If you need anything, just call, okay? I’ve got your back and Harriet’s.’


      Jamie’s cautious smile made something in Alistair’s chest lift. ‘And Clem’s?’


      ‘I’ve got her back too.’


      Now I just have to get her back.


      * * *


      Clem had been too emotionally exhausted to unpack the night before. But when she went in search of her mug the next morning she found it in pieces inside the T-shirt she’d wrapped it in. It seemed fitting somehow. She cradled the shattered bits in her hands like she was cradling her own heart. But instead of feeling panicky she just felt sad. Achingly sad, that Alistair wasn’t here to help her fix it, for fix it he would have. He would have found some way of putting her mug back together. It was the sort of person he was. He would make sure she had the security she craved.


      What have I done? Had she made the biggest mistake of her life by running away? Of course it was embarrassing, having a mother like hers. But Alistair had an equally embarrassing father. It was something that bonded them. A connection no one else could understand quite the way they did. It was something they could cry or laugh about depending on the situation.


      Clem got off the floor and put her mug on the kitchen table still wrapped in its nest of her T-shirt. Should she call him? What if he didn’t answer? What if he did answer and told her to get out of his life? That she had ruined her one chance at happiness with him by rejecting him? She looked at her phone. She could send him a text. No. That didn’t seem quite right.


      She heard a car pull up outside. She glanced out of the window and her heart flapped like a sail in a stiff wind when she saw Alistair’s tall, leanly muscled frame unfold from the car. He lifted a hand in a wave to Mavis who was leaning out her window. Clem didn’t hear what he said to her neighbour but Mavis’s round face was beaming.


      Clem didn’t wait for him to knock. ‘I’m sorry but I—’


      Alistair shut the door and reached for her, pulling her into his arms. ‘I don’t want to hear your denials. I know you love me. I feel it every time you look at me.’ He brought his mouth down to hers, kissing her soundly, lingeringly. He lifted his head and looked down at her flushed features. ‘Now tell me you don’t love me.’


      Clem was pressed so tightly against him she could feel the desire raging in him, the same desire raging inside her. But not just desire.


      Love.


      Strong, resilient love. Love capable of withstanding setbacks and heartbreaks, tragedy and the passage of time.


      And, yes, even panic attacks.


      Clem gazed into his eyes and wondered how it could be possible that someone like him would love someone like her. But it was true, because she could see it in every look he sent her way, every touch of his hands, every caress, every stroke. ‘You can’t possibly love me as much as I love you.’


      His smile made her chest fill with warmth. ‘Give me the next fifty years or so to prove it. Marry me, my darling girl? Let’s be a family for Jamie and Harriet. Let’s be the family you missed out on and the one I wish I still had.’


      Clem blinked away the sting of tears. ‘I want to marry you more than anything. But I can’t help thinking you’re the one who’s getting the raw end of the deal. My mother...’


      He put a finger over her lips. ‘Is someone we’ll have to deal with—as we’ll have to deal with my father. I won’t let anyone hurt you. Trust me, ma petite.’


      Clem realised with a rush of relief that she did trust him. She trusted him with her life. With her pain. With her past. He was the only one she could trust to be there for her. To accept her. She didn’t have to be someone she wasn’t.


      She just had to be herself.


      She looked up at him through fogged-up glasses that were half-on, half-off her nose. He gently pushed them back in place and smiled a tender smile. ‘Are we good?’


      Clem smiled a wobbly smile. ‘We’re good.’


      He brushed the hair back off her face, his expression so full of love it brought fresh tears to her eyes. ‘I know you don’t like surprises but I have one for you.’


      ‘What is it?’


      His eyes twinkled. ‘I bought the villa.’


      Clem blinked at him again. ‘What villa?’


      He playfully pinched her chin. ‘Your villa, little goose. The one you’ve loved since you were a child. It can be our holiday home; somewhere we can take our children so they can have the sort of childhood you missed out on.’


      ‘You bought it? For me?’


      He gathered her closer. ‘I figured we need a bolthole away from our crazy parents. We won’t tell them where it is. It will be our secret hideaway.’


      Clem didn’t think it was possible to love someone more than she loved him. And what was even more amazing was he felt the same about her. ‘You truly are the most wonderful person. I’m the luckiest girl in the world.’


      ‘There’s something else.’ He gave her a wry smile. ‘I really like Jamie. He’s a cool kid who’s showing signs of maturity. I think by the time we have teenagers of our own I’ll be as good as you are at handling them.’


      Clem stroked his jaw, her heart feeling so full of love it was threatening to burst out of her chest. ‘Do you have any idea how much I love you?’


      He brought his mouth down to within reach of hers. ‘Why don’t you show me?’


      ‘How long have you got?’


      He smiled against her mouth. ‘A lifetime—starting now.’


      * * * * *


      Read on for an excerpt from IN THE SHEIKH’S SERVICE by Susan Stephens.

    

  


  
    
      CHAPTER ONE


      A POLE-DANCING CLUB across from the Michelin-starred restaurant where he was dining with his ambassador was an unhappy coincidence. He should have known what to expect when his people booked the ambassador’s favourite table for dinner. This was Soho, London, England, where strip clubs coexisted happily with top-end eateries, but the ambassador was an old friend, and Shazim had fallen in with the old man’s wish to try something new. The downside was that the ambassador’s son had come along too.


      Sitting still seemed beyond the edgy thirty-something. Girls dancing in the club across the road had grabbed his attention. It wasn’t just the guy’s blatant lack of good manners Shazim found appalling, but something more nagging at his senses. Whatever happened, he would not allow the ambassador’s son to harass the girls.


      ‘Have you finished eating?’ The ambassador’s son stared imploringly at him. ‘Can we look in across the road?’


      He was like a puppy on a leash. Shazim had to grab a glass to steady it as he lurched away from the table in his hurry to leave the restaurant.


      Shazim caught up with him at the door. His security guys hovered. With a look, he ordered his men to stand down.


      ‘Aren’t you a bit old for this?’ He angled his chin towards the rose-tinted windows of the club, where shadowy forms were undulating back and forth.


      By this time the ambassador had joined them, and there was real danger of a scene. ‘Go with him, Shazim,’ the ambassador begged. ‘See that he doesn’t get into trouble, will you? Please? For me?’


      Tasking one of his team to escort the elder statesman home, he thrust a bundle of notes into the maître d’s hand and followed the ambassador’s son out of the restaurant.


      * * *


      Oh, for goodness’ sake! This was ridiculous. Her friend Chrissie wasn’t exactly lacking in the bosom department, but Chrissie wasn’t exactly overabundant, either, Isla fretted as she attempted to squeeze her ample frontage into the microscopic bikini top.


      If someone had asked Isla to name the very last thing on earth she liked to do, it would be to make herself look provocative in front of a room full of men—and there was every reason for that, but Chrissie was a good friend and Chrissie had a family emergency tonight.


      The past couldn’t reach out and hurt her, Isla told herself firmly, not unless she allowed it to, and tonight it wouldn’t.


      Her mother’s death eighteen months ago had left her shaken to the core, and what had happened directly after the funeral could still send her reeling, but tonight was Chrissie’s night, so she would get on with the job—if she could force her breasts into submission. Turning this way and that, she measured the risk factor of her breasts going one way while she went the other. Here was living proof that no one could squeeze a quart into a pint pot. Nor could they make a plain, stocky woman into a sugarplum fairy overnight. She was a down-to-earth mature student in the veterinary sciences department. Far from being the glamorous type, she usually had grime of unspeakable origins beneath her fingernails. On the plus side, the costume was gorgeous. She loved a bit of twinkle, and the bikini was a deep, rich pink, exquisitely decorated with glittering crystal beads and sequins. It would look fantastic on Chrissie, as it would on any woman with a normal figure, but on Isla’s super-sized, top-heavy figure?


      It looked like a sparkling bandage wrapped around a bun.


      One of the many jobs Isla had taken in order to pay her fees at the university was to lead a class of enthusiastic children in gymnastics at the university gym, but she wore a sports bra for that, not an unfit-for-purpose sequinned bikini. This was the first time she could remember having a flexible body and the ability to use it being both an advantage and a disadvantage. She would never have agreed to do this if Chrissie’s need hadn’t been greater than Isla’s fear of ever making it seem that she was trying to lead a man on. Once upon an ugly time, that accusation had been cruelly levelled at her, and it had left a lingering doubt.


      She had to hope the apprehension she was feeling went away once she lost herself in practising her moves for the Christmas concert at the gym.


      Get over yourself and get out there—


      She swung around at a knock on the door.


      ‘Five minutes, please,’ a disembodied male voice informed her.


      Five minutes? She’d need five hours to make this disaster fly! She took a last look in the mirror and wished her breasts would shrink.


      ‘I’ll be there,’ she called out, slipping on her high-heeled shoes with agitated fingers. She’d kick the heels off once she got started, but Chrissie had said first impressions were all-important to the audience, and she had no intention of letting Chrissie down.


      * * *


      There were certain things that came with ruling a country Shazim could do without. Tolerating the offspring of loyal subjects was one of them. Entering a pole-dancing club in order to prevent the ambassador’s son hitting on one of the girls was another. Most clubs ran a strict ‘no-touch’ policy, but the ambassador’s spawn was the type to do as he pleased and then hide behind diplomatic immunity.


      As he negotiated the mass of men in the overheated club, he thought about his elder brother, and the strength it had taken him to wear the yoke of duty. There were a lot of things about being a king that held no appeal.


      Shazim had not been trained to be a king, but the tragedy in the desert, for which he held himself responsible, had thrust him into the role, opening his eyes to a burden his brother had carried so lightly. Following his brother’s death, Shazim, the reckless brother, had become poacher turned gamekeeper, and there was no way he would allow shame to fall on his people’s heads because of the ambassador’s son.


      ‘Can I get you something, sir?’


      He eyed the girl. Beautiful. Slender. But with a wary gaze beneath her glossy shell. ‘No. Nothing. Thank you.’ Removing the ambassador’s son from the club with the minimum of fuss was his only goal.


      ‘A seat, sir?’


      He glanced at the second girl. Her eyes were as dead as those of the girl currently working the pole. ‘No, thank you.’ He continued to hone in on his target.


      His work in London was crucial, and he would not allow some brash, overindulged diplomat’s son to get in the way of it by attracting adverse publicity. Creating a nature reserve where endangered species could breed safely in their natural habitat required specialist knowledge, and he had found all he could need at the nearby university where he was investing millions in research and new buildings in order to bring his late brother’s dream to reality.


      Waving his security team away, he took the ambassador’s son by the arm. The man resisted him with a violent shake and a lot of cursing, but then, realising who he was swearing at, he went limp and began to stutter some excuse that Shazim had no interest in hearing. Ushering him away with a not so subtle warning, he sent him back to daddy with a flea in his ear.


      He had intended to follow the ambassador’s son out of the club when something made him stop and look around at the stage where another girl was about to start dancing. She was different from the rest, if only because she was smiling. He felt irritated on her behalf when the man next to him commented, ‘She’s sensational. What a rack—’


      There was no denying that the girl was attractive. She was full figured and proud of it. Her skin was honey pale and as smooth as silk, but it was her happy face that held him. She seemed lost in thought, but her uplifting aura was enough to hold every man in the club transfixed as she worked her body enthusiastically on the pole.


      Leaning back against a pillar, he stayed to watch. She was skilful and sexy, with both flair and talent, but there was nothing vulgar about her. The men around him had stopped leering, and were staring at her more in wonder than in lust. In another setting, she could have put on the same performance for the Mothers’ Union, and would have held them in the palm of her hand.


      With the spotlight firmly fixed on her, Isla was determined to put on the best show possible for Chrissie. There had been one brief disturbance. She had been in the middle of a complicated move—one of several she was trying out for the gym’s Christmas display—when someone was thrown out of the club. Chrissie had warned her this could happen, but had also reassured her that security was tight for the girls, so Isla had nothing to worry about.


      At the gym Isla was always lost in her routine, but tonight her attention kept wandering, mainly because of the man who had come to lean against a pillar to stare at her. All the men were staring at her, but he was watching with particular intent.


      She wasn’t sure how she felt about him. He was exotic-looking and powerfully built, but unthreatening, possibly because he possessed an unusual air of dignity and presence. Tall and dark, he was beautifully dressed. His crisp white shirt provided a striking contrast to his exquisitely tailored dark suit, and links that might have been black diamonds glittered at his cuffs. As he obviously wasn’t going anywhere she continued on with her routine.


      She was safely back in her tiny dressing room when the knock came on the door. ‘Yes? Come in...’


      She was halfway changed, with her jeans and boots on, and grabbed a robe to throw over her bra. She was expecting a visitor. One of the girls had promised to drop off Chrissie’s schedule for the next week.


      ‘Oh!’


      Shooting out of her seat when she saw the man, she backed instinctively against the wall with fear lapping over her. It was an old fear, but no less severe for being a haunting memory from the past. One, thankfully failed, sexual assault had left Isla with an instinctive fear of men. That it had happened after her mother’s funeral when her emotions were strung out had made the fall-out all the keener. Dragging in a shaking breath, she reminded herself that security was only a shout away.


      ‘Forgive me if I startled you,’ the man who had been leaning against the pillar murmured in a deep, intriguingly accented voice. ‘They said I’d find you here.’


      She calmed herself, telling herself rationally that every man wasn’t out to hurt her. She also had to think about Chrissie, who depended on this job. She wasn’t going to make a fuss unless she had to.


      And, if she had to, she could shout louder than most.


      ‘Can I help you?’ she demanded in a tone that sounded scratchy and tense. The man seemed to take up most of the available space in the small room, so there was nowhere else for him to be but close. He was a stunning-looking individual, not that that made it any easier to be alone with him.


      ‘I wanted to apologise for the disturbance to your act.’ His dark stare remained steady on her face. ‘A man was ejected from the club while you were dancing. You’re very good at your work, and I wanted to say how sorry I am for the interruption.’


      ‘Thank you.’ Smiling thinly, she reached for the door handle to show him out.


      ‘May I give you a lift home?’


      Her eyes widened in shock. ‘Oh, no, thank you. I catch the bus. But, thank you for the offer.’


      ‘You catch the bus alone at night?’ he demanded, frowning.


      His reaction brought a faint smile to her lips. ‘Public transport in London is quite safe. The bus drops me at my door.’


      ‘I see.’


      He was still frowning, giving her the sense that this was a man who was used to being obeyed.


      He might be a devastatingly good-looking individual with an air of command and a custom-made suit, but she was an independent woman who could look after herself.


      ‘So. No lift?’ he queried, raising a brow as if he thought he could change her mind.


      ‘No lift,’ she confirmed. She had a keen sense of self-preservation. She always had her bus fare home, and she would be using it tonight.


      ‘Perhaps I’ll see you again,’ he suggested.


      ‘Perhaps,’ she agreed lightly. Taking a firmer hold of the door handle, she swung the door wide and stood aside.


      ‘Goodnight, Isla.’


      Alarm bells rang. ‘You know my name?’


      His firm mouth slanted. ‘The manager told me when I asked to speak to you.’


      Isla’s brain cogs whirred. The manager would not allow a customer near a girl without a very good reason. So what was this man’s excuse? Making an apology for a disturbance at the club? She didn’t think so.


      ‘Who are you?’ she demanded, feeling unsettled, as well as slightly annoyed by this blatant breach of club protocol.


      Her question seemed to amuse him. ‘My friends call me Shaz.’


      ‘Goodnight, Shaz,’ she said pointedly.


      She remained outside the door, pressed against the wall, wanting to keep some distance between them. The fact that he had made enquiries about her had only added to her unease—that and his sheer, brutal machismo.


      ‘Goodnight, Isla.’


      His eyes had turned warm and humorous, prompting her to soften enough to say, ‘I’m glad you enjoyed the show.’


      Her body tingled when he gave her one last appraising look. She was relieved he was leaving, and yet almost regretful knowing they would never meet again. When he rested his hands lightly on her upper arm, she gasped out loud, but he wasn’t done with her yet. Leaning forward, he brushed his lips against her cheek—first her right cheek and then the left.


      Kissing on both cheeks was the usual greeting and leave-taking gesture in many countries across the world, she reminded herself as her heart went crazy, both with alarm, and something else.


      Pulling herself together fast, she moved out of his way and stood stiffly to attention as he left. Her senses were in turmoil. Wherever life took her from here on in, the man in the club wouldn’t be easy to forget.
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