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            FIRST SIGHT

            Trevor

         

         The Big Apple. The city that never sleeps. If you can make it there, you can make it anywhere.

         Blah, blah, blah, blah.

         “How long are we here again?” I glance out the cab window and up at the flock of billboards flying overhead in the Times Square airspace, a confetti skyline swirled with Technicolor and kinetic lights.

         “Three months, give or take,” my assistant, Henrietta, says, not looking up from her phone.

         I already miss my house in Atlanta. Despite the many miles I log flying all over the world, I’m a Southern boy at heart. A city like Atlanta makes an excellent home base for me. A world-class city with the charm and sensibility of a much smaller town. When I’m in New York, I feel on edge, like the Big Apple is taking a bite out of me. It’s not an easy place to negotiate. It’s a city bursting with possibility and creativity, but it requires a certain amount of armor. Feeling that way for three months…

         “We’re lucky to have your sister’s place while we’re here.” Harold, my business partner and best friend of fifteen years, looks at our schedule on his iPad. “We have so many meetings at the UN this month. All the companies interested in buying us out are here in New York. We have several galas in the city over the next few weeks. Makes sense not to keep going back and forth, and just make this our base for a little bit.”

         “Yeah, at least we’ll be staying in Brooklyn.” I lean an elbow on the base of the cab window, considering the changing digital billboards while we’re stopped at a traffic light. “Downtown gives me a seizu—”

         The word freezes on my tongue when one advertisement in particular catches my attention. Or, I should say, the model does. Her name is nowhere on the ad, but it doesn’t need to be. Sofie Baston’s been one of the most recognizable faces in the world for more than a decade.

         She’s naked. Even though she’s stretched out flat on her stomach with her chin propped on her hands, breasts pressed to the floor, she’s obviously naked. Her hair, famously silver and gold, is ruthlessly scraped back, exposing the flawless bone structure of her face. It’s rare to see someone like her wearing no makeup at all, but her face is completely bare. Matter of fact, the product she’s promoting is called BARE.

         BARE: Skin care so good you’ll have nothing to hide.

         She’s naked, no cosmetics at all, and yet her eyes make a lie of that tagline. She’s utterly exposed, and though her green eyes are the clearest I’ve ever seen, they yield nothing.

         “You were saying?” Harold wears a knowing grin, glancing from my face to the billboard before it swipes to the next product being advertised. “I hope you’ll be less obvious when we meet her in person tonight, Bishop.”

         “Tonight?” I frown. “What are you talking about?”

         “That’s Ernest Baston’s daughter,” Henrietta pipes in, eyes still fastened to her phone. Sometimes I think she has eyes in the back of her head under that ponytail. “She’ll be at the Bennett charity dinner tonight. They’re at your table, if I’m not mistaken.”

         I look back at the billboard even though a different image has taken its place. I still see her as vividly as when she stared back at me with those guarded green eyes.

         Even when we’re several blocks away and have started discussing our upcoming trip to Cambodia, I’m still wondering how a girl naked on the side of a building managed to hide in broad daylight and show nothing at all.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            Sofie

         

         Sofie, over here!”

         “One more shot, Sof.”

         “Could we get one of you by yourself?”

         My date moves a few feet ahead, leaving me to stand alone, a lightning rod in the storm of flashing bulbs and the chaos of shouts and snapping shutters. A carnival of exhibitionism, and me the main attraction. Red carpets and runways. There’s no place like home.

         I stop and strike a pose. Body in profile. Face front. Breasts up. Hips forward. Knee bent. Head high. Like a horse, I could fall asleep standing this way. A very well-bred, expensive horse, and I dare anyone to bet against me.

         “Who are you wearing tonight, Sof?”

         God, who did I settle on? Several of my favorite designers sent dresses over, and for the life of me…I glance down at the clover green shantung sheathing the long line of my body as if the designer’s name might be emblazoned there. Cardinal rule of red carpet—never forget who you’re wearing.

         “Elie Saab.” I lift the hem of the dress mere inches to reveal the glittering glory of my shoes. “Giuseppe’s.”

         I nod my head once and offer a smile before moving down the carpet to join my date.

         Michael “Rip” Ripley. Last year’s MVP, former Heisman winner and my future ex-boyfriend. This may be the last night we’ll share the spotlight. He won’t see it coming, but it needs to come.

         Actually, so do I. Maybe it won’t hurt to wait just one more night before I cut him loose. He is brilliant below the belt. He has this thing he does with his fingers and his tongue while managing to look right into your eyes. Part creepy, part perfection. He is a quarterback, so I guess excellent hand-eye coordination should be expected.

         “You think there will be more press inside?” That eager light in Rip’s eyes reminds me why it has to be quits. Probably tonight. Sadly, not even one more visit below stairs.

         He wants all of this more than he wants me. I get it. I grew up in a world of calculation, and the most calculating player of them all stares back at me from the mirror every morning. I look her right in the eyes with no regrets, but this—all of this—doesn’t feed me. I suspect Rip has quickly become addicted to the spotlight, to the attention. He needs it, and I’m allergic to needy. I feel a breakout coming on like a dreaded pimple knotting below the surface of our brief and very public relationship.

         We’ve been going out for less than a month, and he’s already shipping us. Looking for ways to combine our names. To Brangelina us. Like he’s the Tom Brady to my Giselle, but if he ends up modeling UGGs, I won’t be held responsible.

         “There may be some press inside,” I finally respond to his question. “But the worst of it’s over.”

         “Worst?” Rip frowns, a quick bend of his dark blond brows. “This is what you do, Sof. I thought you loved it.”

         “Yeah, well, I’ve been doing it half my life. It gets old.”

         “Not for me. Not yet.” He flashes his Colgate smile—literally, he just signed the contract today—and takes my hand. “I’m just getting started.”

         And I’m ready to stop. Oh, there will still be red carpets at fund-raisers like these, and endorsements and the occasional show, but I’ve been modeling since I was eighteen years old. In fifteen years I’ve scored every major cover. Worn all the elite designers. Been through every Fashion Week on repeat year after year. The catwalk is littered with kittens, girls still in high school. It’s a girl’s game, one that requires constant vigilance. Too much vigilance for something I find means less to me than it ever has before.

         My mind wanders to the meeting scheduled with my team tomorrow to strategize the next phase of my career. My first natural smile of the night moves my mouth from the plastic facsimile I offered the cameras to the closest thing to real I’ll show in public. My plans for this next stage of my life are completely my own, and they excite me. Maybe I’m jaded, but it takes more and more to excite me these days. That’s probably why I’ve kept Mr. Hand-Eye around for the last month.

         Once inside Cipriani, I glance around one of New York’s most elegant ballrooms, its Greek revival columns studded with muted lights. Floral arrangements of gold, cream, and rose serve as elaborate centerpieces for each table. The seventy-foot Wedgewood ceiling hovers over the scene like an elegantly painted sky.

         “I know I should know.” Rip bends his head, the warm breath of his words at my ear. “But what is this event for again? They kind of all run together after a while.”

         “Uncle Martin is honoring some entrepreneurs for their philanthropic efforts. An excuse for rich people to dress up and eat and have their pictures taken.”

         “Martin Bennett isn’t actually your uncle, though, right?”

         “No, but he’s my father’s closest friend. Daddy was a huge part of building Bennett Enterprises, and he’s Uncle Martin’s right hand.” Yet another natural smile touches my lips. A tiny shrug lifts my bare shoulders. “His son, Walsh, and I grew up very close. Our families took vacations together. We went to the same schools here in New York. We were…well, it was nice.”

         “You and Walsh ever…” Rip lifts and lowers his eyebrows suggestively.

         So there are still some people who don’t know every detail of my life that’s been blared in tabloids and proclaimed on TMZ as gospel truth. I can’t decide if I’m pleased or insulted by Rip’s ignorance of my past with Walsh.

         “Yeah, we dated a few years back.” A bitter pill lodges in my throat, but I force myself to swallow it and say the next words. “That was, of course, before he married his wife, Kerris.”

         Rip glances at the card the hostess handed us when we entered, and scans the room until his eyes rest on a table near the stage. He points the card in that direction.

         “Isn’t that them at our table?”

         What did I do to deserve this? Who am I kidding? I’ve done a lot more to deserve much worse, but it seems like a particularly cruel punishment to seat me with Walsh and Kerris Bennett. I spent half my life certain that Walsh and I would marry, that we’d be the envy of all our friends and pretty much the civilized world. Instead, envy pinches my heart. They had twins not even two years ago, and Kerris’s petite frame shows a small baby bump. She’s pregnant again. Already? What are they, rabbits? It’s obscene to be that fertile.

         And obscene to be that happy.

         As I watch, Walsh presses his hand to Kerris’s back, seating her and dropping a kiss on her dark hair. Their eyes lock for an extra second, something passing between them that makes me feel like a Peeping Tom. Something that walls out everyone around them for those few moments.

         It doesn’t hurt anymore, seeing them together, but a whole night of it could drive me to drunkenness and disorderly conduct, two offenses I’ve avoided for more than a year. There should be a token for that, like a sobriety coin or something. Though my sins have been anything but anonymous. I’m a pap’s field day. I know it, but can’t make myself care what they report. Most of it’s true, and all the fucks I had to give ran out years ago.

         I can’t figure why I’d be at their table. My mother chairs this event. She wouldn’t torture me this way. Mother wouldn’t, but Daddy…

         Speak and he shall appear. My father materializes in front of me, dapper, distinguished, and as handsome as the day my poor mother married him. The fairness of his hair swallows up the gray, and he looks not much older than in the wedding pictures I’ve seen from thirty-three years ago. The lines fanning out from the green eyes so like mine only deepen and add maturity to his appeal. Those eyes stare back at me with something very close to…tolerance. That’s about all Daddy has left for me these days. You can’t live the way I have, as publicly as I have (refer back to the fucks I ran out of years ago), and expect to remain Daddy’s little girl.

         Yet I’d do anything for him. He knows it and exploits that weakness at every turn, and I see a turn coming. He glances speculatively between Rip and me.

         “Hi, Daddy.” I loop my elbow through Rip’s. “Rip, this is Ernest Baston, my father. Daddy, you know Rip, right? He plays for the Jets.”

         “Yes, of course. That was some pass on Sunday.” My father reaches for Rip’s hand and gives it a friendly shake before dismissing him with the look he reserves for people who can do nothing for him. “I could use your help tonight, Sofie. There’s a big fish here we need to reel in.”

         This isn’t the first time he’s required my help persuading someone his company would be much better off under the Bennett Enterprises umbrella. I glance down at my cleavage, which is on display, making sure the girls are ready to earn their keep. When your father recruits your sixteen-year-old charms to persuade grown men, you get used to feeling like a commodity. No different from using my legs to sell shoes or my blond hair to sell shampoo. Only the payoff is Daddy’s approval. Much harder to come by than any check I’ve ever cashed.

         “Your mother has seated Walsh at your table to help,” Daddy continues, his voice low as he grasps my elbow and walks me slowly toward the table, leaving Rip to trail behind just out of earshot. “So Walsh will be in one ear and you’ll be in the other.”

         Great. Not only do I have to watch my former lover and oldest friend’s wedded bliss with another woman, but I get to bathe in some old man’s drool all night while I convince him he really should be happy when our mammoth conglomerate gobbles up his life’s work. And if I start losing him, I’ll just point to my chest and say, “And did I mention my breasts?”

         “So who is this big fish I’m wiggling on the hook for?” I slow my steps, forcing my father to do the same.

         Daddy’s lips tighten with distaste at my candor. He has no problem doing distasteful things, but he doesn’t like me talking about them. Or maybe he just doesn’t like to talk about the distasteful things I do, even when I do them for him.

         “Trevor Bishop.” Daddy narrows his eyes like he’s sighting a target. “Thirty-five years old. He and his business partner are based in Atlanta, but are here in New York for a few months exploring options to expand, taking meetings, doing events like this one.”

         Well, at least I can knock old off the list. He’s not much older than I am.

         “So what’s his deal?”

         “His ‘deal’ is that he and his college buddy started a business to start businesses, and it’s exploded. They focus on developing and third world nations. They’ve started businesses in Haiti, Kenya, and Cambodia. They’re really concerned about training the people in these areas and empowering them economically. It’s actually quite brilliant, and good of them.”

         “If it’s so good of them, why can’t we just leave them to it?”

         “Because, honey”—Daddy dips the word in condescension—“they’re making money hand over fist, and that bottom line would be even better under Bennett leadership.”

         “Better because it would be a Bennett holding and you’d get to benefit from it?”

         “Me?” Daddy elevates just one brow. “Don’t you mean we? This is your future, too, young lady. When you’re done with this modeling nonsense, there’s a place for you at the table.”

         He says this to manipulate me. He uses my love against me, and I allow it. Daddy probably thinks the only place at the table for me is under it, blowing some client who needs persuading. Not that he’s ever actually asked me to sleep with anyone to acquire a company. Even he wouldn’t prostitute his own daughter.

         I guess. Who knows how badly he wants this fish.

         I look at the table where Walsh and Kerris just sat down. Walsh stands back up to greet two men approaching the table. One is the kind of man you’d see and struggle to recall exactly what he looked like five minutes later. He is beige and insipid like oatmeal. His mouse-brown hair is receding. His glasses barely hang on the tip of his nose. He seems fit enough, maybe five ten. That’s all I have the attention span for before I have to look away.

         The other man—well, the other man you’d never forget. If his friend is beige, this man is a vivid swath of color. His tuxedo—Tom Ford, if my eye is right, and my eye is unfailing—lays against him like a lover. He wears it with a white, open-collared silk shirt instead of a bow tie, and I approve. He is what some would call strapping. Not many men can look down on me, but he could. I’m five eleven barefoot. He must be a good six five, with a broad chest and a tapered waist. The flawlessly tailored pants pull just a little at the muscled line of his thigh. There is a craggy symmetry to his features. A rough balance of high, sharp cheekbones, slashing dark brows, and wide sensual mouth. The almost hawkish nose and square chin make something arresting of a face that could have stopped at handsome. The contrast of his tanned skin and burned cinnamon hair draw my eyes and won’t let go.

         Ah, a ginger. I’ve never had a redhead before. I’m a ginger virgin. He could pop that cherry anytime he likes.

         “Did you hear me, Sofie?” Impatience tightens Daddy’s lips.

         “Sorry, Daddy. No. You were saying something about this Trevor Bishop.”

         “That’s him at the table with Walsh. He’s the taller one, and his partner is the shorter one with glasses.”

         “You want me to charm him?”

         The prospect of flirting with this beautiful beast of a man makes me tingle. It will be like taming a lion with no whip or chair. A bare-handed taunting and tempting with only my considerable female wiles to subdue all that hulking maleness. Deliciously dangerous, and I’m completely up for the challenge.

         “Not charm, just…be nice to him. Talk up Bennett when you have an opening.” Daddy’s mouth goes stern and his eyes turn hard. “I’m trusting you with this, Sofie. Do not embarrass me with this man. He’s not like these other men you…entertain.”

         He casts a glance over his shoulder at Rip, who is looking around the ballroom like he’s at Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory. I just don’t get famous people who don’t realize they’re famous. This is now your natural habitat.

         “Don’t worry, Daddy. I promise not to embarrass you with my wanton ways.”

         I keep my tone light, but I know my past exploits prompted his warning.

         “I’m not worried. You could lure flies away from shit when you set your mind to it.”

         “What a pleasant image, Daddy. I’ll hold it close.”

         “Do.” He brings us to a complete stop, offering my elbow back to Rip with an absent smile. “It was good meeting you, Rip. Keep up the good work this season.”

         “Sure thing, Mr. Baston.” Rip offers the white-toothed smile he’s taking all the way to the bank. “Nice to meet you, too.”

         Daddy nods before returning his eyes to me.

         “Remember what I said, Sofie. I need to go check on a surprise guest.”

         “Surprise?” My interest piques. Daddy does great surprises. “No hints?”

         “You’ll find out with everyone else, sweetheart.”

         Of course. Why would I be special?

         “You ready?” I ask Rip as my father walks off to tend to his surprise guest.

         “Definitely.”

         Rip kisses my hair, and I can’t help but remember the kiss Walsh gave Kerris a few minutes ago. I’m not sure anyone will ever kiss me that way. Not the kiss itself, the practice of lips touching hair, but what lay behind it. I can’t put my finger on it, but I’m sure no one has ever touched me that way. No one has ever felt for me what Walsh feels for that woman. I can see it in the simplest contact they share. Whatever they have, I don’t think I ever believed in it, and I certainly don’t expect it for myself.

         We reach the table, and I see my place card to the left of Trevor Bishop’s, with Walsh on his right, like Daddy said it would be. At least he seated my date on my other side. Kerris is, of course, on Walsh’s other side. There has never been any love lost between that girl and me. She stole what was always supposed to be mine. Walsh and I made sense. She and Walsh defy the laws of social logic, her being a nobody and all, but somehow here they are, obviously besotted with each other and…working.

         “Sof, Aunt Billi told me you just got back from Dubai.” Walsh walks around the table and kisses my cheek.

         “Yep.” I lean in to the friendly greeting, knowing friendly is as far as we’ll ever go now. “It was a quick shoot.”

         Somehow we’ve remained friends despite the disastrous affair a few years back, a desperate attempt on my part when Kerris married Walsh’s best friend, Cam. I’ve been conductor for enough train wrecks to recognize one, and that was some fucked-up shit. Now Cam is married to Walsh’s cousin Jo, and Walsh is married to Kerris. A game of musical beds I wish I could have gotten in on.

         Come to think of it, with my turn at Walsh, I guess I kind of did.

         Walsh has stayed true through everyone telling him what a bitch I am, and let’s face it, they’re right. He even forgave my insulting treatment of his wife. I mean, we don’t talk every day or anything, but he could have used his influence with the Walsh Foundation to take something from me that means a lot. I have served as the foundation’s celebrity ambassador for years. If I haven’t done anything else right, I have that. Walsh knows how much it means to me, and didn’t take it away as retaliation for the bad blood between Kerris and me. For that, and for a hundred other kindnesses he has shown me since we were in preschool, I’ll strain to be civil to his sweet wife.

         “Sweet” is not a compliment, by the way. Kerris’s smile alone gives me a cavity.

         “Good to see you, Walsh. Hi, Kerris.” I slide my glance to Kerris. She returns my nod, wearing a guarded look on her face. Smart girl. I’ll try for my best behavior, but I’m a bitch on a leash that slips from time to time. Best be prepared for anything.

         “Sofie, let me introduce you to our guests.” Walsh gestures to Mr. Oatmeal. “This is Harold Smith, co-founder of Deutimus Corp.”

         Mr. Oatmeal, given name Harold, stands and shakes my hand. He sports the look most men have when they first meet me “in real life.” Slightly stunned. I’m so used to my face, to this body, that I almost forget the effect they have on people. Also, the fashion world is an alternate dimension, populated by a species of gorgeous, lissome perfectly maintained superwomen where I am the norm. I rather enjoy not being the most striking person in the room from time to time.

         “And this is his business partner, Trevor Bishop.”

         Walsh steps back, and I have my first close-up of the fish I’m here to catch. Only I’m the one hooked, immediately. I’m careful not to show it, but that stunned look I’m used to seeing on other people’s faces? All over my inside face.

         This force of flesh and bone and muscle wrapped in heat looms over me. Trevor Bishop’s presence burns holes in my composure. I could tell from across the room that he was attractive and built like a mountain lion, lean and strong and broad. But it’s only now, with proximity, that his absolute confidence meets mine head-on. He tilts his head to the left, his chocolate-colored eyes steadily considering me, and I swear he knows. Even though I’m sure my face doesn’t give it away, I swear he knows that as I stand in front of him, inhaling his clean scent and waiting for his first smile, windmills turn in my belly.

         “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Baston.” His lips, wide and full, give me a smile punctuated by dimples. And he has a Southern drawl.

         Fuck me now.

         That’s not a figure of speech. I quite literally want him to toss me over that hulking shoulder, find a dark corner somewhere, and screw me so deeply into a wall we leave a dent. Or in a bathroom stall. Hell, he could drag me over to the elaborate buffet table and take me from behind right there by the ice sculpture.

         One brow, a few shades darker than his hair, rises. Holy crap, I haven’t responded yet.

         “Um, nice to meet you, too, Mr. Bishop.” I take my time so my tongue doesn’t betray the muddled mess of haywire hormones I am right now.

         His eyes drift over my shoulder, forcing my mind and manners back to Rip.

         “Oh, yes. I’m sorry. How rude.” I turn to Rip, who immediately claims my elbow and draws me into his side. All of a sudden he’s territorial. I can’t blame him. If my girlfriend was within five feet of this man, I’d handcuff her to me for the night. “This is Michael Ripley.”

         “Great game Sunday.” Trevor shakes the hand Rip isn’t manacling me with. “I’m a Falcons fan myself, but I can appreciate a good toss no matter the team. That’s some arm you got there.”

         Rip’s hold on me relaxes a bit. Clever Trevor, disarming him that way. Well played. Will I be able to strip this fish of his defenses as easily?

         Once seated, Rip, Trevor, Harold, and Walsh fall into a discussion about football I don’t even try to follow. Apparently neither does Kerris. She’s texting someone with a small frown on her face, and mumbles something to Walsh about a sitter. I settle into my seat beside Trevor, taking a few moments to compose myself and strategize how I can get that hook in his mouth.

         “So you were in Dubai?”

         The question startles me a little, I was so lost in my musings. I turn slightly in Trevor’s direction, creasing my lips politely.

         “For a shoot, yes.” I toy with the clamp on my clutch, which rests on the table. “And my friend Ardis married a prince over there. I like to visit her every once in a while.”

         “A real live prince, huh?” He teases me with a quirk of those full lips.

         “Don’t be too impressed.” I lean a few inches closer to him and lower my voice. “He’s a prince in name only.”

         “If he’s a prince in name only, what does that make him in deed?”

         I can’t hold on to the humor when I recall the bruises shackling Ardis’s throat and wrists, or the black-and-blue mark on her cheek like a brand. I refocus my eyes and sober my mouth.

         “A frog.”

         “I thought you ladies kissed all the frogs to find the prince.”

         “It happens that way in fairy tales, not in Manhattan.” I sip my champagne. “Or in Dubai, apparently.”

         “So that accounts for your tan.” His dark eyes make a slow, thorough inspection of my features.

         “Hmm. What accounts for yours?” I toss a skein of silvery-blond hair back so he gets an eyeful of the bare line of my neck and shoulder. His eyes move down my neck, warming the skin like a touch, before he looks back into my eyes.

         “Haiti.” He laughs a little, lounges back in his chair, and links long fingers across a flat stomach I imagine is corded with muscle. “Well, and my father is Lumbee, so some of my tan’s natural.”

         “Lum what?”

         He laughs again, his teeth white against his skin. I really like that it’s because of something I said.

         “Lumbee Indian, a tribe found mostly in Lumberton, North Carolina.”

         “So your mother’s responsible for the red hair?”

         “She is.” He brushes a hand over his neat hair, disrupting it into a coppery spill on his forehead. “I was spared the freckles, though.”

         “I’m sure there’s one or two.”

         His eyes are suddenly hot chocolate, heating up a little as they hold mine.

         “You’re welcome to try to find them.”

         I’m supposed to be flirting with him, baiting him, but he’s casting the line. I don’t like it. I need the pole in my hand. I break that steamy contact, lowering my eyes to the cocktail ring I’m twisting around my finger.

         “What took you to Haiti?” I ask. “It’s miserably hot this time of year.”

         He pauses a moment before answering, the press of his lips against a smile acknowledging my conversational feint.

         “You’ve been?”

         “Sofie’s been to our orphanage in Haiti several times for the foundation,” Walsh interjects from Trevor’s other side.

         I wonder how in on this little plan of Daddy’s he actually is. Walsh is a great guy, but when it comes down to it, he’s as much Martin Bennett’s son as I am Ernest Baston’s daughter. Both of us descend from ruthless corporate raiders.

         “She’s our celebrity ambassador,” Walsh continues.

         “Really?” A new light enters Trevor’s dark eyes. It could be respect. I’m not sure.

         “Kristeene, Walsh’s mother, recruited me years ago to do it, and they haven’t gotten rid of me yet.”

         Though there were a few times I wondered if the Walsh Foundation board of directors might have ousted me had I not been Baby Girl Baston. And right on cue, Daddy takes a seat beside Harold. Maybe Oatmeal is his assignment.

         “Sorry, I was detained making plans for a surprise guest.” He takes a sip of the white wine at his elbow. “Now, Harold and Trevor, you’re both Princeton men, right?”

         “In a manner of speaking.” Trevor offers a self-deprecating laugh, sharing a grin across the table with Harold. “We dropped out our junior year to start Deutimus Corp.”

         “It all worked out, though.” Harold pushes the glasses back up his nose with an index finger. “They conferred an honorary degree on us last year.”

         “Well, that was nice.” Daddy points a fork in my direction. “You wouldn’t know it, but Sofie here was accepted to Princeton.”

         My lips purse against the groan that wants out so badly. Not this again.

         “And Sarah Lawrence,” Daddy continues. “And UCLA.”

         “Yes, but somewhere along the way I got confused and thought it was my life.” I dash saccharine on the smile I offer my father. “And that I could do what I wanted with it.”

         “You mean running all over the world having your picture taken?” Daddy lowers his fork to his plate and his eyebrows into the frown I’m used to seeing when we discuss my misspent youth.

         “It’s actually worked out quite well for me, Daddy.”

         I’m one of the highest-paid, most sought-after models in the world. That means something to me, if not to him. I won’t let him piss on it.

         “We saw your billboard today.” Harold passes the words and a kind smile to me across the table.

         “I hope it was the one where she’s wearing clothes.” Daddy slices into his tender steak and any pride I might feel for my accomplishments, as they were.

         An awkward silence pools around his words. I feel Trevor’s eyes on me, assessing if Daddy’s words have found their mark. Good luck cracking this safe, Bishop. I offer a laugh that tinkles like a champagne toast.

         “Daddy, that’s the BARE campaign.” I’m sure he’s not bringing up the Playboy spread I recently did for my birthday. Not in front of his fish. “It’s very tastefully shot.”

         Harold forks an asparagus spear. “Was that the one we saw, Trev?”

         “Not sure.” Trevor moves his broad shoulders in a careless shrug.

         “If it was Times Square, it’s BARE, a skin-care product I endorse.” I push a chunk of hair behind one ear. “In the other one I’m actually wearing clothes.”

         “Where’s the other billboard?” Trevor raises his glass of water to his lips while he waits for my answer.

         “In the Meatpacking District.” I’m taking the pole back and baiting the hook. “But you don’t have to try to find it. You have the real thing right here.”

         He doesn’t bite, but smiles and gives me one last look before turning to answer a question Walsh just posed.

         “Where’s your mom?” Rip asks from his seat beside me.

         “Probably scolding a server.” I pierce a scallop and pop it into my mouth. “After years of practice, she’s very good at that.”

         “Your mother is actually making some seating chart adjustments so our special guest can sit here with us,” Daddy says.

         That special guest again. As long as it’s not another sheikh. The last time I entertained one of Daddy’s sheikhs, he followed me to the bathroom and got handsy. He didn’t speak a word of English, but I translated knee to groin perfectly.

         “Here they come now.” Daddy wears a pleased expression on his usually hard-to-satisfy face.

         I see my mother first, and I can only hope, with all my creams, exfoliations, and serums, to look as beautiful as Willimena Baston—Billi to her friends—does in twenty years. Like my father and me, she’s blond. Where my hair is naturally almost Nordic bright, hers is a buttery gold. Her hair color and nature are much softer than mine and Daddy’s. And where our eyes are emerald green, with not a speck of hazel, hers are pewter gray.

         By all rights, living with my father—his callousness, infidelity, and neglect—should have lined Mother’s face with pain, but her skin radiates age-defying youth. By necessity, I have toughened my heart’s tender places, but I’ve always wanted to be like her in some ways. Always wanted us to be closer. Maybe I remind her too much of my father for her to really love me. I glance at Daddy, who barely registers her approach because he’s fixated on the “special guest” accompanying her.

         I shift my attention to the special guest.

         Everything in me goes still. My fingers freeze around my fork like rigor mortis has set in. My breath stalls in my throat. My heart refuses to beat for a matter of seconds, depriving me of blood to the brain. That must be why I’m lightheaded. Why my hands go cold and my feet go numb. It is circulatory, not long-buried fear. Not never-forgotten disgust. Not deeply embedded shame.

         I want to believe the man at my mother’s side is not who I think he is. Is not who my body thinks he is, but he goes still, too, and makes me certain. He stops walking toward us, his steps faltering for a heartbeat and his eyes widening when they tangle with mine. We share memories, memories that tortured my dreams into nightmares. Memories that, even now, as he regains his composure and continues his steady pace toward my table behind my mother, twist his lips into a smile.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            Trevor

         

         Who is this girl?

         Obviously, I know who she literally is, but what stirs beneath that polished, placid surface? When Harold told me Sofie Baston would be here tonight, I expected to be impressed with her physical beauty, but I didn’t expect to be…intrigued.

         Even though I saw her on a billboard earlier, that colossal image a hundred feet in the air is somehow dwarfed by this woman in the soft, silky flesh. My preconceived notions of her have been broadened and lengthened by what appears to be a quick wit and sharp intelligence.

         I’ve been fighting myself not to just stare at her ever since she and that punk-ass quarterback walked in. I mean, yeah, Rip’s got a great arm, but he hasn’t fully lived up to the promise he showed in college when he won the Heisman. Okay. He was MVP last year. I gotta give him that. Let’s face it. I’m just sour because he’s with her. I’ve never been one to go after another guy’s girl, and I won’t start with this one. But I’d trade places with him, even if just for a night.

         In the high-risk ventures that have made Harold and me richer than we ever imagined when we walked away from our Princeton scholarships, I sink or swim on my instincts, on my gut-level assessment. Based on what I see, Rip bores her. He has no idea how to handle a woman like Sofie. That silver-blond hair, those bottle-green eyes, that pale gold skin—all make you think she’s an icy goddess, but even our brief exchange showed me the truth. There’s fire beneath that perfectly cool façade. She isn’t feisty or sassy. Those words are too girlish somehow for what I sense in her. She is…bold. And I’ve decided that I like her.

         I’ve been rationing glances, allowing myself to look over at her only every so often. I don’t want her to think I’m one of those idiots who run behind her with their noses wide open. I’m not that guy. Harold and I have been so focused on building Deutimus over the last decade that there’s barely been time for dating, relationships, or any life really outside of creating these entrepreneurial incubators all over the world. But even I haven’t been so far under a rock I don’t know a gorgeous woman when I see her.

         Okay. I’ve waited long enough. I’ve earned another look.

         I turn in her direction, ready for more flirting and to tease out that fire I sense hiding, but everything about her is now frozen. Her smile has hardened into an icy curve on her face, and I watch it splinter into a thousand icicles that leave her lips a straight, dead line. Her hand is a cold claw on the table in front of her. And her eyes, frozen over like a winter pond, fix on the man approaching with her mother.

         Walsh leans across me, touching Sofie’s hand and tugging until she shifts her glance to him.

         “I had no idea, Sof.” His eyes and whisper are urgent. “I didn’t know he would be here. I don’t know why he is, but I’ll find out. I’ll handle this. I promise. Are you okay?”

         This is the softest I’ve seen her so far. Not in a magazine, not on that billboard, not tonight has she been less than certain. Less than the runway moniker I’ve heard they call her—the Goddess. But for a second, in a flash, she looks completely, humanly lost. Those icy eyes melt when they meet Walsh’s, and she bites her lip hard enough that when she releases it, blood rushes to the surface, color flooding the lips that had gone white around the red lipstick.

         “I’m fine, Walsh.” Piece by piece, she reassembles herself, layering confidence and dispassion around her like veils. “I promise I’m fine.”

         She slides her eyes to me like she’s just remembered that I’m there, between them. I was never supposed to see that weak, lost moment. She is naked on the Times Square billboard, but I just saw her completely exposed, and she doesn’t like it. She pulls her brows into a V, her soft lips tightening.

         “I’m fine.” This time she aims the words and the hardening-by-the-second eyes at me.

         “Walsh and Sofie, here’s the surprise guest I mentioned,” Ernest Baston rises from the table to give a quick kiss to the gorgeous woman I know is Sofie’s mother. He slaps the surprise guest on the back. “You both remember Kyle Manchester, right? You were at Hanover together, right?”

         Harold and I met Manchester last week. I wasn’t impressed then and remain unimpressed now. He’s an opportunistic cretin who pretends to care about the issues of the moment that carry weight on a ballot. He’s social tofu, absorbing the flavor of any cause that will gain traction with voters. If he has any personal integrity, I didn’t detect it. Somehow he has convinced the American public he’s the best thing since the DVR, and he is so incredibly popular, he’ll probably be New York’s next senator. Coming from a powerful, wealthy family probably doesn’t hurt.

         Kyle splits a cautious glance between Walsh and Sofie, seeming to gauge their reception of him. Walsh’s jaw is locked tight and hard as diamonds. He glares at Kyle and looks at Sofie, concern softening his expression.

         What the hell is going on here? And am I the only one feeling this tension?

         “Yes, Daddy.” Sofie passes one hand over the silvery fall of hair caressing her shoulder. “Don’t you remember Kyle took me to the prom?”

         “That’s right.” Ernest Baston narrows his eyes at Kyle like he’s seeing him for the first time. “How could I have forgotten that? Well, he’s come a long way since high school, huh?”

         “Haven’t we all.” Sofie’s eyes linger over Ernest’s hand on Kyle’s shoulder before dropping to the table. She reaches for her glass of champagne, only to find it empty. Without missing a beat, she grabs mine.

         “Oh, that’s my—”

         She holds my eyes with hers, gulping back the bubbly, intoxicating liquid like it’s water before slamming the delicate flute so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter.

         Screw it. She obviously needs it more than I do.

         “You’re looking at the great state of New York’s next senator.” Ernest motions Kyle to the empty seat made available at the last minute for him.

         “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” Kyle settles into the seat, snaps open his linen napkin, and lets it float over his knees under the table. “There’s an election to get through.”

         “Oh, that’s a formality, my boy.” Ernest gestures that everyone should resume eating.

         “Your support means a lot.” Kyle glances at Sofie again, who doesn’t look up from the fingers tangled in her lap. “It’s a long road ahead. I just hope I can hang in there.”

         “You will, son.” Ernest studies his daughter, with that same look on his face as when he talked about the schools Sofie didn’t attend. “We respect quitters about as much as those who never even try.”

         Sofie’s shoulders stiffen and she raises her eyes to meet her father’s. She reaches for my glass again, but it’s empty now, too. Her eyes scan the room, almost like she is looking to escape. Her fingers open and close around her small purse, a compulsion of which she seems unaware. Her eyes collide with Kyle’s across the table, exchanging some message I wish I could decode, but it’s garbled and embedded in whatever secret they harbor between them.

         “I hope our future senator can count on all of your votes.” Ernest smiles around the sip he is taking and looks around the table.

         An awkward silence falls over the group. I glance at Sofie, who rolls her eyes and sits back in her seat, folding her arms under her breasts.

         “Kerris, the women’s vote will be crucial.” Ernest softens his shark grin for Walsh Bennett’s petite wife, who has seemed distracted much of the night.

         Walsh frowns, shooting a protective glance his wife’s way.

         “Oh, well.” Kerris lays her phone in her lap, but looks down once more at the screen and nods before speaking. “I…I’m not really very political.”

         “Understandable.” Manchester’s smile condescends.

         “But I do wonder where you stand on equal pay for women.”

         I hide my grin behind a napkin, wiping away something imaginary. This should be interesting.

         “Ah, well…I didn’t think you worked, Mrs. Bennett.” Manchester’s smile slips a little.

         “I’ve been in the work force since I was fourteen years old.”

         “Yes, but you no longer work, correct? Maybe we should talk about my stance on charter schools or—”

         “I do work.” Kerris raises both brows and rests her elbows on the table. “I’m a business owner, and I would never pay a woman less than a man or a man less than a woman doing the same job.”

         Never able to resist a scrimmage, I add my two cents.

         “It’s a great question, Manchester. I’m interested to hear your answer.”

         The look he aims at me is loaded with quickly veiled malevolence. We haven’t known each other long, but it didn’t take long for us to dislike each other.

         “What are you, Bishop?” he asks. “A feminist?”

         “Aren’t you?”

         “Excuse me?” Manchester’s brows elevate.

         “By definition, a feminist is someone who believes in social, political, and economic equality between the sexes.” I pause, giving him the condescending grin he gave Kerris a few moments ago. “Surely any reasonable person in this millennia, in this hemisphere, certainly at this table, would be a feminist.”

         Harold clears his throat, the “shut your damn mouth” signal we’ve worked out between us. He thinks Manchester could be an ally. I don’t believe in keeping my enemies that close.

         Sofie stands up without another word, drawing questioning eyes from everyone at the table.

         “Powder room.” Her voice comes out strong, but I’m close enough to see the mad pulse thumping at her throat. “I’ll be…I’ll be back.”

         When Harold and I were last in Kenya, we went on safari and saw a ravenous lion pursuing an antelope. There had been no hope of safety for the beast. The kill, inevitable and savage. The lion, a beautiful predator, greedily devoured the prey before our eyes, not even acknowledging his rapt voyeurs. As I watch the slim, vibrant line of Sofie’s body fleeing the room, I have no idea why, but I feel that same guilt. Like I’d stood by and watched something awful without raising my hand or voice to help.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            Sofie

         

         I study my reflection in the bathroom mirror, but I don’t see a polished, poised woman with sleek hair, a pop of matte red lipstick, and lash extensions. Instead another girl, younger, with smudged lips, hair spilled around her shoulders, and angry, red welts at her wrists stares back at me. I hear her jagged inhales, the way her breaths drag over her quivering lips. The stench of her fear churns the dinner in my stomach, and nausea floods my mouth. I swore I’d exiled her for good. She was handled. She was dealt with, but now she’s back.

         Weak bitch.

         I thought I had gotten rid of her once and for all, but it only took him slithering back into my life to open the door for that weakling child to come out whimpering. I grit my teeth and close my eyes. When I open them, I am determined she will be gone.

         I open my eyes and jump a little when I find Kerris’s amber-flecked gaze reflecting back to me in the mirror over my shoulder. The last time we were in a bathroom together, we weren’t exactly sharing lipstick and tampons. She’d told me that Walsh was hers and she had no plans of letting him go—ever. I hated her that night, but maybe I also respected her a little for the first time.

         “We have to stop meeting this way, Kerris.” I tug at the plunging neckline of my dress. “Walsh sent you?”

         Kerris leans against the wall by the door and bites her bottom lip before speaking.

         “He was worried about you.” She clears her throat and a path for the next words. “He’s outside in the hall.”

         I check my hair one last time.

         “He has nothing to worry about.”

         “You seemed…I don’t know, disturbed. Was it that Kyle guy?”

         “Kyle Manchester does not disturb me.” I turn to face her, propping my backside against the marble counter. “Why would he? You can let Walsh know I’m fine.”

         “Or you could come out and tell him yourself.” Kerris doesn’t look away from my steady, blank stare.

         I’m just now realizing that what I took for timidity in Walsh’s little wife might be quiet strength. Our lives couldn’t have been more different. She spent her early years in foster homes, bounced around and abused. I was cultivated like a pearl, protected from harm and born to rule. She doesn’t know we may have more in common than she would assume. More in common than I want to share.

         In the six years since I first met Kerris, a lot has changed for us both. I had so much to prove to the world, to myself, to my parents, most of the time I didn’t care who I trampled to prove it. With Kerris, looks like I tried, but didn’t trample her. There’s a confidence in her now that has little to do with the money that comes with Walsh, and a lot more to do with the way he loves her.

         “Tell Walsh I’ll be out in a minute,” I tell her.

         With a quick nod she turns to go, but I surprise myself by stopping her with, of all things, a compliment.

         “That’s a fabulous necklace, by the way.”

         With her hand on the door handle, Kerris goes stiff and looks at me over her shoulder like the Wicked Witch of the West just gave her a Christmas present. She must think my compliment might explode at her feet.

         What made me stop her? Maybe it’s a diversion, a distraction from what’s out there. Or maybe I just love fabulous jewelry. It could really be a little bit of both.

         “Um, you mean this necklace?” She runs her fingers over the rounded stones strung together like pearls around her neck, but colored a distressed teal.

         “Yes, it’s unique. Where’d you get it?”

         “It’s one of mine actually.” A small smile tugs at Kerris’s lips.

         “Obviously it’s one of yours, but where’d you buy it?”

         Maybe she is slow.

         “No, I mean it’s from my Riverstone Collection. I make the jewelry myself.”

         Oh, so I’m slow. I forgot about her jewelry line. I wasn’t in the city when it launched, but I’m sure I wasn’t invited. We don’t exactly socialize outside of Bennett functions.

         “Nice.” I wave my hand like a scepter toward the door. “You can go now and tell Walsh there’s no need to wait. I’m fine.”

         I should have let her go when I had the chance; now she’s lingering. Hesitating. Grappling with her misplaced compassion.

         “That’s the closest to a moment as we’re likely to have, Kerris.” I plasticize a smile. “You should probably go before the full moon comes and I turn bitch again.”

         She must believe me because she leaves without so much as a chuckle. I need the quiet, the space she left behind, to pull what remains of my shit together. Mentally, I reach for the affirmations my therapist taught me all those years ago. Those words that empowered me to, day by day, reconstruct myself, but I’m empty-handed. It’s been so long since I needed them. Now that I do, they elude me.

         “You haven’t needed them.” I turn back to the mirror to tell my reflection. “And you don’t now. They’re just words. I don’t care who’s out there.”

         Who’s in the mirror? The leather-tough, butter-smooth woman I’ve spent the last fifteen years creating? Or that sniveling girl who used to wake up screaming and shivering and sweating because of him?

         It’s me. The version of myself that did whatever it took to survive. I marshal all my forces and step into the hall. Walsh straightens from the wall and approaches me, concern all over his face. How did he end up such a good guy? With Martin Bennett as a father? I really want to know, because I haven’t figured out how to escape my DNA. It must have been Walsh’s mother who tempered that ruthlessness that lives in Martin. And in my father. And in me.

         “I had no idea Kyle would be here.” Walsh shoves his hands in his pockets. “I haven’t seen him since high school. I didn’t know we had any business with him.”

         “Daddy’s buying himself a senator.” I lean against the wall Walsh just abandoned, flexing my toes in the beautiful shoes that are just starting to hurt. “Think of all the legislation we can corrupt with a senator in our pocket.”

         Walsh huffs a heavy breath and runs one hand through his dark hair. He knows I’m right.

         “We should have handled this years ago, Sof, when you told me what happened.”

         I focus on the span of floor between our feet. I can’t look at Walsh right now without seeing that girl, without feeling her shame and despair. And with that monster only a dining room away, I cannot afford those emotions. They’ll cost me, and I need every advantage at my disposal.

         “We did handle it, Walsh.”

         He tips my chin up with a gentle finger, his green eyes dark and tortured.

         “I’ve never forgiven myself for not turning him in.”

         “By the time you found out, it was too late. It was my choice, not yours, and it was the right choice for me.”

         “But he never paid. He never answered for what he did to you. He—”

         “Don’t you dare say it.” My voice is an outraged hiss in the confines of the hall. “Don’t you ever give him that much power over me again, Walsh.”

         “But, Sof, he’s about to become a damn senator. We could still tell the truth about what happened and—”

         “I didn’t want to fifteen years ago, and I certainly don’t want to now. If it hadn’t been for a drunken night in Paris, you wouldn’t even know.” I rest my fists on my hips. “It happened to me, so it’s still up to me, right?”

         “It’s not right to—”

         “You don’t get to determine what’s wrong or right for me.” Anger and frustration, maybe fear, sharpen my tongue and dull my discretion. “You have your perfect life. Bennett Enterprises will be yours soon. You have your perfect wife. Your perfect kids with another perfect child on the way. Why do you give a damn what I do or don’t do?”

         Walsh’s eyes narrow and his jaw hardens the way I know means he’s about to sort my shit out, but a small motion behind us grabs our attention. Kerris stands there, eyes wide, gripping her phone.

         “Speaking of your perfect wife,” I snap, rolling my eyes. “Here she is now.”

         Kerris doesn’t know what to make of me. A few minutes ago I was complimenting her taste in jewelry and acting the closest I’ve ever come to being nice to her. Now the bitch is back. My head is spinning, too, honey.

         “Um, the sitter just called.” Kerris trains her eyes on Walsh, ignoring me. “The girls have a fever.”

         Walsh squeezes the bridge of his nose, something I’ve seen Uncle Martin do a thousand times. He palms his neck, head bent toward the floor, and looks up at me.

         “I have to go.” He lays a gentle hand on my shoulder, a gesture I don’t deserve after the vitriol I just spewed at him. “We still need to talk about this. If your father knew—”

         “Don’t bother.” I jerk back from his hand and press my shoulders into the wall. “I’m not changing my mind.”

         Kerris hovers just down the hall, wearing the anxiety for her little girls between her eyebrows and around her tightened lips.

         “Go to your family, Walsh. I’ll be fine.”

         He hesitates, but after a few seconds moves down the hall and grabs Kerris’s hand. He kisses her fingers, wrapped around his, like he can’t help it. Like when he’s that close to her, he can’t resist expressing how much he loves her. It is salt in a wound that shouldn’t still hurt. I don’t love Walsh anymore, if I ever really did. It’s so hard to sort out the imaginations of our youth from what’s real. When we’re young, we feel things so deeply, how could it not be real? How could it not be right? But as I look at them, hands twined, walking so close even light doesn’t intrude, I know what right looks like.

         “Hey, Walsh,” I call out against my better judgment.

         He stops and looks back at me. So does she.

         “I’m…I’m sorry.”

         Walsh grins, that rakish slash across his handsome face that has grabbed more than one heart. That once held mine.

         “You know I know that.” He keeps walking, but waves over his head at me. “You want me to make your excuses so you don’t have to go back?”

         “Yeah, send Rip here and we’ll leave through the back.”

         I don’t have the energy to wriggle on a hook for that prize-size fish Trevor Bishop. He’s the kind of man who requires all your wits, and mine are scattered all around me. As handsome as he is, as intrigued as I am—I can’t tonight. Daddy can catch his own damn fish.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            Trevor

         

         Harold and I have endured ceremonies in developing nations, on other continents, that lasted days. Interminable rites of passage. Festivals we thought would never end, but none as intolerable as my time at this table with Ernest Baston and Kyle Manchester. Maybe I’m hasty in saying this, but I don’t think so. They might quite possibly be two of the biggest assholes I’ve ever encountered, and considering the corrupt leaders in the nations where we do business, that’s saying something.

         I stopped following Kyle’s diatribe on redistricting about ten minutes ago. I’m considering fake choking, thinking the Heimlich maneuver would break this shit up nicely, when Walsh and Kerris return to the table. No Sofie in sight. I look over Walsh’s shoulder to make sure. A woman who stands nearly six feet tall barefoot would be hard to overlook, especially one who looks like Sofie, but I check anyway.

         “We need to go. The girls have a fever.” Walsh frowns while Kerris grabs her bag from the table. “Where’s Rip?”

         “He saw an old college teammate,” I answer, grateful my vocal chords didn’t atrophy during Kyle’s filibuster. “Said he’d be back in a few. Everything okay?”

         Walsh’s frown deepens, his eyes narrowing when they connect with Kyle Manchester’s. Gotta give it to him, Kyle gives him glare for glare. What’s up with these two? Seems to be more than the typical alpha male, my-dick-is-bigger vibe, but I can’t figure out what.

         “When he gets back, tell him Sofie’s ready to go.” He directs the response to Sofie’s mother. “She’s not feeling well, Aunt Billi. Rip can find her outside the restrooms.”

         “She’s not coming back?” Billi Baston crinkles her blond brows. “I’ll go check on her.”

         “I don’t think there’s any need for that.” Kerris offers a kind smile. “Seems she just needed some air and time to recover, and is really tired. Maybe just send Rip back and it should be fine.”

         Something’s not right. The unease on Walsh Bennett’s face is about more than just his twin girls’ fevers.

         “I’ll see you two tomorrow, right?” Walsh splits a look between Harold and me. “Bright and early at Bennett?”

         “Yes.” Harold’s smile is a little too eager for my liking. “Nine o’clock. We’re looking forward to it.”

         Harold’s ready to move on. Do something different. Something that doesn’t keep him in third world countries half the year, with limited access to ESPN. We’ve made a helluva lot of money since we left Princeton, and he’s ready to enjoy it. I get that, but we didn’t start Deutimus primarily to make money, and that won’t be the deciding factor in why or to whom we’ll sell it. So Bennett Enterprises and any other takers can flash vulgar amounts of cash in our faces, should they choose. I’m not moved by it.

         “Did I miss the memo about the meeting, Walsh?” Ernest scowls.

         “Our assistants spoke, I believe. Celeste should have it on your calendar.” Walsh takes Kerris’s elbow. “Karma confirmed with her. We need to get home. Good night.”

         Ernest’s frown only deepens as he watches Walsh and Kerris walk away. It can’t be easy for him to see Walsh, a man half his age, taking over the company he built right alongside Walsh’s father. While I feel for the older man, I don’t much like him, and probably wouldn’t consider Bennett Enterprises at all if Walsh wasn’t at the table. For one thing, the way the man treats his daughter rubs me the wrong way.

         Speaking of…

         “I’ll be right back.” I scoot my seat back and stand.

         “Where are you going?” Harold looks at me over his spectacles like a librarian.

         “I know we’ve been friends a long time, Smith,” I say with a grin. “But I’m still not ready to go to the bathroom in pairs like girls.”

         Harold’s face reddens and he rolls his eyes.

         “I’ll be ready to leave when you get back, I think.” He spoons up some of his crème brûlée. “Henri wants to meet at seven tomorrow morning.”

         Henrietta runs a tight ship. Even now she’s back at my sister’s place in Brooklyn, prepping for tomorrow’s meetings and our trip to Cambodia. I’ve been looking forward to getting off this continent, but meeting Sofie tonight makes me wish we didn’t have this three-week interruption in our New York trip.

         “I’ll be right back.”

         Why am I seeking out Sofie? What is this about? So she’s the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen in real life. Looks count for something with me like most men, but not for everything, and from what I’ve heard, she probably doesn’t have much else to offer. But there’s this gulf between what I’ve heard and the woman I met tonight. Maybe the gulf is filled with my preconceived notions.

         I see her slumped against the wall as soon as I round the corner, shoes kicked off and wiggling her bare toes. Even witnessing her posture less than perfectly straight, perfectly erect feels like a violation of her privacy. She looks up, squinting into the semi-dark passageway. I can see her much better than she can see me.

         “Rip?” She straightens from the wall, her expression becoming annoyed when she realizes it’s not the quarterback. “You’ve got to be kidding me. How many more people have to come through here? What is this? A parade?”

         “Oh, I’m sorry for stumbling into your private boudoir.” I lean one shoulder against the wall beside her, stepping close enough to smell the fresh scent she’s been tantalizing me with all night. “I thought these were public bathrooms.”

         She holds my gaze in the dim light for a few seconds, not even blinking. Then her lips twitch and spread over the smile people pay to see. From a billboard, that smile hits you like a gut punch. This close, the impact is practically atomic.

         “Boudoir?” A husky chuckle suffuses the space separating us. “Did you seriously just break out ‘boudoir’?”

         She props her butt against the wall and bends at the waist, slipping on one shoe and then the other. Even the high arch of this woman’s foot is sexy. Every detail I uncover makes me want to go deeper until I’ve discovered them all.

         “I like a woman who can laugh at herself.”

         My eyes follow the impossibly long line of her legs over the subtle curve of her hips and the surprising lushness of her breasts until I finally reach her waiting gaze, which asks if I’ve looked my fill.

         “I wasn’t laughing at myself.” She grins again and inclines her head toward me. “I was laughing at you.”

         “I’ll settle for that. Long as you’re laughing.”

         She’s not anymore, the humor falling away as quickly as it came. She looks back down the passageway, sleek brows knitting together.

         “Did Walsh tell Rip to come?”

         “Rip saw a college buddy and stepped away. I’m sure he’ll be down as soon as he gets back to the table and they tell him you’re ready to leave.”

         She moves over to a padded leather bench against the opposite wall, seating herself and crossing one leg over the other. She shifts her eyes from me to the men’s room and back again.

         “I thought you needed that public restroom.” She gives a regal nod of her head toward the bathroom. “It’s right there.”

         “I don’t actually have to use the bathroom.”

         I leave it there, waiting for her to ask the obvious question, but I get the feeling Sofie Baston never does the obvious. She leans her back into the wall and narrows her eyes, waiting for me to go on.

         “I came to find you.”

         She tilts her head and raises both brows, conducting a wordless conversation using only her patrician features.

         “Can I ask you a question?”

         She nods, confirming that I still haven’t earned words yet.

         “Why are you with Rip?”

         She sinks deeper into the wall, sliding a few inches down and stretching her legs in front of her to cross them at the ankles

         “Why wouldn’t I be?” she finally asks. “Haven’t you read the papers? We’re the perfect couple.”

         “He bores you out of your mind.”

         “No, he fucks me out of my mind.”

         If she was going for shock value, that did it. Only our eyes lock and I realize she’s not trying to shock me. She’s just telling the truth. Her gaze is frank and honest.

         “That’s all you want in a relationship?” I hazard a step closer before dropping to the other end of her bench and leaning my back against her wall.

         That husky laugh permeates the air in the passageway again.

         “Look, Dr. Phil, I’m not one of those sweet girls looking for some man to sweep me off my feet and put a ring on it.” She crosses both arms over her flat stomach, a cynical twist corrupting the beautiful curve of her mouth. “At least not anymore.”

         “Kissed too many frogs?”

         “Make no mistake about it. Those frogs and I did more than kiss.” Her smile exudes a sexual confidence I’m unused to from the women in my circles, but that I find by the second I more than like. “It’s not so much that I can’t find my prince, as that I’m no princess.”

         I take in the symmetry of her face, the elegant arch of her brows, the vibrant green eyes, the high slant of her cheekbones, and that lush curve of lips like a splash of passion on an otherwise pristine plane. The graceful bearing, even relaxed against the wall, commands attention and respect. She looks like nothing if not a young queen.

         I’m just about to tell her so when approaching footsteps cut our conversation short. I turn, disappointed to see Rip striding quickly up the hall. Sofie stands immediately, grabbing her clutch from the bench and looking down at me. Our eyes connect, and I wonder if she wishes we had a few more minutes alone. Probably not, but there’s something hiding behind those eyes, green as leaves. Curiosity? Interest? Whatever it is, it would take longer than two minutes for her to trust me with it.

         “Sorry, baby.” Rip’s huge quarterback hands almost meet around Sofie’s slim waist when he pulls her close. “I saw Don Siemer from college. Can you believe that? Small world, right?”

         She smiles and gives a quick nod.

         “Can we just go?” She gives a practiced pout of that lush mouth. “I’m exhausted and have to be up really early.”

         “Of course,” Rip says. “The car’s waiting. We can stay at your place.”

         Rip looks at me down on the bench. That last comment was for my benefit. He’s marking his territory. I should tell him Sofie was much less subtle about his virility, but I don’t bother. There isn’t much more to Rip than what you see. All-American good looks. Athletic and not too bright. But Sofie? She reminds me of one of the African mines we’ve visited, diamonds so deeply embedded in the earth children risk life and limb to retrieve them. That’s Sofie. Somehow even after just tonight, I know her diamonds are buried deep, and retrieving them would prove dangerous and rewarding.

         You don’t meet someone like Sofie Baston every day, and I wonder if this will be the only time we encounter each other. If it will be a story I tell my grandchildren. I met that famous model once. She wasn’t a bitch at all. She was beautiful and funny and honest, and I wanted to punch her boyfriend in the face every time he touched her. I just met her the one time, but I’ll never forget.

         Rip guides Sofie down the hall toward a rear exit, and she looks back over her shoulder, our eyes connecting for an extra few seconds before she looks straight ahead and is swallowed up by the dark. I could be wrong, but I think she would have liked five more minutes with me. As eager as she was to leave, I might intrigue her as much as she increasingly intrigues me, and like I do with everything else in my life that counts, I make up my mind quickly, decisively.

         No, that won’t be the story I tell my grandchildren.
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