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			CHAPTER ONE


			“You no-good, low-down, scurvy dog!”

			The door to Zack Douglas’s office flew back hard on its hinges, striking the wall with explosive force. Madelyn Grayson stood framed in the entrance, hands on her hips, her blue eyes bright with rage.

			Zack looked up from the storyboard he’d been making changes to and arched one dark eyebrow.

			“You self-serving piece of scum!” she continued. “You underhanded bottom-feeder! You trough-dwelling, swill-eating pig!”

			He leaned casually back in his leather executive chair and let her insults run off him, harmless as rain. “Good afternoon to you too, Maddie.”

			What a firecracker, Zack thought, watching her practically crackle with anger as she walked toward him, shaking one well-manicured finger his way.

			“Don’t you dare ‘good afternoon’ me, you lowlife. Not after the stunt you pulled today. You must think you’re pretty clever, engineering things the way you did. And don’t call me Maddie. The name is Madelyn or Ms. Grayson to you.”

			Holding back a grin, he took a moment to enjoy the sight of her. She was wearing a plain, pearl gray skirted suit that would have looked dowdy on anyone else but seemed only to increase her attractiveness. Her breasts rose and fell beneath a long, tidy placket of ivory-colored shirt buttons, the effect as sexy as a Hooters girl in a tight tee.

			He lifted his eyes so he didn’t get caught staring and noticed the wisps of red hair that had come loose from the librarian bun she always kept it in. He pictured threading his fingers into the whole luxurious mass, popping and pulling at the pins until her hair came free around her shoulders. After that, he’d go to work on those shirt buttons—

			Careful, he warned himself, interrupting the thought. Don’t get distracted.

			“So, Madelyn, what terrible crime have I committed now?”

			He was quite familiar with her less-than-glowing opinion of his character. She didn’t approve of him or his reputation, the more titillating particulars of which had spread like a raging viral infection through the office grapevine within hours of his arrival at Fielding and Simmons, one of New York City’s leading advertising agencies, some eight months before. Generally he found her reactions amusing. There was nothing quite like watching Madelyn Grayson—all neatly starched, five feet seven inches of her—get completely worked up.

			Especially when it was over him.

			She glared. “As if you don’t know.”

			“Sorry.” He shrugged. “I’m at a loss.”

			“Stop with the innocent act! What you did was sneaky and conniving, and I deserve an apology.”

			“I rarely give apologies, and certainly not for wrongs I didn’t commit. You’ll have to be more specific.”

			She planted her hands on the edge of his desk. “Specific? You want specific? Specifically, it’s about your parading that overgrown jock through my fashion event, knowing he would monopolize everyone’s attention. It was totally contemptible!”

			“Karl Sweeney is a sports superstar. He can’t help the way his fans behave.”

			“Exactly my point. You knew how people would react and deliberately chose that time of day to leave the building.”

			“If you mean I deliberately chose lunchtime to take a client to lunch, and deliberately decided to walk through the lobby on the way out of the building? Then, you’re right. That’s exactly what I did.”

			“Yes, but you set it up. You timed your exit from the building so you and your basketball star would just happen to meet up with Fielding at the perfect moment. A moment designed to get you an invitation to the executive level for lunch.”

			His eyes widened. “Is that what I did? Engineered lunch for myself in the executive dining room with our CEO? Whoa, that was genius!” He paused, his eyes moving beyond her for a moment. “You might want to close the door, by the way. We’re starting to attract an audience.”

			Madelyn whirled around and saw one of the copywriters walking ever so slowly by in the corridor. She pinned him with a frosty glare, then shut the door. She turned back to Zack. “Now, you were saying?”

			“I wasn’t, actually, but look—the meeting with Sweeney ran a lot longer than expected, okay? He insists on providing his own creative input, and his agent and I managed to work out an arrangement that keeps us all happy, especially Sweeney. We decided to conclude our discussion over lunch and couldn’t help but notice your fashion show in the lobby on our way out. It’s only natural that Sweeney wanted to stop for a closer look.”

			“Oh, I see,” she said sarcastically. “It was all Sweeney’s idea.”

			“Once he got a look at the implants on some of those runway models, I couldn’t pull him away.”

			She crossed her arms defensively over her own very real breasts. “While you, of course, shielded your eyes.”

			Madelyn was well aware of Zack’s penchant for eyeing anything in a skirt, especially a tight one.

			“A man can’t help but look at what’s put right in front of him,” he said with a straight face. “Anyway, one thing led to another, Fielding showed up, and you know the rest. There was nothing calculated or premeditated about it. Nice job, by the by, on the campaign you put together for Evaan. Very slick. It should double his sales.”

			“It’ll triple his sales. I suppose you expect me to thank you for the compliment now, right?”

			He stood and came around the front of his desk to stand beside her. “Only if you want to. I’m not always the villain you make me out to be. The comment was honestly meant.”

			Sunlight streamed in through a modest side window, highlighting the strong lines of his jaw and the beginnings of a five-o’clock shadow. He’d taken off his suit jacket, leaving him in a white shirt and a pair of tailored charcoal gray pinstripe pants. At thirty-two, he was impossibly handsome, beautiful even, with a smile that could melt ice, and hearts. A woman would have to be dead to be immune to his charms. And Madelyn was very much a living, breathing female, though she did her best not to acknowledge it in his presence.

			His kind words left her feeling churlish. She cleared her throat. “The fact remains that you took shameless advantage of the situation.”

			He leaned against his desk. “If you’re talking about the invitation to dine upstairs, what would you have had me do? Refuse Fielding and drag away his favorite sports hero? Just between you and me, I’d like to keep my job.

			“Look, Madelyn, you do great work, keep the clients happy, and earn the company a bundle. That’s what’s important and what everyone will remember. Not the fact that you missed out on lunch in the penthouse.”

			He lowered his voice as if to share a secret. “To be honest, you’re better off. A meal up top is nothing but a lot of dry talk and heavy food.” He tapped a fist to the center of his chest, mimicking heartburn. “A little of that French stuff goes a long way.”

			“Maybe so, but I deserved the chance to decide that for myself. I was entitled to that invitation.”

			Today was supposed to be my day, not yours. Why was it lately that he was the one receiving all the accolades?

			“You’re right,” Zack agreed. “You were entitled. And likely you would have received it if Larry Roland didn’t turn into a quivering puddle every time one of the top brass looks at him for more than two seconds in a row. But that’s bosses for you. You’ll get another chance—don’t worry.”

			He smiled broadly, flashing her a glimpse of his perfect white teeth. “Are we square now?”

			A weak, traitorous need to say yes ran through her. She choked it down.

			Square? With Zack Douglas?

			Her fiercest competition?

			Her chief rival?

			The only person who stood between her and the promotion that by rights would have been hers by now if he hadn’t come along?

			The man who’d been an aggravating thorn in her side from the instant he’d walked through the door?

			The man who exuded charisma as if it were fine cologne and didn’t mind taking advantage of that fact?

			No, she’d never be square with him.

			Still, the outrage that had propelled her into his office moments ago had largely evaporated. “I’ll consider a truce; it’s the best I can offer. A very short, very temporary truce.”

			“That’ll do,” he said. Then, in a move that surprised them both, he reached out and gave the curl lying against her cheek a gentle tug, his fingers brushing her skin. “For now,” he added.

			Sensation burned like a line of fire where he’d touched.

			“Wha . . . what was that?” she said, stepping quickly back and lifting a hand to tuck the loose hair behind her ear.

			“Loose curl,” he murmured, meeting her eyes.

			“Oh.” She took another step away. “Well, I should get back to work.”

			“We both should. Glad we had a chance to talk this out, Red.”

			Red? She blinked and opened her mouth to correct him but found herself at a loss for words. She turned and yanked open the door.

			•   •   •

			Once she’d gone, Zack returned to his chair. What had he been thinking, playing with her hair like that? Touching her? At least he hadn’t given in to the impulse to kiss her, an idea that had definitely crossed his mind. But kissing a woman like Madelyn Grayson could have serious repercussions. The sort that might lead to long-term complications a man like him didn’t need. God knows, the failure of his one and only marriage years ago had taught him that lesson well. Never let a woman get too close; that was his motto. Enjoy them, appreciate their beauty, then wave good-bye before they have a chance to curl their claws around your heart and squeeze.

			But enough of that. He and Madelyn worked together, end of story. Besides, if the rumor mill was right, she was all but engaged to some rich international financier. He’d seen the guy’s picture—tall and blond with a perfect toothpaste-ad smile—sitting on her office credenza. According to the other women in the office, blondie was as close to a knight in shining armor as any flesh-and-blood man could get.

			He rolled his eyes at the ridiculous notion.

			No, he’d done the right thing.

			The wise thing.

			Especially since he hadn’t told her about the Takamuri account. Once Madelyn found out about that, she’d be furious, leaving them both back at square one.

			Shrugging over what he couldn’t change, he picked up his pen and resumed work on his storyboard.

			•   •   •

			Madelyn was still trembling in reaction to her confrontation with Zack when she reached her office. She closed the door behind her and sat down at her desk.

			What in the hell was that? Even now, her cheek tingled where he had touched her. She reached up and fingered the curl that had come loose again. Damn him, she thought. And damn me for responding.

			Bad day; that’s all it was. Bad week, actually, but she didn’t want to dwell on that now. She dug a small mirror out of her purse and used it as she ruthlessly combed her hair back into place, every last strand.

			After taking a long pull from the eco-friendly water bottle she kept on the edge of her desk, she reapplied her lipstick—a pale shade of pink called Strawberries and Cream that managed to complement, instead of clash with, her red hair.

			Much better, she thought, tucking the lipstick and mirror away again in her purse. Her confidence was restored, her control once again in place. At least that’s what she was going to tell herself.

			She was gathering up materials to review with her assistant, Peg Truman, when the telephone rang.

			It was her mother. “Hello, love. How was your morning? Just had to call and find out.”

			“Hi, Mom.” Madelyn resumed her seat. “It was fine.”

			An image of Zack Douglas flashed into her mind. She pushed it away.

			“Only fine?” Laura Grayson questioned. “Did something go wrong? Oh, I hope not. I know how hard you’ve worked on that fashion campaign.” She paused. “One of the models didn’t fall off that makeshift runway you had built, did they?”

			Madelyn smiled. Her mother had such a wonderfully dramatic imagination. “No, no one fell off the stage. The show went fine—great, in fact. The client loved it, said he had orders flying in before the show was even half through.”

			“Well, that sounds marvelous. So what’s the matter?”

			That was the trouble, Madelyn thought, when you were speaking with the person who’d once dusted powder on your naked baby bottom, patched your skinned knees when you fell off the monkey bars in first grade, and took flash pictures of you in your prom dress until you thought you might be blinded—they sensed everything.

			“Nothing,” Madelyn said. “I’m tired, that’s all.”

			There was a long pause. “Well,” Laura said, “I’m not surprised, working yourself to the bone the way you do. If you ask me, those people you work for don’t appreciate you enough.”

			After the day she’d had, Madelyn had to agree, though she didn’t say so out loud.

			“If I had my way, you’d have come to work for me a long time ago,” Laura said. “You’d make a terrific planner—you know that.”

			It was an old argument. Madelyn opted for the path of least resistance. “So, how is the wedding business?”

			“Busy, frantic, wonderful. That’s why I’m calling you at the office. I’ve got another half hour; then I have to leave for the Richardson rehearsal. The wedding is scheduled for tomorrow morning and sure to be spectacular. Five hundred guests, two dozen white swans, flowered luminaria, and a twenty-piece orchestra from the Boston Philharmonic. Lord, it’s going to be a madhouse.”

			Madelyn chuckled. “And you’ll love every minute of it.”

			“You’re right; I will. I thrive on insanity. Must be why I married your father, had you four children, and became a full-time wedding consultant,” she declared. “I just wanted to confirm that you and James will be here tomorrow night around seven and that you’re bringing the olive tapenade with you. The one from that delightful shop in the Village, and some of those delicious little cheese biscuits to go with it.”

			Drat, Madelyn cursed in silence. What with everything happening this past week, she’d completely forgotten about her mother’s Last Gasp of Fall party. If there was one thing Laura Grayson loved, it was a party—attending one, hosting one, didn’t matter so long as she was part of the excitement.

			Madelyn picked up a pencil, twirled it between her fingers. “Um, Mother, about that—we may not be able to make it.”

			“What do you mean, not make it? Of course you’re going to make it. A weekend in the country is exactly what you need, both of you.”

			“Connecticut isn’t exactly the country, you know.”

			“It is compared to where you live. Now, I won’t hear another word. You’re coming and that’s that. You can help me pick out new sample invitations and James can get in a round of golf with your father and brother.”

			Madelyn tapped the pencil against her desk mat a few times, then tossed it aside. “All right, I’ll be there. But about James, he . . .”

			“Yes?”

			She didn’t want to discuss this. Not now. Actually, not ever, if she had her druthers, but she knew it would have to be done sometime. She drew in a deep breath. “James and I aren’t seeing each other anymore.”

			Laura Grayson chortled. “Not seeing each other? Whatever do you mean? Has he gone on a trip somewhere? I know he was talking about acquiring some property in Asia. Hong Kong, I think, despite the Chinese taking it back and all. Although it isn’t like him to simply run off without a word. He’s never been the thoughtless type. Such a dear boy; I couldn’t love him more if he were my own.”

			Leaning her head back against her upholstered seat, Madelyn closed her eyes. Yes, she knew.

			The “boy”—who’d just turned thirty last month—was everything her mother said. Kind, thoughtful, charming. Incredibly handsome, intelligent, and rich. The epitome of everything any red-blooded American woman could desire in a man. Added to that, he and Madelyn were friends. They had been since the day fifteen years earlier when her family purchased the house next to his and they’d met as hesitant teenagers over the hedge in the backyard. Everything had been fine between them. Great, in fact. Until last Saturday. The day he’d asked her to be his wife.

			“Mother, James and I broke up.”

			There was a long silence on the other end of the phone. “I don’t understand. You and James . . . Well, the two of you . . . you’ve been together forever. Did you have a fight?”

			“No, not exactly. He proposed.”

			“But that’s wonderful!”

			“I didn’t accept.”

			“Didn’t accept? Why not? The two of you have been practically engaged for years.”

			Madelyn picked a microscopic piece of lint off her skirt. “Maybe we have, but . . . please just leave it alone, Mother.”

			“But, sweetheart, you love James,” her mother sputtered, helpless confusion plain in her voice.

			Madelyn sighed. “You’re right; I do love him. But not enough. Not the way I should. Not the way a wife should.”

			“Pish-tosh! Cold feet—that’s all it is. I see it all the time in my profession. Give yourself a little room to reconsider and you’ll snap out of it.”

			“There’s nothing to snap out of.”

			“Of course there is. The two of you are wonderful together and you couldn’t ask for a better man. Besides, dear, despite all your hard work and dedication to your job, I know how much you want a family. What about that?”

			“What about it? I can have a family and work too. You do.”

			“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m thinking of your age.”

			Madelyn bristled. “I’m only twenty-nine.”

			“Soon to be thirty,” Laura reminded her. “It’s time you were starting your family. With you settled on James, it wasn’t such an issue. But now . . .”

			“Women are having babies well into their forties these days. I have time.”

			Laura sighed. “Perhaps you do, biologically speaking, but from a practical standpoint, I’ve always wondered about these women who wait so long. I know the kind of energy it takes to raise children. And let me tell you, the older you get, the harder it gets. So when these thirty- and forty-something-year-olds finally have their babies, I can’t help but think they’re too tired to keep up, too exhausted to enjoy what they’ve waited so long to have. I don’t want that to be you, Madelyn. I want you to be able to have fun with your children and still have enough spark left over to enjoy life once they’re grown.”

			“I will, Mom. Don’t worry. I’ll find someone.”

			“The way I see it, you already have found someone and his name is James Jordan. Who is it you’re waiting for? Prince Charming?”

			No, not Prince Charming, Madelyn thought, just a man. A real, human man who would one day lock eyes with her across a crowded room and make the rest of the world fade into nothingness. Whose most casual touch would send her heart skipping as fast and hard as a smooth stone across the surface of a calm summer lake.

			Madelyn shook her head. Maybe her mother was right and she was being fanciful. A stupid, idealistic fool throwing away the best thing she was ever going to have. Perhaps she should call James, beg his forgiveness, tell him she’d reconsidered. He’d take her back—she knew he would—in spite of the hurt she knew she would see in his blue eyes.

			But she’d done the right thing. When James had proposed, her refusal had come rushing from her lips before she’d even thought out the answer. It wasn’t right for her to settle, not for James or for her. He deserved a woman who adored him. Not one who would always see him first and foremost as a very dear friend.

			And she deserved . . . Well, she didn’t know precisely what she deserved. All she knew was that there had to be something more, something deeper. Love with a man who would take all she had to give and offer her more than she could ever imagine in return.

			“Look, Mom, I’ve got to go, okay? I’ll see you tomorrow evening.”

			“All right,” her mother sighed. “We’ll talk about this later when we both have more time. Congratulations on today’s ad launch.”

			“Thanks. Good luck on your swans.”

			With a chuckle, her mother hung up.

			Madelyn slumped in her seat, desperate for a moment’s peace.

			And a moment was all she had before her e-mail beeped to let her know she had six new messages, her telephone rang, and someone knocked on her door.

			•   •   •

			“That man is the bane of my existence,” Madelyn declared. It was several days later, and she was gathered around a small table in the bar of a trendy midtown restaurant with her three best friends.

			The crowd was heavy, especially for a Wednesday night, the atmosphere thick with a haze of heat and noise, glassware chinking softly in the background.

			“He should be drawn and quartered,” she fumed. “And once that’s done, his head should be stuck on a pike.”

			“Ooh, kinda like that poor guy Mel Gibson played. You know, the one who got it at the end of Braveheart.” Suzy Katz’s brown eyes widened at the gruesome idea.

			Peg Truman, vivacious and brunette in a red miniskirt that barely covered her legs, and copy editor Linda Hernandez, who’d long since resigned herself to knee length after the birth of her second child, exchanged knowing looks. Suzy, a production assistant and the youngest of the group at twenty-three, had a habit of saying whatever popped into her head, which usually provided welcome comic relief.

			Madelyn, too sunk in her own misery, didn’t even crack a smile at Suzy’s guileless observation.

			Linda scooped a handful of pretzels out of a bowl in the center of the table and set to munching.

			Peg took a swallow of her vodka gimlet. “It wasn’t a sure thing to begin with anyway, Madelyn. The fact that they decided to give the account to Zack might not have anything at all to do with that lunch.”

			“It has everything to do with that lunch,” Madelyn said. “I’d bet my boots on it. Takamuri Electronics was supposed to be mine. Everyone knows I’d done the prep work, the initial concept planning, and then suddenly they go and give it to him. Rotten, conniving creep. He worked it just right.” He’d worked her just right too, hadn’t he?

			“Maybe it wasn’t his idea at all,” Peg countered. “You know how management can be. As much as we women like to think we’ve earned our equality, things still run along pretty traditional lines. I mean, look at what Zack works on, cars and sports products. You, on the other hand, primarily get handed fashion and cosmetic accounts. They probably wanted a man for the Takamuri deal since electronics targets so heavily with the male consumer.”

			“Which is exactly why they should have given it to me. The company, the industry in general, needs to broaden its appeal with women. And I could have offered that to them, tapped into a market with real growth potential. Brought them the woman’s point of view. I thought they agreed with that. I thought they were going to give me the green light. And they were until Zack oh so conveniently got himself invited upstairs for a tête-à-tête with the company’s CEO. No, he planned it, executed it, and got exactly what he wanted.”

			And like a fool she’d let him. What bothered her most was that she hadn’t seen it coming. Instead she’d stood there in his office last week like some dewy-eyed fawn and let him bamboozle her. He’d talked such a good line she’d believed him in spite of her own better judgment. All that garbage about how much he liked her work. Yeah, right, and he had a nice bridge for sale at a rock-bottom price too.

			“I don’t know, Madelyn.” Peg twirled the toothpicked olive from her drink through the air for emphasis. “As hungry as Zack is to move up, it doesn’t sound like something he’d do. He’s more direct than that. I’m not claiming he’s a saint, but if he wants something he goes straight for it. He doesn’t sneak around from behind.”

			“How do you know he doesn’t? The man’s a manipulator, plain and simple. Why, my God, he’s even got you wrapped around his little finger.”

			“He does not.” Peg stiffened. “Just because I don’t think he’s the devil incarnate like you do doesn’t mean I’m in league with him.”

			Madelyn apologized. “I know. You’re a good, loyal friend and I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. It’s just . . .”

			“Just what?” Peg asked.

			“It’s just that everyone likes him so much!” Madelyn said with exasperation. “How can so many people be taken in by a pretty face? There’s more to a person than their looks, you know.”

			“True, but when you look like him, well . . . it’s hard not to be swayed,” said Linda. “Especially when he turns on that smile.”

			“I know,” sighed Suzy. “He’s so positively yummy. All that thick dark hair and those gorgeous green eyes. Have you noticed his lashes? They’re as long as a girl’s.”

			“Yeah, and that body ain’t so bad neither,” Linda drawled, wiggling her brunette eyebrows up and down in her best Groucho Marx impression.

			They all laughed. All except Madelyn.

			She scowled. “Hey, would you three snap out of it? This is exactly what I’m talking about. So he’s hot. So what? There is such a thing as character, stability, morals, and he’s got none of the above. Did you hear the latest, about that clerk in accounting? I understand they were found together in the third-floor copy room doing a lot more than making copies.”

			Peg waved a hand. “I know the one you’re talking about. From what I hear she’s a total tramp. Wears her skirts even shorter than mine.”

			“Is that possible?” Linda quipped in mock seriousness.

			Peg’s eyes flashed; then she retaliated, flicking a drop of her drink across the table at the other woman using the end of her plastic olive skewer. Linda squealed, swerving sideways on her chair as she tried to duck.

			Suzy ignored them, leaning forward to share. “I heard he had her shirt off.” She paused, then sighed dreamily. “I’d let him take my shirt off.”

			“In the copy room?” the other two exclaimed.

			Linda and Peg cracked up.

			Madelyn waited until they’d settled down. “Yes, well, the point is that Zack Douglas is a complete tomcat.”

			Linda snapped a pretzel in half. “Maybe, but there’re other men in the office with reputations just as bad or worse than his. And at least he isn’t married and cheating on his wife like most of them.” She paused. “You know what the problem is between the two of you? You’re too much alike.”

			Madelyn’s mouth fell open. “Excuse me, but I can’t have heard you right. Zack Douglas and I are nothing alike. I don’t know how you could even suggest such a thing.”

			“You’re both intelligent, ambitious, highly creative people who happen to be in a position to get in each other’s way. My guess is if you weren’t so competitive toward each other, you’d like him better. And you’d be able to see what other people see in him.”

			Madelyn gave a self-righteous snort. “I’d see exactly what I see right now. A devious, unprincipled jerk who manipulates people with his good looks and charm. He’s even managed to manipulate you guys. I will never, ever find anything good to say about the man.”

			Peg sipped the last of her drink. “Nothing? Not even one single tiny thing?”

			“Not so much as a microscopic speck.”

			“And why should you?” Suzy defended. “Not when you’ve got James, that sweet, gorgeous guy of yours. He’s loaded, kind, brilliant, and built, plus he practically hangs on your every word! We should all be so lucky.”

			Linda and Peg murmured their agreement.

			Madelyn gave a false smile, then buried her face in her frozen strawberry daiquiri, taking a long, slow sip that sent a jolt of cold straight to her sinuses. She hadn’t told them yet, not even Peg. She knew she needed to soon. But right now, she couldn’t handle the inquisition that was sure to follow.

			She twirled the straw in her half-empty glass and decided the moment demanded something stronger. She flagged down a passing waitress.

			“Hot fudge sundae, please, with the works.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO


			Light flakes of snow drifted out of the sky, lazy and fat, a halfhearted reminder from old man winter that the first day of January was but a few short hours shy of its birth. Although not enough to stick to the streets and sidewalks, the small weather event had nevertheless given the awnings and treetops a wonderland effect, as if they had been sprinkled with a light coating of powdered sugar.

			From high above, Madelyn watched, inside, where it was dry and a little too warm. The atmosphere was noisy with the press of people desperately trying to wring a few more drops of fun out of this last special night of the year. Behind her the elegant New Year’s Eve party was revving into high gear. The room glittered, linen-lined tables crowded with platters of food: hors d’oeuvres and salads, entrées and sweets.

			And champagne, lots of champagne.

			Tables, each with a holiday-themed centerpiece, ringed the outer walls. A ten-piece band played in the far corner, the lively music encouraging more and more people to join the growing crush of dancers. And above everyone’s heads, suspended inside a clever series of mesh nets, were hundreds of colorful balloons and masses of curling streamers

			Madelyn kept a smile on her face, even though she couldn’t really say she was enjoying herself.

			She had dressed for the occasion in a full-length evening gown made from a clever combination of crushed gold velvet and sleek bronze satin. The square-cut neckline was low enough to show off some cleavage. As usual, her hair was pinned onto the crown of her head. Tonight, though, she’d softened it with a few curls left down to frame her face.

			She always went out on New Year’s Eve. It was tradition with the Grayson clan, who never failed to ring in the holiday with gusto. But this year was different. This year, for the first time since she’d been a naive girl, she was out on the town without a date.

			“Champagne?” A white-jacketed waiter stopped near her shoulder, a tray of filled glasses at the ready.

			She accepted one with a grateful nod.

			She’d danced a bit earlier in the evening, fending off one obscene proposition from an owl-eyed drunk who even now was staggering around the room, hoping to get lucky. The odds weren’t in his favor. From what Madelyn had seen, nearly all the people in attendance were paired up, arriving two by two, male and female, like mated species boarding a symbolic Noah’s ark.

			When she’d originally agreed to meet her brother, P.G., and his wife, Caroline, for the evening, she’d still been dating James. The four of them had often gone out when her brother and sister-in-law were in the city.

			P.G. had offered to set her up with a friend of his, a fellow architect who’d recently ended a long-term relationship of his own. Madelyn had declined, figuring it would be preferable to go solo rather than be stuck for an entire evening with a guy who was still moping over a recent breakup.

			Now that she was here, she wasn’t so sure. What she ought to have done was canceled and stayed home. At this very moment, she could have been lying on her sofa, wrapped snug and comfy in her rattiest robe, eating popcorn, and watching a sentimental old movie on TV.

			Thanksgiving and Christmas had been less than jolly times for her this year too. She’d been forced to endure a constant barrage of questions from her multitude of relatives over her breakup with James and his absence from the festivities. For the first time ever, she’d used work as an excuse to leave early.

			As she sipped champagne, she watched her brother and sister-in-law as they whirled by in the sea of dancers. Laughing, their eyes locked, they seemed aware of no one but each other, so very much in love. After almost ten years of marriage, they were as happy now as they’d been on the day they’d wed.

			Crazy in love.

			Was it so wrong of her to want that for herself? To crave more than friendship, however deep that friendship might run? Before she had time to ponder the question, a familiar figure stepped into view across the room.

			Zack Douglas.

			He had clearly just arrived, bits of melted snow glistening in his dark hair. She was used to seeing him in expensive, tailored suits at work. Tonight, though, he was wearing a black tuxedo with a satin cummerbund and a crisp bow tie.

			He looked . . . amazing. For an instant, she felt a wave of pure, unadulterated feminine lust.

			Then she came to her senses.

			What in the hell is he doing here? This wasn’t a business-related function.

			She turned quickly on her heel and headed into the crowd, hoping he wouldn’t notice she was there.

			•   •   •

			Zack noticed Madelyn Grayson almost immediately, a flash of gold and red drawing his eye, the fiery glint of her hair unmistakable.

			No doubt she’d arrived on the arm of her upper-crust boyfriend, a man you could tell at a glance came from privilege and wealth. Old money, they called it. Zack watched Madelyn weave her way through the thick clusters of people but saw no tall, golden-headed male waiting for her in the wings.

			His own date had received an emergency page just as the two of them had been walking out the door for the party. Rather than cancel, Sheryl had told him to go on without her. She’d join him as soon as she was free. Well before midnight, she’d promised. This was her crowd, not his, and he’d figured he’d be bored until she arrived.

			But now that he’d seen Madelyn Grayson, well, that changed everything.

			•   •   •

			Madelyn took refuge at the farthest corner of the room, near the canapé table. P.G. and Caroline were still dancing, so she didn’t want to return to their table and sit alone.

			Deciding to take advantage of the party fare, she picked up a plate and helped herself to a selection of succulent-looking hors d’oeuvres, the better to blend in. She’d skipped dinner, and with the hour hand at half past ten, she was more than a bit hungry. Just as she was about to sample a mushroom cap topped with crab meat, she heard a familiar voice close behind her.

			“Hello, Madelyn.”

			She set the uneaten appetizer back on her plate. So much for hiding in plain sight, she thought. Resigned, she turned to meet Zack Douglas’s shrewd gaze. “Zack. What a surprise. I didn’t know you were going to be here tonight. Somehow this doesn’t strike me as your kind of party.”

			“You’re right about that. All flash and little action. Slow, definitely slow.”

			“Not slow. Dignified. But I can understand that this might not be the sort of entertainment you prefer.”

			“And how would you know what sort of entertainment I prefer?”

			Madelyn shrugged. “One hears things.”

			How could she not? There was always some story circulating about him. Last New Year’s Eve, as one tale went, he’d attended a wild, raucous party at the home of a well-known rock star. The theme had been Old Morocco and the event had boasted, among other excesses, a mosaic-tiled fountain overflowing with champagne, exotic music, soft Persian rugs, lush pillow-strewn tents, and a bevy of half-naked dancing girls. Zack never admitted whether the rumors about him were true. He never bothered to deny any of them either.

			“Listening to gossip? Shame on you, Madelyn.” He chose a toast point, spooning a healthy serving of two-hundred-dollar-an-ounce caviar on top.

			“So what are you doing here, then?” she said. “Did one of F and S’s wealthier clients die and leave a grieving widow in desperate need of escort?”

			Zack raised an eyebrow. “Actually, my date hasn’t arrived yet.”

			“Oh, had one last set to finish at the strip club, did she?” She popped a canapé into her mouth.

			“No, she was called in to perform emergency heart-bypass surgery. She’s an attending over at Mount Sinai.”

			Madelyn choked.

			He gave her a strong pat between the shoulder blades. “You okay?”

			She nodded, tears stinging her eyes as she tried to draw a breath. She fell into a paroxysm of coughing, completely unable to speak.

			“Here, try a little champagne. Just a sip.”

			“Thanks,” she whispered, accepting the glass and taking a sip.

			“Better?”

			She nodded again.

			“You need to be careful when you eat this rich, fancy stuff. Easy for it to go down the wrong way.”

			She looked at him through her lashes and drank a little more champagne, trying to decide whether he was teasing her. Gradually, her breathing returned to normal. That’s when she became aware of his hand on her back, moving in gentle, soothing circles, his palm warm and large. She suppressed an urge to shiver with a kind of pure, almost feline pleasure. Slowly, she eased away.

			His hand dropped to his side. “Where’s the Viking tonight?”

			“Who?”

			She watched him scan the throng of partygoers.

			“I figured he’d have been over here like a shot. What with you choking and all.”

			She gave him a puzzled look.

			“Your boyfriend. The big blond who couldn’t be pried away from your side at the company picnic last summer.”

			Surprised, she realized he meant James. Just barely, she kept herself from rolling her eyes. Even people who didn’t know James asked after him. Although Zack’s interest didn’t sound terribly friendly. “He . . . uh . . . he isn’t here. Business overseas.”

			She figured her excuse wasn’t a total lie. As an international financier, James often had business overseas. He very well might be ringing in the New Year in another part of the world. She didn’t know.

			“You’re here alone, then?”

			Her back straightened. “No, I came with my brother and sister-in-law. Something wrong with that?”

			Zack set down his empty plate. “Not at all. Most women would have stayed home, or else found themselves another date. Your loyalty is commendable.”

			She considered telling him the truth, but she’d had more than enough conversation on the subject already. She was tired of cross-examinations. Besides, it really wasn’t any of his business.

			“Considering that my date hasn’t arrived yet and you don’t have one for tonight, how about a dance?” He held out his hand, palm up in invitation.

			“With you?”

			He made a show of glancing around. “I don’t see anyone else asking, do you? Come on, it’s only a dance. I don’t think one dance would compromise company rules about fraternization.”

			That would be a first, she thought, Zack Douglas concerned about policies on fraternization. “Be that as it may—”

			“Unless you’re chicken. Is that it, Red? Afraid to dance with me?”

			She gritted her teeth.

			Annoying SOB.

			“You want to dance, Douglas?” she said. “Then let’s dance.”

			She stalked ahead of him onto the dance floor.

			He followed.

			Turning, she slapped her hand into his. “And don’t call me Red. You got it?”

			He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “I got it. Red.” He winked and swept her into motion, making several extravagant turns that revved her pulse into high gear.

			The pace of the music soon slowed, the beat growing throaty, sultry, with a bluesy sort of jazz. Zack tucked her close, pressing her palm against the flat expanse of his chest. Warmed by his body heat, the expensive fabric of his dress shirt smelled faintly of starch and clean, healthy male. He wore no cologne. He didn’t need to. Zack Douglas unembellished was better than any fragrance could ever hope to be.

			Wait, where had that thought come from? Zack Douglas was the enemy. Her chief rival and archnemesis. Beating her out of clients and accounts. Cheating her at every turn.

			Too much champagne—that must be it. Well, she wouldn’t drink another drop, she assured herself, not a bit more tonight. And as soon as this dance was over, she’d ditch him and forget he was even in the room.

			She slipped her hand from beneath his, curling it into a fist to wedge a tiny space between them. “So . . . um . . . when is your date supposed to arrive?”

			There was an intent look in his eyes, almost smoldering.

			Green fire.

			She couldn’t remember ever seeing that particular expression on his face before.

			“She wasn’t sure,” he murmured absently. “I told her if she hadn’t made it by eleven, I’d call.”

			“It must be getting close to that now.”

			“Hmm, I suppose.”

			The music ended. The two of them moved apart, along with the other couples on the dance floor, to applaud the band, whose leader announced there would be a fifteen-minute intermission while he and his fellow musicians took a break.

			Madelyn traced a seam on her gown. “I’d better get back to my table. My brother and sister-in-law will be wondering what’s become of me.”

			He slid a hand beneath her elbow. “I’ll walk you back.”

			“That’s okay.” She moved out of his reach. “Go phone your date.”

			He hesitated, then nodded. “Thanks for the dance, Madelyn.”

			“Sure. Happy New Year.”

			“Happy New Year. See you at work on Tuesday.”

			She made her way across the ballroom and was relieved to find P.G. and Caroline there, sharing a plate heaped with an array of desserts.

			“Who was that?” Caroline asked as Madelyn took a seat. Her sister-in-law looked sweet and pretty in an aquamarine silk dress that went perfectly with her fair skin and tawny hair.

			Madelyn picked up a fork and nipped the end off a piece of chocolate cake. “Who?”

			“That man. The one you were dancing with.”

			“Oh, an acquaintance from the office. No one important.”

			•   •   •

			Half an hour later the band was in full swing once more, the dance floor packed with couples whirling away the final minutes of December. Madelyn watched them, wishing she hadn’t sworn off the bubbly. It wasn’t as if she were driving home. And since the dance with Zack Douglas, she hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of the man. His date must have shown up. They were probably out there somewhere right now having a fabulous time. She sighed, wishing she were doing the same.

			She was debating whether to indulge in her own personal tour of the dessert table—something sweet to go with that glass of champagne she just might change her mind about—when her brother appeared at her elbow.

			“Madelyn, I’m sorry, but we’ve got to leave. Caroline just called home to check on Brian, and he’s sick, running a fever. It’s probably nothing serious, but we should go.”

			“Of course you need to be with Brian. You go on.”

			“We will, once we drop you off.”

			“I live in the opposite direction. Taking me home will add another hour to your trip, and it’s nearly midnight now. No—you two go back to your hotel, check out, and get on the road. I’m a big girl. I know my way around the city. I’ll take a cab. Don’t worry; I’ll be fine.”

			Uncertain, P.G. buried his hands in his pockets. “You sure? I don’t like leaving you alone.”

			“You’re not. Look around—there must be three hundred people here. Besides, you’re forgetting which one of us is the eldest. I am. So do what your big sister tells you and go.”

			He made a face. “Big sister my foot. Just because you’re ten minutes older than me doesn’t make you the boss.” It was an old argument, one they’d indulged in as twins for as long as each of them could remember. P.G. hesitated for a fraction of a second more, then gave in. “All right, but call us tomorrow. Promise?”

			She stretched up on her toes to brush a kiss over his cheek. “I promise.” She gave him a light shove toward the door. “Now, get out of here.”

			“Happy New Year, Madelyn.”

			“Happy New Year, P.G. Drive safely. There are a lot of weirdos on the road tonight.”

			He grinned. “This is New York City. There are always a lot of weirdos on the road.”

			Roughly two minutes later, dejection set in as she stood alone, feeling lost and more than a little sorry for herself. She checked the time on her wristwatch. Fifteen minutes to midnight. Stay and watch the balloons drop? Or call it an evening and look for a cab?

			She’d taken three steps toward the door when a hand lightly touched her shoulder.

			“Was that your brother and his wife I just saw leaving?”

			Madelyn turned and tipped her chin up to look at—who else?—Zack Douglas. With the mellow glow of the ballroom light playing over his swarthy skin and dark hair, he reminded her of a fallen angel.

			“What?” she murmured.

			“Your brother. Did he just leave?”

			She lowered her eyes to collect herself. “Yes. He . . . um . . . he and Caroline had a family emergency. Their son is ill.”

			He scowled. “Didn’t you arrive here with them?”

			“I did, but I told them to go on without me. I can see myself home just fine.”

			He opened his mouth as if to argue, then closed it. With a smile, he folded her hand over his elbow. “Good, then it seems I’ve got you all to myself.”

			She tried to pull her hand away, but he refused to let go.

			“Where’s your date, the doctor?” she asked.

			“Still in surgery. Another emergency came in and she was needed to assist. I spoke to her nurse a few minutes ago. She’d been asked to convey Sheryl’s apologies. Long and short, my date has stood me up.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			He shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. We haven’t been seeing each other very long.”

			“Actually, I was about to go home.”

			“You can’t leave now—it’s almost midnight. Stay and have some fun, Madelyn. That’s what New Year’s Eve is all about.”

			“I’ve had my fill of fun for one night.”

			“Surely not.”

			He released her long enough to snag two glasses of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter. He handed one to her. “Drink up—the night’s young.”

			She saw his eyes twinkle. His face was a dream—far, far too beautiful for any woman’s own good.

			She hesitated, knowing she ought to tell him good night. Instead, she raised the glass to her lips and took a long, slow sip.

			Time flashed past, their glasses disappeared, and she was in his arms, her head spinning as they whirled to the music, their bodies pressed close in a way she should never have allowed.

			The band played a drumroll to signal the twelve o’clock hour was only moments away. Everyone stilled in a jubilant hush, then began to count backward from ten in a loud, boisterous chorus.

			“. . . five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . Happy New Year!”

			Colorful balloons and gaily striped confetti rained from above as horns tooted and the band swung into a brassy rendition of “Auld Lang Syne.” Amid the glitter and spectacle, people embraced and kissed.

			Zack turned her to him, cupping her face in his hands as he smiled down into her eyes. “Happy New Year, Madelyn.”

			He leaned down and covered her lips with his.

			His kiss was electric, sending sparks whizzing through her body, head to foot. Her blood burned, singeing her nerve endings one by one. She shuddered and gasped and, unable to form a single rational thought, let him take more. The world narrowed down to just the two of them, leaving her aware of only Zack and the way his lips moved on hers, how warm his hands were against her face.

			He drew away, slowly, reluctantly; their lips clung for a long, last second as if the flesh itself didn’t want to be parted. Then he tucked her close and turned them once more into the dance.

			Her heart thumped in hard, quick beats, so hard she wondered if he could feel it where their bodies met. She rested her cheek on his shoulder and closed her eyes, needing a few seconds to get her head screwed back on straight, since at the moment the top of it felt as if it might blow right off.

			What on earth was she doing? She didn’t even like Zack, so why had she let him kiss her? Worse, how could she have let his kiss affect her so strongly?

			’Cause, wow, had it ever!

			At the next break in the music, she excused herself and headed for the ladies’ room.

			Once inside, she held her hands under a stream of cool tap water, then blotted a few drops over her face and along her throat.

			She studied her reflection in the mirror.

			Cheeks flushed, eyes sparkling, lips reddened—she looked like a woman who’d just been thoroughly kissed.

			I have to get out of here.

			She knew a rear hallway ran behind the ballroom. If she slipped around that way, she figured she could retrieve her coat and be outside and into a cab in a matter of minutes.

			She pushed open the door and stepped into the corridor.

			Zack unfolded himself from the opposite wall, where he’d been waiting.

			She stopped short, flustered. “Do you often loiter outside the ladies’ room?” she said, going on the defensive in order to cover up her discomfort.

			“Not generally, but something told me I might not see you again tonight if I didn’t.”

			There were times, she thought, when he could be way too perceptive. “As a matter of fact, I was just heading out.”

			“Without a good-bye?”

			“I didn’t think you’d need one, a big boy like you.”

			He laid a hand on his chest and made an exaggerated face. “I’m wounded.”

			“To the bone, I’m sure,” she said sarcastically. “But if a good-bye will make it all better, then good-bye and good night.”

			She started forward, but he caught her before she could take more than a couple of steps. “Don’t go. Not yet. I mean, has it really been so terrible tonight? Spending time with me?”

			She considered lying, knew she probably should.

			“No,” she answered honestly, “it hasn’t.”

			And maybe that was the problem. She’d liked being with him, far more than she should.

			Christ, she really needed to get out of here.

			“Look, it’s late and I’ve had way past my limit of alcohol,” she said. “I need to be going.”

			“Okay, sure, then I’ll take you.”

			“Oh no. That’s not necessary. I’ll be fine in a cab.”

			“If you can get one. It’s New Year’s Eve, remember? I wouldn’t feel right unless I made sure you made it home safely.”

			He took her elbow and steered her toward the ballroom. “We’ll grab your coat, take a brief detour upstairs to get mine, then be on our way.”

			“Upstairs?”

			“I booked a room, a suite. I often do for holiday parties I know will run late. It’s convenient having a place close when I’m ready to call it an evening. Beats dragging home through heavy traffic in the dark and the cold.” He stopped in front of the coat check. “Do you have your ticket?”

			Madelyn retrieved the stub from her small beaded handbag and handed it directly to the woman in the booth instead of passing it to Zack.

			She waited until the clerk moved out of earshot. “I am not going up to your hotel room with you.”

			“Why not? Afraid I’ll put the moves on you the moment the door’s closed?”

			She returned his look with a firm one of her own. “It’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

			“I promise nothing will happen that you don’t want to happen. Okay?”

			“Okay,” she said.

			For some inexplicable reason, she believed him.

			He handed her coat to her and smiled. “Ready when you are.”

		

OEBPS/image/cover.jpg





OEBPS/image/Title-page_fmt.jpeg
TRACY ANNE
WARREN

rue ST AN

NEARTH





