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        What if the person who is so, so, so wrong for you is really so, so, so right, but you’re too afraid to give love a chance?

      

      

      

      Last Christmas, art therapist Issy Riley was jilted by her fiancé. This Christmas she’s running away. A week with a client on his private Fijian island promises to save her from cheating men and the London festive season. But when the client turns out to be a gorgeous and magnetic Italian billionaire, he threatens her resolve to never again trust her heart to the wrong man.

      

      Milan fashion house leader and avowed bachelor Massimiliano Balforni has no intention of taking a vacation, despite his sister’s insistence that he subject himself to an art therapy retreat following a minor heart attack. With an important collection due, he intends to fire his therapist and work, instead. But the determined and striking Issy gives his heart palpitations of a far more dangerous kind.

      

      The one thing Max and Issy agree on: they are as wrong for each other as wrong gets. He’s a workaholic playboy who believes emotion is a weakness. She’s a romantic who yearns for a happily ever after.

      

      As the tropical heat soars, they discover that in this battle between work and play, resistance only fuels attraction—and sometimes two wrongs make a very passionate right.

      

      Set in two beautiful paradises—Milano, Italy and the tropical Pacific islands of Fiji.
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      “A good read that takes you away to a tropical island to experience the steamy heat of two people determined to stay single in case they get hurt again. Max, a sexy, jaded Italian multi-billionaire meets up with Issy, a playful children's art therapist who has recently found out her fiancé was having an affair. Although I was initially skeptical as I usually go for historical romances, I’m glad I trusted my friend's recommendation because this book was delightfully compelling. The emotional vulnerabilities and character quirks combined with the sexual tension kept the pages turning. A frisky novel to curl up on the couch with or take away on your next trip.”

      
        
        ~ Pauline Roberts

      

      

      

      “This was a fun read I really enjoyed. It's perfect for a lazy weekend. This is the first book I have read by this author but it won't be last. I can't wait to be more.”

      
        
        ~ Poppy

      

      

      

      “Beautifully written. The author’s vivid and descriptive writing style pulled me into a world I never wanted to leave. I loved the connection of art between two very different people and the healing it brought them both. A Very beautiful story!”

      
        
        ~ Hugh Harrison

      

      

      

      “I joined Max to make the slow journey from betrayed, broken-hearted individuals to the trusting and loving couple they become. Molly Mathew’s writing transports you to places she is describing where you can kick back and relax for a while as this endearing story unfolds. Her characters soon become visible through her careful picture-building. Readers will like the Kiwi vernacular Issy invokes every now and then, and I think readers will enjoy getting to know the strong characters and the beautiful islands we’re visiting. The author also tucks in some great life advice for everyone telling in the telling of this charming story. I hope you enjoy this book, too. I did.”

      
        
        ~ Alfie Rues

      

      

      

      “I loved, loved, loved this book. An instantly gripping, compelling and fun read. Escapism at its best. I couldn't put the book down and read it in one night. With exotic backdrops like Italy and Fiji and passionate characters, it made the perfect holiday read. Can kindness thaw a cold-heart? That's the question Mollie Mathews poses in her book about second chances and learning to love again.

      

      Issy is a funny, compassionate art therapist who wants to escape Christmas after her jerk of a fiancé cheated on her. Even though she only works with troubled children, she agrees to take on a last-minute client for her friend and business partner. What she doesn't know is her client is hunky fashion house CEO Massimilliano Balforni. Sparks fly, and it's an attraction Max vows to deny. He doesn't want Issy and her colored pencils to bring the wounds of his childhood to the light.

      

      JOIN MY READERS GROUP ON FACEBOOK

      WOULD YOU LIKE TO JOIN MY READERS GROUP ON FACEBOOK? It's a private group that all of my readers are welcome to join. There is nothing that makes my heart sing than to connect with you all and talk books and writing, and I so appreciate the encouragement and support you give me.

      

      Join Mollie's Readers Group here:

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/323525616931811

      

      To celebrate, I have a free gift for you. I hope you love it! Head over to my Readers Group now and grab your free gift!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One word frees us

        of all the weight

        and pain of life:

        That word is love

        ~ Sophocles
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      ‘Che cavolo! No! No! No! This will not do. Only an anorexic model could wear something that resembles a straw,' thundered Massimilliano Balforni, CEO of Emporio Balforni, Milan's most prestigious fashion house. His coal black brows knitted in a fierce line as he looked with disdain at the scatter of sketches the young designer splayed on Max’s 15th Century walnut desk.

      His protégé began to protest but one piercing look from the maestro forced his lips shut. His body stiffened as if frozen to the floor, reminded that his employer's wrath was more dangerous than black ice.

      'Alexandria Gorbetz is a real woman, the world's richest woman, and someone like me that demands perfection.'

      Max’s mouth curved in a controlled smile. Was that fear he detected in the young man's face as Max pierced him with his dark gaze? He had every reason to be afraid. Enemies and friends alike knew Max had destroyed promising careers for lesser transgressions. Infinitesimal precision, extraordinary control, unrivaled beauty—Max suffered nothing less.

      Pressing his fingertips to the smooth, cool parchment, he paused momentarily as a childhood memory stirred in his consciousness. He sucked in a breath and swept his hands brusquely across the page. He was no longer the lonely child who furtively sketched movie stars in beautiful clothes and dreamed of a Hollywood life.

      What was once an escape was now a thriving commercial enterprise with insatiable demands. Max flourished his gold fountain pen across the page, adding a sweep of curves to the hips and breasts of the bespoke wedding gown his fashion house had been commissioned to design.

      Now at the helm of his multi-billion dollar empire Max was no longer a hands-on designer, but nothing went out the door without his final veto. Some called him a control freak and this he took not as a criticism but as the highest compliment.

      He waited to feel the rush of joy he used to feel when drawing as a child. He stopped to await the all-consuming love that arose from knowing that no one possessed his raw talent and genius. He paused to feel the pride that came years later from knowing he designed dresses perfectly, to satisfy only one client on her most important day. There was nothing.

      It shouldn't have surprised him. He had long ago accepted that he was unable to feel the joy that other people did. He'd turned off that part of himself years ago and had vowed never again to succumb to vulnerability. In its place, carefully groomed aloofness and instilling fear in others were traits he prized and relentlessly cultivated.

      As his protégé braced for the consequences Max forced his thoughts back to the commission. While he felt nothing in his heart, what he did experience as he looked at the drawing of the wedding dress executed to his design was a coolly detached appreciation that satisfied the perfectionist in him.

      The lines and structure now conformed absolutely to his definition of ideal. The controlled steel gray pallet reflected his personality and every detailed aspect had been meticulously executed as he had commanded. No randomness or chaos anywhere.

      Having witnessed his parents’ brutal marriage and subsequent divorce, Max had no misguided notions of happily-ever-after, nor any desire to marry.

      Perfection in relationships was simply unattainable. But the knowledge that he was at the helm of an empire that created exquisite, extraordinarily elegant gowns admired by the world's most elite, at the same time preserving a historic tradition, filled him with a degree of pride.

      But as for the rest of his life—the personal, emotional side—he felt nothing. And that suited him perfectly.

      Max's long supple fingers drummed an impatient rhythm on the armrest of his chair. 'Allora?’ Well? People react to fear, not love, he reminded himself as he kept his voice soft, but somehow containing all the might of the towering spires of the Duomo looming beyond his window.

      A slither of fear crept into the young designer’s hushed apology. 'I should have thought more about the woman beneath the dress.'

      ‘Thinking is not enough,' Max commanded, his voice a dark, stark thing in the quiet of his office. 'You must apply.' Taking the drawings in both hands he tore the pages down the middle. 'Begin again, and this time bring me excellence.'

      Ignoring the tiny pin like tremors piercing his chest Max pushed back from the desk and rose to his feet as the young man retrieved the torn fragments and scuttled quickly toward the door. Striding across the room Max willed his racing heart to cede to his control.
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      'Calm yourself, please Maxie,’ Sophia Balforni said, sweeping into his office she cast the young man a sympathetic look as their paths crossed. 'Have you thought about what I suggested?' she asked, gesturing to the art therapy brochure peeking from beneath a pile of contracts.

      'I am surrounded by amateurs and now you want me to play like a child, mia sorella. I have never heard something so ridiculous.'

      'You're my brother. The best brother in the world, but do you know what’s holding you back? You’re afraid of losing control. You’re afraid that without all of this’, she said, sweeping her hand around the room, ‘you’re worthless.’

      'But all of this means nothing if you’re dead. And none of this means anything without someone to share your heart and soul. I hope one day you’re able to realize that you’re wonderful for who you are, not just for what you’ve accomplished. But most of all I hope you’re able to experience the unconditional love and support of someone who loves you for you.'

      Max was neither given to excessive emotion nor impetuousness but his mood wrestled with his need for control. He threw open the shuttered windows of his office and inhaled the frigid Milano air with shallow, measured breaths.

      He ran his hand over his broad chest, fingering momentarily the fine scar snaking across his heart. His mind had the endurance and stamina of one thousand oxen but two months ago his body had betrayed him.

      His gaze swept down the Piazza then flew up the spires of the Duomo, dusted with snow and bejewelled in dazzling pre-Christmas lights as the cacophony of Vespas buzzed like irritated wasps through the open window.

      Although he had always hated Christmas, he loved tradition and he loved the supreme elegance that the Milanese never failed to deliver, but it pained him to concede that never had his beloved city been so irritating. In fact, everything, and everyone was irritating. Even his designs bored him. He knew better than most that he must continually innovate or die. Grudgingly he accepted his sister was right. He needed to get away.

      'I admit it's a little unconventional,' Sophia said, taking an assortment of pills and vitamins from a gold embossed pillbox. She poured a glass of mineral water into a crystal tumbler, she passed the pills and water to Max.

      'Unconventional?' Max tossed the pills into his mouth, took a gulp of water and threw back his head, grimacing as they slid down his throat. 'What you are suggesting is childish.’ Childish, isn’t that exactly what his father had thrown in his face when, as a young boy, he’d first shown him his sketches. ‘If this got out to my competitors,’ he said, forcing his mind from a memory he vowed never to revisit, ‘can you imagine what it would do to my reputation?'

      'Not nearly as damaging as being paralysed by a stroke and having to be spoon-fed, Sophia snapped. 'And since when have you cared what others think? Besides, you have an island on the other side of the world.

      ‘One you've been too busy to visit. Fiji is remote enough for you to step away from the constant flash of cameras and be virtually anonymous,' she said, lowering her voice as Max’s new PA cat-walked into his office. 'Call yourself Mr. Johnstone, or Mr. Smith, or whatever else you want, to protect your privacy.'

      Beneath long-fringed lashes the PA gave Max a sultry look, trailing her gaze over his lean and muscled form, as she placed a collection of fashion magazines and media cuttings in a neat pile precisely as she'd been trained.

      'Thank you, that will be all,' Sophia said, dismissing her.

      'A nudist camp would be vastly more appealing,' Max said. His gaze trailed after his PA as she left his office. While he had no time for relationships, that didn't stop him from appreciating beauty. How much easier it would be to lie naked amongst a bevy of loveliness than expose his feelings to the spotlight.

      Sophia rolled her eyes. 'I can just imagine what that would do to your blood pressure. Art, unlike making a career of intimately studying the curves of women, my dear brother, is therapeutic.'

      'So you want me to go to kiddy school and make a fool of myself.' Irritation coursed through his veins as he ran his fingers around the neck of his shirt and loosened the starched white collar.

      'You never had a childhood,’ Sophia said, her voice almost a whisper. 'You grew up too fast. We both did. And now you're a thirty-five-year-old man who may not see forty.'

      'I know you are trying to help but I told you I can handle it.' And he would. He would never abandon his responsibility. Unlike his father who had tried to combine work with marriage and failed at both, Max had gladly sacrificed his personal life for his career.

      Abandoned at birth by his biological parents, raised briefly by strangers, then dumped in a boarding school, he had turned what could have been a weakness into his biggest strength.

      Self-reliance.

      'All this stress has engulfed you, Max. Only you can't see it. And it scares me. You've become a shell of yourself—more than you were already. A man so cut off from his feelings that you are devoid of emotion. You've become a lighthouse of a man—lonely in a crowd, aloof and detached. Uncaring.'

      The words bounced off Max’s chest like the final shards of Milan's winter sun reflecting off the panoramic glass windows. It was true. He no longer cared.

      'What do you want from me, Sophia?'

      She paused, concern pooling in her dark eyes. 'I want what our mother wants. I want you to be happy.'

      His lips curved in a tight mocking smile. When had his real mother ever cared about his happiness? He knew what she really wanted. After suddenly reappearing in his life, she wanted a daughter-in-law and she wanted a grandson. Max shook his head and gave a short exacerbated sigh. She wanted the impossible.

      He plunged his hand through his hair, raking it back from his brow. He should have had it cut razor short last week. Instead, he'd thrown himself into the roll out of his retail network of 60 Massimilliano Balforni boutiques and jewelry stores throughout China, and the pending development of his luxury hotel in Dubai, with such single-minded, unrelenting focus there had been no time for indulgences.

      'I've done my research,' he said, adding his signed consent to the final contracts, 'and from every angle it all seems based on spurious psychology.' His hand closed around the pen as he looked up sharply.

      Sophia sucked her breath as though steeling herself to battle with his formidable will. 'Unless you make some changes, and I mean massive changes,' Sophia glanced momentarily in the direction of Cimitero Maggiore, Milan's largest cemetery, then fixed Max with a penetrating gaze, ‘you'll end up like our father. Morte.’

      'That will not happen to me,' he said, balling his fingers into a fist. 'I am nothing like our father.'

      'No, you're not. You are loyal, honest and immensely generous to the people you care about—nothing like our father. But you are an unrelenting workaholic like he was. No better than an addict, because despite all your willpower, all your determination, all your talent, all your wealth you can't stop working. My God, you even live above your office.'

      'Mia sorella, even if I wanted to go finger painting, which I do not, there is no way I can get away. People need me. I cannot just walk away without everything collapsing.'

      'Even geniuses need time out to replenish. Super-heroes too,' she laughed. 'You, Clark Kent, need a rest from being Superman, a week out of this world. Not eternity. I will take care of things until you're back.'

      The blood vessel in his temple pulsed, whether out of conviction or rebellion he didn't know, but her suggestion was not without merit. His sister had proven herself capable in so many ways since her appointment to Director of Public Relations.

      He leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers against his lips as he savored a compelling idea. What if he could achieve several goals by leaving Italy? While he did not believe in fate, he did believe in destiny. Was it not destiny after all that had led him to this career, launching him from male model to CEO of a multi-billion dollar empire?

      Max began to wonder if his recent conversation with some Fijian silk merchants was also pre-destined. Until that meeting he hadn't known there was such a large population of Indians in Fiji, and he'd been intrigued by the innovative textile developments they had shared with him.

      And he could maximize efficiencies by going undercover and checking out his hotel chain in the Pacific. Yes, he thought, warming to the idea, perhaps a change of scene, getting away from all things European might just revive his flagging spirits.

      His creativity was blocked, young designers were licking at his heels. He needed to continually innovate, but nothing inspired him. The plan was worth considering after all. Nothing else had worked. Plus it would get Sophia off his case. And the art therapy gimmick she was so convinced he needed?

      What could any dowdy art therapist do to him that he couldn't control?
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      'First time to Fiji?' the porter asked art therapist Issy Riley as they wove past the rows of poolside loungers. Bronzed men and women wearing barely-there swimsuits tanned their lithe bodies beneath the last rays of the sun.

      Issy was by far the most uniquely dressed, she thought euphemistically, gazing beyond the pool to the azure sea, fringed with coconut trees. Some, no doubt, would argue she was, in fact, the worst-dressed person at the resort, but then she'd never cared for fashion.

      She pushed up the sleeves of the yellow shaggy pile of her jumper as two women sauntered past, tanned from crown chakra to pink toenails, their double d-cups jiggling like caramel panacottas.

      Surrounded by an ocean of virtual nakedness Issy felt prudish dressed head-to-toenails in winter discomfort. Certainly less chic than the five-year old meandering past, resplendent in streaming caftan and matching overly bejeweled sandals, snapping the sunset with her iPhone.

      'Yes. First time anywhere overseas, actually,' she ran her fingers over the roll of her turtleneck, wishing she'd thought to wear a tee-shirt so she could peel the jumper off.

      As always she'd left things too late. She'd been in a mad panic to get to the plane and hadn't even thought to pack spare clothes to change into once she'd arrived at Nadi airport.

      Taking refuge beneath a palm tree Issy momentarily relaxed as a choir of Fijian men and women dressed in flowing white gowns began to sing in the open area just beyond the pool. Their voices soared through the humid air. Then suddenly realizing they were singing Christmas carols tension knotted her shoulders.

      Christmas.

      When she'd offered to help her business partner Nancy, and take this last minute client, Issy had thought she could escape the festive season, dripping with tinsel and baubles, and the promise of happiness.

      Her fingers tightened around the note the receptionist had passed her when she'd checked in. At least work meant she wouldn't have to spend the holiday season at her mother's with HIM—the traitorous, lying, three-timing control-freak of a fiancé. Make that ex-fiancé, she corrected. She had dumped him the moment she discovered his betrayal, but that didn’t stop her heart from taking a hit.

      Issy stared into the distance her attention diverted by a huge Christmas tree blazing with a rainbow of colored lights. She closed her eyes and sighed. Why couldn't she find a promise-keeper?

      Married by Christmas? Nope. Once again the bus of happily-ever-after failed to pull up at her stop, but to find out on Facebook that James was cheating on her weeks before their wedding? No one deserved that humiliation.

      Even if her mother still thought James was the best thing since sliced toast, at least Issy had the balls to shut down his lies, the courage to confront the truth, the strength to face life on her own again. She swallowed hard as the sharp edge of betrayal ran a ragged line through her chest. She'd had a lucky escape.

      The porter smiled stiffly as though sensing her discomfort. 'Holiday?' he asked.

      Issy looked longingly at people relaxing by the pool, her gaze hovering over a loved-up couple entwined on a sun-lounger. She felt a tug of disappointment. Would she ever trust enough to fall in love again? She crushed the note from her client in her hands, pressing her lips together as she turned away. 'Business.' she said.

      All the men in her life, even her father, had let her down terribly. Work was a most welcome distraction. She didn't need a man in her life, she reminded herself. Not anymore.

      A riot of shouts from the beach pulled her attention toward a group of men jabbing at something writhing on the sand at the edge of the lagoon. Whether it was an instinctive sense of brutality etched in the men’s postures or the impact of the powerful figure brushing past her, she didn't know, but every whisper of her body hair stood erect.

      Issy watched mesmerized, adrenaline lapping her body as a 6 foot 3 Adonis with olive toned six-pack abs and a body that could easily grace a billboard strode toward the men. He was clad only in tiny trunks.

      He looked strangely familiar in an unfamiliar sort of way, like a celebrity in a magazine, the same handsomeness, and aloof assurance, although she knew she'd never met him before. He looked like a movie star. Certainly not a man anyone would forget.

      His muscles rippled gold fire under the heat of the fading tropical sun as, with powerful, lithe steps like a panther about to lunge, the titan advanced upon the men on the beach. Fear shadowed their faces as they turned to each other, eyes widening, aware this was no normal man approaching but a warrior, a leader of men, a man not to be defied.

      'Allora! Stop!' His rich honey-toned voice, edged with a deep sultry Italian accent, sent shivers coursing through her body.

      Tearing her eyes away from the perfect specimen of a man Issy perched on her toes, squinting under the bright sun to see what the titan was so vigorously trying to protect.

      'Sea snake. Very poisonous,' the porter said.

      Danger.

      The warning flashed red in her mind and jackknifed through the air. Was it the snake she was afraid of or the rush of molten emotion the stranger incited?

      'Come and see,' the porter beckoned.

      She hesitated, torn between fear and fascination. Her pulse hammered, pummeled by the unexpected handsomeness of the man and stricken with curiosity. What sort of person would go to a snake's rescue?

      For the first time in forever she felt excited, alive, her body on edge, ablaze. Why, when she was officially off men, and as she walked toward him did every whisper of hair on her body stand alert?

      She frowned, trying to remember any man ever having inflamed such a reaction, as his muscular arms took the sticks from the assailants. Arms that could crush an opponent or protect a woman against his powerful lean body.

      'We're only trying to protect the resort guests from danger,' the men shouted.

      'Che cavolo! Can you not see the baby snake?' he jabbed his finger towards the rocks. 'Would you deprive it of its mother?' His eyes were a lethal shade of gunpowder blue, his gaze unyielding, freezing the men in a chilly silence. 'She will not strike unless provoked.'

      Issy's breath caught in ragged gasps as she glanced at the tiny snake lingering in the distant shadows. Was this guy for real? Someone like her, who cared nothing for the senseless killing of animals.

      'We didn't see it. We didn't think,' they said, stepping back. 'Sorry, Sir.'

      Issy smiled, her body flooded with something that felt uncomfortably like admiration.  She dragged her eyes from the Italian god and focused on the snake lying washed ashore, exposed in its vulnerability.

      As dangerous as the snake was alleged to be the artist in her was captivated by the beauty of its iridescent pearl and obsidian stripes. But she was wary too, of its potent power. Was the snake feigning death or was it spellbound, against its will, offering herself to the giant of a man before her?

      Issy’s heart seemed to freeze then pounded like the sea crashing on the distant reef. She could relate to feeling out of her depth. She stole a glance at the knight without armor standing in far too skimpy trunks as with soft, deft movements that belied his powerful physique, he gently nudged the snake toward the sea.

      Issy kept her gaze firmly on the snake as it uncoiled slowly, writhing in the wet sand as Issy drew closer to its rescuer. She stood a body's length away from him, agonizingly aware of the rich luster of his full head of blue-black wavy hair, his impeccably shaven jaw, and the intoxicating aroma of his cologne coiling through the balmy air. Earthy, sensual, exhilarating.

      What was up with that, she wondered bamboozled by the commotion clanging through her mind. Her eyes recklessly savored every contoured edge of the Adonis's body as he stood at the water’s edge watching the snake slither to freedom.

      She traced his broad, bronzed, well-oiled chest, before sliding down the tantalizingly playful coils of soft dark hair dividing his sculptured six pack and marching a confident line from his navel, before vanishing below the rim of his tiny 'spray on' trunks.

      Suddenly the Adonis turned toward her and she was immediately captured in the web of his intense blue eyes.

      Issy looked away quickly. Too quickly.

      Sprung!

      Her face flamed carmine red as she studied her feet, wishing the escaping waves of rose pink hair that fell over her face as she did so would hide her indefinitely. After a brief moment she glanced up, hoping he had not read her mind when she'd gawked at him. The smirk on his face and the intensity of his gaze left her in no doubt he'd registered her attraction.

      'Thank you for saving the snake Mr Johnstone,' said the porter, offering him a towel as he went to his side.

      'Johnstone?' her voice eked out. Her eyes ping-ponged between the stranger and the porter. Thrusting her hand in her pocket, she unfurled the note the receptionist had given her. Issy’s stomach dived a nervous somersault that would have done an Olympic swimmer proud. She reread the message, studying the words forged in firm, confident handwriting—no sign of weakness anywhere. “Meet me by the pool. (Signed) Mr. Johnstone.”

      Oh, God. Mortification coiled through her body. 'You can't be that Mr. Johnstone.'

      He stared at her as if she was insane.

      She bit her lip, holding back any attempt at an explanation for her earlier behavior that she knew would only dig a deeper hole.

      'There must be some mistake.'
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      The Mr. Johnstone she was expecting was a middle-aged, totally non-threatening paunchy Scotsman with middle-aged spread. Not a head turner with a license to thrill. Issy glanced back to the hotel lobby hoping to make a hasty retreat in search of the real Mr. Johnstone. The plain, non-threatening one. The one who didn't make her loins quiver ridiculously and her face blaze with heat.

      'This is the lady you wanted,' the porter said, gesturing to her.

      Mr. Johnstone stood motionless, his eyes fixed firmly on her with the languid gaze of a panther.

      Issy smiled tightly. As if a man who looked like an underwear model would want someone like her, a woman so organic and unfussed about what was fashionable and what wasn't.

      His eyes narrowed beneath perplexed brows as he surveyed the pink waves of hair rippling over her shoulders. She braced herself for criticism. Okay, maybe she was going overboard with the pink hair and the clashing array of colors, but it was her way of rebelling—of shouting out loud, “I don't care”.

      If she affirmed it often enough, hopefully the fact she cared too much would be erased from her consciousness. And then, on that miraculous day she'd never feel unworthy again.

      'Mr. Johnstone,' he said, stretching out his hand. His voice was pure sex, sending shivers scuttling down her spine. It was more honeyed Italian than Scottish in origin, as his name suggested.  'And you are, Miss—?’ the Adonis asked, glancing at her hand.

      Suddenly her left ring finger felt bare. It was a strange feeling to be conscious of. Nearly a year had passed since she'd thrown her engagement ring back in James' face after his humiliating betrayal.

      Issy thrust her hand into her pocket, swallowing hard, before moving her hand to meet his. 'Issy Riley, from Passion Down Under Tours,' she said, injecting her voice with a tone she hoped sounded sufficiently serious.

      Passion Down Under—what had she and Nancy been thinking? The name they’d made up for their business sounded fun on paper, but now she had to say it out loud in front of a virtually naked, excruciatingly sexy man it just sounded wrong.

      His right eyebrow grew into a slight peak at the center, giving him an expression of mischief, though his firm mouth held no trace of amusement. 'Che cavolo! You are Passion Down Under?'

      Was she just being overly sensitive or did something in his tone make it clear he'd expected someone better? Of course he did. He'd expected Nancy. But he needn't look quite so thrown. Issy pushed her shoulders authoritatively back and consciously injected her voice with a somber tone of propriety.

      'As far as the rest of the world is concerned anything below the equator is down under,' Issy said, doing a near impossible job of ignoring her loins flaming pure fire under the heat of his inquisitional gaze.

      'And we're passionate about our belief in the power of creativity to transform peoples lives, making them feel refreshed, inspired, courageous and playful.' Her words usually imbued with confident purpose when talking to the parents of the kids she helped at Issy's Centre trailed into a faint whisper, then disappeared on a balmy breeze.

      The gentle lapping waves washing ashore did little to restore calm. Something about the way his eyes smoldered told her he didn't look in the least like a man needing more passion or courage. And he'd definitely mistaken what she meant by play. However, the tell-tale signs of stress: dark rings under the eyes, tightness of the jaw, shoulders as rigid as mountains, told her he wasn't a man who knew how to relax without an agenda.

      'You are not who I expected.’ He studied her with microscopic intensity. His face was unreadable as his gaze crawled along her purple and yellow striped footless tights, inched along her canary jumper, then rested for an uneasy moment as he read the word “breathe” tattooed in blue running the length of her forearm. His gaze met hers, taking her in with wide-eyed astonishment as though he thought she was certifiably insane.

      'There was an accident,' she said, yanking down her sleeve. 'My business partner, Nancy—‘ she stammered. 'I thought you'd been informed.'

      His frown confirmed the worst.

      'An accident?'

      'Her father—' she said.

      'Family must always come first.' His eyes softened as he stared into the vast sea, as though oblivious to her, before turning. 'Allora, so you are her replacement?' His lips pressed together as though suppressing something unpalatable.

      'You seem disappointed,' she said, steeling herself from his reproachful stare.

      His penetrating gaze stripped her bare. 'I had expected someone more—conservative. Isn't that what counselors look like?'

      'I'm not a counselor.’’ She slid her hand down her neck, wishing like mad she could strip herself of her suffocatingly hot jersey as she wiped away a stream of sweat. ‘I’m an art therapist.’

      'I don't like surprises,’ he said with sardonic derision.

      ‘Breathe,’ Issy said under her breath, refusing to quake at his steely tone. Breathe. Don't screw this up.

      'Oh, whoops. I’m sorry. I don't know why the message never reached you. But we offer a money back warranty, your satisfaction is guaranteed,' she said, instantly regretting the implied promise.

      'What I mean is, you won't be disappointed.' She was babbling, over-talking like she always did when she was nervous.

      Something about the way he smirked at her communicated white-hot fire, as though for a brief period he might accept the novelty of being with someone so plainly unsuitable. Or was he simply playing with her? Well, if he thought they were on a sex tour she would dissuade him from that idea.

      'I understand you don't know how to relax,' she said, trying to turn the focus back to why they were both here rather than continue to be unsettled by his come-and-get-me sculpted torso and chiseled biceps.

      'I know how to relax, mia cara.’ His voice was husky, the timbre of a low tenor. A sensual shiver shot through her body. Would that voice never stop affecting her this way? Would she ever be able to find his presence bland?

      'I'm sorry, I don't understand, my brief was...' She rummaged through the bag slung over her shoulder, and felt the steady almost appalled air of his disapproving gaze.

      He looked at the chaotic, disordered state of what she sensed to him was less of a handbag and more of a hand-sack.

      'I know I have the email somewhere,’ she said.

      He stepped toward her, the full impact of his virile masculinity leaving her nearly breathless. 'Sex.'

      'Excuse me?' she stammered.

      'Sex is my relaxation strategy, mia cara.’

      He was being deliberately provocative, she was sure of it now, but if he was determined to unnerve her he would find a worthy opponent. 'How charming for you,' she said coolly, flourishing the note. 'You summoned me.'

      'Tomorrow we will leave for my private island. My chauffeur will pick us up at 7 sharp to take us to the airport. Please do not be late.'

      Something cold slid down the back of Issy's neck. Private island? Nancy hadn't mentioned this. 'I don't like surprises either,' she said, caught between apprehension and curiosity.

      'Look, I'm sure you're legit and everything, but I really don't feel comfortable taking off to goodness knows where with a man I've only just met. What's wrong with sticking to the itinerary? A week here, at this very nice, and very public, resort?'

      'I prefer the comfort of home,' he said, barely answering her question. ‘It was never my intention to stay on the mainland longer than I needed. Oh, and be sure to bring some clothes better suited for the climate,’ he said, as he turned from her.

      Fine hairs bristled on her neck. Okay, so she was sweltering hot, but that wasn't the point. Not only was he changing the whole agenda, but now he had the arrogance to tell her how to dress.

      The two slim-legged blondes in barely-there bikinis she'd seen earlier sauntered past, flicking their hair coyly as they smiled in Max’s direction. Whatever tenuous hold Issy had had on him quickly disappeared as his gaze combed their bodies with primal appreciation. Irrational jealousy sloshed through her body, mixing with painful memories of the fickleness of men.

      Excusing herself, she choked back a defiant retort, stealing a backward glance as she strode away. 'Enjoy your evening, Mr. Johnstone.'

      What do I care, she reminded herself? He was a client, not her lover. She should be focusing on the task ahead, figuring out how she was going to get through the next week rather than allowing herself to become stupidly distracted by a man. A man completely off limits. A man totally out of her league.
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