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	Sapphire

	I stood in the arrival area for British Airways at O’Hare International Airport. Welcome to Chicago, said the blinding LCD sign. I tapped my foot in time with the lights, a cha-cha-cha of rhythm. Loosening the belt on my hot pink raincoat, I took a deep breath. I licked my pink lips in anticipation and nervously adjusted the rose quartz and pink topaz bangles that jingled on my wrist. Pink was my aura and my happy place.

	I stared at the photograph in my hand. Sir Mercutio Buckingham, handsome, debonair, art expert and lecturer, was coming to meet me. Silver hair, deep blue eyes, charming smile—I was smitten. And excited. If this was another era—say, Victorian or Edwardian—I would breathe into a lavender scented lace hanky for courage. Instead, I took a dark sea salt chocolate from my pocket, and popped it carefully into my mouth. The sensuous cocoa flavor and aroma perked me right up.

	What was I doing here? I looked around at the people waiting for friends and family and I suppressed a shiver. Me, a little anxious? Me, the CEO of my own healing gemstone and jewelry company? Me, who played tangos on the accordion? I was vibrating with anticipation.

	Yes, Mercutio Buckingham was gorgeous. Divorced, fifty-five-years-old, he was also a metalsmith, geologist, and lover of Americana—old TV westerns and baseball. We met during an on-line symposium for the jewelry and decorative arts of the Victorian era. He had been knighted for his discovery of minerals in northern England which had helped the UK economy.

	I loved distinguished-looking older men with charming accents. We noticed each other, we wrote, we Zoomed into the late night, discussing art and life. His beautiful British voice was the stuff of my dreams. We connected. We both had time off from our work. I was going to show him the sights of Chicago, my beautiful city on Lake Michigan. We were going to eat hot dogs, Chicago style, at baseball games. The world was going to be our playground. Until it wasn’t.
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	Jack

	Welcome to chicago, said the sign. I felt like a fool. Why had I agreed to this? I dragged my carry-on behind me, listening to the thump-thump, as it banged against my loafers. Why had I let my brother talk me into meeting a woman I had never met and who was expecting someone else? I had business to conduct here in the States and this meeting would get in my way.

	I saw myself reflected in the large windows in the airport, Terminal 5, and found that I was scowling. Short, spiky, platinum blond hair, dark blue eyes set in a tanned face, strong jaw-- I was a younger version of my brother. As a little boy I was a bit chubby, but time had given me a lean and rather chiseled face and body. I wore my blazer and khakis well; I had a great tailor in London and the well-made clothes fit perfectly.

	Eight hours on a plane with little sleep, even flying business class, had put me in a bad mood. And now I was going to meet a woman and disappoint her. My brother wasn’t going to hear the last of this.

	I knew she was wearing pink. My brother, Mercutio, was supposed to be wearing a pink rose in his lapel. But then he had a heart attack and scared the family half to death. I had a rose carefully protected in plastic, and stuck in a little vial of water, that my brother from his hospital bed insisted I take with me. It had survived the transatlantic trip, in the business class kitchen refrigerator among the champagne and chilled vodka and still exuded a sweet aroma of jasmine and musk.

	“This is her first date in two years. She’s excited but cautious. Wear the flower, be my good will ambassador,” Mercutio had coaxed. I had been dead set against this. But Mercutio always got his own way. I stuck the fragrant bud into my breast pocket and sneezed. I’m allergic to roses. I longed for a decent cup of tea. Good luck with that over here in the land of deep-dish pizza, gangsters and cowboys.

	Sapphire

	I didn’t see him. Where was he? Had he stood me up?

	Jack

	I saw a woman, dressed in a pink dress and sweater. She was about forty-five, tall and thin, and holding the hand of a small child. Not Sapphire Madison, who was thirty-five, petite, and curvy, according to my brother, who was enamored of ladies with soft curves and soft smiles. I scowled again. Who wanted to think of their brother seducing Americans they had met on-line? I walked through the exit doors into the visitors’ area. I looked around for another pink lady. Where was she? And then—I stopped dead in my tracks and felt like I had been punched in the gut. I exhaled slowly.

	It had to be her. Masses of black curls cascaded down to her shoulders. Pink coat, shoes, face, purse—she was a palette of rosy hues that she reminded me a of a peppermint ice cream sundae. Quite delectable, I thought, and then realized I was staring. How to handle this situation delicately and efficiently? I was used to stealth, confrontation and then a hasty exit in my line of work. I took a deep breath, arranged my face pleasantly, and approached.

	“Sapphire Madison?”

	“Yes?” She looked at me, a bit startled, small smile in place, eyebrows raised. Her pink bracelets made a pleasant clinking sound.

	“You don’t know me, but—”

	“I don’t mean to be rude, but could you move a little to the side? I’m waiting for someone and I don’t want to miss him.” Her voice was soft, low and rather arresting. Mourning doves cooing in Chelsea, where I lived, came to mind.

	“As you wish.” I moved and blew out a breath. She wasn’t staring at me, so, I stared at her. I towered over her. I saw a few silver strands highlighting her black tresses. Her face was unlined and very fair. She was not slender but rather voluptuous like a Rubens painting. I was not usually attracted to the full-figured type. But now I felt tongue-tied and useless. Her hands were graceful, with long, tapered fingers that looked capable of anything, rocking a baby or stroking a—enough, but her hands did remind me of a long-lost love. Good job, Buckingham. She has reduced you to mental mush. Must be jet-lag. 

	She was paying no attention to me. I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, madam, but may I speak to you for a moment?”

	“Are you British?”

	“Yes, I am.”

	“I’m waiting for a man from England,” she said, still watching the doors. “He should be here any minute now. I’m sorry to be rude but I don’t have time for a chat.” Her chocolate drop eyes focused on me. Something clicked. “How do you know my name?” She looked at the rose in my pocket. “You’re wearing a rose.” A statement, not a question.

	“Yes, I am,” I agreed. “It’s a Maid Marion rose.” I sniffed the air around it and tried not to sneeze. “Romantic name, isn’t it?”

	“I believe Robin Hood broke Maid Marion’s heart,” she said, looking at me more closely. “You look familiar,” she frowned. “Have we met before?”

	“Do you think we could step over here and talk a bit?” I motioned to a waiting area, with comfortable chairs.

	“What do we need to talk about?”

	I took the plunge. “My name is Jack Buckingham. I’m Mercutio’s brother.”

	She placed a delicate hand, glowing with sparkling pink rings, over her heart. “Is he all right? Has something happened? Is he on a later flight?”

	“I really think we should step over here,” I said, and took her arm. She allowed me to lead her over to the waiting room. It was empty. We sat down and looked at each other. I smiled. She looked confused. “Mercutio had a minor heart attack last night. He’s not coming. He couldn’t call you from the emergency room. He’s very sorry.”

	“He’s in the hospital? Is he going to be okay? How terrible, I’m so sorry!” Her pale ivory skin flushed with agitation. I wondered if her whole body turned pink during—Stop that Buckingham. I was losing my sang-froid, or cool, as the Yankees say.

	“He’s getting released today. Our sister, Desdemona, is bringing him home. It was very minor, but he will need meds and supervision. He’s devastated that he couldn’t come to Chicago to meet you.”

	“I’m happy to hear that he’s okay. And yes, I’m devastated myself. We were going to have such fun,” she sighed. “Baseball games and boat rides. Chicago pizza and jazz clubs.” She pulled a chocolate out of her pocket. I watched in fascination as she placed the heart shaped candy on her very pink tongue. She wiped her hands on a tissue and looked me up and down. “Would you like a chocolate?” She reached for her pocket. I nodded no. “Why are you here?”

	“I had business in Chicago so we were flying here together. Keep him company. He’s not that fond of air travel. Now, that he’s laid up, he thought perhaps, um—we could have dinner.” He had suggested lunch but now that I had met her …

	“That was nice of him,” she said faintly. She studied me with enormous brown eyes that missed nothing. She fidgeted with the belt on her raincoat.

	“I am sure you are disappointed.” But I wasn’t. This situation might get interesting.

	“That is an understatement. I was so looking forward to meeting your brother. He’s such a wonderful person.”

	“But you’ve never met him,” I said.

	“We’ve talked online, many times. I enjoyed our chats so much.”

	“You two have a lot in common?”

	“Yes, we do. We are both single, and we both love music, reading, and our families. We share an interest in British history and art. Queen Victoria, Henry VIII, Camelot and King Arthur, it fascinates us. We both love jewelry as art.” She inspected me again with those huge eyes, espresso colored with a touch of caramel. Amazing feathery lashes, long and luscious, were very real.

	I swallowed and adjusted my bowtie which was feeling tight.

	“Did you encourage your brother to meet a woman he had never met in person?”

	“Is that so hard to believe?”

	“Yes, you don’t look like the type of person who would encourage such frivolity.”

	“Actually, my sister, Desdemona, encouraged him to meet you. I didn’t know anything about it until I heard that he had met you and was travelling to the States.”

	“Mercutio and Desdemona,” she murmured. “Very literary names.”

	“Yes, I’ve heard that before,” I said stiffly. “Our parents liked Shakespeare.” I looked at my watch.

	“Are those skulls on your bowtie?”

	I looked up and was gobsmacked by the amused look in her gorgeous eyes. “Yes, sort of my trademark.”

	“How fascinating. And the tie is sort of cute. Red, white and blue, so appropriate for a trip to the States.”

	Was she mocking me?

	“You must be in a hurry,” she said, looking at her own watch, the strap bright with pink and white polka dots. “I don’t want to hold you up.”

	“You’re not holding me up.”

	“So, you’re here on business?”

	“Yes, I have some clients to meet.”

	“You’re a very dutiful sibling, to ask your brother’s friend out for dinner while you are on a business trip.”

	I pulled my tie off. So much for decorum, this was America. “Merc was upset—so …”

	“So, you could combine business with pleasure?”

	“Will it be a pleasure? You just met me.”

	She looked me up and down. “Mr. Buckingham, I am in no position to comment on your character. I don’t know that much about you. I am heartbroken that your brother had an attack. I hope he gets home safely and that I can reach out to him when he is feeling better. You didn’t have to meet me as a consolation prize.”

	“That was never my intention,” I said. “I am here on business and here you are.”

	“That’s right, so you told me. And what kind of business is that?”

	I stood up. “I am not at liberty to discuss it.”

	“Ooh, MI-5?”

	“My business has something to do with the art world. It’s a bit complicated to go into right here. Perhaps we can discuss my business tonight.”

	“Tonight?” Her husky voice, which sounded like velvet softly scraping against my tired face, which needed a shave, raised a few tones.

	“I promised my brother that I would take you out and get to know you a little bit—for him,” I said.

	“A proxy date?” She sounded amused.

	“Nothing so formal like that, I assure you,” I said.

	“How much do you know about me?”

	“Not much, except this is your first date in a while. And that you had met on-line.”

	She stood, arranged the pink coat around her curvaceous hips and looked up at me. “Online date? It’s much more than that. You make it sound so—casual.”

	“And it’s not?”

	“We connected about many things. Art, life, mutual interests, it was a pleasure to meet your brother at the symposium, even though it was virtual.” She smiled. “And your brother is pretty cute.”

	“Cute?” I was stunned. “Mercutio, that devil, cute?”

	“Cuteness is the eye of the beholder,” she paraphrased.

	I let that pass. “So—how about dinner?”

	“Perhaps I will have time for a meal later.” She assessed me with an intense look.

	“May I call you?” I felt like squirming. Strange.

	“Yes, do that,” she said. “Do you have my number?”

	“Mercutio gave it to me.”

	“Of course, he did. The Buckingham men seem to be very efficient.”

	I ignored that. “I have a car waiting, may I drop you somewhere?”

	“I have my own car here,” she said. “But thank you.” She extended a hand, slim and cool with pink nails, a bit uneven. “It was nice to meet you.”

	“I will call you later,” I said. “After I get settled. We can arrange a meeting.”

	“Mr. Buckingham. Jack,” she said, and I felt she could see right through me. “I look forward to it. Pip-pip and cheerio.”

	“Catch you later,” I said, in my best attempt at American lingo.

	I could hear her laughter long after I was seated in the limo heading downtown. I stuffed the rose in my blazer pocket. To hell with Robin Hood and Maid Marion.
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	Sapphire

	I sat in my dark blue jeep in the visitors’ parking lot and thought about Jack Buckingham. Did I really want to meet him later? Should I just text Mercutio and send my good wishes? I was intrigued by the younger brother but if truth be told, his amazing but discerning blue eyes made me uncomfortable. I hadn’t been in a relationship in two years since I broke up with a great firefighter who wanted to marry me. I just couldn’t commit. Nate had been everything a woman could want. Cute, dependable, sweet—and a bit predictable. I had felt so guilty when I had called it off. Was I a fool at my age?

	I hadn’t dated at all since then. I had thrown myself into making my business a success. Ten years ago, my heart was broken by a proverbial starving artist who I had adored, and now I was super cautious. But did I really think that I had fallen in love with a man that I had met on a screen? Or was that a dream inspired by my sense of adventure?

	I started the car and appreciated the roar of the engine. It was a big car, good for navigating Chicago’s icy streets in winter and handling windstorms in the spring. Boxes of jewelry supplies filled the back. My business of two years, Rejuvenating Gems, was getting media interest and sales were good. I imported beads and gems from all over the world. I also taught jewelry making classes and ran workshops on healing gemstones at hospitals, rehab centers, and assisted living homes. My many donors and wonderful volunteers assisted me in this treasured new program.

	Traffic was light on the expressway, and I gratefully headed for home, to my condo downtown facing the Chicago River. To the east, Lake Michigan was a serene blue. Puffy clouds like parachutes dotted the sky. After the upsetting news about Mercutio and meeting his most disturbing younger brother, I was soothed by my happy place, anywhere near water.

	As I exited the expressway, a black car, a convertible, cut me off. I braked in time, but not before I uttered a few curses in the man’s direction. I pulled up to the stoplight and took a look. My skin crawled as a man with a shock of white hair, dark glasses, and a dangling cross earring looked me over. And over. He kept staring and I grabbed the necklace I always wear, night and day for protection. I was thinking of giving him a one fingered salute, but the light changed and he sped away. I was disturbed; the dangerous vibes I felt from my necklace sizzled on my fingertips.

	I parked my car under the building, retrieved my mail and ran up the stairs to seven. Stair climbing was part of my daily steps, not that I counted every day. In fact, I didn’t count most days. Inside my condo, decorated in shades of pink, beige, and silver, my cats Amethyst and Topaz came up to greet me.

	“Hello, kitties.” They purred, circling my ankles, and I tossed them treats. They were not aloof felines but behaved more like dogs. I rescued them five years ago. My phone played the Pink Panther theme. It was a text from Melinda, my assistant at Rejuvenating Gems and a good friend.

	Is he there? Is he gorgeous and dapper and wonderful?

	I sighed. How to break this to her gently. She had been so happy for me.

	Small glitch, okay, a big one, he couldn’t visit. He had a sudden health issue. I met his younger brother instead. Long story, which I will tell you later. I’m all right, just shocked. I might meet the brother later for a meal.

	I hoped that would satisfy her need to know for a while. I was wrong.

	What? Are you kidding? I hope the brother is cordial and pleasant and half as charming. I’m so sorry! What’s the brother like? Oops! I have customers in the store. Gotta run, more later!

	I looked at the Cubs baseball tickets on my kitchen countertop. And the White Sox tickets and the tickets for the boat ride and the show at the jazz club. What to do? I had friends I could ask or I could give the tickets to the staff in the building who were so good to me. I hung up my coat and thought about how I had dressed for my ‘hot date.’

	The pink and white paisley wrap dress, which was so flattering to my figure and made me feel sexy and svelte, I had bought especially for today. My hair was always a riot of curls that I tried to tame unsuccessfully.

	Around my neck, suspended on a heavy gold rope chain, was a treasured possession. A pink diamond, set in rose gold, floated on a pond of green enamel with tiny gold dragonflies hovering in an opal sky. The pond was encircled with tiny diamonds, seed pearls, and emeralds. When my great-aunt Rosemary passed away ten years ago, she had left me the pendant in her will. As she had just turned one-hundred years old, and had been my favorite aunt, I was honored that she left me her most favorite piece of jewelry. Her husband had bought it for her in Paris on their honeymoon in the 30’s. I wore it every day and thought about her.

	Sometimes when I held the cool gold and gleaming gemstones between my fingers, I could sense the emotions of the person with me. It was a strange feeling, but it happened often. I knew my aunt had been a bit fey and claimed to have psychic powers but I never truly believed her until I started wearing the necklace. It was almost a lie detector set in precious metals. I hadn’t shared this revelation with anyone yet. I was sure they wouldn’t believe me or think I was going a bit soft in the head.

	The phone rang, playing “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend”. An annoying robotic voice said, unknown caller, so I walked over and looked. A UK number. Should I pick it up? I picked it up.

	“Hello?” I said as coolly as I could. My heart started pounding. I hated to be such a wuss at my age.

	“Ms. Madison? This is Jack Buckingham.” As if I didn’t know by the cool, icy British accent.

	“Yes, it’s me. How are you doing? Did you get settled into your hotel?”

	“I’m here. I’m at the Astor House downtown. Do you know it?”

	Know it. It’s two blocks from me. “Why yes,” I said. “I’m familiar with that hotel. I hope you’ll be comfortable there.” Such witty repartee, girl.

	“I was wondering if you’d like to have dinner with me tonight,” he asked. “There’s a steakhouse about a block from here that I am told is excellent. Good food and a decent wine list.”

	Wine list? I might have a glass of bubbly or white wine when I go out.

	“Ms. Madison? Are you there?” His suave voice cut into my thoughts.

	“Yes, I am, sorry. And please call me Sapphire. Ms. Madison is a bit formal.”

	“Yes, we’re practically family,” he said, with that voice which hit me like a vodka martini, chilled and bracing, and made me feel shaken not stirred.

	“Hardly. But let’s not stand on formality. As I am friends with your brother.”

	“Yes, dear old Merc,” he said.

	“I sent him a message. I hope he got it.”

	“I’m sure he did and you’ll hear from him soon. So—Sapphire,” a pause, I could hear him breathing, and that subtle sound made my stomach flutter, “what do you think? Dinner? 7:30? 8?”

	I should tell him let’s do lunch. The intimacy of a dinner made me nervous. But the thought of a nice, plump steak was so appealing. My stomach was rumbling already. “7:30 would be great,” I said.

	“Wonderful, I look forward to seeing you. Shall I pick you up? It’s at the Blackhawk.”

	“I will walk over,” I said. “It’s very close. And I can get a taxi home.”

	“We’ll talk about that later,” he said. “I’ll see you soon.”

	How can a man’s voice sound like dripping honey, smoky whiskey, and silk sheets fluttering in the breeze all at once?
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	Jack

	It was done. I had snared the prize for an evening meal. Sapphire had agreed to meet me. Now I could concentrate on my work; retrieving stolen or misplaced artwork and jewelry for museums and collectors all over Europe. I put the bullets in the gun I had leased for my stay here in Chicago. I had the temporary license, the permit, the letter from the British government explaining that I was here to retrieve an item of national importance to Great Britain and danger might occur.

	That part of my trip was true, a devious art dealer had escaped England with a miniature of Anne of Cleves that was headed for the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London. The fifth queen of Henry the Eighth wore a tiara adorned with yellow diamonds, that made the tiny painting even more valuable and unique. The painting was now in the home of an unscrupulous or ignorant private collector, take your pick, who lived in the Gold Coast area of Chicago. I had full authority from both the U.S. and UK governments to retrieve the item, no questions asked. Sometimes, my retrievals were easy, and other times a bit tricky, hence the gun.

	The other part of my trip was going to be even more challenging.

	I stripped and took a shower. I let the hot water cascade down my jet-lagged body and felt a bit more human. My body was in good shape, I hoped; I had played rugby at university and worked out often. The university is where I met my first love. Twenty years later, I was still looking for true love, the kind that endured.

	Wrapping the luxurious white bathrobe around me, I sipped steaming Earl Grey tea, ate half a roast beef sandwich and laid down on the king-size bed. Within minutes I was dead to the world. When my phone alarm rang hours had passed, and I had thirty minutes to meet my date at the restaurant.
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