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CHAPTER ONE


C.J. wove her forest green Jaguar V12 across lanes and around cars, heedless of the blaring horns. The heavy traffic closed around her, forcing her to reduce the speed of the powerful engine to sixty-five miles per hour. She was trapped in the right lane. Glancing at her watch, she groaned. An opening appeared and, accompanied by the blaring protest of yet another irate driver, she whipped the car into the center lane.


This whole fiasco had started when the board meeting ran until after six. Why do I have to attend those damn things anyway? she wondered. After the meeting she raced home to change clothes only to find that her favorite pants were not back from the cleaners. Another valuable ten minutes were wasted screaming at the housekeeper, who had failed to pick up the dry cleaning. She was over an hour late for her date with Anne.


C.J. already knew how the evening would progress. Anne would pull the cold silent treatment, and C.J. would spend the night trying to find ways to make it up to her. Tomorrow she would send Anne flowers and maybe jewelry, perhaps those earrings at Rosenbloom’s she had been hinting for, and eventually Anne would forgive her. But tonight C.J. would be sent home.


The announcer on the radio began to drone on about the police officer who had been killed a few days earlier. The officer had stopped a car for a routine traffic violation. The driver had been a wanted fugitive and had shot the officer as he walked up to the car. Irritated with the interruption to the music, C.J. popped in a CD. Instead of the rock and roll she had anticipated, a loud grinding noise filled the speakers just before the CD ejected. Nothing was going right. C.J. turned her attention to the CD player, trying to convince the disc to stay in.


“Is it too much to ask for to want to hear music rather than the news? There’s never anything good to hear anyway. Who needs to hear about other people’s depressing lives?” Her ranting was cut short as a movement in front of her caught her attention.


“Damn!” She grasped the steering wheel and slammed on the brakes as a small, slow-moving truck pulled in front of her. She blared her horn and made a couple of rude hand gestures at the old man driving. He continued at his snail’s pace and studiously ignored her.


Having given up on the CD, she grabbed her mobile phone and punched in Anne’s number, knowing there would be no answer. The answering service had been turned off. Anne was making her annoyance known by refusing to answer the phone. She did this every time C.J. was late. When C.J. finally arrived, Anne would harp for hours about C.J. not calling to let her know she was going to be late.


A break in traffic appeared in the left lane, and an eighteen-wheeler pulled from behind C.J. and barreled along beside her. “Not this time buddy,” she growled and pressed the accelerator harder. The Jag shot forward, and C.J. slid smoothly in front of the truck. She breathed a sigh of relief at the open road in front of her. Caught up in the exhilaration of pushing the car’s powerful engine, it took her a minute to comprehend the flashing lights in her rearview mirror.


A string of oaths and a considerable amount of steering-wheel pounding accompanied her exit to the shoulder of the road. The semi roared by with a loud mocking blare of his horn. C.J. shot him the finger before turning her attention to the flashing lights behind her. She removed her sunglasses as she glimpsed the tall, thin form of the police officer emerging from the vehicle. She could see

only the long, blue gray-clad legs moving slowly toward her.


“That’s it. The last straw,” she fumed, grabbing her driver’s license from the visor. “I’ll show this asshole who he’s dealing with and Anne can damn well understand. I’m not kissing another ass today!”


Flinging the seat belt off she jumped out of the car and found herself staring down the barrel of a very large pistol.


“What the hell?” she squeaked, throwing her hands up, unable to take her eyes off the weapon.


“Against the car!”


“Wait a minute.”


“I said against the car. Now!”


C.J. quickly complied. The cop briskly patted her down. Anger replaced her fright. “If you’re through with your cheap thrills, would you like to explain what you think you’re doing?”


“You can turn around,” the officer replied, replacing the weapon in its holster and stepping away. “As for explaining, why don’t you start by telling me where the fire is? And in the future, I suggest you stay in your vehicle when a patrol car pulls you over. An officer was killed last week, and we tend to get a little nervous when people come flying out of their vehicles like you did.”


C.J. turned to retort but was brought up short by the sight of the tall woman standing before her. The visor on her cap and the reflective shades hid much of the thin, deeply tanned face that was framed by short, curly black hair. C.J. knew she was staring, but couldn’t stop. It wasn’t the woman’s physical attractiveness that stunned her, although that in itself wasn’t bad. It was her sheer presence. C.J. could almost touch the confidence that emanated from this woman. C.J. tried to recall what she had intended to say.


“Your name.” The officer was waiting for her response. C.J. could only stare.


“Let me see your operator’s license.” She extended her hand. C.J. fought the urge to take hold of it. Somehow she managed to transfer the license to the officer. “C.J. Riley.” The woman looked at her closely before asking, “What does the C stand for?” She tapped her pen against the citation pad.


The question brought C.J. back to earth. Few people outside her immediate family knew what her real name was, and absolutely no one used it. “C.J. will do. It was good enough for the state of Texas to use on my license, so I’m sure it’ll serve your purpose.” Having only her initials on her license had cost her two season tickets to the Dallas Cowboys, but it had been worth it.


The officer frowned. “I’m not concerned with the requirements for the state of Texas. I limit my concern to the city of San Antonio, and I’m required to fill in a name. So once more, Ms. Riley, what does the C stand for?”


Damn, C.J.

thought, I’ll bet she sleeps with a rule book under her pillow. C.J.

instinctively changed tactics. The cop was a woman, and she hadn’t met a woman yet, lesbian or not, who could resist her charms when she decided to turn them on. “It’s just C.J.,” she said with a warm smile. “Look, I may have been a little over the speed limit ...”


“Try eighty-five in a sixty-mile-per-hour zone.”


“Okay.” C.J. laughed and leaned against the Jag, striking her best pose. “You’ve got me, but I really can explain. I have a hot date tonight and she,” C.J.

paused to make sure the emphasis on she was processed. Ah, she smiled to herself,

the lady didn’t blush or panic. “Well, you know how upset the little woman can get when you’re late. It wasn’t really my fault. The board meeting with my father, Carlton Riley, ran late.” May as well let her know she’s not dealing with just anyone here, C.J. thought with smug satisfaction. Riley Produce was known throughout most of the United States. The use of Carlton Riley’s name was guaranteed to smooth over any problem that she would encounter in Central or South Texas.


The officer’s frown deepened as she shifted her weight to one leg. “Ms. Riley, I don’t have the slightest interest in your love life or your father, but I’m sure the little woman and Carlton Riley would prefer you late rather than dead or seriously injured in an accident.” She was taking information from C.J.’s license.


C.J. blinked in amazement as the cars continued to flash by them. This woman actually intended to give her a ticket. Maybe she was new to San Antonio and didn’t know who Carlton Riley was, C.J. reasoned, pushing away from the car. There was a subtle shift in the officer’s stance. C.J. sensed the woman’s sense of alertness. In a dangerous situation, she wouldn’t hesitate to react. C.J. found this alluring.


“You’re not seriously considering giving me a ticket, are you? I mean, why bother? You do know who I am, don’t you?”


The woman started to speak, but paused and gave C.J. a long look before replying. “You’re just another traffic violation.”


C.J. wondered briefly what the woman had started to say, but the scratching of her pen interrupted C.J.’s musing. Exasperated, C.J. sighed and slapped the top of her car.


Her dad was going to be royally pissed if he found out about this ticket. He would start harping about responsibility again. He had nagged her for a week over that little dent she had put in the car at the mall last month. Hell, it wasn’t her fault the guy had parked so screwy. How was she supposed to know his front end would be sticking out when she rounded the corner? Her own car had been in the shop for three days. She had been forced to stay home because she absolutely refused to drive the rental the insurance company offered. And she wouldn’t be caught dead in her father’s Civic. She made up her mind. He was not going to find out about this ticket.


“Look,” she began, turning to face the officer. “I’m just going to take it to my father’s lawyer and he’ll do whatever needs to be done to get it fixed. So why waste our time and tax payer dollars?”


A deep frown creased the woman’s forehead. Seeing this was the wrong tactic to take with her, C.J. quickly reined in her anger. “Come on.” She lowered her voice and smiled. “Let’s just forget this and let me take you somewhere nice for dinner.”


The officer scribbled furiously, yanked the sheet away from the pad, and extended it to her.


This wasn’t working. If the woman wanted to power trip, she’d let her. C.J. put on her best humble face. “Officer” — C.J. read the badge that was pinned above a very inviting and slightly heaving breast— “Franklin, you’re absolutely right. I should be ashamed. I was acting like a spoiled brat.” She smiled that perfect smile that was meant to melt stone. “Please. Let me make it up to you with dinner. I’ll take the ticket.” She took the ticket and slipped it into her pant’s pocket, having no intention of paying it.


“What about the little woman at home?” Franklin asked as she slid the citation book into her hip pocket and clipped the pen to her shirt. “I thought she got angry if you were late.”


Confident that she had found the right angle to handle her, C.J. stepped closer. “I’ll just call and tell her I’ve managed to get myself arrested by the most gorgeous woman in Texas.” She winked. “Maybe later you and I can find a use for those cute little handcuffs you’re wearing.” C.J. moved in still closer.


Franklin stepped in quickly to meet her. She was at least five-nine, a good two inches taller than C.J., but her scowl made it seem like a foot. Her voice was deep with anger when she replied. “Ms. Riley, the only reason these cute little handcuffs will ever get near you will be to haul your arrogant...self downtown. Before we reach that point, let me suggest that you crawl back into your car and go home. Because quite frankly it would give me a great deal of pleasure to know that you were spending a few hours in a holding cell cooling your rich little heels!”


Surprised, C.J. stepped back and blinked. No one ever talked to her like that. She quickly hid behind the shield she had built so carefully. “Ah,” she cooed, “you really do love me.” With exaggerated ease she slid behind the wheel and closed the door. The tinted window slid down quietly. “Until we meet again.” She winked and blew Franklin a kiss.


Without warning she gunned the engine and left in a rush of squealing tires and burning rubber. She watched in her rearview mirror as Franklin jumped into her car and tore out after her.


C.J. signaled and merged calmly into traffic and was careful to keep the Jag’s speedometer at a sedate and legal sixty. Franklin trailed her until C.J. exited the freeway. C.J. watched as the patrol car disappeared down the road. “What a woman,” she murmured. “I’ll bet she’s a hellcat in bed.”


She chuckled as she turned the car around and headed toward home. She would call Anne tomorrow and make some kind of excuse. Right now she wanted to be alone to think about how she was going to capture the heart of Officer Franklin. The combination of her charm with the wealth and influence of Carlton Riley would make it a simple matter. Hey, wasn’t it always?


She roared back onto the freeway, daydreaming of Officer Franklin lying in wait for her.


C.J. awoke the next morning tired and irritable. An elusive dark-haired beauty had invaded her sleep. In her dream C.J. would reach for and almost touch Officer Franklin before she inched farther away. Disgusted, she threw back the bedcovers and padded naked to the bathroom to start the shower. The mirror revealed dark circles under her eyes.


“What you need is a day in the sun,” she

mumbled, reaching for the phone. When the sleepy voice answered, she said, “Ron, C.J. How about a few games of tennis?” She knew she could count on Ron being ready to play. His lover, James, was a high-level executive for Taos Oil and Gas, and Ron’s sole purpose in life was to stay home and look gorgeous for him.


He yawned loudly. “Sounds great, but couldn’t you have waited until a decent hour? What time is it anyway?’


C.J. glanced at the clock. “It’s a little after ten.”


“God,” he groaned. “Give me a couple of hours,” C.J. knew he had been sleeping. “Let’s go over to the new courts on Jasper. There’s this absolutely scrumptious pro over there. If I have to get up at this ungodly hour, I may as well find a way to distract myself.”


“Wouldn’t that bother James?” C.J. squeezed toothpaste onto the toothbrush.


“Why? I’ll be here looking radiant and available when he gets home.”


“Ron, you’re disgusting,” C.J. teased. “No messing around, though. I really want a couple of good games.”


“Uh-oh. Are you feeling your age this morning? Did some young thing toss you aside last night?”


“Fuck you,” she growled around the toothbrush and hung up the phone. Ron never let her forget that he was four years younger. There were times when C.J. wondered why she liked him. Maybe it was because they had similar backgrounds and were both totally without ambition.


After showering, C.J. dressed in shorts and a knit shirt. She ran downstairs for breakfast and was surprised to find her father sitting at the table drinking a cup of coffee. C.J. knew he would have eaten breakfast hours ago. And usually at this time of day he was either at his office or off on one of his buying trips.


At fifty-nine Carlton Riley was still a handsome man. A healthy thatch of brown hair held thick streaks of gray at the temples. His strong face was tanned from endless hours in the sun. He loved visiting the growers and walking over the fields of produce, and he still did a lot of the buying for the company. Tiny squint lines were etched permanently at the edges of his eyes. Strong white teeth were displayed on those rare occasions when he would laugh. C.J. remembered him laughing a lot before her mother died.


People were always telling her how much she looked like her father. It was a fact she was proud of. There were times when she wished she could be more like him in other ways. He loved his work with a fire and passion that she had never been able to feel for anything. He had built Riley Produce from a small home-delivery business to a multimillion-dollar company.


At twenty-eight, C.J. still resided with him in her childhood home. She had never had to work, even though she currently held a token position as vice president, customer relations, of Riley Produce. The job required her to attend the Tuesday and Thursday board meetings, to listen to her father and four other board members discuss issues that didn’t interest her in the slightest, and to sign a stack of letters that Janice, her father’s secretary, wrote to customers who had written the company.


Other than Tuesdays and Thursdays, she was rarely in the office. She had worked out a system years ago with her father’s secretary. Janice would slip her a piece of paper explaining in very brief detail what issues were going to be discussed at each meeting. And if seriously pushed, C.J. could babble something semi-intelligent. At the monthly wrap-up meeting she would quickly scan a report, prepared by Janice, that gave a statistical breakdown of customer concerns during the preceding month, and she would make a brief presentation from that information.


C.J. was sure the other company officers resented her, but she could care less. They were just jealous because she had a life and they were stuck in a stuffy office.


Life had always been the same for C.J. If she saw something she wanted, she used one of the credit cards her father gave her and someone paid the bills. Work was a concept that had no true meaning for her. There had been a time when her father tried to draw her into the business, but after years with no interest shown on her part, he had finally given up. He insisted she hold this position to ensure, as he liked to joke, that she would at least know where his office was.


The only other thing he had ever required her to do was finish college so she would have the skills necessary should she ever change her mind. C.J. had long been aware that she was a major disappointment to her father, and she often felt that her personality was flawed and that she lacked the essential element for success. She pushed the uncomfortable thoughts away.


“Why are you still home?” she asked, kissing him on the cheek before sitting down. The housekeeper appeared with coffee and toast, C.J.’s usual breakfast.


“I have to fly to Dallas later for a meeting, but a shipment of rose bushes came in and I want to get them planted before I leave.” He placed a large hand around his coffee cup.


C.J. shook her head fondly. “Dad, you have a full-time gardener. Why don’t you let him take care of the roses?”


“Because I enjoy working with the plants.” He looked at her and offered a small smile. “Sometimes I think if I could do it all over I’d have become a gardener.”


C.J. looked at him in mock horror. “I’d be driving a truck instead of my Jag?” She saw the worried frown slide over his face and was instantly sorry for her levity. She knew he felt responsible for her lack of ambition. “I was just joking, Dad.”


“I know.” He sighed. “You never take anything seriously, C.J.”


“Let’s not start this again, okay?” she sighed and searched for a safer subject. “I’m going to meet Ron for tennis later.” Tennis was the one thing she felt good at.


“How is Ron?”


“Fine, still complaining that James is working too hard, but that’s nothing new.” C.J. had announced her lesbianism to her father when she was seventeen. He had been concerned at first and tried to get her to go to counseling, but she had stubbornly refused. Over the years he seemed to adjust and had silently watched her move from woman to woman, with nothing more than an occasional frown and one short lecture on the feelings of others. This occurred after the household had been disrupted for a month by one of C.J.’s jilted lovers, who believed C.J.’s interest would return if she called or dropped by enough.


“So what’s new in your life?” he asked, sipping his coffee.


“Nothing really.”


“I never see you. Our paths don’t seem to cross very often.”


“That’s because you work too hard,” C.J. scolded as she finished off her toast. She suddenly thought of Officer Franklin.


“Dad.” She played with the crumbs on the plate, pushing them into a tiny pile in the center with her finger. “How did you know you loved Mom?” Seeing his surprised look she continued quickly. “What I mean is, why her rather than someone else?” C.J. wondered if she was capable of falling in love. She had dated and slept with more women than she wanted to remember, and although she had cared for them at the time, she couldn’t honestly say she had loved any of them.
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