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Chapter One




“That’s him. The new owner of Tremayne Hall. Look. No, don’t look  now. He’ll see you.”

Gideon Tremayne smiled at the whispers buzzing around the crowd on the grassy area of the Eldora town square.

The whispers continued. “He’s rich.”

“The descendant of a knight—or something.”

“With lots of women all over the world.”

“More women than any one man could possibly need.”

Gideon raised one brow at that mild exaggeration as he took a seat in the back row of folding chairs that had been set up on the lawn.

“You’re wrong, love,” he said beneath his breath, noting the elderly woman who had made the comment and who was staring at him from behind her raised program. A man couldn’t have too many women—not when they were such fascinating and lovely creatures.

In fact, it was his need for a woman that had brought him to the Third Annual Summerstaff Labor Auction for Charity. He’d just this morning gotten an e-mail from his sister Erin with some unsettling news, and now, unexpectedly, he was going to need some assistance. He hoped he could find it here.

But he could see from the program that the one lady with all the qualifications he wanted wasn’t due to make an appearance until farther along in the auction.

Gideon stretched his long legs out in front of him and prepared to wait. He smiled and nodded at the elderly woman and her friends, who were still trying to peer at him while appearing not to be looking at anything. They smiled back, fanning themselves furiously with their programs. Finally they turned their attention to the temporary stage in front of city hall.

Gideon looked down at his own program. He wondered which one of the ladies milling about on the lawn was Caroline O’Donald. He tried to match a face and body to the somewhat fuzzy picture in the brochure.

No luck. For a few seconds, he wondered if she wasn’t even there, if she’d withdrawn for some reason—or perhaps changed her place in the order and he’d somehow missed her.

His hand tightened on the brochure slightly. Erin was so wounded since her fiancé had left her, and now she’d lit on this misguided idea of helping him that was doomed to failure. It was clear the thought of scheming to save him from himself was making her happy, which was what Gideon wanted.

He definitely didn’t want Erin to feel she was failing again, but he wasn’t going to change his life-style for anyone, even an anyone he adored. He needed to somehow reassure her that he was satisfied with his life. Unfortunately, words just wouldn’t be enough. He’d been giving her words for some time now. She needed proof.

He needed a plan—and a woman to help him demonstrate his contentment. He hoped the person in this brochure was as good as she sounded, because it was already the second week in June. With only two weeks left to prepare before his sister’s visit, time was too valuable to waste.

What’s more, his presence here was proving too much of a distraction for the audience. The noise and head turning was increasing.

Wouldn’t be polite to disrupt the auction, he told himself, slipping from his seat and wandering farther afield to a tree-lined area still within view of the stage. He probably could watch from here without attracting too much attention, so he settled in, crossing his arms and leaning back against a tree.

Then he finally saw the female he’d been seeking. She was less than ten feet away, standing in the middle of a group of women, a dreamy smile on her lips.

Gideon studied the lady closely. Her picture, he saw now, was a damned unsatisfactory substitute for the real thing. She was taller in person, almost regally so. Her auburn hair was longer than he had imagined, her mouth more generous, her blue eyes more striking. She was wearing a short, straight, white silk dress, and his gaze automatically dropped to her legs. Long. Lush. An unexpected streak of heat slithered through him.

An inappropriate streak, he reminded himself. Her legs were none of his business. He never chose his women from his employees, and he never chose them for the long-term. That wouldn’t be fair when he was incapable of giving what every woman had a right to expect. As for this woman, she had a right to certain expectations, too.

The right to know that she’s wanted for your business, not your pleasure, Tremayne, he told himself, trying to ignore the unexpected ache that Caroline O’Donald had already called forth in his body. A woman should never have to worry about an employer’s unwanted advances.

Gideon struggled to put his thoughts in the right place. Then the lady looked at him. Her already wide blue eyes looked startled. He could almost see her taking a deep breath. Gideon wondered if she was a mind reader, or if she could see the heat literally rolling off him in waves. He had an awful urge to yank his tie off and pop open the top buttons on his shirt. And he had an even greater urge to pull her close and cool his skin with her own.

Judging from the way her chin rose high at that moment, he had the feeling that he was doing a damned poor job of hiding his reaction to her. It was not like him to be so transparent, and he fought his all-too-male response to her. He tucked his alarming thoughts away where they belonged.

But by then, the moment was over and she was turning away, slowly and with great dignity. As if she had dismissed him completely. As if she were a queen.

“Perfect, Ms. O’Donald,” he whispered, relaxing, letting the tree support him as he stretched his legs out farther in front of him. The decision had been made. Caroline O’Donald was the ideal woman for this job, and he meant to have her.


      [image: ]“Almost time to join the party,” Caroline whispered to herself, as she stood at the base of the stairs awaiting her turn on the stage. 

“You’re not even nervous, Ms. O’Donald?”

The young usher’s voice broke into Caroline’s thoughts and she turned to the girl with a reassuring smile.

“Oh, this is the third summer I’ve done this, and most of the time I just go out there and pretend I’ve just unexpectedly won the Nobel prize and the people in the crowd are adoring fans,” Caroline said with a grin. “To me, this is fun. I’m what’s known as a hands-on teacher over at Alliota Junior High. I love putting on a show. We check the references of every employer to ensure the workers’ safety, so that’s not a worry. Besides, my friends, Rebecca and Emily and I organized this auction. It’s for a good cause.”

It was. The auction had been born when one of their students had needed medical attention that the child’s parents couldn’t afford. Helping out had just been natural, especially since working at a school meant their summers were free. They’d recruited other teachers easily, all the wages went to needy kids, and in a good-size town like Eldora, there were plenty of employers to go around. She loved doing this.

Ordinarily, she would have been rushing onto that stage. Just a few minutes earlier she would have. When Emily, one of her two best friends in the world, had gone to the town’s Romeo, Caroline had been impressed. Now, after finding herself the object of that disconcerting, gorgeous, gray-eyed man’s attention, she felt off balance. It was an unfamiliar response, this urge to hang back and let the others go ahead of her.

Not that she would. She’d never be that cowardly.

“Hey, don’t worry about me. I’m fine, angel,” she said, sending the girl off for a much-needed break. And she was fine. This would be a good summer. She’d always been the kind to make lemonade out of the lemons life had given her, and although she’d made oceans of the stuff in her thirty-one years, things had been looking brighter lately. Ever since last winter when her latest love, Donald, had skipped out forever, and she’d finally decided to drop out of the love and dating scene, life had taken a turn for the better. She intended to keep it that way. No temptation or involvement. Just safe, dull work this summer, nothing to threaten the fragile peace she’d found for herself.

“Hey, Caroline, you’re on,” Rebecca, her other best friend, said, stepping to the edge of the stage and smiling at her. “You okay? You’re looking a bit pale.”

Caroline wrinkled her nose and smiled back. “I’m always okay, Becky. You know that.”

Her friend looked even more worried. “I know you’re a treasure. The crowds love you. Remember that, okay?”

“I’ll remember,” Caroline assured her friend, who was last on the list of those to be auctioned off. “But I’m really perfectly fine, so don’t worry, hon. See you on the other side.”

Irritated that her jitters were visible, Caroline ordered herself to calm down. Just because that sinfully handsome man had momentarily made her remember her idiotic tendency to jump in feet first and let her emotions run down the road didn’t mean she was going to do that this time. Because if anyone had learned that romance was seriously dangerous to a woman’s happiness, she had. From now on, she planned to aim for something more comforting and attainable. She wanted a man to give her children, not heart palpitations. And hey, she thought with a smile, she’d done just fine. She’d seen the man, she’d admired. Nothing wrong with that. She’d have to be a block of limestone not to notice the guy was ten kinds of temptation in a suit. But she hadn’t done anything stupid. Now she was ready to go out there, enjoy herself, and earn some money for the cause she loved.

Caroline stepped out on the stage. “Good morning, Eldora,” she called.

The crowd called back.

She noticed the man leaning against the tree hadn’t spoken. She also noticed he had the kind of dark, longish hair most women would love to feel brushing against their bare skin, that his shoulders were broad beneath his white shirt and dark suit, and that he was studying her from beneath half-lowered lids.

But what did that matter to her? She was here to find a job and earn some money for kids who needed it. He, on the other hand, was probably just a spectator. He certainly didn’t look like the type who’d be cruising around for a baby-sitter or typist. He wasn’t even sitting in the audience.

She smiled on and waved to the crowd. “Thank you so much for coming,” she called. “I just want to say that we’ve all pledged to work our hearts out no matter how big or small the job may be, so let’s keep going.”

The crowd cheered.

In the background, Caroline could hear the auctioneer reading off her qualifications.

The man with the compelling eyes continued to study her with that lazy, assessing look. Her skin suddenly felt hot and tight. She was more aware than she’d ever been of the fullness of her lips, her breasts, the way her hips curved away from her waist beneath the clinging silk of her dress.

Oh, he was very good. She had to give him credit. The man knew how to use those eyes and that body language. Too bad for him that she was beyond temptation. So Caroline decided to enjoy the moment. She raised the wattage of her smile and thought of all the children this auction would help. Then she turned to the side slightly, staring right back at the dark-haired man wearing that lazy, come-to-bed- sweetheart look. He was, after all, just a man.

And then, unable to resist, she gave him a wink.

The crowd noticed, and roared.

The man’s lips turned up at the corners and he saluted her with a slight bow of his head. He winked back and the gesture made him look deliciously wicked. Sexy. A man who, no doubt, knew many things about the ways to please a woman.

For one ridiculous second, Caroline felt dizzy. Crazy. As if she, who never blushed, might be blushing.

Then, as the auctioneer started the bidding, Caroline lost herself in the show. Someone offered two thousand dollars for a stint helping at the local teen center. Another person topped that by two hundred fifty dollars to win her as a private tutor. Some good-natured ribbing ensued.

Caroline relaxed, happy to let her remaining tension go and pleased that her summer would be spent on something worthwhile.

Then she sensed movement to her left. The dark-haired man had raised one long finger. He nodded to the auctioneer before looking her straight in the eye.

“Twenty thousand dollars,” he said, his voice low and hushed in the sudden stillness as he held her gaze. He didn’t bother stating his purpose.

Caroline knew she looked startled, because the man’s lips lifted ever so slightly. As if she amused him.

But she was no longer amused. The man had just bid an obscene amount of money for her, even more than Emily’s Romeo had bid, and with absolutely no provocation to go so high. What on earth did that mean? She hoped it didn’t mean she’d given him the wrong impression. She’d certainly traveled that road before—and traveled it badly.

A stunned silence hung over the crowd. Four seconds, five. And then as if everyone had finally found their voices, a chorus of startled murmurs filled the air with noise.

The auctioneer looked askance at the audience.

The audience looked over at the man who shrugged and smiled engagingly.

“The timing isn’t the best, but allow me to introduce myself,” the man said, in a deep, quiet voice. “I’m Gideon Tremayne, and I’ve only been in Eldora less than two weeks. Most of that time has been spent setting up my new offices, but I’m certainly looking forward to living here and meeting as many of you as I can. For now though, sir...” he said, turning to the auctioneer “...shall we continue?”

The auctioneer grinned and looked out over the audience. “Anyone want to raise the bid? No? That’s it then. It appears she’s all yours, Mr. Tremayne.”

“All mine? Then I’ll be sure to take very good care of her,” Gideon said, pushing off the tree in a fluid, graceful move and walking toward the stage where Caroline still stood.

She stared straight into the eyes of the man who had bought her, and swallowed hard. She knew that name. In a midsize town like Eldora, it was impossible to know half the people, but this man was a bit different. He was wealthy. His grandfather’s business ventures for England had inspired the queen to confer knighthood on him. His father had bought the house everyone called the palace a few years ago. And Gideon himself was the reason Paula Masters had left her position as his maid when she’d fallen in love with him after only five days on the job. The woman had cried loudly and publicly before she’d left town—just two days ago.

But that was none of her business, Caroline reminded herself as the crowd grew louder. However, why a man would bid twenty thousand dollars for her was her business.

She looked around at the smiles and winks. She listened to the roar his announcement had made.

“Well, you certainly know how to liven up an auction, Mr. Tremayne,” she said, forcing a lazy smile of her own.

He tilted his head in acquiescence. “I’ll take that as a compliment, Ms. O’Donald. Shall we go?”

He held up his hand to help her from the stage.

She looked at the long, strong fingers, followed the line of his arm up to his shoulder and stared straight into those amused, gray eyes. Eyes that made a woman want to do wild, wanton things she’d never done with a stranger before. Pleasurable things. In the dark. With a bed beneath her back.

Caroline swallowed and closed her eyes for a second, trying to beat back her thoughts. She would be in trouble here if she didn’t really watch her step.

But she would. She had to. She’d sold her time to a man with blue blood, a man who probably made women beg with desire, and one who had already broken one local woman’s heart.

“Is there a problem, Ms. O’Donald?” he asked, his deep voice vibrating through her body.

She stared him straight in the eye.

“I’ve never held hands with the grandson of a knight before,” she said, masking her nervousness with humor.

He smiled. “Neither have I, Ms. O’Donald, but I can assure you that my hand is no different from any other man’s.”

She could have argued that point, but to what purpose, Caroline thought, looking down to where he still waited, hand extended, knowing her hesitation was beginning to draw attention.

So she plunged in. She placed her hand in his and felt his warm fingers close over her own. She did her best to ignore the intensely erotic feel of his skin against her own. She had, after all, been many things, but never a coward, and she wouldn’t be one now. That didn’t mean she wasn’t relieved when she reached ground level and he released her. Still...

“Twenty thousand dollars is a lot of money, Mr. Tremayne. You wouldn’t mind telling me just what it is you want me to do, would you?” she asked, as they walked away from the crowd.

His chuckle was low and very sexy. His eyes when he turned to her were full of laughter. “Do you think I come to auctions to hire my mistresses, Ms. O’Donald?”

She gave him a lazy smile of her own in return, though her palms were feeling damp and her breathing slightly labored.

“Somehow I don’t think you pay for mistresses at all, and I’m clearly not mistress material, so...” she held out her hands, “...you must want something else. A lot of something else.”

“You’re right, Ms. O’Donald. I want a lot of something. I need someone to put in long hours in various capacities, working round the clock at times. So the job will entail accepting room and board at Tremayne Hall, but I can assure you that it’s honest employment I’m offering.”

“Room and board? You don’t mean that I’ll be staying at the palace, do you?”

Gideon raised both brows. “The palace?”

Caroline smiled sheepishly. “That’s what we called it when we were kids and the Evershams still lived there. You have to admit that it looks like one. Even if it doesn’t have a moat.”

He lifted one corner of his lips. “How remiss of the original owners not to have installed one. And yes, I do want you to stay there for the next three or four weeks.”

“Alone?”

His eyes seemed to darken slightly. “I’m sure we’ll be hiring other people.”

She nodded slowly and gave in to her urge to grin. “Fine then. I’ve always wanted to see the inside of—“

“The palace,” he supplied, sounding slightly disgruntled.

“Yes. I must have wished on a star for that very thing at least a thousand times.”

“You’re a romantic, then?” His words were accompanied by a frown. She couldn’t blame him. She didn’t like the thought herself.

“Oh no, Mr. Tremayne. I hope this job doesn’t require anything too fanciful, because you won’t find any woman less romantic than I am.” It felt good to say the words.

It must have felt good to hear them, too, because an intense look of satisfaction crossed his face. Almost the way a man looked after a passionate night with a woman.

Stop it, she told herself. Just stop it right now. Just because she hadn’t been involved with anyone for months and had deprived herself of physical contact, didn’t mean she could indulge herself now. That was not happening.

Then he took her hand again. “You’ll want some time to pack?”

She managed to nod.

“Then I’ll expect you in two hours, and we’ll begin.” His voice was low. For one heart-stopping moment when he looked down, she thought he was going to kiss her hand.

But then he stared at her fingers lying against his own, and he released her.

She cupped her fingers, still warm from his touch, against her side as he turned and waved.

Thank goodness she was no longer that romantic, impetuous woman she’d once been. It was so good to know she’d left all that nonsense behind. Because if she hadn’t, she might be in for some very rough waters. Gideon Tremayne was very definitely a man who could be dangerous to a woman’s good intentions.










  
  
Chapter Two




“So this is what grandsons of knights drive,” Caroline said as Gideon met her at her car. His silver Porsche sat in the drive next to her obviously old subcompact. 

He shrugged and smiled. “I haven’t checked with the other grandsons of knights, so I’m not sure what their transportation requirements are.”

“How about their employee requirements?” She raised one delicate brow. Gideon had to give her credit. The woman didn’t beat about the bush.

“You want to know exactly why I hired you. Well, the situation is a bit more complicated than I’d like,” Gideon said as he led her to the stone steps outside Tremayne Hall.

“I can deal with complicated. Most of the time.”

Gideon looked down at the woman standing by his side.

Wide, blue eyes stared back at him. Beautiful eyes. Make-love-to-me-this-very-minute-and-never-stop eyes.

He covered his own eyes with one hand, wiping away the fantasy image. Where had that thought come from?

“I guess I should probably tell you something about myself right now, Mr. Tremayne,” Caroline said, as she stopped at the top of the wide stone landing. “The thing is, that, well I’m trying to behave and not look like I’m dying to bombard you with a billion questions, but I’m just not known for being a real patient woman. Maybe it would be best if you just hit me with this twenty thousand dollar mission right between the eyes.”

The slight laughter in her voice made him smile. She had been patient, and she was being a good sport. He wondered if that would change once she knew all he wanted from her.

“All right, I’ll be blunt, Ms. O’Donald. I need a miracle worker here.” He smiled down at her.

She raised her brows. “Any particular type of miracle?”

His smile turned to a grin. “Well, for starters, my house is a complete mess. I’ve been traveling for months, I still have rooms of boxes to be unpacked, and now I need to have the place in perfect order in less than two weeks.”

“You want me to set up your house?“ She moved with him as he opened the door and gestured her inside. Stepping over the threshold, her eyes lit up like a thousand glowing candles.

“Oh, it’s magnificent.” She spread her arms wide, turning as she craned her neck to look up at the high ceilings and the stained-glass skylight overhead. “I’ve seen the outside many times, but I always knew it would be even more beautiful inside. Everything’s so big, with all this gleaming wood and marble. And that sweeping, curving staircase is like something out of a child’s storybook. Mr. Tremayne,” she said, beaming up at him, “do you have any idea just how lucky you are?”

At the moment, gazing at Caroline’s face, aglow with what looked like ecstasy, Gideon did know. He wondered how many men had earned the privilege of seeing her this way.

But that was irrelevant, none of his affair now or ever. He forced himself back to the topic at hand.

“I—thank you, Caroline. I rather like this place myself.” Especially because it was the only one of his father’s properties where the man hadn’t housed a mistress. Edwin Tremayne had died only weeks after buying it. He’d been convinced that Eldora, an easy drive to both Chicago and the rolling hills of the Galena Territory, Ulysses S. Grant’s Illinois home and a haven for tourists, would be a prime investment for a real estate baron.

And now Caroline O’Donald was in love with his home, Gideon thought. Maybe she was even more right for this task than he’d realized at first.

“So you really want me to help with your house?” she repeated, as if she’d won a prize and needed to be pinched.

“As much as possible in just over two weeks. I hear you know something of old houses and how they work.”

She laughed. “You could say that. I come from a big family. Five kids and almost no money. We all learned how to repair almost everything, simply because we had to.”

He nodded his approval. “Even so, this is a big task, I’m afraid. Loads of unpacking, sorting, decorating, and almost no time to do it in. At times you may be working night and day.”

“What happens in two weeks? Does your long- awaited bride appear to inspect the premises?”

“My bride?” Gideon almost choked.

She looked suddenly embarrassed, and shook her head. “I’m sorry. When we were kids we used to make up stories about this place. Forget what I said. You’re fixing it up so you can stay here, of course.”

Gideon took a deep breath. He looked directly into her eyes. “I’m planning to stay,” he agreed, “but that’s not the reason for the rush. I’m expecting guests.”

”Is there a bride?“ she asked, wide-eyed.

He couldn’t help chuckling then. “No brides, Caroline. I’m just not—that is, I’m sorry to spoil a good childhood story, but I’m afraid that in spite of my ancestor’s title, I’m not the stuff stories are based on. And I’m definitely not husband material. Some people just aren’t meant for marriage. No, it’s my sister who’s coming, and she’s bringing friends. Women. Two of them.”

“Ah,” she said softly, and he suddenly felt like a little boy caught doing something he shouldn’t.

“Ah?” He widened his eyes, crossed his arms and stared down at her, rocking back on his heels. “What does that mean?”

“It means it’s clear your sister doesn’t realize you’re not going to marry. She’s bringing the women for you, isn’t she?”

He shrugged. “She might be. Oh, hell, Ms. O’Donald, of course she is. Erin is a worrier. She’s two years older than me, and even though I’m thirty-three, to her I’m still her baby brother. When our mother died last year, I sold the family home, since Erin and I disliked it, and I began to visit my other properties. I’ve been on the move a lot, selling off some houses, commissioning others to be refurbished. She thinks I’m neglecting myself, that I need a woman’s touch. And since her engagement ended, she’s been at loose ends. Her fiancé hurt her. I don’t want to hurt her, too, but—there are limits.”

“You can’t just tell her you don’t want to get married?”

“She knows that, but she thinks I’ll change my mind if she introduces me to the right woman. And frankly, even if I convince her I don’t want to marry, which I will, I suspect Erin will insist on staying here to take care of me. This is, after all, her home too, as far as I’m concerned, but I think that would be a tremendous mistake. I’m far less worried about the other women than I am about Erin. She needs something new to hold onto, and I don’t intend to let her give up her life for me. I’m not going to let her hide here because she’s afraid.”

“So how do you intend to stop her?”

Gideon opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. He stared down at the beauty standing before him.

“I want her to realize I don’t need anyone to help me manage my life. I saw in the Summerstaff brochure that you’ve headed up more social events than anyone else listed. You’ve been involved in college and community theatre. You’ve mentored the drama club for the last five years at the junior high.”

“Somehow I doubt you’re asking me to stage amateur theatricals in your home. So...” She looked up at him. Waiting.

He blew out a long breath. “Okay, the complete twenty thousand dollar mission. Besides organizing the house, I want you to be my hostess, Caroline. I want you, in fact, to become completely at home in this house, to be the lady of my life for a few weeks. In a very formal, nonphysical, friendly sort of way, of course. We don’t need to pretend it’s permanent or even real. If she knows where I found you and that this is just a job, that’s fine. I just want her to realize I can fill the role of lady-of-the-moment whenever I need to. My world can run smoothly, my home can be comfortable, and my social life can be full without benefit of a wife or a full-time caretaker.”

Caroline’s eyes were growing wider by the second. She held out her hands, which trembled ever so slightly.

“You want me to be your hostess. And these friends—are they—are they wealthy like you? The social cream?”

He tilted his head. “I suppose so. Yes.”

“Of course,” she said, as if she were talking to herself. “They’ve been raised in luxury.”

Ah, he could see where this was going now. She was struggling to hide her distress. One lock of her hair had caught on her lips when she’d shaken her head and the temptation to gently push it back in place was great. Itchingly so, but he stopped himself from touching her. It wouldn’t do for him to initiate anything close to personal. He’d already somehow hurt one woman in his employ. He wasn’t sure how. He hadn’t even been attracted to Paula Masters, but somehow she’d thought he wanted her and had cried when he’d found her work elsewhere. He certainly wasn’t going to risk taking advantage of a woman working for him the way his father would have. He would watch his every move. So, slowly Gideon curled his fingers into a fist. He backed away from the thought of touching Caroline. He tried to remember what they’d been discussing. Oh yes, her concerns about becoming his hostess.

“Caroline, you’ve hosted larger functions.” He pulled the Summerstaff brochure from his jacket. “Don’t you read your own press releases?”

She stared at him as if he’d just lost every ounce of sense he’d ever possessed.

“Gideon, what were you thinking when you bid on me?” she asked, holding her hands out in supplication. “Of course I know what that brochure says. I wrote it myself, and it says that I’ve hosted PTA luncheons, awards nights, pep rallies, and church socials. None of those qualify me for what you’re suggesting.”

Her voice shook slightly. She was obviously fighting nervousness like mad, so he ignored his orders not to touch. He took her hand in his own, his thumb stroking slightly, stilling her movements. “You charmed the crowd today. Completely.”

“It’s not the same. At all,” she insisted.

“You’ll do fine,” he soothed. “I’ll help you. That’s a promise.”


      [image: ]Caroline felt Gideon’s skin against her own, the repetitive motion of his thumb circling against her palm and for a moment all her thought processes gave way to pure sensation. But then reality returned with a jolt. She jerked her hand away. What did this man want from her? Did he have any idea what he was asking? She was Caroline O’Donald. She’d been alternately termed a tomboy, a wild child, and a woman far too impetuous for her own good. She had never, ever, been called a sophisticate. 

“Gideon, I am not what you’re looking for. You want someone who knows something about your world.”

“I want someone who looks at ease in any situation.”

She pulled back, grasped his arms and looked deep into his eyes. Big mistake. Their gray depths were a sensual trap.

“Gideon, do I look at ease right now?”

He grinned back at her.

“Actually, Caroline, you do. Almost. Another woman would be shrieking or fainting or walking out the door.”

“I’m getting there.”

“To the shrieking and fainting?”

She looked down her nose at him as best she could, given the fact that he was several inches taller than her.

“In just a few minutes I’ll be walking out the door.”

He slowly shook his head.

“How are you going to stop me?”

“I just paid twenty thousand dollars for your time. You owe me, Caroline.”

“Maybe you just want to donate it?” she asked, her voice ending on a higher note than she’d meant it to. “You’re a rich man. You must donate money to good causes all the time.”

“See how well you’re handling yourself? Who else would have the nerve to suggest such a thing? And yes, I’m rich, and I’d love to make a sizeable donation, but I’m not the problem, Caroline. I’m afraid you’ve given me the impression you’re a woman of your word. I was sure I heard you say you’d work your heart out no matter what the job was.”

“And I will. I would—but you can’t want me for this. I know what I am, and I’m not what you think.”

“Then we’ll work with what you are. You’re what I’ve got. Erin’s only thirty-five, Caroline. I don’t intend to see her bury herself here, and she’ll try. So forgive me for playing dirty, but do you want to just let a good woman attempt to throw her life away? Do you want that kind of thing on your conscience?”

Damn the man. She looked up into those compelling gray eyes and she was ready to give in to anything. All right, she would do it, and it would just be a part like many she’d played before. She’d clean his house, decorate it, and then she’d play the role of his chosen lady. It was for a good cause, after all. It was for a fellow female who’d gotten her life trampled by an unfeeling male just the way she herself had now and again.

She crossed her arms and looked Gideon directly in the eye.

“All right, you’ve got yourself a paint-by-numbers- hostess, Gideon. I’ll do my best to work your miracle.”

His answering smile could have turned an ordinary woman’s heart into a river of melted chocolate.

Good thing she wasn’t an ordinary woman. From now on, she was Gideon’s hired hostess. And no mere man, not even one with eyes of gray smoke and a voice that could charm most women out of their nightgowns in January was going to affect her at all.


      [image: ]So, she was going to be a trooper, Gideon thought. She was looking determinedly cheerful, and he wondered if that was Caroline’s usual demeanor. Probably so. After all, she’d taken his twenty-thousand-dollar bid in stride when it had literally come out of the trees. And the way she’d winked at him when he’d been staring at her told him she knew how to make the best of a touchy situation. She’d made the crowd feel good that there was a human being on stage they were going to bid on. He’d just  bet she was the kind of person who would comfort the police officer who’d just written her a ticket, or pat the hand of the doctor giving her a shot.

And now, here she was in his house, alone with him. Not a comfortable situation for her, he was sure. He wondered what rumors were flying about Paula Masters, or what she’d heard about his father’s tendencies. The thought that any of this might be adding to her discomfort made him more determined than ever to help her feel at home here.

“All right, why don’t I show you your room so you can get settled in before dinner?” Gideon offered, picking up her bag and stepping forward to lead her toward the stairs.

But she tipped her head back and stared up at the massive double staircase. “I suppose I should, and I don’t mean to sound dazed or naive, but I have to tell you—this is so...wild,” she said, looking up to where the sunlight was streaming in the floor-to-ceiling windows at the upstairs landing. “Somehow I can’t help thinking I’m going to wake up any minute and Bobby Cummings is going to be laughing at me, pulling my ponytail, and telling me that the day an O’Donald gets to stay in a place like this is the day Eldora sinks into the ground.”
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