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Chapter One

 

 

Envy is a terrible thing, Emma Carter thought as her gaze scanned the front of the huge glass-and-wood structure. Fumbling for money, she paid the cabdriver and lifted her bag. Maybe she could be excused for feeling just a twinge, she mused as she walked up the flagstone path. Her eyes took in the casual landscaping, the weathered siding and the open expanse of windows. The enormous house sat solidly on the bluff above the sea—nothing like her own petite cottage in Virginia.

The air mingled the spicy scent of the rich red carnations growing against the wood siding with that tangy hint of the sea. She heard the muffled crash of breakers, but the house blocked her view of the beach. From the side, she could see around to the deep blue of the Pacific Ocean stretching to the horizon.

What a difference from Charlottesville, she mused as she rang the bell, thinking of her cottage behind the Morgans’s house. The Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia were a world away from the beaches of Malibu, California.

“Emma. I can’t believe you actually came. You should have called me from the airport, I would have come to pick you up.” 

The woman who was her mirror image reached out to hug her, then held her at arm’s length while she studied each feature. Her own face lit with excitement.

“I asked if I could come, why are you surprised?” Emma said, almost laughing in giddy delight. Her smile matched that of her twin’s. 

“It’s odd to see someone who looks just like me yet dresses so differently. If we dressed alike, maybe it wouldn’t seem so strange. Gosh, it’s good to see you.”

Lily Rambeau wore a slinky bright yellow silk jumpsuit that hugged her figure, draping curves and valleys that matched Emma’s. Her brown hair, as short as Emma’s, looked tousled and windblown, and a lot more exotic than Emma’s neat style. Emma’s conservative slacks and cotton sweater made her feel downright dowdy next to her glamorous twin.

“I can’t believe how long it’s been since we’ve been together. Video chats are fine, but this is better. I guess I wasn’t totally convinced you’d show up. It’s good to see you. Come in. Is that all you brought, one bag? I never travel anywhere without three or four. And if I’m going somewhere for several weeks it could be more.” 

Lily talked rapidly, her hands gesturing as if punctuating her words.

Emma laughed and stepped inside. Glancing around, she noted the modern furniture, all leather and chrome, the polished wooden floors, and the wide expanse of windows that seemed to bring the sea right into the house.

“Oh, Lily, this is great.” 

Letting go of her suitcase, Emma crossed the room to the sliding-glass doors and gazed out. “Imagine having this view every day. How do you ever leave it?”

“Yeah, I like it.” Joining her twin, Lily slid open the door. “Come on the deck, it’s even better. I can’t believe you haven’t come to visit before. We should have made plans long ago. I should have insisted.”

The sun blazed, a fiery ball of reddish orange in the late afternoon sky. As far as Emma could see, the peaceful Pacific Ocean shimmered in golds and yellows, reflecting the final rays of the day. The brisk breeze that blew from the water carried a hint of salt spray. To her right, gulls cavorted in midair, crying their plaintive wails as they swooped on the wind. For the first time in ages Emma felt totally free.

“I had so much going on before so the timing wasn’t good,” she said slowly, wondering for the millionth time why she and her sister didn’t get together regularly. 

Lily could afford to come to Virginia anytime she wanted. Of course the quiet college town probably held no interest for her glamorous jet-setting twin. She didn’t blame her for staying away, but wished she had visited at least once in the past few years.

“And now is a good time?” Lily asked.

Emma sighed. “It won’t get any better.”

“If you like it here, maybe you could move out. It’d be great to live near each other. We missed a lot as kids. Twins should grow up together. Think of the havoc we could have wrought,” Lily said, her eyes twinkling

Emma turned and studied her sister. 

“I’m not planning to move. Actually, I’ll probably go home and marry David.”

“Ouch. The dentist? Thought that’s what you didn’t want. Your call sounded almost frantic.”

“Maybe I overreacted. He’s a very nice man,” she said primly.

“Honey, nice men are a dime a dozen. But does he ring your chimes?”

Emma shrugged. She didn’t like discussing David behind his back. They’d been friends for years, casually dating, spending their free time together. But she hadn’t expected his proposal. She couldn’t understand when his change of interest had happened. Could she have done something to delay it, or had his proposal been inevitable? It certainly wasn’t his fault she felt uncertain about her future. Something seemed missing, but she couldn’t identify exactly what.

“We’ve been friends for years, but he doesn’t ring any chimes,” Emma admitted reluctantly. 

Was that the missing piece, no bell-ringing?

“Then hold off, honey, until you find someone who does,” Lily advised.

“Like you did?” Emma asked slyly.

Lily laughed and shook her head.

“Pierre was wonderful. I was crazy about him and he about me. But we just burned out. Too much, too fast, I guess. But he rang chimes like Quasimodo. And we have a friendly enough divorce. We still enjoy each other’s company when our paths cross.”

Emma didn’t ask what enjoying each other’s company entailed—she could imagine. Probably exactly what she’d do if she had a French playboy ex-husband.

She smiled at the sister she hadn’t seen in more years than she wished to count. Of course, they hadn’t been raised together. Still, they should have managed more get togethers than they had.

“When do you leave?” Emma asked.

“In the morning. I’ll only be gone a week or so, two tops. I can’t believe the timing. Two days ago the schedule called for me to leave in a month. Then the studio contacted me to say they were rearranging the filming sequence because Miss Adams got sick and I have to get there right away. Then your call came. I thought you might not come if you knew I wouldn’t be here the entire time. But don’t you dare leave—plan to stay right here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“They’re filming in Mexico?”

“Yeah, down on the Yucatán. When the lead actress got sick, they decided to continue filming as much as they could of the other scenes—to keep from interrupting or delaying the schedule. We’ll film all my part, then I’ll be back.”

“I think it’s wonderful you’re in another movie.”

“Just a bit part, Emma, nothing like the leads Dad gets. I’m restless, can’t settle on anything. I’ve been a bit player in a couple of other movies and would love to have a stronger role, but I don’t want to make this my life. I don’t know what I want to do. But the filming won’t take long, then I’ll be back and we’ll do the town.”

“Nice—even if it is a bit part.”

“Perks of being the daughter of Damien Carter.”

For a moment the old hurt resurfaced in Emma. She, too, was the daughter of Damien Carter, but there had been no perks for her. Their famous movie star father had waltzed out of her life when he’d divorced their mother. Each parent had taken a child to raise.

 While her mother made an effort to keep in touch with Lily, her father only remembered he had a second daughter on her birthday and at Christmas. A hasty call to make sure she was doing all right was about as involved as Damien managed.

 Sometimes she suspected his presents were purchased by a secretary. No notes ever accompanied the gifts, no invitations to come visit had ever been issued. Only vague promises to get together “soon”.

She touched the wooden railing, leaning over a bit to study the path that led to the top of the bluff. There must be a way down to the beach. Afraid her sister might pick up on her anger, she concentrated on the sandy path. 

It had not been fair. She, too, would have enjoyed experiencing some of the glamorous life Lily took for granted. Would it have hurt Damien Carter to invite his other daughter out for a visit once in a while?

“You okay?” Lily asked, touching her lightly on the shoulder.

“Sure.” 

It wouldn’t do to complain to Lily. It wasn’t her fault. They’d been seven when their parents divorced. Emma still remembered the heartbreak of being separated from her sister, her twin, seventeen years ago. But Lily had had no more say in the arrangement than she’d had. 

It was all water under the bridge now.

Smiling, Emma met her sister’s gaze.

“I’m dying to see your house. Show me around.”

“Come on. I love it—purchased it with my divorce settlement. It’s just what I wanted.”

Lily had done all right as a result of the divorce from her former husband, French playboy Pierre Antoine Rambeau.

As they wandered through the large house Emma couldn’t help thinking that Lily appeared far wealthier than Emma would ever be. Lily moved in socially exalted circles, a darling of the Hollywood crowd, a friend of numerous high-placed government officials courtesy of her diplomatic corp ex-husband, and the sweetheart of the posh jet-setters of the French Riviera, thanks to Pierre and their celebrity father.

Wistfully Emma listened as Lily recounted where she’d purchased her paintings, or the statue that graced one table. The whole house seemed more like a movie set than a home. Yet Lily fit in perfectly. It suited her.

When the tour ended, Lily put Emma’s suitcase in the master bedroom. 

“I’ll be gone, so you might as well enjoy the room. The bath has a whirlpool feature and staying in here beats traipsing through the hallway to use the tub. Besides, it’s my favorite room and I know you’ll love it, too.”

And Emma did. Two walls were almost solid glass, which gave her the feeling of being outdoors. The huge bathroom seemed larger than her cottage living room, and the whirlpool tub was big enough to accommodate an intimate party of eight.

As Lily helped her put her clothes away in the walk-in closet, a bit of envy touched Emma when she viewed the wardrobe her sister had acquired. Wild and bold—the styles and colors were vastly different from Emma’s usual conservative attire. 

Lovingly she fingered one of the gowns.

“Help yourself to anything you want. We must be the same size. You’re not in Virginia now, live a little,” Lily offered carelessly with a quick glance at her sister’s clothes.

Emma shook her head. “I don’t think these are quite me.”

“Why not give them a try—live it up.”

“Everything about you seems different,” Emma said slowly, drawing the dress from the hanger and holding it up in front of her. “Your entire way of life is so foreign to mine. I think I envy you sometimes.”

Lily laughed. “It’s the grass-is-greener syndrome, Emma. I feel that way about you. You have a close relationship with Mom that I’ve never had. I hardly know our brothers and sister. And there is a timelessness about living in a small town, having traditions and values that go back to the founding fathers.” She shrugged sheepishly and grinned. “Sometimes I envy what you have.”

“Want to switch?” Emma asked and flashed a mischievous smile. She was surprised to learn her sister didn’t seem as satisfied with her own life as Emma had thought she’d be.

Lily shook her head. “Can’t this week, I have to go to Mexico. But you can enjoy what I have, pretend anything you want. You’re on vacation, indulge. You might even change your mind about David—the—Dentist. Hold out for a chime ringer.”

Slowly Emma wandered to stand in front of the full-length mirror that lined one wall, imagining what she’d look like wearing the dress, how she’d feel. For one daring moment she let her imagination soar. To pretend to be Lily, to wear the fancy clothes her sister wore with such insouciance, to drive the candy-apple-red Mustang convertible she’d seen in the garage, to mingle with Hollywood’s elite—it sounded wonderful. And a total change for a quiet librarian from Charlottesville, Virginia. Dare she take her sister up on her suggestion? Even for a day or so?

 

 

The next evening Emma twirled around on the deck, smoothing her hands over the sensuous silk of the jade green jumpsuit. She felt deliciously wicked in the creation. She’d never owned anything remotely like it and probably never would. But for the next few days she could splurge to her heart’s delight in a hundred different outfits as sexy and sensuous as this.

Emma sank into one of the chairs scattered around the deck. She placed her bare feet on the lower rung of the wooden railing, scooting down in the chair slightly as she let the beauty of the early evening soak into her, soothe her. Lily had left that morning for Mexico and Emma had indulged herself by spending the rest of the day on the beach. The umbrella her sister had provided had kept her shaded for the most part, but enough reflected rays had managed to sneak through to turn her skin a light golden brown. Now, as she enjoyed the sunset, she felt peacefully alone at the edge of the world.

The homes in Malibu Beach were few and far apart. People who lived in Malibu paid for privacy and got it. The place to her right was barely visible beyond the huge boxwood hedge that separated the two properties.

“The Arunsons are on a cruise on the Queen Mary. They won’t be home until July,” Lily had casually mentioned during yesterday’s house tour. “Nice couple, older and wealthy as Midas.”

Then, waving her hand casually toward the house to the left she said, “Logan’s in Italy someplace. He sold some Italian studio a license for his software and they botched it up. He does special effects, you know.” 

Emma had briefly glanced out the bedroom window at the time toward the traditional Spanish-style home next door.

Emma smiled as she recalled how her sister had so offhandedly mentioned her neighbors and their travels. If one of her Charlottesville neighbors had left for a cruise, most of the town would have known and discussed it for days.

With both neighbors gone, she had the whole expanse of beach, sea and sky to herself. In another few moments the sun would sink completely behind the horizon and twilight would cloak the coast. The balmy air stirred the wisps of hair around her cheeks. The gulls were quiet, the murmur of the surf a constant companion.

She sighed in pleasure. Tomorrow she’d be on the beach again or maybe try that sports car along the twisting roads that led to Los Angeles. Knowing she wouldn’t drive that splashy red car with the breathtaking speed her sister enjoyed, she’d still get plenty of excitement from the powerful vehicle. She wished she could drive it home. Wouldn’t the boys drool if they had a chance to ride in it? Both of her half-brothers were on the verge of learning to drive and consequently car mad. Before she left, she’d have to get a picture to show them what they’d missed.

Lily’s comment echoed in her mind. She was on vacation, make the most of it. Idly daydreaming, Emma considered doing just that. She could wear the bold and dashing clothes her sister favored, drive her car. Pretend that this was her life, a huge house on the edge of forever. She’d shed her own rather prim style, forget she lived a quiet existence in a college town wondering if life was passing her by. For the next few days she could pretend to be Lily Rambeau, femme fatale, living on the West Coast. Accountable to no one, free to do just what she wanted.

With that, Emma laughed at her nonsense and went inside to prepare her dinner. She had as much chance of living like Lily as she had of flying to Paris tomorrow. 

Still, she thought wistfully, it would be fun to see how the other half lived.

 

 


Chapter Two

 

 

After a solitary meal, she drew a warm bath in the whirlpool and relaxed with a good mystery in the sybaritic splendor. 

Finally giving in to fatigue, she snuggled down in Lily’s large bed. It was early, not yet ten. But she hadn’t adjusted to West Coast time yet. She could scarcely stay up beyond nine, and awoke with the birds. 

So much for life in the fast lane.

 

 

Logan Beckett dropped the flight bags inside his front door and ran his hand behind his neck, trying to ease some of the stress and fatigue that gripped him. He should have stayed over in New York. Trips from Europe straight to the West Coast were killers. He’d passed dead tired a few hours ago, yet if he went to bed now as the sun rose, he’d wake up as it set and have to adjust all over again tomorrow. Might as well bite the bullet today. If he could make it until late afternoon, he’d sleep until morning and quickly readjust to California time.

His house felt hot and stuffy. Hadn’t the cleaning service followed his instructions about airing it out? He’d faxed them day before yesterday—Italian time—that he’d be home today.

Hungry and roaming the kitchen for something to eat, he finally slammed a cupboard door shut. The service he’d hired sure hadn’t lived up to its reputation. There was nothing to eat in the house. Not even instant coffee to give him a much needed caffeine fix. Blast it all.  He didn’t want to drive to the nearest coffee shop.  

He rubbed his dry eyes, his hand moving to his jaw to scratch the day-old beard. He needed caffeine or bed, and while bed sounded more appealing, he refused to give in to fatigue.

Coffee, industrial strength and enough to float a battleship, would wake him up enough to read his mail and unpack. A swim later would keep sleep at bay. He looked at the house next door, it was a lot closer than driving back into town. Everything was still. 

Was Lily even home? Sleeping most likely if she were. Well, neighbors were supposed to be helpful, and it was high time he tapped into some help. He rummaged around in his drawer and found her house key. Whistling softly, he crossed the yard separating their houses and knocked quietly on the door. After several minutes, he let himself in.

He’d come over a few times during the two years they’d been next-door neighbors, sometimes to share a meal, other times to borrow something. He didn’t think Lily would mind if he helped himself to some coffee. He sauntered into the kitchen and pulled the beans from the refrigerator, noticing that she’d apparently just gone shopping—her refrigerator was full.

He hesitated once he had the bag in hand. Maybe he’d use her machine. He’d make enough coffee to keep himself awake until evening, and brew an extra cup or two for Lily. Have it ready for her when she awoke as thanks for lending him some. 

If he felt energetic enough after he had a few sips, he’d even make breakfast. They’d shared breakfast a few times—enough for him to know how she liked her eggs. And if she wasn’t awake by the time he finished cooking, he’d make it breakfast in bed. Wouldn’t that shock her?

Of course he’d have to find her bedroom first. He’d never been upstairs.

Logan poured the hot strong coffee into his cup. The aroma alone issued a wake-up call. He added a heaping teaspoon of sugar, not for the sweetness, but for the extra energy. Running on low, he needed all the help he could get to stay awake.

He burned his mouth with his first gulp, yet waited only a couple of seconds before taking another.

Cup raised to his lips, he paused when he heard something. Smiling, he sipped again. Lily must be stirring. The fragrance of the coffee probably woke her. He glanced at his watch, not even seven. She was going to be royally annoyed at the hour.

 

 

Stepping warily into the doorway, Emma came to a halt, startled to see a man leaning against the counter casually sipping coffee and looking right at home. The pot in the coffee-maker was almost full. Since the tantalizing aroma had awakened her, that was no surprise. Studying him gravely, her heart pounded. Who was he? Obviously someone who knew her sister well enough to make himself at home.

“Morning, Lily” he said, raising the cup in salute. “Want a cup?”

Emma nodded, in surprise. He thought she was Lily. 

Yesterday after Lily left, Emma had played the part of her sister by dressing up in her clothes, wandering through the house, imagining how exciting Lily’s life must be. 

Now this morning a friend of her sister’s actually thought she was Lily. Amazed, she remained in the doorway, wondering who he was. A close friend, by his presence, by the ease in which he made himself at home. Just how close?

He was tall, even slouched against the counter. Tall, dark and handsome. What a cliché—yet in this case totally true. He either lived at the beach or spent a fortune in a tanning salon. His skin was a deep dark tan, the kind that came from sailing or surfing all summer. His dark hair, which fell forward with no regard to style, grew thick and shaggy, yet because of it, holding a certain appeal. 

She wanted to brush the errant strands off his forehead, see if they could be tamed. Startled at the intensity of that desire, she clenched her hands into fists. She didn’t even know the man, where had that wild thought come from?

Meeting his gaze, she discovered startling green eyes. She expected brown. Emma couldn’t think of anyone she knew with green eyes. His shone like emeralds, brilliant, deep, and sparkling with vitality as they calmly surveyed her over the rim of a coffee cup.

Realizing his gaze skimmed her at a leisurely pace, she looked down to make sure her robe was fastened. She’d grabbed it in a hurry when she thought she heard something, or someone, downstairs. Touching the floor, the prim yellow terry-cloth robe was nothing like the lacy confections she’d seen in her sister’s closet.

“You’re buttoned from tip to toe. Why the modesty? Is this the real you when you aren’t playing glamour queen?” he asked casually, his eyes studying her.

“I wasn’t expecting anyone,” she said slowly, stalling for time. She’d promised herself she’d fling caution to the wind and enjoy this vacation, be as wild as she liked. 

Now suddenly someone who knew her sister mistook her for Lily. Dare she play the role of her sister for a few minutes—like a part in a movie? 

The challenge tantalized, the notion wild and outrageous. She knew they looked alike, but could she fool one of her sister’s friends, even for a little while? Or would she blow it as soon as she opened her mouth?

Trying to imagine what her twin would do, Emma stared at him while she thought of and discarded a dozen ideas. To begin with, Lily wouldn’t wear a floor-length terry robe. Not if the nothing-confections upstairs were her usual attire. 

Her heart began to pound as she considered continuing the charade. Maybe she could do it. And if she was discovered, who would she hurt? Embarrass herself a bit, perhaps, but nothing more.

He tilted his head, his expression giving nothing away. Slowly he raised the cup and drank again, his gaze never leaving hers.

“I just got in,” he said.

“From?” she asked. 

Lily would know. Of course, Lily knew him and wouldn’t need to question him. She felt as if she were crossing a pond of ice, fearful of breaking through and plunging into water over her head. 

Dare she find out how good she was at acting? Did that talent run in the family? Then again, maybe her idea of pretending to be Lily was stupid. Who did she really think she could fool? Despite their looks, they were nothing alike.

“Europe,” he said impatiently.

God, this wasn’t Pierre, was it? The only picture she’d seen of her brother-in-law had been blurred as he’d been turning when it was snapped. Pierre was tall with dark hair. Lily’s ex-husband would know in two seconds she wasn’t his former wife. 

Suddenly the daring thoughts of stepping into Lily’s shoes seemed childish and foolish. How could she pretend to be Lily Rambeau? Much as she might enjoy life in the fast lane for a week or two, there was too much she didn’t know about her sister to fool anyone. Like who this gorgeous man was for starters and why he felt he had a right to invade Lily’s kitchen at—

She glanced at the clock. It wasn’t even seven.

He noticed her look and smiled. 

“Early for you. I’m surprised you got up.”

Slowly she looked at him again. She wished he would stop staring at her. Her skin tingled and felt too tight. She didn’t like the sensation, yet didn’t know how to stop feeling so...so aware of him as a man. Or herself as a woman. 

He needed a shave, and she wanted to run her fingertips over the scruff of his beard. His clothes were wrinkled, as if he’d slept in them. He looked tired, leaning against the counter. And she wanted to offer him a bed.

A bed?

To rest in, not to—

She took a breath, she couldn’t just blurt out that she didn’t know him. Yet if she didn’t find out soon, she would give herself away.

“Aren’t you going to give me a big kiss hello?” he asked softly, amusement lurking beneath his tone, showing in his eyes. 

He didn’t move. Sprawled against her counter, his legs spread to hold him, the cup again tilted against his lips, he looked as blatantly masculine as any man she’d ever come in contact with. She wasn’t used to men like this. Was he typical of California men? Or was he Pierre Antoine Rambeau? She’d never met her sister’s husband. They had married hurriedly, no time for a fancy wedding, to their mother’s dismay.

And of course Lily never came to Charlottesville, so the family hadn’t met her husband before the divorce. There had been no need once they separated.

Did he really expect a kiss? 

Licking suddenly dry lips, her gaze moved to his mouth. His lips quirked in a half smile. For a second Emma wondered what they’d feel like against hers.

She snapped her gaze back to his, and shook her head. 

“In your dreams.”

He threw back his head and laughed, the sound rich and infectious. His eyes danced in amusement. 

“For a moment I almost thought you’d call my bluff,” he said.

She shook her head again, giving thanks for a touch of sanity. 

Yet the longing to offer a kiss remained strong.

His green eyes blazed down at her as she stepped a bit closer to him. She felt his heat, breathed in a disturbingly erotic male scent. She took a deep breath, held it as her eyes searched his. Slowly he put his cup on the counter, never moving his gaze from hers. The amusement in his eyes confused her. Was she behaving totally foreign to Lily?

Striving for some composure, hoping he didn’t see how wobbly her knees felt or notice the stain of color in her cheeks, she smiled and shrugged. 

“Have a good trip?” 

Her heart beat rapidly as she frantically tried to think as her sister would, to act like a cosmopolitan jet-setter who knew how to handle a man as dangerous as this one.

“People don’t go to work on software snafus to have a good trip. It would have been cheaper and easier to devise the special effects they needed and forget about their doing it themselves. But, yes, the trip went okay. The food was great. Italian hotels leave a lot to be desired, however.”

This was Lily’s neighbor, the one she’d said would be gone for weeks. The relief he wasn’t Pierre coursed through her in a tangible wave. But she wasn’t safe yet. What was his name? 

Stalling, hoping she never had to call him by name, she poured herself a cup of coffee and went to perch on the edge of a chair at the table set in the bay window. From here she had a fantastic view of the ocean.

The kitchen came furnished with all the gadgets and equipment for a gourmet cook. Did her sister cook? Somehow they’d never discussed it. The cupboards were stocked with food, as was the refrigerator, most of the food acquired last night after dinner. They’d eaten at a quiet little restaurant, then Lily drove to the huge supermarket that remained open all night. 

Shopping for groceries at eleven o’clock at night had been a novelty, Emma thought. And the way Lily had questioned her on every item had her wondering if Lily expected Emma to do the cooking while she visited. 

How odd to know so little about her own twin.

“You’re home earlier than planned, aren’t you?” she asked, trying desperately to remember everything her sister had said about this neighbor.

“Pete’s still over there, but we found the problem right away. They shouldn’t have messed with the basic software. Want me to fix breakfast?”
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