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THE SPOTLIGHT ONSTAGE hid the patrons of the club from her view, except for a man in the front, who stared at her intently. He was attractive, thirtyish, light brown hair, cut short, a dusting of hair on his chin. He was also incredibly overdressed for the crowd, his tuxedo coat and silk cravat making him look like an aristocrat of some sort and not the middle-income attendees she usually saw.

Off kilter from the attention, she faltered temporarily, fumbling the words of the song, and, realizing it, yanked her eyes away. Despite that, she felt him there, engrossed and earnest. Eyes closed, the tune purling from her throat, she found the meaning of the music changing to suit him, her energy concentrated for his purpose, the rise and fall of the notes aimed at his ears. 

It was as if everything in her changed and she couldn’t go back. She was two steps in his direction without meaning to be, her soul reaching for his, automatic, impulsive, and ready to leap wherever he asked, any time that he required it.

The song ended, she reopened her eyes and found his seat empty. Disappointment swept through her, her mood diving to a depth she’d not felt in several years. Crestfallen, she left her stool, mumbling an excuse to the musicians, and pushed into the hallway behind the stage.

A messenger met her at the door, a boy, maybe eighteen, holding a handwritten note. “This was left for you by the gentleman in the tux,” he said.

A skip in her heartbeat took her breath, and her fingers trembled ever so slightly. She gave a brief nod, waiting until the boy had left to open it, then flattened her back to the wall in anticipation.

Delectable, he’d written. You must sing for me. My representative will be in touch. Paxton Wolfe.

Her mouth moist, her breaths eager, she crushed it in her palm. Representative? Who was he? The question fled her mind as quickly as it had entered. 

It didn’t matter. She would agree to it, no matter the cost.
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CHAPTER 1
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LATE AFTERNOON LIGHT leaked through the leaded-glass windows, washing the library shelves shades of yellow and gray. Books spanning hundreds of years, from modern paperbacks to ancient first editions bound in fine calves’ skin, stood proudly, a testament to the power of words to affect the mind and heart. A fire flickering in the hearth added to the pleasant atmosphere and warded off the chill crusting the stone walls outside.

Paxton Wolfe tossed his feet up on the mahogany desktop, the heels of his designer shoes digging into the fine wood grain. “Go on.” He waved one hand, flashing a diamond-encrusted ring.

“The Bellamys, obviously,” his sister, Ainsley, said from her place in a chair on the opposite side.

They were a lot alike, him and her, same regal bearing, same evenly toned skin, same golden-brown eyes. He was older by three minutes, something he liked to remind her of.

“Both senior and younger,” she continued. “Then the Steeles.” She paused, lowering the notepad in her hand. “Do we call them the Steeles? They aren’t married.”

“As good as,” he said. “Flynn has some hang-up about releasing her independence.”

“Is that really an issue between them?” she asked.

He tilted his head, scratching his temple with one hand. “Not on his part. Anyhow, the Steeles and ...?”

She returned to her list. “The Lindseys.”

He grunted. “I wish we didn’t have to invite that interloper.”

“You do have to invite him,” she replied, “because if you don’t, he’ll write up something ugly we don’t want the world to see ... even if he has to make it up to write it.”

Harold Lindsey fancied himself part of the upper class. He dressed the part, schmoozed in popular circles, though he hadn’t enough cash to rub two pennies together. No one liked him, but everyone kowtowed to him, since he owned the local press.

“Who are the Lindstroms?” Ainsley asked.

“Related to Calix.”

“Oh ...” Her mouth made a perfect circle. “That was quite a stir. Wasn’t it? What a horrible woman Samantha Steele is to ruin the life of someone as kindhearted as Calix.”

“Amen to that,” he said. “She’s been shunned, every ounce of dignity she ever worked so hard to attain, stripped away. As is just.”

His sister bobbed her head. “So the Lindstroms. There’s a couple dozen more names. Do you want them all now or ...?”

“Just leave them for me and I’ll look them over,” he said. “What about food? I won’t be outdone.”

“Taken care of. We were able to get International Cuisine to host. They always do a phenomenal job. And ...” She held up a hand, forestalling his next remark. “I’ve instructed them to limit the alcohol. I’m with you. I wish we could eliminate it entirely, foul stuff, but there are those who will complain.”

“Everyone has a complaint,” Paxton said with a snort. “Robert Sox was asking if he could forgo the costume. Forgo it? It’s a costume party. You’ll be the moron without one.”

“Have you chosen yours?” Ainsley rested one hand on the list and reclined.

He chuckled. “I’m going as Henry the Eighth. All I need is a woman minus her head to complete it.”

“You always were gory.” She smiled, however, when she said it.

“I’m going as Helen of Troy.”

The new voice turned both their heads toward the far doorway. The woman standing there was every bit of eighty, but spry with a sparkle in her eyes. “Going to pick me up one of those cuties with a tight a—”

Paxton coughed, covering the last word, and Ainsley laughed. “Grandmere, I’ve no doubt you will. But don’t torment them this time. The young men are allowed to dance with the pretty young women.”

Their grandmother waltzed gracefully towards them, taking a seat at Ainsley’s side. She was dignity and poise at all times, always impeccably dressed, and never boring or sedate. She’d lived her life to its fullest, she always said, without any regrets.

“I’ll allow it,” she replied. 

Paxton shifted his gaze back to his sister. “So food, you’ve covered, and entertainment, I’ve taken care of. We have the Grand Hall Orchestra,” he said. “They’re also bringing their jazz musicians. There’s Peter Ford to sing and a new girl I’m excited about ... Isobel Harding.”

Her named slipped silken across his tongue, and it was as if he could taste her voice again. She wasn’t a sound, but a flavor, the richest kind you lingered over, willing it to never be done. She’d felt it, too, their attraction, the strength of the song increasing at that moment.

“You’re excited?” Ainsley asked.

He nodded and calmed himself. “She’s up-and-coming, has the most gentle, musical voice ... mesmerizing really. I had to offer more money than usual to get her to come, however. Plus, she needs a place to stay, so I’ve offered her the rose room.”

Not him directly, he’d had his business director make the call.

“She’s staying here?” his sister asked.

“For a week. She’s coming in on Friday from Nashville and will be here until the following Saturday ... something about hating travel and needing time to adjust.”

This had also been relayed to him second hand. 

Ainsley made a face, annoyance and displeasure clear in her eyes. In her mind, he always made too much of the musicians, costing too much of their time and money. This year, business having taken him to Nashville, he’d stumbled across Isobel performing in a moderate-sized jazz lounge and made up his mind on the spot. But it’d been more than the songs that had attracted him. Two minutes in, he’d been overtaken by what he could only describe as greed. 

Their grandmother, unaware of his thoughts, laughed at them both, and he awakened from his daze. 

“Drawn and quartered,” she said. “You two have been swinging swords at each other since birth. If your mother were here ...”

“She’s not. She’s probably butt naked on a beach in Greece.” 

Ainsley looked as unhappy about that as he was, and it served to unite them. Their mother’s wild ways had always been an embarrassment. If she could bare it, she did. If she could sleep with someone, she would. Where honor and morality were concerned, she seemed to have none. Their father had cast her off when they were five, setting a public example of her behavior. It hadn’t affected her at all. She’d promptly shacked up with some boy half her age.

“Is our father coming?” Ainsley asked.

Paxton brightened a bit. “No, but I talked to him. He’s planting his vineyard in France. He sent a picture ...” He scrambled in his pocket for his cell phone and searched for a moment for the picture then handed it to her.

Ainsley smiled. “Dear old dad ...” she purred. “Neck deep in a bucket of clams. And look at Cris!”

Cris. Cristobel Wolfe, their half-brother, five years their junior.

She handed him back the phone.

“He’s promised to come at Christmas,” Paxton continued, “bring Cristobel and Esme with him. We’ll be one big, happy family again.” Esme, his second wife, was a lively individual, who they both adored ... unlike their mother. 

Paxton’s mood lifted. “I’ll finalize the list so you can get the invitations out later today. I wish we hadn’t waited so late, but that will only help me curtail who to invite. It was too large last year. I want something more intimate if possible.” As intimate as one hundred people in costume could be in the grand ballroom. “I have a surprise,” he added.

This altered his sister and grandmother’s faces.

“What?” Ainsley asked.

“If I told you it wouldn’t be a surprise,” he finished. “But it’s big and impressive.”

“Like everything you do,” his grandmother replied.

Paxton smiled and dropped his feet to the floor. He smoothed his shirt. “Indeed. And I’ve outdone anything you can imagine this time.”
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HER TREPIDATION ROSE again and Isobel Harding mashed one fist into her stomach, the ridge of her knuckles jabbing into her flesh. Holding it there, she inhaled and willed the heady rush to pass. It never got easier facing her fears. No matter what she told herself as comfort, the thought of not being here in her protected little world always sent her for a spin.

An troubled childhood was the cause. Her parents’ death when she was six combined with an abusive uncle and a parade of foster care homes had damaged her to the point her mind slipped. It’d taken a long time to overcome it, and when she’d had her first break, she’d pledged to never go back.

Taking a deep breath, Isobel unfolded her fingers one at a time and breathed in deep. It was one plane flight, a couple hours south. She’d survive and be fine. She simply had to get over the hump of walking out the door. Brushing her hair behind her ears, she focused instead on her suitcases, bending over them to double-check their contents. Adding an extra blouse to the mix, she zipped the cases and rolled them toward the door. A glance at the time told her the car she’d ordered would be around in fifteen minutes. That left only a brief call to the neighbor about feeding her cat. 

She dug him out from behind the couch and curled him in her lap, one hand stroking his soft fur. He set up a purr that warmed her heart. “I’ll be back in a week,” she said, burying her face in his neck. 

A week that she looked forward to with some qualms. After his business manager’s phone call, she’d checked up on Paxton Wolfe and learned he was worth more money than most would ever see in their lifetime. He was also a self-proclaimed bachelor, seemingly uninterested in the attentions of any female who tried to woo him. Rumor had it this went back to a failed relationship a number of years ago, a nasty affair he’d done his best to shrug off

“Well,” she said aloud. “If he’s uninterested in others, he certainly declared himself to me.” 

Her insides warmed, the heat of it blossoming outward. Declared himself and built in her a certain amount of anticipation.

But it was more than meeting him, more than seeing him face-to-face, this anticipation came from some deep place in her, a yearning to be cared for overlaid with ambition and initiative. Good things, she thought, though lately each one had been encased in a certain amount of fear. She’d lived in fear most of her life, felt its claws grip her soul, and saw now in Paxton Wolfe a possible way out. But in that, the claws dug deeper, pulling at her mind like they had before.

She reached for the phone, unwilling to go back there, dialed, and brought the receiver to her ear. “Hello? Mrs. Delaney? This is Isobel. I just wanted to check with you about feeding Clover ... Yes, ma’am. I’ve left everything he needs on the counter. You still have a key? Wonderful. If you need anything, anything at all, please call me.”

An “I’ll do that” ended the conversation, and she hung up.

The car came too soon. Settling the cat on the couch, she dragged her suitcase out the door onto the stoop. The driver, a middle-aged man of Middle Eastern descent, greeted her kindly, a smile on his face, and stowed the suitcase in the trunk.

Seated on the plane an hour later, her stomach, once more, twisted into a knot. She gulped down her rising nausea and, shutting her eyes, counted from one until the plane was in the sky. The pain eased some then, and she was able to relax, spend time going over what songs she might use for the upcoming performance.

She smoothed her notes on her knee.

A dance among billionaires, money rubbing up against money, none of the people there with any idea what it was like to be at the bottom, to have others toss you aside as worthless. No fault of theirs, yet it didn’t make her memories sit any easier in her gut. It did increase her determination to succeed. One day she’d have all she ever needed and insulate herself with it, a cushioned shell impervious to hardship. She’d be admired and adored and catered to, never having to look failure and discontent in the eye again.

The plane landed, and she made her way into the airport terminal. She scanned the crowd for whomever they’d sent to pick her up and approached a man holding a sign penned with her name.

“Isobel Harding?” he asked. He was dressed distinguished, black suit, red vest, and a driver’s cap.

She nodded. “The same. I just need to get my things.”

“Of course.”

They made their way through the crowded space, down an escalator to baggage claim, then out the front doors to a glossy black sedan. The driver helped her in the back seat, stowing her suitcase in the trunk, and circled around to the front.

He made no conversation, giving her plenty of time to take in her surroundings and build her nervousness at meeting with Paxton Wolfe again. The feeling escalated at the size and scope of the Wolfe mansion.

Sprawling over several acres, with what looked like a hundred more neighboring it, its corbels and beams had been fashioned in another age, a time of opulence and indulgence, when industry brought success and the common man ground out long hours at a low wage. The grounds were fantastically manicured as well, laid out in even squares, each one dedicated to a particular variety of flowers or color spectrum. Gardeners in matching work uniforms bent over calf-high bushes outlining the entirety.
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