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ISLAND RENDEZVOUS

 

Barbara McMahon


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

It was after ten when Katie knocked on the door to room 1121. It had been vacant yesterday, but according to her room list a guest had checked in last night, so she needed to get it cleaned and move on to the next one.

'Maid service,' she called as she tapped. Most of the guests were already out and enjoying the beach or the shopping. She wished she was, too.  Not hearing any answer, she pulled out her passkey.

'Come in,' came from behind the door.

This guest obviously hadn't yet started out.

Using her passkey, she swung open the door and stopped in total surprise.

Her shock wasn’t anything compared with that of Michael Donovan. 

He’d been working on the round glass table on the balcony. When he saw Katie standing in the doorway, in the hotel’s staff uniform, he rose and moved towards her, a stunned look on his face as he took in the neat, trim light blue dress with the hotel logo on the pocket, the cleaning supplies in her hands, the big cart behind her. The seconds ticked by slowly before he spoke.

'What the hell are you doing here, Katherine?  You're not staying here? Is this your job?'  His voice rose as he ran his gaze from her head to her sensible shoes.

She nodded, struck speechless, her heart tripping faster as he started towards her. He was the last person she expected to see. Whatever was Michael doing here?  She never expected him to leave Boston.

He towered over her as he drew closer, his six feet two inches seeming even taller than she'd remembered. He wore dark shorts and a bright blue shirt--a huge concession to the heat of Key West from a man who usually wore expensive Armani suits and silk shirts. The muscles of his chest and shoulders filled the soft cotton fabric, his stomach flat and trim. His long legs were muscular showing tanned beneath the shorts. 

Sexual awareness washed through her. She'd forgotten how hot his body was. During the last months, she'd only seen him in business suits.  Fully dressed, ready to face the challenges of the day.

It hadn't always been like that. She blinked away the memories of those earlier nights so long ago, though her body traitorously remembered. It had been so exciting being married to Michael–at first.

'For God's sake, Katherine, this is what you left me for? Couldn't you at least have got a better job? Something more suitable?'  Anger showed on his face.

She had not seen him in over four months and this was how he greeted her. There was no 'I missed you', no 'how have you been?' just fault found with the job she'd taken. She knew it would never fit his ideal of what his wife should do. Which only went to prove she'd been right to leave. Their values and outlooks on life were too far apart to bridge.

He towered over her, anger and frustration radiating. His dark eyes glittered down at her, and a muscle jerked in his cheek.

She almost apologized, was about to offer an explanation, then a spurt of anger touched her. It really wasn't his business any longer. She had left him to make a life of her own. She wasn't answerable to him any more.  He could criticize as much as he wanted; she was earning her own way and didn’t need him anymore.

'There's nothing wrong with this job. It suits me for now; it's giving me time to decide what I want to do down the road. There are few demands, it’s a job I can handle, the locale is like a dream—it's perfect for a transition period. What are you doing here, Michael?' she asked. She stood up as tall as she could, though he still towered over her five feet six inches, tilted her chin, the light of battle surely evident in her own brown eyes.

He had to be here for business. For the last five years that was all Michael lived for. But what business could he have in Key West? Was a new shopping complex planned?  A luxury condo development?  She couldn’t imagine him branching out from Boston.  That was where he’d gotten his first break.  Where he had moved up in the construction field until his company was one of the leading firms in the area.

'You could have got a job as a social director.  An art gallery director.  An events planner,' he continued.

'I hate that kind of thing,' she snapped.

He was quiet a moment, his eyes searching hers.

'Was your life so hellish with me?' he asked softly, his eyes holding hers.  His puzzlement clearly defined.

She hesitated a moment, then slowly shook her head. It had not always been awful—she didn't want him to think that. The first year had been wonderful, glorious. She'd been on top of the world, thinking it would never end. She'd been so happy. 

And it now seemed so long ago.

'Not hellish, just... not of my choosing. I tried my best, but all those dinners, all those parties, opening nights and opera nights...everything geared to business, networking to expand Donovan Construction, make bigger deals.  Making small talk with strangers who were always potential clients.  Never kicking back and doing nothing.' She sighed softly. 'It wasn't my idea of a good time. I didn’t have a single friend of my own. It was like forever playing a role in a play. I could go through the motions, but they were always such long, tedious evenings.”  She shrugged.  “I'm not doing it any more.'

She broke eye contact, and glanced around the luxuriously furnished room, out through the huge sliding glass door to the beauty of the tropical island beyond the wide balcony. Palm trees swayed in the morning breeze.  The colorful flowers around the grounds gave splashes of red and yellow and blue against the luscious green grass.

'What are you doing here?' she asked again.

His eyes narrowed slightly as he studied her, following the direction of her look, over the balcony railing beyond the grounds of the resort to the sparkling turquoise waters of the Gulf of Mexico.

'I came to find you.'

'The attorneys?' she guessed, with lack of surprise. She’d walked abruptly out of Michael's life several months ago, unable to continue the role of his wife.  She’d tried to get him to sit down and listen to her, really hear her, but it hadn’t worked.

She'd contacted him recently to make sure things were progressing with the divorce she had requested. When he'd tried to pin her down, she'd refused to talk to him, agreeing only to talk to the lawyers. Obviously they had passed on her location.

She hadn’t told them she was working at the hotel, only to use it as a mailing address. No wonder Michael was shocked. It was not at all the kind of job successful Michael Donovan could be proud his wife held.

'We have nothing to talk about. I explained it to you in Boston,' she told him now.

'You explained nothing in Boston. Only some garbled tale of leaving. I told you we could discuss it,' he bit out.

'But not then—later, when it suited your very busy business schedule. You always put business first. Even before saving your own marriage.' 

Did he still not understand that had been her whole complaint? He always put business first, to the exclusion of everything else.  Once success had begun, it was as if he was addicted–more and more, bigger and bigger. He was never satisfied.

'I didn't notice you complaining about all the things you bought from the money that business brought in.' His anger was building.

'How would you know? You weren't ever around to hear how I liked anything.'

Katie had grown up in the last few months. She was no longer in love with the man she'd married seven years ago, nor in awe of him. She was sorry their marriage hadn't lasted, but resolved to find happiness in her new life. She'd come to terms with her situation and would no longer worry about what Michael Donovan did or said.

She glanced pointedly at the clock on the bedside table.

'I have work to do and I’m getting behind schedule; do you want your room cleaned now, or later?'

The muscle tightened in his cheek. Turning back to the balcony, he snapped out, 'Do it now.' as he stalked out and leaned both hands against the railing, his back to the room.

She quickly made the bed, washed down the bathroom and vacuumed the carpet.  An odd thought popped into mind. She was doing this for her husband, something she'd hadn’t done in years.  It was ironic that she was doing it now that they had separated, now that she had asked for a divorce.

With his first big break, they’d bought a larger home near Cambridge and hired a housekeeper.  Frances took care of the house, the meals, taking his clothes to the cleaners. Katie had not needed to do any of the routine tasks most wives did. And that had been part of the problem. After all the years they'd been married, she felt like a visitor in her husband's house. It was only now that they were divorcing that she could do something for him herself.  How odd.

She darted a glance to the balcony. Michael had turned around, leaning his back against the rails, arms crossed over his chest, staring at her.  His dark eyes never left her.  Watching her intensely, as if she were the only thing in the world. Flushing, she dropped her gaze to the carpet. For the second time that morning, her body warmed. Physically, they had always been compatible. More than compatible, her thoughts mocked her. He had only to touch her and she became wrapped in desire and longing. The long, passionate nights they'd shared were the things she missed the most. Even those had been infrequent during the last year.

She felt a familiar pull, an attraction of her body for his. For a moment, she felt a yearning for the way things had been. The way things had begun so long ago. At the beginning.

She moved, refusing to look at Michael again—afraid of her own reactions to him.  She wished he’d stayed in Boston.

The minutes dragged by. Katie could feel his gaze follow her as she moved through her tasks. Why wouldn't he resume his work at the table, ignore her as she was so desperately trying to ignore him?

Finishing in record time, she scanned the room to make sure everything was satisfactory. While not planning to be a hotel maid forever, she took pride in her work and wanted the room to reflect it. Satisfied, she pushed the vacuum cleaner to her hall cart and let the relief take hold. She was glad to be finished—her nerves were stretched.  She hoped he was gone when she reached his room tomorrow.  Why couldn’t he lie on the beach like other guests?

Michael followed her to the hall.

'Finished already?' 

He stood so close that Katherine could see the faint lines around his eyes. He looked so tired. Had he lost weight? She turned away, damping down her curiosity. It was no longer any business of hers.

She nodded and prepared to push the cart to the next room. His hand stopped her, resting briefly on her shoulder. Her skin tingled beneath his touch and she stepped away, her eyes wide, her heart leaping at his touch, her whole body turning to his like a magnet to true north. She watched him warily.

'Katherine...'

'I'm called Katie here, Michael. Katherine belongs to another life,' she said gently, looking away, longing to end this. She didn't want to rehash everything. She'd made the break four months ago. There was nothing to be gained by prolonging it. It had been hard to do then, and she didn't want to go through it again. Why couldn't he just let her go?

'Katie, then. When do you get off? Could we get together to talk?'

'No, I'm busy.' She pushed the cart.

'How about dinner, then?' he asked, stepping into the hall.

She threw him a look over her shoulder.

'How long are you staying here?' she asked, suddenly suspicious.

'Only a day or so. Now that I'm here, I might as well take a break from work.'

She paused a moment, but knew if he was focused in some course of action, he persevered until he got what he wanted. It was only dinner, and she could prove to herself once and for all that she could hold her own against him.

'Dinner's okay, but not here. While the hotel wants the employees to do all they can to cater to guests, that doesn't include the hired help mingling with them.' She grinned suddenly, an absurd idea striking her. 'How about pizza?'

He looked surprised and she wondered when the last time he'd had pizza. She didn't remember ever having it when they were married. How would he handle the informality of the local pizza parlor?

'Fine,' he replied.

'I'll meet you in the lobby at seven,' she told him. She went to the next room, while Michael remained in the hall staring after her until she'd entered.

Working as she did gave Katherine a lot of time to think. The routine, repetitive chores kept her hands busy, but freed her mind to consider everything. And today her mind considered Michael Donovan.

He was the last person she expected to see here on Key West. Though she knew he hadn't wanted her to leave— he'd made that clear when she'd told him of her intent–she hadn't expected him to follow her. She’d left a letter to try to explain her reasons, having been unable to get him to listen to her with his busy schedule.  His so certain belief he knew what was best for everyone didn’t allow him to even consider what she might have to say.

She’d wanted him to sit down with her, shut everything else away and really listen to her.  But he couldn't fit her into his schedule. Finally he’d said he’d try to grab some time before the meeting with the Forrester Board on a weekend.  It was the final straw. 

She hadn't waited for that weekend. By then, she knew there was nothing to talk about. Her decision had not been easily reached, but it was firm.  Now she hoped she could make him see her side of things, give up and move on.

She was surprised he'd taken the time to come to Key West himself. He had always been so wrapped up in meetings and social activities tied into business, to the exclusion of everything else, that she hadn't expected him to come after her. Why had he? 

Of course four months after the fact didn’t exactly prove undying devotion.  His schedule must have opened up at last.  Now he could spare a day or two to seek out his wife.  What did he hope to accomplish tonight?

Returning to Boston wasn’t an option.

Michael always preferred nice restaurants with a quiet and expensive ambience. Taking him to a pizza place would give him first hand knowledge of how she’d changed.  She loved the local pizza joint, the music that played, the video games teenagers played with such enthusiasm, and the laughter of families enjoying their time together.  It didn’t take lots of money to enjoy life–Katie had learned that since she’d been in Key West.

What if some of her new friends were at Marco's? How would she explain Michael to them? She’d never told them she’d been married. She began to have second thoughts about the whole idea. She should have told him no; why hadn't she?  He’d try to talk her into coming back and she’d refuse.  Why hadn’t she just said no to start with?

Because she wanted to see if she could do it–have dinner and walk away knowing she’d done her best to explain her feelings. Find out why he looked so tired—had he been ill? See if there was anything to say before he left Key West. After seven years of marriage, there should be something to say.

They wouldn’t need to meet each other again after that. She didn’t plan on returning to Boston.  Donovan Construction had no ties to Key West; therefore Michael wouldn't be coming this way again.

It was sad. For a moment nostalgia threatened to overwhelm her. They'd been so happy when they'd first married. She had been so in love with him, so proud he'd chosen her for his wife. But gradually his work had grown more demanding, his goals more lofty, until Michael rarely spent any time with her unless it was at the endless round of parties and social events designed to further the interests of Donovan Construction.

Which it had. The firm had grown by leaps and bounds.  From luxury homes, to low-rise office buildings, to shopping malls, Donovan’s was known to be the best in the Tri-State area.

Dinner tonight would not expand the business.  What would they even talk about once she made it clear she was content doing what she was doing, making friends, furnishing her apartment the way she wanted?

 

 

Katie’s small apartment was only a dozen blocks from the hotel, on a quiet side street.  Her heart lifted every day as she started her walk home. The sun was warm on her back, the air gently stirring in the afternoon breeze—enough to give an illusion of coolness, though the hot sun belied it. Her eyes scanned the colorful stands and boutiques that lined Duval Street—Old Key West's main street—enjoying the bright colors of the wooden buildings with their fancy gingerbread trim; the variety of merchandise available for tourists and natives alike: bright T-shirts, shells of every color, and the profusion of flowers.

She’d deliberately sought a warm climate, looking for a place that was as different from Boston as she could find to start over. She wanted a less formal lifestyle, with people ready to be friends and easy to get along with. Kicking off the traces, she wanted a totally different life. She'd found it in Key West.

Katie enjoyed her walks to and from work, discovering new sights each day with the gardens of the homes she passed, or the displays the shops put out.  She loved greeting the shopkeepers as she passed, buying some fresh fruit at one of the vendor’s stands each morning. The fresh air and exercise brought a new freedom to her body. Key West was small enough so that she could walk almost everywhere, from the beach to work, to the stores.

The change from the frigid Boston winter was so novel that she was constantly surprised and delighted. Boston was freezing in February, but in Key West the balmy days were ideal—warm and sunny. Occasionally they had rain, but it was not a dreary, cold rain like that of Boston winters, but warm, almost like a shower to freshen the flowers. Some afternoons she danced on her small balcony in the rain.  The water was refreshing and sweet.  Everything was colorful, casual and fun. She was glad she'd chosen Key West to start over.

The foot traffic on Duval was heavy at this time of the afternoon. Bronzed men and women in scanty attire lounged at the pavement cafes. Sun burnt tourists gazed at the offerings of the shops along the way. Royal palms offered spots of shade on the hot pavements. Here and there a courtyard offered a glimpse of cool garden serenity in the sultry afternoon. The soft breezes that constantly blew from the water caressed her cheeks, tossed the short curls on her head and cooled her skin.

She turned on to her street. Bougainvilleas climbed the wall to her right, its bright purple flower a vibrant contrast to the stark whitewash of the wall. It was a wide, quiet street lined with big old houses, some of which had been converted into flats. The street had called to her when she'd first seen it—she'd known her place was in one of the converted houses.

In only minutes she opened the door to her apartment, crossing quickly to the french doors, throwing them wide to the afternoon breeze. Bright pots of flowers lined her small balcony, giving more color and fragrance each day. She loved her view—a glimpse of the blue water to the right, the green of the neighbor’s lawn to the left and everywhere the tall, stately palms swaying against the azure sky. It was quite a change from Boston.

She surveyed her small apartment, pleased anew by what she saw. She’d furnished it cheaply, buying things second-hand from garage sales, using pretty, crisp blue and white gingham to cover the mismatched pieces, giving the room a coordinated look. Starched white curtains framed the windows. There were few extras for decorations—no pictures, no knick-knacks. Yet her apartment was comfortable and welcoming.

Life on Key West was vastly different from the opulent life she'd led in Boston. She didn't miss any of that hectic pace.  The friends she'd made here lived in circumstances similar to her own.  They liked simple pleasures and proved to Katie what she'd often suspected in the past–that money wasn't needed to make people happy.

Maybe money even caused unhappiness. Look at her own life. The aunt who had raised her had money, but no husband, no children of her own, stuck with her sister’s child whom she relegated to nannies and boarding school. 

Michael had no real interests beyond work, earning money to spend it on material things, not for enjoyment, but to impress.  Katie had come to believe experiences meant more than material things.  She relished each day with new experiences tumbling over themselves.

Pampered—yes, Katie has been pampered from birth. Her aunt had been one of the Boston Brahmins–old family, old money. She'd raised her niece in elegant splendor, constantly emphasizing Katie's place when she was home.  Making sure she attended all the right schools.

Michael had taken over when they'd married, sheltering her from everyday life as surely as if she'd been in a cocoon. She’d never given much thought to earning her own living. She wasn't sure now what she would do with the rest of her life, but she’d broken free from the past and was making a new start.  Something would turn up, but for now, she was content to make beds and spend her free time at the beach.

She needed to take the next step and make sure the divorce went through. She’d get that assurance from Michael tonight.

She changed quickly, and went to meet one of her friends—they were going snorkeling. Debbie had been at the hotel the longest of any of her new friends—over four years. She'd introduced Katie to snorkeling.  Love at first sight!  Katie went whenever she could.  Grabbing her gear, she headed out.

She walked the several blocks to the beach. She found this the loveliest time of day at the beach—the late afternoon. The sand was soft and white, imported; she'd been told, from Barbados. Fringed with coconut palms and leafy mango trees, this particular beach was not large, but beautifully contrasted with the varied blues of the sea. The coconut palms, laden with fruit, stretched out towards the water, their spots of shade providing welcome relief from the blazing sand. Only the tourists exposed themselves to its full rays of the sun and heat of the sand.

The Gulf of Mexico was warm and crystal-clear. Beneath its surface the bright, colorful tropical fish darted and swam in the pristine water. The yellows and blues of angelfish and butterfly fish showed clearly against the light sandy bottom. She often dived from the beach. Whenever they could afford it, she and her friends joined a group on a boat and dived out by the reef. The pretty coral formations were a fascinating delight to Katie. Their lacy fans, pink and yellow colors and intricate designs enchanted her. She never tired of exploring.

The first time Katie’d wanted to go to the reef and ran into a money issue she'd realized how different her life would be in the future. As Michael Donovan's wife, she could afford anything. As Katie Harrington, newly single, recently arrived in Key West, she had to watch her expenses and budget carefully.

She greeted Debbie when she arrived and before long they were in the water exploring the bounty beneath the gentle waves.  This was her idea of the perfect life.

 

 

Katie was later returning home than she’d planned, and she rushed through a quick shower, dressing at warp speed, drawing on a colorful pink and rose cotton sundress that hugged her body and flared at the waist. It was cool and comfortable. She dried her hair, applied a touch of mascara and was ready. Not wanting to be late meeting Michael, she hurried the few blocks to the hotel, arriving flushed and out of breath.

Michael was already in the lobby, looking remote and withdrawn in dark trousers and a light shirt opened at the throat—casual for him, but almost formal by Key West standards. When he spotted her, he smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling, his face looking younger.

Suddenly she realized he’d rarely smiled over the last five or six years— work was too serious. For a moment, it looked as if he was glad to see her. Katie marveled at the transformation and involuntarily smiled back. He looked a different man than the dedicated hardcore businessman she knew—younger, relaxed, attractive. 

More like the man she'd married seven years ago. 

Her heart sped up a little as she hurried toward him and the worries over dinner disappeared.

He stepped out to meet her, his eyes running slowly down the length of her, taking in her shiny blonde sun-streaked hair, the light gloss on her lips, down her long legs to her sandal-clad feet. She felt his gaze as if he touched her. Again that curious warmth permeated her body and made her breathless. She felt the tingling awareness of her body for his.

'Prompt, I see,' was all he said, though from the light in his eye Katie thought he wanted to say more.

'I try to be,' she replied. 'Are you sure you want pizza?' Doubts surfaced again. They had never had a casual evening at a fast-food place before. It had always been dinner at Pierre's, La Belle Fleur or some other expensive restaurant in Boston. Even if they ate at home, Frances had served.

'I'm looking forward to it,' he told her.

Katie was halfway across the lobby when his warm hand grasped her upper arm, bringing her to a halt. Michael stepped before her.

'Good grief, Katherine, that outfit is positively indecent. The air-conditioning makes your nipples hard and they show right through that top. Every man in the place is staring at you.'

Katie glanced down, Oops–he was right. But surely not every man was looking at her. Not with all the other women dressed to kill in the hotel. She darted a quick glance around the lobby; no one was even looking their way.

She shrugged. 'Let them look.  It’s really not your business any more, is it?'

He frowned, not liking her reply.

'No need to ask how you've been—you look radiant, though not like the sophisticate I knew. You've cut your hair,' he said.  Was that his way of trying to start a conversation?

He reached out as if to touch the soft blonde curls. Katie instantly shied away, not wanting the intimacy that his touch would imply. She peeped up at him; his look was yearning, hungry. Had he actually missed her? Or was she reading something into his look she wished might be there?

'How have you been, Michael?' Katie felt a tingling at her arm, against the side of her breast where the back of his fingers touched. This was Michael, the husband she was leaving. His touch should have no meaning to her. But she had trouble thinking of anything else. She stepped back to break contact and he released her arm, slowly pulling his fingers free. She felt his warmth long after he no longer touched her.

'I've been fine.' The words were clipped, the tone brusque.

She looked closely again. He looked tired and leaner. Working too hard, she surmised.

'I've missed you.' His voice was strained; his dark eyes never left hers.

'No, Michael, you haven't,' she said gently. 'You might have missed the wife who did your bidding without complaint, who helped at all your social events. But you couldn't have missed me—you don't even know me.'

He stared at her for a long moment.  'You may be right that we’re not as close as we could be.  I can remedy that. I'll call the office, postpone a few things. We can go on a cruise together, before I have to be back for the Murdock deal, get to know one another again...'

His voice trailed off as Katie shook her head, slowly but definitely.

'There you go again, Michael. I don't want to go on a cruise. I want to stay right here. I'm happy here. There's nothing more for us, and you can't keep running my life as if I were some employee of yours. Are you ready to go to dinner?'

As they walked down the street, twilight began to fall. The store lights illuminated the walkway and one bright star could be seen hanging just above the horizon.

Michael glanced down at Katie again. 'Have you changed your dressing habits here, or was this for me?'

He ran his fingers down her back. She felt his touch with a shock. His fingertips were light, leaving a trace of electricity in their wake. She shivered and blushed, darting him a quick glance. She was surprised at his gesture, even more so at her reaction. Seeing the gleam in his eyes as he met hers, she caught her breath.  Her heart skipped a beat, then began tripping double time. The trail his fingers left was warm, her skin clamored for further contact. In fact her whole body clamored for contact with his. She had to clear her throat to speak. This was madness. Why had she agreed to this evening?

'Actually just no bra. It's so hot and humid here, I usually don't wear one...' She trailed off. There was no need to explain to him. She was living her own life now.

'Are you sure you want pizza?' she asked again. She couldn't imagine Michael dealing with trailing strings of cheese. The wayward blob of marinara sauce, or an errant mushroom.  He was always so fastidious. Maybe it hadn't been such a good idea to suggest Marco's. 'Maybe you'd like to go somewhere else? They have some nice seafood places here.'

'I assure you, Kathe—er—Katie, that I shan't embarrass you by not knowing how to eat pizza. I do have some social graces.' His tone was dry.

'Oh, Michael, I never thought you would embarrass me, I only thought it wouldn't be as enjoyable as some other food.' She was surprised that he'd read her mind. 'Pizza is so casual, and we never ate it in Boston.'

'I didn't know you liked it,' he said.

'Yes.' What more could she say?  It pointed out even further how far apart they were.

Customers seated themselves at Marco's and Michael waited for Katie to lead the way. She chose a quiet booth at the back. The ones surrounding it were unoccupied, giving them momentary privacy. Katie had feared several of her friends might be at the restaurant, but she saw no one she knew. Unconsciously, she relaxed. She didn't know how she would explain Michael to them. She felt as nervous as a teenager on a first date. 

While they waited for their order, Katie faced him across the table. 'How long are you staying?'

'That depends on you.'

'Why come at all? The time for talking is gone.'  She put her hands in her lap, gripping them together to hide her nerves.

'I disagree.  Isn’t that why we’re here?  Let’s order.  What do you like?' he said. They agreed on a combo and Michael went to the counter to order a small pizza.  He bought a large pitcher of beer. He did not seem at all out of place in the casual restaurant, Katie thought as she watched him.   He always seemed perfectly at home in the most elegant restaurants in Boston; shouldn't he be just a little out of his element here?

'How did you get your job?' he asked when he sat down and placed the pitcher and mugs on the table.

Stalling, Katie poured them each a glass full and then set the pitcher down.  'I don't have many marketable skills.  A fine art degree doesn’t really prepare anyone for an easy way to make a living.  Maid work was all I could find. But I don't plan to keep it forever. Just till I get on my feet and decide what I want to do.'

'And what might that be?' The muscle in his cheek jerked as he watched her. She could tell he was still angry. Could she continue?

'I'd like to do something in business. Maybe open a small shop with island jewelry, shells, driftwood, the kind of things tourists would like.' Her enthusiasm was damped down by his glittering look. She stopped.  That was all she’d say.  He didn’t have to lecture her on how impractical it might be.  Or inquire as to where she would find the start up money, or the knowledge to run a business. 

Their pizza arrived and Katie welcomed the diversion.

'I want you to come back, Katherine. It's not the same with you gone,' he told her once the waitress had deposited the pizza plates.

'I'm not coming back.' She took a wedge of pizza, pulling it free from the pie, draping the cheese trailers on top as she put it on her paper plate. He couldn't make her do anything.  Not unless he used force–and Michael would never do that.

'You can't expect me to believe you don't miss what we had in Boston,' he said watching her.

She stared at him, wondering exactly what he meant. She didn't miss the house, or Frances, or the endless social events for Donovan Construction. But she did miss him. Missed the love they'd shared at first, the laughter, the lovemaking.

Katie's face grew warm. She could never admit to that. Some day she'd find someone else who could make her feel the way Michael had. 

Maybe.

His gaze held hers and for one panicked moment she wondered if he'd read her mind. He always had such power to excite her, enthrall her, pleasure her.

She broke eye contact and reached for her drink. There was more to life than that, and she wanted it—love. She wanted to be first in someone's life.  She wanted her opinion sought and listened to.  She wanted laughter with shared amusement.  Enjoyment in each other’s company–not artificial social gatherings more to move business along than to enjoy friends.

'Hi, Katie, I thought it was you.' Jim Reed stopped by the table and greeted her with a grin.  He was one of her new friends.  He was the only one who was passionately driven to get ahead, to make more money, become a business success. He worked at the local bank, was the only native islander of her group of friends, and was dying to move north and make it big. Jim always had his eye on the main chance. In that he was similar to Michael.  Well, maybe without quite the drive Michael had.

He stood at the end of the booth, looking inquisitively at Michael. Katie wondered idly if her husband could help him, and looked over at him with the thought. Dare she ask him later? Would he scoff at her requesting a favor when trying to end their marriage?

'Hi, Jim. Michael, this is Jim Reed, one of my friends here on Key West. Jim, Michael Donovan—uh—a friend of mine from Boston.'

Michael's face held a smile, his eyes a knowing glint. The intent of the introduction had not escaped him.

Jim was obviously curious about Michael.  In the nicest way imaginable Michael sidestepped the questions Jim posed. Katie was impressed. He did nothing to depress Jim's spirits, yet revealed very little about himself, and Jim finally realized defeat and rejoined the group he'd come with.

Katie was surprised that Michael hadn't snubbed her young friend.  She smiled at him warmly.  ‘Thank you.’

‘Was I ever that young, dumb and obvious?”

She shrugged.  In the early days, Michael had been very much like Jim.

'A little young for you, isn't he?' Michael said softly.

She bristled.  Not everything was about sex.   'Jim's just a friend, Michael. Anyway, he's only a year younger than I am.'

As they ate, Katie couldn't help noticing Michael fit in. He seemed to enjoy the food, and didn’t seem as out of place as she’d expected.  She’d been foolish to worry about his reaction to one of her new favorite places.

And why shouldn't he fit in? she thought. He hadn't built up Donovan Construction by riding roughshod over people. He had to deal with all types—from bankers and other investors to real-estate moguls, to carpenters and bricklayers. And he did it successfully. It was a skill he had perfected. He could fit in anywhere, be comfortable, and make others feel comfortable as well.

He told her about some of the people she knew, what the business had been doing. 

She listened with half an ear.  She didn’t care anymore.  Her eyes roamed around the restaurant, smiling at a family with small children making a mess of their pizza.  One little boy ate his slice upside down, with the toppings falling off.

Neither brought up the separation or divorce.

When they finished, he asked,  'Ready to go?'

She nodded and slid from the booth. The evening was almost over. She once again felt as if she were treading on eggshells.  They still needed to talk about their own situation.  Had he held off to make dinner pleasant?

They walked back to the hotel. The night air was refreshing after the hot day. The slight breeze blowing in from the ocean tinged the air with salt. Katie caught the scent of night-blooming jasmine, its sweet fragrance adding to the romance of the evening. She darted a quick glance at Michael.  Did he feel the romance of Key West?

He walked beside her, his eyes examining the street as they ambled along, noting the bars with music spilling across the pavement, the small cafes filled with diners, the other strollers along the avenue.  Key West had a festive, laid-back feel all year long.  Katie had only been here a few months, but she had fallen in love with it.

'Which way?' he asked when they stopped at a pedestrian crossing.

'Straight ahead. I'm beyond the hotel. But you don't need to see me home—I'll be fine on my own, it’s only a few blocks from the hotel.'

He started to say something, then paused, shrugging. 'Fine. I enjoyed meeting your new friend, Kath—Katie. Different from our friends back in Boston, but interesting none the less.'

Katie was silent, not knowing if he was being condescending or truthful in his comment.  She almost corrected him about 'their' friends, but not wanting to disturb the end of what had turned out to be a pleasant evening, she kept quiet. 

She smiled ruefully in the dark; still the polite socially correct Bostonian. Why didn't she just tell him she didn't consider the people she'd dealt with in Boston her friends, but just others who could benefit Donovan Construction?

But he'd be gone soon; she’d be free. She’d hold her tongue a little longer.

He stopped in the shadows at the edge of the light shining from the hotel lobby. For a moment Katie thought he meant to kiss her goodnight. Panic engulfed her. She didn't want him to kiss her; she only wanted him to leave her alone—to return to Boston and let her continue with her new life in Key West.

But Michael didn't kiss her, only drew his fingertips lightly over her satiny cheek. Her skin tingled and she felt the shock to her toes. Eyes wide, Katie tried to see his expression, but it was dark where they stood, and she couldn't see him clearly.

'Goodnight,' he said.

‘Aren’t we going to talk?’ she asked, surprised at the abrupt end.

‘Another time.’

'Goodnight then.' Disappointment and relief washed through her.  They ended the evening almost as friends.  Yet if he didn’t leave, they’d still have to discuss their divorce.

Michael's touch had stunned her—she’d felt it to her toes and she had no business reacting like that. She'd thought he would kiss her and was disappointed when he hadn't. What was the matter with her?

Right before she fell asleep, she tried to picture when they’d discuss the divorce.  So far they hadn’t resolved anything at all.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Despite the turmoil of her thoughts when she went to bed, Katie slept well and awoke at her normal early hour. Donning a dark blue one-piece bathing suit under shorts and a shirt, she slipped out to the beach for a quick swim before work.

The sun was just rising; the water sparkled as the rays struck it. The blues of the sea were dark and mysterious in the early morning light. The palms were still, the beach deserted except for a lone runner in the far distance. Katie dropped her towel, shrugged out of her shorts and shirt and waded in.

As always the warmth of the ocean surprised her. The only time she'd gone in swimming at Cape Cod she'd been cold–and that had been in July. Here it was February and the water was warm, only a few degrees cooler than the air. It was heavenly. She swam, floated and gave herself up to the pleasures of the sea.

There was rarely much surf on Key West—the water lapped the shore much like lake water. Here and there she saw a brightly colored fish darting through the clear shimmer of the sea. She should have brought her snorkeling equipment.  But she only had time for a quick swim, not get lost in exploring beneath the surface.

Refreshed, she waded ashore, scanning the skyline from the beach. To the left was the Southernmost Marker—a spot tourists loved. Everyone wanted his or her picture taken there, the southernmost point in the contiguous forty-eight states. To her right through the palms and trees she glimpsed the top of the old lighthouse. The morning was quiet, peaceful and still. The soft muffled slaps of the wavelets only added their soothing sounds to the restful scene. The sky was cloudless, deep blue, the air still and scented with the salt.

Idly she watched the runner approach as she reached for her towel. She recognized him with some surprise; it was Michael. He was wearing running shoes, a brief pair of shorts and had a towel draped around his neck. His hair was damp from sweat and his strong body gleamed in the early sun.

He was surprised to see her and stopped running to walk closer, mopping his face with his towel.

'Good morning,' Katie said, draping her towel around her. 'I didn't expect to see you up and out so early.'

'I usually run early in the morning. Helps keep my body tuned for the rigors of business,' he told her.

She stared at him in surprise. 'Even in Boston?'

He nodded, his eyes narrowed as he watched the emotions play across her face. 'For the last couple of years, anyway.'

Katie's first reaction was dismay. How could she have lived in the same house with this man and never known something so basic as he ran every morning?

Then the implications hit her. It was for that reason and others that they were separating. They did not have a marriage, a sharing of two lives. That was the real sadness of it all–not something she wanted to deal with this early in the day.

'Do you come swimming every morning?' Michael asked, glancing around the deserted beach. 'Isn't it dangerous to swim alone?'

'I'm careful.' She hadn't meant for her tone to be defensive, but Michael was one of several people giving her the same advice. Well-meaning, she was sure, but she was out to live her own life in her own way and didn't need others telling her what to do.

Michael's breathing had slowed and the perspiration dried on his skin. Tugging on the ends of the towel, he looked down the beach.

Katie dropped her eyes. She had the craziest desire to run her hands over his shoulders and chest, tangle her fingers in the dark mat of hair that covered the strong muscles of his chest, tapering to disappear in the waistband of his shorts; to feel his warm skin, his muscles move beneath her fingers. She was cool, drying off in the early day, and would like his warmth to envelop her.

'Well, I won't keep you—I know you want to be off running,' she broke the silence, wrapping her towel around her shoulders and wanting to say more, yet not knowing how; wanting to stare at his body, but afraid to give herself away by glancing at him.

'See ya.' With that abrupt statement, Michael started off, never looked back, though Katie watched him until he was a small dot in the distance. He ran with grace and power and she remembered how fit his body was.

 

 

She thought about what she'd learned of Michael later that morning while she cleaned her rooms. They hadn't shared a bedroom the last few years, so she wouldn't have known he arose early each day to run. Working late, Michael hadn't wanted to awaken her when he came to bed, so he'd moved to another bedroom almost three years ago, visiting her when the mood presented itself. She rarely arose in Boston before seven. By the time she appeared for breakfast, Michael had already departed for work. What other aspects of his life did she not know about?

In reviewing their marriage, she had to admit they'd spent less and less time together. At first, they’d spent every free moment together planning, dreaming, loving. But as Michael focused more on building his business, putting in long hours, doing everything he could to get ahead, to make Donovan Construction one of the most important companies in the Boston area, their special time shrank.  He had succeeded, while she sat at home alone. Then, more recently, still not satisfied, he had kept busy expanding it—keeping it on track, as he said.

She hadn't minded at first; she'd been in awe of what he was accomplishing. She had been anxious to do her part.  Which he insisted she did with the entertainment.  But the business was never big enough, never successful enough.  And she had grown so tired of meaningless chatter with people she partied with only for business.

She couldn’t pinpoint when they became almost like strangers. He rarely spoke of business to her, actually rarely spoke to her at all in the last year, except to check in for planned social events.

‘Neither did you try to find out. Not once did you seek him out and try to make the marriage different, make it more like what you wanted,’ she mumbled as she replaced a pillowcase.  She’d gone along with things the way they were. She hadn’t spoken to him about how she felt, what she thought. Desultory conversation at dinner centered on what charity she'd worked on, what Mrs. Winthrop said, or who would be coming to the next social event where Michael wanted to impress someone.

Years ago she might have been able to do something, had she had the nerve then. Now it was too late. She was happy in her new life, she told herself firmly. The years in Boston seemed almost like they happened to someone else.

The next room on her floor was Michael's. She paused, took a deep breath and knocked.

He swept the door open, a smile in his eyes for her. He had obviously showered since his run, and his hair was gleaming in the morning light. He wore only shorts, no shirt. His skin was lightly tanned over the muscles of his arms and chest; the dark mat of hair was crisp and curly.

'I've come to do the room, if it's convenient now?' she said breathlessly, unable to look away. Why was she having trouble with her breathing? He seemed too close.

'Sure, come on in.' He stepped back only a little, and Katie had to squeeze in, brushing against his hard chest in passing. She bit her lip, trying to ignore the tingling sensation that touching his warm skin wrought.

She started her cleaning in the bathroom. Michael leaned lazily against the door, watching her, his arms crossed over his chest. Self-conscious with him following her every move, Katie grew clumsy, having to take extra time and care to do the job right.

'Do you have to stand there?' she asked, finally turning to him in exasperation.

'No, but I want to. Why?' His dark eyes laughed at her, as if he knew he was making her nervous, and didn't care. Provocatively he didn't move.

'Go out to the beach,' she ordered, forgetting that he usually told her what to do, forgetting he was a guest. He was exasperating and she wanted him out of her way.

'I like it right here.' His voice was low, sexy.

Katie scowled, and resumed her work. He blocked the door. She stretched out her cleaning as long as she dared, always conscious of his eyes following her every move. Would he move or make her ask? Damn it, couldn't he see he was causing her trouble?

Eventually she took a deep breath and started for the door; her eyes met his briefly then looked away. She had to do the bedroom, and quickly, or she would get behind schedule. Would he let her pass? Or was he having too much fun boxing her in the bathroom?

Michael remained where he was, a devilish look on his face. He seemed to be daring her to move him, to push past him and get on with her work.

Katie paused, almost touching him, then boldly walked on, bumping straight into him. He allowed himself to be pushed out of the way with no resistance at all. She frowned; he was teasing her. She chanced a glance at him, flustered at the lazy grin she saw, the assessing gleam in his eye.

She swallowed hard. She didn't know how to handle this. Michael had never teased her before. She darted another quick look in his direction. He was watching her intently.

She dusted the dressing table, the table and chairs, conscious all the while of his steady regard. The tangled sheets of the bed gave rise to visions of Michael sleeping on the cool sheets. She knew he slept nude and the image of him in the bed was vivid. His tanned skin would look even darker in comparison to the light percale sheets.

His arms and legs would be spread out, taking more room than his share. Self-consciously she straightened out the sheets, her mind filled with memories of the man beside her. She tried to blink the images away.

As she made the bed he moved closer to her, laughter lurking in his eyes.

'Aren't you worried about unruly guests when you go into occupied rooms?' he asked.

She pulled the bedspread smooth. 'No, usually the rooms are empty. If not, I can take care of myself.'

'Show me.'

He reached out and pulled her around to face him, his hands firm on her arms, but not tight. As he lowered his face his voice was low. 'You're more beautiful than ever and you're slipping away from me. I don't want that to happen. I want you, Katherine.'

Before she could react, his lips covered hers and Katie was lost. His mouth was hot and firm, pressing against her with passion and longing she hadn’t felt in years. His hands moved to encircle her, draw her up against him, against the warm, hard muscles of his chest, into the circle of his strong, demanding arms.

She clung to his shoulders as she delighted in the fevered feelings he evoked with his lips, the erotic touch of his tongue. Her fingers reveled in the strength found beneath his warm skin, seeking to learn him again, tracing muscles and delighting as they moved beneath her. Gently his tongue teased her lips until she gave in and opened them slightly.

Joy exploded within her as his tongue explored the soft recesses of her mouth and dueled with hers, tantalizing and tormenting her until she wanted more, much more. She grew bold and returned his kiss, her own senses inflamed, her tongue moving with a will of its own, her lips moving, responding, tasting him.

She should have been pushing him away, but instead she caressed his shoulders, entwining her fingers in his thick dark hair, as she strained to get closer to assuage the fiery longing that arose. She was caught up in a maelstrom of feelings and wanted to ride the wave as far as she could go. The warmth from his chest heated her through the thin cotton of her uniform, the material a barrier she wished gone.

He drew her against him, pushing her hips forward to meet the rising need of his. Katie lost track of time and reality, her senses spinning, her body awakening to demands and desires long dormant. Hungrily she reached for more.

The shrill noise of the bedside phone ended the spell. Slowly Michael raised his head, his eyes half closed, his breathing ragged. He looked down at Katie for a long second, then slowly put her from him as the insistent clamor of the phone shattered the moment.

'Mark my place,' he said, putting a finger on her lips, then reached around her to answer the phone.

Katie watched him with dazed eyes, panting in the hot room. It was as if she had been transported back in time to the first heady days of their marriage. It took her a moment to regain her thoughts; her mind was spinning. What had happened? What had she allowed to happen? She had to get out of here or everything would be lost. She was stunned at her loss of control, at how easily she'd forgotten her resolve to leave and start anew. She acted like some teenager in the throes of first love. Damn him, she'd told him it was over. Was that his way of trying to show it was not?

Turning, she made a last swipe on the bed and rushed to the hall. She'd forget the vacuuming. If he reported her, so be it. Pushing her cart frantically down the hall, she skipped two rooms and parked the cart between another two.

Trusting he would not pursue her, she let herself into one of the rooms and closed the door behind her. It was against all rules of the hotel. Maids were to leave the door open so there was no suspicion of wrongdoing. But right now she didn't want to see anyone, or have them see her. Grateful these guests had left for the day, she moved on shaky legs to the bed, sinking down on the end, her breathing gradually coming under control.

She closed her eyes; her lips were still throbbing from his kiss, her heartbeat increasing as she remembered every detail. Lightly, she ran her tongue over them. His taste still lingered. 

This was madness.

Her ears straining to hear any sounds from the hall, she stood and quickly went through the motions of her job, forcing her hands to work efficiently, blocking the thoughts that clamored for attention, going through the routines of the day. When she was finished in that room, she paused by the door and took a deep breath. Slowly she eased open the door. Peeking down the hall, she saw it was deserted. She dumped the dirty linen into the cart, took the vacuum and quickly cleaned the carpets before moving to the next room, dashing in to close the door behind her.

Her shift seemed endless. Never before had she been impatient for it to end. But today she wanted to get away, as far away from the hotel as fast as she could.

She didn't want to see Michael again. She was afraid of her reactions if she did.

How dared he kiss her the way he had? She'd felt consumed by his kiss, the excitement of his touch. It wasn't fair; she'd made her decision and he had no right to come to Key West and play on her emotions. Their marriage was over.

How could she have reacted as she had? Her cheeks warmed. How could she not respond as she had to the magic that was Michael?

At last all her rooms were finished, even the ones adjacent to Michael's. When she had ventured back, his door was firmly shut. She was quick and thorough and left the vacuuming for last lest he hear her. Once finished, she fled to the housekeeping area. The day had seemed forty hours long, but it must have been of normal duration because the other maids were changing and chattering casually, tossing their uniforms into the laundry.

Only as she walked home did she let herself dwell on the memory of his kiss. A slow bud of desire grew within her at its memory. It had been an exciting kiss, provocative. She hadn't wanted it to stop. But why was he kissing her now?  Seems like he could have paid a bit more attention last fall or last summer.  Why today of all days?

His statement just before the kiss—did that provide a clue? He thought her beautiful. But he had often said that, his tone as impersonal as if he had been admiring a piece of sculpture. She had done her best to look beautiful for him. It was what he wanted and expected and she had tried to fulfill her part of their marriage. The clothing and make-up she'd used had all been to that end.

But he hadn’t said he never wanted her before.  Not with that sexy masculine voice. Sexy, successful Michael Donovan had wanted her, even if only for a moment, in his room this morning. The passion in his voice had shown the strength of his feelings. Had the phone not rung would he have seduced her? It would not have been very hard if he had continued to kiss her like that.

Panic rose within her. She simply could not allow that.  It would be better to stay away from Michael Donovan. She dare not let herself become involved with him emotionally—it would be too hard to let him go a second time if she did.

And Katie still wanted to let him go. She was leading the kind of life she wanted.  There was so much to do on Key West and she was doing exactly what she wanted, when she wanted.

She had never been as physically active as she had these last months. The work at the hotel was demanding.  She'd quickly discovered that her new friends loved the outdoor life offered by Key West's fine climate. Sports like swimming, snorkeling, cycling, and volleyball had soon filled Katie's free time. Walking everywhere was different, too. She couldn't afford a car, and fortunately didn't need one on the island. It was small and self-contained, and everything she needed was in walking distance. She’d grown tanned, strong, and her spirits soared.

When she reached her apartment, she changed her clothes and headed for the beach; with luck, she'd find some friends there. Someone she knew was always hanging out, to swim with, or for a pick up game of volleyball.

When she arrived, the sandy shore was crowded. Tourists who had come south to escape the harsh northern winters loved the sunny white beaches of Key West and spent many hours each day soaking up the warmth.  She preferred it when they used the resort beaches.  But couldn’t fault them for loving this one.  She did.

Quickly she scanned the crowd, seeing the volleyball net being strung in the distance. She wandered over and found several of her friends, including Marlise, Charlie and Jody, ready to start a game. The others she didn't know, but it didn't matter—the important thing was that they were all out for a good game of volleyball.  And by the time the game ended, they’d be friends.

Katie wore her white bikini, preferring to sunbathe while doing something, rather than lie on the sand and do nothing. Greeting her friends, she quickly discarded her cover-up and joined in. She hit a ball over; it was returned. Marlise hit it almost straight up. Katie lunged for the assist, and Marlise tripped and fell back just as Katie dived for the ball, returned it and fell full length beside Marlise. She raised her head, laughing. Marlise and the others were laughing, too.

'Point,' Charlie yelled, then reached out a hand to help the two girls to their feet. Katie shook her head; the short curls bouncing, the sand falling from her like rain. 

'You all right?' he asked.

'Yes,' she giggled again. 'Great save, right?' She was proud of her return, since she had only learned volleyball since arriving at Key West.

'Right on,' Charlie agreed.

As she brushed the sand off, her eyes caught sight of a tall figure standing on the grassy edge of the beach some yards away–Michael Donovan.

The smile wiped from her face. The old familiar nervousness welled up, her heart started beating heavily as she stared at him, her breathing suspended. What was Michael Donovan doing here? Couldn't she escape anywhere? Was he following her?

'Damn it,' she muttered, anger building to cover her uncertainty. How dared he come down here and interfere?  He didn't have to intrude in every aspect of her life. If he did anything to ruin her new life she'd never forgive him.

His eyes glittered at her, as he watched her from his vantage-point, flicking down the length of her, pausing briefly at her breasts, her hips, taking in the short blonde curls, the deep tan, dark brown eyes. She flushed, extremely conscious suddenly of the amount of skin the bikini exposed. It barely covered her firm body, the swell of her breasts straining the stretchy white material, the pants low and daring.

Katie felt self-conscious under his regard, and under-dressed. 

What must I do to get rid of you? she screamed internally. She hadn't been on her own long enough. She still lacked the self- confidence she wanted to deal equably with this powerful man. In business he could be ruthless. Was he planning to attempt to get his way in this as well? She could feel the pull of attraction she'd always felt for him. She resisted—she must resist.

She turned back to the game, throwing herself into activity, a delightful grin painted on her face. She'd show Michael that her new life was fun and exactly what she wanted. She would ignore the attraction, the vulnerability she experienced around him. When he left, it would all fade.

From the corner of her eye she saw him standing, watching her. As she became involved in the game, it was several minutes before she looked again. He was gone. She wondered again why he'd come; he hadn't even tried to talk to her. Had he come just to watch her, see what she was doing? She pushed the thought away as the competition of the game claimed her attention again. She'd worry about Michael Donovan later. Given time he'd leave. Business would call and he'd return to Boston.  Who knew when he’d find the time to leave again.

For one brief moment, Katie wished that were not the case; but she knew her husband. 

 

 

The next morning Katie paused before Michael's door, indecision plaguing her. Was he inside? If so, should she just go on about her work, trying to ignore him, or come back later and hope he'd left for the morning? Behind the door she could hear the muted murmur of his voice. He was there. With firm resolution, she pushed the cart to the far end of the hall. She'd start here and hope he left before she reached his room.

Several hours later, Katie could no longer put it off. She'd taken care of all the rooms on her floor save Michael's. She knocked on the door. 'Housekeeping,' she called. There was no answer. Had he gone out? She crossed her fingers.

Opening the door with her passkey, her heart sank. Michael was sitting at the table near the large windows, his back to the door, talking on the phone. Katie kept her eyes on him as she slipped into the bathroom. He hadn't noticed her enter.

Going through the motions, she found herself strangely unsettled. Her heart was tripping in her chest, and her stomach felt as if butterflies had taken up permanent residency. What was wrong with her? She'd finish this room and go to the next floor. He probably wouldn't even know she was here. When Michael became caught up in business, he excluded everything else.

She could hear him as he discussed the situation with the person at the other end of the phone. His voice was calm and decisive. He knew how he wanted things done and was clear in informing those who worked for him.

When she moved to the bedroom, Katie was surprised when his eyes clashed with hers. She paused a moment, thinking he had been totally caught up with the conversation; she'd not expected him to turn around to see her. Her eyes widened slightly as she gazed into his. He didn't smile, or change expression in any way. Katie knew he was still listening to the other person on the phone, but his gaze bored into her. Breaking contact was almost physical, but she pulled away and went to make the bed. The background discussion of cubic feet of concrete, sky-cranes and Cat graders was a familiar litany. She'd heard Michael discuss such issues many, many times over the years.

She dusted the bedside table and looked over at the table where Michael sat. There were files and papers scattered all over. She couldn't dust it. Good, she didn't want to have to stay any longer than she must.

As she walked back to the door to get the vacuum cleaner, Michael's hand reached out and grabbed hers. Slowly, his eyes on her, he drew her to him until she stood up against his knees. His hand was gentle against her wrist, his thumb rubbing lazy circles against the delicate skin. Katie could scarcely breathe.

'Hold on, Steve.' He put the phone against his chest. 'Done so soon?' he asked, his voice gentle, his thumb the only reality Katie could focus on.

She nodded. 'Except for the vacuuming.'

'Leave that for now. I couldn't hear on the phone. Come back later and do it.'

'Call when you're ready.' She tugged at her hand, but his grip tightened.

'Are you going to play volleyball today?' he asked.

'No, not today.'

'Come out with me after you finish work.'

'No, I can't. I have plans.' Plans to stay as far away from this disturbing man as she could. 'I have to go.' She tugged at her hand again, fighting the old longings and sensations his touch wrought, fighting the lassitude and delight she felt.

He brought her wrist to his mouth and lightly touched it with his lips, releasing her hand, watching her closely the entire time.

Katie didn't wait, but fled as if he were chasing her. As she pulled the door shut behind her, she could hear him on the phone again. Always business.

She waited all afternoon for the call to finish the room. Waited with anticipation and dread. But the call never came. 

When Katie left work, she had mixed emotions. Had she actually wanted to see Michael again? Shouldn't she feel glad he hadn’t called?


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Katie had the next day off, and she planned to avoid the hotel, the shops and the beach. If she could hold out long enough, she knew Michael would be gone. He was never absent from his business for long—a day here and there, but never any extensive time.  Funny, they’d never taken a trip together.  He’d been too caught up to take time for something as frivolous as a vacation.

The air was warm and soft against her cheeks as she went for her usual morning swim. Katie paused at the road's edge, scanning the beach for any runners. When she saw Michael in the distance, she sank down behind a sturdy palm, hidden in the early morning shadows. She was not up to a meeting with him today.

Once he had passed, she quickly went for her swim. Her usual pleasure in the morning ritual was dimmed as she kept a wary eye out in case he returned. She swam for a shorter time than she usually did, soon returning to her apartment with plans for chores that would keep her busy all day.

Katie wondered how long Michael planned to handle work long distance. Surely his business would be suffering if he wasn't there? At least, that was always the impression she got from him—that the world of Donovan Construction was nothing without its founder.

In the late afternoon, the phone rang. It was her friend Debbie from work. 'We're going to Mallory Square Dock later to watch the tourists watch the sunset, then have a cook-out at the beach. Want to come?'

'Sure do; what should I bring?' Katie welcomed the plan. It would get her out of the house and offer an alternative to the thoughts that kept spinning in her head.

'How about chips and some drinks. Meet you at the dock about five-thirty.'

Katie hung up the phone smiling. Viewing the sunset from Mallory Square Dock in Old Town was considered a very touristy thing to do, but she secretly loved it. She never admitted it to her friends because she didn't want to be teased, but she wandered that way several times each week to watch the spectacular sunsets over the Gulf.

Mallory Square was at the westernmost point of the island. From there everyone had a view of the sun as it appeared to drown in the deep blue of the Gulf of Mexico, flinging vibrant colors into the sky each evening, from bright coral to pale pink, blurring to teal and finally the dark violet that gave way to the black of the tropical night.

Evening picnics at the beach were also fun. Katie had been to three or four since she'd arrived, and she always enjoyed them. While the nights were cooler than the hot days, a fire was not strictly needed. Yet everyone enjoyed it when it was made. The flames danced in the darkness.  The soft rhythm of the Gulf lapping the shore and the murmur of conversation made the picnics memorable.

She was not the first one to the rendezvous spot- Debbie, Marlise and several others she knew were already there, all wearing casual attire, shorts and loose shirts. It was still warm, the last rays of the sun refusing to let the air cool.

'Hi. Who else is coming?' She smiled at her new friends. They were accepting and easy to get along with. None of them wanted anything from her but her company. Katie loved spending time with them.  Especially tonight–she’d been feeling cooped up in her apartment. Having spent most of her free time outdoors since arriving in Key West, she hadn't liked being inside all day.  Yet that was the only way she could insure not running into Michael.

'Usual crowd. The tourist turnout is good.' Rick, Debbie's special friend, motioned to the large number of people along the road sitting on the beaches and in the small pavement cafes that crowded Mallory Square. Many more sat on the edge of the dock, feet dangling over the sea, eyes west.  An air of festivity permeated the area as jugglers, mimes and other entertainers mingled with the crowd. The people were in high spirits, happily awaiting the daily event.

Katie recognized one tourist and turned swiftly away, hoping he hadn't seen her. But she reckoned without her friends. Marlise also recognized him and waved. 'He's a guest at the hotel,' she told the others.

Katie pretended she hadn't heard, her eyes firmly on the water before her.

'I think he's coming over,' Marlise announced.

'Oh, no, I don't think...' Katie turned, stricken. Before she could complete her sentence, however, Michael strolled over, his eyes smiling sardonically at Katie when he saw her expression.

She met his look and glanced away. She had spent all day avoiding him, avoiding thinking about him, or trying to at least, and now Marlise had brought him over. Was she never to be free of him?

'Good evening.' He smiled at everyone, his eyes coming back to Katie, flicking down to her mouth, back to her eyes.

Instantly she was reminded of their recent kiss. Angry with herself, she turned so she couldn't see him.

'Are you enjoying your visit?' Marlise asked. Naturally friendly, she took to heart the hotel's directive that employees do all they could to make the guests' stay a happy one.

'I'm at a bit of a loose end, but I am enjoying the island,' Michael replied, his eyes on Katie.

Introductions were made, then Marlise said, 'We're watching the sunset then going to a cook-out on the beach; care to join us?' She kindly did not admit they'd come to watch the tourists.

Katie threw her a dark look. 'I'm sure Mr. Donovan has already made plans for this evening.' She looked at him, trying to compel him to agree with her. But he shook his head.

'Actually, I had nothing planned.' His lips twitched as if he was amused at Katie's attempts to exclude him.

Katie looked away, defeated. Michael had never been at a loose end in his life; he always had his next step planned. But for some reason he wanted to accompany them. Why?

'Then please join us,' Debbie added.

Katie stared at the water, her eyes looking at the tourists, at the boats near by—anywhere but at Michael Donovan. He moved until he stood beside her, talking with Debbie and Marlise and Rick. When Jim joined them, he and Michael began a conversation about banking. Jim explained with great enthusiasm a deal he had recently completed for his firm, then launched into an explanation of a complex deal he was now negotiating. He was proud of its magnitude and was obviously trying to impress Michael.

Katie glanced briefly at him and her husband. What would Jim think if he knew the high sums of money Michael was used to dealing with? He would be stunned, and feel foolish. Michael, however, courteously listened to his discourse and made appropriate comments. She was glad, and touched by the sensitivity displayed by her husband. Why had she thought him totally ruthless? With a few brief words he could shatter Jim's illusions. Yet he refrained. Jim was nice, if young, and she was glad Michael hadn't deprecated any of his accomplishments. She wondered if Michael would actually do anything to help her friend. She didn't feel she was in much of a position to ask. Maybe he'd volunteer.

Three other friends joined their group, each laden with bags of food. Michael eyed all the bags. 'Should I go and get something to contribute?' he asked.

What she really wanted was for him to go, full stop. Maybe she could send him to get something and leave before he returned? No, that would be too awful. But she did wish he'd leave.

'No need, we have plenty,' Marlise assured him.

Katie still refused to look at him, though she could feel his eyes on her.

As the sky went through its nightly display, she forgot her unease and let the beauty of nature's evening ritual delight her. Michael leaned over to speak softly, his hand on her shoulder, moving to stand close to her.  'I was told not to miss this and now I know why,' he murmured. 'I usually avoid tourist places, but this is well worth it. I'm glad I came. It's beautiful.'

   She could feel the heat from his body, a tingling awareness from her shoulders to the very core of her being. Was it the tropical air, mystical and mysterious? Feelings long dormant bloomed in the erotic setting of the island, the magic of the place making her more aware of everything.  Fighting a strange longing to lean back against him, she kept herself ramrod-straight, eyes on the sky.

Odd, the sunset was not something she would have thought he'd appreciate. His sentiments were so close to her own that she forgot her awkwardness.

'It is beautiful, isn't it? I love coming here, but don't tell the others—they'd laugh at me. It's considered a tourist thing. We really came to watch the tourists, but I love the sunsets.' Her voice was also low, for him only.  She glanced up at him.

His dark eyes looked down into hers as he slowly smiled, his face close.

'Our secret,' he said softly.

Katie had to drag her eyes from his. Time seemed to slow to a crawl. She blinked and stared at the sky as it darkened. Her heart rate increased, and she felt as if her clothes constricted. She had no business sharing secrets with Michael at this late date. They were in the process of separating their lives, not making new memories together.

She darted a quick glance at him. He was quietly staring at the spectacular colors painting the sky, the long low wisps of clouds a foil for the fading light. His hand still rested on her shoulder, and warmth spread throughout her body; even her heart warmed at his touch. For a moment Katie felt perfectly in tune with the man at her side.

The picnic on the beach turned out to be fun despite Michael’s presence. The men built a roaring driftwood fire on which everyone cooked their own hot dogs. The buns got a little burned, but no one cared. Soft drinks and beer flowed freely and the talk was amusing, full of laughter and high spirits. Michael held his own with the group, but gave very little information about his life. Katie didn't think it was noticeable to anyone but her; but she wondered briefly how the others would react if they knew who Michael was.

It was so different from the parties and social affairs they were used to attending. Katie marveled at Michael's participation. It had taken a couple of picnics for her to feel comfortable and at ease around the fun-loving, casual group, but Michael fit in as if he'd been doing this all his life.

A flicker of impatience brushed through her. She didn't want him fitting in. She wanted him to feel awkward and out of place, and leave. Return to Boston and leave her alone.

As the evening passed, they grew quieter, drawing back a little from the fire and separating into small groups. Katie moved back from the heat, sitting quietly, happily watching her friends. Michael came to stretch out on the sand beside her, in the shadows that flickered and changed as the wood burned.

Watching the blazing fire as Rick fed more driftwood to the greedy flame, Katie was content. She let the sand, still warm from the sun, trickle through her fingers. The soft breeze from the sea carried the warm air gently by. It was still balmy, and the breeze gave only hint of coolness.

'This is fun,' she said softly, her eyes on the flickering flames.

Michael was lying back on one elbow, his face in shadow, but Katie felt his eyes on her.

'It is.  Do you do this often?'

She turned to see him, the flickering light illuminating part of his face, then leaving it in darkness.

'This is my third or fourth time ever. I never did something like this as a child. Imagine doing this in February.  Boston is snowed in.'

He smiled. 'I didn't know you were so against our winters.'

'I don't think I knew it myself. It's wonderful here. I love it.'

He fell silent. The night was clear, and the others around the fire talked softly among themselves or just stared into the flames.

'Have dinner with me tomorrow, Katherine? We can find a quiet restaurant with a secluded table—just the two of us,' Michael suggested. 'We still have to talk— we resolved nothing the other night.'

She started in surprise, wary of his motives.

'I don't really have anything dressy to wear, Michael. The dress I wore the other evening is the only one I have, and it's not very dressy.'

'Is that the one you didn't wear a bra beneath?'

She smiled saucily over to him. 'It is.  Do you have a problem with my not wearing a bra?' she asked, amusement evident in her tone.

'I find it damned distracting—as I imagine every other male within eyesight does.'

Katie chuckled softly. 'Hardly every male in sight.'

With a muffled oath, he reached out and pulled her to him, pushing her back on the sand and covering her mouth with his.

His kiss was wild and raw and hot. Her mouth was assaulted by the passion of his lips as he moved against her, demanding a response. The heat he generated permeated her whole body, spreading from her mouth to her breasts, to deep within her, until she was hot and feverish. Her senses spun, explosively caught up in emotions and feelings. The evening faded, the velvety night enclosing them so that Katie knew only the delight Michael wrought as his kiss went on.

His hands were hard on her shoulders, his chest pressing against her as if he wanted to meld their two bodies into one. Her breasts filled, throbbed, craved his touch. His lips moved and Katie responded. Her hands encircled his neck, pulling him closer, longing for his kiss to last forever.

The soft swish of the wind from the trees was lost in the blood pounding in her veins, and the warmth of the sand did not come close to the heat from Michael's body, the heat from his lips. Straining for completion, she moved against him, welcoming his weight as he lay across her, her hands caressing his back, feeling the strong muscles move beneath her fingers.

His mouth was moist, exciting. His tongue plunged deep within, dueled with hers, inviting it to invade his mouth. He sucked gently, and Katie's stomach lurched in reaction. The heat built up, and her lips responded, moving against his, her entire focus on their lips, mouths, tongues. His hand held her head as his assault spread fire to the far extremities of her limbs.

When he pulled back, Katie felt deserted. She noted that Michael was breathing hard, then with surprise that she was, too. She wished she could see his face, but the fire was behind him and he was in silhouette.

Slowly her hands fell to her side, and she stared up at the man she didn't know. Michael leaned over her for a few minutes as if he could see her face in the faint starlight, as if he was studying it, then he moved to sit up.

'Dinner?' His voice was normal, casual.

Katie felt shattered. She closed her eyes, feeling as if she'd completed a long roller-coaster ride—shaken and breathless. She hadn't been kissed like that in ages. Had she truly experienced the earth-shattering emotions churning within? Had he? How could he be so casual? Didn't he feel anything? Licking her lips, she tasted him again and her heart raced erratically.

Slowly she sat up, brushing sand from her hair, off her clothes. A quick glance to the others around the fire showed her that no one was looking their way, no one had seen anything. After such a momentous event, she was shocked that nobody had even noticed.  That the world hadn’t shifted.

Michael watched her, his face impassive, giving no clue to his thoughts or feelings. Katie knew that all the confusion she felt must be stamped clearly on her features. Did she want to have dinner with him? They were getting a divorce; why would he want to have dinner? If had anything to discuss, he could do so here.

'Katherine, don't analyze it, just say yes or no,' Michael's voice gently chided her.

She took a breath.  'I'll go to dinner.'

'I can pick you up at seven.'

'No, I'll come to the hotel.'

'Don't want me to see your place?' he guessed.

Katie found it hard to explain. It was her place, untouched by her past life. She had no memories with Michael there. And she was afraid to see him against that setting. Afraid she might always see him there, when she was trying to start over, without any reminders of him.

'Come to the hotel, then,' he told her.

She glanced at him. There had been understanding in his voice. Had he been aware of her feelings? She looked away. Not always—if he had, maybe she wouldn't want a divorce.

'I'll be there at seven. I'm going now.' She darted him a swift glance then looked away, her lips tingling. She longed for him to kiss her again. If he was as aware of her as she thought, he'd know.

He smiled a wicked smile, settling back in the sand. 'Goodnight, Katie. Maybe tomorrow night.'

Damn him, he did know, and was not going to kiss her again.

'You're mean,' she whispered. Daringly, without thinking, she reached over to brush her lips against his. She pulled back quickly, but not before she felt his response. Before he could do anything, however, she scrambled to her feet. Calling a goodnight to her friends, she ran lightly across the sand, heading for home running from the memory of his kiss, from the magical pull of attraction, from the man she'd once loved.

Try as she might, she couldn't outrun the memory.  The scene replayed itself over and over. She didn't remember reaching out to Michael before. She'd been so in awe of him at first, then patterns and habits had taken hold and she was always the recipient of any touching.

Had Michael ever wanted her to initiate displays of affection? She was startled into stillness. No, he was a very assertive individual, as much in charge of his household as his business. If he'd wanted it different, he would have told her.

Still the thought stayed with her as she walked home.

 

 

It didn't become easier, she thought the next morning as she stood before his door. She didn't want to go in, yet knew she had to. Why didn't he go to the beach or the pool like ordinary tourists? Why come to this island paradise if he was just going to work all the time? He could do that in Boston.

She knocked and entered. As on the day before, Michael was on the phone. He ended the conversation, however, when he saw Katie, and hung up. Moving towards her, his expression was cautious.

'Good morning.' Her voice was steady.

'Good morning. We still on for tonight?' 

She nodded. 

'There's been a change. We can't do the quiet dinner I wanted. I have to attend a function in Miami. I want you to go with me.'

'You said last night dinner just for the two of us. What's this function in Miami?'

'A meeting with some Brazilians who are interested in a high-rise complex in the new capital. Donovan Construction has had the bid in for weeks, several of the principals are here on another matter, and it would be a perfect opportunity to meet with them and further our efforts for that contract.'

'You don't need me for that,' she said, hurt that once again business took precedence over everything else. She knew better, why did she even bother. Michael wasn't going to change.

'I do need you,' he insisted. 'Their wives are accompanying them. I want you to entertain them. Also show them I have a wife. They are particular about things like that.'

'You don't have a wife, Michael. We're getting a divorce.' She stepped back, trying to get away from him, trying to escape the trap that loomed before her.

'We're still married until the divorce is final. For heaven's sake, Katherine, you've done this kind of thing a thousand times before; what's one more night?'

'I don't want to go to Miami with you.'

He paused and turned to look out of the window. The silence stretched out for several long minutes. Katie watched him, knowing he was thinking of other ways to convince her. She'd seen him in action over the years, she knew what he was doing, but not what to expect.

'The hotel expects its employees to do all they can to ensure the guests are having a good time,' Michael began. 'I don't think asking you to go to dinner with me is such a big favor.'

'I don't think the hotel expects us to make sure you have that good a time,' she replied dryly.

He spun around to face her again. 'Dammit, Katherine, I'm not asking you to sleep with me, just go to dinner. You agreed last night to do so. We'll just go to Miami instead of staying here.'

She was silent a long time, trying to see the fallacy of his argument. Miami was a long way from Key West. She'd feel safer staying in Key West. She didn’t want to go.  But maybe it would put him in a good mood and they could talk on the drive back.  She nodded slowly.

A hint of triumph gleamed in Michael's eyes as he smiled at her response. 

'Fine. I'll get you at five—we need to meet them at eight and it's almost three hours' drive to Miami.'

'I'll be ready. Did you remember I only have the one sun dress that could be considered at all dressy?' Maybe he'd let her out of her agreement, knowing she wouldn’t be suitably attired.

'I'll buy you one from the shop downstairs.'

'No.'

'Katherine, be reasonable; you can't impress these South Americans if you're dressed in a cotton sundress. I want to impress, show them how successful Donovan Construction is so they'll have confidence in the firm.  If you had brought one of your dresses from home that I paid for, you would wear it. What's the difference?'

‘The difference is that we are not married anymore. I can't accept an expensive dress from you.'

'We are married.  Hell, wear it tonight and send it back to me–at least you'll look the part this evening.' His voice was dangerously low and calm.

Katie could feel the leashed energy as if it were a tangible thing. She tried to stare him down, but his eyes glittered down at her, his whole body poised as if to attack.

'Very well.' She conceded defeat. 'But not from the dress shop downstairs. Can you imagine the rumors that would fly? I work here, after all.'

He frowned, disliking to be reminded.

'Take my credit card and buy the dress wherever you like. I'll get you at five,' he said.

'I'll be downstairs then.' She moved stiffly into the bathroom to begin. She felt as if she were in a dream, one part of her going through the motions of her routine day, the other dwelling on the purchase she must make and the evening ahead.

Michael was on the phone again when she left the room.

The dress Katie bought was long white silk, with blue trim at the neck and hem. It lovingly followed the lines of her figure, dropping to a softly draped skirt that swayed seductively against her long legs as she walked. The neckline was deep and there were no sleeves. Her smooth, tanned skin was displayed to full advantage by the dress.

She felt the familiar resignation settle over her as she entered the lobby. She had done this so many times before, yet had grown more and more to resent it. She'd much rather stay home, with a good book, or a TV show to watch. But she was committed, and she’d do her best.

Michael was prompt stepping off the elevator at five and smiled when he saw her. His eyes ran down the length of her dress and Katie felt as if he'd touched her. She blushed and turned away, trying not to show her reaction.

'You look lovely,' he murmured as he drew close. Reaching to take her hand, he threaded his fingers through hers and led the way to the rental car. It was a Lincoln, spacious and luxurious. At home, they had a BMW and a Mercedes. Was he trying something new in Florida?

As they headed north on Highway One, over the long causeways and the other islands of the Keys, Michael told her about the prospects he was entertaining that evening. He revealed the terms of the contract proposed and what he wanted to accomplish during the visit, keeping the conversation firmly on business.

It was just before eight when they reached the opulent Royal Miami Hotel, right on Miami Beach. Evening had darkened the sky, but the bright lights glittering from the row of hotels lit up the night and cloaked the beach in enchantment.

'I've arranged a small reception, with dinner afterwards. There will be others besides the South American contingent,' he'd said earlier, so Katie knew what to expect when they reached the portico.

The evening was like many others she'd spent with Michael—talking to his guests, making people feel comfortable, introducing strangers to each other, and circulating to make sure everyone had what he or she wanted. Katie handled it perfectly. Only she was aware that she didn't wish to be there. This was the life she'd forsaken months ago.

As the evening passed, her anger grew, at herself, and at Michael. She should never have agreed to come. She’d known exactly what the evening would be like. She was a gracious hostess, doing her best to make the others attending the affair comfortable and happy. 

She was bored.

Glancing at her watch, she frowned. It was after midnight already, and it would take three hours to get back to Key West. A touch of suspicion had her seeking Michael. It was getting very late; was he going to be able to drive to Key West? They should have left before now.  She had to work in the morning.  At this rate, she’d get a nap instead of a good night’s sleep.

Spotting him with the Brazilians, she threaded her way through the crowd and tried to get his attention. He had another drink in his hand. How many had he had during the evening? Too many to drive? Wariness crept into her.

Smiling genially at the guests, she touched Michael on his arm. 'Don't you think we should be going?' she said softly, trying to convey her message with her eyes.

'It's early yet. Have you met Senor Fresco? He’s visited Key West and we were discussing the best seafood restaurant on the island.'

His arm came to rest on her shoulders, his fingers slowly caressing her neck. Katie tried to follow the discussion with Senor Fresco, but was too aware of Michael's hand on her skin, the fluttering of her heart at his touch, the quivering felt deep inside at the slow fondling of his fingers. She could concentrate on nothing beside Michael, sheltering her as she stood in the protection of his arm, his fingers flooding her body with desire and yearning. She could only stare at the others in their group as the conversation swirled about her. Michael consumed her.

At long last the evening drew to a close. Katie's face felt tired from smiling so much. She bid the last guest goodnight and glanced at her watch, horrified to see it was after two. They couldn't get home before dawn. She stormed her way across the room to Michael. Anger at the situation, anger at her reaction to him flooded through her; she was ready to explode.
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