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Chapter
 1 

The woman came to him from the shadows and he knew her by the red of her hair. She moved slowly, deliberately, toward him and he released his breath with satisfaction. He wanted to ask her where she’d been because he’d missed her. 

But the closer she got the less he felt like talking. 

As she stopped in front of him, he reached out and ran a ﬁnger down her cheek. She was achingly beautiful, especially her eyes. They were spectacular blue, a shade that perfectly complemented the auburn waves that fell past her shoulders. He wanted her. No, he needed her. 

Her smile deepened, as if she knew what he was thinking, and she tilted her head back. Staring at her upturned mouth, at her parted lips, a wave of urgency shot through his body. Giving in to the hunger, he put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her close, wanting to take what she was offering quickly before she disappeared again. 

Bending down, he felt anticipation and something else, something that made his heart pound with more than lust. 

Jack Walker’s eyes ﬂipped open. Caught up in the raging hunger in his body, he wasn’t sure whether he was truly awake. Or where the hell he was. He knew the bed wasn’t his own, but not much else. 

He looked around at the dark shapes in the room. After a few deep breaths, the patterns made sense to him. He was at the Plaza Hotel in New York, in the suite he always used when he was in town. 

And the woman he still wanted so badly it hurt had disappeared into thin air. Again. 

He stared up at the ornate ceiling in frustration. He hadn’t slept well the last two nights and he needed some sustained shut-eye soon. He didn’t have much patience to begin with and lack of sleep wasn’t getting him any closer to Mother Teresa territory. 

The dream was driving him crazy. 

Every time it was the same. Just as he was about to kiss her, right before he knew what she would taste like, he’d wake up slick with sweat and in a hellacious mood. 

Jack pushed a hand through his hair. Without a suitable target for his frustration, he seethed in the darkness. 

He’d only met the woman once and he hadn’t thought she’d made that big an impression on him. 

Restless, he had to ﬁght his way out of the sheets that had gotten tangled around his naked body. When he was ﬁnally free, he walked over to a bank of windows and looked outside. The view was characteristically New York. Skyscrapers reaching toward the heavens, taillights ﬂashing in a maze of asphalt down below. It was late at night, but the city was still hopping. 

A couple of days before, he’d come down from Boston expecting to meet with his college roommate, who was now a top-notch political consultant, and to buy back a family painting. Picking up a subconscious sexual obsession had sure as hell not been on his itinerary. 

But at least the meeting had gone well. And he’d gotten the portrait. 

Last night he’d been the successful bidder at the Hall Foundation’s lavish gala. The painting was John Singleton Copley’s masterful rendering of Nathaniel Walker, a Revolutionary War hero and one of Jack’s most prominent ancestors. He’d paid almost ﬁve million dollars for it, but he’d have gone higher. The painting should never have left the family and he was the only one who could afford to get it back. 

Which would have been a surprise to anyone other than his immediate relatives. 

Since the day his father had gone discreetly bankrupt, Jack had been shelling out his hard-earned money to protect and fortify his family’s legacy. To be properly sustained, the proud heritage and luxurious lifestyle of the Walkers required a tremendous, unceasing river of cash. Among the gene pool, however, there was a dearth of earners and a plethora of spenders. Jack was on the short list of the former. 

His father’s poor asset management and the ﬁnancial realities of keeping up the Walker Theme Park had helped to ensure that he didn’t turn into yet another useless blueblood. Instead, he was a hard-hearted, competitive SOB who had a reputation for winning at all costs. It had been an evolution his father, Nathaniel James Walker VI, had never approved of, but then the man’s opinions and choices had usually been poor in Jack’s opinion. Nathaniel Six, as he’d been known, was the epitome of the Old Guard philanthropist. He felt there was only one proper thing to do with money: Give it away. A gentleman simply didn’t tarnish his hands with the ugly business of making the stuff. 

It was an entitled way of looking at life, and one that had resulted in his father being much celebrated by the universities, libraries, and museums that were the fortunate recipients of his largesse. Unfortunately, all that philanthropy had also landed him dead broke by the time Jack was twenty-ﬁve. The painting had been one of the ﬁrst things sold to keep up the charade of limitless wealth. 

Although Nathaniel Six had been dead for almost ﬁve years, Jack could clearly imagine how conﬂicted his old man would have been at the ﬁrst Nathaniel’s return. The patriarch’s picture was back in the family, but thanks only to Jack’s dirty hands. 

What a catch-22, he thought, thinning his lips. 

Shaking himself free of the past, Jack ﬁgured he shouldn’t be quite so pleased with himself. He’d got the painting, all right. And the goddamn dream. 

He’d gone to preview the piece at the Hall Foundation before the auction, expecting to quickly verify it was in reasonable shape and move along. He’d done the former, but in the process had met the art conservationist who’d been keeping him up nights ever since. 

He’d ﬁrst seen her as she’d been backing out of an ofﬁce. She’d turned around, her deep red hair swinging over her shoulders, and their eyes had locked. He’d been intrigued, as any man would have been, but it wasn’t like she’d struck him dumb with her charms. 

His old friend, Grace Woodward Hall, president of the Foundation, had introduced them. The woman, Callie Burke, was an art conservationist and on a whim, he’d invited her to come with them to view the painting. Standing over the canvas, he’d been struck by her thorough commentary on the condition of the painting and her assessment of what needed to be done to properly care for it. He’d also liked the way she’d looked at the portrait. Her eyes had clung to his ancestor’s face, as if she were utterly entranced. When he’d asked if she might like to conserve the work, though, she hadn’t seemed interested and they’d gone their separate ways. At least until his head had hit the pillow that night. 

He’d laughed off the dream at ﬁrst, pleased to ﬁnd that at the age of thirty-eight his sex drive was as high as it had always been. With each passing night, however, he lost more of his sense of humor. He’d decided the one saving grace was that they’d never meet again, so eventually he’d forget about her. 

But then last evening, after his successful bid at the auction, his friend Grace had brought up the woman again. Grace had urged him to follow up with this Callie Burke, stopping just short of asking him to do it as a personal favor to her. Evidently, Grace felt conﬁdent that Ms. Burke could do the work and pushed him to look into the conservationist’s background so he’d know just how talented she was. By the end of the evening, he’d agreed to play along though he still had no idea why it was so important to his friend. 

Looking out over the city, he ﬁgured that he’d check into the conservationist’s background tomorrow, and then he’d go ﬁnd her and ask her again. He wasn’t much for giving people second chances, but maybe now was a good time to give it a try. He had to admit he’d been rather touched by Grace’s ardent support of the woman. 

And the dreams? He wasn’t going to worry about them. Hell, he didn’t even like redheads. 

“Jack?” 

He turned to the bed and looked at the dark shape of Blair Stanford. His ﬁancée. 

“Sorry I woke you,” he said as she sat up on her elbows. 

“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah. I’m all right.” 

She reached a hand out to him. “Come back to bed.” 

Jack slid between the sheets and felt Blair put her arms around him. 

“You’re tense,” she said softly, stroking his chest. 

He wove his ﬁngers through hers. “Go back to sleep.” 

“Is there something wrong?” she murmured. “You’ve been tossing and turning every night for the past few days.” 

“There’s nothing to worry about.” 

He stroked her forearm, trying to get her to relax, but she propped her head up on her hand. 

“Jack, we know each other too well for secrets.” 

“True. But who says I’m hiding anything?” He smiled at how her short, blond hair was sticking out at right angles. He reached up and smoothed the sides down, thinking she wouldn’t have stood for that kind of disorder if she’d known about it. Even in the middle of the night. 

Blair stared down into his face for a long time. “Are you rethinking our engagement?” 

“What makes you say that?” 

She hesitated. “I was very surprised when you asked me to marry you and we haven’t really talked about it since.” 

“We’ve both been busy. That doesn’t mean I’m having second thoughts.” 

What he really wanted to say was that she should know by now that he didn’t do “second thoughts.” Having made the decision that it was time to get married, and having found a woman he wanted to be his wife, he had everything arranged. 

“It’s just that …” Blair shrugged. “I didn’t think we’d ever take this step. I keep wondering when I’m going to wake up from the dream.” 

He touched her shoulder, feeling the tension in her. “Where’s all this anxiety coming from?” 

“I never thought you were the kind of man who’d settle down. There were a lot of women before me.” 

“Come on, you know the stories of my love life are vastly overblown.” 

“Maybe so, but there was plenty to go on. And it’s not just the women. You’re a traveler.” 

Jack laughed and thought of his twin brother. “That’s Nate. He’s been around the world how many times? Four, now?” 

“That’s not what I mean and you know it. You’ve always been restless.” 

He thought about the odd mix of blood in his veins, the DNA of WASP aristocracy and Portuguese ﬁshermen combined. She was probably right, though he’d never thought about it before. He did have a seaman’s need for freedom, just like his brother, but he’d tempered the drive with his strong will and a healthy dose of avarice. 

“Well, restless or not, I’m staying with you,” he told her. 

He heard her sigh in the dark. “I just want you to be sure.” 

“You know how I feel about you.” 

“You don’t love me, Jack.” 

The quiet words hit him hard. He opened his mouth, not sure what he was going to say, but she put a slender ﬁngertip on his lips. 

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’ve always known.” 

He grabbed her hand and kissed it, wishing he could tell her otherwise. There were so many things about her that he liked and respected. She was a business success in her own right, running a thriving interior decorating company. She had fantastic style and grace. And she was both caring and understanding, two things he was going to have to rely on in the upcoming twelve months. In all likelihood, he was going to run for governor of the commonwealth of Massachusetts and he knew she would handle the stress of his candidacy with the same calm conﬁdence with which she managed everything. 

He valued her. He enjoyed having her in his life. The fact that he didn’t love her was the only thing missing, but he didn’t consider it a problem. That particular kind of passion just wasn’t something he had in him. For any woman. 

“So maybe the question is more, why are you marrying me?” he asked. 

“Because I love you and I think we make a good team.” 

“We are a great team.” 

“So talk to me. What’s wrong?” 

He shook his head resolutely, not about to tell her he was dreaming of some other woman. “Blair, trust me. There’s nothing going on that you need to be worried about.” 

“Okay, okay.” She ran a soothing hand over his shoulder; it was something she did a lot. She had a way of handling him that he liked. Calming, but not patronizing. “But I hope you’ll tell me at some point. I prefer to know bad news sooner rather than later.” 

She lay down and gradually relaxed against him, her breaths becoming deep and even. 

Jack stared at the ceiling as she slept in his arms. When he ﬁnally closed his eyes, visions of the redhead drifted into his mind. 

It was just a dream, he told himself. The images, the sensations, had more to do with his libido than some woman he’d met for how long? Ten minutes? 

Besides, he’d always preferred blonds and he had a loving, wonderful one right here in his arms. He was a man with a plan and nothing was going to change the course of his life. 



Chapter
 2 

Callie Burke stepped out into the brisk October wind and pulled up her collar, feeling the rough scratch of it on her neck. The old wool coat had been her protection against cold, windy New York winters for years, just one more thing in her life that she needed to replace and couldn’t afford to. 

She glanced back at the art gallery she’d worked in for the past eighteen months and put her hands into her pockets, feeling her last paycheck through her mittens. Stanley, her boss, her former boss, hadn’t wanted to let her go. Business, however, was slow because of the bad economy and he hadn’t had much choice. People just weren’t buying like they had during the dot-com years and ﬁnancial reality had to prevail over all the interpersonal stuff. 

She sure could have used more notice, though. Just this morning, she’d gone in assuming her job was secure. 

Stepping forward, she joined the grim rush of pedestrians. 

The gallery had been a good place to work. It put a roof, however modest, over her head and kept her in the art racket, even if she wasn’t doing conservation projects. The place was also located in the Chelsea section of Manhattan, only blocks away from her apartment. 

And she’d liked Stanley in spite of his theatrics and his codependent relationship with Ralph, his teacup poodle. She hadn’t been all that fond of Ralphie. Four pounds of bad attitude backed up with a bark that could shatter glass just wasn’t endearing—no matter what Stanley said. 

Callie grimaced, thinking she would miss the place, and then pushed the temptation to sink into self-pity aside. She had real ﬁnancial problems. Even with the check, she only had about seven hundred dollars to her name and rent was due in a week. 

She thought about what she had to sell. There wasn’t much back at her apartment. Her mother’s jewelry had been used long ago to pay off medical bills. Callie’s furniture, which had come from thrift stores and ﬂea markets, wasn’t going to bring more than two cents. And her old TV had been stolen months ago when her apartment was broken into. 

The fact that the thieves hadn’t taken anything else showed how little the rest of her stuff was worth. 

She tried to think about her options. The thing she knew for sure was that she didn’t want to go back to that depressing little hole in the wall she lived in just yet. There was no way to ﬁnd strength or courage there. What she needed to do was walk around for a while and hope her head cleared. 

As she marched through the chilly air and thought about employment opportunities, she wondered why she couldn’t have gone to school for something a little more lucrative. Art conservation, however passionate she was about it, however good she was at it, was hardly a run-of-the-mill career to support yourself with. Accounting, law, medicine. At least in those ﬁelds, you could get work almost anywhere and be pretty well paid. 

Landing a conservation job, however, was like getting struck by lightning and this was why she’d ended up at Stanley’s gallery. While going through NYU’s conservation program, she’d interned at MoMA and received some great experience working under experts in the ﬁeld, but with her mother so sick, she hadn’t wanted to move out of the city when she got her degree. The ﬁeld was competitive enough to begin with, but because she needed to stay where she was, her prospects were even more limited. 

Callie stopped in front of one of the more prominent galleries, thinking they might need help. Maybe a receptionist. Or someone to empty the trash. She didn’t care. Aside from her very real ﬁnancial imperative, she just wanted to be around the art. She went inside, but was told that they had laid off their receptionist two weeks before. When she asked, halfheartedly, if they knew anyone who was hiring, the shake of the head and lowered eyes told her that many of the galleries were in the same shape as Stanley’s. 

Just keep going, she thought as she re-emerged into the cold. At least if she wore herself out, she’d sleep tonight. 

She was strolling past a newspaper stand when she saw a picture that stopped her. Picking up the paper, she looked at the face of Grace Woodward Hall. 

Her half sister. The stunning blond was in a gown at a podium, addressing a crowd of the city’s most inﬂuential people. According to the caption, the picture had been taken at the Hall Foundation’s annual gala and Callie was shocked when she read the article. A killer had tried to attack Grace in her ofﬁce and she’d been saved when her bodyguard had taken him down. Also, it appeared that her marriage to the Count von Sharone was over and her soon-to-be ex-husband was shopping around a tell-all book about her. 

Focusing on the picture, Callie was glad she’d ﬁnally introduced herself to Grace and sorry that the woman’s life was in such turmoil. After years of reading about her half sister in the society pages, Callie had never expected to meet her, but things changed when their father died. She’d become determined to see her next of kin up close. Just once. 

Grace was Cornelius Woodward Hall’s daughter. Callie was his dirty little secret. At birth, she’d been given Burke, her mother’s name, and the lies that began with her ﬁrst breath had followed her into adulthood, creating a wild disparity between the kind of life her half sister lived and the kind Callie struggled through. Despite the fact that Cornelius was worth close to a billion dollars, lavish ﬁnancial support for his illegitimate daughter was out of the question. When he was alive, he could barely stand to be in the same room with her, as if she were too obvious a reminder of the double life he was leading. Anything that would have increased her proﬁle was to be strictly avoided. 

Although, even if he had wanted to be generous, such gestures probably wouldn’t have been accepted. Her mother’s pride had cut off much of what Cornelius had tried to give his lover over the years. Extravagant gifts to her went unopened. A fancy apartment was left uninhabited. The only thing she’d accepted was the payment for Callie’s college and graduate school tuition. 

And some jewelry that had ultimately helped to ease her death. 

Callie read on. The article mentioned that at the gala’s auction, Jackson Walker had purchased a portrait of his ancestor, Nathaniel Walker, the Revolutionary War hero. 

Jackson Walker. 

At the sight of the name, she felt like a blast of hot air had hit the back of her neck. 

“Hey! Are you gonna buy that or do you want me to get you a chair?” the stand’s owner barked at her. 

Callie put the newspaper down and kept going. 

She’d ﬁrst learned about Jack Walker through the gossip columns years ago. He came from one of America’s most famous families and had more money than most small countries. He was also too damn handsome for anyone’s good. For years, he’d been a notorious bad boy and the tabloids had carried endless stories about his women. He’d tended to date models, actresses, and debutantes; usually more than one at a time. The ensuing catﬁghts and his casual dismissal of jealous rages had probably moved more newspapers than the exploits of Bill Clinton and Jennifer Lopez put together. 

Needless to say, it had been a surprise to meet him in person. 

Evidently, he and Grace were friends and he looked like the kind of man Grace would know; everything about him was expensive. From his ﬁne, tailored suit to his polished shoes to the leather briefcase he carried, he was from the world of privilege. 

And in all his ﬁnery, he was precisely the kind of man she avoided. 

Okay, maybe avoided was the wrong word, because billionaires didn’t cross her path very often. But all that money, all that smooth conﬁdence was a red ﬂag. Her father had taught her everything she needed to know about rich men and little of it had been good. 

But she had to admit Walker was attractive. Aside from his physical attributes, he spoke with the authority of someone used to being followed, in a voice that was seductive even when he was talking about nothing sexual. She could have listened to him speak for hours, his words enunciated with that aristocratic drawl, a signet ring ﬂashing gold on his hand as he gestured. 

And then there was the way he’d looked at her. He’d met her eyes directly and it was as if he’d really seen her. As someone who was used to being sidelined, it was nice to be noticed. Especially while standing next to a woman like Grace. 

It had been another surprise when he’d offered her the job of conserving the portrait of his famous fore-bear. He made the proposal even though he didn’t yet own the painting, taking for granted he’d prevail in the auction. Considering the kind of money he had, she supposed no price would be too high for him. 

But she’d walked away from the proposition, in spite of the fact that it was a plum job. It wasn’t that she couldn’t handle the project. She’d worked under some renowned conservationists during school and had tackled some very difﬁcult restorations. The Copley, though dirty and in need of a cleaning, wasn’t a big deal in terms of technical difﬁculty. 

Callie just wasn’t in a big hurry to work for the man. She knew how the Jack Walkers of the world operated, having had to deal with them on occasion in Stanley’s gallery. Having had one for a father. They thought of themselves ﬁrst and that meant there was always an angle and always a demand. He probably treated his employees as if they were disposable and found fault with even the most successful of efforts. 

Maybe she was wrong. Maybe Walker was a perfectly nice man who just happened to have built a business empire. Maybe he was honest and forthright, a beacon of human virtue laced up in a Saville Row suit. Maybe he was closer to Nelson Mandela than Donald Trump. 

But more likely, he was a tough guy in gentleman’s clothes and not someone she should work for. Getting mixed up with Walker had Bad Idea written all over it, even if she could have used the money. 

Abruptly, Callie turned around and started for home. She reminded herself that walking alone through the city on a cold night could only get her two more things she wasn’t interested in: a case of pneumonia and mugged. 

Besides, she had more important things to worry about than the real or imagined character defects of some man she was never going to see again. She had to think about shelter. Food. 

She shoved her hand into her pocket and felt the lining give way. 

Clothing. 



Chapter
 3 

Jack stood in front of the dingy six-ﬂoor walk-up and frowned. The front door hung off-kilter in its jamb, a pile of Chinese food leaﬂets littered the stoop, and the place looked as if it was sagging in on itself. He went up ﬁve stone steps and leaned in, looking through grungy glass. A bald lightbulb hung over a battered set of stairs and a decrepit tile ﬂoor. 

He went over to an intercom with a row of buttons below it. There were no names attached to the thing so he punched a few randomly. He wasn’t surprised when there was no answer. He hadn’t expected it to work. 

With a curse, he stepped back and looked up again. He was ﬁnding it hard to believe that the conservationist lived in such a building, so he took out the slip of paper he’d written her address on. After double-checking the street and the number Grace had given him, he thought maybe it was a working studio. 

A cold gust of wind shot down the street and he glanced in its direction. He’d tried calling Ms. Burke a number of times throughout the day, but hadn’t gotten so much as an answering machine. Since he was going back to Boston tomorrow, he’d ﬁgured his best shot at reaching the woman was to do a ﬂyby in person, but it appeared, unless he was prepared to do a little breaking and entering, that he’d reached another dead end. 

He tried the front door in case its lock, like so much else, was broken. When it held fast, he ﬁgured enough was enough. 

He didn’t have any more time to waste. If she was so damn hard to ﬁnd, it was her loss. Crumpling the paper in his hand, he started down the steps. 

Just as he hit the sidewalk, a woman rounded the corner at the far end of the block. He was about to look away when he caught a ﬂash of red hair and his breath left him in a cloud of mist. An image from the dream, of pale hands touching the skin of his stomach, brought him to a standstill. 

Christ, he told himself, don’t think like that. 

He watched as she moved between two parked cars and crossed the street, her head down as if she were deep in thought. It wasn’t until she was halfway to him that she lifted her eyes, caught sight of his limousine, and stopped dead in the middle of the road. 

“Hello,” he called out, raising a hand. “You’re a hard lady to track down.” 

She frowned and looked to the left and the right. 

“Yes, you,” he said, smiling. 

When she started walking again, it was much more slowly. 

“What are you doing here?” she said. 

He narrowed his eyes, taking in every detail of her. Her cheekbones and the tip of her nose were glowing bright red from the cold. Her hair, which fell past her shoulders, was being tossed around by the wind. Her blue eyes were regarding him with open suspicion. 

She was as beautiful as he remembered and he had to wonder if her body was anything like what he’d dreamt of. He couldn’t make out anything under her enormous coat and he was surprised at what she was wearing. The thing was old and shaggy, a mottled brown tent that did nothing to accentuate her dramatic coloring or her curves. 

“Well?” she prompted him. “Why are you here?” 

He lifted an eyebrow. People didn’t tend to address him with annoyance in their voices. 

“As I said before, I want you to conserve my painting.” 

The cool glance she shot him wasn’t encouraging and he felt himself gearing up for a lively negotiation. Which was just ﬁne with him. He loved a good barter, whether it was over a company, a stock position, or a piece of art. The tougher the battle, the sweeter the reward when he won. 

She walked up the stone steps, not even looking at him as she passed. “I told you, I’m not interested.” 

“I ﬁnd that hard to believe,” he said sharply. “Considering the way you stared at the portrait.” 

As she turned around, he knew she was itching to get rid of him and her impatience made him want to pull up a chair and hang around for a while. 

“I’m not right for the job.” 

“Then you have a low opinion of your capabilities.” 

“It has nothing to do with my skills.” She brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. 

“Come on, you’re dying to work on that painting.” 

She got out her keys and pivoted away again. “I’m not prepared to take the assignment. Thank you.” 

She was putting her hand on the doorknob when he took the steps two at a time and reached out for her arm. The moment he touched her, he felt her stiffen through the sleeve of her coat. 

“Let go of me. Please.” 

As she refused to meet his eyes, he grew curious. 

“Tell me, what have I done to earn this animosity?” He dropped his hand and threw her a smile. 

“You show up uninvited on my doorstep,” she retorted. “I’ve told you no and you’re still standing here. You’re obviously prepared to pressure me into working for you for reasons that I can’t begin to guess at. Why should I welcome you cheerfully?” 

“Are you always this wary?” 

“When things don’t make sense to me, yes.” 

“So how’s my offering you the job of a lifetime senseless?” 

“Because I don’t believe in miracles.” 

“Atheist?” 

“Realist.” 

Jack grinned. He liked her resistance, even more so because he could tell she wasn’t nearly as tough as she was pretending to be. Her face might have been composed but those eyes of hers were bouncing around, touching on his face, the top knot of his tie, the width of his shoulders. 

“I think you can do the work.” 

“Based on what? You must be a quick study because we’ve only met once before.” 

“I’m considered to be pretty astute.” 

Her head tilted to the side, as if she were waiting for him to prove it. 

He shrugged. “I know you graduated at the top of your class, with highest honors, from NYU’s master’s program in conservation. That’s a damn good indicator of interest and aptitude. I know your professors liked you and thought you had talent and a willingness to work. I also understand you interned under Micheline Talbot and Peter Falcheck on some very complicated, high-proﬁle projects.” 

Her eyes skipped away to the front door of her building. She was no doubt eager to put those keys in her hand to good use. “How did you ﬁnd out all that?” 

“The head of your former department holds the Walker Chair in Art History. He was amazingly forthcoming.” Her lips pursed. “Anyway, I took that track record, thought about the way you looked at my ancestor, and came to the conclusion that as someone early on in her career, you might appreciate a shot at the big leagues. That’s pretty sound reasoning, don’t you think?” 

The strand of hair was back in her face again, blowing into her eye. She pushed it away, obviously aggravated. 

“Listen, Mr. Walker, your new acquisition is an extraordinary piece of history. One wrong decision or badly executed maneuver and the loss would be monumental.” 

“Scared?” he taunted mildly. As she stiffened, he smiled. He was more than willing to use her pride to his advantage. 

“Of course I’m not scared. But you need someone—” 

“So if you’re qualiﬁed, interested, and able, that means only one thing.” 

“What’s that?” 

“You have another reason for turning me down. What could it be, I wonder?” 

“I don’t like you,” she blurted. As soon as the words came out, her cheeks reddened even more. “What I mean is—” 

He laughed. “You don’t know me well enough to dislike me.” 

“I’m not so sure about that,” she muttered. “I don’t tolerate playboys all that well.” 

His smile faded. “What makes you think I’m a playboy?” 

“I’m also considered pretty astute,” she said, lifting her chin. “And I’m a very good reader.” 

As she eyed him with another challenge, he was less than amused. Living down his past had been getting on his nerves lately. 

“But I haven’t done anything to offend you personally, have I?” he drawled. “Haven’t propositioned you for sex. Haven’t touched you in an inappropriate manner.” 

He’d made love to her in his sleep, sure. But that didn’t count. 

When she remained silent, he smiled grimly. “Maybe the problem is that you’re attracted to me.” 

Her mouth opened in a rush of indignation. “I don’t think so.” 

“You mean I shouldn’t assume you’re just playing hard to get with all this latent hostility?” 

She shook her head in disbelief. “You know, I’ll bet you assume anyone in a skirt is attracted to you. Which is the hallmark of a playboy, I might add.” 

He gave her a level stare. “Well, now that I know what you think of me, I’m going to give you a little something to chew on. I think you’re looking for excuses not to take this job and it would be a shame to turn down something so important on the basis of fear, don’t you think?” He took out his business card and pressed it into her hand. “This could make your career and you know it. Call me tomorrow with your answer.” 

“I gave you my answer.” 

“Think about it.” 

“I have.” 

“Well, think about it some more,” he shot back. 

As she glared up at him, he could tell she was framing another argumentative response and thought, if she wanted to keep going, he was more than willing to indulge her. 

For some reason, the heated exchange made him think of Blair. When he got wound up, she tended to become easygoing, moving like water over his sharp edges. This woman, on the other hand, was meeting him head-on. Facing her determination, feeling the strength inside of her, he felt very much alive. 

Abruptly, he grinned. “You know something? I like you.” 

“No, you don’t,” she said quickly, her eyes widening. 

“Yes. I do.” 

Another gust of wind shot down the street and that length of hair flipped back into her face. Without thinking, he reached out and tucked the strand behind her ear. 

The simple gesture brought their volley to a halt. 

She jerked her head away, but his hand went with her, following the silky waves of red down to her shoulder. 

He looked into her eyes. They were glowing with alarm and something else. Something heated. He had a passing notion that he should be very careful around her, but then her lips parted and he lost his train of thought. The lower one was fuller and he felt an urgent need to test its softness with the pad of his thumb. With his own mouth. 

Abruptly, he realized he’d leaned forward, as if he was going to kiss her. 

Jack quickly stepped back and pushed a hand through his hair, thinking she seemed as dazed as he was. 

Pointing at his card, which she was gripping tightly, he said, “Call me tomorrow.” 

And then he left before she could give the thing back to him, walking briskly down to his limousine. As soon as he got inside the car, he glanced at the seedy building. The front door was just shutting. 

He let out a curse. 

Jesus, he’d nearly kissed her. 

Any more clear thinking like that and he was going to end up in some serious trouble. He’d come here to talk about a job. Not to cheat on his ﬁancée. 

“Let’s go, Franky, we’re late.” 

“Sure thing, Mr. Walker.” 

The limousine surged ahead. 

He had just twenty minutes before he was supposed to meet Blair and that new client of hers at the ballet and now he had even more reason not to look forward to the evening. He didn’t like having to sit still for so long and the dancing never really held his attention. He was looking at a good two hours with nothing to do but mull over what had just happened on Callie Burke’s doorstep. 

He shook his head, telling himself he shouldn’t make a big deal out of it. 

Besides, he had a feeling he’d won. His instincts told him she was going to call tomorrow and say she would do the work. In the end, her ambition and her attachment to the painting would win out over her suspicions of him. And courtesy of her commitment, he would be giving someone a leg up, something his father had maintained was completely outside of his character. He’d also have taken care of Grace’s request. 

So he was doing the right thing. In spite of that ﬂash of insanity back there. 

Jack relaxed and leaned back against the leather seat. He told himself the only thing he had to worry about tonight was how to feign interest in a bunch of men with stufﬁng down the front of their tights. 

As Jack Walker’s limousine drove away, Callie stood in the lobby of her building, aware that she was trembling. She told herself that whatever was going through her body was not attraction. It just couldn’t be. 

People shivered in the cold, she thought. That had to be it. 

Oh, hell, who was she kidding. 

She glanced at his card. Jackson W. Walker, CEO, The Walker Fund. There was a Boston address underneath his name and title. 

Even the paper was expensive, she thought, testing its creamy stiffness. 

Although she could still remember how good his cologne had smelled, it was hard to believe that he’d come looking for her. She couldn’t have been more surprised if Bill Gates had been standing in front of her building and it had taken all of her self-control to walk up to him. 

The man made her nervous, but then why wouldn’t he? He was offering her something she wanted badly. He was rich and that meant he had power. And she sensed that he was the type who got whatever he wanted out of life—even if someone else paid for it. Which pretty much described her father in a nutshell. 

Mostly, though, it was because when she was standing in front of him, she felt like someone had hooked a pair of jumper cables to her toes. 

He was right. She wanted to work on his painting. Desperately. 

But turning him down was the right thing to do. Her ﬁnancial straits put her in a position of vulnerability, of wanting to believe in miracles because she was in need of one. Coming home to him and the job offer of a lifetime just seemed too good to be true. 

Or maybe she was making excuses. Maybe she was a little scared to tackle something like that portrait on her own. And maybe her attraction to him was just one more hazard in a mineﬁeld of complications. 

She put his card in her coat pocket, the one that didn’t have the hole in it, and checked her mailbox. After taking out two overdue bills, she walked up the six ﬂights to her apartment. The stairwell smelled of Indian cooking from the family who lived on the ﬁrst ﬂoor, and turpentine from the artist who lived on the second. As she opened the door to her studio, the dog across the hall started yapping and its owner, a frail, older woman, chastised him in her surprisingly hardy voice. 

Callie shut the door and leaned back against the wood. She could hear the shower dripping in the bathroom. 

Taking off her coat, she went over to her bed and sat down at the foot of it. She looked at the bureau she’d bought for ﬁfty bucks and painted herself, the carpet remnant she’d commandeered from Stanley when he’d redone his ofﬁce, and the bedside table made of cement blocks and a piece of wood. 

Where the old TV had been. 

Then she glanced over to her closet, at the Chanel pantsuit hanging from the top of the door. From across the room, the jacket’s buttons glowed gold in the light, the two linked C’s on them clearly visible. The thing looked as out of place as that limousine had in front of her building. 

The suit was Grace’s. Callie had been soaked the day they’d ﬁrst met and Grace had lent it to her. Letting herself ﬂop back on the bed, she ﬁgured the cost of the thing could probably cover the gap in her rent and keep a roof over her head for two months. 

After an hour, she grew cold and curled on her side, pulling her blanket over her legs. As she stared across the shallow expanse of her room, she hoped the solution to her problems would come. 

And that it wouldn’t involve Jack Walker. 

It was sometime around 4 a.m. when she made up her mind to take the job. The deciding factor wasn’t money, although that did play a role. The Walker portrait was just too enticing, and if she turned down the opportunity because of a lack of faith in her abilities or a hyperbolic reaction to some man, she’d never forgive herself. 

Having come to a decision, she had plans to make. First of all, she’d need help. Fortunately, she still had good relationships with her professors at NYU, and if she got into trouble with the conservation, she could always turn to them. She was also willing to bet she could ask for some workspace and use one of their microscopes. Supplies would be covered in the cost of the project, so she wouldn’t have to worry about out-of-pocket expenses, and she was pretty damn sure none of Jack Walker’s checks would bounce. 

As for him, she wasn’t going to see him much at all, hopefully no more than once when he dropped the painting off and then again when he came to pick it up after she was ﬁnished. Maybe he’d show up for a visit in between to monitor her progress. 

Surely she could handle that amount of interaction. 

In a ﬂash, she pictured him as he’d leaned forward, in that crazy moment when she could have sworn he was going to kiss her. 

Maybe she could handle seeing him that often. 

Callie stayed awake until the sun came up, thinking about the things she needed to buy or borrow. After she’d ﬁnally formulated a way to make all the pieces ﬁt together, she called his ofﬁce number and was surprised when the phone was answered by a secretary, even though it was the weekend. 

When she gave her name, the woman said, “Oh, good. He’s been waiting for you.” 

Music came over the line, something classical and rather grand. Callie managed to swallow even though her mouth was dry. 

“Good morning, Ms. Burke.” Walker’s smooth, gently mocking voice came through the phone and went right down her spine. 

“I’ll do it.” 

There was a soft laugh of satisfaction and then he was all business. “Fine. Let’s meet, ten o’clock, at the Plaza.” 

She frowned, looking down at his card. “I thought you were in Boston.” 

“No, still here. Ten o’clock? We’ll meet in my suite.” When she hesitated, he said dryly, “If it makes you more comfortable, I’ll get a chaperon. And I’ll make sure the bondage masks and the handcuffs are put away.” 

She gripped the phone. “Very funny.” 

Callie wrote down the name of his suite and hung up the phone, her heart racing. When she put her hand on her chest and felt buttons, she looked down at herself. She’d slept in her clothes. 

Well, not really slept. 

Debating the wisdom of what she’d agreed to do, she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. As she stripped, she considered critically the black pants, white button-down, and black sweater she’d inadvertently used for pajamas. They were modest, nondescript. There was only more of the same in the closet. 

She wished she had something chic to wear when she met with him. A getup that would help give her some of the backbone she was going to need when she sat across from the man and tried to pretend she was every bit as sophisticated as he was. 

She peered out at the Chanel suit and smiled, ﬁguring Grace probably wouldn’t mind if she threw that puppy on one more time. 



Chapter
 4 

Callie was right on time when she walked into the Plaza Hotel. The ﬁrst thing she did when she got inside was take off her coat and fold it so that the satin lining, and not the furry outside, showed. After she found the elevators, she took one high up into the building and stepped out into a lofty hallway. A series of brass signs on the wall helped her ﬁnd her way. 

As she was walking along, a blond woman in a sleek red suit and matching coat approached in a wave of perfume. The blond’s hair was cropped short, emphasizing her carved cheekbones and tilted eyes, and her jewelry was discreet but expensive. The woman looked over and smiled with a nod. 

Callie mimicked the cool upward tip of the chin, thinking she’d have to remember the gesture, and kept going. A little farther down, she stopped in front of a set of double doors marked “Greenough Suite.” 

She raised her hand to knock, but a voice stopped her. “Are you looking for Mr. Walker?” 

Callie turned around. A maid holding a set of towels was looking at her with pleasant inquiry. 

“Yes, I am.” 

“He went out about an hour ago. He should be back soon, but I can’t let you in.” 

“That’s okay. I’m happy to wait out here.” 

After the maid left, Callie leaned against the wall, cradling her coat in her hands. She was thinking about what she would say when she saw him and remembered the woman in the red suit. How would someone like her greet Jack Walker? 

Whatever the words, they would undoubtedly strike the perfect note. Just like the woman’s clothes and hair had. 

“Sorry to keep you waiting.” As she jerked at the sound of Walker’s voice, she let out a squeak she could have done without. “Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” 

She opened her mouth, but any cogent thought stalled as she took a good look at him. The black T-shirt and running shorts were a surprise. And so was the sheen of sweat over his skin. 

But his body was what really got her attention. 

My God, she thought. He was an athlete under those expensive suits. 

The man’s shoulders were wide and solid and his arms showed a heavy network of veins and muscle. She couldn’t help but glance farther down and noted that his stomach was as ﬂat as the wall she was leaning against and his thighs were corded with strength. He looked like some kind of well-made machine, all superb working parts that had just passed a rigorous test down on the streets of New York. 

Callie looked away, aware she was staring. “Would you like me to come back in a half hour?” 

“Why?” He opened the door. 

“So you can, er, get ready.” 

“Don’t worry, I’m fast with a bar of soap.” 

Now there was an image she could do without. 

“Are you coming in,” he prompted as she stalled in the doorway, “or are we going to do this in the hall?” 

She kicked her chin up and brushed past him. 

As she stepped into the suite, her feet slowed. It was a palace, room after room of cream and gold with mahogany furniture and thick swaths of brocade drapes. She could see a dining room, a sitting room, and a bar. In a far corner, there were a couple of other doors that probably led into bedrooms. 

“I’ve ordered us breakfast,” he said as he sauntered across an Oriental rug that complemented both the pale walls and the dark furniture. “If they come, will you let them in?” 

She nodded and put her coat down on a chair. 

When she heard a door shut, she started to study the suite in earnest. She ﬁgured she might as well take a good long look because she didn’t know when she’d be in a hotel room like this again. A ﬂash of color caught her eye. Lying on the glossy surface of a side table was a woman’s scarf and next to it were a pair of heavy gold earrings. Callie walked over for a better look. They were beautiful, expensive things and it was easy to imagine the kind of woman they belonged to. 

She was willing to bet whomever it was didn’t have a hole in the pocket of her coat. 

Were they his girlfriend’s? His lover’s? 

Or was he married? No, that would have made it into the papers. 

Once again, she thought about him reaching out and touching her hair the night before. Remembering the way she’d felt, she found the stories about all those women ﬂoating in and out of his bedroom totally believable. In that moment as he’d come toward her, his eyes hooded and ﬁxed on her lips, his broad body throwing off waves of heat even through his clothes, she’d had no interest in turning away. She’d been ready to put her hands on those shoulders and pull him to her. 

Which proved that he was dangerously attractive and she was clearly out of her mind. 

A soft bell chimed and she crossed the room to let in the waiter delivering their breakfast. She stood to the side and watched as he set up a spread on the dining room table. Silver, crystal, porcelain plates, and heavy linens were arranged with precise, efﬁcient movements. The guy was in and out in under ten minutes and he didn’t hover for a tip, which was a good thing; she had little to offer him. 
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