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“Every girl from 18 to 80 will love SOME GIRLS DO! The best feel-good book you'll read this year!”

—JANET EVANOVICH


KATIE COLLINS NEEDS TO LISTEN TO HER MAMA'S WISDOM:

1. Love makes us do amazing, wonderful things…and really stupid things too.

2. A little restraint is fine…as long as you don't overdo it.

3. The most important thing you can do in life is to be your best you.

4. Don't waste time on a man unless his kiss makes you forget your name!

5. I'd rather be brave enough to do something worthy of wild gossip than be so afraid of others’ disapproval that I do nothing at all.


MAYBE THEN SHE'LL REALIZE THAT SOME GIRLS DO

“SOME GIRLS DO…and some girls do it better. Leanne Banks pens a winner. Sexy and laugh-out-loud fun!”

—Kasey Michaels, author of The Kissing Game

“A master of love and laughter, Ms. Banks delights both heart and soul.”

—Romantic Times

“Leanne Banks is clearly a master.”

—Romance Reader

This book is dedicated to all of you who say to me, “Yes, Leanne, you can do it.” You know who you are.
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“A little restraint is fine.…as long as you don't, overdo it”

—SUNNY COLLINS'S WISDOM

Prologue

Her objective was plain, reassuring, and sexless.

Katie Collins ought to know. She achieved her objective every day before she took the train from Media, Pennsylvania, to Society Hill in the heart of Philadelphia's historic district. Everything hinged on her ability to be nearly invisible. She pulled her dark blond hair into a dated twist that immediately aged her five years past her twenty-five. She always knew she got the twist at its most unappealing because it felt too tight, like an unwanted halo. Skipping cosmetics, she pushed her arms into the sleeves of her shapeless gray jacket and glanced approvingly into the mirror at the immediate effect of the drab color. She almost seemed to disappear.

She looked like a sexless spinster with no life to call her own, certainly no threat to the sixth wife of a semiretired CEO who could have been a poster boy for Viagra. Katie was the perfect personal assistant for Ivan Rasmussen, aka Ivan the terrible, founder of the top computer software games company in America.

Sliding the black-rimmed glasses up the bridge of her nose to hide the baby blue eyes she'd inherited from her mother, Katie felt a twinge of longing for a taste of a life of her own and squeezed her eyes shut at the feeling. She'd had blips of those kinds of feelings more often lately and they always scared her. Those feelings reminded her of her infamous mother Sunny Collins. It was more important than ever that she not follow in her mother's footsteps. Sometimes, she could even hear her mother's voice offering advice from the hereafter, but she always tried to shut it out.

Katie had a job to do, and everything depended on her keeping her nose to the grindstone. Excitement wasn't part of the equation. Neither was romance. When her mother had been alive, she had taken enough lovers for ten women, so Katie just figured she was one of those ten who would go without.

Years ago, her name might have been Priscilla Sue. Collins, and she might have been from Texas with a mother rightly labeled the town slut, but she'd left all that behind. Her Texas accent her unfinished high school education, memories of her mother making peanut butter sandwiches with M&M's, and her youth, although Katie couldn't remember a time when she'd felt young.

She'd left everything belonging to Priscilla back in Texas. Except one thing. And that one thing was the reason Katie Collins rose every morning and disappeared behind a gray jacket and black-framed glasses.


“Every once in a while, you meet a man worth the trouble he's going to cause you.”

—SUNNY COLLIN'S WISDOM

Chapter 1

Ivan Rasmussen looked at his world as if he were the Almighty himself. Katie supposed that in Ivan's creation story, he looked at his hugely successful company and like me Almighty, saw that it was good. He looked at his grand house in exclusive Society Hill and saw that it was good. He looked at his most recently acquired wife, who was able to trace her ancestry back to the Mayflower, and saw that she was good.

But when Ivan looked at his youngest daughter, Wilhemina, he saw that she was not so good. She was a mess. Wilhemina bore the influence of every woman who'd passed through her life from her now-deceased Las Vegas showgirl mother to the Slovakian housekeeper who'd once sneaked cookies to her. Unfortunately Wilhemina had inherited her looks from her portly father, Ivan. All her personal stylists had quit, and although Wilhemina was eager to do charity work, no one really trusted her to complete an assignment.

Staring at a recent photograph of Wilhemina, Ivan pinched the bridge of his nose as he stood beside the full-length window of his home office furnished in leather and aged oak. “Patricia and I are finally taking a cruise to Europe,” he said. “We'll be gone for six weeks.”

Katie's palms grew moist. She prayed he wasn't going to release her. “Congratulations,” she said, fighting her nerves. “You and Mrs. Rasmussen will enjoy the time together.”

“Yes,” he said with a lack of enthusiasm. “There won't be much for you to do while I'm gone, so I'm giving you a temporary assignment. There's a possibility for a bonus in it for you too,” he said and glanced at her. “I want you to look after Wilhemina.”

Katie breathed again, slowly. Wilhemina was odd, but not impossible. “You want me to keep her personal calendar organized?”

He shoved one of his hands into the pocket of his Brooks Brothers wool slacks. “In a manner of speaking.” He stretched his sagging chin upward and nodded. “I want you to be her companion. When Wilhemina gets bored, she—” He sighed, “She eats.”

Katie nodded, aware of Wilhemina's diet struggles. “Oh, yes, sir.”

“It's no secret we've been hoping Wilhemina would find a nice young man to marry. Despite all our efforts, no one has been found.”

“I'm sorry, sir,” Katie said, unable to conjure another response. She knew Ivan had exhausted every possible means short of cosmetic surgery to find an approved husband for Wilhemina. He had employed high-class matchmakers and used on-line dating services with disastrous results. She heard he'd even consulted a love magic specialist in the French Quarter of New Orleans.

“You're a sensible woman, responsible, highly motivated, compassionate. How would you like a shot at it?”

Katie blinked. “A shot at what, sir?”

“At finding a husband for Wilhemina. The primary requirement is that the prospect will have to pass a security test.”

Katie's mind reeled. “You want me to find a husband for your daughter?” she asked, unable to keep the disbelief from her voice.

He lifted his chin again, stretching his neck against his crisp white collar in a gesture that indicated his supreme discomfort. “I realize it's a long shot, but I'll make it worth your while if you can do it.”

“How does Wilhemina feel about this idea?”

He shrugged. “I haven't told her, but she won't mind. She wants to get married.”

“I don't know what to say,” Katie said.

“Katie, you've met my daughter. She needs to be guided and protected. I'm not getting any younger and I want the peace of mind that she'll be taken care of after I'm gone. God knows, I can't count on Patricia.”

Katie swallowed a wince. She knew Patricia regarded Wilhemina as the proverbial millstone around Ivan's neck. “Why me?”

“Because you'll view it as a job, as a challenge.”

That sounded like a load of malarkey.

“And there's the bonus,” Ivan said with the same gleam in his eye that she suspected the serpent had worn when he was tempting Eve.

“Which is?” she prompted.

“Fifty thousand dollars,” he said, and watched her with a cagey expression on his face.

Katie didn't breathe for a full moment. When she finally did squeeze in a millimeter of oxygen, she couldn't have formed words if her life depended on it.

“Okay, to hell with it A hundred thousand dollars if you can find a husband for Willie who meets the approval of my security specialist.”

A hundred thousand dollars. Katie's world spun on its axis. A hundred thousand dollars could change her life. It could change her brother Jeremy's life. Katie was bound and determined to make sure he received the special help he needed. She took a deep breath. “Let me get this straight. You will give me a bonus of one hundred thousand dollars if I am able to find a husband for your daughter. This husband must meet the approval of your security specialist.”

Ivan nodded crisply and extended his hand. “Do we have a deal?”

“I'd like the agreement in writing,” Katie said, fully aware that she was negotiating with Ivan the terrible, one of the craftiest men in America. “Expenses in addition to the hundred thousand must be covered, and they will be nonrefundable. I also want the guarantee of my current position if I can't—”

“Never say can't” he said, wagging his finger at her. “Can't is a four-letter word.”

“Regardless of the outcome of this endeavor,” she said, slowly searching for acceptable words, “I want a guarantee that I will retain my current position.”

“Of course,” he said, looking as if he was certain he'd gotten the better end of the deal. He extended his hand again, but a knock sounded at the door.

“I'll get that,” Katie said, quickly stepping past him.

Ivan stuck his arm in front of her, blocking hen. “It's Wingate. I've been waiting for him,” he said, surprising Katie with his eager bolt to the door. Ivan opened the door, again wearing his shark smile. “Michael, my boy,” he said in a hearty voice. “Come in, come in.”

Michael was not a boy, Katie immediately concluded as she watched the tall, dark man slowly stride into Ivan's office. He wore his dark suit far better than Ivan wore his. His leather shoes gleamed from a scrupulous buffing. His red silk tie contrasted with his crisp white shirt.

Katie scrutinized him. His square jaw was perfectly shaven, his mouth held just a hint of sensual curve. High cheekbones framed a roman nose. His eyes were cool, dark, and observant and his short hair meticulously groomed. Katie wondered if he was a marriage candidate for Wilhemina. If so, Katie suspected the poor girl would have her hands full trying to keep this man under control.

“It's good to see you again, Mr. Rasmussen. I'm glad you called,” Michael said smoothly accepting Ivan's pumping handshake.

“Call me Ivan. Michael Wingate, this is my personal assistant Katie Collins. The two of you will be coordinating a special project together.”

“Special project?” Michael tossed Ivan a cautious sideways glance as he leaned forward to offer his hand to Katie. He flicked his dark gaze over her and she felt his instant assessment and brief flicker of curiosity.

She had the uncomfortable sense that this man might see more than she would like. Katie gave his strong hand a brief squeeze. “Mr. Wingate,” she murmured.

“Miss Collins,” he said, and turned back to Ivan. “You mentioned a special project, sir.”

Ivan lifted his chin and gave a nod. “Yes, I told you I have an interesting business proposition for you.”

“But you wouldn't elaborate when I asked,” Michael said in a silky smooth voice.

Ivan smiled coyly. “I like your drive, boy.”

Katie's stomach twisted. Someone got the shaft when ever Ivan was coy. She prayed it wouldn't be her. She looked at the broad-shouldered back of Michael Wingate and had a niggling suspicion that this was not a man who liked to play.

She noticed Michael remained silent. A negotiation strategy, she suspected, having watched Ivan engage other men. He who speaks first loses, she'd once heard Ivan say.

Ivan cleared his throat. “I have a family matter that requires your services. I'd like to see my daughter settled and married. While my wife and I are away on a cruise, my assistant Miss Collins, has agreed to help Wilhemina. I would like you to handle the security details.”

Complete silence followed again, although this time, a hushed quality of shock filled the air. Unable to deny her curiosity, Katie surreptitiously took a half step forward so she could view Michael Wingate's face. He did not look pleased.

“Mr. Rasmussen, I appreciate you thinking of me, but I no longer provide bodyguard services myself. Perhaps I could assign one of my employees to assist you. I was interested in providing a security program for your company.”

“I know,” Ivan said. “But I've used the same security for three years. Except for some dated equipment they've done a decent job. If I'm going to change security companies, I've got to be sure you're going to do a better job than they do.”

“I've shown you our employees’ resumes and you know our record is exemplary,” Michael said and Katie noticed the slightest twitch of impatience at the corner of his right eye.

“But your other clients are small potatoes compared to Ivan Enterprises,” Ivan said, waving his hand in a dismissive gesture. He swaggered, as much as a short, portly man could swagger, over to his desk and withdrew a Cohiba. Esplendido cigar from the wooden humidor. He offered one to. Michael. “You and I both know that if you win my security contract, you'll be moving in a totally different league. If you want a shot at my company business, you have to prove you can take care of my family business.”

One day, Michael Wingate promised himself as he accepted the cigar, he would be able to tell Ivan Rasmussen to stick his prized Cohiba Esplendido up his ass. Not now, though, he thought as he watched Ivan make a show of trimming and lighting the cigar. As much as he hated the fact, the truth remained that Ivan Rasmussen not only offered Michael the opportunity to take his business to the next level, an association with the manipulative little bastard would give Michael the chance to gain back a measure of his respect That combination kept Michael from dropping his Cohiba onto the floor and grinding it into Ivan's antique oriental rug.

Instead Michael drew no pleasure as he trimmed his cigar and puffed From the time he was a child, Michael had known the art of cigar smoking was a necessary evil among Philadelphia's elite. Since he'd become an adult he'd learned the size of the cigar correlated with the wannabe dick size of the smoker.

Ivan wore a thoughtful, cagey expression. The man knew he held all the trump cards. Michael fought the sensation of chains closing around him. He could take this or leave it, he told himself. He could walk out of here. But Ivan's offer included too many benefits, none of which included working with his strange assistant Michael wouldn't be worth a nickel as a security specialist if he hadn't learned how to assess a person in sixty seconds or less. With the exception of her killer legs, the woman was so plain Michael wondered if she had gotten an un-makeover. Her drab shapeless dress, unflattering hairstyle, and glasses made her look older than she was. He wondered why she wanted to look older. There was always a reason. In his profession, he'd learned everyone had secrets. He wondered what secret the deliberately painfully plain Miss Collins hid. Her unlined skin and watchful blue eyes gave her youth away. He could feel her watching him even now. He pegged her age at twenty-six, her sexual appeal, intentionally zip. For a sliver of a second he wondered if she was one of those women who dressed like plain-Jane, but made love like a man's favorite bad-girl fantasy. He pushed the thought aside.

“What are the terms?” Michael asked, returning his attention to the more important matter at hand.

Ivan smiled broadly. “I knew you would be interested. You're hungry,” he said. “I like that It's a piece of cake. Miss Collins will provide prospective candidates for my daughter to marry. You will thoroughly screen them. No ex- convicts, no freeloaders, no disease carriers, and no red- necks. I can't accept a redneck for a son-in-law. And you're to provide protection for Wilhemina and my home in my absence.”

Michael had learned the hard way to detest vague agreements. “What is the duration of the assignment?”

“Just until Patricia and I return from the cruise,” Ivan said with a shrug.

“And we agree that if I handle the security for your daughter, then my company will handle the security for Ivan Enterprises beginning on the date of your return.” Michael clarified.

Ivan frowned. “Well, we might have to negotiate the start date for your company. After all, I'll have to give the current security company notice.”

Michael felt as if he were nailing a slimy worm to the wall. “What exactly would the start date be?”

Ivan rolled Ms shoulders in a near-squirm. “How about six months after I get back from Europe?”

“How about two weeks and in writing?” Michael returned. He was nobody's fool.

Ivan stretched his neck and gave an uneasy chuckle. “You and Miss Collins have a bit in common. You both drive a hard bargain. She wanted the agreement in writing too. No problem. I'll have my attorney draw up the papers.”

“That's not necessary,” Michael interjected, not distracted by Ivan's false flattery. “I'm sure your attorney is busy with other matters. I'll have my attorney draft an agreement.” He pulled out his Palm Pilot and flipped through his calendar. “Shall we meet Thursday at ten A.M. or three-thirty?”

“Ten A.M., but my attorney will want to look over the agreement before I sign it,” Ivan said with a wary glint in his beady eyes. He wore the expression of a man having second thoughts, as if he knew he'd dangled a juicy T-bone in front of a starving dog, and if he wasn't careful, the dog would take a few of his fingers along with the steak.

Michael would have to say that Ivan's uneasiness was warranted, he thought as he stubbed out his cigar in a crystal ashtray. After getting the shaft from his former business partner four years ago and getting dumped by his fiancée at the same time, Michael might not be a desperate man, but he was damn well determined. He'd learned never to depend on anyone, and his painful education, which had started at an early age, had turned all his soft spots to steel.

One week later, Ivan and Patricia were making last-minute preparations for the trip. Katie was to move in the following day, but she knew from Ivan's schedule that her boss had planned a meeting that afternoon with his attorney. She'd met Ivan's attorney, Gaston Hayes, before, and the beady-eyed, sharp-nosed man reminded her of something from the dark underworld. He gave her the creeps.

But he was important to Ivan, and since Katie had just entered into a legally binding agreement with Ivan, she suspected she had better stay informed. She wasn't normally snoopy and was scrupulous about respecting her employer's confidentiality, but this time she felt she had to make an exception.

Checking her watch, she saw that Gaston was due in two minutes. He was always prompt. Katie could hear Ivan trying to escape a discussion about packing with Patricia. Looking behind her and in front of her, she crept into Ivan's office and walked directly to the closet. Suddenly hearing voices, she opened the closet door, stepped inside, and closed it.

A hand closed over her mouth.


“It is better to be on the receiving end of a shocked stare than a bored yawn.”

—SUNNY COLLINS'S WISDOM

Chapter 2

Terror filled her throat and Katie opened her mouth to scream.

“Be quiet. We're both here for the same reason,” Michael Wingate said, still holding his hand over her mouth.

Her heart pounding a mile a minute, she shook her head to free her mouth with no success. Panicking, she stepped backward onto his foot.

He swore and removed his hand. For two seconds. She sucked in a quick breath, and he covered her mouth again.

“I'm not going to hurt you. Be quiet so we can hear. If I take my hand away, you have to promise that you'll be quiet Nod your head if you promise.”

She nodded. He removed his hand and she tried to step away from his tall, overpowering frame. She started to trip on something she couldn't see, and he pulled her upright against him.

“Just be still for God's sake!” he whispered tersely.

“Excuse me for not knowing the etiquette for sharing a closet with a man I don't know or trust” she whispered just as tersely.

“Be quiet. They're coming.”

Katie heard Ivan's and Gaston's voices as they entered the office and held her breath. If she could see her face right now, she was sure it was fire-engine red. She was completely mortified to be caught eavesdropping.

“I don't know where Katie went,” Ivan said.

“Maybe to the rest room or on a coffee break,” Gaston said. “Isn't that where female employees usually spend most of their time?”

Ivan chuckled. “You're right about that.”

Katie growled.

Michael pinched her.

She elbowed him in the ribs.

“Have a cigar, Gaston.”

“Thank you very much. You have the best.”

“Only the best,” Ivan said, and Katie could easily picture the old man puffing out his chest.

“Suck up,” she muttered, hearing the faint sounds of trimming, torching, and puffing.

“What did you need this afternoon, Mr. Rasmussen?”

“I'm going out of town tomorrow for an extended trip and I want you to check on the house every now and then.”

“Because of your arrangement concerning Wilhemina,” Gaston said.

“Exactly. I trust Katie as much as I trust any female employee. She's got a good head on her shoulders, but like most women her heart will ultimately win over her head I still can't believe she's going to try to do this job for one hundred thousand dollars. Orly of Beverly Hills charges two hundred thousand for matchmaking.”

Katie bit her tongue. She'd thought she'd done pretty well. Ivan's denigrating words stung.

“Well, Miss Collins is a rank amateur in this area. If you'll forgive me, sir, I'm surprised you chose someone to help Wilhemina who appears to have no fashion sense.”

“Katie is motivated. She may wear ugly clothes and be plain as beige, but she wants to make money. I've always tried to work that kind of motivation in my favor.”

“Which is why you're so successful, Mr. Rasmussen,” Gaston said.

“I'm going to be sick,” she mouthed, entirely too aware of Michael Wingate's muscular body brushing against hers. His cologne smelled ten times better than those stinky cigars.

“Now Wingate is a different matter. He's motivated by money, but I don't entirely trust him.”

“Then, if you'll pardon me, why did you hire him, sir?”

“Because my security company refused to accept the job,” Ivan said in disgust “I'll cut them loose for that. Michael was the most persistent security specialist to contact me. Most importantly, he was available to watch over Wilhemina while I'm gone.” He made a puffing sound. “Don't get me wrong. His record is squeaky clean.”

“Except?”

Ivan chuckled. “Very good, Gaston. Nobody's perfect” Michael held his breath while he waited to hear Ivan's comments.

“His black mark is his family. His parents were mentally unstable.”

Michael felt a knot form in his gut. Would the black cloud from his parents’ weaknesses ever leave? He gritted his teeth.

“A shame,” Gaston said with polite insincerity.

“Yes, it is. That's why I'd like you to stop by the house every so often. You don't mind, do you?”

“I'd be honored, sir.”

“Good, I'll give you a number where I can be reached in case of emergency,” Ivan said, and the intercom beeped.

“Ah, that's Patricia again.” He sighed. “Thank you for coming at such short notice. Do you mind seeing yourself to the door?”

“Not at all, sir.”

Michael heard a clicking sound. “Coming, Patricia,” Ivan said, then heavy footsteps followed.

“Wait ten seconds,” he said in a low voice to Katie Collins. It was a wonder the woman hadn't maimed him when he'd tried to keep her quiet. Her hair smelled good, he'd noticed. Like a mixture of sunshine and flowers.

She moved forward to open the door and turned the knob to no avail. “It's locked!” she whispered in a horrified voice. “What are we going to—”

Michael put his hands on her slim waist and moved her aside, feeling the brush of her breasts against his arm as he set her down. For a half second, he wondered what her body really looked like without the ugly clothes.

Quickly setting the thought aside, he pulled out a credit card and unlocked the door. Katie followed him out in a rush.

Looking from side to side, she inhaled a deep draft of air and took a few tentative steps toward the outer office. She peeked through the doorway and waved him on. Michael stood right behind her and she turned, searching his face. The color of her blue eyes was unusually intense, he noticed. A man would have to stand close to notice, the same way he'd noticed the scent of her hair.

“I don't usually snoop,” she told him in a quiet voice. “But this thing with Ivan—”

Michael cut her off, his mouth still filled with bitterness at Ivan's assessment. “No explanation necessary. I was doing the same thing you were. Protecting myself.”

She frowned, obviously still uncomfortable with it. “Maybe, but it—”

“You don't owe me any explanations,” Michael said.

She studied him. “Okay. What he said about your parents…”

“I don't discuss my parents, especially with someone I don't know,” he interjected coldly. He didn't want tea and sympathy from Ivan's plain assistant.

Her mouth parted as if she wasn't sure what to say, then she closed it “Well, you obviously don't need to know my thoughts, but I've worked with Ivan for a year. His personal assessments of people are less than astute, and he's truly a world-class prick.”

She adjusted her glasses and walked away, leaving Michael to try to put the woman in a neat little box. He narrowed his eyes and tilted his head to one side. Something about her didn't fit.

Ivan and Patricia bid bon voyage from the Queen Elizabeth 2, and Katie moved into the Rasmussen mansion. She told herself not to get used to it Katie had never slept in such luxurious surroundings except when she'd cared for her previous employer Lana Fitzpatrick during her final cancer-stricken weeks.

Lana had been odd, but so obscenely wealthy that no one, cared. Katie had originally cleaned Lana's house. When Lana's personal assistant had left abruptly, Lana had temporarily moved Katie into the position. Temporary turned to permanent, and Katie still had tender feelings for the woman. Lana had taught her much, and she still missed her. Lana had been responsible for opening new doors to Katie, and in a crazy way had looked out for Katie after her death.

Katie supposed her upbringing with her unconventional mother had prepared her for dealing with eccentric people. The problem with Katie's mother, however, had been that her eccentricity had caused a lot of trouble and heartache. Her mother had given birth to four children by four different fathers, and had lost custody of two of them due to her wacky ways. Katie still missed her sisters, but she knew they were in better homes.

She missed a lot of people, she told herself, shaking her head. But she didn't have time to wallow in it, she thought, sending up another silent thank-you to Lana. Whoever said the rich are different from the rest of us knew what they were talking about. In Philadelphia high society, it was a matter of pride to gain an employee as a result of the death -of a well-established family. Katie didn't understand it. She just knew that Ivan and Patricia considered her a small badge of honor because of her employment association with one of the long-time matrons of Philadelphia society, Lana Fitzpatrick.

Katie ran her fingers over the fine cotton blue sateen duvet on me cherry queen-sized bed in her temporary room and pushed gently on the firm mattress. The cherry dresser and wardrobe gleamed from the fervent attention of a house cleaner. The lush white carpet gently cushioned her feet as she walked across it to glance out the window to the Rasmussens’ meticulously manicured lawn. Her surroundings oozed comfort.

“Don't get used to it,” she whispered, and picked up a pad of paper. It was time to meet Wilhemina for tea. They'd met formally and Katie had gotten an earful about Wilhemina, but she'd never had the opportunity to just sit down and talk with her except for the time she'd gone to the grocery store and bought Popsicles when Wilhemina had the flu.

As soon as Katie entered the lady's parlor, Wilhemina immediately stood in gracious, but ridiculous splendor. She wore a chartreuse suit that appeared one size too small for Wilhemina's plump frame. Around her shoulders, she draped a fox boa, the animals connected mouth to tail. She capped off the ensemble with a black hat with silky fringe. The combination made Katie slightly nauseous, but she couldn't ignore the dejected vulnerability she sensed in Ivan's daughter. Something about Wilhemina evoked a feeling of protectiveness inside Katie that she usually reserved for her brother. Wilhemina knitted her fingers together uncertainly; her heavily made-up eyes darted away from Katie's gaze. “Hello, Katie. How do you do?”

Katie wondered why she felt ancient compared to Wilhemina when there was barely one year's difference between their ages. Unable to suppress a feeling of pity for Ivan's daughter, Katie crossed the room and shook Wilhemina's hand. “I'm fine, thank you. I'm glad I'm getting a chance to talk with you.”

Wilhemina gave an uncertain smile. “Shall we sit for some tea?”

“Great, thank you. I'll pour,” Katie said, pouring the tea from the sterling silver set and sinking onto the hard antique settee. Katie took a sip, then set down her cup. She opened her mouth to speak, but paused as she saw the most hideous creature on the planet enter the room.

“Chantal,” Wilhemina said in delight to the Canadian hairless cat. She patted the seat beside her. “Come join us.”

The only person in the household more attached to Chantal than Wilhemina was Ivan, and Katie knew Ivan's interest in the animal was purely financial. A rare breed, the cat was worth a fortune. Katie just didn't get it. The poor animal looked as if someone had taken a razor and shaved nearly every hair from its body. Unfortunately, Chantal's disposition didn't compensate for her appearance. The sight of the animal never failed to make her wince. She deliberately looked away.

“Wilhemina, have you been told about my assignment with you?”

Wilhemina bobbed her head, making the fringe on her hat dance. She absently stroked the cat. “Daddy said you're going to help me find a husband.”

Try to help you find a husband, Katie thought, finding the assignment more daunting with each passing moment.

Wilhemina bit her lip. “I haven't had very good luck with men or matchmakers. This is embarrassing to say, but we've tried just about everything. I've worked with three professional dating services and all of them eventually quit. I went out on a few first dates, but there were only two men I went out with more than once. We found out one of them was a cross-dresser, but the absolute worst was the man who was being paid to date me. I also tried an on-line dating service, but the most promising prospect was in a penitentiary. I got the impression he was a guard, but it turned out he was incarcerated because of an armed robbery charge. I'm sure he was innocent just like he told me, but Daddy refused to let me continue to correspond with him.”

Katie stifled a sigh. Wilhemina obviously didn't know that they were all innocent. “I know it's been difficult,” she said, not wanting to linger on the disaster zone of Wilhemina's courtships. If Katie dwelt on the subject too long, she would throw in the towel before she got started. “I thought it would be a good idea for me to learn more about your likes and dislikes and your hobbies. That way, maybe we could find the best possible match for you.”

Wilhemina gave her a blank look. “I don't really have a lot of hobbies. I took piano lessons, but I wasn't very good. When I took horseback riding lessons, I fell off a lot I like to volunteer.” She bit her lip and lowered her voice. “I'm not pretty. Patricia mentioned plastic surgery.”

“No,” she said abruptly, her anger rushing to her head. She bit her lip to keep from calling Patricia a few choice names. “I think we need to focus on what kind of man you might like, and when you meet the right man, he will feel so lucky he'll have to pinch himself.”

Wilhemina's eyes softened. “Daddy said you're kind and sensible. I'll never forget the Popsicles you brought me when I was sick.” She paused and looked down. “I'm just not sure I can be very selective.”

Katie digested Wilhemina's response and felt her stomach twist. She couldn't recall meeting a woman with lower self-esteem than Ivan's daughter, unless she counted her mother. She'd gotten the Popsicle tip from her mom, who had always given Katie and her sisters the frozen treats when they'd had sore throats. Katie fought an overwhelming mix of emotions about her mother, about Wilhemina, about herself. Who was she to think she could find a good husband for Wilhemina when so many others had tried and failed?

Katie thought of the hundred thousand dollars and her brother. Jeremy had special needs and it was up to her and nobody else to make sure those needs were met. Katie knew she had to try. She positioned her pen over her notepad. “Lots of women have bad experiences with men. It's obvious that you just haven't met the right one yet. I would still like to know more about you. What do you like?”

“I like food,” Wilhemina confessed. “Too much.”

Katie smiled. “What foods do you like best?”

“Anything chocolate and any kind of pie. I love pie.” She slid her gaze away from Katie. “Patricia has made the cook swear not to prepare chocolate or pie while she and Daddy are gone.”

Katie stopped midmotion with her pen. Patricia's ancestors may have come over on the Mayflower, but Patricia was a five-star witch. Katie tapped her pen thoughtfully on the notepad. “At one time or another, most people struggle with their diet,” she said. “It's one of those goals people keep trying to regulate like exercise.”

“You don't have to,” Wilhemina said, her gaze taking in Katie's slim frame. “You're thin,” she said in a softly accusing tone.

“Size isn't everything,” Katie said, although her mother had repeatedly informed her that with men, size mattered. But that was a different matter. “What else do you like?”

“Animals. I like animals. I like music.” Wilhemina paused, then leaned forward as if sharing a secret. “Don't tell Patricia, but I love country music.”

Katie felt a sliver of amusement “I won't tell. If you could have any kind of man for a husband, what would he be like?”

Seeming to hold her breath, Wilhemina locked gazes with Katie, and Katie could practically see a cauldron of secret wishes bubbling inside Ivan's daughter. She flexed her pen in preparation for a lengthy list.

“I want a man who wants me so much he can't live without me,” Wilhemina said breathlessly.

Katie felt a lump in her throat at the fragility of Ivan's daughter. She hadn't expected their meeting to be so, well, emotional. Absently pushing her glasses up her nose, Katie tried to detach herself. It wasn't her job to get overly involved with Wilhemina. Her assignment was to find Wilhemina a husband. If fate was kind, she would accomplish her assignment and Wilhemina's husband would grow to love her.

“I understand that you've been invited to a cocktail party at the Rogers’ home on Saturday,” Katie ventured. “Have you thought about what you'd like to wear?”

Wilhemina shook her head, sending the fringe on her hat into a tizzy. “I usually just pick something out at the last minute. Like today, the suit is new, but the fox wrap belonged to my mother.”

No disrespect to Wilhemina's deceased mother, but the fox wrap should have been buried with her. Katie nodded, but kept her mouth shut.

“And the hat belonged to my third stepmother, Maria. She was a flamenco dancer,” Wilhemina said with a shy smile.

Katie nodded again. “I know you've had professional fashion consultations. Would you like to shop for something new to wear to the Rogers’ party?”

“That would be fun. You'll get something too, won't you?” Wilhemina asked.

Confused, Katie shook her head. “I really don't need anything new.”

“But you're going with me to the party, aren't you? Daddy said you would also be my companion.” Wilhemina scrutinized Katie's olive dress. “You can't wear anything like that to the Rogers’.”

Katie paused, stuck on the prospect of attending a high-society cocktail party. Fish out of water didn't begin to cover how she would feel. “I, uh, I had thought you would want to attend alone so you could mingle with the eligible men.”

Wilhemina shook her head. “The only reason the Rogers invited me is because they didn't know Daddy was going out of town.”

Katie swallowed a groan. “I really hadn't planned—I'm not sure I'm prepared to attend the Rogers’ cocktail party.”

“Well, maybe we can have makeovers together. That would be fun,” Wilhemina said, warming to the idea. “And I can lend you some of my accessories.”

Katie bit back a moan. “Oh, I couldn't let you do that,” she said for more than one reason. “Besides, we need to keep the focus on you since we're looking—”

“Excuse me,” a male voice said from behind her. “Am I interrupting?”

Katie immediately tensed. Michael Wingate. Yes, you're interrupting, she wanted to say, but restrained herself. She turned to see him stride into the room, his hand outstretched toward Wilhemina.

“Miss Rasmussen, I don't believe we've met. Michael Wingate of Wingate Securities at your service.”

Wilhemina's cheeks turned pink. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Wingate. Please call me Wilhemina.”

“Wilhemina,” he said with a gentle nod of deference, then cast a brief, curious glance at Katie. “Miss Collins.”

Katie nodded, his curiosity making her uncomfortable. She noticed the perfect cut of his suit, perfect knot of his tie, and perfect confidence he oozed with every minute gesture. Her mother's voice whispered through her mind, Now that's one man's trousers I wouldn't mind climbing inside. The bawdy thought embarrassed her, and she snuffed out her mother's uncensored comments from her brain.

“Katie and I were just discussing the Rogers’ party on Saturday night, I thought it would be fun if Katie got a makeover and went with me,” Wilhemina said.

Katie felt Michael Wingate run his cool, dispassionate gaze over her from head to toe and knew she didn't measure up to whatever his standard was. Not that she gave a tinker's damn.

“Excellent idea, Wilhemina, both for security purposes and for your comfort. I'm certain Miss Collins would be delighted to get a makeover with you. She'll need different clothing for a party at the Rogers’.”

“Oh, and you'll be joining us, won't you?” Wilhemina asked.

Katie watched Michael's perfect composure slip a millimeter and felt an inordinate satisfaction. “Joining you for what?” he asked.

“For the cocktail party,” Wilhemina said, brimming with enthusiasm. “It will make me feel safer to have a bodyguard with me, and it'll be so much more fun if all three of us go together.”

“Fun,” he echoed, rolling the word in his mouth as if it were foreign to him.

Katie would bet the concept of fun was foreign to Michael Wingate. Although she hadn't engaged in a great deal of fun during the last two years, she could at least identify it.

“I'm not sure my job assignment is intended for me to have fun,” he said to Wilhemina, his jaw tight with a restraint that suggested his patience was being stretched.

“But I'd be much more comfortable if you would join Katie and me,” Wilhemina said, a world of vulnerability in her eyes.

Katie watched Michael Wingate and waited. His confidence irritated her. His intensity bothered her in weird ways she didn't understand. His response to Wilhemina would determine exactly where Katie placed him on the prick scale for men.


“Anyone can be a butterfly. A butterfly is just a moth with eyeshadow.”

—SUNNY COLLINS'S WISDOM

Chapter 3

Michael looked into Wilhemina's guileless gaze and felt his no back up in his throat. It would be easier to kick a puppy.

“How can I say no?” Michael finally said. How in hell could he refuse, he wondered, tamping down the familiar rumble of frustration. He was caught between a rock and a hard place until Ivan returned.

Although Michael considered this assignment so frivolous it made his teeth ache, he had decided Ivan's bargain was worth the pain. Michael couldn't bear feeling his time was being wasted. He had too much to accomplish, too much to rebuild, he thought, a fuzzy vision of his father sliding through his mind like smoke. Pushing the image aside, Michael tried not to dwell on everything his father had lost all those years ago, but he couldn't deny he burned to regain at least a portion of it. Add to that his own professional disaster that would have buried plenty of men. Between a fiancée who had dumped him in his blackest hour and a partner who had double-crossed him, Michael had learned not to count on anyone. He had worked nearly twenty-four hours a day during the last four years to position his company for this kind of success. With a contract for Ivan's security business needs firmly under wraps in just months, Michael might be able to finally take a breath. Sometimes he wondered if he really wanted time to take a breath.

Wilhemina beamed at him, nodding her head and making the fringe on her ridiculous hat shimmy. Ivan's daughter was an unarmed amateur in the Philadelphia society scene where men and women wielded their tongues with the professional ease of hit men using a switchblade or Uzi. Wilhemina was unfashionable in both temperament and appearance. She would never be able to affect the cool required of the social elite.

Finding a husband for Ivan's daughter in Philadelphia would require a miracle handed down from God, and Michael seriously doubted Miss Collins was up to the challenge. Michael, however, had made certain his agreement with Ivan was not dependent on Miss Collins's success. Michael was merely responsible for Wilhemina's safety to the extent that her life was not threatened and to thoroughly inform her and Ivan of the background of all potential suitors.

Michael suspected his greatest challenge during the next two months would be to keep himself from leaping out the window of his antique-laden bedroom on the second floor from complete boredom. Michael had learned that keeping busy kept the ghosts away, the ghosts of his father and the loss. He wondered how in hell he would be able to keep busy during this insane assignment. Ivan had been unwilling to budge on the issue of Michael's residence. The man might come across like an asshole, but he was a pit bull where his daughter was concerned.

“Wilhemina,” Michael said in a voice he reserved for good children. “I haven't had a chance to brief Miss Collins. It won't take a moment, and I can talk to her in the office across the hall. Would you excuse us?”

“Of course,” Wilhemina said. “I'll just drink my tea. Have you met Chantal yet?” she asked, moving her hand toward a cat that looked as if it had been skinned.

“This is the Canadian hairless,” Michael said, keeping his tone as neutral as he could. Ivan had slipped the cat's protection into his contract at the last minute. If his colleagues knew he was not only heiress-sitting, he was also cat-sitting, he would be laughed off the east coast.

“Yes. Amazing, isn't she,” Miss Collins said in the same neutral voice he had affected.

He saw a sliver of wry amusement in Miss Collins's gaze and felt the slightest click of a connection. She didn't think much of the cat either. They agreed on one thing. He just needed to make sure they agreed on a few others.

He bent to touch the animal, but the cat snarled He pulled back. “Amazing,” he repeated. “My thoughts exactly. If you'll excuse us, Wilhemina,” he said, then glanced at Ivan's assistant. “Miss Collins.”

He thought he spotted a trace of rebellion in the woman's eyes, but she turned her head before he had a chance to study her. Leading the way to the office, Michael stood inside the room and closed the door as soon as Miss Collins entered.

“I realize you have an ominous task in front of you,” Michael began, pulling at his tie. “And desperation drives all of us to take insane action,” he said darkly, because he believed Ivan's offer was insane. “But don't include me on your list of prospects for Wilhemina and don't encourage her to include me on her social outings.”

Miss Collins's lips parted in surprise. She blinked, then drew a deep breath. “Mr. Wingate, I wouldn't have dreamed of including you on a list of prospects for Wilhemina. After meeting her, my top criterion for her husband would be kindness. As for her desire to include you on her outings, I have no control. If she feels more comfortable with her assigned bodyguard, I certainly wouldn't want to stop her.”

Michael's attention hung on the slight edge of her voice when she'd mentioned kindness before she'd called him a bodyguard. The insult scored him. “I am not a bodyguard. I am the owner of Wingate Securities, a professional agency that specializes in commercial and computer security.”

Miss Collins shrugged. “Just as I'm not ordinarily a companion or a matchmaker.”

Michael felt his temperature rise. “You still don't understand. I will personally screen all of Wilhemina's marriage prospects, but I'll be conducting some of my own business while I stay at the Rasmussens’ home. I employ bodyguards who can protect Wilhemina during her excursions.”

Miss Collins nodded slowly. “What you're telling me is that you have more important things to do than be Wilhemina's bodyguard.”

“Yes,” he said, relieved the woman finally had comprehended him, although he couldn't help thinking his complete lack of relationships during the last year had done serious damage to his communication skills. He'd done his damnedest to make himself an island and had succeeded in all the ways that counted.

“That's fine,” she said cheerfully. “I'll let you explain it to Wilhemina. It's far too complicated for me. Was there anything else you wanted?”

Michael ground his teeth. He knew part of the reason Miss Collins got on his nerves was because she'd heard Ivan's take on his parents. He ruthlessly pushed aside his discomfort for the moment. “You'll need to supply me with the names of your prospects if or when you find them along with advance notice of Wilhemina's schedule.”

“No problem,” Miss Collins said. “Now if you'll excuse me—”

“One more thing,” he said, her breezy attitude grating on him. “Even if you can't find anyone for Wilhemina, I still intend to get Ivan's business. This is no game for me.”

In one blink, the glint in her eyes shifted from contrary to deadly serious. “Then we agree. This is important to me too,” she said crisply.

Her resolve echoed inside him with such force that he had the feeling he had just met his match in the determination department.

“I need to get back to Wilhemina. I'm sure I'll see you later,” she told him in a dismissive tone that indicated she was as thrilled with their enforced association as he was.

Feeling her anger burn high in her cheeks, Katie marched back into the parlor. “Self-serving, superior sonofabitch,” she muttered under her breath. She felt her mother's drawling perspective ooze through her. Damn shame. A fine specimen of masculinity until he opens his mouth. If he's gonna open his mouth, he should make use of it in a totally different manner.

Katie rolled her eyes and quelled her mother's voice. She bit her lip and tried to calm herself as she spotted Wilhemina stuffing two cookies into her mouth. This would be worth the trouble, she told herself. It wouldn't be easy, but it would be worth it.

Wilhemina looked up at Katie with a guilty gaze and gulped down the remainder of the cookies. She followed with a quick swallow of tea. “Did Mr. Wingate brief you?”

“Yes,” she said, certain his briefs were constantly in a twist.

“Isn't he gorgeous,” Wilhemina said with a sigh.

As long as he doesn't open his mouth, Katie thought and made a noncommittal sound.

“Such a shame about his family,” Wilhemina said and made a clucking sound.

Curious despite herself, Katie took the lure. “His family?”

“Patricia told me the Wingates used to live on Society Hill, but Michael's father lost all their money to poor investments and they were ruined.”

That sounded like the kind of information Patricia would be eager to impart.

“If that weren't bad enough, after he lost all the money, Michael's father killed himself, so there was no life insurance for Michael or his mother. Patricia says his mother has been mentally unstable ever since.”

Katie felt a drop of sympathy for the man. Although her mother had never been declared insane, her actions had yielded a truckload of embarrassment for Katie when she'd hit adolescence. “How old was Mr. Wingate when he lost his father?”

“Eight or nine, I think. He was bounced around between distant relatives and foster homes. Then he went into the military,” she said, her gaze turning dreamy. “I bet he looked great in a uniform.”

“Looks aren't everything,” Katie said, dismissing the disturbing Michael Wingate from her mind. She had more important fish to fry. “You want to marry a man who will treat you well.”
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